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1

Jol Rivers stared into the eyes of the Autarch.

Purple shadows danced across the walls of the bedroom, cast from the flames surrounding Jessamyn Silverbrook’s naked body. Jol had arisen from a dead slumber to find the girl standing at the foot of his harem’s bed, her head cocked to the side and her face contorted into an almost unrecognizable expression. When she spoke, her voice was not the one he’d grown to know and love through so many days at the Lyceum, the magical school at the heart of the Second Empire where Jol and several women had all fallen in love. Her body was the same, but not her mind.

The eyes of something unfathomably old and hateful stared out through the young woman’s face.

“Darling?” Lady Aeronwen rose from the bed with a startled expression, grabbing instinctively for her man. “What’s wrong? Jessamyn, what on earth are you doing…?”

“I am not Jessamyn,” the voice said contemptuously. The words sounded too large for the young woman’s slender frame, as if a mouse had suddenly begun to speak in the tones of a lion on the prowl. “The Exalted One understands, Lady Aeronwen. He does not look upon me as you do.”

“How do you know her name?” Jol demanded. If this thing had access to Jessamyn’s memories, then they were all in a great deal of trouble.

The thing inside of Jessamyn laughed. “I see everything that happens within my kingdom,” the Autarch declared “The world of men is but a playhouse to me—nothing escapes my gaze. I’ve seen your ascent, Exalted One, as have I seen the ascent of those you surround yourself with.” Jessamyn gave a very un-Jessamyn like snicker. “And I will see their fall.”

Jol still struggled to process the scene before him. A few moments ago, he’d been dead to the world—safe in the arms of his harem, who’d all had a wonderful time together before passing out in the oversized bed they shared in Aeronwen’s suite at the Lyceum. As the new Dean of the Second Empire’s greatest college for magery and magical learning, Aeronwen was entitled to a few creature comforts. Particularly when her man, Jol, had saved the Lyceum twice over since arriving just a few short weeks ago.

The last thing Jol remembered before passing out was talking with Aeronwen about his impending nuptials. Though he had the love of several women, all of them wanted him to tie the knot with the Woman in Blue—to make her his wife as well as his woman, to elevate her to the status of queen of the harem. Considering all of them loved Aeronwen nearly as much as they worshiped Jol, it made sense.

He’d gone to bed with dreams of the future in his head—most of them dirty ones.

And woken up to this.

“Get out of her,” Aeronwen whispered, her face just at the beginning stages of horror. “Release Jessamyn, you demon! You fiend!”

The Autarch merely snickered. “I am no demon,” he said, shrugging with Jessamyn’s shoulders. “That is a demon.”

He pointed at Envy.

The demoness shuddered. Though she was a creature of the woods and linked with the same strange power that allowed Jol to enchant objects in his forge against enemy magic, the creature who’d become at first his familiar and then his lover was allied with him, not with the Autarch. She stared at her former lord with nothing but unalloyed dread, seeing not the woman he’d taken as a vessel but the monster within.

“What are you doing here?” the pale-faced demoness asked. 

Jessamyn’s face turned the Autarch’s cold eyes to the demon. “You dare ask me questions?” The voice had just a hint of Jessamyn’s humor in it; other than that, it was all that deep, sonorous baritone. “Drop to your knees and worship me, beast! Vermin like you should not be allowed to open their mouths in my presence—!” 

“That’s enough,” Jol snapped. Even bare-chested, half-roused from a dead slumber, he was not going to allow an intruder to speak ill of his women. “You came to speak to me, demon? Then speak. Tell me what you wish to say, then leave Jessamyn alone. Never touch her again.” 

Chortling laughter escaped the young woman’s lips. “Before we begin our congress, Exalted One, there is a point I must clarify,” the Autarch said. The flames around Jessamyn burned a little brighter, illuminated the walls of the bedroom and the oversized bed on which Jol and his harem had so recently made love. “You can give me no commands regarding Jessamyn Silverbrook. This woman belongs to me, blacksmith. She has been mine for far longer than she has been yours.” 

“God-in-flesh, no!” Aeronwen was aghast. “You’re mad!” 

The fiend made Jessamyn grin. “Bastard daughter of a minor lord,” he said, glancing down at the naked body he occupied. Worthless politically—but beautiful enough to make men weep. And gifted with such power.” Jessamyn’s gaze raked the bed, peering at each of Jol’s half-naked harem girls in turn. “From whence did you believe that power derived, Lady Aeronwen? From good genes? Excellent study habits!?” 

It was a joke, and a cruel one. Jessamyn’s power was so effortless that she’d been a terrible study at the Lyceum, and bored with all but the most advanced of subjects. Only psychomancy—the power to cast spells that affected the mind—interested her enough to keep her attention. 

“I don’t believe it,” Aeronwen blurted. “I can’t believe it. You’re not him—you’re not the Autarch. You’re just some clever demon who’s managed to penetrate the mind of a psychomancer. You’re playing a part…” 

Jessamyn sniffed impetuously. “Tell them,” she said, gesturing at Envy. “Am I a clever fraud?” 

The demoness’s expression twisted. “The most clever fraud of all,” she hissed, showing teeth that looked more like fangs. “The greatest of deceivers, and the most merciless of swindlers—” 

“Calm your insults, demon. I haven’t come for those.” The Autarch snickered. “I am he?” 

Slowly, Envy nodded. “Aye,” she admitted. “You are him.” 

Ice filled the pit of Jol’s stomach. This was the ancient enemy that he and so many other young men of the Second Empire had been drafted to fight. The source of the foulness that spread from the Scourge at the heart of the heathen north, sending beasts like the inhumi and worse things into the kingdom of men to spread death, fear and madness. 

The being that controlled the monsters known as the Seven. Jol was one of the few men to meet one of the seven and live to tell the tale. He still wasn’t sure he was luckier than the ones who hadn’t. 

“If you wish to speak with me, then leave my woman alone,” Jol growled. He was beginning to flicker with flames of his own—deep purple ones, the same fire that appeared when he was deeply engaged in his forge and the magic he touched during his blacksmithing. “Step out of her into whatever form you would choose, and we’ll speak like men.” 

The Autarch put a hand on Jessamyn’s hip. “And if I don’t?” 

“Then I’ll destroy you,” Jol said, his lips peeling back over his teeth. 

To his surprise, the Autarch did not laugh contemptuously at the boast. Instead, he snickered as if Jol had just made a social blunder. “You’ll never destroy the Master’s house with the Master’s tools,” he teased, waving Jessamyn’s finger back and forth. “In trying to destroy me, Jol Rivers, you would only destroy yourself.” 

That sounded like gibberish to him. But arguing about it wasn’t going to get Jessamyn back. Only by discovering what the Autarch wanted could Jol force the man to relinquish the body of the woman he loved. 

It was time for both of them to lay their cards on the table. 

“Alright,” Jol said, doing the best he could to contain his rage. “Tell me why you’re here.” 

A smug smile spread across Jessamyn’s face. If the Autarch had planted such a smile on any face less beautiful than hers, less meaningful, Jol would have knocked it off with one punch. 

“I have come to speak with you, Exalted One,” the Autarch said. “You who were touched by the Lord of Bitterness and invited to share in my bounty. Your life is to become far more bitter still.” 

“You’re not getting to the point,” Jol said. 

The Autarch tilted Jessamyn’s head to the side. “The time has come for us to speak, because the time has come for you to enter my service,” he said. “You’ve done well for me so far, Jol Rivers—you have achieved many of my goals, and the fact that you’ve done so while remaining ignorant of your true purpose speaks well of you. But you can remain ignorant no longer. The time has come for you to learn who you truly serve.” 

Jol shook his head. He refused to believe it—not because it sounded mad, but because it was so ludicrous. He knew the truth—it wasn’t the Autarch that he served. He served his family and friends, the Lyceum, the Second Empire and all that it stood for. All the things that the Autarch hated. 

He would not serve the darkness that threatened all those he loved. 

Not a chance in hell. 

“I have never served you,” Jol said, feeling less like a half-naked man roused from slumber than a soldier on a battlefield. “And I never will. Begone from here, Autarch. Leave my woman and retreat from here, lest I discover whether you can be killed in this form.” 

The Autarch laughed, and the sound was even more chilling from Jessamyn’s lips than it would have been from his own. 

“I do not think you appreciate the position that you’re in, Jol Rivers,” the Autarch said, using Jessamyn’s hand to make a dismissive gesture. “I will not leave your woman, for to leave her would be to destroy her utterly. The only way for her to be free would be for me to be killed—and I assure you, that will never happen. I cannot die.” 

We’ll see about that, Jol thought. 

“I am pleased that you think so highly of yourself as to believe you can defeat me,” the Autarch said. “I prefer ambition in my servants, and you have more of it than most men.” 

Jol was already shaking his head. “I have no ambitions,” he shot back. “I was a simple blacksmith—” 

The Autarch snickered, as if to chide Jol for pretending. “If I fall, then so too will the woman that you love—the woman that I will now use to ensure that you obey my every command. She has been mine for most of her life, and I will not relinquish her for some blacksmith. Not even one who bears my gift in his hands. Do you understand this, Exalted One?” 

Jol understood. And he hated it. 

“Are you ready to hear my terms, blacksmith, or will I need to give you further demonstrations of the control I possess over your woman? I know the name of each of the ladies you bed. Would you prefer to hear these words from their lips instead?" 

The words nearly froze Jol's blood. The Autarch was bluffing. He had to be. 

“Don’t you dare touch them,” he growled. He wished he had his daggers—they were nearly in arms reach, hidden beneath his pillow. Something inside of him sensed the Autarch was bluffing; that being here inside of Jessamyn’s body was not a demonstration of triumph but instead a huge danger for him. The enemy was taking a risk by possessing Jessamyn directly. 

Perhaps the Autarch sensed something within Jol. His manner changed. 

"We do not need to be in such opposition," the Autarch continued. A poisonous smile spread across Jessamyn's face, and a dark part of Jol realized that the ancient being was now switching up the stick for the carrot. "You have been rewarded thus far in my service, blacksmith. You have the respect of your peers, a reputation as a hero, and the love of many beautiful mistresses." Jessamyn's gaze flickered past Jol, to the half-naked trio of women standing behind him. "When you pledge yourself to my service, the rewards you receive will be even richer. Once you agree to my terms." 

Jol raised an eyebrow. He could sense that there was danger in what was about to come out of Jessamyn's mouth, and he wanted to head it off at the pass. "I don't want anything from you," Jol said, clenching his teeth in frustration. "Get out of my woman's mind! Give back her body and get out of here!" 

Jessamyn smiled, but the smile didn't belong to her. It belonged to a creature far older and more hateful than she could ever be. "You shall have her, when I am finished," he said. "Once you and I have come to an arrangement—one that is far better for you, blacksmith, than your foolish desire to slay the very source of the gifts you possess. Once I control you, as I control everything else in the Second Empire." 

Jol couldn't keep from shaking his head. This man's ego knew no bounds—and his ambition seemed even greater. But he was playing with a bluff. He could use Jessamyn as a puppet, but that didn’t mean that she belonged to the Autarch. Even Envy, once his creature, refused to do so. 

They both served Jol now—the man they loved, the man they respected. 

The Autarch could not hope to gain control of Jol through such tricks. 

“Big words,” he said, staring the Autarch down. “You control everything, eh? Then why make all these ridiculous speeches? Why not simply do what you’re going to do and stop talking about it?” 

The Autarch’s eyes widened in Jessamyn’s face. “You would mock me?” 

“I’m not the one stealing the body of a twenty-year-old girl to make grandiose speeches.” 

Fury filled Jessamyn’s face. “Before you met me, Jol Rivers, you were nothing. An adolescent boy with violence in his past and more in his future. Destined to fall in some ditch somewhere, stabbed in the back by brigands or betrayed by compatriots who wished to take your share of the loot for their own. You couldn’t even see properly!” 

An unconscious twinge shot through him, and Jol nearly reached for the brim of his nose. It had been a long time—twenty years or more—since he’d needed his glasses. He’d lost them, along with the nearsightedness that forced him to wear them in the first place, on a mission with the Expeditionary Force back when he was a teenager. 

Visions flickered through his head, unwanted but unstoppable. A massive stone door. A glyph of a blood-red eye. Something dark and intangible behind it, spreading tentacles through the world, asking young Jol what it was that he wanted most in the world… 

Jol shut his eyes and shuddered. He’d come back from that mission changed in ways he still didn’t fully understand. He’d been the only one of the group to walk back into camp in one piece. 

“If you refuse me, you will envy that boy,” the Autarch said. The man’s voice was silky smooth, pouring like poison from Jessamyn’s throat. “That young man only had to worry about the defects of his birth, and the lack of respect he received from his peers. You, on the other hand, have achieved everything you ever wanted in life.” Jessamyn paused, her smile stretching a touch too wide to be natural. “And I will take all of it away.” 

A shudder passed through the room. “What would you have us do?” Gwen asked. 

Aeronwen and Envy both turned towards the young woman. “Don’t speak to it!” Aeronwen cried. 

Gwen shied backwards, covering her breasts with her hands. “I’m scared!” she stammered. 

“There is no need to be frightened,” the Autarch cackled. “As long as the man you’ve pledged your love to makes the correct decision, all will work out as you hope. Fame and fortune will be yours to command. Those who once slighted you will grovel at your feet…” 

Jol winced. There was a heaviness in the air that hadn’t been there a moment before. He was no fool, nor was he the naive man he’d once been when he first came to the Lyceum; he knew the contours of a spell when he sensed one. 

“Stop,” Jol growled, stepping forward. “You’re speaking to me, not them. And if you want me to listen to you, you’ll release them all this instant.” 

Jessamyn grinned like a girl who’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “You can’t blame a girl for trying,” she said, her voice sounding more like the young student’s than it had been since she woke Jol at the foot of his bed. 

But Jol could. “I’ve seen what you’re capable of,” he growled, shaking his head. “I was at Littlereach, fiend. I saw what happened to Father Kevan and the others after the inhumi were routed. I’ve witnessed first-hand the corruption you would spread through our lands, if given a free hand to administer them. I won’t let that happen.” 

The Autarch chuckled. “Oh, blacksmith,” he said, the words tumbling between Jessamyn’s lips as if Jol were the greatest fool to have ever lived. “What makes you think it hasn’t happened already?” 

His words were too horrible to consider. If the Autarch’s boasts were true, then the man really did control everything that happened in the Second Empire. The government, the church, even the Lyceum—they all belonged to him, were all little more than his playthings. 

And if that were true, then the Autarch was in a position to make good on his threats. 

Yes, Aerowen was the dean of the Lyceum. Yes, Jol was a hero in the eyes of Keynes. 

But with the entire world allied against them, how could they possibly prevail? 

Perhaps, a little voice whispered in the back of Jol Rivers’s head, it wouldn’t be so awful to hear the Autarch out. If only to pretend—to buy us some time to come up with a plan of counterattack… 

No. He wouldn’t do that at all. 

Jol knew in his heart of hearts where that would lead. And how important it was for men to be careful what they pretended to be. Too often the mask became reality, tightening until it and the skin beneath were one and the same. 

His resolve must have shown in his eyes, for the Autarch’s expression curdled. 

“You don’t wish to hear my offer,” the creature in Jessamyn’s eyes said. “Yet I’ll say it anyway. The tunnels beneath the city—they are set to be reopened soon. Your subordinate, Hannon, dreams of exploring the labyrinth beneath Keynes and finding the source of the monsters streaming into your land.” 

That was true enough. Despite himself, Jol listened, wishing he had the strength to force the Autarch out of Jessamyn’s body. How could this possibly go on? 

“You,” the Autarch pointed a finger, “will be in that party, Jol Rivers. You will follow the tunnels. The guardians will know you, and recognize you, and show you the way. When you reach the heart of the maze, you’ll find me waiting for you. When you and I meet in the flesh, you will finally understand why it was you the Lord of Bitterness chose to be his cupbearer. You will come face to face with your destiny!” 

Jol grit his teeth. “I’ll do as you say,” he growled, his hand straying to the dagger that was not at his hip. “But not because you command it, Autarch.” 

“Ha!” The laugh that spilled from Jessamyn’s lips carried just enough of her within it that Jol’s chest ached. “You mean you will follow my orders of your own free will?” 

“No.” Jol shook his head. “Because I already agreed with Hannon to join her first expedition below.” Now it was he who was grinning, and the Autarch who looked out of sorts. “I’m going to find you, Autarch. I’m coming to the heart of your maze—to the place where you send the inhumi and the other monsters that trouble the Second Empire. And when I get there? I’m going to destroy you.” 

Jessamyn began to tremble. The young woman shook like a leaf, though the expression on her face was as steady as a rock. “I look forward to it,” the Autarch said with her lips. “I’ll be waiting for you, blacksmith…” 

Jessamyn slumped over so quickly that Jol barely had time to act. He sprang forward, his arms outstretched as the young woman slid to the floor. Her knees buckled, and the purple flames that had illuminated the room snuffed out so quickly that darkness fell in the bedroom before Aeronwen or Envy could summon a light spell. 

Jol barely caught her before she could slam to the floor. Her body went limp in his arms. 

“Jessamyn?” In the darkness, Jol couldn’t tell whether the girl was alive or dead. “Jessamyn? Answer me! Wake up, girl!” 

A flash of light lit up the bedroom. A glowing ball floated six inches over Aeronwen’s head, bathing the room in pale illumination. In the new light, Jol could see Jessamyn’s shoulders rising and falling with shuddering hitches, her eyes rolling beneath the lids like someone in the middle of a dream. 

Or a nightmare. 

Throwing caution to the wind, Jol shook her. “Jessamyn! It’s me! It’s Jol. Everything is alright now—you’re safe, girl. I’ve got you…” 

Slowly, the student’s eyelashes fluttered. “Jol?” 

The relief that crashed through his body was beyond measure. “Yes, Jessamyn. It’s me.” 

Tears formed in the corners of the young woman’s eyes. She opened them fully, brushing away the last of her slumber, and stared up at Jol. Nothing of the Autarch remained in her expression; for now, at least, the presence that had taken her over was gone 

For now. 

Her arms wrapped around his shoulders, and her lips pressed into his. When she spoke again, the voice sounded like the one Jol knew and loved. "I had the most awful dream," she whispered, looking around the room. "Only I'm beginning to realize it wasn't a dream, was it?" 

"It wasn't," Jol admitted, brushing a lock of hair from her eyes. "But it’s over, darling. You’re mine again. And I'm going to make sure he never gets another chance to take you from us. Ever." 

He meant it, too. The Autarch might have been a god, or at least something more than human—but he had no right to use Jessamyn's body. Just knowing his foul touch had been inside of her made Jol’s stomach churn with acid. How had he taken control of her? And how could he make sure it never happened again? 

“We’re…” Spots of color filled Jessamyn’s face. “God-in-flesh, Jol, we’re all still naked.” 

Jol glanced down at his smallclothes. “Technically, I’m only naked above the waist,” he told the girl, joking with her. “Aeronwen’s still wearing panties, as well. Blue, of course.” 

“Everything she wears is blue,” Gwen said, trying to cut the tension. “I swear, she can tell the difference between all those little shades the rest of us just see as blue. Indigo, cobalt, navy…” 

“You’re babbling,” Envy said quietly. “Stop listing colors.” 

Gwen flushed. “Sorry.” 

Gently, Jol set the young woman back down on the mattress and covered her up. Jessamyn looked grateful to be under the blankets, but even more grateful to be back in Jol’s arms again. Dimly, he wondered what awful place the young woman had been trapped inside of while the Autarch had control of her body. 

He decided he’d rather not know. Hopefully she had no memory of it. 

“We should get her some tea,” Jol told the room. “In fact, why not brew some coffee? Sunrise should be happening right about now, shouldn’t it?” 

“I had planned for all of us to sleep in,” Aeronwen said, her tone almost wistful. “I suppose that won’t be happening now, now will it?” 

“Nah,” Envy said. The demoness summoned her silky, diaphanous white robes with a snap of her fingers and tied her long black hair into a ponytail. “We’ve got way too much to do. I’ll handle the coffee; you girls get dressed.” 

“I can do that,” Aeronwen protested. “Tyssa hasn’t returned yet, and we have no servant—” 

Envy was already shaking her head. “It’s fine,” the demoness assured her. “I can tell there’s stuff you want to say to the Exalte— to Jol. I’ll let you all talk it out, and I’ll have some hot bean juice waiting for you when you’re all scrubbed and fresh looking. Cool?” 

Aeronwen remained unconvinced, but the demoness’s toothy grin was enough to sway the rest of Jol’s women. “Sure,” Gwen said, looking glad that the attention was off of her and her misstep. “Thank you so much, Envy!” 

Still grinning, the demoness withdrew. 

“Don’t leave me yet,” Jessamyn muttered. Despite her youth and her slender frame, the woman clung to Jol’s side like a barnacle. “Stay right here with me, Jol. Please…” 

“I’m not going anywhere,” Jol assured his woman. “I’m not going to let that fiend control you, Jessamyn. You’ll be alright. I promise.” 

A smile spread across Jessamyn’s face. “Thank you, babe,” she said, looking so relieved it made him melt on the inside. “I know I’m safe when I’m with you. That feeling, though—it was so awful!” 

“If he comes back, we’ll kill him.” 

That wasn’t Jol—it was Aeronwen. He turned, startled by the declaration. 

Aeronwen didn’t look like she was going to take it back. “I mean it. The Autarch has declared war on us, Jol. Not on the Second Empire, or even on the Lyceum. On us. On our family.” She put a hand on Jessamyn’s shoulder, a fierce look filling her face. “He touched her, darling. He can never, ever be allowed to do that again.” 

Jol agreed with her. 

“What will you do?” Gwen asked. As it turned out, the redhead was speaking for the entire room. At her question, everyone fell silent. 

Jol and Aeronwen shared a look. “We’ll do just what he said,” Jol finally growled. “We’ll map out those tunnels underneath the Lyceum. We’ll work with Hannon to find the source of this evil. And when we get there, and we find the Autarch waiting for us…” He turned, staring Gwen right in her eyes. “We end this.” 

A shudder passed through the redhead’s voluptuous frame. “You… you’re really going to do it,” she whispered, as if she barely believed that she believed it. “You’re going to destroy the Autarch. You’re going to save the Second Empire!” 

Jol was already shaking his head. “No. I’m going to save us.” 

The Second Empire was just the icing on the cake. 
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“The Autarch?” Instructor Hannon gave Jessamyn a sideways glance, as if the young woman might transform at any moment. “Surely you must be joking!” 

“I know how it sounds,” Jol said, settling back in his chair. “But it’s true.” 

In front of him stood a massive wooden table, as large as the instructor’s lecture hall, with a map of the Second Empire and the known world around it carved into the top. This was Hannon’s war room, where she followed the course of the battles raging in the heathen north. Major conflicts were represented by conjured figures not unlike the ones Jol and the other students experimented with in class; the movements of troops were shining lines of magic glowing just over the surface of the wood. 

With the sunlight streaming in through the windows and a hot mug of tea sitting in front of him, the temptation was high to believe what he’d witnessed a few hours ago was nothing but a bad dream. A trifle dissolving in the morning sun, quickly forgotten. 

But it had been no reverie. What had happened to Jol and his harem was distressingly real. 

Servants moved along the rear of Hannon’s war room, delivering more drinks and refreshments. The entire harem was in attendance, and all dressed to the nines—with the sole exception of Envy, whose clingy, witchy gown was accepted by the student body as a matter of course for one such as her. Even Jessamyn Silverbrook was there, wearing her tight schoolgirl’s uniform like a suit of armor. She looked like a powerful goddess in her thigh-highs and contoured top, but the way she squeezed Jol’s hand under the table belied just how out of sorts the young woman truly was. 

Meeting with Hannon and explaining everything that had happened would be overwhelming enough. Since Aeronwen’s ascension to the post of Dean, Hannon had been promoted to Aeronwen’s second in command, and the frosty relationship she had with Jol and his fellow students had finally thawed out. The two of them might never be friends the way Jol was friends with David, Junji or Erika, but the woman understood the importance of protecting the Lyceum—and she knew how to keep a secret. Were this meeting between him and Hannon alone, Jol would not have worried. 

But they were not alone. 

Half a dozen men and women in the silk robes of master witches and wizards surrounded Hannon like a phalanx. None of these eavesdroppers had said a word so far: for now, they were content to sit and listen quietly to Jol’s incredible, absurd-sounding story. But soon enough, he knew they’d be adding their two cents to the proceedings. 

These were representatives of the Council: the body that oversaw the day to day operations of the Lyceum. If Aeronwen was the head of the college, these people were its arms and legs. Properly courted and trained to loyalty, they would obey Aeronwen in all of her commands and keep the ship of state running smoothly. 

Left to their own devices, they would make endless mischief for the new dean. 

Jol liked them not at all. 

That morning, before they’d even made the trek to Hannon’s office, Jol and his women sat down and discussed what they’d learned from what Envy was already joking about as the Autarch’s surprise visit. They’d argued on a number of points, but all of them had agreed on one thing above all: they needed to inform Hannon of what had happened at once. Trying to keep secrets would only blow up in their faces. Jol and Aeronwen had been targets of the Lyceum’s Council before, and they did not relish the thought of being placed in the hot seat for a second installment. 

Still, why did they have to tell the entire school about this? Enough people sat in this war room that the story would be everywhere before long—indeed, Jol suspected some of the servants were already passing missives to and from the Council members. He worried that the gossip would travel faster than the official story, and that panic might erupt in the Lyceum as a result. 

“He was there,” Hannon said slowly. “Inside of your room.” 

Jol nodded. Several of the Council members made notes on sheets of parchment. 

“The room that you share with the Lady Aeronwen,” Hannon added, with just a touch of distaste to her voice. While most of the Lyceum’s faculty members were neutral or even enthusiastic towards Jol’s ‘unconventional relationship’, Hannon herself was one of the few holdouts. She kept her feelings to herself most of the time, but every now and then they slipped out. “Which is warded against intrusion from anyone who has not already been given permission to enter.” 

A number of the members of the Council raised their heads at that. 

Fortunately, Jol and Aeronwen had already discussed this point. “We believe the Autarch used Jessamyn’s previous invitations to our apartment as pretext to enter the dwelling,” the Woman in Blue explained. “He didn’t require anyone inside of the building to let him in—we’d already let Jessamyn in. And he has Jessamyn.” Aeronwen paused. “The damned Autarch, he—” 

Hannon held up a hand. “Please,” the instructor said, pulling a face. “Don’t use that name here.” 

Jol could tell that it didn’t bother Hannon one bit. She was no shrinking violet, who shied away from evil words or evil deeds. But a number of the fancy folks who sat the Council had looked uncomfortable as soon as Jol and his women started using the A-word. 

Aeronwen made a face. “Fine,” she said. “The… intruder claims to have the power to take control of Jessamyn whenever he desires,” she said. “It’s doubtful that any wards would make a difference. He told us that Jessamyn has belonged to him from a young age, and that her power comes partially from his influence—” 

There were gasps at that. The Council did not like hearing this about Jessamyn; the girl arrived at the Lyceum on thin ice. Several of the Council members eyed the now-dead odalisque around the young woman’s throat, as if they were wondering how to turn it back on again. The magical necklace had stopped Jessamyn from accessing her psychomancy once before; it had been placed on her by an imperial inquisitor, Lord Vespasian, who turned out to be a traitor. Vespasian was rotting in a cell in the imperial dungeons now, a mute shell of his former self. 

The last thing Jol wanted was to see Jessamyn join him. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said, directing his gaze at a member of the Council who’d been bolder than the others. “But there’s no way to stop this. Placing another device around Jessamyn’s neck would only hurt her ability to defend herself—it would do nothing against the intrusions of the creature we saw last night. 

“Begging your pardon,” a voice said. The speaker was a member of the Council, a graying woman whose pugnacious features made Hannon look beautiful by comparison. “But we have no way of knowing that. Just as a safety precaution, a functioning jewel should be fit to the student’s odalisque at once—” 

“No!” 

The Council member straightened up. So did most of her peers. Jessamyn had just shouted loudly enough to make Jol wince. 

“I won’t wear that thing again,” the student said, her voice carrying such loathing that Jol was moved. “It’s poison. It almost killed me.” 

Most of the Council shied away. But the woman who’d spoken was strangely adamant. 

“I didn’t say it would be pleasant,” she said, in the tones of someone trying to get a child to take their medicine. “But for the good of the Lyceum, sacrifices must be made…” 

Jessamyn hooked a thumb in the metal around her throat. The choker fit her so tightly that she could only get the edge of the digit in; it made her look gorgeous, and was a constant reminder of her wild, untamed sexuality. The only man who ever got to reap the benefits of that, however, was Jol. 

“The last person who tried to cage me got thrown into the deepest, darkest dungeon in Keynes,” Jessamyn shot back, brushing a lock of auburn hair out of her face. “Why don’t you go ask him if he regrets tying this thing around my neck…” 

Just then, the door to Hannon’s office opened. “Hello, sorry I’m late,” a voice said. “Oh. Seems like I entered at a bad time?” 

Jol turned. The white haired man standing in the doorway looked as if he’d come directly from a class, though Jol knew he didn’t have lessons this early in the morning. More likely he’d just put on a good appearance for the Council. Jol wondered dimly if he’d been waiting on the other side of the door, hoping to defuse just such an awkward moment as this. 

“Instructor Godfrey,” Hannon said with relief. “Yes, you’re just in time. We were discussing the security threat presented by Lady Aeronwen and Mister Rivers’s revelations.” 

“Security threat?” Godfrey wiggled his eyebrows as he took a seat beside Jol, and instantly he knew the man had been listening. “The Lyceum is always under threat, Executor. We nearly had one of the damned Seven invade a lecture a few weeks ago, thanks to that traitor Kishinori.” Godfrey gestured at Jol with his chin, giving the man a gesture of respect. “If it weren’t for the blacksmith—and Miss Silverbook—we’d all be in chains right now. I’d defer to him on matters of security if I were you.” 

The woman on the Council fell silent, making a face. Thanks to Godfrey, Jol had won the battle. 

But the war was far from over. 

“The real question,” Aeronwen said, “is what we do now. The intruder has declared war on us, personally. Not the city, not even on the campus. On us. We have to strike back.” 

It was much the same as she’d said around the breakfast table in the apartment. Jol watched the same set of thoughts he’d had flicker through Hannon and the Council. Namely this: as long as Jol and his harem were within the borders of the Lyceum, everyone in Keynes had the dubious pleasure of living beneath two very sharp swords. Jessamyn was a walking bomb, but then Jessamyn had always been a danger thanks to her psychomancy. That was the first sword hanging over all their heads. 

The second was whatever the Autarch planned to do next. 

“If the Council will allow me to speak,” Jol said, “I’d like to make a proposal.” 

Several people shared glances. The Council clearly worried about whatever it was Jol was about to say, but they weren’t about to tell the hero of the Lyceum he couldn’t voice his own opinions. 

“Please,” Hannon said, making a gesture. “Go ahead, Mister Rivers.” 

As Jol gathered his thoughts, his gaze roamed over the war room table. It was a truly magnificent facsimile of the Second Empire, though a few of the smaller towns and villages had names that were out of date. The capital, Keynes, lay near the very center, elevated slightly from the rest of the table to represent the way the River Helt surrounded the metropolis like an overweight man’s belt. 

Only once you reached the top of the table, where the heathen North was represented, did the map get fuzzy. Here be monsters, Jol thought, remembering the maps of the seas he’d seen as a lad that placed drawings of great and terrible creatures in the unknown areas of the world. 

He wondered if it meant anything that Hannon and the Council were sitting on the side of the enemy. 

“I agree,” Jol began, “that Jessamyn is a threat.” 

They’d rehearsed this. The young woman let out a sniffle, and Jol reached over and put his hand on top of her own. Aeronwen, sitting at her left, embraced her in a hug. 

“As long as we remain in Keynes, we’re a point of contact our enemies can use to gain a foothold into the Second Empire,” Jol said, looking from face to face. “It’s no different than that portal Kishinori summoned. Right now, it’s closed, but if the… the intruder opens it again, there’s no telling what might come out.” 

They were nodding along now. Jol hated that—he hated thinking that Jessamyn was anything other than the sweetest young woman he’d ever met—but he needed these people to be at least partially on his side for what was coming next. 

“We were given a task to perform by the enemy,” Jol said, narrowing his eyes. “I intend to pursue it, though not for his ends. I propose that myself, Lady Aeronwen, and Jessamyn Silverbrook are added to the first group Hannon’s people send into the underground.” 

The underground. He could see the fear on the Council’s faces at the very mention of it. 

To be fair, such fear was justified. Who could calmly go about their day, traveling from meeting to meeting and having lunch in the Lyceum’s cafeteria when you knew a tunnel filled with monsters lay beneath your feet? The revelation of a secret building on the edge of the campus connected to a network of underground corridors had rocked the foundations of Keynes, and led to a number of government and church officials being unmasked as secret spies of the Autarch. 

Jol still shuddered when he thought of that strange world beneath the ground. Time had seemed to slow down there; or else to stop entirely. Many of the inhumi he, Godfrey, and Jessamyn fought during their sojourn had been the same as the ones he’d battled in Keynes, but many were… stranger. Like puppets waiting for someone to pull their strings. 

So far, the reaction of the Lyceum to finding a hidden backdoor into the heart of the Empire was both swift and insufficient. Two days after Jol and his party climbed out of the pit, a squad of the Lyceum’s best geomancers collapsed the mouth of the tunnel, burying whatever monsters lurked down there under hundreds of tons of rubble. The building itself was a casualty of the spell, though no one used it any longer in any case. 

Now Hannon wanted to open the tunnels up again. She salivated at the thought of locating the source of the inhumi and the other corruptive monsters roaming the Second Empire. She no doubt pictured stemming the tide to be as easy as closing a faucet, but with far more glory. 

“We have not even decided if there will be an expedition into those tunnels,” one of the Council members said—a different fellow than the woman who’d wanted to slap a collar on Jessamyn. He looked a bit more amenable to reason, but no less decrepit than the rest. “Executor Hannon has not demonstrated the safety of such a mission. She’ll need to do so before the Council will give its approval—” 

Jol laughed. 

The man’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. The rest of the Council looked just as shocked. 

“Safety?” Jol shared a look with Godfrey; the white-haired instructor looked like he was on the verge of laughter, too. “That’s the excuse you want to go with?” 

“It’s not an excuse,” the man sputtered. 

But Jol was already shaking his head. “As if you care about safety,” he said, more laughter spilling from him. “Look at you. Half of you are terrified Jessamyn Silverbrook is going to get up and turn this room into cinders, and the other half are picturing how she’d look swinging from the end of a good, sturdy rope. If we walked into the underground and were never seen again, most of you would be relieved.” 

Gasps met his proclamation, yet Jol had never felt so certain that he was right. Even as the members of the Lyceum’s council fell all over themselves to proclaim that wasn’t the case, the truth shone in their eyes. 

“So you won’t stop us,” Jol proclaimed. “Once Hannon’s team of geomancers are ready to clear the tunnels leading to the underground, our group will be the first to enter it. If anyone has any objections they’d like to raise against that idea, I’ll be happy to hear them now.” 

No one spoke. 

Then Hannon cleared her throat. “And I will go with you, of course,” the instructor said. 

Hmm? It was the first thing to happen in this meeting that Jol hadn’t expected. From the looks on their faces, the rest of his harem hadn’t expected it, either. 

“I’m flattered,” Aeronwen managed. “But Hannon, you can’t. You’re my second in command. You’ll be needed if something happens to the campus while I am in the underground with Jol and the others.” 

Hannon snorted. “Bother to that,” the woman said. “I want to get right up in these heathens’ faces, Lady Aeronwen. I’m sick and tired of hiding behind walls and magical wards. We’ve allowed the Second Empire to be attacked from without and from within, and I refuse to let the world I’ve fought for decay any longer. Together, we’re going to end this.” 

Several people looked uncomfortable at that ‘within’ addition. While the newest crop of imperial inquisitors were beyond reproach—analyzed by trained psychomancers and vetted by Hannon herself—it was a topic of constant gossip that the ‘purges’ within Keynes were far from over. Functionaries who’d worked together for decades were now forced to look at each other with unalloyed suspicion, each wondering if the other might not be a spy of the enemy in disguise. 

It was a sorry state of affairs, and Jol couldn’t blame Hannon for wanting to end it. 

“I’d like to make a suggestion,” Godfrey said, raising a hand. 

“Go right ahead,” said Jol—realizing only after he’d spoken that he’d just preempted Hannon and the members of the Lyceum Council. Great. Now they’d all be gossiping after this about what a petty tyrant he was… 

“Perhaps this was already talked about before I arrived,” the white-haired man said with a glance at Aeronwen. “But how do we know the entity that Jol spoke with was actually… you know. Him?” 

Hannon blinked with incredulity. “You doubt it?” 

Godfrey shrugged. “There are any number of demons who would like to destabilize the order we’ve built in the Lyceum. And though there are few who would dare to speak of such things openly, there is a small faction of those in Keynes who resent the new Dean of the Lyceum. A talented psychomancer could make anyone believe they were being visited by evil incarnate…” 

For the first time since the meeting began, Jol’s familiar spoke up. “It was him,” Envy said. The demoness sat behind the rest of the group, crouched on a stool like a gargoyle with her long black hair surrounding her face. “I recognized him. It was the Autarch, and no clever trick.” 

The Council looked even more uneasy than before. 

“We’re to take the word of a demon on this?” said the woman who’d questioned Jol initially. 

Jol bristled. “That demon has saved your life on more than one occasion,” he shot back, making it clear that he considered Envy’s loyalty beyond reproach. The bond between a familiar and the magical practitioner she or he was bound to was powerful, and could not be faked. By throwing her lot in with Jol, the forest demon known as Envy had left the Autarch’s service behind, and stood in opposition to him now. 

But of course, you couldn’t expect the Council to believe that. Especially once they found out the demoness had been among them for weeks in her invisible form, privy to any number of the college’s secrets. 

“I still think we should remove them all from the city,” one of the Councilmen grumbled. “It’s the safest thing to do.” 

“That’s exactly what’s going to happen,” Hannon drawled, turning on the Council at last. “My geomancers will have those tunnels open within the next forty-eight hours. Once the way is clear, we’ll begin our exploration at once. Will two days be too many for you to endure Jol Rivers’s presence, or should we have him fettered in chains?” 

This last was delivered with such sarcasm that even those who’d questioned Jol withered. As much as he doubted he and Hannon would ever be true friends, he couldn’t help but admire the way the instructor had just done him a solid. Thanks, he thought. 

No one had any ready objections to that. The only true counter would have been to offer to travel into the underground themselves, and Jol knew damn well that none of the Lyceum’s bureaucrats had the stomach for that. Their magic may have been mighty, but their spines were made of tissue paper. Well-fed, avaricious, greedy striders, the lot of them. 

None of them had half the guts of the most cowardly member of the Expeditionary Force. If placed face to face with the Autarch himself, half of the Council would die of fright—while the other half would sink to their knees and pledge their terrified fealty to him in the hopes of sparing their own lives. 

“Very well,” the woman who’d gotten Jol’s dander up earlier grumbled. “But we won’t be held responsible if there’s another Kishinori incident on campus grounds. The blame for that will fall squarely on Dean Aeronwen’s shoulders.” 

“As it should,” Aeronwen said, rising from her seat. Her clear-eyed gaze said that none of the people she looked upon had the guts to make a decision like that on their own; the way that none but Hannon dared meet her eye as she did it proved that she was right. “Unless you have any other questions, then, we’ll reconvene in two days to complete the preparations—” 

Aeronwen’s words broke off as the door to the war room opened. 

Jol tensed up, expecting an assault. His hand was on the dagger hidden in his boot and a fire spell was dancing on his lips as he realized it was merely a servant. Hannon cocked an eyebrow, looking amused at his quick reaction time, but no one else spoke. 

“Lady Aeronwen?” The servant was a young woman who barely looked old enough to be employed by the Lyceum, and her nervousness at being thrust into a room filled with the mighty and powerful was palpable. “I mean, Dean Aeronwen! I’m so sorry…!” 

“Calm down, girl,” Aeronwen said, looking pleased at the intrusion. “What’s wrong?” 

The girl looked only slightly less frightened. “They sent me to get you,” the servant said, without specifying who ‘they’ might be. “A carriage just pulled up–it’s said from one of Lord Ardor’s residences. I thought that meant the person inside would want to speak with Miss Silverbrook, but apparently they’re asking for you and Jol Rivers…?” 

Jol knew exactly why. “Tyssa,” he said, sharing a look with Aeronwen. “She’s back!” 

Tyssa was Aeronwen’s chambermaid, though she’d been a mere servant when they first met. She’d been recruited as a double-agent by Jol, promised rewards and advancement in exchange for working directly for Aeronwen rather than for the Lyceum as a whole. She’d been an invaluable source of gossip and rumors, as well as a barometer for how the student body was feeling about a given topic. 

She’d been smuggled away to one of Jessamyn’s father’s properties after Lord Vespasian framed her for murder. One of the first things Jessamyn had done once Vespasian was behind bars was to write a letter to her father, asking for their servant back. 

In time, Tyssa’s admiration for Jol had grown into something more. But their relationship remained unconsummated—and the servant girl was still ignorant of the way Jol’s harem had expanded over the last week or so. How would she take the news that there were now four women living with Jol in Aeronwen’s apartments, not just two? 

Jol wasn’t sure. But a mischievous part of him was looking forward to finding out. 

“We’ll be right there,” Aeronwen told the servant. “Go ahead of us and announce our arrival. All of us.” Without another word, she turned to Godfrey. “Are you coming?” 

“Of course!” The white-haired man was already rising from his seat. “It’ll be good to see your maidservant again. And I wanted to speak to you about this rumor that’s been going around campus. Something about a bloody wedding…?” 

Spots of color rose to Aeronwen’s cheeks. “My old friend, you know I wish you could have heard it from me directly. But as soon as we speak with Tyssa, I promise I’ll tell you everything.” 

“So it’s true, then.” Godfrey looked almost shocked. “Holy hell! Good luck, blacksmith. The Lyceum’s going to be bending itself into pretzels over this one…” 

“Let them,” Jol said, putting a hand on Aeronwen’s back. “Come on. Let’s welcome our girl back into the fold.” 

That would be a damned sight more entertaining than listening to bureaucrats. 
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By the time Jol and the others made it to the square in front of the apartments, a small crowd had gathered around Lord Ardor’s carriage. Besides the driver, a pair of liveried servants were lounging around the contraption, polishing the wheels and pointedly ignoring the occasional question shouted to them from a student. Jol ignored them—he only had eyes for who he knew must be inside the vehicle.

Tyssa. She was home at last.

Jol couldn’t help but wonder how she was doing. Though Jessamyn assured them all that the servant girl would be both welcomed and cared for within Lord Ardor’s domain, they were all still a little concerned. As a bastard child, Jessamyn’s relationship with her father was frosty at best, and while transferring a servant qualified as one of the smallest of favors, it couldn’t have escaped the young woman’s mind that Lord Ardor might devise some baroque punishments for the servant to vicariously discipline his wayward daughter.

So it was with more than a little relief that Jol watched the door of the carriage open at his approach. The servants stepped aside, and a familiar figure hopped out into the Lyceum square.

Jol was sure it wasn't Tyssa at first. The young woman in a chambermaid's uniform was so different from the person he remembered that he stared, sure that Lord Ardor’s servants must have somehow pulled the wool over their eyes. Her long braids, the feature he associated the strongest with the servant, were undone, tied into a pleated ponytail that stretched all the way to the curve of her rump. A gingham bandanna stretched across her forehead, holding back the rest of her long, lustrous locks.

She could not have looked more like a country housemaid if she’d been cast as one in a play. Some might have found her appearance plain; Jol found it utterly intoxicating.

For a moment, as Tyssa searched the square for him, doubt filled Jol’s mind. What if things had changed between himself and the servant girl while she was away? The memory of that last kiss she gave him burned in his mind, hot and filled with passion; but Jol knew better than most men how easily the fires of passion could cool if deprived of sparks. Perhaps it would be best for him to back off and give her some space…

The servant girl finally saw him standing at the fringes of the crowd. She waved her arms over her head in excitement and called his name. Jol grinned and waved back.

Not so cool after all, he thought, pride swelling in his chest. The fire hasn’t burnt out after all…

Tyssa came racing across the square. When she was three steps away from him she jumped into his arms, embracing him in a way that left no doubt to onlookers what the relationship was between them. Her body was soft and fine, and her hair smelled like cinnamon. Jol didn’t realize how badly he’d missed her until she was back.

They kissed.

A couple of people clapped, as if Jol was some country bumpkin waiting for his girlfriend to arrive in the big city. Tyssa didn’t even notice—she was lost in his embrace, still clutching at him fiercely. He ran his hands up and down the curves of her body, refamiliarizing himself with them. God-in-flesh, it felt good to hold her again.

“How have you been, girl?”

Tyssa’s grin was infectious. “Better now that I’m here,” she said, batting her lashes. She bit her lower lip, glancing down at the ground, then back up at him. “Did you miss me, m’lord?”

Jol laughed. “I’m no lord,” he told the girl. “And you have no idea how much I missed you.”

Heat flushed in Tyssa’s cheeks. “I thought about you every day,” she confessed, leaning into his touch. “Things between us before I left were so intense. I wondered if you would still feel the same way about me when I returned, or if you might have moved on. With Lady Aeronwen and Jessamyn to keep you company, I worried I might have been forgotten.” She gave her hips a little wiggle. “You haven’t forgotten me, have you, ser?”

“Nothing could be further from the truth,” Jol assured her. He set her back down on the ground, but he didn’t remove his hands from her sides. “Lady Aeronwen is just as excited to have you back as I am.”

“That’s wonderful, then!” Still grinning, Tyssa glanced around Jol to where Aeronwen and Jessamyn were standing. “I’m eager to resume my duties, m’lord—er, Jol. I have tidings from Lord Ardor, as well, intended for both you and his daughter. But it would be best to talk about those in a private place…”

Tidings? Jol wondered what Lord Ardor could possibly have to say to Jessamyn. Had the Lord of House Ardor heard some of the rumors about what his bastard daughter had been getting up to at the Lyceum? Or was this simply some family business he needed to impart, and had nothing to do with their current adventures?

Questions burned on Jol’s lips, but he shelved them for now. Whatever tidings Lord Ardor had for him, they could wait until they were all safely in private quarters. Instead he turned to Aeronwen and Jessamyn.

“Tyssa has returned,” he told the pair, presenting the servant girl like a treasure.

Jessamyn’s reaction gave no sign of the monumental worry weighing down her mind. “She’s back in one piece!” the young woman said, smiling as if she’d never even heard of the Autarch. “I’m so glad to have you back, Tyssa. Jol is lousy at keeping the apartment clean!”

Tyssa smiled and rolled her eyes. “Men,” she said, clucking her tongue. “They’re such slobs. Of course, they make up for it in other ways…”

Aeronwen put her arm around the servant girl’s shoulder, sharing in her laughter. Together, the trio made their way into the apartment complex, leaving Jol alone with the carriage servants and Godfrey. The driver looked eager to be on his way back to Lord Ardor’s lands.

“Was there any message from your lord to me?” Jol asked the man. “Anything he wished to convey beyond your passenger?”

The driver shrugged. “Her luggage,” he said, grinning wickedly. “Which one of you will carry it?”

It turned out to be Jol. He hadn’t realized a simple servant could acquire so many things—from the weight of Tyssa’s suitcase, it felt as if she’d taken up either blacksmithing or collecting farm equipment. Godfrey didn’t offer to help, and Jol could hear the man snickering as he lifted the heavy bag over his shoulder. No matter.

By the time they made it inside, Tyssa was sitting in the living room with the rest of the harem. Jol could tell from the look on her face that she was more than a little shocked to see Gwen and Envy, but the servant girl looked as if she were taking the surprise in stride. The demoness had just brought tea for everyone, and the girls were chatting excitedly about Jol and Aeronwen’s upcoming nuptials.

“I can’t believe it,” Tyssa said as he came in and put down the bag. “Jol Rivers, a married man! The women of the Lyceum will weep for weeks!”

“Some of them, perhaps,” Gwen purred, her smile hidden by the edge of her mug. “Only the ones who aren’t open-minded enough, I suppose.”

Tyssa blinked in confusion. Slowly, her brown eyes began to widen.

Oh. Oh.

Jol was wrong. He’d thought Tyssa had already figured out the situation. Apparently it hadn’t dawned on the servant girl until this very moment that the two new women in the living room were more than just friends of Jol and Aeronwen.

“You…” Tyssa turned her expression on Jol. “You’ve been busy while I was gone, Jol!”

Before her gaze, Jol felt like a child caught at some mischief. He flashed a mischievous smile at Tyssa, playing the part and defusing the storm brewing in the room before it could become a problem. “Indeed I have,” he admitted, taking a seat across from the dusky servant. “Tyssa, this is Gwen. She’s a student at the Lyceum, like Jessamyn.”

“We’ve been introduced,” Gwen said, taking a sip of her tea. The little stud in her nose sparkled. “She’s quite the catch, Jol. I understand why you and Aeronwen were so keen to snap the little tart up!”

Tyssa gave Gwen a sideways glance. “You’re too kind,” she drawled.

“And this,” Jol said in a slightly more serious voice, “is Envy.”

He directed Tyssa’s attention to the milk-pale woman sitting at the far end of the couch. Envy was a little less talkative than the rest of Jol’s harem—being something simultaneously more and less than human, she had little enough in common with the other women who’d given their love to the handsome blacksmith. She cared about the harem just as deeply as the rest of its members, but she felt little need to engage in idle chit-chat or gossip.

“Hi,” Envy said, wiggling her fingers. Her nails were long, black, and sharp as knives. “Nice to finally make your acquaintance! We’ve met before, but you couldn’t see me back then. Master hadn’t touched me yet.”

A bolt of recognition struck Tyssa. Her eyes nearly fell out of her head.

“Couldn’t see… by the Maker, you’re her.” Tyssa turned to Jol, her mouth dropping open. “You weren’t lying about your familiar!”

“You thought I was?” Jol asked, surprised.

“I mean, I suppose not.” Tyssa gave him a flummoxed look. “But it sounded so absurd, there was always a part of me that didn’t want to believe it. A beautiful demon only you could see, who helped you resist psychomancy and other enemy magic? It all seemed too convenient to be true!”

“Jol has been chosen,” Envy said, as if it were obvious. “He is the Exalted One, lifted by the Lord of Bitterness to serve his majesty the Autarch.” The demoness stared down into the depths of her tea, lost in thought. “But I won’t let the Autarch have him. He’s mine now. I love him, and I’m going to keep him. Oh, but I’ll share him with you all, of course…”

“Of course,” Tyssa said, sounding as if the top of her head were about to pop off. “Jol, what does she mean by Exalted One?”

Jol sighed. “I’m afraid that you’ve missed quite a bit while you were on Lord Ardor’s estate, Tyssa…”

As they all sat and drank tea, Jol got Tyssa caught up on how events unfolded with Vespasian and the Autarch. The former she’d heard some about from the letter Jessamyn sent requesting she be returned to Keynes, but the story about the Autarch possessing Jessamyn was all new. Tyssa let out a cry of shock when she heard about it, and by the time Jol was done explaining what had happened to her, the servant girl was sitting next to Jessamyn with her arms wrapped around the young woman.

“That’s horrible,” Tyssa said once Jol was done. “Of all the awful things you’ve been through, this has to be the worst. Has the Autarch no shame? Stealing the body of a woman barely old enough to be married?”

“I sincerely doubt that shame is an emotion the Autarch ever feels,” Godfrey said gravely. “Given the madness and destruction his servants spread wherever they travel, I doubt he cares about anything besides power and domination.”

“True enough,” Tyssa said, pursing her lips in thought. “Will that necklace keep him from coming back?”

Jessamyn shook her head sadly. “It’s inactive,” she said, tucking her thumb beneath the choker with a defensive expression. “This is the one Vespasian put on me to try and stop my powers, remember? Jol broke the jewel, and now I wear it for him. As a reminder of how much my freedom means to me.”

Her words sobered the room. How ironic it was to hear about freedom when Jessamyn could be used like a puppet at any time! It was unfair. It was wrong. Jol hated it.

Envy cleared her throat. “If it makes you feel any better,” the demoness said, carrying a plate of tiny sandwiches she’d rustled up from the kitchen, “I don’t think you need to worry about the Autarch taking control of your body again any time soon.”

“Oh?” Jol perked up. So did Aeronwen. “What makes you think that?”

The demoness’s lips formed a tight little line. “I’ve never met the Autarch personally, you understand? The Seven are the only ones who directly interact with him—all other demons take their orders from his subordinates. If we take orders at all. Most of us live fairly solitary lives, preying on any mortals foolish enough to enter into a bargain with us…”

“I understand,” Jol grunted. “Not going to judge you, Envy. Get to the point.”

The demoness set down the tray then returned to her perch. “We hear things,” she admitted. “About the Autarch. He’s powerful—incredibly powerful, so much so that even the strongest mages in the world would fall like toy soldiers beneath his blows—but his power comes with a cost.”

Jol and Aeronwen shared a serious look. This almost sounded like a weakness. A secret weakness.

“What cost?” Aeronwen asked.

Envy cleared her throat. “Interacting with the physical world is difficult for him,” she explained. Her voice dropped as she spoke, as if she feared some demon might be listening to her words. “He doesn’t like to do it unless he absolutely has to. It’s like he exists on a higher plane than the rest of us, and having to touch us lowers him somehow. It takes something out of him, leaves him exhausted. Once it’s done, he has to recharge.”

Jol nodded. “It’s like the forge,” he mused, thinking of all the magical items he’d crafted during his time working as a simple blacksmith. “We think of the metal on the anvil as white-hot, but if it could speak, it would find the world unbearably cold when lifted from the flames. Hence why quenching must come slowly, in waves, lest the thing you seek to create become brittle and unmanageable.”

His women pondered his words.

“Do you… do you think it might be possible to make the Autarch brittle?” Gwen asked. “To break him, somehow?”

It wasn’t as funny a notion as it sounded. “Perhaps,” Jol said. “I’ll have to give it some thought. Envy, how long do you think it will take the Autarch before he’s matched up enough with the physical world to occupy Jessmyn’s body once more?”

He hoped it was a long, long time. The rest of his life would not be long enough, as far as he was concerned.

The demoness was already shaking her head. “I really have no idea,” she admitted. “It could be another three days—it could be another three weeks. Or three hours. Like I said, the workings of the Autarch are a mystery to me.”

“Should we be saying that name so often in here?” Tyssa asked. “Just hearing it gives me the shivers.”

Aeronwen was firm. “It’s a silly superstition,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “The rank-and-file of the Lyceum can make up whatever euphemisms for evil they wish. I will keep calling the Autarch what he is.”

“As will I,” Jol agreed. “There’s no reason for us to play games.”

Godfrey took one of the tiny sandwiches from the tray on the center of the table. Once he’d taken a dainty nibble off the side of it and washed it down with a swallow of tea, he spoke. “You’re really going into the underground, blacksmith? You think the answers to this conundrum will be found down in that damned labyrinth?”

“Hannon seems to think so,” Jol said with a shrug. “I have my own suspicions.”

The eyes of his women turned to him. “What are those?” Aeronwen asked.

Jol sat up a little straighter. “I believe those tunnels underneath Keynes are part of a larger network,” he explained. “Much larger. I think those tunnels are how the inhumi managed to attack Littlereach without being noticed, and they’re likely connected to dozens of small villages and towns throughout the Second Empire. That’s what they are—a crude transportation system. Like the roads that run the length and breadth of the Second Empire, only underground.”

“An underground network,” Tyssa whispered, awestruck. “Like the veins that carry blood around a man’s body. Only these carry monsters.”

It was a chilling thought. Though he’d mentioned the prospect before, Jol had never put the scope of the problem so plainly. It was just as he’d mentioned before.

Who could possibly relax when they knew thousands of monsters were just beneath their feet?

“I hope that isn’t the case,” Aeronwen said, her expression grave. “But I fear that Jol is right.”

“He usually is,” Jessamyn said, giving her man a sheepish smile. “Don’t let it go to your head, Jol.”

“I won’t,” Jol said. He looked around the room, his hands on his knees, and sighed. “If what you’re saying is correct, Envy, it means we have a brief window of time with which to strike into the underground and discover the Autarch’s secrets. Tarry too long, and we risk having him reach out into our world and take control of Jessamyn a second time.”

Only the Gods above knew what might happen if the Autarch was given a second crack at the woman Jol loved. Somehow he doubted the Autarch would ever let go if he got his claws into Jessamyn Silverbrook one more time.

“Isn’t there anything we can do?” Tyssa asked. Though she’d only just returned to Keynes and the Lyceum, her mind was keen and she instantly grasped the stakes. “I mean, you people are the mages. Is there a spell we could cast, or a ward we could set, that might keep Jessamyn safe?”

It was an interesting thought. Jol looked at Aeronwen; the brunette was frowning, her forehead wrinkled with thought lines as she pondered it.

"I doubt that it's possible," Aeronwen finally said. "We could perform some research into it, of course, but any time spent trying to delve into the mysteries of the Autarch's magic is time we wouldn't be spending on our primary objective. I'm not against the idea, *per se,* but there's so much risk involved."

"We can do two things at once, perhaps," Jol said. "You might not have noticed this, Aeronwen, but our ranks have grown over the last few weeks..."

She snickered at that. "Oh, I'm well aware," she said, looking at the other women in the room with barely-disguised glee. "And I'm thrilled about it, darling. I daresay no woman in Keynes has ever had a more intimate relationship with her bridal party--or been better friends with them."

Her words warmed the hearts of Jol's other ladies. But there was caution, as well.

"Wait," Envy whispered, frowning. "You mean we might split the party?"

A sudden panic flared in the faces of the women surrounding Jol. All of them knew the score; they were perfectly aware that the man they loved planned to travel into the underground as soon as Hannon's geomancers could clear the blockage, keen on finding the source of the menace threatening the Second Empire. None of them would have missed it for the world.

Now Jol was implying some members of the harem might not accompany him on his journey. Uneasy glances were traded; Gwen fretted, and Tyssa's hands squeezed together so tightly her knuckles went white.

Jol felt the change in the atmosphere. The room, which had felt so cozy only a few moments ago, now brimmed with anxiety. But what else could he do? Lie?

"It's possible," he admitted, frowning across the table. "I haven't decided yet who will accompany me in the tunnels underneath of Keynes. Honestly, I hadn't intended to make my thoughts known before Hannon's geomancers did their work."

"Then let's do it now," Tyssa suggested. "Didn't you just say we ought not to waste time, sir?"

Damn. The girl had him there. Clever, Jol thought.

"All right," Jol said, conscious of the trap he might have just stepped into. "We'll decide right here and now, I suppose. Obviously I will be going."

"Wouldn't be much of an expedition if you weren't," Godfrey said, taking a sip of his tea. "Full disclosure, blacksmith, I fully intend to follow you and whoever else you choose to take with you on your expedition to the underground. As a private citizen, I'm allowed to make my own choices. Hannon will be glad to have me along—"

Jol lifted a hand. "I wouldn't try to stop you," he said, calming the man’s worries. “I’ve walked many a mile with you, Godfrey, and seen what you can do under pressure. I’d be glad to have you along during this quest.”

Somehow talking about it as a quest made it sound so much more real than before.

“Very well,” Godfrey said, looking pleased. “I’m going to assume Lady Aeronwen will accompany us, as well?”

Jol was already nodding. “She’s made the Council aware that she intends to take a leave of absence,” he explained. “Instructor Hannon—Executor Hannon now—was set to take over for her during her sabbatical. But with Hannon joining us as well, that responsibility will fall to the Council itself—”

“Which I’m sure they’ll hate,” Godfrey said sarcastically. “Go on, blacksmith.”

Jol felt as if he was on a roll now. “Jessamyn must accompany us,” he said, gesturing at the auburn-haired student.

Jessamyn had been awfully quiet up until now; when Jol said her name, she gave a little start as if jerked out of a trance. He didn’t need psychomancy to know she was worried about the Autarch. He didn’t blame her; if the fiend had spoken through his lips and seen through his eyes, he’d be concerned about an encore performance as well.

“The Council expects it,” Jol explained, though he knew he needn’t give his reasons. The rest of the group already looked at Jessamyn like it was obvious. “If we leave her in the Lyceum by herself, or even without me or Aeronwen to look after her, I don’t trust the Council to refrain from putting her in chains.” His hand went to the young woman’s thigh, gripping it beneath her short schoolgirl skirt. “And on a more personal note, Jessamyn—I wouldn’t want to be without you.”

“And I you,” the young woman said, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “Oh Jol, I’m so scared. What if something happens to me while we’re all down there? What if that bastard tries to sabotage the mission—?”

“Shh,” Jol said, cupping her chin. “Everything will be alright. Do you trust me?”

A shudder of lust traveled through Jessamyn’s slender frame. “With my very soul,” she whispered, sounding like she meant it.

“Good. I will protect you, girl.” His hand strayed to the back of her neck, gripping it gently but possessively. “You have nothing to fear as long as I’m around.”

Jessamyn relaxed. “Good,” she whispered.

“That’s four of us,” Jol said, looking around at the rest of the room. “Seeing as Hannon will insist on joining the party, that already makes a five-person group. Perhaps it would be best if we capped it right there?”

There were three people in the room who Jol hadn’t mentioned as joining the expedition. One of them—Tyssa—looked resigned but relieved to be remaining behind. She’d only just arrived in Keynes, and with no magic to speak of, she’d be far more of a liability in a fight than a help. Everyone knew that, and understood.

But the other two women looked like they were on the verge of panic.

“You’re mad!” Envy said, springing from her perch. “You can’t possibly be thinking of going into the underground without me, Master!”

“We need someone to remain behind and research other options,” Jol explained calmly. “I can’t think of anyone better suited to the task. They won’t be able to keep you out of the library—not even the restricted section. Not when you can make yourself invisible and undetectable to their eyes.”

He’d thought that Envy would understand. But the demoness looked even more upset.

“I don’t want to be invisible!” she declared. “I’ve been invisible long enough, Master! I want to be with you, and with the others, standing shoulder to shoulder as we face the darkness!”

“Envy…” Jol began.

The demoness’s face fell. “I want to be a full member of this team,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m tired of being on the outside looking in. Just because I’m not human like the rest of you, it doesn’t mean that I’m… that I’m lesser than anyone else!”

Shock filled the room. “Envy, whatever do you mean?” Aeronwen asked.

Tears formed in the corners of the familiar’s eyes. “I know I’m different,” she said, wiping her face with the back of a pale hand. “But I love Jol. And I love all of you, as well. If I had to be separated from all of you while you travel under the earth, then… then I’d go crazy! I’d never be able to stop thinking of you, Master! I wouldn’t be able to eat or sleep, and the teachers would think such things about me that I’d probably wind up confined to quarters! Or even locked in a cell!”

“No cell could hold you,” Jol muttered. But he was already thinking, considering what the demoness had to say. “Now that you mention it, however, it would be a mistake to leave you behind at the Lyceum. For the same reason that leaving Jessamyn all by herself would be a serious error.”

No one needed Jol to tell them why that was. The rank-and-file members of the student body all trusted Jol, and the faculty had enough respect for Lady Aeronwen to look the other way regarding the blacksmith’s familiar demon. But without Jol or Aeronwen to provide her cover, the demoness might well fall under suspicion while they were away. It wouldn’t be out of character for the Council to try and detain her until the group was back—or even try to hand her over to the imperial inquisitors for questioning.

No. Envy was right. That wouldn’t do at all.

Which only left one member of the group questioning her future.

Gwen looked at Jol like he’d suddenly sprouted a pair of horns. “You’re going to tell me to remain behind,” the young woman said, her tone accusatory. “That it’ll be safer for me to stay at the Lyceum than to travel with the rest of you!”

Awkward looks filled the room. Jol hadn’t intended things to end up this way, but by process of elimination, they’d managed to come up with reasons why all the other members of the harem ought to be in the adventuring party. It wasn’t Gwen’s fault that she ended up as the last in line—but it did make it harder for the girl to justify the need to have her in the underground with the others.

“Gwen,” Jol began, frowning.

The redhead didn’t let him get any further. “I’m going,” she said, rising from her seat. In the blink of an eye she was at Jol’s chair—another dumped her directly into his lap. “My magic might be the difference between life and death down there. But there’s a much more important reason I’m going with you.”

With that, she leaned around and planted a kiss directly on Jol’s lips.

“I need you,” she purred, every voluptuous inch of her body aching for Jol’s touch. “I can’t be without you. I’m crazy about you, sir, and the fact that you’re so much older and wiser than me just makes me want to be your good girl even more than I already do…!”

The sound of a chair moving backwards cut off the rest of the redhead’s protests. Godfrey was rising from his seat, an apologetic look on his face.

“Sorry to interrupt,” the white-haired man said. “But I think this is the part where I ought to be on my way. I wouldn’t want to get in the way of any intimate moments, blacksmith.”

Aeronwen gave the older man a nod. “I appreciate that,” she said. “We’ll see you at the tunnel entrance when it’s time?”

“Oh, I’ll be there with bells on,” he said, giving them all a wry chuckle. “You know, I really do admire you, blacksmith. You’re changing the culture here in the Lyceum. Why, if I was but a decade or two younger, I might start looking for a couple of sweet young things to share my bed…”

“It’s never too late,” Jol said, his hand going to Gwen’s lower back.

Godfrey snickered. “Perhaps not. I’ll think on your words, blacksmith. Lady Aeronwen, my best.”

With a nod, the man was dismissed. The room filled with giggles as he took his leave.

“Poor man,” Envy whispered once Godfrey was gone. “Another five minutes in your quarters, Master, and he’d probably have gotten an eyeful…”

Gwen gave a little laugh. “Poor? Instructor Godfrey is commonly thought of as the second most handsome man on campus, after our very own Mr Rivers. If your antics give him the push he needs to start putting himself out there, then that’s all to the good.”

“You think so?” Jol asked, startled.

“Oh, absolutely,” Gwen said with a grin. “The women who aren’t already dreaming of joining your harem are all fantasizing about those strong hands of his…”

Jol couldn’t resist teasing the redhead. “He has strong hands, you said?”

Her eyes widened. “Not as strong as yours!” she said, guiding his fingers to her throat. “I’d be more than happy to show you, ser, how much I appreciate them. All you need to do is ask.” She winked. “And put me on the roster for our next adventure…”

Jol sighed. As much as he’d like to leave at least one person behind to watch after the Lyceum while he was gone, it would have been wrong to force Gwen to remain alone while the rest of the group traveled beneath the Inner Island. He even would have brought Tyssa with him, if the woman’s presence wouldn’t have been a liability to the rest of them.

Besides, something told him Tyssa wouldn’t mind. After her long sojourn in Lord Ardor’s domain, the servant girl was looking forward to a little rest and relaxation. Whereas Gwen would be a nervous wreck if she were forced to follow.

For just a moment, at the reminder of Lord Ardor, Jol thought to ask the servant girl what message she’d brought back from Jessamyn’s father.

But then Gwen ground her firm rear against his lap, making him throb, and the impetus to do so fell right out of the back of his head.

“Perhaps we should take this to the bedroom,” Aeronwen suggested. “I’m sure Tyssa is looking forward to being welcomed back into our family. Aren’t you, Tyssa?”

The servant girl gave the group a bashful look. “I am,” she said, her gaze fixed on Jol. “But…”

Jol blinked. Oh no, he thought. Here we go.

The other shoe was about to drop, wasn’t it?

Tyssa bit down on her bottom lip. “I’ve had a very long journey,” the servant girl admitted. “Quite a stressful one, as well, in parts. I would appreciate having an opportunity to scrub the dust of the road off of me before I hop into bed with anyone else.”

“That’s a great idea!” Envy said. “Let’s all go!”

“All?” Tyssa asked, laughing. “Aeronwen’s tub would never fit the lot of us…”

A grin spread across the demoness’s face. “Oh, you haven’t seen the new digs,” she said, her teeth gleaming. “We made a few improvements to the place while you were gone, Tyssa. What to check them out?”

“In that case… then certainly,” Tyssa agreed. “Lead the way, please.”

Together, Jol and his women headed deeper into the apartment.


4

Jol Rivers was in heaven.

Naked, a little drunk, he lay in a tub filled with water heated to near-scalding temperatures. Steam billowed from the sides of the massive cast-iron tub, rising up to the ceiling in thick clouds. A half-drunk bottle of something strong and dark rested on the edge of the tub, waiting to be picked up for another swallow.

Tyssa had been right, of course. Back when he and Aeronwen had moved into this apartment, the tub in the bathroom had been a fairly standard affair for a mage—narrow, cramped, barely able to fit a person comfortably, and almost comically small for a group. It was the kind of thing an elderly person with a bad back might take a soak in, and good enough for that purpose, but ill-suited to more than one occupant.

No longer.

It wasn't a tub any more so much as a small pool. The edges had been shorn off, leaving only a waist-high barrier of tiles to keep anyone from tumbling over into the steaming, soap-filled water. Water-resistant seats lay around the interior, providing a way for people to relax with their upper bodies out of the water or step into the center and sink deeper. The faucets at either end of the pool-tub had been enchanted to deliver a near-constant stream of warm water, ensuring the surface temperature remained pleasantly heated for hours at a time.

It was Aeronwen’s idea. As the new dean of the Lyceum, she got what she wanted—and she’d put some of the college’s finest conjurors to the task. They were even thinking of giving it some kind of a special name, some term to mark it as more than a mere contraption for bathing. This thing was designed for relaxation.

Jol certainly felt relaxed.

As soon as they’d shown Tyssa the new bathing chamber, the girls had all run off to get ready. Jol knew little of the mysteries of the female sex, so he could only guess at what gossip was shared and what tips and tricks were readied among his harem before they all hopped in the bath with him. Doubtless they were all comparing body parts, trading stories about the things he did and didn’t like in the bedroom, all while they posed and preened like princesses before Aeronwen’s oversized vanity and mirror.

Meanwhile, Envy had left him with the drinks.

Jol slid down the side of the tub, letting the water rise to the level of his shoulders. The water moved constantly and was vaguely soapy, while a drain in the bottom of the contraption kept water running through it so that dirt and grime from the bathers never became a problem. It really was a clever invention—Jol wondered if the Lyceum might patent it. If she did, barons and dukes would likely fight each other to have the nicest ones installed in their private residences…

The opening of a door pulled Jol out of his reverie. When he glanced up, Tyssa stood in the doorway, naked save for a fluffy white towel wrapped around her body. Her long hair had been unbraided, and ran down her back in a single shimmering wave.

The white towel made an incredible contrast with her mocha skin. Jol looked the servant girl up and down and whistled appreciatively, his manhood throbbing beneath the water. Gods, but she looked good.

“Hello, m’lor— Jol,” Tyssa corrected, her fingers going to her lips. “The others are still getting ready. They told me to come out and get started, since it’s been so long since I had an opportunity to relax.”

And because you and I have yet to finalize our relationship, Jol thought. Doubtless this was Aeronwen’s idea—to give Tyssa a few minutes to rekindle the spark between them before the rest of the harem showed up and started the party.

It was a good idea. He’d have to thank her for it later.

“You know, you can call me m’lord if you really like,” Jol said. “I may not be a lord, but I could be your lord.”

Tyssa’s smile grew to match his own. “I mean, you do have a woman who insists on referring to you as her ‘Master’,” the servant chuckled. “Honestly, your women are all so beautiful. I’m jealous of the fun you’ve had while I was gone.”

Jol picked up an unopened bottle. “Come,” he said, waving it in her direction. “Join me.”

Nibbling her bottom lip, Tyssa did just that. She walked to the tub, unfastening her towel as she made her way over. Jol thought she was going to discard it right then and there, but she held the edge of the fabric up as she approached the rim.

“Close your eyes,” Tyssa purred, giving him a bashful look.

Jol laughed. “Truly?”

The girl’s face lit up. “I’m shy!” she insisted. “We hardly know each other, m’lord.”

You’re about the least shy woman I’ve ever met, Jol thought. But he closed his eyes as she asked.

He heard the towel drop, followed by the sound of water splashing as Tyssa climbed into the tub.

“Alright,” Tyssa whispered after a moment. “You can open them now.”

Jol did. The servant girl sat next to him on the bench, smiling like today was her lucky day. The tops of her breasts rose above the surface of the hot tub water, but the churning waves were just high enough to shield her nipples. The rest of her body was a blur, but Jol knew from the little he’d seen of it that she could give any of the other members of the group a run for their money.

He stared at her. She stared at him.

When she moved closer, he made as if to kiss her. She coughed.

“Could I have that drink?” she asked, gesturing at the unopened bottle.

Grinning, Jol opened it with his teeth. He handed it to the young woman, who took it and downed half the liquor within in a single swig.

“Nervous?” Jol asked.

Tyssa set the bottle off to the side and grinned. “Does it show?” she asked, laughing.

Jol felt like laughing, too. “You needn’t be,” he said. “I get the distinct feeling Aeronwen won’t let us be interrupted until you’re completely comfortable. She wants to give the two of us this time together, just you and I.”

Tyssa nodded. “You just have so many women,” she said, slowly shaking her head. “I’d be lying if I said it didn’t intimidate me. Surely with all of them to please you, you couldn’t possibly want anything to do with a common woman like me.”

“I’m a commoner, too,” Jol said, scooting closer. “And those other women aren’t here right now, Tyssa.”

The girl grabbed the bottle and took another big swig, swallowing nervously. “It’s cold,” she said, wiping her soft, pillowy lips with the back of her hand. “It makes a pleasant contrast with the hot water.”

“If you’re cold, I could warm you up,” Jol growled, reaching for her.

His hands found Tyssa’s curves beneath the water. He grabbed one of her breasts, noting with pride that her nipples were as stiff and hard as diamonds. She groaned at his touch, wriggling beneath the water as she slid into his arms.

“God,” the servant panted, “we’re really going to do this, aren’t we?”

Jol couldn’t help but grin. “Yes,” he told her, one hand going to her ass. “You do want this, yes?”

She nodded, as he knew she would. “For longer than you realize,” the servant admitted with a mad little laugh. Her eyes already shone with heat from the liquor and from his touch.

“What does that mean?”

“I’m afraid,” Tyssa said, grinning, “that I’ve had a crush on you since the day I began cleaning your rooms, m’lord. Did you think it was an accident that I was assigned to Lady Aeronwen’s quarters so often, even before I agreed to act as your double agent?”

Jol didn’t find it suspicious at all. He’d suspected something like this all along.

“Would it surprise you to discover,” he asked, his hands questing further along her body, “that I felt the same way about you?”

This, Tyssa had not anticipated. "Really?" she asked, genuinely shocked.

Hmm? “Of course.”

"But... but I'm nothing special, m'lord. Certainly not as beautiful as the other women who've joined you."

Jol shrugged. "That's the thing about beauty," he said, leaning closer to whisper in her ear. "It's not something you can quantify. It's just something that's there. And you have it, Tyssa. Gods, you’re so beautiful…”

With a gasp, she jumped over the edge.

His lips brushed against hers, and the world seemed to stop. The tub, the steam, the half-imagined sounds of his other women giggling over in the next room—all of them faded away, shadows compared to the very real fact of the beautiful woman in his arms.

Her mouth opened against his own. Her lips were like two soft pillows, and the way her tongue moved against his made him ache to find out what else the naughty servant could do with it.

Jol knew they were moving quickly, but he couldn't find it in himself to care. He’d lived too long to waste time—Aeronwen had taught him that when he wanted something, he ought to take it instead of hemming and hawing over it. He'd spent so long dreaming of the day when Tyssa would be back in his bed that the thought of holding back was impossible.

As the kiss deepened, Jol's hands began to wander over Tyssa's body. He explored her curves, her breasts, her stomach, her ass. This woman was built for sin!

He couldn’t wait to prove it.

"I'm going to make you mine," Jol whispered in her ear, his voice husky with lust. "You belong to me now, Tyssa. And I intend to take full advantage of that."

The servant girl whimpered against his neck, her body shining with suds and sweat. "Please do," she begged. "I've wanted this for so long..."

Jol could sense the truth in her words. He pulled her to him, pressing her breasts against his chest as he gave her another deep, hard kiss. His hands cupped her ass, pulling her close as he ground the stiff rod of his manhood against her thigh. He was already hard as stone, and he hadn't even had a chance to touch her yet.

She moved against him—then froze. "Gods," Tyssa murmured, her eyes widening. "That's big!"

Even a man with four other women couldn’t resist a compliment like that. "You like it?"

She nodded. "I love it," she admitted, sounding breathless. "It feels so big against me. So thick and hard. I want you to use it on me, m'lord. I want you to take me and make me yours."

“You keep calling me m’lord,” Jol growled, shifting her weight, “and I’m liable to do just that…”

He pulled her into his lap, relaxing against the bench. Tyssa straddled him, her mocha thighs lifting and her back arching as she raised her breasts to the level of his face. She seemed to really like it when he played with them. Tyssa’s orbs were bigger than most women’s, and evidently more sensitive as well. The groans she made as he kissed and sucked her stiff nipples made him throb, and doubtless made the harem members eavesdropping on the two of them as wet as a summer shower.

“Yes, m’lord,” Tyssa murmured, obviously getting off on imagining herself his vassal. “Keep going, m’lord, please! Gods, I’m so wet for you…!”

As he devoured her breasts, Jol reached down and grabbed Tyssa’s thighs. What he found waiting for him was even hotter and wetter than the churning water of the hot tub—he’d rarely if ever seen a woman so ready to be fucked.

And that was exactly what Jol was going to do.

Lifting his face from her breasts, he rose from the water and sat on the edge of the hot tub. His cock, already engorged just from looking at Tyssa’s beautiful naked body, stood at full attention, shining with pre-cum and dripping with the water from the tub. Tyssa stared at it in shock, her jaw dropping as she saw all Jol had in store for her.

“God-in-flesh!” the short woman gasped, filling Jol with pride. “It’s even bigger than I thought!”

Her fingers closed around it. Jol groaned as pleasure infiltrated him.

“I don’t know how I’m going to fit all of this inside of me,” Tyssa whimpered, looking up at him with a mischievous grin. “But the fun’s all in the trying, right?”

Jol rocked back, grabbed another bottle and took a long swig. “Come here, girl,” he rasped, every bit as commanding and dominant as Tyssa wanted him to be. “Now.”

Kneeling before him, Tyssa obeyed.

“Yes, m’lord,” she purred, pressing her soft, pillowy lips to the underside of his shaft. “I’ll do my very best…”

And she did. With her hands still in the water, she leaned in closer and took the head of Jol’s cock into her mouth. The warmth that enveloped him made the tub feel lukewarm in comparison; when her tongue got into the act, Jol nearly came apart right then and there.

He growled, his head rocking back on his shoulders. This was ecstasy! Tyssa’s lips weren’t even halfway down his shaft, yet already she was working her tongue around him like one of the Second Empire’s most skilled courtesans. Only courtesans didn’t care about their patrons’ bliss like Tyssa did.

She sucked on him like a popsicle, swirling her naughty tongue around his throbbing crown and working her lips into a tight seal around his shaft. She hummed around him as she worked, the vibrations making it hard to hold back his load. His fingers gripped the back of her head, gently coaxing her down deeper onto his manhood.

Tyssa could certainly take it. Jol had no idea if she’d come to him skilled or just naturally talented; he didn’t really care either way. Her skills were beyond reproach. The servant girl sucked him like her life depended on it; like they were trapped at the bottom of the tub and Jol’s cock was the source of the only air she could get.

He was impressed. He was blown away.

He was also madly in love.

He didn't tell Tyssa that, of course. Not yet. But as he held the back of her head and forced her deeper onto his cock, he knew deep in his heart that she was going to be a permanent fixture in his harem. And not simply as a servant, either. Her days of being Aeronwen’s chambermaid were over. Tyssa was going to have maids of her own, scrubbing the floors and cleaning the sheets to wash away the evidence of their latest tryst. He couldn’t wait to spoil her.

Tyssa couldn’t wait, either. Just as he felt the familiar tingle beginning to work its way from his balls up through the base of his shaft, the servant girl pulled off of him with a wet little pop. Jol couldn’t help it; he groaned in frustration.

“Sorry,” Tyssa said, giving him a little grin. “Your cock is amazing, Jol. I love sucking on it. But right now, I just really need to be fucked.”

Jol couldn’t help but grin. If this girl kept it up with the compliments, he might have to have her standing right beside Aeronwen in a white dress when he went to the altar.

“Certainly,” Jol growled, giving his cock a stroke. “How do you want it?”

A nervous look flickered across Tyssa’s face. “Can you take me from behind?” she asked, already half-rising from the water. “That’s how I like it best.”

Jol nodded. “Gladly.”

He watched as Tyssa walked across the bench and bent over the rim of the hot tub. With her back arched and her round, heart-shaped ass in the air, she looked like a vision of pure lust. The soft pinkness of her folds glistened within her nether lips, shining with juice and swollen with arousal.

She was so soft. And Jol was so hard.

He was meant to bury his hardness inside of that softness.

Jol mounted the woman from behind, burying his hand in her hair. He wrapped strands of her long, lustrous locks around his fingers for leverage as he pressed the tip of his cock against her channel, teasing her opening by working his crown in slow swirls over the apex of her sex. The swollen nub there was nearly as hard as her nipples, and a hundred times more sensitive.

Each press of his manhood against her made Tyssa writhe like she was being struck by lightning. She wiggled her hips, trying desperately to get his entire length inside of her, but Jol steadfastly refused to give her the entrance she craved. Even when she began to whine, throwing her hips back on him like a bitch in heat, he moved alongside her, keeping his swollen rod just out of reach.

Finally Tyssa could take no more. “Please, this is torture,” the servant girl groaned. She looked over her shoulder at Jol, her eyes burning with naked lust as she tried to offer herself to him. “Fuck me, m’lord, fuck me!”

”Just making sure you wanted it badly enough,” Jol growled, palming Tyssa’s ass. “Are you going to be a good girl for me?”

“Yes!” Tyssa screamed, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Fuck me, Jol! Fuck me and cum inside of me!”

Well, now, he thought, grinning internally. That’s exactly what I want to hear.

With a savage thrust of his hips, Jol rammed his cock hilt-deep into Tyssa’s dripping wet pussy. Her folds were every bit as soft as he’d envisioned, but what he hadn’t expected was how sinfully snug the short woman’s interior felt. Possibly owing to her small stature, Tyssa had the kind of channel that gripped a man’s tool like a fist. As he buried himself all the way to the balls inside of her, Tyssa’s innermost muscles wrapped around him, stroking his prick while he fucked her deep.

It was so incredible that he almost lost his load in that one, heavenly thrust.

Tyssa screamed with bliss, arching her back even harder as Jol’s cock stretched her walls. His balls slammed against the backs of her thighs as he pulled back and entered her again, even rougher this time. He pulled her hair hard enough to bring tears to her eyes.

Tyssa loved every moment of it.

She threw herself back on him, grunting and groaning each time his thick cock smashed into her back walls. Tyssa’s pussy was so snug that Jol lost control himself, hammering her from behind like he was trying to make his cock appear out of her mouth from the other side. Tyssa held on for dear life, her fingers gripping the rim of the tub. Water splashed over the sides, covering the tile floor as steam billowed towards the ceiling.

“Ah, yes! Harder, please!” Tyssa’s ass shook with every thrust, looking so luscious that Jol couldn’t help but spank it as he fucked her. “Please, m’lord!”

Jol put his hand on the back of the woman’s neck. “You sure you can handle that? I won’t be sweet with you, Tyssa. I’m damned tempted to stop being sweet with you right now—!”

Tyssa let out a groan that made her sound less like a human than a feral lioness. “That’s exactly what I want,” she said, grabbing one of his hands and guiding it between her heavy breasts. “I want you unhinged, m’lord! I want you to fuck me so hard that the entire Lyceum hears it!”

Even the loudest of screams wouldn’t have been able to pierce Aeronwen’s wards, but Jol wasn’t about to tell Tyssa that. Regardless, the women in the other room would hear every moment of this, which probably mattered to Tyssa a whole hell of a lot more.

Jol hoped they could hear. He hoped his women were rubbing themselves silly, listening to the sounds of Tyssa’s pleasure. He hoped they all knew in their hearts that the servant girl was one of them now, and would be for the rest of their lives.

He redoubled his efforts, hammering Tyssa’s inner walls like a battering ram. The woman took it like a champ, her short frame shaking like a leaf every time Jol bottomed out inside of her. One of her eyes rolled back in her head, and her tongue lolled from her mouth as she began to tremble uncontrollably beneath him.

”Yeah!” Tyssa moaned, her voice nearly unintelligible. “Fuck, m’lord, I’m going to—!”

A moment later her walls were skin on skin around him. Tyssa was cumming.

The servant girl’s orgasm was as sweet as honey and twice as delicious. Jol watched the muscles in her back ripple as the tidal wave of bliss engulfed her, traveling from the base of her spine to the top of her head as her world dissolved. Everything between Tyssa’s legs went hot and wet and awesome as she came, and a flood of juice met Jol’s cock with each deep, squelching thrust.

“Yessss,” Tyssa whined, the sound like steam leaving the kettle. “Gods, I love you! I love you so much, m’lord! Tell me I’m your best servant, lord, please! Tell me I'm a good girl, tell me that I deserve that cum…!”

Her words were just as dirty as her manner was sweet. Suddenly Jol was thrusting between her legs harder, pounding her in doggy as the mad wave of tingling worked its way from his balls all the way to the crown of his manhood.

To her credit, Tyssa was taking it. Her pussy was a warm, wet sheath for his manhood, welcoming him as deep inside of her as he cared to go. Every thrust into her cunt was tighter than the last, and felt more like heaven.

There was no chance Jol could hold back any longer. Tyssa had already given him permission to cum inside. Simple biology meant there was nowhere else he was going to put his cock—not when he was this close to the brink.

He hit a hard, steady rhythm and pushed it faster. His balls slapped against her thighs, filling the room with the sound of hard fucking as Jol neared the peak. The world went white, the sound of Tyssa’s coaxing and dirty talk mixing with the rush of blood in his ears.

Suddenly he was in the stratosphere.

One more hard thrust inside of Tyssa and he was gone. The water, the steam, the bathing chamber—all of them vanished, replaced with a wave of pure bliss that felt endless. Bursts of purple magic exploded behind Jol’s eyes as he grabbed Tyssa’s hips with both hands and let go, his cock swelling bigger and thicker as he shot his load.

Thick, hot ropes of cum sprayed directly into the servant girl’s fertile pussy. Tyssa cried out in triumph as she felt the first jet of seed splash against her inner walls. Her cries turned to groans of amazement as she realized just how much Jol was pumping into her.

”Good Gods!” The servant girl cried, resting her hot cheek on the cool stone rim of the bathing chamber as his balls drained. “I had no idea you were that pent up, m’lord. Did you save all this hot cream just for you me? Your favorite little servant girl?”

”Good girl…” Jol groaned. He felt as if he floated on clouds; the pleasure was so sweet that his body couldn’t process it all. His hand went loosely to the back of Tyssa’s neck, then moved to her sweaty breasts as he gripped and squeezed them. It loosed something within him, releasing stresses he didn’t even realize he had.

Tyssa didn’t mind one bit. She relaxed into his touch, pressing her back against his chest as the last few jets of his seed spurted slowly into her channel. “So good,” she whimpered, leaning over and kissing him. “Did you miss my breasts, baby? I can feel you rubbing those fingers all over my breasts…”

Whatever answer his bliss-fevered mind could muster was swallowed by their kiss.

The pleasure went on for what felt like days. Tyssa held him all the while, making no moves to pull off of his prick. He’d finished shooting inside of her, yet every tiny quiver of her muscles around him still made him moan. Her interior felt stuffed, wet from his seed, and his cock acted like a plug to keep all of it fucked deep inside of her.

Tyssa nibbled his bottom lip and sighed the sigh of a truly satisfied woman. “I love you,” she whispered, peering up at him with a contented expression. “Even if I didn’t before, I’d certainly be head over heels for you now. No woman could resist making expressions of devotion after being fucked with a cock like that!”

”I love you, too,” Jol grunted, giving Tyssa a smack on the ass. “You are a good girl.”

”Not entirely good,” she said with a giggle. “I’ll have to give you my ass sometime, m’lord. Then you’ll find out what a bad girl I can be.”

Tyssa’s ass? Jol’s gaze flickered down to it, almost without his conscious mind commanding it. Gods, if her pussy was that tight, how would her back door feel?

He was about to test it with a couple of his fingers when the door to the bathroom opened. The rest of Jol’s harem stood in the doorway, clustered together so closely that even a deaf man would have realized they were eavesdropping on every moment of Jol and Tyssa’s bliss. Aeronwen led the pack, clad in nothing but a sky-blue towel.

She walked right up to the edge of the tub and embraced Tyssa—who, it had to be said, had yet to pull off of Jol’s half-erect cock. His manhood twitched inside of the servant girl as he watched her and Aeronwen kiss like best friends, before the rest of the harem surrounded the pair talking excitedly.

”Welcome to the family,” Aeronwen said, brushing a lock of sweaty hair out of Tyssa’s face. “Did you enjoy my fiancé, Tyssa?”

The servant girl grinned. Any concerns about the strangeness of the situation were banished by how clearly into the whole scenario the Woman in Blue was.

”He’s a wonderful man,” Tyssa confessed, looking from woman to woman. “He made me feel incredible. Actually, he still is.” She ground her hips down on Jol, pushing him and his load a little deeper into her pussy. “He’s still inside of me.”

”Still?” Gwen leaned over the edge of the tub and stared. The redhead wore no towel and was naked as the day she was born; her pussy looked freshly shaved, the mound swollen and dripping with juice. “Good Gods, girl, you really are still riding him! What a slut you are!”

”I’m always a slut for m’lord,” Tyssa said, sounding like the most devoted servant who ever lived. “I wouldn’t be much of a good girl if I wasn’t.”

Aeronwen glanced into the tub, then back at Jol’s other harem girls. “May we join you?”

Jol looked at his bounty. A freshly-fucked beauty lay just beneath him, the walls of her sex still embracing his manhood, while four other gorgeous women vied to be the next girl to give him their whorish attentions. He had a harem that kings and sultans would envy, and the kind of love he’d never dared to dream of during his long years in the Expeditionary Force or toiling as a blacksmith in Littlereach.

The man I used to be wouldn’t believe where I’ve ended up, Jol thought. The funniest part is, I can’t blame him. This all seems too good to be true…

It did.

But it was his life now. And he was going to enjoy it.

He pulled Tyssa into his lap as he sat down on the bench. He was no king, but it certainly felt like a throne. “All of you join us,” he commanded, reaching for a drink to pour into the servant girl’s mouth. “Let’s get this party started right!”

Giggling and grinning, his harem girls disrobed and climbed into the tub.

Tonight, it was good to be the King.
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”You certainly took your time,” Godfrey said as he looked Jol up and down. “What happened, blacksmith? You sleep through your own adventure?

Bright sunlight burned the square. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and with no natural shade in the center of the Lyceum’s grounds, only particularly masochistic or foolhardy students would have stood outside for any long period of time. From the sweat beading on his brow, Godfrey had been waiting for Jol and his harem for a long time, indeed.

”Sorry,” Jol said, gesturing at the women behind him. “We had a few last minute issues to take care of.”

Hannon’s initial prediction of forty-eight hours to open the tunnels leading to the massive underground complex beneath Keynes had turned out to be unambitious. The second-in-command was nothing if not an overachiever, and Jol was only somewhat surprised when Aeronwen received an urgent message a day after their meeting with the Council informing her that Hannon’s geomancers were on the verge of completing the final phase of the magical remodeling. Aeronwen had been in the middle of a meeting, but she’d canceled it immediately, sending Envy to gather up the harem and prepare them to go to war.

There was no question that everyone with any magical ability would accompany Jol. Over the last day and a half, Jol’s harem had been conducting research into the nature of the tunnels, collecting every scrap of information they could find in the campus’s library that mentioned the inhumi and their methods of spreading corruption.

What they’d found froze Jol’s blood.

The incident in Littlereach with Father Kevan wasn’t an exception—it was the rule. The Second Empire knew this, though they seldom referred to the matter directly in official documentation. Half-truths and misdirection were the Empire’s stock in trade, and Jessamyn Silverbrook in particular had had a field day trying to sort the reliable primary sources from the absolute balderdash.

By the time Hannon’s summons arrived, however, Jol thought he had a better understanding of the problem they faced. If anything, the Second Empire had been underestimating the threat posed by the inhumi—and had been doing so for quite a long time, systematically, in ways that suggested some of the Empire’s best and brightest might have been a little corrupted themselves.

It added to the urgency of the moment. Every good soldier knew that their superior officers had to be respected regardless of merit—but what if those officers were naked traitors to the crown? The thought of it worried Jol greatly and vexed his women almost as much.

They had to find the Autarch. That was the only answer. Cut off the head of the snake, and the body would die as well.

So Jol was not irritated by Hannon’s surprise of bumping up their time tables. If anything, he relished it. They needed to be on their way as soon as humanly possible.

To that end, they followed Godfrey across the square. A small crowd of well-wishers had already gathered near the apartments, and Jol assumed they’d find a much larger throng waiting for them at the actual entrance point. The heat of the day would have kept them away, but the Lyceum’s high population of magic users meant that there’d no doubt be a few cooling spells cast around the square to keep the gawkers from overheating.

Jol’s women surrounded him, forming a wedge with Jol himself at the tip. The women were dressed in their finest clothes, each wearing a black tunic with the emblem of the Lyceum embroidered on the chest. Jessamyn Silverbrook was the only exception in her schoolgirl outfit, and Jol himself had elected to wear one of his old uniforms from the Expeditionary Force. The khaki-colored traveling clothes weren’t the flashiest threads to be sported in the imperial capital, but they were comfortable—and easy to fight in.

Jol sensed they’d have many fights ahead.

In the blurbs that would be written about this day in various newspapers around Keynes, much would be made of the commanding stance and dominating nature of Jol Rivers as he and his women approached their objective. Far less would be said about the beauty of his women—and no reporter noted the look of absolute satisfaction in the eyes of all five women who followed him into battle on that day. Even if a man had dared to look into the eyes of Aeronwen or Envy and see the reflections of the time the harem spent fucking each other’s brains out, they wouldn’t have dared to believe one man could be so lucky.

But many of the Lyceum’s women saw. And they ached as Jol and his entourage passed by.

The crowd thickened at the south end of the square. Jol had been right; it looked as if a hefty percentage of the entire Lyceum had come to see them off. Students and teachers clustered around the remains of the building that had once been a campus warehouse, staring at the pile of rubble that hid the tunnel leading to the underground. When Jol and his harem arrived, the attention turned to them, instead.

“They’re all looking at us,” Gwen whispered, taking Jol’s hand. “Goodness. All those eyes…”

“You’ll get used to it,” he assured the young woman.

Jol himself got the largest portion of the stares, of course, but more than a few gazes lingered on the woman at the rear of their formation. More than a few of the faculty members within the Lyceum recognized Tyssa; after all, they’d used her services in the days before she’d become an exclusive housemaid to Jol and Aeronwen. Seeing her elevated so in such a short time must have been alarming; not that Jol cared.

The young woman was a servant no longer. Her fine robes marked her as a member of the upper class, and it was she who would have her own servants while Jol and the rest of his party were questing beneath the surface of the Second Empire. The official paperwork had already been filed, putting Tyssa in charge of Aeronwen’s household while the Dean of the Lyceum was absent.

Of course, Tyssa would be anything but idle. Back in Jol’s apartment lay a second, secret set of papers that Aerownen had also put together before taking her leave. Suffice to say the young woman’s talents for gossip and rumor-mongering were about to be put to the test. Jol couldn’t wait to hear what tidbits she’d discover while he was away.

Hannon was waiting near the largest pile of rubble, her geomancers at her side. They stuck out from the rest of the crowd, as they were dressed for battle. All of them looked nervous. Today was set to be a very big day, and the expectations of the Lyceum rested on their shoulders. Not to mention the eyes of half the student body.

“There you are!” The instructor pushed past the nearest member of her squad and came trudging over to Jol. Jol couldn’t help but wonder if Hannon had been hitting the coffee a bit too hard that morning: she looked jittery and irritable, and there were deep bags beneath her eyes. She advanced on Jol like the two of them were already on the battlefield, a fierce scowl written across her forehead.

“Are we really that late?” Jol asked with a chuckle. “I didn’t think we tarried too much.”

Under normal circumstances, he might have been able to defuse the situation with a smile and a wink. But Hannon was much too far gone for that.

“We’ve been waiting for you for an hour,” the instructor said, her disdain barely concealed. “We were about to send messengers to your apartment building to make sure you weren’t dead!”

It was no joke. The Autarch had tried to kill Jol Rivers once before—he could very easily try it again.

“I appreciate your concern,” Jol said, idly looking around the square. “We’re fine, though. As you can see, all of us are in one piece.”

Hannon scowled at the smiling faces of Jol’s women. It wasn’t that she disapproved of his harem, exactly—it was more that she disapproved of the time it took away from both Jol and Aeronwen’s commitment to the Lyceum’s duties. Hannon believed Lady Aeronwen ought to be thinking more of her new position as Dean, and less of her role as den mother to a double-sized apartment filled with the Second Empire’s most beautiful women.

“You should have sent your servant ahead of you,” Hannon said, glancing over at Tyssa before turning back to her geomancers. “It would have been a kindness to have been informed of the delay—“

“Begging your pardon,” Aeronwen said, cutting the instructor off. “But Tyssa is no longer a servant. She’s a full member of my household.”

Hannon paused in mid-word. Her gaze returned to Tyssa, spending a great deal longer this time admiring the woman’s new clothes and elegantly made-up hair.

“I see,” the Executor said.

Jol did not need Jessamyn’s psychomancy to know what Hannon thought of this. But even this impropriety was soon forgotten, for the woman’s mind was fully fixed on the mission. Today was the big day, and Hannon would be damned if she let a little thing like her superior’s sexual foibles get in the way of finally digging into the mystery of the underground.

A number of guards who had been concealing themselves until now emerged from behind the rubble of the building. Jol tensed, his fingers unconsciously flexing as he thought of the dagger in his boot; but the men were already walking past him and his harem, raising their hands and their voices to request the crowd step back from the remains of the warehouse. No one fought, which Jol and Aeronwen both appreciated.

Once the edge of the square was clear, Hannon turned to her geomancers. “You know what to do,” she told the young man who was evidently the group’s leader. “If anything unexpected happens, signal me.”

The geomancer nodded. “Yes, ma’am!”

“Once I get the wards up,” Hannon said gruffly. “Not before then! The last thing we need is some innocent bystander getting a chunk of masonry in their eye and blaming the Lyceum for it.”

As the geomancers warmed up their spells, Hannon ascended to the top of a small platform next to the remains of the warehouse. Someone unversed in the practice of magic might have heard the glottal syllables spilling from the woman’s lips and thought she was mad; those who attended the Lyceum knew full well that quite the opposite was the case.

Hannon was involved in the casting of a complicated and difficult spell.

As Jol watched, the air around the remains of the building began to shimmer. It was the same shimmer he'd seen floating in front of his face during sparring practice in Hannon's classes, only applied to a much larger field of operation. Keeping it running required the greater part of Hannon's concentration. The woman's eyes closed as she worked, whispering more harsh syllables as the wall of magic solidified.

Finally it was done. The wall of shimmering magic became so solid that for a moment it shrouded the interior of the square from view, then it vanished completely. Though it could no longer be seen, Jol could still feel it. His magical senses told him a powerful spell hung in the area, filling the space around the rubble with its aura.

The geomancers could feel it, too. Without a word from Hannon or a signal to tell them she was ready, the students began their work.

Jol had seen geomancy in action before. In the Expeditionary Force he'd watched imperial mages reshape the land with their powers, creating land bridges over rivers and filling in swamps to give the Second Empire's troops a leg up on the heathens. He'd even performed a little bit of it himself, though his skills were average in all of the elemental magics save for pyromancy. He thought he knew what to expect.

He was wrong.

The ground shook beneath his feet, as if an earthquake were happening. Some of the onlookers cried out, stumbling and falling, but those with more experience had already braced themselves against what was coming. This was going to be something truly special.

One by one, the geomancers placed their palms against the cobblestones. As each one performed their duty, the trembling deep within the earth intensified, until it felt as if the stones of the Lyceum itself might crack and crumble. Gwen used the sudden upheaval as an opportunity to leap into his arms, guiding his hands to parts of her anatomy impropriety would have kept him away from if more people were watching.

Jol barely noticed, however. He was watching the show.

Geomancy had a bit more of science in it than the other elemental magics, but it was still an art. It was far easier to dump a massive amount of dirt and stone into the tunnels beneath Keynes than to clear them again, and each geomancer worked with their fellows in tandem, bound together by strands of magic like the cords that form a good, stiff rope.

Slowly, the rubble began to shift. Huge chunks of cobblestone rose into the air, forming spikes of hard-packed earth that were shunted off to the side by the geomancer's magics. The spikes were stacked together upright, like cordwood, and in short order what looked like the wall of a palisade began to form along the edge of the square facing the River Helt.

Onlookers oohed and ahhed as the geomancers did their work. As the rubble began to clear, the cobblestone spikes were replaced with ones of darker, denser earth—the very walls of the tunnel Jol, Godfrey and Jessamyn had entered a few short weeks ago, brought out of the darkness and into the light.

A second line of spikes joined the first. The hole was larger now, the piles of stone that had filled it to the brim shunted away faster and faster as the geomancers hit their stride. The rumbling slowed, then stopped as the ground settled beneath their feet.

Jol stood on tiptoe, trying to see into the pit. He couldn't be blamed—most of the crowd was doing the same thing. Next to him, Aeronwen and Jessamyn attempted to do the same.

While they were all staring, one of the geomancers who'd been idle until now stepped forward. This member of the cadre was older than the rest—not a student, but a mage on loan from the Second Empire barracks in the heart of the city. With the air of a janitor cleaning up a mess, the man walked to the edge of the pit and thrust a hand into the center of the ragged shaft.

The walls rumbled. For a moment, Jol feared the entire tunnel might cave-in anew, but the geomancer knew full well what he was doing. The stone solidified, shifting into formations like puzzle pieces against the backdrop of the tunnel itself.

Jol's eyes widened. Were those stairs?

Yes, they were. The geomancer was forming them out of the very rock itself, molding them the way a baker molds the dough which is to become the city's daily bread. As the crowd watched, enchanted, the lead geomancer created a spiral staircase leading all the way to the bottom of the magical tunnel. Far below, Jol could just barely see the spot where the caved-in section connected to the underground tunnels. The stairs met them perfectly, as if they'd always been designed to fit together in such a manner.

The ground gave one final shake and then was still. The crowd was silent for a long moment, amazed by the display—then they began to applaud.

The geomancers looked at each other, startled. After a moment, and a look from Executor Hannon, they began to bow.

"What you've witnessed today," Hannon said into the silence that followed, "is a mighty feat. The power of the Second Empire's geomancers is a sight to behold, and their work is far from over. While our Dean, Lady Aeronwen, ventures beneath the surface of the Inner Island to discover the source of the poison corrupting our land, our brave geomancers will be defending this entrance to our institute of higher learning. Rest assured, no monster or servant of the Autarch will be able to enter our territory while these men and women stand guard!"

More cheers greeted her proclamation. Privately, Jol wondered if some among the crowd might not be thinking that the same mages who kept the inhumi from climbing to the surface might stop him and his women from doing the same.

No, he trusted Hannon. The woman wouldn't allow such a thing to happen.

As she wrapped up her speech, the Executor bade Jol and the others to step forward. Jol glanced over his shoulder to see Tyssa watching the group with an uncertain expression, her face both proud and worried.

"I suppose this is where we part," the girl said, going up on tiptoe to embrace her man. "I'll keep the home fires burning, m'lord."

Jol chuckled. Now that she'd chosen her preferred nickname for him in the bedroom, the m'lord was a private, naughty joke between them both.

"You'll miss me?" Jol asked, his hands going to the young woman's lower back. "You'll think about me every day?"

"Every hour, m'lord," Tyssa replied, her smile promising the world. "How could I do anything else?"

He knew that already. Yet hearing it still filled him with pride.

"Good," he growled. "Then help me show this crowd what a real kiss looks like..."

And with his hand on Tyssa's ass, he lifted the girl off of her feet and smothered her mouth with his own.

Jol kissed her hard, savoring the way her pillowy lips opened against his and a groan escaped her throat. Several people in the crowd let out surprised gasped, and more than a few of the women watching looked as though they wished it was them in Jol's arms, rather than the woman who'd so recently been one of the Lyceum's servants.

By the time Jol set her back on the ground, Tyssa was panting. "I'll savor that one for a good, long while," she purred, nibbling her bottom lip as she looked at the rest of the group. "Come back to me safe, m'lord. All of you, watch out for each other—"

Tyssa fell silent as a murmur filled the square. People turned as a squadron of black-robed figures appeared, shoving their way past the onlookers with harsh words. From their shining boots and the stitched symbol across the front of their tunics, Jol knew them as inquisitors, the same internal police Lord Vespasian had been a member of, before he'd been exposed as a traitor to the crown.

What on earth were they doing there? Why now?

"Do not enter that pit!" called out a high, reedy voice. A man stepped out from the knot of inquisitors, wearing a robe of office and clutching a leatherbound book under his arm. To Jol's shock, he recognized the man.

"Damn it," he swore. "It's him."

If Jol had been asked to guess which member of the Lyceum Council might make trouble for him and his harem, he'd have chosen the middle-aged woman who'd spent half of Hannon's meeting arguing with him. This was not her.

It was the man who'd only raised his voice to Jol for a few moments. He'd thought he'd smoothed things over with the rest of the Council, but they must have evidently taken his independence personally.

Hannon looked just as surprised to see the man as Jol. "Councilman Keene," the Executor said, cocking her head slightly to the side. "What are you doing here? Has something happened?"

Councilman Keene puckered his lips like he'd bitten into something sour expecting it to be sweet. "No, but it very well might," he said, raising his voice over the whispers of the crowd. Jol wondered why the man didn't bother amplifying his words with magic. Perhaps his spells were so weak that he couldn't do it and talk at the same time?

Hannon blinked. The crowd surged uneasily, casting worried looks at the inquisitors in their midst. The office had never been popular, and with Lord Vespasian behind bars, the inquisitors were feared and distrusted more than ever before. One wrong move and this gathering could spill over into open violence.

"Whatever you fear, I'm more than happy to discuss it with you before we leave," the woman said, wisely choosing to deescalate the situation. "What news do you have, Councilman?"

Keene stared at the Executor like she'd grown a second head. "News? News? Do you have any idea what it is that you're about to do, Hannon? What it is that you've already done?"

Hannon was a diplomat, but some things were crossing a line. The way Councilman Keene invaded her private space as he spoke, spittle flying from his worm-like lips, was one of them.

"I'm saving the bloody school, ser," the woman growled, lifting a hand. "I'll thank you to take a step back when you speak to me—!"

Keene whirled away from Hannon with a laugh. "This has gone far enough," he said, reaching into his tunic. "I have just left an emergency meeting of the Lyceum Council. My esteemed fellows all agree that this mission, Executor, is not only extremely dangerous but incredibly foolhardy! Reopening the tunnels the inhumi have used to gain access to so many human settlements might very well mean damning us all!"

A low murmur passed through the crowd. If Keene had expected them to cheer for his 'inspiring' speech, though, the man was wrong. The students and teachers of the Lyceum glared at him, and some brave soul even dared to aim a boo his way.

Hannon stiffened. "Has the Council withdrawn permission for my expedition into the tunnels?" she asked flatly.

Councilman Keene rocked back on his heels. "Well... no," he admitted, his face contorting into a sour frown that made his previous expression look almost sunny by comparison. "The Council was not convinced the danger of the expedition was great enough to actually forbid your plan. There was a vote; it failed."

Hannon tried not to look smug, but did a terrible job of it. "I thought as much," she said, turning away from the man and back to the set of stairs leading into the ground. "If that's the case, then consider your dire warning delivered, Councilman. We'll take it into account—"

"The vote to cancel the expedition failed," Keene countered, cutting her off. "But the vote to safeguard the Lyceum passed handily."

The what? Jol stiffened. From the poisonous look spreading across Councilman Keene's face, the man had something very nasty planned, indeed. Concern flickered across Aeronwen's face, and Gwen and Jessamyn fretted and held each other. Only Envy remained coolly impassive, but Jol knew that bland look hid a demoness who'd tear Keene's throat out if he tried to threaten the harem directly.

"What are you talking about?" Hannon demanded.

"It was decided," Keene said smugly, "that allowing a walking bomb to travel freely through the Second Empire represents too much of a risk to the Empire's interests. Even outside of the Lyceum, the danger of letting Jessamyn Silverbrook have a direct connection with the enemy is one we cannot allow!"

As he spoke, Keene removed his hand from his tunic. Something sparkly dangled from his fingers, and when Jol recognized what it was, he reeled. The Councilman held something he'd promised Jessamyn she would never have to touch again.

An odalisque.

Jol's lover wore one once before. It was snapped around her throat by Lord Vespasian in a bid to control her magic. The jewel of the odalisque deadened a mage's natural power, preventing them from casting spells.

Jessamyn still wore the remains of hers around her neck as a choker. It reminded Jol and his harem of a hunter who hangs the head of a captured beast on his wall to celebrate his kill. The young woman used the broken pieces of the thing that enslaved her as jewelry—as a power move.

Now the Council wanted to take that power away.

Hannon snorted. "This was already explained to you," the Executor said, as if simple logic could stop the geyser of bullshit coming their way. "An odalisque won't stop the enemy from possessing Jessamyn. The only thing it will achieve is making the poor woman helpless if she's attacked by the enemy—"

"I don't believe that," Keene snapped, shaking his head. He took a step forward and waved the jewelry in Jessamyn's direction. "The girl will wear the odalisque before she leaves Keynes. Or she will not leave Keynes at all." His gaze encompassed all of them. "And I'll have your entire group thrown in jail for insubordination!"

Careful, Jol told himself. But caution wasn't in his vocabulary when someone was making threats against a member of his harem.

"I am the Dean of this college," Aeronwen was saying. "You are not going to threaten a student in good standing when I am around—"

Jol stepped between Aeronwen and the Councilman.

"Go for it," Jol said.

Everything froze. You could have heard a pin drop in the square as the Councilman looked Jol up and down. He thought he was concealing his rage well, but from the looks on the faces of those around them, he must not have been.

Councilman Keene's mouth opened and closed like a fish. "What?"

"You heard me," Jol growled, making a slow but deliberate move towards the daggers hung on his belt. "You want to put an odalisque around my woman's neck? Walk over and try."

A bead of sweat rolled down the Councilman's forehead. He made as if to take a step forward, then thought better of it and froze back up again.

"I... I have guards," the man blurted, gesturing at the black robed figures he brought with him. "Trained men, to ensure that the will of the Council is done!"

Jol nodded in the men's direction. "Have them step forward, then," he said, his voice low and menacing. It wouldn't have carried if the square wasn't so silent. "Whoever wants to cage Jessamyn Silverbrook needs only walk over and do it." He stared at the group with a rakish grin. "Just past me."

The guards shared looks. Their orders were clear, but they'd heard plenty of talk about Jol's exploits. And those daggers looked dangerous.

The Councilman's face filled with fury. "You would strike an officer of the peace?" he snarled, his brows rising to his hairline.

Somehow Jol managed to laugh. "Who said anything about striking?" he said, pretending to yawn. "Come forward and try to touch my woman. You'll see what happens."

"This is ridiculous," Councilman Keene said, turning towards the crowd. "You see what sort of monster lurks in our midst..."

The man trailed off as his gaze met that of the crowd. Even a blind man would have been able to see that the assembled onlookers were not on Keene's side. Several of the young student mages—the female ones—were so angered by the man's rhetoric that they looked as if they would put themselves between Jessamyn Silverbrook and any attempt to snap a magical collar around her neck.

More than anything, that sealed it. Councilman Keene might not have been a great intellect, but the man could do basic math. He realized how outnumbered he and his little squadron of inquisitors truly were.

He tucked the odalisque back into his tunic, the corners of his mouth curling into a scowl. "This will not be forgotten, Rivers," the Councilman growled, his gaze like daggers. "When you return from your little adventure, the Council will be waiting for you. And there will be consequences for disobeying our orders—"

Jol decided he'd heard just about enough. "Yes, once I've saved your ungrateful asses for a third time," he said. "When my women and I return victorious, and I'm known throughout the Second Empire as the man who finally defeated the Autarch, then you're welcome to try and turn the people of Keynes against me. See how well that works out for you."

Keene didn't bother replying. He turned back to the inquisitors with a foul expression, making a gesture that meant 'leave'. "Come along," he muttered, already hightailing it out of the square. "These rabble aren't worth it..."

No one spoke as the Councilman fled, which Jol appreciated. He sensed, and perhaps the crowd did too, that any mockery delivered to the man's back might force him to turn around and try for Jessamyn's neck a second time.

Only once the inquisitors were well and truly gone did the tense atmosphere in the square finally relax.

"That... was crazy," Gwen said, grinning like a fool. "You really just told the Council to go pound sand. And they did it!"

"They backed away," Aeronwen said gravely. "But I doubt the Council will forget this. If they hated you before, darling, they'll detest you even more now."

"Let them," Jol said, batting away the woman's worries. "The alternative is letting the Autarch win. Given that history books tend to be written by the victorious party, I'd rather be the immoral winner than the virtuous loser."

"I admire your balls, blacksmith," Hannon told him as she stared at the last place the Councilman had stood. "I just hope the Council doesn't get the bright idea of filling in this fucking hole while we're gone."

Jol hadn't even thought of that. "Your people won't let him," he decided. "Now come on. We've got a job to do."

It was time to go underground.

And save the world.
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"This feels like a sewer," Godfrey said, wrinkling his nose. "I hate sewers."

The underground corridor stretched on for what felt like forever. The bare rock walls were weeping, rivulets of water dripping from the cracks in the stone. The floors were stained with moss, while tiny vines and other plants pushed their way through any available space to cover the rocks.

“Are we sure it’s safe down here?” Gwen asked. A ball of flame floated a few inches over the top of the redhead’s head, illuminating the hallway around her. She made a fist and pushed it against a nearby wall, wincing when the rock gave ever so slightly. “This hallway doesn’t seem terribly stable…”

Hannon snorted. “Nothing down here is safe, girl,” the Executor said, shaking her head. “If the ceiling caves in, just pray you can reach your geomancy before a thousand tons of stone come crashing down on our head. Otherwise, this adventure will be over before it begins.”

Ever since they’d left the surface world behind, Hannon had become more militaristic than ever. It was as if she regarded this as her operation, and Jol and his harem merely as the tools she would use to find the Autarch and destroy him. He could appreciate her bloody single-mindedness, if only he weren’t its target.

“Don’t worry,” Jol told Gwen, who clearly looked horrified. “If my theory is correct, our enemies built these tunnels to allow the inhumi to travel through the Second Empire undetected. They wouldn’t have wanted cave-ins and tunnel collapses to threaten their troop movements. It’ll hold.”

Jessamyn snickered. “As if the Autarch cares about a few inhumi,” the auburn-haired psychomancer said. Her fingers went to the choker around her neck, caressing the metal as if to remind herself the imperial odalisque was still inactive. She hadn’t fully recovered from Councilman Keene’s attempt to place the hated thing around her throat. “Speaking of the inhumi, where the hell are they?”

It was a good question. They’d been wandering through these hallways for quite some time now. Jol didn’t want a fight, exactly, but he’d certainly expected to get into a scrap or two by now. Yet the underground was empty, and as quiet as a tomb.

“Perhaps we should count our blessings,” Aeronwen said. “There are worse things than inhumi in the Autarch’s employ. The fact that we’ve seen no sign of our enemy is a good thing.”

Maybe. But Jol was starting to get antsy.

The environment didn’t help matters. The underground had all the charm of an unattended cellar, filled with mold and running water and all manner of disgusting smells. Yet beyond that, there was nothing of humanity down here. The walls were all bare and cracked, the tunnels ramrod-straight and so even that Jol doubted they could have been carved by human—or even inhuman—hands. Doubtless magic was involved, but what kind of magic?

“Hold on just a moment,” Godfrey told the group. Another ball of light floated over the white-haired man’s head, though his had no flames wreathing it. It looked like a miniature sun, and it illuminated the large scroll in his hands.

The scroll was laid out in a pattern of squares, forming a grid. Godfrey had instructed the Lyceum’s scribes to put it together for him before they traveled into the underground. Thick lines of ink covered the top of the scroll, forming a crude map of the region. Godfrey had been filling it in every few minutes as they walked, filling it with corridors and little notes indicating landmarks they could use to find their way.

The hope was that they could use the map to make it back to the surface once they found whatever it was they were looking for. Perhaps they could even hand it over to the Lyceum so that future expeditions could bring a copy into the underground with them, exploring the hallways and rooms Godfrey indicated existed but that remained unexplored.

Jol appreciated the man’s fervor for cartography. But it was a pain stopping every few minutes to fill out the map, and he wondered just how much use the Lyceum would really get out of a grid map of an underground world. The Council certainly preferred to pretend this place did not exist.

“According to my calculations, we should head to the right,” Godfrey said, glancing up from the parchment. “There ought to be a set of stairs leading even further down in that direction.”

Jol’s familiar demon was a ways ahead of the rest of the group, peering down corridors like she expected to stumble upon a hidden prize if she was thorough enough. Now she turned around, watching them over her shoulder.

“How can you possibly know that?” the demoness asked, frowning.

Godfrey held up the map. “It’s very simple,” he said, in the same tone he used when lecturing his students. “When you look at the map as a whole, it’s clear that the same patterns repeat over and over again. Whoever designed these tunnels was not a particularly imaginative thinker. We’ve actually walked through this configuration several times now—if you’ve looked ahead, you’ll note that there’s a T-intersection directly in front of us, with another split in the passage a little further down to the left.

Envy’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. “That… that’s true!” the demoness said, shocked. “You’re saying all of the labyrinth’s turns are the same?”

“Not exactly,” Godfrey said, sounding more excited than before. “But there’s an animating principle here, one that I’ve only just begun to grasp. I’m not sure if the design down here was merely laziness on the part of the Autarch, or some side-effect of using inhumi for manual labor. But it’s very, very strange…”

Jol came over and peered down at the map. The entire top section of the scroll was covered in long, thick lines, indicating the walls of the labyrinth in which they traveled. They doubled back upon each other in a number of places, showing where Jol and his party took stairs leading downward to a lower level—by his count, they’d done this three times so far. When he glanced at the very top of the map, he noticed the long corridor where he, Godfrey, and Jessamyn had fought off the inhumi during their last trip beneath the earth.

He blinked. Something clicked in his head.

This was the same corridor.

For a moment, lifting his head from the parchment to look around, it was as if Jol Rivers saw double. The room near the top of the labyrinth seemed superimposed over this one, showing him both the cracked, pitted surface of the rock and the smooth stone walls of the inhumi’s chamber at the same time. He could even point out the places where the creatures had been standing—both the ones that had attacked the group and the ones that remained still, leaning against the wall like abandoned statues.

The realization froze his blood. What on earth was going on down here?

“It is the same,” Jol muttered, reflexively reaching for his daggers. “Wait—Godfrey, let me see that map one more time?”

The white-haired man gratefully handed the scroll over to Jol. He peered at it intensely, following the contours of the pattern as they wound across the rock formations. Layers upon layers upon layers—three of them so far, but the Gods only knew how many stretched deep into the bedrock. Perhaps they led all the way to the planet’s core—or even to the other side of the planet. Jol knew the world was a sphere; to dig deep enough would be like piercing an apple, drilling a hole all the way through the fruit the way a worm does.

He went cross-eyed. Each tiny repetition was a larger part of the whole, and the whole was…

His mind tried to reject it, reaching instead for the soothing rigidity of the grid. But he couldn’t help but see it. If you sheared off a few of the rougher edges of the labyrinth’s progression, and moved the layers so that they faced each other rather than stretched in rows like stacks of cordwood, then the pattern was obvious.

The underground was in the shape of a massive, staring eye.

A chill traveled down Jol’s spine. The hair on the back of his neck stood up, and suddenly he had the distinct impression that he was being watched. Nothing stood in the corridor ahead of him or behind him, yet he felt eyes upon his back.

Eyes, Jol thought, nearly snickering through the horror. How ironic…

Memories assaulted him. A festering ruin at the edge of the world, the bits of it that remained upright standing like untended graves. A set of stairs leading deep into the ground, with darkness encroaching all around in a vile, unholy shroud. A door marked with a staring red eye, and a voice behind it asking him what it was he truly wanted…

Jol shivered. No. He would not revisit that.

The enemy called him the Exalted One. Just who had exalted him was one of the Autarch’s lieutenants, a member of a group of dread demigods known the world over as the Seven. Each embodied one of the Autarch’s sins, from pride to wrath to—

Bitterness. The Lord of Bitterness had touched Jol Rivers.

And now he’d led him to a labyrinth shaped exactly like his sigil.

What the hell could it possibly mean? Was all of this—the inhumi, the tunnels, the troop movements throughout the Second Empire—nothing but an elaborate trap? A trick meant to lull him into a false sense of security?

And if so, what was it that made him so damned important above all other men?

Jol knew he couldn’t explain this to his women. Even if he could get the words out in a way that made sense, all he’d accomplish was scaring them halfway out of their minds. Jessamyn and Gwen already looked frightened just being this deep beneath the ground, and he knew Aeronwen and Hannon were both putting brave faces on their fear. Only Envy, his familiar demon, seemed totally unaffected by the labyrinth’s darkness.

Jol cleared his throat.

"I know where we need to go," he told the group.

Godfrey's brows shot to his hairline. "You do?

Jol found himself nodding. "Yes. If you'll let me hold this map for a short spell, Godfrey, I'll help us find our way. I might not even need the map after a few minutes.

Now the entire group was frowning as well. "Darling, are you feeling alright?" Aeronwen asked. "What are you seeing that we don’t?

An explanation rose in the back of Jol's throat, but he swallowed it. "It would take far too long to explain," he told the group. "And I don't think you'd believe me if I told you. To tell you the truth, I'm not certain I believe it.

A hand grasped his. When he looked down, he found himself staring into Jessamyn Silverbrook's eyes

"I trust you," the young woman said with a faint smile. "Lead the way.

With the scroll in hand, Jol did just that

At the end of the next corridor, he turned to the right. The rest of the group followed, casting uneasy glances at the shadows on the wall, their floating balls of light or flame bobbing up and down over their heads. At the next intersection, Jol turned right once more, heading back vaguely in the direction they'd just come

Only it's not a u-turn, Jol thought. I'm following the contour of an eye.

Jol felt certain there wasn't a single member of the adventuring party who would have understood if he'd tried to explain it to them. Yet inside of his head, this all made perfect sense. Even if the grid didn't perfectly match to the glyph, and he was mostly moving by pure feel, he still knew what he was doing. He moved on instinct, taking turn after turn in what he felt in his heart was the correct direction

His women followed him. Jol could tell they wanted to question his navigation, but they trusted him enough to follow him into the dark. Even as the turns doubled back on each other and the halls stretched to the point that no one was able to recall which direction led back to the entrance, his women trusted in him to guide them to their destination.

It wasn’t long before their devotion was rewarded.

As they rounded the next corner, Jol could feel them entering the interior of the eye. The change in the atmosphere was subtle but undeniable; the air thickened around them, and the temperature dropped a noticeable amount. His women slowed down, giving each shadowy corner of the corridors more attention—as if they feared an inhumi might be hiding camouflaged at any turn in the labyrinth.

“Wait!” Godfrey lifted a hand, calling for a halt. “Do you see that?”

They did. Just up ahead, a wispy gray fog rolled across the stone floor. Though it only rose to the level of Jol’s ankles, it spread across the stone in a thick carpet, leaving no spots untouched. It looked fairly harmless, but Jol knew first-hand that looks could be deceiving.

“Stand back,” Aeronwen said, taking point. “I’ll handle this.”

As the rest of the group put some distance between themselves and the fog, Aeronwen stepped forward. The Woman in Blue pulled a slender rod out from behind her back and extended it with a snapping motion, then pointed it at the slow-moving cloud and spoke a word.

Light flashed from the gem on the end of the rod. A wave of azure illumination rippled down the hallway, causing the fog to swirl and sparkle. It roiled backwards, revealing the place from where it came—a steep incline leading downward at the center of the hall, with no stairs to mark it.

To Jol’s trained eye, it looked as though the tunnel the mist emerged from had been dug in a hurry. It bore none of the hallmarks of magic he’d gotten used to in the underground—hallways with right angles, perfectly cut stone slabs, torches at equal intervals. It looked to be the work of many hands toiling together; either that, or the result of a tremendous amount of rude, unfocused magic working its way through a crack in the floor.

“Interesting,” Aeronwen whispered. Her eyes sparkled with blue light as she peered through her magical sight, seeing to the heart of mundane matters. “The mist is normal—just water vapor, though why there should be fog this far away from any source of weather is a mystery to me. Perhaps it’s linked to whatever lurks at the bottom of that long slope.” Aeronwen’s shoulders shuddered almost imperceptibly as her glowing blue eyes gazed at the tunnel. “Whatever it is, I don’t recommend we go down there.”

Drat. Jol cleared his throat. “That’s exactly where we need to go.”

Aeronwen turned surprised eyes onto her man. “What?”

“Blacksmith, that tunnel’s barely wide enough for two people to walk through without jumping into each other’s arms,” Godfrey said. The man’s tone was casual but a little strained, as if his own natural humor was reaching its limits in the dark environs. “We’d likely have to take it one at a time. If something lurking in this labyrinth wanted to ambush us, we’d be handing it the perfect opportunity on a silver platter.”

It all made sense. But Jol was already shaking his head.

“It’s down there,” he said. “Our goal. I can’t explain it any more plainly than that, Godfrey. The thing we need to find in these caverns is that way.”

The man frowned deeply. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, blacksmith. God-in-flesh, you’ve saved my life more times than I have fingers on one hand. But there’s something fishy about that tunnel.”

“I’m willing to see where this goes,” Hannon said.

Jol did a double take. Hannon coming to his defense? These tunnels truly were a different world than the one he’d left behind.

“Jol hasn’t steered us wrong so far,” Hannon told the group with a shrug. “I say he’s earned a little trust.”

“Trust? You?” Jessamyn approached Hannon, making a show of checking her out from every angle. “Aeronwen, can you scan our companion? I’m worried she might have had her body switched with one of the Seven…”

Both Gwen and Envy laughed at that. After a moment, Aeronwen did, too.

“I know you and I haven’t always gotten along,” Hannon said, her eyes narrowing as the ankle-deep wave of fog rolled over her feet. Though Aeronwen had already called the stuff harmless, Jol’s women were all flinching as they touched it for the first time, as if their gut instincts were different from what their magic-enhanced senses told them. “Hells, we’ve been enemies—we were enemies for a long time. And I know I treated you wretchedly when you were my student.” The wrinkles on her forehead deepened as she met Jol’s gaze. “That’s all in the past, but I do feel rotten about it.”

Jol nodded. “Why did you dislike me so much when we first met?”

He didn’t expect a response, much less a thoughtful one. But Hannon paused, her brow wrinkling as she pondered the question. Finally she spoke.

“I suppose it was for the same reason the tallest poppy is the one that meets the gardener’s shears,” the woman said with a shrug. “You stood out in my class like a sore thumb, Jol. You were a decade older than everyone else, closer to my age than that of your peers, and you dressed so much like a blacksmith that I could still see the soot on your hands even with them washed.”

“That’s the reason?” Jol asked. “Really?”

Hannon’s lips twisted. “That and you stood up to me,” she said, as unashamed confessing the fact as a woman could possibly be. “I had the rest of the class in the palm of my hand and had for some time. My reputation preceded me, which was all I needed.” She paused. “You were different.”

“I was,” Jol agreed. “Still am, in fact.”

“Damn right,” Gwen agreed.

Hannon did not blush, but it was a very near thing. “I was wrong,” she said, demurring. “Completely wrong. And I’m sorry about it.” She glanced away, suddenly unable to meet his eye. “I’m not the sort of woman to ask a man’s forgiveness, but in your case, I might make an exception.”

It was the best Jol was going to get out of Hannon. Considering the fact that he’d never expected to even get within the ballpark of an apology for the way she’d originally treated him, he supposed he’d take it.

“In that case… I might also make an exception and grant it.”

Hannon’s expression relaxed. “Good,” she said, looking grateful. “I’m glad to hear it. Now, let’s see what’s at the bottom of that tunnel—“

She turned.

And froze in abject horror.

Standing at the top of the slope was a figure with glowing golden eyes.
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“Stand back!” Jol growled, drawing his daggers. “It’s a monster!” 

The monster looked to be formed out of the very fog that spilled from the underground tunnel, a creature of mist and moisture. Its body was translucent enough that Jol could see the stone wall by staring directly through it—all save for the eyes. Those eyes were like two burning coals in the creature’s head, glowing with a faint yet sinister light. 

The thing looked roughly human. It had arms and legs, but no hands or feet, like a child’s crude drawing of a man. Tendrils of fog formed its body, shimmering in the faint breeze that blew from the lower levels of the labyrinth. Jol had no idea where it came from, or how long it had been standing there, silently watching him and his party. 

He hesitated. It’s not moving, he thought. Perhaps it’s like those strange inhumi Jessamyn and I fought the last time we were here. Waiting to be activated before it strikes… 

If that was the case, then they all needed to be careful not to attract the thing’s attention. 

Behind him, Gwen screamed. “What the hell is that thing?” The redhead demanded, bands of frost forming around her fingers. “It wasn’t here a second ago—” 

“Douse the spell!” Jol commanded. “Now!” 

A woman who was any less devoted to Jol would have refused, or argued about it. Dismissing a spell in the fact of a strange monster appeared to be suicide, yet Gwen trusted Jol implicitly. She blinked, and the cold clinging to her fingers melted away. 

“Nobody move,” Jol continued. “It hasn’t attacked us yet. It may be that it won’t, as long as we don’t give it a reason to.” 

A canny look filled Godfrey’s face. “You think it’s like those monsters we ran across last time,” he said, his hand stopping midway to his back. Like Gwen, he’d been in the middle of readying a spell—the man’s speciality was conjuration, and so Jol would bet he’d been summoning his crossbow. 

Jol nodded. “It’s not moving,” he said. “Perhaps we can sneak by, if we don’t attract its attention.” 

It was worth a shot. 

Only Gwen looked surprised. “We’re still going down there?” 

“Aye,” Jol grunted. “Everyone, stay behind me. If that thing attacks, we’ll blast it with everything we’ve got.” 

For Jol, that was a hell of a lot. In addition to his basic elemental attacks and the conjuration spells Godfrey had taught him, his special ability to reflect enemy magic was a powerful tool. Anything they ran into down here with the power to cast spells was going to get a nasty surprise if they tried to go toe-to-toe with Jol Rivers. 

The monster twitched, but it didn’t move as Jol approached the slope. Its glowing gold eyes stared at the world blankly, as if seeing nothing of interest. Jol drew his daggers but did not imbue them with the purple magic that was his birthright—he remembered the inhumi attack last time coming right after he used his special power. 

He wasn’t certain that it was his magic that activated the monsters of the underground. But he was worried about it enough to refrain from proactively enchanting his daggers. 

Another step took him closer to the creature, and then another. Jol tried to keep his eyes on the slope and what might be waiting at the bottom of it, but up close he couldn’t resist the urge to get a better look at the monster. It wasn’t fully transparent, yet its body was far from opaque. He could see more of the mist swirling behind its body, moving almost with a purpose. Was this creature even alive?

Behind him, he felt Jessamyn entering the passage. The rest of the group began to move into single file, preparing to sneak past the beast with them. Jol glanced back at them, and then at the creature standing at the top of the slope. It hadn’t moved.

But he’d noticed something he hadn’t before.

“It’s connected to something,” Jol murmured, his tone veering somewhere between awe and alarm. “There’s something dangling from the bottom of this creature. A kind of tube…!”

It stretched along the floor, traveling down the length of the slope until it disappeared into the darkness. It looked more solid than the rest of the creature; feeling bold, Jol nudged it with his toe to see if it truly was so. The tube rolled, and a thin gold filament in the center glowed.

Jessamyn was behind him. “What is that? What is this thing connected to?”

Jol thought about it as he edged down the slope. The creature said nothing; it merely stared at Jol with those burning, golden eyes. When Jol blinked, the afterimage of them illuminated the back of his lids.

“Perhaps it’s connected to the labyrinth itself,” Jol mused. “Whatever it is, the answer lies down there. This creature doesn’t look like it wants to attack us.”

One by one, the group made their way down the slope. None of the other members of the party were brave or foolhardy enough to nudge the cord of mist with the glowing filament inside—and none, not even Jol himself, dared to actually touch the creature.

At the bottom of the slope, the tunnel opened into a cavernously large space. The mist was thicker down here, but it seemed to almost be glowing, so that Jol and the others could easily see every corner of the hall. The chamber was so large that it seemed impossible to believe that they were still beneath the ground. The roof was high, with stalactites that hung down from it like the fangs of some primal beast. The ground was made of flat stone, scored to an incredibly precise edge as if by magic. The air was damp and smelled of rust and decay.

A sense grew among the adventurers that Jol was right. Whatever they’d been sent to the underground to find, they were very close to it now. Perhaps it waited for them in this very chamber.

“What is this place?” Jessamyn gave Jol’s hand a squeeze as she stepped in front of him, taking the lead at the bottom of the slope. “It’s huge. You don’t really think the inhumi dug this out of the ground, do you?”

Jol did not. The longer he spent looking around, the more his jaw clenched. He waited for someone else to say it; Godfrey, most likely.

“The thing hasn’t followed us from upstairs,” Aeronwen said, glancing back the way they’d come. “Thank the God-in-flesh for small mercies—”

“I recognize this place,” Godfrey grunted.

Ah, Jol thought. There we go.

“I was waiting for you to bring it up,” Jol said, feeling a rough camaraderie with the man. “Brings back old memories, doesn’t it?”

The chamber was filled with rows upon rows of abandoned metal structures, rusted with time and age. For the women who accompanied Jol into the underground, the layout rang no bells—but for Jol and Godfrey, the cavern was as familiar as taking a stroll through one’s hometown. Both of them were former military men, after all.

Godfrey nodded. “It’s a barracks,” he said, explaining it to the other members of the group. “Looks like it’s big enough for a thousand soldiers—”

“Three thousand,” Jol corrected. He’d already counted the rows stretching into the darkness and done a bit of mental math. “At the least. And that’s if the Autarch doesn’t force the creatures to share bunks.”

Envy hissed. Gwen gasped.

“Three thousand?” Jol could see the wheels turning behind Aeronwen’s eyes. “But darling, the garrison at the Inner Island is only one hundred and fifty strong. I doubt even Keynes’ militia has so many…”

The implications hit the entire group at once.

“God-in-flesh,” Hannon said, shaking her head. “He’s planning a bloody invasion.”

Jol could see it in his mind’s eye. The dusty, decayed hall deep beneath the ground would no longer be empty, but filled to the brim and teeming with monsters. Thousands of inhumi filling the bunks, cackling and slobbering over the stones, while more heinous and unmentionable creatures flitted around like fireflies, waiting for the assault to begin.

Keynes wouldn’t see it coming. The capital of the Second Empire was already stretched near the breaking point, its garrisons deployed in foreign lands. Only a relative skeleton crew guarded the heart of the land. The Empire had put too much faith in the power of the Lyceum’s mages and the inquisitors to police the population and repel any threat.

But if the Autarch invaded, the Lyceum would never be able to keep up. And a large fraction of the empire’s inquisitors might actually turn their coats and join the enemy, if Lord Vespasian and the former Dean were anything to go by.

“We need to warn the Lyceum,” Jessamyn said. She turned to Aeronwen, expecting that the woman was likely already two steps ahead of her. “Someone should go back and report all of this to them. They need to be ready if the Autarch attacks—”

But suddenly they had bigger problems to worry about.

At the center of the cavernous chamber, a pillar stood at the place where the long rows intersected. It was as tall as two men standing on each other’s shoulders—taller still for the fact that it rested on a wide, circular platform that rose two or three feet from the stone floor. A set of small steps led onto the platform, where the pillar pulsed in silence.

Yes, pulsed. A glowing light cycled between brightness and darkness as Jol watched, gently pulsating with waves that sent the fog around it rippling. Dozens of golden filaments glowed within the pillar, stretching down to the base of the platform and spreading out through the barracks like a starfish’s legs. Jol hadn’t noticed the strands before now—they blended in with the faintly glowing fog, hidden by the mist that churned around their ankles.

“Um.” It was Gwen who first recovered after seeing the monstrosity. “Was it doing that before? Or did it only start after we arrived?”

“We need to get out of here,” Envy said flatly.

Jol whirled on the demoness. More than anyone else in the party, she understood the kinds of tricks and traps the Autach was likely to throw down in their path.

“What is it?” he demanded.

His familiar swallowed hard. “That platform, Master, is likely what you’ve been sensing we need to find.” She glanced from it to the pulsating pillar, her eyes narrowing. “And that thing sitting on top of it is what the Autarch assigned to guard it.”

“Is it reacting to our presence?” Aeronwen asked.

Hannon snorted. “Let’s just destroy the damned thing. How hard could it be?”

“You’re not listening!” In Envy’s voice, Jol heard an emotion the demoness’s words almost never held: fear. “We need to leave this level of the labyrinth before that thing wakes the fuck up—”

Too late.

Tendrils of mist writhed around the central pillar, lifting from the floor like a puppet’s strings. They wrapped around it from the base to the apex, forming a protective coating of mist. The strands of gold filament inside of the structure began to glow white-hot, revealing a latticework of dozens of fine lines stretching across the stone floor. They weaved through the rows of bunks, leaving every exit in the cavernous chamber—including the one Jol and his women had entered through.

Jol glanced back at that slope, wondering if they should run.

The figure with the golden eyes was there.

This time, it had friends.

A cluster of figures stood at the top of the slope. The mist made their bodies semi-translucent, but Jol could tell from the glowing golden eyes they were cut from the same cloth as the creature they’d seen earlier. Each one had a golden filament stretching from one of its lower extremities to the pillar at the center of the room, implying they’d only come to life once they accidentally activated the defense system.

All save for that one.

It had stood at the top of the slope for who-knew how long, watching them explore the abandoned barracks. But why hadn't it attacked them? Why had it let them come all the way down to the center of the cavern…?

The answer hit him like a slap in the face.

“It’s a trap,” Jol shouted to the group. “That thing was the lookout—it herded us down here! We need to leave—!”

Before Jol could take so much as a step, the first wave of monsters surged into the chamber.

They poured from every exit, as if the barracks were a macabre surprise party and they’d been waiting to pop out and give Jol their well wishes. Dozens of the creatures spilled into the central chamber, each little more than a child’s stick figure drawing made out of tendrils of mist. Yet each had a glowing golden filament connecting them to the central pillar, giving them life.

It’s making them out of the mist, Jol realized. The whole thing is some kind of machine…

As Jol turned back to the machine, he realized it was growing.

The whole pillar was coming to life. In the blink of an eye it expanded, growing wings along the top that bristled with more of those golden strands of light. At the center of the pillar, what looked at first like nothing more than a protuberance was slowly revealed as a face—a demonic face with inhuman features, the stony eyes spinning in the creature’s head.

Was this what the pillar was in truth? Or was this merely part of the Autarch’s trap—a misdirection?

Jol didn’t know. He didn’t care.

They needed to fight.

“To arms!” he shouted, drawing both of his daggers. Purple magic flared up and down the steel as he enchanted them with his secret power, bathing them in reflective might. “Everyone stay together and we’ll get through this!”

The monsters surrounded them on all sides. The pillar at the center of the configuration blazed brightly, the filaments connecting it to each of the demons flaring white-hot as the creatures charged.

“Stand back,” Jol growled, putting himself between the fiends and his women. “I’ll take care of this—”

Right as they reached him, two of the mist creatures suddenly burst. The filaments connecting them snapped together like a whip; the newer, thicker line of light shot over Jol’s head and reformed into a babbling, multi-limbed creature.

A creature that was heading straight for Gwen.

“Watch out!” Jol roared, pointing at the redhead. “Gwen, get down!”

Gwen didn’t hesitate. She hit the deck, flopping to the stone the very instant Jol chucked one of his enchanted daggers directly at the mist creature. The blade flew past the point where the redhead had been standing and struck the glowing filament at the base of the creature’s spine, severing it instantly.

The mist dissolved, and the beast dropped dead.

From somewhere deeper in the complex, a rumble passed through the walls. Whatever intelligence animated these monsters, it did not like the fact that Jol and his women were fighting back. It didn’t like that one bit.

“We hurt it!” Aeronwen cried. “Attack the golden threads!”

Gwen sprang back to her feet and unleashed a beam of flame. It struck the two nearest mist creatures and tore them to shreds, but the golden filaments connecting them to the pillar on the central platform were left untouched.

The strands pulled back and wrapped around each other. Mist swirled from the floor in what looked like an upside-down tornado, forming into the bodies of three new monsters. These were smaller than the ones who’d attacked first, and they had wings.

To Jol’s left, more monsters attacked.

He swung his dagger, aiming not for the creatures but for the golden strands connecting them to the central pillar. His blade cut through one of the filaments, and the monster connected to it dropped dead at his feet, its body as thin as gossamer and ephemeral as a prayer. The beast standing next to it reared backwards, the strand trailing from its foot glowing as if in warning.

“Aeronwen, my other dagger!” Jol gestured at the Woman in Blue, who was raising a ward around her to block the monsters coming in from the left. “I need—”

Something struck him in the side of the face.

The ground and the ceiling abruptly switched positions, and he hit the floor like a sack of potatoes. The dagger in his hand slipped from his fingers, sliding across the stone and disappearing in a shadow next to the wall of the cavern. In an instant, a half-dozen of the long-limbed mist creatures were standing between him and his weapon.

Damn it!

“Darling!” Aeronwen shrieked. “Hold on, I’m coming!”

Aeronwen waded through the fray, holding her wards at arm’s length. Monsters that tried to push through her barriers found themselves hit with a powerful electric shock; the beasts fell backward, gibbering madly as they learned the hard way not to swarm the Woman in Blue. Behind her, Gwen, Jessamyn and Hannon filled the air with bolts of lightning and balls of frost as they tried to thin the herd separating them from Jol.

His women were fast. But they weren’t fast enough.

One of the spindly creatures climbed on top of him. Its face was partially see-through; Jol spied the contours of the cavern’s ceiling through the monster’s hateful expression. The glowing filament burned through its midsection like an ersatz spine.

The mist creature leaned forward, its mouth opening wider than wide. Its maw grew longer and sharper, as if molded by the hand of an invisible sculptor, and the thing leaned down to bite Jol’s face off.

At the last second, Jol forced his hand into the creature’s mouth.

An explosion of lightning erupted from his fingers, and the thing shot backwards.

It was only a momentary respite, but a moment was all he needed. Concentrating, Jol reached for his conjuration magic and summoned the form of a massive blacksmith’s hammer, causing it to coalesce in his palm through sheer will. The irony didn’t escape him that for a moment, the enchanted hammer looked as if it had been made out of the same mist that all of these creatures had been formed from.

He swung the hammer, knocking the creature off of him and onto the ground.

Before the beast could scramble to its feet, Jol was on it. He brought the hammer down with both hands, smashing the golden filament as hard as he could in a downward blow. He struck the stone floor with so much force that a massive crack opened in the rock.

The filament exploded.

A shock wave of pure force rippled down its length, traveling from the dying mist creature to the pillar atop the central platform. To Jol Rivers’s eyes it resembled a lit candle fuse, only no fuse had ever burned so quickly or so brightly. When it reached the central pillar there was a great whump sound, and a dozen of the mist monsters exploded like balloons with pins pushed through them.

“Holy hell!” Hannon shouted into the silence that followed. “That was insane!”

We’ve found their weakness, Jol thought, rising in a daze. The trick was to smash those filaments so badly that they overloaded, damaging the central pillar in the process. Already the column looked to have taken a heavy hit, and pieces were hanging off of it around its circumference.

“Clear a path!” Jol roared, lifting his conjured hammer high. “We have to make it to the pillar!”

With his women at his side, Jol charged. He ducked beneath the blow of a mist monster, swinging his hammer horizontally at the front row of the creatures. One of their golden filaments snapped, sending a shockwave back to hit the pillar, but this wasn’t as direct a hit as the first blow. Another one of those horrible rumbling noises filled the underground cavern all the same.

They kept pushing forward. Mist monsters filled the space to Jol’s immediate left and right, yet still he kept striking with the hammer. Creatures fell before him, yet there was no triumph in it—for the moment he shattered one of the translucent monsters, the filament animating it whipped back to the central pillar and summoned two more of the creatures.

Fighting it was like fighting the mythical hydra. Even as Jol and his women unleashed their strongest attacks and spells, the number of monsters grew.

Soon there would be enough of them to fill the barracks they’d found.

“Blacksmith!” Godfrey was getting swarmed by monsters, his bow flashing in his hands over and over again as he pumped arrows into the invading attackers. “Ignore the monsters! You have to destroy the pillar!”

The pillar.

It stood at the center of the massive platform, stretching all the way from the floor to the ceiling. Dozens of the glowing filaments spilled from it, casting a dim but terrifying illumination through the room. Overlapping panels of gray armor covered its surface, reminding Jol almost of the carapaces favored by the Seven.

Near the top of the pillar was a small, protruding face. It peered out from the metal, its eyes beady and its mouth little more than an impression. A pair of slender horns extended from either side of its head, the same shade as the glowing strands of light.

Jol looked at that face and knew he had to destroy it.

Otherwise they were all dead.

“Cover me!” he roared, reaching for his magic. “I’m going in!”

Like an excited child at the beach, Jol waded into the flood of monsters. His conjuration skills got the workout of a lifetime as he fought, summoning dozens of copies of his trademark daggers as he slammed them into the mist monsters surrounding him. Several of the glowing filaments were pierced, and a few went out entirely, stemming the tide a slight amount.

But still more remained working. The eyes in that hideous face rolled in their sockets, as if the pillar were working on controlling every monster made of mist at the same time.

Sweat poured off his body, stinging his eyes as he fought his way through the melee. Behind him his women pelted his enemies with spells, the sound of their own combats echoing through the chamber as Jol fought on and on.

As he worked, methodical as a butcher, he kept his eyes on the pillar. On that face.

Jol was a step closer, then another step, then he was lifting his boot to the edge of the platform. Creatures fell back around him, slamming into Aeronwen’s conjured wards as he sunk daggers into the filaments surrounding the pillar.

It was a stone’s throw away. Then it was twenty feet away.

And then Jol stood before it.

The thing was taller than he’d expected. Even from the short distance he’d been fighting at, he hadn’t quite foreseen the tiny face controlling the pillar to be quite so high up. How was he supposed to reach the damned thing?

The fighting reached a crescendo as Jol’s women fought their way to the edge of the platform. Dozens of semi-transparent monsters still swarmed the platform, forcing Jol to duck and dodge and conjure blades, but the tide was beginning to turn. They were winning!

“Just a little more!” Jol roared, grabbing one of the filaments right out of the monsters and tying it into a knot. The end of the glowing strand died like a blown-out candle, and the pillar ripped what was left out of Jol’s hands like a petulant child. “We’ve almost got it…!”

For a moment, Jol was certain they’d won.

And then, in the blink of an eye, everything changed.

As once, every glowing filament snapped away from Jol and his women. The mist monsters dissipated like smoke, fading away in little bursts of water vapor as the dozens of glowing strands retracted into the main body of the pillar. Metal panels along the column lifted, allowing the glowing filaments to enter, then snapped closed like tiny, hungry mouths. The very air seemed to change around the platform as the last few of the monsters vanished.

Jol looked around, stunned. At the edge of the platform, Aeronwen and Hannon were giving him looks of equal confusion.

“What happened?” Gwen asked, staring around in shock.

“Did we win?” Godfrey asked. “Is that it?”

Before Jol could reply, the rumble he’d been feeling periodically ever since the fight started came back with a vengeance. Bits of rock rained down from the ceiling as the entire underground shook, getting bits in his hair. The pillar appeared to be vibrating, as if it were reacting to some frequency Jol and his harem could neither hear nor perceive.

The armor plates around the pillar snapped open. Beams of light erupted from inside, wrapping around the metal like the coils of a snake. A deep bass thrum erupted from the center of the column, so powerful that Jol could feel it in his boots.

“Something’s happening,” Jol said. “Everyone be ready!”

The air thickened an instant before the pulse struck Jol Rivers. The very air itself appeared to be aflame; lightning danced in the spaces between the coils of light, filling the platform with enough static electricity to make Jol’s hair stand on end.

That would have been bad enough. But up near the hateful face at the pillar’s apex, reality reeled.

Staring up at the thing made Jol’s eyes burn. He didn’t understand what it was he was looking at—he’d have no basis of comparison for some time, not until he fought his way to the heart of the catacombs beneath the Scourge and discovered what ancient evil lay there. To his eyes, it looked as if nothing floated before the pillar’s apex.

A slowly spreading patch of nothingness.

Darkness spilled from it, flickering like a flame. Jol felt the air thicken, far beyond the static electricity coursing across the platform. This thing had withdrawn all of its power into its core, and now it was about to do something truly horrific. Jol could see it in his mind’s eye, as if some sixth sense delivered it to him: a fan of darkness, pulverizing everything it touched. If it washed across the platform, nothing would be left of him and his women save for bones.

Jol couldn’t let that happen.

He twisted on a heel, gesturing at Jessamyn. “My daggers!” he roared, his voice going tight. “Quickly, give them to me!”

Women who were less totally devoted to Jol wouldn’t have moved so quickly. Worse, they might have stopped to ask him why it was so important he have his true daggers in his hands rather than their conjured variants, which would have ended with them all dead before he could formulate a proper answer.

The auburn-haired psychomancer dove across the floor, pulling one of his daggers out of the shadowy corner into which it had fallen. She stared at it, freezing, as if terrified to toss such a fearsome weapon and accidentally hit the man she cared about so deeply.

“I’ll catch it!” Jol assured her. “Someone give me the other one, too!”

With a little squeal, Jessamyn tossed the dagger over her shoulder. It tumbled end over end through the air, the point flashing with purple sparks as it soared across the platform. Jol watched it flip over and over, timing his movements…

He reached out and snatched the dagger from the air, wrapping his fingers around the hilt. Yes!

“Here!” Gwen cried. The other dagger lay buried in the remains of one of the golden filaments, pinning the deadened string against the ground. “Jol, catch!”

Jol reached out and snatched the second dagger out of the air. Behind him, the pillar thrummed like it was about to burst right out of the center of the platform and take off like a bird. Waves of power thrummed from its core, and deep within the heart of that nothingness, something glowed the same dark purple as his daggers.

God-in-flesh, don’t let my power fail me now, Jol thought. Something told him if he couldn’t use his special ability to reflect this shot, he was as good as dead.

The mouth in the head opened. A beam of purple energy shot from it, streaking through the air and leaving a peculiarly burnt scent behind. Jol had just enough time to cross one dagger over the other and brace himself, aiming for the beam to strike the spot where the two weapons overlapped.

The beam struck the daggers.

Jol Rivers was almost knocked off of his feet.

An explosion of light erupted from the middle of the two blades, the purple light rippling from them as the energy Jol had just deflected crashed right back into the thing that had shot it at him. He heard a screech so loud he was certain the thing was in tremendous pain and pushed harder, twisting his arms in opposite directions.

The beam cut across the face of the pillar, carving a huge crescent across the front. Jol heard the armored plates covering the pillar bend and snap, the whole thing listing to one side as if it might fall over and crush him at any moment.

Now! Destroy it!

Jol charged, holding the two daggers high. The pillar shuddered and writhed before him like a wounded animal, flinging waves of electricity to his left and right, but he refused to slow down. It was as if some invisible force protected him. His harem was at his back, his weapons were in his hands, and that tiny face filled his vision until it looked as if it were at the end of a long, dark tunnel.

The weak point.

At the last second, Jol tossed both daggers straight through the thing's eyes.

A flash of purple light erupted from the center of the face like a silent scream. The air crackled with magic. Then there was a tremendous ripping noise, like a tapestry being torn in two by a giant, and the rest of the pillar splintered right down the middle. The entire cavern shook as chunks rained down, forcing Jol's women to retreat.

A moment later, the pillar was in two halves, collapsing to either side of the platform. A glowing mass of the writhing filaments lay inside, coiled up like a nest of snakes. The moment they were exposed to the air, they began to sputter and die, going cold and dark.

Jol landed in them, bounced off, and landed in the center of the raised dais.

Jol hit the platform hard. He sprang to his feet almost instantly, but already he felt… different. What in the world was happening? It must have been that last attack, he told himself, dismissing his worries as he quickly retrieved his daggers. I’m just a little rattled. Everything will be alright—

As he made to leave the platform, a wall of blue energy blocked him. It sizzled from the edges, and now the center of the stone was beginning to glow. Jol was trapped like a rat: in what, he had no idea. But it couldn’t be anything good.

“Get him out of there!” Aeronwen cried, tossing a spell at the blue wall. “Jol! Fight!”

He pushed against the barrier, but it was no use. The world was already beginning to dissolve, as if he were being pulled apart piece by piece. There was no pain, only a sense of dislocation like nothing he’d ever experienced before. It was supremely unpleasant.

Godfrey, Hannon, and the harem all threw themselves at the energy barrier. It rebuffed them all, even as the dread pillar and its gold filaments finally finished collapsing into rubble. At the last, a fierce look spread across Envy’s face.

“There’s something I might be able to do,” the demoness said, spreading her arms. “Hang on, Master, here I come—!”

Envy shimmered and disappeared.

Jol didn’t get to see whatever clever feat the demoness had prepared. The world broke apart, shattering like a plate-glass window, and before he could scream he was gone.
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Consciousness returned slowly.

The next time he opened his eyes, Jol Rivers wished he hadn’t. Everything ached like he’d been running a marathon while onlookers pelted him with stones and rotten fruit. Even his mind hurt, which was a sensation he could have gone his entire life without experiencing.

Something warm rested against his cheek. As he came back to himself, Jol realized with a start that he was lying across the top of the same platform he’d been where he’d fought the pillar monster. Was he… was he alright?

Slowly, with several groans, Jol managed to roll onto his side and get himself into a sitting position. The platform was the same—but everything else had changed.

Instead of the cavernous underground barracks he and his women had discovered, he sat in a small, roofless chamber with circular stone walls. Wan, gray sunlight filtered in, dimly illuminating a gray brick wall covered in dead or dying plant matter. Directly in front of him was a heavy door, open a crack, while behind him lay the remains of a drinking fountain.

Dust motes danced in the dim light. From the number of them, and the scent of decay clinging to everything, Jol got the impression this chamber had not been disturbed for years, if not decades.

“Aeronwen?” he managed. His voice sounded hoarse, as if he’d been screaming at the top of his lungs for some time, and a coughing fit overwhelmed him nearly the moment he opened his mouth. For a time he could do nothing but hack and wheeze, thinking of his companions and speaking each of their names inside of his head.

Jessamyn. Gwen. Envy. Tyssa…

Where were they? What had happened to them? With the exception of Tyssa, who was safely removed to the Lyceum, he had no idea where his harem girls were. Or where he was, for that matter. He’d been torn to shreds atop the platform hidden deep inside of the Autarch’s territory… and somehow pieced back together?

It made no sense.

Once Jol got control of himself, he rose to his feet. His legs wobbled a bit, but they carried him to the decrepit water fountain in the rear of the circular chamber. Unfortunately, the dry, cracked spout gave nothing but a faint puff of dust when he depressed the lever.

He looked upward. The sky was a dull, uniform gray, like the underside of a storm cloud. No sun. No clouds. Nothing but that dull, wan light, casting an almost yellow pallor on everything in the world. It made everything look sickly, even his own hands.

“Jessamyn?” Jol’s voice was a little stronger now. He prayed to whatever gods might hear him that his women were nearby—and that they were not in danger. If something had happened to them because he wasn’t there to protect them, he’d never forgive himself. “Gwen?”

No answer.

Well, then. The only thing to be done was to go exploring. If he’d found his way to this strange place, then there had to be a way to get back.

Jol sat on the edge of the platform for a few minutes until the last of his weariness faded. When he felt like his old self again, he straightened up and opened the door of the circular chamber the rest of the way. Behind it lay a staircase leading upwards; he followed it.

Gradually, the stench of decay began to fall away. Replacing it was a stranger scent; something like the remains of a campfire mixed with the acrid tang of heated metal in the forge. It lingered in the back of Jol’s mouth, until he couldn’t taste anything else. He disliked it intensely, and he redoubled his decision to find his women and get out of the strange place as soon as possible.

Where was he? This tunnel felt otherworldly. It reminded him more than a little of the underground caverns he’d traversed with his women, but the feeling of it was undeniably different. Whatever it was, Jol didn’t like it.

Another door waited at the top of the stairs. This one opened with only slightly more difficulty than the first. A rush of air blew into the stairwell as Jol pulled it to the side, getting his first glimpse at the strange new place he’d ended up after the battle.

He froze. His blood turned to ice water in his veins.

This place was strange, yes. But it wasn’t new.

He stood at the top of a rocky outcropping, overlooking a valley filled with dead and dying trees. The sky above his head was the color of a sick old man’s skin, with feeble yellow light broken by dull gray clouds. Rocks covered the ground, and thorny weeds sprouted between them. The very air tasted like poison.

Jol had never been to this place. But he’d heard plenty of stories about it.

He was in the Scourge.

“No,” Jol gasped, clutching his chest. For a moment his strength threatened to fail him, and he leaned against the side of the door he’d just exited, gasping. “No, no, no. This can’t be…”

He was dead. He was dead.

He couldn’t possibly be in the Scourge! The Scourge was hundreds of miles to the north, so far away from the capital of the Second Empire that not only had most citizens never been there, they didn’t even know anyone who had. Even soldiers like Jol, who’d visited the heathen north during their missions with the Expeditionary Force, had little to no experience with the Scourge.

It was said it was a land where nothing good grew. Where the very ground you walked on and the air you was tainted with the remnants of the Autarch’s magic. This wasn’t just the seat of the enemy’s power—it was said that the Scourge was the spot where the Autarch and his lieutenants had entered the mortal realm hundreds of years ago, waging their war against the Creator and his majesty. It was history, legend—even myth.

It was also the most dangerous place in the world.

As far as Jol knew, there’d only been one instance during his natural life where the Second Empire had managed to send its troops all the way into the Scourge. On a normal sortie, the empire could expect perhaps one in ten or one in five of its soldiers not to make it home from the heathen north. On that doomed march into the heart of the enemy’s territory, the casualties had been almost total. Two out of every three men who marched into the Scourge died, their bodies never recovered.

Jol did not like those odds.

The Seven lived here. The Autarch’s dread lieutenants considered this territory their home base—at least when they weren’t lurking at the bottom of ancient tombs behind doors emblazoned with the sigil of an eye. Jol’s hands began to shake despite himself, and his mind filled with feverish visions of what might happen to him if the Lord of Wrath or the Lady of Lust got their inhuman claws on him. For certain, his family would never see him again.

With an effort, Jol resisted the urge to race back down the stairs and hide for the rest of his life. That would do no one any good, least of all him. The only way out of this was for him to find some way out of the Scourge. That was all there was to it.

If he’d been sent here by some magic, then some magic could send him home.

Jol started down the hill, picking his way over the rocks. He’d never been more grateful to own a pair of sturdy, stiff boots—thorns prickled the leather with every step, sometimes reaching all the way to his knees. Had he been sent here barefoot, he would have been bleeding by now.

He moved across the landscape, keeping as low a profile as possible. The monsters that could be found in this part of the world were far worse than inhumi: just the rumors Jol had heard about them were terrible things, indeed. He kept his wits about him and his daggers close, his mind ready to unleash his magic spells at the first sign of trouble.

As he walked, Jol found something surprising happening. Without even noticing it or consciously embracing it, he was falling back into the patterns he’d relied upon during his time in the Expeditionary Force. Scanning the horizon; orienting yourself via landmarks and the position of the sun and stars, foraging for food and necessary items—these behaviors had once been as familiar to him as washing and dressing himself in the morning. He found himself falling back into the old adventuring mode before he knew it, and he made swift work of the terrain.

As he walked, he kept the hill and its single stone turret in his sights. The slow, rolling hills were no impediment to his field of vision—not in this section of the Scourge at least—and so he knew he’d be able to see it for miles around. Like a trained scout of the Expeditionary Force, Jol kept his origin in his sights so that he didn’t get lost.

He was just checking how far he’d traveled from the turret when a scream split the sky.

Jol moved less on instinct than on sheer, primal panic. He threw himself to the ground, wincing as thorns pricked his uniform and the edges of rocks dug into his thighs and shins. Something huge moved above his head, soaring through the endless expanse of yellow and gray clouds.

Thinking quickly, Jol threw his cloak over his body. It wasn’t perfect camouflage, but it would make him harder to spot from the air. Besides, if this was what he thought it was, it wouldn’t be able to see him very well from a distance.

Please don’t be one of the Seven, Jol thought, pushing his body into the rocks. Just fly on by. Don’t notice the tiny, defenseless human in your midst…

The clouds parted, and a hideous screech rang out over the Scourge. Even as the sound froze Jol’s blood, a part of him unclenched in relief. He knew that screech. He’d heard it on battlefields before, and while it was terrible news for a human army, at the very least it wasn’t the Autarch or one of his chief advisors.

It was a kaervi.

Jol risked a glance from beneath the edge of his robe to confirm it. A black creature stretched across the sky, flying on leathery wings that were each as long as a tall man lying end to end. Its body was covered in segmented black scales, overlapping like plate armor. It had a long, saurian head, with a beak nearly as long as its head was wide.

He knew from experience that beak could punch through the sturdiest armor the Second Empire could pull from the forge. The heathen mages used kaervi for two purposes: as transportation, and as living siege engines. The beak was the creature’s primary weapon, and it was easily capable of destroying a wooden palisade or even the fortifications of a castle or fortress. Kaervi were not magic-casters as a general rule, but it was said their exhalations could sicken horses and weaken soldiers on the battlefield, slowing them down and making them easy prey for the sharp edge of that hideous beak.

As soon as he knew what he was looking at, Jol went right back to hiding. The kaervi had no rider; no heathen mage straddled its broad neck or had placed a saddle on its back. The creature was likely hunting for food, searching the Autarch’s domain for monsters less fortunate and more tasty than it. Jol wished the creature good fortune.

If it filled its belly with inhumi and other horrors, it wouldn’t be hunting for Jol.

Jol watched the landscape beneath the hem of his cape as the creature passed by. Its shadow stood out against the rocky ground, moving from one end of his vision to the other. In a few moments, it would be safe to rise and continue on his journey. He merely needed to remain quiet—

Another one of those ear-shattering screeches filled the world.

Jol froze, panic filling his veins. Had he been found out? Was the kaervi somehow possessed of keener eyesight than its fellows, and had spotted a lone figure in a cloak huddling among the rocks and roots?

Was he dead and just didn’t know it yet?

Every instinct in Jol’s body screamed at him to run. The kaervi rapidly lost altitude, banking in a low turn over the hill to his immediate right. If the thing was going to land, then it was about to do so almost directly on top of him! It must have seen him, it must have!

And yet he didn’t move.

Something whispered for him to remain still.

The creature dove lower and lower, yelling like a banshee. Every hair on Jol’s body stood upright, and his knuckles dug into the rocks beneath him as he fought back the scream struggling to rise to his lips. If he cried out now, this close to the monster, he would be lost for certain.

Its shadow grew larger and larger. The beast was almost upon him now. He had to run!

His fear had just overwhelmed his good sense when the shadow turned, streaking towards a nearby hill.

What? Jol froze, unable to believe his eyes. The kaervi hadn’t seen him?

His limbs threatened to turn to jelly. It didn’t see me, Jol thought, watching as the creature streaked like an arrow over the landscape. It must have been a coincidence. And to think, I nearly revealed myself and ruined everything!

He could have laughed.

He might have, if the kaervi hadn’t landed atop the nearest hill and let out another one of those hideous screeches.

As it faded, Jol realized something that made his gut fill with ice water. The kaervi hadn’t chosen that hill at random. Someone was shouting on the other side of it.

Someone with a voice he recognized.

Oh, hell, Jol thought, tearing back his cloak. It couldn’t be…

The thing that terrified him the most about being sent to the Scourge wasn’t the danger to his own life—it was the fact that he’d been separated from his harem. Without him around to protect them, his women were in greater danger than they would have been with him by their side. Yes, Jol knew his partners were powerful, fierce, and independent in their own right, but he’d saved each of their lives now more times than he could count.

Not having them around was torture.

This was worse.

Throwing caution to the wind, Jol raced across the rocky ground. Even with the kaevi’s back to him, there was a real risk the creature might hear him approach and whirl around with that massive, hammer-like beak, but Jol only spared the thing a quick glance as he closed the distance. That scream had unlocked something inside of him; some primal instinct he hadn’t even realized lurked in his heart.

He reached the top of the hill and looked down. A trio of inhumi were in the middle of a battle, squaring off among a solitary figure who darted and dived between them. Nearly a dozen of the gray-skinned creatures lay dead on the ground, their throats and bellies torn open by claws.

Envy’s claws.

His familiar demon was here, in the Scourge.

Vaguely, Jol remembered the pale-skinned woman doing something with her hands just before the platform took him. She’d vanished almost in the same moment that Jol had, and now that he thought about it he recalled that one of his last thoughts had been that she was about to jump onto the platform and save him.

Instead, she must have gotten entangled in the trap right along with him. He doubted Envy would have it any other way, of course; wherever her ‘Master’ went was where she wanted to be.

But he wondered if the demoness would have had second thoughts if she knew that platform had been about to send Jol directly into the Scourge.

Envy didn’t notice him or the kaervi, somehow. She was locked in a fierce life or death battle against the inhumi, lost in the movements needed to avoid the blows of three creatures while felling them. As Jol watched, the pale-skinned demon ducked beneath the snapping jaws of a slavering creature and grabbed the skull of a second, wrenching the creature’s neck so hard that it snapped with a hideous sound.

The inhumi slumped to the ground, dead. Only two remained. But Envy’s fighting had attracted an enemy that was worse than two dozen of the gray-skinned inhumi, and she had no idea it was there.

Jol had to save her.

He saw the kaervi rear back on its hind legs, its massive beak flashing in the sickly light of the sun. He saw the thing about to dive onto Envy with the force of an avalanche, hitting her with a strike that would either tear her in two or break her back. His familiar, who’d been with him ever since the woods and the assault from Father Kevan, would be no more. His women would never hear her joke with them, proclaim her love for her ‘Master’, or groan with utter bliss in their shared bedroom again.

If he let Envy die, he might as well tear out his still-beating heart and present it to the Autarch. Losing any of his women was a fate worse than death.

He made his decision.

“Envy!” Jol roared, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Above you, girl!”

It was calling her girl that got the demoness’s attention. “Master!” the demoness cried.

“Look out!”

Envy jumped to the side just in time. The kaervi slammed its head down into the ground, piercing the rocky soil with its beak. It struck the spot where the demoness had been standing a mere moment ago, punching through the earth and spraying rocks in all directions.

Thanks to Jol’s warning, the demoness danced out of the way before she was hit. The two inhumi she’d been fighting were not so lucky. Both of them were torn to shreds. They practically exploded from the force of the kaervi’s beak, filling the air with gouts of gore.

Suddenly Envy was at the top of the hill, and by his side. “Master!” the demoness cried, grinning from ear to ear. Her fangs peered out from behind her gray lips, and her wide eyes were filled with mingled lust and delight. “Oh, I’m so glad I found you! I thought you were dead!”

“I’m harder to kill than that,” Jol said, just as relieved to see her as she was to see him. “Speaking of which…”

The kaervi pulled its beak out of the ground and turned for another attack. Envy grabbed Jol’s shoulder and hauled him down the other side of the hill, laughing madly. Despite the danger, he couldn’t hide the fact that it felt good to be back with his familiar. He’d spent so much of his life alone that he’d almost forgotten how lonely solitude could be.

“How’d that great big bitch manage to sneak up on little old me?” Envy cried, howling as the kaervi slammed its head into the side of the hill. “I must be getting deaf in my old age!”

“How do we stop it?” Jol asked. “It doesn’t use magic—my daggers aren’t going to help us.”

The demoness grinned fiercely. “Don’t worry about that, Master,” she purred, pressing her body in its clingy white gown to Jol’s side. “We’ll take this bird-brain down together!”

The kaervi’s beak popped back out of the ground. The black bird’s beady eyes smoldered with rage; twice now it had been denied its prize. The thing’s wings beat against the sickly air of the Scourge, spraying bits of rock and plant matter across the plain.

The beast looked tough. Most of the Autarch’s creatures either had an obvious weak point or were human enough that the normal ones applied. But the kaervi’s scales were thick and glossy, like obsidian rock. Jol doubted fire spells would do much to pierce the creature’s thick hide.

Envy was already on the move. The demoness shot across the plain, moving so quickly that part of Jol’s brain refused to believe she wasn’t running on all fours like a lioness. A shower of sparks shot from her fingers as she made a rude gesture in the kaervi’s direction, irritating the beast’s hide with magic.

The kaervi turned in Envy’s direction, launching itself at the demoness in the hopes of driving its beak into her body. But at the last minute Envy dashed out of the way, putting the bulk of a rocky hill between her and the creature. There was a flash, a shimmer in the air, and suddenly she was gone.

Envy reappeared by Jol, grabbing his hand and squeezing tight. The look in the demoness’s eyes was downright ravenous. "Get ready," she giggled, making a kissy face and winking at him. "I have a plan..."

"I'm the one who's supposed to always have a plan," he grunted, smiling despite himself.

“Well, this time I’ll handle it,” Envy chuckled. “Don’t worry, Master, I won’t tell the rest of the harem. Your secret’s safe with me!”

Somehow, Jol managed to laugh. It really did feel great to have a companion once more.

Envy giggled and pulled him along. The two of them raced around the rocky hill and over the stony ground, keeping the kaervi close enough that it never lost track of them while staying far enough away that it couldn't attack. Eventually, frustration got the better of the beast. It let out another one of those ear-splitting howls and took to the sky, flapping its mighty wings against the current.

"Ha!" Envy looked triumphant. "That's right, beast! Play right into Momma Envy's hands...!"

Jol had never seen his demoness like this before. Her confidence was contagious, and it burned away the last of his worries about being stranded in such a strange, dangerous place. As long as he had his women with him—even one of his women—he was unstoppable!

Envy led the way across the rocky field, taunting the beast as they ran. It was higher above their heads now, circling like a storm cloud. As Jol watched, it suddenly broke off in a sharp turn, diving towards them with incredible speed.

The kaervi slammed into the rocky ground. Its beak flashed, piercing the rocks like butter as it aimed to hit the spot where Envy stood.

"Come on!" the demoness shouted, grabbing Jol's hand as she ran. "You almost had us that time! You were so close! Give it one more try, I know you can do it!"

Then she turned and sprinted off. By now, Jol was beginning to get a little winded—and worried. Envy was keeping them out of the beast’s clutches so far, but how much longer could they keep fighting and dodging without being hit? Sure, the kaervi hadn’t managed to lay a finger on either of them, but they also hadn’t been able to damage it. Right now, it was a battle to see who would get exhausted first—and if he’d been a betting man, Jol would have wagered his coins on the beast that could fly.

“You do have a plan, yes?” Jol asked his demoness.

“Why, Master?” Envy asked, grinning like a fool. “Are you worried?”

A little, yes, Jol thought. But I trust you.

“Don’t worry!” the demoness yelled, tossing another lightning bolt at the kaervi as it tried to land and stab them. “We’re almost there!”

There? Jol didn’t understand.

Then he did.

Over the next hill, the ground abruptly shifted. What had been cracked, stony ground became straighter and flatter, and the omnipresent tangles of thorns thinned out until they were little more than a mild nuisance. But the real treasure was further out.

In the center of the cleared space lay a patch of ground of a very dark color. The land rose around it in a gentle arc, then went down just as smoothly, turning it into a kind of crater. The stone in between was as dark and nearly as glossy as the kaervi’s coat.

Dragonrock, Jol thought, his heart pounding faster. He was beginning to understand what Envy wanted to do. He only wondered how long ago the demoness had discovered this patch of land. She knew what it was, and she’d deliberately been luring the kaervi to it.

“This is it!” the demoness cried, cupping her hands around her mouth. “You see the dark patch in the middle? It’s—”

“Dragonrock!” Jol shouted back. “We’re leading the kaervi right to it!”

A grin spread across Envy’s face. “Now you’re getting it!”

Jol knew at once what to do. He ran to the slope overlooking the dark patch of dragonrock and turned back to the creature, cupping his hands around his mouth. "Gods, I’m so tired!” he shouted, exaggerating. “I can’t move! Over here, you great stupid lizard!”

"It's not a lizard," Envy called back to him. She shimmered, disappearing, then winked back into existence on all fours, kneeling over the other side of the hill. "It's a bird! It lays eggs! It's practically a massive, armored chicken!"

"Only I doubt it tastes nearly as good," Jol grunted, looking at the scales. “You ever eat one?”

Envy laughed. “Once we kill it, we’ll cook up a celebratory feast,” his familiar assured him. “Make sure you have a fire spell ready, Master!”

Jol was already holding one right at the flash point. He was ready.

The beast flew over the top of the hill, hissing and spitting. As it drew in close, Jol rolled down the ridge, clambered to his feet and raced out across the patch of dragonrock. The stone was slippery against the bottoms of his boots, and he nearly fell over before adjusting to it and righting itself.

The kaervi took his momentary loss of balance as the signal to strike. It shot off of the dune, its massive beak slamming down like a hammer on an anvil as it targeted Jol’s heart.

As it came down, Jol threw everything he had at it. A wave of frost exploded between his hands, slowing the beast down, and a trio of conjured daggers flickered to life in the air before shooting forward and exploding in the kaervi’s face.

Neither of these spells did any damage, it was true. But they disoriented the beast; and a moment of disorientation was all Jol Rivers needed.

He shot to the side, pirouetting on a heel. The creature’s massive beak slammed down two feet away from where he stood, punching into the ground like a thumb pressed into a freshly baked loaf of bread. The rock gave around it, cracking and splintering in all directions, leaving marks that resembled a spider’s web.

There! Jol thought. Now!

Envy roared, leaping over the hill.

And both Jol and his familiar unleashed their spells together.

This time, both of them reached for the same element: fire. Envy released a beam of it from between her outstretched palms, channeling it at the base of the kaervi’s beak, while Jol summoned a wave of heat that rippled over the patch of dragonrock. Later on, Jol wouldn’t be sure if they were somehow telepathic, or they’d just been so in tune that they instinctively chose the spells that would best support each other.

Dragonstone was highly prized in the Second Empire by those who valued strength and durability in their weapons. The stone was a nightmare for smiths to work with, as its low melting point risked it spilling all over an anvil with even a small miscalculation in temperature. It required far more quenching than a weapon of bronze or iron, as well—though the results were frankly incredible. Dragonstone weapons were said to be virtually unbreakable, and would carry their wielder through even the fiercest, most pitched battle without breaking or shattering.

As Jol and Envy unloaded their spells, the rock around the kaervi’s beak went molten. The creature’s beady eyes widened in shock, then spun in their sockets with pain as the sheer heat of it washed over the creature. The beast hadn’t been able to understand the depths of the trap it had fallen into; not until that moment.

“Now!” Jol bellowed, glancing over at his familiar. “Switch!”

Envy grinned. “Hell yes, Master!”

The twin fire spells died like someone blowing out a candle. Before the kaervi could feel any relief, both Jol and Envy unleashed the strongest, most powerful frost spells they could summon. Envy had a particular affinity for this school of magic—the blizzard that erupted from the demoness’s chest was so frigid it made Jol’s teeth ache, even before he added his own bolt of frost to the equation.

The kaervi started to withdraw, but it was already too late. The rock solidified around its beak, sealing the poor creature into its attack position. The winged beast reared backwards once, then twice, tears forming in its beady eyes, but the ground refused to let it go.

Envy glanced over at Jol, the thrill of battle making him think of how keyed-up the demoness was in the bedroom. “Finish it, Master!” the pale woman growled, showing her fangs. “End the beast!”

Jol concentrated. He reached for his conjuration magic this time, using the same lessons that had been imparted within him by Godfrey, Aeronwen’s closest friend. For a moment as he worked he wondered whether the white-haired gentleman was safe, and if he still remained close to Jol’s harem. He hoped so, for he knew the man would protect Aeronwen and her friends with his life.

As much as he was thinking of Godfrey, it was Hannon who inspired Jol’s coup de grace. The air in front of his outstretched hands shimmered, forming into the shape of a long staff with a scimitar-like blade at the apex. It was a far more vicious weapon than any the instructor had ever wielded in the classroom, but it came from the same family as Hannon’s preferred means of defense.

Raw animal panic flashed in the kaervi’s eyes. The creature redoubled its efforts, thick cords of muscle in its neck flexing as it tried to remove its beak from the ground, but it was held fast.

All it managed to do with its squirming was show Jol where to cut.

He gripped the conjured weapon with both hands and swung. The metal cut deep into the kaervi’s neck, slashing through arteries and piercing the meat of the creature’s throat. Blood sprayed from the wound, hitting the frozen ground and sizzling from the temperature difference.

“Finish it!” Envy whimpered, sounding like she was on the verge of climax.

One more heavy swing was all it took. The blade hit the creature’s spine and cut right through—the rest was gravy. The kaervi was decapitated in a single ragged stroke, spraying blood and gore in all directions. The rest of the beast’s body tumbled backwards, the stump of its neck flexing like a chicken’s as the thing’s wings flapped in its death throes.

A few moments later, it was still.
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“You were right,” Jol said around a mouthful of food. “It really does taste like chicken.”

After they got the blood cleaned up, Envy treated Jol to his first meal of barbequed kaervi. While Jol rinsed off his clothes and washed his face in a nearby stream, Envy stripped the carcass of the beast and generated a cooking fire with her magic. By the time Jol came staggering back to the patch of dragonstone, his familiar had two large haunches of meat cooking over the flames.

They sat on some rocks that were larger and smoother than the others, devouring the cooked meat with their fingers. They drank from their canteens, and Envy suggested refilling them in the same stream Jol used to wash away the kaervi’s blood. Jol shook his head; the stream was two fingers wide and had a smell he wasn’t fond of. He’d rather not drink it if he didn’t have to.

Envy had been right about one thing, however. The kaervi’s meat was delicious.

“You know where we are, right?” Jol asked as they ate. “This is the Scourge, Envy. The very heart of the Autarch’s kingdom. How on earth did we get here?”

His demoness frowned. “I hate to let you down, Master. But I’m afraid you know almost as much about this place as I do.”

“What?” He watched Envy devour a portion of the kaervi’s thigh. He tried not to think too much about the fact that while his meat was cooked thoroughly, his familiar’s was totally raw.

The demoness gave him a disbelieving look. “You think I’ve ever been to the Scourge?” she asked, gesturing around the cracked, barren landscape. “Master, this place is the big leagues. The Seven live here! The Autarch’s most dangerous, demented demons call this place their home.” Envy leaned back on her rock and made a gesture like she was batting away a fly. “You think a simple forest demon gets invited to hang out in a place like this?”

Jol wondered if he would even accept such an invitation if it were offered. Perhaps demons had a different sense of propriety.

“You can be rather dangerous when you set your mind to it,” Jol said, smiling as he swallowed another mouthful of the rich meat. “I think the kaervi would agree.”

Every bite reminded him that he had nothing to eat with him save for the meager dried supplies in his bag. They were either going to need to repeat this performance, or find a way home very quickly.

Envy snorted. “Either way, I’m just glad we managed to find our way back to each other.” The demoness’s pale cheeks flushed with heat, and she batted her long lashes as she wiped a piece of bloody kaervi flesh away from the corner of her mouth. “I missed you, Master. You're such a gentleman!"

"Envy," Jol said, blinking, "I'm sitting here eating the haunch of a creature I just killed by cutting off its head."

The demoness sighed like he'd just recited love poetry. "I know, Master! Sheesh, you’re so romantic! You make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside…!”

He sighed and looked back down at his meal. The kaervi tasted good, and he hadn’t realized how hungry he was until they were digging in. The last real meal he remembered eating had been back in the Lyceum, before the trip—and the memory made his stomach clench with guilt.

While he sat around a fire with his familiar demon, flirting and eating, his women were gods only knew where.  Were they still in the underground, waiting for him to return to them? Or had they thrown in the towel and returned to the surface, giving the Lyceum the grim news that Jol Rivers had disappeared?

Thinking about it threatened to spoil his appetite. He took one last bite, then tossed the remains into the fire. He wiped his hands on his trousers, then took a long swig of water from his canteen.

“We have to get home,” he said, gazing at the barren landscape. “I don’t suppose you know of a magic spell that would whisk us back to the Lyceum?”

Envy made a face. “No, Master. Sorry.” She gazed into the horizon, watching as rays of yellow light peered through the gray clouds. “If we can figure out which direction is south, we could always try the old-fashioned way…”

Jol grimaced. He’d thought of that. Technically, there was no magic needed to get home—the place they were sitting was near the roof of the world, north of even the frigid lands of the heathen mages. All they needed to do was orient themselves south and walk until they crossed the border back into the Second Empire. Hopefully they could find a patrol after that, or a small village with horses to lend.

The problem was, it was a long walk. And a dangerous one.

“I don’t think that will work,” Jol said, shaking his head. “Suppose we make it out of the Scourge. We still have to pass through the lands of the heathens. And neither of us are exactly dressed properly for a march through waist-deep snow.”

Envy shrugged. “I don’t really mind the cold, Master. But yeah, freezing to death would not be a good idea. Aeronwen would kill me if I let anything happen to you…!”

No, Jol thought, but Jessamyn probably would.

“You don’t think we could talk the heathens into helping us?” the demoness asked.

The notion was so out of the ordinary that Jol did a double take. “The heathens?” he blurted. “Envy, they serve the bloody Autarch. They worship him like a God!”

“Exactly.” His familiar grinned. “I doubt they’ve ever seen a human come walking out of the heart of the Scourge like it was something he did every day. If you showed up at one of their camps walking like you were the king of the bloody mountain and told them the Autarch had just named you their new lieutenant, I daresay they might believe it!”

Huh. It was an interesting idea. Jol wondered if he had the confidence to pull it off.

But then again, he had the confidence to carry on relationships with five women at the same time and truly believe that he deserved the love and affection of each of them. So perhaps pretending to be an important person in front of some low-level heathens would be easy by comparison?

As he stared into the fire, Jol wondered about those heathens. He knew so little about the mages of the north and how they operated—one of the only times he’d heard anything about them, in point of fact, was when Aeronwen arrived at his forge in Littlereach what felt like a lifetime ago to tell him about his magic helm and how it saved Ser Jeroboam’s life. Could the heathen mages even be tricked?

A worried voice whispered in the back of his mind that perhaps they could not. He remembered the effects the inhumi’s corruption had on populations that had suffered under their effects; Father Kevan in particular had been particularly susceptible to that evil magic. Thinking of whatever must have been going on inside of the man’s decrepit church was enough to make Jol shiver, even now.

What would such corruption look like when applied to an entire society? The Autarch and the Seven had been in charge of the north for not merely years, but decades. What darkness lurked in the souls of those who toiled for the Autarch’s glory—who’d spent the better part of their entire adult lives under his spell?

Slowly, Jol shook his head. He’d go mad if he spent much longer worrying about such things as that.

“I don’t know,” Jol told his familiar. “It’s a hell of a long walk through the heathen lands. If we could find another portal like the one that brought us here, I daresay that would be quite preferable.”

He expected Envy to laugh. Instead, the familiar sat up straighter on her stool. “Portal?”

Hmm? “What, wasn’t that how you got here?” he asked. He gestured in the general direction of the turret, thinking of the strange room at the building’s center with the raised platform. “When I arrived here, I was lying on a stone platform of the same size and shape as the one we found in the underground. I assumed the two to be linked in some way—perhaps by some form of magic I do not understand. I thought you could give some clarity?”

It looked like Envy had the opposite. The demoness frowned deeply, giving him a confused look. “It wasn’t like that for me at all,” she explained. “One moment I was with you, and the next I was outside in the middle of the Scourge.” She looked him up and down, as if she were mildly afraid he’d lost his wits. “The inhumi found me not long after, and when I was fighting them, you appeared. You mean you found another platform?”

Jol nodded. “It’s over there,” he said, gesturing at the turret. “In that strange building.”

Envy stared at it, her eyes narrowing. “It’s a very strange building,” she agreed, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Did you notice all the damage to it, Master? It looks as if someone tried to set fire to the top of the structure. Or perhaps a giant got angry and tried to tear the stones down?”

He hadn’t noticed it before, but now that Envy mentioned it, there was clear evidence of some kind of trauma to the rim of the structure. Perhaps it had once had a roof, which had been destroyed in some unnamed calamity. Possibly there’d been a fight there, and some errant spell had blown the top of the building clean off.

Jol didn’t know. He didn’t particularly care, either. He just wanted to go home, and get back to his women.

Envy, meanwhile, was doing a bit of mental math. “Hmm,” the demoness purred, her dark eyes flashing in her gray face. A hint of fang peeked out from behind her pouty lips, which she only did when she was really exerting herself mentally. “Looks like we could get there in a half hour or so, once we’re finished with our meal.”

“You want to go there?” Jol was a little surprised. The demoness had been arguing to head south until a few moments ago.

The edge of Envy’s soft pink tongue protruded from her mouth. “Listen, Master. I can’t guarantee anything. But if we make it to that building and that platform, there’s a chance I might be able to get us home.”

His brows shot to his hairline. Magic, he thought, his heart skipping a beat. Envy, I could kiss you!

“Thank the God-in-flesh,” Jol said, relief flooding him. “You do know about our enemies, Envy!”

“I’m not one hundred percent sure,” the demoness said, urging caution, “but I’ve seen things like that platform before. The Seven used them to ferry squadrons of demons into my forest. They’re like scrying portals… except instead of letting you see something happening far away, they actually take you there.”

“That’s… powerful magic,” Jol said, amazed. If such a magic could be understood by the Lyceum, and it could be studied and taught to others? “It could change the whole world, Envy.”

The demoness gave him a rakish grin. “I’ll settle for getting us back home,” she said, taking a final bite of her kaervi haunch. “You ready to go now, Master? It sounds like you’re chomping at the bit to head out!”

He most certainly was. From the look on Envy’s face, Jol suddenly realized his demoness had been looking forward to celebrating their reunion in a more intimate fashion.

As in, right next to the fire.

Jol cleared his throat. “Once we get back,” he began, looking into the demoness’s eyes, “you and I will have to…”

Before he could say more, Envy began to laugh. “Oh, Master! You really don’t need to worry about it!”

“No?”

“Not at all,” his familiar purred, licking her lips. “I may be a horny, demonic freak, but I understand when it’s time to keep it in my pants. We can get down and dirty after we’ve made sure the other girls are alright!”

It shouldn’t have been funny that Jol felt relieved by his familiar’s words, but he did. “Good,” he told her. “It’s not that you’re not gorgeous, Envy. God knows I’m crazy about you. I’d be happy to move you to the front of the line for our next group outing…”

Envy grinned. “Maybe you’ll let me give you a quick blowie if this platform turns out to be the genuine article?”

She looked so cute when she said it, wiggling her eyebrows like that, that Jol couldn’t possibly turn her down. “Of course.”

“Score!” Envy pumped a fist in the air like she’d just been promised a trophy. “Alright, let’s get out there! That portal back home is calling our name!”

Perhaps. But Jol sensed it wasn’t going to make it easy.

Envy doused the fire with a wave of her hand. Together, they made their way across the barren plain, doing their best to avoid the ever-present thorns covering the ground. Envy stumbled a time or two, and Jol felt the tips of the sharper thorns beginning to wear through the leather of his boots, but they saw no inhumi racing across the sky or kaervi soaring through the skies.

In fact, though Jol couldn’t have said how he knew it, he sensed that it was night. Day and night had no apparent difference in the Scourge, save for a slight shift in the balance of gray and yellow light flooding in through the poisonous atmosphere. It looked a bit dimmer; that was all.

Jol kept his head on a swivel as he walked. The closer they got to the pillar in the distance, the more Jol began to notice strange things about it. The walls, which he’d assumed to be heavily mortared brick, were actually made of some unknown metal that hung in long, variegated sheets. The damage at the top was even worse than Envy had made it sound from the campfire—Jol was actually a little surprised the building still stood.

Envy must have been thinking the same thoughts. “How long do you think that’s been there?” the demoness asked. She shielded her eyes with a hand as she peered into the distance, despite the dim light. “It’s the only bloody building for miles.”

“I don’t know,” Jol said, looking around. “I know you don’t know the landscape, Envy, but give me an educated guess. How close do you think we are to the Autarch’s fortress?”

“Now that,” Envy said with a snort, “is a question without any easy answers. Personally, Master, I think the larger the number the better!”

“As do I, ordinarily,” Jol replied. “Except we might need to come back here. When we do, I’d like to have some idea of where it is we stand.”

The demoness paused in mid-stride, turning to Jol with a shocked look written across her face. “Coming back?” she blurted, one eyebrow cocked all the way to the top of her forehead. “Master, we almost died—”

“But we didn’t,” Jol said. “Thanks to you, mostly, Envy. The harem likes to brag about how many times I’ve saved their lives, but today it was you who saved me. But that’s not even what I’m thinking about.”

“Oh.” Envy looked flustered. “Then what is?”

That I’m standing in the Autarch’s bloody backyard, Jol thought, setting his jaw as he paused atop a jagged rock. And that without the head, the body of a snake will surely die.

“One strike was all it took to kill the kaervi,” he told his familiar. “Right through the neck, and the thing was dead. If we do the same to the Autarch, the war would be over tomorrow.”

The demoness’s eyes widened. “That might be the hottest thing you’ve ever said to me,” she whispered.

Something thrilled inside of Jol. “Really? I am threatening your former master with death…”

“Emphasis on former,” Envy replied, her features twisting in disgust. “Sheesh, Master—I just got finished telling you I’m capable of controlling myself, now you’re getting me all hot and bothered over the idea of killing the Autarch and taking his throne!”

“I wasn’t suggesting I take…” Jol said, shocked.

But Envy was too excited to stop.

“Fuck, could you even imagine?” The demoness’s eyes shone with naked lust, her long tongue waggling from her mouth all the way down to the point at the bottom of her chin. “All the armies of men, bowing to you? Jol Rivers the peacemaker, the conqueror—the King? God-in-flesh, I’d love to see those stuffed shirts who call themselves rulers bowing at your feet!”

Jol hadn’t meant to set this free inside of Envy. But now that she was unhinged, he found he kind of enjoyed it.

“And between you and me,” Envy growled, stepping into his personal space like she owned it, “I’d be right there with them. Master.”

A shiver passed down Jol’s spine. “You like that, do you?”

Her tongue stretched all the way to the tops of her luscious breasts. “Love it,” she giggled. “If you hadn’t poured cold water all over my first chance in ages to have you all to myself, Master, I’d show you just how much I love it. But duty calls.”

And so it did. The pillar was only a few minutes’ walk away now, stretching against the darkening sky like a single beckoning finger. As much as Jol longed to pull his beautiful demon girl to the rocks and take her right then and there, he could save his urges until he was back in the embrace of his harem.

Though she had mentioned a quick blowie before leaving.

Perhaps he could cash that in before the trip…

The heavy door hung open, sand gathering around the foot of it. To Jol’s surprise, the reason the thing wasn’t closed was because it was no longer capable of closing. The door had no lock; instead it had a seal of some flexible material, which sealed around the edges of the entrance when someone stepped inside.

That seal was torn and shredded in a half-dozen places, making it practically useless. Jol couldn’t even imagine what its purpose had been for when it worked. Was it the Autarch’s version of the magical wards that protected the buildings where the Lyceum’s employees lived and worked? Was it meant as some kind of shield against the harsh elements of the Scourge?

Another mystery, Jol thought, leading the way inside.

The interior of the turret was dark; darker than it had been when Jol left. Despite the change in atmosphere, Jol was feeling good. He had his familiar demon by his side and a lead on a possible way home—what man couldn’t feel at least a little bit cheered by that?

“Tell me what else you know about this platform,” Jol asked Envy as they made their way down the stairs. “The chamber it lies in is ancient and filled with dust. What kind of magic might make it work again?”

Just as Envy was about to launch into a long winded explanation, the demoness froze. “Master? Was that there when you first got here?”

Jol looked. And froze in his tracks.

Darkness reigned at the bottom of the stairs. There was just enough light to see by; as his eyes adjusted to the lack of light, he noticed what Envy’s demonic vision had seen immediately.

The simple wooden door leading to the inner chamber was gone. In its place was a massive stone slab, with a dripping red sigil drawn upon it.

The symbol of a crimson eye.

Suddenly Jol felt faint. His legs wobbled beneath him, almost giving out. He grabbed at the wall of the staircase, leaning on it heavily as his heart rate took off like a galloping horse. Blood pumped in his ears.

“No,” he whispered, shaking his head. The world seemed to blur in front of him, and the sweat that broke out across his body was as cold as frost. “No, it can’t be…”

The eye. The symbol of the Lord of Bitterness.

The member of the Seven who touched Jol when he was just a boy. The reason Envy originally referred to him as the ‘Exalted One’ when they first met.

His destiny lay on the other side of that stone slab.

In the back of his mind, he could see the hated memory. Tendrils of darkness peering around the edges of the slab, while his companions (nameless to him now, a source of shame that he couldn’t bring their names to his mind) gasped with the beginnings of the horror that would fill the final few moments of their lives. All mixed up in it was a voice that sounded like gravel being poured over a grave:

“What is it that you lack?”

When he’d first heard that voice, there had been so many things that Jol lacked. Now he wanted for nothing. He had everything he needed: the magic to change the world, the respect of his peers, and a harem of beautiful women to keep him grounded and give him all the love and devotion he could possibly want.

A fist of ice gripped Jol’s chest. Was all of it about to be taken away? Had it all been given to him at a price—a price the piper was now here to collect?

“Master, you’re shaking,” Envy whispered. The demoness sounded almost as terrified as he felt.

“It’s him,” Jol gasped, gripping the woman’s pale hand.

Envy didn’t need to be told who he was. “I just changed my mind,” the demoness said, forcing out a smile through her terror. “I can give you a blowjob somewhere else, Master. Come on, we’ll take the long way home…”

But Jol was already shaking his head.

“No,” he said, shaking off his fear. “We’re not running.”

Envy’s hand gripped his own nearly hard enough to bruise. “Master? You can’t be serious…?”

He wished he wasn’t. Every cell in his body screamed at him to run; the panic he felt was the same strain of pure freakout any animal experienced when faced with its impending death. It was the kind of adrenaline surge that made mothers lift crashed carriages off of their children’s bodies, and made men charge bare-handed into a bear’s nest to save their families.

It was the greatest fear of all. The fear that what lay beyond that door was not existing.

Or something even worse.

With a visible effort, Jol swallowed the panic down. “This is where I’m supposed to be,” he assured his demon. “This is my destiny.”

From behind the door came a dark chuckle. “So you understand at last, ‘Exalted One’,” a voice called.

Jol and Envy both shivered. That voice sounded like silk being drawn across a wound. Like a tapestry being torn in half. It was the sound of homes collapsing; of dreams dying. It made Jol’s testicles retreat into his sternum, and his heart quake.

Run, his common sense said. He who runs lives to fight another day…

No. By now it was already too late.

And he was done running.

“Come on,” he told Envy, leading the demoness down the stairs. “It’s time to face my fears. Will you stand with me?”

This was the hardest thing he’d ever asked of Envy. Charging into battle against a field of inhumi was nothing compared to this; a lifetime of devoted servitude was like a Sunday afternoon nap by comparison. Even the doughtiest friend, the most trusted companion, might have blanched at such a request.

And it was true that Envy trembled.

But when he looked into the eyes of his familiar demon, Jol saw that she did not doubt him for a single instant.

“Hell,” the demoness said, forcing out a laugh. “I’ve always wanted to see what all the fuss was about. Lead on, Master!”

Together, Jol and his demon descended to the bottom of the stairs. As he drew close to the stone slab at the base, the crimson eye painted across the rock began to glow.

It was not paint. Jol had no idea where the Lord of Bitterness had managed to scrounge up fresh blood, but he doubted it belonged to him.

“It won’t move,” Envy said. Despite her devotion, there was a note of relief in the demoness’s tone. “I guess the slab isn’t going to budge, Master. Perhaps we should go back up to the surface and see if there’s anything we can use to move it—”

Jol placed his hand in the center of the eye.

Purple sparks flew from his palm. The dark magic that only he possessed flowed through his body, dancing along the interiors of his eyelids like a Founding Day fireworks show. It flowed not out of him but through him, and his own will had little to nothing to do with it.

With a grinding noise, the stone slab rolled to the side.

A square of darkness lay behind the slab.

“Enter,” the voice called. Was that a hint of mirth?

Jol wasn’t sure.

But arm in arm with Envy, he stepped into his destiny.
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"You've come," the voice said, sounding pleased.

The words echoed off the chamber walls, filling Jol with dread. He swallowed his fear, fighting back his desire to turn and run as quickly as his legs could carry him. But he couldn’t turn back now. He was committed. This was it.

This was the heart of his fear. The Lord of Bitterness was his destiny. He knew this as well as he knew his own name.

If he could win here, he could defeat the Autarch.

At his side, Envy clung to his arm as though it were a life raft and she was the victim of a shipwreck. Her fingers gripped Jol hard as her gaze scanned the walls, searching for the source of the voice. Though she scrutinized the darkness, she could find no sign of the Lord of Bitterness.

“Where you at, Spite?” Envy called, with as much bravado as she could muster. “You think hiding makes you scarier, you piece of shit? Come out here and face us!”

Something shimmered in the darkness.

“My apologies,” the gravelly voice growled. “I had thought to give your eyes a moment to prepare.”

A moment later, Jol wished the Lord of Bitterness had. A flash of unearthly light filled the circular chamber, and Jol got his first face-to-face look at the creature that had sent him down this path all those years ago. The Lord of Bitterness.

He was hideous.

He filled the entire center of the room, covering both the platform they’d come to find and most of the floor around it. His body was a gray so dark it looked almost blue, sleek and covered in overlapping plates of metal that brought to mind the kaervi he’d fought earlier. But kaervi didn’t have tails the size of a carriage, or three sickly yellow eyes arranged in a triangle pattern on their heads.

The strangest thing about the Lord of Bitterness were his wings. They were far too small to let the creature fly—they ran down his back in a glossy grid pattern, shining against his hide in a way that made his eyes vaguely ache. Jol could only guess at what purpose they were for. Perhaps they related to his magic.

The creature Envy had called Spite did not walk so much as unfurl. Six spidery legs extended from the bottom of the creature’s body, moving lazily along the edge of the circular platform as the Lord of Bitterness shifted the serpentine top half of his body.

Half snake, half spider, Jol thought, his gorge riding. Except that all the armored plating makes me think of a crab, or some exotic species of beetle.

A whirring noise filled the air as the Lord of Bitterness’s head turned. The trio of eyes at the top of the creature’s face seemed to glow as they focused on Jol, shining with a greenish, poisonous feeling light.

“Is that better?” The words came from no mouth that Jol Rivers could see. It was as if the creature simply spoke through magic, beaming the words directly into the ears of those he wished to speak to. But if that were the case, then why use such a horrifying voice to convey speech?

Envy pressed herself against Jol’s body, shivering. “God-in-flesh,” she muttered, which was just about the most blasphemous thing a demon could do. “I wish I hadn’t said anything…”

Jol sensed it wouldn’t have mattered. The Lord of Bitterness had not been there; now he was here, staring down Jol with his sickly golden eyes. There was nothing human in that face—Jol wasn’t even certain it was a face to begin with.

The Lord of Bitterness shifted once more. “It is fitting that we meet here,” the creature said, its tail gently rolling back and forth across the stone. “It is right and good. Where one story began, one will end. Yours.”

Jol fought back a wave of panic. His hands reached instinctively for his daggers, seeking the magic that was his and his alone. His secret weapon. His power to reflect any spell cast upon him, to reflect it back at its caster greatly amplified in power.

Would that ability work on something cast by one of the Seven? Would it destroy the Lord of Bitterness? Rip one of the Autarch’s own acolytes apart with their own power?

Jol prayed this worked.

“What story began here?” he asked. He sensed the Lord of Bitterness wanted him to ask.

A rumble traveled through the creature’s body. “My own,” the creature said, those three wicked eyes spinning in its head. “I have a sentimental attachment to this thruster, Exalted One. It’s where I was born.”

This was about the last thing Jol Rivers ever expected to hear. “I had no idea you were born,” he shot back.

“Much less in a turret,” Envy said, her voice only shaking a little. “What did you call this place?”

“It doesn’t matter,” the Lord of Bitterness rumbled. “This is where I was created. Where I was first given life by my creator. The being you call the ‘Autarch’.”

“Does he know you’re here?” Jol could not resist asking.

“He knows everything,” the creature replied. “He has known you since before you were born, Jol Rivers. He knows every meal you’ve ever eaten, every woman you’ve ever bedded. Every battle you’ve fought in, and every thought that’s ever occupied the inside of your head.”

“He must be a very busy man, indeed,” Jol said. “To occupy himself with the likes of me.”

“Humor,” the Lord of Bitterness rumbled. “A most effective defense mechanism against animal panic. But it will not save you.”

“Jol doesn’t need to be saved,” Envy growled. “Stand aside, Spite! Get off that platform so my man and I can go home. Otherwise we’ll send you back to the Autarch in pieces!”

“Bragging,” the creature continued in a thicker tone. “Another defense mechanism, but not as effective. One would think that one of my Master’s former servants would be better at deploying it. Especially when she has some idea of what she’s up against.”

Envy was already shaking her head. “I’m not afraid of you,” the demoness spat. “Neither is Jol. We beat you once, when you tried to climb through that portal in the middle of Kishinori’s lecture and attack the Lyceum. And we’ll beat you again.”

Jol wished he had a fraction of the demoness’s confidence.

The Lord of Bitterness turned away from Envy, focusing his inhuman attention directly on Jol. “I once asked you what it was you lacked, Exalted One. You can hardly say that I haven’t fulfilled my end of the bargain. How does it feel to be the only one in the world who can fulfill my master’s vision? How does it feel to be the Exalted One?”

Jol’s lips peeled back over his teeth. “I’ll never serve your so-called Master,” he promised, his fingers gripping the hilt of one of his daggers. The reflect spell was on his lips, ready to be summoned and used to enchant his weapon the moment the Lord of Bitterness dared to strike. He was only going to have one chance at this, and he wanted to make it count. “I don’t belong to you—!”

“But you do!” It was the first emotion the Lord of Bitterness had shown so far. “I created you, Exalted One! Without me, and my Master, you would be dead in a ditch. Another nameless scout of the Expeditionary Force, forgotten by history and left to rot with no burial. His meager possessions stolen by the brigands who killed him in the middle of his patrol. A sad, pathetic ending for a sad, pathetic young man.”

Jol grit his teeth. The Lord of Bitterness was trying to scare him, but it wasn’t working. He knew his destiny had never been to die in some nameless ambush, working for the good of the crown. He’d always been meant for higher things.

Hadn’t he?

“Why would the Autarch give a simple blacksmith the power to destroy him?” Jol asked.

Somehow, the Lord of Bitterness managed to snicker from his faceless face. “Who says he has?”

“I’ve heard enough of this,” Envy growled. The demoness’s nerves were high, and she couldn’t seem to keep her mouth shut. “Master, let’s get out of here. This big bastard’s not going to let us through, so we might as well make our own way—”

“Little demon,” the Lord of Bitterness purred. “You vex me.”

The creature’s eyes flashed for a fraction of a second.

And Envy collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.

It happened so quickly that Jol didn’t have time to catch her. He let out a cry of shock as the demoness slumped to the floor, her eyes rolling into the back of her head as her muscles all gave out. By the time Jol reached her, she was as limp and boneless as a jelly fish.

He felt her throat, looking for a pulse. Panic flared within him when he couldn’t immediately find it.

“You’ve killed her!” Jol roared, the edges of his vision turning red. “You bastard!”

“She lives,” the Lord of Bitterness hissed. “I grew tired of her interruptions.”

Just then, Jol found Envy’s heartbeat. It was slow but steady, as if the Lord of Bitterness had thrust the demoness into a deep, dreamless sleep. The relief that Envy lived canceled out the horror Jol felt about the situation, but only just barely.

He shook the demoness gently, but she did not stir. Jol knew instinctively that magic was what held his woman—old and powerful magic, wielded by one of the Seven. Jol wasn’t going to get Envy back unless one of two things happened.

One: he did what the Lord of Bitterness said and agreed to his terms.

Or two: he killed the bastard.

Gently, Jol set Envy down on the ground. He wished he had something comfortable to put underneath of her, but it was the best he could do. As he rose, he drew both of his daggers. The weapons felt comforting in his hands, like old friends.

“You harmed my woman,” Jol growled, staring up into the creature’s eyes. “For that, beast, you have to die.”

The Lord of Bitterness was quiet for a long moment. Then a hideous noise came from deep inside the creature’s carapace, filling Jol’s ears with such a cacophony of sound that he nearly cried out and threw his hands over either side of his skull.

The monster was laughing.

“So certain of yourself!” There was nothing inside the Lord of Bitterness that could truly express mirth, just a grim facsimile of it. The creature’s laughter was hollow, terrifying, and combined with the limp woman lying at his feet, it filled Jol with the kind of panic that normally made men turn and flee from the battlefield.

But instead of fear, Jol felt only rage.

“Bring her back,” Jol growled, twirling his daggers in his hands. “Now. Or we’ll find out if it’s possible for one of the Seven to bleed.”

Perhaps he imagined it, but Jol thought he saw the creature’s eyes widen a fraction. “You misunderstand me, Exalted One,” the Lord of Bitterness rasped. His tail raked the stone floor back and forth, leaving clusters of shallow gashes in the stone. “You believe I do not wish to fight. When it is for that very purpose that I have chosen to show myself to you now.”

The Lord of Bitterness wanted a fight?

“A duel,” the creature said, as if it could read his thoughts. “A contest between champions, Exalted One. The great defender of the Second Empire, savior of the Lyceum and all its students… versus one of the Autarch’s chief lieutenants. One versus one, as it was in the old days.”

Jol didn’t bother asking when those old days were. He doubted the creature would tell him, at any rate.

If it were up to him, he never would have faced off alone against one of the Seven. If he’d been forced to face the Lord of Bitterness on the battlefield, he’d have brought every member of his harem for the ride—along with an entire army of the best troops the Lyceum could put together. But he’d learned in the Second Empire’s service that you rarely if ever got to choose your battlefield. Sometimes, you had to take the fight that was given.

The platform that promised freedom lay beneath the Lord of Bitterness’s bulk. The only way Jol was going to reach it was to make the creature move—and even if he did, he wouldn’t be able to bring Envy along with him. That was no solution at all.

The only option was to fight.

“Very well,” he said, standing before the Lord of Bitterness. The creature was easily tall enough to crush him with that massive tail, but Jol had one advantage over his adversary. His magic.

All he needed to do was bait the Lord of Bitterness into striking him. Just once.

“Very well what?”

Jol swallowed hard. “I accept your terms, creature. A duel, between the two of us.”

Slowly, that monstrous head nodded. “Very good.”

“And to show you that I’m sporting,” Jol said, restraining himself with an effort, “I will even allow you to strike the first blow. If you can land it, that is.”

Another spate of that deep, menacing chuckling filled the chamber. “You would have me test my strength against yours?”

This is it, Jol thought, his heart beating fast. He’s going to fall for it!

“Yes,” he said. His throat was dry.

The Lord of Bitterness shifted his massive bulk. “Then raise your wards!”

Above Jol’s head, the creature’s eyes began to glow. The very air thrummed with the telltale pulse of magic, making the hair on the back of his neck stand straight on end. His teeth ached with it, and the circular turret filled with the smell of ozone.

Lightning crackled around the Lord of Bitterness’s eyes. All at once Jol realized that the trio of openings were more than just eyes—they were cannons of some kind. Light flowed within them, boiling like a miniature sun as the creature prepared to fire upon him and the comatose Envy.

Jol gripped his daggers tightly. With a fierce battle cry, he pushed his power into the weapons, making them glow with a purple light. He’d done it!

The daggers were enchanted now. The next spell that hit them would bounce back, reflecting itself a dozen times over on its caster. And the bolt of power the Lord of Bitterness was charging up for Jol’s end promised to be a doozy.

Hit me, Jol thought, his heart leaping into his throat. Go on and do it, you bastard! Finish me, and destroy yourself…!

The whining noise in Jol’s ears rose to a crescendo. The creature’s eyes exploded with light, and the Lord of Bitterness fired.

Jol thrust his daggers into the air, lifting his fists in triumph.

At the last second, the Lord of Bitterness lifted his head. A colossal bolt of pure power erupted from his eyes, streaking like a sunbeam through the open roof of the cylindrical chamber. It was wider than a man and so tall that it cut through the gray clouds, disappearing into the distance.

Jol’s daggers wobbled. The reflection spell, primed and ready, lay waiting. For what?

He didn’t shoot me.

The explosion of power ebbed, vanishing as the Lord of Bitterness slumped back to the platform. Though there was no expression in that unholy creature’s face, Jol knew the monster was laughing at him. His tail flickered, and the eyes that had unleashed that arcane volley seemed almost to blink in wonder.

“Do you think me a fool?” The Lord of Bitterness sounded like a cat playing with a captured rat. “As long-lived as I am, Exalted One, I did not attain my position by falling for foolish ruses.”

Jol’s heart sank into his stomach. “No… no! You missed me, you…!”

The abomination shook his unholy head. “You were waiting for me to attack,” he explained, as if he spoke to a small child. “You primed your special power, hoping to bait me into destroying myself. Did you really believe I could be so ignorant?”

This was all wrong. Jol was supposed to be standing on the scorched body of the Lord of Bitterness right now, celebrating his victory over one of the Seven. He was supposed to be gently rousing Envy back to life and celebrating with her, before returning home and giving his harem the good news.

This beast wasn’t supposed to win!

“I know your power intimately,” the abomination hissed. “After all, it was I who gave it to you. With my Master’s blessing, of course.”

The words stopped Jol dead in his tracks.

“No, that’s not true,” he said, his blood turning to ice water in his veins. “You… I remember you, beast. You asked me what I lacked, and then you corrected my eyesight. I’ve never needed glasses since the day I discovered you in that ruin—but I’d trade the best eyes in the world for the worst if they brought back the men who were with me that you slaughtered.”

A snicker filled his ears. “You lacked more than that,” the beast hissed. “Money. Power. Women. All things a boy on the cusp of manhood yearns for; a lad from a broken home who believes the world owes him something in exchange for dealing him such a rotten hand. And do you lack for anything now, Jol Rivers? Are you satisfied?”

Jol’s face felt like stone. “You didn’t give me any of those things.”

“No?”

Jol got the distinct impression the Lord of Bitterness was enjoying this. Perhaps this was the only way the abomination could get its jollies off, with such a monstrous body and no companions to speak of.

“Has there ever been a more devoted or faithful servant than I, Exalted One?” The Lord of Bitterness’s tone was almost ingratiating now. “I gave you the powers that made you important in the eyes of the Lyceum. I lifted you from the muck of your upbringing and sat you among the mighty and the beautiful.” The creature’s tail flickered in Envy’s direction. “I even sent a servant to save your life, the night that dreadful preacher would have murdered you and your friends…”

“Lies!” Jol shouted reflexively. “Envy doesn’t serve you!”

The creature snorted. “She doesn’t serve me anymore,” the abomination corrected. “The little demon has turned her back on those she once served. Which is why I’ll show her no more mercy than I would the rest of your vapid sluts.”

The creature’s casual cruelty rankled Jol.

“I’ll just have to destroy you myself, then,” he said, dropping into a battle pose. “I refuse to allow insults like these to stand, monster.”

“Oh. Oh my.”

The room began to darken.

Black tendrils spread across the walls, forming a thick seal around the edge of the turret. When they reached the roof they stretched across it, blocking out the feeble sunlight and plunging the entire structure into darkness. Only the eyes of the Lord of Bitterness—and strangely, the grid-like panels on his wings—were visible, shining faintly in the gloom.

“You really don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into, do you?”

Tendrils shot out of the darkness. They wrapped themselves around Jol’s legs like the fingers of a giant, hauling him off of the ground and into the air. He squirmed, trying to break free, but the strands held him fast.

At the last moment he reached out for Envy, but missed her. He watched the pale woman’s form retreat as he was lifted into the darkness, the tendrils pulling him into the embrace of the Lord of Bitterness himself.

This was hell. He was entering hell.

Panic flared inside of Jol’s heart—a terrible, primal panic he hadn’t felt since he was a boy. He stabbed the strands of darkness again and again, causing purple sparks to fly from his daggers, yet for all his rage and his fury the tendrils around his waist refused to give. It was as if they were completely insensate.

He was right back there. Fifteen, out in the world for the first time, exploring an ancient ruin behind cracked glasses. Desperate for the approval of the people he’d looked up to for his entire life.

Cowering before an ancient evil. Hearing that unholy voice being poured like poison into his ears.

Someone was screaming like a madman. Jol was afraid it was him.

“Poor, deluded fool,” the Lord of Bitterness was cackling. “You cannot destroy the Master’s house with the Master’s tools! Your powers fail you, as they are failing you at this very moment!”

The abomination was right. As Jol stared down at his daggers, they rapidly began to lose their shine. Purple sparks were still shooting from the tip every few seconds, but they burned less brightly than before. In a few moments, the magic would fizzle out completely.

As he watched the power that first brought him to the attention of the Woman in Blue fade and die, Jol Rivers had a terrifying realization. This could be the end.

Not just of him, as terrifying as that was. But of his harem. His family. And the whole Second Empire, which would be defenseless against the Autarch and ripe for the plucking.

How could anyone stand against the darkness? How could any man keep his sanity in a world where both the life he’d built and the women he loved could be brushed aside at any moment, destroyed by the whims of a capricious thing that called itself God?

As the tendrils pulled him in closer, the darkness retreated just enough for him to see the trap in which he’d been ensnared. The top and the bottom sections of the Lord of Bitterness’s head were separating from each other, revealing a dark mouth with row upon row of sharp, knife-like teeth. The creature’s gullet stank of metal and blood.

He’d been wrong. The abomination did have a face.

And now he was going to eat his prey whole.

This is the end, Jol thought, fighting back horror and despair. I’ll never defeat the Autarch. I’ll never keep my family. Jessamyn will never…

He didn’t dare think of it. Not with the end so close at hand.

No! He couldn’t give up that easily!

He had to fight!

The tendrils pulled Jol right to the edge of the creature’s mouth, then held him aloft. When the Lord of Bitterness spoke, his lips did not move—his words echoed directly in Jol’s skull, put there by magic.

“This,” the abomination growled, “is your end, blacksmith. Know that the last thing you see before you die shall be this, waiting for you.”

Jol tossed a fire spell down the monster’s gullet. The ball of flame lit up the interior of the creature’s throat like a Yuletide tree, but the light revealed nothing save that the inside of the Lord of Bitterness was made of the same bluish-gray armor as his exterior. Flames danced across the inside of the creature’s mouth, leaving scorch marks but doing no real damage.

“Ha! Such a will to survive!” The Lord of Bitterness almost sounded pleased. “You truly are a marvel, Exalted One. Most men would have pissed themselves and died of fright by now.”

“I’m not most men,” Jol said through clenched teeth. If fire wouldn’t work, perhaps a lightning strike would teach the creature a lesson.

“It’s a shame,” the abomination hissed, “that I can’t kill you yet.”

Jol froze, the words of the spell halfway to his lips. Did the abomination just say that Jol wasn’t to die here?

“I can feel your relaxation,” the abomination sneered, disgust fringing its words. “Know that your heart only continues to beat because you suit my Master’s purposes. The moment you are no longer useful to the Autarch, Exalted One, you shall be mine. It has been promised to me.”

Jol could hardly think. He was being given a second chance!

Yes, the Lord of Bitterness was stronger than he was—a great deal stronger, as it turned out. This just meant that Jol needed to go back to the drawing board and start over from scratch. The Seven had to have weaknesses—perhaps some of the ancient books in the Lyceum’s libraries would contain clues. With his whole harem working together like a well-oiled machine, he was bound to succeed…

“No, I cannot eat you,” the Lord of Bitterness said with a snicker. “But the Autarch extended no such protection to your companion.”

The bottom dropped out of Jol’s relief. No. No, the monster couldn’t—

But he was. When Jol looked over his shoulder, tendrils of darkness were already snaking out to wrap around Envy’s comatose body.

No, damn it! Envy didn’t deserve this! She was innocent!

As innocent as a demon could be, at least.

Jol fought anew, struggling against his bonds. The tendrils of darkness squeezed him tighter, pulling him away from the Lord of Bitterness’s mouth as Envy was lifted off of the ground. The abomination almost had a gentleness to the way he held the body of Jol’s beloved, and seeing it turned Jol’s vision as red as blood.

“Put her down!” Jol roared, every muscle straining in the creature’s grip. “Now!”

More of that heinous, unfathomable laughter rippled through the air. “Why should I?” the abomination asked. “You need to be taught a lesson, Exalted One. Once you see what true pain is, you will understand how foolish it is to struggle against your destiny. You will kneel for the Autarch—if only to save the rest of these pathetic creatures you call your women!”

Jol had seen many terrible things during his time serving the Expeditionary Force. He’d been lucky to come back with his mind whole and in one piece, as he knew so many soldiers hadn’t. He’d always thanked the Gods for that.

But if he had to watch Envy die, he was going to lose his mind.

“Envy!” he screamed, trying in vain to wake the demoness before she could be tossed into the creature’s maw. “Get up, girl! Please!”

Envy either did not hear him or could not fight off the spell. Most likely the demoness was still dead to the world; she struggled not at all in the grip of the Lord of Bitterness, even as he tugged her toward that hideous maw.

Then she was next to him. Her head lolled from her shoulders, her eyes shut tight as if in peaceful repose. She’d never looked more beautiful—and had never been in greater danger.

“Don’t do this,” Jol begged. Something broke inside of him; it felt abysmal to ask a favor of a creature so monstrous and cruel. “Please.”

The Lord of Bitterness paused. The tendrils around Jol’s legs flexed, lifting him even higher into the air. He was shoved upward, thrust before the trio of glowing golden eyes at the top of the abomination’s face as the thing held Envy on the brink.

He pulled Jol even closer to his glowing, golden eyes. Their brightness ripped away the rest of the world, so that Jol felt as if he were sitting beneath a spotlight—or being interrogated by one of the empire’s inquisitors. He flinched, growling with rage as the thing pulled Envy towards its maw.

“Why should I?” the Lord of Bitterness asked. Jol was right; the fiend really was enjoying this. Bastard!

Jol’s rage knew no bounds. “Because I’ll kill you if you try,” he grunted.

The world filled with sickening, mechanical laughter. It echoed in Jol’s ears, cold and cruel, as the thing prepared to make him suffer.

“How?” The Lord of Bitterness toyed with Jol, the way a cat toys with a rat that finally has nowhere left to run. “Your magic is pointless against me, blacksmith! Look at your dagger! Your enchantment fails you! The power the Autarch gives you flees when it senses one of his lieutenants is near!”

The abomination was right. As Jol gripped his daggers, a few purple sparks shot from the steel. The aura around them faded, and in the blink of an eye he was holding two ordinary weapons once more. Two daggers that had no enchantments on them to speak of.

Two daggers that had carried him through the Expeditionary Force.

Two daggers that had saved his life.

Jol looked up into the creature’s hideous eyes and knew what he had to do.

“It might not be enchanted…”

At the last instant, the Lord of Bitterness must have had some inkling of what Jol was going to do. The tendrils around Jol’s legs gripped harder, trying to tug him backwards, but it was already too late.

Jol swung as hard as he could, stabbing directly into the creature’s eyes.

“...but it’s still a bloody dagger!”

The steel crashed through the barrier, stabbing deep into the Lord of Bitterness’s face. A horrible, fractured scream tore out of the creature’s core as Jol’s daggers went into the abomination, sinking all the way in to the hilt.

The tendrils around his legs wobbled, but held firm. A glance at the creature’s maw confirmed that Envy was still in danger, though the strands of darkness wrapped around her hips and breasts no longer had the strength to toss her into the monster’s mouth.

The creature flung Jol backward. As he fought the tendrils, he saw something strange—something he couldn’t easily explain.

Sparks.

Flying from the creature’s eyes.

“You insect!” The Lord of Bitterness was more than just his namesake now—he was truly angry, raging like a berserker on a battlefield. “I’ll make you pay for that! I’ll eat this bitch slow!”

Jol barely noticed the creature’s threat. His gaze was fixed on that sizzling spray of sparks. He’d thought the abomination’s eyes were shaped like cannons—now, with them cracked and broken, he could see that they were actually long tubes filled with glowing filaments. The sparks flew from these, as if he’d pierced a shell and unleashed some of the creature’s magic.

Lightning? Jol thought, stunned. This monster has lightning inside of it?

The abomination reared backwards, nearly falling from the platform. Its tail slammed into the metallic wall of the turret, cracking the stone and nearly breaking directly through. The Lord of Bitterness screamed, and that scream rose until it turned into something else entirely—a cacophony of overlapping voices high enough to shatter glass.

Jol screamed right along with the abomination. He could feel his ears bleeding.

Envy slipped from the creature’s grasp, falling to the stone floor. Comatose, she neither lifted her hands to defend herself or did anything to break her own fall. A flash of panic cut through Jol’s pain and anger, but he couldn’t spare a moment to see if the demoness was alright.

All he could see were those sparks. That lightning.

He threw up his hands and added his own.

With every ounce of energy left inside of him, Jol channeled his magic. Bolts of lightning erupted between his fingers, zigzagging in crazed flashes that burned his shadow and the shadow of the Lord of Bitterness into the walls. For a moment he worried about missing the creature entirely, but when the bolts neared the abomination’s face, it was as if the ragged holes where the creature’s eyes had been sucked the magic into them.

Jol had seen something like this once before. A man in the Expeditionary Force had found an ancient cache of strange stone that stuck to metal, pulling it as if with an invisible string. For a long while Jol carried a stick of that metal—one of his favorite tricks was to pull slender filings of iron across a table with it. It was not magic, but something else entirely.

He’d never thought to see it again. But what was happening to the Lord of Bitterness felt like the same principle.

Lightning flashed through the creature’s body. Bolts of it shot from between plates of the monster’s armor, striking the walls of the turret. One of the eyes atop its head went dark, and two of its spindly spider legs abruptly collapsed.

The monster tumbled backwards, its scream transforming into something inhuman.

Which would have been fine, if the Lord of Bitterness did not still have Jol Rivers in his grip.

Suddenly Jol was pulled forward, screaming. Lightning flashed through the tendrils of darkness around him, and a peculiar stinging sensation traveled through his body. When it left him, he felt strangely numb, as if he’d run outside in the middle of a blizzard.

The tendril relaxed as Jol was thrown forward.

The wall of the turret rushed to meet him, filling his world as the creature’s death scream echoed in his ears.

Then all was silence and darkness.
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“Master? Master! Wake up, Master…!”

Jol Rivers didn’t feel like anyone’s master. Every muscle in his body ached as awareness of the world rushed back in, and a taste like rust filled the inside of his mouth. Every cell in his body screamed to go back to sleep, to flee from the pain and this strange feeling inside of him. Even half-unconscious, he could tell he’d been trembling uncontrollably for some time.

A face floated in a blurry profile above him. Gradually, as his vision returned, he realized he was looking at Envy.

“Master!” The demoness looked terrified, which made Jol wonder just how bad he must have looked. “Thank the Gods! I thought you were a goner for sure!”

“What…?” It was as far as Jol managed to get. The inside of his throat felt like someone had filled it with razor blades and poured a glass of whiskey down it. The single word gave way to a groan, and he was silent once more.

Envy was trying to look brave, he could tell. But his familiar was truly shocked by his condition. Jol tried to move his arms, his legs, only to find that he couldn’t. He couldn’t even look down to see what condition his body had been left in after the fight with the Lord of Bitterness—

The Lord of Bitterness!

Jol’s eyes widened. Where was the abomination? Was it lurking in the shadows, waiting to crush Envy and him both with that massive, unholy tail?

The question must have shown on his face. “Don’t worry,” Envy cooed, putting a hand to his chin. Her fingers felt as cold as ice, and he knew they normally would not. It scared him. “It’s all over now, Master. The thing is dead. I don’t know how you managed to kill one of the Seven, but you did! You’re… honestly, you’re freaking amazing…!”

He would have felt more amazing if there weren’t tears beading in the demoness’s eyes. Why did it feel like Envy was saying goodbye?

Somehow, Jol found the strength to turn his head.

One side of the turret had collapsed completely. A shower of broken stones covered the body of the Lord of Bitterness, who lay as still and inert as the rocks that formed his shroud. The creature’s body had been burnt black, and thin trails of smoke still rose from the cracks in his armor. The abomination looked as if it had been cooked, from the inside working out. It was the damndest thing Jol had ever seen.

Only the strange panels on the creature’s wings were different. Those looked to have melted, their dark shade replaced with a golden color that made Jol think of the feeble light beaming through the clouds of the Scourge. Yet again, he had no idea why a creature the size of the Lord of Bitterness would have wings so small.

The world went blurry. Darkness pushed into the edges of Jol’s vision.

“Oh no!” Envy forced a smile onto her face, but even a blind man could have seen how false it was. “Hold on, Master! Let me try something!”

Her hands disappeared. Jol felt a gentle tugging around his chest, and knew the demoness was putting her hands all over him. The fact that he could barely feel it worried him more than seeing the condition the Lord of Bitterness’s body was in.

For if the abomination had cooked from the inside out, what about Jol?

A wave of coolness and calm washed over him. The taste of mint filled the back of his mouth, warring with the bitter aura of rust—after a few moments, rust won the fight. Jol felt a little bit better, but not by much.

“Not… working…” he managed to gasp.

Envy’s brows furrowed together. “Fuck, he really did a number on you,” the demoness whispered, sounding like she was about to cry. “I wish I’d been around to help you, Master. I might have saved you from the worst of this. I didn’t even get to see you kill the bastard…!”

Jol nodded weakly. He tried reaching for his magic, to see if there was any spell he might cast to aid himself in healing. Nothing came when he called.

The darkness began pushing in once more. The stone he’d been lying upon no longer felt cold—they were as warm as a bath, so gentle that it would have been so easy to close his eyes and sink right in—

Slap!

Jol’s eyes shot open. The demoness had just slapped him!

“Stay with me, Master!” Panic and despair warred in Envy’s voice; the demoness sounded like she couldn’t think of what to do. “Shit, shit, shit! Gods damn it, I wish Aeronwen were here!”

Jol swallowed hard. A great many things relied on him finding the strength to speak at least one more time. He worked the muscles of his throat, praying that his vocal cords didn’t give out before he could get out the words.

“P…” Jol managed. “P…”

Envy leaned in closer. “What, Master?”

“Platform,” Jol wheezed, just barely managing to lift a hand.

Envy glanced over her shoulder. With the Lord of Bitterness dead, there was nothing preventing the familiar from ascending the platform in the center of the room. That strange circle was Jol’s landing pad when he was sent to the Scourge from the underground tunnels—perhaps it could function the other way around?

He had no way of knowing how bad his injuries were. But maybe, just maybe, they weren’t beyond repair. If Aeronwen, Jessamyn, Gwen and Godfrey were still near the platform, and they could all come here and work together on him, might he survive?

He had to hope. It was all he had left.

“Shit, you’re right!” Envy started to move, then thought twice and leaned back in, putting her face to Jol’s. “I’ll be right back, Master, okay?”

He just managed to nod.

Envy smiled, despite her fear. “Fuck, I love you so much. Don’t go dying on me!”

With that, she was gone. The demoness had only moved to the platform at the center of the room, but she might as well have been on the moon for all Jol knew. His vision was rapidly going blurry, darkness pushing in and leaching all the color from the world. That calm, soothing warmth was back, and it was a struggle not to slip beneath the surface and sink into it forever.

He had no idea how long he’d been drifting when he saw Envy’s face once more.

The demoness’s face floated as if from a great height, as blurry as if Jol were looking at it from the bottom of the ocean. He saw it contort in horror.

Then a second wave of mint-flavored magic washed over him, and his vision snapped back into focus.

The first thing he noticed was that sweat beaded on the demoness’s forehead. Whatever she’d been doing, she’d been working hard—and fast. When the chips were down, Jol could count on his women to do what needed to be done. That filled him with pride, even as his life ebbed away.

“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” the demoness was gently panting to herself. “God damn it, why won’t the bleeding stop…!”

Something pushed against Jol’s side, hard. Now pain flared through the numbness—a pain so great that he couldn’t help but cry out. Agony shot through his body like a bolt of lightning—the same bolt of lightning that had killed the Lord of Bitterness.

“Shhh, shh, it’s okay,” Envy whispered, weeping openly now. “The portal’s opening, Master! It’s just going to take another minute!”

I don’t have a minute, Jol tried to say. But it was no use, of course.

He was fading. In seconds, he’d be gone.

Envy’s face scrunched up like she’d just decided to do something awful. “There’s one thing I can do for you, Master,” his familiar whispered, something strange and hard entering her tone. “I can give you the power to stay alive just a little bit longer. I… fuck it, how can I not?”

The demoness was looking down at her hands. What was she about to do?

No, Jol tried to say, already sensing what the demoness had in mind. But his lips refused to shape the words, and his throat was already too far gone to make the sounds.

“Just… just hang on, okay?” Tears streamed down the demoness’s pale face. Her gray lips trembled, and her hands clutched him like he was the only thing standing between her and annihilation. “I’m not going to let you die, Master. You mean everything to me! If it weren’t for you, I… I wouldn’t be me!”

“Envy…” Jol managed to rasp.

Behind the demoness, lights flared in colors Jol had never seen before. Or perhaps it was just a trick of his dying senses, showing him something beyond the normal limits of human experience.

“No, don’t talk,” the demoness whispered. “Listen, I have to tell you something. He was right, the Lord of Bitterness. The Autarch really did send me to save you from that bastard preacher and his flunkies. He gave me a little poke in my den, told me it was a favor to him. But I didn’t know who you were, I swear! And he didn’t tell me to follow you, or fall in love with you, or any of the other things! I don’t care about him, I swear, I fucking hate him! I hate him because he’s trying to take you away from me, because he’s trying to take everything from me…!”

“I…” Jol managed.

Envy froze.

Jol had just enough strength to say one thing more. “I forgive you.”

Envy had been crying before. But now it was ugly crying.

“I love you, Master,” the demoness whispered, throwing her arms around him. She kissed him deeply, her soft, pillowy lips caressing his though he could barely feel it. “Hang on until the cavalry gets here, okay? I’ll be with you through all of it. I promise I’ll be watching you always.”

No, don’t, Jol thought. He tried to grab the demoness, to command her to stop, but he no longer had the strength. He barely had the strength to blink—the world was fading, turning to nothing but vague angles and shades of gray.

“You’d better give me a good show,” Envy whispered, biting down gently on his bottom lip. “I want to watch you save the world, Master. And wherever I end up, you’d better believe that I’m going to be getting myself off while I watch you make those harem girls scream your name…!”

Jol opened his mouth as the world collapsed.

A wave of brilliant white light engulfed his familiar demon like a flare.

All at once, the world came rushing back in. Color filled his eyes; a searing pain exploded in his side as he became aware of his body once more. The taste of mint filled his mouth, his nostrils, stinging and searing—and this time, the bitter aura of rust retreated.

He wasn’t cured; not by a long shot. But a moment ago, he’d been tumbling over the edge of the cliff. Now he was a few feet away from it, though inching back with every moment blood dripped from his body.

“Envy?” Jol blinked away the last of the darkness, wincing at a pain in his side. He needed further healing, yet he’d have crawled across a battlefield to find the woman who’d just saved his life. “Envy, where are you…?”

He found her lying next to the platform. Smoke poured from her nostrils and mouth; she groaned faintly when he reached down and picked her up, but he could tell she was very close to succumbing to her wounds—the wounds she’d taken for him, to ensure he made it back to Keynes and to the embrace of his harem.

She thought she was going to die, Jol realized. That by giving up her energy, she’d destroy herself to heal me…

He was very glad it hadn’t worked out that way.

Behind him, the platform finished its work. A brilliant pillar of white light formed in the center of the disc, expanding from a whisper thin filament to a thick cord in the blink of an eye. Through it, Jol saw the now-familiar backdrop of the underground—specifically, the bunker he and Envy had been in before they’d been tossed across the world into the heart of the Autarch’s territory.

An arm pushed through the gap. Then another.

Then Aeronwen stepped out onto the platform, blinking at the sudden transition.

She saw the body of the Lord of Bitterness, and her jaw dropped. Then she saw Jol standing next to the platform, cradling Envy’s burnt, wounded body in his arms, and let out a cry unlike any he’d ever heard before.

“No!” Aeronwen screamed, racing to Jol. “What happened to her? What did the Lord of Bitterness do?”

A lump formed in Jol’s throat. “She did this to herself,” he said, feeling so angry he could spit. “I was wounded; I wasn’t going to make it. She healed me, at the cost of taking all my wounds upon herself…”

With a hiss, Aeronwen put her hand to the demoness’s throat. “Her pulse is weak, but she’s fighting,” the Woman in Blue said fiercely. “I’d expect nothing less from her.”

She was proud of his familiar. Almost as proud as he was.

“She’s been poisoned,” Aeronwen growled, sounding offended by the violation. “It’s sizzling in her veins, and she’s doing her best to resist it. It’s trying to burn her alive from the inside out!”

“Then do something!” Jol roared.

Aeronwen snapped to attention like a soldier on a battlefield. “One second!”

Jol watched her go, cradling the familiar in his arms. The Woman in Blue jumped through the portal without a second thought, ignoring that dreadful lurching sensation that had disoriented Jol so during his trip to the Scourge. He sensed she had far more important things to worry about.

A moment later, she returned.

And she was no longer alone.

The cavalry had arrived.

The entire harem spilled through the portal, each wearing expressions more worried than the last. They didn’t even notice the tower they were in, or the body of the Lord of Bitterness cooling in the corner. Envy was all they saw—and all they knew was that one of their number was in desperate need.

“Girls!” Aeronwen’s voice rode the edge of panic. “Envy needs our help! I need you all to assist me in healing her, now!”

It never failed to amaze Jol how much natural authority his woman commanded. It only took a word and the entire harem organized itself to her whim, gathering around the comatose Envy and summoning their most powerful spells to pull her back from the brink of death. While the women worked, Godfrey kept an eye on the portal, as if he were worried something might try to close it from the other end and strand them all.

“It’s in her chest!” Aeronwen snapped. The woman sounded like a surgeon, calling out commands with an almost clinical air. “Gwen, keep supporting her neck. Jessamyn and Hannon, concentrate your spells on her torso. I’m going to try and cleanse her.” The Woman in Blue closed her eyes for a moment, gathering her strength. “Everyone pray I get this right. I’ve never tried this on a bloody demon before…”

Aeronwen lifted both hands and channeled, her eyes wild with power. A beam of soothing light spilled from between her fingers, washing over the demoness like a balm. Envy gave a little jerk, as if she were trying to signal the other women in the harem somehow. As if she were trying to thank them.

Tears spilled down Gwen and Jessamyn’s faces as they worked. “You’re going to be okay,” the blonde assured Envy as she closed the familiar’s wounds. “We’re not going to let you die, Envy! Do you hear us?”

“You’re not an outsider!” Gwen said, sobbing. “You’re one of us! We don’t want you to have to feel like you’re on the outside looking in anymore! Come back to us, Envy, please come back…”

Jol heard Godfrey gasp. When he turned, the white-haired man was staring at the body of the Lord of Bitterness, his face full of an amazement Jol had never seen before.

“The Lord of…!” Godfrey trailed off, gawking at him. “You killed one of the Seven!?”

He had. It was a mighty deed.

And none of it would matter if he lost Envy now.

“He did what?” Hannon glanced up from her work and saw the bloated body of the Lord of Bitterness sitting in the corner. She froze like a statue, poleaxed. “By all the Gods that ever were,” she whispered. “One of the bloody Seven is dead—”

Aeronwen snapped her fingers in the woman’s face. “You’ll be dead if you don’t help me save Envy!” she growled. Jol had never heard her express such anger towards Hannon before. “She needs your magic, now!”

Somehow, the Executor managed to turn away from the Lord of Bitterness and return to her work.

Godfrey stood next to Jol, staring at the Lord of Bitterness like he couldn’t make himself believe the beast was actually dead. “How did you do it, lad?”

Under other circumstances, Jol would have been thrilled to tell the tale. But these weren’t those circumstances.

“The eyes,” he said, pointing at the ruined wreck of the beast’s face. “The armor’s too thick—you’ll never get through. But when I shattered one of the monster’s eyes with a dagger, there was some kind of lightning inside. It burned me, but the beast died without it. It’s to them what blood is to us, I think.”

Godfrey nodded slowly. “The Seven have a weakness,” he said, his tone both fierce and grim. “The Autarch’s lieutenants can be beaten.” His hand came down on Jol’s shoulder. “Lad, you may have just saved the whole of the Second Empire.”

He might have done just that. He’d slain the monster that had been haunting his nightmares since he was a boy. He’d freed himself from its clutches, and he’d learned a secret that might very well save all of the Second Empire.

Yet in that moment, he’d have traded the whole of it to save Envy instead.

“My familiar,” he said, turning back to the task at hand. “She…”

Aeronwen stood up, rocking back on her heels.

“The worst of the damage has been undone,” the Woman in Blue said, sounding utterly exhausted. “It’s not perfect, and it’s not pretty, but she will live.”

The relief that washed over Jol Rivers as he heard those words was indescribable.

“That lightning turned to poison in her veins. It burnt every inch of her body from the inside out.” Aeronwen glanced over at the ruin that was the Lord of Bitterness. “Though not as powerfully as it did to your enemy.”

“She’s going to feel like hell for a few days,” Hannon said. “Weeks, maybe. But she’ll be okay.”

A few moments later, Jessamyn sat down on the floor on her ass, her short skirt swishing around her thighs. “Wounds are closed,” she announced, sharing a little high-five with Gwen. “They should stay put—the magic we used on them is pretty strong.”

“The weird thing is that these wounds don’t make any sense,” Gwen added. “She was practically torn apart inside, but she looked almost fine from the outside. What did the Lord of Bitterness do to her?”

“It wasn’t him,” Jol grunted. He was amazed that Gwen had been able to put it together so quickly. She’d make an excellent battlefield healer someday. “They were my wounds. She performed a ritual to save me from them. A ritual that she believed was going to kill her.”

Jessamyn’s face paled. “A familiar sacrificing itself to save its Master… I’ve heard of that.” She looked at Envy with a new level of respect, bordering on awe. “For a demon to survive a ritual like that, even with immediate healing, she’d have to be incredibly powerful…”

“Or incredibly devoted.” Aeronwen rolled her head across her shoulders slightly. “Her love for you saved her, Jol. If this creature did not adore you with every fiber of her being, she’d be dead right now.”

Jol was already shaking his head. “She would be dead if it weren’t for you,” he said thickly. “Girls… Hannon… thank you so much. There’s no way I can ever show my gratitude for this…”

Aeronwen laughed. “Us? Jol, darling… you killed one of the Seven. There are not enough thanks in all of Keynes to reflect such a deed.”

With a start, Jol realized the other women were all nodding, too. They’d all loved and respected Jol before this—respected him in ways that most men only dreamed about seeing from their women, but after this, they couldn’t help but see him in a whole new light.

He wasn’t just their man. He was their hero.

“Envy,” Jol rasped, frowning deeply. “She…”

“She needs rest,” Aeronwen said. “We all do, my love. We should return to the Lyceum at once and report on what has happened here. Everyone needs to know that it’s not just possible to defeat the Seven, but that one of them has actually fallen—”

“It’s moving,” Godfrey said.

Something squirmed inside of the center of the Lord of Bitterness’s gray body, something wriggled like a jellyfish, trying to escape through the cracks in the beast’s carapace.

Jol stepped forward.

It’s a kind of machine, he realized, staring at the broken carapace. But the Lord of Bitterness is no machine—he’s a demon. A demon wearing this thing the way a knight wears a suit of armor.

He’d destroyed the armor. But he hadn’t killed the thing inside it.

Jol drew a dagger as he approached. The Lord of Bitterness—the true Lord of Bitterness—crawled from a crack in its broken armor, hissing and spitting like a snake. In fact, a snake was exactly what it reminded Jol of most strongly.

“Exalted One…” the demon hissed. “You—”

It was as far as the monster got.

With a growl that was far more bestial than the thing laying before him, Jol drove his dagger hilt-deep into the Lord of Bitterness’s head. His vision went red as he twisted the knife, slamming the steel deep again and again.

“You tried to kill my woman!” he grunted, cutting clean through what was left of the demon’s head. “This is for Envy!”

The creature sputtered, slumped over, and died. Jol felt the life leave its body; he sensed it was never a creature that had been too full of life to begin with. As he watched it stop squirming, blood oozing from its wounds, Jol waited for the flames to claim it. For it to be pulled back down to hell, where an abomination like it belonged.

A brilliant red glow surrounded the snake.

And the world exploded.
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Jol Rivers screamed.

A red film covered his vision, ripping away his senses. From somewhere far off, he could hear Aeronwen and the others crying out, marshalling their healing spells to counteract whatever it was the Lord of Bitterness was doing to him. Energy crackled through his veins, part and parcel of the Autarch’s power, trying to overwhelm and destroy him.

For a dreadful moment he wrestled with it, becoming the boy he’d been in the Expeditionary Force. Fear bloomed in his chest like a flower, and a rising wave of terror attempted to claim his mind. His heartbeat like a kettle drum, smashing against his ribcage with the mad rhythm of a hummingbird’s wings.

A wave of red filled his vision. It flowed like lava, waves of it rising and falling in a thousand different shades of crimson. Through the maelstrom, Jol thought he could see a pattern forming—there was a face there, floating before him, like a hidden figure sewn into a tapestry.

A moment later he was certain.

He was staring at the Autarch.

Hands clutched at his shoulders, but he could no longer feel them. He knew instinctively that any healing spells Aeronwen or the others cast upon him would bounce harmlessly back to their caster; he was neither in need of healing nor at all capable of being affected by a spell. Jol could see the Autarch floating in front him, the same way he knew the man—or whatever he was—could see him.

And he could feel him.

The growing awareness spread through his mind, like a sense he’d had his whole life but never thought to use. Suddenly he could sense the Autarch in the same way he could sense Envy, through the same magic that connected him to his familiar. The realization shocked him.

How could an ordinary man be connected to the Autarch?

The face floating in front of Jol’s eyes grinned. The maelstrom shifted, the Autarch’s visage growing larger as the fiend opened his maw, ready to swallow Jol whole…

No!

Even later, when the question was on the lips of every member of his harem and every important figure in Keynes, Jol Rivers would have no explanation for how he did what he did next. All he knew was that the rage inside of him at seeing that fact after what had happened to Envy boiled over, and before he realized what he’d done he took that maelstrom of energy coming at him and twisted it like he was trying to wrench the cork from a bottle of wine.

The red wave turned white.

Power flowed through Jol Rivers, enhancing his senses and expanding his awareness. All at once he realized the trap he’d stepped into, and knew how close he’d come to his total destruction. This power—it came from the Autarch, just like the original ‘gift’ from the Lord of Bitterness that set him on his journey all those years ago. But those abilities came to him second-hand, passed from the Autarch to one of his lieutenants and then to Jol himself.

This came straight from the source.

He was touching the same power the Autarch had used to create the Seven—the primal, elemental force that animated all of the abominations who did the Autarch’s bidding. It flowed through him like lightning, like a fever in his blood, and this was what the Autarch himself had been counting on. Killing the beast released the energy, which no ordinary human could handle. Jol should have been on fire by now, burned from the inside out by the eldritch core of the Autarch’s power.

Instead, that power was inverting. Somehow, some way, Jol’s touch cleansed it.

He cleansed the Lord of Bitterness—or what was left of the demon. The red mist before his eyes faded, becoming a brilliant white light that surrounded him like a winter aurora. He could still see the Autarch’s face floating in front of him, and he could still feel the strange awareness of the man in the back of his mind, but his power was no longer in danger of crushing him. He was no longer roaring, or smiling, or smirking.

The bloody Autarch was screaming.

“Stop him!” The Autarch’s voice was a ragged scream, hitting notes that made Jol’s eyes water and jaw ache. No human voice sounded like that; the Autarch hadn’t sounded that way when he’d held control of Jessamyn Silverbrook’s body, either. This was his true voice, not the cultured put-on he wore when he wanted to intimidate someone.

It was truly terrifying. Truly inhuman.

Jol wondered how he could ever have deluded himself into believing this creature was a man.

“Don’t let him get away with the power!” The voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once, battering at the walls of Jol’s soul to no avail. “Kill him, you fools! Rush in and kill him and his whores, now now now…!”

Something shifted in Jol’s awareness. He turned, and it was like he could see through the walls of the chamber in which they stood. Outside, in the Scourge, creatures moved across the landscape, moving as quickly as they could to escape their master’s wrath.

One of them was almost here.

Another one of the Seven. The beast known as the Lord of Greed.

Jol grinned. The Autarch had no idea how great of a mistake he’d just made.

“Brace yourselves!” Jol shouted, snapping back to the real world in the blink of an eye. “We’ve got company!”

He turned around to see the entire group staring at him as if they’d never seen him before. Aeronwen, Jessamyn, Gwen: all three of them looked as if they weren’t sure whether to cower in fright before his anger or fall to their knees and praise him as a God. Behind them, Hannon and Godfrey looked only slightly less moved by this development.

“My love!” Aeronwen managed. “You…!”

Jol was glowing.

Beams of brilliant white light wrapped themselves around his arms. Power filled him the way strong drink fills a man, taking his senses and lifting them into the stratosphere. He could feel the Autarch off in the distance, sitting atop his throne at the heart of the Scourge, summoning every monster and abomination he could call to arms to attack and destroy Jol and his harem.

It was too late. There was already a monster in the tower. Him.

He glanced down. Envy lay across the platform, still comatose, her long hair scattered messily around her face. The demoness wasn’t healed, but she was resting comfortably. Jol could sense her wounds now, could see the devastation the Lord of Bitterness had wrought inside of her. He knew exactly how long it would take her to recover.

Too long, he thought. Let’s speed that up.

“Envy,” he said, passing a hand over his familiar. “Get up!”

At his command, white light engulfed the demoness. Aeronwen and Jessamyn gasped as his familiar was lifted into the air; Gwen cried out, sinking to her knees in shock. Godfrey looked as if he were about to intervene, but Hannon grabbed his shoulder and held him back, sharing a look with the man that would have raised eyebrows were it not for the more important thing happening in front of them.

Envy’s back arched as the power entered her. As Jol touched her, he nearly wept at the realization of how close she’d come to death in order to save him. The work of his harem and their healing spells had been heroic, and all of them working in concert had been barely able to keep the demoness from slipping into the great beyond.

It was time to finish what they’d started.

Envy’s body began to glow. Her eyelids fluttered as the last of her internal damage was healed; she was fixed, and then all of a sudden, she was better than fixed.

She was becoming something new. Something powerful.

Something both of them deserved.

The whole group watched as Envy’s form changed. As the light infiltrated her, burning away her old mistakes and imperfections, everything that was demonic within his familiar fell away, discarded like the cocoon of a butterfly. Her skin became tanned and healthy, her hair lightened into platinum blonde waves that shimmered down her back, and her tail and horns vanished.

In their place were a pair of sleek white wings.

Her eyes opened. They were no longer red, but a piercing, brilliant shade of blue.

“God-in-flesh,” Aeronwen whispered, the first to recover enough to speak. “She’s not a demon any longer. She’s… she’s…”

“A seraph,” Godfrey said. “One of the Creator’s own defenders!”

Seraphs were legendary creatures. According to the books Father Kevan read to the congregation in Littlereach every seventh-day, the Seraphs were angelic beings crafted by the Creator to keep law and justice throughout the Second Empire. They were his lieutenants, creatures as close to him as the Seven were to the Autarch.  Each was granted powers beyond human understanding, along with magic strong enough to resist the Autarch and his creatures.

Like the Creator himself, they’d disappeared when the Autarch invaded the Second Empire. Some people—like the enlightened people who lived and worked in the Lyceum and looked at the rest of the Second Empire with barely concealed disdain—doubted they’d ever existed at all.

They would doubt no longer.

A seraph stood before them, reborn, in the flesh.

Envy looked down at her new body, her eyes widening for a moment in sheer disbelief. Then the expression faded, replaced with a confident smile. White light streamed from her, with a thick band of it connecting the seraph to her new master.

The bond between them was familiar to Jol: it was still the connection he had with his familiar demon, only flipped upside down. Awareness of Envy pushed into the back of his brain, warring for space with his new sixth-sense towards the Autarch.

Envy turned him, her wings unfurling, and gave him a look that was hotter than hades. She nibbled her bottom lip, touseling her long blonde hair as she looked him up and down.

“God-in-flesh,” the seraph giggled, the word no longer blasphemous coming from her lips. “You really do know how to make a girl feel special, don’t you, Master?”

Jol grinned. “Don’t get too ahead of yourself,” he said, turning to face the entrance of the turret. “We’ve got company.”

Envy paused, cocking her head gently to the side. “Oh, I see,” she whispered, her eyes narrowing. “That bastard the Autarch’s really pulling out all the stops, isn’t he?”

“He is,” Jol agreed. “He’s flailing. I think he’s just starting to realize what he’s done.”

“Jol?” Jessamyn clung to Aeronwen, and both of them were shying away from the white light surrounding him like a halo. “What… what’s happening? How did you do that to Envy? How are you doing any of this…?”

“He absorbed the Lord of Bitterness’s power,” Aeronwen murmured. “And he cleansed it, somehow. He turned it from evil to good.”

“Turned a demon into a servant of the Creator,” Godfrey said. “God-in-flesh, I was joking when I said you’d saved the Second Empire, blacksmith. Did you have to do it for real?”

It was a joke, but Jol didn’t have time to laugh. “Get behind us,” he instructed the group. “Stay near the portal, just in case, and be ready to jump through it if things get dicey.”

“Dicey?” Gwen asked. “Jol, the Lord of Bitterness is dead—”

A black shape forced its way through the entrance of the turret.

“Get back!” Jol roared, drawing his daggers. He was only slightly surprised to discover their hilts were now wrapped in pearl and gold, and that the blades were now both several inches longer and curved like the scimitar he’d summoned with his conjuration magic. The weapons had always been a part of him.

Now they were his in a whole new way.

Jol and Envy put themselves between the newcomer and the rest of the group. In the brilliant light spilling from their bodies, the thing slinking into the ancient chamber looked even darker and more sinister than the abomination Jol had just defeated. It moved across the stone floor like a centipede, its body made up of over a dozen different segments covered in that same gray, impenetrable armor. Legs extended from each carapace, beating a tattoo against the ground.

“You!” the abomination shrieked. It had a face like a dragon, with a long, curved snout and beady green eyes of the same sort that Jol destroyed with his daggers while fighting the Lord of Bitterness. A pair of slender antennae extended from either side of his head, swaying gently as he came to a stop. “Exalted One! At last, we’ve got you right where we want you!”

Envy’s transformed fact twisted in disgust. “The Lord of Greed,” she spat, drawing her wings in close around her beautiful body. “Even among the Autarch’s servants, this worm is the lowest of the low!”

Jol nodded gravely. “Should be easy enough to deal with this one.”

The Lord of Greed did a double take. “A worm?” he hissed. “You’ll be food for the worms soon enough, blacksmith! You’ve lit this turret up like a fucking beacon! Every monster in the Scourge will be here soon, and they’ll crush you and your little whores…!”

Jol made a show of looking around the room. “I don’t see them. Only you.”

The monster gave a start. Its antennae swiveled from Jol to Envy, truly seeing the seraph for the first time, and something impossible filled his inhuman face.

“No,” the abomination gasped, as if denying it would make it untrue. “No, I recognize you! You served our Lord! You were one of his demons!”

“I am a demon no longer,” Envy said, standing up straighter. “There’s only one man I serve now, worm. You’re looking at him!”

“That’s not possible,” the Lord of Greed said flatly. “There are no seraphs any longer! My Lord killed them all! Strangled them with his bare hands…!”

“Thank you for giving me another reason to kill him,” Jol said.

The worm backed up a step, all of its spindly legs moving in concert. “She’s a demon!” he howled, both his antennae pointing right at Envy. “She can’t be a seraph! She’s marked with sin, she’s evil to the bone! This has to be some kind of clever trick—!”

Jol was already shaking his head. “I purged her of that evil,” he said, gesturing at the crumpled body of the Lord of Bitterness. “Just as I purged your comrade in arms. Just like I’m going to purge you.”

For a moment, Jol was certain the Lord of Greed was going to turn tail and run. It would have been a smart move, to be sure—he’d arrived ahead of the main body of the Autarch’s force, and he had no monsters to back him up.

But then Jol saw the abomination’s green eyes flash. The Lord of Greed was nothing if not greedy, and the thought of being the first to defeat Jol Rivers and reap the rewards was a greater spur than the fear of losing.

“Yaaaah!” the abomination roared.

The Lord of Greed sprang forward with surprising speed, all of its legs pushing off of the stone floor as one. The creature flew through the air, soaring much more like a bird than a worm, looking for a moment almost like the dragon one would have assumed it to be if shown only a picture of the abomination’s head. Its face twisted into an expression of pure avarice, its green eyes glowing with a demonic light as its mouth opened wide.

It was fast. But Envy was faster.

The seraph shot across the room like a lightning bolt, grabbing the massive worm around its midsection and gripping it tight. The Lord of Greed froze in mid-air, its maw snapping on nothing at all as it tried to bite Jol.

“Got him!” Envy said, her wings flapping to keep her aloft. “How do we get through the armor, master?”

The rest of the group stared, stunned. “She just grabbed one of the Seven,” Hannon muttered, sounding as if she weren’t sure whether or not she was going mad. “She just grabbed one of the Seven in mid-air!”

“Like a bloody juggler,” Godfrey agreed. “Take him down, blacksmith!”

Jol stepped off of the platform. His muscles rippled with power; the energy he’d absorbed from the Lord of Bitterness was changing him, too, though nowhere near as dramatically as it had altered Envy. He was taller, stronger—a lieutenant of the Creator in his own right. A demigod of blacksmithing, a half-deity with the power of lightning at his back and a mind capable of forging any weapon or artifact.

In fact…

Jol sheathed his daggers. He heard Aeronwen and Jessamyn both gasp as he did so; they thought he was approaching the beast unarmed.

Nothing could be further from the truth.

The Lord of Greed squirmed in Envy’s grip, trying and failing to writhe its way out of the seraph’s arms. The way its legs kicked against nothing made it look frankly ridiculous. Jol wondered how he’d ever feared these creatures. They were nothing to be frightened of; they were merely the Autarch’s cast-offs, demons he’d raised from their places and given suits of armor to protect them against the Second Empire as they did his bidding.

But any armor could be broken.

Especially when you were a skilled blacksmith.

Jol sized the monster up, then extended a hand to the side. The air rippled around him, and suddenly he was holding a blacksmith’s hammer—the most glorious blacksmith’s hammer anyone in the Second Empire had ever seen. Its hilt was made of the same pearl and gold material as his daggers, and the blunt end of the weapon was capped with dragonstone—enough of it that forging a duplicate would have bankrupted a noble house with the effort.

“Let me go!” The Lord of Greed writhed like a little worm, aiming a bite at Jol that he blocked with a warding spell without missing a beat. “I’ll… I’ll help you! I’ll serve you instead of the Autarch! I could be a double agent—a brilliant spy! Just say the word, Exalted One, and I’m yours…!”

“You had your chance,” Jol grunted, searching for a seam in the creature’s armor. “To be honest, I doubt I would have let you switch sides, abomination. I need your power more than I need your service. Ah, here we are…”

Something squirmed in the space where two of the centipede demon’s armored plates overlapped. Jol recognized the body of one of the Autarch’s demons when he saw it—he swung the hammer, dealing a devastating blow that rang out through the turret.

As it faded, he heard his women crying out in mingled fear and awe.

“Noooo!” The Lord of Greed babbled. “Stop, stop!”

“Envy,” Jol grunted, ignoring the abomination’s cries. “Pin this worm to the wall for me, would you?”

With a grin, the seraph did just that. She summoned a golden spear out of light as she slammed the Lord of Greed up against the wall of the turret, slamming the weapon point-first through the crack in the abomination’s armor. It managed to wriggle away before it could be impaled, but the head of the spear punched through the other side of the carapace and right into the wall.

The Lord of Greed hung from it, like a butterfly held by a pushpin.

Jol wasted no time. The demon inside of the Lord of Greed’s armor pushed towards the abomination’s head; Jol brought his hammer down on the section in front of it with all of his might, crunching it inward like an emptied waterskin. Brilliant golden light flared from his conjured hammer as the unbreakable armor broke, shattering beneath the force of the blow.

The Lord of Greed screamed. The demon reversed course, heading for the tail.

With a smirk, Jol reared back and aimed another hammer blow at the segment the creature fled towards. This hit was even harder than the first one, flattening like the rounded section of armor like a burst soap bubble.

“Now you’ve got nowhere to run,” Jol grunted.

He forced the edge of the hammer into the crack between two plates of armor and peeled. The creature’s gray plates began to separate, revealing the wriggling abomination hiding inside of the Lord of Greed’s fancy armor.

It reminded Jol of eating crab. A fierce grin spread across his face as he remembered some of the feasts he’d been a part of back in the Expeditionary Force, whenever one of their missions led them to a port or a coastal town.

This was a feast of a sort, too. Jol could feel the corrupted energy flowing from the Lord of Greed, so much of it that it was almost overwhelming.

The Autarch roared at him to stop, screaming through the connection in the back of his head.

But the Autarch could not touch him. He could not touch Jol’s seraph.

He would never hurt Jol Rivers’s women ever again.

When the armor plate was bent completely backwards, Jol reached inside of the Lord of Greed’s carapace. The wriggling thing inside tried to escape his grip, failed, and then tried helplessly to cling to the interior of his carapace. A short, sharp blow from Jol’s hammer knocked the abomination loose, and then Jol was squeezing it before his face.

The Lord of Greed was even uglier than the Lord of Bitterness had been. Its demonic body was covered in sores from wriggling up and down its armored carapace, and its green eyes were sickly with corruption.

“Let me go,” it protested feebly. “You can’t do this! The Autarch—!”

“The Autarch can’t save you,” Jol said simply. “Goodbye.”

He squeezed. And squeezed.

Beams of white light exploded from inside the demon’s body. The Lord of Greed let out a cry loud enough to shatter glass, the single note rising higher and higher as the pain intensified. Black ichor flowed from his broken body, dripping from it like a rag being wrung dry.

Before any drop of it could hit the ground, it was cleansed.

A rush of power filled Jol Rivers as the creature died. With his enhanced senses, he could suddenly feel everything: the dilating of Godfrey’s eyes as his capillaries opened, shock filling him at watching a second member of the Seven die as quickly as the first. The flush of heat to Aeronwen’s cheeks, matching the sudden rush of blood between her legs as watching her man conquer turned her on so much she couldn’t stand it.

And, unfortunately, the veritable army massing in all directions.

Jol and Envy shared a look. The knowledge passed from master to familiar in a single glance; suddenly, Envy knew everything he knew. An entire force of abominations loomed just over the horizon. Swarms of inhumi, flocks of kaervi, and the most dangerous creatures the Autarch employed: the remainder of those abominations known as the Seven.

All five of them were closing in on the turret.

Envy met his gaze and nodded. “We’re not ready,” she agreed. “Not yet. We need to be stronger.”

“We need the right weapon,” Jol agreed with a smirk.

“Something tells me you already know what you’re going to do.”

Jol nodded.

“More monsters?” Aeronwen managed to lift herself from the haze of arousal, returning to the present moment. “My love, how many…?”

“All of them,” Jol grunted. “We have to go. But before we do, I have a final gift for the Autarch. A taste of what is to come.”

Jol tossed the broken body of the Lord of Greed to the floor. He stretched out his fingers, grabbing the power within him and twisting it in ways he couldn’t have consciously explained, and when he stretched out his free hand tiny beams of light shot from between his fingers.

Each one streaked across the room, striking a member of Jol’s entourage and bathing them in a brilliant white light.

It wasn’t enough to turn them all into seraphs. To do that would have required the combined might of all of the Seven, filtered through his primal ability, and he doubted that his group could stand against even the remaining five with the power he had now.

But it enhanced them. It made them better.

Wrinkles fled from Aeronwen’s face as she cried out, the white tendrils wrapping around her taking on a blue tinge. Next to her, Jessamyn Silverbrook’s eyes rolled back in her head as she was lifted off of the ground, something black and sodden flowing out of her open mouth to form a pool on the floor.

The Autarch’s scream in the back of Jol’s head took on a whole new dimension. Jol smirked in response, his eyes closing for a moment.

“I told you she was mine,” he told his enemy. “Now you’ll never touch her again.”

Jessamyn gasped, sputtering and coughing as the last of the Autarch’s power was forced from her body. The bond the Autarch had formed with her in infancy was shattered, severed by the power of two of his lieutenants combined in one man. When Jessamyn’s eyes opened, they were clearer than Jol had ever seen, tinged with wonder at being finally free.

The rest of his group were all changed by the power, though none to such an extreme degree. Hannon’s eyes glowed fiercely, while some of the white retreated from Godfrey’s hair. Gwen’s crimson hair took on a dark streak down the middle, and her voluptuous body grew even more tempting and ripe, as if she were the direct descendent of some forest fertility goddess.

He’d given a piece of the power to all of them. But there was so much left. So much energy that it threatened to overwhelm him.

And so he did the only thing he could think of to do with such a bounty.

He sent it outward.

As Jol and his harem beat a tactical retreat through the portal, traveling back to the labyrinth beneath Keynes in the blink of an eye, a wave of power rippled across the Scourge. It struck the army of monsters and flung them backwards like bowling pins, killing a few but mostly just stunning and injuring them.

The real damage was psychological.

Because as the wave of energy broke in the sky over the Scourge, the clouds began to clear. The sky opened, brilliant and blue, and the barren ground looked ever so slightly less barren as golden rays rained down on the Autarch’s dominion.

The remainder of his abominations couldn’t believe it.

For the first time in a thousand years, the sun shone on the Scourge.
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The Lyceum welcomed them back with open arms.

Just as Jol expected, a group of imperial inquisitors were gathered around the pit waiting for them as they made their way back to the surface. The black-robed police officers took one look at the glowing, muscular man in their midst and instantly backed down, staring at Jol and his harem with shocked expressions. The imperial geomancers who’d been maintaining the entrance were no less surprised.

“You can close that in,” Jol said, shooting the command over his shoulder. “We won’t be needing it any more.”

“M’lord?”  The man looked poleaxed.

“You heard me!” Jol lifted his arm, and his hammer appeared in his hand. “Close the labyrinth! It’s nothing but a trap. The Autarch intends to send his troops through the underground tunnels.”

The man gave a start and saluted. Actually saluted.

“We won’t let them, m’lord!” he said, turning to his fellows. “Come on, you lazy snails! Let’s get this pit filled in!”

“Wait a second!” One of the imperial inquisitors had recovered enough to speak. “Belay that order! Blacksmith, Councilman Keene needs to speak to you—!”

Jol turned to the man, glaring at him. The inquisitor shrank backwards, overwhelmed by fear to be beneath that gaze.

“Good. I need to speak to him.” Already some of the glow was fading from Jol’s body. The power was still within him, ready to be unleashed at any moment, but he was beginning to realize that he didn’t need to have it deployed and active all the time. It only frightened people to see him in such a manner. “Tell Councilman Keene to meet me at the home of Lady Aeronwen. Have him bring the rest of the Council, as well.”

The man’s brows shot skyward. “I don’t know how he’ll feel about a command like that, m’lord…”

Jol laughed. “I don’t care. You can tell him to take it up with me if he’s offended.”

The man was speechless.

By the time they reached Aeronwen’s apartments, a crowd had gathered. Jol half-expected the Council to deploy guards to keep them from getting home, and he was already bracing himself to show his new daggers and tell the story of defeating two of the Seven to get the leaders of the Lyceum to back down.

But none barred his passage. Perhaps none dared

Word of their arrival must have traveled fast, for Tyssa met them at the door. The mocha-skinned woman looked transformed since the last time Jol had seen her—she was dressed in the height of imperial fashion, with a half-dozen household servants at her back. Her hair, which she’d always changed at whim, was now back into a mass of short braids, with bits of gold jewelry and shimmering ringlets tucked into the dark tangles.

She embraced Jol as he reached the front door, throwing her arms around him and covering his mouth with her own. “My Lord,” the woman purred, pressing her forehead against his as she welcomed him home. “I wasn’t expecting you to return so early! I’ll have to have the servants prepare a feast!”

A feast sounded good indeed. But first, they had work to do.

“Good,” Jol said, kissing her back. “We missed you.”

Tyssa’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “I’ve been anything but idle,” she said, biting down on her bottom lip. Though she carried herself with the bearing of a powerful, independent woman, in Jol’s arms she reverted to that same gossip-loving servant girl who wanted nothing more than to pull him into a closet and have her way with him. “I have many things to report, m’lord. I think someone from the Council has been keeping tabs on the house…”

The gorgeous steward trailed off as she glanced at the rest of the harem. She noticed Envy for the first time, and her jaw dropped open.

“Your demon,” Tyssa said, her brown eyes sparkling. “She’s not a demon anymore!”

Envy chuckled. “No, I’m not,” she said.

“My goodness, you’re gorgeous!” Tyssa looked the beautiful seraph up and down, evidently liking what she saw. “I mean, you were beautiful before, Envy, but damn! You look so much like a human now that I thought Jol had picked up another woman while he was exploring the underground!”

“We have so much to tell you about,” Jol said. Now that he was finally home, he felt almost like a teenager again. He was so eager to tell Tyssa about everything that had happened—and to inform the Council, as well. Big changes were about to come to Keynes. “The first thing that you should know is that we went to the Scourge.”

Tyssa’s cheeks went pale. “The Scourge!?” she gasped, looking over the group. This time, Jol could see her doing a headcount, double checking that everyone who’d left had come back safely. “That’s you-know-who’s homeland, my lord! Was that wise?”

“We didn’t have much choice in the matter,” he said jokingly.

The gorgeous steward shook her head. “Of course,” she said, gesturing for all of them to come inside. “Please, all of you, be welcome! I’ll have the servants prepare a feast, but in the meantime I can get everyone refreshments and a place to sit…”

The household servants took over as Jol and his women were whisked inside. Most of them were new faces; Tyssa had gone on a hiring spree while they were gone, ballooning the size of the household staff. With a smirk, Jol wondered which ones were there to clean and which were just there to spy on the other noble houses. They got everyone off the streets and into Aeronwen’s apartments with a speed that was shocking.

What also shocked him was the size of the apartments.

Tyssa hadn’t just been hiring new staff while they were gone. The steward had given their rooms a total remodel, renovating them for the needs of Jol’s ever-growing harem.

“We purchased the two adjoining apartments from their owners,” Tyssa explained as she led the group into the sitting quarters. “We own nearly this entire floor of the building, m’lord. It’s made for excellent privacy, not to mention security.”

Jol nodded. Yet again, the walls of the suite had been torn down and moved back, reflecting the new amount of space Tyssa and her designers had to play with. The irony wasn’t lost on him: while they worked around the clock to keep the Autarch from conquering the Second Empire, Tyssa conquered the suites around theirs like a warlord seizing more land.

“I even took the liberty of installing a nursery suite in one of the new apartments, m’lord,” Tyssa explained with a smile as she sat them down. Servants flitted into the room with trays of food and drink, which Jol and his harem all sorely needed. “It’ll be close enough for you to visit your babies whenever you want, but far enough away for you to get your rest.”

“Or make new babies,” Gwen giggled.

Jol’s brows rose. Babies? Yes, they had been talking about that, hadn’t they? It was hard to focus on terrestrial concerns with this power flowing through his veins. He knew he’d get used to it eventually. Already, his body was learning to master it.

After a short amount of small talk, where Aeronwen was assured that the renovations were going well and the steward’s gossip networks were proceeding apace, Tyssa turned to her man and scooted closer, practically putting herself in her lap.

“Alright, my lord,” the woman said, straightening her braids. “Tell me what happened.”

Jol wasn’t terribly interested in doing that. If anything, he’d much rather have lifted Tyssa into the bedroom and begun the work of filling that nursery with new life right away. But he and Aeronwen had work to do, and only a short window of surprise in which to do it.

“In a few minutes,” Jol assured her. “I’d rather not have to do this twice.”

A curious look spread across the steward’s face. “Twice, m’lord? But who—?”

The door to the sitting room opened. A harried-looking servant raced in, barely older than Jessamyn.

“Mistress Tyssa!” she said, practically falling to her knees. “We have visitors! I asked them to wait, but they refused—!”

Jol was already out of his seat. Councilman Keene stood in the doorway, flanked by two of the black-clad imperial inquisitors Jol was growing to loathe. Behind him were a half-dozen members of the city’s Council.

He quickly counted heads. Not everyone was in attendance, but it was a quorum. They could make decisions.

Good, Jol thought. They were going to need to.

“Alright, blacksmith, what’s all this?” Keene bristled like a hedgehog as he stepped into the sitting room, casting a desultory gaze over all the women in attendance. His gaze froze for a moment when he saw Godfrey—he’d been made to look a fool in front of him before—but he quickly moved on, recovering smoothly. “You dare to give orders to one of my men?”

Jol didn’t bother denying it. “Yes, I did,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

Behind Keene, the other members of the council gasped. “He admits it!”

Councilman Keene snickered. “You come back from the underground expecting me to wait upon you like a lapdog,” the man snarled. He reached into his vest as he spoke, his fingers tightening around something hidden there. “You’ll think I’ll grovel for you, Rivers? A jumped-up commoner with barely the magic god gave an apothecary? Just because you managed to talk a couple of high-born women into bed with you, it doesn’t make you better than me!”

“You’re right,” Jol said, nodding. “It’s everything else that makes me better than you.”

The man’s face filled with hatred. “I’m going to enjoy this,” he said, his rage going cold. “Jol Rivers, for the protection of the Crown, I’m placing you and your entire… group under arrest. Miss Silverbrook, please step forward so I can place this odalisque around your neck. Otherwise my men will restrain you!”

Everyone was out of their seats in an instant.

“You can’t do this,” Aeronwen was protesting. “You don’t have the authority—”

“Trumped up charges—” Hannon snapped.

“Don’t you dare touch me with that thing!” Jessamyn shrieked.

“Where’s your warrant?” Godfrey taunted. “You must have one!”

It was this last bit that rankled Councilman Keene worst of all. “His Majesty has seen the wisdom of temporarily allowing the imperial inquisitors free reign in this issue,” he said, his smile turning poisonous. “The Council will handle these matters for His Majesty, while he remains unbothered and unstained.”

“So it’s a coup, then,” Tyssa snapped. “You bastards.”

Keene laughed, sounding almost delighted. “A coup? Oh no, you stupid peasant. This is the status quo reasserting itself.” He turned back to Jol. “You won’t stop my men this time, blacksmith. They were inexperienced last time, but now I’ve brought trained killers to your doorstep. If you don’t back down, people will die. People who are close to you.”

Jol met the man’s eye and smirked.

“You’re absolutely right,” he said. “If you try to touch my women, people will die.”

“There’s no reason for this!” Godfrey roared, stepping into the fray along with Jol. “You idiots! Do you have any idea what we saw down there? What’s happened in the bloody world while you bureaucrats were plotting your little revolution?”

“Instructor Godfrey,” Keene snickered. “A cursory search of your quarters turned up seditious documents, I’m afraid. Several copies of the forbidden diaries of the disgraced Duke Alhazred. Preparing to start a book club, perhaps?”

Godfrey didn’t rise to the bait. “You planted those,” he said, laughing scornfully.

Keene shrugged. “I don’t know about any of that,” he said smugly. “What I do know is that all of you are coming with me. And that if Jessamyn Silverbrook does not have this odalisque around her neck when she leaves the room, she’ll be leaving without her head—!”

Jol had heard enough.

He reached out an arm—and summoned his hammer.

It blazed to life out of nowhere, golden and glowing. A palpable aura of goodness filled the sitting room as the weapon settled into Jol’s palm, as on a bleak, rainy day when the clouds briefly part and the sun shines down on the world. The cowardly members of the Council fell backwards, shrieking; the imperial inquisitors braced themselves for a fight.

Councilman Keene just stared at the hammer, stunned. Like a man who bet his life savings on a white stone in cups and found a black pebble sitting beneath his tumbler.

“None of this is why I asked you to come here,” Jol said, his voice so calm it surprised him. He was getting better at dealing with threats to the ones he loved without losing his cool—so long as those threats came from little pipsqueaks like Councilman Keene and the rest of the city’s rogue’s gallery. “I demanded an audience with the Council because I have something very important to say—something that will change life in the Second Empire for all of you, forever.” He eyed the Councilman standing before him, calmly noting his fear. “Are you ready to listen now?”

As if the Council couldn’t have been any more shocked, Envy chose that moment to step forward and reveal herself. A wave of light surrounded the seraph, and when it faded, her brilliant white wings protruded from her back.

Someone gasped. “Creator forgive us!” one of the Councilmembers cried. Jol thought it might have been the older woman who’d tried to argue with him about opening up the underground. “He’s got the seraphs on his side!”

“He’s brought them back!” someone else babbled. “We’re saved!”

Envy might have been a seraph now, but the smirk she gave Jol had the same mischievous sense of humor she’d possessed as a demon. “You want to tell them, babe, or should I?” she asked, cocking her head with its golden tresses to the side.

Jol had their attention now. He doubted anyone had managed to make the Council sit up and listen like this.

He cleared his throat. “The Lord of Bitterness has been slain,” he said, watching as looks of astonishment filled the faces of the Council. “As has the Lord of Greed. Two of the Autarch’s chief lieutenants are dead.”

“And the Scourge isn’t quite so scourge-y any longer,” Envy added with a lopsided smile. “Jol took care of it. Call it a… radical reclamation project!”

The Council fell all over themselves, whispering and babbling.

“What does this mean?” someone asked. “What have you done?”

“We went to the Scourge,” Jol explained. “A portal to it exists in the underground tunnels beneath the city, inside of a barracks designed to hold three thousand inhumi.” He paused, letting the horror sink into the faces of the Council. “Which is why I ordered the imperial geomancers to collapse the pit immediately.”

“This is all lies,” Councilman Keene sputtered. “The Scourge is hidden underneath the city? Not one but two of the Seven have been slain, by you? This is patently ridiculous!”

“Look at me,” Envy laughed. She spread her wings, extending them so far to either side that they resembled a tent stretched behind her back. “Do I look like I’m lying to you, Councilman?”

From the whispers behind Keene, no one else thought Jol was lying. The weaselly Councilman was his only obstacle left.

Part of Jol wanted to simply use his new blacksmith’s hammer to smash the man’s face in. He deserved it, for everything he’d put his women through—especially Jessamyn. But killing a man in cold blood was no way to go about doing what needed to be done in Keynes. Not by a longshot.

“Everything I say is the truth,” Jol continued, slowly allowing his power to leak through into the real world. His body began to glow as he lifted his hammer high, and the light show was so brilliant that some in the Council were forced to hold their hands over their eyes to avoid being blinded. “The Lords of Bitterness and Greed are dead. The Creator, in his infinite wisdom, has given me the ability to redistribute the power the Autarch used to animate them and turn it to good.”

Gasps greeted his proclamation. Keene started sputtering again, but Jol cut him off before he could raise another objection.

“Jessamyn Silverbrook has had her connection to the Autarch severed,” Jol announced. Several members of the Council winced at his use of the enemy’s true name, but Jol was far beyond being frightened of calling a spade a spade. “She needs no odalisque, and she will never wear anything meant to collar her powers again.” He looked at the young woman with pride, and the love they had for each other burned in their eyes. “The one she wears now is a symbol of her love for me, and a trophy of those who would have tried to hold this powerful beauty down. Ask them what they got for their attempt.”

“Lord Vespasian remains behind bars, true,” Keene snapped. “But—”

“My familiar Envy has been cleansed of her demonic taint,” he said, gesturing at the gorgeous, angelic blonde. “She’s a seraph now—one raised in the light of the Creator, with the will and the ability to resist the Autarch and all of his creations.”

He was laying it on a little thick, he knew. He could see Jessamyn and Gwen looking at him sideways, and the little amused look on Aeronwen’s face told him his beloved thought he was putting on quite a show. But if he needed to dress things up in mythic language to sway the council at this critical moment, he wasn’t above doing so.

Greater men than he had wrapped themselves up in the stuff of legends in order to seize power.

“The Scourge has been restored to its former glory,” Jol explained. “Or at least a piece of it. This will weaken the enemy’s ability to send invasions into the Second Empire, but it won’t stop him.” He turned to the Council now, speaking to them as an ally rather than a subject. “In order to defeat the remainder of the Seven and the Autarch himself, I’ll need to get even stronger. I’m going to need a weapon.”

Two of the Council members shared a look. “What sort of weapon, Lord Rivers?”

Councilman Keene whirled on them, the color draining from his face. “Lord Rivers? What is this foolishness—”

The woman who’d argued with Jol before finally spoke up. “Oh, come off it, Keene. The man’s about to be married to the Lady Aeronwen, and from what I’ve been told of Lord Ardor, the man is so thankful to Jol Rivers for taking Jessamyn off of his hands he’s considering giving him a barony somewhere just to ensure the girl never bothers him again!”

There were several snickers at that. But most of the Council was still staring at Jol like he was a hero out of a storybook.

“He killed two of the Seven,” one of the inquisitors whispered. The man turned to Councilman Keene like he couldn’t believe the man was still putting up a fight. “He’s a bloody hero, sir!”

“In fact,” the woman who’d spoken earlier said, “a hero like that deserves a seat on the Council, no?”

The atmosphere in the room shifted. Aeronwen stepped forward, entering the fray, giving the woman from the Council an almost imperceptible nod. Fear shone in Councilman Keene’s eyes—fear like Jol had never seen outside of a battlefield.

“The actions of the Council this afternoon are unprecedented,” Aeronwen began. The woman slipped so easily and confidently into the role of diplomat that Jol suddenly thought it should be her who sat on the Council, rather than him. “Yet they were taken with the best intentions. I believe that this… enterprise you’ve planned can be withdrawn before it goes over the brink.” She turned and glared at Councilman Keene. “Provided certain assurances are made, of course.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” the woman who’d spoken before said.

I was going to get to this, Jol thought. But Aeronwen did it a great deal smoother than I would have. She was a clever operator, and he appreciated having her by his side.

The Woman in Blue shared a look with him as if reading his mind. Perhaps she could, with her new powers.

“I move that we begin fixing this situation right now,” Aeronwen said, gesturing at the inquisitors. “Gentlemen?”

Without even having to be told to, the black-robed men seized Councilman Keene.

“What—what the bloody hell are you doing!?” He struggled in the inquisitor's grip, his face filling with offense. “Let go of me, right now!”

He didn’t realize this was going to happen, Jol thought with a smirk. How?

“Councilman Keene,” the woman said. “By unanimous approval of this quorum—” she glanced over her shoulder to see if anyone would object, “—we place you under arrest for attempting a coup against His Majesty King Willem.”

“This is absurd!” he shouted, his jaw dropping. “All of you were in on this!”

“In the spirit of forgiveness and reconciliation,” the woman continued, listening to Keene not at all, “we would like to offer Lady Aeronwen the opportunity to claim the seat on the Council that Lord Keene formerly occupied. Or to fill the seat with a person of her choosing, should she decide to do that instead.”

Aeronwen nodded. From the smirk spreading across the Woman In Blue’s face, it was obvious what she was about to say.

And yet when she said it, everyone managed to look quite shocked.

“I’m afraid I’m far too busy to personally oversee a seat on the Council,” Aeronwen demurred. “Between my position as Dean of the Lyceum, the planning necessary for the defense of the Second Empire and my… personal situation, I find myself with very little free time these days.”

The other members of Jol’s harem snickered at that.

“But I can think of someone who would be a perfect fit,” she said, smiling at Jol. “My fiance. Darling, would you accept this position in my stead?”

It couldn’t have been any more perfect if they’d planned it in advance. The Council all turned to stare at Jol, waiting to hear his response. Behind him, Gwen clasped her hands beneath her breasts, grinning, while his other women watched on with pride.

“I accept the position,” Jol said, unsummoning his hammer in a blast of white light. “With pleasure.”

“You can’t do this!” Councilman Keene cried. “This is a miscarriage of justice—!”

No one was listening. “I’ll handle the rest of this, Lord Rivers,” the woman said, inclining her head. “We’ll be certain to inform your steward when and where the next meeting of the Council will be held.”

Jol nodded absently. “What was your name again?” he asked.

The woman had the temerity to blush. “Lady Scarlett, ser,” she said, inclining her head. “Senior member of the council, with Lord Keene gone.”

“I’m still here!” the man howled.

There was nothing scarlet about Lady Scarlett. Perhaps her hair had been red once, but it had long since gone grey. She’d possibly been a great beauty once, but Jol had too many women to juggle to focus on someone like this.

“Very good. I’m going to have a few requests for you and the rest of the Council,” he told the assembled group. The inquisitors dragged Keene out of the room kicking and screaming, his cries already forgotten. “We don’t have a great deal of time, I’m afraid. There are ten days left, perhaps. I’m going to need a great deal of support in order to be ready.”

“Ten days?” Scarlett frowned, looking around at the other members of the Council as if they might have some hidden knowledge she lacked. “What happens in ten days, Lord Rivers?”

Even his women didn’t know about this. Jol cleared his throat.

“Until the rest of the Seven arrive,” Jol said. “Backed by an army of abominations. The Autarch is finished toying with us, Scarlett. He’s going to wipe out the Second Empire—and me—unless I’m ready to stop him before he can.”
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You could have heard a pin drop in the sitting room.

“He what!?” Scarlett gasped, her eyes going as wide as the night sky. “Please tell me you’re joking, Lord Rivers!”

Jol wished he was. “It’s not a jest,” he assured the Council. “We have ten days, at the maximum, before the Autarch and his forces are at our doorstep.”

A stunned silence filled the room. One of the council members suddenly turned green, raced for a planter in the corner of the room and threw up into it. Others looked like they were fighting the urge to do the same thing.

“You didn’t tell us this,” Aeronwen whispered. “My love, when did you discover this?”

Jol’s lips formed a tight little line. “Perhaps you should all sit down,” he told the assembled members of the Council. “There are a few things I have to tell you, and I’m afraid you’re not going to like it. In fact, they may frighten you even worse than what I’ve already said…”

That might have been an understatement. The Council looked as if it were verging on open revolt. Jol could practically see them thinking about their country estates, calculating how long it would take them to get in their carriages and get as far away from Keynes as possible.

In fact…

There’s an opportunity here, Jol realized.

He looked at Scarlett. Evidently, the councilwoman was thinking the same thing.

“Given the circumstances,” she said slowly, looking at Jol to make sure he wasn’t going to contradict her, “it might be best for me to remain behind while the rest of the council retires. I can pass along the information to the remainder of the group, assuming they’ll be willing to temporarily give quorum powers to the two of us—”

The rest of the council were almost comically willing to accept. Now that Jol had spilled the beans about what was coming down the pipe, none of the aristocrats remaining in Keynes wanted to be here when those monsters arrived. Everyone promised they’d touch base with Scarlett as soon as possible, but Jol felt certain that within the next few hours he’d learn that a significant portion of the nobility had already fled town.

He wondered if King Willem would run, as well. He supposed it didn’t matter much.

Once the rest of the council members were gone, the servants brought out a comfortable chair and some snacks for Scarlett. The woman looked around the room as she sat down, allowing one of Tyssa’s ladies to pour her a fresh cup of coffee.

“Well,” the woman said, amused. “That was a great deal easier than I expected.”

“I’ll say,” Aeronwen said. “You managed to get quorum power from the entire rest of Keynes’s Council.”

“And all it took was the threat of an imminent invasion,” Jessamyn finished.

Scarlett nodded. “We’re the council now,” she said, gesturing at herself and Jol. “I have voting rights for a majority of the members, and I will do so until the council can reform and set up another quorum. Which won’t be any time soon.” She smirked around her coffee cup. “I’m quite certain they’re all running for the hills about now, trying to get ahead of the Autarch’s invasion. Is there an invasion, by the way, Lord Rivers?”

Jol nodded. “I wasn’t making that part up,” he confirmed.

“Pity.” Scarlett set the mug to the side. “That would have been the only thing to make your coup even more brilliant.” She cleared her throat and leaned forward, putting her elbows on her knees. “Alright, Lord Rivers. You’ve taken over Keynes without drawing a single drop of blood. Your triumph is total. What do you need from me?”

Jol liked this woman already. Not as a lover; but as a servant. A co-conspirator.

“I need your help,” Jol said. “And your unconditional support.”

Scarlett nodded. “I’ll do everything I can.”

Envy sat perched on the edge of the couch like a gargoyle, her wings wrapped around her beautiful body. “We have to kill him,” the seraph said. “It’s the only way.”

Scarlett glanced over, surprised. “Him?”

“She means the Autarch,” Jol said, watching the councilwoman flinch. “We don’t shy away from his proper title here, as they do in so many homes in Keynes.”

The woman’s lips formed a tight little line, but she nodded. “If you’re brave enough to call him Autarch, then I suppose I will be, as well,” she agreed. “You intend to fight him? Kill him, they way you’ve done to the Seven?”

“I’ve only killed two of the Seven,” Jol said. “But yes.”

A smirk rose to Scarlett’s face. “Will you fight him atop the city wall, so that everyone can see your heroic deed?”

She meant it as a joke, but Jol took it seriously. He was already shaking his head. “No. Finding him won’t be the difficult part—if I wished, I could conjure a portal that would bring me directly to him right this instant. I have that power now.”

The woman’s eyes widened. Even Jol’s harem looked more than a little shocked.

”The problem is,” Jol continued, “that if I fought him now, I would lose. Even with the help of my women, and a seraph by my side, I would be unable to cut the head from the snake and stop this invasion before it can begin.”

It was a sobering thought.

“You’re certain?” Scarlett asked, sounding like she hoped he was wrong. “You’ve already killed two of his lieutenants and destroyed a portion of his homeland. He must be damaged, no longer at his top strength…?”

Jol frowned. “When I killed the Lord of Bitterness, I was able to take the abomination’s power into myself,” he explained. “I used most of it to sever Jessamyn’s ties to the Autarch, and to heal Envy and raise her up as a seraph. The rest of it remains comfortably within me now.”

“I’ll say,” Tyssa whimpered. “You must have gained thirty pounds of muscle since you returned from the underground, my lord. I cannot wait to see what you can do with those strong hands of yours…”

Jol gave the girl a smile, but kept his attention on the matter at hand. “But when I killed the Lord of Greed, I was unable to hold onto that power,” he explained. “It was too much for me—only the Creator himself, or some other advanced being, could contain so much energy without being ripped to shreds. I was forced to relinquish it, to release it in a cascade that purified a section of the Scourge. A good thing, to be true, but a waste where killing the Autarch is concerned.”

“What if the next time you kill one of the Seven, you unleash that wave of power right in the Autarch’s face?” Gwen asked.

Jol smiled. “It would damage him greatly,” he said. “But it would not do what I need. In order to defeat the Autarch, I need more power. I need to be able to contain the combined might of the Seven within myself. Else all will be lost.”

“How?” Scarlett asked.

“A weapon,” Jol said. “I need a weapon capable of storing that energy. I must forge it, using this.” He summoned his hammer, which blazed into existence with a crash that nearly made the whole harem leap off of the couch. “And I have very little time to do so. Now that he knows I have the potential to destroy him, the Autarch is moving in force against me. I can feel it.”

“Feel it?” the councilwoman frowned as she took a sip of the hot liquid. “So this is all speculation, then…?”

“No. I can feel him, Scarlett.” Jol pointed at his own skull. “Right in here. Just like Jessamyn was once able to.”

To say the room was stunned would have been a grave understatement. Looks of concern filled the faces of Jol’s women, while Godfrey nearly rose from his seat with shock.

“God-in-flesh,” Scarlett whispered, her cheeks pale. “Now I understand why you wanted to speak to me alone, Lord Rivers. Even after all you’ve done, there’d be those who’d want to lock you away once they knew a thing like that…”

“I pray you’re not one of them,” Jol said, still clutching his hammer. The implication was clear—if you weren’t on his side, you were his enemy.

Scarlett swallowed hard. “Of course not,” she insisted. “Bloody hell; you killed the Lord of Bitterness, Lord Rivers. And the Lord of Greed. You have a seraph sitting by your side! Of course I believe you!”

Jol relaxed a fraction. “Good,” he said. “Very good.”

Aeronwen leaned forward, positioning herself as a third pillar of their conversation. “Now that we’ve all assured each other of our loyalties, we should turn to practical matters. What do we do, darling? How do we ensure that you have what you need to defeat the Autarch when the time comes?”

It was a good question. “I’ll make you a list,” Jol said, looking at Scarlett. “There’s a number of very rare, very valuable items I’m going to need in order to forge the weapon I’ll use to kill the Autarch. In the case of some of them, the people who own such materials might balk at having to part with them—”

“I’ll make sure they’re compensated,” Scarlett said. Something almost mischievous flashed in her eyes. “And when I ask them, I’ll make sure to inform them that the Autarch has an army en route to Keynes. Likely as not they’ll take to the hills so quickly you can loot any noble estates you like without consequences.”

“Will no one stay and fight?” Tyssa asked, frowning.

“Perhaps a few,” Scarlett replied with a shrug. “But most will gladly save their own skins at the cost of the city.”

“The Lyceum will stand with Jol Rivers,” Aeronwen said. “I can promise that much, at least.”

Jol hugged the Woman in Blue tightly to his side. “I know. I appreciate it.”

Once she’d been given her marching orders, Scarlett made an excuse to leave. “I’ll have a servant report back to you on the dispositions of the other council members in twelve hours or so,” she promised. “I expect most of them will already be gone. Either way, you and your women are no longer under any suspicion from the Crown.” She looked over at Jessamyn. “And no one will try to collar you.”

“I shudder to think what would happen if they did,” Jessamyn promised.

Once the councilwoman was gone, Jol leaned back against the couch, sighing. “That went about as well as it possibly could have,” he said, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. “At least we won’t have Councilman Keene trying to arrest us while we save the world.”

Hannon gave a start. “You just captured the most powerful governing body in the city,” the Executor said, looking as if she still didn’t believe it. “The authority of Keynes is yours now. You’re the second most powerful man in the Second Empire after King Willem himself…”

“Who will almost assuredly be outside of the city by midnight,” Aeronwen said with a smirk. “Are you alright, my love?”

Jol appreciated her asking. “I’m wonderful,” he said, meaning it. “I’m afraid that only ten days until the end of the world doesn’t give us very much time for a wedding, however.”

This was about the last topic anyone in the room expected him to bring up.

“God-in-flesh, I’d almost forgotten,” Aeronwen admitted, spots of color rising to her cheeks. “My love, the ceremony doesn’t matter to me. I’d gladly go before a justice of the peace with you right now if that’s what you wanted. Or we could wait until afterwards, when the Autarch is defeated…”

Jol silenced her with a gesture. “No. I want to marry you before.” He glanced up at the other women in the room. “All of you.”

Hannon gasped.

“You’re going to marry four women at once?” the Executor asked. “Even for you, that’s beyond the pale!”

“Five,” Jol corrected. “Assuming Tyssa still wants to be my wife now that she’s returned. I haven’t asked her yet.”

Tears formed in the steward’s eyes. A moment later she was in Jol’s lap, but it wouldn’t have been fair to say she’d climbed there. His other women were so excited they’d more or less lifted her up and deposited her onto the man they all loved and respected.

“My lord…” the steward whispered. “Nothing would make me happier! Yes, of course I’ll marry you!”

Jol grinned. Even with four other women who’d already pledged their love and devotion to him, hearing those words from Tyssa made him feel like the happiest man in the Second Empire.

“Just let the Church try and tell you you can’t marry all of us,” Gwen chuckled. “You killed one of the Seven, Jol! You can do anything you want!”

“If you can even find a priest, that is,” Envy chortled. “Half of them will probably be hiding in the forest by this time tomorrow!”

“If I can’t, I always have a servant of the Creator himself to bless my unions,” Jol said.

Envy, bless her heart, didn’t get it for a moment.

“Me?” the seraph gasped, pointing at herself. “But I’m marrying you too, Master!”

“We’ll make it work,” Jol said with a shrug. “As long as the five of you don’t mind sharing a single ceremony?”

“Are you kidding me?” For the first time since he’d cleansed her of the Autarch’s influence, Jessamyn Silverbrook was the mischievous, fun-loving Lyceum girl she’d been when she and Jol first met. “There’s no one I’d rather walk down the aisle with, sir!”

“We’re yours, and you’re ours,” Aeronwen agreed, holding him and Tyssa both. “That’s just the way it will be. And if the people of Keynes don’t like it, they can hold their tongues and gossip behind our backs!”

“My people will gossip twice as hard,” Tyssa agreed. “And if things really get troublesome, you could always have the Council throw some people in jail?”

Jol doubted it would come to that. But he was glad that his women were on his side no matter what. Even tyranny, it seemed, was not enough to sway them from the path of Jol Rivers.

Perhaps it would even thrill them to be a tyrant’s wives. It sounded like a turn-on.

“If you’re getting married in the next ten days, it sounds like you’re going to need a best man in a hurry,” Godfrey said, sitting up a little straighter. “I’m not sure if you have anyone in mind, blacksmith…?”

“Actually, I do,” Jol said.

He watched the man’s face fall. “You do?”

Jol chuckled. “Indeed. A friend who’s been with me through many battles. One who is deserving of the title—even if he can’t muster up the courage to ask me for it himself.”

By the time he was finished with his little speech, Godfrey was chuckling to himself. “Very good, blacksmith! I’d be pleased to help out at the wedding. Perhaps I could bring someone to help me along, as well.”

Aeronwen’s brows shot all the way to her hairline. She hadn’t expected this.

“What?” the Woman in Blue asked. “You mean a date?”

An awkward smile spread across the white-haired man’s face. “I have proven to be rather… popular around the Lyceum of late,” Godfrey confessed, glancing at Jol with a knowing smirk. “Ever since our favorite blacksmith changed the attitude around campus, and exploded the Lyceum’s idea of what a relationship can be, I’ve been the… ah… let’s just say I’ve been the recipient of a great deal of female attention.”

Jol gawked at the man. “You dog!”

From her position on the couch, Gwen giggled. “I told you about this, sir,” the redhead said, leaning back and into Envy’s embrace. The two of them looked so good together it almost made him want to kick Godfrey and Hannon out of the apartment so they could be alone. “After you, Instructor Godfrey is totally the number-two biggest crush for girls at the Lyceum…”

It made sense. Godfrey was a handsome enough man, and he wore his years well—not to mention Jol had discovered that the women of the Lyceum seemed to appreciate an older man in ways that younger women elsewhere had failed to learn.

But so many?

When he asked Godfrey about it, the man glanced to the side. “It’s all your fault, I’m afraid,” he said, chuckling. “These women—they see you walking around campus with Aeronwen and Jessamyn both, they get ideas. I swear, half of the ones who come up and flirt with me are doing it with another partner already in mind!”

“Why, Godfrey,” Jol said, shaking his head. “You’re telling me you have a harem, too?”

“Nothing like this,” Godfrey said, looking around the room and holding up his hands. “It’s very… um, casual, I’d call it. But there is one woman who is more serious about it than the rest. One who I’d really like to bring to the wedding and introduce to all of you.”

The girls shared excited glances. Doubtless they were all wondering the same thing Jol was—just how many of the Lyceum’s comely beauties had been bouncing in and out of Godfrey’s bed over the last few weeks?

Aeronwen recovered herself, slipping back into the conversation with a polite cough. “We would be thrilled to meet her,” she said, glancing over at Jol for confirmation. “You have our permission to invite her, Godfrey, of course.”

“Great,” the white-haired man said.

Then he turned to Executor Hannon.

“So, will you?”

There could have been no greater shock than if Godfrey’s eyes had lit up with purple flames and he began speaking with the voice of the Autarch. Perhaps even that would have caused less of a commotion than the white-haired man’s simple question to the woman they knew.

The woman they thought they knew, in any case.

Hannon shot daggers at the man, crossing her arms under her heavy breasts. “You old goat,” she said, her tone irritated but full of a familiar sort of love and devotion. “You just couldn’t keep it a secret, could you?”

In full view of the harem, Godfrey pulled Hannon into his lap.

“Of course not, my dear,” the man said, grinning from ear to ear. “Why would I hide you? I want to show you off!”

Gwen’s jaw dropped all the way to the floor. “You… and Hannon? You’re…?”

“In a harem?” Jessamyn gasped.

Hannon scoffed and rolled her eyes. “It’s not like that,” she said, as prickly and acerbic as ever. “We just… play. Ever since you came to town, Mr. Rivers, there’s been no end of young women who want to play…”

“You’ve really shaken things up,” Godfrey said, wiggling his eyebrows. “For which I thank you!”

The group was stunned.

“Even I didn’t see this one coming,” Tyssa whispered, looking around like she was going to have a stern talk with her sources of gossip. “Your women must be incredibly discreet!”

“I’m torn between wanting to know the names of every woman you’ve taken to bed and plugging my ears so I can never know,” Aeronwen said, shaking her head in amazement. “Gods, to think the two of you have been painting the town red all this time! And we thought you were both such prudes!”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” Godfrey said with a shrug. “Speaking of which, I’m sure it’s time we hightailed it out of here. You and your women probably want to have a more intimate conversation now that you’re back home. Come on, Hannie.”

Aeronwen nearly spit out her tea. “Hannie?”

Hannon snickered at that. “Have a wonderful evening, Lady Aeronwen. Tomorrow, our fight against the Autarch truly begins.” She looked at Jol’s harem members one at a time, giving them the kind of look she only gave her very best students back at the Lyceum. “But tonight, I suspect all of you want to celebrate. And you’ve earned it.”

They most certainly had.

Tomorrow, the war began. Tonight, they were going to have fun.
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What Tyssa had done to most of Aeronwen’s apartments was an upgrade. But the magic she’d worked in the bathing chamber was nothing less than a revelation.

She’d turned this section of their living space into a miniature model of Keynes’s public baths. A broad, shallow pool covered the majority of the floor space, so warm that steam billowed from it to the stone ceiling above. Drains kept the water circulating, and there were several benches along the side of the chamber with their own soap, scrub brush and other implements of personal hygiene. Towards the rear of the chamber, a small separate area functioned as a sauna, with a brazier of burning coals.

Good heavens. There were pillars.

Even having mostly adjusted to his new station in life, Jol was thrown off-guard by the sheer opulence on display. Surely King Willem himself didn’t bathe himself in a chamber as nice as this.

Steam rose from the center of the pool, covering the walls in a slick wet sheen. There were mirrors near the entrance and exit of the chamber, but they’d fogged over from all the moisture in the air.

Which was good, as Jol didn’t particularly want to see himself naked.

He stepped into the room, clad only in a towel. The irony hadn’t escaped him that he’d gotten ready so much faster than his harem — even though they all intended to share this new facility, the builders had still insisted on creating a locker room for women as well as one for men. His girls were still dressing—or undressing, in this case — while he had something of a head start.

Well. He’d better enjoy it, then.

Discarding his towel, he stepped into the pool. The water was warm, coming up just above his belly button. He waded across, enjoying the way the heat melted away the last of the chill inside of him, and found the bench near the center of the pool and sat down.

A pungent stone of soap sat at his right. He scrubbed his body with it until his skin was red, washing away the last remnants of the Scourge and the trip to the underground, then watched as the drains pulled away the lines of suds and replaced them with clean water.

Next came his hair and his beard, the latter of which had grown unruly since his adventures began. When he glanced down into the bathing pool to check his reflection, he realized that he really did look like some kind of thunder demigod. Between his new muscles and his shaggy facial hair, he cut a fearsome sight indeed.

He was still staring when he heard someone else enter the pool.

When he glanced up, he was staring at Envy. The seraph had dismissed her wings, but her body remained every bit as glorious as it was when she’d first transformed. She watched him with her piercing blue eyes as she sashayed through the water, grinning like a woman with a secret.

God-in-flesh, she looked so good. He was a lucky man.

Her breasts floated atop the surface, so that the water played around her nipples. Envy made no secret of how turned on she was—each chestnut areole was as hard as a diamond, aching to be kissed and sucked.

“You got here first,” Jol said, relaxing into his seat. His cock stiffened beneath the water at the sight of her—one of his five wives to be. “Did you race?”

Five wives.

That still made him dizzy.

Envy settled into the bench next to him, the waves lapping at her waist as she used a cup to pour hot water over her head. “Not really,” the seraph admitted. “The other girls talked, and we decided that since you haven’t gotten to see the new me yet in all my glory, I’d get a few minutes to myself before they join the party.”

His women really were thoughtful. He’d lost track of the number of times he and Envy had made love, but with her new body, there was a newness that hadn’t been there before. The seraph trembled with excitement, her cheeks ruddy with arousal and her thighs clenching together beneath the water.

She looked at him like she could swallow him whole—like a starving woman, looking at a banquet.

Jol loved it.

Envy put her hand on his shoulder and climbed up into his lap. Water sloshed up the sides of the bathing pool as she settled atop his legs, and the warmth of the water mingled with the heat of her pussy where it pressed against the length of his erection.

She reached between them and gripped the root of his manhood in her hand. Her touch was electric fire, and the groan that escaped him as she gave him a slow stroke was less that of a man than a beast.

“Master?” Envy locked eyes with him, on the cusp of mounting him completely. “There’s something I wanted to ask you.”

“Yes?” he gasped. Now wasn’t the time, but the seraph was insistent.

She was also desperate. Her words came out fast, even as her thighs quivered around him and her fingers slid down his shaft.

“Ever since you changed me, I’ve felt different,” the seraph whispered. She kept her voice down, like she didn’t want the rest of the harem to hear her if they suddenly intruded on their privacy. “I mean, I know I’m different—I’m not a demon anymore, for one thing—but it’s like I can see things I couldn’t see before? And I can… ngggh… feel…”

The seraph’s eyes fluttered in her head. Pure bliss coursed through her body, so strong that an ordinary human would never have been able to stand it.

“I know,” Jol said, running his fingers through the seraph’s lustrous locks. “It’s okay, Envy.”

“I can feel this,” she gasped, giving his cock a squeeze. “It’s almost like I’m touching myself when I do this! Because I’m part of you now, aren’t I, Master? The bond between us is so much stronger than it used to be…!”

“It’s true,” Jol said, pulling her to him. “I know more than just where you are now at all times, Envy. I know how you’re feeling. What you want. What you love.”

The seraph locked eyes with him.

“I love you, Master,” she panted, lowering herself onto him. “Fuck, I love you so much…!”

One hard thrust and Jol was inside her. Water spilled over the side of the bathing pool as the seraph impaled herself upon Jol, her hips grinding against him as the angelic woman moaned into his shoulder. She kissed his neck, then bit it, her nails feeling more like claws as she gripped him tight.

His seraph was an animal in his arms. Jol couldn't have been prouder of her.

With a grunt, he placed his hands under Envy's ass and carried her into the deeper end of the bathing pool. She locked her legs around him as they moved through the water, desperately rocking her hips to get more of him inside of her even before Jol started to fuck her in earnest. When they reached the far end of the pool, he pushed her up against a wall, standing in the shadow of one of the pillars.

“Don’t be gentle with me,” the seraph giggled. For a moment Jol could have sworn she had her old fangs back. “Just because I’m some kind of holy being now, it doesn’t mean I don’t like to get fucked like a nasty slut. I’ll be disappointed if you don’t pound me even harder than you used to, Master…!”

Her words broke off in a cry of bliss as Jol thrust his hips forward. His cock pummeled Envy’s inner walls, which were so tight around him that a part of his brain whispered that the seraph had regained her virginity when her body transformed.

Envy cried out like a songbird on every thrust, impaling herself deeper on Jol's rod as he hit all of those special spots deep inside of her. As he picked up speed, more water sloshed over the side of the pool, covering the tiled floor in a messy puddle. Jol was glad he hadn’t taken Envy out of the water and fucked her against one of the pillars. They might have cracked from how hard the two of them were going!

Jol was a bull. His hips blurred as he fucked her faster, harder, deeper. This wasn't even lovemaking any longer—for lovemaking required Jol to worry about the writhing, mewling slut beneath him. Envy told him she wanted to be used hard, like the old days. And he was using her—using her up, taking every inch of her body to clear his mind before his final confrontation with the Autarch. To celebrate his victory.

“Gawwwd in flesh!” Envy whimpered, clinging to his neck as he pounded her into the wall. “Those muscles, Master! Tyssa’s going to be so mad if you break this fancy tub before she gets a chance to use it…!”

Jol didn’t care. Or rather, he was no longer capable of thinking of little things like that.

The heels of Envy’s feet dug into his lower back, welcoming him even deeper into her pussy. A shudder ran through the seraph’s body as the pleasure mounted within her, her moans rising in a keening wail.

"Oh fuck!" she whined, biting her lower lip. "Please, Master, may I come? Please, please let me come for you! Let me make this pussy ready for your load, sir!"

He was getting closer. He could feel his balls tightening, the seed boiling in his loins. The rest of the harem wasn’t even here yet, and already he was approaching his first orgasm of the night. But he knew they’d understand. Envy’s body felt like heaven itself.

What would they say?

They’d tell me to enjoy her, Jol thought, looking into the seraph’s eyes. And to use her for everything she was worth…!

Jol let go and enjoyed the moment.

He hit the point of no return and kept right on thrusting, his cock grinding against the seraph’s holy clit on every thrust. He went deeper, harder, exploring parts of Envy’s body that never would have been available to him back when she was a demon. The pleasure was hotter than the water around him, so much so that he wanted to roar with the bliss of it.

And so he did.

Jol roared as he came, sounding like the thunder god as grabbed Envy’s hips and rode her all the way to the finish.

Jol loved it. He loved her.

It was the last straw. One more hard thrust sent him over the edge, his cock exploding inside of her. He held her hips tightly for leverage as hot, sticky ropes of cum shot from the crown of his cock, spraying directly into Envy’s holy pussy. The warmth of his seed against her inner walls, and the way his member pulsed and jerked sent the seraph off on another wave of pleasure, and suddenly she was clawing his chest as her eyes rolled back in her head.

“Yes, yes! Oh fuck, Master, thank you! Thank you so much nggggh here it comes…!”

As he thrust deep inside her and felt her walls clench around his manhood like a fist, he knew the simple, undeniable truth.

This was the best orgasm of Envy’s life.

The angelic woman went weightless in Jol's arms. Her body shuddered as orgasm washed over her, and there was nothing holy about the ragged cries of lust escaping her throat. Through the moans he could hear her praising him, thanking him, worshiping him. She wasn't even in control of her tongue—as the ecstasy swept her up, she simply babbled whatever thoughts crossed her mind.

All mine, Jol thought, pride filling him from head to toe. That’s my girl.

He held himself inside of her until every last drop had drained into the seraph’s channel. Only then did he allow himself to pull out, grinning as he ran his hands over her taut little tummy and her soft breasts beneath the water.

"Oh fuck," Envy whined, her limbs flopping uselessly at her sides. “Holy shit, Master, that was incredible. You have no idea how badly I needed that…”

The sound of applause echoed in the bathing chamber.

A grin spread across Jol’s face as he turned. “Looks like we’ve got company,” he told the seraph, embracing her with one hand. “Sorry, girls. We got a little carried away…”

Tyssa came around the corner, wearing nothing but a pair of chopsticks in her hair and a smile. “I’ll say,” the steward chuckled, the signs of arousal clearly visible all over her body. “That looks like a fair deal more than ‘carried away’, my lord. Did you already cum?”

With a grin, Jol climbed out of the bathing pool. Water dripped from his muscles as he stepped onto the tile floor, his member jutting out from his body like a thick tree branch.

“Yes,” he said, not bothering to hide it. “But I’m nowhere near finished with you all.”

The rest of Jol’s harem chose that moment to emerge from the entrance. Gwen and Jessamyn were holding hands, each wearing an identical expression of entrancement and hunger as they devoured his cock with their eyes. Behind them, Aeronwen was only a trifle more reserved, her aristocratic body wrapped in a towel. Of them all, she was the only one who hadn’t fully disrobed yet.

“My… by the Creator!” Tyssa’s jaw dropped as she stepped forward. "Look at those muscles! What happened to you out in the Scourge, my lord?"

Jol could only grin wickedly. "I became my true self," he told the harem. "Want to find out what I can do?"

From the way they stared at him, they did.

"He's so good," Envy moaned from the pool. "Fuck, I want to watch him with all of you...!"

She was about to get her wish.

Gwen and Jessamyn stepped forward in a daze, each wearing identical smiles as they embraced their man. Without a word, Gwen knelt on the tile and went for Jol's manhood, opening her mouth and taking his thick rod all the way to the back of her throat with obvious passion. Jessamyn was no less passionate in her approach to making out with her lover—as Gwen swallowed the head of his cock, she pressed her tongue deep into his mouth, her eyes full of love and devotion.

"You're so hard," Jessamyn murmured, watching Gwen's mouth bob up and down on Jol's cock. "How are you still so hard after fucking an angel?"

"How could I not be?" Jol grunted, grinning through the pleasure. "I have five women to satisfy, after all..."

Gwen moaned around his cock. She pulled her mouth away and slathered the length of his manhood in her spit, jerking him with her hand before continuing to make love to him with her tongue.

Jol felt like he'd come home at long last.

He walked with his women towards the pool, his fingers between Jessamyn's thighs and his other hand on the back of Gwen's head. Aeronwen followed hungrily, discarding her towel as she watched him use two of the women she'd agreed to share him with for the rest of her life.

When he reached the edge of the bathing pool he pulled out of Gwen’s mouth, sitting down  and spreading his thighs so that both girls could pleasure him together.

Which they did.

"Look at the size of him," Aeronwen murmured, the wetness dripping down her thighs as she watched Jessamyn kiss her way up Jol's manhood. "Can the two of you handle him? Or do you need a third?"

"There's space," Jessamyn giggled, gesturing at the bathing pool with her head. "Hop in, Lady Aeronwen. Show us how a true Lady uses that mouth..."

Aeronwen's lips curled into a smirk. Wherever there was a challenge, the Woman in Blue rose to meet it. "Gladly."

Aeronwen waded into the pool and slid between the pair. With Gwen on one side, Jessamyn on the other, and Aeronwen in between supervising the whole thing, Jol felt like more than just a king. He felt like a conqueror.

"You deserve this, Master," Envy whimpered, her eyes rolling in her head from the reflected pleasure. The bond between them was white-hot, and Jol knew the seraph was enjoying this almost as much as he was. "You deserve every second of this worship...!"

He couldn't agree with her more.

As the three women shared his cock, Tyssa moved in. She crawled across the tile next to the pool, cupping Jol's chin and kissing him hard. With a giggle as cruel as any aristocrat, she shoved Jessamyn to the side and pulled Jol away from the edge of the pool, taking him all for herself.

“You girls have had him to yourselves long enough,” the beautiful steward growled. “It’s my turn to feast on this gorgeous man…”

Tyssa was a vision, her heavy breasts and her luscious hips the envy of any man in the Second Empire. Just seeing her made him swell back to full hardness, his cock throbbing with need.

The steward grabbed the base of his cock, holding it steady as she licked his shaft clean from tip to base. Her tongue caressed his sensitive skin, making him groan and shudder as she worked her way up and down his member, continuing the work of Jessamyn, Gwen, and Aeronwen. The steward groaned with bliss as she slurped, and he knew she was getting something else on her tongue as she worked: Envy’s heavenly honey.

"I love the way you taste," the steward groaned, keeping eye contact as she blew him. "And I love tasting other women on you, m'lord. When we're married, can I do this every time you're with another woman?"

Jol groaned. How did she know exactly what he wanted? "Fuck yes. You can taste me as many times as you want, Tyssa. In fact, I’ll be expecting you to.”

The thought of having Tyssa as his dirty little suck-slave was almost too much to bear. He imagined her licking the juices of several different freshly-fucked women off of his prick: not just Jessamyn but Aeronwen, Gwen and any other women they decided Jol should take to bed.

She smiled around his girth. "Good," she giggled.

Then she leaned down and began to lick his balls.

Jol watched in disbelief as Tyssa worshiped his cock. Her hot, eager mouth was a wonder, taking him deep as if she'd never even heard the words 'gag reflex'. The contours of her throat were every bit as wet and tight as Envy’s pussy, and the things she could do with that naughty tongue took Jol's bliss into the stratosphere.

Before long he had his fingers in her hair, coaxing her deeper onto his cock. Her soft, pillowy lips felt like heaven itself, and the sounds she made while she sucked him nearly drove him over the edge.

When Jol saw Gwen out of the corner of his eye, his heart skipped a beat. The redhead was on all fours behind Tyssa, her deft fingers lifting the curvy girl's ass and spreading her cheeks. As he watched, Gwen leaned in and kissed the valley between Tyssa's legs, letting her lips and tongue drift down the steward's crack until they reached her tight little rosebud.

Then Jessamyn joined in. The gorgeous noble crawled to Jol, caressing his chest and planting kisses all over his cheeks as the other two girls played with him. As Tyssa’s mouth rose to the crown of his cock and swirled around it with her tongue, Jessamyn buried her face in Jol’s balls and whimpered.

Suddenly Tyssa's lips left him with a wet little pop.

"Gods, that feels so good," she panted, shuddering as Gwen slid her tongue deep inside of Tyssa's pussy. "I'm so close, m'lord. Do you want Gwen to make me cum? Or do you want me to hold back, and save my orgasm for you and you alone?"

Jol glanced over at Aeronwen, wondering where the final member of their group had run off to. He found her lying nearby, she and Envy caressing each other as they watched Jol play with his other women.

Having the choice made Jol feel as if he were about ten feet tall. "Wait," he growled. "Let it build, Tyssa. Don't you dare let yourself finish before I'm inside of you."

Tyssa shuddered with need. "Yes, m'lord," she said, squeezing the base of Jol's shaft so hard that his eyes practically crossed. "Oh god, Gwen, keep doing that! I'll hold back for our King, just don't stop! It feels so good!"

Gwen giggled. Jol heard the sound of her spanking Tyssa's ass, and then the steward went right back to sucking Jol off. The fact that Tyssa was going to deny herself pleasure to give Jol what he wanted made him feel like a god.

Gwen looked up from between Tyssa's legs, her cheeks covered in the girl's honey. "Fuck, you're making him feel so good," she purred, giving her fellow harem girl an encouraging smile. "I love tasting you, Tyssa, but is it alright if I watch him explode in your mouth? I just really want to see Jol go over the edge..."

“Gods, the two of you are just the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” Jessamyn whimpered. “Jol, I’m going to cum and you’re not even fucking me right now…!”

Aeronwen and Envy both laughed. “He has that effect on people,” the Woman in Blue agreed.

Tyssa grinned around his prick. The moan she gave in response was practically wordless, but there was no one in that room who didn't know what it meant.

Jol gave Tyssa's tits a squeeze. "Come here," he commanded the redhead. "Join her. Both of you. Once I fill her mouth, she's going to share it with you."

"Oh fuck!" Gwen was there in a flash, her face lighting up. "That's so naughty...!"

Jessamyn rolled over, smiling beatifically as she prepared to take his seed. “Make me pretty, sir,” she groaned, her movements languid and lusty. “I’m ready!”

At hearing the news, Tyssa redoubled her efforts. Where before she'd been content to tease, to slowly build him, now her mouth shot up and down his cock like she didn't just want but demanded his load.

Her lips were so fucking soft.

With a strangled cry, Jol erupted.

Rope after rope of cum filled Tyssa's mouth, splashing against the back of her throat. Jol didn't have time to worry if she would gag or not—the feel of her lips clamping down around his crown and her throat squeezing his shaft made him think of nothing but his own pleasure.

The steward made a sound that was pure bliss. She swallowed over and over again, taking every drop of his load and loving it. As his flow began to ebb, she popped off of him and stroked, opening her mouth to show the thick cream that still coated her tongue.

The redhead's eyes went wide as saucers. "Holy shit," Gwen whispered, licking her lips. "Fuck, that's so hot, Tyssa..."

“So gorgeous,” Jessamyn agreed.

Tyssa leaned forward, and Jol was treated to the pornographic sight of three of his future wives sharing his load. He groaned as they kissed, their tongues sliding into each other's mouths as they exchanged his seed. It was fucking gorgeous, and he wished he could preserve every moment of it inside of his memory for all eternity.

He laid back against the stones, gasping. Was the rest of his life going to be this good?

He certainly hoped so.

His women lay around him, giggling and drunk off of lust. “You know,” someone said, “the rest of us should probably get around to taking an actual bath at some point…”

With a grin, Jol slid into the water.

They had a few minutes before he’d want another round.
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The nobility fled Keynes even faster than Scarlett predicted.

By the time Jol and his women woke up the next morning, greatly refreshed from a night spent in each other’s company, half the city was empty. Every cart and carriage that could have been requisitioned had been; the imperial inquisitors had raced out in the early morning to try and gather as many horses as possible to stop the impending shortage of mounts.

They were only partially successful.

All throughout the city, the well-heeled and those with the means to travel did so. News of the Autarch’s invading forces spread through the city like wildfire, filling the hearts of every citizen with fear whether they ran or remained to defend their hometown. Most of the Lyceum and the Inner Island were still staying put, and King Willem had vowed to defiantly remain in his seat until the Autarch forced him out of it, but those were the exceptions. Almost without fail, the rich and powerful slipped away from the city like thieves in the night, their carriages leaving deep furrows in the roads from the speed of their getaways.

Good riddance, as far as Jol Rivers was concerned.

From where he stood, they didn’t need any of those people. If the Autarch and his monsters managed to reach the gates of Keynes—which in and of itself would mean that Jol had failed in his plan—it was fighters they were going to need, not stuffed-shirts who thought gold coins and fancy pillows made them better than other men. Losing the nobles just meant knocking down more obstacles in Jol’s path.

This impression was only reinforced when Scarlett arrived that morning during breakfast. “I have news,” the woman said, taking a seat at the table across from Jol. “Congratulations are in order, Lord Rivers.”

Jol and his women were eating like they’d been starving for weeks. Making love for half the night had a way of giving someone an appetite.

“Hmm?” Jol asked, looking up from his eggs.

Scarlett settled in with a smile, gesturing for one of the servants to bring her coffee. “You and I are officially the only members of the City Council still living within the walls of the capital,” she announced, as if Jol had just won a lottery. “Everyone else has fled, the cowards. I just got back from speaking with King Willem’s ministers—the few of them that are left, anyway. They’ve agreed to grant emergency powers to the Council until the situation with the Autarch has been dealt with.”

“Until he’s dead or we are, you mean,” Aeronwen said dryly. “Speaking of which, how is the fact-finding coming along?”

Some of Scarlett’s good humor evaporated. “I’ve sent feelers out for all the items you requested. But some of them are… strange.”

“Esoteric, even,” Jol said with a smirk.

The councilwoman nodded. “The iron and the silver are easy enough,” she explained. “The diamond dust and the dragon’s blood I should have for you by the end of the day.”

“Good,” Jol said. That mostly covered it.

Scarlett paused. “Can I ask you something?”

“Go for it,” Jol said. “Just remember I’ve only had half a cup of coffee so far today.”

“Ha. I understand why you need rare ingredients to forge this weapon. A powerful sword or hammer needs things like dragon’s blood to gird it. But why on earth do you need brass to defeat the Autarch?”

A smirk rose to Jol’s face. “You’ll see,” he told the woman, earning approving giggles from all of his well-satisfied harem girls. “I’m also going to need a forge large enough and well-equipped enough to handle the work I’m going to do. Is there one in the city with enough people left to man it?”

From her seat at the other side of the table, Tyssa scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Well, of course,” the steward said. “It’s not the tradesmen who are cowards.”

“She’s right,” Scarlett confirmed. “That’s actually the easiest of your requests. A section of the Imperial Armory has been placed at your disposal for the next ten days.” She paused, her lips twisting. “It was being used to supply horseshoes, but since all the horses in Keynes seem to have disappeared, it has a great deal of idle industrial capacity.”

“Excellent.” Jol took another sip of the dark, bitter brew. He never added cream or sugar to it, unlike most of his harem. Though a few of them—Jessamyn mostly—were beginning to mirror his tastes. “I’ll want to take a tour of it this afternoon. The forging will have to commence at night, I suspect, so I’ll probably get started this evening.” A sudden, unexpected grin spread across his face. “No time for a bachelor party, I’m afraid.”

Scarlett hadn’t expected this. The councilwoman did a double take. “Bachelor party?”

“We’ve decided our marriage—” Aeronwen indicated the entire harem, not just her, “—will occur tomorrow. Tyssa tells me she’s already managed to secure access to Lord Ardor’s villa in the city.”

“I’d still like to know how you managed that,” Jessamyn grumbled with good humor. “The man didn’t even let me stay there, and I got accepted to the bloody Lyceum with full honors!”

“My people are very skilled,” Tyssa said with an impish grin.

“The ceremony will occur in the backyard, shortly after noon,” Aeronwen finished. “You’re invited, of course, as are any other members of the city’s aristocracy who haven’t turned their tails and fled like rabbits.”

Her thin smile told Jol she expected there to be few of those, indeed.

“We’re thinking of opening it up to the commoners as well,” Jol added. “Blacksmiths, artisans—even Tyssa’s former coworkers in the Lyceum’s laundry. Turn it into a real party.”

Scarlett sputtered, momentarily at a loss for words. “Lord Rivers, is that wise?” she asked, looking amazed at how easily five women from such disparate backgrounds had agreed to all this. “Given everything that’s going on in the city, a wedding is sure to cause more commotion.”

Jol stared at her. How could she even be objecting to this?

“I think a little morale boost is exactly what the Lyceum needs,” he countered. “And, frankly, I don’t care if the rest of the city likes the ‘commotion’ or not. This is our wedding, not theirs.” He bit through a large piece of bacon, savoring it. “I plan to be married when I face the Autarch. My women will stand beside me, and when we save the Second Empire, it will be together.”

Jol could see the wheels spinning behind Scarlett’s eyes. “Maintaining security will be a nightmare…”

“Scarlett,” Jol said firmly. “This isn’t up for debate. If this ceremony does not take place, the Autarch will win. Do you understand me?”

The council woman's face went pale. “It’s that important?”

Gwen looked up from her plate. “Jol needs us,” the redhead informed Scarlett curtly. “We’re his wives, ma’am. Even if we haven’t officially tied the knot yet.”

“The Creator knows we belong to Jol Rivers,” Envy chuckled. Unlike the rest of the group, the seraph wasn’t eating breakfast—there was no need. Jol wasn’t entirely sure how often seraphs needed to feed on human food, but Envy seemed in no hurry to take any sustenance besides a little tea. “His ways are not the Second Empire’s ways, even if the people worship him. The ceremony at Lord Ardor’s manor will only be recognizing what’s already happened, not doing anything new.” She grinned at the council woman, who was now staring at the seraph like she wasn’t sure if she was seeing an oracle or a demon. “So it’s still important. Understood?”

“Understood,” Scarlett repeated after a few seconds of thought. “I’m just warning you, it’s entirely possible that your ceremony will be happening in an otherwise empty room.”

“If you believe that bothers us,” Aeronwen said with a smirk, “then perhaps you don’t know us as well as you think you do, Lady Scarlett.”

“Perhaps not,” the woman said, taking another sip of her coffee. “But I’d like to.”

Jol glanced up at her. “Well, you’re invited to the wedding,” he said. “Perhaps we’ll all get to know each other a little better there.”

Perhaps.

“I appreciate the invitation,” Scarlett said.

“As the only other extant member of the Council,” Jol said with a snicker, “it would have been a huge slight to refuse you. But I would have invited you regardless.”

They ate in silence for a few moments, all of them thinking about their days. Jol had a lot on his plate, and he didn’t mean the bounty of food Tyssa’s servants had set out for them all. He had a great many things to do before he opened a portal and challenged the Autarch. A weapon to forge. A wedding to plan.

And something else, as well. Something he’d been hesitant to mention before now.

Jol cleared his throat. “There is another request I need to make of you,” he said, setting down his fork and knife. “Tyssa, if you could, please?”

The steward gave a little start. “Hmm? Oh, of course, my lord.”

With a gesture, Tyssa called for the servants to leave. They retreated through the doors into the kitchen, and Jol knew they were probably waiting just inside for someone to order them back out to deliver more snacks and drinks. Likely eavesdropping on every moment happening in the dining room, too.

But beggars couldn’t be choosers. This would have to be private enough.

“This concerns a matter of some delicacy,” Jol began. “Obviously none of this should be repeated outside of this room, but this goes doubly for the request I’m about to make.”

Scarlett waited. She looked a little confused.

She’s probably wondering what could be worse for my reputation than marrying five women at the same time and having the Autarch in my head, Jol thought.

“I need to find an expert on demons,” Jol said quickly. “Who at the Lyceum knows the most about the creatures?”

The council woman’s eyes nearly fell out of her head.

“Demons?” Scarlett gasped, her coffee cup almost slipping through her fingers. “I wouldn’t even know how to go about finding someone who could help you with that!”

Next to Jol, his women stiffened. “I’m not entirely sure either,” Aeronwen mused, looking worried. “Demonology is a field of magic, but it’s one the Lyceum abhors. Officially, at least, the study of demonic magic is completely forbidden…”

Jessamyn snorted.

“Oh come on, really?” She flashed a lopsided smile. “After all you’ve been through, do you still think the Lyceum is filled with good little boys and girls? That half the students and all of the instructors aren’t constantly tampering with forbidden magic when no one is looking?”

Even Jol found himself chuckling at that notion.

“I suppose not,” Aeronwen agreed. “Do you think you might be able to locate someone like that for us, Jessamyn? Someone who is able to give Jol the information he needs?”

The blonde nodded. “I can,” she said with a smirk. “Especially if Tyssa helps me.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” the steward agreed. “Together, you and I should be able to find someone who meets Jol’s needs.”

“Before the end of the day, if possible,” Jol said. The man he’d once been might have cringed at putting such demands on the shoulders of his harem, but the man he’d become knew that they were more than woman enough to handle it. “As soon as you locate them, have them brought here. If I’m in the middle of my tour of the forge, I’ll speak with them as soon as I return. Other than that trip, I expect to remain in Aeronwen’s apartments today.”

“Whereas we will be all over town,” the Woman in Blue said, sounding exhausted already yet eager to begin.

Scarlett perked up. “All over town, my Lady?” the council woman asked. “What will you and your fellow women be doing, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Aeronwen didn’t mind at all. “We have just over twenty-four hours until the wedding,” she explained. “I haven’t even purchased my own dress, you understand? And we’re going to need four more! Plus makeup, decorations, all the other trappings and trimmings of the event…”

“Lord Ardor has been kind enough to deal with most of this through his household staff,” Tyssa informed the council woman. “But our personal wardrobe and entourage will need to be handled well in advance.”

“Dress shopping!” Gwen giggled, wiggling her fingers. “We’re all going to look our best when we tie the knot with our man, whether the world is ending or not!”

Jol honestly didn’t care what his brides wore. They could have arrived at the wedding naked for all he cared; in fact, he might have enjoyed that. But he understood that this meant a great deal to them all. He wasn’t averse to them all being their best selves tomorrow.

After all, he was going to be his best, too.

Assuming he was able to finish his grand task before then.

“I see,” Scarlett said. “Well, should you require any security as you make your way around Keynes, just let me know.”

“Security?” Jessamyn perked up. “Not the imperial inquisitors, certainly?”

Apparently, this was a touchier subject than any of them anticipated. Scarlett broke off with a frown, giving the young noblewoman a look like she wished she hadn’t brought up the city’s internal police.

“No, not inquisitors,” she admitted. “The crown has hired security from the Shieldwall mercenary company to keep the peace in the city for the next ten days.”

Jol’s nostrils flared. “The Shieldwall?”

Even he knew that name. The Shieldwall was a legendary mercenary band—some of the most elite troops to ever fight for the Second Empire. They specialized in recruiting fighters from across the Far West Ocean, the majority of whom practiced a unique defensive fighting style that required long, complicated formations of men and shields. It was said throughout the small towns and villages of the Empire that cheers rang out when the Shieldwall arrived, for they knew their homes would not be razed and their city would not be burnt to the ground while they were there.

Jol vaguely remembered some of the criticisms he’d heard leveled against the mercenary group. It was said they focused too much on quelling fires on the home front rather than taking the fight to the heathen; that they were more focused on profit than victory. Such things were said about all mercenaries, but the Shieldwall received more than its fair share. Jol had even heard rumors that the Shieldwall functioned from time to time as an assassination squad for the crown. They’d certainly been at or near the sites of a number of untimely deaths among the noble class, though no one had ever levied a specific charge at them.

Yet.

“Yes,” Scarlett said, taking a scone from a nearby tray. “Honestly, Lord Rivers, you can’t expect us to neglect the security of the city, can you? With the Autarch on his way?”

He’d hoped the people would trust that he could handle the threat.

Of course, they did. The problem was that the people in charge had nowhere near as much faith in him as the rank-and-file peasantry held for him.

“I just hope you’ve vetted them,” Jol grumbled. “I’ve heard rumors about them.”

From the look on her face, Scarlett had heard those rumors, too. “His majesty didn’t have much of a choice,” she said, spots of color rising to her cheeks. “The imperial inquisitors… well, they’ve been temporarily disbanded.”

Aeronwen’s jaw dropped. Tyssa went pale.

“What!?” The Woman in Blue rose from her seat, her eyes aflame. “Scarlett, you should have led with this! What on earth has happened!?”

“I was hoping to keep it out of the papers,” the council woman said through gritted teeth. “It’s well known that anything said in earshot of your steward hits the gossip mills quicker than a lightning strike.” She sighed. “Though I suppose it’s going to spread through the city regardless…”

“Tell us,” Tyssa insisted. “My people won’t repeat anything you say.”

There was a pause as Scarlett decided whether she could trust this. Evidently, she could. “Councilman Keene was interrogated shortly after his arrival in the imperial dungeon,” the woman explained, a sour look filling her face. “King Willem’s torturers have a well-earned reputation for getting to the truth of any matter, but Keene required no psychological or physical coercion. As soon as we put him in a room with one of His Majesty’s best, the man sang like a canary. And oh, what a song he sang!”

Aeronwen leaned forward, her ass on the edge of her seat.  “What did he tell you? It must have been something massive, for His Majesty to disband the inquisitors!”

It was. “It all goes back to a small detail Keene let slip during his arrest,” Scarlett explained. “He mentioned documents being found in Instructor Godfrey’s private quarters—specifically, the diary of a heretic whose works are forbidden under penalty of imprisonment.” Scarlett was frowning deeply. “It wasn’t just that the diaries were planted. Anyone could have figured that out, for Instructor Godfrey’s honor and discretion are beyond reproach.”

Jol wondered if that would still be the case once news of the man’s own harem building activities spread throughout the Lyceum. But that didn’t matter right now. “Of course,” he agreed.

“It was how they were planted,” Scarlett said, narrowing her eyes. “And where Councilman Keene sourced them from. Apparently, there is a very small but very real faction of nobles within the city for whom the works of Duke Alhazred are a kind of… ersatz Bible. Keene himself was in contact with this faction.”

“Heretics within the city itself,” Aeronwen said. Her nostrils flared, her face caught somewhere between fear and exultation. “We’ve always suspected. There have been so many incidents over the last few years… sabotages and skullduggery, aimed at some of the Lyceum’s finest luminaries…”

“Your paranoia was correct,” Scarlett said. “The imperial inquisitors are compromised. Ironically, the Crown’s preliminary investigations have shown that Lord Vespasian is one of the only inquisitors with no ties to this cult. The man worked with a servant of the Autarch for years, yet he had no idea there was an entirely different group of saboteurs lurking in his organization under his very nose…”

“You’ll forgive me if I feel no sympathy for the man,” Jessamyn hissed. Her hand strayed to her collar, caressing the broken and inert odalisque that clung tightly around her throat. “He placed a yoke on me like a bloody animal. He can rot in that cell for all I care.”

“Agreed,” Gwen said fiercely.

“He won’t be leaving any time soon,” Scarlett confirmed. “And in the meantime, His Majesty will be relying on mercenaries to fill in the gaps. If the Autarch does come stomping up to our doorstep, it will be the men and women of the Shieldwall who hold his monstrosities at bay while Lord Rivers and the rest of you face off against the Seven and the Autarch himself.”

“That’s good,” Jol said. “But it won’t come to that. Provided we find the right materials and experts before we run out of time.”

Scarlett nodded, a strange look spreading across her face. “And with that, I should probably get to work,” the council woman said, rising from her seat. “Thank you very much for the coffee and the conversation, Lord Rivers. Lady Aeronwen.”

Aeronwen inclined her head, while the rest of the group waved.

With that, Scarlett left to do Jol’s bidding. Hopefully he wouldn’t be waiting long.
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Later that afternoon, Jol took a guided tour of the forge where he’d be crafting the weapon that would help him defeat the Autarch. By the time he returned, the demonologist was waiting for him.

He wasn’t sure what to expect. When Scarlett promised to bring him an ‘expert on demons’ before the end of the day, he’d pictured perhaps one of the Lyceum’s instructors, their interest in the forbidden arts a carefully hidden secret. Not a member of the Council, as they’d left the city behind just as quickly as their legs or carriages would carry them, but perhaps a noble family who’d decided to stay and fight had a demonologist in their ranks. Possibly, it could even have been a student.

What Jol hadn’t expected was to enter his private quarters and find a servant waiting for him.

Her name, she’d informed him like it had to be dragged out of her, was Gretel. She was at least a decade older than Aeronwen, her blonde hair well on its way to transforming into a snowy white that would have matched Godfrey’s.

In her youth she might have been considered curvy; now she was hefty, with the rude strength of someone who spent their days toiling in a field or carrying baskets of laundry up and down flights of stairs.

She’d told Jol that this latter chore was her stock in trade. That and cleaning the rooms of the wealthy and powerful in the Lyceum—a job she’d stopped doing over the few days, she’d said, as there were few left to clean for. Gretel apparently had a gift for handling sensitive situations without asking the uncomfortable questions others might have.

Jol cleared his throat. At his request, this meeting was private—completely so. None of his women were in the room, despite the fact that none of them would have allowed a single word of this conversation to be repeated outside of it. Gretel had made it perfectly clear that doing so would be considered a valid reason to bolt.

He didn’t need to give her any more excuse to do so. The servant was as skittish as a colt; even a blind man could have seen that she wanted to be somewhere else.

“I am not here, you understand?” Gretel asked. An untouched glass of water sat on the desk next to her, and she shifted uneasily in the big, comfortable chair Jol had dragged into the bedchamber to allow her to sit without needing to share the bed. She looked around like she expected the imperial inquisitors to come crawling out from under the blankets to put her under arrest. “This meeting never took place. Should anyone bring it up, I will deny it! Vociferously!”

“Nothing you say in this room will leave it, I assure you,” Jol told the woman. “Now. Councilwoman Scarlett tells me that you’re an expert on demonology?”

Gretel looked like she wished he hadn’t asked the question. “Some might say this, yes,” she whispered, her nostrils flaring. I have done… rituals. And I have books.”

Jol nodded. He wanted to ask more questions about these rituals, but he sensed that Gretel might call an early end to their meeting if he inquired too directly. He had to tread carefully around this woman.

“I have a ritual I want you to help me with,” Jol said. “Have you heard the news about the Autarch?”

Gretel shuddered. “Yes,” she said. The woman leaned over as if to spit on the carpet, then thought better of it and restrained herself. “We all speak his name now, openly, as if he were a person you might meet in the street. God-in-flesh preserve us if we ever do meet him walking down the street!”

Jol chuckled at that. “I intend to make certain that never happens, Gretel, “ he explained. “Have you heard of the fate of the Lord of Bitterness? And of Greed?”

The woman looked up at him, turning her eyes from the square of carpet between her feet. “Aye,” she said. “They say you killed them both.”

“You don’t sound quite certain,” Jol replied. He couldn’t quite keep the mirth out of his voice.

Gretel shrugged. “It is as you say,” she muttered. “Where are they now? I do not see them. Perhaps they truly are dead, and the Autarch will only have five abominations accompanying him when he reaches the gates of Keynes and begins to raze the capital.”

Alright, that was verging a bit close to insubordination. “It’s not as I say,” Jol grunted. “It’s what happened. I’m not going to lie to you, Gretel. Why would I?”

Slowly, the servant nodded. “You do look… different since your return, my lord,” the older woman said, her gaze traveling up and down his body. “You were powerfully built when you left, a consummate blacksmith. Now you look as if you could lift an entire cart with one hand.”

Jol was tempted to try. “That might be the only way traders will be able to get around the city without horses,” he said dryly. “I have changed, Gretel. My women have changed, too. Do you believe me yet?”

From her reaction, he sensed he’d stepped too far. A shudder passed through Gretel’s flesh. “I saw your familiar,” she whispered, leaning in closer. “She is beautiful now, that demon.”

“She’s not a demon,” Jol said, but Gretel barreled on without stopping.

“You are not the first, you know, to have a familiar in the Lyceum,” the woman chortled, shaking her head. “But you are the first, so far as I know, to boast of it openly.”

Jol’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. Here was a tidbit he’d never expected. “Truly?”

“Now you accuse me of lying?” Gretel’s eyes misted over with distrust. “Even the Dean, he has done this. Not the one you killed. The one before him.”

“I didn’t kill Dean Dirk,” Jol said firmly. “The man destroyed himself with his own spell.”

Gretel shrugged. She really was good at doing that. “As you say.”

Jol shook his head. He knew better than to press the point.

“Envy is a seraph now,” he said. “In fact, perhaps we should come up with a better name for her. Envy doesn’t seem to be the proper sort of moniker for the creature she is now. It sounds more like one of the Seven…”

Another shudder passed through Gretel’s body. “Why have you asked for my help, Lord Rivers?”

Finally, they were getting down to it. Jol had hoped he’d be able to build a little more rapport with the aged servant before making his pitch to her—as it stood, it was clear that she didn’t like him very much. But perhaps that could change.

And even if she doesn’t like me, he thought, she’s smart enough to know that I’m the best chance this city has of still standing at the end of the month.

“I need your knowledge,” Jol said, confiding in the woman. “And also, possibly, your assistance. I need to understand the bond between man and demon—how it is formed, how it is strengthened. And how it can be broken, if need be.”

Gretel’s eyes widened, her face filling with confusion. “Your woman told me that you were planning on forging a weapon,” she whispered. “Something you will use to smite the demons, to turn the Autarch into dust. Nothing to do with the forming or breaking of bonds, this thing you speak of.”

“One of my women?” Jol couldn’t help but grin. “Do you have any idea how little that narrows it down?”

Gretel glared at him, though it was clear she was amused. “The Woman in Blue,” she said. “Lady Aeronwen.”

Ah. “My women don’t know the full extent of my plan,” Jol explained. “Not even Lady Aeronwen. There are things I cannot share, even with the people closest to me, until they come to fruition. I can only hint at them to you, and hope you understand me well enough that we’re able to work together.”

“I see.” Something inside of Gretel was responding to Jol. The servant hadn’t had a true challenge laid before her in years—her life had been a drudgery of cleaning, scrubbing and laundering, with scant enough breaks to pursue extracurricular activities like demonology. Jol was giving her the opportunity to excavate a part of herself she’d kept buried for most of her life. “I will try, Lord Rivers.”

“Please,” he said. “Call me Jol. Now—the bond between man and demon. How is it formed, exactly?”

Gretel blinked. “You have a familiar demon, Lo… Jol,” she said. “You know this already. You must have performed a ritual to call to her, the same way as others in the Lyceum have done from time to time.”

Quite unexpectedly, Jol felt his cheeks burning hot. “Actually, I didn’t summon Envy,” he admitted sheepishly. “It was she who selected me, not the other way around.”

“Hmm,” Gretel rumbled. “So she came onto you. This is the defense you will go with?”

Defense? Jol sat up straighter. “I don’t need a defense. What, you think I bound Envy to me out of some desire for sex?”

The servant chuckled. “Most do. A young man or a young woman is lonely. They think that if they had a personal servant, an… erotic one, that they could be fulfilled. Hence, they search the restricted sections of the Lyceum, searching for books on the conjuring of demons.” She gave him a wry glance, as if she suspected him of having made the journey already. “Every now and then, someone must be summoned to sort out these poor people. The demons do not perform as they are instructed. Perhaps they serve the student, for a time, in an erotic fashion. But eventually, like a praying mantis, they turn against the the one they copulate with and begin to feed—”

“Enough,” Jol said, lifting a hand. “That isn’t what happened at all.”

Gretel gave him another one of those expansive shrugs. “As you say.”

Was she trying to provoke him into anger? It was the only explanation he could come up with. Perhaps this was her way of testing Jol, even as he tested her to see whether or not she was suitable for his purposes.

“Envy is no longer a demon,” Jol said firmly. “I seek to understand the bonds that animate other demons. Like the Seven.”

Gretel nodded. The mention of the abominations took most of her humor away. “Powerful demons,” she said. “Monstrous.”

“Actually, they’re not all that dangerous,” Jol muttered. “They’re demons, all right, but they wear suits of armor. Once you crack their shells and remove the demonic presence inside, they die easily enough.” He paused, letting her savor that disgusting mental image. “How might the Autarch have bound the Seven to him, would you guess?”

The woman rocked back on her heels, slumping against the chair.

“I can’t even fathom,” she admitted. “It must be powerful magic, indeed.”

“Hmm.” He was going to need more specific information than that. “For just a minute, Gretel, I want us to perform a thought experiment. I want you to pretend I’m the Autarch.”

He’d thought she looked out of sorts before. Poor Gretel looked like she was on the verge of bolting from the room, promises to the Council or no.

Slowly, she mastered herself. “Should I fall on the floor now and start begging for mercy?” she asked, somehow managing to meet his request with humor. “Or would you prefer I pretend I’m the former Dean of the Lyceum and ask you how our plans are going?”

Now that was a dark joke. “You don’t need to do any of those things,” Jol said with a chuckle. “I already have plenty of women who will grovel for me at my command.”

Ha! He could match her joke for joke. Now Gretel was the one looking out of sorts.

“Say I’ve realized I don’t have quite enough demons to capture the capital,” Jol mused. Such talk would have been seditious out in the wider world, but the privacy of his personal chambers, he could let this thought experiment unfurl. “I want to bind some more, and make certain they don’t disobey me. How would I go about doing that?”

Gretel. “My lord. Do you plan on raising an army of demons…?”

Jol held up a finger. “Thought experiment, Gretel. We’re just talking. Now explain the process to me, please.”

Gretel looked around and noticed the water on the table beside her for the first time. She took the glass and downed the entire thing nervously, her hand shaking as she set the now-empty cup back down.

“You would need to summon the demons, first of all,” Gretel said, her tone filled with reluctance. “There are summoning spells and rituals which can do this, of course. Some of them are in texts in the Lyceum’s library, while others are in books that only demonologists possess—”

“I’m certain you have a few,” Jol cut in. “And that you wouldn’t mind letting me see them?”

Gretel swallowed hard. He really did wish he’d had the chance to build more rapport with her before they’d started down this road.

“Certainly,” she said. “But pulling the demon into this world is only half the battle. Actually far, far less than half. Binding it is the far greater part.”

“I’m listening.”

“There are only two ways to bind a demon to a mortal,” Gretel explained. “The first is the common method, which applies to all those poor, lonely souls who dreamed of summoning their own personal succubus or incubus from whatever corner of Hell such demons dwell. You form a pact with that demon, exchanging something it wants for its service.” She frowned suddenly, thinking. “But if you were the Autarch, you would not do this.”

I wouldn’t summon demons, either, Jol thought. I’d just deal with the ones that were already in the real world. But that was a leap of logic he wasn’t comfortable with Gretel making just yet.

“What would I do, then?” Jol asked. He had a feeling he already knew the answer.

“You would overwhelm them,” Gretel asked, making it sound truly horrific. “Tear down their defenses with a display of power so dominant and vulgar that they would have no choice but to serve you.”

Jol shifted to the very end of the bed, leaning in close. His eyes shone brightly in the dim light, and when he spoke to Gretel, there was a quiet intensity in his voice like a thunderstorm about to break.

“And how,” he asked, staring deep into Gretel’s eyes, “would I do that?”

Fear shone on the servant’s face. There was a long pause.

“Well,” Gretel said, trying to smile, “a blood sacrifice would probably do the trick.”

The corner of Jol’s mouth curled in a smirk. “There are a few nobles I wouldn’t mind sacrificing to the cause if it meant defeating the Autarch,” he admitted. “Unfortunately, they all seem to have skipped town. And I wouldn’t kill anyone who actually mattered.”

In truth, Jol probably would not have killed at all. Aeronwen would be against it, as it would sully the name of the Lyceum. Jessamyn would be fine with it, provided the men to be sacrificed were Lord Vespasian and Councilman Keene, while Gwen and Tyssa would be skittish about the whole affair. Envy would of course assent.

But the final decision was Jol’s, and he didn’t think a murder in cold blood suited him, even if it would have given him the power he was looking for.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Gretel muttered. “For a moment, I thought you’d lost your mind out there in the Scourge.”

“No, not my mind—just my patience.” Jol grinned. “The Autarch has been allowed to ride roughshod over the kingdoms of men for too long. Speaking of which, we’re still supposed to be pretending I’m him, aren’t we? So tell me—if a blood sacrifice wasn’t in the cards, how else could I achieve my objective?”

Gretel was actually thinking it over now. “Energy is what you need,” the woman said after a few moments. “Any form of energy would do, provided it is powerful enough to overwhelm the demon. Some sort of powerful spell would do the trick, or if you had a stored source of demonic energy, you could use that. If I’m still pretending you’re the Autarch, I know you have many legions of the depths at your side…”

A stored source of demonic energy, Jol thought, his heart jumping into his throat. Oh yes, Gretel, I have one of those. Two of them, in fact, I’ve come into contact with recently.

The first had saved two of his women’s lives and made him powerful in ways he was still trying to process. The second slipped through his fingers, detonated like a bomb in the heart of the Autarch’s territory.

When he seized the third, he intended to be ready.

“You have an idea,” Gretel realized. “You’ve already thought this through. Haven’t you, Jol?”

Jol knew better than to deny it. “Gretel,” he said, rising from the foot of the bed, “I would like to hire you to be my assistant tonight.”

“Assistant?” the servant gasped. “You intend to perform a demonic ritual?”

He shook his head. “No. I’m going to be at my new forge. And I’ll likely stay there most of the night.” He put a hand to his chin, thinking. “I’ll want you to bring your books, as well as any materials you might require. Servants will bring food and drink—you won’t need to worry about refreshments—”

Gretel sputtered incoherently. “My Lord, I don’t know the first thing about blacksmithing!” she cried, her voice filled with the curious indignance of a servant asked to perform tasks outside of their job description. “I don’t know a horseshoe from a pair of fancy lady’s boots…!”

“I’ll be swinging the hammer,” he assured her. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

Gretel still looked unsure.

“Name your price,” Jol said. He no longer cared about thorny details like money—if he failed in his quest, the Autarch would destroy them all. All the gold in the Second Empire wouldn’t mean a thing to him if that happened. “Whatever you want. Lady Aeronwen and I will provide.”

Gretel’s expression turned dark. “I hear that you are the Council now,” the woman said hesitantly, glancing to the side. “That you and this Scarlett woman are the only members of the legislature who have not fled, and so you make the rules now.”

“I’m not exactly flexing my parliamentary powers at the moment, but I believe that’s the case,” Jol said. “Why?”

The servant pursed her lips. “A pardon,” she whispered. “In secret. This is not beyond your power. Would you give me this in exchange for helping you with your thought experiment?”

Jol blinked. “I suppose one could be arranged,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Whatever for? Practicing demonology? I assure you, no one will arrest you for following my orders—”

“Not for demonology,” the servant muttered. “Something far worse.”

Worse?

“What?” Jol asked, trying to keep his tone light. “Are you a witch?”

Gretel shook her head. “No. I’m a murderer.”

Jol’s brows shot to his hairline. “Really?”

“They haven’t told you about me?” Gretel asked. “I was certain you would have been informed of my… colorful history before I was allowed to speak with you.”

“No, no one’s told me anything,” Jol said, more than a little taken aback. “This probably isn’t the most tactful question, Gretel, but—whom did you kill?”

It was clearly not the first time she’d answered the question. “A soldier,” she said, glancing down at the carpet. “It was in self-defense, but the voivode did not see it that way.”

“The voivode?”

“I come from a small town called Ludenz,” Gretel explained. “I’m certain you’ve never heard of it.”

“I come from a small town called Littlereach,” Jol countered with a laugh. “I’m quite certain you’ve never heard of it.”

Unexpectedly, the servant smiled. “I have not. In my part of the world, the voivode is all. Judge and jury. One day, I was traveling between villages, and a man accosted me. I thought he was a highway robber, and so I hit him in the head with a sling, killing him. It turned out he was a soldier, a friend of the voivode. A mercenary with the Shieldwall company.”

Jol froze. “Shieldwall?”

Gretel nodded. “Of course you’ve heard of them.”

“It’s funny,” Jol said, thinking that it was not very funny at all. “The King has just hired the Shieldwall Mercenary Company to protect Keynes with the inquisitors gone.”

This time, Gretel did spit on the carpet. “Fools!” she said, her hands balling into fists. “They’re as corrupt as foxes sent to guard a henhouse!”

Jol didn’t doubt it. An uneasy feeling was beginning to spread through his gut. He felt a bit like an animal who’d stepped into a trap, but hadn’t yet felt the snare tighten around his ankle.

Could it just be a coincidence?

“What happened?” Jol asked.

Gretel frowned. “As a woman traveling alone, it was decided that I had reason to fear for my life,” she muttered, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “But also it was decided that I had acted rashly in doing what I did. I was ordered to pay wergild to the Shieldwall—you know of this?”

Jol did. In parts of the Second Empire where the justice system was less developed, scores were often still settled by blood feuds between families. In order to stem the tide of retribution, wergild was created—a payment made from perpetrator to victim, in lieu of the reciprocal beating or murder that would normally take place.

“In order to pay it, I was sold,” Gretel said bitterly. “Sent to the imperial capital to labor as a washerwoman. In a way, it has worked out for me. I prefer Keynes to Ludenz, certainly. But I would be a free woman if I had the choice, Lord Rivers. With a pardon, so that my past can never come back to haunt me.”

The more Jol listened to Gretel, the more he sensed there was a reason fate had set her down directly in his path. The connection with the Shieldwall felt like a clue directly from the Creator, a hint that things were not what they seemed. There was a puzzle here, though Jol had nowhere near enough pieces to begin putting it all together.

For now, he intended to keep an eye on Gretel.

“We can arrange that,” Jol promised her. “I’ll have Tyssa look into getting your conviction overturned; she has people in most of the country estates. Even if she can’t, the Council can absolutely make a declaration of innocence in your name.”

Gretel didn’t move for several moments. It took Jol an embarrassingly long time to realize the middle-aged servant was crying, with silent tears streaking down her cheeks.

“You would do this for me?” Gretel whispered.

“Of course.”

The servant sniffed hugely, then wiped her face with the back of her hand. “In that case, I’ll follow you to hell and back,” she said, respect filling her eyes. “Even if you are the Autarch.”

Jol laughed. “I told you, it’s a thought experiment. Something tells me we’ll do several before we’re done with all this.” He extended a hand to the servant, the very picture of confidence. “Would you like to see the forge?”

She did.
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Darkness fell over Keynes by the time Jol and Gretel reached the forge.

At night, the city was normally a sparkling jewel, a dizzying maze of parties, night markets and bustling taverns. But tonight, with only ten days (and perhaps less than that) until the Autarch’s forces threatened the Second Empire, the streets were empty. Those with the ability to flee had fled, and those that remained were in no mood for revelry. Most windows Jol and Gretel passed along their walk were dark.

“It is a surprise,” Gretel said when Jol remarked on the lack of people. “It is the opposite of what I would have expected, for certain.”

Jol was amused. “You’d expect what? A block party?”

To his surprise, the woman nodded. “Precisely. It’s the end of the world. When someone believes they will die in the morning, they yearn to spend their final night feeling alive. Often with drinking and debauchery. During plagues, before sieges, we see this repeated again and again.”

Jol shook his head. “Not everyone behaves in such a way. Many men face the end with quiet dignity, spending their final hours in contemplation and prayer.” He thought it over, looking up and down the empty street. “Perhaps it’s the pious and the penitent who remain in Keynes, Gretel.”

The woman gave him another one of those well-deployed shrugs. “As you say.”

If you were my servant, those would drive me crazy in short order, Jol thought. He probably would have ended up giving her her freedom just to keep the woman from annoying him any further.

The forge had been prepared for Jol prior to his arrival. Fires burned low in the furnaces, with tools and metal bars set neatly in rows on the walls, ready to be picked up and used. A single apprentice tended the place, a gangly youth who was keeping the flames from going out before Jol could select which furnace and which anvil he intended to use.

Jol hadn’t asked for much else, save for the materials he required for what he was about to do. A small tent had been set up just past the overhang of the forge, with a couple of comfortable chairs and a table stocked with food and drink. A servant would come and tend to it once an hour or so; whenever Jol or Gretel needed a break, they could enter and feed themselves.

Jol’s fingers twitched as he looked over the forge. It had been so long since he’d crafted anything that the notion of doing so once again thrilled him. His women were his true masterpiece, of course—a labor of love that would last him for the rest of his life— but the smithing of weapons was the art he'd chosen. It was the source of his passion.

Jol grinned, unable to suppress a happy laugh. “It looks like we have everything we need,” he told Gretel.

“As you say,” the woman said. This time she wasn’t shrugging or being sarcastic. She didn’t know the first thing about how blacksmithing worked, so she could only assume that the Lyceum had come through with what Jol needed. “Where would you like me to set up?”

Jol walked the length of the forge, carefully examining each station. He’d done this in the afternoon as well, though of course there were subtle differences between a smithy in the daytime and at night. The temperature was part of it, but not all.

“You there, lad!” Jol pointed at the apprentice.

The youth gave a start, nearly jumping out of his skin. “Yes, m’lord?”

With a boyish grin, Jol pointed at the largest of the furnaces. “Get that nice and hot,” he commanded. “Miss Gretel and I have a great deal of work to do tonight.”

The youth snapped to attention at once. “Yes, sir!”

As the lad got to work, Jol turned back to Gretel. “You can set your things over there,” he said, indicating a table near his work station. “I won’t be using any of those tools—you can put them wherever you like.”

“None of them?” Gretel asked. The spot Jol indicated was practically an entire hardware shop condensed to a single flat surface.

Still smirking, Jol extended a hand, palm flat.

The air shimmered around him. No matter how many times he did this, he never grew tired of the looks on the faces of those who watched. Both Gretel and the young man tending the coals looked spellbound as a glowing white light crossed his palm, filling the forge with a dull booming sound as his conjured hammer materialized in his hand.

“I already own a quite versatile tool,” Jol chuckled, letting both of them see the hammer. “It will aid me in just about everything I’m going to do tonight.”

“I… I see that, Lord Rivers!” Gretel gasped. She was so shocked she’d forgotten herself and started slipping back into calling him a lord again. “God-in-flesh, I don’t know why the Autarch even bothers striking at Keynes. That’s terrifying…”

“Because, unfortunately, this hammer isn’t real,” Jol said, setting the implement down on the table next to him. After a few moments, the head of the hammer began to sputter, mist rising from it as it dissolved. In the span of a dozen heartbeats, the mighty weapon had vanished completely. “It’s magic—powerful magic, to be certain, but nothing like the real thing.”

Slowly, Gretel began to nod. “This is the weapon you want to forge,” she said, making an educated guess. “You’re going to make that hammer. A weapon that won’t disappear the moment you take your hands off it.”

“Almost right,” Jol replied. “The one I make is going to be even better than that. Speaking of which—lad, do you have the materials handy?”

As the young assistant ran off to get the materials Jol requested, he helped Gretel clear off the table. By the time the assistant returned, Jol had all the extra tools stacked up against the wall, and the fire blazing in the forge. It was a good thing the night was going to be chilly, because the heat was so intense it would have been uncomfortable otherwise.

Jol chose a bar of metal, then took out the other materials Scarlett and her cronies secured for him. The dragon’s blood came out first, which he poured all over the metal and let settle into it as he readied the anvil and the quenching bucket. Gretel watched him work, sweat already beginning to bead on the servant’s forehead.

“I have my books at the ready,” she informed him. Gretel gestured at a thick tome sitting on the table, open to a diagram of a seven-pointed star. A single white stone had been placed on the spine of the grimoire to keep it open, and the binding looked uncomfortably like the hide of a kaervi to Jol’s eyes. “When shall I begin the ritual?”

“Not now,” Jol said. A smile spread across his face. “Not until I’m done with this, first.”

The servant did a double-take. “This?”

Jol walked across the room, then picked up a pair of tongs. His muscles flexed as he went over to the heavy ingot of metal and picked it up, lowering it slowly into the searing flames. The gray metal began to warm, turning gradually from its dull shade to a glowing, autumnal orange.

“My weapon,” he told the servant with a smile. “The hammer, remember? The one I’m going to use to defeat the Seven, and the Autarch?”

He’d rarely if ever seen such confusion on someone’s face before. “But, my lord, aren’t I supposed to help you with that?”

Jol chuckled. “I don’t need assistance with this. It’s what I create after I’m done that I’m going to need your aid with, Gretel.”

The woman stared at him like he’d just announced he had written a play and expected her to act the lead role in it. “I don’t understand,” she protested. “I thought the whole reason I was brought here was to perform a ritual on your hammer…”

Jol shook his head. “You should get something to drink,” he told the servant. “Perhaps some food, as well. It’s going to be a long night.”

With a shrug that was far more confused than sarcastic, Gretel did just that. Jol watched her go, feeling a little sad for the way he was forced to keep secrets from the woman. He knew she was trustworthy—it was just that he could hardly trust himself in this matter.

She’d understand soon enough. Filled with the spirit of creation, Jol Rivers pulled the ingot out of the flames.

Over the next few hours, he fell into the steady rhythm of smithing. The metal went through multiple sessions: heating it in the forge, hammering it on the anvil, and cooling it in the quenching flames. Each time, the changes in it became more obvious. Each time, the shape of the hammer it was to become was more visible.

As he worked, he added in the other ingredients the assistant had brought. The diamond dust, the rare elixirs, and the scales from rare and exotic creatures: all of them were consumed by the flames or diluted by the water of the quencher, their essence added to the weapon Jol was in the midst of building. Multiple cycles of heating and cooling passed, the broad base of the hammer gradually forming out of the raw ore.

Finally Jol judged he was ready for the cap. “Lad!” he cried, gesturing at the assistant, who was lying against a pillar near the entrance in a half doze. “Bring me the dragonstone, now!”

The young man snapped to attention and raced out of the smithy. He came back a few minutes later with a large, misshapen chunk of ore, the same shade as the edge of Jol’s conjured hammer.

“Here you go, m’lord,” the lad said, looking around. “Where should I put it…?”

Jol had the assistant place the chunk of ore on the table, then he grabbed a tool and carefully began cutting off removing segments of the dragonstone. The material was far too strong for an ordinary knife or cutting tool to crack; Jol’s only options were to melt portions of it with fire spells or chuck the entire thing into the nearest furnace until it had melted enough to be malleable.

In lieu of making the mess that heating the whole chunk at once would have created, he opted to work slowly and carefully.

Every now and then, he glanced over at the tent from the corner of his eye. Gretel had been absent for quite some time, either reading or napping in the pop-up, but Jol sensed she would be rejoining him soon enough.

He was right. The next time he looked up from his work, the servant stood next to the table, watching him with an interested expression.

“Have you ever seen dragonstone before?” Jol asked, pushing a core of flame deep into the ore.

Gretel shook her head, then caught herself and nodded. “Some of the inquisitors carry dragonstone knives,” she said. “Carried, I suppose.”

Jol gave a smirk at that. “Dragonstone is ridiculously difficult to chip or shatter with ordinary weapons,” he explained as he worked. Hence why it makes an excellent weapon. Though those blades you saw the inquisitors carrying were likely only gilded with dragonglass, with ordinary steel underneath. The real thing is far too expensive.”

He watched her nod. “Is it valuable?”

“Very.” Another chunk of the stuff came away, and Jol carried it to the furnace with tongs. “The Scourge is the only place you can find it naturally. Oh, every now and then there’s a vein of it located on the outskirts of the Autarch’s territory that gets mined to hades and back, but that only accounts for a fraction of what’s in circulation.” He paused, thinking. “There are some alchemists in the Second Empire who claim they can transmogrify ordinary steel into dragonstone, but I’ve never seen evidence of it actually being done.”

“You would think if they could, it would no longer be so valuable,” Gretel said.

“Precisely.”

As he worked, Jol thought about the last time he’d seen this strange ore. “Envy and I stumbled upon a deposit of dragonstone in the Scourge,” he said.

“Oh?”

“We were being attacked by a kaervi.” Jol smiled at the memory, even as he remembered being forced to fight for his life against the massive avian creature. “They’re some of the most vicious beasts the Autarch has created, with beaks the size of horses. Envy and I led the thing to the dragonstone, which was in an open pit. When it tried to smash me like a hammer on an anvil—” he struck the ore, to prove his point, “—we heated the dragonstone so that it became imprisoned. The metal is nearly unbreakable, but it begins to melt and lose cohesion rather easily.”

Gretel nodded along. “This is your demonic familiar,” she said. “This Envy.”

“Yes.”

“Who is a demon no longer.” For the first time, Gretel looked like she was actually starting to believe it. “Who has been elevated to the position of a seraph, and cleansed by the Creator’s light…”

“You don’t need to make it sound ridiculous,” Jol said, sighting the edge of the dragonstone as he fit the cap to the hammer. “It’s what happened. And the Creator didn’t do it, I did.” He pursed his lips in thought as he finished fitting the dragonstone to the steel. “Although I suppose Father Kevan would say that everything is the Creator’s doing, in the final analysis…”

“Father Kevan?” Gretel frowned.

“A man who strayed from the light,” Jol said, frowning. “He’s dead now.”

Gretel blanched. “I’m sorry.”

“Yes, well… he did try to kill me,” Jol said. As Gretel looked shocked, Jol carried the half-finished hammer to the anvil and began striking the dragonstone cap into the steel with heavy blows. “This shouldn’t take much longer!”

The next few minutes were a blur. This was the hardest part of the entire ordeal; both the strength and the endurance required to hammer out the remainder of the strikes would have taxed even the healthiest blacksmith. Now that the cap was fitted to the edge of the hammer, Jol couldn’t quench either until it was completely finished—for once the dragonstone cooled, it would become impossible for him to make any more modifications to the frozen metal.

At some point, someone lifted a cool glass to his lips. Jol glanced over and saw Gretel staring at him, the drink in her hand, with the assistant staring at Jol behind her like the young man was watching a charging bull.

“You’ve been growling for some time, my lord,” the servant whispered. Another woman might have been turned on by his display of strength and sought to distract him at his peril. But Gretel was all business. “Here, drink.”

He did so. The water refreshed him, cooling the heat of the furnace. “Thank you.”

Gretel gave him a curt nod and glanced back at the boy. “Stop staring, you lazy git!” the servant yelled. “Go get more water so that we can give it to Lord Rivers if he needs it!”

Jol chuckled. She didn’t even try to flirt, which was good. He would have had to let her down gently, if that were the case.

Gods, not much of a bachelor, am I? Jol thought. I’m supposed to be enjoying my last night as a single man. Most of Keynes probably expects I’m knee deep in a bordello right now, enjoying the wives and daughters of every nobleman who was shamed into remaining in the city…

Jol shook his head to clear it. That wasn’t his style. There were only five women in this world who truly appealed to him now.

And if there were to be more, he suspected they would bring it to his attention before he noticed.

“Everyone stay quiet,” Jol grunted, switching his hammer into a two-handed grip. “I need to concentrate for this last part. No water, either—I’ll drink when I’m done.”

Gretel nodded, stepping away. “Yes, Jol,” she said, already accustomed to being his servant. “If anyone tries to interrupt you, I’ll treat them like a Shieldwall soldier on a lonely road…”

Jol’s eyes widened. Alright. She’s beaten me in the dark humor department forever, I suppose.

Then he got to work.

The sounds of metal on metal filled the forge, along with Jol’s grunts of exertion. For a time he believed that the final push would come to naught—it seemed as if the pieces of the hammer would not come together, would not fit properly in a way that would survive a quenching. But just as he felt himself nearing the limits of his power, a final blow knocked things into place.

It was perfect.

Jol lifted the weapon in a mitt and carried it to the quencher. The steam that rose as the water covered it seemed brighter than normal, as if Jol had truly created something holy this night. Something the Creator himself would have been proud to see used in his name.

Jol sighed happily and leaned against the wall of the smithy. “It’s done,” he said, mopping his soaked brow with his other hand. “There’s a few small additions to be made, and it’ll require a fair few rounds of quenching before the dragonstone hardens completely. But that’s the one…”

When he turned around, Gretel and the lad were both staring at him.

“That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen, m’lord!” the lad cried, his eyes going as wide as the night sky. “You attacked that metal like it was an entire army of the Autarch’s forces, and you blew it to smithereens! That hammer looks like something a hero in a storybook would carry into battle…!”

“Quiet,” Gretel told the youth. Yet there was no heat in her tone. “It was impressive, sir. Very. If one of your women were here, I doubt you’d be able to keep their hands off of you…”

Jol grinned at the thought. “Probably. It’s a good thing they’re all enjoying their last night of freedom, then.”

The servant cocked an eyebrow. “Freedom?”

“A joke,” Jol said, laughing. “They threw a party at Lord Ardor’s estate, just them. Right now, my women are trying on their dresses and showing off for each other. Probably arguing over which one of them will be the first to consummate our marriage…”

The assistant’s eyes widened. Gretel slapped him about the head before he could say something stupid.

“Well, your weapon is done,” Gretel said, eyeing the hilt sticking out of the quencher. “It’s just after midnight. And I haven’t done anything this evening except eat trifles and drink coffee!”

“Don’t worry,” Jol said, chuckling. “Your part is coming, Gretel. I have one more thing that I’d like to forge tonight.” He grinned from ear to ear. “A bit of wedding jewelry.”

“For your brides?” Gretel asked.

Jol was already shaking his head. “No. For me. Boy, fetch the brass.”

Gretel watched him go. “Brass, Jol?”

“You’ll see. Just trust me.” He was thinking of an old friend from Littlereach, and wondering how he’d been doing over the last few months. And whether he’d heard the news out in his part of the world about what had become of the brave blacksmith from the middle of nowhere. “Get your rituals ready. The Autarch is expecting my weapon. This is the thing that’s going to take him by surprise.”

And once the boy got back with the brass, both of them got to work.
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Jol Rivers’s wedding day dawned cold and clear.

For the first time he could remember in a long time, he woke up alone. Having five women at his beck and call meant that he never slipped between the blankets without at least one partner, and on most nights the bed in Aerowen’s apartments was a disorganized mess of blankets and female bodies. One girl slept on her back, one on her stomach, while a third tried to hog all the warmth from the first two… it was quite a trial, even while it was so much fun to tire so many women out in a single night.

So it was with a strange, bittersweet sort of feeling that Jol opened his eyes in the bedroom of the apartments he shared with the five women he was about to marry. Custom was strong in the Second Empire, so much so that the thought of a woman sharing a man’s bed the night before her wedding—much less five women—would have caused so much scandal that Aeronwen wanted to avoid it. Aeronwen, Jessamyn, Gwen, Tyssa, and Envy had all spent the night at Lord Ardor’s manor, where there were more than adequate facilities for them all to prepare for their nuptials.

Jol rose and bathed, going about his daily rituals alone. Today I will be married, he thought, his mind’s eye filling with the faces of the five beautiful women he would be walking down the aisle with in just a few hours. My life will never be the same.

In some ways, the five women were his wives already. The bond that linked them was both deeper and older than the institution of marriage, and would never, ever be broken. But today was still an important day. A big day.

One of the best days of his life.

He’d finished washing and was wolfing down a quick breakfast when there came a knock on his door. It was Godfrey, and the poor man looked to be in agony.

“God-in-flesh, have you seen this getup they forced me into?” Godfrey stretched his arms as he entered, desperately trying to get comfortable in the vest and suit jacket he was wearing. From where Jol was standing it fit him perfectly, but it was so different from the man’s usual utilitarian style that he could see how it chafed. “Hannon told me I look handsome in it, but I feel like a stuffed pig ready to be served!”

Jol couldn’t help but chuckle at the mental image. “It doesn’t look all that bad,” he said, thinking of the suit he still needed to put on before he left. “I daresay you fill it out alright. I can see why Hannon isn’t complaining…”

“You and her,” Godfrey swore. “I swear, you’re all in a conspiracy against me. Well, I suppose I shouldn’t complain. I’ve seen a sneak preview of what your women intend to wear today.” He grinned. “I don’t want to spoil it for you, but comfort is the last thing the two of us ought to be complaining about.”

Jol didn’t doubt the man was right. “I hope so,” he said. “They were forced to get fitted for their dresses on very short notice, and I know the outfits mean a lot to them. Are they happy with their purchases?”

“Oh, very happy,” Godfrey said with a chuckle. “I dare say you won’t miss your bachelorhood in the slightest, blacksmith. Even if you get tired of one wife, you’ll have four more ready and willing to take her place…”

Jol snickered. “As if I could get tired of any of them,” he said, challenging the man. “Could you ever see yourself tiring of Hannon?”

“More like she’d get tired of me,” the old soldier laughed. “No, my women are all abuzz with excitement over your impending nuptials, blacksmith. I’m starting to wonder if I won’t be the next man hustled down the aisle by more than one woman…”

Jol did a double take. “Your women, you said?”

“Oh, you noticed that, did you?” Godfrey laughed. If Jol had expected the people to pick up his ideas about ‘unconventional relationships’ to act as if they were ashamed of them, he couldn’t have been more wrong. “Hannon I have decided things have become serious enough to start appearing with Hyacinth in public. Given that all eyes will be on you and your women—and most authority figures in the city have already fled—I doubt we’ll engender much comment—”

“Hyacinth,” Jol repeated. “Why do I feel like I know that name?”

“Because you know Violet,” Godfrey replied. “Hyacinth is her older sister. She graduated from the Lyceum last year and has been working as a teaching assistant while she applies to several alchemy schools in Keynes.”

“I see.” Jol couldn’t help but be taken aback. He’d known in an academic sense that Godfrey and his new partner were looking for more women to add to Godfrey’s harem, just as he knew that a handful of older students at the Lyceum had already ‘auditioned’ for the part. But having a name and a face to put to it made it suddenly all too real. “She’s… twenty-two, then?”

“Twenty-three,” Godfrey said, a sly smile spreading across his face. “She’s nothing like her sister, blacksmith, if that’s what you were thinking. Hyacinth has the dirtiest mind of any woman I’ve ever met.” A flush rose to his cheeks, as if he realized he’d said too much. “Hannon adores her.”

Deep in the recesses of his mind lay an awareness that Executor Hannon was a woman, like other women—and that as a woman, she had certain animal urges. The desire for sex, for companionship, even the desire to marry a man and remain faithful and loyal to him as his wife.

But it was impossible for Jol to imagine Hannon of all people actually acting on those urges. Whenever he tried, he just got a mental image of her standing in the classroom, looking irritated in the middle of a lecture.

“I’m sure she’s wonderful,” Jol agreed. “If Hannon loves her, I’m certain my wives will get along with her like a house on fire.”

“Speaking of fire,” Godfrey chuckled. “You’d better get your clothing on, blacksmith. We’re going to be late if we don’t leave soon. I’ve managed to requisition what must be nearly the last horse left in Keynes, and a carriage to take you to Lord Ardor’s.”

God-in-flesh! Jol looked at the time and did a double take. “Very well. I’ll be right back.”

He dressed as quickly as he was able. Aeronwen had been good enough to instruct the local tailors to create a wedding outfit for him at the same time as his wives-to-be—and with his new measurements, all of the wives agreed he ought to have something that showed off his physique a bit more.

He combed his hair back into a ponytail and styled his beard, then checked himself out in the mirror. Last of all, he took the weapon he’d forged at the smithy the previous night and hooked it to his belt—then slipped the second item he and Gretel had forged together around his neck.

Both looked perfect. Alright, Jol thought. I’m ready.

When he walked back into the sitting room, Godfrey’s eyes nearly fell out of his head.

“Blacksmith,” the man said heavily. “By the Creator, you certainly look the part of the man who slew two of the Seven single-handedly…”

Like Godfrey, Jol wore a vest—but unlike the old soldier, he wore no jacket over top of it. It was sleeveless, so that his bulging biceps and broad shoulders were clearly visible, cut in a ‘V’ at the front to show his chest and the item hanging around his neck. His pants were of a high quality and expensive cut, but they’d been tucked into military-style boots that went all the way up to his knees.

He looked like a cross between a statesman and a barbarian. With that massive blacksmith’s hammer strapped to his hip, he cut a fearsome picture, indeed.

Jol grinned. “So I look good, then?”

Godfrey could only laugh. “Half the women there are going to be asking themselves if they could get away with jumping onto the altar along with your five brides,” the man said, shaking his head in astonishment. “Are you going to marry these women, blacksmith, or throw them over your shoulder and drag them back to your cave?”

Happy laughter escaped Jol’s throat. “That’s exactly the look I was going for,” he said proudly. “Aeronwen said she expects me to look like a barbarian king.”

“You certainly look the part,” Godfrey agreed. His gaze strayed to the thing hanging around Jol’s neck, and his eyes widened. “Blacksmith, why do I feel like I’ve seen that before?”

Jol’s hand strayed to the pendant on the end of the necklace’s chain. “Because you have,” he said, nodding. “So has Aeronwen.”

Hanging from Jol’s neck was a miniature version of the lion’s head door knocker he’d once forged for the mayor of Littlereach. Though it felt like something that had happened to him a lifetime ago, Jol had had no difficulty remembering the steps he’d taken to create the fine, elegant furnishing. He’d even remembered the brass ring in the lion’s mouth, which Mayor Lutz’s guests would have used to signal their arrival at his manor.

There were only a handful of people who knew exactly what that lion’s head meant to Jol Rivers. No one who had any contact with the Autarch could have warned the abomination about its portent, or what Jol might have been planning to do with an enchanted amulet in such a shape.

And that was just how Jol wanted it.

Surprise, he thought, running his fingers across the lion’s mane. The tiny rubies in its eyes glistened, perhaps reflecting the energy of the ritual Gretel performed just after midnight the previous night. The element of surprise.

“It’s…” Godfrey squinted. “Well, it’s just as I remembered,” he admitted with a laugh. “Did you invite Mayor Lutz to this shindig, incidentally?”

Jol shook his head. “No. I hope the man is doing alright. Things were rough in Littlereach the last time we were there.”

Godfrey nodded. “I’m sure that once we defeat the Autarch, the shadow over Littlereach will depart,” he said, as if Jol had already won the day. “You’ll go back there someday, blacksmith, and show the people what you’ve learned. I’m sure your wives will come to Littlereach with you.”

It made a pretty picture. Jol could see it in his mind’s eye—but he thought it would be far more likely that Mayor Lutz and the other notable citizens of Littlereach came to see him, and not the other way around.

“Speaking of your wives,” Godfrey said with a twinkle in his eye, “it’s just about time for us to head out. Are you ready?”

Jol was.

The carriage waited just outside of the apartments, as Godfrey had promised it would. A few gawkers stood across the street, but Jol quickly realized they weren’t there for him—instead, they were staring at the horse. None of the noble houses still had any.

It made Jol wonder what sort of threats Godfrey and the other members of the group had needed to pull out of their hats in order to secure this one.

“It’s a fine carriage,” Jol said, stepping up to the vehicle. “Only where’s the driver?”

Godfrey grinned. “You’re looking at him.”

Ha! “Just like old times,” Jol said with a smile.

“Except I was ferrying the Woman in Blue back then,” the soldier said, eyeing the bench for the driver at the front of the carriage. “Now I’m taking you to her. Amazing how quickly things change in a man’s life, isn’t it, blacksmith?”

Jol knew he was right. “Did you have any inkling back then of what was going to happen between us?” he asked. “Aeronwen and I?”

A mist hung before Godfrey’s eyes as he cast his memory backward. “I remember the way she looked at you,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I remember being left over drinks at that awful little tavern so she could drag you to her room and have her way with you. But you know what I remember the most, blacksmith?”

Jol couldn’t imagine. “What?”

The corner of the soldier’s mouth curved in a smirk. “The look on her face,” he said, shaking his head like it had been only yesterday. “The way she looked when she left your shop for the very first time, after she came to your forge to discover whether it was truly you who’d crafted the helm that saved Ser Jeroboam. You remember?”

Jol would remember that meeting for the rest of his life. “I remember. What did she look like?”

Godfrey chuckled. “Like a harvest princess who’d just had the most strapping young lad in the village ask her to the dance,” the man said, grinning. “I think I knew then that the two of you were going to be together for a long, long time, blacksmith.”

Jol himself hadn’t known it then. He’d been trying to figure out whether or not the Woman in Blue truly fancied him, while her driver had known almost instantly.

Life could be funny sometimes that way.

“Although even I didn’t know what kind of mischief the two of you were going to get up to,” Godfrey added. “God-in-flesh, if someone had told me then that Aeronwen was going to be marrying you within a year, I’d have laughed in their face. And if they so much as suggested that she’d be sharing you with four other women, I’d have nominated them for a long stay in one of His Majesty’s asylums.”

“That’s only fair,” Jol mused. “I would have thought it impossible as well.” He should have kept his mouth shut, but he couldn’t resist needling the man just a little bit. “I wonder if Hyacinth would have believed it?”

Godfrey nearly missed a step. “Something tells me she would,” the soldier said. “Climb on in, blacksmith. I’ll have you there in a jiffy.”

The interior of the carriage was quiet and dark. The cushions smelled of lavender, and the smell intensified when Godfrey closed the carriage door and climbed into the driver’s bench. A quick whip from the reins, and they were on their way down the cobblestone path.

We’re probably the only carriage in Keynes right now, Jol thought.

He wasn’t correct, but the difference between the city Jol knew and the one he saw now was still striking. As the carriage left the inner island behind, traveling through Keynes proper, the broad thoroughfares were almost totally devoid of people and vehicles. People stared, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the man or woman fancy and powerful enough to be riding in a carriage during such a crisis. Most of them gave the vehicle a smile or cheered when they saw Jol riding inside.

Most, but not all.

The other horses he saw all belonged to single riders, or were being used to pull carts filled with foodstuffs and other goods. Every now and then, they passed a carriage sitting by the side of the road unattended, with no animal mounted to the front. Children were playing inside of one, while a group of women were using the shade of another to gossip and share their sewing.

The sight of these vehicles confused Jol. He moved to the front of the cabin and opened the slender glass panel separating passenger from driver. Godfrey was whistling a jaunty tune as he drove, occasionally cracking the reins to keep the horse in line.

“Why are all these vehicles sitting here abandoned?” Jol asked. “Shouldn’t they be moved indoors?”

Godfrey glanced over his shoulder. “And who’s going to move them?” he asked rhetorically. “We have no animals, blacksmith. And the people like these vehicles. They use them as landmarks.”

Jol saw no evidence of that. “What are you not telling me?”

When Godfrey saw Jol wasn’t going to back down, he let out a flat bark of a laugh. “Fine, you got me,” he said, returning his attention to the road. “People aren’t moving them, because they’re making plans to disassemble them soon.”

Jol blinked. This wasn’t what he’d expected to hear. “Disassemble? Why?”

“The Autarch is coming,” Godfrey said. Though Jol couldn’t see the man’s face with his eyes on the road, he sensed Godfrey’s brow was furrowing with worry. “The people have faith in you, Jol—and even if they don’t, they certainly have faith in Lady Aeronwen. But that doesn’t mean that everyone in Keynes believes you and your women are going to save them before the Autarch’s army arrives.”

A tiny shudder passed through Godfrey’s shoulders. Maybe he was thinking of the reports Keynes had received the previous night—reports which had already spread like wildfire through the population. Heathen mages were crossing the border into the northern section of the Second Empire in great numbers, throwing down their weapons and begging for sanctuary. They claimed they were fleeing a mighty army of monsters—an army that was only one or two day’s march behind.

Apparently, the Autarch had grown tired of his worshippers. Either that, or the abomination had decided to send them south as a warning. As a seal of his coming.

Now that Godfrey had spoken the words aloud, it was impossible for Jol not to notice the impact the news was having. There was a subtle change in the atmosphere of the city, even beyond the way the streets had been cleared following the wide-scale migration. The small groups of people he saw congregating were the exceptions, not the norm.

Most citizens of Keynes were batting down the hatches. They hoped for the best, but they prepared for the worst.

As they reached the next corner, a woman left the shadow of her stoop and approached the carriage. She could have been anyone: her silhouette was so nondescript that it was hard to tell if she was a washerwoman, the wife of a craftsman or some member of the nobility taking a walk through the business district. In truth, it didn’t matter.

What mattered was what she did.

As Jol leaned out the window, taking in the sights, the woman lifted a hand from the opposite side of the road. Jol saw her realize who was in the carriage traveling through the city. Shock showed on her features, replaced by an expression Jol hadn’t seen from someone walking the streets of Keynes in some time.

Hope.

“Help us,” the woman called, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Don’t let the city fall, Lord Rivers! Help us!”

Help us. Don’t let the city fall.

The words rang in Jol’s ears as the carriage rumbled away, traveling over the cobblestones.

They were getting close to Lord Ardor’s mansion now. The streets had taken on a noticeable upward tilt, and the buildings on either side of the road were in better condition than the ones down near the business district. They looked nicer, too.

Godfrey shifted in his seat. “I heard that woman,” he said, clearing his throat. “You’re going to get a lot of that in the next few days, blacksmith. Hero worship. These people are praying for a miracle.”

Jol nodded. He understood. “The city is paralyzed.”

A chuckle escaped Godfrey. “Well, I wouldn’t go quite that far,” the man said, settling back into his seat. “The people who’ve chosen to remain in the city are brave, blacksmith. They have faith that the walls of Keynes will not fall. But they are worried.”

Jol understood that, too. “What could I do to ease their worries?”

Godfrey gave a little start in his seat. “I’m not sure there’s anything you can do,” he remarked after a moment. “Kill the Autarch?”

Jol was already shaking his head. “I can’t kill the Autarch today,” he said. “I’m not strong enough—not yet. But I want to do something for these people. I want to give them hope. I want to convince them that they’re in good hands, and that they need not worry.”

“You could make a speech to that effect,” Godfrey suggested. “I know you say you’re not a politician, Rivers, but I’ve heard you talk to people. You have a knack for words, when the circumstances force you to say more than a few of them at a time…”

Jol snickered at that. “No, no speech,” he sighed. He glanced down at the hammer swinging against his side and the lion’s head pendant around his neck. “I think I’m going to have to do something today my wives were hoping to avoid.”

“What’s that?”

“Kill another one of the Seven.”

Godfrey made a strangled noise. “On your wedding day?”

“I know,” Jol said, sounding almost amused. “My wives got all dressed up, and they’re going to expect a big ceremony. Not to mention an absolute fireworks show of a wedding night. I hate to make them wait.”

“I’m sure they’d understand,” Godfrey said, still looking over his shoulder at Jol like the blacksmith had suddenly sprouted a second head. “But one of the Seven? Blacksmith, they’re incredibly dangerous!”

“It is,” Jol agreed. “But what better wedding present for a barbarian king to bring his five wives on their wedding day?”

To that, Godfrey had no answer.
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Jol and Godfrey arrived at Lord Ardor’s estate right on time.

The mansion stood atop a small hill, overlooking the eastern quadrant of the city. A small gate guarded by sentries encircled the bottom of the hill to keep the riff-raff out, and they’d waved Jol’s carriage through after a cursory examination. The final leg of the climb was all upward, so that the horse protested and Godfrey had to settle back in his seat.

The mansion was even grander than Jol had expected. From a distance, it looked like any of the semi-isolated estates of the nobility that dotted the hills of the city, but when one drew close they noticed the Gothic tinges and fine craftsmanship that set Lord Ardor’s lodgings a cut above the rest. The mansion house was three stories tall, with a separate building for servants a short distance away. A turret rose from each corner of the building, so high and narrow that they looked like lances stabbing the sky. Each one had a high, narrow window in the side to allow those working there an enviable view of the entire imperial capital.

It was a wonderful venue for a wedding. Jol wondered if any of his wives-to-be had slept in the turrets the previous evening, or if they’d all passed out in bed together after giggling over their wedding dresses.

A small crowd waited outside for Jol to arrive. Most of the guests had either gone inside to the ballroom or were wandering around the rear yard waiting for the service to start, but a few had gathered near the fountain at the front of the manor to greet him. Jol recognized Hannon, along with a half-dozen instructors he vaguely recognized from the Lyceum.

At the front of the pack was Scarlett, holding court as the other half of the city’s Council.

A light dusting of applause broke out as Jol climbed from the carriage. The clapping turned to gasps as the crowd saw the way he was dressed, and noticed the massive hammer at his side.

“He looks like he’s going to war, not a wedding,” someone said.

“Well, it is five on one,” some wag in the crowd chuckled. “He needs a weapon, seeing how the odds are against him…”

Scarlett stepped out of the crowd. Next to her, Hannon raced to the front of the carriage and embraced Godfrey as he stepped down from the driver’s bench. Jol couldn’t help but notice that she had a young, dark-haired woman with her—or that the young woman was looking at Godfrey even more lovingly than the Executor of the Lyceum.

So that must be Hyacinth, Jol thought. She really does look like her sister…

Scarlett’s voice snapped him out of his reverie. “Those are some… dashing fashion choices, Lord Rivers,” the woman said, looking astonished. “Were you hoping to start a new trend in the city this season with your wedding attire?”

Jol glanced down at the deep V of his vest and the lion’s head amulet that hung there.

“This is what Lady Aeronwen picked out for me,” he said, grinning up at the councilwoman. “Presumably, it’s what she and all of my other wives would like to see me wearing.”

“I can see why!” a woman in the crowd shouted. “God-in-flesh!”

“Emphasis on the flesh part,” that same wag murmured.

“Thank you all so much for coming,” Jol said, lifting his voice loud enough to stifle any further conversation. “Lady Aeronwen and I greatly appreciate it. As does Jessamyn, Gwen, Tyssa, and Envy. I will see you all inside!”

Scarlett could take the hint. With a nod, the councilwoman followed him inside.

“That was nicely done,” she admitted, glancing behind her at the now-excited crowd. “Goodness, Lady Aeronwen really chose that for you to wear today?”

“Why, what are they wearing?” Jol asked. “Don’t tell me I’m copying someone else’s outfit…”

It took Scarlett a moment to realize Jol was joking. “Your women are in their private changing rooms,” she said once she’d recovered from chuckling. “I haven’t seen them, personally, but I’ve heard some of the talk that’s coming out of that wing of Lord Ardor’s manor. Apparently the things they’ve been saying are so filthy they’ve scandalized half the servants!”

“Only half?” Jol asked. “I hope Lord Ardor’s subjects are coarser than I’ve been led to believe, otherwise I’m disappointed.”

Inside lay a reception room, filled with more people. Jol exchanged pleasantries while Scarlett led him quickly through the halls of the manor, pleading a lack of time for them to do more. At some point, Jol noticed Godfrey had caught up and was following them both, having left Hannon and Hyacinth behind for the moment.

“Down this hall,” Scarlett whispered. “We have a resting room for you right over here, Lord Rivers…”

It was smaller than he’d expected, but well-furnished. The head of a buffalo hung on one wall, stuffed and staring—the other was dominated by a painting of one of Lord Ardor’s ancestors, caught in the midst of a heroic charge onto some battlefield or other. Godfrey closed the door behind them as they entered, and the sounds of conversation in the rest of the manor grew muffled.

In here, the sounds of the outside world faded away, and Jol could almost imagine he was somewhere other than his own wedding. There was a small bookshelf in the far corner of the room, and all of a sudden Jol had to resist the urge to grab a tome, throw himself down on the cushions, and enjoy a few pages while he waited.

Scarlett’s voice broke him from his reverie. “This is where I’ll have to leave you,” the councilwoman said reluctantly. “Duty calls, you understand? As half of the extant Council members in Keynes, there are a great many people who wish to speak with me—even during a wedding.”

“That’s alright,” Jol said with a snicker. “I’m just glad it’s not me today.”

“Godfrey will stay with you until the service begins,” she said, gesturing at the soldier. Suddenly she grinned. “Should you go weak in the knees at the sight of your five wives all gathered in a line, I’m sure he’ll brace you with his shoulder and keep you from embarrassing yourself.”

“I doubt it will come to that,” Jol replied.

Scarlett shrugged. “Most men are hesitant enough to bind themselves into holy matrimony with one woman, Lord Rivers. You’ve chosen five. Perhaps the sight of them walking down the aisle together will rattle you?”

“If you think his women are going to make Jol Rivers feel like anything other than the happiest man in the world, then you don’t know his brides,” Godfrey interjected. “Don’t worry about us, Scarlett. You handle the politicking.”

“Of course,” the councilwoman said.

Then she was gone, and Jol and Godfrey were alone.

Jol looked around. “So what do I do now?” he asked, finally allowing some jocularity to enter his tone. Over the last few weeks, he’d felt like a piece sitting on someone’s game board many times, but this was the first instance where he truly believed he was right where he was meant to be. “Do I just relax until my name is called?”

“You know the drill, blacksmith,” Godfrey said, stretching and sighing. “It’s the same as it is in the military: hurry up and wait. They were in such a rush to get you here, and now we’ve got to sit around until the priestess shows up.”

Jol blinked. Something about what the man said made him do a double take. “Priestess?”

“You didn’t know, did you?”

He hadn’t. “I wasn’t aware that the Second Empire’s Orthodoxy allowed priestesses in place of priests…”

Godfrey’s grin widened. “That’s because they don’t. We couldn’t find a man of the cloth in Keynes who was willing to marry five women to a single man. Not even you, blacksmith. Maybe if half the bloody priests hadn’t already fled the city, it would be different. But if wishes were horses, then all men would ride.”

“So you had to think a little outside of the box,” Jol mused. “How far outside of the box, exactly?”

“A couple boxes over,” Godfrey admitted with a chuckle. “At least Lord Ardor approved it. Honestly, I think he’d have let the horse marry you as long as it got Jessamyn Silverbrook off of his balance sheet and out of his mansions…”

Jol shook his head. He would never understand what caused Lord Ardor to treat his daughter so poorly. Even if Jessamyn was a bastard child, the offspring of one of Lord Ardor’s affairs outside of his marriage bed, she was still a kind, intelligent, brave woman.

He should be here giving her away, Jol thought, his hand balling into a fist. If the man wasn’t such a terrible father, he would be. And a coward…

“Are you alright, blacksmith?” Godfrey’s voice brought him back to himself. “You look like you’re about to smash something.”

“I’m fine,” Jol said. “Just thinking about the way things ought to be. I know I don’t have reason to be angry with Lord Ardor—he’s provided us with a wonderful marriage venue, and he aided Tyssa when she was in trouble.” He glanced over at the heroic portrait on the wall, wondering how many generations back that scene had taken place. “I just wish he’d done better by his girl.”

Godfrey nodded. “You’ll do better by her,” the soldier said. “And when you and that girl make a couple of handsome little Jols together, you’ll treat those kids a hell of a lot better than Jessamyn’s parents did with her. That’s how these cycles get broken, blacksmith. Someone steps up and does better.”

“You think so?” he asked.

Godfrey laughed. “I know so. Even if you’re not perfect, Jessamyn’s going to have four other women to help her. I dare say you don’t need to worry too much about changing diapers or staying up all night—”

The door opened. A servant stood in the hallway.

“Lord Rivers?” the man asked, looking as nervous as Jol felt. “They’re ready.”

Jol’s heart skipped a beat. “This is it, then,” he said, glancing over at Godfrey.

The man grinned. “Good luck,” she said, clapping him on the back. “Remember, I’m right here. Your best man. If you do get cold feet, blacksmith, you just throw me in front of you and I’ll do the best I can to distract your women and absorb the spells.”

Jol guffawed. “They’d turn you to paste,” he said, ribbing the man.

“Maybe,” Godfrey said, ribbing him back. “You just focus on making it through the service without making an ass of yourself!”

Easier said than done.

The next few minutes were a blur for Jol Rivers. He vaguely remembered the halls he was led through, and he certainly thought he could recall the booming voice of one of Lord Ardor’s retainers as he announced ‘Lord Rivers’ to the crowd. Jol was so out of sorts that he thought to protest, that ‘Lord Rivers’ was just something the people called him because of his deeds. He’d thought of telling them he was no Lord, and likely never would be, but belatedly he realized that he was marrying into not one but two noble houses.

Then he was at the dais, in the wide green lawn behind Lord Ardor’s mansion, and Godfrey was standing next to him. An arch hung suspended over his head, covered with flowers, and rows of white chairs extended to either side of the red carpet. Guests and well-wishers sat in them, giving the whole proceedings an atmosphere of hushed excitement.

Jol recognized many who sat in the audience. There were plenty of people from the Lyceum, of course, and Hannon and Hyacinth were in the front row. Even Gretel was there, as Jol had insisted on giving the servant woman an invitation to the ceremony. For a long moment he felt the eyes upon him, and sweat beaded on his brow.

All eyes were on the doors at the rear of the mansion. Jol could feel his heart in his throat, a big vein flexing rapidly as his pulse trilled like the beat of a hummingbird’s wings.

A hush fell over the crowd as the band struck up a slow, traditional wedding march. They played it extra slowly, as they’d been informed they were going to need to fill the space for five wives to approach the altar. The priestess behind the lectern grinned at him, nodding almost imperceptibly as she adjusted her notes. Jol had just enough time to hope the ceremony wouldn’t be too ridiculous with someone outside of the church leading it.

Then Lord Ardor’s retainer called out the first name, and the rest of the world no longer mattered.

Jol had already been told that his women would arrive in ascending order of social importance, as was the custom in Keynes. That had rankled him, but his women didn’t mind—and he certainly didn’t mind that the first sight of his wives-to-be the massive crowd got was Tyssa, striding down the aisle in a gown fit for a princess. She’d chosen a dress covered in frills and bows, and though it showed off very little skin it was more than tight enough to showcase her ample curves. By the time the steward reached the altar, tears were streaming down her face. Jol’s eyes were watery, and Godfrey’s were a little more than watery.

Tyssa bit down on her lip as she reached him. She took one of his hand in two of hers, blushing fiercely. “M’lord,” she whispered, doing a curtsy.

“You don’t need to call me that,” Jol said.

“I know,” Tyssa replied with a smirk. “But you like it.”

As she took her place beside him, she added in a whisper: “And it’s exactly what you are!”

The band kicked back into gear as Gwen entered the chapel.

For a brief moment, seeing her, Jol had the insane thought that the redhead had had the same idea he’d threatened in the alleyway and had decided to tie the knot fully nude. Then he blinked, and he realized that what he was seeing was a wedding dress nearly the same cream shade as the redhead’s skin. Gwen’s curves were even more ample than Tyssa’s, and she had none of the former servant’s modesty. Her gown was cut so low in the bust that her breasts threatened to spill from the top with every step. A brand new jewel sparkled in the side of her nose—a garnet, Jol’s birthstone.

Gwen managed to hold back the tears, but her lips trembled as she took her place on the altar. “Hey,” she said, grinning from ear to ear as she locked eyes with Jol. “You look amazing.”

“Speak for yourself,” Jol whispered back, feeling like the luckiest man in the world. “Did I really not notice you women were goddesses in disguise until now?”

Both Gwen and Tyssa giggled at that. “Sheesh,” the redhead whispered with a wink. “In this old thing?”

Then the doors opened, and Envy strode down the aisle.

If the crowd had managed to hold their tongues before, there was no chance of them continuing to do so. Envy was a seraph, a creature out of the Second Empire’s most enduring legends, and she’d chosen her outfit to accentuate both her gorgeous body and those legends. Bands of overlapping white fabric hugged her frame like a second skin, covering her from head to toe while giving anyone who stared at her long enough a fairly good mental picture of what she looked like naked.

But her gown engendered far less comment than her wings.

They were fully extended, her shoulders raised so that the feathers were over the heads of the crowd. Envy shone like the bloody sun, and the smile on her face as she approached the dais told Jol she knew it, too.

Both Gwen and Tyssa looked like they wanted to fall down at her feet. “You didn’t tell us you were going to do that!” Gwen whispered, amazed.

Envy gave them all a smug smirk. “I wanted it to be a surprise,” she said with a wink. “Pretty cool, huh, Master?”

Jol had no time to deliver another quip. The band was already playing, and the announcer was bellowing once more: “The Lady Aeronwen, and her Maid of Honor—Jessamyn Silverbrook!”

Jol hadn’t expected them both to be announced as one. From the looks on their faces, neither had anyone else in the crowd.

Until the final moment, the students and instructors of the Lyceum in attendance had probably expected Jessamyn Silverbrook to get married in her ever-present schoolgirl outfit. In the end, the auburn-haired beauty did not wear her uniform to her date with destiny—but there were clear design cues in her gown from her traditional attire. Her gown was far more casual than the rest of the group’s, in keeping with her status as Lady Aeronwen’s maid of honor, though her body was still soft and fine and so tempting it made Jol want to gnaw on one of his knuckles.

But it was the Lady Aeronwen who made the crowd do a double take. The Dean of the Imperial Lyceum sashayed down the lane in the finest looking dress Jol Rivers had ever seen. Her gown was a single layer of azure fabric covering the woman from her collarbone to her ankles, and it glowed. It hugged her hips tightly, showing off the sleek curves that she had always kept hidden as the Woman in Blue and then the Dean of the Lyceum, and it had a long veil that trailed behind her as she walked. Her hair was done up in an elaborate bun, with white flowers woven into the strands.

Jol had never seen his beloved looking more beautiful. Nor had he ever seen her smiling with such delight.

"You look incredible," Jol said. "All of you do. I feel like an utter fool in comparison."

"Oh, nonsense," Tyssa said, beaming at him. "You look handsome as hell."

“You’re incredible,” Gwen added with a wink. “Those muscles! Unph!”

Aeronwen leaned over and caught his eye. “It took a half-dozen servants a half-hour to get me into this thing,” she said, noting the fact that there didn’t appear to be a button or a zipper to be found anywhere on her dress. “I can’t wait for you to get me out of it.”

Even Jol blushed at that.

After such an incredible introduction, the rest of Jol’s wedding could not help but be something of an anticlimax. Dozens of people would later tell him all about how beautiful and romantic the ceremony was, and Hannon and Hyacinth would gush about how it brought them to tears. But in truth, Jol remembered few of the details. The priestess Scarlett and Godfrey procured was perfectly fine, weaving in just enough of the classic Keynes orthodoxy to satisfy the audience while clearly making allowances for the fact that there were five brides standing at the altar instead of one. The exchange of rings went off without a hitch, despite the fact that Jol had so many more than the average groom had to keep track of.

Then there was nothing left but the words.

“Lady Aeronwen,” the priestess intoned. “Do you take Lord Rivers as your husband?”

“Absolutely,” the Woman in Blue said without hesitation. “Now and always.” She looked over at Jol and grinned. “You’re mine, darling.” Her gaze slid across the altar. “And you’re theirs, too.”

The crowd chuckled. Even the priestess looked a little mischievous as she turned to the second woman who had lined up to marry her groom. “Jessamyn Silverbrook,” she said, inclining her head. “Do you…”

Of course she did. And so did Gwen, and Tyssa, and Envy. All of them made eager, heartfelt pronouncements, pledging their undying love and loyalty to their man.

“Then by the power vested in me by the Second Empire,” the priestess said once they’d all agreed, “I hereby declare you man and wife. And wife, and wife, and wife… and wife!”

The crowd erupted in a cheer. Applause rang out over the lawn.

“You may now kiss your brides,” the priestess said, gesturing at him with a laugh. “In whatever order the five of you can come up with…!”

In the end, there wasn’t an order. The women surrounded Jol, covering him with kisses. Their hearts had never been so full, and the moment had never been so perfect. If it weren’t for propriety, and the crowd at their back, Jol knew his women would be naked for him right now.

“My husband,” Tyssa growled, running her fingers through her hair. “Gods, I’m going to have so much fun spoiling you, my lord…”

“Just make sure you save some for the rest of us,” Gwen giggled. “You think Lord Ardor will sign over this mansion to us as a wedding gift, Jessamyn?”

“If we let him think our husband might smash this place up with that big hammer of his, he just might,” Jessamyn chuckled. She was still holding hands with Aeronwen like both of them couldn’t wait to share the marriage bed with him. “I love you so much, Jol. I can’t believe this day has finally come!”

Without an ounce of shame, Envy jumped onto Jol’s back. “All mine!” the seraph laughed, covering the back of Jol’s head in kisses. “Fuck, Master, it feels so good to be your wife!”

“It feels good to be your husband,” Jol countered. “All of you.”

It did. It really, really did.

Jol looked around the dais. A lump formed in his throat, and his gaze traveled down to the pendant hanging around his neck. There was hope in this day, in the love and light shining in the darkness, and everyone knew it.

But there was something else, too.

“Girls?” Jol asked, glancing around as his harem hugged him and giggled with glee and shared their hopes for the future. “Or, I suppose I should say wives now…”

One by one, his wives fell silent, watching him.

“What’s wrong?” Aeronwen asked. Her gaze strayed to his hammer, and then to the lion’s head amulet around his neck. “That’s an interesting piece of jewelry, darling. When did you make that?”

“Last night,” Jol said. “You know how you told me you wanted me to look like a barbarian king on this day?”

Aeronwen grinned, and so did the rest of the harem. Say this for Jol Rivers’s wives—they certainly knew what they liked. They wanted their husband shaggy, muscled, and carrying the tool he used to build weapons and smash in the faces of demons.

“How could I possibly forget?” she asked.

Jol’s hand tightened on the grip of his hammer. “I have a feeling like I want to conquer something,” he grunted. “And bring it to you all tonight as a present.”

His women shared looks. None of them were fools; they all knew what he meant. What he was hinting at.

He wanted to go after one of the Seven.

“Right now?” Aeronwen asked.

The moment she asked, Jol Rivers was certain beyond measure that he’d made the right decision in marrying this woman. Take a thousand women on their wedding day and make a request like that, and nine hundred and ninety nine of them would have blown their stacks. But Aeronwen was different. And so were Jol’s other wives.

They weren’t angry. Just curious.

And maybe even a little excited.

“That’s what Godfrey asked me, too,” Jol said, glancing at the stands. Godfrey was in them, hugging Hannon and Hyacinth. “There’s no better time to strike than right now, girls. Wives. The Autarch will never see it coming.” He gestured at the hammer, and the necklace. “And it will give me a chance to test out both of these.”

Jol could tell that Aeronwen wanted to ask him what the lion’s head necklace was for. But she knew that if he wanted to tell her, he would have. Perhaps she could sense it—after all, she was one of the only people in his life who’d ever seen the full-sized version.

Aeronwen stood up straighter. “If that’s what you want to do, my love, then that’s what you will do.” She glanced down at her skintight dress. “Shall we accompany you?”

Jol was already shaking his head. “I’ll be right back,” he promised his wives. “And I’ll have one hell of a present for you.”

“Giving your brides the head of an ancient demon on your wedding day,” Envy giggled, the edge of her pink tongue peeking out of her mouth. “What could possibly be more romantic?”

One by one, they all nodded. “Go kick some ass,” Gwen said. “But you’d better be back before tonight! It’s my wedding night, after all.” She glanced down at her taut little belly. “Now that you’ve made an honest woman out of me, it’s time for us to start having babies.”

“I know you’ll do the right thing,” Tyssa whispered, planting a kiss on his lips. “If things get dangerous, my love, do not hesitate to return. There will be no shame in it.”

God-in-flesh, Jol thought. How did I ever get so lucky?

Jol reached for the awareness in the back of his mind. He could sense the Autarch, and through that connection, he could feel the location of one of his lieutenants. One of the Seven—the abominations which had once been Jol’s darkest nightmares.

Now he hunted them for sport.

When they slept at night, did they check under their bed for Jol Rivers?

He hoped so.

“I’ll be right back,” he promised. “Explain to our guests that I had to step away…”

Jessamyn laughed. “Oh, we’ll tell them the truth,” she insisted. “We’re not hiding anything about our lives from now on, babe. Not ever again.”

And that, Jol realized, was the thing he liked about her most of all.

Lifting his hammer, Jol channeled his power. A seam split down the fabric of the world, and he disappeared from the dais in a crack of lightning, startling the guests and making each of his women scream with delight.

The hunt was on.
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The smell of brimstone filled Jol Rivers’s nostrils.

He winked back into existence atop a rocky outcropping overlooking a sulphurous pool. The sky was a sickly yellow, with gray clouds rolling from one end of the horizon to the next. It only took a moment to realize where he’d arrived: he was back in the Scourge, in the heart of the Autarch’s territory.

Jol dropped into a crouch, flattening himself against the stone as he adjusted to his surroundings. He pulled his hammer from its loop on his belt, already pleased with Aeronwen for having provided him with wedding attire that doubled as battlefield garb. He was comfortable, his senses were sharp, and he was ready to reveal his might.

Once Jol was certain no kaervi was about to drop out of the sky, he crawled to the edge of the rocky ledge and peered over. He’d sensed one of the Seven through his connection to the Autarch, and knew that one of the five remaining creatures was nearby. Lurking somewhere, perhaps, but not far.

Jol peered out over the landscape and blinked.

There it is.

He was crouched over the Scourge’s equivalent of a swamp. Fetid pools stretched as far as the eye could see, broken up by scraggly trees and shrugs with sickly, drooping limbs. Some of the pools were filled with bubbling, sulfurous water, while others bubbled with acid or boiled with a substance like black tar. A few creatures moved from pool to pool, servants of the Autarch. Most of them were clustered around one large basin near the center of the swamp, which was surrounded by overlapping rings of rock bleached in reds and blues like the ground around a thermal vent.

At the center of the pond, a creature did slow turns in the acrid water.

I was right, Jol thought, watching the beast splash. No one would expect me to attack on a day like this. I have the element of surprise on my side. The Seven have no idea they’re in danger…

In fact, the very opposite was true. One of the Seven felt so secure that the monster was bathing itself, floating in a sulphurous pool while a plume of steam rose above the Scourge. The abomination was larger than the two he’d fought before this, though the gray armor plating that had covered the bodies of both the Lord of Bitterness and the Lord of Greed did not fully sheathe this demon. Instead, he wore it the way a turtle wears its shell, carrying a great mess of it on his back.

The remainder of the creature’s body was twisted and crimson. A half-dozen limbs flexed beneath the surface of the water as the abomination did a somersault, dropping its shell under the churning waves before popping it back up like a piece of wood.

“Ah!” the abomination chortled, its voice what a pig would sound like if it could talk. “Now this is the life!”

If Jol hadn’t been certain of who he faced before, he was certain of them now. This beast was the Lord of Indolence—a creature forged by the Autarch using the twin strands of slothfulness and gluttony. There were fewer horror tales about the Lord of Indolence in the Second Empire’s history than there were regarding most of the Seven. The beast mostly terrorized the provinces nearest the border, never straying far from his homeland and his master. Jol had heard that the beast would eat anything and everything that opposed it. People, weapons, even houses and palisade walls—all went down the hatch when the Lord of Indolence came to town. The heathen mages feared the creature’s hunger like nothing else.

No wonder he was still in the Scourge! It didn’t shock him that the Autarch would hold this creature near him, using the abomination to keep the home fires burning. He’d made a tactical error in splitting his forces, and now Jol was going to exploit his mistake.

He gripped his hammer tightly. The closer he could get to the demon before he attacked, the quicker this all would be. Slowly, he began shimmying backwards down the slope.

“Let the others plunder to the south!” the abomination roared. “Now that our lord has withdrawn his favor over the heathen mages, the Scourge is practically crawling with juicy morsels!”

Jol’s stomach did a flip, and acid filled the back of his throat. He’s talking about eating human beings, he thought, disgusted. Thank the Gods I arrived when I did!

There was little but flat ground at the bottom of the slope, but the Lord of Indolence was barely paying attention. Jol was more worried about the creatures waiting on the abomination. Half a dozen inhumi were acting as the Lord of Indolence’s attendants, dousing him with boiling hot water and fragrant oils.

Any of those creatures could spot him, assuming their eyes were keen enough to penetrate the gloom of the Scourge.

Jol kept his head down, crawling forward. Everything inside of him said to throw caution to the wind—to strike the Lord of Indolence down with the fury of a thousand suns—but he knew the time wasn’t right. Not yet.

Not until he was right up in the abomination’s face.

The Lord of Indolence did another lazy roll in the water. “More heat!” the thing called out, letting out a blast of burbling laughter. “I need to get nice and clean!”

The inhumi raced around the oversized monster. Each of them carried buckets of acrid water, which had been warmed by sickly green fires a short distance away from the fetid pools. Evidently the warmth of the thermal pools was not enough for the abomination—or there simply wasn’t enough of it to keep the creature nice and toasty.

Jol slid past a scraggly mass of dried bushes, his hammer held to the side. Almost there, he told himself, reaching inside for the energy that had lurked inside of him since his battle with the Lord of Bitterness. A lightness filled his chest, and a surge of strength coursed through his veins until it seemed as if the world around him was moving in slow motion. Just a little closer…

Suddenly the creature stopped its splashing.

Jol froze, certain he’d been caught. But no sound reached his ears of the Lord of Indolence climbing from his pool, and the inhumi did not race over and attack Jol the way they would have if they’d been triggered to strike. Still, Jol held himself at the ready, preparing to strike when the moment was right.

“You there!”

Jol nearly leapt from his hiding place. But the abomination wasn’t speaking to him. It had lifted half of its massive body from the water and was pointing one spindly limb at an inhumi.

An overturned bucket lay between the creature’s feet.

“That was for me, you idiot!” With half his body above the surface of the water, the Lord of Indolence truly looked like a turtle—a nightmarish version of one. “Argh, come here, you nitwit…!”

The abomination shot forward with surprising speed. A claw wrapped around the inhumi’s legs and lifted it off its feet. The creature let out a terrified scream as it was dragged into the water, kicking and screaming.

By the Creator, Jol thought, sickened. It’s eating its own servants!

Jol didn’t want to believe it was true. Even for one of the Seven, this was disgusting, blasphemous behavior. Killing the creature outright would have been far less horrific than eating it whole.

But that’s exactly what the Lord of Indolence was doing.

The sounds of crunching bones filled the clearing. The other inhumi shied away, falling backwards in horror, then bolted for the tree line as one, fearing to be the next servant to be taken as a morsel for their abominable master.

Jol watched them run. Now’s my chance, he thought with a smirk.

He rose from behind the shrubs and advanced, his hammer in his hand. The Lord of Indolence was far too busy consuming the inhumi to notice him approaching from behind.

“Delicious,” the creature snickered between bites. “Why do I not partake of these beasts more often?”

“Because they’re worth more to the Autarch than you are,” Jol said.

There was a moment of shocked recognition as the Lord of Indolence realized who—and what—lurked behind him. Then the abomination turned, the remains of the inhumi slipping from its jaws.

“Exalted One! How good of you to drop in when I needed a meal—!”

If Jol hadn’t just seen the abomination moving like a gazelle, he never would have expected the blow. But by letting its hunger get the better of it, the Lord of Indolence had spoiled the element of surprise.

He met the attack as it came, swinging his hammer like an avalanche.

The dragonstone cap smashed directly into the abomination’s face. Lightning flashed from the hammer’s surface as sparks flew from the point of contact, searing the Lord of Indolence’s face even as the blunt end of the weapon smashed cartilage and cracked bone.

The abomination’s movement was arrested in a fraction of a second. The Lord of Indolence fell to the ground, stunned, with only its tail and its backside remaining in the thermal pool.

Jol didn’t hesitate. He climbed onto the beast’s head, grabbing the edge of the creature’s shell before it could think to use it as a weapon by rolling. He wedged the edge of the hammer between the beast’s neck and the shell, widening the gap—then he grabbed the hilt of the weapon with both hands and pulled down with all his might, using it like a lever.

The heavy metal shell groaned, then began to separate from the abomination. Long, sticky strands of gore connected the Lord of Indolence’s demonic back with the armor the Autarch had crafted for it. The creature let out a series of pained, burbling howls, striking out blindly with its limbs to try and stop Jol.

Jol shrugged off the blows like they weren’t even there.

As he worked, it was hard for Jol to shake off the sense of disappointment. Fighting the Lord of Bitterness was a life-or-death battle, and the abomination’s defeat and death was a deed worthy of any warrior. The Lord of Greed had been nowhere near as difficult to kill, and this creature seemed even weaker.

This didn’t feel like a true fight. It was more like ridding your home of vermin.

Jol pulled the hammer’s hilt until it was pointing against the Lord of Indolence’s neck. The weapon was nearly vertical now—the hammer stood upright, propping up the front half of the abomination’s shell the way a stick props up a rock with a bait for rabbits underneath it. Ichor dripped from the wounds in the abomination’s back, staining the thermal pool with long streaks of blood.

The Lord of Indolence twisted his neck, straining to see through the fluid that covered his eyes. “My teef!” The abomination cried, his mouth a ruin. “You broke my teef! How am I supposed to eat now…!”

“You’re not,” Jol said, shaking his head with scorn.

Disbelief filled the creature’s eyes. Jol knew the creature had never been forced to contemplate its own mortality. Now it stared into the abyss, with nothing but hunger and sloth to keep it company on its journey to the great beyond.

The thing tried desperately to get out from underneath Jol. If he hadn’t already absorbed the power of one of the Seven, his grip might have faltered. But there was no way he’d let a creature so feeble and unworthy escape him.

“Hold still,” Jol growled, speaking to the Autarch’s pet the way he might a recalcitrant child. “There’s something I need to try before I bash your ugly face in…!”

As the Lord of Indolence twisted beneath him, Jol reached out with muscles he hadn’t realized he’d possessed. The brilliant light that filled his chest from the moment he’d entered the fray spilled outward, flowing through his body and into the lion’s head amulet hanging from his neck. With his other hand, he pointed with his hammer at the creature’s face.

A flash of power filled the clearing. The ruby eyes in the lion’s head lit up like miniature flames.

And the Lord of Indolence’s eyes flashed with something impossible.

The body of the abomination relaxed beneath Jol. Its struggles slowed, then ceased, its ruined eyes staring helplessly up at the man who’d slain two of its brethren. The only sound that came from the monster was a wheeze so pathetic that Jol almost felt tempted to spare the creature.

Almost.

“I see,” Jol said, nodding. “So it does work. Thank you, beast.”

Jol lifted the hammer above his head, clutching it in a two handed grip. The very sky above the thermal pools darkened as power flowed through his body, sending sparks flying up and down the surface of his weapon.

With a mighty roar, Jol brought the hammer down, smashing the creature’s skull like a piece of pig iron on an anvil.

The Lord of Indolence didn’t even try to move. It lay there placidly as Jol bashed its brains in, one side of its head bursting like a balloon as the other collapsed like an overripe fruit. One blow became two, then three, and the beast was still.

Jol grabbed it by what was left of its neck. A wave of black energy rippled from the body of the demon, filling the air around Jol like a cloud of dust. The hammer flashed once, bright as a miniature sun, and the cloud of darkness swirled into the steel like iron filings drawn by a magnet.

This time, not a single drop of power was wasted. Jol Rivers felt it enchant his weapon, the energy shared between his hammer and his body. It was purified within him, the same way that Envy had been purified from a demon into a seraph.

As the last of the energy filled him, Jol realized he could hear a roaring sound inside of his skull. It bounced around his brain, small but undeniable, and the sound made his heart gladden.

Wherever the Autarch was at that moment, he’d felt the energy of his creation be drained away. And he was screaming.

Good. Let him scream.

Three of the beasts were dead. Only four of them remained.

As he wiped his hammer clean in the bubbling water of the thermal pool, Jol became aware of howling on the horizon. That would be his minions, he thought, chuckling as if his neighbor had forgotten to lock his dog in the backyard again. The Autarch was sending every monster within five miles of this pool to kill him, throwing bodies at him in a futile effort to bring Jol Rivers down before he toppled his entire kingdom.

Not that Jol would be waiting when they arrived, of course.

One thing’s for certain, he thought, touching that connection between himself and the Autarch. That’s the last one of these abominations I’ll get to take by surprise.

Doubtless the Autarch would ensure the other four members of the Seven never left his side again. When Jol Rivers faced the monster threatening the Second Empire with obliteration, he’d have the entire rogue’s gallery of remaining abominations standing with him, ready to outnumber and encircle Jol.

He snickered. Good. The Autarch had no idea what was coming.

Concentrating, Jol summoned a portal in the air, slicing the fabric of reality with the edge of his hammer. It formed a glowing door, with the wallpaper of one of Lord Ardor’s suites resting on the opposite side.

Perfect. He just needed a second before he could leave.

The howls in the distance grew closer. It wouldn’t be long before he had company; he needed to be gone by the time the inhumi and the kaervi arrived. He’d have to be quick.

Jol drew his daggers.

He’d promised his women and the people of Keynes a present on his wedding today. The head of one of their greatest foes ought to suffice.
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They hung the Lord of Indolence’s head from the wall of the Lyceum.

The abomination’s dead eyes stared sightlessly from its perch atop the barricade of the Inner Island. Placed high above the hundreds of houses and shops filling the streets of Keynes, it was undeniable proof that the Seven could be beaten. People came from miles around to see it.

Jol watched the head from a high window in the Lyceum’s administration building, his hand on the hilt of his hammer. A small crowd had gathered in front of the abomination, and the ground in front of the wall had both been painted with graffiti and covered in tiny paper cranes folded by the people of Keynes.

Both were, in their own way, an expression of hope.

As he watched, a pair of guards from the king’s hired mercenary company came and shooed away the crowd. Something about the way they did it angered him. He understood it wasn’t good for the Lyceum’s students to linger beneath the trophy, but why break up the celebratory mood? It was as if the new guards wanted the people of Keynes to be miserable.

Hmm. Perhaps they did.

“Anything interesting happening out there?” Jessamyn Silverbrook asked.

Jessamyn Rivers now, Jol mentally corrected. It still blew his mind that such a gorgeous woman was his wife—and that she shared him with four more beauties every bit as fierce and lovely as she. The last twenty-four hours since his wedding felt like a beautiful dream, one he hoped would never end.

Last night, when he’d finally had the opportunity to take his new brides to bed, it became the kind of dream that one woke up from with sticky sheets.

“Hired guards harassing students,” Jol mused. “Corrupt guards keeping the peasants down, impinging on their freedom. Anxiety, fear and unease.” He glanced over at his wife and chuckled. “The usual.”

Jessamyn rolled her eyes with a smile. “I’m glad my husband is able to keep his sunny disposition in trying times like these.”

“Don’t look at me,” Jol said, giving Jessamyn the kind of look that had her scurrying back to his bed no matter how many times he’d made her angry. “If I had my way, we’d all still be in bed together.”

Jol felt no real need to concern himself with the troubles of the city. The more power he took into himself, the less the worries and cares of his day to day life grated on him. As long as he had his hammer and his women, he was as happy as a clam. He’d much rather have spent the next week making love vociferously to each of his wives, taking just long enough of a break to hop over to the Scourge and defeat the Autarch.

But Scarlett insisted on this meeting. Evidently, she’d discovered something they needed to see.

“Have a seat next to me, husband,” Jessamyn purred. The auburn-haired beauty smirked as she patted the cushion next to her own. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get tired of calling you that!”

“I’m never going to get tired of hearing it,” he said, settling in next to her with a groan. He shifted his hammer from one side to the other to avoid grinding it against her. Jessamyn had already switched back to her ordinary outfit—her skintight schoolgirl uniform—and from the way she pressed her body against his as she rested her head on his shoulder, he wasn’t the only one who wished they were back in bed.

He was thinking of putting his hand on her knee and seeing how far up her thigh his wife would let him run his fingers when Jessamyn spoke up.

“When are you going to face him?” She asked.

There was no need to ask who he was. “Soon,” Jol mused, stroking the woman’s hair with the hand he’d intended to use to tease her. “I’m waiting for the right moment, the way I did with the Lord of Indolence. Why?”

Jessamyn’s gaze traveled to the window. Even sitting down, they could see that hideous, staring face atop the wall of the battlement. His wife shuddered against him, and he didn’t need to be a psychomancer to know what she was thinking.

“Four of those things,” his wife whispered. “All of them backing up the Autarch himself. My love, how can we possibly win?”

She wanted reassurance. Even more than that, she wanted his attention. All of his wives did. He hadn’t realized just how needy the five women were going to be once they moved from the position of ‘lover’ to ‘wife’. All of them wanted to be at the center of his world; to be doted upon, spoken sweetly to, kissed and groped and taken into a hallway or a private room to make love.

His home life was certain to be interesting once all of this was over.

Five women competing for his affection—what man could ask for more?

“We’ll face him together,” Jol assured Jessamyn. “I will not fail, darling. Haven’t I slaughtered three of his lieutenants already?”

A strange look spread across his wife’s face. “You won’t tell me,” she chided gently. “Will you?”

His brows shot to his hairline. “What are you talking about?”

Jessamyn snickered. “You’ve got a plan,” she whispered, poking his chest. “I can tell. You aren’t frightened or worried at all, babe. Even when I touch you with my psychomancy, you’re as solid as a house made of bricks.”

“You touch me with your psychomancy?”

Spots of color rose to Jessamyn’s cheeks. “I can’t help it,” she admitted. “I don’t do it deeply or anything like that. I’m not consciously trying to reach into people’s heads. But I get impressions from the people I’m with. It’s easy for me to tell if they’re irritated, or horny, or if they were so busy working that they missed a meal.” She looked into Jol’s eyes. “It’s clearest with the people I love.”

Meaning him. “I see.”

“Most people’s emotional states are chaos,” she said, leaning her head back on his shoulder. “They’re always worrying about something, or yearning for something they can’t have, or thinking bitter thoughts about a person who’s wronged them. Gleaning their emotional state is like stepping into a thunderstorm.” She smiled. “Yours is like walking through a forest on a crisp autumn day.”

That was exactly how Jol wanted Jessamyn to think of him. As something safe and reliable, something that would never let her come to harm.

“I do have a plan,” he admitted. “But even if I didn’t, my love, you would feel the same things when you touch me.”

His wife’s lips parted. “I would?”

He couldn’t help but chuckle. “You would. I’m sure of myself, because I’m certain of my purpose. I serve the Creator. And I protect you. All five of you.”

Slowly, Jessamyn nodded. “You’re the only man my father has ever respected,” his wife said with a smirk. “I swear, if he doesn’t grant you an entire duchy by the time he retires to the country, the whole family is going to blow their tops—“

The door to the study opened. Scarlett stood in the hallway, accompanied by a guard. To Jol’s surprise, Gretel was also with her. “Lord Rivers.” The woman stepped into the room, glancing around in confusion. “Where are the rest of your wives?”

“Aeronwen is working,” Jol said, gesturing in the general direction of the Lyceum. “Tyssa and Gwen are keeping the home fires burning, while Envy is busy aiding the guards keeping watch over the city walls.”

“There’s not many soldiers who can give them an aerial view of the city,” Jessamyn chuckled, sitting up and crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Much less one who’s been blessed by the Creator.”

Scarlett nodded. “Very good. Gretel, could you shut the door?”

The servant did. Jol couldn’t help but notice how nervous she was. Gretel kept glancing around the room like she was worried an intruder might be lurking in a corner or underneath a desk.

“Are you alright?” Jol asked her.

Gretel gave a start. “I’ve… been better,” she admitted, looking frazzled. Her gaze traveled to his hammer, followed by the lion’s head amulet around his neck. “I heard you fought another one of the Seven, Jol. Did the items you forged aid you?”

“More than you can imagine,” Jol said, nodding. “And don’t worry. I haven’t forgotten about your request. Tyssa and Aeronwen are working on it.”

Scarlett looked interested in what this ‘request’ could be, but wisely decided to let sleeping dogs lie. “I wanted to speak with you as soon as possible,” the woman explained, taking a seat behind the desk. “The Lyceum’s scholars have located something that might be of interest to you, Lord Rivers. Something that… well, perhaps it would be better to just show you.”

She’s worried, too, he realized. The sight of both women so out of sorts set alarm bells ringing in the back of Jol’s mind. What the hell had they found?

“You’d better tell me right away,” he said, sliding Jessamyn back to his side. “What’s the matter?”

Scarlett looked over at Gretel. The servant nodded, as nervous as Jol had ever seen her, and she began.

“For the last two days, I have been doing research,” Gretel explained. “With the Council missing in action and most of the Lyceum’s functionaries gone, there has been no one to guard the restricted sections of the library—and no one to stop interested persons from learning about demonology.” She paused. “I am one of those persons.”

It was almost funny. “You didn’t get permission to do this, did you?”

“I didn’t think it would be needed,” Gretel lied. “I had already performed a ritual for you, Lord Rivers. I told the one librarian remaining that it was you who’d ordered the Lyceum to give me free reign of the stacks—“

“So Jol gets you a pardon for your crimes,” Jessamyn said in astonishment. “And you immediately turn around and start delving back into forbidden magic?”

Gretel glanced over at Scarlett. “It was for the good of the city,” she insisted. “Demons are coming, Lord Rivers! Most people here do not know what that means, not down deep in their guts, but you and I do. We’ve both seen them. We’ve both fought them.”

Gretel could lie about a great many things, but Jol sensed she was telling the truth about that. “I give you permission to search the Lyceum’s libraries for whatever knowledge you want,” he told the servant. “You helped me forge this, and this.” He gestured at the hammer that had slain the Lord of Indolence, and the amulet which had done something he wasn’t ready to tell his women about yet. “I trust you.” He glanced at Scarlett. “That permission is backdated to whenever she was caught, by the way.”

Jessamyn snickered. “You always did have a soft spot for the mischievous ones, husband.”

“That’s because you’re the most mischievous one of all,” Jol said. “Now tell me what you found in the Lyceum’s old grimoires that has both of you as jumpy as hares. Is it another demon? Some creature of the Autarch I’ll have to face before I can kill him myself?”

It was what he expected. Frankly, it was the kind of trick he’d hide up his sleeve if he were the Autarch. Publicly declare the existence of your seven demonic lieutenants, then create a hidden eighth one without anyone noticing. Clever.

But that wasn’t it at all.

“No,” Gretel said. “I found a text—a very old text—that kept using a specific phrase. I was about to put it back into the stacks when I realized I’d heard that phrase before. It was used to refer to you, Lord Rivers.”

“Me?” Jol blinked. “What was it?”

Gretel’s face was grim. “Exalted One.”

A shudder shot down Jol’s spine. A part of him had always wondered why the Seven insisted on calling him by such an epithet, even as they tried their hardest to destroy him. Now Gretel had the answer.

“In what context did you find this?” he asked.

Gretel and Scarlett shared a look. A knot of anxiety spread through Jol’s stomach.

Oh, he thought. I’m not going to like this one bit…

“The book where I located it concerns an obscure ritual,” Gretel said with obvious reluctance. “Once per generation, the Autarch sends his lieutenants out into the world to locate a suitable vessel. If he finds one—when he finds one, from what I read in the grimoire—he… he exalts this person. They gain powers that other people do not have. The literature says that they can do marvelous things. That they have the ability to change the world, as long as they have the courage to stand up and try…”

That certainly sounds like me, Jol thought.

“But there is a price for all of this,” Gretel continued. Her brows furrowed together, like she really, truly did not want to be saying this. “A cost. A terrible cost.”

Jol thought of the link that had once existed between the Autarch and Jessamyn Silverbrook. He’d often suspected that the young woman’s incredible proficiency in psychomancy had something to do with that connection. She was a once-in-a-generation talent, and as much as Jol wanted to believe she was just that naturally gifted, he wondered.

He glanced over at Jessamyn and realized she was thinking the same thing.“I think I know what you’re talking about,” Jol said. “The Autarch—I’m linked to him now. I have awareness of him, the same way I do with my demonic familiar.”

Gretel’s face was grave. “It goes deeper than that. You are the seal of the Autarch’s power, Jol. As the Exalted One, you are a… a kind of vessel for his magic. He has grown stronger in this world because of you!”

Jol glanced down at the hammer hanging from his belt. His masterpiece. A weapon capable of not only defeating one of the Autarch’s archdemons, but absorbing its power and purifying it to make Jol even stronger.

Wasn’t that also a sort of vessel?

What I’m doing with this hammer is what the Autarch is doing with me, Jol realized. Only what was the Autarch saving up all that power for?

“You can understand why we’re so worried,” Scarlett explained. “Lord Rivers, I know you’ve run into the Seven before—by now, everyone has heard the story of how you survived an encounter with the Lord of Bitterness when you served in the Expeditionary Force under Lord Edding.”

“Lord Edding,” Jol said, shaking his head. “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a very long while…”

The women sitting across from him both swallowed hard. “I have to ask,” Scarlett said, sharing a look with the terrified servant. “At any point, did the Autarch do you a favor, Jol? Or perhaps one of the Seven, even?”

“We know this sounds ridiculous,” Gretel said. “Utterly absurd. But the ritual…”

It didn’t sound absurd to Jol. Actually, a chill went down his spine.

What do you lack?

“I…” Jol’s gaze strayed to the lion’s head amulet around his neck. Thinking about its power gave him strength, and he glanced back up at the women and gave Jessamyn’s hand a squeeze. “I don’t think I asked for it, exactly. But before my encounter, I was quite near-sighted. I couldn’t see anything without my glasses.”

“Glasses?” Gretel asked.

“After that night, I never needed them again,” Jol confessed, feeling strangely sheepish. “I couldn’t even tell you where they ended up. They’re probably sitting broken on the floor of that tomb.”

A tickling filled the back of Jol’s head. Was there a storm moving in over Keynes?

“This is bad,” Gretel said. The servant had gone pale. “Very bad.”

“Lord Rivers,” Scarlett said, leaning forward, “by having one of his servants perform a task for you, the Autarch gained a hold over your soul. You owe him.” She shuddered. “And I’m afraid this has been his plan all along.”

“His plan?” Jessamyn looked worried. “What are you talking about?”

The councillor shared a look with Gretel. “I can’t possibly be certain,” she said, giving them all a look like she hoped like hell she was wrong. “But I’ve read the same book Gretel has. The Autarch lifts up his Exalted One, making him powerful and famous. He excels in every area—in war, in politics, in his work and even in the bedroom.” She glanced over at Jessamyn, as if the girl were living proof of this.

Jol didn’t deny it. “So what? He exalts me only to snatch it all away, is that it? Is that what you’re saying the bastard is going to do?”

He’d like to see the Autarch try. He had power now, and he had his harem of women to stand by his side. The Seven were going to die, and so was the Autarch. If he wanted to revoke the ersatz blessings he’d bestowed upon Jol, he was going to find they were not as easy to take away as he believed.

But that wasn’t it at all.

“I wish that were the case,” Gretel said. “The Autarch does all this for a reason, Jol. He isn’t trying to smite you—he wishes to recruit you. Those he exalts become his servants, Lord Rivers. They become his lieutenants!”

Sweat rolled down Jol’s face. It really was getting stuffy in here—and hot. He glanced out the window, expecting to see a vicious storm rolling over the city, but the day was still sunny and bright. The head of the Lord of Indolence still sat atop the battlements at the Lyceum—

The head moved.

The rotted face of the monster turned to Jol and began to speak. “Exalted One.”

Suddenly he was no longer sitting in the office with Jessamyn, Gretel and Scarlett. His body was, but his mind was somewhere else entirely. Darkness surrounded him, and a chill washed over him and shot through him.

It was the voice of the Autarch.

“So you know the truth,” the voice said. It came from everywhere and nowhere at once; Jol could hear it echoing inside of his skull. “You owe me, Exalted One. You always have.”

“Bastard,” Jol growled.

“Takes one to know one,” the voice hissed in his skull. “Such anger, Exalted One. Such offense at being put under my thumb. I think that when you join me, I will call you the Lord of Pride.” Burbling laughter echoed behind the statement. “Or perhaps the Lord of Lust. Your behavior with your whores has certainly earned you that moniker.”

“Those whores are going to destroy you,” Jol said. His voice became a roar. “I’m going to destroy you, bastard! You think you’ve created a monster? You have no idea what a monster I’ve become!”

“You think that because you’ve created a seraph you can defeat me,” the Autarch hissed. “You understand nothing of your abilities, Exalted One. When the time comes, they will fail you—and then you will belong to me!”

Something deep and crimson filled the darkness around him. He was able to dismiss it only for a moment; after another heartbeat, the very air surrounding him was aflame. Pain rippled through his body; the searing heat was so intense that he cried out.

“You will burn!” the Atarch cackled. “The flames will destroy your body, Jol Rivers, and when they’ve completed their work only a demon will remain! A demon who serves me for all eternity…!”

Just as the flames raced towards him, the hallucination dissolved. Images flashed before his eyes, filling his nostrils with the scent of brimstone. Just as he realized what he was looking at, the scene collapsed.

Jol found himself lying on the floor of the office, the carpet against his cheek. Jessamyn was straddling him, her fingers against his temples, whispering in an ancient tongue as she worked her psychomancy to the hilt.

“Jol!?” Jessamyn cradled his head as he came out of it. The last remnants of the darkness dissolved, and the Autarch’s cries quieted to a dull roar before falling away completely. The awareness of the beast was still there, buried deep in the back of his mind, but the worst of it was over.

For now.

“How…?” Jol gasped. “How long was I out?”

Jessamyn’s eyes were full of tears. “About thirty seconds,” she said, stroking the side of his face. “You were staring off into the distance, and then you suddenly fell onto the floor and started shaking.”

“We thought you were having a fit,” Gretel said.

Jessamyn nodded. “I touched you with my psychomancy,” she whispered, her tone fringed with horror. “I felt him. I pulled you away from him so that he couldn’t hurt you any longer.”

Jol’s throat felt dry. “Thank you,” he managed to say.

“Lord Rivers, what happened?” Scarlett’s face was a study in concern. “What did you see…?”

Jol sat up and got back into the chair. He didn’t yet feel well enough to stand, but there was no way he’d allow himself to lie on the floor in front of these women. They needed to associate him with strength, not weakness.

“It was him,” Jol growled, the details of the memory already fading like a bad dream. “The Autarch. He knows that I know his plan.”

The three women shared a look. “What are you going to do?” Gretel asked. “Lord Rivers, this changes everything—“

Jol was already shaking his head. “This changes nothing,” he said. After a moment he managed to smile. “Other than to accelerate our time table. I was intending to allow you and the other wives more time to rest before we destroyed the Autarch, Jessamyn. Now I know we must face him right away, before his hold on me grows even stronger.”

Jessamyn kept her face neutral, but he could see how worried she was. “Husband, is that a good idea?”

By the time Jol put his hand on his wife’s shoulder, most of his strength had returned. “Yes,” he said. “Do you trust me, Jessamyn?”

There was no question that she did. “With my very life, babe,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “With my very soul.”

“Good. When you used your psychomancy to pull me out of there, I saw something I don’t think the Autarch intended me to see. I know where he’s hiding.”

Suddenly everyone in the room was staring at him. “What?”

Jessamyn frowned. “You can feel him in your head,” she said, looking confused. “Can’t you simply create a portal that leads directly to him?”

Jol nodded. “Yes. And now I won’t.” He grinned. “It would have gone badly for us if I did. The chamber he intended me to reach is a decoy, filled with traps. The Autarch has lost his element of surprise, and now I know where he’s really lurking.”

Jessamyn gave his hand a squeeze. “Where?”

“There are catacombs at the heart of the Scourge,” Jol explained. “The Autarch used them to bury his dead, after his war with divinity forced the Creator to abandon the mortal realm.” Jol was grinning now. “One of those dead was him. Is him.”

Scarlett and Gretel both stared at Jol, stunned. “Dead?” the servant blurted.

“How is that possible?”

Jol didn’t want to say it out loud, but he thought he knew. He’d begun to suspect exactly why he’d been ‘exalted’ by the Seven, and why he’d been allowed to reach such heights while the Autarch held power over the world. Why the Second Empire had been allowed to exist at all. Even the heathen mages had their part—sharpening the armies of the empire the way a whetstone sharpens steel.

Even Jessamyn’s possession made sense now. Of course Jol would be able to sever that connection, like cutting through a string with a pair of scissors. The bastard daughter of Lord Ardor was just an experiment—one of many, Jol guessed, intended to increase the abomination’s control before the main event.

The Autarch wanted to live again. He wanted a vessel.

Jol Rivers was intended to be that vessel.

He rose from his seat, caressing both Jessamyn and the hammer he’d forged with the Creator’s aid. “Go and gather all of my wives,” he told the auburn-haired psychomancer, giving her a kiss. “Meet me at Aeronwen’s apartments. Bring your weapons.”

Jessamyn was so enthralled by him that she didn’t even mention that they were his apartments now, not Lady Aeronwen’s. She hastened to do his bidding, giving him one more kiss for luck—and guiding his hand to her ass for a quick squeeze before racing away.

Gretel and Scarlett watched her go. “You’re going to fight him?” Scarlett asked.

Jol nodded. “Aye.”

The councillor rallied. “You’ll have the entire city at your back,” the woman said, her voice turning as hard as steel. “Every mage and alchemist left at the Lyceum will be by your side, along with every soldier we can find…”

The woman trailed off as Jol lifted a hand. “You cannot go with me,” he said. “Besides, you’re going to have your own problems.”

The councillor frowned.

“The Shieldwall,” Jol said, sharing a look with Gretel. “They’re intending to betray you. If I were you, I’d strike first—bring the combined might of the Lyceum and the Council against them. If you fail, I’ll slaughter them when I return. But if you strike now, hard and fast, I think you’ll be able to clean house without too many casualties.”

Scarlett looked poleaxed. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish’s on dry land.

“I did try to tell you,” Gretel murmured.

“Best of luck,” Jol said, already heading for the door. “I will see you when the deed is done—“

He was about to leave when Scarlett finally regained her speech. “Jol?”

He turned.

Both women were looking at him. “Good luck to you, too.”

With a nod, Jol withdrew.

They could save the city. It was time for Jol to save the world.
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“There it is,” Jol said, gesturing with his hammer. “That’s what we’re looking for.”

He stood atop a small hill, surrounded by his wives. All five of them were dressed for battle, their spells at the ready and their weapons at their sides. Not that they’d needed them—since they entered the Scourge, they’d seen neither hide nor hair of any of the Seven. Not a kaervi, either. Not even an inhumi.

It was like the Autarch was clearing the path for them. Waiting.

Next to him, Envy squinted. “This is where it happened?”

“It doesn’t look like it,” Gwen whispered. “It looks like a ruin…”

“That’s exactly what it is,” Jol replied. “That clearing is where the fight happened. The duel between the Autarch and the Creator.”

It seemed wrong that the space where such a world-shattering event had occurred could look so… ordinary. A soldier moving through these lands as part of the Expeditionary Force likely would not have noticed anything in particular about the clearing. It looked much the same as the rest of the swampy marshlands surrounding it. Only the crooked, jagged gravestones, their inscriptions worn away by time and decay, marked this as anything other than more wilderness.

At the center of the makeshift graveyard, the ground dipped inward on all sides.  An unaware man might have passed within ten feet of it without knowing what it was he brushed up against. That small pit was Jol’s destination.

His wives followed him between the graves. Only Aeronwen seemed to notice the gentle downward slope of the landscape, and none of them said anything until they were already at the pit. Sitting at the center of the graveyard was a single open grave; a seven-foot-long rectangle stretching down into the darkness.

“That’s certainly foreboding,” Tyssa whispered. None of his wives dared raise their voices in this strange place. “Does the Autarch mean to bury you here, my lord?”

Jol was already shaking his head. “All of you stand back.”

Once his women were a safe distance away, Jol gestured with the hammer. A brilliant white light flared from it like a lightning bolt, striking all the way to the bottom of the pit. It exploded, sending a fine spray of dirt raining down in all directions. Jessamyn threw up a ward at the last moment, protecting his wives’ outfits from being ruined.

As the smoke cleared, they all saw what Jol had done. The open grave was now a pit dropping six feet into the ground. At the bottom, concealed by the walls of earth, was a narrow staircase leading deeper beneath the surface.

“The entrance to the Autarch’s catacombs,” Jol told his wives. “I’ll enter first. Everyone stay behind me, and keep your wits about you. Keep an eye on each other as well. The Autarch could have any number of tricks prepared for us.”

“Tricks?” Jessamyn asked. Doubtless she was thinking of Jol’s hallucination back at the office.

“Not like that,” Jol assured her, shaking his head. “But the Autarch has had a very long time to prepare for this. Decades, perhaps centuries. I wouldn’t put it past him to lay a few traps along the approach to his tomb.”

But not too many, Jol thought. He doesn’t want to hurt me too badly. Killing the ‘Exalted One’ now would only ruin his plans for resurrection…

He’d told his wives about that, of course. He held nothing back from them; they had no secrets. Each of them had indicated that they would rather die than become the Autarch’s puppet.

Jol didn’t intend for them to die at all. He’d spent so long intending for the Autarch to die, only to realize that the monster was dead all along. Half-dead.

Trapped here in a tomb, among the casualties of his own army, lusting after the lives of those who resisted him.

Every step down the stairs felt like it transported Jol and his women further into another world. Their last glance of the sun was the feeble, gray light peering through the clouds, but it looked like paradise itself compared to the darkness below. Both Gwen and Jessamyn whispered as the last of the sunshine faded, summoning balls of light that floated between their palms or above their heads.

Endless night, Jol thought. That’s what reigns down here.

He was reminded immediately of the labyrinth—of the tunnels beneath Keynes, stretching between cities and villages to allow the Autarch’s troops speedy access to the Second Empire in the event of an invasion. But these chambers and corridors were even darker and less inviting than the ones he’d explored with Godfrey and Jessamyn. Under Keynes, it had felt natural for the inhumi to be lurking—down here, it seemed impossible.

They’d just rounded the next corner when they found the first of the skulls.

Despite their bravery, the sight shocked his wives. Gwen let out a gasp, while Jessamyn hissed and Envy wrapped her wings tighter around her mail-clad body. The stone wall to their left was pockmarked and pitted, filled with indentations that extended through the stone for what looked like seven to ten feet. Inside of each lay a grinning skull.

Few if any of them were human.

None of those who’d supported the Creator rested in those catacombs. Jol knew with a bone-deep certainty that the bodies resting in those alcoves all belonged to the Autarch’s troops—to those monsters who’d served the abomination in his war against divinity. Most of them were humanoid, but their faces and bodies had been twisted to the point of monstrosity. The one nearest Jol had a broad ridge jutting from its forehead, with a pair of stubby horns extending from either side of its head.

“Good heavens,” Aeronwen murmured, approaching the wall. “I recognize some of these creatures. That one there is an inhumi, and these three are kobolds. But what is that… snake monster?”

“Be glad you’ve never seen one of those in real life,” Envy whispered. “You’d have Jol smashing with the hammer before you could say ‘rain of serpents’…”

Gwen shuddered. “I detest snakes,” she growled, the stud in her nose glinting in the light of her summoned ball of illumination.

“Come on,” Jol told the group. “It’s this way.”

The catacombs wound on for what felt like miles. It was a good thing that Jol’s wives had him with them, for within a few minutes of walking they were all hopelessly lost. Only the growing awareness of the Autarch inside of his head told Jol Rivers which direction was which. At every turn, he reached deep inside and used it like a compass, telling his women ‘left’ or ‘right.’

They had to backtrack once or twice, but they made good progress. At every intersection, Jol’s wives stiffened as if they expected some monster to come running out of the darkness, but none did. Finally Tyssa could it take it no longer, and spoke.

“My lord,” the steward said, unwilling to shift from the honorific even after taking his hand in marriage. “Why is the Autarch not hitting us with everything he has right now?”

From the looks on their faces, the rest of his women were thinking the same thing. None of them had dared to ask.

Jol thought of telling them his suspicions about the Autarch not wanting to hurt him, but they seemed insufficient down here. “Nothing alive belongs in this tomb,” he said instead, casting his gaze up and down the halls. “Only the dead live here, Tyssa. We’re the intruders where this catacomb is concerned.”

A quarter of an hour passed before Jol and his wives noticed the scenery beginning to change. It started with the walls—they went from dirt and rock to solid stone, and the number of alcoves hidden in each section dwindled until there were only a few remaining. Plaques hung on the walls, burnished bronze plates covered in demonic runes that were completely incomprehensible to Jol’s eyes.

Envy stopped to examine one as they passed. “These are the elites,” she said with a shudder. “Do you have any idea what we’re looking at right now, Master?”

Jol had a pretty good idea. “The Seven,” he said.

While the rest of his women gasped, Envy nodded. “Except there’s way more than just seven down here,” she said, managing somehow to inject a little gallows humor into all that grimness. “Seems like there’s dozens of the bastards…”

“It’s how the Autarch operates,” Jol explained. “When he takes a new vessel, his lieutenants fight to try and kill the newcomer. Only the demons strong enough to destroy at least one of the Seven in turn gets to remain—the others are utterly destroyed.” Jol swallowed, his hand on his hammer. “He keeps seven. No more, no less.”

“Terrible,” Aeronwen murmured, staring at the masses of bone and gristle lying in those alcoves. “Monstrous. Inhuman.”

“That describes them,” Envy said with a lopsided grin. “The plates name each of the abominations, but it’s always the same ones. The Autarch is not the most creative guy. There have to be at least a half-dozen Lords of Bitterness in this wing of the catacombs alone…”

Off in the distance, something rumbled. His women were confused and a little frightened by it, but ice filled the pit of Jol Rivers’s stomach as he felt the reverberations through his boots. Unlike them, he was certain of what was stirring.

The Lord of Pride, the abomination had christened him. Either that or the Lord of Lust.

He looked around the corridor at his women, sizing each of them up in turn. He felt lust for them, sure enough. But it was pride that bubbled within him when he thought of his wives and their future together. Of all they’d accomplished, and all they were going to do once the shadow of the Autarch had been removed from the land.

“That’s him,” he informed his women. “He’s waiting for us.”

Each chamber was larger and more well-apportioned than the last. The tributes to the Autarch’s most powerful lieutenants were exorbitant in the extreme, their tombs covered in jewels and precious gems along with frescoes of their most villainous moments. One showed a winged monster sailing over a battlefield, captured in the midst of tearing a noble king carrying his standard into two pieces. Another was of a dragon bellowing a wall of flame over the battlements of a city, roasting those trapped inside. They made Jol sick.

“Don’t touch any of those jewels,” he warned his women, even as he knew none of them would have been so venal. “Trying to remove those will kill you in an instant.”

“How do you know that?” Tyssa asked.

Jol didn’t answer.

Finally they were at the end. One final chamber remained, its doors covered in gold and overlaid with resplendent, tattered banners. A larger bronze panel hung on the wall next to the doors, covered in runes so tiny that they seemed to be almost overlapping each other.

Envy read them, frowning. “Here lies our Master and King, who expelled the Creator and brought carnage and death to the world,” the seraph whispered. “Though he sleeps, he can never die, and some day he and all of his children will rise again to take their birthright…”

Another rumble sounded from within the central chamber. “He sounds eager,” Jol muttered.

“Too eager,” Aeronwen agreed. “My love, this must be a trap…”

Somehow, Jol found the strength to laugh in those dark chambers. “Of course it’s a trap,” he told his wives. “You think I don’t know I’m doing exactly what the Autarch wants?”

His wives stared at him, stunned. “Darling?” Aeronwen asked.

“Right now, he’s in there chortling,” Jol said, gesturing with a thumb at the central chamber. “He thinks he’s got me exactly where he wants me—that I’ve flown off the handle and decided to face him directly. That I’m playing right into his hands, and that soon he’ll control me utterly—and through me, the Second Empire.”

Grave looks filled the faces of his wives. “But you’re not,” Gwen insisted.

“You have a plan,” Jessamyn said. “I know it.”

“You’re never without a plan,” Tyssa said with a little smile.

Jol nodded. As he looked into their eyes, he realized that no matter how powerful or godlike he became, a part of him would always remain a simple country blacksmith. In all the adventures he’d been through and all of the earth-shattering events he’d witnessed, the core of his being hadn’t really changed. He was greater than he’d been, certainly, and strong as an entire army put together. But deep down, he was that same rogue.

The grin he gave his wives was pure Littlereach.

“You want to find out?” he teased, sounding like he was inviting Aeronwen and all the rest to his room at the Black Hand Tavern. “Come with me.”

He lifted his hammer and struck the door once, like the knock of a giant. As he did it, he couldn’t help but think of the door knocker he’d created for Mayor Lutz, what felt like a lifetime ago.

Thank the Creator for that task, Jol thought. If it hadn’t been for Lutz, I never would have met Aeronwen. And I’d be completely unprepared for this…

The door opened, revealing fetid darkness.

With his wives just behind him, Jol Rivers stepped inside.
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“I’m here,” Jol said. “At long last.”

Darkness filled the central chamber of the catacombs. Even the balls of light Jessamyn and Gwen carried could not penetrate it—both faded as they followed Jol into the room before disappearing like a blown-out candle flame. A little moan of horror escaped them as the darkness pushed in, but neither of them backed away.

Not even when the golden doors closed behind them all and sealed them inside.

“Exalted One,” a voice rasped. “Welcome.”

Jol stiffened. The voice had none of the majesty or vigor that the Autarch’s words carried when they were beamed inside of someone’s head. They sounded sick, feeble—like a dying man, desperately clinging to what remained of his life.

“You even brought your whores,” he heard the Autarch snicker. “Foolish man…”

Jol marshalled his courage. “Unless you wish to die in the dark, I suggest you light a torch,” he growled, holding his hammer at the ready. There was no telling what the Autarch might throw at him now that the two of them were face to face. “This chamber already stinks bad enough that I wonder what I can’t see—“

Green flames exploded into life along the walls.

Jol and his women stood at the edge of a hexagonal arena, covering nearly the entirety of the space within the central chamber. The walls of it glistened wetly, and Jol’s gorge rose before he realized he was looking at obsidian. The green flames made everything look as if it was constantly in motion, and he wondered if the Autarch was not trying to throw him off balance with a spell.

At the bottom lay a simple dirt floor, so shocking after the luxury he’d walked through that Jol did a double take. A figure stood at the rear of the chamber, staring up at him with a smug smile. He caught a glimpse of him, no more, before his eyes watered and he was forced to look away.

It was the Autarch.

He was even more hideous than Jol had expected.

Until the moment Jol met him face to face, he’d harbored the suspicion that the Autarch had once been human. That he could have been a mighty king of the past, or a brilliant magician who’d grown so convinced of his own power that he thought to supplant the Creator. Any belief in those possibilities died with the first glimpse he got of the abomination he was here to destroy.

There was nothing human about the Autarch.

His body was spindly, with too many limbs. They extended from him from the front, back and the sides, like the spokes of a wagon wheel—though each was covered in the sleeve of a resplendent purple robe. The robes extended all the way to the ground, billowing around him, for which Jol and his wives were incredibly grateful.

His face—

He didn’t have one.

There was a nothing where the creature’s face ought to be. It was staring into this nothing that made Jol’s eyes water and his jaw ache, as if he were looking at colors that did not exist. As he steeled himself to stare the abomination down, Jol was suddenly reminded of one of the men in the Expeditionary Force who’d tutored him in reading and math during his downtime. He’d shown Jol how to add, subtract, multiply and divide—and showed him how it was impossible to divide any earthly number by zero.

The Autarch’s existence put the lie to that. He was a hole in reality, a place where everything that lived had been divided by zero.  Every time he glanced at the abomination, he felt a certainty deep down in his soul that this thing should not be. No sane universe would permit a creature like this to walk and talk and hold court, in the same way that no sane universe would allow you to divide your ten fingers by zero.

Behind him, Jol’s wives cried out. They were even less equipped than he was to deal with the Autarch’s impossibility, and so they stumbled into each other, trying to remove the sight of the abomination from their eyes.

They were still trying to shrug off the Autarch’s effects when the ground beneath them gave way, dumping Jol and all five of his wives into the pit.

Jol managed to land on his feet; the rest of the group tumbled onto their asses and scrambled back up. The Autarch was a messy smear against the far wall; looking at him made Jol want to retch.

“I’m sorry,” Jol growled, holding his hammer at the ready.

He felt the Autarch snicker more than he heard it. “You apologize to me, Exalted One? Whatever for?”

Jol grit his teeth. “That you have been allowed to be in such a position for so long, monster. Today, your suffering ends.”

There was a pause. Burbling laughter erupted from the spot where the Autarch’s face wasn’t, slowing and distorting as the soundwaves moved through the air.

“Today, your suffering begins, Exalted One,” the abomination said. “I look forward to hearing you scream helplessly from inside of me as I use your body to rule the Second Empire for a thousand years…!”

As the Autarch spoke, creatures began slithering out of the shadows. Until Jol saw the movement, he didn’t realize that there were alcoves hidden in the walls of the pit, just like the old gladiatorial combat arenas with tunnels to admit dangerous animals.

These things were far more dangerous than any animal.

And there were four of them.

The abominations shambled into the light, hissing and spitting. By their gray armor, Jol recognized them for what they were—the remaining four members of the Seven, the Lords of various sins and negative emotions that he hadn’t yet managed to kill. All of them were here, in the same place, waiting for him.

An ambush.

But one he’d expected.

The creatures formed a wall between the Autarch and Jol’s party. Each of them looked like a different animal, and only now did Jol see the hidden intelligence that had guided the Autarch’s hand when he forged his champions. One resembled an armored scorpion, with a massive tail and thin, spindly legs. Another slithered like a snake, while a third spread its wings and let out a screech worthy of an eagle.

“You have defeated some of my creations in one on one fights,” the Autarch chuckled, his voice strangely distorted. “But now four will face you at once, Exalted One. Your whores will not save you. Even with the seraph, they are not strong enough to defeat a single one of my lieutenants.”

Looks of pure, animal hatred filled the faces of the Seven. The creatures shifted back and forth, their beady eyes switching between Jol and the five women who had his back. Each of them had that same strange covering over their eyes, like the Lord of Bitterness and the Lord of Greed.

Jol took a step forward. “I’m disappointed,” he said.

The Autarch cocked something to the side, twisting it atop his neck. It could not be properly called a head. “Why? Upset that you will now have to fall to your feet and beg me to spare the lives of your sluts?”

If the Autarch thought Jol Rivers was a begging man, he had another thing coming. Jol was already shaking his head, his expression turning scornful.

“No,” he growled, gesturing with the hammer. “I expected you to have already replaced the three abominations I killed. For this to be seven-on-one.”

The Autarch gave a start. Jol smiled.

“You must be even weaker than I expected.”

Despite the abomination’s lack of a face, Jol could tell his words had hurt. The Autarch visibly flinched backwards, his reaction telling Jol he’d hit the mark. This being was not as powerful now as he’d been a hundred years ago. And a century back, he’d been less powerful than he was a thousand years ago.

The eldritch being who’d temporarily displaced the Creator was past his prime. Which was why he needed a vessel like Jol Rivers to begin with.

“Kill them,” the Autarch growled, gesturing with one of his many limbs. “Kill them now! Leave the Exalted One alive so that I may claim his body, but murder his whores in front of him! Make him watch as they choke on their own blood—!”

The four abominations sprang forward, striking across the arena. Each had a different one of Jol’s wives in their sight. Only Envy did not have one of the monsters gunning for her—perhaps because the remaining members of the Seven feared the power a seraph could wield.

Either way, it didn’t matter. Jol could never have protected all five of his women at once.

He’d known the second he set foot in the Autarch’s domain that he wouldn’t need to.

As the creatures drew near him, Jol stomped the ground with a foot. A shockwave rippled through the arena, and the eyes in the lion’s head amulet hanging around his neck lit up like glowing coals.

The Autarch noticed. His promises to force Jol to watch his women being dismembered for his eyes vanished. “What is that….?”

“You will stop,” Jol told the four monsters. “Now!”

He lifted his hammer high. With both hands, he struck the ground with the weapon as hard as he could, sending a shock through the floor and walls of the chamber.

A wave of force rippled from the blow, washing over all four of the abominations.

As they writhed and screamed, the eyes of the amulet grew even brighter. The Autarch himself was starting to move now, but the eldritch horror was too late—far too late. He’d been outplayed the moment Jol Rivers walked in the room, though he was only beginning to understand the how and why of it now.

What had already happened to the Lord of Indolence before Jol slaughtered him.

What had been nothing but a test run for the high-wire act Jol now pulled off.

There are only two ways to take control of a demon, Jol thought, remembering the lecture Gretel gave him. You can agree to its demands and form a pact with it, outlining what you’ll do for it and what it can do for you in a contract…

The monsters went still, slumping across the cracked ground.

…Or you can overwhelm them with a show of force. And take them for your own instantly.

Slowly, the four remaining abominations of the Seven rose to their feet. The amulet around Jol’s neck was glowing now, ablaze like a miniature sun. The Autarch stared at it with his no-face, and while it was impossible to tell, Jol Rivers sensed a growing horror within that unfathomable menace.

Once all four of the beasts were upright, Jol finally allowed himself to smirk.

“Kill him,” he said, pointing at the Autarch with his hammer. “I command you in the name of the Creator!”

“No!” The Autarch’s voice exploded in his head, trying and failing to seize control. “Don’t! You cannot…!”

Too late.

As one, the four great beasts attacked.

Only Jol was able to watch all of what happened next. The rest of his women were forced to turn away one after the other, unable to fathom the hideous and non-euclidean shapes the Autarch twisted his carapace into as the abomination fought. The world splintered and shattered around the impossibility as it defended itself against its four lieutenants, thrashing and gibbering madly with every blow.

If the Autarch had replaced the three beasts Jol already killed, the fight might have been over right then and there. The Autarch was weaker than Jol had anticipated, his battle with the Creator having left him in a half-undead state he’d been trying to right for untold centuries. A battle of seven against one might have killed him.

But the Autarch was quick, and wiley. Most of all, he was impossible. Even the demons who served him were not immune from his ability to warp time and space. Whenever he moved, he folded and bent reality around him, causing the demons to scream in pain and fear. Jol felt like screaming sometimes, watching it, but he managed to hold himself together.

The four creatures struck innumerable blows. The scorpion’s tail and the eagle’s beak pierced the Autarch’s body, and sickly black ichor leaked from the wounds. From somewhere behind Jol, he heard his women moaning, their hands over their eyes as they tried to neither see nor hear what was happening.

“Tell me when it’s over,” Gwen gasped, frowning deeply. “Urgh, it’s so awful…!”

The fight went on for what felt like an eternity, but in truth could not have been more than a few minutes. When it ended, two of the Autarch’s limbs lay on the dirt floor, covered in blood and brains. The abomination was panting, barely upright.

All four of the creatures who’d attacked it were dead.

The last lieutenants the Autarch had lay broken and twisted on the cracked earth. In several places the abomination had punched right through the carapace of the creatures, ripping out their power and using it to replenish himself as he fought. Each one looked worse than the last. Their broken bodies made Jol’s stomach turn.

The Autarch rose to his full height. He was battered, but alive.

And now he was Jol’s.

“This,” he said, advancing slowly, “is for my wives.”

The Autarch managed to turn his faceless head towards Jol. “Exalted One,” the thing whined, the words escaping it in an evil hiss. “Wait…”

Jol didn’t wait. He didn’t hesitate.

He struck the Autarch in the center of his abominable mass, swinging his hammer as hard as he possibly could.

The sound of the crack could be heard from miles away. The Autarch’s body bent inward in the middle, and a howl like the world being torn in two filled the arena. Sparks flew from Jol’s hammer as bones crunched beneath the blow, the muscles in his arms rippling with power. A brilliant flash of light filled the catacomb, banishing the green shadows dancing on the walls.

He struck again. And again.

The Autarch was thrown backwards. The first blow slammed him against the wall; the second pinned him to it like a butterfly beneath a thumbtack. Pure fury raged in Jol Rivers’s heart as he shifted the hammer to a two-handed grip and swung, hitting that null space where the creature’s face should be with a horizontal blow.

There was no finesse to it. Of all the battlefields Jol River had fought on, he’d never had a clearer objective than this one. He had but one goal.

Beat the Autarch to death.

The abomination lifted an arm, and Jol attacked it. The joint gave with a snap, and another limb joined its fellows on the floor. Nothing could stop Jol now—he had the fury of the Creator inside of him, and his wives could do nothing but watch and be amazed as he methodically dismantled the creature before him.

“Fool!” the Autarch shouted, his voice distortion itself. “I saved you once. You would have perished by your sixteenth birthday were it not for me!”

“You tried to have your hold over me,” Jol growled, swinging the hammer once more. This time the Autarch twisted, turning a direct hit into a glancing blow as the abomination ducked out of the way. He had the Autarch on the ropes, but he wasn’t done yet. “You failed. I am my own man, beast. And now I’ll free all of those you’ve put your taint upon.”

Father Kevan. Dean Dirk. Jessamyn Silverbrook.

There had been too much corruption here. Too much decay.

It was past time to end this.

As Jol moved in for the kill, the Autarch conjured a wall of fractured unreality. It stood between Jol and his prey like a black mirror, splintering the eldritch visage of the Autarch into an even more unfathomable mess of colors and shapes.

“Stop hiding,” Jol growled, reaching for his magic. “There’s nowhere for you to run!”

The Autarch wasn’t running. He was talking.

“Exalted One,” the creature burbled. “You have me all wrong.”

“Shut up!” It was Jessamyn Silverbrook—Jessamyn Rivers—who’d placed her hands to either side of her head and was practically tearing her hair out. “I’ve heard enough of you, you freak! I’ve been hearing you in my head my entire life, right up until the moment Jol freed me!”

Tyssa took the woman’s hand. “It’s okay,” she assured her. “We’re here.”

“We’re all here,” Aeronwen said, standing tall. “Here with you, darling. We’re ready to watch this monster fall!”

To Jol’s surprise, the Autarch was laughing even harder. “Why do you think you heard me so often, tart? Why do you think I was in your head from the moment you were born, despite the fact that you are so utterly lacking in the qualities I require from a vessel?”

Jol struck the wall with his hammer. White light flowed through the cracks, and the barrier began to weaken.

“You’re speaking to me, not her,” he said calmly. His eyes were filled with a killing rage, even as his words were gentle. “You don’t get to hurt her. Not ever again.”

“I hurt her because of you!” the Autarch taunted. “Because I knew she would become yours, Exalted One!”

Jol’s eyes widened. No. That wasn’t possible.

“I knew you would take the bitch to bed,” the creature cackled, the world shimmering around it in ways that made Jol’s eyes hurt. “I knew you would put a ring on her finger. Just like I knew you would corner me eventually, and destroy my retainers. I am not surprised by you, Exalted One!”

Jol paused. “You looked fairly surprised when I took control of your monsters.”

The Autarch cackled. “Strike me down, vessel. There is a price to pay. And you will give me what I am owed! In this life, or the next!”

As he finished his spiel, a flash filled Jol Rivers’s mind.

Suddenly he was looking at himself from a very great distance, as if he was standing in an open field and a bird flew overhead. Time slowed down, and the voice of the Autarch whispered in his mind.

You are mine, he said, the words sickly sweet. And you don’t even know it. Look at her…

Jol turned. His wives stood frozen behind him, for time was moving so slowly it was as if it had stopped entirely. For a moment, all he could see were the looks of love and devotion written across each of their faces, along with the awe and triumph filling their eyes as they realized he was about to slay their worst enemy.

Then he looked at Jessamyn. At her face. Her taut tummy.

And it clicked.

That’s right, the Autarch whispered in his mind. On your wedding night, vessel.

Jessamyn was pregnant with his child.

“This changes nothing,” he tried to say, but the Autarch cut him off.

I have raised you from the pit, the monster burbled, speaking ancient words that echoed in Jol’s soul though he knew them not, and I have set you high! I have given you life, vessel, and in return you have given me the only thing I’ve ever truly wanted.

The hair on the back of Jol’s neck stood straight up.

He was not the vessel. He was not the one the Autarch intended to claim, to steadily transform into the next abomination he would pilot for a century.

Life, the Autarch chortled. More life.

The vessel was his unborn son.

It was the most horrifying moment of Jol Rivers’s life. Everything he’d been through, everything he’d seen and done, it had all led up to this. This abominable choice.

Kill me, the Autarch whispered in his mind. Even now, the wall of unreality was coming down, crumbling to dust in the space between predator and prey. The Autarch had never truly wanted to defend himself—he’d merely been buying the time to gloat, to let Jol know that he’d been outplayed. I yearn to leave this vessel behind, blacksmith. This flesh. I will become your seed, the union of the mightiest warrior and the most skilled psychomancer in all the Second Empire. With your gifts as well as hers, I will do in ten years what I’ve been trying to accomplish for ten thousand!

He could see it all in his mind’s eye. Could see the Autarch jumping, inhabiting his son’s soul. Taking control, corrupting Jessamyn—probably ensuring she was dead by the time she finished giving birth to him. He’d kill Jol and the rest of his harem shortly after, then go on to conquer the world.

Victory was impossible.

Victory was death.

Time began to move once more. Jol heard his wives cheering him on, shouting at him to finish the monster off once and for all. The Autarch’s no-face shimmered, as if smiling at Jol through its heinous mask.

For the first time since he’d seen that horrible face, Jol lifted his eyes to the Autarch’s core. And held it.

“You know,” Jol said, smirking in the face of the ultimate evil, “that’s the first time you’ve called me that.”

The Autarch froze. “What?”

“Blacksmith,” Jol said, almost as if he were speaking to an old friend. “Up until now, you’ve only called me ‘vessel’ or ‘Exalted One’. But you slipped up there, didn’t you? You spoke to me like a man, rather than an idea.”

If it was possible for a being as weird and eldritch as the Autarch to convey confusion, the creature’s posture conveyed it. “I don’t understand,” it blurted.

“That’s what I am,” Jol said. “When you take everything else away, I’m just a blacksmith. A man who makes things. Who creates.”

He leaned in close.

“Your proposal is acceptable,” Jol whispered.

Before the Autarch could move a muscle, Jol struck.

He brought the hammer around and slammed it into the side of the Autarch’s head, striking it so hard that the whole thing buckled inward as the abomination was flung into the wall. A wheezing sound escaped the hole in the monster’s face, and Jol’s shadow fell over it as he towered above his fallen foe.

Jol lifted the hammer over his head in a two-handed grip. A brilliant white light spilled from the metal, lighting the entire catacombs up like the midday sun. The Autarch lifted his remaining limbs, trying to block out that light, but he no longer had the power to stop it.

“You want to die?” Jol roared. “Fine, beast. I’ll put you down.”

His hammer slammed down on the Autarch’s head with the same motion he used with an ingot of metal on an anvil. The Autarch lay crumpled beneath Jol’s blows, more of that oozing black ichor pouring from his wounds. The thing tried to rise, fell before another hit, and feebly began crawling backwards.

“I…” the Autarch murmured. “Will… take…”

More shadows fell over the creature’s body.

Jol’s women were with him.

“You’ll take nothing,” Envy whispered. The seraph’s wings spread wide, stretching behind the backs of Jol and his women. “You forget what our man is capable of. You might have elevated him, but you never really knew him.”

“You never gave him what he truly carried inside,” Tyssa added.

“His strength,” Gwen whispered.

Aeronwen glared down at the abomination. “His kindness.”

Jessamyn’s hand strayed to her stomach. “This child is going to be loved and cared for,” she said, looking at Jol like there were no other men in the world besides him. “He’ll have the best life anyone could ask for. And my husband will make sure not a drop of what you are touches him!”

The top of the Autarch’s head touched the wall. There was nowhere to run.

“But how?” the creature hissed, at a loss for words at long last.

Jol lifted his hammer.

“The same way they all are,” Jol said simply. “With love, and care, and discipline. And with a father who knows how to make something truly special.”

The Autarch opened his no-mouth wide, tearing the fabric of reality. “No—!”

It was the last word the abomination would ever speak.

Jol brought the enchanted hammer down with both hands, slamming it not into but through the Autarch. The heavy weapon smashed what was left of the abomination’s head to paste, hitting the stone beneath it hard and loud enough to ring a bell.

The Autarch gave a final shiver, then was still.

They could all feel the atmosphere in the tomb change. The air grew brighter; the temperature warmed, shaking off the chill of death. Though none of them could possibly know it, the very edges of the Scourge were already beginning to collapse and transform, nature reasserting itself in the face of the Autarch’s demise. The remaining hordes of his monsters fled, seeking shelter from their own private apocalypse.

“I can’t believe it,” Aeronwen whispered. “Is that thing dead—?”

The Autarch exploded.

A rippling wave of unreality tore from the abomination’s body, knocking Jol and his women backwards. Right behind it was a wave of darkness, streaking behind it like thunder after a bolt of lightning. That headed straight for Jessamyn, as if what was left of the Autarch’s soul was hoping to seize and corrupt the young woman before it was utterly destroyed.

Jol didn’t give it the chance.

The hammer flared, and a white light filled the room. The rippling wave of corruption collapsed, transforming as the power within Jol purified it the way he’d done to the Lord of Bitterness. The light traveled in all directions, suffusing the chamber but hitting Jessamyn hardest of all. The young woman closed her eyes, riding the sensation, her hair floating around her in a messy halo.

Then it was over. The Autarch was gone.

Not one drop of his power remained.

Half an hour later, Jol and his women climbed out of the catacombs. The world they entered looked so different from the one they’d left behind that at first they weren’t sure what they were seeing was real.

“Jol, darling,” Aeronwen babbled, turning in a slow circle. “Is this…?”

“That’s right,” Jol replied, unable to keep the grin from his face. “This is the Scourge.”

The sky above their heads was a brilliant blue. Grass grew from the rolling hills surrounding them, thin but there, and the trees and shrubs around them had perked up considerably.

Most shocking of all was the sound. For the first time in what had to be hundreds of years, the calls of birds filled the Scourge with their song.

“We did it,” Gwen whispered, amazed. “Holy shit, it’s really over. We’ve won.”

“There’s still a few things left to do,” Jol said, scratching the back of his neck with the edge of his hammer. “Many of the monsters the Autarch created still lurk in the dark places of the world. The inhumi are still out there, and the kaervi. Those tunnels beneath the great cities of the Second Empire will need to be explored and closed off…”

Jessamyn whirled on him. “And you’re going to leave that to other people,” she whispered. “Godfrey and Hannon can handle that, my love. You have a future to plan.”

“Yes, I suppose I do,” Jol said, pulling the young woman to him. “I’m sorry this is how you had to find out that you’re carrying my child…”

It was as far as he got. Jessamyn threw herself into Jol’s arms, kissing him hard. A moment later, the rest of his wives surrounded him.

“Are you kidding me?” Jessamyn broke the kiss, gasping. “I’m the happiest woman in the world right now. I wouldn’t have it any other way!”

“We barely did anything,” Tyssa muttered, looking around. “It was you who did all the work, Jol. We just sat around and watched you…”

Several of his wives looked sad at that. Jol couldn’t believe they were thinking about themselves that way.

“That’s a lie,” Jol told them. “You want to know the truth?”

Five sets of eyes turned to look at him.

“If it weren’t for you,” Jol told his wives, “I would have turned to gelatin in those catacombs. The Autarch would have sensed my fear and destroyed me, and the remainder of the Seven would right now be feasting upon my bones. I only survived in there because of you. All of you.”

They believed him, he knew. More than that, they loved him more than ever.

And they always would.

“Well,” Aeronwen said, giving him a smile as she hugged him. “If you say so, my love, then who are we to disagree with you?”

Jol chuckled. “Come on,” he told his wives. “Let’s go home. They’re hardly going to believe this back in Keynes.”

They started down the slope. Jol had just started looking around for a flat piece of ground on which to conjure the portal when a noise from behind him made him turn. Jessamyn stood at the top of the hill, surrounded by his other wives.

“Jol?” she asked, holding her stomach. “Babe?”

He was back with her in an instant. The other four wives gathered around them both, just adding their presence and their grace to the conversation. Letting her know that they were there supporting her.

Jol pulled his wife to him, holding her against his chest. “Yes, sweetheart?”

Jessamyn glanced down at her stomach. “What… what the Autarch said about me. About us. It’s not true, right?”

All five of his wives looked to him for his answer.

Jol shook his head. “Of course not. I will protect you, Jessamyn. All of you.” His gaze took in the whole group. “And our children, as well.”

Five women melted against Jol Rivers, sighing happily.

He couldn’t deny it. After everything he’d been through, that was one hell of a good feeling.

“Come on, girls,” Jol said, grinning at his brides. “Let’s go give the world the good news.”

Together, they entered a world a great deal brighter than before.

The future was theirs.
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Ten Years Later

A light spring rain was falling over the village of Littlereach.

The hamlet was larger than it had been when Jol Rivers rode out with the Woman In Blue to fight the Autarch, but some things hadn’t changed. The Black Hand Tavern was still the best place in town to get a drink, even if a dozen other watering holes had opened to meet increasing demand. Mayor Lutz was still stubbornly holding onto his office despite his advanced age and still throwing the largest and most obnoxious parties to be found anywhere in the Eastern Reach.

And there was no better place to have something smithed than at Jol Rivers’ forge.

The Hero of the Second Empire, as he was called whenever his back was turned and the villagers believed he wasn’t listening, no longer manned his forge three hundred and sixty five days a year. Jol Rivers and his five wives split their time these days between three residences: their apartments in Keynes, Jol’s home on the outskirts of Littlereach, and a sprawling estate in the country gifted to him by Lord Ardor as a ‘present’ upon the birth of his first child by Jessamyn Rivers. But the people of Littlereach had noticed that Jol seemed most at home in the town he’d taken up residence in after his time in the Expeditionary Force. Fancy estates and big cities were all fine and dandy, they reasoned; but a man’s true place was in a comfortable home with a big hearth and several happy children running around in the yard.

In Littlereach, Jol Rivers had all of that and more.

With the Autarch dead and gone, the war between the Second Empire and the heathen north quieted down to a low simmer. Ten years out, the provinces at the far north were officially at peace, though it was an uneasy peace. The heathens seized upon the newly transformed ground at the center of what had been the Scourge, using it as a base to defend themselves both against the Second Empire and the monsters that still roamed the lands.

Hunting them down was big business. Most of the Lyceum’s graduates took a tour in the newly reformed Expeditionary Force, seeking gold and glory by slaying monsters. The last time Jol and Aeronwen had gotten a letter from their old friend Godfrey, he and Hannon were leading a sortie to the west, along with Hyacinth and the three other Lyceum students they’d wound up adding to their harem. Jol wished them well.

In marked contrast to ten years ago, it was no longer strange to see ‘unconventional’ relationships like Jol’s even in out of the way villages like Littlereach. It had taken the local villagers some time to get with the program, but once the luminaries of the church switched their stances on the institution of marriage and its limits, the idea spread like wildfire.

As a result, the Second Empire was in the midst of a population boom. A new generation was being born—one that would live their lives entirely out of the shadow of the Autarch and his monsters. Though not every problem of the future had been solved—for one thing, Keynes and the Lyceum were still the same den of snakes they’d always been—the overall mood of the Second Empire was bright and optimistic.

Jol certainly shared in it.

His enchanted hammer hung on the wall of his forge as he worked a piece of metal through heating, molding and quenching. In its place was a much more ordinary hammer, which was currently being used to beat a set of horseshoes into their proper shape. Half the farms in the area were in the middle of their planting seasons, and having beasts to tow the plows put their value at a premium.

Not that Jol needed the money. Thanks to Lord Ardor’s generosity, his honorary position on Keynes’s Council and the incomes of his wives, he’d never need to worry about such things again for as long as he lived.

He just liked helping out the community.

He’d lost himself in the rhythm of the work when the door to the forge opened. “I’ll be with you in a minute,” he said, wiping sweat from his brow as he transferred horseshoes to the quencher. “Just finishing these up…”

“Oh, take your time,” a familiar voice chuckled. “I’m just enjoying the show.”

Jol grinned. When he turned, his chore done, Jessamyn stood in the doorway, accompanied by their oldest son, Marten. Their youngest, a girl still in diapers Jessamyn had insisted on naming Erin after the Lady Aeronwen, clung to her mother’s shoulder.

“There’s my girls,” Jol said, stepping around the forge. “How’s the mayor doing?”

Jessamyn rolled her eyes. “The same as ever,” she said, shaking her head. “Incorrigible and full of gossip. I swear, these local leaders give the luminaries in the capital a run for their money where backbiting and plotting is concerned…”

Jol made to take the infant from Jessamyn’s arms, but his wife shook her head. “Not until you clean up, mister,” the blonde said, her eyes making Jol feel like maybe she didn’t want him to get cleaned up. Like she liked him all dirty and sweaty. “God-in-flesh, I can’t wait to hand her over to Tyssa for a bit. I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in days.”

Jol knew that all too well. The home he'd constructed for all of his wives wasn’t as large as the one they had in the city, and it was nowhere near the size of Lord Ardor’s manor. What it lacked in space it more than made up for in coziness, but it was starting to become a little too tight for their needs.

With just Jol and his five wives, it had been perfect. But every one of his women had had at least two children now—Gwen had five, the fertile little minx. The girls who weren’t pregnant or currently taking care of a newborn helped the ones who were as much as they could, but they were going to need a second property soon to house everyone.

Either that, or Jol would have to start spending more time on his estate.

“I’m grateful to her for helping out,” Jol said. “I know Aeronwen wanted to be here, but with the Lyceum in session, she won’t be able to get away for another week or two.”

Jessamyn pouted. “We should all go to the country,” she said, echoing his own thoughts. “The manor’s big enough for us all to be comfortable there. We could all sleep in the same bed again, like we used to when the six of us were newlyweds.” A wicked grin spread across her face, and suddenly she was the same schoolgirl in a naughty outfit who’d caught Jol’s eye back at the Lyceum.

“Hey, kiddo,” Jol said, turning his attention to Marten. The child had just had his tenth birthday last week—he was the oldest of Jol’s children, his firstborn. The only one who already existed when he’d killed the Autarch, if only inside of Jessamyn’s womb. “Did you have fun today?”

The boy shrugged in a way that made Jol think of Gretel. Dimly, he wondered what the former servant was up to—the last he’d heard of her she’d taken her pardon, paid off her debts and written a book about her part in the fall of the Autarch. She was probably still doing demonology on the side, but since her forbidden magic had saved his life on more than one occasion, he couldn’t hold it against her.

“It’s been good,” the boy said. “Dad, why can’t I fly?”

Jol and Jessamyn shared a smile. This again?

“Because, son, you’re a human being,” Jol said, mussing up his hair. Jessamyn might not have wanted Jol handling an infant with his hands stained with soot from the forge, but she would never have stopped him from hugging his own son. “The Creator, in his infinite wisdom, didn’t see fit to give us wings. Probably because we’d get into no end of trouble with them.”

“But Envy’s kids have wings!” the boy protested, pointing out the door as if Enoch and Devora were standing in the street. “Their Mom’s teaching them how to fly! I saw Devvie do a cartwheel over the forest the other day…!”

Jol knelt down in front of his son.

“Your brothers and your sister from Auntie Envy have wings because Envy has wings,” Jol reminded the lad. “She’s a seraph, son. They’re special like that.” He put a finger on the boy’s chest. “But you’re special too, son. You know that, right?”

Marten, bless his heart, rolled his eyes. “I know. I’m really good at magic, like Mom is,” he said, looking up at Jessamyn. “But I still wish I could fly. Wouldn’t that be so cool?”

“Honey, I’ve told you plenty of times that most mages don’t come into their own until they get lessons,” Jessamyn chided. “You’re too young to start magical training, even if Auntie Aeronwen is more than willing to get you into early placement exams at the Lyceum. You very well might be flying around before you know it.”

Marten nodded, then looked up at Jol. “Okay. Thanks, Dad.”

As it always did, Jol’s heart could not help but melt when he spoke to the boy. Though no one was more shy about his accomplishments than Jol’s first-born, his wives were effusive in their praise. He was well-mannered and respectful with his mother and all of his ‘Aunts’, and both loved and was loved by everyone. Tyssa and Envy often joked that the boy was the glue that held all of their children together, and Jol believed it.

“I know it can be tough watching other people do things you’re not able to just yet,” Jol said, rising back to his full height and giving the boy a hug. “You know, when I was your age, I couldn’t see much farther than the tips of my own fingers. I had glasses so thick, you would have been shocked to see them sitting on my face…”

Jol trailed off. Marten had just spotted the massive hammer hanging on Jol’s wall.

The boy walked across the forge, staring at it like he’d never seen anything so beautiful before. Jessamyn started to say something, but Jol silenced her with a gesture.

Hold on, he mouthed, winking at his wife. I want to see this.

His son approached the hammer as if it were an old friend. He reached out and put his hand on the hilt, giving the weapon an appraising glance as he looked it up and down. His fingers squeezed, and he let out a quiet, satisfied noise.

Jessamyn probably saw nothing but a boy admiring his father’s tools. But Jol’s second sight caught a flash of something incredible.

White light swirled around his son. An aura of power ringed his head in a brilliant corona, almost like the haloes that Envy’s people were supposed to wear in old legends about the Creator. For just a moment, there was a taller, older, more powerful person where his son stood—almost an echo of the man he was going to become.

Jol recognized that power. It was an integral part of his son, and it would serve him well as he grew older and did whatever it was he decided to do with his life. In combination with his magic, it would make young Marten Rivers one of the most powerful people in the Second Empire.

It ought to, at any rate. Otherwise, what was the point of the Autarch coveting him so badly?

“Father?” Marten asked.

Jol shared a look with Jessamyn. His wife understood that something important was happening here, and she nodded. “Yes, son?”

“When you work at the forge,” he said, letting go of the enchanted hammer, “why do you always use one of your ordinary hammers instead of this one?”

Jol favored his son with a smile. “Because, Marten, this hammer is very special.” He came up to the lad and put a hand on his shoulder. “Your father used this hammer a long time ago, to make some very bad people leave your mother and your aunts alone. To make the world safe for you and all of your brothers and sisters.”

Marten squinted at the hammer. “Sometimes when I look at it, I feel like I’ve seen it before,” he said.

“Of course you have,” Jessamyn said, trying to cut the tension. “It’s hanging on the wall of the forge every time you visit your father at work. Or he’s got it hanging in the den when we go spend the summer at Grandad’s old estate…”

Marten was already shaking his head. “Not like that. Like I saw it a long, long time ago. I think… Dad, I think I’m supposed to use this hammer?”

The Autarch’s power, Jol thought, purified through the Creator’s might. And through mine. He’d always wondered how much of the boy Marten had become was due to that, versus the loving and proper upbringing he’d received from his mother and Jol’s other four wives. He supposed he’d never really know.

“You want to know a secret?” Jol asked.

Marten’s eyes were suddenly bright. “Yes!” he whispered.

“I’m serious,” Jol said, smiling at his boy. “You can’t tell any of your brothers or sisters. Even if they tease you about not having wings.”

Marten put his hand over his heart. “I promise, Dad,” he said solemnly.

He meant it, too. Even at ten years old, when Marten Rivers made a promise, he meant it. He was like his father in that way.

“I think,” Jol said, drawing the boy close, “that you are supposed to have that hammer, son.”

Marten gasped.

“All of your brothers and sisters would be jealous of that, don’t you think? That you’re the only one of my children who gets to inherit that weapon?”

The boy nodded. “Will you teach me how to use it?” he asked, turning his gaze to his father. “I want to learn how to fight with it. And to forge, too.”

That’s my boy, Jol thought, his heart filling with pride.

“I will,” Jol said, making a promise that was just as solemn. “You’re almost old enough to start helping out in the forge. I’ll teach you to swing a hammer, to quench metal and to make wonderful things for people.” He shared a look with Jessamyn. “And when you get a little older, I’ll train you on how to use it as a weapon. But you must promise me this, Marten.”

The boy’s eyes shone. “Promise you what, father?”

“That you’ll only use the hammer to help people,” Jol said, thinking of all the things he’d done for his family. “The way your old man did.”

Marten smiled. “Of course, father. That’s not a difficult promise to make at all.”

“I know it’s not,” Jol said, giving the lad a kiss on the forehead. “Dear boy. You really are your mother’s son.”

He straightened up and went to Jessamyn. “I came to tell you that Gwen is making dinner tonight,” Jessamyn purred, looking like watching Jol be a father to his child was even more alluring than watching him get all hot and sweaty in the forge. “We’re sitting down at six, so make sure you’re home and washed by then. Understood?”

“Of course,” Jol said, laughing. “I just need to get these shoes done for Mayor Lutz before I come home. The poor man’s going to have a conniption if I don’t turn them in on time…”

That should have been that. But one other thing happened as Jessamyn made to leave.

As mother and child reached the doorway, Marten turned around suddenly. A smile spread across his face, and there was a look in his eyes like nothing Jol had ever seen before. That man from before stood behind him, wreathed in white light, and this time he held Jol’s hammer in his hand—along with a thick grimoire of spells that looked like something Aeronwen would have paid a fortune to have.

The vision only persisted for a moment. Then he was looking at his son once more.

“Love you, Dad!” Marten said. “Can’t wait for dinner!”

“Me either,” Jol said, lifting a hand. “Love you all!”

As they left, a quietness settled on Jol’s soul. He knew what he’d seen, even if he couldn’t put a name to it. The power he’d taken from the Autarch, purified, and passed to the unborn child in Jessamyn’s womb—it was all inside of his eldest son now. The wicked destiny the Autarch intended for him had been transformed into good, and now the whole world stood to benefit.

The Autarch’s power had been reborn into a new form. As the master of soldering and magic, his son would bring a new golden age of true peace and enlightenment to the world. He would be more than a mage, or a soldier, or a blacksmith. He would be truly exalted among men.

Jol shook his head slowly, stunned by what he’d learned. Gradually, he came back to himself, though his soul remained quietly struck through with awe. The truth of what he’d seen shocked him, but it also settled him, knowing that their future was in such hands as he and his family possessed.

Thank you, Jol whispered, sending his words straight to the Creator. Thank you for giving us all this gift. And thank you for giving me this life with my family.

The feeling passed. The corner of Jol River’s mouth curled in a smile.

He went over to the forge, picked up his hammer, and got back to work.

There was a great deal left to do before he could enjoy dinner with his family.

End of Book 3
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