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For More Information…


For more information about Phil Aerix and his books, jump over to https://philaerix.com/ and explore. Hey, if nothing else, go there to check out the lovely ladies on my book covers! If you want more images, inside information, and early access to books that will be published soon, check out my Patreon at https://www.patreon.com/PhilAerix.

If you want to find more harem lit books or chat with others who love it (or the authors that write the awesome stories!), check out the Harem Lit, Harem Gamelit Monster Girl Fiction , Harem Lit Readers, and Dukes of Harem groups on Facebook!


Qamara’s Foretelling for Gar


Below is the foretelling Qamara gave to Gar in the first book, for easy reference.
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At the beginning, a companion will you find, one who knows what should not be known. This one will be necessary for you to succeed. Cleave to the one.

The parts are stronger together than ever they could be individually. Unite.

Dark things will haunt you and trace your steps. You shall not be free until the very source is destroyed.

A bright light will save your life after you have prevented it from going out.

Be wary of the symbol of the poison knife and spade. See beyond what your eyes tell you.

A shining warrior will aid you in your time of need as you must return aid.

Under the sign of the pike, the secret key may be found.

Strength of mind, strength of arm, and power to create will keep you from failing in your task.

There are secrets hidden where one would not think to investigate. Do not overlook the depths or the bowels, for within the roots, that which is desired may at last be found.

You will gain succor in the most unlikely places. Be vigilant, and accept aid where it is given in sincerity.

One from past ages grows in power and must be stopped or all will be forfeit.

When all seems lost, put your faith in knowledge

As the very world rebels, search out the one who searches and protect them from the searcher, to discover the prize for which you search.

Do not discount the little things in the world, for in them may lie the secret of your victory.


What Has Come Before…


Gar and his two companions killed Arinthalas the Collector, a siroya elf who was one of Aeyr’s lieutenants, and learned that his friend Lucas was dead. All that was left of his friend was his antique wristwatch, which Gar recovered. With information from Qamara that that one of Brin’s missing items was in Forgehaven, the trio headed there next.

Once in the city of Forgehaven, the capital of the blacksmithing industry for the world, Gar collided with Tyra Tyswix, a goblin crafter who had just lost her father to murder. Feeling his loss of Lucas keenly, Gar offered to help the goblin girl investigate who had killed her father, a renowned blacksmith. He reasoned that helping her with her dilemma would distract him from Lucas.

The investigation spanned the city, and along the way Gar and his friends were targeted by criminals even as they confronted other villains to recover Brin’s item, a magical bangle. Gar met Master Ilias Lightningstrike, who trained him on how to use a weapon Tyra had made of magical materials, a three-sectional staff.

They learned the murderer was Tyra’s own uncle, who had killed her father to steal a set of books on advanced smithing techniques. When they confronted and finally killed her uncle, Dargen, they discovered that he was also a minion of Aeyr, complete with umbrenix of his own.

With Dargen the Hammer dead, it was time for Gar to move on to find the next clue to Aeyr’s whereabouts. Tyra, after an intensely intimate session with Gar, decided she would go with them. They are now four (and a furcan).


Chapter
One



The sword came at me again, faster than even the strike before. I parried it with the magically hard wood of my three-sectional staff, the blade’s razor edge skittering off my weapon without damaging it. But with a flick of his wrist, my opponent sent the tip of his blade circling around the shaft to bite me yet again on my upper arm.

“Son of a bitch,” I spat. It wasn’t the first slice I’d received in this battle, and they were adding up. I’d never faced such an elusive weapon.

The dark-haired man didn’t gloat, said nothing, but his lips did curve slightly into a smile. Those intense eyes, until now centered on my waist and softened so his peripheral vision was at its limit, snapped to mine. He knew I was having trouble. Hell, the half-dozen minor cuts decorating me told that truth to anyone with eyes.

I didn’t even know the man’s name, though I’d come to his home specifically to kill him. The smile hurt more than my bleeding skin.

“Eluthien,” he said, as if he’d read my mind. “Eluthien the Blade. It’s important you know before you die.”

I couldn’t afford the time to scan for my friends. Last I’d seen, they were busy fighting Eluthien’s henchmen. And henchshadows. Yeah, there were umbrenix here.

“Fear not.” He held his longsword easily in a guard position, both hands raised above his head with the sword point angling down toward me. “I will not strike you dead in an instant. I will need you to linger so my umbrenix can take your power for the master. Consider yourself honored that your very life force will become part of the expanse that is Aeyr the All-Engulfing-One.”

I rolled my shoulders, trying to work out the fatigue and pain. I regretted not learning more about the man I was fighting. He was one of Aeyr’s minions, that I knew, but not much else. No one had told me he was such a demon with a sword. To be fair, I hadn’t asked.

At three or four inches taller than my six-foot frame and a solid, muscular build, he was faster than I’d dreamed he could be. That, and the motherfucker could really use that longsword. Too well. He outmatched me. If I didn’t come up with something soon, this was going to be the end of me and a meal for Aeyr.

Like Lucas.

The problem wasn’t even that he was so quick. His technique was something I’d never encountered. It reminded me of the primary tenet of Jeet Kune Do: simultaneous defense and attack. Yeah, that philosophy was simple and older than dirt, but simple isn’t easy. Every time I parried, blocked, even evaded the weapon, Eluthien somehow converted his movements into another attack. I’d swear that his blade bent like rubber to get me, though the edge was anything but soft.

I’d been practicing with manipulating the form of my weapons, the arrow-like siangham and the three-sectional staff. I flexed my mind to activate that ability now. The three sections of my weapon snapped straight as I backpedaled to keep out of the sword’s reach. It still took several seconds to make the relatively simple change, but I was getting faster. I hoped I’d survive to improve.

Eluthien stalked me as I concentrated on what I was doing. Finally, I was holding a long staff, solid as if it were carved from the heartwood of a tree. The man’s dark eyebrow raised.

“Clever trick. Do you think it will save you from me?”

I hadn’t spoken during our fight, except for the occasional curse. I didn’t do so now. Instead, I swung my staff at him, shuffling forward. Now I had the longer weapon, and I prayed it would help.

As I thrust and swung the staff, Eluthien uncannily used as little motion as necessary to evade or redirect my weapon with his. I noted that his parries were with the edge instead of the flat of the blade, which would have eventually chopped bits off my wooden weapon had it been normal wood. I silently thanked Tyra for creating such a magnificent tool.

Despite my weapon being almost twice as long as Eluthien’s, he sidestepped and circled, lashing out at me with his blade. I avoided being cut again, but even with the staff, I simply couldn’t strike the man. His training was superior. With his sword and my current weapon, he was better than me.

Fuck.

I whirled, swinging the staff to its full extent as I scanned the surroundings. Brin, Tip, Tyra, even Rex the furcan, were trying their best to keep from being overwhelmed by umbrenix and more conventional minions. We were all in less-than-ideal shape.

Brinawynn’s blue face swung toward me for a brief moment and I nodded. We’d discussed some things over the past two weeks, developed some contingencies. I hoped she was as much on the same page as she seemed.

“Go!” I shouted.

The moonwisp threw her hands up and unseen magic poured out of her, blasting back the umbrenix and the bull beastkin man in front of her as well as half a dozen other enemies engaged with Tip and Tyra. At the same time, I drew and threw my dagger right at Eluthien’s face.

The man scoffed and disdainfully batted the knife away, but it had served its purpose as a distraction. Brin and the others had turned as one, sprinting toward the large window in the hall we were fighting in. Just before she ran right into the glass, she cast her Push spell again and the window exploded outward.

My friends ran through the hole with me only a few steps behind. I didn’t like fleeing, but I liked being killed even less. It had been foolhardy to boldly attack this minion of Aeyr. The best we could do was to attempt escape and evade his efforts at hunting us down. We’d still kill him, eventually, but that time was not now.

“Too bad,” Eluthien called sadly as we ran away like little bitches. “No fame for you today. You know where I am. Come back and play anytime if you want to build your reputation. Maybe I’ll pursue you if I’m in the mood. Consider yourself lucky I have other priorities.”

We were across the grounds before I realized he had sent none of his lackeys after us, not even the fleet-footed elves. I would have sighed in relief, but I was sprinting as fast as I could go and didn’t have the breath.

God, how I hated running. Part of me thought I might have stayed to the end if my friends hadn’t been with me. I’d have taken the chance that I could find a way to defeat the swordsman, but I wouldn’t gamble with their lives.

By the time we slowed down, we were half a mile away.

“That didn’t turn out so well,” I said.

“The hell you say,” Tip answered breathlessly.

I narrowed my eyes at the satyr but couldn’t blame him for being snippy. “I’m sorry about that. I guess I got too anxious. I haven’t met anyone in this world yet who I couldn’t beat in a fight, not really. Until now. My mistake could have killed us all.”

I hung my head. We’d gotten lucky. When I said we could have all been killed, I wasn’t exaggerating. For someone who had often been accused of being paranoid, I’d come up with a reckless plan.

“It is understandable,” Brinawynn Tolsen said, tossing her red hair. The gorgeous moonwisp still took my breath away. Her tight, revealing clothing didn’t hurt in that respect. A blue outfit with gold-colored piping and accents hugged her curves that snatched my eyes every time she was near. Sexy and stylish, with a short little skirt that displayed her toned legs to great effect and a long half-dress thing that, while unfortunately covering her spectacular ass, made her look even more graceful as it swished with her movements.

She continued. “We spent time in activities other than looking for more of Aeyr’s minions. While it happily ended with solving the mystery of Tyra’s father’s murder and killing one of Aeyr’s lieutenants, I know the desire to do more burns inside of you. We mustn’t be hasty in these matters, however. These are powers that cannot be taken lightly. We must view the umbrenix, along with special abilities Aeyr’s underlings possess, with respect and wariness.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s just that when Master Ilias told us about the umbrenix activity and we tracked down Eluthien’s manor…I don’t know. I suppose I saw red and wanted to charge in. I’ve learned my lesson. If I try anything stupid like that in the future, by all means, slap me in the head until I’m thinking straight.”

“I’ll volunteer for that,” Tyra said. “You regularly knock me on my ass when we spar. A little payback would be nice.”

“It’s a very fine ass that I knock you onto.” I gave her a mischievous smile.

Truer words were never spoken. The goblin woman was about as different from Brin as a power lifter to a ballerina, but that wasn’t a bad thing. Where Brin was tall, toned, and sleek, with red hair, blue skin, and green eyes, Tyra Tyswix was barely four and a half feet tall and green-skinned, sporting orange and blue hair and a build most bodybuilders would envy. Her labor at the forge had developed her body into a work of art, one that not only looked spectacular but felt amazing, too. I wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t have an ounce of fat on her entire body, but she was still curvy enough to be a pure pleasure to hold and run my hands—and other parts—over.

In response to my teasing, she turned and wiggled said ass at me. With her tiny shorts and the leather sports bra thing—and nothing else besides her boots—I happily allowed my eyes to roam all over that compact and perfect body.

“Seriously, though,” I said. “I really am sorry. No more running off half-cocked.”

Tyra gasped.

“Uh, that’s not what it sounds like. It’s another expression from my world. I meant half-prepared. Don’t worry, I am still whole-cocked. Wanna see?”

The goblin girl laughed. “Later. Definitely later. We’re still walking fast for our lives.”

I couldn’t help it. I barked a laugh. I loved my friends. Even Tip, the little pain in the ass. In fact, I was even finding myself looking at Rex, the lizard creature called a furcan on this world, as somewhere between a family pet and a cherished but not-too-bright sibling.

Brin gave me a wink. “I will vehemently argue with you over future endeavors if I believe them to be risky. What will we do now, though? Our plans relied on finding more information about Aeyr and how he has all his minions organized when we killed Eluthien.”

“Yeah, that’s a problem. Any ideas? I have one, but I’m not so sure it’s a good one.”

The only response was the sound of footsteps on the wild grass, so I told them my thoughts.

“Eluthien is by far the most skilled opponent I’ve faced. At least, he is with that longsword. If he held any other weapon, I’m pretty sure I could kick his ass. But with that blade in his hand, his technique is too smooth, too fast, too perfect. I need to learn how to beat him. I need to become more skilled.”

Tyra’s mouth dropped open. “More skilled? I’ve never seen anyone who can fight as well as you. With no weapon or whatever you pick up off the ground, you can do things that even impressed Master Ilias. That’s very high praise.”

“Thanks, but what you said isn’t true. You just saw someone more skilled than me. For the first time I can remember, I don’t have confidence I could take him with no weapon or with one. Which reminds me, I need to get another knife. I threw mine at him.

“No, I need to learn what he knows, and then I can figure out how to respond to his specific attacks.”

“You would learn to be a swordmaster?” Brin asked.

“No. I’m not that arrogant. I’m sure I could do it, but it would take a lot of time, thousands of hours of practice. What I mean is I think I should learn more about the sword so I’ll know what to expect from him and develop a way to counteract his bladework. I need to train with a swordmaster to learn how to defeat one.”

Tyra guffawed. “You’re a lucky son of a bitch, then.”

“I am?”

“Yes. You’re in the Aesturith Kingdom. There’s nowhere in the world where they take swordplay more seriously. We only have to find someone good enough and willing to train you.”

“Hmmmm. Well, about that. That’s where my idea comes in. I think it’s a good one, if a little far out there.”


Chapter
Two



“You will do what?” Qamara Enorana asked me after I’d explained what I already covered with the others. The stunning prophetess had stayed in the city called Temperance while we made the trip to Eluthien’s compound.

After retrieving our supplies following our escape, we traveled ten or so miles of the twenty-five toward Temperence before stopping to sleep. We finished the trip and now sat in a common room, where I was trying to convince Qamara that my plan had some merit.

“I want to find a swordmaster who will train me, or at least spar with me so I can practice against specific sword techniques. If I were more familiar with how Eluthien used his blade, I could take him.”

“And this swordmaster you speak of, you know him?”

“Not really. I know his name, though. Galen Starshadow.”

“How did you come by that name?”

Tip burst out laughing. “From a couple of children playing with dolls in Forgehaven.”

I lifted my hand like I was going to backhand the satyr, even though he was ten feet away from me. He laughed harder, the little asshole.

“Garfield?”

“Okay, fine. The children had dolls patterned after real swordmasters. I figured if they were good enough that people made dolls of them, they must be skilled.”

“They?”

“Yeah.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Galen Starshadow and Sariel Snowblossom.”

“Both elves?”

“I don’t know. I guess. It was hard to tell on the dolls. Those sound like elf names, right?”

“They do.”

Tyra jumped in. “I asked around when we came into town. They’re pretty well-known. They live over in Equity.”

“What kind of names are those for cities?” I shook my head as I had with every new city name I’d heard.

“S-s-s-stupid ones,” Tip said, doing a pretty great impression of that dude in the movie The Waterboy. He was funny, I had to give him that, even if this wasn’t his normal stutter, but done for comedic effect.

“You must understand, Gar,” Brin said. “The Aesturith Kingdom is unlike any other nation in Valorae. Aesturith family members have always been staunch supporters of honorable martial endeavors, and the entire kingdom is fully rooted in standards of conduct stronger than most religions. The Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword is the most powerful organization by far, with the blessing of the royal family.”

“So, wait. Chivalry?”

“I do not know that word,” the moonwisp said.

“It’s a code of conduct, basically created to keep heavily armed thugs under control,” Tip explained. “At the advent of what would be called knights, heavily armored violent men did bad things, as you would expect. A set of rules were put in place to keep them in line. Eventually, it was romanticized and people went dewy-eyed every time someone mentioned ‘chivalry’ and ‘honor.’”

I stared at the satyr. “I didn’t know that. How the hell did you?”

Tip tapped a finger against his head. “You know, the magical knowledge sponge thing. Didn’t even realize I knew it until I said all that.”

It was a bit unsettling sometimes, the things that came out of Tip’s mouth. Everyone in Valorae had some kind of magic. Well, everyone but me, but that was a completely different story. Tip absorbed knowledge and memories that apparently floated around, no doubt from the people who were dragged here from different worlds to have their life force drained and give Aeyr power. Like they tried to do to me. Like they succeeded in doing to my best friend Lucas.

“So,” I said, “they’re big on honor and rules and all that, but Temperance? Equity? Those are the most ridiculous names for cities I’ve ever heard. Do they think naming them like that will make people act more virtuously?”

“You may wish to refrain from saying that too loudly while being within one of those cities,” Brin scolded.

“Right, I guess so. Where is this Equity?”

“Sixty, maybe seventy miles away, to the southeast,” Tyra said. “I think.”

Qamara brought the conversation back around. “You are committed to this course?”

“I can’t think of what else to do. Can you?”

“I am afraid I cannot. If it is acceptable to you, I will accompany you for some time yet.”

“Totally fine with me. You’re welcome to stay with us as long as you like. Between the money we got from Arinthalas’s place and selling his items, added to the money and valuables Tyra let us take from Dargen, we’ve got plenty of funds to stay at inns for a long while.” Another idea interrupted my thoughts. “Qamara, what’s with that tent of yours?”

“What tent?” The alari woman shook out her glossy black hair. Whether or not she did it to distract me, she accomplished the feat.

I blinked to get my mind back on track. “The tent I first met you in, when you were south of Ironwood Forest, and again near Edgewood. I know it’s got to be magical because when I first left after meeting you, I remembered something and turned around to tell you, but you—and the tent—were gone. It had only been a few minutes. Can you just wave your hands or something and it appears and then disappears when you do the reverse?”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, Garfield. Was your mention of money an offer to rent me a room when we stop in cities and towns?”

My brows drew down at her. “It was. I paid you back what you lent me all that time ago, but my money is yours.”

“Then I gratefully accept your offer, though I can share a room without complaint.”

Tip straightened, and his eyes lit up.

“Not with you Tiporian Zethroban.”

“Awwww.” The satyr kicked the floor with his goat hoof.

We spent the evening in the common room of the inn, chatting and relaxing. Brin had healed any injuries we’d gotten during our fight with Eluthien and his thugs before we’d returned to the city, so aside from being a little tired from our travels and sub-optimal sleep, we were in good shape.

Tyra only half listened to us as she pored over the first of her father’s tomes. She glared at Tip twice and even at me once when it seemed we might spill a drink or some food on her precious book, but happily no disaster befell the guide to all her father’s secret smithing knowledge and techniques.

After a good night’s sleep—Qamara shared a room with Brin despite my arguments that we had plenty of money for a separate room—we arose early, had a hearty breakfast, and set off toward the east. It was forty-five miles or so to the next city—Fortitude, another senseless name—so instead of pushing hard, we split the trip evenly into two days, allowing us to keep a leisurely pace. More importantly, it allowed us time not only for rests during the day, but also the opportunity each evening for training. Or reading, in Tyra’s case.

Setting up camp was a snap with our newly purchased gear. Qamara didn’t break out her tent. In fact, I wasn’t sure she even had it with her. Her pack was the same as the rest of ours and it didn’t seem overstuffed or heavy enough to make her struggle bearing it. Even if the tent could have fit within it, which I doubted.

After making our way to Fortitude and staying at an inn for the night, we took the road south. The trees surrounding us were larger, twisted and ancient. It felt like we were treading off the edge of the map, leaving all civilization behind. After two longer days of travel, we finally caught sight of Equity, the southernmost city in the Aesturith Kingdom.

Equity was a walled city of decent size nestled in a wedge-shaped clearing between two large forests. Another, denser forest spread out to the east. Each town and city I’d seen in this world had its own distinct personality: the rigid, Spartan feeling of Stonefort; the hodgepodge of Windridge; the misty tableau of Greyveil; and the industrial bustle of Forgehaven.

At the edge of the city, Brin stopped to stare toward the northeast, directly toward that odd forest I’d spotted earlier. When Tip and I continued, she didn’t move.

“You okay, Brin? Brin?” When she still didn’t answer, I walked up to her and touched her arm. She jumped, her eyes wide.

“Sorry. Did you say something?”

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, I am well. Thank you. Just…thinking. Let’s enter the city.”

Qamara patted the moonwisp on the shoulder consolingly. There was something there I was missing, but Brin had already dodged the question once. I wouldn’t push her. She’d tell me if something was wrong.

As soon as we entered the place, something bothered me. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, like an itch I couldn’t scratch. It reminded me of some of the old Twilight Zone reruns, towns of people that were just a little off. More Stepford Wives than Invasion of the Bodysnatchers, but still not quite…right. The people were still people and they did people things, but there was an air of falsehood. Fakeness. I couldn’t define it, but it felt like every hypocrite I’d ever met displayed in caricature. Not in a dangerous way—just uncomfortable.

Hell, I didn’t know. Maybe it was all in my mind. I mean, naming a city Equity? That’s a pretty high bar to start with. One that I immediately saw was utter bullshit.

As we passed through different parts of the city, we passed enormous homes that smelled of money, others I’d consider upper middle class, and some poor areas. Straight up ghetto kind of poor. So much for fucking equity.

We ended up at an inn Brin knew called the Jeweled Scabbard. The siding, recently painted green, and the slate roof were in good shape on the three-story structure. The windows had well-fitting glass, and the doors hung straight. All good signs. I took those things for granted in a world of mechanically manufactured items, but in this world I’d learned to look for them.

The proprietor was a human man. Most people we saw in the Aesturith Kingdom were human, the monster races and beastkin a severe minority, unlike where I’d been previously. That might be another mark against the whole equity thing, but I couldn’t be sure. I hadn’t seen any outright persecution or bigotry. Yet.

“Good afternoon.” The man wiped his hand on his apron and held it out toward me. He was large, about as tall as me but much wider, only a little of which was fat. His face, rounded without showing extra pounds, wore a pleasant smile. “I am Feren Drake, proprietor of Jeweled Scabbard. Are you looking for rooms?”

“We are, thank you. Do you have five available?”

“I do, sir. How long would you like to stay?”

“I’m not sure. It depends on how our business goes. Would you know where I can find the home of Galen Starshadow?”

The smile slipped a little, but he recovered. “The Starshadow Academy is well known in the city. I can give you directions?” That last part sounded like a question.

“Yes, that would be great. Can we just say two nights for now and then once we decide what we’re going to do, let you know?”

“Of course. Happens all the time. Let me get you set up. Will you be having dinner in the common room?”

“Yes. With your directions, we’ll probably go and find the academy first, but we’ll be back to eat.”

“Very good. Horses?”

“No. Uh, we do have a furcan with us, as you can see.” I pointed toward Rex, who was swinging his lizardy head around checking things out.

“He seems to be well-mannered. We have no qualms about him staying in your room, but any damage he causes must be paid for.”

“Of course.”

After getting our keys and dropping our gear off, we followed the directions Feren gave us and found ourselves in front of a well-appointed home with a separate structure and training yard next to it. The yard was empty, but it was late afternoon.

I decided to approach the home rather than the training facility. I rapped on the wood solidly; it was a big house and there was no telling where the swordmaster or his servants were.

I was about to knock again when the door swung open and a woman with long, white hair and pointed ears stood looking at us. I recognized her immediately and had the urge to laugh. Thankfully, I suppressed it. The other doll had been made to represent this woman. The female swordmaster. What was her name?

Shit. My mind blanked out as we stared at each other.

“Uh…” It finally snapped into my head. “Sariel Snowblossom. That’s your name, right?”

“Did you come to my door to tell me who I am? You could have saved the effort. I know my name.” She started to close the door.

Touchy, touchy. “Wait. Sorry. You surprised me, that’s all. I met some children who had one of your dolls and I…well never mind that. Could we please speak to Galen Starshadow? We’ve traveled some way to talk to him.”

Her bottom lip twitched, then trembled, before a deep frown stopped it from moving further. “Galen Starshadow is dead.”


Chapter
Three



Ooh. Not good, not good. If seeing the child’s doll made flesh earlier had frazzled me, I was completely discombobulated now. Why did I keep meeting bereaved people? This fucking world!

“We’re sorry,” Brin said, stepping up to address Sariel. “We didn’t know. Our condolences on your loss. If I may ask, how did it happen?”

“He was murdered.”

What the…? Maybe death was following me. Or killing people ahead of me, but still because of me. I shook my head. I was only confusing myself.

Though she’d been ready to slam the door in my face, for some reason, the white-haired elf continued speaking. “Another swordsman challenged him to a duel and cheated, not only dishonoring himself and my master, but killing one of the greatest swordmasters in the kingdom. I…I’m sorry. It is a fresh wound and I am out of sorts. In a few days, I will hunt his killer down and murder him like the gutter dog he is.”

Brin exchanged glances with me. “Sariel—if I may call you Sariel—would you like to talk about it? We can go to a pub and have a drink, if you wish. Gar and Tyra have recently dealt with deaths of people important to them and we have felt comfort in discussing it together.”

Sariel’s bright blue eyes latched unwaveringly onto Brin’s green eyes. I couldn’t read what was going on under the surface. I thought she might close the door and shoo us away, maybe even draw a sword, though she wasn’t wearing one at the moment. When she released a breath and her shoulders slumped, I thought she might sit down right there on the floor.

“That is very kind…”

“Brinawynn, but please call me Brin.”

“That is very kind, Brin. I find it rare…would you like to come in for tea? I have some ale and wine as well, though I rarely partake.”

“Tea would be wonderful.”

My fantastic moonwisp introduced all of us and soon we were inside seated at a large dining table. Brin helped Sariel prepare the tea, then we sat silently, each of us sipping, our eyes darting at the walls, the ceiling, our cups, anything but Sariel.

Again, Brin took the reins. “Gar lost his best friend, as I said. Umbrenix took him.”

Sariel hissed but said nothing.

“Tyra’s father was murdered in his own forge for some valuable items he possessed. It has been difficult of late. We have grown closer because of it, but it is a terrible thing to lose someone. Were you and Master Galen close?”

Sariel’s hand tightened on the cup, the tendons in her wrist and the muscles on her forearm jumping. “He took me as a student when no one else would. Because I’m a woman. He taught me and shielded me and treated me like I was someone, a distinct entity and not some faceless creature. He was the most important person in my life. Taken by that son of a flea-infested whore. Mark me, he will beg for mercy when he is under my blade. I will kill him slowly, until he understands the full extent of what he has stolen from this world.”

Listening to Sariel, I found myself wanting to nod. I knew exactly how she felt.

“That is not the way,” Brin said. I almost dropped the cup in my hand.

Sariel’s eyes went wide, then they narrowed. I thought she might take up one of the several swords mounted on the wall.

“You are of the Brotherhood?” Brin said before Sariel could respond.

“I am. One of the very few women. What does that have to do with⁠—”

“The tenets. If you murder another of the Brotherhood, especially a swordmaster, they will hunt you down and execute you as a criminal. I assume that the duel resulted in this murderer being named a swordmaster because he defeated a recognized master in the dueling ring? That was his aim and the reason behind his trickery all along?”

The hand holding the cup trembled and Sariel lowered it to the table with a clatter. She sputtered. “I…yes…what you say is correct. But…”

The moonwisp reached over and took Sariel’s hand in hers. “You must not do such a thing. I know the rage, the hurt. I have lost loved ones as well. Do not let it make you act unwisely. You must not murder this man.” She looked into Sariel’s eyes and gave her a kind smile. “You must kill him in the dueling ring, in front of many spectators. You must show all that he is no Swordmaster. Then, instead of being executed as a criminal, you will be hailed as a swordmaster yourself. That is the way.”

The elf warrior’s mouth dropped open.

“I have traveled a little,” Brin said with a shrug. “I have experienced many things. The Brotherhood can be prickly. I would hate for the world to lose you as well, at only the price of a common thief and murderer.”

The tension in Sariel’s body snapped and she slumped onto the table. “You don’t understand. There is no way I can do what you suggest. There are complications.”

“Tell us. I am certain we may find a way to help you with this.”

“But why?”

“We have lost people, nearly each one of us. I am confident that my friends feel the same way I do. Your pain must be alleviated and you must pass through it to live and thrive. The world is too poor a place already—I would not wish to cheapen it further with the loss of another with honor. Let us discuss it and you will see. We had a similar discussion not long ago, in Forgehaven.”

Brin glanced over at Tyra, then at me. We both nodded to her. Tip had lost a cherished friend, too, so I was sure he was on board. As for Qamara, who knew? We’d address that when it came up and we had a chance. Maybe.

The uncertainty on Sariel’s face struck me. The poor woman had just lost her master and cherished friend, and now we were pressing her to talk about it.

“Sariel, if it’s all too uncomfortable, tell us and we won’t question you further,” I said. “Brin’s just trying to help. We all are, but we don’t want to press you to do something you don’t want to.”

“No. It’s fine. It is difficult, yes, but Brin makes good points.” Her eyes got stuck on me and she blinked several times. I’d seen it before, knew what was coming. “You…you look like⁠—”

“Yeah, I know. I’m not Kael the Blur, though. It’s just a coincidence.” I tried to keep the frustration off my face. Those damn statues again.

The elf nodded at me. “Let me explain everything so you may understand. It may be a relief to discuss it with someone. Whenever things weighed upon me, I always talked with Master Galen, but I have no one else. I thank you for your time and the opportunity to say these things out loud.

“The first thing you must understand is that the Aesturith Kingdom is unlike any other nation I know of. The art of swordsmanship and the philosophy it entails are paramount. There are few things in daily life in the kingdom that do not involve swords or dueling in some way.

“There is also an attitude that is prevalent here. One of intolerance and favoritism, though that flies in the face of the tenets of conduct. The virtues are clear that all are treated respectfully, if not equally. The name of this city bears that out. However, in practice, this is not the way things are. The people hold certain prejudices, making this a difficult place for some.”

“Women,” Brin said.

“Yes. One of the virtues is to always treat the weak and underprivileged with kindness. Somehow, over the decades, that has become keeping the women weak so they are kept and protected. Life is not bad for women in the Aesturith Kingdom, not unless they have the desire to be something more than wives or mothers. Some places are better or worse than others, but the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword, as a whole, prefers not to have women as members, as the very name indicates.”

I held a hand up. “So, you’re saying that they don’t like women to be swordmasters? But I thought you were a swordmaster.” Those kids with the dolls had indicated as much.

“I am not. True, I am a member of the Brotherhood. I hold the rank of bladebrother. In order for me to attain the level of swordmaster, I would have to defeat a Swordmaster in a duel.

“Which brings me to the meat of the issue. There is a former bladebrother named Lysander Dessum. He has moderate skill with a blade, but his ambition far eclipses it. He was…unkind to me several years ago, and he made advancements upon me that I firmly rebuffed. Once, I drew my sword and threatened to kill him. Others were present, so he didn’t pursue the issue further, but he has spent the time since doing two things: searching for a way to become elevated to swordmaster and humiliating me in whatever way he could.

“None of the swordmasters would deign to duel with him, seeing it as an act as cruel as fighting with a child. He asked my master many times and was each time rebuffed. When Lysander described to him the night he tried to press himself upon me, he fabricated stories and impugned my honor. My master, sickened by the man, agreed to the duel. He knew Lysander had lied, but explained to me later that the man had no place in the Brotherhood, that his very presence tainted it. He would therefore exterminate the man.

“When the time came for the duel, my master was unwell. He could hardly stand and his vision was blurred. I pleaded for him to postpone the duel. He told me he would not dishonor himself in such a way, that Lysander would use it as an excuse to bring further shame upon me and my master. He said he was fit enough to defeat Lysander.

“By the time the duel began, my master was so weak he had to switch to a different sword. A lighter one. He proudly entered the ring. Even mostly blind, weak as a kitten, and unable to think, he nearly killed Lysander. The man actually ran from him, biding his time. Eventually, my master fell to the ground, unable even to lift himself. He did not yield and Lysander didn’t take his sword, which would have ended the match. Instead, he ran my master through the heart with his blade and celebrated as if it were a glorious victory.

“I challenged the result, pleading with the council of masters that they not allow the obviously manipulated result, but they wouldn’t listen to me. As a woman, even one who carried the rank of bladebrother, they ignored me. I begged other masters, friends of Galen Starshadow, but they turned from me, showing me their backs. The council ruled that Lysander Dessum was to be elevated to swordmaster.

“So it is that he got his wish and did so by poisoning my master. It hasn’t been long, but I know he will try next to use his newfound status against me. I have tried to get the masters to do something, but their ears are deaf to me.”

I stared at Sariel. “That’s bullshit. No one in the entire Brotherhood wants to do what’s right? They’re all just going to let this Lice guy⁠—”

“Lysander,” Sariel corrected.

“No. He’s a bloodsucking parasite, too much of an asshole for me to respect his name. He is Lice to me.”

The swordswoman’s tension broke with a small laugh that escaped from her. She put her hand over her mouth, eyes wide. I smiled at her.

“So, if you go after him in anger and people find out you killed him, the Brotherhood will come down on you for killing a master.”

She dropped her gaze to the table. “Yes. Brin is correct. I was silly to think I could do it that way.”

“Then what’s the alternative?” I swung my eyes from Sariel to Brin.

“It is simple,” Brin said, “though not easy. Sariel must duel Lysander Dessum and kill him in fair, public combat. If she could get him to agree to a duel, she could settle the matter within weeks.”

“That sounds like a good plan. Can you beat him, Sariel?”

For the first time, her confidence waned. “I am unsure. I believe so. He was very far below my master in skill, but so am I. That’s not the biggest problem, however.”

“No?”

“No. He would never agree to duel me. It is the same position he was in, asking all the masters but none committing themselves to the contest. Without his agreement, there is only one thing I can do. In order to duel him, I must make the circuit. They must approve me to join the dueling circuit, and then I must defeat six other bladebrothers. If I defeat all of them, then the Brotherhood will grant me the privilege of fighting to become a swordmaster. I can name him as my opponent and he will be obligated to defend his position.”

“That doesn’t sound insurmountable.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Is it?”

“Aside from defeating six skilled swordwielders, I must be allowed to start. In order to do so, I must be put forth by another member of the Brotherhood.”

“Anyone in the Brotherhood?”

“Yes. Any official member. Which is where the plan falls short. I have no friends within the Brotherhood. Or out, to be honest. I have no one to recommend me so I may begin dueling.”

“Well, shit.”

Brin waved her hand like she was shooing an insect. “Is it true that to become a member of the Brotherhood, one must duel an existing member? If the existing member is defeated, the challenger can become a member?”

Sariel’s head snapped over to Brin, then to the sword she wore. “Yes, that is true. There are a few other minor requirements, but the meat of it is that they have to defeat a member in a duel.”

“Then that is what we can do. Gar, I have seen no one yet who can best you in combat except for Master Ilias.”

I thought of Eluthien but was not about to bring that up at the moment.

“Master Ilias Lightningstrike?” Sariel asked.

“The very one. Gar trained with him in Forgehaven and the master said he is the most talented warrior he has ever trained.”

“He trained Gar in the sword?”

Brin glanced at me. Her face held an apology. “No. Gar, you came here seeking tutelage in the art of the sword. It seems Sariel needs for you to get your wish.”


Chapter
Four



Iwasn’t sure if Brin was joking with me or if she was being serious.

“What do you mean she needs me to do what I had planned?”

The moonwisp’s expression didn’t change, but I got the feeling like she was rolling her eyes internally at me. “You will need to partake of her tutelage and learn classical swordwork in order to help her with her own goals.”

“Whoa, wait a minute. What am I missing here? She needs me to fight with one of the Brotherhood people and beat him or her so I can become a member of their club. No worries. I don’t have a problem with fighting whoever they push in front of me. I’m confident in my abilities.”

“It is not so straightforward. The system in place requires…well, perhaps you would rather explain it to him, Sariel?”

The swordswoman cleared her throat. “Yes. I believe I see where you are confused, Gar. The Brotherhood is the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword. All duels are conducted with swords. Not other weapons.”

“And not empty-handed,” Brin added.

“Oh. Shit. So I can’t just dance around, parrying strikes or evading them, and then clocking someone with an elbow or a kick?”

Sariel’s mouth twisted, like doing such things were disgusting in some way. “Such crude techniques would likely get you a disqualification, as well as banning you from ever attempting to gain admittance again. There are certain rules of etiquette involved in all that the Brotherhood does, especially when it comes to duels.”

“Oh, I see. They like to hide behind all their rules so they can blatantly act in opposition to them, but appear as if they give a shit about actually doing things in the way they claim is right and proper.”

The white-haired warrior smiled for the first time since I’d met her. “You have keen insight, indeed. Yes, as much as it shames me to admit it, what you said is true. Master Galen used to say to me that it was a game and if I wanted to be accepted and elevate myself in the Brotherhood, I would have to ‘play the game.’”

“Fine, fine.” I scratched the side of my face. This “game” was going to be more work than I really wanted to give it. “How hard could it be?”

The woman looked at Brin, a question in her eyes.

“Yes, he is serious. As we discussed, Gar is extremely gifted in combat. Master Ilias never failed to be impressed, even amazed when they trained.”

“Same with me,” Tyra said. “When we sparred for the first time, I thought I’d take him apart. I’ve never faced anyone who could flit around me and my batons like that. You’ll understand if you test him out yourself.”

“I am sure you are very skilled with your strange weapons,” Sariel admitted, “but most other weapons do not translate into skill with a sword. Even use of other blades, knives, axes, and others, is not the same. In fact, I have seen and my master has concurred that often skill with other implements of combat can create bad habits that makes learning the sword more difficult.”

Tip burst out laughing. “He learned that three-sectional staff so well in a few weeks, you would have thought he’d been born with it in his hands. I’ve got coin that says he’ll pick up a sword and in less than two months, people will talk about him as a great hero. He’ll be famous. He’s already got the look, as you noticed.”

“No,” I said, probably more angrily than was necessary. “Fame is a stupid thing. You know enough about my world to understand what I’m saying. It’s only good for inflating one’s ego. I don’t want to be famous. I just want to do what I need to do. For now, that means getting ready to fight someone with a sword so Sariel can get justice for what happened to her master. It also means me learning enough about the sword to make sure the next time I meet Eluthien, I’ll be ready for him, then moving on to take out the next minion of Aeyr until I can kill the big boss himself to get my own justice for Lucas.”

Sariel blinked at me. “I’m afraid I disagree with you about fame. Being a renowned hero or swordmaster is the pinnacle of devotion to the sword. It opens up avenues for doing further good that may not otherwise be available. I am also afraid I don’t understand any of what you just said. Eluthien? Aeyr? These names are familiar to me, but certainly you must not be using them to refer to the personages I am familiar with. Aeyr the All-Engulfing One, the Ever-Hungering? Eluthien the Blade?”

“Eluthien the Blade?” I said. “What⁠—”

Brin stopped me. “Gar, perhaps you should explain to Sariel a little background of what has befallen you—us—in recent weeks. Then, she may clarify what she has mentioned.”

“Yeah, okay. So, first thing: I’m not from this world and I don’t have magic.”

Sariel’s eyes went wide. “You are not from this world? Then where are you from?”

“Please, Sariel,” Brin said. “Let him tell the tale and you can ask questions when he finishes.”

“Of course. Pardon me.”

Qamara’s eyes were focused on us, and Tip and Tyra were not interrupting or looking bored, either. I figured I’d hit the highlights and get this over with as soon as I could.

“So, yeah, I’m not from this world. The one I come from doesn’t have magic, which is why I don’t.” I lifted my hand up when Sariel opened her mouth and she closed it. “The umbrenix, those shadow creatures Aeyr made? They came to my world to snatch people. Apparently, because we are not able to use magic, and energy floating around—whether you call it magic, cosmic rays, chi, mana, prana, or anything else—is absorbed by our bodies but not utilized, we’re valuable here. Our bodies act as a kind of storage and purification system. I don’t understand all of it, but the point is that we’re useful to Aeyr. Or, at least, the energy he can suck from us is.

“He sends his shadow monsters to my world, they drag us back here, kill us, and drain our energy. Which Aeyr can use, supposedly. When I arrived here, though, I fought back. I killed the umbrenix that abducted me and started on my way to figure things out. I met Qamara, then Brin, then Tip. Tyra is our most recent acquaintance.

“My best friend, Lucas, was also taken, but we didn’t end up in the same place. I searched for him, which led us to Arinthalas the Collector, whom we killed. But not before we found out that he had killed Lucas already.

“Then we moved on to Forgehaven. There, we fought and killed Dargen the Hammer. What the hell is it with all of Aeyr’s top minions having these stupid titles? The Collector, the Hammer, the Blade? Does he have henchmen called the Swinging Dick or the Lazy Eye?” I winced. “Uh, sorry. I’m getting carried away.”

Sariel laughed, which made me feel a bit better, but it was a valid question. About the titles, not the swinging dick thing. Though I wouldn’t be surprised if we met…

I forced my mind back on track. “Anyway, after we killed Dargen, we heard rumors of a lot of umbrenix activity in this kingdom, north of Temperance. We knew it probably meant that another one of Aeyr’s henchmen was near, so we went and found him. Eluthien. I only know the name because he told us as we fought. He tended to do that a lot. Talk.

“He’s very good with a sword. I couldn’t beat him. We escaped and for some reason, he didn’t follow us. We’re not sure if he sent the shadows after us, but we haven’t run into any. My plan was to find Galen, learn some of the moves Eluthien used so I could counter them, and then go back and take him out, hopefully learning more about his boss. That brings us to where we are now.”

“How did you know to look for my master specifically?”

I bit my lip. “Well, like Tip said, we saw some children playing with dolls. They told us they were patterned after great swordmasters: Galen Starshadow and Sariel Snowblossom.”

The white-haired woman froze in place, her unblinking eyes fixed on mine. I waited, but it didn’t look like she was going to say anything or move. It was actually getting a little creepy.

“Dolls?” she finally said. “Of me and Master Galen?”

I chuckled. “Yeah. They were pretty good likenesses, too, for a world without plastic or toy factories.”

She shook her head and the glazed look in her eyes disappeared. “Never mind. So those names, they are the people I know of. The shadows are truly back? I’ve heard some rumors, but I don’t socialize much and know little of current news.”

Tip jumped in again. “Oh yeah, they’re back. Before Tyra gave me this magic sword, I couldn’t do any damage to them at all. Gar is the only one who can kill them without enchanted weapons or magic spells. He killed the first one with his bare hands.”

“Not really,” I said. “I hit it with a tree branch, and then bashed its head into the ground and a fallen tree. After choking it with a fern.”

“With a fern?” Sariel asked. “A plant?”

“Yeah, it broke before I could kill the umbrenix, though, so I had to get more creative to finish it.”

“More creative?”

I sighed. “Anyway, that’s my story. I’m trying to learn sword techniques so I can defeat someone using them and then I plan on killing Eluthien, fancy title or not, and then move on to the next one until I’ve killed every one of Aeyr’s people and found him to end him as well.”

“End,” Sariel said. “An immortal demigod. You will simply find him and then kill him?”

“Something like that. My understanding is that he doesn’t age, but he’s not immune to death. That’s what I plan on doing: killing him to death.”

An uncontrolled laugh bubbled out of Sariel. “I must give you some respect for being so sure of yourself. Even if what you say is based on whim and fancy.”

“While that’s expressed differently, it’s not the first time I’ve heard that sentiment. It doesn’t matter. If I help you with this project of yours, with your revenge and justice, will you help me learn enough of the sword to beat Eluthien?”

“It seems to be a good bargain, but I don’t think you understand how difficult what you say is to accomplish. You cannot simply ‘learn sword technique to counteract it,’ as you say.”

“Ooh, it’s on now,” Tip said, clapping his hands together and rubbing them.

The elf’s white eyebrow rose. “Pardon me? What is on what?”

Brin sighed. “Perhaps it is better if Gar demonstrated his prowess. Would you be amenable to a little sparring in the training grounds we noticed outside?”

Sariel showed us her teeth, though it looked more like a grimace than a smile. “That is an outstanding idea. Yes. I believe that this, as with so many other things, can be clarified through judicial use of a blade.”


Chapter
Five



Sariel snatched up a sword within a belted scabbard lying on a table and led us out a side door to the training area between the home and the building I assumed was the administrative space for the school. My eyebrows rose.

“Is it your habit to take your sword everywhere or do you think you’ll be attacked while we’re out here training?”

She looked at me questioningly. “We are going to spar, correct?”

“Yeah, but why are you bringing your sharp sword? Don’t you have practice weapons to use for sparring and training?”

“No. Why use something that is not the weapon you will actually fight with in real battle? I have not found a practice blade with the same heft, balance, and size as my sword.”

“Is that normal?”

“It is. How will one learn to truly be one with their weapon if they do not train with it?”

“Oh. What about accidents? Unintentional injuries?”

“They occur. The goal is to wield your sword with control so that there are not unintended consequences.”

Damn. These people were serious about their swordplay.

The swordswoman stopped at a dueling ring marked out on the dirt training field. She smoothly drew her sword and set the scabbard down on a bench nearby.

“Can I see that?” I asked.

The look she gave me, I thought maybe I’d done something rude in asking to inspect her weapon. I shrugged. She knew I wasn’t familiar with her customs. All the stupid questions I’d asked already told her that. She held the weapon out, hilt toward me.

It was a beautiful blade. I put it at somewhere around forty-five inches, with ten of that being the hilt and a solid knob pommel at the end. The blade was double edged, hefty near the hilt but narrowing rapidly to the point. A blood groove down the length caught the light from the afternoon sun as I tilted the blade. It was lighter than I thought, for a longsword, though it was obviously designed to be used with either one hand or two. The tight leather grip had perforations in it, probably some technique to keep it from slipping in hands wet with sweat or blood.

I knew a bit about swords, little things I’d picked up, but using them? I hadn’t had a lot of opportunity. The closest I came to actual sword training was to help Tip. Brin taught him some basic strikes and other techniques and when he and I trained together, I corrected his form and helped him to improve. I did know biomechanics.

Despite what Sariel believed, knowledge of body mechanics—and physics, for that matter—applied well to any type of combat or sport. Knowing how the body generated force and how to position it to be more efficient was the most important information a fighter could have, regardless of their chosen tools.

“It’s beautiful,” I said, handing the sword back to her.

“Thank you. It was a gift from my master. Are you ready? We do not need to practice at full speed, not at first. Once we have warmed the muscles, we can increase our pace.”

“Sure. I’m ready.”

She looked at my hands, at a loss. “Which weapon will you use? The stick-chain weapon in the case on your back, the one you trained on with Master Ilias?”

“Nah. Let’s just make it easy. Attack me.”

“A-attack you?”

“Yep.”

“I see now why you suggested using practice weapons. Do you desire to be seriously injured or killed?”

I smiled at her.

“Go ahead,” Brin said. “It will be fine.”

Sariel gave a slight shrug and came at me. At about the speed a trainer would use to demonstrate a skill when presenting it the first time to a novice student.

The sword moved slowly enough that I didn’t bother evading, but slapped the flat of the blade with my palm to deflect it.

“Really? Come on, Sariel. At least go at half speed, though I’d prefer full speed.”

I danced around her blade until I got impatient and took her sword with a wrist lock and the application of force on one of her shoulders that had her up on her tiptoes from pain. Finally, she came at me more seriously. Even then, her eyes were wider than they should have been. Like she was on edge—no pun intended—about hurting me.

Another ten minutes passed with us moving smoothly and without any semblance of sparring speed. The third time I threw her to the ground, she seemed to realize that I wasn’t as fragile as she thought. I think she was getting pissed off at me, too.

The woman, once she resigned herself to show some of her skill, moved like a dancer. Her footwork was exceptional, always keeping her balance as she moved around me, but that was nothing compared to how she manipulated her weapon. The agility, flexibility, and strength she showed had me smiling even as she came at me with more than three feet of razor-edged steel.

“Why are you smiling?” she asked.

My expression grew wider at the question. But then Tip spoke up in a Spanish accent.

“Because I know something you don’t know. I am not left-handed.”

I burst out laughing, throwing my own line over toward the satyr, in my best Mandy Patinkin Spanish accent. “Naturally, you must expect me to attack with Capa Ferro.”

Without a break, Tip responded, this time in an English accent. “Naturally, but I find the Thibault cancels out Capa Ferro. Don’t you?”

“Unless your opponent has e-studied his Agrippa, which I have.”

Sariel stopped and shifted her gaze between me and Tip. I recognized that look. These two are batshit crazy.

“Ignore them,” Brin said. “They, at times, share comments about the world that Gar comes from, none of which I understand.”

That seemed to break down the last of Sariel’s reservations. She came at me in earnest. I decided it was time to bring out a weapon, even if only to make her feel better about not attacking an unarmed opponent.

As I’d always done as long as I could remember, I analyzed the elf’s style. She was not coming at me with the wide, telegraphed swings of a movie swordfight, nor was she making flashy movements designed to keep the interest of anyone watching. Her cuts were short, precise, and fast. She used a longsword, not a massive Zweihander or claymore. There was no need for her to chop at me like a lumbering brute, let alone a brute cutting lumber.

I twisted and shifted my body to the side enough for her sword, coming down at an angle just shy of vertical, to pass me. Rotating to my left, I drew my three-sectional staff from the case on my back. It unfolded smoothly as I pivoted again, placing my body slightly behind hers as she turned to bring her blade back around.

The steel edge hammered the center stick as I held the end sticks near the chain. Crossing my arms, I forced the center stick to turn and shunt away her weapon. Her face, calm and expressionless, nevertheless held eyes that flared at the movement.

I struck her right shoulder with my left stick and her right kidney with the other, pulling the blows so they only produced light taps on her body. Then I spun away into a guard stance, holding the end sticks with the center piece dangling between them.

Sariel frowned at me and rolled her shoulder, then stretched side to side. A huff of breath, and she came at me again. This time, she angled her sword more toward the diagonal as she chopped at me. I batted it away with my stick, then flicked it back to parry her second cut, which came from the other side. She had strong and supple wrists and the weapon changed directions smoothly and quickly.

I thrusted my left stick at her belly as she changed the angle of her sword and started ramming it toward my face. I had no doubt she would have aborted the move if it had come close, but there was no need. She backstepped, brought her hands down to block the stick, and received a blow for her trouble. The poke was only to draw her guard. I shifted my hand to the center stick and swung the end stick toward her, adjusting it to be off-center and much slower than I would in combat.

The stick looped over her and cracked into her upper back. If I would have let it move more to the center and faster, I could have done some damage to her head with the hardened wood.

Sariel grunted and backed up. I let her get her bearings.

“What was that?” she asked. Her voice definitely had an edge to it now.

“Sorry. I tried to mitigate the force as much as I could. Normally, that would have gone up and over to slam into the back of your head, possibly your neck. I didn’t want to hurt you. Sorry for the bruise.”

She looked to Brin, who gave her a weak smile. Even Qamara and Rex were watching with interest now, the lizard hopping up and down in excitement. Of course, Tip was entranced. He always enjoyed watching me fight.

We started again and this time, she was more wary of my weapon. She attacked in a controlled, methodical fashion, slashing and testing out my ability to evade harm. In a quick flurry of attacks, I danced from side to side, batting away a number of diagonal strikes. Then she went in for a quick, overhead chop.

I spun to my right, contacting her sword with the center stick of my weapon and immediately releasing the stick in my right hand. The momentum of the spin threw it out and a soft tug on the stick in my other hand brought it around in a loop. The flexible weapon wrapped around her neck and I caught the end, pulling both arms back just enough to bend the elf backward, hard wood pressing against her throat, trapping her in a position she would have recognized as the end of the bout. If I’d pulled farther, I would have crushed her throat. Even a little pressure would have choked her. Either way, she was done.

I released her immediately and she rubbed at her neck. “That could have been very unpleasant.”

I snorted. “Yeah. Tell you what,” I said. “How about I don’t use the triple-stick? Even using joint locks and regulating how hard I swing, it’s going to mean a lot of bruises. Brin can heal them, but that’s not really what we’re about here. I just wanted to show you I won’t be hopeless learning what you have to teach me.”

“I have never faced a weapon like that. When not using it, do you use that knife you wear?”

I’d replaced the knife I had thrown at Eluthien in our escape. The new one was similar, a simple weapon with a blade around eight inches long.

“I use my knife sometimes, but more often, when I’m not fighting empty-handed, I use my siangham.”

“Your what?”

I drew the weapon out from the side pocket of my pants and held it up. “Siangham.”

She laughed. “I thought that was a wand, like the ones children use to pretend they are great wizards from the stories. What do you do with that…thing?”

I smirked at her. “Wanna find out?”

I didn’t have to convince her this time. She’d already seen a bit of what I was capable of. We took our positions, my siangham back in my pocket and my triple stick in its case. Her eyebrow rose as she looked at the weapon.

“It’ll come out when I need it,” I told her. Okay, yes, I was showboating a little, but I wanted to impress upon the swordswoman I wasn’t some kind of charity case begging for her tutelage. I’d have been fine in the silly duel for getting into the Brotherhood without a weapon, but rules were rules, so I’d train with a sword. I wanted to show her that even if I should be less than expert with a long blade, she shouldn’t underestimate how dangerous I was.

This time Sariel came in with a mostly horizontal strike to my upper left quadrant. I shifted back and to the left while drawing my siangham. I followed her blade, not so much blocking as slightly parrying and escorting it to continue its trajectory, forcing her to overreach slightly. A strong sidekick to her ribs drove the air from her. I shuffled after her as she was knocked away, sliding my arm up hers to keep her from bringing the sword back around while I thrust the point of the siangham toward her eye.

Of course, I stopped the weapon half an inch from actually striking her. My aim was not to blind my teacher. She froze, her pupils constricting to focus on the sharp end of my weapon so close to her face.

I backed up and she rubbed her abdomen. I’d pulled the kick, giving it enough force to push her away but not snapping it as I normally would to cause more damage or following through her to launch her off her feet.

“What in Stornos’s name was that?” she demanded.

“Good defense?” I said with a shrug. “Some offense, too?”

“You can’t use movements like that in a duel. The judge will label you a common thug and will disqualify you.”

I frowned. “Noted. No efficient defense or offense that doesn’t involve me swinging a sword. Do they allow grappling, pushing, or throwing opponents?”

“Those can be acceptable, but you can’t get carried away. We’ll work on what you can do as we train. Any more surprises you want to reveal to me?”

I shrugged again. “That depends. Do you believe me that I shouldn’t have a problem with dueling some novice from the Brotherhood? We can try again with me unarmed. It’s how I’d prefer to do it normally anyway, for only one opponent.”

She huffed, muttering. “Only one opponent.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “For the sake of completeness, why don’t we try it with you weaponless, though I think I might be sorry. How do you move that quickly? I have met no one as fast as you before, except maybe Master Galen.”

“A lot of practice and training,” I said. “Okay, one more time?” I slid the siangham back in my pocket and backed up a couple of steps to give her some distance.

She opened with a new movement this time. Stepping forward with her right foot, she executed an upward cut, bringing the sword in a smooth arc from the ground to slash my body vertically. I noticed she was using her full speed, confident she wouldn’t accidentally disembowel me.

I danced to the right, evading the blade, then darted in before she had even finished the attack. Four punches, two to the face and two to her abdomen, followed by wrapping my right arm around both hers, which were still bent with her strike. My body rotated to my left, my legs widened and I thrust the back of my hips into her side. All it took was bending over abruptly to throw Sariel over me and onto the ground.

When she looked up at me and blinked while flat on her back, her eyes went to her sword. In my hands. I’d disarmed her as she landed, taken control of her weapon so it wouldn’t accidentally cut her. I flicked it down toward her to place it above her neck.

The swordswoman closed her eyes and sighed. “Fine. You have made your point. We still have a lot of work to do so you don’t embarrass me by fighting like one of those bare-knuckle brawlers that fight in the streets for money.”

“Fair enough. You guys really have bare-knuckle bouts for money here?”


Chapter
Six



Sariel put a longsword in my hands and we tried again. I did an admirable job not getting thoroughly trounced, but neither did I dominate her.

“Lesson learned,” I told her after we’d gone back in the house. “I have some way to go when it comes to using a sword.”

Sariel chortled as she set her scabbarded sword on a rack hanging on the wall. “I must apologize for my words earlier. In your own strange style with your unfamiliar weapons, you have me at a disadvantage. More to the point, though, your natural ability puts you at a level higher than many in the Brotherhood. Maybe not to the Bladebrother level, but if not, then close. As long as you can keep yourself from kicking your opponent in the face or something equally uncivilized, we should have no problem with you gaining membership.”

I lifted a finger and opened my mouth, but she continued before I could speak. “I know, calling it ‘uncivilized’ might be rude, but I use the word as the Brotherhood would. Out in the world, when fighting bandits or monsters, one thing matters, and one thing only: defeating your enemy to survive. Master Galen told me many times that one could not use the rules of the duel when outside the ring and fighting for one’s life. Your abilities are effective and I do not disparage them. I speak only in the context of the duel.”

“Thank you,” I said. “If you think those moves are uncivilized, you should see what they do where I grew up. I’ve seen people get their heads smashed in on a curb, battered with a piece of wood with nails in it, and cut to ribbons with a jagged piece of glass from a bottle. I’m all for fair fighting—in practice—but when it’s my life or someone else’s, I’m sorry. I’m going to use anything and everything I can to survive. Dirty tricks or not, I’m not going to die for chivalry and politeness.”

“Understood. You won’t need to. Be polite in this one duel and I will not ask it of you again.”

“It’s a deal.”

We thanked the elf for her time and promised to be back the next morning to start training. With only a month until the opportunity to fight the duel—they only held them occasionally—we had our work cut out for us.

Brin took my hand as we bade Sariel good evening. The swordswoman glanced at our entwined fingers but said nothing. It would likely come up later, but there was no use in discussing it at the moment. On the way back to the inn to eat dinner, Tyra moved up next to me on the street.

“So you’re going to start the training tomorrow.”

“Yep. Looks that way.”

“What are we going to do while you dance around with that elf woman all day?”

“I don’t know. What do you want to do?”

“I noticed a small forge and an anvil at the side of that building for the school. Do you think Sariel would let me use it to try out some of the stuff I’m learning with my father’s tomes?”

“We can ask. If she lets you, that’ll be nice. What about you, Brin? What are you going to do?”

“I believe I will take the opportunity to search the city for more of my magic items. I doubt they made it this far, but I can also look for others, ones to replace what I had. Perhaps I can find a sword that holds an enchantment so I may use it against the umbrenix.”

“I will occupy myself in the city as well,” Qamara said. “I may spend some time at the training area with you, watching your progress.”

“Tip?” I asked. “Are you going to train, too? I know Brin has taught you some sword techniques, but there’s plenty of space at the school, along with training dummies. It’ll be an excellent opportunity to practice.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. There’s also some stuff I’ve been working on with Rex. There’s enough to keep me busy.”

“Great. I’m sorry to take so much time, but I think it’ll help so we can take out Eluthien.”

Brin waved my concern away. “We are committed to helping you in your quest, Gar. Defeating Eluthien and other minions of Aeyr, as well as the Hungerer himself, will benefit us all as well. Besides, what you do will help Sariel. She will not only be training you. I think you have things to teach her as well. She may need every advantage to defeat those she will duel.”

“Okay, thanks. I want you to know that I’ll still help you with your own goals, too. Maybe we can find something out about your goddess, help Qamara with the answers she’s looking for, and aid Tyra with applying the lessons from the tomes. Tip’s training is already moving him toward his goal of being a hero for his people.”

“Hero to his people?” Tyra said. “What’s that about?”

Tip averted his eyes. His cheeks gained a little color.

I answered for him. “It seems like everyone treats taranji badly and disrespect them. I’ve seen it myself, people trying to kill him for no other reason than his race. His dream is to become so heroic that people will think twice about calling his people worthless. I think it’s awesome. He’s going to help us take down Aeyr and in the process will become a respected hero, which will help his entire race to be more accepted. For those who never get the message and still try some shit, I’ll be standing right behind him to back him up. Just like he would for me.”

“Okay, okay. I didn’t mean anything by it. It was just a question. I’ll back you up, too. That’s bullshit for people to disregard you because of who your ancestors were.”

Tip’s head swung to me and he gave me a small smile. I flashed him a thumbs up. We’ll get you there, buddy. Have faith.
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After we’d all eaten dinner and headed up to our room, Qamara put her hand on my arm.

“Garfield, might I discuss something with you for a moment?”

“Sure, Qamara.” I lifted my hand, the one clasping Brin’s, and kissed the moonwisp’s, then released it. She smiled at me and continued to her room. Tyra gave me a quizzical look but followed the others. When the prophetess and I were alone in the hall, I waited for her to speak.

“I have been pondering some issues. Magical concerns. I wonder if you would aid me.”

“Of course. Anything I can do for you, I’ll do my best. What do you need?”

“You,” she said. She looked me right in the eyes as she said it, as calm and confident as could be, but her cheeks colored slightly. “I…can we go to your room and discuss this rather than to speak in the hallway?”

I took her hand and kissed it like I’d just done with Brin’s, then led her to my room. Once inside, she latched the door.

“We have discussed how you provide raw magical power to Brinawynn. When we first met, I suspected I could derive some benefit from your unique nature. In fact, we have since proven there is some merit in that thinking.”

I laughed. “I would definitely say there is some merit.”

“My visions are elusive. In fact, my power itself is frustrating in the best of times. I think have developed a way to take fuller advantage of the magical energy you can provide me. It involves preparing myself and adopting the correct mindfulness. If I can make myself more receptive, I will better be able to⁠—”

“Qamara, you don’t have to give me reasons. If you want me to help you in the same way I help Brin, then I am all for it. From the first time we kissed to our more extensive activities, I love every minute of it. I care for you and I am attracted and aroused by you. Anything you want me to do so far as sharing some intimacy to help you—even just to make you feel good—all you have to do it ask. Are you asking?”

“I am.”

“Then I’m all yours. Can I kiss you now or do you have preparations to make first?”

She stared at me for a moment before a little smile stole onto her face. “How do you make uncomfortable situations so comfortable?”

“Dunno. It helps when there’s a beautiful woman in front of me asking if I would worship her body and make her feel good.”

“To answer your question, I have already prepared my mind. I have been thinking about it all day. Especially watching you move your body in combat, I found the idea more and more attractive. You do look remarkably like Kael.”

I smirked at her. “A little bit of hero worship?”

“No. I have no need for that. Your form, your features, they are what attracts me, not the renown of some long-dead hero. I had some visions of him, years ago. His hair was darker, his nose a fraction longer. I think I prefer you.”

“It may have something to do with me being right here and him being dead,” I said, laughing.

She gave me a little, delicate shrug. How she could make such a slight movement so sexy was beyond me. With both her shoulders bare in that dress she wore—I had no idea how she kept the thing from falling completely down with no visible means of support—the motion was enough to plant lots of ideas in my head about how to help her by injecting magic into her. Magic and maybe other stuff.

I took her hand, enjoying the feel of her slender fingers and her smooth skin. “God, you’re gorgeous. Are all alari so beautiful?”

“Are all humans so handsome?”

“Point taken. Well, I am glad I met you, Qamara Enorana. It was my great luck that you were the second person I met when I came to this world.”

“Second?”

“Well, only if you count an umbrenix as a person. I much preferred meeting you. I’m afraid I developed quite an attachment to you right away. I wondered often about you. Where you were, if I’d see you again. I’m glad I did.”

“You needn’t worry. I will come back to you. I will always come back to you. We have a connection I do not yet understand, but I do know it is a strong one.”

“I’m glad you said that. I feel the same. Do you dance?”

She blinked at me. “Dance?”

I chuckled. “Sorry. I was thinking, holding your hand like this. With that dress, you would look fantastic on the dance floor. Not contemporary or pop dancing. Ballroom dancing. Classical stuff. You’d be like an angel with your wispy dress floating with your movements, granting brief glimpses of your spectacular body.”

“Mmmmm. That sounds nice. You like my form?”

“I do. So much.”

“Will you take advantage of it? I am right in front of you.”

“You are, and I will.”

I leaned in to kiss her.


Chapter
Seven



Isank into the prophetess’s pillowy lips. Her taste, like a dry red wine, tantalized my tongue, making me thirsty for more. Qamara enjoyed her intimacy with soft, tender kisses and motions. At least at first. There was definitely something to be said for taking it slow, building the feeling until it consumed your whole being.

My tongue tentatively reached out to hers, touching then retreating, then going forward again. Her quiet moan resonated through my body and I answered in kind, a language shared by every lover who ever existed, but at the same time one that only we two understood at the moment. My head grew light at the restrained, gentle contact.

I pulled away, my lips reaching to linger for just another second or two. Leaning back, I appreciated the vision in front of me. Her delicately curving shoulders screamed for me to caress, kiss, and nibble them. The way her dress left them bare—along with the upper swells of her breasts, pulled my eyes and my soul to her. Pale skin, as if she hadn’t ever seen the sun, creamy and soft, waited within arm’s reach.

With her slightly round face floating above her sensuous, slender neck, she reminded me of every picture of a 1950’s bombshell I’d ever seen. So gorgeous she could bring tears to your eyes, the perfect combination of soft features and pure, exquisite beauty. A classical goddess. Her tan eyes watched me watching her, and they softened, just a bit. Electricity jumped through my body, aiming straight for my crotch.

“You are so beautiful,” I told her. “So incredibly sexy.”

Her perfect lips curved into a smile. They were full, but not the ridiculous collagen-infused lips that were popular in my world. They were natural, flawless, and incredible.

She brought her shoulders back, thrusting her chest forward. I loved her breasts, along with the rest of her body. I could hardly believe she was one hundred seventy-two years old. Damn, but the alari aged like fine wine. No wonder she tasted like an expensive vintage herself.

I was done looking. For now. There were better ways to show her just how spectacular she was. I moved forward, kissing her left shoulder. It tasted and felt as good as I imagined, as I remembered. Her body shivered under my mouth and one of her sexy moans emanated from her chest.

Nipping at her skin, I trailed my mouth down to her upper chest, lavishing kisses and licks around the tops of her breasts and down into her cleavage. When I reached the edge of her dress and pushed it down with my face, she giggled. I’d marked that ticklish spot, on the inside of her right breast, the last time I had the pleasure of exploring her. The sound of her, the feel of her in my arms, and the slightly salty taste of her skin forced me to close my eyes. I was just getting started, and the amazing woman was already overwhelming me.

I moved up to kiss her deeply, more urgently than before.

“Will you join me on my bed?” I shifted to kiss her neck and lick up her jawline.

“Yes,” she said breathlessly. “Of course.”

I led her across the small room, my eyes tracing her form through the sheer, wispy dress. Her slender waist, her curvy hips, nicely rounded ass, and toned slender legs. I licked my lips. She noticed me and shimmied her body. I reached up under her dress and grabbed a handful of tight butt cheek.

Qamara sat on the bed and I knelt before her. Her breath quickened, expectant. I bent to remove her shoes, an elegant style that mixed Cinderella’s glass slipper with a stylish short boot of soft leather. Her footwear might not have been appropriate from a sartorial perspective, but they worked, and they were practical for traveling. I took them off, one at a time, trailing my finger up her smooth calves to tickle the back of her knees.

“Will you lend me some of your magic, Garfield? Or are you determined to tease me until my willpower has been expended and I act in a most outrageous manner?”

“Mmmm,” I hummed. I liked the sound of that. Outrageous manner. “I vote for outrageous.”

She chuckled, but the sound morphed into a soft moan when I kissed up her right shin until I reached her knee.

Watching her face, tan eyes glazed, I caressed up farther, investigating her creamy skin around the top of her thighs, down the sides, and into the inner region. Her mouth opened partway, that perfect middle between open and closed that not only looked sexy as hell, but changed the sound of her breathing into something else. Something erotic and animal and fucking fantastic. I felt a moan growing in my chest at the feeling it gave me. A tingling rumble.

I made it to just below her junction with my fingers, the warmth already playing over my skin, before I stopped.

“Hmmmmm?” The moaning hum inflected at the end like a question.

“Don’t worry.” I straightened up on my knees to kiss her as my hands played with her ass through her dress. “You can get magical energy from me with close contact of any kind, right?”

“Yes. But…”

“I know. Don’t worry. I will do whatever you desire, but I do love this slow enjoyment of your body. Is that okay?”

“Mmmm. Yes. I want you. I want to do things to you, even as you do delicious things to me.”

“I want that, too.”

I pulled the top of her dress, bringing it down far enough to expose her breasts in all their glory. She didn’t have huge tits, but they were spectacularly formed, pale and soft with tan areolas a shade darker than her eyes and nipples a rich brown color. They stood in greeting, begging for attention.

Which I gave them.

I nibbled at the tickle spot, provoking her giggle again. I played the game, switching to a nipple to turn that laughter into first a sigh, then a moan. Her hands tightened around my head, pulling me into her. For several minutes I lavished attention on her breasts, alternating with kisses to her neck and mouth. Once, I traveled farther up to nibble her ear.

I was still on my knees, my body between her legs as I showed my appreciation of her chest and upper body. She gyrated, grinding her crotch against my chest and abdomen. She pulled her dress up and took my shirt off so her wet panties pressed firmly against the skin of my abdomen.

“Oooh, mmmm.”

I was harder than steel, and her heavier breathing said it was time to take it up a notch. I ran my finger along the front of her panties. Her entire body shuddered. She was so wet, my finger came back soaked, even through the panties.

“Yes, yes. Garfield.”

I licked my finger, the faint taste of wine with the slight hint of vinegar exploding on my tongue. I pulled her panties off and down her legs, handing them to her. As I licked back up her leg along the inside, she sucked on the underwear I had just given her. Before I even reached her beautiful, wet slit, she was crying out.

“Yes-yes. Don’t wait.”

Instead of taking her dress off, I ducked under it and licked her slit from bottom to top.

“Ooooooooh.”

Her taste was much stronger at the source and I sucked her lips into my mouth, rolling them with my tongue.

“Ahhhh. Cresanto, Garfield. Cresanto. Cresanto pedale emi.”

My body racked, pre-cum oozing out of the end of my dick. When she spoke alari like that, it was almost as good as sex all by itself. I had no damn idea what she was saying, but fuck, it revved my engine. Like a French woman speaking her native tongue during sex.

I knew what Qamara liked and I wasn’t going to wait any longer to give it to her. I mean, she loved the tender kisses, the caresses, and all that. But what finished her off was penetration. Finger, tongue, cock, whatever, she was all about the inside.

I pushed a finger into her while licking her clit. Her body convulsed in response.

“Oooooh. Schomalte. Securum. Securum. Garfield.”

The alari woman thrashed, her hips driving forward, her hands pulling me into her. I sucked her clit into my mouth carefully, flicking my tongue across it as I plunged my finger deeper, then pumped it in and out.

Qamara moaned and screamed unintelligibly as her body gyrated to get as much of my finger in her as possible. Her hips moved in circles, allowing my digit to hit nerves on all sides of her canal. When I twisted my hand and crooked my finger to hit the small rough patch on the upper side of her tunnel, she screamed out and her body tremored like she’d bitten into a high voltage line.

“Oh-oh-oh. Yes-yes-yes.” She was panting so fast she didn’t finish each word before the next started. I expected another stream of alari words, but instead I got pulled into her crotch with surprisingly strong arms as she slammed her pussy into my face and hand. The contractions of all her muscles made her lose control and lurch to the side, almost tumbling both of us onto the floor. I held onto her to prevent that and was rewarded with powerful shuddering contractions that rattled my teeth. The craving to bite down on her clit was almost overwhelming.

Her body went limp and she lay back on the bed, panting and stroking my hair.

I took my finger out and offered it to her as I licked her sopping lips. She sucked on it like she was a nursing calf. When I brought my head up to look at her, her own glazed eyes softened and she smiled around my finger. God, even with her hair damp and wild, she was gorgeous.

I wriggled out of my pants as she lay there in her glow. When I grabbed her under her arms and slid her up the bed, she squeaked, but the sound disappeared and another took its place as I brought my hard cock up and rubbed the head on her slit.

“Mmmmmmm.”

“Shall I continue?” I asked her.

“Yes. Oh, yes.”

I pressed in between her lips and her entire body jerked. I tried to kiss her, but once she tasted herself on me, she sucked my lips and licked my face as I inserted myself into her tunnel. She moaned into my cheek, then into my mouth, her fingers digging into my ass to pull me harder into her. She was already huffing and puffing.

The wind-up and her orgasm had me so on the edge, I was afraid I might just explode right away. I shouldn’t have worried. Not because I didn’t, but because she didn’t last even as long as I did.

With my dick filling her up and pumping into her hard and fast, Qamara screamed into my mouth, trying to get enough air to continue. Her body focused all its motion on pulling every ounce of cum out of me. She came first, her internal muscles quivering and setting up a vibration that I couldn’t possibly have resisted. I came so hard a second after she did, I thought I might hurt her, pushing her entire body into the mattress with my thrusts.

When the quivering was done, I lay down on my side, kissing her and playing with her nipple as she moaned and sighed happily. If that didn’t give her the magical energy she needed, I was going to have to start training.

“Yes,” she said, as if reading my mind. “That will do nicely.”


Chapter
Eight



“May I stay here tonight?” Qamara asked me after a few minutes of basking in our post-coital warmth.

“Of course. You can spend the night with me anytime you like. It’s an open invitation. I love the feel of you next to me and I’ll love waking up with you in my bed.”

She kissed me. “Thank you. For that and for what we just did. The magic is nice, but I find myself enjoying being with you even more than that result.”

“Me, too, Qamara. I hope you’ll stay with us and we can enjoy it many more times.”

“I will stay as often as I can. I have⁠—”

“I know. You have things you have to do. Promise me that as much as you’re able, though, you’ll be with us. I don’t want to let you go.”

“I do not want you to let me go. When all our tasks are complete, we will spend much time together. You, me, and our companions. I adore Brin and I am very fond of Tyra as well.”

I thought of the ramifications of what she just said. It could be that I just finished having sex with her and the experience was affecting my perception, but it sounded a lot like she was open to what she, Brin, and I had shared in Forgehaven, but with Tyra. The thought of it started new stirrings down below.

When we met the others for breakfast the next morning, they didn’t even blink when Qamara and I showed up together. Not even any snide comments from Tip, only a shrug at the situation.

Everyone joined me for the first day of training. Brin and Qamara sat on a bench and chatted, sometimes watching and sometimes not. Tip and Rex practiced on one training field while Sariel and I worked to figure out how we’d handle my preparation for the upcoming opportunity to duel for Brotherhood membership.

“Before we start, Sariel, I have a question. Tyra noticed you have a small forge and anvil. She’s a smith by trade—a damn good one, too—and she’s learning some new techniques. Would you mind her using the smithy to practice? We’ll pay for any materials she uses, including coal for the forge. She can probably even make stuff by request along with her other practice if you need something.”

“I’m not sure what supplies and tools are in there,” the elf said. “Master Galen used to tinker, repairing tools or making new things. He said it was an artistic outlet. You’re more than welcome to use it, Tyra.”

The goblin beamed and thanked the elf swordswoman profusely.

With that settled, we got down to business while Tyra hurried off to the forge. Two wooden swords sat on a bench near our training area and I looked to Sariel for an explanation.

The elf sighed. “I don’t think it will be productive to use actual blades in this case. Until you are more skilled with a sword, you may injure yourself or me. I would use my sword, but if you are using wood, I would severely damage your practice weapon.” Her eyes flared. “Which reminds me. My blade should have carved chunks out of your wooden weapons with each contact, yet I see that they’re not damaged at all. Even the slender one that looks like a short arrow.”

“They’re made of magical materials, so they’re tough. My understanding is that they can be damaged, but it takes a lot more abuse than similar weapons made with mundane materials. Even if they do get beat up, I have enough control over them to erase any scratch, gouge, maybe even a break, and my control is getting better.”

“You can exert control over the very stuff of which they are made?”

“To an extent. I still need a lot of practice, but…hold on.” I pulled my three-sectional staff out from the case I wore on my back. Sariel’s eyes followed the weapon. She’d gotten up close and personal with it the day before. “Here’s an example.”

I mentally latched onto the material of the weapon, familiar with it after all the practice I’d done. It took a handful of seconds, but I fused and straightened first one chain and then the other. When I finished, I held a solid staff. I handed it to her.

“You changed the metal chains to wood. How can you do that?”

I laughed. “I merged the metal into the wood and filled in the gaps. Like I said, I’m not very fast at it yet. I have to be careful when I use it in combat because if I focus on changing its shape, I could be distracted and struck without being able to defend myself. Anyway, that’s how it works. Instead of making it solid like this, I can smooth over damage and mold the material to eliminate cracks, scratches, or worse damage. If anything is able to damage them. Nothing has so far.”

“I have heard of this before. Kael Serus could do such things.”

“So I’ve been told.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “If we both use wooden swords at first, we can train without fear of injuring each other too severely and without destroying practice weapons. After a short time, I expect we will go to steel swords.”

We started out slowly, with Sariel explaining the basics of swordplay, both the physical aspects and the philosophy. I hung on her every word, though honestly, I knew most of it.

During my life, I had not only trained hard and analyzed every conflict I had been in, but whenever I found myself in the presence of someone who had combat experience of any type, I relentlessly mined them for information. From the guy from Indonesia who taught me about the siangham to a Chinese man I met who demonstrated some techniques and wisdom from his style of kung fu—Wing Chun—to a grappler who had studied Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, I soaked up everything I could. Movements, philosophy, and higher-level strategy. Of course, I did the same with some of the homeless dudes in my neighborhood, the guys who’d seen action in the military, including a former marine and a green beret who’d been in Vietnam. Like all of them, Sariel had martial information I wanted to know about.

One technique she showed me clicked with me automatically, for more than one reason.

“If I attack you like this with the sword and you block it,” she said, using a standard longsword attack where she flicked her blade at the left side of my head as she pivoted and stepped forward with her right foot, “I might react thusly.” She angled and twisted her sword, sliding it around mine to thrust along the length of my blade to push the point past my guard and at my face.

“Yes!” I said. “Yes. That’s what Eluthien did. A lot. It’s like foil fencing in my world, or even like some rapier fencing or stage swordsmanship used in theatrical plays. They’re such short movements, it’s difficult to react to them.”

“They are, which is their purpose. The key is that you must feel your opponent’s blade.”

I snorted. “I’m pretty sure the entire purpose of this is so I don’t feel my opponent’s blade.” She frowned at me. “You know, because to feel his blade is to…you know what I mean, huh? You just don’t think it’s funny.”

“I am not here to be entertained, or to entertain you. There are players in the city, even a show with clowns and fools who will make you laugh. I was under the impression you were serious about what we are doing.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Uh, yeah. Right. Sorry.” The twinkle in her eye made me half certain that she was fucking with me, but that also meant half of me thought she wasn’t. I decided to cut my losses. “So, by ‘feeling the blade,’ you’re talking about the sensation of movement so I can predict where it’ll move and then I can move to counter it.”

“Exactly. You are familiar with the concept?”

“A little, but not with weapons. The guy I met who studies an art comprised of many fast hand techniques, called Wing Chun, had exercises to train that sense. It’s called Chi Sao. He showed me and practiced it with me for about an hour and I tried to practice after that, but I’m no expert. The exercises consist of keeping contact with an opponent’s hands and arms while in close quarters fighting. As you feel their intent in the minor movements of their limbs, you can react and counteract what they’ll do.”

“It’s the same, yes. Good. We will practice this. Often. It will serve you well in crossing blades with one who knows the technique. I suspect you will not need it in your duel, however. Few at the novice level will tolerate extended contact between the blades. It frightens them.”

We continued with the survey of what skills with the blade, if any, I possessed. When Sariel asked me to attack her at half speed so she could see what my preferences in attack and defense were, I tried to get fancy. I threw in a few feints, trying to draw her out of her guard position so I could attack from another angle. She never responded to any of my attempted fake-outs. I couldn’t understand it.

When I feinted with a strike that would have done some damage to her, even with just the wooden sword, she didn’t react at all. Her sword didn’t move and she looked at me like I was wasting her time.

“How did you know I wasn’t going to follow through with that strike? It’s like you read my mind.”

For some reason, she smiled, then it developed into a hearty chuckle, almost a full laugh.

“I’m sorry. I was merely having sport with you. You told me yesterday about your world, a bit of your history, and your experiences in this world. I have not told you much about myself. Let me correct that, in at least a small way.

“My magic is that of truth. I know when someone is being truthful and when not. That aids me in everyday life, of course, but that’s not the most valuable use. I could have been a constable, a merchant, or any number of other things where my ability would help me. For combat, however, it means that I do not fall prey to feints or other falsehoods. I knew the same time you did you would not follow through with that strike.”

“That’s fantastic. It must be really helpful. It’ll also make me work that much harder because you just took away one of my favorite weapons to set someone up for a heavy blow.”

“You won’t find any shortcuts against me, I’m afraid.” She smiled widely at me. Like a taunt. “Everything you gain, every little strike or block or victory, you will have to do it the hard way.”

“Good enough,” I said. “I’m not afraid of hard work.”

I glanced at her body, just a quick flick of my eyes to check her out. It wasn’t anything overt and it certainly wasn’t anything impolite. Just a reflexive thing. I wondered how her magical talent worked in other ways. It was a silly, inappropriate, and probably juvenile thing, but once the idea took hold, I couldn’t help but to think about her using her powers to divine how exactly to bring someone to orgasm.


Chapter
Nine



By the second day I’d settled into a routine. We would all, as a group, eat breakfast each morning at the inn, then walk over to Sariel’s home, most often with mine and Brin’s hands clasped together. Once the training started for the day, Brin and Qamara would sometimes head out into the city while Tyra made herself at home in the forge, her ever-present books open on a table. Tip warmed up with Sariel and me while Rex did a strange dance that I think was his rendition of our warmup exercises.

The lizard followed Tip around, and when the satyr wasn’t learning from me or Sariel, he was either practicing forms or striking training dummies with Rex by his side. Or he was directly working with the furcan. Tip put in a fair amount of time at the archery target Sariel was kind enough to drag out of storage. I was mostly busy with my own training, but I’d occasionally watch Tip for a few minutes. His skill was increasing, both with the sword and with his bow.

During breaks, more often than not it was just me and Sariel. Those were the times when I tried to get my bearings with her. Training told me without a doubt that the impression I had of her on our first meeting was true: she was dedicated and had a keen mind plus one of the strongest work ethics I’d ever seen. But that was Sariel the warrior, Sariel the machine. I wanted to learn about Sariel the person, which was why our breaks were so pleasant.

“How did you become Master Galen’s student?” I asked.

Sariel’s mouth went into a straight line. Not like she was angry, but that what I’d asked was distasteful.

“I’m sorry. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine. I’m just interested in your life and what made you who you are today. Even who you truly are today. I don’t know you that well yet.”

She shot me a disbelieving look, then sighed.

“You are not from this world. Do you know of the elven people of Valorae?”

I turned my body on the bench to be more squarely facing her. “I’m told there are light elves and dark elves. Arinthalas the Collector, the first of Aeyr’s minions we killed, was a light elf. He was an asshole.”

She laughed. “I would assume that would apply to most of the minions of the Hungerer.”

“Good point.”

“The light elves, the Siroya, are obsessed with power. I speak generally, of course. I myself am a light elf, as can readily be noted by my complexion and my hair color, but I have no interest in politics, wealth, or being above others. One cannot make a statement about the personality of everyone in an entire race. Nevertheless, my people tend toward that quality and our society is built upon it.

“The Vanesi, the dark elves, on the other hand, are more concerned with the balance of nature, of living things and where each person or thing fits into the overall scheme of the world. Many in Valorae consider them kinder, friendlier, and more honest, even if that is simply a byproduct of not craving power over others. Again, generally. Master Galen was a dark elf. Practical wisdom said that we should not have been friends, let alone him being as close, important, and respected to me as a father.

“I was born and spent the first part of my childhood in Teeth’s Edge. It is a small town in the northern part of Olliaran, the realm the elves call home and where they hold sway. In Olliaran, the territories are mostly separated, the dark in the eastern areas and the light in the west. Teeth’s Edge is somewhat of a borderland, not only with the dark elf territories, but also with the tribes in the Mordimere Peaks.

“My parents and I were traveling to another town to visit relatives when a tribe of the Children of the Thundering Abyss attacked. The Children, or Abyssals, as some call them, are a wild, vicious people who occasionally raid smaller settlements. It was unusual for them to be so far from their mountain homes. Our group was not prepared for them.

“I was eight years old at the time and we had stopped to rest for the day. Suddenly, the night came alight with torches, flickering images of men shouting as they fell upon those who had sentry duty. As they worked their way into the center of our small camp, my father pushed a long knife into my hand and told me to run, that he and my mother would catch up to me once they defeated the Abyssals.

“I refused, told him I would fight. Even to this day, it amazes me what my father did. In the middle of the chaos, the screams and the sounds of combat, he knelt in front of me. He looked me in the eye, barely more than a silhouette in the pale light of the dying fire, and spoke to me in a calm, soothing voice.

“‘Sariel, I am asking you to do this for me. If you’re here, your mother and I will not be able to fight effectively. We will be too worried that you will be pulled into the battle and injured. Please do this for me, so we may fight and aid our friends. Then we will find you and we will continue on our way. Can you do that for me, my little flower?’

“My mother wept as he talked to me, her eyes darting back behind him, where the sounds of fighting were getting louder. I nodded to my father, hugged him, hugged my mother, tightened my grip on the weapon he gave me, and ran as fast as I could.

“I didn’t even know which direction I headed. I simply pointed myself away from the sounds and the light and the horrible feeling I would never see anyone in my traveling group ever again. When daylight came, it found me curled up next to a large tree within a copse I stumbled through. I went back, spending half the morning searching for where I’d come from. When I got there, I found the bodies of my parents as well as the rest of the group. Everything was either burned, damaged, or missing.

“I didn’t know where I was or where to go. I spent almost an hour near the camp, sobbing and trying to decide what I should do. When I heard the sounds of people approaching, I thought the Abyssals had found me. I pulled the knife my father had given me out of the sheath, but then spotted a sword on the ground nearby. I picked that up instead. It was a shortsword, but to me it was like a longsword. When the people showed up, I was relieved that they weren’t the tribesmen, but also disappointed.

“They were dark elves.

“For the most part, the two types coexist peacefully, though with prejudice, but we light elves tend to show it to most other races as well. All except the alari, who we respect as our elders. Very seldom does violence occur between elven factions, but it is not completely unknown, either. So when I saw the six men with darker skin and hair than mine, I didn’t know what to expect.

“Two of the men grumbled on seeing me and approached threateningly. Another of them called out for them to halt. They muttered more, but they stopped. Then he approached.

“‘Are you well, girl?’ he said to me. He had a kind voice. It reminded me of my father’s the night before. He looked around the campsite. ‘Did the Children do this? The tribes?’

“I nodded. My hand shook, amplified by the sword I was holding.

“‘Have you a name? Mine is Galen Starshadow. While the circumstances are not pleasant at all, it is my pleasure to meet you. You’ll not need that sword. No one here will harm you. I give you my assurance.’

“I had no other relatives, and Galen took me in as his own. It caused problems for him. His neighbors disliked having a light elf in their midst. I feared he would cast me off, that I was a burden. Instead, one day he sat me down and discussed the matter with me.

“‘Sariel, the small-minded people of the town believe you are unacceptable as a neighbor. I would have you know that they are petty and much confused. I find this town, which I have lived in all my life, is no longer acceptable to me as a place to reside. I want you to tell me what you prefer. We can try to go to a place where we might settle in a light elf community, or we can wash our hands of this ridiculous feud between our peoples and go to another land where we can live without the bigotry our people show. I thought perhaps the Aesturith Kingdom. I am an accomplished swordsman and think I could do well there.’

“I was already tired of the problems between elves and chose to come here. Never once had he thought to cast me off, something I only understood later. As far as I was concerned, he was my father. Of course, we found another type of prejudice here, but you’ll witness that soon enough. So that’s how I came to be the apprentice—and the daughter—of Galen Starshadow, dark elf and swordmaster.”

I nodded. Another person whose life had been touched with disaster. I was beginning to think there was no such thing as a happy life in this world. Of course, things weren’t all rosy during medieval times in my world, either. Hell, my world was no paradise even in modern times.

“He sounds like he was a great man. I wish I could have met him.”

“You would have loved him. Everyone does. Did. Now you can understand a little better why my mind was so disquieted and why I was grasping at tufts of grass as I was falling off a cliff over his murder. Thank you for agreeing to help me with my quest for justice. You do me a service and show me great respect with your actions.”

I swallowed down the lump forming in my throat and tried to sound casual. “Hey, it’s not one-way. You’re helping me with my own quest. With your training, I’ll be able to kill Eluthien and move on to the next of Aeyr’s minions. We’ll help each other and we’ll both benefit. That’s what friends do.”

Her eyebrows raised and she opened her mouth, but then closed it. No doubt she was going to say something about me calling us friends. She’d already admitted she didn’t have any. I left it alone. I’d find out about that part of her soon enough. No sense in trying to pull all the information out of her at one time.

Master Ilias had made an analogy one time as we were training, saying that gaining knowledge, especially personal knowledge, was like a fine wine. One must sip it and enjoy it over a period of time. Those in a hurry to take it all in would lose the beautiful experience that should be savored.

Savoring every bit of information about who Sariel was would be a pleasure.


Chapter
Ten



Each day after training, we would go back to the inn and have dinner. We’d asked Sariel to join us several times, but after the first week of training, she still hadn’t taken us up on it. While that was regrettable, I did enjoy our mealtime. Like we were sitting around the table at Tyra’s house, though without Klaard in the background making sure everything was perfect. We used the time to catch up on each other’s activities.

“I can’t get over how much my father knew that I never heard from any other smith,” Tyra said. “True, others may know some of it and have kept it secret themselves, but fuck me if even the first few pages of the first of the tomes don’t hold concepts I’m having trouble grasping. I’m going slow, being careful, and working through them, but it shows me how much I don’t know.”

I liked the way the goblin’s pretty orange eyes lit up as she gushed about the books. “You know a lot more than many smiths out there. You have to remember your father has something like thirty years of experience you don’t. I bet you know some things in those books already, and as you study and practice, you’ll learn all the others. By the time you’re done with those books, you’ll have discovered or invented new ways of doing things that would even have astonished your father.”

The goblin girl stared at me. Something in her eyes wouldn’t let me look away. As if I wanted to. Then she dropped her gaze to her hands.

“Thank you. Stuff like that is nice to hear.”

“It is the truth, Tyra,” Brin confirmed. “I know little of the smithing trade, but even I can see how truly talented you are. Recognize that you are exceptional while you at the same time understand there is always more to learn.”

Tyra nodded at Brin, giving her a wide smile. “So you know what I’m doing all day, playing around in the forge. You know what Gar and Tip and Rex are doing, playing around on the training field with that sexy elf. What have you two been up to, Brin and Qamara?”

I blinked at Tyra referring to Sariel as “that sexy elf.” It was true. The woman was spectacularly beautiful and alluring. Tyra was often flirty, but it still surprised me for some reason.

“I haven’t found any of my magic items yet, nor have I found an enchanted sword to use. I did locate some enchanted arrows that a certain taranji might be interested in…” She lifted her chin and made a show of facing Tip. “I will see if there are others available and we can purchase those with the best price and quality.”

The satyr bounced in his seat. He had the sword that allowed him to hurt umbrenix, but his arrows were still mundane, so they would be wasted trying to hit the shadows from a distance.

“Thank you, Brin. It would be great to be able to kill those assholes without getting close.”

“You are very welcome, Tiporian. It is a key missing component of our strategy.”

I looked over toward Qamara. “What about you? Anything interesting?”

“I accompany Brinawynn sometimes, merely to enjoy her presence and to browse the shops. I have been focusing my magic, trying to find information that will be advantageous to your various quests, especially the ones regarding Aeyr. I must admit, I am having trouble. It feels as if my power is stunted somehow, or being blocked by another’s magic. Though it may sound pretentious to say that a demigod is casting his personal attention to me, I sense the Hungerer may be doing something to keep information from me that might otherwise aid you all.”

I leaned toward her. “Really? That’s not good. Do you think he knows where you are? That he might try to hurt you?”

She shrugged. Every time she did that, I expected her wispy off-the-shoulder dress to fall down and spill her perfect breasts out into the open. It hadn’t happened yet, but the way her shoulders and the top of her chest shifted when she did that didn’t leave me too disappointed.

“I think he—or one or more minions—knows generally where I am located. It is the reason I cannot stay with you for long periods of time. I’ll not lead him to you.”

“And we disagree about that,” I said. “First, I don’t like you going off by yourself when you might be in danger. We all stick up for each other, don’t forget. Also, it might save me some trouble if they come looking for you and find us. Then we wouldn’t have to go hunting to find them.”

The prophetess laughed. The sound always lifted my spirits. “I’m sure it will only be umbrenix or other low underlings. None that will help you find his lieutenants. I understand your position, but for now, this is the way we must proceed.

“I managed to piece together some information that may aid me in my dilemma, though I am not completely certain. I have a name. A man in the city. I believe he can help with more information, but as is common with magic there are limitations. Gar, may I be so bold as to ask for your assistance?”

“Of course, Qamara. What can I do for you?”

“Go and talk to this man. My power tells me that if anyone else were to approach him, we would not obtain the information necessary. I know not what the information pertains to, or if it is worth the effort of securing, but it is the only thing I have come up with.”

“Huh. That’s weird. Sure, I can go talk to the guy, but it might be a few days. Is that okay with you?”

“It is. His name is Iridob Menson and he is in the southeastern part of the city, in the area where Falchion Street and Aesturith Avenue cross. Next to the potter’s shop, on the right.”

“Iridob? Really? That’s an actual guy’s name?” I shook my head. “I’ll figure out when I can go in the city without affecting my training too much and I’ll get it done. Tomorrow I’m going to make a quick trip to that tailor you and Brin told me about, even though I don’t think I need new clothes. I like these pants.”

I was still wearing my Dickies. It was kind of stupid, really. They were comfortable, but the main reason I wouldn’t change to clothing styles from this world was the long pocket on the side of the thigh that acted like a sheath for my siangham. I think it was made for a pen or knife or screwdriver, but it worked perfectly to hold my weapon.

“He is a skilled tailor,” Brin said. “He can make you pants that are just like what you wear, though of heavier material that will wear more slowly. We have plenty of gold. You should have a few changes of clothes.”

“Yeah, I’ll do it,” I grumbled. “I don’t see that it’s that big a deal. Besides, it means more stuff to carry as we travel. We don’t really have homes, you know?”

Brin patted my hand. “I know. You will be glad to have extra clothes if the only set you have gets ripped or damaged in another way. How have you found the city? You have taken walks over the last few days, exploring a little?”

“Just a bit. It’s weird. Not the city, though I guess that, too. Unlike where I’m from. People seem different, even than the ones I’ve seen in other cities or towns in this world. Like everyone is uptight and looking down on everyone else, always searching for a reason to treat someone as inferior.”

“Perhaps you should try walking around as a blue woman. Both things are the fuel you speak of, something to justify labeling me as inferior. I am accustomed to it. I have traveled widely. The elves have such attitudes, as do the alari, no offense to you Qamara. My concept of my own importance and worth is not dependent upon others’ viewpoints, however.”

“Sariel has hinted at something like that, too. So far, I find the entire attitude in this kingdom puzzling. I wonder what kind of reception I’ll find when I try to get accepted into the Brotherhood.”

“You will be fine. As a man, a human, handsome, and possessing a striking likeness to the great hero Kael, you may face a little aloofness, based primarily upon jealousy, but anything greater would surprise me.

“Well, that’s good, I guess. I think Sariel is going to take me to talk with the Brotherhood in a few days. I’ve been learning about their tenets and I’m supposed to take a test to prove my understanding of their rules of conduct, and to pay a fee, so I can sign up to do the trial for membership. I’ll find out more about how they treat me when I go do that.”

We chatted for a while longer, even touching on the subject of how it would be nice if we could get Sariel to join us for meals, and then headed off to our rooms. I held Brin’s hand until we got to her door, even though she hadn’t been using up her mana and didn’t need my contact to help refill it. I kissed her goodnight and she and Qamara—sharing a room still—went in and closed the door. Tip had already gone into his room, but I started when I turned toward mine and found Tyra standing there. I’d said goodnight to her a few moments before.

“Oh, hi.”

“Hi,” she said. “So, I was wondering if you have a few minutes to chat?”

“Of course. I always have time to talk with you. You wanna go back to the common room?”

“No. My room will work.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. It sounded like I might get lucky tonight.

She smacked my arm. “It’s not like that. I’m always open for…never mind. I just wanted to talk, really. There’s something I’ve been going over in my head.”

“Sure, no problem.”

We went into her room and sat down on the bed.

“So, I’ve been skimming through the tomes, looking ahead because I’m anxious to find out what’s there. I know I should probably continue to work through them slowly, in order, but I can’t help it. It’s like having a present wrapped up and waiting for you, sitting on a table right in front of you. How do you resist finding out what it is?”

I laughed at the goblin girl. “For someone so supremely beautiful and sexy, you can really be cute and adorable, you know?”

“Of course I’m adorable, though if you refer to me like that around strangers, I’ll kick your ass.”

“I don’t think there’s a problem with you leafing ahead in the books, as long as you’re mostly working through it as it’s written. I can only assume your father designed it that way, so that you have mastered the earlier techniques before heading into even more advanced ones.”

“Yeah, I know. But this one part I saw, I think it’s possible for me to learn how to make items—weapons—magical. Without the normal enchanting process. If it’s what I think it is, that means I could make weapons that can hurt or kill the umbrenix without having to get a mage involved.”

“That’s great. It’ll definitely be something that’s helpful. But take your time. It’s not a race. Work at whatever pace is comfortable and you’ll get there. Enjoy the process, the journey. Don’t worry so much about the ending.”

She chortled. “Sounds like something Master Ilias would say.”

“What can I tell you? I’m wise.” My smile slipped a little. “Tyra, you didn’t need to talk to me about that, not right now, and not with no one else around. I’m glad you asked me to chat, though, because I’ve been meaning to ask you: how are you doing? With everything. You’ve been through a lot lately and, you know, I worry sometimes that you’re trying to put on a brave face rather than to tell us⁠—”

The goblin girl interrupted me by slamming into me, hugging me tightly. She sniffled from where her face pressed against my chest.

“Oh, Tyra.” I stroked her hair and held her until she was ready to speak.

An hour and a half later, I kissed the sweetly snoozing green woman on the forehead, pulled her blankets up and snugged her in, and left her room. She’d poured her heart out, cried more than a little, and purged some of the demons hiding within her. As I’d suspected, she was displaying strength on the outside but was seething inside.

It sucked, and it brought back feelings I had likewise pushed down. Memories and emotions about Lucas’s death. Even as I consoled her, the pressure within me dissipated somewhat. I promised myself I would talk with Tyra more often, just the two of us. We could both use it. There was enough shit going on in the world that we didn’t have to carry around the baggage we so recently gained alone.

I smiled as I entered my room. We’d be fine. Eventually. Until then, we would cling to each other to prevent the other from drowning. It was only right, only natural. It made my heart lighter for the future.

As I fell into slumber, the thought occurred to me that perhaps Sariel was barely treading water as well. I needed to do something about that, and I would ask my friends to help me with it.


Chapter
Eleven



After telling Sariel about my promise to Qamara about the man she asked me to visit, our plans changed. Two days later, we took half the day off to take care of that task and to go sign up for my trial to gain membership to the Brotherhood.

I’d thought the elf and I had gotten past the awkward stage of strained conversation. I was comfortable talking to her, though I did avoid personal topics because I wasn’t sure how she’d react. But she had been more open since she told me her story.

That all changed when we left the familiar confines of her home and the school attached to it. We walked a scenic path through a park.

“So we’ll go to the office to sign up first, then we’ll go to talk to that man?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“They’re going to take my money, ask me some questions, and get me on the schedule officially. Is that all?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for taking me to do this. I wouldn’t know where to go or what to do without you.”

“You’re welcome.”

I glanced at her with a side eye. “It’s a nice day to be out and about.”

“Yes.”

I sighed, stopping and turning toward her. “Sariel?”

“Yes?”

“Is everything all right? You’re being pretty quiet, and when you do speak, it’s one or two words.”

“I’m fine.”

I laughed. A dozen different jokes popped into my head about when a woman tells you she’s “fine.” I almost wished Tip were there to share in the humor. He’d get it. I didn’t know if that was funny in this world. The satyr, though, wanted to train more and then go take a nap in the room at the inn, so he didn’t accept my invitation to join us.

“Why are you laughing?” she asked. Well, that was more than two words. Progress.

I took her hand without thinking and pulled her over to a bench nearby. That is, I tried to pull her. She refused to move. I think the only reason she didn’t draw her sword with her other hand and take mine off was because we’d gotten at least a little closer to friends than mere acquaintances in the last week or two. Still, she glared at my hand, her own limp like a dead fish.

I released her instantly and felt my cheeks warm.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to…it wasn’t an assault or anything. I was trying to get you to…ah, hell, will you come over here and sit with me on the bench for a minute?”

She trudged stiffly over and sat down. The look on her face threatened to make me laugh again. It was classic “Okay, I’m sitting on the damn bench. What now?” I half expected her to put her arms up to the sides, palm facing up. Maybe they didn’t do that here.

“What’s going on, Sariel? We’ve been having such pleasant conversations lately. Something bothering you?”

She looked at her hand. “Why do you and Brin walk around with your hands clasped?”

I blinked at her. I didn’t expect that. “Do people not hold hands in this world?”

“For what purpose? I have seen parents holding their child’s hand so they will not get into trouble or get lost and of course, some will lend their hand to help someone who is weak or infirm.”

“Let me explain it this way. In my world, holding hands can be a sign of affection. Depending on where it is in the world, it could mean romantic feelings or could even be friendship.”

“It is a sign of the affection between you and Brin?”

“Partly. I do like to hold her hand. It makes me feel closer to her. But there’s another reason, why we started doing that to begin with. I have explained to you that because of my lack of magic that my body accumulates some of it, unused. When I hold Brin’s hand, she absorbs some of that magic, so we hold hands a lot, especially after she has used a lot of it so that she can regain her power. Accumulate more mana.”

“The contact from your hands allows you to help her gain more magical power?”

“Yes.” I watched her face, the way things seemed to move around in her eyes, and behind them. She was so damn smart. I knew what she was going to say before she opened her mouth again.

“If holding her hand gives her magic, then what if you are even closer? What if you embrace, or…”

My mouth broke into a wide grin, though my mind didn’t think that was the best idea. “Yeah, you’re right. Closer contact can give her more magic.”

She moved her mouth, like she was chewing on something. She looked at her hands and then her eyes flicked briefly to mine.

“There’s no harm in it,” I said. “In some parts of my world, men hold hands with each other, and in even more places, women do so with women. It’s a show of friendship and closeness. It doesn’t have to be romantic.” I put my hand out to her. She stared at it for a moment, then tentatively put hers on top of my upraised palm. I closed my fingers gently over hers. “Kind of like a handshake, but for close friends. Just to be clear, though, when I grabbed your hand a moment ago, it was to bring you to this bench, nothing else.”

She moved her fingers a little, wiggling and clenching them softly. At least it wasn’t the dead fish feeling. After about a minute, she pulled her hand away.

I chuckled. “See, no harm.”

“Thank you. For explaining. I was curious. I am unaccustomed to talking about such things. Physical contact between people, other than combat, makes me uncomfortable. I admit, though, that your interactions with Brin and Tyra intrigue me; thus my question.”

I took the hand she’d just taken back and gave it a squeeze, then let it go. “You can always ask me about anything, Sariel. Don’t be embarrassed or think you’ll be prying. It’s my pleasure to share any of my information with you. I’m curious about you and I’ve been asking you things, so it’s only fair. In my world, that’s what friends do. What I wanted to sit here for, though, was to ask you why you’re being so terse with me. Is everything all right?”

“It is awkward. I, too, feel that we have formed a connection since we have been training, within the confines of the training yard. Things are more confusing outside that area, though. I’m sorry and meant no insult. I have explained my lack of social graces.”

“No worries, and no offense taken. I’m just making sure I didn’t do anything to irritate you or upset you. I get it, not being used to interacting with other people. There’s no need to feel uncomfortable, though. I’m the same person here as on the training yard. We can be silent, if that’s what you want.”

We got up to continue our walk. Conversation was a little more comfortable after that, though the elf was still mostly quiet.

“These are the dueling grounds,” she said when we got to our destination. “The office is over here.”

She led me around what looked an awful lot like a rodeo arena. The large space, mostly loose dirt and sand, had smaller circular areas within marked out with posts and flags. Multi-layered seating, basically primitive bleachers, ringed more than half of the zone, with a large box area that was either for VIPs or the duel officials. A six-foot-high rail fence enclosed the entire area.

The headquarters consisted of a squat, rectangular building of rough timber that reminded me of construction contractor trailers, though bigger. We entered to find a man in strikingly stereotypical medieval lord clothes. Soft material of garish colors, crossed with straps that seemed to serve no purpose, covered the man from wrist to ankle. A sword—a fencing rapier, by the look of it—sat on the table in front of him, the sword belt wrapped around its scabbard.

He set his pen down and covered what he’d been writing as we came through the door, then shook back his long brown hair and sniffed at us in disdain.

I hated him on sight.

The dude made a show of looking me over, from my worn Doc Martin work boots, up my Dickies and the shirt I’d bought in this world, to my face and hair.

“Yes?” he said. What kind of fucking greeting was that?

“My friend is here to enter the list for Trial of Inclusion.”

The man’s lips pursed like he’d sucked on a lemon. “He is, is he?”

“Yes, he is.”

“There is a three-gold fee.”

He said it like that would end the conversation right there. My eyes flicked to his sword, a motion he did not miss. His chest puffed up and his chin raised.

Sariel continued. “We’re aware. He is also ready to be tested on his knowledge of the tenets.”

“Oh, very well. Hand me the gold and we’ll see how ready he is.” He pulled a book out, opened it, and slid it around so it was facing me. “Make your mark there and I will fill in your name.”

I closed my eyes for a second, gathering my patience. “I’ll write my own name. You would probably misspell it anyway.”

He gasped. Like a drama queen. He even put his hand to his chest. “Was that an insult? Have you a difficult name?”

“No. Not for anyone with intelligence. I’ll write it for you.” I printed my name, then signed next to it. Several other entries, I noted, had Xs next to names that were written by the same hand.

For fuck’s sake.

It was excruciating dealing with the man, who asked about every single thing in the tenets. I know because I had memorized the entire book of them. The book he held up so I could only see the cover as he flipped from page to page. His frustration grew as I answered all his questions, word-for-word from the book.

Sariel had impressed upon me the importance of answering correctly, so I’d run through the tenets in my mind during workouts and brought the book to the room with me at night to go over and over them until I had memorized them all. And there were a lot of them. I wondered if there was anyone who followed them all, or even knew them all.

“Fine,” the puffed up noble finally said as I repeated the last page of the book verbatim. “You are approved to proceed to the trial two weeks hence.” I noticed he didn’t say he approved me, but that I was approved. He wrote his initials next to my name in the book, closed it, and picked his pen up again.

At the obvious dismissal, I turned to leave. Sariel didn’t.

“What is your name?” she asked him.

“What is your name?”

“Sariel Snowblossom, Bladebrother of the Brotherhood.”

He sat up straighter. I wasn’t sure if it was the name or her level in the Brotherhood, but for the first time, he showed some semblance of propriety.

“I am Favian Altuvia.”

He said it expectantly, like we were supposed to know who he was. Sariel turned on her heel and walked past me, out the door. I glanced back at the man. He looked a little pale. I gave him a wave and followed Sariel out.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“Other than that man’s atrocious manners, yes. Everything is fine.”

I laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I didn’t expect to get any respect from these guys. Even after I win the trial and get accepted, I figured I’d be treated as an outsider. I am, anyway. I’m from another world. Don’t let it bother you. It doesn’t bother me. I don’t need their approval. Well, actually, I do need their approval to join them, but I don’t need them to like or respect me. Their opinions aren’t worth anything, anyway.”

“Master Galen used those same words on many occasions. He told me I cared too much about others’ opinions and that I should be sufficient and at peace within my own self. You are right, of course. Both of you. Still, it rankles. There is no reason to treat someone like that. As if you were beneath him.”

“No worries. We did what we came here to do, dealt with Lord Asshole, Favian Altuvia, so we’re done with that for now.” When I said his name, I imitated and exaggerated his snobbish tone, which brought a smile to Sariel’s face. I’d call it a win.

“Very well. As you say, that task is complete. Now to see about the mysterious man you need to converse with.”


Chapter
Twelve



We found the place with no trouble, next to the potter’s shop as Qamara had told us.

A tall, lanky, unhealthily thin man answered the door when I knocked.

“May I help you?” he said. His speech was breathy, as if he’d just run from across the city to answer the door and he was trying to get enough air in his lungs.

“Are you Iridob Menson?”

“I am, but most call me Dob.”

“Hi, Dob. My name is Gar. One of my friends sent me to talk to you.”

“Do you know you look like Kael the Blur?”

“I do, thank you. So my friend, she’s got a talent for visions and she gave me your name and asked me to come see you. Her name is Qamara Enorana. Do you know her?”

“Nope.”

I scratched my head. “Tyra Tyswix, Tiporian Zethroban, Sariel Snowblossom?”

“Hmmm. That last one sounds familiar.” He rocked on his heels. Then he noticed Sariel standing behind me. “Ah, yes. Of course. There she is, right there. I heard about her the other day, something about Master Galen.”

“Yes, he was the swordmaster who trained her. Is there anything else you know, though? What about the name Aeyr?”

“Can’t recall ever hearing that name.”

“Umbrenix?”

“Is that a cheese?”

“Uh, Arinthalas, Dargen, Eluthien? Any of those names mean anything to you?”

“Not a one.”

“Well, shit,” I mumbled.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing. Do you live here?”

“I do, done so for more’n twenty years. That’s my shop next door. I’m the potter.”

I traded looks with Sariel, hoping she had something that could help. She shook her head.

“I’m sorry to waste your time, Dob. I guess we’ll⁠—”

A subtle difference in the lighting brought my head around to look toward the sun, on the other side of a nearby building. I blinked. One of the shadows looked to be moving. I shuffled several feet away to get a better angle, my eyes still fixed on the blotch of darkness. From that perspective I could see better.

Not an umbrenix. It was a person, dressed in dark clothing. A person I recognized.

I rolled to the side as the dark-clad woman landed where I’d just been, her daggers in hand. Sariel’s sword hissed out of its scabbard behind me.

Those ears, the dark hair and tail, the weapons in her hand. They were familiar. The cat woman who’d attacked us in Forgehaven. I’d wondered what had become of her.

Apparently, she’d been following us.

I leaped at her, snatching the siangham from my pocket as I moved. I focused on it and willed it to grow longer, even as I swung my arm around to slash at the catgirl with it. It gained an inch. It was better than nothing, but I definitely needed some work with manipulating my weapons.

The woman moved like the wind, evading my strike and twisting her body in a way that looked just plain painful. Both of the knives she held came at me. From different angles. At different speeds. With different reach.

I recognized those blades as well, and not just because she tried to kill me with them before. They were ring daggers, with their distinctive rings at the end of the hilt rather than a pommel, and I’d seen them used in some kung fu movies.

Yeah, yeah, I know that a lot of people don’t consider the low budget Kung Fu Theater movies to be accurate depictions of true martial arts, with their wire work and supernatural stunts. To those people, I say, “Fuck off.” I’m not saying what I saw was a documentary or anything. All I’m saying is that I’d seen ring daggers before.

The advantage of the weapons over your garden-variety knife is that because of the ring at the end, they can be used in such a way that increases their reach. Such as when the wielder holds the weapon by the ring, as one of the cat’s hands was doing now. With a finger through the ring, a fighter can whip them around, attacking with a chopping motion that increases the inertia of the strike. Meaning that even with only a dagger, the wielder could cut off several fingers at a time and, for a particularly adept user, take a hand off at the wrist. All that and the weapons were compact and easily hid. More so than a sword, anyway.

So, yeah, the coordination of the two attacks impressed the hell out of me, but it also scared me. I wasn’t trying to lose a hand, or even a finger.

I was able to bring my arm back and block one of the daggers with my siangham, in its typical place, braced along my forearm. As for the other dagger, I tried to move fast enough to evade it, but in the fraction of a second left before it struck me, I could tell I wasn’t going to be able to do it.

Clang!

The dagger being whipped at me struck Sariel’s sword, which she had expertly positioned to knock the smaller weapon aside. I silently thanked the swordswoman that she didn’t attack rather than defend me. I backstepped rapidly to gain some space so I could reset and change my weapons. I did not want to fight the catgirl with one short weapon. Not until I’d had a chance to analyze her fighting style better.

The attacker didn’t seem fazed by Sariel’s interference at all. She merely spun, slashing out with both her daggers, and engaged the white-haired elf directly. I rammed my siangham into its place and pulled out my triple stick, unfolding it with the motion of drawing it and catching the other end.

Dob stood in his doorway, mouth open and eyes wide. The thin man seemed to be rooted in place. He’d be okay as long as he didn’t move.

He moved.

“Fatima’s fortune. What are you people doing?” He took off running, the door to his house still standing open. He screeched as he ran. Something about maniacs trying to kill him. At least he’d gotten away.

I rushed back in to join the fun.

I’d trained enough with Sariel that I was comfortable with the way she moved. She was all fluid motion and, if I’d had a moment, I would have stood there and watched the beautiful display of strength, grace, and stamina. But I didn’t have time for that, so instead I analyzed the timing of the fight and jumped in to swing my weapon at the cat as she evaded one of Sariel’s slashes.

Even with both myself and Sariel lashing out at the catgirl, she still somehow evaded our strikes. True, I was not going all out to get her, nor was Sariel, simply because in close quarters, with a sword and a flexible weapon like a three-sectional staff, we had to be careful not to hit each other, while the cat could lash out at both of us.

Still, for her to evade like that, she was insanely skilled. It was starting to piss me off. I contemplated swapping out for the siangham again as the dark-haired woman sliced at Sariel, while parrying her sword, and at the same time launched a lightning-fast back spin kick at my face.

My weapon was still low, after having just blocked one of her knives coming upward at my crotch. Her foot came precisely above my guard and would have probably broken my jaw had I not reacted in time. With nothing else I could do, I raised my shoulder like I was a shrugging Quasimodo and her heel slammed into—and bounced off—the muscle. It hurt like hell, but much better on the shoulder than on my face.

The relief of evading the blow lasted exactly half a second. That was how long it took a long, unexpectedly solid tail to whip around with her momentum to nail me in the cheek.

Seriously, it felt like a heavyweight with a tiny hand had punched me with a hook. It staggered me for a moment, and if Sariel hadn’t been there to take the cat’s attention, I’m sure the catgirl could have finished me. How embarrassing would that be, to be killed because of a fucking tail?

I shook my head, moved my jaw around, and blinked repeatedly, finally focusing my eyes. Damn. It had been a long time since someone had clocked me like that. Growling, I dropped my three-sectional staff to the ground, drew out my siangham again, and closed the distance to the fighting women.

I angled myself to attack the cat’s side and back as she and Sariel traded strikes and defensive moves. They moved so fast that the sound was almost continuous ringing and clanging as their weapons slid off each other’s and fought for dominance. That damn tail came into play again and I slashed at it, but somehow, even though she wasn’t looking, the catgirl got it out of the way.

She was not shy about using her feet, but she was so precise with her kicks, I couldn’t even get a good thrust in to puncture her calf with my weapon. She literally used the sole of her boot to kick the point aside once. While she was still fighting Sariel.

I wondered how I’d fare against her without Sariel’s help, where I could fight at my best without having to worry about harming an ally. I tossed the thought out. There was no time for useless pondering.

A long ringing, sliding sound caught my attention and I caught the cat checking Sariel’s blade while moving up the length of it to get the elf with her other dagger. I lunged in with a straight thrust toward her belly and, at the last minute, she aborted what she was doing to Sariel to dodge my strike, spinning around the elf’s other side.

The white-haired swordswoman wasn’t done, her newly freed blade turning in an impossibly tight arc to come back at the cat. Dual clangs sounded as the mysterious attacker batted the sword away.

“Over here, over here!” a voice sounded from around a corner.

I turned my head for a second to see what the commotion was and like magic, the catgirl was gone. I kept my guard up, checked the shadows of the buildings, and found no trace of the dark woman. She’d disappeared completely.

Dob ran up, panting in earnest now, two of the city guard with him.

“It was…she was…right here,” the potter told the guards.

“What is the disturbance here?” the larger of the two guards asked. They were both in leather armor with some strategically sewn in metal plates to cover vulnerable areas.

I traded looks with Sariel. “No problems here. My friend here was showing me some sword techniques. She’s a member of the Brotherhood.” I picked up my three-sectional staff from the road. “We may have gotten a little carried away and scared poor Dob here.” I glanced at the man, pleading with my eyes to go along with my story.

He didn’t say a word to support it. But he didn’t say a word against it, either.

As I’d hoped, bringing the Brotherhood into it helped. The guards glared at both me and Sariel; the larger one finally spoke.

“Keep your practicing and demonstrations to the training yard, not the streets. Don’t waste my time when there may be actual crimes being committed. Don’t let me see you causing problems again.”

“I won’t,” I told him. “Thank you. Uh, have a nice day.”

The two went back the way they had come from, mumbling about getting no respect.

“Thanks, Dob.”

“Is everything all right?” the potter asked. “I thought that woman was truly attacking you.”

“She was, but I guess she didn’t want to talk to the guards. You bringing them here made her run away. You should probably go back inside. I don’t think she’ll come and get you for it, but better to not be out here right now. Thank you for your help and sorry again for wasting your time. And for bringing danger to your door. It’s obvious she was here for us.”

Sariel and I left after Dob went back into his house. Both of us scrutinized even the smallest of shadows as we headed back toward my inn.

After explaining what happened to Qamara in a private dining room in the inn, her hand flew to her gaping mouth.

“Garfield, I am so sorry. I had no idea⁠—”

“It’s fine, Qamara. I think maybe that was the reason for the vision, to have me where that catgirl could attack us.”

“Why?” Tyra asked. “Why would she get a vision that ended up being an ambush?”

“I’ve been thinking about that.” I took a drink from my cup, pausing to figure out the best way to say what I was about to tell them. “I have two theories. Maybe they’re both true.

“First, let me ask you something, Qamara. Is it possible for someone to affect your abilities? Is there magic that can make you see certain things so that it looks like a real vision but it’s actually something they fabricated?”

The prophetess’s mouth twisted in disgust. “I have never encountered such a thing, though I admit that with powerful enough magic, few things are truly impossible. If one had strong enough magic and specific skills or abilities, such a thing might be done.”

“Abilities like someone’s particular magical gift they were born with?”

“Yes, but I know of no such talents. Granted, most people do not speak freely of their magical gifts, so my ignorance of such means little.”

“Okay. Well, that’s one theory, that Aeyr, or someone he has secured, might have fed you information that led to this situation. It’s shaky at best because if I were to give someone false information to lead them into a trap, I certainly wouldn’t leave it in the hands of one person, no matter how well they fight. I would have my enemy go to a place where an army would surround them and annihilate them.”

“All of these are valid arguments,” Brin said. “What of your second theory?”

“This.” I used one of Tip’s pens and a sheet of paper and drew out a design. I was no artist, but it was a rough approximation of what I’d seen. A knife with the blade pointing up, but the handle morphed into an abnormally large shape that looked like a stylized spade. Like the type on a playing card. It pointed downward and from the crossguard part of the knife down, dripping liquid coated the shape. “The liquid dripping down is green,” I said, since I drew only the outline.

“Is that…?” Qamara said, trailing off as she studied the sketch.

“The spade and blade with dripping poison you warned me of the first time I met you? Yeah, I think it is.”

Brin inspected the shape as well. “Gar, where did you see this symbol?”

“I saw it twice, in the same place. It’s tattooed on the shoulder of the cat assassin who has attacked us twice now. Attacked me.”


Chapter
Thirteen



The ramifications of the tattoo on the assassin were not lost on me. Nor Qamara.

“Sariel,” I said, “I talked about how Qamara told me my fortune when I first met her. This is part of that. To bring you up to date, here’s what she told me. Apparently it’s been magically burned into my mind because I can recite it word for word, even after all this time. It goes like this:

At the beginning, a companion will you find, one who knows what should not be known. This one will be necessary for you to succeed. Cleave to the one.

The parts are stronger together than ever they could be individually. Unite.

Dark things will haunt you and trace your steps. You shall not be free until the very source is destroyed.

A bright light will save your life after you have prevented it from going out.

Be wary of the symbol of the poison knife and spade. See beyond what your eyes tell you.

A shining warrior will aid you in your time of need as you must return aid.

Under the sign of the pike, the secret key may be found.

Strength of mind, strength of arm, and power to create will keep you from failing in your task.

There are secrets hidden where one would not think to investigate. Do not overlook the depths or the bowels, for within the roots, that which is desired may at last be found.

You will gain succor in the most unlikely places. Be vigilant, and accept aid where it is given in sincerity.

One from past ages grows in power and must be stopped or all will be forfeit.

When all seems lost, put your faith in knowledge.

As the very world rebels, search out the one who searches and protect them from the searcher, to discover the prize for which you search.

Do not discount the little things in the world, for in them may lie the secret of your victory.

“So, the knife and the poison spade. I’m not sure what it means to see more than my eyes tell me, but she did disappear right in front of me, so that may have something to do with it.”

After explaining the little prophetic hints the Alari woman had given me when I was brand new in this world, the others readily understood the importance. There was nothing we could do about it for the moment, so we shelved the whole thing.

Still, my mind worked on it in the background as we continued to go about our business from day to day, chewing on it, examining it, paying attention to anything that might help me understand the significance of the woman, the symbol, and Qamara’s visions.

It was certainly possible that her visions were true and that I needed to interact with the catgirl again. But why? To kill her? To get information from her? Maybe to be killed by her? There was too much we didn’t know, and I had a duel to prepare for.

Time passed quickly with training each day. Tip’s skills improved, both with the sword and the bow. He worked with Rex to train the furcan to carry out simple tasks and strategies. I joked with the satyr that they were plays and he was the coach. Or quarterback. He chuckled at that, but I made sure to tell him how impressed I was, both with his growth and that of the scaly creature that was part mascot, part family member.

The day before the duel came and we’d trained as much as we could, carrying on light sparring to keep my muscles loose in preparation for the next day. I sat in a picnic-type area of the school, all my friends around me. Tip and I discussed his training, and mine.

“I’m nervous about using Rex too much in fights,” the taranji said. “He’s just a little guy. A little lizard. I mean, I’m small, but he’s less than half my size. A lot of what I’ve been working with him on has been distraction moves. He seems to like the attack sequences better, but I don’t know. I don’t want him to get hurt.”

I looked over at the lizard. He’d grown on me and I didn’t like to think about him being injured either. At the moment, he was pecking at a rock, but whether to try to eat the thing or to get at something under it, I didn’t know. “Practice with him, train up his skills and ability to coordinate with the rest of us, and break him in slowly. He’s been a big help during some of the fights we’ve been in. Eventually, he’ll settle into his own place. Unfortunately, things are dangerous for all of us. I don’t think we can keep him completely safe. No more than we can keep each other completely out of danger.”

“Yeah.” He tapped his finger on a small table next to his chair. His eyes found my sword, resting on another table. “You should have gotten a katana.”

“Right?” I snorted and put a fist up. He bumped it with his. “I would have if I had found one like that. The blade on this one is similar. The slight curve is about the same, single-edged with a minimal handguard and a longish hilt. Sariel taught me some movements that seem like they’re part kenjutsu and part HEMA.”

Sariel’s brows drew down “Kenjutsu? HEMA?”

“Names from my world,” I said. “There were warriors called samurai in my world and they were famous for their skill with swords. The art of using those swords is called kenjutsu. HEMA is historical European martial arts. It’s a classification that a lot of different weapons styles are lumped into. I would say that someone from my world would categorize all the different sword styles the Brotherhood encompasses, along with other weapons like axes, polearms, flails, and more, as HEMA.

“Hundreds of years ago in my world, it was like it is here now. Without the magic. There were even duels and contests of the warlike arts. You would have been very comfortable back then. You’d probably be a world champion or something with how badass you are.”

Sariel smiled at that. I’d explained badassery to her before. She was well familiar with the term.

“Speaking of tournaments, I would speak with you about the Brotherhood and the dueling circuit. After you defeat your opponent tomorrow, you will be able to initiate the process that will allow me to set foot on the road to justice for my master.

“All duels carried out within the Brotherhood use sharp weapons, as you know. At even the lowest levels, there are injuries or death. Talented healers are on hand to mitigate wounds, but no healer can undo one’s head being removed from one’s neck.”

“People have their heads chopped off?” Tip asked, his eyes as big around as I’d ever seen them. “In duels?”

“On occasion. Removing the head of a skilled opponent is no small task. More likely is a throat cut out, a heart run through, or a blade through the eye and into the brain. According to the tenets, duels are meant to be civilized contests to demonstrate skill, and opponents are to be respected. Reading the tenets would incite one to believe that they are polite competitions, full of respect and courteous action.

“They are not.

“The officials do attempt to curb outright heinous activity, which is why I cautioned Gar not to use unorthodox techniques, whether it be weaponless combat or using unfamiliar weapons. It is the reason we have trained with the sword. Often the judges will rule against that which is not familiar. Yet dirty tactics prevail and often go unchallenged. I remind you of my master’s duel.

“The difference in the deaths is that at lower levels, many of the deaths are not purposely done. Yes, the combatants try to defeat their opponent, but lacking skill, one fighter might strike a critical spot while attempting to hit another area. In the upper levels, however, the deaths are more intentional. As long as no actions are taken that would be ruled as foul play, there is no penalty for causing your opponent’s death.”

I raised a hand to get Sariel’s attention. “That includes these beginner matches to get into the Brotherhood?”

“Especially those. Many novices are jealous of their new privilege of being within the Brotherhood and dislike seeing new members join. Both to prevent that and to show their own worth, they tend to be some of the most violent and uncontrolled of the duels. We don’t know your opponent yet, but be wary. He will most likely want to prove how capable he is by defeating you in a most gruesome manner.”

“He?” Brin said. Tyra nodded. I laughed inwardly. I knew what Sariel was going to say because we’d talked about it before, but despite her knowledge of the Brotherhood, Brin took a little offense at the masculine pronoun. Here we go…

“Yes. It is possible Gar will fight a woman, but not probable. There are few women in the Brotherhood. I am not familiar with any who have entered within the last several years. I can say with near certainty that Gar will fight a man.”

Brin’s frown lessened a little but didn’t go away. Sariel smoothly continued.

“Moving on, the duel is simple enough. You must kill or incapacitate your opponent so they could not reasonably survive were it actual battle, or the other duelist must submit in defeat. In practice, incapacitating involves damaging the sword arm severely, disarming the opponent, or rendering them unconscious. There are challenges to rulings that a combatant was incapacitated sometimes, but they are not common. The duelists are supposed to stay within the dueling area. They will be warned if they leave and after multiple infractions, the officials may disqualify the duelist. The same with unorthodox methods or cheating. Disqualification.

“Once inducted into the Brotherhood, it is a simple matter to put another member forward for the duel circuit for rank elevation. Once you have nominated me, the Minister of the Duel will add me to the schedule.

“The circuit for the duels to become a Swordmaster consists of seven contests, held at the different key cities. The final duel is always held at Justice, the capital city of the kingdom, where the royal family itself will be in attendance. Duel order varies according to how the minister can fit them in. The first duel will always be in the city where the duelist registers.

“Considering the location of this city, I am certain I know the order of the cities we will visit, though I won’t know my opponents until they are announced. One defeat ends the duelist’s run, even should he or she survive. They can try again, but for the current circuit, they will be done.”

I laughed and Sariel looked at me like I’d spit in her living room. “Sorry. But Justice? Really? The capital city is actually named Justice?”

“It is. Equity, Fortitude, Temperance, Prudence, Generosity, Prowess, and Justice. These are the seven key cities, the ones we will travel to in order to complete the dueling circuit.”

I chuckled and the sound was duplicated from beside me. I glanced over at Tip and we both broke out laughing. The dude was like Lucas in the way that he could feed my silly mood and make me laugh inappropriately. Like the one time—once only—my mother took both of us to church when we were kids.

Sariel wasn’t as amused. Not only did her mouth tighten into a thin line, but she crossed her arms under her breasts.

“Sorry,” I said again, purposely not looking at Tip.

The elf huffed. “The first duel will be here. After I am victorious, we will move to the next city, which I’m assuming will be Fortitude. Being the southernmost city, we will likely not need to crisscross the kingdom as some would. It will still involve some time and effort to travel.”

“That’s fine,” I told her. “We’ll do what we need to do in order for you to fulfill your goal. I can use the time to train more with the sword.”

“Then we are clear on the path. Prepared for the commencement in the morning.”

“We are. One little duel, then putting your name up there and we’ll be on our way. Here’s to quick and significant victories for us both.” I held up my cup and tapped it with the others offered to me.

“Now you just need to beat the arrogant asshole they put in front of you tomorrow,” Tip said.

The next day, I started to believe Tip was developing prophetic gifts.


Chapter
Fourteen



“Our next duel for entrance into the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword will be a contest between Garfield Hailey and Favian Altuvia.”

I stopped checking my sword for nicks or damage and stared out over the dueling arena. At the other end, where a group of the Brotherhood members who might be called up for a duel chatted and joked, was my opponent. The same dude who signed me up for the duel. The rude, arrogant little asshole who hadn’t shown a shred of respect until Sariel identified herself and her rank in the Brotherhood.

My mouth turned up in a wicked grin. “Don’t start no shit, won’t be no shit.”

Tip laughed and put a fist up. I bumped it with mine.

We’d been in the same area for several hours, watching some of the earlier sword wielders trying to gain entrance into the Brotherhood. I wasn’t impressed. One of the six newcomers we saw actually won his duel. As Sariel had said, all the duelists I’d seen on both sides were men. I use that term loosely.

Case in point, the bastard I was to fight. I had no respect for him at all. He might be able to fight, though watching how he moved, I didn’t think so. Not only did he not engender any respect by his actions, the dude was young, possibly younger than twenty. I could only hope his attitude would improve with age. Possibly with hardship. Like getting his ass kicked by some unknown newb trying to get into the Brotherhood.

It wasn’t like there was any shortage of attitude. There were a few women in the stands, but most everyone was male, and testosterone was flowing. Seriously, I expected some guys to be carrying around kegs and others wearing medieval helmets with makeshift straws going to cups of ale tied to the side.

Even the one challenger who won his duel already had a chip on his shoulder. He taunted his opponent—before and after the bout—to the delight of Favian and his cronies.

“Ugh.” I really hated all the bullshit. The trash-talking, the swagger. All of it. I could only hope that when we got around to Sariel’s duels, the higher skill level and experience of the duelists tempered the attitudes somewhat.

“You see the less alluring side of the Brotherhood now,” Sariel said.

“Oh, I believed you when you told us about it. I’ve seen it before, on my world. The pure arrogance makes me sick. That group of clowns over there, they’re just a bunch of kids acting and talking big. Have any of them ever seen real action? Not sparring or duels, but actual combat where the goal is to kill your foe?”

“That is how they treat the duels. Do not become complacent. Favian Altuvia will kill you if he can. Not only because of your presence taking attention away from him, but because he is insecure about his own worth. Be wary.”

“I will. I never treat a weapon as harmless, even if it’s in the hands of a child. I’ll be fine, though. Do you know anything about this guy?”

“I found some small bits of information after his rudeness when you signed up. He is the son of a minor noble house. All the males in his family are either now, or have been, members of the Brotherhood. There are no great heroes in their house and they are not wealthy enough to be treated as they would like. He is an avid student of the way of the sword and has been training since he was very young. His preference is an arming sword and a round shield, though he carries around and wears a dueling rapier. It belonged to his grandfather, but he does not use it well.

“He has won several duels since attaining membership, though his own entrance duel was a farce. I saw it and they paired him with most assuredly the least skilled member of the Brotherhood, who was also rather drunk at the time of the duel. Family politics at play, I assume.”

“Anything about how he treats people? Was it just me or is he an asshole to everyone?”

“He is as he was to us that day, according to my inquiries. I hadn’t known he would be your opponent. I wonder if it is mere coincidence.”

I watched the young man, continuing with his jokes. He even pointed toward me a couple of times. I wouldn’t put it past him to have manipulated things to fight me.

“He may have made it so he fought me,” I said. “Which only shows how truly stupid he is.”

I swung my arms around, rolled my shoulders and bounced on my toes to warm up my muscles. It caused more outbursts of laughter from the peanut gallery, but I paid it no attention.

“Kill him or humiliate him?” I whispered to myself.

“What was that?” Sariel asked.

“Oh, nothing. Just thinking aloud.”

The man announcing the matches called us to the dueling ring. I brought my sword in the scabbard while Favian bore his naked blade and his shield. Another man, the judge for the match, assumedly, glanced down at my weapon, but said nothing to me about it.

“You will be announced,” the judge said, “and then directed to face each other. At that time, I will give the command to fight. You should know what you’re about and the rules of the contest. Any questions?”

Favian smirked at me as I stared into his eyes emotionlessly. He swiped a lock of hair from his eyes and forced a chuckle that broke to pieces as we were directed to go to the edges of the ring.

I ran my eyes over the man, taking my first good look at him from close up with his dueling gear equipped. He wore light plate from shoulder to feet, a red cloak draped over his armor and billowing out behind him in the slight breeze. All I could think of was how damn hot it must be in all that metal. It wasn’t a particularly warm day, but neither was it cool.

His shield was pretty, round metal with elaborate engravings and a relief of beaten copper in the center of what looked like a stylized lion surrounded by flames. No dents or chips marred its surface. Not even a single scratch. Did this guy use a brand-new shield every time he fought, or was he so inept at its use that he never blocked a strike? I snorted at that, something he noticed as he attempted to glare at me.

His arming sword wasn’t anything special. The blade was wider than my sword, not quite as long, and beefier, with a larger handguard than the one I held. The hilt was covered in contoured leather and he held it too tightly, sacrificing flexibility and speed. His damn arm was going to cramp up after wielding it like that for more than a few minutes.

I looked into his dark eyes, into which another clump of brown hair fell, and gave him a smile that stopped him mid-breath. Yeah, the little fucker was rethinking his plan to fight me now. His friends were still laughing on the sideline, but I watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. He should have worn a helmet. What kind of moron wore full armor but didn’t protect the head?

My clothing didn’t promise the spectators anything exciting. To them, I was just another peasant who couldn’t afford armor. All the other fighters trying to gain admission had worn some type of protection, even if worn and cracked leather. I wore one of my new pairs of pants—not needing the pocket with my siangham—a simple tunic, and my same old comfortable boots I always wore. I’d rather be able to move unrestricted than to clomp around with stuff strapped to me.

Favian swung his sword, performing a few simple slashes. He coordinated them well with his shield and his form wasn’t bad. But he was stiff. Many beginning fighters learned techniques and tried hard to perfect them, which led to stilted motions. Later, they learned to be more fluid. It was apparent the man hadn’t reached that point yet.

A question still bounced around in my mind, but it had changed. No longer was it to kill or not to kill. He was a stupid kid, though he wasn’t much younger than me in years. I wasn’t going to kill him, regardless of how fucking irritating he was. Humiliation, then. But how? Beat on him and torture him over several minutes or take him out cleanly and embarrassingly quickly before he could blink? Which one would have the most impact?

As the judge gave us the command, I made my decision.

Favian Altuvia clanked toward me in about as close to a shuffling run as he could accomplish in that armor. I walked calmly toward him, my left hand around my scabbard, not the hilt of my sword.

His steps broke their rhythm and his face filled with confusion. I had to restrain myself from laughing.

We met much closer to where I started than where he did. As he swept in, he struck downward with his sword to cleave my head. Some in the stands gasped.

I dodged to my left, completely invalidating the shield he held up both to block an attack from me and to try to slam into me if his sword missed. The sword cut through the air, hissing within inches of my body.

I caught the wrist of his sword arm, twisted it and yanked it upward so powerfully, his shoulder made a popping sound before he let loose with a little scream. The sword fell from his grip and I rotated and slammed my scabbard into his face, breaking the skin along the forehead and his right cheek.

He dropped to the ground like his legs had turned to cooked noodles.

I glanced over at Sariel, who had a hand over her face as she shook her head. I thought I heard a faint, “No. No, no, no” coming from her. I shrugged apologetically in her direction.

Favian squirmed on the ground, trying to get to his feet while the judge came toward me.

“What in the seven levels of the fucking abyss was that?” he screamed at me.

I gave him the same shrug I had pointed toward Sariel. “It looks like he tripped. Lost his weapon. And fell down. And hit his face on the ground. I’m just glad I wasn’t in the way when his sword flew out of his hand like that. Someone could get hurt.”

The man put his face an inch from mine, allowing me to enjoy the oh-so-pleasant scent of meat pie, ale, and halitosis.

“You keep playing around and I’ll disqualify you. Fight the duel. Kill him if you want to, but you better bare that blade the next time I give the command to start.”

I met his eyes with mine, wholly unintimidated. “I’ll bare my blade.”

He blinked at me, then turned to tend to the man squirming and moaning on the ground.

“Are you fit to continue or will you submit?”

“No! No, I will not submit. A moment to…catch my breath.”

Without direction, I walked back toward my side of the ring. Tip was there, next to Sariel, doing the chicken dance while giving me double thumbs-ups. I gave him a salute. Rex, next to him, was doing the dance even better than him. Well, he was a lizard-chicken. Him I gave a thumbs up, too.

I drew my sword and set the scabbard just outside the ring. I’d had my fun. It was time to emphasize my lesson and end this farce.

Favian moved his arm, stiffly as he bit his lip and let out little whimpers I could hear across the dueling ground. He’d apparently lost about half his range of motion with the injured shoulder, the kiss of death for a man who needed to use his blade with that arm. He would have to use his shield to distract me, possibly attack me with a smash, and then he would try to thrust. Slashing with the sword was most likely off the table for him. He didn’t strike me as someone who pushed through pain.

The judge gave the command again and I walked toward the center, this time with naked steel glinting in the sunlight. Favian, his bleeding face fixed in a grimace, walked toward me.

Almost. I almost called out to ask why he wasn’t rushing, but it was too much of a dick move even given the circumstances. I needed to humiliate him, yes, but in a way where I didn’t try to out-asshole him. I’d disappoint Sariel if I brought such negative attention on her name.

Favian led with his shield, pressing it forward to restrict my targets. With his armor, he was simply too slow to be effective against me. I treated the shield as an obstacle, angling my body to tap it with my shoulder and rotating around, spinning off Favian’s left side so quickly, he failed to react.

That move put me behind and to the left of the shield, out of danger from his sword. If I were in an actual battle, a slash to the throat would end things, but I’d already decided not to kill the man. Instead, I lashed out with my sword, slashing three times with precision.

My blade separated the two leather straps on the shield, both the one around his forearm and the one with the handle sewn into it. My strike left him grasping the handle with the shield hanging from the severed straps.

Favian’s eyes doubled in size and he emitted a strangled gasp as he tried his best to wrench his entire body—and his damaged shoulder—around to cut at me. He might as well have been trying to stab the moon.

I didn’t need to do it at this point, but I caught his awkward attack on my sword and deflected it to my left while catching his wrist again. Pivoting my left foot, I rotated back and twisted his arm, hyperextending his elbow. The sword dropped to the ground again and I pulled him forward, even more off-balance than he had been.

Right to the edge of my sword, couched across my chest, waiting for him. I threw a palm to his chest to stop him and all motion ended with my blade barely touching his throat, so close he stopped breathing.

“Submit,” I said in a calm voice.

“I-I-I submit.”

I looked over to the judge and he nodded to me. Just to be a jerk, I flexed my left wrist, morphed the palm into a fist, and three-inch punched Favian in the chest. The huff of air it prompted made me giggle inwardly. Especially when he tripped and fell onto his ass. Again.

I walked over to the man, squirming like a turned-over turtle. Setting my sword down, I put my hands under his arms and hefted him to his feet.

“Keep training,” I said. “Work on fluid motion, and for God’s sake, get a better fucking attitude.”

Without another look at him, I walked back toward my friends, where Tip was attempting to do the moonwalk. I was pretty sure that was impossible with goat legs, and he wasn’t proving me wrong.


Chapter
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After the fans’ ridiculous celebration following the final duel—calling to mind sports spectacles on my world—the one other newbie and I were sworn in as official members of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword. For only another five gold. Fuckers.

No sooner had I become official and was asked if I would like to say anything, than I stood up to make a proclamation, as Sariel had coached me.

“As a member of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword, I put forth Sariel Snowblossom as a candidate for elevation to the rank of Swordmaster through the Trial of Ascension.”

There was a lot of pissing and moaning, but we finally got a confirmation—from the Minister of the Duel himself—that she would be added to the schedule and notified of the time and place of her first duel. Apparently there were no other requirements for the higher level contests.

Once that business was done, we all went to the Jeweled Scabbard and took a private dining area to celebrate. It thrilled me that Sariel agreed to join us. The evening was filled with good food, drink, and great association. Most importantly of all, I saw Sariel smile. Several times. That in itself made it all worth it.

The next day, we were back on the training field as if the duel had never happened. Now, though, instead of focusing on me not acting like a country bumpkin, we worked on intermediate sword techniques to grow my skill for the fight with Eluthien, and plain old sparring with Sariel. Tip, Brin, and I took turns as partners for her. I wasn’t sure what she got out of it, but it was training and exercise and I know my two friends and I profited from our activities.

After that initial introduction, we shifted to working on anything I could share to help Sariel. We still sparred, but my range of fighting techniques was a lot more extensive than those Sariel had trained in. I was hoping to infect her with a bad habit or two. After all, underlying everything else I knew and that defined me, there was one important concept I fought by: use everything and every ability to win.

Word came to Sariel that a week later, she would be back at the dueling arena, this time for her to fight another candidate for the rank of Swordmaster. Things were about to get busier, which was fine with me. The training was good, but it felt too much like we were static, not progressing.

“How are you feeling?” I asked the elf.

“Anxious. I have dueled before, of course, but this will be the start of what will end with me killing Lysander Dessum. He will finally pay for his treachery. I must keep my mind on the current duel, but I cannot help but to look forward to the next, and the one after that, all the way to the capital city. Thank you, Gar, for making this possible.”

“We’re helping each other. I’m glad I could do something for you. I also have a feeling it’s going to be very interesting. Like I’m watching history being made.”

“Truly? Why is that?”

I shrugged. “This is the kind of story people put in books, make plays and movies out of. It’s the classic underdog story. The way you’ve been treated, anyone reading or seeing it would root for you. I get to watch it happen in real life. I can’t wait to see you beat the shit out of all these assholes.”

“I’m unsure how I feel about the way you describe them, but I am grateful for your excitement. Share it with me when I become weary of the games others play along the way. It will remind me to focus on the only important things: comport myself as my master would have wished and bring justice to Lysander.”

“You will bring justice in Justice and show Lice up for the bloodsucking vermin he is.”

She blinked at me, then barked a laugh. I know it wasn’t a thing here, but I could almost hear her saying, “I see what you did there.”

In what seemed to be fifteen minutes, it was the day of the tournament. As before, several duels were scheduled. Coincidentally, the number was the same: six different pairs would take the field, with time in between duels. The atmosphere was less hurried, though tenser. Thinking about how 12 individuals were in the system at a time—and that was just for this one city—blew my mind. Did these people do anything but duel each other to gain rank in the Brotherhood?

I got to see the healers in action after the second bout. One of the duelists attacked his opponent savagely, beating down his guard and cutting through his leather armor with several powerful and well-placed blows to damage the limb to the point the lower arm was hanging off the upper with not much more than skin. The injured man screamed his submission in time that the healers had something to heal. My understanding was that if a limb was removed completely, it wasn’t likely to be saved. There were a small handful of healers in the kingdom who could accomplish it, but Sariel told me there probably weren’t any of them in Equity at the moment.

The robed man rushed to the duelist and gestured with his hands, speaking an incantation. There was no glowing or other outward sign anything was going on, but when the healer walked off the field, the duelist matched his stride next to him, his arm still bloody but whole and moving normally.

“Wow,” I said. “Could you heal something like that? Before?”

“Possibly,” Brin said. “It depends on several factors, including the constitution of the injured man. I had the power but would not attempt such a task if it would damage the victim more severely.”

Sariel was the fourth duel. After the third pair had finished, the dueling ring was raked and the competitors prepared themselves. Across the arena, Sariel’s opponent inspected his weapon.

The man was enormous. Taller than me by several inches at least, he probably had forty or fifty pounds on me. By the looks of it, that was all muscle. He had tough written all over him. Badass. His long hair—dark brown but with some grey in it—hung free. A respectable beard and a mustache covered his lower face, too, but it didn’t completely hide the scowl he wore on his mouth. Across his face, from his upper right to lower left, a deep scar had been carved into him. It went across the bridge of his nose and down his left cheek and looked like it had just missed taking his right eye, with the gash breaking as if he’d scrunched his eyes closed.

He was decked out in sturdy boiled leather plates, overlapping to cover his torso and arms, down to a thick battle skirt that reached below his knees, where his long boots took over. That wasn’t the worst of it, though. His sword, if a huge, sharpened slab of steel nearly as tall as I was could be called a sword, must have weighed at least thirty or forty pounds. He moved it like it was made of hollow plastic, though.

I hoped he wasn’t fast as well as strong.

The man spotted Sariel and his eyes drilled into her. I don’t think the scowl actually deepened—I didn’t know if that was possible—but it didn’t lighten up, either. He handed his sword to an attendant and strode toward us.

One thing ran through my mind. Fuck. I hope he’s not going to start shit before the duel even begins.

Sariel watched him come, as cool as could be. I had no idea if she felt like that on the inside, but on the surface, she didn’t look to have a care in the world.

The behemoth stopped right in front of us.

“Sariel Snowblossom,” he growled. The air vibrated and I felt like I was in front of a speaker at a concert.

“Yes,” she said, calmly and emotionlessly.

“I have not had the honor of meeting you previously,” the man said in the same bear-growl voice. “But I am an admirer of your master and you have my condolences for his untimely demise. I had wanted to meet him—and you—for some time. My name is Magnus Forinsa and it is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

Sariel’s mouth dropped open and she stared at him. My head swung from the huge man to Sariel and back again. It was getting awkward with her silently standing there. I decided to fill the silence.

“Well met, Magnus,” I said, using a phrase that still seemed strange but was used often in this world. “I’m Gar.”

He turned that glare on me. My body tried to take a step back, though I firmly refused the instinct.

“Gar Hailey,” he boomed. “I watched your duel not much more than a week past. I am impressed. Your sniveling opponent wasn’t worthy of you, but I appreciated your speed, your control, and your poise under pressure. The truth is, I would bet good gold on you against many of those fighting today, though my wife Vionetta would scold me for saying such things aloud. I will bring her flowers this evening and she will ask me what I said that I shouldn’t have.” He barked a laugh that was, frankly, terrifying.

He put out his hand and we clasped forearms.

“I will watch your future duels with interest,” he added.

“Uh, thanks, but I think my dueling days are done. I’m just here to support Sariel.”

That brought his attention back to the white-haired elf, who had at least closed her mouth.

“Well met, Magnus Forinsa,” she said. “I appreciate your kind words about my master. He is sorely missed.”

“Aye, by more than you know. He was a great man. Such a tragedy that sickness weakened him for his last duel.”

Sariel opened her mouth, no doubt to correct what Magnus thought had happened, but closed it again without speaking. The real story would come out, but it was probably best not to press the issue at the moment.

“A great tragedy,” I said for her.

The announcer began speaking. “Our next duel will be Magnus Forinsa and Sariel Snowblossom.” When he said Magnus’s name, people cheered, but when he spoke Sariel’s the cheers died down and there were actually a few hisses or boos.

Magnus gave Sariel a little bow. “It seems our duel is upon us. May your sword be sharp, Sariel Snowblossom.” He winked at her. “But not too sharp.” With that, he turned and walked back to his place to take up the sword the man struggled to hoist for him.

I watched him go. “Huh. That was unexpected. Do you think he’s being sincere?”

“I sensed no lie, but don’t know for sure. It matters little. My goal is to get to the end of the circuit. To do that, I must defeat him. If he engages in trickery, it will not help him. I know what I am about.”

“Okay, great. So, good luck.”

Sariel joined the judge in the center of the ring, as did Magnus. Standing next to him, she seemed so small, though the difference was barely more than half a foot. His sword was taller than she was, though. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants.

Brin took one of my hands in hers. “She will be well. Trust in her skill.”

“I do, but still. One solid hit from that barn door he calls a sword and she could be cut in half.”

“He won’t be able to touch her,” Tip said. Tyra grunted her agreement.

The judge motioned the duelists to their edges. Sariel gave me a smile before turning to face the center again.

The referee called out, “Proceed.”
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The two duelists charged each other as if they had a time limit on the match. Magnus’s face, scowl firmly in place and eyes blazing, swung his massive two-handed sword wide in a sort of curving horizontal slash, rising up from ground level to cut Sariel in half.

The elf wisely didn’t try a simple parry. With the man’s strength, the control he had over his weapon, and the range of the thing, that would be risky. Instead, at the last minute, Sariel planted her right foot hard, juking to her left and slightly backward. Just enough for the incoming sword to miss her.

I thought.

Magnus reacted quickly, morphing his cut into one that was nearly vertical, an upward slash targeting Sariel’s new position.

But apparently she had counted on that because then she slashed with her own sword, meeting the incoming blade and escorting it upward and away from her. It was probably the most beautiful parry I’d ever seen. But she wasn’t done.

Even with his strength, Magnus couldn’t reverse the direction of his weapon instantly. Sariel pivoted on her right foot, having to duck slightly to evade the man’s blade, and laid down a powerful slash to Magnus’s abdomen. So strong that when she pivoted again and deflected his sword to get some distance from him, I saw blood leaking from his armor.

The man mountain actually stopped in the middle of combat and looked down at the perfect slice that had separated his boiled leather plates enough to reach his skin. It didn’t bleed heavily, so was probably just a scratch, but wow. If he hadn’t had that armor on, she would have cut deeply into his guts.

Tip whooped beside me. I shared his sentiment but was too busy watching to act on it.

Magnus went in more warily, using shorter slashes instead of the huge wind-ups to leverage all his power and momentum. His strength and technique shone through as he carved at Sariel with diagonal slashes mixed in liberally with vertical chops and horizontal slices, even the occasional upward slash that was so hard to judge and parry.

Many would have blocked the upward attacks, but Sariel’s parries and evasions were technically perfect, striking the much larger sword at exactly the correct angle and with the precise force necessary without risking her own blade from snapping. There was a real threat of Magnus’s blade blasting right through hers if she blocked, not only destroying her sword, but most likely cutting so savagely into her that she wouldn’t survive long enough to get to the healer.

The exchange was as remarkable as any I’d ever seen. Magnus, on the one hand, impressed me with his skill at controlling the mass of the sword he held. But Sariel’s footwork was exceptional. She was balanced and agile at all times, moving her sword in arcing patterns that struck the other weapon just enough to move it, but without expending too much energy. Magnus would tire long before she did.

As long as she didn’t make a mistake.

Then she made a mistake. I almost closed my eyes rather than to see what would happen, but I forced them to remain open as a surprisingly complex series of attacks seemed to trip up the elf woman. My mouth dropped open as the typical long, powerful slashes of a greatsword turned into what, to me, looked like the elegant movements of a samurai on the battlefield.

Downward diagonal slash from upper right to lower left, circling around to a diagonal cut from the opposite side, turning into two upward swooping slashes. Without a break, the greatsword arced around into another upward slash, from lower right to upper left and then immediately changed direction into a strong horizontal slash.

Sariel kept up with the first five strikes, maneuvering her sword at exactly the most efficient angle so Magnus’s sword skittered off her two upward deflections, then the two trickier lower parries, and the outrageously difficult upward glancing parry, but that’s when she got into trouble. On the sixth attack in the flurry, the horizontal cut, she pivoted to open up some space to escape instead of moving closer to the man’s body to jam the strike lower on the blade. She may have been avoiding the structurally strong region of his sword, or she may have been nervous about closing in, but the result looked to be devastating.

Instead of her blocking the horizontal attack, Magnus pulled back on his hilt, shifting his stance, then pushing the point forward and down, turning the attack into an overhead thrust, the point of the weapon now free and less than a foot from Sariel’s face. It was a masterful move, and physically impressive in its execution, but it meant that he was about to skewer Sariel, most likely driving his sword completely through her skull.

But he didn’t.

As the thrust came at her, she dropped. Like she was going down into the forward splits. She stomped hard with her right foot and shifted her balance enough to unweight her left. Her entire body slid forward, past and under the length of the greatsword. When she stopped sliding, she raised up, rotating her entire body as she pivoted and slashed down with a savage downward diagonal cut.

Into the muscle and tendon above the knee.

Magnus cried out and his leg gave way. His knee hit the ground and, before he could bring his sword back around, Sariel swung her sword around his neck from behind with one hand, caught the blade with the other, and pulled it toward herself.

Time froze. I was sweating, a drop plunging down my forehead and dripping into my eye as I watched the two combatants, my eyes fixed and wide. I couldn’t blink, nor did I want to, but then I focused on the sword Sariel had to Magnus’s throat.

I didn’t see the edge. I saw the flat of the blade. Her hand, wrapped around the tip, bled. But he didn’t. Not much, anyway.

He did blink. Several times. Confusion clouded his expression, overpowering even his default glower. His eyes grew bigger when he realized he wasn’t dead, though he should be.

“I submit,” he said, though he did so carefully, his voice not nearly as loud as before.

Sariel looked to the judge, who nodded to her. She released Magnus, pulled her sword away and stepped back. At the referee’s instructions, she came back toward us as they announced her the winner.

When she got close enough, I pulled her into a hug. “What the fuck was⁠—”

“Gar. Release her. Allow me to tend to her hand. Garfield!” It was Brin, and it finally clicked what she was telling me.

I let go of Sariel and watched as Brin healed her hand and then wiped it off with a towel she had gotten from somewhere. It hadn’t looked like the cuts were too deep, but any wound to the fingers, especially on the inside of the grip, was significant.

I tried again, this time successfully pulling the white-haired woman into my embrace. She patted me on the back.

“That scared the shit out of me,” I told her. “I thought you panicked with that last strike, that you chose to try to get distance instead of moving in close to jam the attack. Did you know he was going to try that thrust?”

She winked at me. “I didn’t know, but it felt like he might try something tricky. I could have been my magic, though he wasn’t truly feinting, or it could be intuition or training.”

“And that neck thing, after you hamstrung him?”

“You must realize I pay attention when we fight, Gar. It rankled when you did that to me. I have been anxious for an occasion to utilize it against someone else. Thank you. This duel would have been more difficult without it.”

I moved aside so my other friends could congratulate Sariel. Even Rex crowded in, swaying excitedly at all the energy, hopping up and down until Sariel patted him on the head. We moved away from the dueling ring as the attendants prepared it for the final bout of the day.

The healer put Magnus to rights, and he wasted no time in going into motion. His bulky form made its way around the edges of the dueling area toward us. He didn’t have his sword and his armor still had blood around the cut Sariel had made at the abdomen. He stopped a dozen feet away, raising a hand in greeting to me but politely waiting for the others to finish and notice him.

“Magnus,” I said, bringing a stop to the chatter.

Sariel stepped out from among us, meeting the man halfway. “I am sorry, Magnus. I⁠—”

“Nonsense,” he said. It made me happy that his voice was too loud and too growly again. “In life and in duels especially, there is no honor in doing less than our best. It was as fine a contest I have ever had. I suspected I might have lacked the particular skills to defeat you. With some thought, and some training, perhaps another time, but today was your day. I thank you, Sariel, for not ending my life when you easily could have. You showed not only skill this day, but honor worthy of your master. Galen Starshadow would be proud.”

Sariel closed her eyes and then blinked away a tear. “Thank you. It is my most fervent goal to bring honor to his name.”

“If only all in the Brotherhood were so honorable. I grieve that I had not made a better attempt at speaking with Galen before the end. From everything I have heard and observed, you are a true reflection of him.” He paused. I think he was biting his lip under his shaggy beard. “May I ask a favor?”

“Of course. What would you have me do?”

“Things were a bit fast, in the ring. Can you show me what you did? My curiosity will eat me alive if I can’t reconstruct it in my mind. How did you invent such a thing? You had me poleaxed.”

Sariel laughed, a rare treat. “I’m afraid I cannot take credit. Gar taught it to me, after I begged him to do so. Upon our first meeting, he endeavored to prove to me that he was a capable warrior. He did so, exceptionally well. Disarmed me and captured me with that movement I used on you just now. He kindly explained it and taught it to me, for which I am eternally thankful. Perhaps he can show you, using me as an opponent?”

The big man looked at me expectantly. I chuckled. “Sure. It would be my pleasure. I didn’t invent it. At least, I don’t think so. It was more something that happened in the situation I was in. It’s simple enough. How about I show you with something other than a sword, so I don’t cut my hand. I’d as soon not bleed all over my clothes before being healed.”

I showed the technique using my siangham after Sariel explained how she evaded his thrust and cut at his leg. Magnus laughed uproariously when he saw my siangham, but when I applied the blunt end of it to a few pressure points Master Ilias had taught me and then used it to choke and control the big man, he nodded at it with newfound respect.

He practiced the actions a few times to set it in his memory.

“Wait until I tell Vionetta about this. She’ll have a fine laugh. In fact, I would ask you one more favor, if I may.”

“Of course,” Sariel said.

“When you reach Prowess, which I am sure you will, you must have a meal with my family. It’s the least I can do to show appreciation for not killing me and for being kind enough to teach me your secrets.”

“We would be pleased and honored to do so. It may be some time. That will be our sixth duel.”

“Actually,” I said, “what are you doing right now, Magnus? Would you join us for a meal tonight? Your wife and family are with you in the city?”

“My wife only. The children are with my brother’s family while I am pursuing my elevation. We will see them sooner than expected now, which is a fortunate result of my loss.”

“Would you and Vionetta eat with us tonight? We have rooms at the Jeweled Scabbard and we’ll be having dinner there.”

“It would be my privilege. Allow me to gather Vionetta and we will be there within the hour. She is at our inn, preferring not to watch my duels because she worries about me.”

We clasped wrists again and he bade each of us goodbye individually, including Rex. We watched him disappear into the crowd and I turned to Sariel.

“This has turned out to be a great day. One down, six more to go. And if I’m not mistaken, we’ve just made an excellent friend. It even restored a little faith that there are decent people in the Brotherhood besides you. Can’t ask for much more than that.”


Chapter
Seventeen



Sariel’s next duel was set to occur in the city of Fortitude the next week. I realized as we all sat around the table in the elf’s home that this would be our life for the next couple of months, at least. We would travel, taking time to train each day if we could, and make it to the site of the next duel. Sariel would fight, win, and we’d go onto the next one. The thought of it already made me tired. And bored.

“Fortitude is approximately forty-five miles to the north,” Sariel told us. “I suggest we break it down into two days’ travel, approximately halfway each. That will allow us to train for at least a few hours after we camp each day and will leave us four or five days when we are not traveling. My question is whether you would prefer to leave immediately and spend the bulk of our time in Fortitude or if we should stay here for some of that time. I would prefer we were at the location at least two days in advance, but otherwise I have no preference for timing.”

I kept quiet to let the others comment, but all I got were shrugs and silence. It was the same for me: I didn’t have strong opinions about it.

“Maybe we should make it so we have three or four days in the new city,” I said. “We passed through there but didn’t spend any time looking around. We’ve been here for a while, so maybe it would be good to have a little extra time for Brin, Qamara, and Tyra to check the shops in the next city. Tip, too, if he won’t be training with us all the time.”

“I agree.” Tyra sat up straighter in her seat. “Though I could spend time here working at the forge, I’d like to find one in Fortitude. If I can get a smith to let me work there, I can get used to crafting in different places and configurations. I can also share ideas with a local smith, which would help me grow even more.”

“That’s an excellent idea. How is it going, reading through your father’s tomes?”

“With every page, I learn something new. I haven’t gone far into them, yet. My process is to read, find something I didn’t know, and go practice the technique. I’ve learned so much already.”

I loved the way the goblin girl’s eyes danced as she talked about it. She was visibly excited, bouncing in her seat. I loved how happy she seemed.

“Outstanding,” Sariel said. “We can stay here tomorrow, leave the day after, and have four days in the city before the duel.”

I clapped my hands together. “Sounds good to me. Training tomorrow, a little traveling, then training in a new city.”
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The next day, the others stayed with us at the school as Sariel and I trained. It was a nice, relaxing way to spend our last day in Equity. If you felt that attacking and being attacked with long rest sessions for conversation in between was relaxing. I did.

Now that I’d finished my duel, it was all about Sariel and how I could help her. Often, that was me using my eclectic style to force her to improvise in ways she never had needed to before. I even used my other weapons and my empty hands to fight with her.

“Are you sure this is valuable to you?” I asked during a break. “You’re not going to face any of the unusual techniques and movements I use during a duel. I can use the sword if it’ll help more. Eventually, I’ll need to practice it anyway. I don’t plan on being a swordmaster, but using a new weapon helps my mind to stretch and my body to learn new ways of moving, increasing my repertoire.”

I’d talked to her about neural pathways, reflex, biomechanics, and training physiology before. I’d devoured every reference I could find once I was old enough to learn to use the internet as a source of information. She didn’t even blink when I threw around the impressive-sounding words anymore.

“You just answered your own question, Gar. You said using a sword expands your possibilities. It is the same with me. Forcing my body to adapt to your ‘unusual movements’ opens up my mind and body to creative responses I would otherwise not perform. I believe such things will aid me where even thousands of hours of repetitive practice with only swords cannot. My defeat of Magnus Forinsa is a good example.”

“Huh. You’re right. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it applying to you, even as I was describing it helping me. You know, you’re different from most of the sword people I’ve met in the Brotherhood. They all give me the impression that they believe the sword is superior to every other weapon and they’re snobbish and arrogant about it.”

The elf laughed. “They do believe that, as do I. Recall the story I told you about our gardener, Forten Ismith, and Master Galen. Forten told my master that his hand saw was the perfect tool, but a week later told him the pair of shears he used to trim the bushes was the perfect tool. When Master Galen pointed out the discrepancy, Forten didn’t even blink, simply telling my master that both were true and did not contradict each other. Each was the perfect tool for the particular job. While I believe the sword superior to other weapons, I would choose a bow and arrows should there be many attackers bearing down on me from a distance.

“It reminds me of other conversations with my master. He told me that in a world without swords, the perfect weapon is a spear. Not the shorter or heavier weapons used only for throwing, but the more flexible variety used by some of the martial clans in Teaphotria, especially Ruviel. He said that in that region, they call the spear the ‘king of weapons.’”

I nodded along with her. “That’s what it’s called in my world, too. In a place called China. Master Ilias told me the same thing about Ruviel.”

“I know,” Tyra said. “He’s actually from there, Ruviel. I saw him use a spear in actual combat once in Forgehaven. I was young and don’t know who started it, but a group of men attacked him with lots of different weapons. He often carried around a spear back then, using it as a walking staff when he didn’t need it as a weapon. I still remember him whirling around, using all parts of the spear to block and to strike. He used the end and the middle parts like a staff and the steel point to slash and to thrust. Fourteen men, and in less than a minute, he had defeated them all. Many were dead, but even those still alive had broken bones or were bleeding heavily. I have never seen anything like it since.”

I’d seen demonstrations with the kung fu spear and easily believed her.

“Yet he stopped carrying that when you gave him the three-sectional staff?”

Her smile was huge. “He did. I’ve seen him do amazing feats with that weapon as well. I asked him once why he gave up such a devastating weapon, his spear. He said the new one could be devastating as well. When I pushed him, he admitted it was because it was a gift from me, something new that we shared and it meant a great deal to him. True, he’d stopped adventuring and doing mercenary work at that point, so he probably didn’t need to walk around armed all the time, but it always made me feel good. Like I was important.”

“Totally,” I said. “He sees you as the daughter he’d never had. That’s great.”

“Besides,” Tip added. “That thing is a lot easier to carry around than a big long spear with a razor sharp point on it.” He gestured toward the case I wore in my back with my three-sectional staff in it.

Sariel leaned forward. “Gar, have you thought of using a spear?”

“What? I mean, it’s a cool weapon, though I’d have to train with it. But like Tip said, it’s kind of bulky to carry around.”

“Not necessarily. I have seen you make your siangham longer and I have seen you fuse parts of your three-stick weapon until it is one long staff. Could you combine the two, fuse them together into a spear?”

“I…huh. I don’t know. I should be able to, but I’ve never tried to combine two different things into one before. In theory, it should work the same as with the individual sections of the triple stick. Brin?” I looked over at the blue woman.

“You have surpassed my knowledge of communing with your weapons, but I would think you are correct. I have heard a few tales of some nameless master or another in ancient times combining or separating items, though I had thought them embellishments until Tyra told us of Kael’s exploits. With practice, you should be able to do the same thing. Of course, they perhaps did such feats using magic, so there may be limitations. Why not try?”

I had been practicing with communing with the weapons and manipulating them. I still wasn’t fast enough to change their form effectively mid-combat, but I knew I could get there.

“I’ll work on it. Thanks for the ideas. There are definitely cases where a spear would come in handy.”

I practiced trying to do that on and off during the rest of the day while Tip, Brin, and even Tyra with her metal batons sparred with Sariel to give her some variety. I didn’t exactly make any breakthroughs, but I was hopeful that I’d get the hang of it soon.

Thinking about what I could do if I combined weapons sent my mind spinning off into dozens of directions. What if I got other weapons? What if I could learn to take raw magical material and shape it? Could I take a lump of magical metal and turn it into a weapon with only my mind?

That was some superhero shit right there. But I decided to crank back on my imagination. Better not to get carried away. That was just setting me up for a big disappointment. Instead, I’d focus on the simple things. Try to combine the two weapons, then try to manipulate them after I succeeded in that.

A little at a time. The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single footstep and all that.

We finished our training, prepared our supplies for traveling, and went to the inn to have a big meal. Sariel came with us, of course. We’d gotten closer as a group, bonded to a certain extent, and I couldn’t see her declining to hang out with us any longer. That was good because we’d be traveling together for the foreseeable future.


Chapter
Eighteen



Before we left Equity, we all gathered outside the inn. Brin moved a dozen paces away and was staring out toward the northeast again. Toward the big wall of trees that I’d found out was actually the border of Teaphotria.

“Are you okay?” I asked when I joined her.

“I am well. Reminiscing, nothing more. Are we ready to depart?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Yeah. Are you ready?”

She took my hand and the distracted look in her eyes disappeared. “Yes. I am anxious to arrive at our next destination.”

Brin and I led the group onto the road going north.

When we arrived, Fortitude looked the same as it had when we passed through it on the way to Equity. In fact, all three cities we’d visited so far in the Aesturith Kingdom were all very similar. It was kind of boring.

Most of the buildings were wood structures, with wood siding. A few were stone or, even more rarely, wattle and daub. The standard of living in the kingdom was higher than in some places I’d seen. Not that that said anything of the actual quality of life. The jury was still out on that, as far as I was concerned. I’d spoken a bit with my companions on the subject as we traveled and they all had slightly different takes on things.

No sooner had we stepped onto one of the main streets of the city—a nicely cobbled path with wood plank walkways available where horses did not tread—than a trio of lovely women strode toward us. One thing I had decided that I definitely liked in this world was the clothing. There was something alluring about simple outfits that fit well, and these women were a perfect example.

Two brunettes and a blonde, the smiling young ladies were dressed in greens and browns and tans and carried baskets for shopping. Open necklines with the torsos laced up and flowing multi-layered skirts accentuated narrow waists and glimpses of pale skin. They’d have caught any eye in my world.

They certainly caught Tip’s.

“Good afternoon, ladies.” He swept his arm out in a bow while we walked. I cringed, anticipating what might be coming next. “Here I am. What are your other two wishes?”

The smiles on all three women faltered and confusion painted their faces for a moment, but then, as one, they all swung their eyes to me and gave me sweet, beautiful smiles. I didn’t even have to think about it; my mouth turned up and I nodded my head at them as we passed. They didn’t do so much as acknowledge Tip’s existence.

I snorted. “Really? Three wishes? Do you even have that story in this world?”

“No.” The satyr sounded dejected.

“Shithead.”

“They’re still looking back at you, Gar, hoping you’ll turn around,” Tyra said. “They’d give you some wishes, I bet.”

I shrugged and squeezed Brin’s hand, which I was holding. As normal. “It’s that damn Kael thing again. Everyone loves a celebrity.”

“Do you not think they might just find you attractive?” Qamara asked.

“Dunno. I’ve got better things to do than flirt.”

“I don’t,” Tip whined.

I ignored him. “Besides, look at who I’m walking with. I mean aside from the lizard and the wannabe player. Four of the most beautiful women in two worlds. Why would I care if someone wanted to flirt with me?”

“Four?” Sariel asked. I turned to see her face and laughed. She had the look of someone doing math.

“Yeah. Brin, Tyra, Qamara, and you. Four.”

She sputtered as Brin spotted the place Sariel had told us to be on the lookout for. “There. The Valiant Stag. We are taking rooms there, yes?”

“Yep,” I said. “That’s what Sariel told us. Come on, let’s get settled. I need a bath.”

Over the four days until the duel, we trained. Tyra found a forge where the smith allowed her to work if she did a few projects for him, and Brin and Qamara checked the shops. They’d purchased the enchanted arrows for Tip in Equity, but as yet, Brin still hadn’t found any other magical items she could use, her own or new ones.

Two days before the duel, Qamara broke the bad news to us at breakfast.

“I will be leaving you for a time.”

I’d been fearing those words from her, hoping she’d changed her mind. As if reading my thoughts, she put her hand on mine on the common room table.

“Fear not, Garfield. It will be temporary. There are things I must be about.”

I winced a little that she didn’t trust us enough to tell us what those things were. “We can help you. We want to. I want to.”

“I appreciate it. I hold you all as cherished friends, but this is something I must do alone. Do not think I mistrust you. In time, all may be made clear, but for now, I ask that you trust me and know I will complete my tasks and hurry back to you as soon as I am able.”

“Okay. I understand. When are you leaving?”

“When we finish eating breakfast.”

Well, shit.

The others tried to get her to change her mind, too, though no one pushed too hard. She asked us to trust she knew what she was doing and after all this time, we couldn’t argue with that. As she requested, we didn’t walk her to the edge of town or even accompany her out of the inn. She hugged us all—even Tip, who surprisingly didn’t try to grab her ass or any other part of her—and gave me a kiss. Then she was gone. It reminded me I still didn’t know the secret of her tent, or really anything else about her magic or what “tasks” kept her away from us.

I have to admit it soured my mood. Sariel, Tip, Rex and I went to a park area to train as Brin and Tyra went on some errand.

Three times on the way to the park, Tip did and said cringe-worthy things, trying to hit on women who, frankly, were way out of his league. When he looked with interest at a dog with three puppies nursing on her swollen breasts, going so far as to take two steps toward her, I’d about reached my limit.

“For fuck’s sake, Tip, keep it in your pants.”

“That’s the thing. I don’t want to keep it in my pants. Do you know how long it’s been in my pants? I need to get laid, Gar, or so help me, I’m going to fuck another statue.”

Ugh. That was a particularly regrettable instance. I’d just as soon forget that episode. “Dude! Fine. I’ll give you some money for the brothel. Relieve your tension, but then you better check your bullshit. I don’t want to get kicked out of town because you’re mounting pets. Again.”

“Thanks, Gar. You won’t regret it. I’ll be better. It’s just so hard.” He looked down, then flushed. “I mean, you saw those three girls earlier. How can I be subjected to that kind of hotness and not, uh, relieve tension?” He looked sheepishly at Sariel, who was studying her sword scabbard, trying her best not to be involved in the conversation at all.

“Just because it’s a brothel, doesn’t mean you can be an asshole, Tip. You be nice to those girls. I better not hear you said or did anything that you shouldn’t have.”

“I respect women,” he said, scoping out a grandmother walking on the other side of the street. “It’s just that these cravings...”

“No. Stop talking. I don’t want this conversation to go there. Especially in front of…Rex.” He knew what I really meant. Sariel was already uncomfortable enough. “Cravings are no excuse for misbehavior. Remember, you’re part of the group traveling with Sariel Snowblossom, the next swordmaster of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword. You better not stain her name or reputation. Got it?”

“I do.” He caught Sariel’s eyes as hers flicked up briefly. “I won’t smear your name, Sariel. I’d never want to do that.”

“Good. Let’s get some training in, then you can take a bath and clean yourself up, then you can go and…take care of things. Deal?”

“Deal.”
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It was a strangely dichotomous satyr who joined us in the common room of the Valiant Stag that evening. Rex had been hunkering in on himself, as if he’d been abandoned, as the girls and I chatted and snacked. We’d told Tip we would wait on him to eat dinner and I was getting hungry as he came through the door. His face wore a smile, but it was tenuous.

I waved across the room and he joined us at the table.

“Well,” I said. “You good now?”

He rolled his eyes. “Gods, yes. Good. Great. He breathed out and sank into his chair.

I traded looks with Brin. “Uh, okay. Are you sure?”

“Yeah, yeah. Of course. Money well spent. I relieved my tension like you said. I can think without distraction now. Things feel…lighter.”

I couldn’t help but to notice his eyes scan the barmaid as she came to ask if we were finally ready to eat dinner. We told her we were and Tip ordered an ale. His sack might have been drained, but his wandering eye must not have gotten the memo.

“Okay, Tip. No bullshit. What’s the deal? Your smile looks like one of those plastic Halloween masks. What’s going on?”

He sighed. “Why don’t people like me? Is it just because I’m taranji or am I just an asshole?”

I bit my lip. Hard. How could I put it gently? I decided on distraction.

“What do you mean? What happened?”

“Nothing. I went to the brothel, told them I wanted—you know—and even showed the madame my money. Politely. Didn’t grab anyone, and didn’t even say I had a preference, which I definitely did. I had to get the only place in the world where the girls had a choice. The madame looked at each one and almost all of them shook their heads. We’re talking money and they still refused. How fucked up is that? Finally, one girl rolled her eyes, sighed, and nodded.

“She was great, and I appreciated it, but it started me thinking. Am I so bad that I can barely find someone who will let me pay them for s—ah, time with them?”

I don’t know why he was trying to talk like everyone there didn’t know what you did at a brothel. I’d never heard of being rejected at an establishment created for exactly Tip’s type of situation. That was pretty fucked up.

“I don’t know what all that is about, Tip, but I do know one thing. If you quit trying to be a big ladies’ man, throwing stupid lines at them and trying to trick them into getting with you, you’d have a better chance. I mean, shit, women are people, just better looking and hotter than men. Treat them like people and not toys to get off with and you’ll get a lot farther. Sure, a bunch of them still will think you’re scum, but that’s how it goes.

“To be honest with you, more than half the time, in my world, I didn’t have a chance in hell with a beautiful woman. It’s crazy to me that because I look a little⁠—”

“A lot,” Tyra panted.

“Uh, I look a little like some statue⁠—”

“Dozens of statues,” the goblin interrupted again.

“Just because of that, women here seem to like me more, but even that is fake. It’s like Mick Jagger. I mean, come on. The dude is, and always has been, fugly. Yet he’s a rock star, so he’s got women throwing their bras at him and jumping at him, even though he’s old now. Shit, where was I going with this?

“Oh, right. Be a cool dude and quit being so creepy that women reach for their rape whistles and maybe you’ll find things better. Even if you still have trouble getting laid—most guys do—at least they won’t treat you like a hatchet murderer and run from you.”

I know my little speech was full of references to my world, but I was confident at least ninety percent of it was something he understood. In any case, he nodded along with me and seemed a little more relaxed when I finished.

“Yeah,” he said. “Be cool, nice. People, just hotter. I can do that. I can talk to people. Sure. Thanks, Gar. That helps a lot. Here I was, feeling like what everyone says about me, about my people, is true. I’m people. I can be good.”

The bar maid dropped off the ale and Tip reached up to pinch her ass.

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be an asshole.”

No sooner had we finished that conversation than a commotion at the other end of the common room drew my attention. A woman screeched, killing most of the other sound in the room, then the loud sound of a slap echoed through the space. I was up in an instant, charging across the room.

The situation was familiar and I was happy my instincts had returned. For several years I listened to what Lucas always called my “hero complex.” I’d been burned and was convinced that it wasn’t worth helping those in need because it could turn around on me. Being in this world had solved that dilemma for me. When I heard the obvious sounds of someone using superior physical strength against someone else, my anger instantly redlined.

“You filthy bit—” the man said as his arm swung out to punch one of the other barmaids. Not slap. Punch. He had his hand balled into a fist. He was not a small dude. Not huge by any means, but not small. That swing would put some serious hurt on the much smaller woman.

I caught his arm and stopped it cold. He turned to look at me, his eyes blazing. I had a couple inches on him, but we were probably the same weight. Still, the punch was sloppy and he was unbalanced. I twisted his arm and threw it away, stepping between him and the barmaid.

“You dare⁠—”

His speech was interrupted again as what I consider a bouncer—I’m not sure what they called it in this world—grabbed the man, putting his massive arms around the guy and crushing his arms to his sides. Then he picked up the asshole, walked him to the door, and physically threw him out into the street.

Two nearby guys grabbed a hat and a scabbarded sword off the table and rushed outside. No doubt the assaulter’s buddies. I looked to the barmaid, but two others had already taken her in hand and were shuffling her into the kitchen. The bouncer guy gave me an amiable nod and took his place standing at the side of the room, his gaze sweeping over the people going back to their conversations.

I half expected the hothead to come back in, his sword swinging, but maybe his friends weren’t quite as stupid as they looked. Things settled down as I rejoined my friends.

I leaned over to Tip and whispered. “That could have been you, if you’d have tried that shit with the other girl instead of the one you did it to. Maybe you should apologize and never do that again. What do you think?”

Wisely, the satyr did exactly what I’d asked. A tiny glow of pride blossomed in me. Maybe there was hope for the little fucker yet.


Chapter
Nineteen



The day of the second duel came and Sariel was trained up, prepared, and rested. She had a light breakfast and we headed to the dueling arena. While the rest of us waited at the edge of the ring, the officials gathered the duelists near the center of the field to go over the rules and assign the bouts. Sariel had told us the only thing she knew was that there would only be four duels held during the day.

I watched the proceedings from afar, scoping out the other seven duelists. They were all men, with a variety of sizes, styles of armor and—for those who had their weapons with them—sword types. Though the Brotherhood was basically like a society of knights, they used a wide range of blades. I’d expected that everyone would use one type of sword, like Sariel’s long sword. Or bastard sword, as some would call it. Which made me chuckle—the name fit most of those I’d met so far from the Brotherhood.

One man had two short swords and another a classic rapier and a dueling dagger. I was sure I’d see other types as we went to more cities. I had always been one of those kids that obsessed over swords, and now, seeing the real, serviceable weapons, my eyes darted from duelist to duelist, checking them out. I loved all weapons, really, but any stick instantly had become a sword to me, whether a katana, a greatsword, or a light saber.

The combatants drew straws to determine when and with whom they would fight. Though some rejoiced, another one or two slumped. Sariel showed no emotion whatsoever, cool and calm as she accepted her assignment. They were too far for me to hear what the pairing was. We’d have to wait and see.

One of the men sidled up to my elf friend and started throwing down lines. I knew he was hitting on her because of his body language and expression, and the subtle changes in Sariel’s posture that expressed her discomfort and disgust. The dude looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. It was probably just his general appearance and actions. Every slimy asshole who fancies himself a player is the same. Open stance, hand gestures calling attention to his face and certain parts of his body, eye contact that bordered on staring, same old stuff.

He wore clothes of leather and heavy fabric, with harder armor at strategic places. Light metal pauldrons, breastplate, vambraces, and half plates that would be called cuisses to cover his thighs if they were complete and wrapped around his legs. His brown hair was longish and a little wild and his beard thin, not from trimming but because it grew that way. The crinkles in his forehead above his nose looked to be a permanent part of his expression. I’m not sure why that bothered me so much, but it made me feel like punching him in the face. Trying to flirt with Sariel during this—to her—solemn occasion.

“No way,” Tip said. I turned to him and he pointed. “That’s the guy.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“That guy, the one hitting on Sariel. He’s the guy from the other night. The one you stopped from punching that barmaid.”

I narrowed my eyes and took another look at the man. “Oh, shit. You’re right. I was too close and didn’t really pay attention to his face. Why am I not surprised that one of these Brotherhood types is assaulting women?”

I observed him carefully as he chatted up Sariel and I contemplated going over there. Not to try to save her or anything like that; she had no need for me to try to protect her. I wasn’t sure if she recognized him. She was barely tolerating him now, but if she knew who he was, she’d probably turn her back on him and walk away. Or maybe kick his ass on the spot.
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Sariel listened to the officials as they went over the rules with the duelists. She knew the rules backward and forward, but she paid attention, as was only polite and correct. When they started drawing straws, she waited patiently, only reaching in to draw hers when one of the other competitors politely gestured for her to go before him, for which she nodded at him in thanks. Unlike the boorish clod who all but shouldered her out of the way to get his pick of a straw. When he revealed he had a short length, she smiled inwardly, careful not to show her glee on the outside.

Her own stick revealed itself to be nearly as short as what the oaf had drawn. She didn’t react in any way. It mattered little when her bout was and who would be her opponent. The officials checked the twigs that each duelist had drawn and made up the schedule.

She had the first duel.

The judge dismissed them, but the rude man placed himself directly in front of her, much too close for her comfort. She smoothed her face after it stretched itself into a grimace, and only her warrior’s mindset that kept her from backing up, not wanting to show any hint of timidity.

“Hey there,” he said in what he probably thought was a smooth, confident voice. There was a hint of petulance and a heap of arrogance in it. Not confidence. True arrogance. While the first was something to be appreciated, the second was not. “I’m Darian Zorun.” He paused, expecting a response. Sariel waited. After a moment, he continued. “You’re Sariel. That’s a pretty name.”

She turned her right foot inward and angled her body ever-so-slightly away from facing the man. If he was perceptive and worth anything as a swordsman, he would recognize the posture and stop trying to grab her interest.

As she expected, however, he was oblivious. “So, you’re paired with me in the first duel. I’ll go easy on you. Put on a good show and I’ll make it look like you might have been able to beat me on another day. Then you can thank me properly for it tonight. How about that?”

Ah, yes. That type. Something about the man seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Maybe it was the attitude, so much like Lysander Dessum. He’d probably tried to flirt with her before. It didn’t happen often. Her own confidence and her habit of wearing her sword almost constantly tended to keep such offers to a minimum. She regretted that she’d left her weapon with her friends, not thinking she’d need it for the meeting with the officials.

“You are offering to go easy on me and suggesting I pretend that you can best me in a duel? And for that, you would expect that I would thank you in some fashion? Tell me, Darian Zorun, have you dueled often?”

His brows drew down in confusion or irritation. It didn’t really matter which. “Of course. I am of the Brotherhood. I will be elevated and then I will continue to duel to increase my rank on the lists of the masters.”

“Yes, it’s as I thought. Your opponent in one of your duels must have struck you soundly in the head. That would explain your ridiculous dream of being able to defeat me. Count yourself lucky to share the same ring as me. I would suggest you try your hardest in the bout. Even still, it would be you wanting to thank me when we’re done.”

“Why would I thank you?”

“For not killing you, of course. You should go prepare. I’m afraid this duel will be humiliating for you.”

With that, she turned her back on him and walked back toward her friends. Her master would probably have been a little disappointed by her rudeness. Then again, he might display disappointment while chuckling at the display. Master Galen did love it when a braggart was put in his place, both verbally and physically.

Gar stepped forward as she reached them.

“What did you say to him?” His eyes were sparkling, obviously enjoying Darian’s discomfort.

“Did he react strongly?” she asked.

Gar outright laughed. “He actually stomped a foot. I thought he was going to throw a temper tantrum right there on the field.”

Sariel smiled. Gar was so like Master Galen in some ways. “He offered to take it easy on me so that I would look impressive.”

“Oh, no he ditn’t,” Tip said in a falsetto voice with an unfamiliar rhythm while bobbing his head strangely. For some reason, that increased Gar’s laughter. The two of them constantly enjoyed jokes none of the rest of her companions understood. Perhaps they would explain it to her? Her cheeks warmed.

“He did, indeed,” she said. “Then he told me that after he won, I could thank him properly this evening.”

For some reason, Gar’s laughter cut off abruptly and he glared toward the man.

“Did you recognize him?” he asked with barely constrained rage.

“He seemed familiar, but no, I don’t know him.”

“He’s the guy from the other night, at the inn. The one the barmaid slapped.”

She turned to look at Darian, but he was with a few other men, sorting out his gear for the duel. “The one you stopped from striking the woman?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“Outstanding. Hmmm. Perhaps what I told him was both true and untrue.”

Brin stepped up to us. “What did you tell him?”

“That I would humiliate him and that he would feel the need to thank me when this bout is done.”

“Thank you for what?”

“For not killing him,” Sariel said. “I may not afford him the opportunity to feel gratitude. We shall see how it proceeds.”

Gar chuckled again. “You told him you were going to beat his ass and humiliate him?”

“I said nothing of any donkey, but I did state plainly I was going to soundly drub him.”

“Isn’t that, I don’t know, a little outside the tenets?”

She put her hand up and displayed her index finger and thumb, a small distance apart.

Gar barked another laugh and, of all things, pulled her into a hug. She froze for a moment and he released her. It had been such a surprise, she hadn’t had time to react. Truth be told, she didn’t know how to react. She would have to ponder it another time. For now, there were things to be done.

“My duel is the first. We have a few minutes before it is announced. I should move and warm my body to prepare.”
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We all moved to the space set aside for the duelers to prepare for their bouts. While Sariel performed some simple warm-up exercises and then drew her sword to run through a few forms, I kept my eye on the guy she’d be fighting.

Tip came up to me, Rex trailing behind. The furcan pushed his head against my leg, wanting some attention. I patted the lizard while the satyr jerked his chin over toward Darian Zorun. “He really tried to use a duel in the swordmaster circuit to try to get some action with Sariel.”

“Apparently.”

“I hope she kills him.”

My head snapped toward him. “Kills him?”

“Yeah. Nobody fucks with my friends. If I was better, I’d challenge him to a duel and do it myself, but you know, Sariel’s a lot better with a sword than me. So I hope she does it.”

“Huh. I think he needs to have the shit kicked out of him for doing whatever he did to that barmaid, and for trying to hit her. But kill? Isn’t that a little harsh?”

Tip shrugged.

“I think she should definitely humiliate him, though,” I continued. “This is going to be good.”

“Are you sure?” Brin said from beside me. The last time I’d seen her, she was near Sariel.

“Sure about what?”

“That she can humiliate him.”

“Definitely. The woman is a dynamo with that sword. She’ll take him out. Easily. She’s very good. I’d have said it by now if I didn’t think she could go all the way to the final duel and then take out Lice. Watch her. This is going to be an interesting bout.”

The judge called the duelists to the ring. I gave Sariel a smile and a thumbs-up as she carried her naked sword, the flat of the blade on her shoulder, to meet with the official and her opponent.

I checked out Darian’s gear as they met in the ring. He had a basket-hilted highland broadsword. It was a straight, wide, double-edged sword with a tight cup of metal that covered the top part of the hilt, protecting the entire hand. Along with it, he wore a buckler on his left forearm. Not the tiny shields held in one’s hand, but the slightly larger round shield that strapped to the forearm and allowed the wielder to still use his hand for grappling.

When I saw his kit, I smiled. I’d expect a brutish asshole like him to use such a weapon. It was ideal for someone who loved to manhandle their opponents and charge in with aggressive chopping attacks. This was definitely going to be an interesting duel.


Chapter
Twenty



Iexplained to Tip about the basket-hilted sword and its peculiar characteristics.

“How do you know about that?” he asked me. “The whole reason we came to the kingdom was so you could learn about swords.”

“I’ve always loved different fighting styles and weapons from throughout history. I also read a lot of fantasy books, so it was all swords and magic. When I was in school, I liked to read books in the library about historical warfare—not large-scale strategy, but personal combat—and there’s lots of stuff on the internet. Just because I’m not an expert at using a sword doesn’t mean I don’t know a lot about them. They use a wide variety of different types of swords here, so you should probably get used to me chattering about it.”

“I find it interesting,” Brin said, putting her hand in mine. “I trained with a few varieties of swords, but I have not seen this type before. The steel wrapping around the handle is awkward, but I can see the benefit. I have had my hand struck by many a practice weapon.”

“We all have,” I said, noting the dark marks on Tip’s hand. I was responsible for most of that bruising.

The two duelists, on their own edges of the circle, faced each other as the judge commanded them to start. Both walked toward the other, not rushing but not hesitating, either. From the side, Sariel looked composed, as she always did when sparring.

Darian was another story. The man glared at her, his mouth in a scowl. Even though what she’d said to him wasn’t in front of others, he was fuming. I could easily read his thoughts. She dares to speak that way to me? In fact, he had said that very thing to me. “You dare!” This was getting better and better. I’ve always been a sucker for poetic justice.

Sariel brought her sword up, the hilt near her face with the blade angling down behind her, like she was at the batting cages. I laughed. She’d told me it was called the Woman’s Guard position and I was confident she used it specifically to taunt her perturbed opponent. Unfortunately, he didn’t strike me as a guy who had studied so much as one who constantly jumped into fights as the solo means to get better, so the joke was probably lost on him. A couple of the other waiting duelists pointed it out and chuckled, though.

Darian stomped toward her with his sword and buckler raised, like he was one of those old-school boxers. When they were close enough, he lunged in with a surprisingly quick chop at her face. She rotated, thrusting her sword in at an angle to intercept it, pushed his blade outward, and circled her own sword around to slash down at him from the upper right.

Darian caught her sword on his buckler, shedding it to the side, but Sariel twisted her wrists, reversing the blade and cutting upward. Her edge sliced into the leather of his battle skirt, shearing off one of the flaps. It fell to the ground as she pivoted away.

They were still only testing each other, but I learned two things: Darian was faster than I had thought, and Sariel’s skill level was way above his. The tiny part of me that had been nervous eased a little.

Next came a series of quick chops with the broadsword, feeling out Sariel’s defense. With small actions that moved her sword scant inches, she turned aside the cuts with the ring of steel on steel. Darian surprised me yet again when, on the last parry, he circled his sword around to thrust at the elf, like he was dueling with a rapier. The style seemed to clash with the clunky weapon, but his timing was excellent and it would have caught many a fighter unaware.

But not Sariel. Despite the length of her blade, she circled his in turn and thrusted it along the length of his weapon, the point skittering off the basket guard that was made for that very reason. She didn’t stop there, though. With a flick of her sword, she carved a line up his arm, tearing into the heavy cloth sleeve between his vambrace and his pauldron. The grey material darkened with blood.

Darian growled, charging in with another attack. He batted at Sariel’s sword with his small shield as he chopped at her hand, but she expertly used the crossguard on her own weapon to catch his sword and, of all things, moved in toward him. With his buckler outside his center line, her body slid into an opening in his guard, with her own sword pushing his outward, still pressing against her hand guard.

She threw a quick side-elbow that slammed directly onto his chin, snapping his head back. She stepped back, levering her sword up to throw his out to the side and flicked it, slashing across his right cheek, less than an inch from his eye.

Again, she backed up, though she could have just as easily torn his throat out.

“She’s decided not to kill him,” I said. “She’s already had a couple of opportunities and that last one, she hardly would have had to move to end him.”

Brin nodded, keeping her eyes on the combatants. “She is playing with him.”

“Yes. I can’t wait to see what she does. She promised humiliation, after all.”

Darian reached up with his left hand to feel at his face and brought his hand back covered in red. The one side of his upper lip turned up in a snarl and he made a growling noise again. Yeah, that was one unhappy dude.

He rushed in again, slashing wildly, spinning to gain momentum as he cut at her with his sword and bashed at her with his buckler. Sariel smoothly and coolly pivoted, working from the side to throw off his strikes and interrupt his rhythm. When he tried to grab at her with his left hand while she performed a hard block of one of his slashes, she managed to torque her blade to the side as the buckler contacted it and laid down a long cut along his hand.

“That’s one tradeoff with that type of buckler,” I said. “You can grab, but your hand isn’t protected as well as if you were holding it.”

Darian cursed and pulled back, but with his sword still caught up with Sariel’s, she took the opening and, turning slightly, shot out a fast but not too powerful donkey kick at him.

Contacting him precisely between the legs.

Several men among the spectators groaned at the sight, an instinctual reaction of the male of the species. While I did wince, I also laughed. Sariel was being free with her “unorthodox actions,” especially with how proper she normally was, but who could blame her? The asshole deserved every bit of what she was doing and more. There were no points for style, no judging who won on technical points. As long as she didn’t get disqualified, the one who defeated their opponent was the winner. Honestly, I hadn’t even known she could kick like that.

Darian spent a moment trying to walk it off. It made me wonder why they didn’t have cups. I mean, wasn’t that the reason for a codpiece? Sure, it looked stupid, worn on the outside like that, but it would have saved the guy some pain.

There was no stopping his rampage from that point. He went at Sariel like she’d murdered his family, slashing, thrusting, and using complex techniques that, if I didn’t hate him so much, might have impressed me. The wide blade turned and slashed like a fencer’s foil, though it was never designed for such things. Through it all, Sariel maintained her elevated guard, deflecting each blow with a turn and twist of her own rapid flick of the blade that not only shunted his attack, but circled back to counterattack.

They shuffled, not moving far, but advancing then receding, trading blows more and more quickly. Darian couldn’t coordinate his buckler with the fast exchanges and it primarily stayed in place, guarding the left side of his body. Sariel’s superior reach kept him from being able to use it to attack her body directly.

After one quick exchange, during which I could hear Darian puffing above the sound of the striking steel, Sariel apparently decided she’d had enough. When the man tried to circle his blade around hers to thrust up along her weapon, she twisted her wrists, brought her sword around in a tight, controlled arc, and thrusted it straight forward.

Her sword skittered off his handguard, but was angled so that it bit into his forearm beyond it. The point acted like a seam-ripper, cutting exactly where the short vambrace ended and continuing on up under the pauldrons. The heavy cloth and skin split all the way up.

Darian backpedaled as he dragged his useless right arm along with him. He flailed his buckler around, trying to fend Sariel off, but she slid her sword around it and slashed and poked at him, much like a foil fencer herself. Soon, he was bleeding from most of the places he was “protected” by the heavy cloth, which wasn’t made for direct thrusts.

Sariel slammed her sword into his buckler, throwing it wide, then she charged forward and slipped her leg around his ankle as he backed away from her. Darian tripped and slammed onto his back, sliding for a few feet. When he stopped, he found the tip of a longsword resting on his throat.

“Say it,” Sariel said calmly. She wasn’t even breathing hard. “Say. It.”

Darian cursed under his breath, but finally said it. “I submit.”

“Louder, so the judge can hear you clearly.” If I heard it, the judge had as well, but I didn’t blame her for making him repeat it.

“I submit!”

Sariel wiped her blade on one of the few spots the man wasn’t bloody, a piece of cloth above his boots. She leaned toward him and he flinched. I couldn’t hear what she said, but it was short. Then she casually walked back toward us, not even bothering to keep an eye on the man in case he decided to try something. I wasn’t sure I could’ve kept myself from glancing back.

I handed her a rag to more completely clean her blade, then the scabbard, and she slid her sword into it. I took it back so everyone could take their turn hugging her. She still wasn’t completely comfortable with all the affection, but at least she didn’t act like she was being attacked like she had after the first duel.

When everyone else was done, I put my arms out, still holding the scabbarded sword, and she tentatively entered my embrace. While I wrapped my arms loosely around her, I whispered into her ear.

“Great job. Very entertaining and humiliating. What did you say there, at the end?”

“I told him that he should not bother to thank me, that anything he thought mattered not at all to me.”

I laughed and squeezed her harder, turning around in circles with her.

“You are fucking awesome.”

We stayed to watch the remaining duels. You could never have enough of scouting the competition, and the duelists who won might be opponents Sariel would face in the future.

Between the second and third bouts, a woman approached. She looked nervous. Not scared—more like she was coming to get an autograph, though I wasn’t sure they did that in this world. Those kids in Forgehaven had a doll of Sariel, so maybe she was some kind of celebrity, though it certainly didn’t seem like it with the way she was treated in her own kingdom.

“Pardon, Swordmaster,” the woman said. I estimated she was in her twenties, but that the years had been hard for her. She looked exhausted, though still attractive in her peasant’s dress, with her long brown hair, striking blue eyes, and slender figure.

“I am not a swordmaster,” Sariel said, maybe a little too defensively. She softened her voice with her next words. “Not yet. How may I be of assistance?”

“Oh. I need nothing, your lady swordswoman. I only wanted to thank you.”

“Thank me? Please tell me what I have done to deserve your thanks?”

“That man. The one you made a fool of. I know the healers have already undone his wounds, so it’s like your blade never kissed him, but his suffering and his embarrassment, those will stay with him. I thank you, though I dearly wish you had killed him. True to the tenets, you are, so it is rude and incorrect for me to wish for it, but there it is.”

“You…wish I had killed him?”

“Aye, my lady. Though it shames me to feel that way, I wish with all my heart you had put an end to him.”

“Why?”

“He…” Her voice broke and her eyes shimmered. “He is not a good man. A week he has been here and I know of six occasions where he has forced himself upon women of the city. Six! One is my sweet sister. She cowers in her bed, afraid to see the faces of strangers. Another of the women, she’s missing for three days now after he was seen following her.”

“Has no one told the constable?” Brin asked, her green eyes blazing. “Are there not laws in the city against such things?”

“Aye, milady, there are. None have reported it. They’re afraid. He is of the Brotherhood. We don’t know if he is nobility, but the Brotherhood is enough. Begging your pardon, but I have seen things, heard tales, that not all abide by the tenets. Please don’t take offense, my lady swordswoman.”

“I take no offense,” Sariel said, putting a soothing hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Truly, I myself have witnessed…things. I can only hope those tales do not shed a poor light on every member of the Brotherhood.”

“Oh, no,” the woman said. “As I said, I believe you are true and follow the tenets. It’s why I came to thank you. I wanted you to know that I, and others, appreciate you.”

“What is your name?”

She bobbed a little curtsy. “I am Ceriya Moon.”

“That is a beautiful name,” Brin said. “I myself am a chosen of the moon goddess, so it is doubly alluring to me.”

“Truly? You are a moonwisp? That’s why your skin is such a radiant color?”

“It is. Tell me, Ceriya, was your sister, or the others you know of, injured physically? Were they harmed?”

Ceriya’s tears burst full-force. “They were. Some more than others, but all have at least bruises. One girl has a broken arm.”

I found myself growling, but Sariel had a stronger reaction. She snatched her sword from my hand and started toward the other side of the arena. I had to catch her and pull her back. I turned my back to Ceriya and kept my voice low so the woman didn’t hear.

“Not like this, Sariel. We can’t give anyone reason to disqualify you. It’s like we talked about before. We’ll take care of it. Let’s focus on Ceriya and the other girls for now.”

She nodded with gritted teeth and we turned back around to find Brin in conversation with the peasant woman.

“Allow us a few moments to gather our things and I will go with you to heal your sister first, then the others. My power is not strong currently, but I should be enough if the injuries are not too great.”

Ceriya was openly sobbing now and Brin pulled her into a hug, letting her cry in between soft, sobbing thank yous.

Ten minutes later, all of us together followed Ceriya Moon to see if we could help the women in some small way. The entire time, I went over in my head how I was going to hunt down Darian Zorun. I couldn’t give a shit if they wanted to kick me out of the Brotherhood. The man was going to die before another day dawned.


Chapter
Twenty-One



Brin accompanied Ceriya into her home to help the woman’s sister. I stayed outside, along with my other friends. Things were traumatic enough with a stranger, even one as charismatic as Brin, showing up. If the rest of us went inside, we would probably make things a lot worse, especially me. Ceriya’s sister wouldn’t want to see an unknown man in her home.

While we waited, we chatted softly. All but Sariel, who had gone completely quiet. She fingered a long knife on her belt, one I’d seen her carry around even when she wasn’t wearing her sword.

“That’s a nice knife,” I said to her.

She blinked at me a few times, like she was coming out of a trance. “Oh, yes. Thank you. It belonged to Master Galen. He was buried with his sword, but I took his knife as my own. It reminds me of him.”

I put my arm around her in a one-armed hug. “Are auxiliary weapons like that allowed in the duels? I’ve never seen you take it into the ring with you.”

“They are. Some duelists use two weapons all the time. Some disagree with allowing others to carry them into the duel, saying it dilutes the pure nature of the contest. I mostly agree, though I would not pursue an argument on the subject. If the rules state they may be used, then that should be good enough for the combatants.”

We spent several hours traversing the city, Ceriya leading us to different homes, approaching them with Brin and explaining how she could help with some physical healing. Unfortunately, there wasn’t magic for the emotional injuries. At least, not that I knew about.

“Thank you so much,” Ceriya said, hugging each one of us, including Tip. Not Rex, though. He only got a few pats on the head. “Especially to you, Brinawynn. I am thrilled that you were able to heal the broken bone. I wish I could pay you for your kindness.”

“You are a wonderful person, Ceriya,” Brin said. “There is no payment necessary. I am pleased to be of service. I wish the best for these women, despite being subjected to such situations.”

“We will put an end to them,” Sariel added. “One way or another.”

The swordswoman had been quietly fuming all night, not engaging in conversation as we waited at each of Brin’s appointments. We were going to have to talk about it as we went back to the inn. I was afraid she was going to go looking for Darian alone and take matters into her own hands. I wanted my piece of his flesh, too.

I totally understood her urgency, but we needed a more measured approach. Sariel getting kicked out of the circuit, or even the Brotherhood, was not going to do anyone any good.

We said goodbye to Ceriya after she expressed her thanks for us and her respect for Sariel once again. I snatched Brin’s hand in mine. I’d been holding it as we went to each new place, trying to give her back a little of the mana she was using with her healings. Luckily, healing spells were among the least mana-expensive spells in her repertoire.

We only went a few steps before I turned the blue woman around, wrapped my arms around her, and kissed her. The others shuffled their feet but didn’t comment.

Once I separated from her, she looked at me wide-eyed. “Gar!”

“Sorry. I really appreciate what you did tonight. Plus, I know you used up some mana, so I wanted to give you a little quicker infusion than holding your hand would provide. I hope you don’t mind.”

She squeezed my hand. “No, I don’t. Thank you. You surprised me, is all.”

I tried to lighten the mood a little as we walked.

“So, Sariel. Two down. You’re more than a quarter of the way done. Next stop, Temperance, right?”

“Yes. We have eight days until the duel. Perhaps we should discuss our plans. We can make the trip in one day, so there is plenty of time. Once we…wrap up business in this city, we can decide when we will leave.”

Well, shit. That kind of backfired on me. We walked on silently for a time.

Some distance yet from our inn, we walked through a section of street where several of the pole lamps were not lit. It had only been dark for an hour or so, so I assumed whoever was in charge of them would take care of it soon. Maybe that they were behind schedule. The city had guards, though they were more prevalent in the market districts. We were currently in a section populated with crafters’ workshops and a few warehouses. No guards.

We passed through the darkened area and came upon one of the lit lamps when a voice came from a side street to our left.

“We knew you would come this way. No doubt you were out celebrating the victory you obtained by cheating.”

Sariel’s hand was already on her sword. So were Brin’s and Tip’s. Tyra lowered herself into a stable stance as her hands strayed near the sticks poking out of the case on her back. I turned my head toward the voice. I was pretty sure I knew who it belonged to.

Darian Zorun stepped into the light, six other men behind him. I recognized two from the inn. They were the ones who’d gathered up his belongings and run like little bitches after him when he’d been thrown out of the common room.

“Fancy meeting you here,” I said. He squinted at me. Trying to place where he’d seen me before. Then his eyes went wide.

“You. From the inn.”

“Yeah. You’re still up to your bullshit. But trying that with Sariel? Come on, man. How fucking stupid are you? She could have easily killed you earlier today, and you come looking for her?”

“She owes me a reward for pretending to lose. You know what you can do for me, honey, don’t you?”

Tip, behind and to my right, spoke in a clear, loud voice. “Ruh-roh, Raggy.”

I burst out laughing, but no one other than Tip reacted. Well, Scooby Doo was an acquired taste, I guess.

The sound of swords leaving scabbards confirmed that this would not end well for some.

“Outstanding,” Sariel said. “It’s just as well. I was going to hunt you down in any case.”

“See,” the man boasted. “I knew you wanted me. Come on, give me some of that sweet, sweet elf meat. I’ll still have to bruise you up, but maybe we’ll let your friends live.”

The white-haired elf strode toward the seven men, her gait smooth and casual. Even then, she was graceful and sinuous. Darian licked his lips.

“I know what you’ve been up to,” Sariel said. The cold steel in her voice should have been a warning. Two of Darian’s cronies backed up a step, sensing something wasn’t right. The moron duelist was oblivious. If anything, his eyes held excitement as she got closer. She angled her scabbard toward horizontal and slid her belt further back on her waist.

I wasn’t sure what Sariel was doing, but I edged toward the men as well. Darian would not leave this street alive. Whether the others did depended upon how they acted, as far as I was concerned. If they followed his path, there were going to be several corpses waiting for the guards to find.

Darian was nearly dancing, the nervous energy bouncing him where he stood. He had his basket-hilted broadsword, but his buckler was nowhere in sight. Bad move, idiot. He couldn’t take Sariel on his best day, even with all his gear.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “Do you mean pleasuring women wherever I go? You’ll see. Once I’m done with you and you’re no longer of use to me, you’ll be begging me for more. Like the rest of th⁠—”

Sariel had apparently had enough. She was close enough that she charged the last few feet, drawing her sword in a smooth, fast movement. The blade slashed upward, screeching vertically on Darian’s breastplate and continuing upward to cut deeply into the top of his throat and chin. The razor-sharp blade swung with such force, cut through his jaw, bisected his nose, and split the skin on his forehead.

The man didn’t have enough time to make more than a wet grunt as Sariel arrested the sword’s motion and thrust it straight forward. The point punched into his face, between the eyes, and erupted out of the back of his head. She kicked his body off and he crumpled to the street. His sword bounced on the cobbles with a clang and everything got eerily silent.

Oh, shit. She’d done it so fast, even I didn’t have time to react. I didn’t even know it was possible to perform an iaido move like that with a longsword. Technically her blade was more of a bastard sword, not a true longsword, but damn. I was as stunned as everyone else.

The swordswoman flicked the blood from her blade, sweeping her eyes over the other six men. As if she was daring them to try anything. It gave me chills and I recalled a part in the excellent movie Troy where Achilles stared down an entire army: “Is there no one else? Is there no one else?”

Two of them were stupid enough to take the bait. They screamed what they probably thought were cool battle cries and charged her.

It was almost difficult to watch. Once the two came in, the others followed. I started toward them to help Sariel, but realized within the first two steps I would only get in the way.

The elf was a dervish. Whether because she was extremely focused or because her anger had lent her strength and speed, she was a monster the likes of which these men had never encountered. Her movements were technically perfect, so minimalist and efficient I could only stare in awe.

The first two swords were inconsequential. She angled her blade to deflect the first with a sharp ting and continued the parrying motion to punch her blade into the man’s throat, tearing out the side and flowing into another parry that doubled as an attack, this time opening up the sword arm of the second attacker. Before the dropped sword hit the ground, Sariel had brought her blade back around and cut so deeply into the man’s abdomen that his entrails spilled out.

She was already moving past him as he doubled over, thrusting her blade into the next man’s chest without even bothering to address his sloppy slash at her. Spinning to her left side, she cut downward in a diagonal direction, slashing through the neck of another man and almost taking his head.

With her spin tearing her sword out of him, Sariel’s blade bashed a vertical cut coming toward her so violently the attacker’s sword broke and her weapon continued on to cut into the last man’s shoulder. She pulled her sword back, spinning in the other direction to deliver a beautiful horizontal cut that took the head of the man with the broken sword, placing her into a perfect guard position facing the last man, who was whimpering and trying to run away.

“No,” she said, lunging in like a fencer and running her sword through the side of his body. She angled it perfectly to pass through the ribs and out of the other side, going through the heart in the process. She yanked her blade out of him and watched as he dropped to the ground.

Sariel let out a long breath as her shoulders slumped. Turning, she walked back toward us, but stopped to look down at the man trying to hold his guts in where she had slashed him open. She punched her blade through his eye to finish him off. Then almost delicately, she wiped her blade on the clothing of the first man she’d killed after Darian.

Sliding her sword into the scabbard, she rejoined us. She hadn’t so much as looked at the knife she wore, her sword being more than up to the task.

“Dinner?” she said, her voice steady and emotionless.

Fucking hell.

“Let’s head back to the inn,” I said. I doubted I’d be eating much this night, not with the image of that man spilling his entrails all over. “I think I could probably use a drink.”

I glanced back at the bodies as we left. I couldn’t say I felt sorry for them, nor could I say I felt bad in any way. But the manner in which it was done left me shocked. True, none of those lackeys had much skill with a blade. Even Darian was not a match for Sariel. It was that it all happened so fast. So fast.

The woman had known from the beginning of the encounter that there would be no delays, no fancy tactics or dueling. She was pure warrior, going for the most expedient way of killing her opponents. It’s what all great combatants did in history. Miyamoto Musashi sprang to mind. Rarely did his fights last more than a few moves. Why waste energy when you can go straight for the kill? It was efficient, cold, effective, and horrifically awesome.

But it also made me worry a bit about my friend. I’d found her to be caring and respectful and honorable. I hope she didn’t look back on this later and grieve over it. Not over killing those guys, who definitely deserved it, but over acting in that way. I’d certainly take her aside and talk to her. I’d been shaken, but I completely understood her battle strategy. When it came down to it, those who studied combat arts were studying to kill. Doing it efficiently was kind of the point.

I put an arm around Sariel and gave her a one-armed hug, squeezing her to me and then releasing her. Her eyes flicked to me, affronted at first, but then they softened and she gave me a small smile.

Yeah, we’d talk later, but at least she seemed all right. It was pretty badass. I’d remember this night for a long, long time.
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“Iwould suggest we leave this city tomorrow,” Brin told us after we got back to the inn and rented a private dining room for dinner. “Trouble may come of Darian Zorun’s foolish attack upon us earlier.”

I’d been wondering if cutting down seven men in the middle of a city street would be a problem. This world still surprised me every day, so I wasn’t sure what consequences it would bring.

“We will not be prosecuted for the deed, even if we are accused,” Sariel said.

“What if someone saw it?” Tyra asked. “There were a lot of buildings around where someone could have seen it without us seeing them.”

Sariel shook her head. “The constable will not interfere with squabbles between duelists of the Brotherhood.”

I stared at the elf, my mouth open. “You’re telling us that killing a group of men won’t raise any questions?”

She flicked her hand out, shooing away the idea. “It will be obvious it was related to the Brotherhood and duels. All the injuries were sword strikes, no stabbings or slashing of a shorter, concealed weapon, and no projectiles. Darian is known from the duel earlier. City guards and local officials will not interfere in something related to those of the Brotherhood.”

“That’s some mafia shit right there,” Tip said, and I nodded at him. He’d hit it right on the head. The Brotherhood was too powerful for officials to get involved.

I could only shake my head. “Wow. Okay, if you say so, that’s a load off my mind. Everyone is going to know it was you, huh?”

The elf shrugged. “Perhaps. It matters little. His depredations are at an end. I’m not opposed to leaving tomorrow, however, if that is what we all decide to do.”

“What about you, Tyra?” I asked. “For the rest of us, Temperance is about the same as here. We’ll be training or looking through the shops, but you’ve been going to Senin’s forge and working. Are you fine with heading out tomorrow?”

“Yeah, no problem. All of these cities seem big enough to have at least a few smithies. Getting free work out of me for the privilege of using their forge, there should be at least one smith who will jump at that offer. I’m sure I’ll find one there, too.”

“Good enough. Tomorrow it is, then.”

After we finished dinner, Tip wanted to go hang out in the common room, while the rest of us were going to go to our rooms. I needed to help Brin regain some of her magic after all that healing, something I was positively looking forward to, but another task was first on my list.

“Hey, Sariel, will you go on a little walk with me? I want to get some fresh air.”

By the look on her face, you would have thought I’d asked her to strip down and have sex right there in the common room of the inn. She agreed, but she also raised her blade from her scabbard a couple of inches and let it slide back in, as if she was getting ready for a fight.

I didn’t waste any time. As soon as we were a few paces from the door of the inn, I started talking.

“Are you all right?”

She continued looking straight ahead. “I am fine. None of the men were able to touch me with their blades. Only Darian had any skill, and even that was woefully lacking. Especially to my attack.”

“Which reminds me, what was all that about? I never knew people trained in quick-draw with a longsword.”

Her mouth twitched like she wanted to smile but didn’t quite manage it. “Master Galen trained me in a most unorthodox manner. He loved the art of combat. Unlike many sword wielders, he did not enjoy harming others, but the way of the sword, it was his passion. When he found techniques that were useful, he would incorporate them. He instilled the same attitude in me. ‘If you are committed to combat to the death, end it quickly,’ he would tell me. Often. It’s different with duels, which are not truly meant to kill. But in a battle where only one will survive, there is no place for half-measures.”

I wasn’t sure how to get to my point without possibly touching some nerves, but it had to be done.

“You got pretty intense. Before and after that whole thing. I know…”

A trio of people walked by us going the other way. Sariel nodded at them. I was too preoccupied. After they passed and we were alone again, I continued.

“I know you were angry all evening. I was, too. That’s why I’m asking if you’re okay. From having spent so much time with you, the way you shut everything else off like that and became a killing machine, it concerns me. I haven’t seen you like that before.”

“Does it scare you? Disgust you?”

“No. None of that. I was more than prepared to fight with those men, to kill them for what they’ve been doing. I don’t find any fault with what you did. The way you turned off your humanity for those few minutes, though, I just want to make sure you’re as calm and collected inside as out.”

Sariel stopped and turned to face me, her jaw set and her eyes hard. Not as hard as just before she took out the seven men in a shockingly short amount of time, but still like chips of frozen azure flame. I thought for a moment she was going to chew me out, but then her entire face softened, and continued to soften. Her eyes glimmered and were it anyone else, I’d have expected her to break down and cry. She stopped short of that.

“I dislike what I did, even less that it was necessary. Perhaps I showed slightly more violent intent than was warranted, but gods, Gar. What those men did in just a few days of being in this city. I thought of how many others have suffered at their hands. They were traveling, much as we are, going from city to city. Have they preyed upon people everywhere they went? Would they have done so in every subsequent city?

“This is not the same as those who enjoy doing violence, those who enter duels with the intent to kill every opponent. Or those who sell their skills for battles because they love the killing. Those are reprehensible, but at least they are expressing their sick desires upon others who can fight. Sometimes, they underestimate their opponents and they themselves are killed. It is fitting.

“But these. These attacked innocent people, children in some cases. Their depravity struck me deep within my heart. With each new occurrence we learned about, I promised I would not let them continue. I intended to search them out tonight, to stop it all. When they came upon us, not only presenting themselves, but bragging and claiming they would take me, too, it was too much. Not only take me, but accusing me of wanting it, liking it.

“That man was not a person. He was a twisted mind carried around in a form that had been developed into a golem for violence and lust. His words drew all the humanity from me. Long enough for me to act.

“I am not sorry I did what I did. Even with his companions, I paused to allow them to flee. But they attacked. And they died. It is fitting. My regret is that I did so in front of all of you, my friends. I do not desire to be thought a monster, someone mad with power who preys on others and deals death as if there is no consequence. I would not have you afraid I might become that which I destroyed this night.”

The last few words came hard, as if tearing them from her throat caused her physical pain. There was the hint of a whimper in them. I realized then that though Sariel Snowblossom was strong, stronger probably than anyone I had ever known, she was also drawn so tight that she was about to snap. Not that she’d go insane and start killing people with abandon, but that she’d have a nervous breakdown or some kind of meltdown. Her master, essentially her only family member, was murdered—a familiar story within our little group—and she’d been treading water since. Now all this?

I took her hand gently. Her eyes flashed and she locked them on mine, almost as if she felt like she was being attacked and needed to defend herself. When she didn’t attack, I pulled her into a hug. I knew she wasn’t demonstrative like that. She rarely touched anyone else, even when the rest of us were high-fiving and fist-bumping and performing all other manner of friendly gestures. Still, if anyone had ever needed a hug, I figured she was that person, right now.

“We’re not scared you’ll turn into some crazy monster. We’re just concerned what all this shit is doing to you. The way most of the other people in the Brotherhood treat you, the way this entire kingdom seems against you, the loss of Galen, and now this…I’m concerned. I agree with what you did tonight and feel satisfied and awed at how you carried it out. I’m happy that asshole is dead and you probably saved dozens of others from his abuse, even saved lives.

“I have come to know you, Sariel, and I know that intensely angry person you became earlier is not you. Not really. It’s a tool that you have to use sometimes. I’m okay with that. Sometimes, we have to be what we don’t want to become. As long as we don’t stay that way, I think it’s fine. You’re an amazing person and you don’t have to worry about us turning away from you when you dispense a little justice. Okay?”

“Yes.”

“Do me a favor?”

“Of course.” Her arms had gone around me and she pulled herself into my chest.

“Talk to me. Or Brin. Or any of us. I know there’s a lot of stuff bouncing around in your mind and your emotions have to be a jumble right now. Talk to us, let us know what you’re feeling, tell us what we can do to make you feel more comfortable. This quest won’t do you any good if you end up exploding like a cannonball from the stress. We’ve got a long way to go to bring some justice to Lice. I want to make sure we get there without breaking down.”

She chuckled. “Lice.”

“He is a fucking louse. I fully expect—and hope—that you take him out as decisively as you did with Darian tonight.”

“I…will try. Talking. I’ve never had anyone I can share my feelings with, other than my master. I have always needed to be on guard, maintaining my image of strength.”

“Don’t worry about that. I know how strong you are. I would really like to share those thoughts with you. Those feelings. I can start. Let me tell you more about how I grew up, and about Lucas. Maybe you’ll see that your feelings aren’t as unique as you might think. It’s a common bond we can use to help each other.”

“Tell me.”

“Okay. Well, the place I grew up was not a kind, nurturing environment. My mother was great, but from when I was very young, I was surrounded by violence and danger. I used to…”
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Sariel and I found a bench in a park nearby and sat there for more than two hours. I explained my life and how close Lucas and I were, how he was taken, and then that he was killed. Also the bad attitude and the anger that had consumed me following that. She shared more about her life with me, especially recently, after Galen was murdered by Lysander.

By the time we got back to the inn, I was exhausted, but I felt like the elf woman and I were closer. Even better, she seemed worn out, in a good way. I believed she’d sleep well.

“Maybe we can get a late start on going to the next city?” I said. “I want to sleep in.”

She laughed, and it didn’t even sound strained. “I don’t think that will be a problem. Thank you, Gar.”

“Sure, no problem.”

She went into her room and I went to knock on Brin’s door. It wasn’t that late. She opened it quickly and gestured me inside, where I described the last several hours. She kissed me, saying she appreciated what I’d done and that she would also try to help Sariel open up. When I asked if she could use a little extra magic, that sexy smirk appeared on her face. Latching the door, she slinked toward me, her eyes dancing.

As expected, Brin, Sariel, and I showed up in the common room later than normal for breakfast. After waving away the questioning looks from our other two companions, we ate and headed for the next city. Temperance.

I held Brin’s hand much of the trip and with that, along with the more concentrated infusion I gave her the night before, she was in good shape, magically, by the time we got to our destination. We’d made the trip in one day and rented rooms half an hour after we hit the city limits. The number of people on the road surprised me, but Sariel explained that traffic between the primary cities was always greater when the dueling circuit was in session.

As soon as we entered the city, Tip’s roving eyes found some attractive women walking down the street and minding their own business. He adopted what I’d started to think of as his hunting posture, focusing on them before saying something that would most likely result in offense on the women’s part, embarrassment for our entire group, and anger for me. Before he spoke, I did.

“You know that asshole Sariel killed in the last city?”

Tip turned toward me, as if there was a question who I was talking to. “Darian?”

“Yeah, him. You saw what others thought of him. What we thought of him. You saw the reaction of the women he interacted with, the fear and loathing. I’m not saying you’re the same as him, but when you push, desperate to get a woman to get with you, you give them a taste of what that guy represented. I know you don’t mean to be like that, but it’s the impression you give. You don’t want them to think you’re like him, do you?”

“No.”

“Good. It’s what we’ve been talking about. There’s no harm in flirting, but if you come on too strong, it might feel like assault from their side. Picture it as if you were on the receiving end. Maybe that’ll help you dial it back a few clicks. Okay?”

He frowned. “Yeah. I understand. I don’t want to be thought of as like him.”

“Good man.”

Despite our talk, Tip didn’t have it in him to be completely silent. He still approached some of the women, spouting mostly nonsense. Most of them were cringe-worthy, but some were hilarious.

“Hey there,” he said to a pretty redhead. “Aren’t you a bodacious Betty? Can you take me to a healer? I just broke my leg falling for you.”

“’Sup, baby.” This one was pointed at a very well-endowed brunette. “If I could rearrange the alphabet, I’d put U and I together.”

After hearing one woman refer to her companion by name, Tip inserted himself into their conversation. His excitement was palpable.

“So,” he said to a pretty blonde, “your name is Naomi? Did you know that spelled backwards, your name is ‘I moan?’ We can make that a reality.”

The final straw was with one of the few beastkin I’d seen in the Aesturith Kingdom. She was a bunny girl, as cute as she was sexy. “Hi.” He even adopted the slimy dude face, his eyebrows waggling. “I hear you’re looking for a stud. Well, I’ve got the STD and all I need is U.”

That one received a hard slap to his head from me, almost hard enough to knock his ass down.

“Sorry,” I said to the bunny girl, who had done a double-take at me and was now batting her eyelashes. “Too much to drink. And brain damage.” I turned to the satyr. “No more, Tip. True, you were just ridiculous and not super creepy, except maybe that last one. An STD? Really?”

He shrugged. “It just popped into my mind. Look how hot she is! My brain kind of froze up.”

“Yeah, all the blood went somewhere else. That’s it. You’ve had your fun. No more talking to women unless it’s a normal conversation. If it’s something you wouldn’t say to Brin or Tyra, don’t say it.”

“But I can’t say anything to them. Brin is like my favorite sister and Tyra will kick my ass if I say anything she doesn’t like.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Those are good guidelines to use. Pretend all women are them.”

He kicked at the street but stopped hitting on women. For the time being.

For six more days, we did what we’d been doing in Fortitude. Sariel, Tip, and I trained. Half of it was working with Sariel so she could practice her own skills, but the other half was trying to improve my sword skills and Tip’s overall combat proficiency. Brin trained with us a few days as well, when she wasn’t out scouring the city’s shops for magic items. Tyra found a smithy that was willing to let her put some time in at the anvil in exchange for some work in trade.

At times, I felt like I wasn’t helping Sariel out enough, like I was some glorified guy off the street who was paid to spar. She told me often, though, that the eclectic nature of my fighting helped her, forced her to be more creative in her own combat. She reminded me that she’d won her first duel with something I’d taught her. It made me feel better about the value of what I contributed, but I still wanted to do more.

I worked on communing with my weapons, too. I’d managed to attach the siangham to the three-sectional staff. Kind of. It looked like an example of someone’s first try at welding, with misshapen parts and everything crooked. The siangham barely hung off the end of the other weapon. Not something I’d trust to not fly off and hurt one of my allies, or even myself.

I still practiced with the triple stick and could manipulate it in motion—something that was much harder than it looked—so I usually didn’t crack myself in the face or the back of my head, but I wasn’t about to try practicing with the siangham attached when the triple stick was in flexible form. Even if it didn’t fly off as I was swinging the weapon, I could easily end up stabbing myself with it while trying to whip the weapon around.

It was going to be a while until I would be using the two weapons combined. The process of changing them still took a long time to manage, too, so I had a long way to go. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to make a spear from the two distinctly different items.

When we weren’t training, some of us walked about the city and enjoyed the pleasant coastal climate. Temperance was located on the Voriphus Sea, with beautiful views of the water and a few offshore islands from the top of cliffs along the water.

As we walked, we always attracted attention. For a change, though, it wasn’t all people pointing at me, but gesturing toward Sariel and conversing in low tones.

“The people here seem to recognize you,” I told her as we walked along a path at the outskirts of the city. “You’re a celebrity.”

She shrugged. “Interest always runs high when the dueling circuit is active. I experienced a similar thing when I traveled to test for bladebrother. Of course, my master was with me and he was renowned as a skilled swordsman. The general populace enjoys the pageantry of the duels. Some word of my success in Fortitude may have reached here. Some are dedicated enough to follow certain duelists from city to city.”

“It sounds like sports in my world. That’s good that you have fans. As long as they’re reasonable and don’t start stalking you or anything.”

She looked confused about that, but I didn’t elaborate.

“You get a fair number of people looking at you as well, Gar,” she said. “Mostly women, I notice.”

“It’s the same old thing, people thinking I look like that old hero. Sometimes I wonder about that, if it’s a blessing or a curse. I’ve come close to being in fights before because men are less thrilled about the resemblance. Some guys have wanted to fight with me because their lady friends have paid me too much attention. I’d rather keep a low profile, but it’s hard when there are statues of Kael everywhere.”

“He was a great hero. People looked up to him. He was an object of desire, even of worship. People can be strange where fame is involved.”

I snorted. “You’re telling me. I’m glad you’re around to take the attention off me. I’d much rather look at you than me, too.”

Tip made a scoffing noise behind us and I laughed again. I was not flirting, no matter what he thought. Sariel turned her head to look out over the ocean but couldn’t hide the small smile that graced her face.

We hadn’t been in the city long, but I was already anxious for the next duel so we could finish it and move on. Each of my companions had things they wanted to do, ranging from Brin trying to regain her magic and solving the mystery of her missing goddess to Tyra and her crafting, Tip with his quest to be a hero, and Sariel with her current goal of bringing justice to Lysander. Even Qamara had her mysterious projects she wouldn’t share with us. That thought brought me worries about how she was doing, wherever she was.

But what about me? I sought Sariel out to gain the skills to kill Eluthien, but what then? In general, I wanted to attack Aeyr in any way I could, killing his minions and trying to learn where I could find the demigod himself. That was fine, but it didn’t really seem like a proper quest to me.

I remember a counselor in school telling me about goals. She used the acronym SMART. I could hear her in my mind. “Proper goals should be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and Timely.” Mrs. Standon would be disappointed in me. I mean, what kind of hero couldn’t even phrase a proper goal to save the world? I chuckled inwardly at the thought.

Still, it did bother me. Here I was, traveling around with only a loosely detailed target for what I was going to do. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for the job. My friends’ objectives were important, but shouldn’t I feel some urgency for mine? The fire burning in me to find as many of Aeyr’s minions as quickly as possible and put an end to them had cooled somewhat. What the hell was I doing?

“Gar?”

I blinked. “Huh? I’m sorry. What did you say?”

Sariel’s mouth curved into an amused smile. “I asked what you thought about going back to the inn, having dinner, and relaxing. My duel is tomorrow and I would be there for it rested and refreshed.”

“Sure. Let’s do that. We’ve had some good training this last week. You deserve a little relaxation before crushing your opponent tomorrow. Let’s hope we can keep it in the dueling ring and not have to do the constable’s job this time.”

I knew it was a mistake as soon as I said it. Sariel’s smile slipped from her face and she nodded. Tip caught my eye and rolled his at me. Yeah, okay. I was an idiot. Damn.

The awkwardness didn’t linger, thankfully. With the refreshing ocean breeze and the picturesque surroundings, we settled back into enjoying the walk. The pointing and whispering of those we passed notwithstanding.
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While we waited for Sariel to finish with the recitation of the rules and the drawing of straws to determine dueling order, I looked over the crowd. It was about the same size as the one in Fortitude, maybe a couple hundred people. There wasn’t a lot of difference in their appearances. The same commoner clothes for most with a minority wearing finer clothing made from softer materials. Peasant dresses, rough pants and tunics and coarse linen, and the upper class in combed wool, finer linen, and silks.

I only had a chance to glance at the competitors without registering details as they all broke up to go to their assigned areas to wait for their turn to duel. Sariel walked back toward us.

“Hey,” I said to Brin. “How come we don’t see more of the same people? This is the third round of duels and I know we won’t see the losers again, but what about the winners of the other two cities? How come I haven’t seen them?”

“The dueling circuit is large,” the moonwisp answered. “There are seven duels for each, but they are done in a different order depending upon where the duelist started. Our path is logical because we started in the far southern city, but those who, for example, started here in Temperance, they will have fought here first. From there, they may have gone to Fortitude, to Equity, or even as far north as Prowess. I’m sure we will see familiar faces, but chance may put those we have seen with us or we may not see the winners until the final duel in the capital city.”

“I didn’t realize there were that many people wanting to duel.”

Sariel joined us, hearing the last part of our conversation. “They only hold the circuit once per year, twice if there are many more than normal wanting to elevate themselves. There are seven bouts today. We may see two days of duels in some cities. It depends on the schedule and how many have applied. Along with the duration of each duel, of course.”

“Seven,” I said. “Which duel are you?”

“I will be the third today. I prefer earlier to later.”

We watched the first two duels carefully. The first was a matchup with a guy using weapons that reminded me of machetes, though a bit more stylish. Both were straight with a single edge. The one in his left hand had an S guard, whereas the other had a curved crossguard with a very slight belly in the blade and a clipped point, like a bowie knife. He was up against a guy with the familiar longword, but one that was probably a good six inches longer than Sariel’s sword.

“Falchions,” Sariel said as I scratched my head at the dual wielder.

“Oh, yeah. I’ve heard of those in my world, but didn’t know what they looked like. What do you think about this duel?”

“The man with the falchions will win. I watched him preparing. He is very skilled.”

It turned out like she said. The guy with the falchions took the other duelist apart in a clinic of how to defeat your opponent. Barely two minutes after the bout started, the man with the longsword was on the ground, his throat savagely slashed. He died before the healer could get to him.

“Dayam. That guy meant business.”

The second duel was a matchup between two men with arming swords and shields. Neither of them concerned me for the future. I watched to analyze their skills, but neither would pose any risk to Sariel. That duel ended with one duelist submitting after his hand was slashed so severely, he couldn’t hold his sword anymore.

Sariel had been warming up as she watched the other duels and was ready to go.

“Go get him,” I told her.

She smirked at me. “Go get her, you mean.”

I shifted my gaze to her opponent, heading toward the ring. Sariel was right. It was a woman. I’d gotten so used to the sausage fest that was the Brotherhood, it hadn’t even occurred to me that she might fight another woman in the circuit.

As with Sariel, the other woman carried her naked sword, the scabbard somewhere back with her friends or retainers. I watched her stride purposefully toward the dueling ring, confident and strong. She wore mostly leather armor, with a few plates strapped on or sewn into her main ensemble. Pauldrons, bracers, plates to cover strategic areas on her legs. I couldn’t get over how much she looked like Sariel as she moved with effortless grace toward her appointment.

In fact, as I looked closer, I noticed that other than her coloring and her different clothing, I could have confused the two. The woman’s long brown hair was tied in a tail, much as Sariel’s white hair was. Her skin, a tanned, olive tone, contrasting with Sariel’s pale color. They were both beautiful, though differently. Sariel’s face was narrower, more angular, framed by her pointed elven ears. The other woman’s face was rounder, with human ears. Still, the similarity was striking.

It was like a contest between light and dark, but hopefully the other woman wasn’t shady in personality. Her eyes flicked over to me and my friends, waiting where Sariel had just left, but bounced back to her opponent, approaching the edge of the ring even as the dark woman was. I couldn’t tell what color they were, but they seemed light, maybe like Qamara’s tan eyes?

We’d already seen so many of the duelists, I wasn’t sure what to expect with this woman. From being pleasantly surprised by Magnus’s attitude to seeing murder and dealing with Darian, there was no telling if this duel would be an all-out brawl for survival or if it would be a civilized, controlled bout with both women leaving the ring alive at the end.

The judge raised a hand to quiet the crowd.

“Our next contest is a matchup between Sariel Snowblossom and Thasinia Elessum.”

Thasinia Elessum. It was a pretty name. I hoped her heart was as attractive as the rest of her. I was confident Sariel could take her, but if she was pushed to kill the other woman, it would be a shame. With so few women in the Brotherhood, killing even one would make Sariel that much more a minority. I wondered if these were the only two at their level. I’d never asked if there was a woman swordmaster in the Brotherhood.

The referee started the match and both women adopted the same ready stance, sword resting on the flat on their shoulder, point behind them. I couldn’t see Sariel’s face, but Thasinia’s eyes widened a little when they mirrored each other’s stances. With almost identical swords, their similarity was even more striking.

The dark-haired woman closed, bringing her sword down toward Sariel’s head. The elf’s sword came up to deflect it, then utilized the force to circle her blade around to attack Thasinia, who in turn parried the blow. Both blades bounced and clanged and changed directions, spinning while attacking and defending in a dizzying array of angles.

There must have been more than a dozen attacks in the flurry, none of which struck the other combatant’s body. As if by agreement, both backed up two steps and appraised the other. They were both so fast!

During their scuffle, they’d turned and now I could see both women’s faces. When their eyes met and they gave each other almost identical gritted-teeth smiles, my anxiety lessened.

They were having fun.

Still smiling, Sariel lunged in with a thrust. Which was batted away and answered with a short slash and a redirection, ending in a thrust of Thasinia’s own. The blade was shunted downward as Sariel’s sword spun to employ the force from the block to slash at the dark-haired woman over her guard. Thasinia moved just enough that the slash missed her and she whirled, leading with her sword to attack Sariel’s midsection.

Back and forth they went, so fast that at times I heard the whistle of the blades just before the inevitable clang of contact, even at half a dozen paces away. Still, neither woman had been injured yet. But not for lack of trying. I hadn’t seen Sariel commit as fully so far in her duels as she did now, but it was still not enough.

Thasinia charged in with a thrust and three quick slashes, her blade skipping off Sariel’s and coming back. On the fourth attack, the elf pivoted, exploited Thasinia’s inertia against her, and threw out four lightning-fast attacks from different angles. For the first time, the dark-haired woman seemed to be pressed. She stumbled the slightest bit as she backed off to provide herself room to counter. Sariel barreled toward her to take advantage.

But Thasinia immediately regained her stance, rotated her hips, and brought her sword up in a short upward slash to knock Sariel’s sword back. The motion perfectly morphed into a reverse cut, aimed at Sariel’s neck from her upper right. It looked like not only would Thasinia win, but she would hurt Sariel badly. Maybe kill her.

Brin’s hand crunched down on the bones of my own painfully, but my entire focus was on the struggle before me.

Sariel let go of her sword with her left hand and dropped, almost to her knees, as she slid her left foot forward to pivot. It gave her the extra fraction of a second Thasinia’s sword had to travel so the elf could swing as hard as she could with her right hand and batter the oncoming sword aside. Now in perfect position, Sariel threaded her left arm around Thasinia’s right, rotated her hips, and jerked on the arm to painfully overextend it.

Immediately after, Sariel slammed her pommel down on Thasinia’s hand, breaking bones and knocking the sword from the other woman. Another quick pivot, and her sword point was touching Thasinia’s throat.

“I submit,” Thasinia said in a loud, clear voice. She followed that with a soft, nervous laugh.

Sariel withdrew her sword and picked up the other woman’s blade. She handed the weapon to her opponent as the healer came to see to the arm she had cradled to her chest. The two women traded comments, but I couldn’t hear what they said. They smiled at each other and the elf strode back toward where we waited.

She smiled when she neared us, her eyes dancing. “I like her. That was a fantastic bout. Did you see?”

“I did,” I said, as Brin and Tyra both wrapped their arms around Sariel. “It was awesome. You scared the shit out of me when she fooled you into going after her when she pretended to stumble.”

“Fooled me? Need I remind you of my ability to see through feints, Gar. How many times have I caught you out in something you did to fool me?”

“Wait, so you pretended to be fooled so you could predict what she was going to do and then counter it with your fancy move?”

She gave me the cutest smile and a little shrug. I felt like kissing her. That was the first time I’d seen her act overtly sexy and it kind of drove me wild. I wondered if she knew she did it or if it was one of those instinctual things. Either way, I was going to keep that memory at the top of my mind for some time.

“As for fancy,” she said, “I am afraid I owe you another debt for teaching me your unorthodox methods. Did you recognize what I did?”

“Of course I did. I taught it to you.”

“You did. As you say, another one is in the bag. I would like to watch the other duels in case we see any of the winners in upcoming bouts. After that, I would like to go talk to Thasinia Elessum.”


Chapter
Twenty-Five



We didn’t have to go anywhere. As the last duel finished, two figures made their way toward us from another one of the competitor spaces across the arena. Sariel waited patiently for Thasinia, who was recognizable, and a man who accompanied her. When they arrived, the woman grinned at the white-haired elf.

“Sariel Snowblossom,” she said. I hadn’t heard her voice before and I have to say, I found it pleasing. Kind and soothing. The kind of voice you could listen to for hours, even if it was telling you to do chores. “I present to you my father, Feordrick Elessum. May I…hug you?”

Sariel blinked, but I wasn’t sure if it was about the man or the hug. Her cheeks flushed, and she answered softly. “Of course.”

Thasinia embraced Sariel hesitantly, but more heartily when the elf’s arms went around the olive-skinned woman. I watched them, but my attention was drawn by Tip shifting next to me. I knew the look on his face, and his body language. He was gearing up to throw down a line or two at the badass swordswoman in front of us. Also in front of her father, who wore a sword as well.

I shook my head at him and he gave me the “What?” look. I curled my fingers into an O toward him. That was our own secret sign for out of bounds. He probably wouldn’t say anything too insulting, but I’d just as soon he kept his mouth shut completely.

The women parted and Sariel turned toward Thasinia’s father.

“It is an honor to meet you, Swordmaster.” She bowed to him.

The man shared many features with his daughter, not the least of which were her dark hair and tanned skin. I would have put him at somewhere in his late forties or early fifties. His hair, cut short, had a few spots of grey, especially at the temples, giving him a distinguished look. His eyes, crystal blue, unlike his daughter’s hazel, flicked to me and then away. I had the feeling he had torn out every bit of useful information about me in that brief glance, up to and including what I’d had for breakfast that morning.

“Please, Sariel—may I call you Sariel?—none of this ‘Swordmaster’ nonsense. I am honored to meet you. I have had several wonderful conversations with your master and am so sorry for your loss. The Brotherhood, the world, is missing an important person since he is gone.

“I see you take after him, yet some of your movements are not familiar, and I have made it a point of pride to know the techniques used by my peers. And my betters. I’ve never seen anything like those methods you used to defeat Thasinia.”

While they talked, I felt Thasinia’s eyes on me. Not only in my direction, but on me specifically. I met hers—a beautiful light hazel with starbursts of green within—and she flashed a smile so stunning it made my heart ache. It was everything I could do to smile back without grimacing. It felt like I was thirteen years old and talking to Susan Winneker. Ah, Susan Winneker.

“Oh,” Sariel said. “Pardon me. I have lost my manners. Please, let me introduce you to my friends. Brinawynn Tolsen, Tyra Tyswix, Tiporian Zethroban, Garfield Hailey, and our furcan companion, Rex.” She pointed each of us out as she said our names.

After acknowledging each of us, Feordrick narrowed his eyes at me. “You appear uncannily like statues of Kael Serus.”

“Yes, sir. So I’ve been told. I guess it’s lucky, in a way, since people seem to like him, but it’s caused some problems, too.”

“Ah, men trying to show you up so they do not feel threatened by you?”

“Exactly.”

“But they are mistaken. They should be intimidated. Not by your appearance, but by your skill. Was it your tutelage that allowed Sariel to defeat what even I thought to be a duel-winning move by my daughter?”

My face grew hot. How the hell did he⁠—?

Sariel beamed at me. “It was. I have been training Gar, but he has also been training me. His help has been a great boon.”

As she started to say the last word, my mind focused sharply on her and I reached out my hand. I knew what was coming, but my “Noooo” was too late.

“BOON!” Tip shouted, then began his dance. “Boon. Boon, boon-boon-boon-boon.” The satyr gyrated his hips, moving his feet in a dance that mixed steps from dances of several eras in my world. Rex joined him, doing a decent job of complementing Tip’s style.

I sighed and did the only thing we’d found we could do when Tip reacted to that particular word: wait for him to get it out of his system.

He did so fairly quickly and even wore an embarrassed expression, not meeting anyone’s eyes. I still didn’t know what the deal was with that particular tic, but like his occasional fainting and baseless screaming, it was something we had to accept.

“Sorry. Please don’t ever use that word around Tip.”

“Which word?” Sariel asked, her eyes wide and her hand still on her hilt, where she’d put it when Tip surprised her with his reaction. “Do you mean b⁠—”

“Yes! Please, don’t say it again. Trust me. He’ll always have that reaction.”

“Oh. Very well. What was I talking about? Oh, Gar and his help. Before coming to the kingdom, he studied for a time with Master Ilias Lightningstrike.”

Feordrick eyed Tip for a moment. When he seemed satisfied there were no other exclamations coming, he responded. “Ilias the Flash? My, my. Is that a pole whip in the case on your back? Has he trained you in its use as well?”

“Father,” Thasinia said. “Can we not interrogate Gar?” She dipped her head toward me and gave me another smile, then turned to Sariel. “My apologies. We came to congratulate you on your deserved victory and to tell you what an honor it was to share the dueling ring with you. I have long wanted to meet you. It was my misfortune to do it within the ring. We do not wish to take up time you could be using to celebrate.”

“I thank you for your kind words,” Sariel said. “Would it be too forward to ask you to join us? We planned no celebration, but perhaps dinner? I would enjoy speaking more with both of you.” She smirked. “And your father and Gar could happily chat about combat, even as you and I do the same.”

“We would be delighted,” Thasinia’s father said. “We will not leave for home for a few days and I would hear about this training you engage in, both with Master Ilias and with each other.”
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“And you were snatched from your own world and brought here by the shadows?” Feordrick said. We were all in a dining room at the inn where we had rooms.

“Yes. Shadows came alive and I think I may have passed out for a short time. When I came to, groggy, one of the umbrenix was trying to suck my life force out of me.”

“How are you alive?” Thasinia asked.

“He killed it,” Tip said.

“You destroyed one of Aeyr’s servants?” Feordrick asked.

I chuckled. “Yeah. That was the first one. There have been others. We’ve kind of made it a habit to kill them when we find them. They killed my best friend, so I don’t care much for them.”

We’d been bouncing around topics all evening. From me not being from Valorae to training with Master Ilias to why I might look like the ancient hero Kael the Blur, it was hard to eat with so many questions. I also felt like I was taking all the attention from Sariel. Not only did I not like to be in the center of things, but we should have been talking about what she’d accomplished that day.

“What I’d like to know,” I said in my attempt to change the subject, “is how it is for Thasinia. Being the daughter of a swordmaster, joining the Brotherhood herself, everything. I’m much more interested in that.”

“Me, too,” Tip said. Poor guy. Not only was he prohibited from hitting on the gorgeous swordswoman, but he had to listen to people go on and on about me and all the crazy things that made me unique in this world.

Thasinia turned a little to face me more squarely across the table. “From when I was a little girl, I had always wanted to be a swordmaster. My brother and the other children near us would play at sword fighting with sticks and I would always join in, much to Toyn’s dismay.”

Feordrick laughed. “She trounced him and all his friends, even though they were older than her. He used to beg me to prohibit her from picking up a stick.”

“He did,” she said. “Father was always supportive. He neither pushed us toward the Brotherhood nor prohibited it. Mother was not thrilled that I chose to pursue the sword. Toyn went another way. He is apprenticed to a blacksmith.”

“Really?” I pointed at Tyra. “Tyra here is from a famous smithing family. She’s fantastic. She can do things with metal I didn’t know were possible. I’m sure if we got her and your brother in the same room, they’d talk for hours about techniques and temperatures and colors and a bunch of stuff I don’t understand about the trade.”

“Perhaps we can meet when you get to Prowess. We live right outside the city. That will be your second to last stop, just before the final duel. Is that correct, Sariel?”

“It is, but that is some time from now. There are two more duels before Prowess, so it remains to be seen if I will still be in the circuit when that time comes.”

I’d never heard Sariel be anything but confident, but she was sitting near an acclaimed swordmaster. I guess a little humility never hurt. I smiled at her.

“You’ll get there,” I said.

Thasinia nodded enthusiastically. “I will do my best to watch both your penultimate duel and your last bout. If some of the rumors I have heard are true, I would not miss that contest.”

Sariel sat up and leaned toward Thasinia. “Rumors? What have you heard?”

The woman traded looks with her father. “It is unbecoming to repeat some of it, but let me say that I heard there were…mysterious circumstances in a recent duel that ended in the death of a master. If inappropriate circumstances have occurred, it would be fitting if someone were to defeat that master’s opponent in their own duel. Someone like you, perhaps?”

Sariel nodded. All evening, the three sword wielders had been dancing around Master Galen’s death and Sariel’s motivation for attempting to elevate herself so soon after he had been killed. Both the Elessums knew there was something fishy, but their damn tenets and etiquette apparently kept them from talking about it. At least in public.

To be honest, it left me a little disillusioned. If a Swordmaster knew that things were shady, why didn’t he do something about it? Sariel couldn’t because she didn’t have the contacts or the clout to make a big enough splash, but Feordrick, that guy could do something. I hoped there was some reason I couldn’t see or understand rather than that he didn’t want to go against the general consensus of the Brotherhood. That would crush the respect I had for him.

“Tell me more of your worship of Auryana,” Thasinia said to Brin, neatly dragging us away from the previous subject and involving the moonwisp in the conversation. “I have never met a moonwisp before. I must say, your skin tone is fabulous, and it intensifies your features so beautifully with your gorgeous hair and eyes.”

Brin took a sip of her wine. “Thank you. You are very kind. My coloring was not too different than yours when I was human. I had olive skin and was tanned most of the time from riding and training in the field. When I accepted Auryana’s offer to become one of her chosen, it was unlike anything I had ever experienced.

“It was more than changing my race, more even than the ability to transform into a wisp and fly as rapidly as any winged creature.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “You were able to turn into a wisp? Like, a ball of light that can zip around. That type of wisp?”

Brin’s eyebrows drew down. “Yes. Did you not know this?”

“No. we never really talked about it.”

“I am called a moonwisp, Gar. Moon. Wisp.”

The room seemed like it was getting hotter. Especially on my face. “I didn’t really put it all together.”

It was Thasinia’s turn to be confused. “He has never seen you take that form?”

“No,” Brin said. “My goddess has been removed of late. My power has suffered and I cannot take my wisp form currently. Gar and my other friends are helping me to try to determine what happened and to make it right.”

“That is grave news, indeed,” Feordrick said. “Is this related to…the umbrenix problem?”

“It’s their boss,” I told him. “Aeyr. We think he had something to do with it. We’re working on it. All of us have things we need to get done, and so far we’ve been able to work together to move toward finishing all our goals. We’ll figure out what’s going on with the moon goddess, and we’ll fix it.”

“Are you sure you’re not Kael come again?” Feordrick said with a laugh. “It sounds like something an ancient hero would say.”

“I’m saying it as a man who’s pissed off because his best friend was killed. I intend to tear this world apart if that’s what it takes to bring justice to Aeyr.”

The swordmaster lifted his cup in a toast. “I knew I felt a kindred spirit in you, Gar. I’d already identified it in Sariel. Here’s to your success. Both of you. I will look for news of you eagerly.”

We finished our enjoyable dinner and bade the two warriors goodnight. They’d restored a little of my faith in people of this world, though it still bothered me that Feordrick had only cheered us on and not offered to be involved. That was probably just me being hopeful. Having a swordmaster as an ally as we waded through dangerous waters would have been great.

But by the time we finished with Sariel’s quest, I would have a swordmaster as an ally. Her name was Sariel Snowblossom.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



Several days later found on us on the road from Temperance to Prudence, traversing the bridge over the Blueshade River just before it emptied into the Voriphus Sea. I was familiar with the terrain and the road forking off inland up ahead. It wended its way to the northeast, where Eluthien’s manor sat nestled within a group of forested hills, surrounded by two forks of the river that rejoined south of the estate.

I couldn’t help but to glance toward the road that split off to our right as we came upon it.

“You ponder going back,” Brin said. “To finish what we started.”

I shook my head. “Just thinking about it, that’s all. I’m not ready yet. If he’s not in a hurry, neither am I.”

My head wasn’t the only one that swiveled right. Tip, Tyra, and Brin herself had their own memories of our failed attempt to take out Eluthien. I wouldn’t make the same mistake again, going in half-cocked, assuming that my skills would carry us through when I should have been more careful.

“Are you well, Gar?” Sariel asked as she caught up to us. She’d been walking with Tyra a few paces behind where Brin and I were talking. “Is there something amiss, something in that direction?”

“A lesson,” I told her. “Eluthien lives over there.”

“Your nemesis, for whom you train? We have time until my⁠—”

“No. We’ll take care of your quest first. One thing at a time. I’ll be more ready after our training through the rest of the circuit. Thanks, though.”

“With your training and my presence to tip the balance, perhaps…”

“It’s fine. Later. We have other things to do. I don’t want to distract you from your dueling and I don’t want to risk bringing you into combat with who knows how many enemies.”

We passed beyond the river and the road, and though I scanned the trees for dark shadows, I found only the mundane kind.

“Sariel, have you heard of problems with umbrenix in this area?”

The white-haired elf fiddled with her hair, tightening the ribbon she used to tie it into a ponytail. “I have not. It surprised me when you told me of the shadows being here in the kingdom. I have been distracted of late, true, but no one I have talked to mentioned any news of it.”

“That’s weird. Dargen also kept his umbrenix close, but Arinthalas had his out and wreaking havoc all over the Zixuris Steppes.”

“Eluthien struck me as an arrogant bastard,” Tyra said. “He probably feels like he can do a better job all by himself. The way you described that other guy, he was haughty, too, but he was more interested in being a good minion to that demigod guy.”

“You’re right. That could be it. Eluthien didn’t seem to care that much about getting Aeyr’s favor.”

“A couple of those monsters were tougher than ones we fought before, too,” Tip added. “I’m better at fighting than I was when we were in Forgehaven, but some of the ones at Eluthien’s house seemed more skilled.”

“I noticed that as well,” Brin said. “They were not as mindlessly aggressive, as if they’d been trained.”

“Well, it’s good that they’re not causing trouble. One less thing for us to worry about until we go back and confront Eluthien again.”

At the halfway point to Prudence, we began looking for a place to camp. For most of the trip, the road was clear and the trees spread out enough along the coast to afford us good views of the Voriphus Sea. As the road curved to the west to follow the contour of the shore, the forest crowded around us on both sides of the road and darkness fell quickly.

There weren’t many people traveling, unlike the road between Fortitude and Temperance. We’d seen a few groups, mostly on foot, and a small merchant caravan with three wagons going toward the south, but other than those few encounters, we had the road to ourselves. That’s why it was a surprise when a scream rang out from somewhere up ahead.

I took off running, my friends close on my heels. It had been a single shriek and now silence reigned, as if the sound had been swallowed up by the surrounding trees. Or the people had. I rounded a curve in the road and found four figures. Five if you counted the humanoid mass of darkness.

One was on the ground with a shadow darker than those around it bent over like it was trying to merge with the shade of the prostrate person.

“You had to fucking bring up the umbrenix,” Tip spat, drawing his sword.

I picked up speed, sprinting toward the shadow, my head swinging to check for others. Another stalked out of the trees, taking its time moving toward the other three people. A woman and two children. The one on the ground was a man, and I was pretty sure I knew what was going on.

I hadn’t actually witnessed one of the umbrenix feeding before, though I had experienced it firsthand. My understanding was that they ate the life force of people not protected by the spell the alari had cast, which was why they came to my world. But here it was, hovering over the man with its mouth near his neck, like some kind of leech or vampire.

It brought back memories of waking up in this world and my first experience being in exactly that guy’s position. It sucked. Literally. I wasn’t going to let it continue.

The woman swung her walking stick at the shadow and it passed right through. The umbrenix didn’t even react. As the other one got near, she swung at it, too, but the thing obviously counted on not being able to be hit. It was almost casual in its approach.

“Get the other one,” I shouted to Tip. “I’ll take the one feeding.”

After an interminable sprint, I finally reached the shadow draining the man. My main goal was to get the thing off him as quickly as possible, so I did the first thing that came to mind. I kicked it in the ribs—if the things had ribs—like it was a soccer ball I wanted to knock the leather off of.

The solid contact brought a grin to my face. It was enough to sprawl the monster out on the ground. I regretted that they didn’t have faces because I was sure if it did, the thing would have an expression of hatred, pain, and utter confusion. My kick had thrown it several feet into a roll. It came to its feet quickly as I stopped to check the man.

His eyes were glazed, but he was breathing. I knew little about the effects of what the shadows did, but he was alive, so I was thankful for that.

Water spikes from Brin’s hand slammed into the other umbrenix, allowing the woman to go to her husband. Tip had reached the monster, too, so my friends had that one well in hand. Even Sariel joined the fray, though she wasn’t going to be able to do anything to the umbrenix. Her sword wasn’t enchanted. At least, I didn’t think it was.

My monster came at me with the aggressive movements I expected from those fuckers. It seemed to be pissed off. Good.

As it reached me, its hand pulled something out of its mass. The item was dark, like monster itself, but there was a glint on its surface. It lunged at me, and I sidestepped a blade that looked like it dripped shadow.

A weapon?

“Be careful,” I shouted without looking back at my friends. “Mine has a weapon. Watch for it.”

The shadow man twisted, bringing the blade around to slash at me again. I’d already put my hand on my siangham and as I slipped by its second attack, I rammed the point of my weapon into its arm, savaging the limb and tearing outward instead of pulling it out. Whatever it was holding dropped to the ground with a dull clank.

I circled around the creature, arcing my arm around, then I punched the siangham’s point into the monster’s head three times rapidly. Hard, fast stabs that scrambled whatever the shadows had in their incorporeal craniums. Its body shuddered and it fell back onto the road.

I stabbed where its eyes would be a few more times to be sure, then whirled to help with the other monster in time to see Sariel slash at it. Her sword went through it without damaging it. Her eyes widened, but she kept her composure and dodged its counterattack rather than trying to block the blow. Good girl. I guess that answered the question about her weapon being enchanted.

Her distraction allowed Tip to lunge in and bury his blade in the thing, center mass. It made the motions of a pained, silent scream, but Tip tore his sword out, spun, and delivered an impressive horizontal slash. The shadow head went one way while the body dropped where it was. Something in its hand bounced away as it slammed into the hard-packed dirt.

My eyes went to the woman, bent over the man and sobbing, speaking to him. A boy and a girl huddled close by, holding each other and shivering. I checked the road, the trees, any dark spot I could see, but found no other umbrenix.

“Brin?” I said and didn’t have to say another word. She went to the woman, speaking in a soothing voice and checking the man. I picked up the weapon the umbrenix I fought dropped and walked over to the others.

Now that the umbrenix was dead, the deep-black color dripped off the object. It was a simple knife, just a blade and a leather-wrapped handle with no guard. Simple didn’t mean the quality was not good. It was well formed and sharp, just without bells and whistles like something to protect hands that would normally be unhittable anyway. The metal was still dark, though not dripping midnight like before.

Tyra had the other one in her hand.

“Damn it, Uncle Dargen. What the hell did you do?”

“What?” I asked.

“This was made by my uncle. I recognize his work. Remember how he told us he was making weapons for his umbrenix? Apparently he was making them for more than his own. Either that or any that were left after we killed him came over here to work for Eluthien.”

“That’s not good. I mean, their claws do a lot of damage, easily enough to kill someone who can’t hit them back, but to add weapons? I’m not worried about knives, but what if they have other—larger—weapons?” I huffed. “At least they can’t fight.”

“Uh,” Tip said. “This one could. A lot better than any one of them I’d ever gone up against. I’m not sure I could have taken it without Brin hitting it with magic and Sariel distracting it. It’s not like fighting you or anything, but this thing seemed to know what defense meant. Or at least, evasion. All the other ones were always so confident in their ability to not be hit, they didn’t bother with it.”

“It used defensive tactics?”

“Yeah. It looks like someone has been training them.”

“Well, shit. Is anyone injured?”

Tip gestured toward the man, whom Brin was healing with her magic. I nodded and walked over to address the woman.

“Are the rest of you okay?”

“Yes,” she said, keeping her eyes on her husband. “Just terrified. If you hadn’t come, those monsters would have killed us. What did it do to him?”

I glanced at Brin, who gave me a small smile and nodded. I let out a breath.

“They…drain people’s life energy, though I was told they couldn’t do that to people in this wor…you know what, never mind that. They try to take people’s life force. I think we got here in time, though.”

“We did,” Brin said. “He will be fine, after some rest. I healed him but he is exhausted.”

We offered to share our camp with the family for safety. The children, Suze and Drek, spent the evening watching all of us, their wide eyes going from person to person. When they found out who Sariel was, their timid, scared actions turned to starstruck goggles. We split the watch between us and let the family sleep off their fright from the attack.

“You were heading toward Temperance?” I asked the woman, Marta, in the morning as I handed her a plate of food for breakfast. Her husband was more coherent, tired rather than exhausted, with no signs of permanent harm. I was happy about that.

“Yes,” she said. “We’re halfway, but what if there are more of those monsters?”

“Don’t worry about them. We’ll go with you and watch over you until you get to where you’re going.”

“But you were heading toward Prudence.”

“We were, but we’re going to Temperance now. We’d appreciate it if you’d let us tag along with you.” I caught the eye of Drek, the boy, and winked at him. “My friends are awfully boring. It’ll give me someone to talk to. Besides, it looks like Rex isn’t done with those two yet.”

Rex had been soaking up the attention and pats on the head, even playing fetch with the kids as we were getting breakfast ready. I caught Sariel smiling at me, so I was pretty sure she wasn’t upset about me inserting a two-day delay into our plans. We still had plenty of time to get to Prudence for the duel, and though we’d missed some training, some things were more important.

After safely delivering the family—and receiving their thanks for the dozenth time—we spent the night in an inn and headed back out in the morning. We did not see any other umbrenix on the road and in two days, we were finally at the next city on our trip.


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



Tip gave several not-so-subtle hints that he was starving to death as we approached Prudence, so we stopped for food at the first tavern we saw. The satyr was so preoccupied with wanting to eat, he didn’t even hit on one of the prettiest barmaids I’d seen since I got to this world. She was a red-haired beauty whose spectacular body moved with grace, elegance, and efficiency. I felt certain Tip would notice and get back to his usual tricks once he’d filled his belly.

Seeing her reminded me of something, though.

“Sariel, I’ve noticed that the vast majority of people in this kingdom are human. This is the fourth city I’ve been in since coming to the Aesturith Kingdom and I’ve hardly seen any of the other races like I did in other places I’ve been. Is this area abnormal, or were the other ones I’ve been to abnormal?”

“You are correct,” she said. “Other nations I have visited have more non-humans. To some extent, it is to be expected. Olliaran is the home of the elves, you will find more beastkin in the Traisel Commonwealth, and the north of Teaphotria is where the dwarven kingdoms lie.

“That being said, however, other than the elven lands, most others have a greater mix of different races. There are other races here, especially the elves, but they are a minority. I have seen some bigotry, but I think most of it is that few move to the kingdom from outside it because of the…different mindset.”

“The tenets of the Brotherhood and all that?” I asked.

“Just so. It seems an onerous system to those not accustomed to it. Perhaps it seems disadvantageous to those from outside. Like⁠—”

“Like it’s one big club and those who aren’t members are looked down upon.”

Sariel sighed. “Yes. Whatever the reason, you will see mostly humans as we travel, a sampling of elves of both varieties, and fewer of the other races. Especially those who are not as human-looking.”

“The beastkin or people like the taranji who appear more different.”

She nodded, squirming in her seat. I changed the subject. I hadn’t meant to make her uncomfortable. I guess my world and Valorae shared that aspect, that talking race wasn’t something done in polite conversation.

“So, you’re halfway done with the circuit already. How about that?”

The elf looked at me like I was crazy. “I have completed three of seven duels. That’s not halfway.”

“We made the trip and we’re here, so I count that as three and a half duels. That’s halfway.”

She shook her head, but she did smile. Mission accomplished.

The food was tasty and filling and we got back on more comfortable topics. It was pleasant and relaxing and even Tip sank into his seat with a satisfied smile on his face.

“I have been through this city once,” Brin said. “I stayed in the Gull’s Nest inn. It was satisfactory.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “I’m not too particular about—” I noted in my peripheral vision six men approaching us from different directions, obviously working to surround us. I stood from the table and adopted a casual stance, though one that would allow me to react instantly to whatever they intended to do.

“Sariel Snowblossom,” one of them said. A greasy-haired man who stood about six-foot-three or so, he was wider than me by half, with a long scar down the left side of a face only a mother could love. His voice was like a dull razor blade scratching on frosted glass.

My white-haired elf didn’t stand, but she shifted to a position in which she could use that fancy quick-draw technique of hers if things went downhill.

“I am Sariel Snowblossom,” she said casually. Tip had perked up, as did Rex, who had been lying down under the table but was now getting to his feet. Brin’s and Tyra’s bodies were coiled springs ready to unwind, too.

The tension in the air was like a guitar string about to snap. The other men, all with weapons of one kind or another, didn’t seem to sense it. Or they didn’t care. I, on the other hand, only thought of how I would hate to do this in the middle of a tavern.

“Stop,” the man said.

Sariel cocked her head at him. “I beg your pardon?”

“Stop your games. That’s what the boss told me to tell you.”

I raised a hand to get the oaf’s attention. “Did your boss tell you what the hell that means, because I don’t know of any games we’re playing. I like games. Games are fun. If we were playing games, I would wonder why someone would tell us to stop playing them. If you can’t explain it any more than that, maybe you should go back to your boss and ask him what he means.”

One of the other men, a slightly shorter but even uglier than the first, took a step toward me.

This is it. Shit. We’re going to trash this place taking out all these assholes.

Instead of attacking, though, he cleared his throat. “The boss says to stop your foolishness and quit the circuit.”

“Oh, that’s all,” I said. “Sure, no problem. We’ll quit. Thanks for coming by, guys. Give our regards to your boss.”

The first man frowned, first at his friend, and then at me. “Not so fast. The boss says we need an assonance.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him, but Tip didn’t miss a beat.

“Time flies, I sigh, but try to be sly and a guy might die.”

I burst out laughing, but I was the only one.

“He means assurance,” the second man said, his voice resigned.

I let my laugh trickle down to a chuckle. “Oh, right. Well, you have my assurance. Enjoy your evening. We have to be going now.”

The big guy put his hand out to push my chest. I took in the position of the other five men and prepared to break the dude’s arm and ram my siangham through his eye before it escalated any further.

But his smaller friend angled his body to face me, blocking off the other man. “The boss says we have to break an arm or a leg to make sure she doesn’t say she’ll quit and then keep going.”

“Yeah, no.” I didn’t miss the irony of that before he stopped his friend, I was going to do that very thing. To him. Assurance.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” a smooth, soothing voice said from behind me. The owner of the voice stepped around me, showing himself to be a beastkin man. One with fancy silk robes and rounded ears on his head. Ears like a koala. Or a red panda, I revised, judging by the red-brown fur on them with matching color hair on his head. “Am I interrupting something?”

The change in the men confronting us was immediate. They straightened up like children when a principal walks by.

“Just delivering a message.”

“Ah, I see. Have you delivered it?”

“Uh, yeah. I guess.”

“Splendid. Then be a good man and be off. I need to talk to these fine folks.”

The two men who had spoken shared a look. Their eyes darted from each other to their friends, around the room, and to the red panda guy, flicking like they were arguing in code. Finally, the bigger guy nodded, jerked his chin, and started walking toward the door. The others followed without a word.

What the fuck was that?

The newcomer watched the men leave, then bowed his head at Sariel, bringing his hands up to clasp them in front of his chest. Around the scabbarded sword that I hadn’t noticed he held until just that moment. The robes, the greeting gesture, and the sword. This dude was like a kung fu master. He even gave that vibe. The I’m calm and peaceful but don’t start shit with me or I’ll tear your heart out and feed it to you kind of thing. The weapon he gripped was familiar, too. A dao sword. Of the sabre variety, not the broadsword.

“Sariel Snowblossom. I hope I am not interrupting.”

Sariel responded with her right fist cradled in her left palm, though I wasn’t sure how she knew to do that. Or even how it was the same as it was in my world. Crazy. I’d taught the greeting to Master Ilias, but he’d acted like he hadn’t known it.

“Your timing is impeccable. You said you wanted to talk with me? Please, sit. I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage.”

“Pardon,” he said, sitting in one of the empty chairs. “I am Rolant de Mugere. Please call me Rolant.”

I blinked, then looked over at Tip, who had to turn as he started to chuckle at the look I gave him. That did not sound like a kung fu master’s name. Or a red panda’s name, at that.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Rolant. My friends are Brinawynn Tolsen, Tyra Tyswix, Garfield Hailey, and Tiporian Zethroban, along with our furcan friend Rex. Do you know those men who just left?”

“Not personally, though I know their type.”

“They seemed to respect you. Or fear you.”

“My family has been here for a long while. I am well known in the city, though I live outside its limits.”

As the two chatted, I observed, trying to figure out what the man’s deal was. His robes had an Asian flair to them, and the salute, the sword, and his mannerisms pointed toward a type of master, like Ilias, or some type of fighting monk. I wondered if he was a martial arts guru or something. Could he use that sword?

He had a few grey streaks in his burnt-umber hair, though his face didn’t show many lines. I figured him for his early forties but wasn’t sure how his beastkin nature might skew my estimate. He moved gracefully and I hadn’t heard him approach when we were having the standoff with the thugs. All of that pointed toward some kind of training or skill. But was he a good guy? It was convenient that he showed up to defuse the situation at the exact right time. Still, something smelled fishy.

“…and I am something of a fan of the circuit,” the man told Sariel. “An aficionado, if you will. I have heard your name and looked forward to meeting you. I was sorry to hear about your master. My father was a great admirer of Master Galen Starshadow, and I adopted his opinion and respect for the master.”

“Thank you. I miss him.”

“I must confess that I had not originally intended to interrupt your dinner, but I know the tavern keeper and would not have liked for him to have to clean up the aftermath of those men trying to attack you. So I interposed myself. I will allow you to continue your evening. I would like to extend an invitation to all of you, however, to come visit me at my home if you have the opportunity. As I said, my family has been here for some time and some aspects of the tower would appeal to you, I think.”

“The tower?” Sariel said.

“Yes. A simple name but one I am fond of. It is impossible to miss from the western side of the city. It sits upon a hill at the shoreline, tall enough to see from a respectable distance. If you haven’t the time, I understand, but the invitation is open. Aside from that, I will bid you all a good evening and take my leave. I look forward to seeing you duel.”

He put his hands up again in his salute, and faced each of us in turn—even Rex—then he left as quietly and unobtrusively as he had arrived.

I watched him go. “Huh. Interesting guy.”

“Are we really going to go to his creepy-sounding home?” Tip asked. “The tower? Something about him gives me the heebie jeebies.”

Sariel stared at the satyr, her eyes flicking like she was trying to compute what the hell he was talking about. I laughed at her confusion.

“He means it gives him an uneasy feeling.”

“Oh,” she said. “I am curious about what he said might interest us, but the way he worded it all was awkward. I can understand your suspicion, Tip.”

“Did you see his sword?” Tyra asked. “Master Ilias has swords like that. He went through a period of time when he was doing mercenary work and used one like that. I think they come from his homeland.”

“There’s a place where they use all these exotic weapons, and people learn to fight like Master Ilias? His style, I mean, not how much of an expert he is.”

“Yes. Ruviel. It’s in Teaphotria. They have martial clans. I used to love to hear stories about it. Some of the things he told me are wild. They have these big tournaments that put this dueling thing to shame—no offense, Sariel. Large schools are common, where dozens of students learn to fight in that way. But it’s not just his style. He told me there are almost a hundred different fighting styles, each one a bit, or a lot, different. I asked him for years to take me there. He always said he would later, when I got older. I really need to bug him to do it now that I’m an adult.”

I smiled at her enthusiasm. “Hell, count me in, too. I want to go see hundreds of fighting monks.”

“But what of his invitation?” Brin asked. “Will we go visit him? We have a week until the duels. You certainly won’t be training all day every day.”

I looked to Sariel, as did everyone else. Her eyes flared.

“Don’t look so surprised. This entire thing is your show,” I said. “We’re just along for the ride, to help out. As far as I’m concerned, you get final say-so for any decision. You don’t have to answer now. Think about it and let us know. I’m wary, but that’s because I’m naturally paranoid. It helps to keep me alive.”

She sighed. “Very well. We can decide in the morning at breakfast. For the time being, shall we go to the Gull’s Nest and get some rooms? Regardless of whether we visit Rolant or not, we start training again in earnest tomorrow.”


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



I’d barely gotten into my room, still thinking about those toughs trying to get Sariel to quit the circuit, when a soft knock at my door scattered my musings. I answered to find Brin, wearing her sleeping clothes: the Tanga-cut panties and that tiny, super-tight tube top, both crimson.

“Hi,” I said. “Come on in.” She walked past me, allowing the side of her body to drag along mine as she passed. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

She smirked. We’d been traveling—and doing other things—together for long enough that the idea that she was a strict, stuffy, and proper lady had been thoroughly disproven. She was still polite and appropriate whenever anyone else was around, but behind closed doors, she had revealed her wilder side.

I loved her wilder side. To be truthful, I loved all her sides.

“I miss the connecting rooms we had at Tyra’s house. I miss being near you.”

I wanted to laugh. We were close all day, every day. Most of the time, our hands were fused together and lately she’d even been treating me to little touches on occasion. Trailing her finger along my cheek, squeezing my arm, even pressing her body up against me for no other reason than it felt good. For both of us. Still, I missed being really close to her. Like when we slept together, even if we didn’t have sex.

But we almost always had sex.

My hungry eyes devoured the sight of her. How could I not want to touch her and to please her, to draw out those sounds she made? Even thinking of them started the blood boiling in my body.

“I miss you, too. I’m glad you came over. Are you going to stay the whole night with me?”

“May I?” She bit her bottom lip and turned her shoulder. Goddamn, I adored the shy act.

I snatched her hand and pulled her to me, kissing her softly on the lips as I ran my other hand through her hair. “Always, Brin. Always.” Looking at her, I realized something. When thinking about her, I threw around the L-word like it was going out of style. But I’d never spoken it aloud to her. That wasn’t right.

She put her face up so close to mine, I could hardly focus on her. Looking into my eyes, she narrowed hers. “What are you thinking of?”

“You. Me. Us. Brin, would it make you uncomfortable if I told you I loved you?”

Her head jerked back and her beautiful green eyes focused. I could see the changes in her pupil as her eye zeroed in on me. “I would not feel uncomfortable.”

“Good. I love you, Brin. I just thought you should know that.”

She looked at me for another few seconds. “There is no question or statement following your proclamation?”

“Nope. That’s it.”

Her lips spread into a smile and she brought them forward to kiss me. After making a thorough job of it, she gave me a little space again. “Thank you, and I love you as well. Deeply.”

We settled on the bed, taking our time and enjoying how it felt when our lips met. I held her, idly stroking her back, not in a hurry to escalate. We had plenty of time and I wanted to go slow, work her up into a lather little by little.

“I must admit,” she said as she rested her head against my chest. “I am unfamiliar with all these feelings. With you, with our little family. It is unusual for me to be in close proximity with people for long periods of time. I…I am unsure I could carry on without it now that I have experienced it.”

“I feel the same way. Even with everything that’s happened, I think I’m happier than at any other time in my life.”

She was quiet for some time before speaking again. “My family. That is where I was staring when we were in Equity.”

“What?”

“My parents’ kingdom, it is in the southern part of Teaphotria. When you asked me if something was amiss, I was reminiscing.”

“I wish you had told me. We could have gone there, visited⁠—”

“No. It’s…complicated. We will talk about it, perhaps, but not now. I wanted you to know that I was not hiding anything from you.”

I kissed the top of her head. “I don’t mind. Everyone has secrets. I just want you to know you can always talk to me about things. I won’t pry into what you don’t want to discuss.”

“I do love you, Garfield Hailey.” She cleared her throat and shifted her head. “You may kiss me now, if you like.”

I rolled her onto her back. I’d just started kissing her neck and she had thrown her head back with a growling moan when another knock came at my door. We both froze and met eyes. I interpreted her expression easily.

“I don’t know. Hold on. I’m sorry.”

She pulled me into a quick kiss before she let me go, grinning like she’d stolen a treasured item. I opened the door to find Tyra. The sexy green woman’s cheeks were flushed already, just from the act of knocking on my door. She glanced around the hallway like she was embarrassed to be seen there.

“Hey, Tyra. What can I do for you?”

“Can I come in?”

“Uh…”

Her cheeks darkened. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bother you. I-I⁠—”

“Come in, Tyra,” Brin said from the bed. The goblin girl froze.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Brin. I’ll just⁠—”

Brin laughed. “Bring her in, Gar. There is no sense in doing this in the hallway.”

I took Tyra’s hand and pulled her into the room gently. She didn’t resist, but she didn’t help, either. She was like a puppet I had to move and pose. Once she was in and the door closed, she stood there, not looking at anything, her eyes glazed and pointed toward a wall.

“Tyra, dear, will you please come here?” Brin said. It wasn’t like the room was very big. It was all of three or four steps to the bed. The goblin girl shuffled forward, her cheeks still blazing.

“I didn’t know. I just wanted to…”

Brin snatched Tyra’s hand and pulled her hard, upending her onto the bed.

“Just because I got here first doesn’t mean you can’t have some close time with Gar. I can leave if you want.”

“N-no. I’ll leave.”

“Or maybe we can share. Maybe we can all share.”

Tyra’s wide eyes went to Brin’s, then they flicked down to scan her body. I didn’t blame her one bit. Brin was super hot all the time, but in her sleeping clothes? Damn, she was smoking.

The blue woman noticed and she tilted her head back, shaking out her hair, which also, coincidentally, threw her shoulders back and jutted her chest out. Tyra’s eyes went to them and the bumps in the tight fabric the green woman couldn’t have missed.

Brin crooked a finger at Tyra and the goblin girl leaned in closer. It was almost excruciatingly slow, the distance between their lips lessening fractions of an inch at a time. The tension had me breathing heavy until finally, green lips met blue and the two kissed tentatively.

It was sexy as hell and I let out a breath that was hurting my chest to hold in. They explored, teased, and both of them moaned. Just a little, but enough to raise the temperature in the room and somehow shrink my pants. They felt pretty tight at the moment.

When they broke the kiss, Brin gave Tyra a seductive smile. “Is it acceptable to you, that we share? I’ve wondered what your magnificent body felt like. And what you sounded like when you climax. If you allow me, I would like to find out, either as Gar pleasures you or as I stimulate you myself.”

Tyra looked at me with her shimmering eyes. They weren’t glazed like before, with her mind disconnected. They reflected pleasure. Hunger.

“It could be fun,” I said. “We did the same with Qamara. I loved it when I played with you, Tyra, but if you want to try, it’ll be even more fun with all three of us. What do you say?”

Tyra rubbed her crotch mindlessly.

“Are you wet, Tyra?” Brin asked. She was using the sultry, sexy voice that drove me fucking wild. It did so now.

“Uh…”

“Can I feel?”

The goblin girl stared right at Brin’s tits and nodded her head with her mouth open.

The moonwisp didn’t waste any time. She leaned forward and slipped her fingers under the hem of Tyra’s tiny shorts.

“Oh. Oh-oh-oooooh.”

From what I could tell, Brin was sliding her fingers deep along the goblin’s inner thighs. That last part must have been when she reached Tyra’s treasure. Brin spent only a few seconds on it before taking her fingers out and rubbing them with her thumb. They shone in the lamplight, wet and slick.

Brin brought them up to her nose, sniffed them, then licked them while staring into Tyra’s eyes.

“Mmmmmm.”

“Oh, gods.” Tyra’s ab muscles clenched and she hunched forward.

“You’re wet, Tyra,” Brin said. “And you’re delicious. Maybe I can lick you directly a little later?”

Tyra’s breathing increased, her impressive chest expanding and contracting.

“Is that a yes?” I asked.

“Oh, gods. Hells fucking yes. I want…I need…I, oh, someone needs to fuck me soon or I’m going to explode.”

I laughed and tackled her onto the bed, kissing her urgently while Brin watched. I ended up lying on top of Tyra, our tongues getting reacquainted, as Brin massaged her own breasts.

“Any requests?” I asked as I let Tyra up. “I have been with both of you before, but anything new you want to do, like with each other, I’m totally fine with that. Or we can go with the tried and true.”

The two women gave each other smoky looks and shifted to size each other up, their bodies squaring toward the other.

“I would like to lick her and taste her nectar from the source,” Brin said.

“I want to lick her pussy, too, but I also want to rub mine on hers and mix our juices together.”

Brin wriggled on the bed. “Mmmmm. That is a wonderful idea. What will be first? I am eager to try it all.”

“Do you like my chest as much as I love yours?” Tyra asked.

“I do.”

“Will you show me? Is that okay, Gar? I loved it when you sucked my nipples, but maybe you can both do it. Oh.” She gyrated her hips in the most provocative way, reminding me I needed to get those shorts off her.

I nodded to Brin and she moved in, kissing Tyra hard, then tearing herself away to bite at her neck and trail kisses down her throat, to her upper chest, and to the edge of her tight little tank top. There was plenty of curving flesh and a fair amount of cleavage above the garment and Brin licked between the green woman’s breasts and up to open her mouth wide and take some of the firm flesh in her teeth.

“Aaaauuuuuughhhh.” Tyra’s hands gripped the blanket under her as she threw her head back and pushed her chest toward Brin. While the two were busy, I positioned myself behind Tyra and started running my hands across her etched abs and up toward the action. I nipped her on the back of her shoulder and was rewarded with a long moan as she got pleasure from both sides.

Despite my plan to take it slow, I yanked her top off, allowing her magnificent tits to bounce free. Brin immediately flicked her tongue out to tease the goblin girl’s nipple and, after a few seconds, took the stiff nub in her mouth and sucked. Tyra’s body swayed and she shuddered, especially when I wrapped my arms around from behind and started playing with her other breast, teasing and tweaking the nipple even as Brin was occupied with the other one.

Kneeling behind the goblin with most of my body pressed against her back, I kissed around Tyra’s neck and up her jaw until she turned to press her lips to mine. We kissed in the awkward—but completely arousing—angle as Brin and I whipped her into a frenzy with our breast play.

But Tyra wasn’t selfish. She glanced at her hands, moved them as she watched, then apparently decided she could be doing something with them. One reached over to squeeze Brin’s breast, but the other slid up the bare, blue leg toward the junction.

Brin moaned into Tyra’s tits. “Oooh, mmmmm.” She brought her own hand up and clenched her fingers around the green breast she was suckling and squeezed hard, making Tyra shudder and emit another moan. Her sounds increased in volume when Brin’s other hand moved Tyra’s up into the hot, wet juncture between her blue legs.

“Yesssss. Yes, Tyra.”

I was in the perfect position to loosen Tyra’s shorts, so I dedicated both hands to the task. Tyra demonstrated to me she appreciated it.

“Yeah. Oooooh. Yeah, Gar. Take my shorts off. Finger my pussy. Please. Get me ready for Brin’s tongue.”

Oh fuck. I had to pause to shift my diamond-hard cock that was pressed up against Tyra’s lower back as I sat against her. My legs moved to either side of her as I continued to work on her shorts. I rethought that move when my body automatically started thrusting against the top part of her butt. It felt so good, my hands stopped altogether and my eyes closed.

I got the shorts loosened, and Brin was paying enough attention that she grabbed them and tugged them down Tyra’s legs and off, wrenching Tyra’s body around in the process. She zinged them across the room. My hand immediately went to the hot, wet convergence between the goblin girl’s legs and started to stroke her glistening lips.

“Oh-oh-oh,” the goblin cried.

Brin latched her mouth onto Tyra’s left nipple, squeezing the other breast hard, before she shifted to kissing the goblin girl’s mouth passionately. Tyra’s body juddered as she thrust as best she could sitting like she was, and she moaned into Brin’s mouth. By the urgency of those thrusts, she was going to come soon.

But Brin had other plans. She pulled her mouth from the goblin’s.

“Gar, let her lie back.”

I kissed Tyra’s neck, bit it softly, then extracted myself, removing my hand from her quivering slit to guide her onto her back.

“No. Gar, don’t—uhhhhnnnnn.”

No sooner had I laid her down than Brin dove in and started furiously licking Tyra’s pussy. Her green body wriggled so much, I had to wrestle her torso under control to kiss the small green woman upside down without getting a bloody nose from a head butt. Her humming and groaning into my mouth vibrated my tongue and teeth deliciously.

Brin’s slurping and sucking noises dragged more pre-cum from the end of my dick, which was still unfortunately locked in my pants. Tyra’s decision to reach up and rub my crotch told me it was time to change that condition.

But then I noticed Brin still had her panties on. Taking care of that became job one. After one final kiss with Tyra, I got up and moved around to where Brin’s amazingly tight ass wiggled as she ate out Tyra. It only took me seconds to slip Brin’s panties off, then take off my pants and underwear. Then I planted my face firmly between her ass cheeks, my tongue flicking out to lick the blue woman’s sopping slit.

“Uhn-uhn-uhn-uhn.” The sounds the moonwisp made, mixed with the slushing as she lapped up Tyra’s juices, caused my dick to twitch violently, but I didn’t let it distract me too much. I licked up along her pussy and across her ass, taking my time to do it slowly while pressing as hard as I could with my tongue. She pushed backward into my face to increase the contact even more. It had the happy consequence of her own tongue becoming more intense, if Tyra’s increased moans were an indication.

Tyra came first, screaming in ecstasy as the muscles in Brin’s arms flexed to pull her tongue farther into the goblin girl’s crotch. That set Brin off, her entire body shivering as the sweet, fruity musk of her nectar surrounded my tongue.

Both women wriggled and moaned, their breaths labored and their chests heaving.

“Tyra, you are delicious,” Brin huffed. “Mmmmmm.”

“I haven’t tasted you yet,” the goblin girl whined.

“I can help with that,” I said. I shifted and kissed her as deeply as I could, my tongue filing her mouth.

Both spectacular bodies rubbed against me like cats that hadn’t seen their human for a week. Tyra sucked my tongue and licked my lips before breaking the kiss to speak.

“Gods, that tastes good. I want to get it from where it’s made, though.”

“Anything you want, lover.” I got out of the way and Brin, always paying attention, flipped onto her back and opened her legs. She rotated her hips in a circle invitingly.

“I want your tongue down here, Tyra.” Brin pointed toward her waiting pussy. Tyra took the invitation and dove in.

I chuckled inwardly that we were in the same position as moments before, but with the women reversed. I kissed Brin, catching the residual metallic vinegar-like taste of Tyra, then moved down to sample it in a more concentrated form.

Tyra responded as Brin did earlier. When my tongue thrust in between her wet lips, she moaned and backed her pretty ass into my face. I took her lips into my mouth and sucked on them, then pulled away while they were still trapped, stretching them until they slid free with a wet snapping noise.

“Ooooooh. More, Gar. Make me come again.”

Backing off a little, I surveyed the two hot women. A thin sheen of perspiration coated their skin, accentuating the appearance of Tyra’s fine ass and muscular back. Something about the shape of a woman’s lower back was sublimely sexy, even more so as I watched Tyra gyrate and her shiny, wet muscles shift with each movement.

I knelt behind the goblin and slid the head of my dick along the dripping skin she presented me. It glided over and between her lips, tearing another loud moan from her. The vibration affected Brin.

“Yes-yes. Uh-huh-uh-huh.” The blue woman jerked frantically, breathing like she was heading toward hyperventilation.

I pushed my head into Tyra’s waiting, quivering pussy.

“Gaaaahhhhh. Oh-huh-oh-huh-oh-huh.” The sound that was uniquely Tyra’s, the higher pitched oh like she was surprised and a sharp inhalation that was almost a whimper, burrowed deep into my lower body, caressing my balls and setting my dick twitching like a tuning fork.

This was no time for slow movement. I thrust quickly and forcefully into the green woman, setting off a chain reaction.

Brin moaned and gyrated, causing Tyra’s breathing and whimpering to take on a liquid sound. The goblin girl was right after her, her muscular body shuddering and pressing her ass back into me, forcing my dick farther into her. Like it was contagious, my own breathing escalated and I pumped her harder and faster. Just as I was about to come, she screamed and all her internal muscles clamped down on my dick.

Cum exploded into her as I pulled hard on her tits from behind. I froze, the head of my dick pressing up against the wall of her canal, enjoying the ecstasy of the orgasm for as long as possible. Fluid pumped through my shaft and then into her in spurts.

I collapsed onto Tyra’s back as she crawled up and let herself down onto Brin’s chest, barely able to reach the moonwisp’s mouth to kiss her.

“Goddamn,” I said breathlessly. “Aren’t you glad we didn’t let you leave?”

Tyra giggled into Brin’s mouth. It wasn’t really an answer, but for now, it would do.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



After dozing for a little while, Tyra attempted to get up to leave, but neither Brin nor I were going for it. A few kisses, one of us holding her while the other caressed her in a variety of places, and the stunning goblin girl gave up and sank into our embraces. Though we didn’t sleep for very many hours, I woke in the morning feeling spectacular and, for a wonder, well-rested.

At breakfast, we decided we’d take Rolant up on his offer to go visit him. It still seemed a little off to me and I had a healthy suspicion we were going into some kind of trap, but Sariel pointed out that it would have to be something elaborate to catch all of us off-guard. We all agreed to be wary and we headed toward the tower west of the city. As the red panda beastkin had said, we couldn’t miss his home.

I whistled as we walked up to the massive building. When Rolant said “tower,” I’d pictured something a lot smaller in my mind. The damn thing was as big around as a large house, probably sixty or seventy feet in diameter, and that was just the ground floor! It continued upward, not narrowing at all for the first twenty feet, then tapering slightly until, at the very top, it was maybe two-thirds or three quarters the diameter of the bottom.

“That has to be at least eighty feet high,” I said. “Maybe a hundred.” Judging by the windows, it was eight or nine levels.

“Homeboy did say we couldn’t miss it,” Tip said.

“Yes, indeed,” Brin said. “The boy of the home spoke accurately.”

I laughed, pretty sure Brin was fucking with the satyr. His face showed he was still trying to work it out.

A human man opened the door before I could knock.

“Miss Sariel Snowblossom and friends, I presume,” he said. No person I’d ever met nailed the stereotypical butler voice like this guy, not even Tyra’s butler Klaard. “Please follow me.”

I shrugged at Sariel and, despite etiquette, entered the building first. I was all about being polite and holding doors but we might have been walking into a trap and I’d be damned if I let the others face danger before me.

The inside of the building looked like every medieval castle I’d ever seen in any movie. A staircase that wouldn’t be out of place in a royal palace swept upward ahead and to the left. Straight before us, a wide hallway spread out and continued for far too long considering the diameter of the tower. It had to be some kind of optical illusion, or magic; I could see close to a hundred feet down the corridor. Doors off to the sides of the entry were closed. I wondered what was through them.

The butler cocked his head at me. “You may not have noticed when you came up the walk, but there is a large building attached to the tower, spreading out toward the rear. The hallway serves to allow passage into the base building.”

“Thank you,” I said. That had been an easy mystery to solve.

“You are welcome. Most are confused when they spy the length of that hall, believing there is magic afoot.” He almost smiled. Almost. I heard the amusement in his voice, though. He got a kick out of poor rubes who were completely out of their element in this place.

Paintings, tapestries, and a few weapons and armaments adorned the walls. Different varieties of swords with shields; nothing too out of the ordinary.

We were shown into a room with a large fireplace along one wall, several cases of bookshelves, and plenty of chairs and couches for us to sit down.

“Master Rolant will be with you shortly,” the butler said. “May I offer you refreshments?” He gestured to a table with cups, mugs, three pitchers, and an assortment of cheese and bread. Two of the pitchers had condensation dripping down the outsides.

I glanced at the others. No one seemed like they were going to speak, so I did so.

“Maybe later. Thank you.”

He nodded and left, closing the door behind him.

Sariel had the same idea I did. She tried the door and it opened easily. Okay, so we weren’t going to be locked in. That was good news.

Rolant showed up quickly, sweeping into the room with a huge smile on his face, scratching one of his furry panda ears.

“My friends,” he said. “I am so happy you accepted my invitation. I rarely have the opportunity to show others my collections and I know you will find them interesting. Perhaps I can show you around and then you will join me for lunch?”

I gave Sariel a look that was the equivalent to a shrug. We’d gotten to know each other well enough that she understood it perfectly.

“That is very kind of you,” she said. “Perhaps we shall see how long your tour takes and decide later?”

“Of course, of course. Have you availed yourself of the refreshments? There is no hurry.”

“We’re fine, thank you.”

“Very well. Follow me, please.” He walked back through the door, all of us following him. “As I alluded last night, my family has been here for some time and we were fortunate in our business dealings, thus amassing a small fortune. My grandfather built this tower and the base building, though my father first, and now I myself, have added our own touches.

“I am afraid gold means little to me, so I spend perhaps more than I should. My collections make me happy, however, and they serve a purpose that is more than a hobby of gathering things to look at them.”

He led us to the stairs and up to the second floor, through a set of double doors. As we approached, I scanned the walls. The paintings and tapestries of the first floor were replaced with weapons. Flails, maces, spears, even ten- or twelve-foot pikes. Armor, too, appeared, resting on stands like guards flanking the hallway. Few had full helmets, so I could see they weren’t people hiding to attack us. It had always been a fear of mine when I was a kid imagining being in such a place.

Leather, chain, banded mail, even plate armor sets were arrayed around us. A set of exquisite bamboo armor, complete with a kobuto helmet, tugged at my eyes and wouldn’t let them go.

That was just the warmup. Once we got into the room through the double doors, shelves and stands and wall mountings greeted us, all with weapons of a seemingly endless number of designs. Many of them were swords, but that didn’t mean they were similar to others. Greatswords, shortswords, daggers, knives, and everything in between glittered in the lamplight. On top of that were bows, crossbows, thrown weapons, even an atlatl, which I hadn’t seen in this world before.

I stood with my mouth open. Rolant flashed a wide grin at me.

“This is impressive,” Sariel said, inspecting a sword that looked a hell of a lot like a katana. “You are correct, Rolant, this is very interesting. How came you by so many weapons?”

“Aha!” the red panda man clapped his hands. “And now we are to the heart of it. My father and my grandfather and my great grandfather were all warriors. All of the Brotherhood. That explains the variety of swords, of course. As for me, I am enamored of blades as well, but my tastes stretch further. The use of implements in combat fascinates me, as does the art of combat without tools. Whether with the mind or with the empty hand, battle for me is a spiritual thing, as it is for those in the place where my family came from four generations ago.”

“The place where they came from?” Tip asked.

“Yes. Ruviel. Have you heard of it?”

I had, and recently. I was getting caught up in the spirit of the conversation now. “Tyra, isn’t that where Master Ilias came from?”

“Ilias?” Rolant said, his head snapping to me. “Ilias Lightningstrike?”

My eyebrows shot up my forehead. “Yes. Do you know him?”

“Not personally. I have not had the pleasure of meeting him. You have, though?”

Tip scoffed. “Pft. Gar here trained with him for a little while. He’s practically family to Tyra.”

“Truly? Oh, what an honor and a privilege. I have heard of some of his exploits during his time as a mercenary. I have not been to Ruviel since I was very young and am not familiar with the legends and heroes of that place. Master Ilias, however, I have heard many tales about, since he has lived in this part of the world for some time. May I ask what training the master provided you? His elemental striking? The potent internal techniques? The death touch?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Uh, we worked mainly with the three-sectional staff, as well as some empty hand stuff.”

“Three-sectional staff?”

“Oh, yeah. I think he calls it a pole whip.”

“Yes, I have heard of his unique weapon, but have not had an opportunity to see it myself.”

“It’s your lucky day, then,” Tip said. I shot him a shut the fuck up look, resulting in a shrug with both hands raising to his sides, palms up. I felt like slapping my forehead. Or his.

I sighed inwardly. “Tip’s right. Tyra is the one who invented the weapon in this world and she was kind enough to give me the only other one she made.” I pulled my weapon from the case on my back and held it out.

The panda guy’s eyes got big. With those ears, even though he was dressed like a kung fu master, I had the most incredible urge to go awwwww. He took the weapon from my hand reverently.

“Remarkable. You can use this weapon?”

“I’m training with it. I’m no master or anything, but it’s very versatile.”

“You made this, Tyra? The craftsmanship is exquisite.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” I said. “Tyra is a fantastic smith, though she also works in other materials. She made this when she was a kid.”

“A smith, you say?”

“Yeah,” Tip said. “She’s been craving doing work at an anvil. She finds a small smithy when we get to different towns and she asks if she can do some work for them, just so she can get a hammer in her hand.”

“Fascinating. I…let us spend some time in this room. Some of these weapons hold special meaning to me that I would like to tell you about. After that, there are at least two other places within the tower and the base building I would like to show you. I believe you will enjoy seeing them. We may have to hold off on some of my collections on the upper floors until we have more time.”

After examining and handing me back my triple-stick, we spent another hour in the large room filled with weapons of all kinds. I mostly kept my mouth shut, though I was bursting with information about the particular weapons on my world. If there was one thing I could be considered a nerd about, it was historical weapons. So many tales, so much good information…

When we’d made our circuit of the room and were ready to see what Rolant wanted to show us, we descended and headed down the long hallway in the base building. We passed several doors, some heavier and more iron-bound than others, until we reached the end of the hall. When Rolant opened the beefiest door I’d seen yet, sunlight poured in, blinding me for a moment. I dropped into a ready stance, focusing on my hearing and spatial awareness, but no attack came. In a few moments, my eyes adjusted, then widened.

Sariel lived next to a school with a series of training fields and practice spaces. That was nothing compared to this. Dueling rings, archery runs, practice dummies, everything necessary to train an army. Some was under cover, but others were out in the open. All of it was fantastic.

Rolant smiled at our reaction. “I told you the fighting arts are something of an obsession for me. It is remarkable how much one can accomplish when one’s family has the proper resources.” He looked at me guiltily. “Would it be amiss if I begged you to demonstrate some basic movements with your weapon? Your three-sectional staff. I desire to see Master Ilias use it one day, but seeing his gifted student using it would be a treat beyond compare.”

“No one said I was gifted.”

“He’s gifted,” both Tyra and Brin said at the same time.

“Yeah, he is,” Tip agreed.

Sariel nodded, too. Fucking traitors.

It was kind of embarrassing. I never liked standing up in front of people and performing, but I gave in and went through one of the longer forms Master Ilias had taught me to practice controlling the temperamental weapon. When I finished, Rolant clapped energetically, bouncing on his feet.

“Oh, my,” he said. “So many possibilities. Have you used it in combat?”

“He has,” Sariel said with no wariness in her tone. Apparently everyone had been won over by the red panda man. “He defeated me easily when sparring. Several times.”

A look close to awe spread across Rolant’s face. “Astonishing.” He blinked and seemed to come to himself. “Thank you so much, Garfield.”

“You’re welcome. You can call me Gar.”

“Very well, then, Gar. Now for my other surprise. Please follow me once more.”

The way he said it kind of gave me the creeps. I wasn’t sure if it was his cadence, his tone, or the actual words he used. I kept the weapon in my hand as we went back into the long hallway.

Two doors down, he led us into another room. At least, I thought it was a room. What it was caused Tyra to stumble and grab onto my arm to steady herself.

As the door opened, it was immediately clear what the space was. A forge, and what a forge it was. The damn thing had to be twice the size of the one in her father’s house—her house, now, actually—and his was the biggest and most complete forge I’d ever seen. Technically, I guess, it should have been called a smithy, but even the forge itself was huge, with several different compartments that could be used independently. Three sets of bellows with a manifolding system to use them together or alone with any of the compartments, no less than five anvils of different sizes and designs, vises, racks of tools, hammers for days, a number of quenching tanks—this was a smith’s dream.

“Gods, it’s beautiful,” Tyra whispered. I pulled her toward me and kissed her on the side of her face.

“My uncle was something of an enthusiast about the smithing trade, even as I am with combat,” Rolant said, beaming at Tyra’s reaction. “Alas, the old equipment hasn’t been used for some time. The dueling competition isn’t for another week. In the meantime, if you would care to knock off some of the cobwebs on this sadly neglected space, you are more than welcome. I ask in return only that you make me something, some small trinket to remember my new friends when you continue your travels. There is plenty of stock metal of many varieties you can freely use.”

Tyra’s hands twitched. I knew that if it wouldn’t have seemed impolite, she would have been running her fingers over the anvils with almost a sexual ecstasy. “You would let me…work here?”

“Please. I recognize that look on your face. It’s the same one Sariel and Gar had at the training grounds. For those of us with a powerful passion for things, it is easy to tell one of our own. It would be an honor to have you work here. As often and as long as you would like.”

“As often and…would you be opposed to me clanging away all day long?”

Rolant laughed. “I would be sorely insulted if you did not. I would expect that you might choose to work far into the night rather than to rest, as is sensible. Fear not. The construction of the place—this smithy as well as the rest of the residence—will not allow the sound to travel far outside these walls. If you want to hammer from sundown through dawn and into the bright morning sunshine, this space is at your disposal.”

Tyra looked at me, her eyes electric, then to Sariel, Brin, and even Tip. Her body vibrated. I was going to tell her to go ahead before she exploded, but Rolant spoke first.

“Of course, if the rest of you would like to avail yourselves of the training ground while you are in the city, it would be my honor to offer those spaces for your use. It may be arrogant of me to say, but I think these grounds are superior to any city park or public training arena for the purpose of honing your skills. Unfortunately, I will not be home at all times, but anything you might need will be provided by my servants.”

And that’s how we came to secure a sweet training and smithing space just outside in the city of Prudence.


Chapter
Thirty



Rolant explained that he had business to attend to most days and wouldn’t be around much.

“I spoke truly when I said I care little for the value of gold, but I do care about honor to my family. They have an estate two days’ travel from here and my father left me this tower, but I don’t look at it as a gift. I work hard with the business holdings he allowed me to take over when I was younger, so that I may pay him a fair price for this place.

“It is just as well, for you need no one interrupting your training as you prepare for your duel. Perhaps we can share a meal now and then. Until that time, you have the freedom to use any of the facilities within my home.” He glanced over at Brin. “Including the extensive libraries I have. Most are on the third floor, but there is a sizeable one on the ground floor as well.”

Brin’s eyes lit up at that. I was sure she would be out and about, trying to find magical items, but now she could spend some time with us at the tower, either watching us train, joining in, or reading. I figured it was a foregone conclusion that, as a mage, she was a bookworm.

We spent all of that day getting acquainted with the place and discussing the possibilities. I watched Tyra in the forge for a couple of hours, the sexy goblin’s grin never fading a bit as she hammered away. I even worked the bellows for her, once she showed me how to do it correctly. Not that she needed me. Several hand-cranked squirrel cage blowers were set up so she could have controlled the forge temperature herself, but she seemed to appreciate sharing her craft with me.

As evening approached, Rolant was suddenly there, walking out onto the training field as we were wrapping up.

“I have two questions for you,” he said. “The first is if you would do me the honor of sharing dinner with me. The second is if you would like to take rooms in the tower. I have many guest rooms, and without the need to travel back and forth to an inn in the city, you would have more time to train, or work, or relax.”

It seemed I was the only one who still had any shred of suspicion left, and that shred paled in comparison to how welcoming he had been so far. We ended up agreeing, especially when he noted that there was a block of rooms that were all next to each other, including three connecting. I smiled at that, Tip groaned, and Brin shared a look with Tyra. Sariel didn’t acknowledge it.

Tyra took advantage of Rolant’s offer—and his explicit permission to work in the smithy any time she wanted. She was up early every day, even though she worked late into the night. When she finished, she took a bath and slipped into my bed, whether Brin was there or not, by way of the door joining my room to hers.

In trying to figure out something to make for Rolant, Tyra asked for suggestions of us as we walked back to our inn to get our possessions that evening.

“Make him a weapon,” I said. “Definitely. He asks for a trinket, something to remember this time, but he’s being polite. The man is obsessed with weapons. Have you seen the sword he carries around? In my world, weapons of that type are called dao. Besides a spear and a staff, the dao and the jian are the most important weapons in the region they came from.

“You could make him a spear, but I think a jian would be better. Did Master Ilias ever show the weapon to you? It’s a straight, double-edged sword. Though later models were very flexible, the earlier battlefield versions were less so. All the designs had the dual edge and a shallow point, also with two edges. If you want, I can strike up a conversation with him and ask about the sizing he would prefer. I think I saw one in his weapon room.”

Tyra tapped her finger on her full lips. “Flexible?”

“Yeah, they call it spring steel in my world. Some swords you can bend like ninety degrees and it goes back into shape. I don’t suggest one quite that flexible, though. The technique for using it takes advantage of the way it bends. Kind of like the dao sabers he carries. Some are more rigid than others, depending upon use and preference, but a semi-flexible version would probably be ideal.”

“Ooh, that would be a good project. Wooden handle?”

“Yep, and lacquered scabbard, usually, with some emblems and ornamental banding on them. With an end cap, a chape, usually brass. The hilt can be finished wood or wrapped with silk thread. Oh, and tassels hanging from the end of the pommel. Believe it or not, it’s not just to make it look pretty. It’s used as a distraction, much like the tassel near the point of a spear.”

“I’ve just started on a section in my father’s manual about making strong, flexible blades. Some of the things he wrote are surprising. Very specific temperatures—indicated by color, of course—times, quenching methods, even hammering styles. I’ll practice a little and then maybe I can incorporate them into the project to make Rolant a sword. I’ll be practicing the new techniques, increasing my skill, and making him something fit for his generosity.”

“That is very kind and honorable of you, Tyra,” Sariel said. “I heartily approve. Generosity such as this must be repaid with honor and care. I will aid you in any way I can, though my talents lie in places other than the crafting of items.”

The next several days consisted of training, training, and more training, at least for me, Sariel, and Tip. Brin found a book in the library with drawings and descriptions of a few spear forms, which I greedily consumed and practiced with one of Rolant’s weapons he allowed me to use. I was still working on manipulating my triple stick and siangham into a spear form in an efficient way, but having the chance to practice with a spear was invaluable.

It took Tyra four and a half days to make the sword. I stopped in to consult with her about the style from my world and she worked on it fifteen or more hours a day. In that time, she could have made several, but she started it again twice when she wasn’t satisfied with how it was shaping up. Rolant wasn’t the only one with an obsession. The goblin girl worked like she was possessed. And every time I popped in to watch her, she was grinning like a maniac.

The goblin girl rushed out onto the training field with her new creation. Sariel and I were in the middle of a sparring bout, swords flashing, while Tip and Brin were sparring some distance away, with Rex whistle-hooting in his own reptilian way, cheering Tip on. Tyra slid to a stop, her breathing rapid and the weapon clutched in her hands.

I batted away Sariel’s sword and stepped back to prevent unintended contact. She paused as well. All eyes went to Tyra.

“Is that it?” I asked. “You’re finished?”

The small woman’s eyes glimmered. She bit her bottom lip and nodded as we all gathered around her so she could show us what she’d made.

The sword was breathtaking. I mean, actually, literally. So fantastic that I stopped breathing for a moment. The scabbard, lacquered red and black, held fixtures of beaten brass depicting fanciful dragons in flight. Ornamental emblems were set as anchors for the fine chain strung between them, used traditionally to hang the sword from the belt. Even the chape was heavily scrolled and gorgeous. Tyra drew the blade with a pleasing, musical ring, causing Sariel to gasp, Brin to ooh, and me to whistle. Tip stared at it with large eyes.

The handguard, flattish on the blade side, swept down into a soft triangle toward the hilt, figures of a dragon and a tiger fighting with lightning in the background worked into the metal. Red silk thread wrapped around the hardwood handle tightly from the base of the handguard up to the pommel, which was itself a work of art, a roughly egg-shaped piece that balanced the sword and provided a place for the red tassels to be attached.

I’d known that Tyra was an expert crafter of many materials, but I hadn’t realized she was such an artist. Beautiful components are not the heart and soul of a sword, though. The blade makes a sword a sword, and this one was as much a work of art as the ornamentation.

At about twenty-eight inches, the straight blade wasn’t substantial like Sariel’s longsword or even the dao saber that Rolant carried around. Barely over an inch wide, it was thinner in heft than many swords, flexible instead of rigid and meaty. Along the blade, Tyra had etched a stretched-out dragon in the Chinese style. I’d discussed it with her and most of the dragons in this world weren’t of those types, instead being the huge, bulky medieval European types of dragons like Smaug in Tolkien’s classic tales. Certain wyrms in Valorae had the longer shape, however, and she’d told me she liked their images for the aesthetic. It looked magnificent on the blade, which was polished to a mirror shine.

She held the blade out to me and I took it in my hand, visions of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon in my mind. I couldn’t help it. I flicked the blade and reveled in the pure, strong ring that hung in the air. With a piece of my shirt in my hand, I held it near the point and flexed the blade. It had some give, but was still beefy enough for actual use in combat. She’d succeeded in making it feel like spring steel. I didn’t know if Rolant would be using it to actually fight, but Tyra had nailed the perfect balance between flexibility and strength.

“Careful with that,” she said, and I thought she was talking about putting fingerprints on it or getting the oils from my hand on it.

I turned it and felt something like a tiny pinch. Looking down at my hand, I found I was bleeding. With barely any contact, the damn thing had cut through my shirt and split my skin. Holy fucking hell. I took another part of my shirt and wiped it clean as I wobbled it with the handle, watching the blade and testing its give and balance.

Brin was kind enough to put her hand on me to heal the small cut so I didn’t keep bleeding all over my shirt. Or the sword. I smiled at her. “Thanks.” I handed the sword to Tip, who wiped his hands on his pants as if he didn’t want to get the weapon dirty.

The satyr waggled the sword, his eyebrows drawing down. “It’s really light.”

“That’s how it’s supposed to be,” I told him. “It’s all speed and technique. That’s not a sword that someone goes bashing at their opponent with. They almost feel feeble, but they’re not.” I raised an eyebrow at Tyra.

“Definitely not. The technique in my father’s book, it worked like a charm. That sword is lighter, stronger, more flexible, and holds an edge like nothing I’ve ever seen. It is probably the best single item I have ever crafted in my life.”

I pulled the goblin girl into a hug. “That’s great, Tyra. I can tell how excited you are. It’s fantastic. I can’t wait to see Rolant’s face. He was expecting some small trinket and you gave him an epic weapon.”

“I wish I had more time to learn the techniques further back in the book, the ones that claim to be able to make a weapon magical, as if it were enchanted by a mage. Can you imagine if I could add that to this sword?”

“You will get there,” Brin said, handing the blade to Sariel, who took it reverently.

I watched the elf scrutinize the weapon, nodding absently as she did. “Outstanding. We have a few hours until Rolant comes home, if today is like every other day. What do you say we cease our training for the day and we figure out how to wrap this amazing blade as a present?”

The others agreed and we headed back to the forge with Tyra. We all referred to it as a forge or a smithy, but it was really a fully stocked crafting workshop. Tyra knew where to find materials for wrapping the sword, cloth and ribbons and even little carved buttons or emblems to make it extra fancy.

In no time the weapon was ready and all we had to do was wait for our red panda beastkin host to return. He did so just before dinner.

The energy as we ate was contagious. I felt little flutters in my belly, but I did my best to maintain a calm presence. Tyra bounced in her seat like a child who needed to use the bathroom. Rex sensed our enthusiasm and he bobbed in his place under the table near Tip. A couple of times, Rolant glanced at Tyra or another of us and I thought for sure he was going to ask what was going on, but etiquette won out and he didn’t.

Once the meal was finished, Tyra cleared her throat.

“Rolant, we appreciate so much you letting us stay here and use all the wonderful facilities. I have never been in a finer forge, let alone been allowed to use it, and it’s an experience I’ll never forget. This last week has been like a dream.”

“That is kind of you to say, Tyra. I am pleased the workspace is being used. Having things to look at can be enjoyable, but I much prefer that possessions be used. It makes me happy to see your zeal for your trade.”

“When we first spoke about me using the forge, we made a bargain. I could use it and I needed to make you something as a memento.”

“I remember. If you haven’t had time, it is a little thing. The duel is the day after tomorrow, so if you haven’t created anything, don’t worry. The look on your face when you are in the smithy is reward enough.”

“Ah. About that. I made you something already. I hope you like it. I tried some new techniques that I may not have mastered yet, but I think it turned out well.”

“Oh? You have created something for me? You do me honor, Tyra. Truly.”

I noticed he didn’t ask about his gift. I wasn’t sure if that was the Brotherhood tenets or the martial honor thing from Ruviel, a place that sounded more and more like centers of East Asian philosophy in my world.

“I have it here,” Tyra said, bringing out the long, rectangular shape of the wooden box she’d made for the sword, all wrapped up in bright cloth with silk ribbon around it.

Rolant’s eyes widened and a slow smile graced his face. One of his furry panda ears twitched. “You wrapped it as well? How splendid.”

Tyra handed the package to Rolant and he set it on the table in front of him. His eyes scanned the room, stopping on each one of us, then he undid the ribbons and peeled the cloth off to reveal a beautifully lacquered box. The amazing woman had surprised us when she revealed it as we went to find materials to wrap the present. She’d even formed a cushion of crushed felt within the box on which the scabbarded sword could rest.

Rolant swung the box open on its hinges—which Tyra had forged and made herself—and he paused. His eyes went from the contents of the box to her face, his mouth dropping open.

“Gods.” His mouth worked a few times as he reached in and reverently picked the weapon up. “You crafted this yourself, in my uncle’s smithy?”

“I did. Do you like it? Gar helped me with some details. They have swords like this in his world.”

He nodded at that, wrapping his hand around the hilt and drawing the blade in a single, smooth motion. I’d always loved the sound a sword makes when it’s pulled forcefully from the scabbard, sliding along the mouthpiece, and this one was even more beautiful a sound than most. From the tooled pommel and the silk-wrapped handle to the handguard and the double-edged blade itself, Rolant’s eyes studied the weapon carefully, taking in every detail. He stopped on the dragon, letting his eyes linger for a good half a minute.

“This is too fine a weapon for one such as I,” he said. “If I saw a blade like this, I would pay two thousand gold for it and still consider myself a horrible person for stealing it from the seller. I have never seen a finer example of a straight sword from my homeland.”

“No money will change hands,” Tyra said firmly. “I made it for you and it’s yours. Whether you put it in your collection or you use it for combat, I only hope it will serve you well.”

“Place it in my collection?” he said, barking a laugh. “It will indeed hold the place of highest esteem among all my other prizes, but what kind of man would I be if I locked it away in a room when I could experience the feeling of training with it? Have no doubt, Tyra, this weapon will be used. This is a gift for royalty. You humble me.”

“Just be careful with it,” I said. “It’s really sharp.”

Rolant pronated his forearm, positioning the edges vertically. With a casual motion, he dropped his silk napkin on it. It fluttered onto the blade and separated into two pieces as it fell. “So it is.”


Chapter
Thirty-One



We got to bed late that night. Rolant insisted we go to his weapon room and help him to decide exactly where he would keep his new sword when he wasn’t actually carrying it around. Which he promised he’d do as soon as he trained with it to become more familiar with the style.

“I have used the straight sword before,” he said, pointing at an example of that type of sword on a stand across the room, “but I focus most of my training on my saber these days.” For the first time since we’d met him, he didn’t have the dao sword within reach, instead carrying around his new blade like it was his baby. “That will change. A sword such as this must be used. I must train hard to be worthy of carrying such a weapon.”

While we were in the room, we took the time to inspect more of the swords and other weapons than we had the first day. Rolant and Brin chatted about a particular blade in one part of the room while I followed Tyra and Sariel around to look at other items.

The goblin girl was in heaven. Not only had she finished her project, one she was obviously extremely proud of, but the constant praise from Rolant elevated her joy that much more. She bounced as she walked, talking a mile a minute about different weapons we passed.

“Can I see your sword, Sariel?” she asked. As most times, the white-haired elf held her scabbarded blade in her hand, since having it hanging from her hip in the spaces between displays could be a problem.

“Of course.”

She handed the longsword to Tyra. I was intimately familiar with the weapon, seeing it close up for hours each day as we sparred. It was a basic longsword, but of good quality. I could tell by how Sariel carried and protected it that it was more special to her than some average weapon.

I’d used it, too, at times when Sariel wanted to demonstrate to me some technique that didn’t apply as well to the katana-esque sword she’d let me use for my one and only duel. Her weapon was light, maybe a touch over three pounds, with a thirty-five-inch double-edged blade that tapered gradually to a fine point, with a ten-inch hilt and a faceted ball pommel at the end. The hand guard curved slightly toward the tip of the blade, making a squat U away from where her hands would be.

“The craftswomanship on this is superb,” Tyra said. “The balance, too. It’s very nice. Did you have it custom made for you?”

Sariel averted her eyes. Like she was…embarrassed?

“No. It was a gift. There is a whole story, but⁠—”

“Ooh, tell us. Please?”

“I…”

“You don’t have to, Sariel,” I said. Her reaction didn’t suggest it was a happy story.

She accepted her sword back from Tyra and slid it into the scabbard. “It was soon after Master Galen had brought me back to his village, Vinarae, in the dark elf region of Olliaran. I was so young. Scrawny and small, afraid of everything. At that time, I still believed if I caused any inconvenience, he would simply drop me at the side of the road and leave. I didn’t know what I would do.

“The actions of the two men in his party when they found me should have been an indication of what to expect. I hadn’t been at Master Galen’s home for long before the abuse from his neighbors started. At first, it was only words, curses and insults cast at me. I won’t speak generally of dark elves in a disparaging way. It wasn’t many who treated me poorly, but to a scared eight-year-old, even one was too many.

“Looking back, I could expect that children would be unkind. They often are. Some adults seemed particularly vehement toward me, though. I would only find out later that some of Master Galen’s neighbors had lost loved ones to occasional skirmishes with the light elves. Violence was not common, but on the borders, it did occur.

“One day, a man knocked on our door. When Master Galen answered, the visitor cast aspersions at him, accusing him of keeping me as a plaything, calling me ‘that bleached little whore.’ As could be expected, my master took offense. He was normally quick to forgive any insult to himself, but even that soon, he was very protective of me, and what the man said was inexcusable.

“‘You will apologize to Sariel and you will leave at once, never darkening my doorstep again,’ he told the man. ‘Otherwise, you should pray you know how to use that sword at your hip because otherwise, you’ll not see another sunrise.’

“The man scoffed. ‘Do you not recognize me, Galen Starshadow? I am Taronil Mistwalker. This sword? This sword came to me when I slaughtered its owner, a human from that ridiculous kingdom to the south. He fancied himself a swordsman, but he is dead and I now own his weapon. You would like to try me? Here I am.’

“Master Galen looked at me, concern in his eyes. He meant what he said, but I think he feared the effect it would have on me, being so young, if he fought to the death in front of me. I had other concerns. I’d seen how the two men had backed off when they found me, so I knew he commanded some respect. But could he beat Taronil? The man was bigger than Master Galen and he had killed a swordsman from the south? I’d heard the humans there worshiped their blades and were skilled warriors.

“I pleaded with my eyes that he not fight, though I didn’t utter a word. He frowned, but not at me. Then he turned to Taronil. ‘A moment while I retrieve my blade.’ To me, he said, ‘Go to your room and keep the door closed. This is no sight for your eyes.’

“Of course, I went to my room, then left it and closed the door. Then I stole to the window and peeked out as the two men squared off in front of the house. Several other people gathered around. It struck me as strange that they were all men. Taronil drew his sword and my master did likewise, setting his scabbard on the front step.

“If my memory is correct, Taronil moved first, charging in with a fast, sure strike. I saw the beginning of a movement, Master Galen shifting his feet and twitching his body. Then Taronil fell to the ground, blood pouring out from at least three different wounds. To this day, I have no recollection of what my master did. He was too fast for me to track. He cleaned his sword on Taronil’s pants, since his tunic was already soaked with blood, and he met eyes with several of the other men around him. They all shied away.

“Finally, he unbuckled Taronil’s belt, took the scabbard in his hand, retrieved the sword where his opponent had dropped it, and returned to the house. As he picked up his own scabbard on the step, his eyes shifted to meet mine where I peeked through the window. I ran for my room, closed the door behind me, and jumped on my bed, blankets over my head.

“The slow, confident steps coming to my room started me shivering. Would he reject me for causing problems with other people and disobeying his command to hide in my room? The soft knock at the door made my teeth chatter so much I could barely speak. ‘C-c-come in.’

“‘Master Galen scanned the room. I hadn’t noticed it before, but I started to observe that he was always wary, looking for hazards. Even as I tried to emulate him later on, I felt safer, comfortable that as long as he was near me, I could come to no harm.

“‘Sariel, I’m sorry,’ he said. I burst into tears, sobbing so hard I couldn’t breathe. He set the two scabbarded swords down, sat on the bed, and put his arms out. I jumped into them, soaking his shirt with my tears.

“‘I’m sorry you had to see that. I know you are no stranger to tragedy, to violence, but still, I apologize for you witnessing such a thing when you are so young.’

“‘Will you teach me to fight?’ I got out through my sobs. ‘I don’t want to be afraid anymore.’

“He held me for a long time before he answered. ‘We’ll talk about it. Another time. Entering into training when your heart is looking for vengeance or power over another is not the way it should be. Training with the sword is good for a young one’s development, but not as a means for harm or revenge. If you can come to understand that, perhaps I will teach you some few things.’

“We did talk about it, a few days later. Part of me still wanted to learn so that I could do to anyone threatening me what he’d done to Taronil, but after my anger and fear had dissipated somewhat, I also realized that I wanted to be able to move like Master Galen. So quick, so graceful. I wanted the quiet confidence he showed. I wanted to be like him.

“He finally agreed and started me off with simple movements. After seeing that I had a talent for his training, he presented me with the longsword he’d taken from Taronil. The one the other man had taken from a swordsman of the Brotherhood. It would be years until I grew into the size of the weapon, but it has ever acted as a symbol to me, a talisman against forces that might make me like Taronil and others like him. Its form does not make it a truly ideal weapon for me, but it was given to me by my master. It started me on my way to sword mastery. I look forward to achieving it someday.”

She gave us a sad smile. Tyra and I each reached out to put a hand on her shoulders.

“Thank you for telling us,” the goblin girl said. “That’s a wonderful, but kind of sad, story.”

Sariel laughed, a violent release of air and pent-up tension. “It is. As with life in general. That is often how things work.”

It only took a few minutes for Tyra to shake the melancholy feelings. She’d had a lot of practice since her father died and we’d found her uncle to be the betraying murderer. She launched into a dozen questions about what Sariel liked about her sword and what things she was referring to when she said it wasn’t the ideal weapon for her.

I had a few opinions about it, based on Sariel’s tendencies when she fought and as I listened, I found most of them to match what she said. I followed the two, who seemed to be bonding powerfully based on their love of the beauty of weapons. Tyra from the standpoint of making them and Sariel from using them. We went from sword to sword, skipping over the other types of weapons, pointing out the positives and negatives in the designs. From a purely subjective view, of course. All three of us understood well that one person’s perfect tool was another’s worst nightmare.

By the time we all finished gawking at and discussing weapons, everyone was happily fatigued and ready to rest. We had one more day of light training and Sariel would fight her fourth duel of seven. I watched the elf go into her room a little later, imagining the girl of eight years she’d been and what she had endured.

Master Galen Starshadow would be very proud of his student. In fact, I’m positive he had been. If only something could have been done to prevent what happened…

But those types of scenarios would drive me crazy. He was gone, Lucas was gone, so were a lot of other people. Forward. We needed to move forward and try to stop it from happening again. One more duel, then on to another city for the next one. My finger twitched, wanting to hold a weapon.

Lysander Dessum would pay. Eluthien would pay. Aeyr the Ever-Hungering would pay. Step by step, we’d get there. I couldn’t wait.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Sariel pondered how her life had changed. Half a year ago, she was training and working with her master to become a better swordswoman, looking forward to entering the circuit for elevation to Swordmaster in a year or two.

Now she was bereft of his guidance, his very presence, and she was locked into a course to not only attain her own master status much earlier, but to do so by defeating the person responsible for Master Galen’s death.

That wasn’t all that had changed, though. Sariel had friends, something she had never longed for and, if she was honest with herself, never thought she would have the time nor the inclination for. So many things had changed. Would her master be proud of her, as Gar had told her? She hoped so.

Gar had been a godsend, with his unusual way of looking at battle and his ability to change fluidly from style to style, even weapon to weapon, often within the same fight. He had opened up to her so many new ideas and avenues of combat that she never would have dreamed existed. Did Master Galen know of these? Had he been waiting until she was ready to train her in them? It wouldn’t surprise her if he did. In all the time she’d known him, he still constantly surprised her. Just when she thought she was approaching the line where she could feel herself equal to him, he went and moved the line into another realm.

She smiled as she readied herself to go to the dueling arena. Gar shared that quality with her master. He was very nearly the perfect training partner. He did not arrogantly flaunt his abilities or hold back information. It was sometimes hard to remember that he originally came to her in search of tutelage for himself. The man had a way of throwing himself into a task and making her feel that every action, every drop of sweat and sore muscle, was all for her. Never had he tried to manipulate their training so he could benefit. Instead, all he did was so she could excel and grow more skilled. She had to firmly refuse to do things sometimes because of her guilt he wasn’t getting his fair share of benefit from their training.

The most comforting part about it all, though, was that it wasn’t only with her. She would have thought that feeling special, that he was doing it because he was fond of her, would have brought her joy, but it was the other way around. He treated everyone like that. Every minute the two of them weren’t training, he was working with Tip, trying to help him improve. Instead of resting between training sessions, he jogged over to the forge to help Tyra by using the bellows or doing menial tasks like cleaning out the forge or changing the quench tanks. With Brin, he held her hand constantly, ostensibly to help her regain magic she had lost, though she thought maybe he enjoyed it. She could tell that Brin did.

As for the others, Sariel felt herself growing closer to them as well. She’d had an affinity with Brin from the start, but interacting with Tyra so closely the last day and a half, she found herself smiling at the feisty green woman. Who knew the boisterous goblin would be so fun to chat with about weapons or crafting or just about anything else. She was quickly becoming one of Sariel’s favorite people.

What did it all mean, though? Was she needy because of missing her master and the structure that used to dictate her life, or was she growing, changing for the better? All these questions. Months ago, they would have driven her to distraction. But now, they gave her a peaceful sense of comfort. Of belonging. For the first time in too long, she looked forward to the next day, what would happen in the near, or even distant, future.

It was a good day. She felt loose and efficient and ready for whatever the dueling field would throw at her. She would go, take another victory, then prepare for the next contest with her friends. Nothing could ruin this day.
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Her day was ruined.

Sariel stood with the other nine duelists for the day, listening to the official drone on about the rules. She couldn’t bring herself to pay attention, or to care. Only one thing was on her mind. The man three people from her, doing his best to keep his own eyes on the official.

Gods damn him. What is this treachery? Why is this happening?

Rolant de Mugere, red panda beastkin, benefactor to Sariel, Tyra, and her other friends this past week, fidgeted, shifting from foot to foot. His eyes flicked to Sariel’s occasionally, finding her cold glare. His orbs skittered off hers and away as his mouth moved, mumbling to himself. At least two other combatants had noticed, both of them taking a step away from the man who seemed to be going mad.

Mercifully, the speech about the rules ended and the duelists drew their straws. When the official inspected the small sticks, he announced the duelists and the order they would engage in their contest.

“In the fourth duel, Rolant de Mugere and Sariel Snowblossom.”

The proclamation shot ice water through Sariel’s middle. Her mind spun off into a multitude of branches, trying to determine how the man had accomplished such a thing and why. She thought back to breakfast. Had he poisoned her? Was it as Lysander did to her master? Would the drug take effect and incapacitate her when she needed her strength most?

One look at him showed a basketful of emotions. Most prominent was embarrassment and sorrow. Apparently. Not the smug look she thought a murderer would display, but could she trust appearances?

The official released the duelists and Sariel turned on her heel to go to her friends. She spotted Gar, his tenuous smile disappearing when he saw her face. She probably looked like a thunderhead, but that was fine. Her appearance wasn’t nearly as pronounced as the anger and disappointment inside her.

“Sariel,” Rolant said. She ignored him. “Sariel, may I explain? Please.”

She continued walking until she reached the others, not knowing or caring if he had followed her. Her shoulder blade twitched, anticipating a knife ramming into her back, but no attack came and her friends’ expressions didn’t look like Rolant had followed her. It took every bit of will to keep from swiveling her head and checking.

“Sariel?” Tyra said. “Why is Rolant over there with the duelists?”

“He is one of us.”

“He’s competing?” Gar asked. “He talked about his family being part of the Brotherhood and I assumed he was, too, but did he tell you he was going to be dueling today?”

She closed her eyes and took a breath, trying to remain calm. “No, he did not. It seems to me something he might have mentioned.”

“What the fuck?” Tip said.

“Indeed.”

“I’m going to go talk to him,” Gar offered.

“Do not, Gar. Please. Things will occur as they may. The worst news was just revealed to me. He will be fighting in the fourth duel. I will be his opponent.”

Sariel realized her error as soon as she finished speaking. She had meant to convince Gar not to go and demand explanations from Rolant, but instead, his eyes flashed even brighter with anger and he took a step toward Rolant.

“Gar. Please.”

The conflict was evident on his face. But not only did she not want to cause a distraction as the first duelists were preparing to engage in their contest, she was afraid Gar might physically attack the other man. He finally gave her a stiff nod and she breathed out in relief.

“Thank you. There is time yet until my duel. I will watch the other matches, prepare myself, and calm my mind. Prevent myself from going into this contest angry, for that would weaken me. Especially fighting against unfamiliar weapons, my defense must be strong.”

Sariel fully intended to do what she said, though found that to be difficult indeed. She focused on the duelists, forced her mind to analyze carefully, cataloged the little movements and techniques, their errors as well as their strengths. She might face one of them in an upcoming match. All the while, though, her focus skittered around like a water bug on the surface of a pond. Her anger increased from a simmer to a slow boil, but at herself this time. Why was she so unable to calm herself?

She mostly paid no attention to her friends, not wanting to see their concerned looks. When a shift in mood, the feeling of a summer storm suddenly come upon a peaceful day, swept over the area, she looked around to find Rolant de Mugere less than a dozen paces away. Walking toward her.

Gar stepped forward, angling to put himself between the two, but Sariel held a hand up to stall him. He grumbled but stayed where he was.

The beastkin man stopped a sword length away and bowed.

“I know what this looks like,” he said. “But please let me apologize and explain. If you desire it of me after I have given you my explanation, I will forfeit my match and leave the grounds.”

Sariel couldn’t help a gasp from escaping her. Forfeiting a match without making the attempt to fight would bring heaps of dishonor upon him. For him, living as he did in the way of those from Ruviel, it would be doubly damaging. Triply, even.

“Explain.” It was rude, but it was all she could do not to match her speech to the anger she felt.

Rolant nodded to Gar, then to each of her other friends. “I did not intend deception and it was not some elaborate scheme that resulted in what has occurred. When I chanced to meet you that evening in the tavern, it was my intent to pay you my respects, give you my condolences about your master, and be on my way. As you may have noticed, I have a propensity to get carried away about things I have a passion for. Swords, combat, and masterful warriors.

“When you visited me, I satisfied myself that I would show you my collection and you would depart, if not as friends, then at least amiable acquaintances. My honor tugged at me to disclose to you that I would take part in these duels, but I found myself in an awkward position. I did not want you to think less of me, to believe I was trying to take advantage of meeting you. When we had such marvelous conversations, I was pulled further into my mistakes.

“But how could I not offer to allow you to use my training grounds, to allow Tyra to use the forge? I spoke truly when I said that it brings me great joy for those things I have to be used to make others happy. The facilities I have are better than any in the city and I wanted to share them with you.

“Though I enjoy your company immensely, sadness filled my days when I had not the will to tell you all. I made deals with myself. I would leave and be gone for a good part of each day. I would not watch you training, though I very much desired to, and I would only interact with you as a friend and a host.

“During the days, I spent the time with a friend who I often train with. I still had the duels to prepare for, after all. Satisfied that I did not allow myself any advantage, even avoiding speaking of strategy and weapon techniques, I continued, knowing that the chances were slim that I would face you here. I knew we would come to a time where you would realize I had not told you I was in the circuit, but I was too weak to confess.”

Sariel thought back over the previous week and realized at least that much of what he said was true. She’d found it odd that in at least three conversations when they touched on the subject of dueling and strategy, he changed the subject and led them into other discussions.

“I had promised myself to inform you of everything the day before yesterday. Then you presented me with a magnificent sword and my shame was so great, I crumbled, knowing full well what today would be like. I was as surprised as you that we were matched up to duel each other. Almost did I forfeit at that time, but to force dishonor upon myself even further struck me to my heart.

“Please know that I never intended to gain any kind of advantage and that I offered you the use of my home with all sincerity. I have still not seen you use your weapon, either in training or in combat, so I could not train to duel against you specifically, even should I have wanted to. My insult is that I have not been truthful and have presented myself suspiciously, something I am deeply sorry for.

“I do wish to cross swords with you, Sariel Snowblossom, because I enjoy testing myself against the finest of warriors. If you demand it of me, then I will bow out, but I ask that you allow me the privilege to continue. Even should you kill me, I would consider it an honor.”

“You would have me duel with you, after your subterfuge? The duels comprising the Trial of Ascension are sacred rituals. To cheapen the trial in such a way is extremely unseemly.”

“I know, and I do not deserve the privilege, yet I ask it. You have but to say yes or no.”

“If I should agree, does your proposal include altering the conclusion in any way?”

“Altering the conclusion?”

Sariel saw how Gar’s head snapped to her, his eyes flaring. He knew what she was about to say.

“Yes. Are you telling me that you would assure that I would win the duel, passing on to the next test in the next city?”

Rolant’s mouth dropped open. “You are asking me if I would purposely grant you my defeat? I-I-I’m sorry, but I cannot in good conscience and with my honor intact do such a thing. I will go speak with the officials and remove my name from the contest. You will be named the winner.”

He turned to leave, his face a study in sadness.

“No?” she said. “Your answer is no? You are telling me you would fight to the best of your ability, striving to defeat me, even should it require you to injure or kill me?”

He shook his head sadly. “I very much doubt I would have the occasion to kill you, even should I be skilled enough to do so. Injury? What is injury but a lesson that is made indelible with a little blood? It would do no good for me to fight you with half a heart when all I desire is to share in the sublime experience of testing myself against your formidable skills. Please do not impugn my honor, though I myself have bruised it of late.”

Sariel’s heart, which had been beating so fast because of her anger and uncertainty as to what would happen, calmed. She flashed a smile at the red panda man.

“I accept your proposal. We will duel and we will both strive to win. I want no poor attempt to assuage my opponent’s conscience. We will speak of what has occurred in depth, but that can wait until we finish our bout. May the best warrior win and gods keep us both safe from the final defeat of death.”

Rolant’s face broke into a wide grin. “Thank you. I will do my best to be a fitting adversary in our contest. Thank you.” He put his fist in his palm and bowed over it to her, then did the same to her friends, including Rex once again. Watching him honor the lizard made Sariel laugh, something she hadn’t thought she’d do again for a long time after being surprised earlier.

“Go and prepare, Rolant. I will see you in the circle.”


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Iworked with Sariel right up until her duel was announced. I told her everything I knew about the weapon Rolant would be using against her. It wasn’t much. I’d seen martial artists wielding a dao saber in demonstrations on the internet and in movies, so I could explain the flowing, circular way they were used, but that was it. My ignorance in specifics was probably better anyway, because the same feeling Rolant said he had afflicted me. Was I cheating by telling her about the particular sword her opponent used? It was kind of a grey area.

“Fast slashes with the occasional thrust,” I summarized. “He’ll most likely keep you close, where that type of sword does well and you won’t be able to utilize the reach of your longer sword.”

She patted my arm. “Do not worry for your honor, Gar,” she said, obviously noting my hesitance. “It is like when we watch others duel to learn their movements so we can train to defeat them. The information you share is what you have seen, not through trickery but from watching others fight. It may apply to what Rolant will do, or it may give me preconceived notions that are not only incorrect but put me at a disadvantage. It was in another world, after all. I thank you for your guidance, but it is our sparring and your uncanny battle sense that will serve me better in this contest.”

“Thanks,” I told her. “That makes me feel better. Now go out and kick his ass. I can’t wait to see what he’s capable of, and how you’re going to trounce him.”

She chuckled nervously. Then the judge called the duelists to the circle and I held Sariel’s scabbarded sword out to her, hilt first. She wrapped her hand around the handle and drew it out smoothly, resting the flat of the blade on her articulated pauldron. She walked as she always did when going toward the dueling circle: confident, with perfect posture and a bit of a swagger.

Tip whistled softly at the sight. Somehow, the bits of armor plating in key locations didn’t in any way affect the allure of the figure the swordswoman cut. From the shape of her muscular shoulders and her narrow waist to the way her toned ass shifted in the tight leather pants, Sariel was a vision to behold.

I put a fist up. “Me too, buddy. Me too.” He bumped it with his own.

Rolant approached the judge, bowing his head toward Sariel. He carried his sword cradled in his arm, the spine nestled in the hollow of his elbow comfortably. That was the same way wielders in my world carried the naked blade. I wondered if the techniques to fight with them was the same. I hoped I didn’t give Sariel inaccurate information.

In no time, the judge had the two duelists at the edges of the ring and he gave the command to begin. Rolant performed an elaborate salute, just like martial artists in kung fu matches do, and his sword snapped out into a ready position, angled at Sariel, but still closer to his body than the guard for a typical European sword.

Sariel kept her blade pointed backward, held horizontal over her shoulder as she stalked toward the beastkin. When they got to within a pace, they both burst into action.

The elf attacked first, her sword swooping around in a common opening move toward the head. Rolant swung his blade around in what looked like a figure eight formation, slashing both upward and downward. Sariel’s blade deflected off the wall of steel with a clang that was louder and more persistent than most sword clashes.

Using the inertia of the parry, her sword changed its angle and rotated around to chop down at her opponent, but was again intercepted. The man shuffled in, just as I’d expected, twirling the blade around his body, actually sliding the blunt side along his torso and using the momentum to flip his blade off his body to slash at Sariel.

She angled her hilt and caught Rolant’s sword near her handguard, then sidestepped as he thrust toward her belly. The quivering blade missed her by fractions of an inch. Sariel spun, torquing her sword around to batter the other weapon away from her and to reset her guard out of range of the red panda man’s blade.

I could only see the side of Sariel’s face, but it wore a small smile, unlike Rolant’s. He wore a wide grin. I guess the combat he’d so looked forward to was every bit as enjoyable as he’d dreamed it would be. The crazy fucker.

This time it was the beastkin who went in to attack. He slashed so quickly his sword was a blur, whipping the thing around his body and cutting from several different angles like he had four swords and as many arms. As Sariel defeated his attacks, mostly with parries, she put herself into a position where her guard was high, though it checked the opposing blade from coming down to strike her at a lower location.

Not so for the spin kick Rolant delivered to her abdomen, though. It was a perfect, fluid movement that caught her and sent her reeling back with a huff of air. Much of the force was dispersed onto the bottom of Sariel’s breastplate, but it was the first solid contact of the bout.

“Ooh,” Tip said. “That looks like something you’d do.”

I chuckled and immediately felt bad about it. “I’ve gotten her with that exact kick a few times in sparring. We never thought it would come up in these duels.”

Sariel growled and charged in, her sword cutting and changing its arc to put pressure on the robed man. He wore no armor, so any touch of the longer blade would be less forgiving than that kick. She continued, masterfully working around him, not letting him rest with straight-line attacks. As she did, he tried to circle around her, but she was having none of it, cutting off his escape and slashing at him anew. He had nearly reached the edge of the ring, which he was supposed to stay within.

One foot from the edge, Rolant pulled off a circling, acrobatic squatting maneuver. It was a classic technique, putting his entire body below her sword in a twist stance while throwing both arms out as he spun. Allowing both his swords to slice through the air toward her, one after the other.

“Where the fuck did that other sword come from?” Tip yelled a bit too loud for my taste. I understood his anger and surprise, though.

I’d seen double broadswords before, but honestly didn’t think they’d be an issue here in this world. The pair I’d seen up close one time fitted together so perfectly that not only did they slide into one scabbard, but they could be fought with as one blade until the wielder decided to split them. The handles were essentially half a handle with half a handguard, comfortable to use as two swords or combined as one.

My breath froze in my lungs. I hadn’t warned Sariel about the obscure variation of the common dao. Shit.

One of Rolant’s blades screeched across Sariel’s breastplate for a fraction of a second before she batted it away. Her opponent unwound himself from the low stance and took the opportunity to slip around her to face her from further into the ring.

Then he started to weave the swords.

It had been impressive before when he used the weapons as a single sword and spun it around to create a nigh impregnable guard around him. It was doubly so now as he coordinated the two and, rotating his torso, effortlessly spun the weapons without interfering with each other. The occasional clash as they slid together was purposeful and Sariel shifted her stance to weight her back foot, looking for an opening for her larger weapon.

“Get out of the corner,” I said, knowing there truly wasn’t a corner in a round ring. She was backed up against the edge, though, even as he had been a moment before, and Rolant slashed out with both weapons.

Sariel swung her blade to gain space, receiving a thrust toward her face for her trouble. She batted it away, but the second one almost caught her. She dove at the ground, gracefully coming to her feet and cutting out blindly to contact Rolant’s blades. He had her on the run.

Sariel’s light armor would give her some protection from the wide, slashing motions of the weapons, but the shorter, more precise strikes, as well as those fast and deceiving thrusts, could still do a lot of damage. She had no helmet and there were plenty of small spaces where a blade slide in or even slash across. For the first time, I started to worry.

After the kick, she was wary. Rolant attempted to slip another in, but my elven friend had paid attention in our free-form sparring where I used such techniques. The first, a sidekick, she managed to jam by kicking his thigh fast and hard with a front kick while slamming her sword into both Rolant’s blades. Her blow not only stopped his attack, but caused him to limp for a time afterward. The second kick came high, toward her head, and she brought her sword up, point diagonally downward to protect her from his blades, but the sharp edge closer to the hilt set in position to block the leg. Had Rolant continued the kick, he likely would have seriously cut his limb.

He didn’t try to kick her again after that.

Instead, the man pressed her with flurries of those whirring slashes. Sariel defended against them, but barely. Her longer, heavier sword wasn’t meant for such quick strikes, all in rapid succession. As she tired, slowing down an almost imperceptible amount, I feared she was locked into the cycle. He would continue to attack, she would continue to defend, and she would tire first. Then he could land a strike and it would go downhill from there.

I prayed she saw the futility in that, hoped she could pull off something unexpected. But it was all she could do to keep those blades from touching her. When one of the flexible dao blades ricocheted off her parry but wobbled just enough to cut her along her left arm, I thought that might be the turning point.

I was right, and I was so, so wrong.

Sariel spun back in response to the cut, trying to minimize contact with the weapon that had already passed by and left its mark. Rolant shifted his hips, putting more force into the other sword, coming down at her even as she moved.

Then the elf used a redirection she had caught me out with more than once, a looping movement wherein she raised her hilt, which dropped the point of the sword, torqued her hips and engaged her shoulders to thrust down powerfully at an awkward angle.

Rolant’s eyes went wide just before the blades struck each other with the sound of screeching, skittering metal. The force managed to deflect Sariel’s sword, but not quite enough. The point of the blade sunk into Rolant’s right shoulder, deep into the muscle. Before he could get the deflected sword up in time, Sariel pivoted, circled her blade around and chopped at the man’s neck.

So great was her control that she stopped the blade as it barely kissed Rolant’s skin. His own sword froze, not even an inch from contacting hers to block. But it wouldn’t have made a difference. If both blows had gone through to completion, hers would have cut halfway through his neck before his could stop the movement. He would be dead and he knew it.

“I submit,” he said, then raised his voice. “I submit!”

The two stepped back from each other, straightening their bodies as if the muscles were so tense, they could barely manage it. Sariel held her sword, point down, and wrapped an empty hand around the one holding the hilt. She bowed to Rolant, then turned without a word to leave the ring.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



“…and that movement at the end there,” Rolant de Mugere said, “was a masterful thing. I have never been so thoroughly defeated and so surprisingly overjoyed.”

We were all back in Rolant’s home, having dinner in one of his dining rooms. Sariel didn’t seem to begrudge his earlier omissions.

“I am sorry it was I who took away your opportunity to duel all the way to the capital, Rolant,” she said.

“No, no. The opportunity to engage in that duel is worth far more to me than chasing elevation. I will try again next year. Analyzing our match, it will take me that long to glean all the wisdom from it I can. I thank you for the opportunity, and for forgiving me my missteps.”

“It was unseemly, but your actions were not malicious. I would advise in the future that if you find yourself in a similar situation, you confess sooner. It will likely make things easier.”

“You are wise, Sariel, as well as supremely skilled.”

Sariel’s mouth formed a smirk. “Tell me truthfully, Rolant. You tried your hardest, fought to the extent of your skill, in our bout?”

The panda man barked a laugh. “I fought beyond what I thought possible. I moved effectively and more skillfully than I ever have in my life. Never have I felt so in control and powerful. Yet you defeated me. Tell me, had you surpassed your master, before…”

The elf’s eyes widened, then she echoed his laugh. “No, Rolant. Master Galen was a sight to behold. On my best day, he could handle me like a child. Yet he did not. He always fought slightly above my skill. Only once or twice had I glimpsed the greater power and skill beyond. He was truly a marvel, one I hope to be worthy of some day. But surpass? I don’t know if that is possible.”

“To Master Galen Starshadow.” Rolant held his cup up and we all touched ours to his. “And to his apprentice, undoubtedly the next bladebrother to be elevated to swordmaster.”

We stayed with Rolant for two more days. When it finally came time to leave, he was more reserved, his infectious energy diminished by his sadness.

“Good fortune to you in Generosity,” he said. “I shall listen for news of your victory. Had I not tasks I have been neglecting with my businesses, I would go and watch. I still may, or you may see me for your last two duels. Please, if any of you ever pass this way again, visit me. My home, training yards, and forge are always open to you, my friends. Perhaps, given enough time, I will become skilled enough with my new weapon to demonstrate it to you.”

We had less time to get to our next duel than previous ones. In four days, Sariel would need to be on the field and ready to face her next opponent. Generosity was forty miles or so from Prudence, so it would take two days at a leisurely to moderate pace, depending on how early we stopped to make camp.

Our route took us north until we hit the southern reaches of Maester’s Grove, a massive area of dense trees that reached all the way to the capital city. I missed seeing the ocean as we had on the way to our last city, but the terrain was beautiful and peaceful, with a small village at nearly the midway point.

“You weren’t going to tell us there was a village here?” I asked Brin and Sariel. The rest of us were unfamiliar enough with the kingdom that we had no idea there were any communities en route. For all that the road wound through uninhabited areas for the most part, I hadn’t expected to see the small grouping of buildings.

“There are two small inns in the village,” Sariel said. “I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up that we’d be sleeping on beds rather than on the ground. The rooms are often all taken.”

“Fair enough.” We sat in the small common room of the inn we’d found rooms in. Tip and I had to share and Brin and Tyra shared, with Sariel in a room of her own. She argued about it at first, but we all ganged up on her and convinced her it was fine. I wondered the entire time if Brin and Tyra were going to get up to any sexy shenanigans. I know I sure would be if I was paired with either of the hot women.

After doing some training outside the village in a nearby field, we all turned in early. I wasn’t tired, used to the constant traveling by now, so Tip and I got a chance to chat, something we only really did on short breaks between training.

“How are things going, Tip?”

“What things?”

“All the things. Your training, Rex’s training, just how you feel in general, whatever.” I stroked Rex’s head as we talked. The lizard had truly become part of the group, like family. I still wasn’t sure how smart he was, if he was more like a pet or like a family member who might be a little slow.

“It’s good. I do feel like I’m getting better with the sword, and with the bow.”

“You definitely are. You’ve improved so much in such a short time, it blows me away. You’re on your way to being that hero you want to be.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Uh-oh. What’s up, man?”

He shrugged. As he did, I noticed something. Though we’d bought him some clothes, the little fucker still went around with no shirt most of the time. It had been a while since I’d looked closely, but he was starting to fill out. I guess that’s what happens with regular training and eating more than once every couple of days.

“Dude, you look like you’ve added some muscle.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yeah. I’m swole, bruh.”

I snorted and threw a rolled-up sock at him.

“Seriously, though, is something wrong?”

“Nah. It’s just hard, thinking about what’s ahead. I will push myself, train and do what I need to do, but I’m not worried about that part. People will still treat me like shit. Because I’m small, because I’m not very fun to look at, because I’m taranji.”

“Fuck them.”

“Easy for you to say, built like an adonis with a movie star slash model’s face, and a dead ringer for the most famous hero this world has ever had. Just a passing resemblance to Kael will get you laid in any city, town or village in the world. Hell, it’d get you sex on any farm or any hovel in the forest, and that’s not including the animals.”

“Dude.”

“Okay, forget that last part. The thing is, you look like a hero, and people respond. I’ll never have that look.”

“Oh,” I said. “I thought your goal was to become a hero, to do heroic things, and to bring some credibility and honor to your people. I haven’t realized it was all a ploy to get laid.”

He chucked the sock back at me and I snatched it out of the air. “That’s not what I mean. It would be nice, though, if all my work would provide more satisfaction than knowing in my heart I’m doing something good. I mean, what is a happy heart without someone to put my dick into?”

“Really?”

He looked at me, a neutral expression on his face, with maybe a bit of a question in his eyes. Then he broke out in a series of chortles.

“I’m just fucking with you. Kind of. But I would like some sex one of these days, the kind you don’t have to pay money for.”

“Just do you, Tip, and it’ll come.”

“I have been doing me, and as a partner, I’m shit. I do come, but I want to try it with someone else besides me.”

I put my hands up in surrender and laughed.

“Seriously, though, what about those thugs that threatened us when we first got to Prudence? We stayed at Rolant’s place, and they seemed scared of him, so we didn’t see them again, but do you think they’ll try again? We obviously aren’t going to quit this dueling thing, so we’re eventually going to have to fight with them. They want to break Sariel’s arm.”

That sobered me up. “I’ve been thinking about that, too. We’re training and getting tips from Sariel. We’re also helping her with her training. But our main job, as I see it, is to keep her from being in danger like that and getting her from city to city so she can finish this thing. Whether or not we expected it, we’re her bodyguards for the time being. It’s not even that she can’t defend herself. If she fights with street thugs and one gets a lucky strike in and harms her, it could affect her next duel. Brin can heal injuries, but her power is limited. Too big a wound and it could end her run.”

“I’m with you. It’s not just a job, though. She’s our friend. Anyone who wants to hurt her is going to have to go through me. And before you say anything, I don’t expect she’s going to get all hot and bothered over my heroism. I know I’ve got no chance with her, even if you didn’t make her off limits. I haven’t had many friends in my life and I’ll be damned if I let harm to come to any of them. That goes for you, too, since you can’t defend yourself.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, I’m worthless and helpless. We’ll train, help Sariel, and once she’s finished her circuit and killed that fucker Lice, we’ll go and kick Eluthien’s ass. I’m hoping to get information from him to find out where we should go next to search for Aeyr, or at least his next minion. We’ll get stronger, we’ll wipe out Aeyr’s organization, and you’ll become the hero you were born to be. Meanwhile, we’ll help Brin find her goddess and get her magic back and help Tyra become the world’s greatest crafter. How about that?”

“It’s what I’m here for. What I signed up for. Kicking ass and taking names. It’s what we do. It is the way.”

I didn’t think I’d ever get over Tip and all his Earth references and phrases. It was nice being able to bullshit with him. Almost like talking with Lucas.

A knock at the door brought Rex’s head up, and a low growl rumbled out from his throat. I swung my legs down from the bed and went to open it.

Qamara stood there.

“Good evening, Gar,” she said casually. Like she hadn’t left and been gone for a few weeks and was now back in front of me out of the blue.

“Hey, Qamara. How are you?” I took her hand, which was cold from the outside air. I wrapped it in mine and rubbed it to warm the skin.

“I am well. I was going to spend the night in my tent, but wanted to inform you that I have returned and will join you in your travels, if that is not a problem.”

“Absolutely no problem at all. I missed you. But you’re not staying in your tent. Let me talk to the girls. I’m sure we can rearrange things so you can sleep in a room. There aren’t any more vacancies.”

After some knocking on doors and discussion, the solution was easy enough: Qamara joined Sariel in her room and the rest of us stayed put. Since it was getting late, we saved a discussion of what the prophetess had been up to for the morning. We’d have an entire day to talk as we finished the trip to Generosity.

I felt a warmth in my middle as I went to sleep. I hadn’t realized how much I missed the gorgeous alari woman. Maybe this time I could convince her to stay with us for good. She was part of our family, the first time I’d felt that since Lucas died. The world was full of all kinds of shit, but for now, things were good. Our itinerant prophetess had returned and I felt complete.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



The rest of the journey to Generosity was both pleasant and frustrating.

“So, what have you been up to, Qamara?” I asked as we walked along. Brin squeezed my hand, but I wasn’t sure why.

“I had tasks to complete, information to gather.”

“What type of information and tasks?”

Brin squeezed again. Harder this time.

“Things I am not yet ready to speak about,” the prophetess said. “I am sorry, Gar. We have discussed this. Perhaps in the future…”

I sighed. Sure, we’d talked about it before and she’d always stonewalled me. Just like now. I wasn’t being nosy; I was concerned. Okay, maybe I was being a little nosy, but it was mostly that I had a bad feeling about anything she couldn’t tell us. What kind of shit was she messed up in? Still, I had no right to expect her to tell me everything about what happened in her life.

“I’m sorry. Are you going to be with us for a while? I missed you.”

“I have longed to see you as well. All of you. I am unsure of the tenure of my stay with you. As ever, I will endeavor to remain for as long as I can.”

“Thanks. Things are getting exciting. We’re on the fifth duel now.”

“Yes.” Qamara turned to Sariel. “Congratulations on your success. I am excited to see you in your next contest.”

Sariel nodded to the prophetess. “I hope to make a good showing.”

I still hadn’t seen a map of Valorae, or even of a small part of it, so it surprised me when we arrived in Generosity and I saw water to the west.

“Is that a lake?” I asked.

“It is the Voriphus Sea,” Brin answered. “The same that we looked out over in Temperance, and in fact, in Prudence as well.”

“But I can see the other shore. Or is it an island?”

“Yes and no. There are many little land masses, like an archipelago, strewn through the water between the Aesturith Kingdom and the area called the Traisel Commonwealth. You see one of those small islands.”

All I could think of is how awkward that would be, to have to navigate around the islands to get to the other side.

“There are a number of bridges,” the moonwisp continued. “They provide overland routes from here to the area of the Commonwealth.”

“It’s like the Florida Keys,” Tip offered. I found it strange that knowledge of that place was included in the memories he’d absorbed, though I guess it wasn’t stranger than anything else he knew from my world.

“Oh, okay. Now I get it. Interesting.”

Unlike the village midway, there were plenty of inns with rooms available in Generosity. Despite the name of the city, however, they weren’t free, or even cheap. We still had lots of money left, though, so we all got our own rooms. All except for Brin and Qamara, who shared once again to be economical.

We quickly got into the training schedule with barely two days left until the duel. It was a treat for all of us to go to an open area outside the city, near the water Brin had told me about the day before. While we trained, Qamara and Tyra set up a picnic and enjoyed the fine weather.

Several times, when I looked at the women, Qamara was gazing out toward the west, where I could see only pieces of land that were apparently the islands. On one of our breaks, I joined her.

“It’s a nice view,” I said, stepping up next to her.

“It is. Off to the left, you can see the road. Were it not for the trees, you could spot the first of the bridges.”

I squinted where she pointed, but like she’d said, the trees were in the way. “I’d like to see that sometime. It sounds like it would be very scenic.”

She turned to me, her soft, light dress billowing in the breeze. “I have told you in the past of the difficulties with my powers, how I do not see as much as I’d like, nor as often.”

“Yeah.”

“Something I do know is that when you complete your tasks in the Aesturith Kingdom, Sariel’s quest as well as your own to confront Eluthien once again, you must go west. To the Traisel Commonwealth.”

“What? Really? What did you see? Why do we need to go there? What’s there?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know. It wasn’t a vision, more of a feeling or intuition. I cannot explain. I have attempted to gain more information for several days now, but have been unable. I know it is difficult to take my words and act, but the feeling is strong. You must go there. If I am able, I will accompany you. For how long, I don’t know. Please understand that this is difficult for me as well, Gar. I am not withholding information from you. I simply don’t have it.”

The gorgeous alari bit her bottom lip. I saw in her eyes how uncomfortable she was. Almost like she was embarrassed. I put an arm around her and pulled her to me as we stood side-by-side, looking west.

“I trust you, Qamara. You’re the first friend I had in this world. I also respect your power. Intuition or vision, I put a lot of value on what you say. I hope you get more information, but until then, we’ll go west after we wrap up the things we have to do here.” I shrugged. “Unless we can get some information out of Eluthien before I kill him, we don’t know where else to go anyway.”

I kissed the side of her face and she snuggled in close to me. I contemplated turning her so I could kiss her properly, but the sound of footsteps snatched my attention away.

“We meet again, Sariel Snowblossom,” an unfortunately familiar man said.

I recognized him immediately. The same guy who threatened to break Sariel’s arm in the tavern in the last city. His friends were with him. They must have waited until we left Rolant’s house and followed us, though why they waited until we got to Generosity, I couldn’t figure out.

“My message is the same as before. You will stop dueling and go home.”

I stepped in front of Qamara to shield her from the thugs. There were eight of them this time, all big guys, with an assortment of weapons, though mostly types of swords. They were all human.

I looked the leader in the eye. I knew from before that he wasn’t the smartest in the group, but he was probably the meanest, so that’s why he got the job.

“Who is your boss?” I asked.

He sneered at me, the scar along his left cheek crinkling. “It’s none of your business. All you need to know is that he is finished playing this game. Stop, I’ll break an arm as a sign of good faith, and we’ll leave. No one needs to get hurt.”

“Breaking someone’s arm is hurting them, you fucking moron.”

He spat out the splinter of wood he’d been chewing, but before he could speak, I made clear what was happening. “Listen, don’t start no shit…”

“Won’t be no shit,” Tip said from twenty feet away where he’d been working with Rex.

“Right.” I jerked my chin up to acknowledge him finishing my catchphrase.

“Okay, boys,” the guy said. “It looks like it’s the hard way.”

He’d barely finished speaking when I reached him. He was so busy posturing, he didn’t even have his sword out yet. I slammed an elbow into his face with the full momentum of my charge. His head snapped back and he fell onto his ass, his nose a bloody mess.

“I’d suggest you leave, ‘boys.’”

They all drew their weapons. Of course they did. I felt stupid for even giving them a chance, but it was the last thing I was going to say to them. What happened next was all on them.

Tip raised his eyebrow—and his bow—at me and I nodded. These fuckers weren’t going to stop until we stopped them. Permanently. I still wasn’t sure who their boss was, but whether Eluthien, Lysander, or someone else, I wasn’t about to let them follow us around, threatening Sariel and adding to their numbers each time. It was going to end here.

Two of the thugs came at me with different types of short swords. One of them looked like an honest-to-goodness gladius, round ball on the pommel and all. The other was a typical shortsword like those from my world’s Middle Ages. Most of the guys looked the same to me. Big, beefy, ugly motherfuckers with greasy, unkempt hair. I immediately put names to them based on their weapons.

Gladius came in with a basic telegraphed chop while Generic Shortsword swung at me horizontally from my left side. I didn’t even bother taking out a weapon. A sidestep to the right and it was an easy matter to intercept the gladius by redirecting the man’s wrist. The movement put him in the way of his buddy’s swing, helped by me wrenching Gladius’s arm with a wrist lock, stealing his sword, and maneuvering him into the path of the other weapon.

The shortsword cut into Gladius’s arm and shoulder, though the other thug tried to stop the blade. I spun, cut down on the weaponless man’s neck, then pivoted around him to ram the gladius’s point into the other man’s face strongly enough to punch the blade out of the other side of his head. Both men fell to the ground, one already dead and one rapidly on his way.

In all of three seconds, a quarter of their number was already down.

A gurgling scream rang out and I amended my figure. Including the leader, who hadn’t yet dragged himself to his feet, half of the thugs were down. Tip was really getting good with his bow.

By now, the remaining men had their weapons out. A longsword for the leader, knives for a guy going after Brin, a two-handed sword and a mace for the two going after Sariel, and a polearm in the hands of another man who had his sights set on Qamara.

Poor Tyra didn’t have anyone going after her, but she wasn’t taking it hard. She had pulled her batons from their case and headed over to stand with Sariel.

The men had obviously used their weapons before, but they were no swordmasters. As far as I was concerned, the rest of the fight was a formality. The only one I worried about was Qamara, which is why I headed toward the dude with the halberd.

The man wound up and swung the weapon at me as I approached him, but I didn’t even have the opportunity to kill him with his own tool. An arrow appeared in the side of his face and he made a strange urk sound as his limbs went all googly. I sidestepped the attack that probably wouldn’t have hit me if I’d stayed still anyway, redirected the haft so it twisted out of his hands, then whipped it around my body to cut deeply into his chest and knock him down.

I continued my spin and slashed with the weapon’s wide blade, cutting more than halfway through the leader’s neck as he took a step toward me with his sword finally in his hand. He spun off with a spray of blood and I slammed the halberd into the grass to stop its motion.

I caught the end of Tyra beating the shit out of the mace guy, loud cracking sounds indicating she was breaking bones. One last powerful downward blow busted the thug’s head and he rocketed face first into the ground, where he stopped moving completely.

Almost at the same time, Sariel literally disarmed the guy with the two-handed sword, cutting through his right forearm with her own blade, then pivoting around him to take his head cleanly off before he even realized he’d lost control of his weapon.

The final guy, who had been trying to get into range to cut Brin with his two knives, had a hole punched through his head by her water spikes, three of them slamming into his cranium one after another until the last one went all the way through.

The bodies thumping to the ground was the only sound in the eerily silent field.

“Well, shit,” I said. “That didn’t seem like⁠—”

Qamara screamed.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Ispun, my heart hammering in my chest. That scream wasn’t a frightened one. Pain reverberated through it. My entire body went cold when my eyes locked onto her. The prophetess was on the ground, red splashing her dress.

Standing over her was living shadow, claws raised to slash at her again.

The distance was too great for me to do anything about it. I pulled my siangham even as I went from standing still to a full sprint, knowing I wouldn’t make it in time. My arm cocked back to throw my weapon, hoping whatever it was that made me able to hurt them would carry through as it left my hand. It was not enchanted, even though it was made of magical materials. That in itself wouldn’t allow it to harm the umbrenix. Likewise, Tip’s arrows were not enchanted and would pass right through the shadow man. I specifically remembered him leaving the bundle Brin had gotten him in his room earlier in the day.

The shadow juddered several times as nearly invisible missiles of magical water punched into it. My eyes filled with moisture and I had to blink it away. Brin, I love you!

The moonwisp’s attack distracted the monster long enough for me to reach it. I leaped over Qamara, still lying on the ground and before even landing, I slashed with my siangham.

The weapon was basically a pointy stick, though with a metal point, but I harnessed so much power from my run and the leap, along with rotating my trunk at exactly the right moment, I tore the weapon through the shadow like it was incorporeal to me.

The thing was, it wasn’t. Instead of my weapon passing through the shade’s body like it was made of mist, it tore through it like a sharp sword did through flesh. From the center of its chest to its right side and even into its arm, I carved a hollow space that would have damn near killed a human.

Despite having difficulty moving, it drew out another one of those blades the last batch of the bastards had and tried to cut me. I wasn’t having it. I slid to a stop, juking to my left, and twisted to engage the monster again.

The umbrenix may have been carrying weapons. They may have been training to use them. Great for them. But the fuckers weren’t my match before, and a crash course and new toys wouldn’t make them so now. I evaded the creature’s slash and smacked aside the follow-up swing with its claw. Then I punched the siangham into its chest and where its face would be several times. I didn’t count how many, but it was a bunch.

I followed the body down as it fell, more slowly than flesh and blood would, and continued tearing into it as I screamed at it. “Attack my friends, motherfucker? I’ll kill you all, just before I kill your fucking asshole boss.”

I may have gotten a little carried away.

“Gar. Heads up!” Tip’s voice had finally gotten through to me past my rage. I took one last glance at the shredded umbrenix below me before looking around. I wasn’t happy with what I saw.

Then again, I wasn’t too disappointed, either. I still had some anger to take out.

“Are you okay, Qamara?”

“I am. It’s only a shallow cut, not serious.”

“Good. I’ll be with you in a moment.”

Five people—two humans, an elf, a dog beastkin, and some other kind of animal hybrid—sprinted toward me. Along with them were three more umbrenix, fluttering quickly through the shadows of some nearby trees. They weren’t bothering with any of the others, all coming directly toward me.

No. I corrected myself. Not toward me. Toward Qamara. Fuck.

I didn’t want them anywhere near her, so I moved to intercept them. I had to change my direction slightly when one of the umbrenix tried to go wide, but I was still standing between all of them and the prophetess.

“A little help,” I shouted, and I was quickly answered. An arrow sprouted out of whatever the hell that beastkin was. Cow, deer? Something like that. Whatever it was, the arrow that entered the side of its head did a good job in stopping him. He dropped and slid, tripping one of the humans. Who Tyra pounced on immediately, bless her heart. She battered the bastard until he was bloody pulp.

Two down.

All three umbrenix reached me together, and all three pulled out more weapons. Two had the knives I’d seen, but one had a longer blade. A shortsword. Brin’s water spikes drilled into one of the knife-users, distracting it enough that I could focus on the other two blades coming at me.

I ducked a high horizontal slash and kicked the arm swinging at me with a low thrust. I rocked my body to the right and slashed out at the sword-wielder, but it was just a warning. I wasn’t close enough to get him with my siangham. Yet.

Another volley of water spikes hit the umbrenix Brin was targeting and it recoiled, stepping closer to me. I punched my weapon through its throat and tore outward, almost taking its head off. It spun away and landed on the ground, going through convulsions.

The other knife shadow came at me and I parried the blade with my weapon, twisted to dodge the thrust with the sword, and slipped in beside the shadow with the longer blade. Using the shaft of the siangham, I bent the monster’s arm over and around it to use an elbow lock, not sure if it would work with umbrenix anatomy. I felt pressure, like the limb didn’t want to move the way I was forcing it, and the shadow’s body acted in a predictable way, like a human’s would.

I’d wondered about something else, and now was the right time to try it out. I wrenched the arm hard enough to break any bones that might have been in a more solid foe and pried the sword from its grip. I’d barely gotten it in my hand when I slashed to the side to deflect the knife coming back around. Then I pulled the blade around and up along the former owner’s arm in a spiral, like you’d do when cutting an apple with a paring knife.

Half the arm separated and fell off.

A quick thrust into the chest of the knife-wielder and a rotation of my hips, and I used the umbrenix’s own sword to remove its shadowy head from its body. I knocked the knife away as the remaining one tried to cut at me again and I punched the blade through its head, finishing it for good.

A movement in my peripheral vision told me to dive at the ground, which I did. Rolling onto my feet, I saw the last half of the slash that would have made me quite a bit shorter if it had landed. One of the humans, with a longsword much like Sariel’s, closed the gap between us to try again.

I threw my siangham with my left hand from about three feet. The point was a little off, crunching into the side of the man’s nose, but ricocheting to go into the right eye. The man paused, but the blow hadn’t killed him. What it did do was distract him—shocker! I slammed my stolen shortsword into his blade to knock it away and swung my leg up in a crescent kick that transformed into an axe kick. My heel slammed down on the siangham still sticking out of his eye and forced it the rest of the way through the orbital socket and into the brain. He dropped as fast as the umbrenix had.

Sword up, I scanned the area. No other umbrenix were around and all the flesh-and-blood men were down, two of them with arrows sticking out of them and the other two I hadn’t killed either cut to pieces or a pulpy mess.

My mind was still spinning, in combat mode. I’d have to unpack what happened later. For now, I noted Brin leaning over Qamara, no doubt healing the prophetess, while the rest of my friends looked around as warily as I was.

“What the fuck?” I said. “Is there a line somewhere for waiting to⁠—”

“Gar!” Tip’s voice sounded at exactly the same time as the twang of his bow. It was only because of his yell that I was looking in the direction I needed to see another dark figure in a nearby tree. For the second time in a minute, I dove aside.

A crossbow bolt buried itself in the ground where I’d been a second before.

Tip launched another arrow, but the figure in the tree, even on a branch swaying with her weight, moved just enough to dodge the shaft. I took off running as fast as I could, watching the darkly clad, black-haired woman in case she had another crossbow or other missile she could throw at me. I heard Sariel and Tyra pounding after me even as the rattle of a quiver said that Tip was getting ready to shoot another arrow.

I saw the woman’s face as clearly as the last time we’d faced each other. A moment’s indecision flashed across the beautiful features, analyzing if she could fulfill her purpose before she was overwhelmed. Her black, furry cat ear twitched and her tail lashed as she frowned and spat a curse I couldn’t hear. She dove into the boughs of the tree and disappeared.

We approached the area where the cat woman was cautiously. She could have reloaded that crossbow already, and though everyone liked to say I was a hero, there was about a zero chance I’d be able to dodge a quarrel at close range. We looked for several minutes, not finding any sign of our attacker or even any footprints.

“Sonofabitch. Come on, let’s go back to the others. Are you two okay?”

“Oh, we’re fine. Someone hogged all the bad guys. And girl.” Tyra stuck her tongue out at me and I had to chuckle.

“Yeah, sorry about that.” My small smile disappeared. “The first group was after Sariel, but the second, the umbrenix and friends, they were after Qamara. I’m glad I was close enough to get in the way. And that Brin is a badass with those water spikes.”

“She’s going to need some close attention tonight,” Tyra said with a wink.

“No doubt. She’ll deserve every bit of help I can give her, too.” We started back to where we’d battled. I reached out and softly smacked Tyra on her perfect ass. “You, too. You let me know if you also need some close attention.”

“Oh, I’ll let you know. In fact, no. I’m telling you right now. First chance you get…” She looked over at Sariel, who had a slightly confused look on her face. “Anyway, you know.”

I do, I thought. I definitely do.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



Ifound Brin and Qamara sitting on the blanket we’d put out for our picnic. Tip and Rex stood nearby, both of them scanning the area for yet more attackers. I put a hand up as I walked by Tip. He grinned at me and slapped my palm.

“Great job, man. Thanks.”

He shrugged. “Psht. You know.”

Yeah, he was playing it cool, but his cheeks reddened.

I knelt in front of Qamara and took her hand. “Are you all right?”

“I am. Thank you.”

We needed to talk about what happened, but I’d give her a little time first. “I was worried about you.” I leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips. Then I turned to Brin and put my arms out. She tiredly leaned forward and fell into my chest. I whispered into her ear. “Thank you. You were fantastic and you saved both our asses. I’ll do my best to help you regain some of your magic tonight. You’re probably pretty drained.”

She chortled. “I could use some rest and some recharging.”

“You’ll have it. Whatever and as much as you want or need.” I kissed her on the side of the face, then rocked up onto my feet. “We should probably get back to the inn before a band of mercenaries or bandits, or a whole damn army arrives to finish us off.”

Nervous chuckles sounded all around, but they weren’t all that convincing. I was already jumping at shadows—no pun intended—and I wanted nothing more than to have some dinner and to rest surrounded by walls.

We gathered our gear up and headed back to town.

“You know, we were able to squeeze in a little extra training today,” I said, glancing back at the bodies we’d left to perplex the city guard. “Since tomorrow is a light day and the day after is the duel, it’s good we could get more practice in.”

No one even made an attempt to laugh at that. I knew when I was beat, so I decided to keep my jokes to myself. We’d all relax in our own time, I guess.

“What’s that?” Tyra asked, and my hand darted to my siangham, back in its pocket along my thigh.

I looked where she was pointing and was conflicted by what I felt. On the one hand, I was glad it wasn’t another group coming to try to kill us. On the other, though, it wasn’t something that made me feel any better about it not being another group coming to try to kill us.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I spat. “Give us a break.”

The air shimmered a few hundred yards in front of us, between us and the city. It was only about as large as a minivan, so we could go around it, but I still didn’t like seeing it. It wasn’t the first time, of course, but something about the holes in the air sort of freaked me out.

“Let’s go wide. Really wide.”

Qamara stared at me. “Is this what you saw before, the portals?”

I cocked my head at her. Of course we’d seen them before. As I thought back, though, I realized she hadn’t been with us when we did. She’d had a vision of them, though.

“Yeah. Is this what they looked like in your visions?”

“Yes, generally. They do not bode well. I can sense they are very dangerous, but not the mechanism of that danger, nor their origin. I have suspicions…”

I knew that tone, and it told me she wasn’t going to tell us those suspicions even if I asked her. “We already decided to give them a wide berth. The one we saw disappeared after a little while. They don’t seem to move, so they’re easy to avoid.”

Qamara watched the anomaly as we went around it. Something about her silence and the way she shifted her gaze to me briefly when I said they don’t move speared my insides with a cold, sharp finger. I didn’t want to ask her if she’d seen them move. Not only because I didn’t want to push her to say more than she wanted to, but because I was afraid what her answer would be. Best to get back into the city and leave that particular subject for another time.

Once again, my resolution seemed to be for nothing. As soon as we sat down in the inn’s common room to eat, we were assaulted by what felt like every other person in the room talking about the strange holes in the air.

“It’s like the two farmhands last week up in Oakbranch. They got sucked into one of those strange shimmering holes and now they’re gone. Not a trace of them.”

“Sure, sure, but I heard they were drunk and walked in with their own two feet.”

“There’s still not hide nor hair of them.”

“Not an hour past, old Cole Tinton got pulled into one, according to no fewer than five witnesses. It popped into being ten feet away from him and folk say it was like he was in a strong wind, bent double while his feet left the ground as it sucked him in.”

I shared looks with my friends. Holy shit. I wondered if those things worked like the umbrenix did and portaled people to another world.

“We can talk about it later,” I said softly to my friends. We could hear everyone else’s conversation, so if we started yammering about it, they’d hear us, too. I had a feeling that those things had something to do with the umbrenix, or at least Aeyr. It wasn’t something we should be speaking in public about, not with Eluthien so close still.

We did our best to talk about the duel and our plans, but as soon as we’d taken the last bite, we left the common room. It was too loud to have a conversation, what with everyone so riled up by the news of several of those floating holes being seen in the city that day.

I held Brin’s hand on the way to the rooms, but kissed hers and then let it go when we were near. “Give me a few minutes to talk to Sariel?” I asked her. “Then I’ll meet you in my room?”

“Of course. Thank you for…helping me.”

I laughed. “Brin, you never have to thank me for that. I should be thanking you. I love helping you in that way. You have to realize that.”

Her luscious lips curved into a sexy smile. “Perhaps. Still, it is more than aiding me to regain my magic. I…”

“Me, too. Definitely. We don’t have to talk about this in the hall. Give me a few minutes and we can continue the discussion in private. Sound good?”

“It does.”

I caught Sariel as she was opening her door. “Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Of course. Come in.”

Once inside, I sat on the chair and she sat on her bed. The room was small and basic, so those two pieces of furniture pretty much summed up what was in there, aside from a table with a basin on it.

“I just wanted to talk about a few things. First off, are you all right?”

Sariel leaned back from me, her pupils dilating to focus better on my face. “Me? You are asking if I am well?”

“Uh, yeah.” I fidgeted with my hands on my lap. “I know the combat earlier isn’t anything new for you, being nearly a swordmaster now and everything. That’s not what I’m talking about. Not really. I meant because of who it was that we had to fight. The first group, I mean. Those guys who were trying to get you to abandon the dueling circuit.”

One of her eyebrows raised. “They were unskilled thugs, Gar. The type of men one hires to do nefarious deeds that require little ability and less intellect. Why would I not be well for having suffered through defeating them?”

“Well, when you put it that way…” I tapped my feet on the floor. “I think maybe it came out wrong. I’m concerned about people being willing not only to confront you, but to do harm to you—if they could—to get you to stop. We don’t know who this mysterious boss is, but⁠—”

“Gar, they are of little consequence. Their boss is obviously Lysander. Do you not understand? He is scared, knowing that I am coming for him. I am not only unperturbed by his lackeys and their crude overtures, I am content that he is concerned enough by my success that he would try to keep me from continuing. I have two more duels to win and then I will be able to challenge him. He cannot refuse. A newly elevated Swordmaster must answer all official challenges for the first year after ascension.

“I would ask if you are well. It seems plain that the second group were after Qamara, for some reason, but that cat assassin, she was once again trying to kill you, Gar. How are you feeling? That is the third time, correct?”

“Just because the wears dark clothes doesn’t mean she’s an assassin.”

Sariel barked a laugh. “Gar, she tried to kill you three times. Today was the closest she came to success. You narrowly avoided that quarrel. It may not have killed you, but you should not underestimate such things. Of course she’s an assassin. Had we dug the bolt from the ground, I suspect we would have found poison on it.”

“Okay, so maybe she’s trying to kill me.”

“Maybe?”

“Fine, she’s probably trying to kill me, but that’s beside the point. I’m concerned about you. Are more thugs going to show up, in greater numbers and with more skill? We’re talking about a guy who poisoned your master to win a duel. You can bet he’ll try that again. None of this is affecting you?”

“It is, but there is little I can do that we are not doing. I will not quit. We must be vigilant and watch for him trying to eliminate me before I duel him. Even then, he will no doubt try to do something to gain advantage, whether poison or something else. You are concerned about me? I thank you. I am concerned about you, too. We are both in danger constantly, it seems. I will do my utmost to protect you and I am comfortable that you will do likewise for me. Is that not the basis of our entire relationship?”

I winced at that. Stated so clinically, it kind of made me seem like an asshole.

“You’re right,” I said. “But that brings me to another subject. I’ve explained to you about me and Brin, right? That somehow my un-magicness helps her to regain her magical energy faster than she could ever do by herself.”

“Yes. It is why the two of you often clasp each other’s hands when walking or sitting or standing around.”

“Right, but it’s not just that it helps her with her magic. Qamara was my first friend in this world, but Brin was my second, and I’ve spent more time with her than anyone else. I’m very fond of her, so holding her hand feels good, too.”

“I know this, Gar. What are you trying to tell me without arriving at the subject?”

“She used a lot of magic today, most of it saving my ass.”

“I believe she used her magic to save many asses this day.”

I chuckled. “Okay. Yeah. If someone else attacks us soon, she’s at a disadvantage, so I’m going to help her get her mana back as fast as I can.”

“You will engage in intimate interactions with her tonight.”

“Uh, yeah. You looked confused when the others were joking about it earlier, so I wanted to clarify what was happening.”

“Does it give you pleasure, Gar? And her as well?”

“Yes.”

“Then you have no need of explanations. You are not forcing yourself on her, nor she on you. I told you I am uncomfortable with the thought of such intimacy, but you are not performing sexual acts in front of me, so I am fine. I…have no disagreement with small acts of affection in my presence. You need not worry about my feelings.”

“But I do, Sariel. I have affection for all my companions. With Tip it’s different, of course, but with Brin, Qamara, and Tyra, I enjoy physical affection, too.”

“You have bedded all three.” She wasn’t asking a question. She was making a statement.

“I…yeah, I have.”

“That’s fine, Gar. I have affection for our friends as well. You are doing well in keeping the more uncomfortable activities out of my sight. I have no ill feelings toward you or anyone else for it. On the contrary, I respect that each of you support and soothe each other.”

I blew out a breath. “Oh, good. I never want to make you feel uncomfortable. Please let me know if anything I do does that. Just like with the rest of them, anything I can do to soothe you, I’d like to do that for you. We’re all in this together and I really enjoy your company. Like we’re a family.”

“I feel the same. I know my quest for justice may have grown to something you had not expected. I thank you for helping me, for being here for me. I cannot imagine going through this alone. I will be successful with your help, and then we will go so you can claim victory over Eluthien. Fear not for my peace of mind. I will be sure to communicate it to you if I am unduly concerned.”

Without thinking much about it, I reached over and took her hands in mine, then brought them up to kiss them. “It’s a deal. A day and a half from now, you’ll only have two duels left.”

Her eyes locked on her hands in mine. I slowly released them, the room going warm and stuffy.

“Go and fill Brin up,” she said with a smile. At my eyes going wide, she amended, “With magic. Tell her I appreciate what she did today. She is heroic and I am happy to call her my friend.”

“I will. Goodnight, Sariel. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I left the room of the hot swordswoman to find the hot moonwisp mage in my own. There were things about this new world that I sometimes took for granted, but damn, it didn’t mean they were any less spectacular.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



“Last day before the duel,” I said the next morning as we ate breakfast in the common room of the inn. “Some light training, a good night’s sleep, and Sariel once again will show us how completely awesome she is. Hey, where’s Tyra?”

“She went to check a couple of smithies to see if she could do some work today,” Tip answered. “I saw her when I took Rex out to do…something.”

“Damn. I realized when I got up this morning that we should have talked last about not going out alone in the city. We’re all capable, but we got attacked three times yesterday. That catgirl is still probably around and there may be more groups of thugs. I think we should…oh, there’s Tyra.”

The green woman came through the door to outside and headed for us. Her steps were bouncy and she had a smile on her face. “I found a place I can work a forge today while you’re all training or whatever.” She flagged down the serving girl to get some food and poured herself a cup of milk from a pitcher.

I repeated what I’d just told the others and suggested that she not be wandering around along. “I’m not saying you can’t handle yourself, but I think we should take some precautions.”

She shrugged. “How about this? You can all come with me to the forge to see that I get there safely, then you can go about your business and come by to pick me up at the end of the day. I can work all day in there, no problem. The smith has one little project for me I can probably finish in a couple of hours, but then I’m going to spend the rest of it working on my own jobs. I doubt a group of tough guys are going to barge into a smithy to come after me. You should see the guy who owns it. He’s huge. Like twice my height and four times my width, all muscle.

We all agreed and escorted our green woman to the smithy on our way out to do some training at a park within the city limits this time. For two hours, we trained, Qamara sitting on the grass like the day before. She’d somehow gotten the blood out of her dress, probably with magic. I glanced at her often during our time there, but no one jumped out of the bushes to try to kill her. Or Sariel. Or me.

While we sat around enjoying the breeze, I thought of something. “Qamara, you haven’t seen what I can do with my weapons now, huh? Do you want me to show you?”

Tip laughed at me. “He’s proud of all the hours he sits holding his weapon, trying to make it come alive.”

I swatted at his shoulder half-heartedly and he slipped out of range, laughing harder.

“I would love to see, Garfield.”

I’d been practicing during breaks as we trained. Though I still had a long way to go, I was proud of how far I’d come, regardless of Tip’s teasing. Probably the thing I was most pleased with was that I didn’t have to sit in a lotus position and focus for a long time to manipulate the triple stick and the siangham. That was still most conducive and what I did to stretch my abilities, but if what I could do was to be any use, I’d need to do it while standing or moving.

I took a casual stance, loose and flowing with my weight distributed evenly between my two feet. Pulling the three-sectional staff out of its case, I flipped it and caught the other end, automatically going into a guard position with the end sticks covering up high and low for the right stick and left, respectively, with the center section hanging diagonally between them.

Extending my right arm, I brought half the weapon approximately straight, then flexed my mind. It jerked a little in my hand, the chain section filling in as I manipulated the materials from which the staff was made. Before it was finished, I shifted my grip to what was the center section and aligned the other end. Like the first, it was soon straight and mostly one piece. Then I drew my siangham and put it on one end of the now solid staff, imposing my will on the items to stick them together.

A few final movements of the stuff the weapons were made of, and I held a spear with a steel point at the end. Kind of.

Tip held his belly and laughed even harder. I looked at the spear tip and was seriously considering letting Tip meet the tip, but decided I didn’t want to have to force Brin to use some of her newly regained magic to heal the little asshole.

I guess I couldn’t argue with him that it was funny. The shaft of the spear wasn’t quite straight and it was lumpy where I’d filled in the parts that had been flexible. It looked like the length was solid wood from top to butt, though I knew it wasn’t quite. There were still bits of chain, even a few air pockets within. The point, too, was a little crooked, though solidly attached. In fact, the thing might have been too solid. A proper kung fu spear was flexible, and this was anything but. Like a stout quarter staff. Still, I’d done it in a handful of seconds, which was a lot faster than I used to be able to change things around.

“Laugh it up, fuzzball,” I said to the little prick. Which, of course, made him laugh harder.

“That is much faster than the last time you showed your progress, Garfield,” Qamara said. “Well done. Do not be discouraged that you cannot transform them perfectly and immediately yet. With practice and learning more about yourself and the items, both of those will improve, I have no doubt.”

“Thank you, Qamara. I’ll keep practicing. I want to be able to change stuff around, adding and subtracting and reforming it, until I can do it when I’m actually in combat. If I can get that down, I’ll be much more versatile. Those umbrenix we’ve been fighting lately have had weapons, and some of them can use them pretty well. If they’re going to level up, then I need to as well.”

“Level up?” the prophetess asked.

“Uh. Get better. At fighting.”

“Ah.”

We had a couple of hours before we needed to go and pick up Tyra, so we went as a group to search some shops for more magical items for Brin. I was hoping we’d find some enchanted weapons for Brin, Tyra, Qamara, and even Sariel, if she’d accept something other than her current sword, but it was a bust. We also hadn’t found any of Brin’s former possessions since we’d been in the Aesturith Kingdom.

“Alas,” Brin said. “It is even harder to find magical items here than it was in Forgehaven.”

Sariel patted the blue woman on her shoulder. “It is not only swords or other blades that are of wide interest in the kingdom. Many wealthy families collect anything magical, somewhat like Rolant does with mundane weapons. With how much money these families have, they often purchase items before they can even get into shops. Many have standing orders with merchants to get right of first refusal.

“Don’t worry, Brin,” I told her. “We’ll find some others, though I doubt yours would have made it all the way here. Other than Tyra, I haven’t seen any goblins since we entered the Aesturith Kingdom.”

The elf nodded. “You are correct. There are few, if any.”

“You there,” a loud voice said. “I say. Allow me to aid you.”

The booming noise immediately got on my nerves. You know how when you first meet someone, sometimes their voice cuts right through you, making you want to kick them square in the nuts? This guy’s tone, volume, and grating quality was like that. Seriously, it sounded like someone shaking gravel in a cookie tin, then tripling the bass on it.

I stood there trying to reconcile what I saw a little way down the street from me. A young woman with one of the baskets that seemed popular for shopping at the market was in a tug of war with a man a good half foot taller than her. At first I was going to run to help her, afraid she was being attacked, but the man’s next words confused me even more.

“Fear not, peasant woman. I am a blade wielder of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword. The tenets clearly state that as a superior person, it is my sacred duty to aid the weak and worthless among us so as to share my great strength for the benefit of those who don’t deserve it.”

I looked at Sariel. I didn’t know if smacking your own forehead was a thing in this world, but if I’d ever seen anyone’s face primed to do that, it was my elf companion.

“What the fuck?” I asked.

“Sod off, you prick,” the woman said as she finally tore the basket from the man’s hand. She turned and rushed into the crowd that was forming, making her escape.

“You are welcome, lowly peasant woman. I know it is a great privilege to be served by one such as I, but it is only right. For how else can I show that I am loftier in every way than all these common rabble on the street if it is not by debasing myself to aid you in your lassitude?”

As I watched and—unfortunately—listened to the jackass continue to bray, my mouth still hanging open, I had to lean forward and squint. He seemed familiar, somehow.

The guy wore soft leather armor, but with the straps for his pauldrons and other key pieces of reinforcement cinched tight without the plates attached. At his belt, two short swords hung. Actually, they weren’t just any short swords. With their distinctive handguards and the blocky shapes of the blades, they were weapons I’d seen before. Falchions. Focusing on the dark blond mop of stringy hair and the face that looked like he was trying to smile and scowl at the same time, I recognized him.

“Isn’t that?” I started.

Sariel sighed. “Yes. We watched him two cities back when he fought in a duel. He won, which means he is probably here to fight again. Gods make it so I do not have to cross blades with him. If he speaks, I may have to kill him if only to save mine own, in addition to others’, ears.”

Brin, her hand in mine, as normal, tsked. “He thinks rather a lot of himself, does he not?”

“There are many, many like him in the Brotherhood,” Sariel said. “They learn the tenets by rote and swing them about as if they are weapons and they are on a great battlefield. They have no understanding of why the tenets exist or, truly, what they mean. Come, I would move far enough away that I cannot hear his voice any longer.”

A laugh burst from me. I did love how insults sounded in Sariel’s formal way of speaking. I had high hopes I could get Brin or Qamara to start telling dirty jokes, too. That would be awesome.

Speaking of dirty jokes, I reminded myself we needed to go and pick up Tyra. The goblin surely knew some hilarious and potentially offensive jests. I was looking forward to hearing how much fun she had in the forge during the day.

As expected, the small green woman bounced on her toes when we showed up at the forge. She collected the hammers she’d brought with her, waved goodbye to the smith—he was every bit as big and impressive as she had said he was—and joined us to head back to the inn.

“How come you never come away with anything when you leave all these smithies you go to work at?” I asked her.

“I let them keep what I make. I don’t need to carry around a bunch of projects. We’d need to rent a wagon and horses. That’s why they’re all so thrilled with me working there. Besides doing the job I agreed to, I also help out with some of their workload and I make my own projects, and then let them keep them. All that, and I pay them for the materials, even though they can go and sell the finished product for a lot more than the metal costs. This guy begged me to come back tomorrow.”

“That’s cool,” I said. “Sariel says she thinks there will be a longer delay between this duel and the next. We could probably stay an extra day or two.”

“We’ll see. I’ve been finding it pretty easy to convince them to let me use their forges. All I have to do is show them my hammers, all of which I made. A good smith will recognize the work and they’ll jump at a chance to have me do a project for them.”

“Really? Huh.” I’d wondered how she talked them into letting her use their anvils and forges so quickly. A nice warm ball of pride burst in my chest at the gorgeous goblin. I put my arm around her and crushed her to me as we walked.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Despite the attacks on us the day before, and the crazy holes in the air, it was a gorgeous day and I was feeling pretty good. I’d watched that guy with the two falchions fight when we were in Fortitude, and if he was indicative of the ability level of the duelists who would be competing in this city, Sariel would run away with the victory and put another notch in her proverbial belt.

Of course, I knew better than to be too optimistic. There were bound to be difficulties, but it was hard to think about those while together with my friends. It was almost enough to make me forget for a moment about Aeyr and how he was trying to destroy everything in the world. Almost.

A loud thump ahead of us drew my attention and I looked just in time to see a hand wagon tip over and spill a bunch of round, green, leafy shapes onto the cobbles. The woman who had been pushing the cart put her hand in front of her mouth, but I could still hear her clearly.

“Oh, my.”

Tip leaned closer to me and whispered in my ear, “My cabbages!”

I pushed the little asshole away from me, trying to control my laugh. This was serious, a real person with a problem, not some cartoon dude in Avatar: The Last Airbender.

I stepped forward to help, but a kid was faster. I thought at first that he was going to try to steal the vegetables, but he paused to pat the older woman on the back before righting the cart and scooping up the cabbages and putting them back where they belonged.

“I’ll get them, Mrs. Partin,” he said. “Why don’t you step into the shade?”

“No, no, Benni. I’ll get them. You’re going to be late. Tarn won’t make any exceptions for you because you’re helping a clumsy old woman.”

“It’s fine. It’ll only take a minute.”

I observed the boy for a moment. He couldn’t have been more than about eleven or twelve years old, small with clothes that didn’t quite fit. In fact, what he wore was in terrible shape, thin in spots and with holes in others. They barely even resembled pants and a shirt, like they were scraps of brown and tan cloth draped around him. His hair was an unruly mop of brown strands and he had scratches and bruises on just about every patch of skin I could see. Not like he’d been beaten or anything, just that he was an active, possibly slightly gawky boy.

I wordlessly started chasing down the cabbages and putting them in the cart. The boy—Benni?—nodded to me and gave me a smile, but kept working as fast as he could.

“Thank you, sir,” the old woman said. “That’s very kind.”

I turned to face her squarely. “You’re welcome, but I’m no sir. You can call me Gar.”

Her hand went up to her mouth again. “Sweet Mother Fatima, it’s Kael Serus come back.”

The boy stopped and stared at me, his eyes going wide when he finally noticed the resemblance.

“No, no. I’m not. I kind of look like him, though. Lucky me.” That last part was under my breath. I sped up so I could be done with the job and leave before people started mobbing me. Autographs weren’t a thing here—I thought—but I’d gotten attention before that I’d just as soon avoid.

As we put the last of the cabbages back, I noted the hole in the cobbles that was responsible for the cart turning over to begin with. I moved it up and away so the woman didn’t end up pitching her vegetables a second time.

“Thank you so much, Benni, and you, Gar. Benni, hurry now. Don’t be late.”

The boy waved at the woman and took off through the other people on the street, running in the same direction we had been going. I bade Mrs. Partin goodbye and rejoined the women and Tip, but my mind was on where the boy had gone. He intrigued me. It sounded like he was heading somewhere important, yet he stopped to help the woman with her misfortune.

“Hey, I’m going to go ahead,” I told them. “I want to see something.”

I took off jogging, only to find Sariel as my side, weaving through people as they mostly spread out to allow me to pass. Being bigger than most, and looking like an ancient hero, could come in handy sometimes. I glanced at the swordswoman.

“You said it yourself. We shouldn’t be wandering around alone.”

I gave her a smile as I searched for the boy’s mop of hair. I spotted him and we closed the distance. Two blocks later, he skidded to a halt behind a cooper’s shop. The sign on the front read Tarn Cerinus, Cooper.

A large older man was barking out orders to a handful of boys as yet more youngsters left the area, most with frowns on their faces.

“You’re late, Benni,” the man said. “I told you I can’t give you special treatment. I already chose my helpers. Go on. Maybe in a couple of days I’ll need more help to unload some slats.”

“But Miser Tarn⁠—”

“No. No excuses, Benni. You know the rules. Off with you.”

The boy’s shoulders slumped, but he turned and left without a word. I ducked around a corner so he didn’t see me as he headed further down the street.

I motioned for Sariel to follow me. I felt bad for the boy. Helping that old woman had cost him some coin, and he didn’t look like he had money to spare. Almost as if I’d made it happen, he approached a baker’s stall.

“Got some two-day-old bread, Benni. It’s a copper.”

The boy turned a ratty purse upside down and a single coin tumbled out into his hand. He handed it over and the baker gave him a crumbly heel of hard bread that was older than that. Benni tucked it into his clothes and continued on.

By now, Sariel’s face was neutral, but on the verge of shifting into a glower. I gave her another smile, but her expression didn’t budge. We continued our pursuit. Following him was getting strange, but I wanted to learn more about the kid. The rest of my friends caught up as we watched, and we followed together at a distance.

We were within a few blocks of our inn, but I wasn’t going to stop now. I followed Benni through some twists and turns, into the most rundown part of the city I’d seen yet. I came around a corner and had to duck back quickly so I wouldn’t be seen. Benni was a few paces away, stepping up to a girl sitting on a barrel. She looked about the same age, her clothes, if anything, more ragged than his. She smiled and stood up.

Rather, she tried to stand up. Her left leg twisted unnaturally and she started to pitch forward. Benni caught her and eased her back onto the barrel.

“You’re early,” she said. Her eyes danced above her smiling mouth.

“Yeah. I…got finished early. I saw Mrs. Partin, taking her cabbages to market.”

“I haven’t seen her for a long while. Tell her hello if you see her again.”

“Nah. You can tell her yourself. Maybe I can take you to see her soon.” He kicked at the ground, then took out the bread he’d bought. “Here. I brought this for you.”

“Ooh.” The girl was more excited than some women I’d seen getting jewelry. “Let’s share. It’ll be like a picnic.”

“Umm, I’d rather just talk with you while you eat it. I’m kind of full already, thanks.”

She eyed him suspiciously but broke the hard bread and put a piece in her mouth. Her eyes slitted, savoring it like it was the most delicious thing she’d ever eaten. In no time, the entire thing was gone, the girl unable to keep from devouring it. Brin pushed on my shoulder and I realized I was growling.

“Samantha! Samantha, get your crippled ass in here. I don’t want the neighbors seeing you. Aren’t things bad enough?”

The man’s voice came from the rickety structure next to where the kids were talking. Benni glared at the door, then turned a sad gaze to the girl. “I’ll stop by tomorrow, ok? Maybe I can show you the sword attack I made up.” He whirled his arm like he was brandishing a weapon, spun around and slashed at pretend foes.

The girl clapped. “I can’t wait. Thank you for coming to see me, and for the meal. Be careful, Benni. I hear there are dark monsters and holes in the sky that swoop down to eat people.”

He shrugged. “When I become a swordmaster, I’ll kill all the monsters in the world and even magical holes in the sky will be afraid of me. Don’t you worry about me.”

“Samantha!” the man shouted again.

The girl levered herself to her feet and, with a pronounced limp, hobbled to the door. She waved at Benni and gave him a truly beautiful smile before it dropped off her face as she turned around and went in the house.

Benni put his hands in his pockets and shuffled away, passing right next to the corner of the building we hid behind.

I motioned for my friends to stay back as I walked quickly to catch up with the boy.

“Benni.”

He turned, his eyes frantic at first. When they found me, though, he relaxed. “Oh. You’re that man that helped Mrs. Partin, the one who looks like Kael.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, I am. That was a nice thing you did, helping her, even though it made you late for a job.”

“Are you following me?”

“No. Well, yes. I wanted to thank you. For helping Mrs. Partin. I didn’t want to interrupt you, though, or make you later than you already were.”

“Why would you thank me? Do you even know Mrs. Partin?”

“No. I just appreciate it when people are kind and polite. I feel bad, too, about not being faster. If I had gotten there earlier and put the cabbages back, maybe you wouldn’t have been late. I would like to make it up to you. Can I give you some coin since you lost out on doing your job?”

He looked at me for a long minute, then shook his head. “No. The tenets say that we should help others and that will be reward enough. If I accept payment for what I should be doing anyway, it will set my soul on a path that is not pure.”

I blinked at him. “Wow. That’s a very mature thing you just said. I…”

“Allow me, Gar?” Sariel stepped up next to me and looked down at the boy.

He hopped back half a step and goggled. “You…you’re Sariel Snowblossom.”

She glanced at me and my heart jumped. A fan. What were the chances?

“I am. Do you know me?”

“You’re the White Wind. That’s what some of the kids call you. I know a girl who has a doll that looks like you.”

“Truly? I am honored. The White Wind. I never knew. I have a question for you, however. What you said, about the tenets? Where did you learn such things?”

“From my father. His daddy was in the Brotherhood, a long time ago. He taught my father all about it and my father taught me.” He puffed up his chest. “I’m going to join the Brotherhood. I practice my sword work all the time. Well, really, it’s just with a stick, but I’ll become so skilled they have to let me in, even if I don’t have money. My father wanted to join, but he had to help with the family. Grandpa came down sick and my dad had to work to get food when he was younger.”

“Like you do now?”

“Who told you that?”

“No one. It seems to me, though, that someone as dedicated to training with the sword would be doing so instead of trying to find jobs. If he could.”

The boy deflated. “My pa is old and he’s gotten weak. He and ma need a little help, so I do as much as I can.”

“Yet you would not accept coin to help?”

“The tenets say that⁠—”

“They do.” Sariel smiled at the boy. “You are something extraordinary, Benni. Many in the Brotherhood do not have the understanding of the tenets that you do, even at your young age.” She put her finger to her lips, thinking. “Perhaps we can come to an accord. It occurs to me that I am surrounded by those who do not adequately address my needs in and around the dueling ring. I wonder if I might ask you to serve me for the duel tomorrow, carry my sword and such.” She waved her hand in a circle as if it was of no consequence. “Aid me in such a way and I will pay you a fair wage.”

“You want me to carry your sword?”

“Of course. If such a task is not beneath you.”

“When and where should I meet you?”

Sariel laughed. “There is one further stipulation, however.”

The boy’s face fell.

“I may need an extra voice to cheer me as I duel. I find that friendly voices help my concentration.”

“Another friendly voice?”

“Yes. Perhaps a girl. Would you know of a girl who might be willing to do such a thing? I have a strange request for her, however.”

“I know a girl.” He narrowed his eyes. “What request?”

“She must be willing to ride my friend Gar. On his back, like he is a pony. He has been atrocious lately and as punishment, I wish to have him carry around another for the whole of the day tomorrow. It cannot be you. Carrying my sword is a solemn duty, and not one to be done with such frivolity. So, do you think we might be able to come to an agreement?”

“I believe we can, Lady Snowblossom.” He bowed to her, making a mess of it, but I couldn’t help to smile so widely I felt like my face would crack.

“Outstanding. One more thing. I’ll not have you or my other cheering voice spending the entire day with us without a meal. I would have you meet us right here tomorrow morning, where our trusty steed, Gar, will whisk you to our inn to share a meal with us. Could you arrange that?”

“We’ll be here.” He turned to go back toward Samantha’s house. “Are you truly offering this to me, or is it a cruel joke?”

Sariel took the boy’s hand and placed a silver coin in it. “Partial pay, in advance.”

Benni’s wide eyes stared at the coin, then at Sariel, then at the rest of us. Then they began to leak tears as his mouth clenched into a straight line. “Thank you. This is…I will…thank you. I’ll go tell Samantha right now. Riding on the back of the man who looks like Kael the Blur?”

“Yes. This man right here.”

He straightened and wiped his eyes. “Tomorrow. Right here.”

“Or back that way a bit,” Sariel said, pointing to where Samantha had been sitting. “Near that barrel, perhaps?”

“We’ll be there. Thank you.”

We watched him go back toward Samantha’s house, rapping near a side window. Dirty blonde hair poked out and after some whispered conversation, Samantha squeed. Benni pointed toward us and we all waved at them. The girl waved back so hard I thought she might hurt herself.

We turned to go. “Our trusty steed, Gar?” I said.

“I had to think fast.”

“Sariel Snowblossom, I think I’m kind of falling in love with you.”


Chapter
Forty



We made one more stop before going back to the inn. Tyra had us go to the forge again while she talked with the smith. Her task complete, we ate dinner and split up to get some rest. All but one of us.

In the morning, the entire group, including a very tired Tyra, went to go pick the children up. I was afraid Samantha’s father wouldn’t let her go, but we didn’t ask and she didn’t say anything about it. No loud voice told her to get back in the house. I bent over so she could ride me piggy-back style and she giggled all the way to the inn, where we had breakfast.

Brin, not to be outdone by Sariel, collected extra food and put it in a basket, saying simply that, “It can be hungry work serving a duelist and cheering for her.”

God, how I loved these women. Even Qamara, who wasn’t the most outgoing of people, smoothly conversed with the children, telling them funny stories that had them laughing and clapping. At least, Samantha clapped. Benni had adopted a serious attitude when Sariel handed her scabbarded sword to him so he could carry it to the dueling arena.

Surprisingly, Tip was a hit with the kids, too, singing songs from my world they had certainly never heard, dancing, and generally playing the fool. But if he was popular, then Rex was even more so. It was too bad the lizard wasn’t bigger, because if Samantha could have ridden him, she would have been in heaven, even if she was polite enough not to say so in order not to hurt her current pony’s feelings.

Overall, it was a fantastic time, but we couldn’t forget what the day was about. Sariel was going to duel and though her skills were sublime, it wouldn’t do to be too lighthearted about it all.

We gave the kids the option of sitting in the stands where they could feel like any other spectator or to stay with us in the small area near the dueling ring where Sariel was assigned for her use in between duels. They both looked at me like I had lost my mind. It was like sitting in the cheap seats compared to having a backstage pass. I put my arms up in surrender, explaining that I was just making sure.

The two nattered on happily, only pausing when the duelists were called to the center of the arena so the officials could go over the rules with them. Benni snapped to attention, holding Sariel’s sword out, but she explained that she didn’t need it just yet.

“I’ve seen that man,” Benni said, pointing at the guy with the double falchions as Sariel took her place. “He likes to call people stupid and weak, telling them how he needs to do things for them because he has to.”

“We’ve seen him, too,” I told the boy. “He’s one of the people Sariel told you about. He mouths the words of the tenets but I don’t think he understands them or why they exist.”

He nodded sagely.

“He told me he was going to pick me up and bring me to the market because I was a cripple and couldn’t do anything by myself,” Samantha added. She was sitting on a crate we’d brought over so she didn’t have to stand.

I could only close my eyes at that, hoping he got his ass kicked in the duel, but not wanting to vent to the two kids. That didn’t mean I was going to let what she said stand, though. I turned to her.

“Samantha, don’t worry about what he says. He thinks you’re lesser because of your leg, but his mind doesn’t function properly. I don’t know you well, but I think you can do a lot of things, probably things he can’t even do. When someone says hurtful things to you, remember that they don’t understand other people’s situations and they’re speaking from ignorance.”

“He’s right,” Benni said. “I bet he can’t draw nearly as good as you can and he probably can’t sew, either.”

Her face grew sad. “I haven’t sewed anything for a long time.”

“Do you make things with cloth?” Brin asked.

The girl bit her lip and twisted her hands in each other. “Sometimes, if I can get some cloth, but it’s been a long time. I don’t even have thread to repair the clothes I have.”

“I saw her make the most beautiful dress one time,” Benni said. “The leatherman’s wife gave her some cloth and thread and Samantha made her a dress that everyone said was the best ever.”

Brin turned her head to hide her frown. “But you’ve made nothing since then?”

“No. My pa took my needles and shears. Sold them. It’s fine, though.”

The moonwisp reached over and hugged the girl.

Sariel arrived in the middle of the conversation and looked quizzically at Brin, but didn’t comment on it. She had something else to say.

“Oweyn Trisk.”

I jerked my chin toward the blatantly chivalrous asshat. “That guy?”

“Yes. That is his name. He and I will share the dueling circle for the third bout.”

A slow smile formed on my face and she winked at me. Oh, this was going to be good. It was going to be really good.

The first duels flew by, Sariel watching them carefully as I explained to Benni and Samantha some of the things I saw. Both good and bad. The girl listened politely, bouncing in excitement as she watched the fights, but Benni paid attention on a deeper level.

“Do you see how he angled his sword there?” I said. “That’s so the other guy couldn’t come around with a horizontal slash and catch his shoulder. It also sets him up so he can counterattack quickly. Now, watch his footwork. It’s sloppy and if you look closely, you can see him go off-balance. There. If I was his opponent, I would have pressed him and he would have fallen on his a…uh, on his behind.”

“How do you know so much about dueling?” Benni asked, his brows drawn down and so serious I almost laughed. I guess it was peculiar, the official pony talking about fighting. “You’re not in the Brotherhood.”

Before I could answer, Sariel did. “Gar is an expert at combat. Sword to sword, I can best him, sometimes. If he uses a different weapon, or none at all, I can perhaps win one out of ten matches with him. He trains me to make me a better swordswoman. Also, he is in the Brotherhood, though he does flaunt that fact.”

Benni’s eyes went wide, but it was Samantha who spoke.

“Are you sure you’re not Kael Serus? You sure look like him.”

I laughed. “I’m pretty sure I’d remember if I was.”

The second bout ended and it was time for Sariel to fight. Benni stood up straight, holding Sariel’s sword out, hilt toward her. She nodded at the boy and slid it smoothly out of the scabbard, then brought it to her forehead in salute. “Thank you.” Then she winked at Samantha, turned, and marched toward the circle. From another part of the arena, Oweyn Trisk did the same.

“My lady,” he said, bowing to Sariel. “It is well that they allow one such as you to take part in the festivities, allowing you to feel as if you belong here. You are striking with your little sword and your armor. Please, if there is anything I can do to help you, something your frail form cannot accomplish, you have but to ask it and I will gladly be of service. The tenets⁠—”

“The tenets suggest that if you have nothing valuable to say, you say nothing at all. Perhaps you haven’t read that one.”

He did a double-take. It reminded me so much of a dog that had been scolded for the first time and was surprised at such a development, I laughed out loud. The moron apparently heard me because he glared in my direction. I had the urge to flip him off, only to find Tip doing that very thing next to me.

The judge started the match, with the combatants at opposite ends of the circle. As they moved toward each other, I leaned toward Benni.

“Remember what I said during the other duel? About footwork and how important it is?”

“Yes.”

“Watch this. I’ve seen him fight before and he tends to overextend himself and put himself slightly off balance. It’s because though he’s using falchions, shortswords, he doesn’t trust them, or himself, enough. He compensates by reaching a little more than he should and by doing so, he puts himself at risk.”

“Does Lady Sariel know that?”

I grinned at the boy. “Oh yes, she knows. She is about to give you a demonstration of what happens when your footwork is sloppy. You can watch hers; it’s perfect.”

The first exchange was exactly as I’d predicted. Oweyn charged in, both of his falchions in motion.

“So many think that using two weapons gives them an advantage over just one, but that’s mostly not true,” I told Benni. “If someone has truly mastered dual-wielding, it can be troublesome for their opponent, but often, the extra work to coordinate the weapons actually makes them less effective. Case in point.” I pointed.

The man slashed at Sariel, one blade behind the other. It was obviously a practiced movement, a set opener that we’d seen him use in the duel we had watched. Sariel barely moved, flicking the end of her blade only a few inches to deflect the ones coming at her. As Oweyn’s charge brought him closer, she casually struck out with a low kick and knocked the man’s front leg out from under him, even though it was heavily weighted at the time.

He pitched to his right, windmilling his weapons as he crashed to the ground and slid on his side. Sariel stepped back and waited for him to recover.

“Two things,” I said. “First, his footwork. Did you see how he was in such a hurry, he didn’t distribute his weight effectively? He was off balance. The second thing is that forms are a valuable tool. They teach your body to become accustomed to moving correctly and they impress on you how to shift from technique to technique smoothly. They are not meant to be used in a fight, however. If you use set forms in combat, you’re asking for defeat. Even if your opponent doesn’t know the forms already, it’s not too hard to recognize them being used over and over if a fight goes on for more than a few seconds.

“Sariel could have killed him on his opening moves. It was exactly the same thing he used in the duel we watched a few cities ago. He’s lucky he’s only got bruises where he could be bleeding out on the ground.”

Oweyn got up, chuckling and mumbling something, no doubt that he tripped. What a tool.

He went at Sariel again. She wasn’t even in a formal stance, simply in a casual position that allowed her to quickly respond to anything he could throw at her. It was one advantage to using a longsword while your opponent had shorter weapons.

The man tried a fancier maneuver this time. Again, one we had seen. Thrust, chop, chop, spin, slash. As I watched, I wondered if Sariel was going to do what I expected her to do.

“Watch closely. I think Sariel is going to lead him into a maneuver where he’s going to basically defeat himself.”

Benni’s head snapped to me and he blinked, trying to comprehend what I’d said.

“Watch.”

He put his attention back on the two. As I thought, Sariel parried his first three attacks with little effort—during which she had at least two opportunities to kill the man easily, by the way—and after he spun and used his momentum to put some power into his attack, she committed to a block.

I could almost hear the man’s grin as their swords crossed. His other falchion came around, the S guard sliding along the elf’s blade before he twisted his sword to trap her blade.

I laughed. The movement was meant to keep an opponent from pulling their sword back out, essentially tying up all three weapons. Since Oweyn was bigger than Sariel, he must have thought he could control things in a strength competition. I leaned forward, knowing what came next.

Instead of impotently pulling on her blade to get it free, Sariel brought her shoulders around, levering her longer weapon to twist Oweyn’s blades in his hand. Technically, her sword was still trapped, as were his, but physics being physics, it didn’t matter.

She wrenched her sword, using everything from her legs and hips to her beautifully developed shoulders, arcing the weapon perfectly to slam the hilt into Oweyn’s face. I winced as I heard his nose crack and even from twenty feet away, I saw his eyes cross.

But Sariel wasn’t done. With him dazed, she let go of her hilt with her right hand, whirled it around to slam up on his bent arms to wrench the elbows straight, then rotated at the hips. I’d taught her the move, knew the tension on the bones during it. Oweyn had two choices. Either he somehow overrode his body’s pain signals and let the woman snap his arms, or he flowed in the path of least pain. In this case, that meant something not quite so devastating, but probably more embarrassing.

The man’s body went horizontal as it flipped over Sariel and slammed down on his back with an impact I swear I felt in the ground. The elf woman casually brought the tip of her sword to Oweyn’s throat and waited.

It took a good minute for him to get any breath back in his body. He reached for his swords, which had bounced out of his grip when he landed.

“Uh-uhn,” Sariel said, pressing the point harder to his neck. A dribble of blood appeared on his pale skin.

Oweyn’s eyes darted, his feet pedaled, and his hands twitched, but there was nothing he could do. Finally, he realized he was done.

“I submit.”

She brought her sword back and looked like she was going to offer him a hand up, reaching out and leaning toward him. As he grabbed for it, she pulled it back and used it to point right at Benni.

“Do you see that little boy over there?” she asked, loud enough for all of us to hear. “He knows a hundred times more about the tenets and what they mean than you. Maybe if you can refrain from being a horse’s ass for more than two minutes, he will be kind enough to teach you.”

She shot him a disdainful look, turned, and walked back to us, leaving him lying on his back with his hand still reaching toward her.


Chapter
Forty-One



“Woo. Wooooo!” Benni lost his shit as Sariel walked back toward us. The elf had a cute—no, sexy—smirk on her face and I wanted nothing more than to kiss the woman. Samantha bounced on her crate and though I thought for sure Benni was going to run out to greet Sariel, one glance at his friend kept him in place. Damn, but he was a good kid. I didn’t think I ever knew anyone so purely polite and caring when I was growing up. I was definitely on board with what we’d talked about the night before.

Sariel presented the sword to Benni and he stepped into his role, handing a small towel to Sariel and bringing the scabbard up. She wiped the small amount of blood off the end of the blade and slid it into the scabbard.

I couldn’t wait. I grabbed Sariel as soon as the sword was out of her hand and in Benni’s possession and pulled her into a hug. “Absolutely perfect,” I said, squeezing her hard. “Especially that last bit. I love it.”

She laughed as I released her and whirled just in time for Brin to slam into her. Then Tyra. Then Qamara. Even Tip approached her tentatively and she allowed him to give her a hug. The two children were visibly trembling with excitement and she—in a very un-Sariel like way—gave them hugs as well, ones that she initiated. The look on their faces choked me up a little bit. I had to clear my throat.

Cursing and loud grumbling from the dueling circle ended up being Oweyn, bitching about how it was unfair and that it didn’t count and how he slipped and was taken advantage of. He was in full-on three-year-old tantrum mode. I couldn’t help myself. I barked a loud string of guffaws as the whiny little bitch tried to get someone to take him seriously.

We watched the other two duels as a group, taking note of the winners in case Sariel met them in the next city. When it was all done, we went back to the inn to have a late lunch with the kids. They’d gone through the extra food that Brin had brought and we wanted to send them back home with full bellies. But there was another reason we didn’t want to let them go just yet.

We were in a rented private dining room of the inn so other than the low background noise that filtered under the door from the common room, there were no distractions. Tyra glanced at me.

“Ahem. Are we ready?” the goblin girl asked.

“I think so,” I said. “First of all, thank you Benni, and you Samantha, for making this day even more special. You both did your jobs admirably and we really appreciate it. As per our agreement, payment is due to you. But there are also other ways we want to express our appreciation. Qamara?”

The prophetess stood up and produced a small package from under the table. She’d gone to a shop with Tip during the first two duels to get what she had in her hands.

“Samantha, for your amazing cheers that helped Sariel to keep the correct frame of mind, please accept this small gift, which I just happened to find in a shop earlier today.” She handed the package to the girl.

Samantha looked at the item in her hand, blinking like she was trying to figure out what was going on.

“Pardon me,” Qamara said. “I wrapped it in some cloth I found to be pretty. Perhaps you can find another use for the wrapping? I would hate for it to go to waste, since it matches your complexion so beautifully. Open it and see what’s inside.”

Samantha blinked more rapidly now, a few drops of liquid dripping off her eyelashes. She untied the ribbon with trembling hands and peeled it aside. There had to be enough cloth there to make two dresses her size. But that wasn’t the prize. Inside was a gorgeous carved box that, once she opened it, revealed a pair of shears, a selection of needles, and several spools of sturdy thread of different colors.

The girl burst out in tears and lunged at the prophetess, who accepted her into her arms and patted her back. She produced a lace handkerchief and handed it to Samantha, who sobbed softly into Qamara’s chest. “Thank you. Thank you so much. Thank you.”

Benni shifted between trying to keep his eyes from glimmering and looking at Samantha and her gift wide-eyed. His smile didn’t waver, though, as he watched Qamara soothe the girl.

After a few minutes Samantha regained her composure, at which time she pulled her present to her chest, hugging it so tightly I doubted even I would be able to wrest it from her grasp. Benni turned to the side and leaned in toward me. “Thank you so much. She’s got a hard life and this means so much to her.”

Jesus. Such a good kid. Not a flicker of jealousy, only joy at his friend’s happiness.

Tyra stood up. “Benni, we didn’t forget you. I made you something.”

Benni goggled at the goblin girl, mouth trying to make words but not succeeding.

“Just so you know, Benni,” I told him. “Tyra is the best crafter I’ve ever seen. She made my weapon, and some of the other things I’ve seen her make are just as amazing.”

Tyra nodded to Sariel, who stood up next to her. The green woman held out a long object wrapped in yet more cloth. She winked at Samantha. “Maybe he’ll let you keep the wrapping.” To Benni, she held the item out. “This is for practice, so you don’t hurt yourself or anyone else.”

Benni took the object and unwrapped it to find a carved wooden sword. It wasn’t elaborate, but it was a lot better than a stick.

Sariel cleared her throat. “I’ll have you know, Benni, that Tyra worked all night long to make these for you. In case you wondered why she was yawning all day.” Tyra laughed, and Sariel continued. “As you no doubt heard me tell my opponent today, we are all impressed with your knowledge and understanding of the tenets. More, though, we appreciate the qualities that make you the kind of person the tenets were put in place to foster. Without money or privilege or help from any but your father, you have already grown into one who I expect will be a shining example of what a member of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword should be.

“That is something I would nurture, helping you in any way I can. You, unfortunately, will not allow me to give you money or other resources directly, and I can respect that. However, I make the declaration in front of all these this evening that I would take you as an apprentice. To train you and help you along the way as my master did for me. I cannot do so at this moment because there are certain tasks I must perform first, but please accept this as a promise to return to you and officially take you as my apprentice in the way of the sword.”

She handed a larger item to Benni, also wrapped in cloth that looked suspiciously like it would make a good dress. He unwrapped it in a flash and opened the box within. Then it was his turn to cry.

This was my first time seeing it, but Tyra had made him a beautiful sword. The scabbard and hilt looked exactly like Sariel’s and when he drew it, the blade was identical as well. All sized down for him.

“It’s not sharp,” Tyra said. “It’s fine steel and will hold an edge, but practice with it dull at first until you get the hang out of it. Then you can have someone sharpen it. Or I will, when I come back this way.”

Sariel pointed toward the blade. “It is patterned after mine, resized for you, though still slightly larger than it should be for your current size. Consult your father, learn the forms, practice. When my tasks are done, I will return and we will discuss whether you want to accept my offer or not. Either way, these are yours. Continue your path, learn to use your weapons—the foremost of which being your mind—and never lose sight of the values you hold dear.

“Ah, and as promised, payment for the fine work you did today. Both of you.”

Sariel handed Benni a purse and I handed one to Samantha. We’d decided that it was better to fill them mostly with coppers rather than silver or gold—though I felt a little like we were cheating them. Brin had laughed and told me they wouldn’t accept more than one or two silver or any gold in any case. They would be able to spend the coppers, a little at a time, without drawing attention.

After the expected arguments and Sariel telling them firmly that they must not devalue the service they provided, we took the children home, Samantha first and then Benni. We stopped at the boy’s house to meet his parents and explain about the swords and Sariel’s promise. As expected, Benni handed over the coin purse to his father with a smile. I hoped Samantha hadn’t, but that was her choice.

On the way back to the inn, we talked about the kids.

“How did we stumble onto two of the greatest kids I think I’ve ever met?” I asked. “Are all the kids in the kingdom so kind and respectful?”

Sariel shook her head sadly. “No. Not at all. It is not for nothing I promised to take Benni under my wing. He is exceptional and his mere presence within the Brotherhood will elevate the entire society. Samantha, even with her injury, is as sweet and caring a girl as I have ever met. I had not thought I would ever have children, but ones such as these? It would be a privilege to rear such.”

“I delved Samantha’s leg,” Brin said. “Even had I the power I did before, I could not undo it. It is too grievous, too old, for it to be undone by all but the greatest mages. Perhaps not even then. I wish I could have helped her.”

“You did, Brin. And you, Qamara, that was nicely done. Wrapping them in cloth so she wouldn’t refuse the gifts. You are as brilliant as you are beautiful. I hope her father doesn’t take her new sewing kit and sell it. I think she’s smart enough to hide it, but she’s also such a good girl, she’ll probably hand over the money. It makes me sad.”

“We do what we can, Gar,” Sariel told me. “She has Benni looking out for her. I do not believe he will leave her wanting. Even should her father take the money from her, Benni will be there for her. Perhaps when things are settled and I come back to take my apprentice, we can do more about Samantha as well.”

“We?” I said.

“I. I meant I.”

I gave her a smile. “I like the sound of ‘we’ better. Come on. Let’s get back to the inn and figure out when we’ll head to Prowess. Which duel is next?”

“Six!” Tip said. “As in second to the last. Penultimate. The final duel with an unknown opponent. The one before Sariel kicks Lice’s ass.”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought. Five down, two to go. We’re almost there.”


Chapter
Forty-Two



Sariel delivered the news to her friends when they returned from bringing Benni and Samantha back to their homes.

“We have ten days until the next duel,” she said. “However, it will take us four days to get from here to Prowess. I suggest we leave tomorrow so we have room to accommodate if we run into delays.”

There were no disagreements, and they left midmorning the day after. While keeping a moderate pace, there was still plenty of time for training each day. As she moved toward her last duel before the one in which she would challenge Lysander, Sariel did not allow the result of her recent duel to color her attitude.

Every duel, every battle, held risks in and of itself. She didn’t know who she would fight, but she reminded herself that until each duel was finished, she should not be overconfident. As such, she asked Gar to help her elevate her training.

“May I ask you to work with me on the more unorthodox techniques?” she asked him. “In several of my duels so far, techniques you taught me led directly to my victories.”

“Sure. We can do whatever you want. Any way I can help, I’ll do it.”

“I don’t want our training to be completely focused on me, however. I wish to work with you on more of the sword techniques. There are advanced movements that I expect Eluthien will use and I would have you ready for them.”

Gar took her hand in his. Her first reaction was still to pull away, though it was reflexive. When she fought it and allowed the contact, she was always pleased with how it felt. Not only the contact itself, but the feeling it conveyed, which somehow found its way through her hand into her middle.

“Sariel,” he said. “The most important thing right now is for you to win this next duel decisively. If more training will ensure that, then we’ll spend every second of our time working on what will increase the likelihood of a win. I can always train after you’ve finished off Lice. Right now, it’s all about you.”

She thought to argue, but the soothing pressure he applied to her hand made her thoughts fuzzy. Instead, she nodded, fully intending to show him she was not selfish.

As they traveled, she chanced upon the method to ensure Gar got his fair share of training for his own improvement. She would show him a few of the more advanced sword techniques and then inform him that she thought it a good idea to spar with Tip and Brin, so that she didn’t form habits developed for fighting only with him consistently. It wasn’t completely accurate, since Gar seemed able to adopt more than a dozen fighting styles effortlessly, but it did allow her to face different opponents while Gar could go off to the side and practice by himself.

Not only did that aid Gar in working through the techniques she showed him—he was adept at taking in new knowledge and practicing it with a singular intensity until he could perform it perfectly in a blurring, impressive movement—but it also allowed him precious time to work on communing with his weapons. He grew more accomplished with fusing his weapons, doing so more efficiently and more quickly.

In only half an hour of dedicated practice the first night, Gar learned to make a spear from his two weapons that was indistinguishable from the finely crafted spears she had seen in Rolant’s collection. Once formed, he practiced the forms he’d learned from the book they’d found in Rolant’s library until, before they’d made it to Prowess, he could use the weapon like he’d been born with it in his hands. He even used it against her, at her request, to bring an entirely new dimension to their training.

Each day as they continued on their journey, Sariel reveled in speaking with Gar about their training, martial philosophy, and any other subject that came up. She found herself counting the hours until they made camp and could train together again. She enjoyed interacting with him in any capacity, but it was in their practice that she felt the most powerful connection.

The man was an enigma. She’d long ago realized that despite her training and her accomplishments, were it ever to come down to true combat, he hopelessly outmatched her. Not because he was stronger or bigger, or even that he was inherently more skilled. Mostly it was because she had spent her life training with the sword, whereas he honed his skills just as highly, but in many different ways. It was not a matter of someone training one time with ten thousand movements versus training ten thousand times with one movement. In every type of training he did, he incorporated the same basics, similar—yet still so different—movements. So, though it was true that his repertoire was larger than hers, it was only a handful of basics that he truly excelled at.

Probably his most pronounced skill the way he had developed his mind and body to be perfectly synchronous. And that was what he was training her to do. Free of charge. With no real expectation of repayment. Simply because that was the type of man he was.

True, their agreement was that she would help him with the sword as he helped her train for her duels, but while she had shown him a dozen techniques, most of which he practiced and perfected on his own, he had increased her lethality many times over.

She considered him as he walked beside her, his hand in Brin’s as normal. Gar had been so impressed with Benni, a young man that seemed to naturally adhere to the tenets in ways most adults couldn’t. Or wouldn’t. But Gar was just as impressive. He was kind, humble, caring, polite, and seemed to always do the right thing, just by acting how he thought he should. Heroic. That was the word for him. Sometimes she wondered if even Kael could have lived up to what she’d seen this man from another world do.

Her cheeks grew hot. She was getting sappy. How she wished Master Galen could have met this man. What would he have thought? She was sure he would be impressed, and she was sure they would have become great friends. They were so alike where it mattered.

What would happen when she finished her last duel and Lysander was defeated? Would Gar go off, never to be seen by her again? The thought shot pain through her belly like a dull sword. There was time yet. She would enjoy his company, his training, his friendship as long as she could and then decide what to do. She would offer him Master Galen’s school, to run as he willed, if she thought he would stay in one place for long.

Gar handed a water skin over to her as she pondered.

“Your face is kind of red,” he said with a smile. “Have some water.”

She smiled back at him and took a drink. Yes, it was the sun beating down on them. That was doubtless the cause of her warm face.
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Three days from the city, the sound of hoofbeats coming from behind us prompted us all to move to the side of the road. Most riders would be satisfied with the half of the road we left intentionally clear, but it was like polite driving in my world: if you were the slow one, you kept to the side so others could pass easily.

As they approached us, the hoofsteps slowed until they were barely falling at the speed of our feet. I started to turn when the two riders came up even with us.

“Imagine seeing you on this road at this particular time.” I thought I recognized the voice. Finishing my rotation, I saw that I was correct.

Feordrick Elessum and his daughter Thasinia sat their saddles, both with smiles on their faces.

“Well met, Sariel,” the swordswoman said. “Gar, Brin, Tyra, Tip. And let me not forget Rex.”

“Hey, you two,” I said, if anything returning a bigger smile. “It’s nice to see you. Heading home?”

“We are,” Feordrick said. “In fact, we are in a great hurry. You are going to Prowess for your penultimate duel?”

Sariel nodded. “We are.”

“Once we have returned and met our appointment, we would like to have dinner with you, if you are amenable.”

“Of course. It would be an honor and a privilege.”

“Splendid. We are sorry for our rush, but we will look you up when you arrive. Three days?”

“That is what we estimate. We look forward to conversing with you.”

The pair gave us quick farewells and urged their horses into a canter. We watched as they disappeared down the road.

During our trip to Prowess, Sariel had been more introspective than usual. At least, during the traveling portion of our days. After we made camp, that haziness in her eyes dissolved and the hawk-like focus was back. I couldn’t blame her for going down deep inside herself. The next duel was the last one before she got to where we’d been aiming for: the fight with Lysander. As long as her concentration didn’t suffer as we fought, it was all good, though I decided to talk with her about it before the actual duel in Prowess.

“You have had no visions?” Brin asked Qamara. I rejoiced that the prophetess hadn’t left us again. She hadn’t answered any of my questions about the men who came to kill her when we were in Generosity, but I gently prodded her and I thought she might break down and tell me something before long. Those thugs—and the umbrenix—didn’t give a warning or anything like those after Sariel did. They went straight for her to kill her.

“I am sorry,” Qamara answered. “No. I believe it is as you say, though. From what we have heard of others, it seems likely that Aeyr has done the unthinkable. He has found a way to take power from the gods themselves. That does not bode well for the world.”

“He has not shown such an ability before now, not that I have heard,” the moonwisp said. “How could he gain it?”

“Again, I do not know. Unless he has remade the laws of magic, however, he will not be able to harm Auryana permanently. Even should he consume all her magical power, she will endure, though it may take some time for her to recuperate.”

“Why my goddess? There are others, both more powerful and less. Has she insulted him in some way?”

“It is possible, but it is just as likely it was simple convenience. We cannot know until we find the goddess. Or Aeyr. Perhaps both.”

“Why are the other gods not responding? This cannot stand.”

“It may be that they are. I’m sorry I cannot tell you with certainty. Another thing that troubles me is the umbrenix that attacked the family on the road. When the Shadowstalkers cast their spell, it should have prevented Aeyr and his servants from ever taking the life force of anyone born in Valorae, yet it drained that man, nearly to death. I don’t know if the magic is weakening after all this time or if he has devised a way to counteract it. It does not bode well.”

The women went silent as a figure appeared in the road ahead of us, walking toward us. The sun shone brightly and the man had dark clothes on. Dark, but still clothes. He wasn’t an umbrenix, not unless they’d started wearing outfits in addition to wielding weapons, and had grown faces. My hand still strayed down to my siangham. I was getting a bad vibe from him.

When we were ten paces or so apart, the man raised his hands and stopped.

“Sariel Snowblossom.” He looked right at the elf swordswoman.

Great. Here we go again.

She strode out in front of us. “I am Sariel Snowblossom.”

“I do not come to assault you, but simply to bring a message.”

“Tell us your message, then.”

“You will cease your pursuit of elevation and will quit the circuit. This is your final chance to do so and live. Present yourself for the sixth duel and it will no longer be a broken limb that will represent your abandonment, but the forfeit of your life.”

“For me to take your threats seriously, I must know who your master is. Who is giving me this ‘last chance?’”

“Lysander Dessum and his master, Eluthien the Blade. Turn back now, do not continue with this foolish course. No more warnings will be forthcoming.”

His message delivered, the man walked off the road into some vegetation. By the time we got up to where he’d disappeared, there was no sign of his passing.

“Well,” I said. “At least that’s the last warning. I’m seriously sick of listening to these guys. Come on, let’s get a little farther toward the city and we can make camp. As soon as we get to the city, we can show them what we think of their ‘last chance’ warning.”


Chapter
Forty-Three



Tip had never been to Prowess, so as he and the others stepped through the gate, his head swung back and forth, taking the measure of the place. It looked…boring. Seriously, all these cities in the kingdom looked the same. The same wood and stone buildings, the same cobbled streets, the same shops, and all the same humans, it seemed. He wasn’t used to being surrounded almost entirely by humans and elves. Those were the two biggest groups who looked down on him as taranji.

Thinking more on it, though, maybe it just seemed that way because there were more humans and elves in most places. Sadly, he corrected himself. Everyone looked down on his people.

As they left the main street coming into the city to take a smaller road, the satyr drifted off from the group, peeking down alleys and getting a feel for the new city. Rex stayed by his side as the distance increased between them and the rest of the group.

A sudden rush of noise snatched his attention and he looked toward his friends to see them inundated by what had to be two dozen people in uniforms. If this city was like the others they’d been to, those were the city guard.

What the hell was going on?

He started toward the group, but Gar met eyes with him. He shook his head firmly and jerked his chin to the side. Toward an alley near where Tip stood. The satyr’s body rebelled, refusing to move, wanting to go help his friends. The war within him felt like it would tear his insides apart. Finally, a clear thought shone through in his muddled mind.

If I get caught, too, there won’t be anyone to get help.

Spitting curses from three other worlds, Tip pulled Rex into the alley to hide. From their vantage point, he could do nothing about the guard manhandling all Tip’s friends, wrenching their arms behind their backs and tying them tight with ropes. The sight of poor, sweet Qamara being treated so almost made him bring his bow out. The others were used to fighting, to roughing it, but not Qamara. Tip never wanted to put an arrow in someone’s eye as much as he wanted to do with the two guards treating her unkindly.

When the guard who seemed to be in charge scanned the area, Tip ducked back into the alley and held tight to Rex. The lizard hiss-whined and tried to get free, straining to get to the others. All Tip could do was to whisper soothing words and wait until they could make a run for it. Soon enough, the guards encircled Tip’s friends and pushed them deeper into the city. Minutes later, the street was as it had been, clear of all but a few people.

“What are we going to do, Rexy?” he asked the lizard. “How are we going to get them out of this? We don’t even know what this is.”

Tip hadn’t felt so alone since his only friend Replus was killed and he was running for his life. He’d gotten used to being around Gar and the others, and he already missed them. Them and their help. He had to figure out something. He was just a taranji, though, an unwanted person of a reviled race. True, he had his weapons, and he’d trained to become better with them, but he wasn’t good enough to take on the entire city guard.

Think, Tip. Think. This wasn’t some murderous assault, like with those thugs. If it was, the guard would have attacked his friends instead of taking them prisoner. It had to be something else. He snapped his fingers.

“Come on, Rex. We need to get some information.”

That was easier said than done. Once they were a couple of streets from where his friends had been taken, Tip started to approach people.

“Any news about strange things happening in the city?” he asked one man, who kicked at him instead of answering. Tip had to hold Rex back to keep the lizard from biting the man.

“Have you heard any rumors, maybe from earlier today?” he asked an adolescent boy. Despite not being much taller than Tip, the boy glared at him silently. He continued to do so as Tip slunk away. He didn’t need to get the boy upset and have his parents come after him.

He tried several other people, even tried eavesdropping on conversations, but he got no information. The one time he tried to go to a tavern—since that’s where all the best gossip was anyway—the glares and the feel of violence in the air had him backing into the street to flee before anyone decided to test how good he was with his sword.

Two hours later, Tip still had no idea what the guard was doing with his friends. He passed a stall with a woman selling colorful scarfs. The cloth fluttering in the breeze as it hung from a horizontal post made Tip think of Samantha, the girl with the twisted leg. He wished they could have stayed in Generosity long enough to see some of her finished dresses. He’d bet they looked fantastic. Something about the girl had him convinced that what Benni had said about her skills was not an exaggeration.

Looking more carefully, he burned the scarf-seller’s features into his mind. She had a kind face, but it was more than that. She was downright gorgeous. Maybe not quite as much as the women he traveled with, but definitely alluring. The familiar nervous twitter in his chest had him changing his posture, straightening up and trying to make himself look more impressive. A dozen lines went through his head. He’d charm her right off her stool and into bed. Out of her dress and her panties. Then, when he’d satisfied her completely and she was wholly his, he would ask her about his friends and she would give him the information he needed.

He took one step before it all came crashing down.

What the fuck are you doing, Tip? This is what Gar has been bitching at you about.

The taranji leaned on a building, breathing. Even if he could convince himself that acting that way would work—he knew down deep it wouldn’t, but he’d never let the truth stop him before—that wasn’t the way to do things. Gar was right. If he wanted people to respect him, he had to respect them as well.

Besides, it was piss-poor timing to try to seduce the pretty woman when his friends were in trouble. He took a few more breaths, straightened up again, and walked toward the stall. It wasn’t his smooth strut, but a confident gait that at the same time made him look like he was someone important and also someone who was kind and didn’t need to be feared, despite the weapons he wore.

“Your scarves are beautiful,” he said to the woman, pointing at them like she wouldn’t know what he was talking about. He kicked himself mentally for that but carried on. “Did you make them?”

She smiled at him. A genuine, beautiful smile that made his chest hurt. “I did.”

He dragged his eyes from hers and forced them to scan the articles. His breath caught when he found one that was light and airy, a pale green that was nearly an off-white. It was exactly the same color as Qamara’s dress, and it looked like it could have been cut from the same bolt of cloth.

Gar had given him some coins, explaining that he’d helped with Arinthalas and Dargen so he deserved some of it, too. He could feel the weight of his purse tied to his belt.

“How much is that pale green one?”

“Two copper.”

“I’ll take it. It matches my friend’s dress so perfectly, it had to have been made for her.”

If Tip thought her smile was fantastic before, her change to it almost made his left knee give out.

“I love the look of that one,” she said. “I would dearly like to see a dress as you describe. Is your friend beautiful?”

“Very. Your smile reminds me of her. I hope to see it when I give it to her.” That was as close as he was going to get to trying to flirt with the woman, though about ten lines were beating on the inside of his skull, wanting to be said.

The woman blushed prettily, which only made her more attractive. Tip sighed inwardly.

After their exchange, it was time for Tip to get to the important part. “Pardon me, but have you heard anything that happened earlier today, over near the front gate? There was some kind of commotion and I’m curious about it.”

“By the front gate? I think I heard some people talking about it but don’t know details. If it was serious enough to involve the city guard, you can go there to check on it. They have a board where they post significant events. It’s right in front of the guard headquarters.”

“That’s a great idea. Thank you. Umm, where is the guard headquarters?”

She laughed, swiping her hair back over her shoulder. Gods but the woman was gorgeous. Maybe…

“Down the street there, turn to the right, go three more streets, then turn left. You’ll see it. Big building with people in guard uniforms nearby.”

“Th-thank you. For the information, and for this.” He held the scarf up.

“Thank you. I hope your lady love enjoys it.”

“My lady lo…oh, no. She’s not. I mean, she’s my friend. We travel together. With other people who are…also my friends. But…”

“Who knows? With a present so perfectly suited to her and her dress, maybe…” she gave him a significant look and Tip’s heart started pounding on his chest, telling him to run away.

“I, uh, thank you. Maybe we’ll come by, after I…ummm, when we have some time. You’ll love her dress. It’s almost as pretty as yours.”

“You’re a charmer, no doubt.” She winked at him and he put his hand up woodenly to wave, then took off at a trot.

“No,” she shouted. “This way. Right, three streets, left.”

He waved again and called for Rex to follow him down the street, his cheeks burning the entire way.

The place was just where the scarf-seller told him it was. He kicked himself all the way there that he hadn’t even asked the enchanting woman her name. She was human, but he wasn’t biased. Gods, the woman was like a benevolent spirit. Or a goddess of beauty.

Tip watched the board the woman had told him about for several minutes, seeing if there were guards near that might snatch him up if they saw him. If the guard had taken his friends, they might know a taranji and a furcan traveled with them. He was pretty sure he and Rex were the only ones who matched that description anywhere in the city. After observing, it didn’t seem to be too great a risk, so he strolled to the board and frantically searched for any news that might help him.

It wasn’t hard to find, with the notices posted neatly in chronological order. He found it near the end of the row.

Individuals reported to have committed murder of Prowess citizens on Moonday, the twelfth of Sietma. Apprehended at the city gate on Mistday the sixteenth of Sietma. Being held for trial to determine the method of execution.

Holy shit! Murder? Execution?

Tip swayed on his feet. How the hell was he going to get them out of this?


Chapter
Forty-Four



“Fuck.” Yeah, I’ll go ahead and admit it. I was not in the best of moods. That tends to happen when you’re arrested, manhandled, and thrown into a holding cell without an explanation.

The only thing I knew about the way law enforcement worked in this world is that most of the cities I’d been to had a constable. Right or wrong, I equated that with a sheriff. None of it explained the cell we were all thrown into after they searched us and all our possessions were taken, nor why they’d captured us in the first place.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked, trying to tamp down on my anger. Welts rose on some of my friends’ wrists. Most pronounced were on Qamara. I didn’t know if her skin was delicate or if they applied that much more pressure on her when they wrenched her arms behind her back and tied her up. Brin was casting her Soothe spell to heal the prophetess even as I spoke.

“We’re fine,” Sariel said, “though my honor has been assaulted. Pft. Treated like a common criminal. It is an outrage.”

“Did anyone catch anything that would explain what happened?”

Tyra kicked at the floor. “I heard one of them say the word ‘murderers,’ but that’s it.”

“Murderers? Referring to us? Do you think it’s in relation to that rapist and his buddies who attacked us in Fortitude?”

“No,” Sariel said. “It is very unlikely that a crime in another city—even if it would be considered a crime, which I do not think it would since it was self-defense—would cause a reaction such as this in a city so far away. There are other forms of enforcing the laws that occur between cities. The city guard would not engage themselves in it. Whatever crime has been fabricated, it will have been something committed in this city. Or supposedly committed in this city.”

“But we just got here.” I walked up to the bars. The cell was a mix between my impression of medieval dungeon cells and a more modern cell in my world. Carved from stone, the cell had no windows or doors or any other openings on three sides. The fourth side was only a foot or two of stone on the edges and the rest was a series of steel bars. I didn’t think it was meant to be for long-term imprisonment. Some kind of holding cell. “Hey! Guard. Is anyone going to tell us what the hell we’re here for? Is this how you treat members of the Brotherhood who are about to elevate to swordmaster?”

The room outside the bars had a single door in it, a heavy wooden plank with iron banding, hinges, and latch. It opened a crack and a man’s voice shouted back. “Shut up or I’ll go in there and beat you senseless. No one’s gonna care if a murderer goes to the block with a broken arm or two.” The door slammed closed.

I sat down on the rough stone floor, grumbling. Leaning back against the wall, I closed my eyes and let my head go back a little too forcefully against the wall, resulting in a resounding clunk. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt me, but damn, the wall was hard.

“It was masterfully done,” Brin said. “Whether at Lysander’s hand or Eluthien’s, they have struck us a blow. Either we are found guilty and executed as murderers, or we remain imprisoned long enough that Sariel misses her appointed duel, thereby unintentionally forfeiting her match and ending her competition within the circuit.”

My eyes snapped open. “Shit, you’re right. That’s what this is. I was expecting another attack, but why do that when you can frame us for murder. Son of a bitch.” I suddenly thought of something else. “I wonder how Tip is doing. People usually give him a rough time. Without us around, I hope he’s not getting into trouble. If he ends up in this cell with us, it might not be because he was framed.”

“He will try to aid us as much as he can,” Qamara said. In response to the looks we all gave her, she shook her head. “No, I have not had a vision, but it is plain to anyone who can see that he is devoted to each of you, even as you are all to each other. He will not rest until he can provide us some aid, but what he can do, I don’t know. He is not known for his judgment.”

I started laughing, too hard for what she’d said. It was true: the little bastard did tend to get into trouble. I could just picture him thinking the way to proceed would be to woo a female guard into helping him. If he didn’t end up in the cell, he’d be in a gutter somewhere, having had his ass thoroughly kicked.

My humor faded quickly, though. Seriously, the little guy must be freaking out. Since we’d met, at least he and Brin and I had been together at all times. He still had Rex with him though, so he wasn’t completely alone. I hoped he stayed away from the guards so he didn’t get caught. He was getting more skilled with his weapons, but there was no way he was going to be able to sneak in and break us out. He was shit for stealth with those hard hooves.

We waited, and waited, and waited. By the time three hours had passed, I was almost ready to accept them coming in to formally charge us with murder just so it would break the monotony. I’m sure the rest of us felt the same because no one was talking. Brin had moved to sit next to me, leaning back against the wall with her hand in mine.

Footsteps echoed in the room beyond the door. A lot of footsteps. Mostly boots, but I occasionally heard something else. Like high heels or hobnail boots. Or hooves. The footsteps stopped and the door swung open.

Rolant de Mugere strode into the room on the other side of the bars from us. He was in full noble dress and demeanor, his chin in the air and his furry ears tilted backward, one hand holding his scabbarded jian sword. The one Tyra had made for him.

“Ah, there they are,” he said. “Release them immediately. Do you know who you hold behind those bars?” He seemed to be talking to a man just behind him, wearing a city guard uniform with some kind of rank insignia on the shoulders. “That is Sariel Snowblossom, our next swordmaster. It is fortunate for your career that she has not missed her duel. I know each of your superiors well. In fact, I have an appointment for dinner with the mayor this evening.” He stopped and his eyes drilled into the man. “Well? Release them immediately!”

I’d seen the guy before. When they brought us in, he strutted around like he was some kind of hero, spitting on the ground in front of me and muttering something about “filthy murderers.” He’d barked orders at his underlings, playing up how much power he thought he had.

The captain of the guard didn’t seem as big and puffed up as he had earlier. He bobbed his head at Rolant, who winked at us, and brought out his keys to open the cell. As he did, I scanned those behind Rolant. Magnus, the huge swordsman Sariel fought in her first duel waved a beefy arm at me, and behind him, almost like he was hiding, was the small, horned head of Tip. He’d come through. Brilliant.

Once we were out, the commander spoke to Rolant, his voice low and respectful. “The constable will want a surety that they won’t flee.”

I had to hand it to the red panda beastkin, he could glare with the best of them. “Do you think the leading contender in the dueling circuit would flee? Think, man. Prepare whatever document you desire. I will sign it to vouch for my friends. They will remain in the city until they are proven innocent or the charges are dropped.”

The captain gestured to another guard, who ran out to get paper and ink.

Sariel approached Rolant, gave him a smile, and then a brief hug. “Thank you.” She did the same for Magnus, then for Tip as well. For him, she had a few whispered sentences and when she turned back to stand next to me, Tip was beaming like he’d just been made king.

In a handful of minutes, Rolant signed whatever it was the guards wrote and we were outside, free again. For now.

I thanked the two swordsmen and gave Tip a double high-five—a high-ten?

“Did you find out what they arrested us for?”

“We did,” Rolant said. “A family of three was brutally murdered with blades and at least three eyewitnesses stepped forward to describe you.”

“Really? Murder? You said they were a family?”

“They were,” Rolant said sadly. “A husband, wife, and a male child. They were killed three days ago, not ten miles from the city.”

“Three days?”

“Yes. Your friend Tip told us you were still on the road at that time. He also said that you met some acquaintances on the road that day that and that they could vouch for you being far enough from the city that there is no chance you could have been here at the time the family was killed.”

“That’s right. Feordrick and Thasinia Elessum.”

“Feordrick the swordmaster and his daughter, the bladebrother?”

“The same.” Those were some big names in the Brotherhood to have on our side. All we had to do was to find them to testify and no matter who Lysander and Eluthien had bribed to be “witnesses,” it wouldn’t make a difference. Two members of the Brotherhood in good standing, one an actual swordmaster? No one would believe some random person over them. I didn’t see that there was any way they could get us back in a jail cell over this.

“This will help greatly in making the matter disappear,” Rolant said.

“That’s good news,” I said, but wasn’t feeling it. “For all of us, but not for the family. They killed three people to try to stop Sariel from making it to her duel. That’s three more lives they’re responsible for, the fuckers. Once we find where Thasinia and Feordrick live, we’ll clear this up, but as far as I’m concerned, what we really need to do is get finished with this duel and get to the capital city so Sariel can show Lice what we think about him and his schemes.”

Rolant snorted. “Lice? You speak of Lysander Dessum?”

“Yeah. He doesn’t deserve to be called his real name. He’s a bloodsucking parasite, one that needs to be exterminated.”

Both Rolant and Magnus looked around nervously. I guess speaking out about wanting to kill a swordmaster of the Brotherhood wasn’t the best thing to do in front of the city guard headquarters. Especially after being charged with murder.

“Come to my house,” Magnus told us. “I know where Feordrick lives and Vionetta will want to see you again. She would give me her look if I did not arrange it, the one that makes my heart hurt.” He started walking, but then stopped and turned to us with a grin. “Welcome to Prowess.” His laugh echoed down the street as he led us to his home.


Chapter
Forty-Five



Because of the short notice, we did not have dinner at Magnus Forinsa’s house that evening. We met his family and the entire group moved to the inn where Rolant was staying. The innkeeper, bowing and scraping to Rolant every moment he was in front of the noble, set his kitchen staff to making dinner for us, though Rolant told him whatever he had to serve already was fine.

We went from being behind bars to a wonderful dinner with our friends in the space of a few hours. When Thasinia and Feordrick showed up, it made it all even more perfect. I shook hands with the father and got a warm hug from the daughter and they joined us around the large table.

It occurred to me what Rolant had said earlier. “Rolant, you told that guard captain you were having dinner with the mayor tonight. Are we holding you up?”

He waved my statement away. “Fear not, Gar. When I dispatched a messenger to invite Master Feordrick and the lovely Thasinia to join us, I also sent one to the mayor and explained that the stress of the day, with my dear friends being accosted and imprisoned, had worn on me and that I would contact him to reschedule. I’ll be here until the duels, so there is time yet.”

“Oh. Okay. Thank you for all your help. We appreciate it.”

“Think nothing of it.” He absently touched the sword propped next to his chair. “All of you have done me great service. There is no accounting of favors among friends.”

Feordrick noticed the sword. “Rolant, is that a straight sword from your homeland? Where did you get such a fine specimen? It looks to be new.”

Rolant’s grin split his entire face. “It is. Both new to me and new to the world. Draw it, please, and gaze upon its craftswomanship.”

“Craftswomanship?” the swordmaster said as his eyebrow climbed his forehead. “You know the smith who created it? You commissioned a sword from a weaponsmith in Ruviel?”

Rolant was obviously enjoying himself. He glanced over at Tyra, who was doing her best to sink into her seat, and let out a little laugh. “No, my friend. This was a gift from the most amazing crafter I have ever had the privilege to meet. She, unannounced and unsolicited, created this masterpiece for me in the workshop in my own home.”

“Believe it or not,” I added, “he was actually speechless.”

Feordrick added his chuckles to the happy noise. “But who, man?”

Rolant waved his arm about with a flourish and gestured toward my goblin girl. “Tyra Tyswix, the beautiful woman before you.”

“Tyswix? As in Terago Tyswix, the master smith?”

“He was my father,” Tyra said.

Feordrick’s brow drew down. “Was?”

“He died a short time ago.”

“I am sorry to hear that. My sincere condolences. You have obviously taken after him. This sword is extraordinary work, especially for someone so young. Do you, by chance, accept commissions?”

Tyra’s eyes widened. “I might, though with all the traveling we’ve been doing, I don’t know if I’ll be in a position to work on projects regularly.”

“Understood. When your circumstances permit, please allow me to be the first one you contact. I will pay you a premium for your work, have no doubt about that.”

“Can you make a mighty greatsword?” Magnus asked, and I had to laugh. Word was going to get out about Tyra’s skill. It was a good thing. The recognition she deserved. If she wanted fame, it was there for the taking.

Tyra was positively beaming now. “We can discuss what you both want and I’ll let you know when I might be able to complete a project or two. Thank you.”

From there, we moved onto the most pressing matter. To me, there was one thing more important—or at least more urgent—than all others.

“What can we do about being accused of murder?”

Feordrick leaned back in his chair. “I don’t think it will be too difficult. I will go and speak to the constable tomorrow. We saw you on the road where you couldn’t possibly have made it here in time to commit the crime. A friend of mine can investigate it for us. He used to be in the Royal Intelligence Corps. By the time of the duel, I would wager he will already have the mystery solved.”

“Oh, that’s a relief. Thank you, Feordrick. Maybe we can focus on Sariel’s next duel, like we should. There are four days left, so we’ve got some time to train.”

“Would you mind greatly if I joined you?” Thasinia asked. The ravishing woman was an expert swordswoman in her own right.

“That would please me to no end,” Sariel said. “I am always open to sparring and training with another person. It helps to stretch the limits of my skills. Especially with a swordswoman who I so narrowly defeated.”
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We got rooms at an inn near the one where Rolant stayed. He offered to pay for rooms there, but the cost was ungodly and whether it was him or us paying for it, the frugal part of me just couldn’t do it. Much to Tip’s chagrin.

Training started late the next day. We had to find a suitable place, for one thing, but there was also coordinating with Thasinia. While we set up at a park we’d found, Tip took Qamara to meet the woman who’d sold him the scarf he’d gifted to the prophetess. Qamara was touched and pleased by the present and she wore it woven through her hair in a way I’d never seen before, but that was so elegant and beautiful I couldn’t take my eyes off her. As if I normally could.

When they returned two hours later, Tip was bouncing from excitement and happiness. He came up to me at a break to talk to me.

“You know all that stuff you told me about, how I should just be nice and not use any of my lines or try too hard? It totally works.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I know. What happened?”

“Nothing really. Melendia, that’s the beautiful woman who sold me that scarf for Qamara, was so happy to see us, I thought her smile would break her face. She was enchanted by Qamara, of course. I mean, who wouldn’t be, right? But while they chatted, she smiled at me, too. I didn’t even say anything cool or smooth. Just bringing Qamara to see Melendia, with her wearing the scarf, was enough that I was suddenly like her best friend.”

“That’s awesome, man. So, are you going to go see her again?”

He sighed. “Nah.”

“No? Why not?”

“While we were talking, her husband came by. She gushed about me and Qamara, but it was her husband. She likes me, I think, but not like that. You know what’s crazy, though?”

“What?”

He gave me a knowing nod. “I think maybe having a relationship with a woman isn’t all about sex, fun, and games.”

“You don’t say.”

“I do. Even though I can’t experience her fine body, I’m still happy that she treated me…I don’t know, like a person.”

“Sort of like you treated her. For a change. Right?”

“Ooh. I see what you did there. It’s not like I didn’t already know about being friends with women. I mean, look around.” He gestured at Qamara, Brin, and Tyra who were chatting a few paces away, then to Sariel and Thasinia who were laughing at something together. “Of course, I’d really like to step up to the next level with Thasinia. Goddamn, look at her.”

I slapped him on the top of the head. “I’m glad you’ve made some strides, but check that whole wanting Thasinia thing. Do you forget that not only is she an expert with the sword, but her father is a swordmaster? Slip back to your old ways with her and you’re likely to get your dick cut off.”

He gasped. “But that’s the best part of me.”

“Yeah, well, some would say it’s the entirety of you. You can be a dick sometimes.”

“Oh, ha ha ha.”

With the other woman there to swap off in sparring with Sariel, I got some more practice with my three-sectional staff and my siangham, both with the individual weapons and with communing with them to merge them together. The more I practiced, the faster I would get at manipulating their materials. It was excruciating to work so hard and feel like I wasn’t improving at all. I had started timing how long it took from start to finish, two separate distinct weapons to a passable kung fu spear, and was shocked to find that I was much faster than before.

Thasinia sat back and watched me at one point, when Brin and Tyra were sparring with Sariel.

The stunning, dark-haired woman stood near where I was sitting on the grass, practicing making a deeper connection with my weapons. “What are you doing?

I hadn’t noticed her and was surprised I hadn’t heard her approach. That was not good. Even with my friends around, that assassin—whatever her deal was—could have shot me with another crossbow bolt while I sat. I scanned the area and didn’t find any suspicious shadows.

“I’m communing with my weapons.”

“Communing? Are those enchanted? What are they? I haven’t seen weapons like those before.”

“Well, this one is a siangham, and this one is a three-sectional staff. They’re not enchanted, but they’re made of magical materials, so I can connect with them.”

She came closer and I swept my hand through the grass, like I was dusting it off for her to sit. Even as I was doing it, I felt like a moron. She laughed as she sat down, making me feel a little better.

“Please tell me if I am being insulting, but I don’t understand. What does ‘connecting’ with them mean, or do?”

I paused, trying to figure out how to explain it. “Uh, I can change them a little bit.” The confused look told me I was doing a piss-poor job of describing things. “Okay, for example, with the siangham here, I can make it longer.”

She tilted her head at me. “Show me?”

Finally—something I could actually do instead of try to explain. Holding the small weapon up, I connected to it mentally. I flexed my will and it lengthened. As I watched it, I heard Tip bark a laugh and it hit me in the face. Shit, was this innuendo? I pictured it from the outside: Thasinia’s proximity to me, how damn gorgeous she was, and an admittedly phallic object in my hand was growing longer as she oohed and aahed over it.

Of course, thinking of that and glancing at her intense but radiant face made something similar occur in my actual member.

“I…uh, maybe this is a better example.” The siangham dropped from my hand and I reached for the triple stick. “I can fuse these two sticks, incorporating the chain to make it solid. Here, watch.”

I did a hurried job and in a handful of seconds, I had two sections of the staff turned into one solid piece, with the other still dangling from the chain.

“Ooh, it’s so big. May I?” She grabbed both ends and flexed it. “It’s very stiff, too.”

I hadn’t realized how hot it was until a droplet of sweat rolled down the side of my face.

“Anyway,” I said quickly, “that’s what I mean. I’m working on doing things with the two weapons that will be useful in combat.”

“Ooooh.” She winked at me and, at first, I didn’t know what it meant. Then I noticed the mischievous glint in her eyes.

I stared into her hazel eyes, trying to confirm what I thought. When something lower down twitched the slightest bit, I was sure.

“You’re fucking with me, huh?”

She burst out laughing. “I’m sorry, but I have spent thousands of hours sparring with boys and men as I grew up. I have an…unusual sense of humor.”

Relief flooded through me. I let out a breath. “No, not unusual. It’s great. Honestly, I didn’t realize what it looked, or sounded, like until halfway through. I was afraid of insulting you.”

She put her hand on mine. “Never fear that. If I’m feeling insulted, I will make sure you know. Now that the foreplay is done, will you show me what you’re working on with those two? All of this is fascinating to me, and not just because you’re so handsome.”

I didn’t understand how she kept manipulating me like I had a hook in my mouth—or strings on my limbs—but I felt like a school kid again after her compliment. I focused on the first part.

“Well, I’ve heard, both in this world and in my own, that the spear is the ‘king of weapons.’ So, I’ve been working on transforming these two into a spear. I mean, I can already do it, but I’m trying to get faster and better at it so I can change them in actual combat. Do you wanna see?”

“Of course.”

I grinned at her and stood up. She put her hand out to me and I took it, pulling her to her feet as well. She gave me a flirty smile and squeezed my hand before releasing it.

So I could start from scratch, I broke the three-sectional staff down into its normal form and returned the siangham to its default shorter length. Thasinia raised one eyebrow and gave me a comical frown and I laughed. I was really starting to like this woman.

“Okay. So here I am, getting ready to fight a bunch of people. While the triple stick would do a good job, I’m thinking that using a spear would be better to keep them at a distance.”

“Or a staff.”

I snapped my fingers and pointed at her. “Or a staff. Yes. But let’s say I opt for the spear so I can not only crack heads, but I can also cut people. I would do this.”

I focused on the end of the triple stick and placed the siangham on it, manipulating the materials with my mind while I smoothed my hand across where I placed them together. I spent two seconds making the joint indistinguishable from something carved as one piece with a steel head affixed tightly to it. Then I did the same with the two joints. Finally, I stroked the entire length of the new weapon, keeping the diameter mostly the same, but changing the composition of the wood so it was more flexible than a quarter staff would be. More like a nice rattan or white wax wood spear.

As I knew would happen, Thasinia’s eyes went smoky and the tip of her tongue flicked out across her upper lip when I stroked down the length of the new weapon. I shook my head, but it didn’t stop the stirrings down below.

“You are…delicious.” I winced when I said it, picturing Tip talking to some random woman.

“Want to find out?”

I almost dropped my spear. After fumbling it and regaining control, I took a breath. Because I didn’t seem to be breathing automatically anymore.

“Yes. Yes, I do.” I glanced over at the other women, but no one was paying attention to me. Even Tip was busy tossing a stick for Rex to go fetch it. “Umm, so that’s what I’ve been practicing.”

Thasinia stepped up closer to me and ran a finger down the length of the spear. “I like your staff. Oh, I mean spear.” She did a more complete job of wetting her entire lip with her tongue this time.

“God, you’re good at that.”

She laughed. “I know. When I was younger, I liked driving the boys crazy. I can be a horribly vicious flirt when the mood strikes me. Still, I’m being serious. I do find you fascinating.”

“Likewise.” I couldn’t seem to escape her eyes. The green starbursts cradled in light brown pulled at me.

“One more question?” she asked in such a sultry voice that my entire crotch vibrated.

“What is it?”

“Are you Kael Serus?”

I blinked at her. Was that what this was? Did she have some kind of Kael fetish?

She must have seen it in my eyes. “Oh. No. It’s not like that. I am interested in you, Gar, just for you. The context probably wasn’t the best. All the flirting was for you, not for some dead hero. The reason I ask is that, well, you obviously look similar to him. But that can be said of many handsome men with a warrior’s body. The real reason I asked is that I heard a myth many years ago. It said Kael could change the forms of his weapons, that he could do things that were impossible with anything other than enchanted items, and even then, it was most unlikely. But this myth also said that he didn’t use enchanted weapons. That’s why I asked. I didn’t believe the myth when I heard it, but here you are, doing exactly what it said could be done.”

“I’m not Kael,” I said. “I don’t exactly understand why I can do this. Tyra and Brin and Qamara have theories, most of them based on me not having any magic, but the fact is, we don’t know.”

“Well, you are much more fascinating to me than a long-dead hero. I want you to know that. Now, what’s a girl have to do to get a gorgeous man like you to spar with her?”

Out of the danger zone, I felt my body relax. “All you have to do is ask. I would love to spar with you, Thasinia.”

“Let me go grab my weapon.”


Chapter
Forty-Six



The training days flew by and before I knew it, the day of the duel had arrived. As usual, we’d spent the day before the duel with only light training and lots of rest.

It was a treat to see our friends gathered around us at the edge of the arena. Rolant de Mugere, Magnus Forinsa, Feordrick Elessum, and Thasinia. The swordswoman had been with us each day, helping Sariel in any way she could. When neither she nor I were sparring with Sariel to give the elf a chance to mix it up with others, Thasinia and I would spar or discuss combat. Most often, that resulted in me showing her a technique or two that I’d been explaining. She took to the unorthodox methods just as readily as Sariel did. The woman was a natural born warrior.

She’d told me more than once that she wished we had met some time ago, that with what I showed her she would have given Sariel a tougher fight. I still would have put my money on the white-haired woman. Maybe I was biased, but though Thasinia impressed the hell out of me, Sariel blew my mind.

The group gathered in the arena that day made it all seem like a party, except that half of us had been involved with the duels, so the members of the Brotherhood treated the occasion with respect. These weren’t buddies tailgating at a playoff game. They were elite warriors who were present for one thing: to support Sariel. It brought a smile to my face how happy she was to be surrounded by such august attendants.

A few of the duelists—there were twelve all together—we’d seen before. We had watched them and knew their styles, had discussed their strengths and weaknesses. I had my fingers crossed that she’d be paired up with one of the familiar ones as she went to the center of the dueling ring to go through the customary review of the rules. The Brotherhood was thorough if nothing else.

Sariel came back to us with a perplexed look on her face.

“Duel number two. Triston Lefolay.”

“Hmmmm.” It was Feordrick who’d made the sound.

“Do you know him?” I asked.

“I do. He is a solid swordsman. I thought he had elevated to swordmaster a few years ago. I must be mistaken.”

“You’re thinking of his brother, Destan,” Magnus said. “Triston is the younger one.”

“Ah, yes. You are correct, Magnus. Thank you. Still, my words stand. The family trains in the same style, though I cannot on my good honor say more. I take it none of you have seen him fight?”

Sariel shook her head. “I have not. You are correct. To speak to me of what you have seen previously would not be appropriate now that we are within the arena. I wish I could have witnessed one of his duels, but I will have to gather the information I need in the circle. Such is the way of things.”

All four of the sword-wielders nodded at that. All this chivalry and tenets stuff was a pain in the ass sometimes. Most of the time.

“One thing I can add,” Feordrick said. “Triston is a bit…much. It has nothing to do with his skill with a sword, but don’t be surprised when you see him enter the ring.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I’d find out shortly. A bit much?

The first duel was over quickly, a man with a longsword parrying the opening thrust of his opponent and slashing him savagely in return. The healer had to run out to the circle to save the duelist’s life as blood poured out of a cut that stretched from his neck down to his belly.

And then it was time for Sariel to cross swords with her opponent. When the judge called the combatants out, it didn’t take me long for Feordrick’s description to be clear.

The dude looked like a rainbow had gone on a bender, gotten blackout drunk, and both threw up and shit all over Triston’s clothes. Seriously. I mourned that I hadn’t found sunglasses yet in this world.

Tip burst out laughing beside me. He could hardly get words out. “Did you see that old movie, Zorro the Gay Blade?” He dissolved into a fit of guffaws, loud enough to draw attention. “All he needs is a tan.”

I kicked at Tip’s legs to shut him up, but he was done. He curled up in a ball and his entire body trembled as he tried to control his hysterics. I could relate. If I remembered the movie, the dude wasn’t all that colorful, but he was exceedingly flamboyant and…well, a bit much.

Triston Lefolay wore something right out of a Shakespeare play. If the costume designer had been tripping on acid or doing shrooms. The colors clashed and never seemed to stop, but the outfit itself was recognizable. A padded tunic, puffy sleeves and thighs, high boots, even an honest-to-goodness musketeer hat. The big floppy kind that folds over and is pinned in place, with a huge peacock feather that had to be three feet long. Blues, reds, yellows, a bit of purple, even some greens; there didn’t seem to be a real color scheme, just a let-me-put-everything-in-there-so-I-can-match-anything-else kind of deal.

But the entertainment didn’t stop there. With a flourish, Triston whisked the hat off his head, sketched an elaborate bow toward Sariel, then tossed the hat like a huge, floppy frisbee into the arms of a waiting retainer. Then he reached up and rolled the ends of his mustache between his thumb and forefinger and smoothed the equally waxed, pointed, and sculpted beard on his chin.

I rolled my eyes and found Thasinia watching me. She gave me a wink and chuckled. She’d been waiting for my reaction, I realized. I tried to regain my focus to size the man up as an opponent rather than a circus clown. He wore a rapier on his left hip and a long dueling dagger with a cup handguard and crossbar on his right. The sword wasn’t the flimsy type of rapier, though, but a thicker and slightly wider version. A battle rapier. It could take more punishment than the lighter model, but that came at a cost of some speed.

The whole thing with rapiers was how damn quick they were. A good fencer could slice up an opponent with a beefier blade and though the cuts wouldn’t be as serious as from something like a longsword, they added up. There was also the chance of the dueler hitting a critical target, like the eyes, throat, or even plunging into the heart. A skilled rapier duelist could be a serious threat, especially if he could use that dagger skillfully. Sariel and I hadn’t done a lot of dual wielding practice because we’d found that most duelists didn’t use two weapons. I was confident that she would do fine, though. We had trained some for it and she’d fought dual wielders in the past, even during this very circuit.

Triston drew his sword and his dagger, then removed the scabbards from his belt and tossed them onto the grass outside the dueling ring. He brought his rapier up to his forehead and swished it forward and down in salute. Sariel saluted likewise with her sword from her edge of the circle.

The judge called for them to begin.

The fop stalked forward, both blades up and facing forward, as Sariel held her sword low, the blade down at an angle trailing behind her. They met near the dead center of the ring, just out of range of each of their longer weapons.

Triston’s rapier was nearly as long as Sariel’s “longsword,” though the differences were immediately apparent on casual inspection. If the elf’s blade and Triston’s met with a direct clash, there was no doubt Sariel’s could seriously damage, even cut through, the rapier.

I could tell already there was no chance of that. The way the man moved, how he stepped to the side and turned his body to continue to face hers even as he started to circle.

“Oh, shit.”

Tip looked at me. “What? What’s wrong.”

“Watch this carefully, Tip. Do you know what the Magic Circle is?”

“Is it a sexual thing?”

I dragged my eyes from the duelists to stare at him. “What the…you know what? Never mind. Just watch.”

As I expected, Triston lunged in with a graceful thrust of the rapier. A testing strike. Sariel brought her sword up and batted it away, then whisked it back to clang against the dagger, which the man had slipped toward her as she defended. He stepped to his left, circling her again.

“Do you know his style?” Thasinia asked.

“I’ve read about it. It’s a specific dueling style or philosophy from a place called Spain in my world. While previously, a lot of swordplay, especially duels, which were very popular, used linear techniques, the Magic Circle treated swordplay as if the fighter’s entire world consisted of spheres around them. In practice, the duelist used circular motion, simple but seemingly complex combinations that attacked and defended from all angles. There are other fighting styles—hand to hand and other weapons—that use a similar philosophy. Most of what I do could be classified as the same type of circular motions and techniques.

“Sariel and I have trained in it, but this guy is good. I can tell by the way he moves. He’ll stay in close, trying to negate her reach advantage. So close that her longer sword will be a disadvantage. He’s going to try to tie her blade up with his rapier and finish her with the dagger, though there are some innovative attacks that use a longer sword at short range, too.”

Feordrick nodded from beside me. “Mmm-hmmm.”

Sariel stepped to her right, cutting off Triston’s arching path. She lashed out with her blade with a high diagonal slash, which the man caught on his dagger, at the cup handguard. His rapier came around at lightning speed to cut at Sariel’s left side, but her exquisite control allowed her to torque her wrists and get her sword in the way so his skittered up and bounced over her head. Another slight movement translated into the tip of her blade whizzing at his neck. He backstepped so fast, his center of gravity shifted and nearly made him stumble. But he’d evaded the attack.

I could see the worried look on his face from where I stood. He hadn’t expected her to be able to make such a fast counterattack with her heavier sword. I smiled. Sariel was a demon when it came to moving that sharp piece of metal. She understood the physics of movement better than almost anyone I’d ever met.

The two came back together, circling each other, tossing out what I thought were probably supposed to be the first of a flurry of movements, but the other combatant responding so expertly that the strings of attacks were cut short.

To Sariel’s thrusts, Triston tried to rotate his blade around hers and slide it down to attack her hand, but Sariel had only to twist her sword to stop the other weapon on her handguard. When she used a similar technique, sliding her own blade to cut at Triston, he used his dagger to great effect in redirecting her strikes away to angle his sword and short-slash at her. She, in turn, displayed fantastic footwork to maneuver Triston’s own body to get in the way of his attack.

They traded blows as they circled, first one way then the other. With quick, lunging attacks or short, fast, shuffling steps, their blades were always in motion. But neither had so much as scratched the other yet.

“Is he that good?” Tip asked. “I think this is the longest duel I’ve ever seen Sariel in.”

“He’s good,” I said. “She’s had two opportunities so far to injure him, but she’s still analyzing him. Another minute or two and she’ll take him out. Probably when he uses that combination where he deflects her sword down with his dagger and comes over the top with his rapier. I saw her twitch the last time he used it. She almost went for it.”

Sound from all the others with me stopped completely and I got that feeling when someone is staring at you. I glanced around, not wanting to miss any of the duel, but compelled to find out what was going on. Everyone was staring at me. I was used to it with my friends, but I had a swordmaster and two other elite sword wielders doing it too, at the same time.

I flicked my eyes back to Sariel, but spoke to them. “What?”

It was Feordrick who answered. “Your grasp of the situation is…unexpected. Impressive.”

“Uh, thanks. It’s in the middle of my area of interest. I love this shit.”

Triston tried an aggressive attack, lunging in with his rapier, twisting his sword to minimize the parry from Sariel, swishing his sword back around to strike again while stepping in, ostensibly to thrust with his dagger. When his left foot shifted slightly to the right on the ball of his foot, I knew that was it.

“Now,” I said.

A fraction of a second later, the man transformed the dagger thrust into a downward blow on the middle of Sariel’s blade, forcing it toward the ground. At the same time, he circled his rapier around, jerked his arm upward and cocked his wrist to stab down at the elf, the blade on a short trajectory to enter her body below her collarbone and tear through her torso and abdomen in a deadly thrust.

As if I’d called out a command, Sariel shifted her hands on the hilt and brought both arms up over her head, sliding her sword away from the dagger but putting her body next to Triston’s left arm to force it away and check its movement. Her sword came up, but the angle of the blade wasn’t right to stop the rapier from getting to her.

But the angle of the handguard was. Using barely an inch of space on the hilt, where it met the handguard, she slammed the rapier away so it barely skimmed her arm. A hard reverse elbow to Triston’s face stunned the man for a second, giving Sariel all she needed to finish the duel.

She stepped forward with her left foot as Triston’s head snapped back and cut into his left arm, damaging it and sending it outward where the dagger couldn’t hurt her. Her hips shifted and she delivered a beautiful upward slash to Triston’s upper right arm, cutting deeply into the pretty material and the skin beneath. Following the back-stepping duelist, she took one more step forward with her right foot and slashed down diagonally across the man’s chest, shredding the padded tunic he wore. He landed on his back, bleeding severely from three separate cuts.

Sariel brought her sword up in a salute in the direction of the referee, her eyebrows raising in question. The man nodded and raised a hand to signal the bout was won. The elf dropped her sword and went to her knees to put pressure on Triston’s cuts, pushing the edges together while yelling for the healer. In a handful of seconds, the mage reached them and began to mend the damage Sariel had done. She retrieved her sword, saluted Triston, and strode back toward us in exactly the same way she’d walking into the circle.

Like a badass.


Chapter
Forty-Seven



Iput a fist up when Sariel came near. She looked at it, rolled her eyes, and bumped it with her own bloody fist. Then she threw her arms around me and gave me a tight hug.

“Fantastic job,” I whispered into her ear. My lips were so close, I got carried away and kissed her pointed lobe. She froze for a second, but then gave me another squeeze before releasing me to embrace the next person, which happened to be Thasinia.

There were hugs all around for the others in our little traveling group, then handshakes and bows from the other Brotherhood members. I got my share, too, from Brin, Qamara, Tyra, and even Tip. I received two hugs from Thasinia, the second one so long that I thought I might as well kiss her.

In front of her swordmaster father? No fucking way. Still, the hugs were nice.

“That was an impressively definitive end to the duel,” Feordrick said. “Well done. Young Triston has improved a great deal since last I saw him. I believe he is actually more skilled than his brother, who has already been elevated to swordmaster. Well done, indeed.”

As we watched the remaining duels—no longer really needing to analyze the others’ techniques because we knew who the last opponent would be—Triston Lefolay made his way around the arena to us.

The man looked a mess. Still wearing his torn and bloody clothes, his pale face and sunken eyes established that even though magical healing existed in the world, it was by no means an easy thing to be wounded so grievously.

Triston took the ridiculous hat off his head and bowed carefully toward Sariel. It wasn’t as graceful as the one before the match, but it was a valiant attempt.

“You have bested me,” he said in a voice I would expect from his appearance. Arrogant, slightly whiny, and higher than his size would indicate. “I had not thought that possible with any but a swordmaster. I thank you for being the whetstone to my blade, and for your aid in keeping me from dying. The healer tells me that your actions allowed him time to get to me, otherwise I might not be speaking with you now. I shall take a day or two off from training, but then I will redouble my efforts. I was so looking forward to parading my new title around Destan. He’s been insufferable since he was elevated to master.

“I merely wanted to thank you and to wish you well on your last duel in the circuit. Your style is…different, but none can argue the effectiveness.” He bowed again, plopped the hat back onto his head, and cautiously walked back toward the waiting area.

“What do you say we all have dinner together?” I asked, looking at Sariel, but speaking mainly to the other sword wielders.

“I would be honored to have you all dine with me,” Sariel said. “I am expected in the capital in five days, but tonight I believe I will try to take some time to rest with my friends.”

Rolant did his magic again, getting us a private dining room and a special dinner at the inn where he was staying. It was a nice time, even better than the first big dinner in the city.

“The constable sought me out earlier,” Feordrick said. “My friend found those who murdered the family. They have been taken and are awaiting execution. One of them, in an attempt to save his own life, confessed and said that they were paid to do the job. A swordmaster who has not been identified and another important man, Eluthien the Blade, directed them to kill the family and to make sure the city guard looked for all of you. Another of their number reported the crime, he and two others claiming they witnessed the perpetrators, who they described as looking like you.”

I breathed out a long breath. “Then, that’s it? We’re free to go? All done with?”

“Yes. The constable apologizes for the misunderstanding. I have noticed, however, that he hasn’t delivered the apology to you personally. Shameful.”

“Hell, we’re happy for it to be done. I don’t care if I ever see the constable or the guard captain ever again.” I put my cup up and the others all tapped it with theirs.

“You performed spectacularly today, Sariel,” Magnus said. “I know firsthand how skilled you are, but today, I was awestruck. Your master would be very proud.”

“Hear, hear,” Rolant said, thrusting his cup toward the rest of us.

Feordrick nodded, humming to himself. “Truly, Master Galen would have marveled at your bout today. I never saw him use such techniques as you displayed.”

Sariel smiled at me. “He would not have. I owe what I did today to Gar and his unusual fighting style. He has shown me some things, expanded my limits.”

“I can attest to that,” Thasinia said. “I have had the opportunity to benefit from Gar’s knowledge and ability, sparring with him and Sariel this past week. Such a short time, yet I have learned so much.”

Her father put a hand on her shoulder. “I had been looking forward to you winning the circuit and becoming a master, even if just to wave your victory about in Lysander’s face.”

All other conversation stopped at Lysander’s name. I wasn’t sure about the others, but for Sariel and myself, the man’s name was like a curse. It instantly killed my festive mood.

“What do you mean?” Sariel asked. “What has Lysander Dessum to do with Thasinia?”

“Do you not know? He has been very vocal about his opinion on women being in the Brotherhood.”

“He has treated me poorly, but had not realized it was widespread. Did he say something to Thasinia, do something?”

“Oh, he wouldn’t dare. I would have dueled him on the spot. Not as part of the circuit, but in the old way, to settle a dispute. He is not a smart man, but he knows enough not to say something about my daughter. What he said about you was bad enough.”

The white-haired elf blinked. “About me?”

Thasinia picked up on the mood faster than her father. She put a hand on his arm. “Lysander has said many times how he disagrees with women in the Brotherhood. He, on several occasions, said rude things to your master, mostly about you. Master Galen truly lived the tenets, however, and forgave Lysander, not dueling him for besmirching your name, not to mention his. Once, I heard Lysander say the only reason Master Galen took you in was so he could see your pretty face every day. He stopped short of saying anything truly untoward, for which I was certain Master Galen would have killed him on the spot. Still, it was insulting enough.

“He held that you were unskilled but riding along on your master’s renown. According to two people who were there when the duel was arranged, your master only agreed to the duel with Lysander because he had said one thing too many. Even then, Master Galen used the formal method, through the circuit, rather than to duel him in the moment. I wish he had done it immediately. This conversation would be very different in that case, and your master would be celebrating your victory along with us.”

Sariel’s fair skin had gone even paler. We hadn’t shared with the others what really happened with Lysander. It was more than a matter of not knowing who to trust. In Sariel’s words, it was unbecoming to spread such damning facts about one of the swordmasters of the Brotherhood, even if he got the title through deceit and treachery. But to find out that the entire thing was based on Lysander’s opinion of Sariel herself, it was quite a blow.

“I…didn’t know that,” she said in a soft voice. “There is very much Lysander has to answer for. I intend to force those answers.”

The quiet, almost casual way she said it wouldn’t have seemed too unusual for anyone listening, but as she said them, I watched her face. Her eyes. She was playing it off for our friends, but what she’d just heard had cut her to the bone. If Lysander Dessum were in front of her this moment, she would carve him into pieces.

The conversation moved on and Sariel regained some of her easy attitude, but not completely. When we finally finished and walked back to the inn after saying goodnight to everyone, I stopped the elf woman at the door.

“Hey, Sariel,” I said. “I ate too much. I’m thinking a nice walk would help to loosen up my belt. You want to join me?”

Brin shot me a look, but as soon as our eyes met, she seemed to understand what I was doing. “It is a lovely evening. Enjoy your walk. I myself am ready for bed.” She nudged Tyra’s side and the goblin girl repeated the sentiment.

Sariel finally agreed, though she seemed nervous about it for some reason. Tip and Qamara went along with the others and I was left standing out in the cool evening air with Sariel.

“Shall we?” I gestured down the street and we started walking. Tension poured off Sariel from beside me. Her breathing was regular, but different than when she was relaxed. I’d been around her so much during the last few weeks, I could tell she was wondering why I’d singled her out.

I opened the conversation, getting a bit of déjà vu. “Are you okay, Sariel?”

“I just earned another victory. There is only traveling to the capital and I will achieve my goal of facing Lysander.”

“Yes, but are you okay?”

“Wh-what do you mean?”

I sighed. “That thing Thasinia told us about, you didn’t know about it. I saw your reaction. Do you want to talk about it?”

“What is left to say?”

We approached a bench off the path we’d taken. It overlooked a small pond in one of the city parks. I took her hand and pulled her to the bench with me. I sat and angled my body toward her and drew her arm in to ease her to sit as well.

“I think there’s probably a lot to say. Are you blaming yourself?”

“What? Why would I blame myself for something someone else said?”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“I…I…was it me all along, Gar? Did I cause the death of my master? Was he defending my honor the entire time and he was finally pushed into the situation that ended up taking his life?”

The hurt in her words was like a spike in my heart. “No, Sariel. Some asshole fixating on you is not your fault. Looking back is easy. A word to Galen about doing the duel immediately would have ended the whole situation. But what happened, his wanting to do the formal dueling, that gave Lice the chance to go through with his treachery. Because your master was a good man. The better man. He lived the tenets and because of it, Lice had a chance to manipulate things, working directly against the tenets. You are innocent here, just like your master was innocent. The only one who carries any blame is that bloodsucker Lice. You know this.”

The elf put her face in her hands. “I do, but…”

“No buts. An evil man did his evil things to a good man, and got away with it. So far. If anyone else is to be blamed for anything, it’s that the masters in charge of the Brotherhood didn’t understand what a horrible bastard Lice is. You have already corrected that, as far as you are concerned personally. His nature is no longer hidden from you; you know what he is. You tried to tell others in authority, but no one would listen. Now you will be in a position to do something more about it. Maybe others will listen to your story, or maybe they won’t. Either way, you have the chance to repay some of what Lice owes. None of this is your fault, but you are heroically exerting, even risking, yourself to make sure he gets what he deserves.”

She raised her head, her crystal blue eyes meeting mine. “Thank you. You are correct. I was ignorant. Master Galen didn’t tell me exactly what had happened on his trips to the capital, and no one else informed me, either. How I wish I’d known. But I did not, though no fault of my own.” She sighed. “The hole within me, where my master used to dwell, it seems unending. Like it will swallow me up until there is nothing of me left.”

I put my arm around her. “I know. It’s going to feel like that for a while. Try to focus not on him being gone, but what he’s left within you. As his acquaintances and our new friends said tonight, he would be very proud of you. Just like all of us are.”

She snuggled into me and we both leaned back on the bench. Her breaths came in short inhalations and long exhalations. I sat with her and let her think. Let her just be.

Her first words, uttered several minutes later, were not what I was expecting. “You and Thasinia seem to be very fond of each other.”

“What? Where did that come from?”

“I was thinking of our friends. I never really had any. Not after my parents died and Master Galen took me in. I pushed myself, training constantly. There was no time. Besides, most of the men of my age as I grew were intimidated, or insulted, by my skill. There were no suitable women who didn’t titter about dresses and flowers and boys. How I wish I’d met Thasinia even a year ago. Which brought me to my question.”

Using my vast experience and wisdom, I decided to play dumb. “I didn’t hear a question.”

She chuckled. The sound lifted my mood. “What is the nature of your interactions with Thasinia? There, a question.”

I pulled her closer to me with a flex of my arm and laughed. “Okay, okay. I like her. A lot. She reminds me of you in many ways. She’s strong and independent and an amazing warrior. Like you, she has a good heart, and how well the two of you get along puts a lot of weight in her favor as well.”

“She’s beautiful,” Sariel said. “Very alluring. Sexy even. Sometimes, the looks or little gestures she makes toward you…even I can tell she is very attracted to you.”

“Yeah, well, you’re all those things, too. You don’t flirt, but that’s fine. I’ve grown very attached to you. If you don’t mind me saying, I really enjoy being with you, looking at you, talking to you.”

“I bet she knows how to kiss very well.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “I don’t know. Why, do you want to kiss her?”

She paused for a moment. “Hmm. That is not what I meant. I have no experience in such things, but it would probably be pleasurable if you kissed her.”

“Are you trying to push me off to go and kiss Thasinia? I thought you liked me.”

“I do, Gar, but I know nothing of these things. I⁠—”

I leaned in and put my lips on hers. Not a kiss, so much, but simple contact. She stopped speaking and went still as I lingered. The hand that wasn’t around her swept her hair back and over her sexy pointed ear.

“You can always learn new things, Sariel,” I told her, kissing her ear like I had earlier in the day. “If you want to.”

“I…I…”

“Do you want to? Learn some new things. One new thing?”

“Wh-what thing?”

“How about something simple, like a basic kiss?”

“Did we not just⁠—”

“Mmmm, not really. You want to try again? I have a lot of patience, and I know you do because you haven’t stabbed me with your sword yet in frustration from trying to teach me some of the techniques I need to learn.”

She chuckled nervously. “As if you have any trouble learning everything on the first demonstration.”

“You’re changing the subject.”

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Please kiss me. I enjoyed what you did. Especially with my ear. Gods, do you know how good that felt earlier? So unexpected.”

“Oh, Sariel, do I have a lot of ideas on things to teach you.”

I leaned in to start her tutelage, but she put a finger up to my lips. “Just so you know, I would not blame you, would not hold it against you, if you did want to kiss Thasinia. Not even when you do kiss her. She is quite beautiful. If it were not too inappropriate, I would enjoy kissing her myself, I think.”

“We can talk about that later. Right now, I need to take your mind off everything else. Let’s do some training.”


Chapter
Forty-Eight



We spent a delightful hour sitting on that bench. I casually showed Sariel a few different ways our lips could communicate without words. It took most of that time for the tension to leave her body, but by the time we walked back to the inn, she had relaxed somewhat.

I gave her a peck on the cheek before walking into the inn, my way of telling her goodnight and that I expected nothing more of her where people could see us. She shyly waved at me as she went through the door to her room. I went into my own and fell asleep thinking about her electric-blue eyes and the feel of those elven lips.

Despite being offered transportation to the capital city of Justice by Rolant, we decided to take the trip slow and easy. It was about thirty miles, but two villages were on the road along the way and we kept a pace to take two days to reach our destination. We stayed at an inn in one of the villages and had plenty of time in the evening to do some training.

Thasinia had asked to accompany us—though her father still took a carriage and went on ahead—and we were thrilled to have the beautiful swordswoman with us. She and Sariel spent some time sparring, which gave me the opportunity to practice attuning my weapons and working on a few techniques Sariel had shown me. Overall, it was a leisurely, pleasurable journey that saw us arrive at the capital relaxed, happy, and ready to handle the final leg of Sariel’s quest.

The white-haired swordswoman stood in front of the gate to the city wall, her eyes pointed toward the city but unfocused. My other friends stopped when they noticed her, shifting on their feet, glancing around. I put my arm around Sariel.

“Are you okay?”

She blinked twice, then shifted her eyes to me. “It’s…we’re here. The end of the circuit. What we have spent all this time striving toward.”

“I know. It’s a lot. It’s fine to be a little overwhelmed. We have a few days to train and prepare. It’ll all settle. Do you want to talk about what’s going on in your mind right now?”

Her expression softened from tight and concerned to unperturbed. “No. This was conversation enough. Knowing you and the others are here for me helps.”

“Okay, good enough. We’re all in this together. All you have to think of now is getting to the duel rested and ready. Then all your training will take over and you’ll do something that has needed to be done for a long time.”

I released her as Brin took my other hand and gave me a smile.

Walking through the city gate was surreal. It wasn’t just the scope of what met my eyes, though I hadn’t seen anything remotely like it before. We were here, the end of the journey, on the threshold of Sariel’s victory. My view expanded to reveal what had been hiding behind the wall. Neatly cobbled streets, well-built structures lining the sides, even an area for pedestrians, a sidewalk of sorts of slightly raised wood planks running across the fronts of the many shops that greeted us on the main street. Up ahead, above the buildings’ roofs, rose towers and a castle right out of a fantasy novel. This was the first time I’d seen a legitimate castle in Valorae. I wasn’t disappointed.

While the shops and—a little further up and off a few smaller streets—homes looked sturdier, newer, just plain better, than most of those I’d seen on my travels so far, they were still only three stories at the most. The towers, castle wall, and the buildings making up the castle itself were significantly taller. I counted the windows on one tower and found there to be fourteen levels. Fourteen! I wondered what poor sap had to climb that many stairs several times a day. No elevators in this world.

Brin squeezed my hand inadvertently as she twisted to peer at some of the shops. I’d put a bet on her looking for magical items whenever she got the chance. If there was one place she was likely to find them, I figured it was here. I could almost smell the money. There had to be rougher and more rundown sections of the capital city, but for at least some of the city’s residents, the quality of life was good.

“I’m confident Rolant is going to be staying at an inn where renting a room costs more than buying a house,” I said. “We should probably find something a little more reasonable. Brin, you’ve been here before, right?”

“I have. There is⁠—”

“My father will have chosen a more moderate inn,” Thasinia said. “I believe Rolant’s family owns a house within the city, so he’ll probably be staying there. We can check, but I am fairly certain we will find that we already have rooms, or at the very least, reservations, at the Maiden’s Favor. Shall we go there and confirm?”

“Maiden’s Favor,” Tip said in the slimiest of ways. The way he stressed the second word like it was some kind of sexual position was typical Tip. Tipical. That made me chuckle inwardly, but externally, I gave him the evil eye. “What?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “It’s probably referring to the tradition of presenting a garland or a ribbon to a duelist or a warrior leaving for battle by a noble maiden as a way of wishing him good luck in their contest or battle.”

“That is exactly correct, Gar,” Sariel said. “Did they have such things in your world?”

“Yeah. I read something about it one time. It was referring to jousts and other types of tournaments mostly, but I figured it might be the same here.”

I jerked my chin at Tip and he shrugged at me, arms out to the sides with his palms up. The little bastard always jumped to the dirtiest thoughts possible. Like most guys would, I guess. And a lot of women, too, for that matter. I repeated the name in my head. Okay. I could see where he was coming from.

“Sariel Snowblossom?” Two men in uniforms or livery approached us as we took a smaller street toward where Thasinia said the inn was. Their clothing displayed a symbol I’d seen a lot of, the stylized swords of the Brotherhood coat of arms.

For fuck’s sake. I was beginning to hate it when people started a conversation with her full name.

“I am Sariel Snowblossom.”

“We have been assigned to aid you in registering for the duel. If you would follow us, we can take care of the formalities now so your presence is confirmed.”

It seemed pretty cool that they’d assign handlers or assistants or whatever they were to help out. They pulled out all the stops for the end-of-the-circuit duels. We’d already seen the festive attitude of several people we passed and heard them buzzing about the duels.

“Of course,” Sariel said. “Please lead on.”

The men did so and our group followed them. Sariel drifted closer to me as we walked, until her hip bumped against me. I looked at her, trying to figure out what she was doing. She leaned toward me and whispered into my ear.

“Be ready and follow what I do.”

Half a block later, Sariel stumbled on a loose cobblestone. “Oh. Pardon me. Allow me to stop for a moment. I think I may have loosened the heel on my boot.” She limped over to the side of the street, where an alley intersected. Leaning up against the building, she fiddled with her left boot.

The two men stepped over to where she was. “May we be of assistance in any way?”

“Yes. I believe you can. Thank you.”

Sariel’s hand shot out, snatching one of the men by the collar and pulling him toward her. When he was close enough, she put her other hand on the hilt of his sword to keep him from drawing it. She snapped her elbow up and struck the man in the jaw before he could react.

The other man reached for his sword, too, but I snapped a kick at his hand, forcing it away and causing him to yelp. I took his other arm and wrenched it behind his back. As Sariel dragged the first man into the alley, I pushed the second right behind her. I wasn’t sure what the hell she was doing, but I trusted her and she had warned me she was going to do something.

I hoped she had a good explanation.

Once we were all several paces into the alley, Sariel pushed her captive against the wall of a building, slamming his back against the timber siding.

“You will answer our questions and we will not kill you.”

“How dare you,” the man said. “You will hear from⁠—”

Sariel punched him hard in the abdomen, bending him over. She’d been training enough with me that she knew her way around a punch, something that couldn’t be said of most the Brotherhood sword wielders I’d seen.

“One more time,” she said. “You will answer my questions and you may leave this alley with your life.”

“You do not know what you do,” the moron said.

This time Sariel hit him with a right hook, something I didn’t remember teaching her. His head snapped to the side and his eyes went unfocused and then shifted back into focus.

“Who sent you to collect us?”

“We are your assigned⁠—”

Slam. Another punch to the belly. Sariel stepped aside neatly to evade the puke that came out of the man’s mouth.

The guy I held took a breath and opened his mouth to object, but between me wrenching his arm painfully upward and my pushing his face into the same building a few feet away from his friend, he wisely didn’t speak. Or couldn’t.

“You’ll get your turn,” I told him. “Keep your mouth shut until then or I’ll break your jaw.”

Sariel straightened her victim again. “I will make this clearer for you. Apparently, whoever sent you did not do their research. I know when you are spouting untruth. Do not test me. I would as soon slit your throat and leave you here for your master to find you. If you tell me what I want to know, perhaps you will live. I caution you, if you lie to me one more time, I will carry out my threat. I will know. If you test me and I kill you, there is still your friend to ask. Your death should convince him I am speaking truth myself. What is your name?”

The man looked like he was going to be sick again, his face nearing a green tint and his mouth smacking with the taste of his vomit. “T…Farn.”

“Very good, though it was a near thing. Tell me, Farn, who sent you?”

He glanced at his friend, around at the rest of us, then back to Sariel. “Lysander Dessum.”

“And what were your plans once we followed you?”

“We were going to lead you to an ambush a few streets away. Twelve men with weapons would have fallen upon you and killed you all.”

“Only twelve? Lysander is more stupid than I thought.”

Sariel looked over at me. Her magic, the ability to know if something was truth, must have tipped her off when the men first presented themselves. I smiled inwardly at my clever friend. Instead of confronting them and causing a scene, she played along until we could get them where we wanted them. I winked at her and her mouth twitched upward briefly.

“Well, Farn, I do appreciate you finally telling the truth. Though you and your friend both deserve death for leading us into what was supposed to have been ours, I will allow you to live.” The man released a breath in relief. “But you shall not go unpunished. When you finally drag yourself back to your master, I would like you to convey a message to him and your fellow lackeys. Please do try to tell him before he kills you for your failure. My message is that I will know any deception he or his allies try to undertake upon us. I will give no more chances. Any like you who come at me will die immediately. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“What will you say to Lysander Dessum?”

“You can tell if we try to fool you, and you will kill anyone who tries it immediately.”

“Outstanding. Now we have but to dispense your punishment to impress the lesson upon you. I do hope you use this experience to change your course.”

With that, Sariel did a perfect impression of Rocky beating up sides of beef. Her fists were a blur as she beat the shit out of Farn, ending with an inspiring uppercut that bounced his head against the building and then ricocheted his entire body back toward her. She stepped deftly aside as he face-planted into the puddle of his own vomit.

She turned and looked at me, a single eyebrow raised.

“Very nicely done,” I told her. The guy I was holding had started to tremble as she took a step toward us. “Allow me. I don’t want you straining yourself before your duel. You’ve already bruised your knuckles pretty badly.”

Sariel lifted her hands and inspected the dark bruising on them. “Brin can heal this, if she would be so kind.” The moonwisp nodded at the elf.

“Still,” I said.

She rolled her hand at the wrist for me to continue. I didn’t bother using my fists, but used some open hand strikes, a couple of elbows, and a hard knee to the jaw that threw the man backward so he landed hard on his back, out cold.

“Did you want to find the ones who were going to ambush us and show them the error of their ways, too?” I asked.

“No. If we do find them, we would likely have to kill some. They will have the opportunity to change their minds, as I told their friends here. Thasinia, you were leading us to the inn?”

For a moment, I wondered if the dark-haired swordswoman was going to balk or freeze with indecision. Instead, she barked a laugh.

“I was. It’s this way.”

Yeah, Thasinia was definitely a keeper. As much so as Sariel. I had to admit, I liked the women in this world.


Chapter
Forty-Nine



As Thasinia had predicted, her father had already arrived and taken rooms at the Maiden’s Favor. The innkeeper, a petite human woman named Sanna Tripkin, was barely taller than Tip. She held a wide smile for us and was as polite and accommodating as anyone I’d ever met, but she didn’t put up with any shit. A man three times her size in the common room was loudly arguing with one of her patrons and she excused herself for a moment to go and deal with it. By the time she finished dressing the man down, he apologized profusely, to her and to his companion, and settled down in his seat quietly. She returned to us with the same smile in place as if nothing had ever happened.

I liked her immediately.

We greeted Feordrick and, after exploring a few nearby shops, gathered for dinner in a private dining room he’d reserved for us. What we’d expected to be a nice, relaxing meal quickly turned into something else altogether.

“Stop,” Sariel said after the main course had been served. “Do not eat.” She gave me an exasperated look. “This food has been tampered with. It has been poisoned.”

One of the serving girls was still in the room when Sariel made her proclamation and the woman put a hand to her mouth and gasped.

“Are you sure, Sariel?” I asked. That was quite an accusation to make.

“I am. No one has ever attempted to poison me, but apparently, my ability to identify deceit extends to trickery to introduce poison to me as well. I can see it, within the food.”

“Okay. I believe you, but is there any way someone else can confirm it? You know, without actually eating it?”

“There are poison sniffers,” Feordrick said. “People who have methods of identifying such things. The king employes several of them, of course. We might find one in the city.”

“Begging your pardon, sirs and madams,” the serving girl said, “but I think Sanna could help in that regard. We don’t have call for such things usually, but she knows everyone in the city and could help.”

It was kind of a touchy thing, accusing an innkeeper of serving them poisoned food. I sure hoped Sariel was right about it.

“I’ll go talk to her,” I said. “It’s better if we do it quietly, both so we don’t affect her business and so we don’t tip off whoever did it.”

When I saw how many people were in the common room, I opted to have Sanna join us in the dining room to prevent anyone from eavesdropping.

“The food is what?” she said, too loudly for my taste. “Has anyone gotten sick?”

“No, not yet,” Sariel told her. “My magical ability works to identify such things. Perhaps you know of a way to confirm what I see?”

“I do. A friend of mine is a healer. She can see damaging things, like when a wound has gone sour or if someone has been bitten by a venomous animal. She’ll be able to back you up. I’ll send one of the boys to get her. Might I impose on you and ask you to look over some of the other food, Lady Sariel? I’d hate it if the entire inn came down sick from it.”

“Of course. I will do that while you have the healer fetched.”

I accompanied Sariel and the innkeeper as they went through the kitchen and the common room to see if it was widespread. It could be something like food spoiling before preparation. I’d gone immediately to someone trying to harm us—or Sariel specifically—but it was possible there were other explanations. But nope, the elf didn’t find any other tainted food. Meanwhile, the healer arrived and confirmed what Sariel had said.

It was only the food served to us that was poisoned.

The cook’s name was Tellie Watson, a hefty sheep beastkin woman. When Sanna told her what was going on, she nearly lost her shit. Sanna was wise enough to take her aside into one of the storage rooms before telling her what was going on, so her rants couldn’t be heard over the noise of the common room.

“The food is what, now? How could that have happened?”

My first suspicion fell on her, but Sariel had discounted that immediately by asking her straight out if she’d done it or had anything to do with it. Her ability to distinguish truth was invaluable in this case, as Tellie was proven innocent.

“Were there any other people besides you, your undercooks, and the serving girls around the food?” I asked.

“Not that I know of. Lady Sariel, would it be too presumptuous of me to ask your help in questioning the cooks and servers?”

“Not at all. I will do what I can.”

Another hour of interviews commenced. We were served more food during that time, which Sariel inspected closely and approved. It turned out that no one had been part of the plan or had seen anyone else tampering with the food.

“It isn’t too unlikely that someone could have done it, though,” Sanna the innkeeper said. “With so many people about and the inn being so busy, a few people could have collaborated to get it done. I am so sorry. I will accept no payment for your rooms or anything else during your stay, of course. What a tragedy. It was so fortuitous that you could spot the tainted food with your abilities, Lady Sariel. Thank the goddess for that.”

“We hold none of you responsible, Sanna. Let your mind be at ease. This is not the first time enemies have attacked us with subterfuge. I am afraid that I will have to inspect any food we are served from now on, just to be sure.”

The woman wrung her hands. “Of course, of course. I will set some of the boys to guard the kitchen and the meals that come to you as well. If we find anyone suspicious, we’ll find out what’s what.”

“We appreciate it.”

“Do you know if anyone has the ability to identify what kind of poison it was,” I asked. “What the effects would be? Was it meant to kill or to make us sick? It would be useful information.”

Brin shook her head. “I do not know of any alchemists who are capable of doing that. It is possible someone has an ability to do so, but I have never heard of such a thing.”

“Too bad.” It was times like this when I missed the technology of my world. Forensic science still had an edge over magic in some things.

At the end of the evening, after things had settled down for the moment and we were all ready to get some sleep, Feordrick Elessum clapped his hands once.

“Well, never can it be said that things are dull around you lot. Do try to resist being killed before you have a chance to finish your duel. I have quite a wager on it already and would like to see it go through to completion.”

Thasinia had told him about the two men trying to lead us into an ambush and, though he frowned as she started, he was in a better mood by the ending. He knew his daughter’s skill and such rabble as what we’d dealt with weren’t a big concern of his, apparently.

“I will endeavor to retain my vitality until your business is concluded,” Sariel deadpanned and the swordmaster barked a laugh.

No one tried to sneak into our rooms to kill us that night, though I almost offered to join Sariel in her room to make sure she was thoroughly protected. I didn’t, though, because I didn’t want to imply that she couldn’t take care of herself, and because I didn’t want it to seem like an ulterior motive to spend the night with her. She had to focus on her duel.

The next few days consisted of training, of course, while Brin and Qamara checked the shops. Tyra had her pick of smithies where she could work. It seemed like Feordrick or Rolant had been singing her praises and she was getting quite the reputation. That left Sariel, Tip, and myself, though Thasinia also joined us often.

The attempts at us didn’t stop. Twice in three days, Sariel noticed someone had put something in her water. How they’d snuck around to do that was anyone’s guess. I thought maybe the catgirl assassin had been doing it. Then I remembered she had nothing against Sariel. She was after me, that much was clear.

The second day, we went to the local Brotherhood headquarters to register for the duel. While we were there, Sariel asked to speak to the highest-ranking officer responsible for the dueling circuit. We were led to the Minister of the Duel himself.

Grendis Artherus was a stodgy old elf, something I hadn’t known existed. He had the air of someone overwhelmed with tasks, jaded with complications, and with no patience to suffer interaction with others. From his worn boots to his grey-streaked brown hair, the dark elf was solid. I didn’t know how old he was, but he was fit and moved easily. I wondered if he was a swordmaster himself.

“You have a request, I understand,” he said with a sigh.

“I do,” Sariel responded. “I have, on numerous occasions, been threatened, attacked, and targeted with poisoned food and drink.”

“I am not responsible if people don’t like you.”

“Ahem. Ah, yes. Well, these were in conjunction with my participating in the circuit. I have been warned to quit. Threatened, actually. Repeatedly.”

He heaved another sigh. “None of that sounds like a request.”

“No, of course not. My request is that you inspect the duelists before our duels. I fully expect not only more attempts at poisoning, but also other nefarious acts. Poisoned weapons or other such things that would sway the duels to the cheater’s favor.”

“Do you know where we are, Miss Sariel?”

“I do.”

“Let me tell you anyway. We are in the headquarters of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword. There is a thing called the tenets. Perhaps you’ve heard of them. They are a set of rules of conduct by which all members must abide.”

“I am very familiar with the tenets,” she said curtly. “Much more so than many who have been in the Brotherhood for decades. The very fact that one is striving to tamper with the duels at all is proof of that. Would you stand by and have the entire dueling system called into question because of one who acts contrary to the tenets?”

“It can’t happen. Proper actions will prevail. I’ll not insult our duelists by accusing them of subterfuge in this most sacred of rituals. That you ask simply proves that you should not be included in such lofty contests. Now begone from my office or I will disqualify you completely and solve the problem of your paranoia.”

That was the Brotherhood I’d come to know. Really, I more than half expected it. They hadn’t listened when Sariel had told them there was something fishy about how her master had died, so why would they do anything now?

Our final attempt to have something done came the evening two days before the duels. All the current challenging duelists were invited to the palace for a feast held in their honor. Sariel could take one other person and, though I thought it would be Thasinia, it ended up being me. After paying way too much for a set of formal clothes I would never wear again, I went with her to the party.

The money meant nothing to me, especially because it gave me the chance to see Sariel in a full-on medieval formal dress. It was the perfect amount of revealing and modesty, with parts hugging her exquisite body while others hung loose and swished with her movements. Of grey, shiny fabric, it reminded me of her sleeping clothes. I felt like the awkward kid at the prom who had scored a date with the prom queen.

It was one of those things that was nice to do. Once. The clothes themselves were worth the price of admission, and seeing how the other half lived in the medieval society of Valorae was, in one hyphenated word, eye-opening.

Our goal had been to lie low, nod, kiss some hands, and then leave. Then Sariel shared an idea with me. She’d probably been chewing on it for several days.

I stood at the bottom of the stairs going up to the dais where the king and his wife the queen sat on their thrones. It was later in the evening and it was each duelist’s opportunity to meet the reigning monarch.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Sariel Snowblossom,” the king said. “Rare it is to see a woman in the duels for ascension. I look forward to your match. I was a great admirer of your master and mourn his loss.”

Sariel curtsied. I’d never seen her do it before that night and didn’t think I’d ever get tired of watching it. “Thank you, your majesty. I wonder if I may ask for your help with a small matter.”

“You ask me for a boon?”

I winced. If Tip were here, there would be a one hundred percent chance he’d yell “Boon!” and do his little dance.

“It concerns the safety of all the duelists.”

“What, pray tell, is this dangerous issue?”

“I myself have been targeted with poisoned food and drink several times in the last few days. Also, I have also been warned to quit the circuit or they would kill me outside the ring, as well as have been physically assaulted. I would ask that you command that each duelist is inspected before the duels to ensure no nefarious plans are afoot, such as forbidden weapons or damaging powders or liquids from an alchemist.”

He swung his head to look at his queen, then back to Sariel. “You would have me command that some of the finest swordsmen in the land be searched?”

“Yes.”

“That is beneath me. Such things are a matter for the constable or for the Brotherhood itself.”

“I have asked the Brotherhood. They refused.”

“Then you have your answer. I think perhaps you are nervous and are overreacting. There is a certain tension involved with competing in the circuit. Have a little wine to relax and you will be fine. I will watch for you in the circle.”

It was a clear dismissal. Sariel curtsied again, then strode down the steps where I joined her to leave the audience chamber.

I took her hand and kissed it. “Well, it was a good try.”

She grumbled. The only part I caught was “not good enough.”


Chapter
Fifty



The day of the duel dawned and Sariel found our breakfast poisoned once again. We’d thought whoever was doing it had given up tampering with food at the inn, but this was their last chance, so they probably figured it was all or nothing. After having the food replaced—setting Tillie the cook into another rant—we all went to the dueling arena.

Being the capital city, the arena was larger, more elaborate, and filled with many more people than we’d ever seen in the other duels. Looking around, seeing what had to be thousands, impressed upon me how much this dueling stuff was like sports back in my world. I chuckled at the thought of tailgate parties and fans who painted themselves or in other ways made fools of themselves over watching someone else play a game. I guess the desire to do that was in the DNA of people everywhere. Even if they didn’t look anything like the humans I was used to.

When it was time for the duelists to go to the center of the dueling ring at the call of the official, I caught my first glance of Lysander “Lice” Dessum. Even before Thasinia pointed him out, I knew who he was.

He was a human man in fashionable leather clothing that was reinforced on the shoulders, chest, abdomen, elbows, and thighs. The outfit allowed movement but still provided some protection. The quality was obvious and the ensemble must have cost a fortune, but Lice wasn’t hurting for money. From what I’d been told, he had a hand in all kinds of businesses; few if any were strictly legitimate.

Lice’s dark-blond hair was bound in a tail tied at the back of his head and his narrow, angular face twisted into a sneer as Sariel strode toward the official. Brin nudged me with her elbow and I realized I was growling.

That motherfucker killed Sariel’s master, that innocent family, and has tried at every turn to kill Sariel as well. I wondered if I could get away with rushing to the center of the dueling ring and killing him before he had a chance to cheat in his duel.

“She will do well,” the blue woman said.

“I know. I just…I know. You know he’s going to try something, right?”

“Of course he is,” Tyra said. “There’s no way he’s beating Sariel fairly. He’s going to cheat his ass off. But she’s going to beat him anyway.”

The official told the duelists what he needed to convey and released the combatants to go back to their places. Before they left, Sariel met Lice’s eyes. Her confidence—and her burning anger—was evident. He averted his gaze after a handful of seconds, playing it off like he was naturally moving to get out of the way. The man understood he didn’t stand a chance. I was sure he’d had spies watch every one of her duels, maybe even watched some of our practice sessions. He was definitely going to cheat.

Sariel came back to us, not bothering to look back at her opponent again.

“I am the last duel. There are four ahead of mine. Each has their own swordmaster they will fight. At the end of the day, there may be five new swordmasters or none.”

“No,” I said. “There will be anywhere from five new Swordmasters to one.”

She smiled at me. It surprised me how calm and comfortable she looked. My body vibrated with tension. Was she really that together or was she pushing her nervous feelings down deep and not dealing with them? It wasn’t my place to mess around with her strategy, so I smiled back at her and prepared to suffer through four duels I had no interest in before seeing her take Lice apart.

The first two duels went about as one would expect for a challenger against a recognized swordmaster. Both lasted less than a minute. As Sariel had told me what seemed like so long ago, the contests typically ended without death, though not without bloodshed. During the next two duels, Sariel moved around, warming up and getting ready for her own bout. Duel three lasted for several minutes, the challenger injuring the master, but in the end, the master won by disarming the newcomer and forcing him to submit. We were barely able to blink before the fourth ended. It took seconds. The swordsmen squared off, a blurring flurry of movements ensued, and the master had punched his sword through his opponent’s arm—armor and all—prompting the injured man to submit immediately.

While we waited for the healer to help the loser, Sariel took a few deep breaths, drew her sword, and handed me the scabbard. Her master’s knife, belted to her right hip, glinted in the sunlight. I hadn’t seen her with anything but her sword in duels so far. I thought it was a wise choice to bring it to the ring now.

“Do your job,” I said. “This is your time.”

Brin, Tyra, Qamara, Tip, Thasinia, Rolant, Magnus, and Feordrick were all nearby. Each of them stepped up and patted Sariel’s shoulder. Even Rex pressed his head against her leg until she scratched the feather-fur stuff on top of his head.

Sariel nodded when the judge called for her and Lice to enter the circle. Then she strode across the field like she owned the damn thing. Brin came up on one side of me and took my hand, and Thasinia leaned against me on the other.

Showtime.

Lysander Dessum strutted to the dueling ring holding his sword. He hadn’t had it with him when I saw him before and its appearance shocked me. Seriously, it looked like an elven sword in the Lord of the Rings movies. Single-edged, gently curving blade with a false handguard—little more than a bump separating the hilt and the blade, like a front quillon on a knife—and a hilt sized so that it was possible to use with two hands. I even caught a glimpse of some symbols or runes etched on the blade.

“Thasinia, I never thought about it before, but are magic weapons allowed in the duels?”

The dark-haired warrior nodded. “Yes, as long as the magic isn’t something that gives the weapon an unfair advantage, such as life-stealing blades or ones that generate flashes of light or other such things.”

“Life-stealing blades?”

“They’re rare, and they are mostly controlled. Someone would have to be an imbecile to try to use one in a formal duel with so many witnesses.” I raised an eyebrow and she chuckled. “A bigger imbecile even than Lysander Dessum.”

I hummed my acknowledgment and shifted all my focus back on the two combatants. The judge had directed them to their edges of the dueling ring and prepared to set them loose.

Here we go.

The judge shouted the command to begin and the two adopted the smooth gliding gait that some people called a crab walk, shifting their hips as they approached. Lice held his sword out in front of him with his empty hand back behind him. It was the first time I’d seen the classical fencing position popular in swashbuckler movies where the hero and villain settled their differences with a sword fight. Sariel adopted the Woman’s Guard stance, with her arms raised next to her head with the sword angled down behind her, almost like a batter winding up for a home run hit.

Lice attacked first, though Sariel’s sword had better reach. He whipped the blade back and forth, lunging in and trying to strike the elf woman high. Sariel barely flinched. In fact, she didn’t move her sword, only sidestepped to let the attempted strikes pass by her harmlessly.

“Is he trying to hustle her?” I asked. “If that’s all he can do, the guy can’t fight worth a shit. There’s no way he beat Master Galen.”

He flailed around a few more times, and Sariel evaded all but one of his attacks. That one, she batted away with her blade almost disdainfully, and then turned the defense into an attack that whipped around and whizzed toward Lice’s head. He got his sword up in time to deflect it and slide out of range, but I still couldn’t believe all these other sword experts could think that he could beat a swordmaster.

Sariel spoke with such reverence about Master Galen and even if she hadn’t said a word, I knew the man was an expert from his reputation. That he could beat Sariel—without trying hard, according to her—told me all I needed to know. If this was all Lice could do, Galen would have finished him easily had he not been poisoned. Surely those who witnessed it should have seen that.

Sariel charged in, using a familiar angled downward attack from Lice’s left side. Her sword slipped off his parry and slid along the man’s blade seeking his hand, but he moved his weapon just enough that hers skipped off the bump of a quillon and missed the target. He torqued his shoulder and slashed down at her.

The elf parried that slash and returned it. For seven moves, they traded blows, redirecting and lashing out, their swords clanging off each other. It had been a ruse. Mostly. He had more skill than he’d shown, probably trying to get Sariel to become overconfident, but now he was fighting like he’d used a sword before.

Still, Sariel wasn’t using nearly the skill and speed she was capable of. Whether she was testing him or she was wary of tricks, I wasn’t sure. She could take her time, though. There was no need to rush.

The two sped up, and Sariel used more of her angles, coming at Lice from multiple directions, turning in circles around him. Frustration was evident on his face as she maneuvered him, seemingly at will. We had practiced some of the techniques from the Magic Circle after her last duel and it was working well to keep Lice off-balance.

The supposed swordmaster rushed Sariel and nearly got his throat slashed. He slammed his sword into hers at the last second with such ferocity, it made her eyes go larger. As she brought her sword back around, Lice tried a sneaky upward slash inside her guard. But Sariel was too wily to fall for it. She twisted, spun, and tapped his sword with hers. The ringing, sliding sound was louder than normal contact and the humming continued in the air for several seconds. Seconds which Sariel used to slam her pommel into Lice’s belly, interrupting his flow. She stepped out from him, slashing as she went, and I thought the duel would end there.

The lucky bastard almost fell into a better position and was able to nudge the longsword aside just enough to receive only a wicked slash in his expensive leather armor. He grunted, and as he whipped his sword out in front of him again to put up a shoddy defense, the leather darkened where he’d been cut.

First blood.

Lice sneered at Sariel, his arrogant attitude fading. I could almost see the wheels turning in his head. If he’d thought he was a match for her, right about now he was realizing he was sorely mistaken.

Whatever treachery he planned, it was going to be soon. Another exchange like that and he was going down. Sariel wouldn’t miss again.

The two circled, Lice throwing out some testing strikes. Sariel, for her part, wasn’t messing around anymore. Anything that came within the range of her sword, she swatted away. Any time, I expected her to turn one of those parries into an all-out attack. The elf usually preferred controlled, precise, single or double attacks, but she’d used powerful combinations on me before. They were damn tough to survive. As I was sure Lice would soon find out.

Sariel lunged, feinting to draw out Lice’s defense. At the last moment, she pivoted to the side and lashed out with a low horizontal strike, which Lice blocked. Sariel’s sword swept back around on the other side and the man moved in to crowd her blade. As he did, I saw his hand go to his waist, like he was going to hold his belly. I realized too late what he was doing.

The hand came back with a short, double-edged knife. While he pressed Sariel’s sword with his, he thrusted the knife toward her abdomen. With the size of the weapon, there was no way he was going to give her a lethal blow to her belly. But another possibility screamed in my mind.

Poison!

“No!” I reached my arm out, almost knocking Thasinia down in the process. Were there poisons in this world that killed more quickly than a healer could get to Sariel? I would bet on it.

My eyes bulged as I watched helplessly. Sariel rotated, turning her body ninety degrees. I couldn’t tell if it was enough to evade the knife, but I didn’t think so. Then I noticed that she only had one hand on her sword hilt. The other whipped out and though my vision was mostly blocked, I saw a fast, powerful, circular motion with her left hand.

Then an object dropped to the ground and Lice screamed.

“My hand! You took my hand!”

Sariel pivoted her left foot back and planted a front kick into Lice’s chest. The man staggered backward and, as he tried to regain his balance, Sariel threw her bloody knife with her left hand. The blade punched through the soft leather armor at his abdomen nearly hilt deep. But she didn’t let up there. She charged in, slamming his sword toward the ground. He still hadn’t regained his balance and now had a knife in his stomach. Sariel transformed the motion of her blade into an upward cut across her body to slice into Lice’s sword arm. The blade described a tight arc and came back down, opening up the forearm on the same arm, ravaging the armor, his skin, and apparently some nerves. Lice’s blade dropped to the ground.

Sariel spun to create more momentum and as her sword whooshed toward the man, I thought for sure she was going to take his head. Instead, she redirected her blade and cut him so closely to his scalp, she shaved a bald spot there.

Then she brought the sword back around and stopped it as it touched his throat.

“Shall I finish, Lysander Dessum?” she spat.

Lice cradled the stump of his left arm. “I submit. I submit.”

Sariel turned to leave, but stopped before taking a step. “You have something of mine.” She reached out and snatched her knife from his belly, causing the blood flowing down him to increase. With two quick swipes, she cleaned it on his pant leg and slid it back into its sheath. “I’ll be keeping your knife, as well. There’s something very special I need to do with that.”

Three healers rushed to treat Lice before he bled to death, but Sariel ignored them. She stood above the man’s disembodied hand, lying on the ground where it had fallen. She called the judge over. Once the man arrived, she spoke to him softly. Finally, the judge himself pried the fingers of the hand open and carefully took Lice’s blade.

I smiled, my friends all around me hugging and clapping at the victory. I barely noticed, my eyes locked onto Sariel.

“Gar,” Tip said. “She won. Gar, she won!”

“Not yet,” I said. “Not quite yet. Wait for it.”


Chapter
Fifty-One



The others calmed down a little, everyone’s attention on Sariel. Normally, she would have already been back with us, accepting our congratulations. Instead, she was discussing something with the judge. I was pretty sure I knew what it was.

“What’s she doing?” Tyra asked.

“Hold on. If it’s what I think, they’re going to call a healer or another specialist over.”

Sure enough, one of the healers, a man who looked like he was in charge by the way he was directing the other two, joined Sariel and the judge. They spoke for a minute, Sariel gesturing and the judge carefully handing Lice’s knife to the healer. Lice himself went apeshit, even though he was still weak. He thrashed in the arms of the healers, doing his best to get up to talk to Sariel and the two officials.

The judge barked a command and two guards wrestled Lice to the ground and held him there. Then he, the healer, and Sariel proceeded to the royal box and spoke with one of the king’s officials. If I remembered correctly, he was the Prime Minister or something like that.

The crowd grew louder, yelling questions and shouting commands. The Prime Minister went to speak with the king as Sariel finally walked back toward us. Lice was still on the ground, no longer bleeding, but his face pale like he was on the verge of death.

“Is this what I think it is?” I asked the white-haired warrior. She only smiled at me. I pulled her into a hug and whispered in her ear. “You are absolutely fantastic. Do you know that?” I kissed her pointed ear and released her. There were a lot of other people around us who wanted to talk to her.

It took nearly fifteen minutes, but finally, the king stood in his box. He had only to raise his hands and the crowd went immediately silent. Eerily silent, like he’d cast a spell or something.

“I have been informed of something that saddens my heart,” the king said. “It seems we have been incorrect about particular circumstances brought to my attention a few nights past, and it is up to us now to correct that wrong. We have here the blade that Lysander Dessum used in his duel with Sariel Snowblossom. We all witnessed how he was disarmed of it and how it fell to the ground within the dueling ring and remained untouched until the officials of the duel tested it.

“Our chief healer has confirmed that the blade was coated with a most powerful poison, one that would have incapacitated and killed anyone cut by the blade. Lysander Dessum, you are accused of willfully using a forbidden poison, doing so in a sanctioned duel, and attempting the murder of a bladebrother of the Brotherhood. Have you anything to say about this matter?”

“It’s that whore. She planned this, dropped that knife as she cheated to defeat me. Women can’t be trusted. We all know that. She⁠—”

The king waved his hand and one of the guards put a leather thong in Lice’s mouth.

“It is apparent that the rumors of the manner in which you attained the title of swordmaster are true. Using treachery to murder another of the Brotherhood is a most heinous crime. For that and for your betrayal this day, I sentence you to death. To be carried out immediately.”

That’s when I noticed a legit hooded dude with a massive axe stepping into the arena. Behind him, two men carried a large block of wood with a rounded notch in it.

Lice screamed through his gag, but no one paid attention. All were silent, thousands of eyes on the men as they set the block up. Lice was put on his knees in front of it. Two of the men pushed Lice’s neck into the notch, his head hanging over the front. The king waved his hand once again and the axe came down. The head of Lysander Dessum dropped to the ground and the crowd went wild.

Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to think about that. I mean, yeah, he needed to be executed, but doing it in front of everyone, including some kids I’d seen in the audience, and the reaction? I wanted to get the hell out of the Aesturith Kingdom, thank you very much.

The king raised his hand and the throng went quiet again.

“I welcome to the ranks of the swordmasters of the Brotherhood, Sariel Snowblossom. Well done, Swordmaster.”

The crowd cheered even louder than they had for the execution, which was good, but still kind of creepy.

My friends crushed in on Sariel and I watched with a huge smile on my face. She’d done it. Without losing herself and having to kill the man in a way that might give him some honor, she had put an end to Lysander Dessum and all his plots and evil deeds. Her quest was finished and maybe, just maybe, her master could rest easier now that he’d been avenged.
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Rolant de Mugere organized dinner that night for us in his family home. While the manor house wasn’t anything close to as big as the tower where he lived and had let us stay in near the city of Prudence, it was plenty big enough to have a dining room we would all easily fit into. He invited not only my friends and traveling companions, but also the Elessums and Magnus Forinsa, plus Vionetta.

Sariel was the guest of honor and we spent a lot of time when we first arrived discussing her duel and our travels to get to where she was. She also made sure to check all the food before we ate, just in case.

“So, you see,” she said, “Lysander poisoned my master, much as he tried to do with me. Master Galen could not bring himself to postpone the match for what he thought to be a simple stomach sickness. He completely underestimated the poison’s effect upon him. Thus was he very weak, hardly able to stand, when he met Lysander in the ring. You all know the result.”

“I had heard there were strange things involved with the duel,” Feordrick said. “I had assumed that he had a normal illness and stubbornly pushed on to duel, and he had miscalculated. Galen was nothing if not persistent.”

Rolant stroked the scabbard of the sword Tyra made him. “It troubles me that your local Brotherhood chapter would not listen to your complaints. Not even seriously enough to ask questions of the headquarters up here in the capital city.”

“We’ve found that Lice had some powerful connections,” I pointed out. “He seems to have a lot of money, which doesn’t hurt, but I understand his buddy Eluthien helped him out, too.”

Magnus leaned toward me. “Eluthien? Eluthien the Blade?”

“Yeah. That’s what he calls himself. He sent people after us, too. I still don’t know which ones were Lice’s or which were Eluthien’s but he definitely had his hand in it.”

“Those are lofty circles you are involved in,” Rolant said.

“Huh?”

“Eluthien has refused to join the Brotherhood for years. He is accounted a superb swordsman, a master if he were to be classified within the Brotherhood. He is often reported as saying he will not ‘be associated with that children’s club.’”

“That’s because Aeyr doesn’t play nice with anyone. From what we’ve seen, he demands total and exclusive loyalty.”

Feordrick’s head snapped in my direction. “Aeyr? Are you saying that the Ever-Hungering One still lives?”

“Uh.” I looked over to Brin and Qamara. The prophetess didn’t react, but Brin gave me a little shrug. “I guess there’s some stuff I need to tell you all. You know some of it, but maybe not how it all ties in together.

I explained my entry into this world, how I fought off that first umbrenix, and encountering Qamara.

“My best friend was also taken, so I went looking for him to make sure he was all right. Along the way I met Brin, then Tip, and eventually we found a servant of Aeyr named Arinthalas the Collector. We killed him, and I found evidence in his house that my friend, Lucas, had been killed.

“From that point on, I decided I was going to bring justice to Aeyr, just like Sariel has now with Lice. We found another of his minions in Forgehaven, who also happened to be Tyra’s uncle. We killed him too, after he had murdered Tyra’s father, and eliminated some more umbrenix. When I heard there were umbrenix sightings here in the Aesturith Kingdom, we went looking for where they were centered.”

I gave a quick and dirty account of finding Eluthien, attacking him, and fleeing when couldn’t beat him. I also explained how I went looking for Master Galen and ended up meeting Sariel.

“Sariel was kind enough to agree to teaching me advanced sword techniques so I can defeat Eluthien, and I agreed to help her with the circuit and becoming a swordmaster herself by defeating Lice. Now that she’s accomplished that, we’re going to finish Eluthien. We’re hoping that before we kill him, he’ll give us some information that will help us find the next minion of Aeyr, and then the next one, and then the next one.

“I plan to keep on hunting down anyone and anything related to Aeyr and annihilating them. Eventually, I’ll find him and no matter what it takes, I’ll destroy him, too. Not just for Lucas, my friend, but for everyone else Aeyr has killed or otherwise harmed.

“So that’s how I know about Eluthien. I’ll be seeing him again real soon.”

“I didn’t know Aeyr was back,” Feordrick said. “I would come with you to confront Eluthien. If you would allow me.”

“Me, too,” his daughter said.

“I, as well,” Rolant added. “I will test out the fine sword Tyra has crafted for me.”

Magnus slammed his fist on the table, making everything on it jump. “I’m in for a fight. If the Devourer is gathering followers again, I’m up for taking some of them away with my sword.”

My mouth dropped open as I looked around at the warriors. I hadn’t been looking to recruit, only explain what was going on to my friends. “Thank you. I would be honored to join forces with you. However, harming the umbrenix is not an easy thing. It takes magic. Tip has an enchanted sword and Brin can cast magic spells…”

“And Gar can harm them with anything, including his bare hands,” Brin added. “His lack of magic is probably the key to that.”

I glossed over that part. “What I’m saying is that if we run into a lot of umbrenix, it might get dangerous unless you have enchanted weapons or can cast spells.”

“Will there be other pawns?” Thasinia asked. “Humans or elves or beastkin?”

“There were when we fought before, but I don’t know how many will be there this time.”

“Then we will work out the best way to move forward. I, for one, will not shirk my responsibility in this. If Aeyr is stirring, we are all in peril.”

I smiled at the dark-haired swordswoman. “Well, then, you’re all welcome to come with us.”

Qamara raised a hand. “Garfield, this might be the appropriate time for me to inform you that I will be leaving in the morning, but not with all of you. I have things I must attend to. Besides, I would be little value in combat, so I will be one less person you will have to worry about.”

I frowned. After the good news of having more allies go with me, it was a punch in the gut. I could tell by the set of her jaw that she couldn’t—or at least wouldn’t—tell me more.

“If you have to,” I said. I almost asked her to wait until we finished with Eluthien so we could all go with her, but I’d promised myself, and her, that I wouldn’t press her on the issue of her leaving us. “All I can ask is that you come back to us quickly and to remain safe.”

“I will, as ever, endeavor to do so.”


Chapter
Fifty-Two



We went back to our inn after making plans to meet in the morning. My friends and I were tired, sapped of energy from a day of high emotions and no small amount of relief that we had accomplished the goal we’d set all those weeks ago in Equity.

As we walked along, I found the others drifting a short distance away from me and Sariel. I didn’t know if it had been planned, but the white-haired Swordmaster and I would soon be alone as we could be with the others stretched out like they were making a protective bubble.

“I would speak with you, Gar,” she said. I wasn’t sure if that was the equivalent of “We have to talk” on my world, but it immediately sent my body into a heightened sense of awareness.

Shit. Is she going to tell me she’s going to head directly back home and not go after Eluthien with the rest of us? I tried to recall if she’d said she was going with us when the other members of the Brotherhood volunteered.

I gestured around, at the gap between the two of us and the rest of our friends. “Well, I guess this is a perfect opportunity.”

“Quite. I wanted to tell you how much I appreciate everything you have done for me. Not just you. All of my new friends. But especially you. You have put your own quest on hold to help me to complete mine. You trained with me, selflessly giving of your time and energy and not demanding anything for yourself.” I raised a hand to tell her differently, but she bulled on. “No, do not cite our agreement. You must admit that you gave much more of yourself than I gave to you.

“We trained and I did show you sword techniques as promised, but the bulk of our time was spent with you teaching me so many things, I find myself embarrassed. I, now a swordmaster, often felt like a child when we trained. The things you know, that you can do, they humble me. More so even than when my master showed me the great range of his knowledge and skill. I can only hope that the pittance I offered you helps in some way.”

“It does, and it will. Absolutely. I didn’t ask to become a swordmaster. I wanted practical applications to defeat one. You say you didn’t teach me much, but you forget that every time I sparred with you, every time I showed you something you hadn’t seen before, I was learning from you. I wanted to learn how to fight a swordmaster and that’s exactly what you gave me. Every moment I trained with you, I was training with a swordmaster. That duel today, it only formalized it. You were superior to Lice from the moment I met you.”

She chuckled. “Still you persist in calling him that name.”

“It’s the one I use in polite company. What I call him in my mind would be inappropriate to say in public.” I grinned at her.

“You are an amazingly strange man, Gar. Regardless of what you say, I would have you know that I am forever in your debt. Not only the effort and the time you put in, but the way you helped me through my own difficulties, the battles within my mind, and in my heart. I find you heroic and exceptional in every way.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Well, thank you. I think you’re fantastic, too.”

“I would also like to tell you that I am honored to accompany you to battle Eluthien. Such things were missing in my life before. What good is a swordmaster without evil against which to test her skills? If you would allow it, I would go with you after you have defeated him. As you say, there are more minions of Aeyr and it would be a privilege to be by your side to fight that which is trying to damage our world.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief. “I would love that. Not only because of your sword skills but because, to be honest, I was dreading not seeing you every day. I’ve kind of gotten used to being around you and I don’t want that to stop.”

“Nor do I.” She looked away from me. “Ah. The inn. Would you continue our conversation in my room? The emotions of the day have me wide awake yet.”

Hell yes! is what I said in my mind, but I didn’t verbalize it that way. “I’d like that.”

Brin, Qamara, Tyra, Tip, and Rex went in before us and I gestured for Sariel to enter ahead of me. We walked toward her room, each of my other friends saying goodnight and entering their own. The anticipation pressed on me, started my heart pumping faster and faster. When Sariel opened the door to her room and walked in, glancing back at me, I had the urge to dart in and slam the door so what I expected to happen would begin.

After closing the door behind myself, I watched the stunning elf as she unbuckled her sword belt and wrapped it around her scabbard, propping the weapon against the wall. She turned back to me with a smile and reached out so I could take her hand.

“Sit with me?”

I nodded dumbly and let her lead me to one of the two chairs at the small table. I sat down and she lowered herself into the other one, scooting it closer so our knees touched.

“I have never felt about anyone as I do about you,” she confessed. “The closeness. My desire to be near you all the time. Thinking about you when we are apart. It is new to me.”

“It’s the same with me,” I said. “It’s why I was so afraid that you were going to go back home and that I wouldn’t see you again for a long time.”

“We have resolved that. I will be with you for some time. Perhaps you will grow weary of me.”

I laughed. “That’s not going to happen.”

She smiled. “I’m glad.” She took a lock of her silky, white hair and twirled it in a finger. I’d never seen her do that before. “Would it be too bold to ask if I could kiss you? I have thought about our kisses and desire to feel your lips.”

“Not too bold. You never have to worry about asking me for kisses…or anything else. I’ve been hoping for a chance to practice with you some more.”

Her smile turned mischievous and she leaned toward me.

Her lips met mine and I hummed at the contact. They felt as good—no, better—than they had before. Was it in my mind? After several seconds, I resolved that it wasn’t. She kissed more naturally, less rigidly. Not quite as tentative. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was more comfortable now or if she’d been practicing. I’d ask later. For now, I wanted only to enjoy the fruits of whatever had changed.

My faint moans were answered by her own. I loved the way she sounded, the wordless vibrations thrumming through my entire body.

I tipped so far out of my chair I almost fell, but it allowed me to put my arms around Sariel’s heavenly body. She’d changed into a dress I hadn’t seen before for the dinner, and not only did the sight of it get my engine revving, but the feel of it magnified the sensation. I’d only ever hugged her before when she’d had her armor strapped to her body and I was loving the new experience. The soft grey cloth, combined with her white hair and an appreciable amount of her fair skin, made her crystal blue eyes pop every time she looked at me. Even mid-kiss, I saw them behind my closed eyes, which ratcheted up the sexual tension even more.

We stood, too precarious to continue our activities balanced in our chairs. My hand slid along her back, above where the backless dress ended at her lower back. The silky-smooth skin covering her taut muscles were a playground for my fingers and I trailed them along lightly from just above her fantastic ass all the way up to her neck, along the crevice of her etched muscles.

“Mmmm,” she hummed. “That feels good, Gar.”

“You feel good. Your body is amazing.”

She chuckled, but hitched in the middle as I kissed up her neck. “You have seen my body before. We train every day.”

“I haven’t seen it like this, or felt it like this. I could spend all night studying it.”

She didn’t answer, too busy dropping her head back as I nibbled the pale flesh at her neck. I kissed across her collarbone to her shoulder and dragged my teeth along her skin there. One of my hands dipped lower to cup her ass as my mouth explored her upper body.

“Oooh.” The response was for my hand, but she didn’t say anything else, so I kept sliding it along her tight cheeks and trailing a finger in between them.

The contact was having an effect on me too, my shaft slowly growing and increasing the lump in my pants. I guess I mindlessly ground myself against her because her eyes snapped open, finding mine.

“Urrrrrrrr.”

The sound she made was a heavy moan, almost a groan, and it sent electricity straight to my rapidly stiffening cock. When she exerted a little pressure and ground on me in return, I felt a whimper simmering in my throat, wanting to come out. She felt soooo good.

We kissed again, slowly moving our bodies side to side with the most delicious contact. Both our moans and hums and growls grew louder, more insistent, though the pace of our grinding stayed slow and regular and perfect.

Her honeysuckle scent filled my nostrils, so strong that I could taste it on her skin. Either that, or she actually tasted sweet. That wouldn’t have surprised me.

I left one hand on her ass, using it as leverage to pull her against me as we thrust our bodies together, but the other moved slowly to her hips, then her waist, then to slide up her abdomen. Finally, after a rapturous eternity of sliding my body against Sariel’s, it reached her chest.

I cupped one of her pert globes and squeezed ever-so-slightly.

“Aaaaaaaaah.”

I kissed her harder, sliding my tongue along hers as I sank my fingers into the crack between her cheeks, wedging the cloth of her dress there. My hips thrusted a little more insistently against the front of her spectacular body, and my other hand caressed the bump that had come out to greet me through the satiny fabric of her dress.

I began to get light-headed with all the relentless pleasurable assaults on my body, as well as Sariel’s sweet aroma I breathed in. I leaned over and guided us to fall to the bed, where we lay side by side, continuing our grinding and my other ministrations.

“Mmmnnnnn. Uhhhhn. Huhn.”

I broke from her lips and kissed my way down Sariel’s neck, down to her upper chest, and toward the heated skin between her breasts. I’d pinched her nipple softly between my finger and thumb, still from the outside of her dress, but planned on baring her so I could kiss and suck her tits.

Just as I brought my tongue to the edge of the cloth covering them, though, Sariel jerked. Like she’d just woken from a dream. Or a nightmare.

“I…” she said. Her body’s motions against mine stopped and she leaned away from me. “Gar, I…”

I dragged my face away from her soft skin and pulled my hand away from her breast.

“What is it, Sariel? Too much?”

Her face burned red and her eyes grew liquid. “I’m sorry. I don’t know…I just…”

I kissed her on the lips, a quick peck, and I brushed my fingers through her hair. “It’s fine. I might have gotten carried away. I’m sorry.”

“No. No, it’s not that. This all feels very good and I don’t regret experiencing it. It is somewhat overwhelming, though. My body, I feel…”

I smiled at her to let her know it was all right. “I get it. We can back up. Just kisses for now, until you’re ready to try something else.”

“Are you disappointed in me?”

I shook my head. “Never. Am I disappointed I couldn’t do more to make you feel even more pleasure? Sure. But that’s fine. A little at a time is good. We can enjoy every little advancement. When you want more, if you want more, we can move on. Until then, I’m grateful to be able to kiss you and hold you. It’s enough for now. Your hesitance is like a precious bubble. Beautiful and valuable. Anyone who is not willing to study it, enjoy its beauty, and work to preserve it doesn’t deserve the reward inside. However you want to proceed, Sariel, is fine with me. When you’re ready, we can share what your bubble has protected.”

She relaxed into the bed. “Thank you. I want more. I want everything, but if we can go slowly, I would not feel so overwhelmed.

“Whatever you want. Even lying here looking into your beautiful eyes is enough for me.”

She snuggled into me and I finally moved my hand from her ass up around her waist to hold her. “I was thinking. Perhaps you still need release. I believe that is how these things work?”

My heart thumped faster. “It does tend to work that way.”

“Please do not think me crass, but it is Qamara’s last night with us. She leaves in the morning. I have talked with her some, but more so, I have watched her. She is in turmoil that she must leave and tend to whatever mysterious tasks she has, though she wants to stay with us. With you. Could you go to her, soothe her? Pleasure her? It would grant you your release and it would help her. I am sure of it.”

I leaned back a little so I could focus on her face. “You want me to go to Qamara and…finish what you and I started?”

“Is that too inappropriate for me to say? I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just surprising. You don’t mind that we—” I gestured at the two of us “—pleasure each other? I thought you and I were getting closer.”

“We are, and I have no doubt that if we go slow, we will feel the full measure of pleasure we can provide each other, but Qamara is my friend and you are, umm, heated up. It seems like a logical solution.”

“Okay,” I said. “Just to be clear, you’re saying I should go and be with Qamara and that you and I are still getting closer and our time will come when we can be together physically, fully, as soon as you’re comfortable?”

“Yes.”

“You’re amazing, you know that?”

“Does that mean you will do what I suggest?”

“That’s what it means. I can’t wait until we can do more so I can show you how much you mean to me. So, mainly just kisses between me and you for the time being?”

“Perhaps we would not go too far amiss with a little extra contact. In moderation. I did enjoy what you were doing.” She sighed and her breath shook in the middle of it. “Goddess, I did enjoy it.”

“You are one of the sexiest women I’ve ever met, Sariel Snowblossom. I can’t wait.”

“But you must. Go. Go to Qamara and show her how much you—we—cherish her, and tell her she must come back soon and be with us.”

I pulled Sariel into a long kiss, holding the fantastic body I’d explore more when she was ready. Even after we broke the kiss, I didn’t want to let her go. She pushed me away, breaking the embrace.

“Go to her before the night is done. Kiss her for me, and tell her I would do it myself were I not so timid.”

I wanted to laugh at the word, but I guess timid could apply to her when it came to sexual things.

“I’ll do that. One more kiss from you and I will.”

Our final kiss was longer, more passionate, and we both strayed toward sliding our bodies together. Just a little bit. I sighed, took one last look at her, and forced myself through the door.

“We will finish this. When it’s time.”

She gave me a sultry look that I hadn’t known was in her repertoire. “We will. In due time.”


Chapter
Fifty-Three



It was a strange thing, essentially being kicked out of one woman’s bed and all but commanded to go to another’s. I was still reeling as I walked down the hall to Qamara’s room. I was so preoccupied with what had just happened with Sariel, I didn’t think about anything else until I knocked on Qamara’s door.

Then it hit me. What if someone else was already in there with her? She and Brin had delighted in each other as much as in me when the three of us had been together. I suspected that the two women had slept together—and done more than sleep—since. They’d shared rooms several times and if their hunger for each other was as it was that night, they had played around. What if Brin was in there now? Or Tyra? The goblin had told me she thought Qamara was hot. Oh, shit. What if all three were in there?

The lump in my pants started to come back with a vengeance. A threesome, or a foursome?

The door swung open and Qamara looked me over. “Good evening, Gar. I thought you were spending time with Sariel.”

“I was, but…uh, can I come in?”

“Of course.” She stepped aside and I entered the empty room. Empty. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed.

“Sariel is concerned about you,” I said by way of explanation. “She says that she watches you and that you’re tense because you have to leave and that you could use someone to talk to. Someone to soothe you.”

The edge of her mouth quirked up. “And that someone is you?”

“Oh. She wanted me to give you a message and to deliver something to you. May I?”

“Yes.”

“She said that she cares about you and for you to be safe on your journey and to come back to us soon so we can be together.”

“Truly? That is very sweet of her. You said you needed to deliver something?”

“Uh, yeah.” I stepped toward her so our faces were only a couple of inches away. Her red wine scent faintly wafted toward my face on her breath. Her eyes scanned me, flicking from my left eye to my right. I closed the distance and kissed her pillowy lips, slowly at first, but then more urgently.

It had been a little while since I’d kissed the prophetess and I suddenly wondered why.

After a long, hot kiss that had me wanting to pick up where I’d left off with Sariel, I backed up.

“She wanted me to give that to you.”

“Did she simply ask or did she deliver it to you and ask you to pass it along to me?” Humor danced in her eyes, so I was pretty sure it wasn’t a trap.

“We practiced it a few times after she gave it to me so I would deliver it with the intent she’d entrusted to me.”

Qamara ran her tongue over her lip, tasting what I’d told her. “I think I will have to have a long talk with her about asking others to do what she should do herself. Do you think I am correct in this?”

I nodded, not able to come up with any words.

“You should probably accompany me when I do so. I would hate to do a poor job of it.”

“I…I…yeah. That sounds like a good thing to do.”

“Very well. Now that we have taken care of that business, would you perhaps like to soothe me, as Sariel suggested?”

“Qamara, I would like nothing better. If I can’t convince you to stay, showing you how much I want you to return to me is my second choice. Can I just look at you for a moment?”

“You may gaze at me any time you want, Gar. I love the feel of your eyes upon me. Almost as much as your body upon mine.”

She stood before me, her chin raised proudly, her cheeks slightly flushed. She began to bite her lip nervously, but stopped, forcing herself to be still.

“Damn, you’re beautiful,” I told her. “And so, so sexy.”

The way that filmy dress barely covered her, revealing her sensuous shoulders and more than half her breasts. The way it left her arms bare and swirled around the magnificent body that no amount of cloth could make look anything but fantastic. I reveled in the sheerness of the dress, recognizing the silhouette of her form without actually seeing anything. Her dark hair, so long and full of body, gleamed even in the lamplight, and her softly rounded face sat perfectly erect upon her swanlike neck. Her skin begged to be kissed, or petted, or nibbled. I licked my lips.

I moved closer, almost touching her. Her pale tan eyes followed mine as I did so and she let out a sound, nearly a whimper. I could look at this woman forever, but staring at her wouldn’t show how much she meant to me, how much I desired her. That would take other kinds of action.

My lips touched the base of her neck and she shuddered.

“Uhuhuhuh.” Her exhalation was a stuttering gasp, in reverse, and it was enough to inject my body with adrenaline.

I caressed her arms as I kissed up her neck, so lightly that I barely made contact. Qamara stood straight, but leaned her head back, offering her neck to me like I was a vampire lover come to drink of her blood. Her beauty was like gothic art, classical exquisiteness and splendor. I could see her as a bride of Dracula, resplendent and elegant and ravishing in immortality.

She allowed me to lick her up the length of her long neck and under her jaw, to her chin. I nibbled at the tip of it and reached her mouth, taking her bottom lip between my teeth.

“Ooooh.”

I put my arms around her and pulled her hard against me, smashing my lips into hers and accepting her tongue into my mouth. We kissed like waves crashing together in an ocean storm, energy and passion and desire. I lost myself in the feel of her body against mine until she sucked my tongue into her mouth, applied pressure to it with her teeth, and pulled away, gasping.

“That one was from me,” I told her. “In case you got confused.”

She smiled, put her deceptively strong arms around me, and pulled me into her, kissing me again.

One of her hands took mine, the fingers interlacing as we continued to kiss. It was almost like we were dancing, until she grabbed my other hand and guided it to her chest, holding it in front of her heart as if to make a promise to me. She dragged it across her naked flesh, down to the top of her breasts, and thrust her shoulders back.

I got the idea. Her hand dropped down to reach up under my shirt as I pushed her soft dress aside to feel her nipple, already growing hard.

“Yesssss, Garfield. Show me you want me to stay with you. You do, don’t you?”

“I do.” I tweaked her nipple and she gasped. “I want you to say with me, Qamara. So badly.”

Her hand stroked my abs and traveled up to tease my nipple. Her body swayed, gyrating to scrape the rest of her dress down off her tits. I squeezed a breast and kissed down to the other one, but she interrupted me, pulling her hand from mine so she could use both to yank my shirt off. Then she drew me close and smeared her firm globes against my chest, nipple to nipple. The sensation was new to me. Fantastic, but new. I hadn’t ever felt my nerve endings fire off from there so powerfully. When she took one in her mouth, it was my turn to gasp.

She attacked me like a starving woman, licking and sucking while moving my hand again. This time lower, up under her dress. My eyes slitted, I continued by feel, and soon encountered a warm, wet patch of skin with trimmed soft hair on it.

“Unggghhhh,” she moaned into my chest as I stroked her slippery skin. She thrust her hips to increase the pressure.

I was already at full mast, my shaft straining against my pants. Qamara hadn’t been this aggressive before, but I wasn’t complaining. Not at all. I moved my other hand under her dress and around to finger her tight little asshole and start her body swaying back and forth with an urgent rhythm.

One finger pressed on her hole while the other slipped barely inside her moist lips. I knew how much she enjoyed penetration.

“Uhhhn. Uh-uh-uh.”

My pants almost magically unclasped and unzipped and they, along with my underwear, dropped to the ground as a soft, petite hand wrapped around my shaft. Qamara bit down softly on my nipple, then abandoned it to kiss me while her body moved like a hula dancer, somehow intensifying the pressure from both sides.

The taste of her only added to the feel of her hand stroking my cock, her body sliding against mine, and the sound of her breathing heavily through her nose as her dress rustled softly. Then her scent from below wafted up to mingle with her taste, the same yet stronger, and I found myself caressing her tongue with my lips, wanting to bite down, to eat her.

Deciding it wasn’t a bad idea, I pulled away and stripped the dress off her, revealing her perfect, creamy-skinned body with not a stitch of clothing to cover any of it. I spent a fat second taking in the sight before I picked her up and threw her onto the bed. I dove onto it, pushing her legs wide and planting my mouth on the source of the aroma. Dry red wine with a tiny tang, almost like salty vinegar. I licked from the bottom of her lips all the way up, stopping in the middle to suck her outer lips into my mouth and roll them around.

“Yes. Yes, Garfield. Ah. Cresanto pedale emi. Cresanto.”

I loved it when she chanted alari like that. I reached up to grab a breast and squeeze as I plunged my tongue into her, flicking it to tickle as far inside her canal as I could reach. She bucked and muttered more alari, but I couldn’t hear it well because she was biting down on her hand as she did it.

“Oh! Ooooooooh. Uh-uh-uh-uh. Aaaaahhhhh!” She suddenly stopped making noise, even stopped breathing, as her body froze in place except for a small thrusting motion.

Her nectar flooded over my tongue and I lapped it up. That had been pretty fast, but the way her body felt and tasted, I had no problem with that. Once I had licked up most of her fluids, I kissed up across her mound and up to her breasts, opening my mouth wide and sucking in half of one.

“Mmmmmmmm.”

Once I made it to her lips, we kissed again, but the prophetess had something more in mind.

“Will you sit on the chair?”

I sucked her lip into my mouth and pulled it back until it made a snapping noise at my release. “Anything you want.”

The chair was perfect for what she had in mind, a simple armless variety. I sat and watched her spectacular body as it slinked toward me. The skin of her breast was reddened where I sucked it, as were her lower lips, like her cheeks. The rest of her pale skin glistened with perspiration in the light. The sight of her made my dick twitch, anticipating what would happen next.

When she got to me, she turned in a circle so I could see her tight ass and slender waist curving into her lower back. I reached out and pressed a finger in between her cheeks and she sigh-moaned. She got all the way back around and stepped up to straddle my legs as I sat in the chair. One hand took mine and guided it to cup her ass, then to place a finger where I had just had it. Her sexy smile turned into a partially open mouth as her eyes rolled, half-lidded.

Then she grabbed my shaft and dragged it across her gorgeous pussy lips before pressing it between them. Her slitted eyes met mine and she rotated her hips to increase the pressure on her slit and her hole. With a long, satisfied moan, she lowered herself so the head of my dick parted her lips and entered her.

“Uhhhhhhhnggggg.”

Qamara moved slowly, lowering herself an inch at a time to allow my full length to enter her. The sight of her body thrusting, her fantastic tits bouncing with the effort, the look of ecstasy on her face, had me already on the edge. I pushed my finger into her hole, up to the first digit, and her body jerked.

“Sena. Sena. Sena, forisen eschoma mea. Forisen, Garfield, forisen mea.”

I took her nipple into my mouth as she bounced on me, pressing my teeth down on it to trap it. Her skin stretched as she moved, but by her moans I didn’t think she minded. She steadied herself, hands on my shoulders, and pumped harder and faster, the slap-slap-slap of our bodies meeting filling out her song.

“Uh-uh-uhhhhhhhng.”

Her moans suddenly stopped as she went into overdrive, pumping hard without breathing, bouncing so forcefully I was afraid we were going to break something. It only lasted for a few seconds and then the prophetess slammed down as hard as she could on me and thrusted forward, wriggling until every muscle inside her, even the sphincter trapping my finger, went rock hard, clamping down.

It was like she’d hit a secret button. Cum rocketed out of my dick and my body went into wild gyrations without my direction. My ass lifted out of the chair and I bit down on her nipple.

Qamara finally took a long breath and let out a ululating sound like a happy broken whimper.

“Uuuuuuuuhhhhhhhhhhh. Turaya sintes tue.”

I lowered myself to the chair again as she moved side-to-side, sensing pulses of pleasure whipping around inside my body, then she leaned forward to kiss me.

“Would that I could stay with you for a time,” she said.

“I wish you could. Please hurry back to me soon. I would like to continue this.”

“Oh. Are we done for the night?”

I grinned at her. “Not on your life. There are still a lot of hours until breakfast.”

“Mmmmm. Traveling will be difficult with a sore body, but I accept the price as well worth the prize.”


Chapter
Fifty-Four



Qamara and I didn’t get more than a few hours of sleep in between…sessions. When we woke and took baths—and managed more orgasms during that process—I knew the day was going to be rough for me. Not only was I tired, but damn, I was sore. It hurt to pee. As the gorgeous prophetess said, though, it was well worth it.

We ate the morning meal with everyone who would be leaving. All but Qamara would be going with me to seek out Eluthien. Rolant had his carriage sent back to his home and instead of horses or conveyances, the sword experts decided to walk with the rest of us.

I took several minutes to take Qamara aside and kiss her thoroughly before she headed off toward the east as the rest of us went south. I watched the pale green dress sway until she was out of sight and sighed.

Brin kissed me on the cheek. “She will be well. Before you know it, she will be with us again and maybe some of us can share in the activities you partook of last night.”

I chuckled at the moonwisp. “Feeling left out?”

“A little. I missed out not only on you but her as well. You will make it up to me.”

It sounded like a command, but hey, who gives a shit? It was the kind of command I could happily get behind. Or under. Or over. Damn, I was horny.

“You know, I still haven’t figured out what the deal is with her tent. I mean, where does she even keep it? It can’t fit in that pack.”

“One more mystery to drive your desire for her. We will have answers, eventually. I look forward to it. Qamara is too lonesome. I wish to enfold her and aid her, becoming as one.” I raised an eyebrow and she chuckled. “Not in that way. Well, perhaps in that way, but I was speaking of being part of a family, feeling home no matter where we happen to be. Like I feel with you.”

I put my arm around the moonwisp. “That’s a beautiful way to put it, Brin. I feel the same. I wouldn’t know what to do without you.”

“It is well, then. You will never have to find out.”

Tyra’s and Tip’s faces were a little downcast. They’d said their goodbyes to Qamara, but they didn’t like her leaving any more than I did. Hell, even Rex moped a little bit, taking sluggish steps instead of his usual insane running around. The more I thought about it, the more I realized Brin was right. We were a family, our weird little group. I’d do anything for my friends and I knew they would do the same for me.

Sariel joined me and Brin. “You have soothed her and sent her off in a manner befitting a cherished loved one. My message was delivered?”

I put my other arm around her. “It was. She was disappointed you didn’t deliver it yourself. She said you and she will be talking about it when she returns. More than talking.”

Sariel laughed, but she also looked longingly after Qamara.

It took us three days to travel south on the road that cut Maester’s Grove in half and then on the familiar road hugging the coast. We thought of going a bit out of our way to Temperance to resupply but decided it was better to go straight to Aeyr’s minion. We had enough food and, to be honest, I was in a hurry to do what we’d put off for months. Eluthien needed to die, and I needed to find out what other information we could gather from him.

We camped a handful of miles from Eluthien’s estate so we could rest and finish the journey in the morning. We gathered around the fire to discuss what we’d do the next day.

“This river goes through the plainlands to an area where there are rocky hills,” I told the others. “It circles around so a large tract of hilly land is surrounded by the river completely. The immediate area is kind of like an oasis, with lush vegetation, the largest hill holding Eluthien’s manor house. We’ve already been here before, so I know where to cross the river and how to get through the forested area without being seen.

“Last time, there were about a dozen people, most of them guards, along with about the same number of umbrenix. The servants mostly stayed out of the way. I have no idea if things will be the same or if everything has changed since we basically walked into his house and assaulted him and his underlings.”

“My understanding of the man is that he is extremely arrogant,” Feordrick said. “It would not surprise me if he has changed nothing, as if to dare you to fight him again.”

“Well, I hope so.”

Rolant had come up with a mildly enchanted long knife and Feordrick dug up a sword with an enchantment that allowed it to stay sharp forever. We weren’t sure if any magical weapon could harm the umbrenix or if it was only certain enchantments or those of a certain strength.

“I don’t like it. Of all of us, Tip is the best outfitted for this fight, as far as the umbrenix are concerned.”

“Hey!” the satyr said.

I laughed. “That’s not how I meant it. I mean that we don’t have much to harm the umbrenix. If we find a large number of them, it could get rough. You’re going to have your work cut out for you.”

“Psht. Then you’ll just have to kill them all.”

“Which reminds me,” Feordrick said. “As the most experienced swordmaster, would it be advantageous for me to battle Eluthien? He is a mortal man and can be harmed with normal weapons.”

I had been afraid this was going to come up. “Actually, no. I need to do this. We have history, he and I. Sword to sword, you’re probably a better match for him, but I’m not going to fight him with a sword. I have other, more reliable means. Better suited to me and how I fight.”

“I understand. I fear that you will fatigue yourself if you have to fight most of the shadows, but we shall see. Brinawynn can cast magic, Tiporian has magical weapons, and the blades Rolant and I have should be able to damage them. We will focus on the umbrenix while the rest can attack the guards more conventionally. A sound plan, though I wish we knew the numbers we will face.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sorry about that. Too bad we don’t have any sneaky kind of person with us who could scout things out.” As soon as the words left my lips, the image of that catgirl assassin popped into my head. I couldn’t help but to look around at the darkness outside the light of the fire. Was she going to attack us as I faced Eluthien? She seemed to launch her attacks at the worst possible moments. It would be tough enough taking him down, but if she took the opportunity to go after me while I fought him, there was no way I’d survive.

I immediately changed the subject to the watch schedule. We finished our conversation soon after and we hunkered down to rest or take our watch duties.

In the morning, we left our gear at the campsite and headed to Eluthien’s home.

As the last time we were on Eluthien’s estate, there were no guards away from the manor house. No one patrolled the river crossings or the forest, not even the lawns around the building. We huddled in the foliage, looking upon the house. No sign of anyone.

“Are you sure he hasn’t gone to another home?” Rolant whispered. “A vacation home somewhere?”

“No, I’m not sure. It was like this before, though. We didn’t see anyone until⁠—”

Something caught my attention at the edge of my vision. I knew by now not to look directly at stirring shadows. The umbrenix were more easily seen from the side of the eye. I’d read about such things. Ninja routinely used the technique, which doctors had later proven to be efficient because the concentration of rods in the eye were greater at the sides, helping with dark vision. The color-receiving cones were more plentiful in the center of the eye.

Sure enough, the motion resolved into a piece of shadow coming at us.

Rather than to say something and tip the attacker off, I silently leaped toward it. The sudden movement resulted in several drawn swords, but I was already within range of the creature before anyone could do anything else. I batted away the dark blade the thing held with my siangham—apparently most of the monsters now used weapons—and continued the motion to tear its throat out with the tip of the weapon.

It went down, thrashing and holding its ruined throat, but I pounced on it and stabbed it through the head several times, punching my siangham through it and into the soft dirt until it went still. When I turned to explain what happened to my friends, I found them in combat with two more shadows. The damn things were so quiet, I hadn’t known they were there.

Thasinia was closest to one of them and try as she might, she couldn’t cut it with her sword. She did block the knife the thing carried, which was good, but she couldn’t injure it.

Tip stood nearby, an arrow nocked and drawn, but everyone was too close for him to use the weapon. He relaxed the bow and lunged at the umbrenix going after Tyra and Sariel, neither of them with magic weapons.

The monster cut Tyra’s arm with its knife, but that allowed Tip to ram the arrow he held into the shadow’s back. It spun, slashing at him, but Sariel blocked the weapon with her own. When it lashed out with its claws, Tip dove out of the way just as Rolant arrived with his long knife.

He cut into the umbrenix’s arm and the monster jerked away from him. Good, the red panda beastkin’s enchanted weapon could inflict damage. The interference from the others gave Tip enough time to drop his bow and the arrow he’d held and to draw his sword. Between him and Rolant, the monster went down.

Feordrick’s enchanted sword made quick work of the umbrenix that had been attacking his daughter.

We all inspected the shadows around us but no other umbrenix attacked. Brin healed Tyra’s arm and we gathered over the bodies of our attackers.

“Well, now we know the weapons you brought work,” I said. “Fast thinking, Tip. That was a good idea to use the arrow when you didn’t have time to draw your sword.”

The satyr shrugged. “If you can use a piece of an arrow to attack, I can use a whole one, right?”

“Right.” I put my fist up for him to bump. I turned to the others. “Okay, I’m not sure if the umbrenix can communicate from afar with each other or with Eluthien. If they can, he knows we’re here. Even if they can’t, these three might be missed soon. I don’t think we have a choice. Let’s go in and see what we’re up against. The opportunity to take the subtle approach has passed, I’m afraid.”

I was tempted to break in through the window we’d crashed out of to escape last time. It had surely been repaired, but it was likely Eluthien was in that room, his study. I rethought that, though. If we went after him first, then not only would we be fighting him, but also all the others in the house would come running. Better that we took the scenic path so we could thin his forces en route.

If any of us had worried we wouldn’t have enemies to fight, no one was disappointed. The room we broke into had three guards, all cleaning their weapons, of all things. We easily took them out, Thasinia, Tyra, and Rolant doing the honors. They handled the men so quickly, not a sound was uttered.

So far so good.

We intersected a hallway I recognized and I directed everyone toward where I thought Eluthien would be. As we went, we encountered small groups of guards and even a few umbrenix. Twice, we ran into servants. I explained that they should leave the premises, that we would kill them if they notified their master we were there, and that if they didn’t work against us we wouldn’t harm them. I had to trust they were going to act according to their own self-preservation instincts.

When we reached a familiar area a few halls down from Eluthien’s study, I led everyone into a side room, the same one we’d stopped in to assess our position the last time we’d been in the manor house.

“Okay, we’re close now, if Eluthien is in his study like last time. I got the impression he spends much of his time there. Between us and him are areas where guards congregate. There are also some dark hallways and rooms where I think the umbrenix loiter when they’re not outside doing whatever they do. All this is based on the last time we were here.

“If I remember correctly, there were maybe four or five people, plus three or four umbrenix. I have a feeling we got off easy last time. Right?” I looked at Brin, Tyra, and Tip.

“I agree,” Brin said. “I suggest most of us engage with the guards and umbrenix while you rush on ahead. Since Eluthien will likely have a shadow or two with him, someone who can harm them should accompany you.”

“I don’t think⁠—”

“Gar, if even one umbrenix is with Eluthien, it could be enough to tip the balance. You have trained and improved in your ability to counter his sword, but he is still skilled. This will be no easy fight. One knife or claw when you are busy fighting could mean your death. You will not go into his study alone. You cannot prevent us from helping, so accept our aid and let us finish this.”

I mumbled under my breath, but she was right. “Fine.”

“I will go with you, as I stand the best chance against either the shadows or people,” Feordrick said. “I would also be a good witness to what is about to happen. Surely the crown and the Brotherhood will be curious and as a swordmaster, my testimony will likely keep you from a dungeon for killing a noble of the land.”

Shit. I hadn’t even thought about that. “Good enough. We’ll see what’s waiting for us and Feordrick and I will break through to the study. Let me just say thank you for all our help. What we’re doing is important and I couldn’t have even gotten here without all of you. You have my gratitude.

“Now, let’s go kick some ass.”


Chapter
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As it turned out, Eluthien did, in fact, change things since our last visit. We stormed into one of the three large rooms in succession before his study. Where there were few enemies before, there were now ten. Eight were guards, a mixture of beastkin, humans, and one elf. Two were umbrenix. They looked to have been waiting for us. As soon as we entered, they charged.

Feordrick and I went straight for the shadows, which was easy because they headed toward me. I didn’t bother taking my siangham out this time, but evaded the shadow man’s slash with its dark weapon, twisted its arm, and rammed its own blade into its chest. Then I proceeded to use the sword to saw the thing’s head off, just to make sure it didn’t get back up. By the time I finished that, I found the swordmaster had likewise taken a shadow head from a shadow body.

“It’s a lot easier with a magic weapon, huh?” I asked and the man chuckled.

I left the dark sword with the umbrenix I’d killed and we burst through the doors of the second room to find three of the shadows and eight corporeal guards. I looked to the swordmaster next to me, wanting to know if he wanted to backtrack and allow our friends to catch up. He grinned back.

Okay, fight it is.

We spun into motion.

Two of the guards had bows, which was good and bad. If they’d been crossbows I’d have been concerned about their stopping power, but a good archer could launch four or five arrows easily in the time it took a crossbowman to reload.

“I’ll take the archers,” my companion said. “Will you occupy the shadows for a moment?”

I was really starting to like the man. For a swordmaster, he wasn’t stuffy and stodgy at all, let alone arrogant. I nodded and headed toward the monsters gliding straight toward me.

By the time the first man—a cat beastkin who moved like he didn’t have bones—was in front of me, Feordrick had darted around, keeping at least one other person between him and the archers, standing next to each other. They had released three arrows so far, all easily avoided because of the limitations of their companions being too close to us. There was something to be said for a roomful of enemies. They tended to get in each other’s way.

The cat had a shortsword and whipped it around, slashing at me like he was some kind of fancy swordsman. I thought about the Indiana Jones movie where that guy did all the flashy sword movements and Indie pulled his gun and shot him. I didn’t have a gun, but I had something better. My timing.

As impressive as the dude looked, his pattern was predictable. I juked to the side, maneuvering him to shift his attack with an expected break in his form. That gave me room to put the siangham in my left hand, along my forearm, batter his sword aside, and punch him directly in his throat. I felt the trachea crush as my fist compressed all the cartilage with a loud crunch. He dropped his sword to bring both hands to his throat and I punched my siangham through his right eye. I continued moving as his body fell.

Only two of the umbrenix had weapons, the other one apparently being a purist. One of the blades was a shortsword and the other a knife. Both of them were those wicked black blades, looking like they were made of shadow themselves.

The sword came first, a powerful downward strike, with the knife slashing across horizontally toward my face. Siangham back in my right hand, I used it to deflect the sword to my right. Right into the arm of the other shadow. When the blade passed right through the knife-wielder, I had to scramble to duck under the knife and stab the monster’s arm.

Damn, that had been close. I hadn’t thought about whether their weapons could harm each other. When I’d controlled them in the past, I had been able to hurt them, but it seemed that a deflected blow wasn’t enough to get the benefit of my un-magic.

I fixed that error immediately. The sword came back around while the two other umbrenix coordinated to get around to my other side. This time, I stepped into the monster attacking me, tore open its arm with the tip of my weapon, and took the sword out of its hand. A twist and a quick, short slash and the knife-wielding monster lost its arm along with the weapon it held.

The rest went quickly as I cut the sword’s former owner deeply in the throat, plunged the blade into the heart of the one-armed shadow, then tore the blade out to cleave the unarmed umbrenix with a downward chop powerful enough to reach about halfway down its head mass before the blade got bogged down. Just to be sure, I punched my siangham into its chest repeatedly.

My reflexes kicked in and I twisted in time to keep a longsword from skewering me. I growled as I took in the human who had tried to sneak up on me. His face lost its color when he realized the guy who’d just killed three umbrenix in about six seconds was very pissed at him. He didn’t have long to worry, though. An arrow suddenly appeared in his eye. The confusion in his other eye was almost humorous as he dropped to the ground. I noticed that the fletching on the arrow was grey, not brown. A mundane arrow. Good for you, Tip. Conserve those enchanted shafts.

I waved my thanks to the satyr as I took in the rest of the room. Apparently, my friends had finished off their enemies in the other chamber because they were all flooding into the room. I met eyes with Feordrick and we headed for the door.

Just as we were going to open it, it opened on its own. I threw myself to the side. “Watch out!”

As expected, several arrows flew through the doorway. Fuckers. What kind of bullshit was that?

Brin, still standing in the middle of the room, threw her hand out and a clatter came from the other room. I trusted that she knew what she was doing, so I charged in, where I found three archers picking themselves up off the floor. I went for the two closest to each other while the third jerked like he was suddenly struck. Several holes appeared in his clothes and blood started to seep through.

Make that two for Brin! The moonwisp was on the ball with her spells.

I finished off the archers easily with several precise stabs with my siangham. Feordrick appeared next to me, having just finished off the other archer that Brin had injured.

My eyes widened and I threw my siangham like an extra-large throwing spike. It skimmed past the swordmaster’s head and sank into the face of a large beastkin, a bear or something. The greatsword he’d been swinging at Feordrick fell from his hands as the man died.

Feordrick yanked the siangham from the man’s head and tossed it to me. “Thank you.”

“No worries.”

I only spotted one umbrenix in the room, but Tip already had one arrow in its chest and as I watched, another appeared in its throat. Off-center, but still a damn good shot. There were probably twelve or so guards in the room, but all my friends were there, Magnus cutting his way through some while Thasinia danced through enemies laying down strikes with surgical precision. Sariel, Tyra, and Brin were also engaged and even Rex got in on the action, helping Rolant to keep two others from getting to Tip by nipping at them and growling. They had things well in hand.

It was time to charge into the next room. The study. With a nod to Feordrick, I kicked the door in and found myself in a room I recognized.

Bookshelves lined the walls, with stuffed chairs and a few small tables. The entire space was probably more than forty feet long and fifty wide, with more open space than a study typically had. All the better for combat.

My swordmaster companion immediately darted to the side to engage an elf with a pair of shortswords. I couldn’t see any ranged fighters, but there were two umbrenix. They started toward me, but Eluthien waved them off, pointing toward Feordrick.

“You returned,” the man said. “I knew you would. Men like us, we do not let defeat lie unchallenged. Have you trained? Will you put up a better fight than before? I hope you don’t disappoint me, after all this time I’ve waited. You will have my special attention. For the death of my tool Lysander, you will pay in pain. I will disassemble you slowly.”

I scoffed.

He waved his hand again and six more umbrenix melted out of the shadows. Eluthien pointed toward the room with my friends and they glided toward the other room.

“Another complement of guards is also on its way. Fear not that your friends will interrupt us. Now is the time for you and me.”

It had only been a handful of weeks, but it seemed like years. I was surprised that Eluthien looked the same as he did before. Dark hair that reached his shoulders, lying flat and listless. A face that was made for scowling, always shadowed unnaturally no matter how the light struck him. His upper lip and jaw were patchy with hair and his dark eyes felt like they had the power to see through me.

He wore the same soft leather clothing. It wouldn’t turn aside a strong cut, but it also wouldn’t restrict him. I knew how he could move. I’d experienced it firsthand. He held the longsword loosely in his hand, almost as if he were caressing it. I’d seen it briefly in our fight but many times in my dreams since we last met. It didn’t look like anything special, but he could use the weapon. That I knew intimately.

“Fame is an interesting thing,” he said casually. Like I was there to chat with him. The clang of Feordrick’s sword impressed on me the urgency of what we were about, but as I turned to take a step to help him, Eluthien’s sword was up in a flash. “Leave him be. Feordrick Elessum is a swordmaster. He will not be overwhelmed immediately. Interfere and I will drown him in umbrenix. Now is our time to chat. Are you so eager to die? You will not escape me this time.”

He gestured toward the window and I realized what he meant. Four groups of guards stood ready outside, and at least five umbrenix. There were enough bows and crossbows to kill all of us many times over if we crashed through that window to flee again.

“So,” he said. “Fame. There have been rumors of the one who looks like Kael Serus. Did you know? Whisperings, mostly, but that is how it always starts. Fame. Renown. A few comments here or there, and soon they grow and take on a life of their own. Speaking of life, my master desires yours. You have been an irritation, one that I will bring to an end. As promised, I will painfully bring you to the edge of death and then one of my umbrenix will drain your life force from you and deliver it to my master.

“It is not for no reason that he has the reputation he does. His very name weakens the knees of the most powerful. It all comes back to fame. Your friend, the elf woman, she has the right of it. Yes, yes, I know. Her goal was vengeance against Lysander. Yet she revels in the reputation it has given her. Deprived of a good name, she strove to gain such. But you, you I do not understand.

“You have the look of Kael. You can fight, though I expected more in our last encounter. So many opportunities abound for one such as you. Yet you shun the fame that could rightfully be yours. Why? Do you not know that if you harnessed that renown, you could have come here with more allies and you have swept through my minions to face me. You would still need their help to defeat me, but I do not doubt that many set against me could prevail. Alas, your meager allies will die to my guards and I will see to your demise. Such a waste. It would have been such a grand adventure, with glory for the taking, but your foolishness has spoiled it. What say you to that?”

I glanced at Feordrick. He hadn’t taken down any of the three he was fighting yet. Why? He had been able to avoid serious injury so far, but it would be easier if one of the three was culled. Was he stalling until I fought with Eluthien before defeating them, or was he really so sorely pressed?

“What do I say?” I answered. “I say shut the fuck up and let’s get this over with. It’s going to take a few minutes to kill all your guards after I kill you, and I want to be back in town in time for dinner.”

“Ah.” Eluthien sighed and brought his sword up. “Very well. Please try to make it interesting.”

Eluthien the Blade charged.


Chapter
Fifty-Six



As the reported swordmaster sprinted toward me, my mind clicked into what I’d been thinking about since our last battle. Like a professional athlete reviewing video footage of his opponents, I’d gone over every little motion, searching for every possible thing that could be exploited. I’d trained with Sariel, worked out ways to defeat the longsword the man was even now preparing to swing at me. I was ready for this. Eluthien was going down.

I pulled out my three-sectional staff, yanking it hard out of the case so it unfolded in front of me. I slid both hands to the center section and put it into motion. Using my hips and shoulders to get enough momentum so the ends extended outward through centrifugal force, I spun the weapon like it was a staff.

I’d seen martial artists do the same thing and, as the weapon blurred and whirred around the body, it appeared that it was a solid staff. The whirring sound—like a fat airplane propeller—was pleasing to my ears. Even more so was the clanging when Eluthien reached me and tried to get his sword past my weapon. The hardened, possibly indestructible wood from which the triple stick was made clanged against the other weapon like it was metal itself. Three, four, five attempts at hitting me were turned back by the spinning ends.

But Eluthien, though he didn’t know my weapon well, was no novice in combat. I could tell by how his eyes tracked the movement that he soon figured out that he could time my spins, no matter how fast, and attack me in the center. Where the least motion was. Before he could take advantage of it, though, I changed my rhythm.

I turned, altering the momentum of the three-sectional staff to circular on a horizontal plane. My timing was impeccable, the weapon sweeping out and slamming aside the straight thrust toward my belly. Before Eluthien could recover, I turned another revolution, using the spin to whip out with the other end of the staff. It slammed into his shoulder and the man grunted, dancing away from me. The way I was using the weapon, holding the center section, he still had a longer reach than me, but his sword didn’t bend and my weapon was unpredictable to him.

The downside of this, of course, was that it took a lot of energy to keep it spinning. I couldn’t continue for more than a few minutes without fatiguing myself completely. I had to change it up.

I started with raising my arms above my head, in the classic “helicopter” movement, but only for a brief moment. I saw in Eluthien’s eyes that he was going to lunge in. So I harnessed the movement of the triple stick, grabbed hold of one of the end, and let the weapon extend all the way out. Like a six-foot snake, it whipped around toward him.

I had to give the man credit. He got his sword up more quickly than I thought he would. The problem—for him—was that the other end of the staff whipped around his sword and cracked him across the back, causing him to stumble. I moved my hands up, spun once more and guided it toward him to strike again, but he ducked and managed a sloppy thrust toward my face.

I pivoted and spun back away from him, out of range, but the motion of my three-sectional staff had been arrested and Eluthien took advantage of it. From a standstill, he shuffled in, cutting down at me in a quick chop. I batted it away with one of the end sections as I caught the other in my other hand. I did my best to smoothly flow into attacking with the new hand, but was only able to catch a part of his sword to foil his second strike.

A quick redirection of his blade had me rushing to catch it on the center section of the staff but as his blade slid along the stick, it bounced and caught a piece of my sleeve, tearing it. As I backed away, I swung the end out at him and escaped any further attacks.

I glanced at my arm. No visible blood, and I couldn’t feel an injury, so I had to assume he’d missed cutting me. Still, using the flexible weapon in its normal form probably wasn’t the ideal thing for me. I’d need to change that right now.

With enough distance, I began to spin the three-sectional staff again, as I’d done at the beginning. I knew Eluthien wouldn’t wait long to take advantage of the opening I provided on my center line. But I had a bit of a surprise for him. I’d been working hard just for this very situation and, with a flexing of my mind, I prepared for his attack.

It came, even sooner than I’d thought. A few swishes of his blade, obviously feints, and a powerful thrust came toward me. The look on his face when I pivoted and slammed my solid, six-foot staff at his weapon to sweep it aside was a joy to behold.

Now, instead of the sections swinging wildly, I held a staff that was solid and strong, though flexible, having fused the sections with my mind as I had practiced so many times.

“You have learned a trick or two since last we met,” he said, switching to a high guard.

“You have no idea.” I drew my siangham from my pocket, placed it on the end of the staff, and used my connection with the weapons to attach it as a permanent part. My practice had even taught me how to make to make a fluffy tassel at the base of the spearpoint, all in mere seconds.

I dropped into a horse stance, the weapon angled toward Eluthien’s head, my right hand holding it low, about an inch or so from the end, and my left hand holding the weapon further up the shaft.

The swordmaster’s lip curled in a sneer and he came at me again. Only to find my spear thrust going straight toward his face.

A quick parry moved the shaft aside, but by the look in his eyes, it had shaken him. It was his turn to face an unfamiliar style. He cut at me, a diagonal strike, but I’d already retracted the spear and my shifting its position caused his sword to bounce off the center of the long section of wood. He used the motion to bring his weapon back around, as he’d done in our previous fight, but I had merely to shift my hips and slam the spear into the oncoming sword. A clever circling of his sword to slash upward behind my guard resulted in me backing off a step while swinging the razor point of the spear down and over his blade, laying down a long slash on the side of his face.

He was obviously not used to the way the shaft flexed and bounced, able to curve around his blocks. Well, he’d have to learn fast.

Eluthien came at me like a madman, slashing in several different directions, trying to get beyond the spear so his blade could kiss me. I backpedaled, spear ahead of me, swirling it in small circles to parry all his blows. Some clanged loudly when the metal tip struck his blade and some were lower pitched, where the wood slammed against it, but all kept his weapon from me.

When we’d nearly exhausted the expansive space in the room, I shifted to the side, lashing out with the spear toward his belly, knowing he would block it. But when I used the force of his block to curve the spear around to his other side and jerk it with both hands, the shaft bent into a U shape and the tip cut into his leather tunic, slicing a long tear that immediately started leaking blood. If the slash on his face hadn’t pissed him off, the cut along his ribs certainly did.

His sword came around in a wide, looping horizontal strike that I evaded to my left while shifting my grip on the spear. I guided the butt of my weapon up just as his sword passed me and landed the mother of all strikes on his crotch. It was powerful enough that he lifted up on his toes, almost leaving his feet. As any guy could imagine, that didn’t do wonders for his enthusiasm to continue. He stumbled back, miraculously keeping his sword up in a guard position.

I was impressed, almost enough to give him a moment to try to shake it off. Almost. Instead, I whipped the spear into a front guard, stepped toward him with my left foot, and torqued my hips to send the spear hurtling toward him in a thrust. The smooth wood slid through my left hand, propelled by my right, shooting out like a striking snake.

His sword moved to parry, but it wasn’t quite fast enough. His blade contacted the spear’s shaft, but more than a foot behind the tip. The razor-sharp point sank into the right side of his chest. Leather armor was made for mitigating the odd slash, not sharp points punching through it, and the steel easily passed into his flesh.

Eluthien groaned and fell backward, ripping the spear free. He stumbled but managed to keep his feet. Until the spear zipped forward again, this time hitting closer to center. I felt it deflect off the sternum and pass between two ribs, tearing through the costal cartilage far enough to reach the heart.

The swordmaster grunted, his head lolling down to take in his predicament.

“A…spear? I never…would have…”

I would get no answers from the man. He was already as good as dead. I yanked the spear out with a twist of my hips and thrust it forward again, this time into his left eye. The wet slurp and crunch, along with the resistance, made my eyes narrow in a wince.

Eluthien the blade toppled over to his side, nearly tearing the spear from my hands. I had to grip it firmly and pull hard to get it free. I slammed the butt of the weapon onto the floor and held onto it with both hands, keeping myself upright and taking a few breaths.

It was over.

But it wasn’t. I spun, bringing the spear up again, only to find Feordrick cleaning his blade on the clothes of the elf he’d been fighting the last time I looked. The bodies of the umbrenix were on the ground nearby. Blood dripped down one arm, but otherwise he didn’t look the worse for wear.

“A spear, huh?” he said, so similar to Eluthien’s words. “We will need to discuss this. Once we see where we and the others stand.”


Chapter
Fifty-Seven



Where the others stood was in the middle of a battle that could go to either side. Feordrick and I joined our friends and soon the floor was littered with yet more guards and umbrenix. Once Brin stopped Feordrick, Tyra, and Rolant from bleeding, we searched out the others we’d seen outside.

Tip was invaluable with his bow, either taking down or at least distracting the archers we went after. The guards and umbrenix were conveniently in small groups, which was ideal for attacking a collection of people trying to escape, but didn’t work so well when they had to defend. Within an hour, all resistance had either been killed or had fled. That included some of the umbrenix.

“Huh,” I said. “Those things seem to be getting smarter all the time. First with the weapons and now making a decision to retreat. No doubt they are going to report what happened to Aeyr. Good. I hope that fucker loses sleep over it. Uh, does Aeyr sleep?”

The others laughed, but I’d been serious. People called him a demigod. What that meant exactly, I wasn’t sure, but not needing sleep was only the start of what powers he might have. I mean, he’d created the fucking umbrenix from scratch. Intelligent or not, they were living, moving creatures. What kind of power did he have?

As I broke down my spear into the normal form for the three-sectional staff and my siangham so I could put them in their case and pocket, Feordrick raised an eyebrow at me. I chuckled.

“Yes, I’ll explain all about it. How about we go check out what’s in the house? Someone can have Eluthien’s sword. I don’t want it. There’s probably stuff there we can take, though, either to use or to sell. As far as I’m concerned, he forfeited everything he had when he joined Aeyr and put himself against the world.”

Feordrick took Eluthien’s longsword. It wasn’t enchanted or anything, but it was well made and looked expensive. No sooner had he picked it up than he handed it to his daughter. She smiled at him and took it, bowing over it to him. I should have offered it to her in the first place. It was her weapon of choice, after all.

As expected, we found items of gold that we could sell to increase our slowly growing pile of wealth. More importantly, a ring in a bowl in the corner of Eluthien’s study turned out to be an item Brin was familiar with.

“This is a Ring of Stone Skin,” she said. “It mitigates damage, especially cutting damage. I had one, though this is not that one. Does anyone desire it?”

“I think you should take it, Brin. It can replace the one the goblins stole from you.”

Everyone else agreed. There were plenty of trinkets, and even some weapons to be found in the house. In a small chest in what had to be Eluthien’s room, I found a strange pair of daggers. They looked like fantasy daggers if ever I’d seen them, with large, curved blades and, of all things, chains attaching the two hilts to each other, about two feet long. After using the three-sectional staff, I could see the utility in the chains, but wasn’t sure I’d want to use something like them. With their swooping curves and ornate handles and handguards, they seriously looked like a LARP player’s wet dream. I stood over the chest, my eyes running along them as they sat in my hands.

“Take those,” Tyra said.

“Huh?”

“You should take those. They’re made entirely out of magical steel. Oh, no, not steel. Radiant iron. It’s actually better than steel. I think you could do some impressive things with them.”

“Uh…”

“Once you can commune with them and manipulate them, you can change their form to something less ugly.’

“Right.” I tapped my temple. “You’re a genius. And you’re gorgeous, in case I haven’t told you that lately.”

She gave me a wink. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

“God of War,” Tip said as he scrutinized them.

“What?”

“Those look like the knives in the video game God of War. The Blades of Chaos.”

“Huh. I never played it, but now that you mention it, I think I remember seeing a picture of them.”

“They’re pretty badass in the game.”

“Well, I guess I can’t do better than to collect all the weapons I can that are from video games. Next it’ll be the Buster Sword.”

Tip gave me a thumbs up, laughing.

Finally, after we’d searched the place, we left. None of the servants had made an appearance, but I wasn’t sure if they were hiding or if they all fled. They’d have to figure things out. It wasn’t my responsibility.

After gathering our gear from our campsite, we hiked back to Temperance for a well-deserved meal and some hot baths. Before I knew it, the day was at an end and my eyes were trying to close as we sat in comfortable chairs chatting. I’d explained the thing with my weapons and how I made them into a spear and, after demonstrating it several times until even Magnus was satisfied, we moved onto other subjects. Of course, Thasinia already knew all about it, but she listened to my explanation with a smirk.

“Thank you all for your help. We couldn’t have done it without you. I owe you all a great debt. Any time I can help you, just let me know. If you can find me.” I laughed.

“Where will you go now?” Rolant de Mugere asked. “Have you time to stay with me in the tower to rest? Perhaps do some training.” He looked over at Tyra. “Or some smithing?”

“I appreciate it, but not right now. There are still a lot of things to do.”

Feordrick hummed. “You were not able to interrogate Eluthien as you had planned. Have you found information from another source on where you should go to find the next underling of Aeyr?”

“No. All we have is what Qamara told us. She said that when our task here in the kingdom was done, we should go west to the Traisel Commonwealth. I’m not sure why, but I trust her and her visions. Even her intuition. We’ll go back up to the northwest through Generosity and then over the bridges to see what’s waiting for us there. If we keep our eyes and ears open for reports of umbrenix, I’m sure we’ll find some more clues to move to our next target.”

Sariel had been quiet for most of the night, but now she spoke. “You have aided us so greatly, my friends. I will ever hold you in my heart as ones cherished, as family members. When our path takes us back to the Aesturith Kingdom, it would do my heart good to see you again. As Gar said, we owe you a great debt, and the tenets are very clear on the importance of debt and honor.”

Thasinia bit her lip as she listened. Her eyes bounced back and forth from me and Sariel to her father. “I wish I could go with you. You have been constant companions for a short time, but I fear the pain of being without you. My responsibilities preclude traveling with you, however. At this time at least. Should I find myself able to do so, I will seek you out and return to you, as Qamara makes her habit. If you would allow it.”

I took her hands. “Allow it? We insist on it. Don’t take too long, though. I already miss you. Sparring won’t be the same without you. Nor will anything else. You’re welcome any time. Just be careful. There’s no telling what kind of dangerous place we’ll be in when you get ready to find us.”

Sariel hugged the other woman. “You are a sister to me, in more ways than one. We will meet again, whether for battle or for a meal. I have no talent for prophecy, but I know it will happen.”

“Don’t forget about me,” Feordrick said. “Especially you, Tyra. We spoke about the weapon of my dreams. I will pester you until you have created the masterpiece for me. An irritating swordmaster can be quite the pest.”

Tyra laughed. “I’ll make it. I want to master a few more techniques before I start, though. It’s going to be my best work yet.” She glanced at Rolant. “Tied for my best work, I mean.”

We all got to bed late and slept in the next day. After another long meal, we said goodbye to all our new friends but Rolant, who would travel with us along the road until we reached his home near Prudence. I hugged Thasinia—three times—and Feordrick and Magnus once each. Too soon, we said goodbye and started north on the road alongside the coast. It was a beautiful place to end a journey, and to start a new one.

“So, the Traisel Commonwealth, huh?” I said.

“It is a very different place than we have been thus far. Many beastkin communities and many smaller towns and villages. Perhaps Qamara will find us soon and can tell us what we are to do. It is not too unlikely it has to do with the assassin who has been hounding us.”

I stopped on the road. “What?”

“She is a cat beastkin, is she not?”

“Yeah.”

“The odds are good that she comes from the west, then.”

I started walking again, kicking at the roadway. “Awwww, fuck.”
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