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CHAPTER ONE










CORRUPTED GROUND HIT my boots hard enough to rattle my teeth.


One second I was standing on ancient stone in the Crossroads Realm, five colored energies swirling around us. The next, the Direct Path twisted sideways and dropped us into the wasteland.


I hit the dirt rolling, instinct from Force Recon kicking in before my brain caught up. Came up in a crouch, scanning for threats, counting heads.


One. Two. Three. Four. Five.


All my consorts were down but moving. Relief hit me harder than the landing.


“Everyone okay?” My voice came out steadier than I felt.


“Define okay,” Lila muttered, shoving herself upright. She brushed dirt off her leather pants with more force than necessary. “Because I’m not fucking broken, but getting dumped on my ass isn’t exactly my idea of a good time either.”


I moved to her, offering my hand. She took it, letting me pull her up. Her fingers squeezed mine for just a second longer than necessary. Green eyes met mine with that familiar mix of annoyance and affection.


“You landed better than I did.” Tessa sat up slower, steampunk goggles askew. Her bronze clockwork rifle tattoo caught the sickly light. She adjusted her goggles and blinked at the sky. “The atmospheric pressure here is all wrong and the ambient magic feels distorted and I think my inner ear is still recalibrating from the dimensional transition and also I might throw up which would be really embarrassing and...”


“Breathe,” I said, kneeling beside her. I reached out and brushed dirt from her freckled cheek. She leaned into the touch automatically, her rambling cutting off mid-word. Those brown eyes behind the goggles were wide, uncertain. I smiled at her. “We’re okay. Just take a breath.”


She nodded, and drew a long breath.


“Better?”


“Getting there.”


Seraphina had landed on her feet, staff already in hand, brown eyes assessing our surroundings. Even covered in dust from the landing, she was beautiful. Her raven-black hair fell around her face, that ageless grace making her look like she’d meant to arrive exactly this way. Her pregnant belly was now noticeable beneath her robes.


She caught me looking and raised one eyebrow, the corner of her mouth lifting. “I notice you’re counting us. Headcount or inventory?”


“Old habit.” I stood, helping Tessa to her feet.


Seraphina moved closer, resting a hand on my arm. Just a light touch, but warm. Grounding. “Good habit,” she said with a soft smile.


“This place is wrong,” Yali said. The High Priestess of the Sun stood with her usual perfect posture, golden eyes scanning the horizon. Her dusk-colored wraps didn’t have a speck of dirt on them. 


“A masterpiece of understatement, darling,” Lilith corrected, rising in one fluid motion. The necromancer queen’s black hair with silver streaks fell undisturbed around her pale face despite the rough landing. She turned, violet eyes taking in the wasteland. “This isn’t corruption, my love. It’s rot. Ancient, festering, beautiful in its obscenity. Like a corpse that forgot to finish dying.”


She was right.


The sky above us looked drained. Not dark, not stormy, just... empty. Like someone had bled all the color out and left behind this sick yellow-gray thing that passed for daylight. The air tasted stale, smelled of dust and something else… decay so old it had lost its edge, become part of the atmosphere itself. Used up. Breathed too many times and never refreshed.


The ground beneath our feet was packed dirt the color of old blood. It crunched under my boots as I shifted position. Cracks spider-webbed across the surface, leaking faint wisps of dark energy. Not active. Not threatening. Just there. Constant. A reminder that this realm had been bleeding out for centuries.


Wind stirred across the wasteland, carrying nothing but more staleness. No birds. No insects. Just silence broken only by our breathing and the faint creak of leather as Lila shifted her stance.


I scanned the area. No immediate threats. No corrupted champions charging our position. No patrols. We’d landed in what looked like an abandoned crossroads. Two dirt paths intersected maybe twenty feet from where we stood, both stretching toward nothing in particular.


Book appeared beside me, floating at eye level. Its leather-bound pages fluttered, but no words appeared. The blank pages stayed blank.


“Book?” I frowned. “You alright?”


More fluttering. Still nothing.


“That’s not fucking comforting,” Lila said, hand drifting toward her bow tattoo. She’d moved to stand on my other side now. Close enough that our shoulders almost touched. Her forest-and-earth scent cut through the staleness around us, familiar and reassuring.


Seraphina stepped closer to Book, studying it with that ancient sorceress focus. “I wonder if the corruption here is affecting you. You’re linked to the Dungeon, and this place...” She gestured at the wasteland around us. “The magic here feels layered. Ancient. Like someone’s been bleeding the Dungeon dry for centuries.”


Book’s pages finally settled. Golden words began forming, more hesitant than usual.


“Welcome to hell. Population: too many corrupted assholes, plus six idiots who decided to walk in voluntarily.”


“There you are,” I said.


“Give me a minute. This place makes my pages itch.”


“Books can’t itch,” Tessa pointed out, pushing her goggles up into her hair. She’d recovered from the landing now, standing close enough that I could feel her warmth against my side.


“I’m a sentient magical tome. I can do whatever I want. Including itch.”


“Can’t argue with that logic,” Lila said with a grin.


“Thank you. Finally, someone with sense.”


Yali was still staring at the sky, arms folded across her chest. “Sun’s here. Muted.” Her hands clenched into fists. “He’s choking it. Suppressing the light.”


“He’s choking everything,” Seraphina said. Her gaze tracked patterns I couldn’t see, moving from one corrupted formation to the next. “This corruption isn’t fresh. It’s systemic. Layered over centuries.”


Lilith knelt, pressing one pale hand to the cracked earth. Shadows pooled around her fingers, responding to her necromantic touch. Even kneeling in the dirt, she was graceful, theatrical. Beautiful in that dark, otherworldly way that still caught me off guard sometimes. “The shadow here is twisted, my love. Hungry. It wants to consume instead of transform.” She stood, wiping her hand on her black robes. “This isn’t my shadow. This is what shadow becomes when someone breaks it and leaves it to starve.”


“Can you fix it?” I asked.


She crossed to me, violet eyes meeting mine. She pressed her palm to my chest, just over my heart. “After we kill Valthor?” Her smile was dark and beautiful. “Darling, I’m going to turn his wasteland into the most gorgeous death garden you’ve ever seen. Rot can be beautiful when it’s part of the cycle. This?” She gestured at the corrupted ground. “This is just obscene.”


“I want to see that,” I said. “Your death garden.”


“You will, sweet fool. You will.”


Lila had moved to the edge of our little area, bow materializing in her hands, eyes scanning the terrain. Ranger instincts. Scout mode. But she glanced back at us with a smirk. “You two done being romantic about rot? Because we’ve got company. Maybe.”


“Hostile?” I asked, my hand dropping to my inner left wrist, fingers brushing the clockwork rifle tattoo.


“Don’t know yet. Movement at eleven o’clock, maybe two miles out. Could be patrol. Could be refugees. Could be corrupted wildlife for all I fucking know.” She lowered her bow but didn’t dismiss it. “We should assume unfriendly until proven otherwise.”


“Agreed.” I moved to stand beside her, following her sight line. She leaned into me slightly, shoulder to shoulder. That was Lila’s version of affection during tactical situations—small contact, nothing that would interfere with readiness, but connection all the same.


I scanned the horizon, searching for threats. And off in the distance, I saw the fortress.


It was barely there, almost lost in the sick haze on the horizon. But once I saw it, I couldn’t look away.


Huge didn’t cover it. The thing rose from the landscape on a distant rise, black and angular and wrong. Not wrong in the way magic could be wrong, but wrong in the way broken geometry was wrong. Like someone had built a structure that violated fundamental rules about how buildings should exist. Distance made it hazy, but the wrongness carried across the miles.


Between us and the fortress, I could make out the vague shapes of settlements. Tiny from this distance. Three, maybe four different clusters of buildings. Cities or towns or villages, hard to say.


“Five days,” I said, mostly to myself.


“What?” Tessa looked up from where she’d been examining the energy flows in the corrupted ground, notebook already out.


“That fortress. Five days’ march, maybe. Give or take.” I glanced at Lila. “Assuming we don’t hit resistance.”


“We’ll hit resistance,” she said flatly. “Question is how much and how soon.”


“Yeah.”


Seraphina moved to my other side, staff planted firmly. “The settlements between here and there. You’re thinking about allies.”


“I’m thinking we can’t fight our way through five days of Valthor’s corrupted realm alone.” I met her eyes. What passed for afternoon light here caught the brown depths. Ancient wisdom looking back at me, but also warmth. Trust. “We need people who’ve been resisting. Survivors who want their home back.”


“Hope still exists here,” Yali said. She hadn’t moved from her spot, but her golden eyes were distant. Seeing something the rest of us couldn’t. “Faint. Buried. Not dead.”


“Then we dig it up,” I said. “We find the people who haven’t given up. We show them the Quintessence is real. We give them a reason to fight.”


“Inspirational speech noted. Now can we please get off this gods-forsaken plain before something notices us?”


“Book’s got a point,” Lilith said, moving to my side. She slipped her arm through mine. “Standing here makes us targets, sweet fool. Even corpses know better than to loiter in the open.”


“Which way?” I looked at Lila.


She studied the terrain for a long moment, green eyes tracking movement I couldn’t see, reading signs in broken ground and dead vegetation. “Northeast. Puts distance between us and that movement I spotted, doesn’t commit us toward the fortress yet, and there’s better cover that direction.” She glanced back at me. “Also, I’m pretty sure I see structures that way. Could be the first settlement.”


“How sure?”


“Eighty percent?” She shrugged. “Good enough odds.”


“Northeast it is.”


We gathered our gear. Not that we had much. The Direct Path had deposited us with what we carried. Weapons, minimal supplies, and each other.


As we started walking, Tessa fell into step beside me, notebook tucked away. “Alex? The corrupted ground is interfering with magical resonance patterns and that’s going to make communication harder if we get separated and I’ve been thinking about contingency protocols in case we need to split up for tactical reasons and maybe we should establish hand signals or something and...”


“We’re not splitting up,” I said, reaching out to take her hand. Her fingers threaded through mine automatically, warm despite the stale air around us.


“But if we have to...”


“Then we’ll handle it when it happens.” I glanced down at her. At the slight curve of her belly that only showed if you knew to look for it. Three weeks pregnant. Barely. But still carrying life. Still vulnerable in ways that made my protective instincts scream. At the freckles dusting her cheeks, the way her brown eyes showed every thought. “Right now, we stay together.”


She nodded, squeezing my hand. Adjusted her goggles with her free hand, an old nervous habit.


“Besides,” Lila called from ahead, “if we split up, who’s going to keep Alex from doing something stupidly heroic and getting himself killed?”


“Hey,” I protested.


“She’s not wrong,” Seraphina said mildly from my other side.


“I notice you have a pattern,” Seraphina continued with a small smile. “See threat. Charge threat. Survive by luck and stubbornness.”


“That’s not entirely fair.”


“Isn’t it?” Yali’s voice was dry.


“You do tend toward the dramatic gesture, darling,” Lilith added, still on my arm. “It’s one of your more endearing qualities. Terrifying, but endearing.”


“I feel attacked,” I said.


“Good. Keeps you humble.”


“Even Book’s piling on now.”


“Someone has to keep your ego in check. Might as well be me.”


Tessa giggled beside me. The sound was light, warm, cutting through the dead air around us. “To be fair, Alex, you did jump off a cliff to save me that one time.”


“That was different.”


“Was it though?” Seraphina asked.


“Yes. That was tactically sound.”


“He says while falling.”


“I had a plan.”


“Your plan was ‘fall and hope for the best.’”


Lila burst out laughing ahead of us. The sound echoed across the dead landscape, defiant and alive. “Fuck, I love this family.”


Even here, in this corrupted wasteland at the ass-end of the Dungeon, surrounded by death and decay and centuries of suffering, we were together. My five consorts. Brilliant, deadly, beautiful women who’d chosen me. Who teased me and protected me and believed in me even when I wasn’t sure I believed in myself.


Ahead of us, Yali and Lilith had fallen into step together. The High Priestess of the Sun and the Necromancer Queen. An unlikely pair. But they’d become friends over the past weeks. Sometimes I caught them having quiet conversations about balance and transformation that I only half understood. Now Lilith said something low that made Yali snort—actual laughter from the usually stoic sun priestess.


Lila ranged ahead, bow in hand, her ranger senses on full alert. But every few steps she’d glance back, making sure we were still following. Making sure I was still there.


Seraphina walked beside me, staff in hand, her ancient wisdom already working on the problems ahead. Her shoulder brushed mine with each step. Comfortable proximity. Centuries of life, and she chose to spend this moment close to me.


Tessa’s hand stayed in mine, her warmth anchoring me to the present. To the now. To the family we’d built.


And Book floated along, pages still twitching occasionally but words flowing more freely now.


“For the record, I still think this is a terrible idea.”


“Noted,” I said.


“But if we’re doing it anyway, at least we’re doing it together.”


“Strength in numbers?” I suggested.


“More like misery loves company. But yes.”


“That’s something,” I said, looking at my five consorts. At the way Lilith’s dark hair caught what little light existed here. At the strength in Seraphina’s posture. At Tessa’s brilliant mind already working on solutions. At Lila’s deadly grace. At Yali’s quiet power.


At the family we’d become.


The corrupted wasteland stretched out before us, dead and dying under Valthor’s centuries of tyranny. Somewhere ahead, people were suffering. Settlements struggling. Hope buried but not dead.


We’d find it. We’d give them a reason to stand.


And then we’d end this.


Not through conquest. Not through glory. But by destroying something that should never have existed in the first place.


Together.


One step at a time.


The crunch of our boots on corrupted ground was the only sound besides the wind. Six people walking into hell, carrying hope with them.


Or maybe dragging it kicking and screaming.


Either way worked for me.













CHAPTER TWO










THREE HOURS OF walking through corrupted wasteland had a way of making every shadow feel like a threat.


The sun—what passed for it here—had climbed higher in that sick yellow-gray sky, but the light never improved. Just got hotter. Staler. The air tasted of dust and old decay, coating my tongue with every breath. The ground under our boots had shifted from packed dirt to loose gravel that crunched with every step, announcing our presence to anything with ears.


Sweat ran down my back despite the lifeless air. My shirt stuck to my skin. The rifle tattoo on my wrist itched—Tessa’s doing, somehow tied to her own awareness of her weapon. My thumb found it without thinking.


Ahead of me, Lila moved with that ranger’s grace that never failed to catch my attention. Even tired, even alert for threats, she was beautiful—green eyes sharp, leather pants hugging curves that had nothing to do with tactical assessment and everything to do with the fact that she was mine. Forest-and-earth scent cutting through the corruption. Living things, in a place that had forgotten them.


Her hand went up. Fist closed.


We stopped.


She stood twenty feet ahead, bow already materializing in her hands, head cocked at an angle that said she was tracking something I couldn’t hear yet. Her green eyes narrowed, scanning the broken terrain ahead—scattered boulders, dead vegetation, the skeleton of what might have been a building once.


I eased up beside her, catching her faint scent. It was the scent of living things, growing things, wildness that refused to be tamed. “Talk to me.”


“Movement,” she said, voice low. “Multiple contacts. Northeast, maybe a hundred yards out.” She paused, tilting her head again. “They’re not trying to be quiet.”


“Numbers?”


“Can’t tell yet. More than ten. Less than fifty.” She glanced back at me, and despite the tactical situation, I saw the corner of her mouth quirk. “Want me to get closer, or you gonna go all protective and tell me to stay with the group?”


“The second one.”


“Smart man.”


I turned back to the others. They’d already formed up instinctively—Seraphina and Yali flanking, Tessa in the middle adjusting her goggles, Lilith moving forward with that predator’s grace that made her look like she was gliding rather than walking. Even in a corrupted wasteland, even preparing for combat, my consorts were stunning. Deadly and beautiful and mine.


Lilith knelt, pressing her pale hand to the corrupted ground. Shadows pooled around her fingers, darker than the natural shadows around us, and I felt the temperature drop. Cold magic, death magic, but controlled. Precise. She closed her violet eyes for a moment, black hair with silver streaks falling around her face.


When she opened her eyes, there was something almost hungry in her expression. “Corrupted champions,” she said, voice carrying that theatrical lilt. “Twenty, perhaps twenty-two. Old corruption, darling. Years of exposure bleeding into bone and spirit. They’re more construct than person now—beautiful in their tragedy, obscene in their purpose.”


“Patrol?” Seraphina asked, staff already in hand. Raven-black hair framed her face, brown eyes focused and calm. Ancient sorceress preparing for battle with the same measured grace she brought to everything.


“Hunting party.” Lilith stood, brushing dirt from her black robes with theatrical precision. “They know we’re here. They’re moving to intercept. Drawn to living magic, darling… and oh, my love, we do burn bright.”


I felt it then—that pull inside my chest. The Quintessence, ready and waiting. Five colored energies wanting to surge forth, to overwhelm this threat with combined power. White light, green nature, bronze innovation, golden fire, violet shadow. All of it available with only a thought.


The bond hummed between us. I felt Seraphina’s steadiness, Lila’s readiness, Tessa’s nervous energy, Yali’s controlled power, Lilith’s dark anticipation. Five different flavors of magic and emotion, all connected through me.


I pushed it down.


Not yet. Not for this.


We’d come here to build an army. But more than that—the Quintessence was a weapon we could only spend once. Our experimentations and training in the Shadow Realm had made that clear enough. Full draw left all of us on the edge of incapacitation. We were saving it for Valthor. One shot. When it counted.


We needed to win this the way our allies would have to win—together, coordinated, but mortal.


“Book,” I whispered.


The sentient tome appeared beside me, pages already covered in tactical notes. “Twenty-two confirmed. Converging from three directions. They’re trying to surround us.”


“Can they?”


“Not if you move now.”


“Alright.” I looked at my consorts. At five deadly women who’d fought beside me through levels of the Dungeon that would have killed most adventurers. At brilliant minds and warrior hearts wrapped in curves that made my protective instincts war with my appreciation of just how capable they were. At the family we’d become. “Standard formation. Seraphina, I need containment—keep them from spreading out. Lila, control the tempo. Tessa, disrupt any coordination they try. Yali, watch for corruption spikes. Lilith, clean up what we break.”


“And you?” Seraphina asked, one eyebrow raised, her voice carrying a quiet thread of amusement. “I notice you didn’t assign yourself a role.”


“I’m the pivot point.” I touched my inner left wrist, summoning Tessa’s steampunk rifle. The bronze weapon materialized in my hands, warm and familiar. Weight of comfort and connection—her magic, her mind, her gift to me. “I fill the gaps.”


“How inspirational. Now move before you’re actually surrounded.”


“Book’s got such a way with words,” Tessa said, adjusting her goggles. Her freckled face was flushed from the heat and exertion, brown eyes bright behind the lenses. Even disheveled, even nervous, she was beautiful in that girl-next-door way that had caught me from the start.


We moved.


The broken terrain opened up ahead—scattered boulders giving way to a wide clearing ringed by dead trees. Perfect ambush site. Which meant perfect killing ground if you knew it was coming.


The smell hit first. Corruption on the wind—not just stale air anymore, but something actively wrong. Sweet rot and burning metal and something that made my hindbrain scream danger.


The corrupted champions emerged from three sides at once.


They’d been human once. You could still see it in their basic shapes—bipedal, armored, carrying weapons. But Valthor’s corruption had twisted them. Their armor was fused to their skin, black metal growing from flesh like cancer. Their eyes glowed that sick yellow-green of deep corruption. Their movements were too precise, too synchronized. Not soldiers following orders. Puppets dancing on strings.


Twenty-two. Book had been right.


“Fuck me, that’s grim,” Lila muttered beside me. Her shoulder brushed mine—brief contact, grounding.


The corrupted champions charged as one. No battle cries. No shouted orders. Just silent, unified violence carrying the stench of old death with them.


Seraphina moved first.


Her staff blazed with white light as she slammed it into the ground. Magic surged outward in a contained wave—not an attack, but a boundary. Light barriers erupted in strategic positions, channeling the enemy’s charge into narrower corridors. Forcing them to bunch up. Limiting their ability to surround us.


The light smelled clean—ozone and something floral, cutting through the corruption like a blade. Warmth washed over me from her magic, making the stale air briefly breathable again.


“Containment established,” she said calmly, brown eyes tracking the enemy positions with ancient wisdom. Even in combat, even channeling power, she was elegant. Graceful. “They’re yours.”


Lila’s first arrow took a corrupted champion through the eye socket before it had crossed half the distance. The body collapsed mid-stride, already dissolving into black smoke that smelled like charred meat and sulfur. Her second arrow was nocked and fired before the first body hit the ground.


It was always amazing watching her work. Precise. Lethal. Beautiful in that way that made my chest tight with equal parts pride and concern. She was three weeks pregnant and putting arrows through skulls without hesitation.


Pregnant warrior badass didn’t begin to cover it.


“Left flank closing fast,” she called out, already tracking her next target. “Tessa, I need that cluster broken up.”


“On it and I think I see their coordination sigils and they’re resonating at a frequency that suggests they’re sharing tactical information which means if I can just...” Tessa’s rifle barked once, twice. Bronze bullets trailing mechanical energy that smelled like hot metal and alchemical compounds. They didn’t hit the champions directly. They hit the ground between them.


The corrupted terrain exploded upward in a shower of loose rock and dark energy. The synchronized advance shattered. Champions stumbled, lost cohesion, became individuals instead of a unit.


“Much better,” Lila said, and put three more arrows downrange in rapid succession. Each shot perfect. Each kill clean.


The right flank hit us first.


Four champions broke through toward Yali’s position. Big mistake.


The High Priestess of the Sun stood her ground, golden eyes calm, one hand protectively over her barely-visible belly for just a heartbeat before both hands moved through practiced gestures. Solar fire erupted from her palms—not wild, not excessive, but precise. Surgical.


Heat washed over me, forge-hot, pressing against my face. The air around Yali shimmered, and the smell of ozone mixed with something like burning cinnamon. Her dusk-colored wraps didn’t so much as flutter despite the power flowing through her. 


The leading champion took a blast to the chest that punched through corrupted armor like it was paper. Black smoke and the stench of burning corruption. The second took fire to the legs, dropping it to the ground where Lilith’s shadows finished it with cold precision.


“Two more,” Yali said flatly. All business. No wasted words.


I pivoted, brought my rifle up, fired twice. Center mass on both. The bronze bullets hit with satisfying impact, corruption flaring and dying where they struck. The champions staggered.


Seraphina’s light lanced out from behind me, piercing both targets through their heads. Clean. Efficient. I felt the warmth of her magic brush past me, smelled that floral-ozone scent.


“Thank you,” Yali said.


“Welcome.”


The center group was bigger—eight champions charging straight at our position. I moved forward to meet them, rifle barking steadily. Not trying to kill them all. Just slowing them down. Making them predictable.


My muscles burned from three hours of marching and now this. Sweat ran into my eyes. The taste of corruption was thick on my tongue—ash and metal and decay. But my consorts were counting on me to hold center, so I held.


Lila’s arrows came from my left, picking off any that tried to flank. I caught a glimpse of her—green eyes sharp, face flushed, pregnant belly barely showing but there—and felt that surge of protective instinct that I knew better than to voice. She’d punch me.


Tessa’s rifle cracked from my right, disrupting their footing, breaking their stride. I heard her muttering calculations between shots, her brilliant mind working three steps ahead even while her hands executed perfect shots. Bronze light trailing through corrupted air.


Yali’s solar fire punished any that got too close together, heat pulsing across the battlefield in controlled bursts.


And Lilith danced through the gaps between us like death itself.


Shadows pooled around her as she moved, violet eyes tracking corruption with necromantic precision. The temperature dropped wherever she stepped, cold enough that I saw my breath mist. Where the others killed, she transformed. Her magic seized the dark energy binding these champions together and turned it inside out. Corruption became decay became dissolution became nothing.


She was beautiful doing it. Theatrical and deadly and graceful, making death look like art.


“A shame,” she murmured as another champion dissolved under her touch. “They were people once. Now they’re just monuments to someone else’s ambition. Such waste, darling. Such tragic, obscene waste.”


“They’re trying to regroup,” Seraphina called out. “Back left.”


I spun, saw five champions pulling together for a coordinated rush. Saw the tactical problem in an instant. They were trying to hit us from an angle where our barriers were thinnest.


“Tessa!”


“Saw it and I’m calculating the trajectory and if I can hit that boulder next to them the ricochet pattern should create a cascade effect that disrupts their formation and maybe even...” Her rifle cracked.


The boulder exploded. Not destroyed. Just cracked at precisely the right angle to send a cascade of stone fragments into the charging group. Champions stumbled, broke formation.


Lila’s bow sang. Three arrows, three kills. The wet thud of arrows hitting corrupted flesh, the hiss of dissolution.


Yali’s solar fire caught the fourth. The smell of burning corruption intensified, making my eyes water.


I took the fifth with a headshot that felt more lucky than skillful.


The fight was over in under three minutes.


Twenty-two corrupted champions. Dissolved into black smoke and corrupted ash. Already being absorbed back into the dead ground, leaving only the smell of char and old death.


No cheering. No celebration. Just heavy breathing and the crunch of boots as we checked the perimeter.


“Clear,” Lila said from her position at the edge of the clearing. She hadn’t lowered her bow. Sweat plastered her short hair to her forehead, and she was breathing harder than she’d admit.


“I’m not sensing additional corruption,” Lilith added. Her shadows were still pooled around her, watchful. “If there were more, they’d be moving now. The dead have finished their dance.”


I dismissed my rifle and the exhaustion hit all at once. Not wounded. Not hurt. Just tired. Three hours of walking through hostile terrain followed by three minutes of intense combat, and my body was reminding me that we weren’t done yet.


Not even close.


I looked at my consorts. Seraphina’s face showed strain—subtle, but there. The kind of fatigue that came from precise magical control. Her hand touched her belly briefly. Protective. Unconscious.


Lila was breathing harder than normal, sweat beading on her forehead despite the stale air. But when she caught me watching, she smirked. “I’m fine, Alex. Stop counting.”


“I’m not counting.”


“You’re always counting.” But there was affection in her voice.


Tessa had both hands on her knees, goggles slightly fogged. Her bronze rifle tattoo glowed faintly on her wrist—residual energy from the fight. “That was intense and also surprisingly coordinated considering we’ve only been working together for a few months and I think we’re getting better at reading each other’s combat rhythms and...”


“Tess.” Lila didn’t look away from her sightline. “Fight now, thesis later.”


“Right. Fighting. Less talking.”


Yali looked steady, but I saw the way her hand had settled on her belly. Protective. The golden fire in her eyes dimmed—not exhausted, but conserving. Smart.


And Lilith, for all her grace, had dark circles under her violet eyes that hadn’t been there this morning. She caught me looking and smiled. “Death takes its toll, darling. Even on those who wield it.”


Book floated down beside me, pages covered in calculations.


“Twenty-two enemies. Victory achieved. Zero casualties. Textbook engagement.”


“But?” I could hear the but coming.


“But you’re all already showing fatigue. The consorts are pregnant and fighting in corrupted terrain. This fight took more out of them than it should have.”


“Book…” Seraphina started, moving to my side. Her hand found my wrist, and settled there. Her skin was warm from channeling magic, her grip firm.


“I’m not criticizing. I’m calculating.” Book’s pages rustled. “You have five days to reach that fortress. Assuming encounters like this every six to eight hours—conservative estimate in hostile territory—you’ll face fifteen to twenty engagements before reaching the gates.”


“We can handle it,” Lila said, but her voice lacked her usual certainty.


“Can you?” Book’s pages rustled. “Really? Because I’m seeing elevated fatigue markers, decreased response times, and magical reserves depleting faster than optimal.”


“Such an optimist,” Lilith said dryly. “It’s one of your most endearing qualities.”


“I’m a book. I don’t have qualities. I have data.”


“Ten minutes,” I said, cutting off the argument before it started. “We rest. Now.”


“I see you’re using your authoritative tone,” Seraphina remarked, a hint of a smile on her lips. “Must be serious.”


“I’m serious about keeping all of you alive.” I squeezed her hand, looked at each of my consorts. “Sit. Drink water. Ten minutes.”


“You’re including yourself in that order, right?” Tessa asked, already pulling out her water skin.


“Yes.”


“Good, because you look like shit,” Lila said, dropping onto a relatively clean boulder. She patted the space beside her. “Come sit before you fall over.”


I moved to her boulder, sat close enough that our shoulders touched. The contact felt good. Grounding. Real.


Seraphina settled on my other side, her hand still in mine. Tessa claimed a spot at our feet, already pulling out her notebook to sketch tactical diagrams. Yali found a boulder across from us, sitting with that perfect posture that still managed to look relaxed. Lilith remained standing for a moment, surveying the clearing with those violet eyes, before gracefully folding herself onto the ground nearby.


“We did well,” Seraphina noted with satisfaction.


“We killed twenty-two things that used to be people,” I said.


“We freed twenty-two souls from corruption, darling,” Lilith corrected. “There’s poetry in that. Mercy dressed as violence. The kindest death is still death, but at least it’s final.”


“You have a weird way of looking at things,” Lila said.


“I’m a necromancer. It’s literally my job description.”


“Fair point.”


Tessa was already calculating in her notebook. “If Book’s right about fifteen to twenty more engagements and each one takes three minutes of active combat but we need ten minutes recovery time after plus the walking time between encounters that means we’re looking at... um... a lot of math that I should probably work out more carefully but the short version is we’re going to be exhausted.”


“Which is why we need allies,” Yali said. Her golden eyes tracked the horizon. “People who know this terrain. Who’ve been fighting Valthor’s forces for years.”


“People who want their home back,” I added.


Lila leaned against me, just slightly. Warm solid presence despite the corrupted wasteland around us. “You really think we can find them? People willing to fight?”


“Anyone who’s survived this long wants to fight,” Lilith said. “They just need to believe they can win. That’s what we give them, sweet fool. Hope dressed as power.”


“More poetry,” Lila muttered, but there was a smile in her voice.


“I contain multitudes.”


“You contain bullshit.”


“That too.”


I felt Seraphina’s thumb rubbing circles on the back of my hand. Felt Lila’s warmth pressed against my side. Watched Tessa sketch tactical formations with complete focus. Saw Yali’s calm readiness and Lilith’s dark grace.


My family. My consorts. Five brilliant, deadly, beautiful women who’d chosen me.


And they were right. We needed help. But first, we needed to reach that settlement. Show them we were real. Show them the Quintessence was more than myth.


Show them that resistance was possible.


“Nine minutes remaining,” Book announced.


“Fuck your timer,” Lila said without heat.


“I don’t have a timer. I have an internal chronometer. Different thing entirely.”


“Still fuck it.”


Seraphina laughed—soft and genuine. The sound cut through the oppressive atmosphere like music. “I love this family.”


“Even when we’re bickering?” Tessa asked.


“Especially then.”


We sat there for the remaining nine minutes. Resting. Recovering. Being together in a way that had nothing to do with tactics and everything to do with the fact that we were more than just a team.


We were a family walking into hell together.


And somehow, that made it bearable.


When we stood to continue, I looked northeast toward that distant settlement. Toward hope and allies and the army we needed to build.


One settlement at a time.


One ally at a time.


One step at a time.


The corrupted wasteland stretched out ahead of us, and somewhere in the distance, another twenty-two champions were probably already moving to intercept.


The math was simple and brutal.


We needed help.


Soon.


But first, we needed to show them we were worth helping.










We made camp an hour before what passed for sunset in Valthor’s wasteland.


Not much of a camp. A cluster of boulders that offered cover on three sides and sightlines in the directions that mattered. Lila checked the perimeter twice before declaring it acceptable. No fire. The corrupted air was already stale enough without adding smoke to announce our position.


I spread my bedroll in the center of the sheltered area. The others followed suit, arranging themselves close. Not because space was limited. Because after a day like today, none of us wanted distance.


The smell of travel rations filled the small space as we ate. Dried meat that tasted like leather, hard bread that required actual work to chew, water from skins that had taken on a faint metallic tang from the corrupted terrain. Not appetizing, but necessary. I watched my consorts eat with the same methodical efficiency they brought to everything, refueling their bodies like the warriors they were.


Seraphina sat to my left, close enough that our shoulders touched. She’d removed her cloak, and I caught the faint scent of her magic still clinging to her skin. Light and honey and something floral I couldn’t name. Her pregnant belly pressed against her robes when she leaned forward to take another bite of bread.


Lila claimed my right side, already cleaning her bow with practiced motions despite the fading light. Forest and earth and leather. She moved with that restless energy that said her body was tired but her mind wouldn’t settle yet.


Tessa sat cross-legged at my feet, goggles pushed up into her hair, notebook balanced on her knees. She was sketching something, her bronze rifle tattoo still carrying residual glow. The mechanical oil smell that always clung to her mixed with the scent of parchment and ink.


Yali had positioned herself where she could see the approaches, golden eyes tracking the darkening horizon. Her dusk-colored wraps seemed to absorb what little light remained. She ate with focused efficiency, one hand settling on her barely-visible belly before moving away.


And Lilith stretched out like a cat on the far side of the camp, propped on one elbow, picking at her rations with theatrical disdain. Black hair with silver streaks falling around pale features. Even exhausted, even eating dried meat in a corrupted wasteland, she made it look elegant.


Book floated in the center of our group, pages covered in notes and calculations.


“How bad?” I asked quietly.


“You want the numbers or the summary?”


“Summary first.”


“Five days of this kills you.” Book’s pages rustled. “Not metaphorically. In the literal, permanent sense. The consorts are pregnant, fighting in hostile terrain, and burning through reserves faster than recovery allows. By day three, someone’s going to make a mistake. By day four, someone’s going to get hurt. By day five...”


“We get it,” Lila said, setting her bow aside. “We’re fucked if we try to solo this.”


“Succinct. Accurate. Unpleasant.”


“That’s my specialty.”


Seraphina closed the space between us and set her hand over mine, deliberate and cool. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to. “I notice Book’s calculations assume we continue at today’s pace. No allies. No support.”


“Correct. I’m extrapolating from current conditions.”


“Then we change the conditions,” Seraphina noted. She turned to look at me, brown eyes reflecting the last of the failing light. “The Quintessence isn’t only a weapon, Alex. It’s a key. It opens doors. Shows people what’s possible.”


“Fancy words for ‘we need to show off,’” Lila chuckled.


“Not show off.” Yali’s voice cut across the camp, blunt and practical. “Show them hope isn’t suicide. If there are people in those settlements, they’ve survived by keeping their heads down. They’ll need to see resistance working before they’ll risk joining.”


“The dead don’t rise unless they believe death serves a purpose,” Lilith added, her theatrical voice making philosophy sound natural. “Valthor’s corruption feeds on despair, darling. It collapses fastest when people choose resistance over surrender. We don’t need to be invincible. We just need to be possible.”


I looked at my five consorts. At tired faces and determined eyes. At hands that still held weapons and bellies that carried life. At the family we’d built walking into the hardest fight we’d ever faced.


“We’re not marching alone,” I said. Simple statement. Plain fact. “We find that settlement tomorrow. We show them what we can do. We build an army.”


Silence. Not disagreement. Just tired acceptance.


“Valthor’s had centuries to build his control,” Seraphina said quietly. Her thumb rubbed circles on the back of my hand. “We have five days to break it. That’s not enough time for speeches or slow persuasion.”


“Then we move fast.” Yali’s golden eyes met mine. “Hit the first settlement hard. Show the Quintessence. Let the victory spread.”


“Crystal networks,” Tessa said, still sketching. “If this realm has any way to communicate between settlements, word might travel faster than we can march and that could mean each settlement we free makes the next one easier because they might have already heard about us and hope spreads like wildfire if you give it fuel and…”


“Tess.” Lila’s mouth curved. “You had a point in there somewhere.”


“Yeah… Got excited about tactical momentum.”


“It’s a good thought,” I said, squeezing Seraphina’s hand. “Every settlement we free becomes a beacon. Shows other settlements that resistance is possible.”


“And pulls Valthor’s attention,” Lilith added. “He’ll have to respond, sweet fool. Every freed settlement is a wound in his control. He’ll send forces to cauterize them.”


“Let him.” Yali’s voice was flat. Certain. “Better he sends forces to us than keeps them at the fortress. Bleeds his strength. Gives us time.”


“Time you don’t have,” Book reminded us. “Five days to the fortress. Even with allies, you’re operating on a deadline.”


“We know,” I said.


“Do you? Because the math is brutal. Even assuming you free every settlement between here and the fortress, even assuming they all join you, you’re still looking at roughly fifteen hundred fighters at best. Valthor’s garrison is estimated at five to seven thousand.”


“Numbers aren’t everything,” Seraphina said. Her ancient sorceress wisdom showing through tired features. “I’ve seen smaller forces win through coordination and belief. I’ve also seen larger armies collapse when the reason for fighting disappeared.”


“Valthor’s champions fight because they’re corrupted,” Yali added. “Break the corruption, and they stop being an army. They become a problem solving itself.”


Lilith smiled, dark and beautiful in the fading light. “The best part about death magic, darling, is that corruption is just death that forgot how to finish. Give it permission to end, and it will. Gladly.”


“So we free settlements, build an army, and trust that Valthor’s forces will crumble when we break his hold,” Lila summarized. She leaned against me, her warmth cutting through the evening chill. “Simple plan. Terrible odds. Sounds about right for us.”


“For the record, I’m noting this as a high-risk strategy with multiple failure points.”


“Noted,” I said.


“But you’re doing it anyway.”


“Yes.”


“Of course you are.”


Tessa closed her notebook, set it aside, and leaned back against my legs. Her weight was solid, grounding. “For what it’s worth, I think the plan is sound and the tactical momentum theory supports it and also I’m really tired and thinking is getting harder so maybe we should sleep soon?”


“Good idea,” I said, looking around at my consorts. At exhaustion showing in every line of their bodies. At bellies carrying new life while their minds planned rebellion. At the cost of today already written on their faces and the promise of tomorrow waiting to add more.


“I wonder how long it’s been since any of us slept properly,” Seraphina said, her head coming to rest on my shoulder. Natural movement. Comfortable intimacy.


“Too fucking long,” Lila muttered. She was already pulling her bedroll closer, arranging it so she’d be within arm’s reach.


“I’ll take first watch,” Yali said, standing with that fluid grace. “Three hours, then someone else.”


“I’ll take second,” I said.


“No.” Seraphina’s voice was gentle but firm. “Lilith takes second. You need sleep, Alex.”


“I’m fine.”


“You’re exhausted.” Her brown eyes met mine. “I notice you’ve been making decisions all day. Planning. Protecting. Let someone else hold the watch.”


“The sorceress speaks wisdom, my love,” Lilith said, already arranging her bedroll. “You’re no good to us dead on your feet. Sleep. We’ll wake you if the world ends.”


“And if it doesn’t end?” I asked.


“Then we’ll let you rest.” She smiled, theatrical and warm. “Such luxury, darling. Sleeping through an apocalypse.”


Lila snorted, already settling into her bedroll. “You’re so fucking weird.”


“I contain multitudes.”


“Still weird.”


I looked around at my family. At five women who’d just planned a rebellion while eating dried meat in a corrupted wasteland. At tired bodies and sharp minds and the kind of courage that had nothing to do with not being afraid and everything to do with moving forward anyway.


“Tomorrow,” I said, “we find that settlement. We show them what we are. We give them a reason to fight.”


“Tomorrow,” Seraphina agreed, her hand squeezing mine. “Tonight, we rest.”


She was already pulling me down toward the bedrolls, her body warm against mine despite the chill air. Lila pressed against my other side, her presence solid and real. Tessa curled up at my feet exactly like she’d done a hundred times before. And Lilith stretched out nearby, close enough to touch if anyone reached.


The stars above us were wrong. Faded. Corrupted like everything else in Valthor’s realm. But here, in this small shelter of stone, surrounded by the women I loved, it felt less like the end of the world and more like the beginning of something that mattered.


“Sleep well, idiots,” Book said, floating above us. “Tomorrow, you start a war.”


“We’re already in a war,” I said, closing my eyes. Seraphina’s warmth on one side, Lila’s on the other. The smell of them cutting through corruption. Life and magic and family in a dead place.


“Fair point. Tomorrow you make it official.”


“Book?”


“Yes?”


“Shut up.”


“As you wish.”


Sleep came faster than I expected. Deep and dreamless. The kind of rest that comes when your body has nothing left and your mind finally agrees to stop.


Somewhere above us, Yali kept watch with golden eyes that never missed movement. Somewhere in the darkness beyond our camp, corrupted champions probably prowled. Somewhere ahead, a settlement full of frightened people waited for something they’d stopped believing in.


Tomorrow, we’d give them hope. Tonight, we rested together, the way we’d face everything else. As a family.











CHAPTER THREE






THE CORRUPTED EARTH gave way to fractured ice—not the clean, crystalline kind that would have belonged in a glacier realm, but something that looked exhausted and drained. The frost had an anemic quality, pale gray instead of white, and the cold felt hollow, as if it had forgotten how to bite properly. 


“Fuck me, even the ice looks tired,” Lila muttered beside me. She bumped her shoulder against me, then moved on without slowing our pace.


“I notice the corruption extends to elemental magic itself,” Seraphina said, studying the fractured ice field ahead with her staff glowing faintly. “I wonder if Valthor’s draining the realm’s foundation or if this is just entropy from decades of neglect.”


Tessa pushed her goggles up, squinting at the ice formations with that analytical focus she got when her brilliant mind started working. “Could be both and there’s definitely signs of crystalline degradation which suggests the magical lattice is breaking down at a molecular level and that would explain why the cold feels so... off and...”


“Dead,” Yali finished with her characteristic bluntness. “Sun’s opposite. This should be sharp cold. It’s not. It’s just absence.”


“Corrupted winter,” Lilith murmured, her theatrical voice making even this desolate place sound poetic. “Frost that forgot how to kill cleanly, darling. It’s just lingering, like a corpse that won’t commit to the grave.”


Book hovered near my shoulder, pages fluttering in disapproval. “Really leaning into the death metaphors today, aren’t we?”


“It’s accurate,” Lilith said without a hint of defensiveness.


Seraphina took my hand in hers and I held on, drawing comfort from her warmth against the hollow cold surrounding us. She looked beautiful even here—black hair stark against pale ice, brown eyes focused and sharp, lips slightly parted as she analyzed the corrupted landscape. The sight of her sent a familiar heat through me that had nothing to do with the cold we were fighting. The slight swell of her belly beneath her cloak reminded me what was at stake, but also what we’d created together—life and love and family. All five of them, pregnant and walking into hell because we’d all decided together this was what needed to be done. Gorgeous, deadly, and mine.


“Movement,” Lila said, dropping low in one smooth motion, arrow already nocked before her knees touched the ice. “Northeast. Hidden, but I caught the glint.”


I followed her gaze but couldn’t spot anything through the irregular ice formations. Didn’t matter—Lila never missed these things.


“How many?” I kept my voice low.


“Three. Maybe four. They’re good.” There was genuine respect in her tone. “Really good. Been doing this a long time.”


A heartbeat passed while we waited. Then figures emerged from what I’d thought was just irregular ice—frost-colored cloaks, white hair, weapons ready but not raised. Four scouts materialized like they’d been part of the landscape itself. All armed. All watching us with the kind of tired wariness that came from surviving too long in bad circumstances.


The lead scout was a woman, maybe thirty, with frost-scarring across her left cheek that spoke of hard-won survival. Her ice-blue eyes assessed us with professional detachment that didn’t quite mask the exhaustion underneath.


“State your business,” she said. Her tone was flat, carrying no hostility but absolutely no welcome either.


I raised my hands, palms out in a non-threatening gesture. “Alex Hunt. These are my consorts—Seraphina, Lila, Tessa, Yali, Lilith. We’re heading to Valthor’s stronghold. We’re here to destroy him.”


The scout’s expression didn’t change even slightly. “You and what army?”


“The one we’re building,” I said. “We’ve already freed three realms. We’re gathering allies.”


“Uh-huh.” She didn’t sound even remotely convinced. “Wait here.”


She turned and vanished back into the ice as smoothly as she’d appeared. The other three scouts remained behind, silent and watchful as statues.


Tessa leaned closer to me, dropping her voice to a whisper that still managed to tumble out quickly. “They’re really good at hiding and I mean their camouflage is incredible and I didn’t see them at all until Lila pointed them out and...”


Her fingers found mine mid-gesture and held, not stopping the motion so much as incorporating me into it.


“They’ve been doing this thirty years,” Yali said, her golden eyes studying the ice formations with that practical assessment she brought to everything. “Survival’s a skill. They’ve mastered it.”


“Darling, they’ve turned hiding into an art form,” Lilith added, her violet eyes bright with genuine appreciation. “I respect the commitment to not dying.”


Book’s pages rustled thoughtfully. “Thirty years of this. No wonder they’re not throwing us a parade.”


Minutes passed in tense silence. The scouts didn’t move or speak, just maintained their vigilant watch over us like we were a threat they were prepared to eliminate if necessary.


Then the ice shifted again and a man emerged—tall, heavily muscled despite a lean build that spoke of too many lean years, white hair with ice-blue streaks woven into a warrior’s braid. Deep weathered skin bore frost-scarring across his left cheek that made the scout’s look minor. His ice-blue eyes looked like they’d forgotten how to show warmth decades ago and had made peace with it.


He wore layered furs and carried twin ice-forged axes with the ease of someone who’d used them so often they’d become extensions of his body. He moved like someone who’d fought too many battles and survived them all through brutal pragmatism rather than hope or luck.


Their commander. Had to be.


His gaze swept over us deliberately, taking in all six of us plus Book hovering nearby, clearly noting that we weren’t hiding or cowering or showing any signs of running.


His eyes lingered on Seraphina for a beat longer than the others, then moved to Yali with that same extended assessment. Something flickered in his expression—recognition maybe, or old memory stirring. Whatever it was, he suppressed it immediately, his face going carefully neutral before anyone else might have noticed.


“Who are you?” he said in a gruff voice that sounded like it had been scraped across ice too many times.


“Alex Hunt. These are my consorts—Seraphina Nightshade, Lila Greenwood, Tessa Ironheart, Yali Sunsworn, Lilith Darkveil. And this interesting, floating tome is Book.”


“The flying snarky one,” Book added helpfully. “Pleasure to meet you.”


The commander’s gaze flicked to Book for just a moment, then returned to me without any visible reaction to the sentient book. He’d probably seen stranger things in thirty years of survival.


“And you are…?” I asked.


“Kael Frostborn,” the commander replied. “I look after these folks.” He scratched the stubble on his chin while he pondered. “You said you’re heading to Valthor’s stronghold,” he said with careful deliberation. “To destroy him.”


“That’s right.”


“With five pregnant women.”


The way he said it was purely factual—not judgment or concern, just stating an observable reality.


“Five pregnant warrior badasses,” Lila corrected firmly. “Don’t forget the badass part.”


“Noted.” Kael’s attention stayed locked on me. “Why?”


“Because someone needs to,” I said. “Because he’s been choking these realms for decades. Because waiting for him to collapse on his own hasn’t worked.”


“And you think you can
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