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      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 chapters for 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!
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      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.
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      After their adventures in the Zixuris Steppes region of Valorae, ending with the death of Arinthalas the Collector and their visit to Forgehaven where they met Tyra Tyswix and solved the murder of her father, Gar and his companions moved onto the Aesturith Kingdom. There, they narrowly escaped being killed by another of Aeyr’s minions, Eluthien the Blade. His skill with a longsword was too great for Gar to defeat him with the weapons he had available.

      After fleeing Eluthien and making good their escape, Gar went in search of a swordmaster to train him so he could defeat the sword techniques Eluthien used. Originally intending to ask Master Galen Starshadow, Gar found instead his apprentice, Sariel Snowblossom.

      Sariel’s master had been murdered through treachery, poisoned and slain in a duel when he was sick and weak from the poison. She was set on hunting down the perpetrator, Lysander Dessum, but doing so outside the strict dueling procedures of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword would have her imprisoned for murder.

      Instead, Brinawynn suggested using the Brotherhood’s procedures for elevating Sariel to Swordmaster through dueling in the Trials of Ascension. Gar made a deal with the elf swordswoman to help her train for the duels if she would help train him to defeat Eluthien.

      Through six duels, each held in a different city, the group traveled as Sariel succeeded in each of her trials. Meanwhile, Lysander sent people to scare her into quitting the dueling circuit. They attacked her, tried to poison her, and even murdered innocent people and attempted to frame her for the act. In the end, she won all her duels and met Lysander in the dueling circle.

      True to his nature, Lysander tried to cheat by using a hidden dagger with poison on it, but Sariel’s skill was great enough that she avoided the trap, cutting his hand off and proving to the king Lysander’s actions had been underhanded. He was executed immediately for his crimes, and Sariel was elevated to Swordmaster.

      Her quest completed, Sariel the new Swordmaster joined Gar, his companions, and the other sword experts they had befriended along the way to go after Eluthien. They cut their way through lackeys and umbrenix until Gar met the man in battle. With his improved skill in manipulating the materials of his weapons and the training he’d had in mitigating Eluthien’s advanced attacks, Gar defeated the swordsman. He didn’t have the opportunity to get information out of him about where other minions of Aeyr were, so Gar followed the advice Qamara had given him: head west toward the Traisel Commonwealth, the residence of many types of beastkin, possibly including the catgirl assassin that had been dogging Gar’s steps since Forgehaven.
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      “So, the Traisel Commonwealth, huh?” I said.

      Brin flashed me a wry smile. “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.”

      It had only been two days since we said our goodbyes to our red panda beastkin friend, Rolant de Mugere, at his home outside the city of Prudence. Five days since our farewells to the rest of our companions who had helped us to take down Eluthien the Blade, the minion of Aeyr.

      I was already missing them all. Especially Thasinia Elessum. The beautiful dark-haired swordswoman had stormed her way into my affections, and I thought of her often. The sparring, the discussions, the way she interacted with my white-haired Elven Swordmaster Sariel Snowblossom. I hoped we saw all of them again soon, but especially Thasinia.

      I looked out over Generosity, the city where Sariel had defeated her fifth opponent in the dueling circuit. She had eventually gone on to claim victory over the sixth and then the man who had prompted her to embark on the journey of duels, Lysander Dessum. She’d kicked his ass, too. Not only that, but she’d outsmarted him as he tried to poison her during the duel. She’d shown him mercy, not killing him when she easily could have, but the king of the Aesturith Kingdom hadn’t been as lenient. Shown for the scheming murderer he was, Lysander was executed right there in the dueling arena, in front of thousands of screaming fans.

      It was a little over the top, but that was fine with me. The dude needed killing, plain and simple.

      “Is this the point where you get all contemplative and melancholy, thinking back over the many trials you’ve endured to get to this point?” Tip said from beside me.

      I glanced at the satyr. “Fuck you.”

      The little pain in the ass just laughed and patted Rex. The furcan pushed his head into the sign of affection like a cat would do. These were my companions. God help me.

      There were others there, though. Tyra Tyswix, the hottie goblin crafter; the stunning Sariel herself; and Brinawynn Tolsen, the blue-skinned knockout moonwisp who was my first companion in this world. Another of our number was absent, but I hoped she’d return to us soon. All in all, I had an overabundance of love for my friends. All except Tip. I tolerated him.

      But we had work to do. Tip had been right. I was reminiscing when I should have been walking. I turned toward my friends, all waiting patiently on the road going west out of Generosity.

      Toward the Traisel Commonwealth.

      Less than a mile outside of the city, the land ended in the water of the Voriphus Sea. At least I thought it was still considered the Voriphus Sea. Looking out over the glittering blue, I picked out the small islands dotting the water, an archipelago between the territory of the Aesturith Kingdom and the Commonwealth.

      Between several of those islands spanned bridges that allowed us to walk to our destination rather than needing a boat. The island chain stretched from north to south, so we only had to traverse the width, but it was still a gorgeous and exciting trek. I’d driven in the Florida Keys once before, and this was a lot shorter, but there was something about doing it on your own two feet that made it all more real.

      The last bridge before we reached the land mass of the Commonwealth reached between two hills, giving us the height to see out over the vast landscape of the terrain I hadn’t yet set foot on. Forests, some areas of grassland or plains, and a couple of rocky or hilly sections met my eyes. Trees abounded, heavy forest to the left and straight ahead with some mountains thrusting up into the sky, especially to our far right.

      “Welcome to the Traisel Commonwealth,” Brin said as we began walking again and stepped off the bridge into a sparsely treed area. The road we were on cut through the trees. The moonwisp smirked. “Have you any idea what we are doing here, Gar?”

      “Not a fucking clue. Qamara told us we needed to be here, so here we are. You’ve been here before?”

      “I have. My travels have brought me here many times.”

      “Good, then you can tell us where we should go. Have any of the rest of you been here before?”

      Tyra and Sariel both shook their heads. Tip stared straight ahead, distracted, but he swallowed hard, his too-neutral face looking a little pale. I wasn’t sure what that was about. Maybe being up high on the bridge had freaked him out.

      “I can lead us to a town or village,” Brin said, “though with no clear purpose, I cannot choose which to guide you to.”

      “Wherever the closest place is,” I said. I had no idea where the hell to go. We came here for exactly one reason: Qamara Enorana, our prophetess, had said we needed to, though even she didn’t know why. I was in the dark as much as the rest of my companions.

      We followed Brin through a large, shaded part of the roadway. The path was narrow, much more so than the large roads we’d been on in the Aesturith Kingdom, barely large enough for a wagon. Though there was plenty of space between the trunks of the trees, the particular variety was tall and bushy, hanging over the path like where we trod had been tunneled out of the green and brown mass.

      “One thing you must understand about the Traisel Commonwealth,” Brin said, taking on a lecturing tone, “is that it is unlike the kingdom we have recently visited. It is also unlike the Zixuris Steppes where you and I met and the Thetsay region wherein lies Forgehaven.

      “The Commonwealth has no central government and, in fact, some areas have no governing body at all. Tribes, families, clans, or loose packs may be found throughout this land. Even I, having been here many times before, am unaware of the power structures in much of the region. Groups tend to be separated by their types. Feline beastkin, canine, bird, and a vast array of others congregate with others like them. That is not to say there is no trade or cooperation, but largely you will find that the groups are self-sufficient and more comfortable with their own. There are some hostilities, but most only want to survive and not be treated as inferior species. It is unfortunate, but many beastkin have experienced such in other nations and regions.”

      I had wondered how much of a problem prejudice was in this world. On the one hand, I’d seen beastkin in other towns and cities living their lives alongside human types without much apparent bias. But then there was the outright persecution of Tip and his people, the taranji. I wondered if we’d feel the reverse—in a huge land mass containing almost exclusively beastkin, would they treat humans, elves, goblins, and moonwisps with similar bigotry?

      What the hell are we doing here?

      Rex’s head snapped up, his pupils dilating in his huge eyes. The chirping, growling sound he sometimes made fluttered from his throat.

      “What is it, Rexy?” Tip said, patting the furcan’s fluffy feather-fur on the top of his head.

      He didn’t pay attention to the satyr, instead hunching down on all fours and stalking slowly toward a few trees bunched together, creating a dark cavelike area. I drew my siangham, but I wasn’t the only one to bring weapon to hand. The sound of steel batons sliding from their leather holder and two other blades leaving scabbards also joined the progressively louder sound the lizard-chicken made. Tip opted for his bow, unlimbering it from his chest and nocking an arrow from the quiver on his back.

      For a long moment, we all stood, trying to see into the darkness. Brin, one hand on her shortsword, flung the other out in front of her, and a globe of light blossomed within the shadows. I thought for sure I’d see an umbrenix lying in ambush.

      Instead, a dark-clad figure trained a crossbow directly at me. I recognized the form and especially the black, furred cat ears atop a face that was too beautiful to be on an assassin.

      But an assassin she was. I had seen her before. Several times. Each occasion, she’d tried to kill me. I guessed this wasn’t going to be any different. I prepared myself to dodge, but before squeezing the trigger, the catgirl jerked to the side, narrowly dodging an arrow as her bolt flew off somewhere into the trees.

      The rattle of shafts in a quiver behind me told me what I needed to know. I thanked all the gods in this new world for the practice the little satyr had been doing. He didn’t hit the woman, though he did sink an arrow into her crossbow stock. He’d undoubtedly saved my life.

      Without her crossbow loaded, I threw caution to the wind and sprinted toward the woman, preparing to throw my siangham at her. She wasted only a second to scowl at me before she bounded across one tree branch to another like a squirrel, slinging her crossbow across her back and cinching down the strap while she fled.

      As she and I both ran, Brin fired off some of her water spikes, but neither those nor the two additional arrows Tip released could catch the woman. How she could dodge projectiles while still navigating through the trees, I didn’t know. In a flash, she landed on the ground, rolled much too smoothly with the crossbow on her back, and was on her feet sprinting away from us.

      I’d started catching up to her when she was in the trees, but now that she was on the ground and it was a fair footrace, I couldn’t gain any ground. I wasn’t losing it, either, but she was still ten paces or so ahead of me.

      As we ran, me still considering throwing my weapon, I noticed again the tattoo on her shoulder, visible because of her sleeveless leather bodysuit. The image of a knife attached to a stylized spade, like the one on playing cards, with green poison dripping off it. I got an even better look when she twisted at the waist to throw a knife at me.

      Then, I was juking hard to my right, diving at the ground to evade the dull, blue-metal weapon and its glittering edges. I managed to avoid it, but by the time I controlled my reckless tumbling, she was nowhere to be seen.

      “Shit!” I panted from my exertion. I was getting sick and tired of this little game of…well, cat and mouse. I guessed that made me the rodent in this scenario. I was definitely going to show this slinky pussy my teeth and claws the next time we met.

      The others caught up to me, Tyra holding the catgirl’s knife in her hand. I barely paid attention. What filled my mind was that spade tattoo on the catgirl’s shoulder. An image I knew all too well, but not from seeing it myself.

      I spit out part of a leaf that had somehow gotten into my mouth. “I think I might know why we’re here now. I don’t know why Qamara would tell us to come here for it, but what Brin said before might be correct. It has something to do with that catgirl who’s been trying to kill me.”
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      “It involves that woman, the persistent assassin who has haunted our steps since Forgehaven?” Brin asked.

      I nodded along with what she was saying. “Right. That’s the thing. I saw something when…” I searched for a flat, bare spot and ended up walking back to the road. I took out my siangham and started scratching in the dirt. “Like I was saying, I saw a tattoo on the catgirl’s shoulder.”

      “So what?” Tip said. “Tyra’s got a cool tattoo on her shoulder and arm, but you never make a big deal of it.”

      I tilted my head toward the goblin girl. “I like Tyra’s tattoo, which I’ve told her before. Though, I’m not in the habit of talking about my friends without them around. Except you. You’re always the exception, Tip.”

      He snorted and I had to chuckle. At least he could take a joke.

      “As I was trying to say, it looked like this.” I pointed at the drawing in the dirt. “Imagine those drops of stuff coming off it as a thick, green liquid. Poison.”
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      “Very pretty,” Tyra said. “What does that have to do with why we’re here?”

      “Because it was part of the vision Qamara gave me the first time I met her. ‘Be wary of the sign of the poison knife and spade. See beyond what your eyes tell you.’ It has to be it. It can’t be a coincidence. Can it?”

      Brin shook her head. “It is not likely. I can’t see a connection between someone trying to kill you and an image Qamara’s prediction described, but foretelling is a complex ability. Her intuition telling you to go see that man in Equity turned out to be where the assassin ambushed you. Perhaps you must confront her and defeat her for something else to happen. The problem is that if you do so, will another be sent in her place? If someone has paid to have you killed, there may be more. It could even be that the second or third is the one Qamara’s foretelling is leading you to meet.”

      “Oh. Yeah, that’s bad, I guess. No use worrying about it now. I’ll take the problem one assassin at a time and hope they don’t send two or three at once to make sure the job gets done. What I really want to know is what Qamara’s vision means. Being wary seems logical, but what are we missing that I have to see beyond what my eyes tell me?”

      “She is skilled at hiding,” Sariel said. “It could be as simple as keeping a vigilant watch so you will not be surprised.”

      “I guess, but that doesn’t seem like it would need to be said, especially after warning me to be wary. It does bring up another thing that confuses me. Rex⁠—”

      “I hate to say it,” Tip said. “But what if Qamara’s ability is leading you into your death? I don’t mean that she herself wants you eliminated, but could her power be trying to get you offed for the greater good or something?”

      I frowned at him, and he put his hands up in surrender. He did have a point, though. “I’m not going to believe Qamara is trying to get me killed, or even that her power is. I’ll have to talk to her when we see her next, ask her what the hell is going on. Like I was trying to say, how did Rex know she was there? He started growling before she’d even moved.”

      Tip patted the furcan on his poofy head. “Ah, he probably smelled her.”

      “Not likely, the assassin was waiting upwind from us,” Brin pointed out.

      “Oh yeah, right. What do you say, Rexy? How did you detect the pretty catgirl? Do you have a babe detector?”

      Rex looked up at Tip and blinked. There were times when I could almost see the gears working inside the lizard’s head, but there were others, like right now, when there seemed like nothing but empty space in that skull of his. I imagined a dial tone, no signal at all.

      “Babe detector?” Tyra frowned at the satyr.

      “Um, yeah. He can always point right to you when I ask where you’re at. Huh, Rex?”

      The furcan hunched down on all fours and pointed his beak at Tyra.

      I laughed. “Well, he’s got you there. You’re definitely a babe. In case you don’t remember, that means you’re hot. Gorgeous, sexy, all that kind of stuff. Not a literal baby.”

      The goblin mock-glared at the lizard but could only hold it for a moment before she laughed.

      “There is, perhaps, another explanation,” Brin told us. “Before I used my Light spell, I used my Lunar Light sight. It not only allows me to see what is hidden in shadows but, more importantly, it can defeat some types of magical concealment. I have read that some lizards can see in colors that other species, including humans, cannot. Perhaps he saw through whatever concealed her, magical or mundane colors that hid the assassin. If so, that ability could sure be a boon⁠—”

      I tried to stop her before she said the word, but it was too short, and I was too late. Fucking Tip.

      “BOON! Boon -boon-boon-boon.” Tip shouted. Sariel started, and Rex hopped up and down excitedly. Brin let out a sigh. The satyr launched into his dance, this time a variation of the chicken dance, and Rex hopped and swayed in time with his buddy. I mirrored the moonwisp’s response. Brin knew better than to use that word.

      “It could be a good thing for us,” she continued as Tip got it out of his system. “We must watch for other signs that his sight, or other senses, are better than ours. It could be very helpful when dealing with the umbrenix.”

      Needless to say, we kept a watchful eye on the shadows as we headed to the first community of beastkin I’d visit in this new place.

      “Where are we going, Brin?”

      The moonwisp pointed down the road. “There is a village not too far away, Growlstown. This area is called Fragrant Hollows. It is primarily canine type beastkin. They are typically amicable to outsiders, but few travel this way. The larger settlements, both within Fragrant Hollows and in other regions, are farther inland. This is merely the closest.

      Less than half an hour later, we walked into the village. I’d seen some different kinds of beastkin since I arrived in Valorae, but spending so much time in the Aesturith Kingdom accustomed me to a majority of humans and elves.

      This was a lot different, in more than just quantity.

      The first person I saw was a pretty, young woman, walking across the road from one house to another. Her hair and the dog ears on her head were brown and black, and the shape of her ears made it easy to spot that she was a German shepherd type of dog beastkin. Aside from the ears and the tail wagging behind her, she looked like a human woman. A very attractive human woman. She gave me a huge smile and a wave, which I returned with a dumbstruck smile on my face.

      Of course, Tip said something unfortunately similar to sexy bitch under his breath, but my attention was taken by another woman. She had a similar dress—a common peasant dress style I’d seen a lot—and though she filled it out well, it was the parts that were visible that made me do a double- and triple-take.

      The ears were there, as was the tail, though they looked more like a collie’s. The thing was, fur covered all of what should have been exposed skin, and she had an elongated snout and mouth. She wasn’t what I’d normally thought of as a beastkin, but more of an anthropomorphic dog person. What I’d heard called a furry.

      I couldn’t help but stare at her, though my mind was screaming at me that I was being rude even as I did it. She swung her head around to me and scanned me up and down. Her mouth curved into a smile, and she did a little head jerk as a greeting. I found myself smiling hugely at her and raising my own chin in response.

      It was weird, really. You’d think it would freak me out, but honestly, she was damn sexy. Who’d have thunk it? She wriggled her behind, wagging her tail at me, which was attached to a very nice butt, and continued on her way.

      “Damn.” There really wasn’t anything else I could say.

      “You haven’t seen a furry before?” Tip asked.

      I didn’t bother looking at him. My eyes were still glued to the shape of her ass beneath that tail. I shook my head.

      Tyra barked a laugh, which my mind interpreted as ironic since I was staring at a dog. It broke me from my stupor.

      “It’s nice to see that, not only do the doggies appreciate you, but you reciprocate,” Tyra said.

      My face grew warm, and I shifted my gaze to Brinawynn, who was leading us to the only inn in the village. I noticed that, although we’d drawn some attention, it wasn’t like we were oddities. Between me looking like Kael and the gorgeous women I was with, it was more a case of people checking us out. I saw a few more examples of beastkin from the human-type with just ears and a tail to the full furries and some in between. One woman had a snout with fur on her head and neck, but the cleavage she proudly displayed was smooth, bald skin. I could only shake my head and appreciate the variety in this magical world.

      The inn we went to was like any other, if a little smaller than some we’d seen. A few people were lounging or dining in the common room, but we went straight to the man standing near the bar as if he was surveying his domain. He was one of the furry types, a hefty guy with the ears and sad eyes of a basset hound. I chuckled inwardly at the image of Droopy, the cartoon dog in the old Looney Tunes shows in my mind. Next to him stood a younger man, similar in appearance, if not quite so chunky.

      “Good afternoon, how can I help you?” he said. He even sounded like Droopy. Tip turned to look out at the common room, holding his breath. I’d bet good money he was thinking the same as me and was trying to keep from laughing his ass off. I’d have to ask him later.

      “We’d like rooms, if you have some available,” I said.

      “Of course. How many?”

      “Five?”

      “We have them. They’re a silver a night.”

      “Great. We’ll take them. I also have some questions, if you don’t mind.”

      The man laughed. “Well, those are free. What do you need to know?”

      “We encountered someone a few hours ago on the road, and I was wondering if she came this way. Black-haired woman, gorgeous, wearing dark clothes. She’s…a cat beastkin.” I wasn’t sure how the different beastkin got along, but if anyone was going to have issues with each other, I figured it’d be cats and dogs.

      “Mmm. I love cat beastkin,” the younger man said dreamily. It won him a slap on the side of the head by his father.

      “Shut it, Teb. You’re sick. That’s unnatural.” The innkeeper forced a smile as he turned back to me. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen anyone like that. You won’t too often find cats here. Not that we’re against them, mind you. It’s just that they rarely come by this way. The area where most of them live is three days’ walk from here.”

      “I understand. I just thought I’d ask.”

      “Was she very beautiful?” the younger dog beastkin asked. “Were her clothes tight?” Another smack nearly knocked him down. His father didn’t even look as he struck his son.

      “We’ll get you those rooms.”
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      We asked a few more people in the village if they’d seen the catgirl, but the answers were much the same as the innkeeper. We didn’t find any others with a cat fetish like the innkeeper’s son, but I could understand his fascination. I’d only seen a few catgirls in person. The one I was most familiar with was trying to kill me at every opportunity, but there was no denying she was super hot.

      When we left Growlstown, I couldn’t say I was unhappy with the suggestion that we head toward the northwestern area of the Commonwealth where most of the cat beastkin lived. With everything else going on, it shouldn’t even have hit my radar, but the fact was that I did look forward to seeing cat people up close without them trying to end my life. They couldn’t all be assassins.

      The logical choice, then, was to follow the road as it went north then swing to the west, where we’d find the cat beastkin region. If our assassin lived there, that’s where we’d solve the mystery of why, exactly, she was trying to kill me.

      “…So then you would say a straight sword or one with a very slight curve would be the ideal weapon for you? One with edges on both sides?” Tyra asked Sariel.

      “Yes. My longsword is double-edged, and I can use it to great effect. However, there are advantages also to a slight curvature. I’ve trained with swords like that and have found I can control the way a blade I am parrying moves better. The slightest change of angle, and it’s possible to arrest the momentum of the opponent’s sword more efficiently.”

      “Hmm. You said a handguard with quillons in an S shape allow for other techniques that have advantages.”

      “Oh, yes. If you’ll note the quillons on my sword, they are angled forward a bit. I have used them for twisting and trapping weapons, but not as effectively as the handguard you describe would accomplish.”

      “It’s fascinating,” the goblin said. “My weapons are pretty simple. Thank you for sharing with me. It gives me a lot to think about as a crafter.”

      “You’re welcome. Be aware, however, that this is only my opinion. Others would have their ideal weapon of a different configuration. It is a personal thing, one that depends much upon the style of fighting and the opponent a warrior faces.”

      I shared a smile with Brin as she walked alongside me and held my hand. It was clear to us what Tyra was up to, but Sariel, though experienced in many things, was more guileless. I wasn’t going to say anything, but it amused me to no end to see it all play out.

      So far, the travel through the sparsely treed Fragrant Hollows had been pleasant enough. There were plenty of boughs to shade us from the sun, but not so much as to make the terrain dark and gloomy. The road, the same type of narrow path we’d walked since leaving the larger road at the bridges to the Aesturith Kingdom, was clear of obstructions, though we didn’t see many people. We’d already passed two other villages of dog beastkin, and it was only midday. It didn’t seem that the dogs had any bigger towns or cities.

      We reached a stream that paralleled the road for a time.

      “How about stopping here for a few minutes to refill our water skins and eat some snacks?” I suggested. Everyone agreed and dropped their packs. Tip trudged over to the stream, Rex bouncing beside him. The satyr splashed water on his face, and the lizard jumped in a shallow section to play and cool himself down. Brin squeezed my hand, then released it, angling toward a group of trees.

      “I must answer nature’s call,” she told me.

      “Yeah, me too.”

      I headed to another area, giving her some privacy while I helped to water the trees. The idea seemed to be infectious because Sariel and Tyra headed to the trees near Brin, no doubt to take care of business themselves.

      I marveled at how the temperature dropped as I entered the shade of a handful of trees packed closely together, the better to hide what I was doing. I undid my pants and zipped them down, ready to relieve myself, but never got the chance. A shadowy form materialized next to me, already in motion, the flash of a blade on course to slash my throat.

      I dropped to a knee and pivoted, taking cover partway behind the tree trunk I had been planning to wet. The dagger passed within a fraction of an inch of me. I rose to my feet, drawing both my siangham and my knife at the same time, and whirled out from behind the tree.

      The beautiful face of the catgirl was suddenly in front of me.

      I wondered at how she had so easily snuck up on me, how she moved without sound like that. But those were questions for later. For now, all I needed to know was the dark-clad woman had not one, but two daggers in her hand, and they were both in motion to slice me up.

      Her blades met my siangham and my knife with a clang and a thud. I threw a quick kick at her, but she twisted to evade it, sweeping her knives back around to slash at my neck. The woman was fast, and her movements were precise. I’d fought her before, of course, but this time was different. We were crowded by trees, and so close I could feel the warm huffs of her breath as she tried to position herself to take me down. More importantly, there was no one else around. For the moment.

      “Gar?” It was Sariel’s voice. Of course, she would recognize the sound of metal on metal. I was sure she was already drawing her sword and running to my aid.

      “Over here,” I said, not bothering to turn my head. All my focus was on the whirring blades in the catgirl’s hands.

      She slashed and thrusted, her daggers always moving. If I hadn’t been wielding weapons in both hands, it would have been tough to keep them away from me. Trying to dodge was dangerous with how quickly she could change the direction of her blades. But as it was, with the limited space, it was more a matter of parrying or outright blocking than it was evading.

      “Who sent you to kill me?” I said, knocking one knife downward while striking out at her throat with my siangham.

      She pushed my attack away and aimed a quick thrust at my face, which I in turn batted to the side. Her green eyes flashed in the diffused forest light, but she said nothing. That was fine. I hadn’t expected a conversation, anyway.

      I kicked at her leg, but she crossed her feet to sidestep away while swinging both blades in arcs toward my arm and the opposite shoulder. I caught one on the handguard of my knife and slammed the other away with my siangham, braced along my forearm. Another attempt at a kick, this one a short side kick, finally landed on her abdomen.

      Air wheezed out of her, but her body bent in half, reducing the impact of the kick. Even bent over, she twisted and slashed again. The dagger aimed at my leg missed when I brought my limb back in faster than she could strike out, but the other scratched a two-inch cut in my forearm. I barely felt it, and it wasn’t deep enough to affect my response. I rotated my knife and laid down an almost identical cut on her own arm before she could snatch it back.

      Crashing from the direction of the road signaled that at least one other person was arriving. I’d barely shifted my eyes to see white hair come into view when the catgirl turned and darted into the undergrowth.

      I flipped my siangham from a reverse grip to a regular grip and drew it back to throw, but the woman had completely disappeared like she’d never been there. Sariel reached me first, then Tyra.

      “Where is she?” the goblin girl said. “Was it that catgirl again?”

      “Yeah, it was.” I wiped absently at my forearm where she’d cut me. The damn thing stung like a paper cut doused in lemon juice now that my adrenaline was waning. “She must have realized Rex could see her or sense her and waited until I was alone. That’s pretty low, attacking someone just as they pull their dick out to pee.” My fly was down the entire fight, for fuck’s sake.

      “Which way did she go?” Sariel asked.

      I waved in the general direction as Brin and Tip arrived. “That way, but don’t bother. She disappeared right in front of me. Some kind of magic or item or something. We’ll never find her. We just have to wait until the next time.”

      I grunted and wiped at my arm. It wasn’t bleeding that much. I don’t know why it felt like it was on fire.

      Brin’s gasp brought my head around to her.

      “Gar. Your arm.”

      “Yeah, I got a minor cut, but I returned it. She…” A wave of nausea hit me like a punch in the stomach.

      “Here, let me heal you.”

      “There’s no need, Brin. It’s just a little scratch.”

      The moonwisp grabbed my arm with more strength than I expected. My eyes went wide when I saw the small cut was inflamed, angry red lines radiating out from it and, worse, trailing up my arm from the site of the injury.

      The cooling magic of Brin’s Soothe spell washed over me, and the cut disappeared. But the red lines didn’t.

      “Poison,” she said. “She struck you with a poison blade. I cannot heal poison with my Soothe spell. It looks to be virulent.”

      “Herbs,” Tyra said. “There have to be herbs or something that’ll help, right? Do any of you know about that stuff?”

      All she got in response were worried looks. Well, shit.

      “Listen, it’s okay,” I said. “A little poison never killed anyone.” I meant it to be a joke, but I got no smiles for it. That didn’t concern me. I knew about dose, and such a minute amount of poison shouldn’t be able to seriously hurt me immediately. We’d have time to find a healer somewhere before it could really do me harm.

      “That is precisely what it’s for,” Brin said. “I know not which poison it is, but there are several that could kill you in the next half hour with even so small an exposure.”

      That caught my attention. “Really? Poisons don’t work that fast in my world. Not with small quantities like this.”

      “They do here. Come, we must get you to a village and pray a knowledgeable healer resides and is able to help you.”

      I’d never seen the blue woman so frantic. I was starting to worry.

      “Uh, okay. Let’s not panic. Do you know where there’s a village close by?”

      “I…think so. Come, we must go. I don’t like the reaction your body is having already. This is a powerful poison.”

      I still wasn’t sure how bad it could really be in such a short period of time, but I wasn’t going to argue. I picked up by pack where I’d dropped it. Turning to where we’d been headed, I waited for Brin to get her bearings and start leading us.

      “At least you haven’t shown the next level of symptoms,” she said.

      I nodded at her, but the small motion sent me into such pain I bent over at the waist and threw up everything in my stomach.

      “Forget what I just said,” the moonwisp added. “We must hurry.”
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      I don’t remember the specifics of our trip to the closest village. With the pain racking my body, and the dizziness and nausea, I honestly don’t know if I was even conscious. I was afraid to ask if my friends had carried me at some point. I was, however, cognizant of being ushered into a room where a woman waited for us.

      A bunny woman.

      Things were hazy, but I do recall drinking down a foul liquid and starting to feel better a handful of seconds afterward. Gradually, the world stopped spinning so much, and the pain lessened until I could sit up on a bed I didn’t remember getting into.

      “Good, good,” the woman said, and I finally got a good look at her with my unaltered mind.

      I thought she was probably middle-aged, though I had no way to be sure. It was her voice more than anything else. There were no wrinkles visible on her face, mostly because fur covered the entire thing. I had known she was a rabbit beastkin from the ears, but now that I could focus my eyes on her, I saw she was one of the furry kinds.

      Her face, narrow and angular, had fine fur on it. The little triangular nose and elongated snout with whiskers coming out of each side were also a dead giveaway. She had long floppy ears, the kind that hung down and folded over instead of sticking straight up. They were adorable. From what I could see around her simple dress, she had fur everywhere but the palms of her hands.

      “Hi,” I said. “I’m Gar. I take it that you helped me with the poison?”

      She smiled at me, though I had to tilt my head and stare at her mouth for a good three seconds to understand how she’d done it.

      “I did. Your friends tell me you were attacked by an assassin. How do you know she was an assassin?”

      “She’s tried to kill me three other times even though I’d never met her before. I don’t think it’s too much of a stretch for me to assume she’s an assassin.”

      “No. I would say that your evidence is sufficient. Did she display any markings? Tattoo, jewelry, a symbol on her clothes or weapon?”

      “Actually, yeah. She had a tattoo on her shoulder. A knife pointing up with a stylized spade and green liquid dripping from it.”

      The bunny woman nodded. “As I expected. Venom Blades.”

      “Venom Blades?”

      “They’re an assassin’s guild based here in the commonwealth. Nasty lot, as you would expect for an organization of assassins. They have two favorite poisons they use more than others. The one that afflicted you is called the Long Night. It’s powerful, though not the most lethal. It acts quickly, however, and if you would have been injured more seriously, gotten more of the poison into your system, you may not have made it here.”

      “Thank you. You saved my life.”

      “Pshaw. It’s what I do. My job, if you will. I’m happy to help. I would suggest that you don’t antagonize assassins, but I know how the Venom Blades work. Nothing you could do—or not do—would keep them from attacking you if they have already been hired. You either have to flee where they won’t follow or kill the assassin after you. I hope you are more than someone who simply looks like Kael Serus. I hope you can fight like him, too, or what I did may only delay what will happen anyway.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but she patted me on the arm. “Forgive me. You don’t need to respond to that. Rest now. I’ll have one of my daughters bring you some food so you can regain your strength. I’ll be back to talk to you later.”

      She patted Brin on the arm as she left. I hadn’t even noticed the moonwisp. She came to my bed and took my hand.

      “How are you feeling, Gar?”

      “A lot better than before. Did you guys…uh…carry me?”

      Tyra barked a laugh, walking in through the door. “No, though it was a near thing. You kept insisting you could move on your own. I was ready to knock you out and carry your stubborn ass anyway. But your big block head probably weighs a ton.”

      Sariel’s beautiful face poked out at me around Tyra, her eyes full of concern. Tip leaned casually on the wall near the door, Rex running around his legs. The satyr gave me a wave, and I smiled at him and gave him a thumbs up.

      “Thanks everyone. It sounds like it was a close call. I didn’t know there were poisons that worked that fast. In my world, one poison called curare can kill someone my size in probably twenty-five minutes if I was shot with several arrows or darts covered with it, but most fast poisons have to be eaten or drunk.”

      “Like Tana said, there are more powerful poisons,” Brin told me, “particularly those that are magical. All in all, you were lucky. I will see if Tana will sell me some of the antitoxin she used so we can carry it with us. Especially in dealing with assassins, it is a good idea to do so.”

      “So, her name is Tana?”

      “Yes,” another female voice said. “Tana Earflop. I’m Sina Earflop, her daughter.”

      I turned my head to find an eye-catching woman with a tray of food. She was a bunny beastkin as well, of course, but of the type that looked like a human with bunny ears and—I assumed—a cotton tail. I had to admit she was a gorgeous example of the beastkin race.

      She smiled at me like she’d heard my thoughts and approved. “Hungry?”

      My stomach gurgled in answer. I watched as she arranged the tray over my lap. Her eyes were a striking golden color, and they reflected the lamplight beautifully.

      “Thank you. I’m Gar.”

      “I know. I helped Mother make the antidote and feed it to you. You were a little out of it, then.”

      “I had to be if I don’t remember seeing you. I mean…”

      She laughed and gave me a wink. “Thank you. I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “It was.”

      “Enjoy your food, Gar. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Tip took a breath, and I was afraid he was going to say something, but Sina turned that smile on him, and he started silently stuttering, not able to bring any coherent words out. Ah, the power of a hot woman.

      I ate all the food they gave me, and another tray full after. Tip watched me, a sour look on his face.

      “What’s up, Tip? You hungry?”

      “I’m always hungry. They gave us some food, and I appreciate it, but it’s all vegetables. Not a bit of meat anywhere.”

      “I explained it to you, Tip,” Brin said. “Rabbit beastkin are vegetarians. You won’t find anyone here eating meat.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You explained it. I even have memories from other worlds of people choosing to not eat meat. Vegetarians. Vegans. I just don’t understand, though. I mean, if we weren’t meant to be carnivores, then why are all the animals made out of meat?”

      I’d taken a drink just before he hit us with that gem, and I vacillated between almost spraying my water all over the room and choking it down my windpipe for two solid minutes. All the while, Tip looked at me like I was insane. I don’t think he meant it to be funny but damn, I thought it was.
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      Keliana Artuxis fumed. Her life had been a living hell for the last month, and her luck didn’t look like it would change anytime soon. The catgirl spun her ring dagger in her hand absentmindedly as she thought. She had a nearly irresistible urge to stab something with it.

      How she managed to take a bad situation and always make it worse was the greatest mystery of her life. She was a highly accomplished assassin, desperately sought after to handle the most delicate of jobs. Damn expensive, too, and worth every copper.

      Yet the completion of this relatively simple task had evaded her.

      It was her own fault, of course. Her old trainer, Werun Tes, always said she had too much honor for an assassin. Especially an assassin of the Venom Blades. There were certain ethics that guilds required of their members, but the Blades? They were more flexible than most. Victory at all costs was almost their mantra.

      But she couldn’t live like that. She had a certain standard to uphold. One she would not break, for to do so would compromise herself. So instead, she made a choice that exacerbated her already insurmountable situation. So, she exacerbated the situation she was in by her own actions and choices.

      What else could she do, though? She hadn’t willingly accepted the job she was currently tasked with. She’d been commanded, pressured, extorted into work that plagued her. The catgirl was no stranger to causing death. She took pride in occupation. But how could she kill an undeserving person solely at someone else’s mere whim?

      It wasn’t a new problem. As an assassin, she was more particular than should be allowed. If she weren’t so good, her superiors would never let her choose the jobs she would or wouldn’t accept. But she was that good, and so, she had been able to avoid killing those she did not concur needed to be eliminated.

      It was a pity she didn’t have that option for her current assignment.

      She’d been stalking the man for some time now. He was…different. Not only was he extremely skilled in combat, but he wasn’t the criminal type she usually targeted. The man actually seemed like a good person.

      Damn it!

      She slammed the tip of her dagger into the branch she sat on. She’d tried to be fair. Instead of skewering him with a poisoned bolt from a distance, Keliana had separated him from that furcan and attacked him in close quarters, giving him a fighting chance.

      As before, he had proved to be difficult to pin down, even though all she needed to do was to scratch him with her daggers. His friends reacted too quickly, though, and he was skilled enough to hold off her attacks until she had to flee or be overwhelmed. But she had cut him. Her job should have been done, her conscience mostly clear.

      But no. They were too close to that village, and he’d gotten the help of a healer. No doubt at this very moment, he was resting, healing. And Keliana had failed in her obligation once more.

      She hissed at the world, spitting as her tail puffed up in irritation. Was she going to have to disappoint herself and take the coward’s way to finish the job? Was she going to follow at a distance, then simply punch a bolt into the back of his head? The whole dishonorable idea disgusted her.

      She was running out of options, though. Soon enough he would lose his patience. She couldn’t allow that. Sethon could do irreparable harm if she failed. Keliana’s shoulders slumped. It seemed she had a choice between completing the task or keeping her honor. Either way, she would rather be dead.

      Which was another problem. Was that what she was aiming for? Was she unconsciously trying to trap herself into close combat with this man, this Gar, because part of her wanted it all to end? He might have the skill to do it.

      She didn’t know. What she did know was that the situation needed to be resolved soon or all decision would be taken out of her hands. The assassin rammed her dagger into its sheath and dropped to the ground.

      There was nothing for it. One way or another, her next encounter with the man would end in death. His, hers, she wasn’t sure, but any time now, they’d leave the village, and that’s when she needed to strike.
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      Tana the healer insisted I stay where she could check on me for the rest of the day and the entire day after. With nothing else to do but lie in bed or sit around the village, I got to know two of her daughters. The first was Sina, apparently assigned to bring me my meals. The other was her sister Rayna, who resembled their mother more fully, being a full anthropomorphic rabbit. It didn’t stop her from being attractive, however.

      Yeah, it was tough being served food by two beautiful bunny girls and surrounded by my gorgeous companions most of the time, even if I did have to deal with Tip and his whining about me always getting the girls. I didn’t try anything with either of them, though, only enjoyed their company as I passed my forced convalescence.

      I finally reached the appointed time when I was allowed to leave without upsetting the healer, and I was beyond ready to go. Not that it was unpleasant in the small village, but we still had to track down that catgirl, and the last thing I wanted was for her to come to the village and possibly cause harm to any of the peaceable rabbit beastkin. Everyone I’d met, from the smallest child to the oldest man, were all friendly and kind, and I didn’t want to bring any trouble down upon them.

      We were saying goodbye to Tana and some of her family, including the two daughters I knew, when another woman came and whispered something into Tana’s ears. She frowned and nodded, her eyes growing sad. The woman left and the healer turned back to us, forcing a smile.

      “Tana,” I said. “What was that about?”

      “Oh, just village business, nothing to concern yourself with.”

      “Tana.”

      “Really, it’s nothing.”

      Sina grimaced. “They still haven’t found them?”

      “Shh, girl. Later.”

      I took the healer’s hand in both of mine. “Tana, I really appreciate what you did for me. I can pay you, though you already refused payment, but maybe there’s something else I can do. What’s going on? Can I help you with it? Please? I feel bad that you won’t let me show you how grateful I am for your aid.”

      “No, Gar. It’s fine. We can⁠—”

      “Mother, quit being stubborn.” This time it was Rayna who spoke. “Tell them or I will. They want to help, and they look like they can handle it.”

      Tana twitched her nose and smacked her lips just like a regular rabbit does when chewing on some nice greens. It was adorable, even on a middle-aged woman.

      “Four of our youngsters went missing almost two days ago. The forest to the west of us is called Packhome. That’s where the wolf beastkin live. They usually aren’t aggressive toward us, but some have the instinct to…well, if our young strayed into their territory, it could be bad. We can’t very well send an armed group over there to ask about it. It could start a war.”

      “But if some outsiders happen to show up and ask some questions,” I said, “even if they get upset, it won’t reflect on you. We’ll go check it out and get to the bottom of this.”

      “I…I…”

      I patted her hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll be diplomatic and try to keep from shaking things up. The most important thing is to find your children.”

      “O-okay. They’re not children, however. They are all eighteen and nineteen years old, but they are inexperienced. The wolf region is no place for them.”

      I met eyes with my companions, all of whom nodded. Well, except Tip, who gave me an enthusiastic thumbs-up. “We’re on it. We’ll be back soon.” I started walking, hoping the others would follow me.

      “Umm, Gar,” Tana said. “It’s that way.” She pointed to my right.

      I chuckled. “Of course. Thanks.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Sina said.

      “Me, too,” her sister announced. “My sense of smell is a lot better than yours. I can help track them.”

      I scratched my head. “Wait, track them?”

      “Yes. I can probably get their scent and follow where they went, but only once we get farther away from the village. There are too many other, confusing aromas within the village.”

      “Huh. Okay. As long as your mother says it’s all right.” I looked over at Tana. She was doing that chewing thing again, but she nodded.

      We headed out immediately, the sisters leading us to the west. They explained that though the wolves’ territory was past the road bordering the forest, they often ranged into the rabbits’ area, the Warren. It was why they were all so scared of searching. Encountering a wolf beastkin, even within their own forest, was terrifying to them.

      It was weird to me. I saw beastkin as human-like people but with some animal traits. Even the furries were still people, but the way the rabbits talked, it was like the wolf beastkin were actually wolves. I wasn’t sure if I was missing something or if the rabbits were just that wary.

      I noticed Tip near the back of the group, giggling like a seven-year-old. I excused myself from the bunny sisters and drifted back to where the satyr was building to hysterics.

      I sighed as he covered his face with his hands, hissing out giggles and getting worse by the second. “Okay. Spill it. What’s so damn funny?”

      “Blaaaah.” The laugh exploded out of him, and spittle rained on me. “I can’t stand it anymore.”

      “What, Tip?”

      “I was wondering: if the rabbits got into a fight with the wolves, would they bring out the Rabbit of Caerbannog?” Then he lost his shit and laughed until he was coughing.

      I seriously thought of strangling the little asshole. I was as much a Monty Python fan as anyone my age, but it wasn’t that damn funny. Until he got it out of his system, I stayed back with him. Then, I threatened him with a severe beating if he didn’t get serious and rejoined the sisters at the front of the group. We were searching for lost kids, for fuck’s sake. Sometimes I wondered if we ought to just leave Tip in a bush somewhere and run away.

      Before we spotted the road, though, Rayna stopped, her nose wiggling as she sniffed. “Wait. I smell them. It’s this way.” She turned to her right and headed north.

      “North?” I said. “Are there wolves that way?”

      Sina answered me. “No. The forest butts up against the Dragonsteeth Mountains. If they went into the mountains, our problem is probably worse than the wolves. But that isn’t for miles yet. I don’t know why they would go north, but this may be good news.”

      Rayna led us onto what looked halfway between a game path and a hiking trail, her nose working overtime to keep us on track. After another hour of walking and scanning our surroundings against an ambush, we came to a rockier area. The start of a boulder field and some foothills for the mountains that loomed in front of us.

      I was about to ask if we should go further when I heard the sound. The bunny girls were both stone still, their ears twitching. Their hearing was probably much better than mine with those ears. After a solid minute of everyone listening and barely breathing, Sina growled something under breath and started stomping toward a rocky hill. Not wanting her to get into danger, I sped up to match her pace, apprehensive of her furious face.

      When we got close to the hill, I noticed a deeper dark in the fold of the ground. A cave opening.

      “The Rabbit of Caerbannog,” Tip whispered in a horrible Scottish accent. “Run away, run away!”

      I barked a laugh and slapped him on top of the head. “Stop it!” Turning to the others, I put a hand up. “Sorry.” I followed the sisters toward the cave.

      The sound was louder now, and I thought I knew what was going on.

      “Yes, yes, yes. Doma. Yes, more. Aaaaaahhhhh.”

      “Me too-me too-me too. I want some of…ooooh-oooooh-oooooh.”

      It was two different voices, both female and both young. There may have been some eating going on, but it probably didn’t involve wolves.

      “Doma Whitefur!” Sina shouted. “You better have all your clothes on when I set foot in that cave. If not, you may lose everything that’s exposed. Here I come.”

      Squeaks and grunts and more than a few curse words echoed out of the cave, set to the background noise of scrabbling and the rustle of clothing. I stepped into the cave alongside Sina, just to make sure she wasn’t in any danger, and boy did I get an eyeful.

      Three young and—I have to admit—very shapely bunny girls scrambled around in various states of undress. Only one was the furry type, the other two being like Sina with lots of pale, creamy flesh set off by ears and clearly visible cotton tails. None of them had had the chance to cover their lower parts. Hell, only one had even covered her chest. Happily, the one male in the group pulled his pants up as we stepped in. By the pained look on his face, he had pulled them on too forcefully.

      “You girls disappoint me,” Sina said, glaring at all four of the villagers. “You are not going to like what your parents are going to do with you. Imagine running off for two days to play harem orgy without saying a word to anyone. We thought you’d been taken by the wolves. Get dressed and get your fluffy tails moving. We have a long hike back home.”

      She nodded to Rayna, who took over shouting at the four like a drill sergeant. Sina jerked her head toward the outside, and I followed her into the sunlight. Brin, Sariel, and Tyra stood at the opening, amused looks on their faces. Tip’s eyes were wide as he peered in, watching the bunny girls try to get all their clothes back on. The satyr wasn’t even blinking. Great. Fuel for the spank bank.

      Sina took me aside and, after she checked to make sure no one could see her, she dropped her angry look and laughed.

      I watched her as she shook, trying to keep from cackling too loudly. Then she burst out in an uncontrolled giggle and pulled me into a hug as she hissed into my shoulder.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to do. I patted her on the back and let her vent her humor onto my shoulder. I mean, she felt really good up against me like that, but I didn’t have a clue what the proper response would be in this case. While she was turning red, making me afraid she’d explode, my three girls walked up and stood around us. I met Brin’s eyes and she winked at me.

      Sina finally expended whatever energy she was releasing and sighed. She tilted her head and kissed me on the cheek, then let go of me.

      “Thank you. Oh, gods. That’s hilarious. Between the relief they’re not dead and the sheer stupidity, I needed the laughs. Umm, sorry about your shirt.”

      I looked at my shoulder and found it was damp. All that hissing of her warm breath had left its mark.

      “Uh, no problem. So, what’s the deal here?”

      Brin smirked at me, and I realized this was more common knowledge of the world I didn’t know. Sina explained.

      “I’m sure you know our reputation.” At my clueless look, her forehead crinkled. “Oh. Okay, well, we rabbit beastkin are known for being…amorous. And fecund. Many families are harems, or opposite harems. Because more of our young are female, it’s usually just the regular harem. Anyway, it’s a recognized part of our culture. Some males, though, are a little anxious. We try to keep them under control, but sometimes, well…” she pointed toward the cave. “Doma has been called down for being too eager before.

      “So, I guess he convinced those young sweeties in there to join him on a little field trip and practice hareming. His life is going to be difficult for a while now, once we drag him back to the village. If he’s spent two days with those girls, there’s going to be at least one pregnancy. He’s not going to like how fast he has to grow up.

      “Anyway, that’s the whole of it. They stole away for some sweet, wild sex and now they’re caught. What’s more, they disrupted the entire village and made us fear for their lives. If you have time to spare, you should stick around for the punishment. Our village can be very inventive with it. Oh, don’t worry. It’s not sick or anything, not damaging or violent. Just fitting. Some good fun.”

      She gave me a provocative and entirely confusing wink. Was their punishment sexual? Was she really flirting with me right after witnessing the interruption of a foursome? I was feeling uncomfortable and anxious at the same time.

      “We should probably get them home before something does happen to them,” I said, trying to change the subject completely.

      Sina pursed her lips at me, and I thought she was going to kiss me. Then she turned and went back to the cave to help her sister chivvy the younger bunnies to get moving.

      Tyra laughed at me. “Now you’ve experienced a little bit of bunny girl magic. Congratulations and condolences.” She slapped her thigh and put her arm around Brin. Even the blue woman had a smile on her face.

      Tip finally came back from the cave, Rex following him. The girls must have put all their clothes back on.

      “You okay, buddy,” I asked.

      He let loose an explosive exhale. “Gods, I wish I wouldn’t have watched that.” He smiled. “Kind of.”

      I slapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s get going. Can you walk?”

      He glared at me as we joined the bunnies, but he did walk with a slight limp.
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      My group followed the bunny girls—and the bunny dude—at a short distance. Sina and Rayna kept up a running lecture of the younger beastkin as they went, though the more human looking bunny girl took the opportunity to glance back at us a few times during our trek.

      “So,” Tyra said after we’d been walking for a few minutes. “Harems, huh?”

      I’d wondered who would bring it up first. My money would have been on Tip.

      “Makes sense,” I said. “If they’re putting babies out like rabbits…uh, regular rabbits, I mean, then I could see it. Sina said the majority of offspring are female, so it’s natural, right?”

      Tip nodded vigorously. “Sounds logical to me. With only a few men, they’d have to spread their love around or the women would feel left out.”

      Tyra frowned at the satyr. “Unless they wanted to be with other women, in which case it’s a perfect situation.”

      “Sure, unless they want to have babies.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right there.”

      I purposely kept silent as the conversation went on. You can bet your ass I paid attention, though.

      Brin took up the topic. “Perhaps within the classic harem structure, with one man and multiple women, women that preferred being with other women could satisfy themselves, but could also become pregnant if they desired. A loving husband would accommodate a cherished wife’s preferences and would do her the service of helping her to have children but otherwise allow her to be with the other wives.”

      Sariel narrowed her eyes at the moonwisp. “Have you seen such an arrangement, Brin?”

      “I have, one or two. It seems clear to me that each family can structure themselves in any way they desire. As long as each member agrees and is happy, who can say what is the correct or incorrect way?”

      “It sounds like a good deal to me,” Tyra said. “A group of people, all loving and making love to one another. Sign me up.”

      Tip licked his lips, and I had a bad feeling about where the conversation was ending up. Not that I was opposed to talking about it, or even participating in such an arrangement.

      “You know,” Tip said. “I would be⁠—”

      “No, Tip.”

      It surprised me that Brin, Tyra, and I said the two words exactly in sync, though I don’t know why it would after all this time. Sariel’s mouth was still open as if she was going to say it, too, but was too slow.

      “I just thought I’d offer.” He kicked the ground with his hoof like a dejected teen and started to mutter in Rex’s direction.

      Brin winked at me, and Tyra jerked her chin in my direction. It was good to know we were all on the same page, even if I did feel sorry for Tip sometimes.

      When we arrived at the village, there were hugs all around for the four younger beastkin. Until Sina told everyone where we’d found them and what they’d been doing. After that, the hugs seemed to turn into restraining holds and some very angry glares from parents directed at the oversexed runaways.

      That’s when I decided it was time for us to finally take our leave. Though I was curious about how the villagers would handle their unruly youngsters, we’d already lost almost two days in our search of the catgirl. We exchanged some quick goodbyes, including a pleasantly surprising kiss from Sina, accompanied by a sexy, smoky look. Then we had our gear gathered and were on our way west again.

      “We should take the same path we did to find the young beastkin,” Brin said. “The road heads west toward the Clowder.”

      “The Clowder?” I repeated.

      “Yes. It is the name of the region where the cat beastkin reside. It is approximately two days’ travel from here. At that point, we can search for our mysterious assassin.”

      “If she doesn’t find us first,” Tip said. Brin shot him a flat look. “What? Do you think we’ll go two days—toward her home—and she’s not going to show up and try to kill Gar again?”

      He had a point there, though I didn’t want to think about it too much.

      “We will enter the edges of the Burrows before dark. That is the region where the badger beastkin make their home. I don’t believe there is a town or village close enough for us to reach before nightfall, so we will need to camp.”

      “What about those wolf people?” Tyra asked. “We’ll be near their territory, too, right?”

      “Yes, but their communities are farther away.”

      “That’s not what I meant. Will they attack us?”

      “No. The rabbit beastkin have a skewed view of them, I believe. I have never heard of them attacking strangers. At least, not human, elf, or goblin strangers. We will be fine.”

      Tip cast his eyes west, fidgeting. His mouth twisted like he’d eaten something distasteful, or like he was going to be sick. When he saw me watching him, he smoothed his face and gave me a thumbs-up. I really needed to find a time to ask him what was up without trying to drag it out of him in front of the others.

      When it was getting close to nightfall, we found ourselves near the cave where we’d found the young bunny kin. Tip started chuckling, and I knew right away what he was thinking. The problem was that it was a logical and reasonable idea. I sighed but went ahead and presented it.

      “Uh, tell me if you have a problem with this, but it’s going to get dark soon and we already know where a cave is.”

      “The orgy cave,” Tip added helpfully.

      “Yeah, that one. I’m not sure if it’s going to rain tonight, but those clouds look like they might dump on us. I’d rather be dry and in a defensible area…”

      Tyra grinned at me. I figured she’d be fine with it. Brin and Sariel didn’t disagree. Which was not to say they agreed completely, but tacit acquiescence was better than none. So, fifteen minutes later, we were in the cave.

      Even after several hours, I thought I could smell hints of sex, but it could have been in my mind. The cave was spacious, about thirty feet by twenty, and the mouth was wide enough that wind entered obliquely so we could build a fire within. Like the young bunnies had. It felt a little awkward, knowing what it had been used for earlier in the day, but it would work for the night.

      Brin pulled first watch, with me second, and Tip last. I caught some sleep, and the blue woman shook me awake when it was my turn. The fire had settled down to low embers, not really necessary on the temperate night. I got up, gave her a kiss, and went to sit at the mouth of the cave while she curled up in my already-warm bedroll to get her rest.

      The moon was bright, poking through the scattered rain clouds, and I was able to scan the area outside. Like much of the forest we’d seen in the Warren, the trees crowded each other, and bushes and ferns were scattered about the shadows between the trunks. Other than the path we came in on, there weren’t any significant breaks in the surroundings.

      It was beautiful in the dark as it was in the daylight. I’d never spent so much time outdoors, amid different types of terrain, as I had since I got to this world. I was a city kid all my life, so this was all new to me. As different from what I was used to as magic and the different races of people were.

      I sighed. I could be happy in this world. If I didn’t have to worry about Aeyr killing me and other people or dragging them from their home worlds. It only heightened my desire—my need—to take him out. People in this world deserved to enjoy beauty without some kind of murderous demigod screwing it up for them.

      A sound outside sent my body into alert mode. I put my back against the wall of the cave and surveyed the area outside. It’d been a small noise, a rustle in the bushes. Probably some small animal scurrying around, looking for food. Still, I wasn’t going to take any chances. I was on watch, after all, which meant I was responsible for the safety of my friends.

      I cast a glance at those friends. They were all sleeping soundly. Even Rex, lying next to Tip, was breathing rhythmically, dreaming whatever lizard chickens dreamed about.

      Another sound—like a click. Not a twig being stepped on, but like a lock. Or a crossbow being cocke. Shit. I knew of someone who used a crossbow. She also used poison. I would be an idiot to leave the cave. If the catgirl was out in that vegetation, her crossbow ready and waiting, I’d be a sitting duck if I went outside to investigate.

      Nope. Nuh-uh.

      I had several choices. First, I could wake up my friends and, more importantly, Rex. Between him and Brin’s Lunar Light spell, we could detect the catgirl. Tip could shoot arrows at her from inside the cave, chase her off.

      I could also wait for Tip to get up for his watch and explain to him quietly that Rex should look for the catgirl. But without being able to explain it clearly to the furcan, he might rush out and get himself skewered for his trouble.

      Or, I could warn Tip not to go too near the opening and we could do nothing, waiting until daylight to search for the assassin all together.

      I thought about it for almost an hour, going over each option. In the end, I chose the safest, most reasonable option. I explained it when the next watch came.

      “Okay, here’s the deal, Tip. I heard some stuff, so the catgirl might be out there. I’m assuming she can see better than me in the dark, being a cat and all, so I think our best bet is if you stay out of the line of sight, and after we’re all up in the morning, we’ll figure out what to do. She probably won’t attack us in the sunlight, not with you and your bow covering us.

      “If you hear anything moving around or you feel like something is going down, wake me up right away, okay?”

      “I don’t want to wake you up. You⁠—”

      “Just wake me up. We can’t mess around with this woman. She’s good. Let’s be safe about it.”

      “Fine.” His mouth turned up into an evil grin. “You’re wrong, though. I would definitely like to mess around with that woman. She’s hot, and, you know. Catgirl.”

      I laughed and gave him a fist bump. “Just be careful, okay. We’re heading to where all the catgirls live. Pretty soon you’ll be sick of seeing them.”

      “Uh, no. That’s like saying I’d have had my fill of bunny girls after what I saw today. You’re smoking all kinds of crack to think that.”

      “Ah, beastkin fetish, huh?”

      “Like anyone with any sense. C’mon, catgirls and bunny girls? Dayam!”

      “Fine. Think about that, but stay alert. We can find you another catgirl. This one has too many claws. I don’t want to wake up to you with a crossbow bolt in your head and your hand wrapped around…well, just pay attention.”

      I wasn’t murdered in my sleep, and when I woke up, Tip was still alive. I explained the situation to the others, and we stationed Tip and Brin to cover us while we used Rex to search the shadows trunk to trunk. We didn’t find anyone, though I did see what I thought might have been footprints in the grasses near the cave. None of us had any skill in tracking, though, so it could have been anything from a small animal scampering around to the grass simply bending over because it was too long.

      Satisfied we weren’t in immediate danger, we packed up our stuff and continued west on the road separating badger and wolf territory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s more efficient to learn how to control your body first without messing around with weapons,” I said to Tip. “Then, when you pick up a weapon and start to train with it, you’ll already know how to move, and you can learn to manipulate the weapon like it’s an extension of your body.”

      We walked along the road toward the west, and I decided that if we couldn’t spare the time to train, at least I could share some insight with Tip. The taranji had been working at getting better with his sword and bow, but we hadn’t done much practice over the last few days.

      Brin was beside me, her hand in mine, with Tip on my right side. Tyra and Sariel were behind us. Rex zipped around the satyr, head jerking to take in sights and sounds, and probably scents, I didn’t even recognize. The furcan was a different kind of creature than I was used to. He darted around like a puppy, curious and always getting into things. He had that rolling gait of a chicken but the form of a lizard. I still hadn’t figured him out, but he was part of the family. More than a pet but less than the others simply by virtue of us not being able to communicate effectively.

      Tip nodded his head, but the vacant look in his eyes didn’t give me much faith that he was picking up the information I was giving him. I continued anyway.

      “It’s like when someone starts training with a sharp weapon. They cut themselves a lot. Even with dull weapons, there are injuries. Remember when you wanted to use my three-sectional staff? How you clunked your head a handful of times before you gave up entirely? It’s like that. A blade can turn in your hand and bite you. After gaining some proficiency, you’re not as likely to hurt yourself with your own weapon.”

      “What about gun guys who end up blowing their toes off or shooting themselves in some other way?” he asked. Those must have been memories from my world.

      “Yeah. Uh, there’s no accounting for stupidity. Usually, people who have learned how to handle weapons safely, including firearms, don’t end up killing themselves. Then again, when beer is involved…”

      “I get it. You should have trained me up in unarmed stuff first before we trained with weapons.”

      I shrugged. “Not necessarily in your case, but ideally, yes. We didn’t have time to get you proficient in unarmed fighting before we started with the sword and then the bow. Unfortunately, with people and monsters trying to kill us, we had to rush things. We did do a lot of drills to work on your coordination, though. You’re doing great. It’s impressive how far you’ve come.”

      He turned his blank stare back to the road ahead of us. I met Brin’s eyes where she walked beside me, pleading for help.

      “Gar is correct, Tip,” she said. “Your skill has grown considerably. Never again will you be abused by some common villager. You have not only defended yourself in these past weeks, but you have defended us at times as well. It is a never-ending cycle, of course, training to improve because there are always new challenges, but I do not fear you cutting your foot off with your own sword. Anymore.” She gave me a wink and looked at Tip expectantly as she said it.

      “Yeah,” Tip said. “That’s good.” He continued to shuffle along, nearly oblivious to our presence.

      “Dude. Why are you acting like your puppy just died, Tip? What’s up?”

      “Nothing. Maybe I’m just tired.”

      “Don’t give me that shit. What’s going on? You’ve been acting weird since we came over the bridges. Something’s up with you. Spill it.”

      He let out a mournful sigh. “Just thinking about stuff. Memories. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.”

      I stopped on the road and grabbed his arm to turn him toward me. “Come on, man. Tell us about it. I don’t like seeing you like this. Even if nothing else, you’re distracted. If you’re in a funk when some monster attacks us, it could keep you from responding effectively. You could get hurt. Besides, it’ll help ease the load on you if you can spread the melancholy feelings around.”

      “Huh? What kind of new age bullshit is that?”

      Tyra laughed but cut it off quickly.

      I shifted my eyes to her, then back to the satyr. “Tip? What’s going on?”

      “Just memories. I don’t—Rex, don’t go in the bushes. You don’t know what’s in there. It’s…okay, fine. My friend Replus and I—that one I told you the story about—we were here. In the Commonwealth. It’s where he…well, you know.”

      “Oh, fuck. Damn, Tip, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. No wonder you’re walking around in a daze. Was it…close to here?”

      “It—”

      Rex squealed and crashed into the brush on the other side of the road, seizing everyone’s attention.

      “Goddamnit Rex. Get back here.” Tip took off after the lizard.

      Tyra dashed to help him, followed by Sariel. Brin released my hand.

      “I will aid him,” she said. “Rex has been snapping at squirrels, and it appears one got close enough and tempted him to pursue.” She took several steps down the road then angled back toward where Rex had gone, aiming to cut him off.

      I watched them, still reeling at what Tip had revealed. I should have probably helped wrangle the lizard, but instead I found myself standing on the road, alone, as my friends tried to capture the unruly animal.

      I sighed, one foot raised to help corner Rex as a furtive movement from the very edge of my peripheral vision sent my body into danger mode. Instead of bringing the foot forward, I dropped it and collapsed the knee of the same leg. My body pitched forward and to the side.

      A whoop-whoop-whoop of a knife flipping end over end as it zipped through the air close to my ear was confirmation that I’d narrowly evaded the thrown weapon. I rolled to my feet and faced where the motion I’d seen—and the knife—had come from. As expected, a dark-clad figure with distinctive, furry cat ears surged toward me, another knife appearing in her hand like it was magic.

      I drew my knife and siangham. Dodging a thrown knife from less than half a dozen paces was not an easy thing to do. Especially when you only had two short weapons. What I would have done for one of Tyra’s batons or a sword at that moment.

      That was about all I had time to think about as the catgirl’s arm cocked back and whipped forward, the dull matte color of her knife spinning toward me.

      I brought my own knife up, hoping the wider surface compared to my siangham would help me deflect the missile. I was able to do so. Mostly.

      The knife rebounded off mine, but I’d only deflected it partway. It skittered off my blade and, as it passed my right shoulder, cut into me. It wasn’t a serious wound, but I felt it. Even worse, a couple of seconds after the cut, I felt a familiar kind of burning sensation, like someone was pressing a red-hot brand to my skin.

      Poison. Again.

      I quickly added my knife to my siangham in my right hand. I dug into my pocket, pulled out a vial, tore the cork out with my teeth, and swallowed the foul-tasting liquid inside. Then I threw the empty vial at the catgirl as she came into range. She bashed it away with her ring dagger, and the container shattered, spraying her with bits of glass.

      Things were moving too quickly, and I didn’t even have time to yell for my friends. To be honest, it hadn’t even entered my mind, so occupied with trying to get down an antidote I hoped would work and defending myself from the charging assassin.

      I took advantage of the momentary distraction the glass spray provided and ducked to my left, throwing a foot out to trip the woman as she came barreling toward me. She wasn’t so diverted that she missed the action, but her awkward evasive twist put her off balance. She stumbled, and I thought for a moment she might fall, but she was able to correct and slide along the road to remain upright.

      That was fine with me. I returned the knife to my left hand and closed the distance on her. My strategy was simple—I’d keep her as unbalanced at possible. I was sure I could take her if nothing else interfered. She might have more poison, and I might have guessed at the wrong one when I took the antidote, but that would be clear soon enough. For the time being, I ignored the throbbing pain in my shoulder and attacked her with a flurry of blows.

      As with anyone else who fought in the streets and was successful, I had one major rule: don’t fuck around. I didn’t go for the fancy maneuvers, flashy kicks, or elaborate feints. Nope. Engage, do maximum damage, and neutralize your opponent, whatever that meant for the particular situation. Against a skilled opponent with weapons and a proven use of poison, it unfortunately meant that if there was an opportunity to kill, it was the only sensible move. I’d really like to ask her some questions, the first of which was who the hell was paying her to try to kill me, but I’d settle for staying alive.

      “Cat!” I yelled into the forest, not having time for much else. If my friends weren’t too far away, that would bring them running, Rex be damned. I just hoped Tip didn’t try to shoot the assassin with an arrow. The catgirl and I were up close and personal, both of us using short weapons, and I didn’t relish the thought of getting shot in the ass. Or anywhere else, for that matter.

      I jabbed at the woman with my siangham, then followed up with a slash from my knife, almost like I was boxing but with sharp metal in my hands. The woman dodged like she didn’t have bones, so flexible and fluid it was hard to believe. She not only parried my attacks, but she counterattacked with those large ring daggers I’d experienced before, swinging them around her finger to slash and chop at the same time.

      But I was no slouch either. The right dagger came down toward my left shoulder, and I bashed it aside with my knife in a standard grip. The other came straight in with a thrust, and I blocked it outward with the siangham in a reverse grip, snugged against my forearm. My left leg snapped out to kick at her knee, but she bent slightly and weighted it, planting it so solidly my kick deflected off her knee cap. If anything, it hurt my foot more than it should have and probably did nothing to her.

      “Why are you after me?” I asked as I readjusted and lifted a knee to block the roundhouse kick she’d aimed at my ribs. “Who hired you to kill me?”

      Green eyes flashed in the sunlight, but no word escaped her lips. Instead, she swung both arms around in a windmill fashion, those ring daggers cutting through the air as they rotated around her fingers. I knew better than to try to block a blow with that much momentum behind it, so I sidestepped to the right, parried one knife with mine to upset her rhythm, and jabbed in with my siangham again.

      But I hadn’t intended the attack to land. As the catgirl shifted to evade the weapon, I brought my leg in with a low sweep in her blind spot. I caught her ankle then shifted my hips and continued the kick upward.

      As a result, the catgirl was forced into a kind of splits. I knew she could probably do the splits from here until Sunday, but that didn’t stop the unexpected stretching of her limbs from throwing her weight to her right foot, and then outside her ability to counteract.

      I had to hand it to her, she was very good. Instead of losing control completely, she guided her body to roll backward, slashing at my leg with one dagger and my body with the other. Unfortunately for her, I’d expected the knife attacks. Both missed and she hit the ground harder than she’d intended but still rolled back onto her feet.

      Almost.

      Just as her weight shifted onto her feet, I slammed into her with a side kick. While I normally would have body-slammed her to the ground, I had a healthy respect for the way she used those ring daggers. My kick took her completely unaware and blasted her off the road into some of the underbrush. Even though the blow bent her body in half and sent her rocketing away, she still maintained her hold on her weapons. Damn rings.

      I chased her down, catching up to her as she slid through a bush. She hadn’t even stopped moving when I launched myself forward and stabbed her thigh with my siangham. I twisted and slashed the other thigh as well. It wasn’t clear if I’d gotten to her femoral artery, but if I had, she’d be dead in less than five minutes no matter if I touched her again or not. I doubted the cut was deep enough, though.

      She screeched in frustration, halfway between a human growl and the spitting hiss of a cat. When she didn’t get back to her feet, I knew I’d done some damage. She was done, one way or another.

      Yet she brought her daggers up, inching her body away from me, head darting as she looked for an escape path or at least somewhere to put her back to. Crashing behind me announced at least two of my friends, but I didn’t pay them any mind. This woman was way too dangerous to take my eyes off.

      “Are you going to answer my question?” I asked. “What do the Venom Blades have to do with me?”

      Her eyes darted to the tattoo on her shoulder, but she still didn’t answer.

      “If I got the artery in your leg, you’re dead already. You know that, right? Answer me and my friend will heal you. There’s no reason for you to die.”

      Her eyes flicked to the space behind me. The catgirl had been watching us enough that she must have known of Brin’s ability to heal. I still wasn’t sure if I’d hit the artery, but if the woman didn’t cooperate soon, I’d have to finish her off. Though I didn’t like the idea of attacking her when she was turtled like that, especially with those daggers and her poison.

      Then again…

      “Tip, you back there buddy?”

      “I’m here.”

      “You got an arrow nocked?”

      “Yeah, man.”

      “Get ready empty your quiver as soon as I move.” I said it while looking into the cat’s green eyes. “Come on, catgirl. All I want is answers. I don’t want to kill you, but I’m not going to let you kill me, either.”

      “Kill me,” she spat. “I failed. It’s what I deserve for being weak.” She panted, and every couple of breaths, she winced.

      Oh, shit. I thought I knew what was going on.

      “Please, for the love of any good that still exists in this world, kill that fucker Sethon. Stop him from—” she doubled up, pain racking her body.

      Yep, it’s what I thought. “Death’s Invite?” I asked.

      Her eyes, still squinted in pain, swung to me. Hatred burned there.

      I took another vial out of my belt pouch and unwrapped it from the cloth. “You probably already have the antidote, but if not, here. You know it’s the right one because I’m still standing even after your poisoned knife hit me.”

      “I have…”

      “Then take it, goddamn it. How fucking stupid is it for you to die when all I want is answers.” I stepped back, putting a hand up so Tip wouldn’t shoot her. “I won’t attack you. If you have the antidote, take it. We can talk. If you still want to die after, we can accommodate that.”

      Her head jerked around, and I had no doubt that in the two seconds she paused, she’d catalogued where everyone was and any escape path she might use. She continued to hold one of her ring daggers out toward me, but her other hand dug into one of the pouches at her belt and pulled out a vial. She repeated what I’d done just a few minutes before, tearing the cork out and downing the potion.

      “I take it I missed the femoral artery,” I said conversationally as I checked out the belt she wore. Seriously, it looked like Batman’s utility belt. I hadn’t had a chance to look at it closely before. “Otherwise, you’d be pretty close to dead at this point.”

      The left side of her mouth twitched up in a snarl. “You cut deep, but not deep enough. Damn close, though, I can tell. The other one—what did you stab me with, a fucking stick?”

      I laughed, the tension bursting out of me in a rush of morbid humor. “Yeah, kind of. So, we can talk? There’s really nothing for you to lose. I don’t hold it against you. Much. I just want some answers.”

      “We can talk.”

      “Good. If you don’t mind, and if you’ll survive, we’re not going to heal you just yet. You’re slippery, and I don’t want you running off before we finish. We can stay right here and talk. Is that good for you?”

      She spat one word with enough venom to have me reaching for my vials again. “Fine.”
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      I glanced behind me to see where my friends were. They were arrayed across the road, Tip closest to me on my left with his bow ready to launch the arrow on his string. Brin stood next to him, Tyra and Sariel to my right. Rex sniffed the bushes on the other side of the road, but he’d apparently lost interest in whatever animal he’d been chasing.

      “My name is Gar,” I told the catgirl, “though you probably already know that. Was that you last night, outside the cave?”

      “How did you know I’d use Death’s Invite?” she asked in response.

      Great. This is how it’s going to be.

      “The Long Night and Death’s Invite, the two favorite poisons of Venom Blades. I have antidotes for both. I bought some from the healer who saved me from the last time you poisoned me. Now answer my question. Was that you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve been chasing us a long time.”

      “Us?”

      “Okay, me. May I ask your name?”

      “You can do anything you want.”

      “For fuck’s sake. Do we really have to do this? A short conversation, and then we can part company, even though you’ll probably come after me again, and this time you’ll actually try your hardest.”

      She was accomplished at schooling her face, but I saw the surprise in her eyes.

      “Yeah, I’m not stupid. You could have picked me off with a poisoned bolt anytime you wanted. I’m not sure why you didn’t, but it’s enough for me to give you the benefit of the doubt. To trade your life for some answers. So can we stop playing games and be done with it?” I realized something and chuckled. “Okay, let me rephrase. I’m not completely stupid, but just about now my friends are wondering how I can be reckless enough to let you live when later today, you can do just that and simply snipe me with your crossbow.

      “I’m counting on two things. One is that if you do, there is nothing in this world that will save you from their revenge. True, it won’t matter to me because I’ll already be dead, but it is what it is. Two: I’m hoping honor is a thing in this world and that you have some of it. Of course, I could be wrong about all of this. Why don’t we find out?”

      “Keliana. Keliana Artuxis. My name.”

      “Thank you. I’d like to say it’s a pleasure to meet you, Keliana, but, well, it’s been a bitch so far. Do you want some water?”

      She glared at me, as if it were an insult to ask. Then her shoulders slumped. “Please. That antidote tastes like shit.”

      I laughed. “Don’t I know it?”

      Tyra tossed me a water skin, and I took a quick drink to show her we weren’t trying to pull something. Then I lobbed it over to the catgirl. She smoothly caught it out of the air and took several long swallows.

      “Now,” I said. “Please, can you tell me what the hell is going on? Did Aeyr hire you, or one of his minions?”

      “Aeyr? You mean that demigod or whatever from the myths?”

      “He’s not a myth, but I guess that would be a no, then.”

      “Sethon. Sethon the Fang.”

      “Really? A name like that, he’s got to be one of Aeyr’s minions. First was Arinthalas the Collector, then it was Dargen the Hammer, the latest was Eluthien the Blade. See a pattern? All of those guys are Aeyr’s henchmen.” And now I suspected I knew why he wanted me dead.

      “I don’t know anything about that. And he didn’t hire me. He’s got…leverage over me. I wouldn’t have taken the job if it were a regular contract through the Blades.”

      “You are choosy about which jobs you accept?” Brin asked.

      Keliana glared at the moonwisp for a moment as if Brin had said something offensive. The catgirl did answer, though. “Yes. I am…accomplished. I refuse many jobs. Ones that conflict with my…preferences.”

      I nodded at her. “An assassin with a conscience. Is that why you didn’t just kill me quickly? Do you think I deserve to live?”

      “Mock me if you wish, human. It has little to do with you deserving to live, more so to do with not deserving to die. I have, unfortunately, not found anything reprehensible about you. Yet. It was a stupid decision, and it was unprofessional. I deserve death for failing, not in my task, but in upholding the honor of my profession.”

      I stared at the catgirl for a long while. She was definitely not what I’d expected of an assassin.

      “What does he hold over you?”

      Her face froze. She blinked several times, trying to come up with a way of answering without answering. I watched as something I couldn’t quite decipher happened behind her eyes.

      “Sethon threatened someone you care about,” I guessed. “A cherished friend. Your family. A master? A lover?”

      She leveled her gaze at me. “Who are you, Gar?”

      I crouched down so my eyes were in line with hers. I met them without anxiety, letting her see in mine how committed I was to my answer.

      “I am a man who was torn from his world, attacked by monsters who wanted to drain the life from me. I am a man whose closest comrade was taken as well, mere hours before me, someone who did not survive as I did. I am a man whose companions have faced heartache and hardship as great or greater than my own, and who is fortunate to be called friend. I am a man who will not stop, who will do anything to complete the task I have set before me. I am the man who will kill Aeyr, demigod or monster or whatever the fuck he or anyone else wants to call him. In short, I am a man who should not be fucked with. I know little about this world, yet I know more than you could possibly imagine. So tell me, Keliana Artuxis, has Sethon the Fang taken someone you love and used you to come after me?”

      Her mouth dropped partway open, and the two of us stared at each other for a solid minute. My patience was growing thin, so I decided to speed things along.

      “Because if that’s the case, I believe we can come to some kind of accommodation. You tell me where I can find Sethon, and I will do everything I can to help whoever he has as leverage over you. Tell us and leave or allow us to join you and help, but either way, I will find Sethon, and I will kill him. Not only because he’s another minion of Aeyr, but also for what he is doing to you. Will you help us, allow us to help you? Or will you finish your job? You have to know that people like Sethon, once they get power over you, never let it go. Even if you bring him my head and my friends don’t kill you for it, do you think he’ll simply relinquish control?”

      This time, it took Keliana more than two full minutes to finally say something.

      “My family. He’s got my family. Including my little sister, nine years old.”

      Motherfucker. “Let us help you. Please.”

      “You can find Sethon on your own. You have no reason to make an agreement with me.”

      I laughed. “We do. You’re handy with those ring knives. And how else are we going to know where to save your family?”

      That was the final straw that broke her. She sucked in a sharp breath, like a sob, then slumped.

      “I can’t work with you. If I’m seen, he’ll kill my family, one at a time.”

      “We can meet in secret,” Tip said. “Like you’re a double agent. You tell us where to go to get to your family, and we’ll meet up occasionally. Then we go get them together. It’s classic stuff. The plot of a hundred different movies.”

      Keliana blinked at Tip, then a slow smile stole onto her face. “You have a devious mind, taranji. I like it.”

      “Tip,” the satyr said. “Tiporian Zethroban. But you can call me Tip.”

      “Not Throb?”

      “What the fuck? Why does everyone suggest that?”

      “Okay, Keliana,” I said. “Do we have an agreement? We work together; we help you with your family, and you help us find Sethon. Everyone walks away safe and happy. Except Sethon. Fuck that guy.”

      “I…we have an agreement. We will have to be careful to avoid Sethon’s spies. It’s better if I find you. As is obvious, I will be able to do that. Give me a few days. I’m still trying to find where he is holding my family. When I do, I will contact you.”

      “Sounds like a deal to me. Uh, Brin, could you maybe heal our new ally? I kind of stabbed her in one leg and slashed her in the other.”

      “Of course, Gar. With your permission, Keliana?”

      “Are you really a moonwisp?”

      “I am. My name is Brinawynn, but my friends call me Brin.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Brinawynn.”

      “Call me Brin.”

      “But you said…”

      “I would like if we could be friends. Do not try to kill my other friends, and it should not be too much of a burden, yes?”

      The catgirl chuckled. “Definitely not a burden. Thank you. All of you. I am in your debt.”

      “Don’t worry about any of that,” I told her. “Let’s get you healed up and figure out the specifics of getting your family safe. Then all that other talk can come later. Including what we’ll be doing while waiting for you to tell us where to go.”

      “Oh, that’s easy enough. Keep going where you’ve been heading.”

      “To the Clowder?” Tip said, his voice vibrating with excitement.

      She smirked. “Toward the Clowder. I should have more information before you make it there.”

      I clapped my hands together. “Okay, we have a plan. I feel better about things already. No gorgeous catgirl assassin trying to kill me. Anymore. That’s a great start.”
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      Keliana gave me a curious look, and I repeated what I’d said in my head. Oops. I turned to see Tip rolling his eyes at me, no doubt wanting to tease me for flirting. Well, it was the truth; she was gorgeous. I’d need to be more careful with my compliments for assassins that had been trying to kill me recently.

      Brin helped Keliana with her injuries, providing water and a towel to clean up the blood. Meanwhile, I described our quick fight to my friends, keeping an eye on the two women. By the way Brin had to repeatedly cast her Soothe spell to heal the damage, I’d afflicted the assassin with some pretty serious wounds. I was grateful to have not cut the artery.

      About the time Keliana was on her feet, Tip approached her holding something. I blinked several times in surprise. It was a knife. A throwing knife.

      “Here,” the satyr said, holding the knife carefully. At least he realized it had poison on it. He’d listened to my story closely enough. “I found this for you.”

      “Oh, that’s very sweet of you, Tip. Thank you.” She slipped the blade into a hidden scabbard.

      “I’m very sweet,” he said with a slimy voice. “You know, you can taste me any time.”

      “No.” The word wasn’t spoken with anger or disgust, but it was firm. “Maybe we’ll be friends, Tip, but that’s it. Understand?” I almost laughed. The threat was clear, though it was done so politely even Tip couldn’t take offense.

      Even better, it cut off his usual persistence when he irritated women. “Okay, sure.” When he came back to stand next to me, he looked content. Not at all like he’d just been shot down in no uncertain terms.

      Keliana and Brin joined us.

      “Thanks, Brin,” I told the moonwisp. “I hope you didn’t have to use too much magic.”

      “I will be fine. As long as I can replenish my mana.” She gave me a wink, and I knew what my task for the next few hours would be. I had no problem at all with the assignment.

      The assassin formed a small, mischievous smile. She’d been watching us and no doubt knew what Brin was insinuating. She met my eyes and pursed her lips. God, the woman was stunning. “Thank you, Gar. Truly. I have been despairing of late. With my family, being trapped in my assignment, and the prospect of killing you for no good reason, it has been difficult. If I would have known the type of man you are, I would have asked your aid from the start. I’m…sorry to have caused you problems.”

      “Oh, just problems like shooting at me and poisoning me?” I laughed to show I was just teasing her good-naturedly. “I understand, Keliana. If there’s one thing I can say about all of us here, we’ve faced some pretty shitty situations. We understand how it feels to be desperate. The important thing is that we find your family and get them safe. Then Sethon will have no leverage over you or any of us. We’ll show him it’s not wise to fuck with people like us.”

      “Will you let me help? Kill Sethon, I mean. You stated in the agreement that you would help my family and expect only for me to tell you where to find Sethon. But I find myself wanting to hurt him personally. Free of charge.” The way she flashed her teeth at me, I wasn’t sure if she was smiling or baring her sharp canines.

      “I would love it if you would join us. I’m sure there are lots of minions and umbrenix around to cut through, and you’re a skilled fighter. The more the merrier, as far as I’m concerned. You can strike the final blow. As long as he ends up dead, it’s all good.”

      She stepped up closer to me, her face only a few inches from mine. She seemed taller than five-foot-eight, her long, slinky body close enough that I could feel heat radiate from her. A hand came up, and she stroked my cheek then planted a soft kiss on my lips. “Thank you. As you say, no one fucks with my family. When they’re safe, he is going to die. Painfully. And slowly.

      “For now, I better get going. I’ll need to fabricate an excuse for why you’re still breathing. I’ll be…in touch.” She trailed her fingers down my face, her long nails scratching gently against my unshaven cheek.

      “Looking forward to it,” I said, a bit breathlessly.

      She flashed a sexy smirk at me, arched her back and stretched her arms up, then disappeared into the underbrush on the side of the road more quickly than I thought possible.

      “She must have magic,” I said absentmindedly.

      Every one of my friends burst into laughter. Even Rex looked at me with his head tilted like he was chuckling internally.

      “No, no. I mean, the way she can disappear like that. There must be magic involved. No one can just dematerialize in a second like…oh, shut up.”

      Tip’s face split nearly in two with how hard he was smiling. “Dude, we get it. Honestly, I’d have creamed myself if she’d have done that to me. So, so hot.”

      “Come on. Let’s get going. We have some time to kill, so we should set up camp early, do some training, and keep heading toward the Clowder.”

      Brin snatched my hand and put her head on my shoulder until she noticed that it was bleeding.

      “Oh, Gar, you’re injured.”

      “It’s just a scratch. She poisoned me, but the antidote Tana gave me neutralized before it could do much damage.”

      “Still, let me heal your cut and clean you up. Then we can get going.”

      “I don’t want you to have to use any more magic than you have to, Brin. It’s fine. The bleeding has mostly stopped.”

      For the second time in five minutes, I found lips on mine that didn’t belong to me. This time, though, they were familiar, and the kiss was anything but chaste. It was a long, deep, passionate kiss that made me forget everything around us. When it ended, Brin leaned back a few inches.

      “There. Now you’ve replenished some of my mana so I can heal you and still have more than I did before you kissed me.”

      “Before I kissed you?”

      “Of course. I know how irresistible you find me.”

      I snorted. “Okay. Guilty as charged, I guess.”

      “Damn, I wish I had magic that needed kisses,” Tyra grumped under her breath.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Nothing. We should probably get going, right?”

      I offered my good arm to Tyra as Brin healed me. I wrapped it around her and peppered kisses all over her face until she was giggling.

      “Maybe I’ll do a better job of it later, if you want.”

      The green woman hugged me tight with both her muscular arms. “We’ll definitely talk about it.”

      A few hours later, we found the ideal spot to camp for the night. It lay in a little forest clearing a short distance north of the road. There was even a stream alongside it, making it easy not only to refill our water skins but also to wash up. Maybe more importantly, there was plenty of room for some training, since I’d promised Tip we would practice a little.

      After a hard hour’s worth of training, Tip and I sat on rocks, cooling down. Brin and Sariel had joined us in some sparring, and Tyra had taken the opportunity to watch, cheering us on as Rex occupied himself with gathering sticks and rocks in his mouth and throwing them. I wasn’t sure where he’d picked up that habit, but as long as the furcan was keeping himself out of trouble, it was fine with me.

      “So,” I said. “We’re near the wolf area the bunnies were so stressed about?”

      “On the other side of the road, to the south,” Brin said. “Packhome stretches out south while the Burrows is north of the road. Generally speaking. There are no real borders or boundaries, but the road makes a nice dividing line so there are fewer misunderstandings.”

      “Good fences make good neighbors,” I said, chuckling. Surprisingly, Tip didn’t add any witty sayings to my remark. It reminded me of what we’d been talking about before Keliana had taken the distraction of Rex running off to attack me. Before I could bring the subject up again, though, Tyra spoke.

      “Oh, neighbors. I almost forgot. I was talking with some of the people in Tana’s village. They said they’d heard rumors of living shadows causing problems.”

      “Umbrenix?” I asked.

      “Do you know any other kinds of living shadows?”

      “Yeah, actually. We went to Greyveil before we met you. The mist lurkers there could probably qualify.”

      “Oh. Okay. Since there aren’t mist lurkers here—as far as I know—I was assuming it was the umbrenix.”

      “It doesn’t surprise me,” I said. “If Sethon is one of Aeyr’s minions, then he’ll have some of the shadows. All the others did. I think it’s part of the package. You know, good pay, all the people you can kill, a nice dental plan, and umbrenix.”

      I watched Tip out of the corner of my eye, but he didn’t respond to my joke. Tyra and the others exchanged confused looks, as usual.

      “Where are they reported to be?” Brin asked.

      “All they knew was somewhere to the west.” The goblin girl shrugged. “I was thinking that we could head toward that way. No telling when Keliana will get back to us, and if there are the shadows, we could find him by ourselves.” She must have seen in my face that I was going to argue. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t help her or anything, just that if she takes a while, we might be able to find Sethon and kill him without her. That should keep her family safe. Unless he gave his people instructions to kill them if he dies.”

      I thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, you know what, Tyra, you’re right. We’re already heading west, so we’ll keep our ears open for news of shadow monsters, and maybe we will find Sethon. At the very least, we can home in on the umbrenix and even kill some of them. Good thinking.”

      Tyra’s cheeks flushed a little, to a darker green color.

      “What we need to talk about right now, though,” I continued, “is the subject we touched on before Keliana attacked us. Tip, buddy, what’s going on with you? You started to tell me earlier. Something about your friend Replus?”

      The satyr’s head swiveled around, noting that everyone’s eyes were on him. He reached down and patted Rex’s head. “Yeah, Replus. Replus Exordinen. I…he…” He took a long breath. “For those who don’t know the story I told Gar back in Forgehaven, I had a friend. My best friend in the world. Replus. He was a taranji, too, poor guy. We’d been chased from our home, and lots of places after that. We were minding our own business, sleeping in some bushes near a road, dreaming about maybe eating something in the next few days, when some people found us. Some horrible people.

      “For no other reason than we were born like this, they assaulted us. They decided to give Replus their attention first. They tortured him over a period of a couple of hours. Cutting him, beating him, killing him slowly. They liked how it sounded when he screamed, and especially when he shouted out to me. To help him. To save him. I wasn’t the pinnacle of physical perfection you see before you now. Hehe.” He forced his mouth into something I think was supposed to be a smile, but it was a sad, tragic thing. “I couldn’t do anything. Two of them held me and forced me to watch.

      “When Replus had lost too much blood and was barely able to make sounds anymore, they got tired of their game and slit his throat.”

      Tyra gasped, and I thought I heard a growl from Sariel’s throat. Brin stared at Tip, her eyes liquid. She’d known, I realized. She must have heard it when Tip told me the story before, yet she’d never brought it up. It did explain why she was extra nice to the satyr around that time. She was a wonderful person, and I’d kick anyone’s ass who didn’t agree.

      “Well, that snapped something in me. I tore at the people holding me, kicked out with everything I had.” He lifted a leg up. “My hooves are pretty hard, and I think I really hurt one of them. The term in Gar’s world is that I ‘went apeshit.’ I remember kicking him repeatedly in the head, hoping his skull would burst like a watermelon. I think I broke his leg, too. Another one of them punched me hard in the side of the head, and I sprawled out on the ground, dizzy. It shocked me into recognizing I was going to die too, if I stayed and tried to fight them. I turned and ran, leaving my best friend’s body behind.

      “The reason I’m telling you this—besides Gar making me—is that it all happened…here.”

      “Here?” Sariel said.

      “Yes. In the Traisel Commonwealth. Close to where we are—the Hunting Grounds.”

      Brin gasped again.

      “What?” I asked. “What am I missing?”

      Brin answered for him. “The Hunting Grounds are the area where the jackal beastkin live. Packhome and the wolves to our south, the Burrows of the badger beastkin to the north, and due west is the Hunting Grounds, the home of the jackals. If we head toward the Clowder, we will pass right through the Hunting Grounds.”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. The pressure inside from that hatred, anger, and bone-crushing sadness threatened to make my skull explode. “Fuck, Tip. I’m sorry. You should have said something. We can turn around, go the other way. We don’t have to keep going in this direction.”

      “Nah, it’s fine. If I have to face my memories to get to the promised land where it’s wall to wall catgirls, that’s a sacrifice I’ll just have to make. It’s always been a dream of mine to spend every day surrounded by pussy.” His smile this time was a little more believable, a valiant attempt.

      I groaned but gave him a pass. “You sure?”

      He shrugged. “There’s nothing to fear but fear itself, right?”

      It was my turn to force a smile. “Yeah, I guess.”

      His voice took on a pleading quality. “How can I try to be a hero, no matter how much I train, if I can’t face my ghosts, Gar? I mean, I’ve had nightmares about it for years, and it scares the shit out of me, but I can’t keep running. That’s no way to become an example to my people.”

      “Damn, man.” I put my hand up, and he clasped it in his own. I pulled him into a bro hug. “You’re awesome. Also, let me take this opportunity to tell you how good you’re getting with those weapons. You don’t have a thing to…” I had to pause and think before I spoke. The last thing I wanted to do was to make a careless remark in what was a very delicate situation. Taking in Tip’s curious gaze, I continued. “Would you recognize those guys if you saw them again?”

      “I will never, for as long as I live, forget what those guys look like.”

      “All jackal beastkin?”

      “Yep.”

      “You up for a little closure?”

      The satyr’s feral grin was the only answer I needed.
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      Sariel furrowed her brow. “Closure?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s a term from my world. It’s resolving something. Like, if your father is murdered and the identity of his killer is consuming your every thought, finding who’s responsible and dispensing justice is closure.” I winked at Tyra. “Or, if you have a bad argument with a loved one and it’s weighing on you, reconciling with them. That kind of stuff.”

      “Then you are suggesting we confront the men who did the terrible deed to achieve this closure?”

      “Exactly.”

      “What would this closure consist of?”

      “Whatever Tip wants it to. Anything from just looking them in the eye and letting them know they have no power over him to…well, to anything.”

      “Up to and including making them beg for their lives and then horribly murdering them,” Tyra helpfully suggested.

      “It’s what will help Tip move past it, become stronger. To remove the memory that causes him pain, or at least mitigate it a little. If we’re going to pass through the area anyway, I think we should do it. If Tip wants to. It’s his choice.”

      Tip shrugged. “Sure. If we happen to see them, we can chat.”

      It seemed he’d already backed off the bloodlust he’d shown when I first mentioned it, but that was fine. I thought it was important he resolved this. As he’d already explained, this was something that could come up again as he met greater challenges on the way to fulfilling his self-imposed quest of heroism.

      “Good enough. We won’t do anything special, just carry on with our business of searching for shadows and heading toward catgirl heaven unless our catgirl assassin comes back with information that’ll lead us somewhere else. We’re not making a goal of this, but if our path leads us to closure, I think that’ll be a good thing. Does anyone disagree?”

      “It is Tip’s choice,” Sariel said. “I will stand beside him, whether in battle or in conversation.”

      Tip blinked, then looked over at the elf swordmaster, his eyes wide. “Thanks, Sariel.”

      “Of course. One does not abandon their friends in difficult times.”

      “Hear-hear!” Tyra said, holding up her water skin like she was going to toast with it.

      We had dinner and then sat around chatting for a few hours. Now that we’d gotten all of that out in the open, Tip seemed more his old self: loud and irritating and full of lousy jokes. It was a good thing. I’d been concerned with his behavior lately and, honestly, I didn’t like how it had been eating him up inside. He definitely needed closure, for more than just his future peace of mind.

      To do what those men had done, it was unconscionable. I was no angel. I’d hurt people, even killed them. But damn, to capture and torture someone for hours while making their friend watch? Those people didn’t deserve to live. I could only hope they hadn’t reproduced because I’d hate for the world to have more of them.

      Brin took me aside before bed.

      “Gar, I would explain something to you. About the beastkin and, indeed, the entirety of the Commonwealth. I think you have a fair grasp of how things are, but I would like to make sure there are no misunderstandings.”

      “Sure, Brin. Go ahead.”

      “Some of what you have heard might skew your opinion, so I would correct the information you’ve received. I have spent some time within the Traisel Commonwealth, so I speak from experience.

      “The rabbit beastkin fear the wolves, but I have found the lupine people to be as fair and caring as any other. There are those who are rougher, less sophisticated, but you will find this within any group of people. Within the Aesturith Kingdom, we met reprehensible people and also heroic and kind people. So it is with the wolves.

      “Also with the jackals. I do not deny that Tip’s story is true, but I would caution you about thinking that the entire jackal beastkin society is one based on torture and murder. Please do not prepare to go through their ancestral lands expecting to find a mass of murdering savages. We would not do well to look for trouble, because there is a certainty we would find it.”

      I nodded as she explained it. “Thanks, Brin. You’re right. I’ll be honest with you, though, I’m not sure I will have much mercy on the jackals who tortured and killed Tip’s friend. We’ll see how it goes—if we even see them to begin with—but my fingers twitch to break some bones. It would be the same if they were human or elf or any other race, but I’ll keep in mind what you said. I don’t want to engage in hate crimes, or I won’t be any better than Tip’s aggressors.”

      “As is only right. I merely wanted to add to you knowledge of this world. People are people, Gar. You are a keen observer and already know this. There are good and bad in each group. If we preconceive ideas that someone is evil based on their appearance, the location of their birth, or some other arbitrary factor, we are no better than those like Scar who mistreat taranji because they are different.”

      “Point taken. Thanks for watching out for me. I’m so glad I have you to help me learn more about this world. Which reminds me, you used up some magic healing Keliana today. Maybe I can aid with that?”

      I couldn’t drag my eyes away from her sensuous lips as they curved into a smile. “I would appreciate that greatly.”

      As it turned out, I drew first watch, so I had to put off cuddling with Brin until after I’d served my time. When Tyra replaced me, after receiving some kisses that I’d promised her earlier, I settled in to hold Brin. To help her with her magic. She needed to be in top form in case we were attacked, after all. I fell asleep, entangled in her arms.

      When I got up in the morning, early for some reason, I got a strange feeling. I’d felt it before, once, when I still lived in Oakland. I came home one day, and something seemed wrong in the apartment. It only took a few minutes to check the rooms before I found an open window and some items missing. The place had not been tossed, and nothing was broken, but I’d gotten the weird vibe of someone having been inside my home to rob it. Thankfully, I’d never had much, so I didn’t lose much.

      But the point was that I felt the same now. Like I’d been robbed. Like someone had broken into my house, even though I was in a clearing in the open air. Tip had the last watch, so I scanned the area. I didn’t see him. Thinking he’d gone to a bush to take a piss, I took a drink out of my water skin and started to scatter the ashes from the fire then bury them.

      “Tip. Hey, Tip. Where you at?”

      The satyr didn’t answer. Where the hell was he? Then, I saw his bow near a fallen tree, where he’d been sitting the night before. His quiver was there, too. Lying on its side, with arrows spilled out on the ground.

      Oh, shit.

      “Tip?” I said more loudly. “Tip! Tip, where are you?”

      He didn’t answer, but Tyra rolled over in her bedroll and blinked at me. “What’s going on, Gar?”

      “Tip. He’s gone. His bow is here and his arrows are scattered. I don’t see Rex either. Get everyone up. I’m going to look around.”

      She pushed herself to her feet and did what I asked, shaking the others awake. I made a sweep of the area around our camp but couldn’t see anything telling of what had happened. I wished I’d learned about tracking. I was woefully ignorant of that whole area of knowledge.

      Sariel came up to me, her sword belted to her waist. “What is it? Have you found him?”

      “No. I can’t see any tracks and there’s no sign of him. Is everyone up and ready to go? We need to look for him.”

      “Look where?” Brin asked as she joined us. “He could have gone in any direction. Have you found evidence he was attacked? Perhaps despite the upset of his quiver, he decided to bravely go alone to challenge the jackals.”

      I stared at her. I hadn’t thought of that. But I shook my head. “No. That’s not brave, that’s stupid. I’m not saying he doesn’t do stupid things, but I don’t think he’d do that. We⁠—”

      Rex charged out of the underbrush so quickly I had my siangham in my hand and was already swinging toward the motion. Sariel had drawn her sword as well.

      “Shit, Rex,” I said. “You scared the hell out of me. Where’s Tip?”

      The lizard stopped bouncing at the name. He looked into my eyes, for all the world seeming like he was trying to zap thoughts into my head telepathically. But I got nothing.

      “Tip. Do you know where Tip is?”

      Rex hopped a couple of times, then turned to zip back toward where he’d come from. When we didn’t move, he darted back to us, bounced again, and squeak-hissed.

      “You know where he is? Okay, okay. We’ll follow you. Bring us to Tip.”

      He took off again, swinging his head back to look over his shoulder every dozen feet. I ran after him, leading my companions crashing through the brush. In a few minutes, we broke through the vegetation onto the road and picked up speed. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but it was evident Tip hadn’t gone out for a stroll. Rex was frantic, and I wasn’t all that calm, either.

      Could it be the jackals? Had they found out he was here somehow, and decided to finish the job from years ago? With a hot ball of magma burning in my belly, I raced after the lizard to find my friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Rex led us up an offshoot road going toward the north. By the time we reached a small town, I was ready to kill. I barely noticed the homes and businesses, looking like earthen mounds with doors on them. A few windows adorned some of the larger examples, but for the most part, the entire town looked like small hills with cave mouths. I’d usually joke about the similarity to hobbit holes with Tip, but the thought of the missing satyr only stoked my rage further.

      There were few people out in the street, possibly because it was early yet, but those who were present gaped as a furcan, followed by a human, a moonwisp, a goblin, and a light elf stomped up the street. All but Rex carrying weapons.

      One of the men, a humanlike badger beastkin, raised a hand, but I ignored him. Rex made a beeline for one of the burrows, and I’d be damned if I was going to stop to chat. The furcan scratched at the door a few times, then looked at me with his head downcast. That was good enough for me.

      I didn’t bother knocking, or even pausing. Rex jumped out of the way just in time to prevent me from running over him as I kicked the door open so hard, it tore from its hinges and flew into the room beyond. Before it stopped sliding, I was inside, eyes scanning for danger.

      What I found was slightly unexpected.

      Tip sat at a table, a plate of food in front of him. He didn’t look harmed, but I wasn’t taking anything for granted. There were four others in the room, three men and one woman. One of the men was the furry type of badger beastkin, while the other two men and the woman were the more hairless type.

      “Please, please, wait,” the furry said. “We can explain.”

      “Can you explain without teeth?” I said grabbing him by his shirt and slamming his back into the nearest wall. His head clunked and bounced back toward me.

      “Control yourself,” one of the other men said.

      I didn’t bother looking at him. “The fact this asshole isn’t dead shows that I am exerting a great amount of control. This is me controlling myself. If you want to keep it that way, you’ll let my friend go and you’ll get down on the floor. It would be a shame if you all died suddenly because I felt threatened.”

      The man I was holding looked at me with dazed eyes. His teeth chattered like he was in the arctic in his underwear. So, he was scared. I didn’t give a shit. As far as I was concerned, he wasn’t scared nearly enough.

      “Gar. Gar!” It took the second time before I recognized Tip’s voice. “Gar, it’s cool. I explained to them that you’d be pissed. They were going to let me go. I was going to leave soon. It’s fine.”

      I looked over at the satyr then. “Fine? It’s fine? Tip, it looks to me like they took you prisoner. Rex is a nervous wreck. What’s going on?”

      Tip chuckled. “Nervous Rex. I need to remember that one.”

      “Tip!”

      “Right, right. They had an idea. Not a popular one.”

      Before he continued, several forms darkened the doorway. I spun toward them, keeping my hand on the guy I’d slammed against the wall. It was probably better that way; he seemed like he was going to fall over without me holding him up.

      “Please, stop,” a new voice said. This guy was another humanlike beastkin, though obviously still a badger judging by his stubby black ears and the white and black striped hair on his head. “This is all a misunderstanding. Droll there came up with another idiotic plan and acted on it before I could stop him. We’ll punish him. I apologize for the inconvenience. Please, release him and I will explain everything.”

      The man speaking and the three he brought with him were hefty. Not too tall, but solidly built. The other three men had swords, but they were still in their scabbards.

      “I’ll let him go. But you won’t like what happens if you draw those swords on me. I guarantee it will be the last thing you ever do.”

      “We believe you. We just want to talk, to explain. My name is Dressin Kalant. I’m the mayor of Sharpclaw. Please, let’s talk.”

      I traded looks with Brin, Sariel, and Tyra. They all nodded.

      “Fine.” I let go of the man I was holding up and, like I figured, he dropped to the floor.

      “Thank you. Would you like to sit down?”

      “Talk.”

      “Yes, yes. Of course. I apologize once again. Droll tends to get ideas in his head that⁠—”

      “I don’t care. You abducted my friend. Why don’t we skip to the part where you tell me why I shouldn’t tear your town apart?”

      I knew I was being an asshole, but I felt I was justified. They’d taken Tip, scared the shit out of the rest of us, and as far as I could tell, we weren’t getting any kind of reasonable explanation.

      A soft touch at my shoulder almost resulted in an accident I would have regretted. I was barely able to stop myself from twisting the offending hand and punching the body connected to it in time. But I did stop, and I found myself facing the woman I’d seen when I burst into the room. Despite coming within inches of my wrath, she smiled and offered me a cup.

      “A little ale,” she said, “may take the edge off.”

      I pulled in a deep breath and let it out. Then I took the cup. “Thank you.” I didn’t drink, but I wasn’t irrationally angry anymore. I rolled my hand at the wrist toward the mayor for him to continue.

      “Yes. Ah, as I said, Droll came up with an idea that he thought could help the town. One of our hunters saw your group from afar, practicing with weapons. You’re obviously skilled. So Droll suggested we take one of your number and hold them for ransom.”

      I growled low in my throat, and he started to speak more quickly, his voice rising in pitch.

      “Oh. Ah, not like that. Not ransom like that. We…you see, there’s a danger and we…”

      The woman handed the mayor another cup, which he downed in a single go. She winked at me, and I blinked in surprise. She was being awfully calm with all the weapon-toting people scattered throughout the room.

      “What Dressin is trying to say,” the woman said, “is that we’ve got a serious situation, and we need help. Droll’s stupid plan notwithstanding, we are desperate. I told him it was moronic from the start, but he doesn’t listen to me. Your friend convinced the others they’d made a mistake. We were about to let him leave after he got a meal for his trouble. That’s the plain and simple truth.”

      I glanced at Tip, who hadn’t stopped eating during the whole thing. I chuckled inwardly. He looked like a guy tucked in for a dinner show, enjoying his food and a little entertainment.

      “That right, Tip?”

      “Yeah. They came up on me quick and quiet, tied and gagged me before I could make a sound. Sorry, Gar. I guess I need to work on being better at watch. After I got here and explained how badly they fucked up, the others overruled Droll, there.”

      The man, Droll, sat on the ground, looking miserable. I guessed he was probably going to get an ass-kicking when we left. But he should be happy it wouldn’t be dispensed by me.

      “Okay, fine. No harm no foul, I guess. Come on Tip, let’s get out of here.” As he shoved more food in his mouth, trying to finish it all, I turned back to the woman. “You should be mayor.”

      She barked a laugh. “Are you mad? Why would I want to do that?”

      I finally loosened up enough to chuckle at that. “Just out of curiosity, what is your town so desperate about?”

      “We’ve got dragon problems.”

      “You…you’ve got what, now?”

      “Dragon. Problems. Not the big cousins of your furcan there. Dragon beastkin. One in particular.”

      “Razormaw,” the mayor said reverently.

      The woman laughed again. “He calls himself Razormaw, but his real name is Ildun Sepich.”

      “Ildun Seepage?” I repeated.

      “Sepich, but I like your pronunciation better. Despite his name, he’s a real bastard, and a tough one, too. He, umm, takes our people.”

      “Like you did with Tip.”

      “Not exactly. He eats them. Thinks it’ll make him turn into a real dragon. He’s mad, but he’s also too powerful for us to deal with. So far, he hasn’t tried to attack Sharpclaw itself, but it seems he’s always watching. He snatches people when they leave the safety of the town.”

      Their town didn’t seem as safe as they thought it was. I thought about how easy it was for me to storm through the community, kicking down doors.

      “So, this clown here.” I pointed toward Droll. “He decided to not only piss off someone like me, but also risked going out of the town, at night, to take Tip? It would have served him right to be taken by the dragon guy.”

      “The dragon had already taken someone yesterday, so it was safe to go out. It takes him a few days to eat the people he abducts.”

      I brought a hand to my forehead. This entire world was crazy. “What are you going to do now?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Hope we don’t get eaten in the next few days?”

      A squawk from outside caught my attention, and I saw one of the townswomen pick up a child to shush him. Awww, fuck.

      “Has this dragon taken any children?”

      “Two. A six-year-old girl and a twelve-year-old boy.”

      “Shit.” One look into the eyes of each of my friends, and I had my confirmation. “I’ll take that seat now. You’re going to tell me everything you know about the dreaded Razormaw. Especially where we can find him.”
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      Sariel sat at the large table with her friends and several of the badger beastkin townspeople. Food and drinks were brought in as the mayor and the impressive woman, Muri Nailtip, prepared to provide needed information about the dragon beastkin, Razormaw.

      “…and this is Sariel Snowblossom, Swordmaster of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword in the Aesturith Kingdom,” Gar said, ending the introductions of their group.

      The mayor of Sharpclaw looked toward Sariel with obvious respect. They knew of the swordmasters here, no doubt, being so close to the Kingdom. Pride swelled in Sariel’s chest. Not so much for the title, but because of the importance of it evidenced in Gar’s voice when he said it.

      She’d seen and heard how Gar felt about titles. While he was respectful to everyone, he was not impressed by such things. The name meant nothing to him, but when he used it to describe her, she could feel the pride he had in her and the abilities that allowed her to gain the rank. Whether or not he respected some arbitrary designation, it was clear by his actions that she impressed him.

      It was the most rewarding thing in her life, as important to her as when her now-deceased master praised her. That she knew it was real and not lip service made all the difference in the world. As did the source. Her respect for Gar was boundless and of all the people she knew, his opinion carried the most weight.

      So many new experiences had been hers since she’d met the man. At every turn, he both surprised her and affirmed what she realized afterward she’d already known. As with their current situation.

      When Gar discovered that Tip had been taken, his usual intensity tripled. She’d seen him focused before, of course. Many times. But this time was even more extraordinary. She did not doubt that if he had stated he would go to the capital city of the Aesturith Kingdom, fight his way to the king, and slaughter him along with his bodyguards, the monarch would not be left alive. One look in his eyes confirmed to her that nothing was going to stand in his way to retrieve his friend.

      It was, frankly, a little scary. Though she realized it consoled her. Would he end kingdoms or raze cities to rescue her if she was in the same situation? She was sure he would.

      Luckily, none of the townspeople challenged him, or they would have ended up like the door he easily destroyed. She thought he was going to kill the man Droll, yet even in his rage, he was reasonable. The fury Gar could have unleashed was humbling, and only served to emphasize how much he cared for his friends. Though he and Tip often traded insults, and the little satyr frequently frustrated Gar, he would do anything for his companion. Loyalty like that was uncommon. At least, that was her experience.

      Even here, meeting with the town leader to gain information about a dangerous enemy, he held Brin’s hand. The two had a special bond. It wasn’t necessarily stronger than Gar’s connection with the others, but it was definitely more physical in nature. The hands, the kisses, the nurturing, Sariel had witnessed it all since she’d met them.

      She couldn’t help but feel left out at times. Not jealous. No, that wasn’t her way. Not really envy either, which was a distasteful emotion. Longing, though. Desire. With Qamara, with Tyra, even little hints of it with their new ally Keliana, Gar demonstrated a closeness with the women.

      But what about her? She wanted to tell him how heroic, how extraordinary a man he was. How she respected him and cherished him. But she was not proficient in such things. Watching him, all this time, he constantly surprised her in the depth of what he would do for those close to him. He’d given of himself to her as well, from the very start, yet she felt she needed more from him.

      To be fair, he had expressed that he would provide as much in the way of physical affection and emotional support as she desired, yet he left it to her to set their pace. She appreciated it, but sometimes she thought she might like it if he would press a little. Sariel licked her lips at the thought of the taste she’d had.

      But no, he was not at fault. He’d provided her sufficient incentive, then backed off when she pushed him away. She and her damnable unfamiliarity with intimacy. It was her bane. But what had Gar said to her? 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 could hardly complain that he did exactly as he said he would. It was how he lived his life, after all. And wasn’t that the very definition of heroism and honor? Even in the way he rushed to rescue Tip, or put his own life on the line to turn an enemy into an ally with his kindness toward Keliana, he proved his quality every day. Gods, she wished she could have introduced him to her surrogate father, Master Galen. She could picture the master’s smile at taking the measure of this man.

      She thought the two of them should have a talk soon. Of bubbles and hesitation, and perhaps some new experiences.

      “Yes,” Gar said, as if he were answering her last thought. It brought a blush to her face. “The answer is yes, Dressin. I’ll help you with your dragon problem. Not because you are holding one of my friends hostage or because we are in any way obligated, but because I can’t bear to think of children being taken for food. Or anyone else in your community.

      “I would strongly advise you to make it clear to Droll that I will do this despite his actions, not because of them. This could have gone very differently. If Tip had suffered so much as a hangnail, there would have been dire consequences.”

      “My legs are a little sore,” Tip said. “And my wrists are chafed from the ropes.”

      “Shut up or there will be dire consequences for you, you little fucker.”

      The words slipped easily from Gars lips with no pause. He looked over at Tip as he finished, and the satyr brought his fist up. Sariel thought for a moment that Tip was challenging Gar, but the smiles they shared as Gar pushed his fist against the smaller man’s showed there was nothing but camaraderie there. Sariel wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to the strange way the two interacted.

      Of course, the mayor, the woman Muri, and the two hunters they’d brought in to discuss the dragon beastkin all stared with wide eyes, their confusion plain.

      As if none of that had happened, Gar continued. “So, tell me all about this dragon guy. What he’s like, how powerful he is, where he lives. The sooner you give me the information I need, the sooner I can take care of him for you.”

      “You speak as if you will go alone?” Muri said.

      “Yeah. Well, I can’t speak for my friends. If they want to go with me, they’re welcome, but I’m not going to force them, or even ask them. Anyone would have to be stupid to agree to fight a dragon without knowing if they could defeat them.”

      “But you just said…”

      “I will go with you, of course,” Brin said.

      “You’re gonna need some ranged support,” Tip added. “You can’t just punch everything.”

      Tyra barked a laugh. “Sure he can. It’s worked so far, right? Still, you’re not leaving me behind.”

      All of that, frankly, was expected. Sariel had found that each of her friends were heroes in their own right, though whether they were with him because of it, or friendship with Gar had engendered their attitudes, she didn’t know.

      But their support wasn’t the most telling thing in the current conversation. Gar turned to the mayor, ready to continue their discussion. He neither acknowledged that Sariel was there, nor did he glance toward her expectantly. Whether he expected her to accompany them or not, he would in no way apply pressure. Not because he didn’t believe she could handle it, but because, as he’d said, he wouldn’t ask such a thing of his friends.

      “I would accompany the rest of you,” Sariel said. “If you allow me.” Before Gar could answer, though, her mind spun out a most unusual statement for the typically stoic swordmaster. “Someone who knows how to use a sword should be there.”

      The raucous laugh that burst from Gar was like a ray of sunlight suddenly appearing in the darkest night. He looked at her with such joy in his eyes, Sariel nearly melted into her chair.

      “You’re right,” he said. “You are welcome and so, so appreciated. Just keep me from hurting myself and you’ll have done your job. If you’re up to it.”

      She nodded, flashing a smirk at him. “It’s what I do.” That caused Tip to laugh as well. The other two women beamed at her and, at that moment, Sariel felt more like she was with her family than any other time she could remember.

      In addition to the wide eyes of the badger beastkin around them, mouths had dropped open. Sariel thought they probably judged her and her friends to be quite mad.

      “Well, don’t sit there silently,” Gar told them. “Tell us everything you know about Razormaw. Actually, no. You know what, that name is too cool for this guy. Let’s just call him by the name that fits. So, tell us what you know about Ildun.”

      The way Gar said it made Sariel chuckle. She’d heard names pronounced with the same strange inflection before, always by children making fun of other children. The way Gar said the one word somehow made their foe sound like an idiot who could not accomplish walking and eating bread at the same time. The same way he had done it with Lysander Dessum, whom Gar called Lice.

      With that start, the hunters—and surprisingly, Muri—explained in detail the things they knew about the dragon beastkin Sariel’s group would soon face.
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      One of the hunters from Sharpclaw led us to the edge of the Dragonsteeth Mountains to the north of the town. Serun Drok was a furry type of badger beastkin, and though he was stocky like most of the badgers I’d seen, he moved with a grace that was only matched by dancers, great warriors, and those whose lives depended upon stalking through the wilderness.

      Surprisingly, Muri Nailtip, that impressive woman who had been so useful in getting through our initial confrontation, which could have easily resulted in death, accompanied us. I glanced at her as we traveled. She wore rugged clothing, heavy cloth pants, and a leather top with only a belt knife at her side. I wondered about her. What she did in the town, who exactly she was. She’d already proven she was as fierce as she was attractive, but why was she with us?

      I tried to converse with Serun as we went.

      “Do you go near the mountains often?”

      “No.”

      “Is it because of the dragon?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you hunt in the forest around the village?”

      “Yes.”

      “Any strong beasts or monsters in the area?”

      “Some.”

      It was about at that point that I gave up on getting him to talk. Instead, I focused on Muri.

      “So, Muri,” I said, “why did you come with us? Spying on us?”

      I’d meant it as a joke, though Serun’s head snapped to me in surprise. But the badger woman simply treated me to a lilting laugh.

      “I enjoy being outside, seeing and learning new things. You lot are the most exciting thing to come through in quite a while. Why not go with you?”

      “I can understand that. You’re not, uh, planning on going with us all the way to Ildun, are you?”

      Serun answered before she got a chance to, in a lot more words than I thought him capable of using. “We’re not supposed to go past the foothills. Dressin’s orders. Not that I’d want to, anyway. Those mountains scare the shit out of me.”

      Muri laughed again. “Dressin said that you aren’t supposed to go with them. He didn’t give me those orders, and even if he did, I don’t take orders from him. I plan on going with you all the way. If you’ll allow it.”

      The hunter’s face paled.

      “I’m not sure that’s such a great idea,” I said. “With only that knife, it’s going to be really dangerous for you. It’s probably better if you turn back with Serun at the foothills.”

      “I trust you to keep me from getting hurt. I’ll do whatever you say. I can stay back, away from the fight. Please let me go. I’m sick of being in the town all the time, not able to enjoy the trees and new places I’ve never seen.”

      I still wasn’t sure about it. “There are dangers other than the dragon. We might see monsters on the way. You may not have the opportunity to stay back if we get attacked by a pack of them.”

      “Please, Gar. I can use my knife well enough, and I’m good at climbing trees. If you tell me to hide, I’ll do it without question. I’m no hero, and I have nothing to prove. But I am tired of acting like prey. Besides, most of the larger creatures have already been culled by Razor—I mean, Ildun. Let me have this little adventure?”

      I looked to Brin, whose judgment I depended upon more than anyone else’s. She shrugged. Sariel smiled and nodded at me. Tip, who I’d caught checking out the badger woman’s body several times already, wore a look that pleaded with me expectantly. Tyra didn’t seem to have an opinion, instead scanning the forest around us.

      “Please don’t tell me it’s not safe because I’m a woman. I’ve heard that enough in my life so far.”

      “I would never,” I said. “Honest, the knife is what concerns me.”

      “You don’t carry a long weapon.”

      “Do not compare Gar to anyone else,” Brin said. “With a pine needle or his bare hands, he can kill most expert swordsmen I have ever seen.”

      The woman’s mouth dropped open, and I couldn’t help but feel like she was going to bring up Kael. I spoke to head it off.

      “Fine, Muri. I can understand wanting to go, though I don’t think you fully understand the danger. I’ll rely on you to do what seems reasonable. You’ve proven yourself smart and competent so far. But it’s on one condition: you do what we say, and you stay out of any combat we’re engaged in, whether it’s the dragon or a squirrel throwing pine cones at us. Agreed?”

      “Yes. I agree. Thank you. I won’t let you down. This is so exciting. Isn’t it exciting, Serun?”

      The hunter looked like he was going to be sick. I didn’t think he was particularly happy that he’d be going back to town without Muri.

      We reached the foothills without being challenged, even by the squirrels. Standing in front of us, fidgeting and shuffling his feet, Serun gave us some final directions.

      “No one knows for sure where Razormaw’s home is, but dragon beastkin tend to like caves. Even if I could go with you, I wouldn’t be much help in finding him. Muri, are you sure you won’t go back to town with me?”

      “No. I’ll go with them. One way or another, I’ll see this through.”

      He sighed. “Fine. Well, good luck to you all, then. I guess I’ll head back now.”

      I clasped wrists with the man. “Thanks, Serun. Be safe. We’ll take care of the dragon and be back in town as soon as we can.” We watched the hunter slip through the foliage and disappear. “Let’s go on a little farther, then we can start looking for a place to set up camp. There’s no telling how long it’ll be until we find Ildun’s place. He might even find us if he’s starting to get hungry again.”

      After we started a fire and had some dinner, we set up a watch schedule. I stared at Tip for a long moment, and he grew increasingly more uncomfortable, his eyes darting away from me. Finally, he couldn’t stand it anymore.

      “I’ll take one of the watches,” he said in a resigned voice. “I’ll make sure to pay better attention this time.”

      I allowed my stern gaze to break into a grin. “You get captured or eaten this time, don’t expect us to drag your sorry ass out of it. You’ll be on your own.”

      He flipped me off. Thankfully, the others had no idea what the gesture meant. Most of them, anyway.

      When we settled down for the night, Brin placed her bedroll next to mine, the edges touching. She snuggled up against me, more out of habit than anything else. Muri’s eyes grew to twice their size when Tyra put her bedroll on the other side and pressed her body up against my back. I twisted to give the goblin girl a kiss goodnight, then gave the same to Brin. I didn’t bother explaining things to Muri. She was a smart woman. She’d figure it out.

      Sariel laid her bedroll down near us and got comfortable, though she wore an expression on her face I wasn’t sure how to interpret. Confusion, thoughtfulness, a tinge of sadness? I pursed my lips and kissed the air at her. I would have laughed at the way her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open a little if she wouldn’t think I was laughing at her. She was welcome to join us, something I’d make clear when we got a chance to talk about it. It wasn’t like anything sexual was going to happen there in camp. With Brin, being close usually served a purpose: to replenish her energy. With Tyra, it was simply comfortable and a pleasure to have her close to me.

      In the morning, we started off early, not knowing how long it would take us to find the dragon beastkin’s cave. The land slanted upward, and the path grew rougher, but it wasn’t too tough.

      “Ildun can’t fly, can he?” I asked.

      Muri shook her head. “No. I’m not even sure if he has wings. I’ve never actually seen him. Some dragon beastkin do, you know. Have wings. Very few can fly for long, though, if at all.”

      “That’s good. If he could, I was afraid we were going to have a lot longer trip. I mean, if I could fly, I’d choose someplace high up on the mountain where I could look down on everything and fly to hunt. If he has to walk, it probably won’t be that difficult to climb.”

      Tip kicked at a rock. “How are we going to find the cave? These mountains are huge.”

      “I’m not sure. I hoped we could find some footprints or something. We really need someone in our group who can track. This is getting ridiculous.”

      “I can track a little bit,” Muri said. “I’ve been watching as we go, and I’ve seen a few tracks that might be Razormaw’s. Augh. Ildun’s. At least, it’s something with clawed feet.”

      “You have? That’s great. Keep us on the right path, and it’ll help immensely.”

      “We haven’t run into any side paths yet, but I’m keeping an eye out. I assume he uses the same route every time instead of blazing new trails. It shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “You’re probably right. I still don’t know much about this world and magic in general, so I’m not sure if there are abilities to ward off tracking or if a dragon would have such a thing.”

      “You don’t know about this world and magic?”

      “Yeah, I’m not from here, and where I come from, no one has magic. It’s kind of a long story.”

      She smirked at me. “We might have a long walk ahead of us. Will you tell me?”

      I did as she asked. Once I got started, I told her a lot more than I had intended, everything from what my life was like in my world all the way through our adventures and up to when I’d met her. I left some things out, such as Keliana and the details of killing Aeyr’s minions, but other than that, I told her stories that widened her eyes in awe.

      We spent another night camped in the wilderness. I asked Brin what had been on my mind for half the day.

      “Your Lunar Light spell, the one that helps you see hidden things, would that help find the dragon’s cave?”

      She shook her head. “No. Tracks are not really hidden, just difficult to read for those who have not the skill to do so. It’s like if someone were to hand me a book in a language I do not understand. My spell wouldn’t translate it. That being said, I have been keeping the spell active just in case we do run across a hidden entrance or magically concealed area.”

      “Good thinking. Thanks, Brin.”

      She kissed me on the cheek, and that was response enough for me.

      After spending another night with no attacks by monsters or beasts, we headed out again. Within two hours, the path we’d been following ended at the mouth of a cave. I raised an eyebrow at Muri, and she shrugged.

      “I can faintly sense magic within,” Brin said. “Though my Lunar Light sight does not reveal anything hidden.”

      I cracked my knuckles. “Okay. This must be the place, then. Muri, give me a minute to scope it out and see how extensive it is. Stay here with the others.”

      I took a step toward the cave and beside me, Sariel did so as well. When I glanced over at her in question, she gave me the sincerest look of confusion, like it was absurd I would ever question her choice to join me. I smiled and jerked my chin toward the darkness. I wasn’t going to argue with her. It was nice to know I had a swordmaster beside me when facing the unknown.

      We entered the cave together.
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      I’d only just stepped inside when I realized I should have had Brin come with us. It was a hard choice, splitting the group up like this when I didn’t know where the dragon was. If he was within the cave, keeping Muri outside was the best choice. If he wasn’t, though, she might be more at risk outside if he suddenly returned.

      Thankfully, enough light came in through the opening that our eyes adjusted quickly, and Brin’s light spell wouldn’t be necessary. Even better, the chamber we’d entered was not large, maybe twenty feet long and twelve feet wide. It curved into an L shape, but at the end, another tunnel was visible, lit by a lamp or brazier I couldn’t see.

      I took a few steps to get a better look at the passageway beyond, but the curve wouldn’t allow it. I pointed back toward the exit and followed Sariel out.

      Once outside, I moved the group some distance away from the cave opening.

      “Okay, here’s the deal. I don’t know if he’s in there, but I’d like to move everyone inside to make it less likely someone or something else is going to see us. If I can confirm he’s further back, then Muri, I’ll have you hide in the first part of the cave and wait for us. I want you to be at least one or two passages behind us when we engage Ildun. Close enough that you’re safe from something coming in behind, but far enough away that he won’t even know you’re there. Fair enough?”

      She nodded. Judging by the frantic energy in her eyes, she didn’t trust her voice. The adventure had finally become real to her. I took her hand in both of mine.

      “I won’t let you get hurt. Do as I say, and everything will be fine.” I squeezed her hand, which was trembling slightly. I had to give the woman credit. She was brave. I could respect her being smart enough to know shit was about to get real, yet not freak out about it.

      Tyra put an arm around the badger girl’s shoulders. “I’ll stay with you until we figure out exactly where the dragon is.”

      Muri bit her bottom lip and looked at Tyra gratefully. I could have kissed the goblin woman right then. She was simply awe-inspiring.

      We went into the cave again, this time Brin and Tip leading with Sariel and myself. The satyr had an arrow nocked, and Rex trailed him closely, his nostrils flaring as he caught a scent.

      Around the curve and into the next passageway we went, Tyra and Muri at least ten paces behind us at all times. Several offshoot passages presented themselves, but none were as big as the main tunnel, so there was no confusion where we needed to go. Soon enough, the cavern widened, and we found whom we’d been looking for.

      A man sat at a table, rooting around in the obvious remains of a humanoid. A single badger ear still adorned its head. I scuffed my boot on the cavern floor, and the man’s head snapped to us as he stood to his full height.

      Ildun towered over me. He must have been close to seven feet tall. He wore only what looked like leather shorts, his torso and legs bare. Not bare skin, though. Fine red scales rippled with his muscles. They even covered his face, which looked basically human but had some draconic features. A flattened nose, eyes that were too oblong, the total lack of earlobes. Horns protruded from his hairless head, and he had a thick tail with sharp scales along its length like he was a miniature stegosaurus. One clawed hand lifted and clenched into a fist as he gave us a terrible smile, baring his many sharp teeth coated in blood.

      Someone behind me started to gag. I think it was Tip.

      “Sssso,” he said, the sound stretched out into a hiss. “You’ve come seeking my treasure. You’ll find I am not an easy mark for thieves. All you will find here is your death. I am pleased. I will not have to travel to the town to find my next meal. It is good. Razormaw will eat well for several days.”

      “Listen, Ildun,” I said, noting his wince at the name. “We’ll give you one chance to leave this area and never come back. I can understand you doing what you need to do to survive, but you will not prey on the badgers any longer. Choose. Leave or die here in your cave.”

      He tilted his bald, scaled head at me, then shifted to size up each of my friends. Tyra had come up behind us, leaving Muri farther back in the tunnel. “I…choose…this!”

      He made a throwing motion with his right arm, and a fireball flashed into being. Aimed right at me. I raised to my toes, preparing to dodge the magic. Of course, I’d never seen a fireball spell before—not in real life—and didn’t know how damaging it was or if the caster could direct it like a guided missile. I hoped not because if he could, it was going to be a bitch to avoid.

      A heavy liquid sound from behind me demanded I turn, but I couldn’t look to see what it was yet. As the fireball got closer, I visualized what I’d do. Juke left, then dive right. If he was controlling it, I was hoping that would defeat his aim.

      But the fireball didn’t get closer than two paces away. From behind, a huge wave of water curled up and over me, soaking but not hurting or even pushing me. It was a different story for the fireball. It struck the wave at the center, where it was thickest, and simply disappeared, extinguished by the water.

      Brin, I love you.

      I sprinted ahead, almost catching the wave as it crashed into the dragon beastkin. I slid to a stop, not wanting to get caught up in the spell. It rocked him back but didn’t knock him down. He spat water and began to wave his hands at me again.

      The air shimmered slightly in front of him, but before his spell could fully form, he was thrown back, slamming into the wall. Brin appeared at my side. She wasn’t taking any chances with the dragon. That had to have been her Push spell.

      Ildun growled and followed through with the motion he’d started with his left hand earlier. This time, Brin didn’t toss a spell at the dragon, but jumped in front of me, placing herself between me and my enemy.

      “Brin, what the hell⁠—”

      A loud zap, accompanied by a brilliant flash of light took all my attention. Had Brin not been shielding me, I would have been blinded. As it was, purple spots danced around my head. I was afraid to see what had happened to the moonwisp. When I recovered enough to look for her, though, she stood triumphant right where she’d been, seeming none the worse for wear.

      “Go get him,” she said in a calm, confident voice.

      What the fuck?

      I blinked away the remaining purple spots and threw all other thoughts out of my mind, running around Brin to confront Ildun. He stood there, mouth agape, staring at the moonwisp. He had a large sword in his hand, but I had no idea where it had come from or when he’d gotten it. His hands had been empty the last I saw him.

      It didn’t matter. I was done with his shit. I tore my three sectional staff from the holster on my back and already had it swinging when I reached the dragon beastkin. He slashed at me so powerfully that even slamming my stick full force into the sword barely deflected its trajectory. I had to twist my body, too, to keep from getting sliced. The dude was strong. Really, really strong.

      Continuing to rotate my body, I swung the other end stick out and connected with Ildun’s head. The impact jarred my hand and arm so violently, a weapon made of normal, non-magical wood would have shattered. I needed to change my tactics.

      I spun off, dodging another slash from the large sword. Even as I moved, my mind reached out to the weapon I held. I’d been practicing with communing my weapons every chance I got, and my ability to change their forms was a lot faster than it had been. Even in the middle of a fight, I could straighten and solidify the three-sectional staff, one junction at a time. By the time I finished gaining a little distance, I held a perfectly straight staff, and I used it to batter at the sword as I backstepped.

      But I wasn’t done yet. I only needed a few seconds where I wasn’t frantically trying to keep from getting sliced in half, and I’d be all set.

      Sariel and Tyra obliged. Both women moved in, swinging at the dragon. Tyra’s sticks, though they produced loud, solid thumps, didn’t do much damage on Ildun’s scaly hide. Sariel’s longsword was of more concern to our enemy, so Ildun focused his attention on blocking her attacks.

      It gave me the time I needed. I drew my siangham, attached it to the end of my staff, and formed it all into one solid piece. Spear in hand, I jumped back into the fray.

      The dragon beastkin wasn’t extremely skilled, though he did handle the weapon well. It was his durability and his insane strength that made him such a dangerous opponent. Even Brin’s water spikes couldn’t puncture his scales, though she’d drilled him with the spell several times.

      The moonwisp was probably running on magical fumes, so we needed to end the fight before Ildun could cast any more nasty spells. I began bashing him with the butt of my spear as Sariel fenced with him. As with Tyra’s batons, my strikes didn’t do much good, but I wasn’t trying to hurt him. I was trying to distract him, to desensitize him to my attacks. It seemed to work, because he barely responded to me, focusing mostly on Sariel and her sword, which had caused a few small cuts. Ildun was bleeding from three or four places, but not severely.

      Tyra, being as smart as she was, took up my same task. The two of us were like little flies, buzzing around the dragon man and being mild annoyances, but nothing he took seriously. Sariel hadn’t been struck yet, but just parrying blows with Ildun’s strength behind them was enough to wear her out. She would be in trouble soon.

      Luckily, she didn’t have to hold on for too much longer. I waited until our enemy committed himself fully to a vicious series of slashes at Sariel. Each one battered her sword and pushed her back. She wasn’t just acting, either; he was getting close to defeating her defense.

      At his side, I shifted my attack from the blunt end of the spear to the point. As he brought his sword up over his head to cut down at Sariel vertically, I thrust my spear as hard as I could into the dragon’s right armpit. The magically sharp tip of the weapon cut into him, slipping in between scales, and penetrating several inches.

      Ildun screamed and aborted his attack, tearing himself away from me and causing more damage as the spear ripped out of him. In a flash, Sariel changed directions. Her footwork was, as always, spectacular, and she went from a high block to a middle thrust before I could blink. The point of her sword, like my spear, found its way between scales and bit into flesh. It didn’t go in too far, but the dragon man was bleeding faster now.

      Tyra’s batons battered the back of Ildun’s knee so fast the weapons were a blur. His stance broke, and his knee hit the ground. I was still in motion and spun to lend strength and speed to a sweeping slash, scoring a line across the dragon’s throat. My flexible staff nearly bent in half as I reversed its path and slashed in the same place, deepening the groove. Trickles of blood dribbled down from it. We were close. The scales had almost been breached enough to finish him.

      During the break from contact, Ildun swung his sword, winding up to cut Tyra in half as I was bringing my spear back for another attack. A flash of motion resolved itself into a long, cylindrical stick appearing almost as if by magic. Blue and green fletching quivered at the end of a shaft, embedded firmly in Ildun’s left eye.

      The dragon let out a pained roar and whipped his head around, searching for the origin of the arrow, but it did him no good. I thrust my spear precisely into the cut I’d made on his throat, hard enough to almost tear through the back of his neck while another arrow skittered off the bridge of Ildun’s nose and plunged into his right eye.

      For good measure, Sariel rammed the tip of her sword as hard as she could into Ildun’s chest. When it didn’t cut deep enough, she let go of the hilt and moved away just in time for Tyra to bash the pommel with both her sticks, one after another, driving the sword into the dragon’s heart.

      Ildun Sepich, the one who called himself Razormaw, twitched and shook for a few seconds before he fell to his final rest.

      “Razormaw that, you fucker,” I said, then dropped to the ground to catch my breath.
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      Tip walked over to the rest of us, inspecting the body of the dragon beastkin. I put up a hand and he slapped it with his own.

      “Damn fine shooting, there, Mister Tip,” I said.

      “Even a blind squirrel finds a nut now and then.”

      I laughed. “Seriously, you’re getting really good with the bow. Your sword, too, but especially the bow. I noticed the fletching. Enchanted arrows?”

      “Oh yeah. With the trouble you guys were having with hurting him, I wasn’t going to mess around. We needed maximum damage.”

      “Good choice. Way to go.”

      He shrugged. “It’s what we do.”

      “Yeah, boyee.” I swept my eyes over the cavern. “Where’s Rex?”

      “I sent him to guard Muri. I didn’t want her to be hurt while we were otherwise occupied.”

      “Again, another solid choice. We should probably…” I noted the badger girl at the edge of the cavern, huddled against the wall like she’d get in trouble for being there. “There you are. Are you okay, Muri?”

      She patted Rex on the head and timidly crept into the open. “I’m…fine.”

      The look on her face contradicted what she said. Shit. “Uh, did you see all that?”

      She nodded.

      “Are you all right?”

      She burst into tears, her body shaking uncontrollably. I started to get to my feet, but Tyra beat me to it, wrapping the badger beastkin in a hug, whispering soothing words into her ear.

      Well, shit. I traded looks with my friends and got up. “Tyra, why don’t you bring Muri over here, to this end of the cavern?” I pointed toward an alcove that didn’t allow a view of the dead dragon dude or, even more importantly, the badger remains he had been eating off the table.

      “Great work everyone. Brin, you are definitely my hero. You saved us like three times in less than a minute. Thank you for that. We’ll work on replenishing your energy.”

      “May I take the jewelry he has on his left arm?” she asked. “I recognized it, which is why I was able to get in front of the lightning bolt.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, you can have anything you want.”

      She nodded and carefully moved the dragon’s body so she could loot it.

      “Speaking of treasure,” Tyra said from across the room, “You all may want to come and see what’s over here.”

      When we got there, every one of us gaped at what we’d found.

      “Uh, is that a normal thing? For dragon beastkin to hoard treasure like a dragon does?”

      Brin smiled, as she joined us. “Some are said to do so. It is not exactly typical, but it is not unheard of.”

      A small alcove, the opening for which we couldn’t see in the main part of the room, was apparently Ildun’s treasury. It didn’t hold great mounds of gold and jewels like you’d see in a fantasy movie, but there were many respectable piles of gold, silver, copper coins. There were also some gems, but I didn’t have a clue what any of those were worth.

      In addition, there were items lying around, in between and on the coins. Even a couple of wooden chests sat near one wall.

      “Huh. I guess we should go through this stuff, see if there’s anything we can use. We obviously can’t take much. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m fine with letting Muri and her town take what we don’t.”

      “I think that is a fine idea,” Sariel said. “They have borne the brunt of the dragon’s nefarious designs, and thus should have their claim on the treasure he amassed.”

      “You’re going to need to get some wagons up here, Muri,” Tip said. “You’re going to be even more popular than you already are.”

      It took more than half an hour of convincing while we searched through the cache before Muri would finally accept that we were giving her—and her town—what amounted to a kingdom’s worth of treasure. How Ildun had gathered so much didn’t really add up, but I wasn’t going to make a big deal out of it.

      In the end, we found some things that would be helpful along with as much coin and gems as we could comfortably carry.

      Brin saved the day again. Using her knowledge, and a bit of help from her Lunar Light sight, she separated out nearly two dozen gems that she said could probably be sold for thousands of gold pieces. A few of them were magical, confirmed by Tyra’s ability to see the very stuff of which materials were made.

      Even better, though, there were items that would help us in our work of taking down Aeyr and his minions.

      “This is called the Armlet of Lightning,” Brin said. “It is the item Ildun used to cast the lightning bolt spell at us.”

      I whistled. “So that was a lightning bolt. Damn, that could have done some damage to us, huh? How did you intercept it like that?”

      “Do you remember my Bangle of Spell Capture?” Brin held up her arm and the piece of jewelry she had banded around her upper arm. “It was the item Qamara told us was in Forgehaven, the one we got from Rory Bodeen. It allows me to capture a spell cast at me, taking in the magic and suffusing it harmlessly into the air.”

      “Nice,” Tip said.

      “I also found this in his belt pouch,” Brin said. She held up a ring. It was a thick band with extremely detailed—and chaotic—reliefs on the outside. Plants, animals, and strange geometric shapes adorned it. A lot of sharp edges protruded, and I imagined it would be uncomfortable to wear. An almost indiscernible green glow limned the piece of jewelry.

      “What does it do?”

      “I am unsure, but it is magical. Perhaps if I study it, I can learn of its purpose.”

      Tyra held up four ingots. The things were almost as big as gold bars, but she carried them easily. I knew she was strong, but they had to be light for her to handle them that way. “I’m taking these, if that’s okay.” She handed one to me. It felt as light as aluminum would be for that size.

      “What is it?”

      “Dragonsilver.”

      Sariel gasped. “Truly? I thought that was a myth.”

      Tyra grinned at the elf. “Nope. I’ve seen it before. Never this much, though. Do you know what this is worth? Not in coin, but for use? This metal is very light, very strong, and can hold an edge for decades without tending. It also holds enchantments better than almost anything. I’m not skilled enough to work it yet, but once I am, I can make something amazing.”

      I handed the bar back to her. “They’re all yours. There’s no one in the world I can think of who deserves them more. What about you, Tip? What’d you find?”

      The satyr held up an elaborate quiver full of arrows. The container itself was gorgeous, carved leather with fanciful designs, and though it was larger than the one he already wore, the oval’s flatter shape looked like it would form better to his back, actually take up less space, and be more comfortable.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Enchanted?” The arrows had black and yellow fletching, compared with the blue and green of his other enchanted arrows and the simple grey fletching of his mundane arrows. I wondered if the colors were standard.

      “They are,” Tyra confirmed. “They’re actually better quality with a more powerful enchantment than the ones he’s already got, as they glow with brighter magic. There’s also this.” She held up a bow stave, a recurve bow. “It’s also enchanted, though I can’t identify what it does. You want this, too, Tip? It would be quite the boon.”

      “BOON! Boon-boon-boon-boon.” The satyr did a little dance. This time it looked like a mashup of the hustle, the running man, and the damn macarena, of all things. I gave Tyra a flat look, mouthing for fuck’s sake, but she didn’t notice as she was watching Tip and laughing. Rex, ever the trusty sidekick, bounced in time with Tip and even scratched at the ground like he was doing the moonwalk.

      “Here, Sariel,” I said, trying to ignore Tip and tossing her a couple of stylish light blue and silver bracers that matched her hair and eyes beautifully. “Tyra tells me they’re magical, too.”

      “She is correct,” Brin said. “I recognize the enchantment. A moderate damage mitigation magic. They can also be used functionally to block weapons and such.”

      “I…” the elf said, but I cut her off.

      “I know. You don’t feel a true warrior needs magical enhancements. Please, just wear them. Besides keeping you safer, they match your eyes, and they’ll look fabulous on you.”

      She accepted them but didn’t look happy about it.

      “There’s also this,” Tyra said. “A fairly weak enchantment for extra damage and durability.” She held the knife out to Sariel. The form of it almost matched the one she carried already.

      “I must decline this time,” she said. “The knife I wear belonged to Master Galen, and it is more important to me than magical improvements. Please do not try to force it upon me.”

      I nodded. “That’s fair. I can understand sentimental value. Muri, looks like this one is yours. You can use it in addition to the knife you have, or instead of it. Either way, you deserve it. Without you, we might not have even found the place.”

      She’d long since stopped sobbing, the wonder of the treasure—and receiving most of it—having washed away the sorrow and fear from earlier. “I can’t. It’s…”

      “Oh, don’t cause problems. If you don’t take it, someone like Droll will get it. Do you want that to happen?”

      “I’ll take it,” she said quickly. “Thank you.”

      I laughed and handed it to her. She took it reverently and strapped the belt attached to the sheath on her waist.

      “Great! The only thing that’s left is this enchanted throwing knife. If it’s okay with the rest of you, I’m going to give it to Keliana. I know firsthand how much she likes throwing knives.”

      “What of you, Gar?” Brin asked. “You are taking nothing. There are other items here, though perhaps not enchanted.”

      “I’m fine. I still have those chain daggers we found at Eluthien’s place. With those, I have enough weapons to attempt communing with. Don’t try to confuse me. I got money and gems like everyone else.”

      The moonwisp accepted my reasoning. “I suppose I can agree with that. Still, this room was quite a—” she glanced at Tip, his eyes anxious, “fortuitous occurrence. A pity we found nothing that Qamara might use.”

      I smiled at the blue woman. It made me happy that she thought of our absent companion. I’d been looking for something for the prophetess, too, but didn’t find anything that stuck out as something she’d choose.

      “Come on, everyone. Let’s get back to town. Muri and her fellow residents are going to want to bring wagons up here before anyone else finds and loots the place.”

      The others shuffled out of the cavern, and I stayed behind, taking a good look around. Besides the treasure alcove, there wasn’t anything else that piqued my interest. Before I left, I moved Ildun’s body over to the table where the remains of the badger beastkin were. After I hoisted the heavy fucker onto the table and made sure there was plenty of clearance, I tipped two of the braziers over, spilling the embers and blazing chunks of coal onto the table and bodies. After waiting a couple of minutes to ensure the makeshift pyre burned hot enough, I jogged to catch up to the others, smoke chasing me out of the cave.

      Brin was waiting for me in the entry cavern, a knowing look on her face.

      “You are a wonderful, considerate man, Garfield Hailey.”

      I didn’t bother playing dumb. She knew I knew what she was talking about. I shrugged, gave her a kiss, and walked out into the sunlight with her, hand in hand.
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      We made it back to Sharpclaw in less time than it took us to get to the dragon beastkin’s cave. When we arrived, people watched us with unbelieving eyes. Muri led us to the mayor’s office, and we explained what had happened.

      “You…killed him? Razormaw?” the mayor asked.

      “They did,” Muri told him. “I watched the whole fight. It was incredible. They even gave me a gift.” She held up the knife we’d given her, prompting appreciative hums from the hunter Serun, some of the other town leaders, and the mayor himself.

      “Ildun had been gathering quite a bit of treasure,” I said. “We took some, mostly items we can use in our quest. There’s a lot of gold left, along with more items. I’ll tell you what I told Muri: it’s all yours. You’re going to want to bring some wagons and carts up there and probably quickly, just to make sure no one else finds it and takes it.”

      “You’re giving it all to us?”

      “All that’s left, yes. I better not find out that only a few people end up with it and gain advantage over others, though, or I may come back and take it all. It’s to elevate the entire town, possibly the entire Burrows. I especially want those families who have lost people to the dragon to be given extra. It won’t bring their loved ones back, but it may make life a little easier for them in the future.”

      The mayor began arrangements to leave immediately and get the treasure. It would take them a while to reach the cave and load everything up.

      “We won’t be here when you get back,” I told him. “If it’s okay with you, we’d like to sleep here tonight. Wherever there’s extra space we can put our bedrolls. We’ll be on our way tomorrow.”

      “You won’t be sleeping on the ground in this town,” the mayor assured. “We can give you rooms in an inn, or we can let you use one of the vacant houses. There are a few that no longer have owners because of Razormaw. It’s fitting that you be able to use them to relax and get some rest. After we put on a feast to celebrate, of course.”

      I checked with the others, and we accepted the offered house. After an impressive feast they put together in only a few hours, we retired to sleep. The burrow house was a lot bigger inside than I thought it would be, with enough rooms for all of us to have one to ourselves. The lack of windows in most of the house was strange, but it was a cozy place and the beds seemed comfortable. I was looking forward to getting a full night’s sleep before moving on in the morning.

      Muri had brought us to the home and chatted with us for a few minutes before heading for the door. She turned to me.

      “Thank you so much, Gar. Everyone else, too. When I first saw you, I thought you looked exactly like Kael, the great hero.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know about Kael?”

      “Of course. Everyone knows about him. We have some statues in town. Maybe you haven’t seen them. When you kicked in the door at Droll’s house, I was apprehensive, but you turned out to be just as great a hero as Kael, and kind on top of it. Thank you for letting me go along with you, and for the knife. For leaving all the treasure for the town, too. It will mean a lot to everyone, especially those who have lost loved ones. I’ll make sure they do right with the treasure, like you said.”

      “Thank you, Muri. You guided us to the cave, and your consideration and common sense really helped when I barged in ready to fight. I still think you’d be a great mayor.”

      “I’d rather keep my hair the color it is. If I were mayor, it would all be grey.” She took a long breath. “Can I hug you?”

      I smiled at her. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      She approached me tentatively, and I pulled her into a hug. She felt good in my arms. I whispered into her ear. “Can I touch your ears?”

      “Mmmm. Please,” she hummed, low and sultry.

      I reached up and felt the soft fur covering her small badger ears. I’d never seen a badger beastkin before getting to Sharpclaw and had wondered what those cute, furry ears felt like. It was kind of like cat fur. One of the long-haired cats. I stroked it a few times, while Muri shifted her head to snuggle into my chest. I figured that meant she liked it.

      We released each other and she gave me a shy smile.

      “Thank you,” we both said at the same time, then laughed.

      “You can come back anytime,” she said.

      “We’ll stop by if we’re in the neighborhood.”

      The badger girl hugged and bid farewell to each of my friends, too. Even Tip, though I watched carefully in case his hands strayed. If he tried to grab her ass, I’d break his fingers, despite how irresistible her behind was. If I could resist, he would have to as well.

      Finally, she gave me another quick hug, a kiss on the cheek, and left.

      The first thing we all did was take turns having baths. After hiking and fighting and, in my case, burning corpses, we all agreed that we needed to wash before bed. All scrubbed and moderately relaxed, I returned from the bath feeling squeaky clean.

      Brin took me aside to talk for a moment.

      “We don’t need a watch tonight,” she said. “That will be nice.”

      “It will. How are you? I know you used a lot of magic when we fought Ildun. Do you want me help replenish your energy tonight? This house is the perfect place.”

      She gave me a smile and a kiss. “I would love that, but I have a favor to ask you.”

      “Anything.”

      “Spend some time with Sariel tonight? Maybe all night?”

      “Sariel? What…?”

      “I have been talking with her frequently of late. She confides some small things in me. It will do her good to have some of your undivided attention. Is that all right?”

      “Uh, sure. It’s fine. Just surprising, that’s all. Is she okay?”

      “She is, but she is confused as well. Talk to her, soothe her. I am sure you will know what to do. She is a wonderful person.”

      “You don’t have to convince me. I think she’s great.”

      “Good. Thank you. I will bring Tyra and Tip with me to explore some of the town, perhaps enjoy some fresh air and the night sky.” She winked at me.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Brin? What are you trying to do?”

      “Only help my friends and allies to relax. In any way they find appropriate.”

      I pulled her to me and smashed my lips against hers. “You’re something else. You don’t mind…?”

      “No. We have discussed it. I would like Sariel to feel pleasure and tenderness, as you have given me. We must take the time for such things occasionally, or we forget what we fight for.”

      “Good enough. I’ll do what I can, but she’s nervous and inexperienced. The last thing I want to do is to make her feel uncomfortable.”

      “You’ll do fine. Whatever happens, it will strengthen your bond with her. Do not despair. I will gather the others and leave now for a time. You will find Sariel in the third room on the right.”

      I put my hands on both sides of her face and kissed her tenderly. “You’re a good person and a great friend, Brin. I’ve been trying to find a time to talk with her alone, but it’s been a little hectic.”

      “All the more reason for you to hurry and do it now. Goodnight, Gar.”

      She and the others left without any argument. I guessed she’d already talked with them, but I couldn’t imagine how that conversation had gone. All I knew was that a gorgeous elf was down the hall, waiting for me. I wouldn’t delay any longer.

      I knocked on the door to Sariel’s room.

      “Yes?”

      “Hey Sariel, it’s Gar. The others went out for a walk. Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

      “Of course.” She opened the door with a smile. “Come in, please. I have wanted to talk with you for some time.”

      I lost all thought for a moment as my eyes ran over the swordmaster. She had on her casual clothes, the grey-backless-draping-tank-top-thing of thin material that fit her like she’d been born with it on, and skintight boyshort panties of the same color. Her long white hair, brushed and glistening, her fair skin, and her dazzling blue eyes stopped me from breathing, though it was supposed to be an automatic thing.

      “God, I love how those clothes look on you.”

      Her eyes dropped to the floor, and she flushed a little, but brought her blue orbs back to mine and gave me a coquettish smile. “Thank you. They’re comfortable.”

      “Not for me.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, never mind. So, how are you? We haven’t been able to talk alone for a little while. How are things going? I mean, first you became a swordmaster, then we took off for a mysterious quest, and all the stuff that’s happened since then. It’s a lot.”

      “It has been an interesting time.”

      “Thanks for your help. With Ildun. You threw yourself right into danger, like always. I can invariably count on you to be brave and to back me up.”

      She shrugged, showing off her muscular shoulders and trapezius muscles. How I loved those shoulders. “We were there to engage in combat, were we not?”

      “We were.” I let the silence hang, not exactly sure where to go with the conversation. As the seconds ticked away, Sariel fidgeted. “There’s no need for us to sit in uncomfortable silence. How are you, Sariel? I mean, really. The loss of your master is still new, as is me losing my best friend. All these changes, fighting Aeyr and his minions, traveling all over the place with our friends. What’s on your mind?”

      “There are so many things, I find it hard to speak of them. I want to, but I know not how to start. This sharing of thoughts and feelings is awkward to me.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, it’s tough sometimes. How about this. I’m going to hug you and give you a kiss. Then we can sit and chat and eventually we’ll work out what to talk about. Does that sound okay?”

      “It does.”

      I did as promised, pulling her amazing body close and taking my time kissing her as thoroughly as I knew how. Not passionately, not hungrily, but definitely with affection. Lips slid over lips, and tongues pressed into tongues as I held Sariel. The feel of her body, not obstructed at all by the thin clothes she wore, was right where it should be, in my arms. When she let out a long, sighing breath, I knew we were halfway there.

      “How about I start,” I said. “I think about you all the time, Sariel. I have images of holding your hand, even when I’m holding Brin’s. Not instead of her, in addition. I feel close to you, but always want more. I love to hold you, to kiss you, but I also enjoy standing side by side with you, fighting the bad guys and monsters. I hope that being around me gives you even a fraction of the joy it gives me. I’m afraid I wouldn’t know what to do if you weren’t with me. It scares me that you might decide to go back to your home, to the school your master used to run, and that I won’t see you again.”

      Her eyes flicked to mine, only a few inches away as I held her, and her tongue lashed out to flick the tip of my nose. The smile she gave me almost broke my heart, it was so beautiful.

      “I will not leave. I fear sometimes that you will tire of me and will not tolerate me any longer, and it saddens me.”

      “Never gonna happen. If I have to hold you every minute we’re awake to keep you here, then that’s what I’ll do. I just don’t know if you’re happy with how things are.”

      “Which things?”

      “You know, with Brin, and Tyra, and Qamara.”

      She laughed, surprising me. “Here I thought you were dissatisfied because I did not show as much affection as the others, but instead you are concerned I was unhappy that the four of you show how much you care about each other? May I tell you something I never thought I would share with another?”

      “Yes, please. Let’s sit down and you can tell me.”

      We sat on the bed, Sariel facing me on her knees between my open legs. She wriggled to get comfortable, and the pure sensuality of the movement made my eyes widen. She noticed and shifted again, putting her legs over mine and scooting so we were almost chest-to-chest.

      “I have been talking with Brin and Tyra,” she said. “A little. They are both so kind and loving. I have never felt anything before like I feel with them. Like they are my close family. I watch them as they show their affection for you, even for each other, and I feel…deprived. I want to embrace them, to kiss them. But mostly, I want those things with you, Gar.”

      “We’ve done those things, Sariel, and I enjoy every minute of it.”

      “I do as well, but I speak of how easily they interact with you. I witness them effortlessly sliding up to you and giving you a kiss, and it fills me with longing. Even when night comes and it is time to sleep, they snuggle against you.”

      I scratched my head. “I’m not sure I understand. Any time you want a hug or a kiss, all you have to do is ask. Hell, you don’t even have to ask. Just do it. I would never reject those things from you. If you want me to initiate it, all you have to do is look at me and nod, and I’ll sweep you into my arms and kiss you.”

      “I dreamed that it would be so, but there is always doubt.”

      I took her hand in mine and kissed it. “No doubt. None whatsoever. I’m telling you right now, I don’t care if we’re in the middle of combat. I always want to kiss you.”

      She made a sound that was a lot like a giggle, which I’d never heard from the stoic swordmaster. “I will work up my courage to take you up on your offer.”

      “You know,” I said, licking her palm and up her wrist, “maybe the best way to become comfortable with it is to practice. Often.”

      “Why, Gar, that sounds like an outstanding idea. It is an efficient way of improving at combat, after all.”

      “It is.” I kissed further up her arm, spending several seconds on the hollow of her elbow. “We have some time now?”

      “Mmmmm. I like your idea. Can I ask you about something I have seen?”

      “Of course.”

      “I witnessed once two women, carrying on with affection for each other. One stood behind the other, kissing her partner’s neck. Her hands slid freely around the front woman’s body. The sounds they made…”

      “Did it turn you on? Make you anxious to feel what they were feeling?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to feel that now?”

      “I…”

      “You don’t have to be embarrassed. Just thinking about it is arousing me right now. Tell you what, let me show you something, and you can tell me if you like it.”

      “That sounds reasonable.”

      “Good. It’s a modification of what you just said. Here.” I slid back on the bed until my back hit the wall. “Come over here, your back to me like those women, except sit in between my legs.”

      She did as I asked and settled into me. I moved her hair to the side and shifted so her entire back was pressed against my front. I took in a deep breath, her faint honeysuckle smell mixing with the scent of her clean hair. Not quite like the simple soaps they used in the town, but with a woody kind of scent.

      I kissed the back of her neck, sucking a few of the thin hairs at her nape into my mouth. “Let me know how what I do feels, and we can go from there.”

      “Mmmmmm.” The slow, humming sound was relaxation epitomized. I prepared to show her why those women she’d seen had moaned.
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      Moving my hands along her back, I trailed my fingers across and down both arms. Goosebumps appeared on her upper arms and shoulders, and I reached out to kiss them. My hands found hers, and I interlaced our fingers, kissing across her collarbone and to her neck where I paused to give her a light suck on the side of her throat. She stretched languorously, like a cat after a nap, sliding her back along my chest.

      My fingers loosened, and she put both of her hands on my thighs. I slid my hands up her sides. The smooth curves from her hips to her tight, narrow waist felt good even with her clothes on, the soft material whisking softly as I moved. She stroked my legs, but her focus wasn’t on it, not by the sounds of her hums and the way her torso wriggled.

      “Hold on,” I told her and pulled my hands away. She made a mournful mewling noise that made me chuckle, but my hands would be back soon. I pulled my shirt, and my undershirt, off, then replaced my hands to her waist. Her dress was essentially backless, and I needed to take advantage of it. “I want to feel your skin on mine.” I pulled her closer to me and closed my eyes, enjoying her smooth skin.

      “Ooooooh. That does feel nice.”

      “It does.” My hands strayed higher, inching along the edge of the top, up in front of her armpits and across the side of her chest. The skin moved under my touch as she took a deep breath in, and I took the opportunity to bite her shoulder gently. “Tastes good, too.”

      Slipping a finger between the cloth and her skin, I slid it across her breast. She stilled, holding her breath, until I finally reached her nipple and pressed on it. Air rushed out of her, and she gripped my legs fiercely. Seeing that as approval, I slipped the straps off her shoulders and let the cloth fall down, exposing her chest completely.

      Sariel turned her head, allowing me to stretch my neck to kiss her while I felt the weight of her breasts in my cupped hands. I bounced them and she huffed air into my mouth. A few seconds of massaging her full, firm tits, and both nipples had grown hard.

      “You have fantastic tits,” I said into her mouth. “So perfect.”

      “Awwwwwrrrr. That…feels…very, huhn…good.”

      I kissed her to occupy her tongue while my left hand continued kneading her breast. My right hand snaked down to her toned thigh. I trailed my fingers along her leg, up and under the edge of her boy shorts to find a welcome surprise.

      Bare, slick skin.

      “Mmmmmmm.” The vibration as she moaned into my mouth made my dick twitch so hard she must have felt it because she backed her ass into me and grinded it on my crotch.

      “I didn’t know you shaved down there,” I said breathlessly, stroking just outside where her outer lips were.

      “I…have never done so before.”

      I circled her lips, never more than barely touching them, but reveling the soft curves of the hairless skin all the way around her slit.

      “You did that for me?”

      “I did. It was Tyra’s idea.”

      “Tyra?” I tried hard not to sound too surprised, though I was poleaxed. “She knew we were going to…?”

      “Yes. She and Brin talked to me, answered questions. Tyra offered to shave it for me, but I declined.”

      “Oh.” I kissed her again, hoping it would reduce her embarrassment. My hand clenched her inner thigh to distract her. “That was nice of her. How come you didn’t let her do it?”

      Her eyes darted away from mine, and she fidgeted, shifting her body to press more firmly up against me.

      “Sariel?”

      “I am afraid you will think less of me.”

      My lips met hers again. A long, deep, wet kiss. “I won’t. I think the world of you.”

      “I feared…it would excite me, or that she would notice what her question had done to me.”

      I thought I knew what she was talking about but wanted to confirm. “What it did to you?”

      She took my hand and plunged it into her panties from the top, placing my fingers on her pussy lips to drag them upward.

      “Ooooooooh.” The sound was half moan, half whimper, and all so fucking sexy I almost tore her panties off and fucked her right then.

      I left my hand where she’d moved it, waiting for her answer.

      “I was like this. Wet. Not as much, but still…”

      “It turned you on that she wanted to shave your pussy?”

      “I’m sorry, Gar. I don’t know why. I am unaccustomed to such things. Do I offend you? Have I ruined your affection for me?”

      “God, no, Sariel. Actually, it’s very sexy. Here.” I pushed her forward and brought her hand back to feel my crotch. Afraid she wouldn’t understand, I unzipped and unbuttoned my pants and guided her hand into my underwear. “That’s what I think of you and Tyra doing that kind of stuff. It arouses me. A lot. You should have taken her up on the offer.”

      “But, I was afraid we would act inappropriately.”

      “Afraid that you two would pleasure each other?”

      “Yes.”

      I turned her so I could look her in the eye. “If she arouses you, there’s nothing wrong with wanting to explore that with her. I care for both of you and want you both to have pleasure. Especially with each other if it’s not with me.”

      “Then I am not a deviant, even if I wish to do the same with Brin?”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Or with Qamara, whom I find as enticing as the other two women?”

      “No. Uh, please tell me you don’t feel that way about Tip, too.”

      She gave me a flat look that actually made my dick soften a little bit. “No, not in the slightest. I want you, Gar, and no other man. That is why I feel dirty about this.”

      “Tell you what, Sariel. I am connected with you and with Brin and Tyra and Qamara. If you have a connection with them too, that’s great. All four of us can enjoy each other. They all agree; we’ve talked about it. In fact, Brin has been nudging me toward doing this with you. They have no problem with us or any of the others being together, and I don’t have a problem with you being with them. If we plan on bringing in someone else from the outside, then we all discuss it. Fair enough?”

      “I don’t want any other man, Gar. Only you. But I have grown close to those women, and sometimes they arouse me in ways that make me ache to feel them.”

      “Then we can all talk about it, and we can solve that problem for you. I would love to be with you and Tyra, or you and any of the others. As long as you’re comfortable with that.”

      She paused to think for a moment. “I’m still working on getting comfortable doing more with you,” she said.

      “Uhn-huh. Which reminds me…” I pulled her back to me and thrust my hips against her while tweaking a nipple. Then I started moving my other hand, this time tickling her outer lips.

      “Ooooooooh.”

      My fingers circled her slit, closer and closer, taking up her outer lips in between a finger and thumb and sliding along the length, then going in to smear on her inner lips. By the time I put pressure on her clit, her body was bucking, and she was mewling like a kitten. Both of her hands went to her breasts, one squeezing on top of my hand while she dug her fingers into the other, working it like she was making bread.

      I fingered her clit, moving rapidly from side to side, and she growled at me, a primal, vicious sound that had me harder than stone.

      “Oooooh-ooooooh-ooooooh-huh-ooooooh-huh.”

      After a few seconds, she threw her head back, almost headbutting my nose. Her hand squeezed mine painfully, and she thrust her hips upward, her ass leaving the bed. Liquid oozed from her slit and dribbled down as she panted. It had been so quick. I thought maybe she was as inexperienced with stimulating herself as with other people.

      “Gar! That was, that was unlike anything I have ever felt.”

      She swiveled her head to kiss me, and I rubbed her creamy lips with my fingers. As soon as we broke the kiss, I brought them up and put one in my mouth, sucking her juices off it. “God, you are delicious. So sweet.”

      “Yes?”

      “Definitely. Wanna taste?” I held another finger up to her.

      She put her hand on mine and guided it to her face, sniffing it first. Her nose wrinkled a little, and I was afraid she was going to shy away from my finger, but she flicked her tongue out to sample it. Then she moved my hand closer and took the finger in her mouth. After sucking it thoroughly, she pulled it out of her mouth and licked her lips.

      “I do taste good.”

      “You do. I want to taste you some more. First, though, let me get these panties off you.”

      I swung off the bed, pulled her boy shorts down and off her, and slid her down so she was lying flat on her back. Then I crawled up between her legs.

      “I think you’ll like this,” I said.

      “You will lick me? Down there?”

      “Yep. I’ve been wanting to do that for a long, long time, and especially now that I know what you taste like.”

      “But you—oh!”

      I’d had enough of waiting and licked her slit from bottom to top, pressing my tongue on her clit at the end of it. It was enough to stop her from talking as she began panting. My tongue sought every little crease and fold in her lips, from the outside in, and even delved into the depths themselves. Her nectar continued to flow as her opening twitched and contracted.

      “Ooooh-ooooh-ooooh, Gar. Yeah-uh-yeah-uh-yeah.”

      I slid my hands up under her and grabbed her ass, pulling her against my mouth as my tongue flicked and twisted and plunged into her. I was ready to put a finger in as I pressed the flat of my tongue on her clit, but her body jerked before I could get my hand up.”

      “Yes-yes-yes-yes-yes!”

      More of the sweet, honeysuckle liquid coated my tongue, and I lapped it up as I rode her tensing body. Her hands went to the back of my head and pulled me in even more until, with an explosive exhalation, she fell back onto the bed.

      “Gods, Gar,” she panted. “That was even more powerful than the first.”

      I smiled as I licked around her lips to prevent making a wet spot on the bed. After that, I remained in place for a few minutes, tickling her slit with a finger, watching her canal contract with the stimulation. She was so tight, I could barely get a finger in her, but it was the first time I’d studied a pussy moving like that. It was fascinating and kept me hard even though I wasn’t getting any physical stimulation.

      “Gar, I am unaccustomed to these things. How can I pleasure you? Will you enter me now, have intercourse with me?”

      I moved up to lie beside her and kissed her before answering.

      “I don’t think so. Not yet. I’m afraid I’ll hurt you.”

      “You would never hurt me.”

      I laughed. “No, I mean. Well, here.” I moved her hand down to her crotch and put a finger on her slit, then pressed it into the hole. “Push it in, like I was doing.”

      She did so, moaning softly. “It feels good, though not as good as when you do it. I still don’t understand.”

      I moved her hand down and under my clothes so she could feel my super-hard dick. “Do you think that will fit in there without hurting?”

      Her eyes went wide. “Oh. No. But, does that mean…?”

      “It just means we’ll have to work up to it. In the meantime, I won’t be going inside you.”

      She stroked my shaft. I wasn’t sure if she knew she should or if it was instinctual, but if felt fabulous.

      “Uhhhhhnnn. Uh, careful there.”

      “This feels good to you? I can give you pleasure this way, as you gave me pleasure.”

      “Yeah. Sometimes that’s the way. Other times it’s with the mouth. There are a lot of different…oh. God, Sariel. That…yeah, do that.”

      The evil grin she plastered on her face actually made me harder. She scrabbled to get my pants off, then stared at my dick for a long while. Her scrutiny had it twitching.

      “You make nectar as well?” she asked, moving her head closer to look. She didn’t wait for an answer, but licked the tip and sent a shudder through me. “It tastes different. Saltier, not as sweet as mine. Enjoyable, though. You have more of that in there?”

      “I-I-I-I do,” I said, shuddering as she licked me again.

      “How do I get it out?”

      “You can try sucking, or just keep licking, maybe stroking. Some women like to use their breasts to rub it on all sides, using saliva or something else to make it slippery so it slides easily.”

      “Truly? May I⁠—”

      “Sariel, you can do whatever you want as long as it doesn’t hurt me. Just your touch is going to set me off soon enough. Play around, experiment, and if you run out of ideas, ask me and I can guide you. Knowing that you want to make me come is enough that you won’t have to do much more. Just, uh, watch the teeth.”

      “Mmmmm.” Her mischievous grin, the one I didn’t see nearly enough of, brightened her face. “I will have your nectar, Garfield Hailey. Mark me on that.”

      As Sariel bent to her work, I had no doubt she was telling the truth.
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      In the end, it didn’t take long at all for the supremely sexy swordmaster to, well, master my sword. I came hard, and she slurped every bit of it down, leaving my dick squeaky clean. We cuddled for a while, and though I’d originally planned on sleeping in my own room, I couldn’t bring myself to leave the white-haired woman’s bed. We slept—maybe more dozed in between fondling and kissing each other—and in the morning, despite not really sleeping much, I felt pretty damn good. Energized. Not magically, like how Brin said she felt after each time we’d been together, but happy and optimistic about life. Like you always felt after good sex with someone you were thrilled to wake up with.

      We took a bath together before breakfast, holding each other and kissing, but not doing too much more. If I started exploring Sariel’s fantastic body, we wouldn’t get on the road until evening. Still, it was enough. We were both satisfied from the night’s activities, and it gave us a chance to connect better with simple intimacy and conversation.

      The group was smiles all around as we headed out. Other than Tip, of course. He had to know what had gone on, but he was past bitching about it. So I thought.

      As we walked, he sped up to talk with me while the three women chatted with each other. I was pretty sure I knew what they were talking about, since much of it involved whispers and some giggling laughter.

      “So,” Tip said. He tossed a stick up ahead of us and Rex chased it down.

      “So,” I said.

      “I’d complain, but every time I do, you find another hot woman to have sex with. I’m still hopeful about our new pussycat.”

      “Don’t be. She was kind to you, and polite, but with the way she shot down your attempt at flirting, it would be dangerous to push it. Quit while you’re ahead and she’s being nice to you. Do I need to remind you that the woman is a professional assassin and an expert with poisons? One little prick…” I drew my finger across my throat.

      Tip looked down at his crotch first, gulping. Then he relaxed a little. “Oh, you mean like a little cut with a poison knife.”

      I barked a laugh. “Whichever makes you not try to hit on her. Seriously, don’t do it.”

      “You’re gonna fuck her too, huh?”

      “What? I’m not going to…well, I can’t say that. We’ll see. If she wants to. She is awfully hot.” I shook my head. “But I’m not looking for more. Damn, man, look at the women I already have. More than any man could ever dream of. They get along great and they’re all fantastic. Why tempt things? Besides, Keliana is just a temporary ally. We’ll help her, she’ll help us, and then she’ll go do whatever she does, and we’ll move on to wherever we need to go next to find Aeyr. That’s the important thing.”

      “What’s Keliana going to do, and what is the important thing?” a voice said from within some trees we passed on the road. A familiar voice. A sultry, sexy, feminine, feline voice. We stopped to face the source, allowing the girls to catch up to us.

      “I was just telling Tip that we’re helping each other and then you’ll probably go back to doing your own thing,” I said, trying to calm my heart. How the hell was she able to get so close to us like that without me noticing her? As I thought it, I saw that Rex was standing next to the catgirl as she emerged from the foliage. He jerked his head toward her with the stick and she took it and threw it out onto the road for him. He’d seen her, or sensed her, but he apparently already recognized her as a friend. I wasn’t sure I was completely happy about that.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t trust her, but I couldn’t say I felt completely safe around her, either. She was scary. As I told Tip, she was a dangerous woman. Supremely dangerous.

      “Awwww, trying to get rid of me so soon?” Her dejected expression was very convincing, but I wasn’t buying it.

      “No way. Just trying to be realistic. So, what are you up to, besides stalking us and jumping out of bushes?”

      “I have been working on finding my family and convincing Sethon that I am doing what I can to find you. It’s a difficult balancing act with all the informants he has. I’m not the only assassin or spy in his service. I have to be very careful.”

      “Understood. Any progress on finding out where your family is?”

      “Not yet. I have a few contacts. Sethon is wisely keeping a tight hold on the information. For such an utter buffoon, it’s surprising. Speaking of buffoons, why are you in this area? You should be three or four dozen miles from this place, at least.”

      I chuckled. For some reason, the word buffoon made me laugh, even if it was aimed at me. “We had a distraction to deal with.”

      “Ooh, a distraction.” The catgirl dropped into a cross-legged position in the grass, put her elbows on her knees, and cupped her chin in her hands. Her wide eyes looked shockingly credible. She even batted her eyelashes at me. I had to admit, I found it pretty sexy. And entertaining. “Tell me. This sounds like a juicy story.”

      “Why is it that you took killing me so seriously, but you don’t seem to take anything else that way?”

      “Did I take it seriously? Are you dead?” She let that hang there for a moment. “I take my family’s safety seriously. So stab me if I find humor in things. Actually, yeah, Gar. Stab me. Stab me real good.” She showed me all her teeth and batted her eyelashes again. She did have some very attractive eyelashes.

      Tyra snorted. “I like her. Let’s keep her. I always wanted a pet pussy.”

      Keliana swung her head to give Tyra a flat look. “I bet you did.”

      “Okay, okay. Enough. I’ll tell you about it. What happened is⁠—”

      Tip interrupted me with a voice I recognized from television shows and my old stomping grounds in Oakland. “What had happened was that the serendipitous activity of beastkin mustilidae in accordance with the avaricious intent to abduct the sterling example of masculinity and virility fallaciously resolved to concurrently achieve unceremoniously the acquisition of said entity in order to expeditiously influence the cooperation and the generation of the organization and to carry out their preparation in the indoctrination of the enemy nation in order to cause the cessation of the subjugation and therefore provide for the stabilization and the exultation of the civilization formerly subject to the heinous victimization.”

      An explosive laugh burst out of my mouth as Tip put on a silly face that would have made him a hit in any standup club on my world. All he needed was a sideways baseball hat on his head. Everyone else stared at him—and me—like we were crazy.

      By the time I got myself under control, wiping a tear from my eye, several glares were trained on me. “Damn, Tip.” I put up a fist and he bumped it. “Okay, so yeah. Some badger beastkin abducted Tip to pressure us into helping their town. We tracked him, crashed into where they were holding him, and ended up helping them anyway. We found a dragon beastkin who’d been eating the townspeople, killed him, found lots of treasure, then gave most of it to the town.”

      “Sharpclaw?” Keliana asked.

      “Yes. How did you know?”

      “It’s the only badger town. The rest are villages. Dragon beastkin, huh? Ildun?”

      “Right again.”

      “I hadn’t heard he’d settled there, or that he was eating the badgers. You killed him?”

      “Killed him dead. Oh, and we brought you a present.” I took the enchanted throwing knife out and handed it to the catgirl. “I thought it fit you better than any of the other stuff we found.”

      She turned it over in her hand. “This is really nice. It’s enchanted?”

      “Yep. We’re not sure what it does, but⁠—”

      Keliana whipped her arm, and the blade whizzed through the air to stick solidly into a tree a dozen paces away. She squinted her eyes and held her hand out. The knife suddenly materialized back in her palm.

      My mouth dropped open.

      “My master had one like this. In fact, he said they were a pair. He lost the other one when he was young. He let me practice with his when I was learning to be more accurate with my throws. They’re essentially indestructible and using the magic, I could throw an infinite number of times without having to retrieve the knife. This is…do you realize how much you could sell this for?”

      “Nope. I can’t sell it.”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s not mine. I just gave it to you. If you want to sell it, that’s your decision, but it looks like it’s useful.”

      The catgirl looked at me, her eyes wide and shimmering. Then she lunged toward me. I stumbled, trying to get my arms up to defend myself, but she was too fast. Her arms went around me, and she assaulted me with an almost perfect hug, kissing the side of my face repeatedly.

      “Thank you. I don’t know why you would part with such a precious item, but thank you.”

      “Uh, you’re welcome. Parting with it was easy. The hard part was finding a gift for an assassin who has everything.”

      She laughed, a few tears running down her cheek. She leaned her head so her mouth grazed my ear. “And yes, I am going to fuck you. But don’t tell Tip.” Then she kissed my ear and released me.

      I stared into her beautiful green eyes, no words making it from my mind to my lips. I stammered for a second, but finally got out, “I-I-I guess you like it, then?”

      She winked at me, and I felt instantly connected to the woman. It was probably a purely physical thing. I mean, she was hot and gorgeous and a catgirl, all slinky and sexy and delicious. I’d already grown fond of her in just the short time we’d interacted after we stopped trying to kill each other, but damn. She had evidently heard the conversation between Tip and me.

      “It was from all of us,” I added. “Agreed on unanimously.”

      “But it was your idea, Gar,” Brin added, helpfully. Brin and her innocent total honesty. I sighed inwardly.

      Still, Keliana hugged each of the others, even Tip, though his was not as close and tight and not nearly as long as mine. Kind of like a hug between two guys, only their torsos touching. You know, to prevent anyone from thinking they were grinding their junk or anything.

      The catgirl continued to dart looks at me, fiddling with the gifted knife the whole time she chatted with the others. After only a few minutes, she straightened her posture and turned squarely to me.

      “I better get going. It’s not safe for me to be seen with you. I’ll let you know when I have more information or when I can get away to come see you. Thanks.” She held up the knife, kissed the air toward me, and blended into the bushes so effectively it was like she’d disintegrated.

      “Temporary allies, huh?” Tip said.

      I shrugged. After that display, and that promise, I hoped not.

      “We’ll see. We have a lot of stuff to do. Until she tells us where to go, we’ll keep moving. If we can get information about where most of the umbrenix sightings are, we can head toward there. It’s possible we can find Sethon before she even gets information about her family. In which case we’ll kick the shit out of him and torture him for information on Kelian’s family. I’m not above doing that. She seems like she’s having trouble getting the information. Whichever we do first, we’re helping her family.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Tip said. “So, which way are we going to go?”

      “Well, seeing that one of our party is excited about going to where all the catgirls live, I was thinking we keep heading there. What do you think?”

      The satyr smiled at me. “I think maybe you’re not such an asshole after all.”
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      We followed the road as it curved toward the northwest. The trees on our left—Packhome, home of the wolf beastkin—became sparser and sparser as we traveled, eventually replaced by grasslands. On our right, the badgers’ forest tapered off and eventually ended as well, revealing a view of some hilly country and a few mountains.

      “To the north is the portion of the Axor Ocean that sits between this area and the mainland,” Brin said. “We are now entering the Hunting Grounds, the home of the jackal beastkin.”

      I glanced at Tip, but he was busy talking to Rex. I’d be keeping an eye on him, watching for his reaction to the place where he’d suffered the trauma of losing his friend.

      We reached the first jackal village, straddling the road. It was late afternoon, and we were thinking of stopping for the night. Brin had been there before and told us there was an inn. I stopped the group outside the village limits. My words were directed toward everyone, but really, they were for Tip.

      “Brin says there is an inn here. We don’t know if there are any vacancies, but before we even find out, I wanted to ask your opinions. Should we stop here, or continue on through and make camp in a couple of hours?”

      We’d all been there to hear Tip’s story when he told it the second time. The others did the same as me and watched Tip inconspicuously. If he noticed, he didn’t let on. Finally, when no one else said anything, the satyr did.

      “I’m hungry. I could use some tavern food instead of camp food if that’s okay with everyone else. If we’re going to eat, we might as well stay. After that dragon cave, even I’m not worrying about money right now.”

      We all traded looks. I could see in my friends’ eyes the same question I had. “Uh, are you fine with that, Tip?”

      “Huh? Oh, yeah, of course. This isn’t where it happened. I’ve never been through this part of the Hunting Grounds. I’m not worried. I’ve been training and can use my weapons. Plus, you’re all with me. I’d be a lot harder to capture and hurt now. I know you wouldn’t allow it—you proved that with the badgers. Don’t walk around on eggshells because of me. I’m fine.”

      I nodded but noticed his hand shaking.

      “I figured. If anyone tried anything, you’d probably kick their asses. We’re just trying to be considerate.”

      “Psht. No worries. As long as, you know, I can get something to eat. Did I mention I’m starving?”

      I laughed. “I may have heard that somewhere. Good enough. Let’s eat something and see if we can score some real beds tonight.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Hopefully they don’t have fleas.”

      We did indeed find the inn with vacancies enough for us. We had a nice dinner in the common room, where we finally heard what we’d been waiting for. There were only a dozen or so people in the place, and I couldn’t pick up on any of their conversations, but the innkeeper, a thin jackal beastkin with an abnormally round belly, liked to talk. It was hard to keep eye contact with him; he looked like he was pregnant. I guessed it could have been a beer belly, but damn, it was strange with his scrawny body.

      “Where ya comin’ from?” he asked when we paid him for the rooms.

      “The mainland. We came up the road from the bridges, passed through the Warren and the Burrows.”

      “Any news from them parts?”

      I shrugged. “We didn’t spend a lot of time chatting.” I certainly wasn’t going to tell him I was holed up in the bunny town because I’d been poisoned, or that we killed a dragon beastkin for the badgers. News like the first would spawn a bunch of questions, and the second would probably send treasure seekers storming the Burrows.

      “How about on the mainland? Anything interesting going on there?”

      I glanced at Sariel. I wouldn’t talk about her if she didn’t want me to. She stepped up beside me.

      “Another dueling circuit was completed, and a new swordmaster has been elevated.”

      “Yeah? That’s interesting. Who’s this new swordmaster guy?”

      “Not a guy,” she said.

      “Not…a guy? Whatdya mean?”

      “The new swordmaster is not a man, but a woman.”

      “Really? Is that the first one? I always thought them Brotherhood types didn’t accept women swordmasters.”

      She showed the man her teeth. “Not the first, no. But you are correct, there have been few women swordmasters. Happily, there is a new one.”

      “Well, that is something. What’s this woman’s name?”

      “Sariel Snowblossom,” Tyra said. “You gotta see her fight. So incredible. It’s like she dances, dodging all her opponents’ blades and floating in to cut them down. I’ve only ever seen one or two people anywhere close to how skilled she is. I’m telling you, this woman is going to do great things.”

      “Huh. That sounds like good news, then. Most of those from the Kingdom are selfish and arrogant.”

      “Not her. She is fabulous. Just thinking about it makes me want to hug her.”

      Sariel’s face had reddened the more Tyra talked. She was laying it on a bit thick. I decided to end the elf’s agony.

      “What about around here?” I asked. “Any news that might interest us?”

      “Have you heard of them shadows? The monsters that are made all of darkness and can cut a man open with their claws and then suck up their souls until they disappear, never to be seen again?”

      My breath caught in my throat, but I tried to play it off like it wasn’t the news we’d been hoping for. “I think I heard something about them on the mainland. Are they here now?”

      “Yep. Unless people are just telling stories. Heard a few bits of news about ‘em, though. Some to the south, but others farther north. There was even a tale about one showing up right here in the Hunting Grounds, though further inland, west of here. Didn’t kill no one but scared a man and his wife to within an inch of their lives.”

      South, west, and north. Since we were already heading north and west toward the Clowder, that fit in nicely with the plan we were following. “Are we safe here?”

      “Oh, sure. I haven’t heard of them showing themselves to a group of more than two or three people, and I can’t recall there ever being more than one of the shadows. Not sure why. If they’re what some folk say, that they’re the umbrenix come back, they won’t fear nothin’. It’s nigh impossible to hurt one, let alone kill them. Probably just some kids dressing up in dark suits to scare people.”

      “Oh, that’s good.” I figured I might as well lay it on thick. “We’ll be sure to keep an eye out. Kids or monsters, I’d just as soon not have to deal with them.”

      “Ha. That’s a sensible approach, no doubt about it. Here are the keys to your rooms. Let me know if you need anything or if you have any questions.”

      “We will. Thank you.”

      On the way to our rooms, I suggested we all get together in one room to talk about what we’d do next. The key I held was the first room we got to in the hallway, so when I opened my door, the rest followed me inside.

      “Okay,” I said, leaning against the wall so the others could take the two chairs and the bed. “You heard what the innkeeper said. Umbrenix to the north, the west, and the south. As far as I’m concerned, we should probably continue as we were going. If we find out there are more sightings in one area, we can head there while we wait for Keliana to get us information about where her family is. What do you all think?”

      “One word,” Tip said. “Catgirls.”

      I snorted. “Anyone else?”

      “If he’s okay with it, I’m fine with it, too,” Tyra said. “All we’re doing is killing time anyway, until our catgirl tells us where we need to go. Like you said, if we hear about a lot of the shadows in one place, then maybe we’ll check it out and see if this Sethon guy is there.”

      Sariel nodded. “I agree.”

      “Brin?”

      “I have no issues with doing as you suggest, though I have a suggestion of my own. The road we have been traveling turns sharply north, toward the bird beastkin territory. It makes a triangle and then turns back southwest. In general, it skirts the edges of the Hunting Grounds. With the terrain within the Grounds, mostly plains with scattered trees, it would be faster and more efficient to leave the road and go directly west, picking it up again on the other side of the Hunting Grounds. We will save time and effort without causing inconvenience as would be the case if we traveled in heavy forest.”

      I hated to keep coming back to Tip’s traumatic experience, but despite his casual attitude toward it, I didn’t believe for a second that he wasn’t freaking out. He hadn’t told us exactly where it had been, but I got the sense that we’d be a lot closer to it if we went through the center of the Hunting Grounds. His going quiet and biting his lip confirmed that was the case.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Taking the road and seeing more of the Commonwealth might be nice. Like Tyra said, we’re basically killing time until Keliana gets back to us.”

      “Stop.” Tip slammed his hand down on the arm of the chair he sat in. “I appreciate it, guys, but I’m not going to insist we go miles out of our way when we could just walk through grasslands. I’m fine and I will be fine. Let’s just walk through the Hunting Grounds. It’s probably something I should have done a long time ago. I can’t be scared of that place and those memories forever. What kind of hero would I be if a small group of wannabe thugs scared me so much I couldn’t travel efficiently? Let’s just do it. I doubt we’ll see anyone even if we pass through where it happened. And if we do, they’re not going to remember me and start anything.

      “This is something I have to do. Let’s get some sleep, and when we head out tomorrow, go due west. The faster we get to the road on the other side, the faster I’ll be able to see dozens of catgirls frolicking in…wherever catgirls frolick. Don’t take that away from me.” It sounded like a desperate plea.

      I looked him in the eyes. “You sure, Tip? You saw how I was right after I found out about Lucas, and you tried to understand and help me. That’s all we’re doing here.”

      “I’m sure. I’m so tired of being afraid and of running. It’s how I’ve always been, how I figured I’d always be, even though I had dreams of becoming a hero, an example for my people. You taught me there are other ways. I don’t want to be afraid anymore. I don’t want fear to have power over me, anyway. We’ll do this because it’ll make me stronger.

      “Did you stay away from Eluthien after he kicked your ass? No. I listen to what you say, and I watch what you do. If you were in my hoofs, what would you do, Gar? Or you Sariel, or Brin or Tyra? You wouldn’t back down, and I won’t either. So we’re going west, and gods help those assholes if we run into them and they try to pick up where they left off.”

      “Okay, dude.” I put a hand up, and he gave me a high five. “We’ll do what you say. I can’t tell you if that’s a good choice or not, but yeah, you’re right. Even if I was pissing my pants, I’d want to face something like that, even just to show myself that I could.”

      “Exactly. It’s what we do.”

      “Yeah, man. It’s what we do.”
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      “Fucking Tip,” I said halfway through the next day. We’d been walking through the grasslands, as planned. We’d even found a few smaller roads and paths to use. According to Brin, we might not run into a village during the entire trek to the other side of the Hunting Grounds. It seemed true, since we had only seen a few people so far.

      But that wasn’t why I was poking at our satyr. The entire group stood in knee-high grass gaping at what was in front of us. A vertical hole the size of a large doorway hovering in the air, its bottom a couple of feet off the ground. We’d seen the eerie portals before.

      “How is this my fault?” the taranji said.

      “You chose to go this way.”

      “No, I didn’t. Brin suggested it.”

      “I’m not going to get mad at her for it.”

      Tip lifted his hand up, one finger extended, but before he got a word out his head whipped around to focus on the magical hole instead. “Uh-oh.”

      I didn’t understand for a second, but then I saw it, too. A jackal beastkin man in farmer’s clothing, with a dog at his feet, had stepped up to the magical anomaly and was poking around, scanning the radiant energy coming off it. When he stepped closer to inspect the hole itself, I screamed at him.

      “Hey, get away from there. Some of those suck stuff into themselves. It’s dangerous.”

      The man gave me a look that left no doubt where he wanted me to put my advice. Turning his head back to the hole, he apparently got within the thing’s gravitational range. With a zipping sound, his body was drawn into the nothingness. It was so fast, I could hardly see the movement. One second he was there, and the next he was just gone.

      The dog barked and sniffed around. It was only seconds until it, too, got close enough. Zip. The dog was gone as well.

      “Well, shit. This one’s range doesn’t even seem that bad, not like the other ones we’ve seen and heard about. He had to get pretty close before it took him.”

      Tip shrugged. “You tried to help him. If he’s still alive, maybe next time he won’t be a dick when someone gives him helpful advice. Come on, let’s go wide around that thing. I don’t want to find out if it’s eating people or transporting them somewhere else. Hell, the dude may be on Mars with John Carter right now.”

      “And Dejah Thoris.”

      Tip stopped and gazed hard at the portal thing. “Ooooh. It might be worth the risk.”

      I laughed and pushed his shoulder to start him walking again.

      “What? You know she’s hot.”

      “Just get moving.”

      We passed the hole in the air, going wide like Tip had suggested. Even as I checked back on it, it still hadn’t disappeared.

      “At least this one did not move like some of the others,” Brin said.

      “Yeah. I know from the rumors that they disappear eventually, but how long does it take? I wonder if anyone is studying these things; I would think someone would want to. Are there magical scholars to research stuff like this?”

      “Of course. I have an interest in magical phenomena myself, being a mage. I am sure someone is trying to study them. We can only hope they are doing so carefully and aren’t being pulled in like the man we just saw.”

      In the afternoon, we did come upon a village. It was a loose collection of buildings with several small farms around it. They didn’t look like crop farms so much as livestock farms with cows and other animals in fenced-off areas. The village didn’t look big enough to have an inn, so we passed by it, not needing supplies or wanting to take the time to see if there was any news.

      I felt a little bad about not talking to someone and telling them about the man and his dog, but that had been hours before, and I doubted he belonged to this community. I was still thinking about it several minutes later when we were out of sight of the village. My own thoughts kept me from noticing what I should have seen. It took Brin nudging me with her elbow to get me to pay attention.

      Tip’s eyes were huge, and he looked to be having trouble controlling his legs. He was still moving, but his entire body trembled. He faced a group of jackal men, six of them. I couldn’t tell at first what they were doing.

      I nodded to Brin, who took Tip’s arm and pulled him away from the men. I drifted toward them, curious as to what held their attention. When I got close enough, I saw it. Unfortunately.

      They stood in a circle, laughing and joking. One was inside the circle, a heavy glove in one hand and a knife in the other. Lying on the ground in front of him was what I thought was a fox. An animal, not a beastkin. As I got closer, I could hear its soft whimpers. It was weak from what they’d done to it, ready to die, but it hadn’t received a soothing death yet.

      Nearly all its hide had been removed. Even as I maneuvered to see better, the jackal doing the work tore another patch of hide from the poor animal.

      “What the fuck are you looking at?” one of them said, spotting me.

      I walked calmly up to them. “I’m looking at the next victims.”

      “What?”

      No words came out as I lunged, punching the speaker in the jaw and knocking him out. The others went for knives, but they were nowhere near fast enough. I evaded, batted their clumsy strikes away, and struck them each as many times as necessary to make them lose consciousness. The last of them, the guy who had been doing the flaying, got a broken arm when he tried to stab me. I wanted to kill him. I so wanted to kill him, but there was something else in store for him.

      Finally, when all six were lying on the ground around me, I looked down at the fox. Fucking savages. The poor thing met my eyes, and a profound sadness filled me.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t see them earlier. All I can offer you is release.” I took the knife I’d snatched from the torturer, and I angled it toward the fox’s heart. But before I plunged it into the abused animal, I turned to my moonwisp. “Brin, please tell me you can heal animals.”

      “My Soothe spell does work on animals, to varying extents. Let me try.”

      She knelt next to the creature and began casting. As she did, she spoke to me, strain evident in her voice. “Gar, please gather its hide. If I can put it in place and heal it over the animal, there is a better chance to save it.”

      I did as she said, kicking the broken-armed asshole to roll him so I could get to a piece from underneath him. I scanned the area while Brin worked but didn’t see anyone else. After nearly fifteen minutes, Brin sat back on her feet. The fox before her stirred. I grabbed one of our camp pots and poured water in it, setting it out for the animal to drink. I also placed some dried meat in front of its snout. Then, we watched.

      It took several minutes, but the fox slaked its thirst and satisfied its hunger, then got to its feet. It moved slowly, fatigued from the ordeal, but its eyes showed the light of life it barely had when we’d found it.

      “Go rest,” I told it. “We’ll make sure they don’t bother you again.”

      As if it understood me, the fox slinked off. I hugged Brin and gave her a kiss. The fox would live another day.

      Which was more than I could say for the men lying so near.

      I glared at their unconscious forms, then turned to our taranji. “Tip, do you recognize these guys?”

      He nodded.

      I sighed. “I thought you might. Come on, everyone. Help me tie their hands and drag them into those trees over there.”

      Brin frowned. “Gar, what will you do?”

      “I think you know. Just help me. Or, if you don’t want to, stand back so I can do it myself. These are guilty of far more than torturing a poor fox. I have a feeling Tip’s friend was not the only person they got their entertainment from.”

      Hidden from view in a clearing within small bunch of trees, I arrayed the six jackal beastkin on the ground. As I waited for them to regain consciousness, I questioned Tip. He was still trembling, but not quite so much as earlier. At least he looked more lucid than before.

      “You okay, buddy?”

      “Just peachy.”

      “Can you help me out with something?”

      “Sure.”

      “So, you recognize some of these guys?”

      He gave me a flat look. It was easy enough to read. You’re a fucking moron. He sighed. “All of them. I recognize all of them. They’re the ones who captured me and Replus. That one there, the one whose arm is bending the wrong way, he’s their leader. He did most of the damage, and he’s the one who slit Replus’s throat in front of me. But, yeah, all of them were there. They must be great buddies, with their little torture and death club.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “I thought they might be the same ones. The way they treated that fox…” I swept my gaze over the figures on the ground. “That kind of sick entertainment isn’t all that common in my world. I’m assuming it’s not here, either.”

      Tip’s eyes were wide and a little glassy, like he was in shock. “From my vantage point, it’s probably more common than you would think.”

      Shit. I really didn’t want to have this next conversation, but there was no getting out of it. “Listen, Tip. These guys did you harm, both physically and emotionally. I have some ideas, but at the end of the day, you have a stronger claim over them. What do you want to do?”

      He blinked at me several times. I wasn’t sure if there was some kind of disconnect or if he was having trouble thinking it through. I waited for his response. It took a couple of minutes, but he finally spoke.

      “I don’t know. It’s been bouncing around in my head for years, little daydreams of catching up with them, getting vengeance. Justice.” He nodded toward Sariel. “But now that I’m here, and they’re lying on the ground in front of me. I don’t know, man. It’s a big decision. I’d rather have someone else make it.”

      I sat on the ground, legs crossed. “It’s tough, no doubt. I can give you suggestions, but it has to be your choice, Tip. None of us will take that away from you, even if you think you might want us to.”

      “What suggestions do you have?”

      Brin came and sat down next to me, then Tyra did so on my other side. Sariel sat down nearer Tip. The elf started petting Rex, but her eyes were on Tip.

      “Well,” I said. “We could kill them all as they lay unconscious.” Brin’s breath hitched at that, but I continued. “Second choice: we could allow them to wake, or wake them one at a time, explain who we are, that we know what they did, and then kill them all one at a time, with them knowing full well what was going on. Third: we could give them a taste of what they gave Replus, that fox, and probably a lot of other people and animals over the years. After that, we could kill whatever was left of them or let them all go. Fourth: we could let them all go without the torture, giving them a warning not to do that shit anymore. Or, we could do any combination of those, including killing the leader as a warning and not the others. There are lots of options.

      “One thing to keep in mind, though, is why we’re going to do what we’re going to do. What’s the purpose? Revenge? Then we just kill them, possibly torture them. Teach them to change, if they are capable of it? Ease our consciences? Help you get some closure? It’s pretty involved. Think about it for a little while, what your primary goal and reasoning are. Does that help at all?”

      He dropped to the ground, sitting down hard like his legs had collapsed on their own. “A little. I’ll throw out just letting them go with no consequences. That would be ridiculous. Killing them in their sleep would take care of the larger problem, but seriously, I feel like they’d be getting off easy. I’m bouncing back and forth between torturing them and letting them go, maybe with permanent effects, or waking them up and explaining to them why we’re going to kill them. I can’t⁠—”

      A groan interrupted Tip, and all eyes went to the guy whose arm I broke.

      “Auuggghhh. Ow, fuck. What? Ahhh! You broke my arm. Why am I tied up?”

      “Calm your ass down,” I said. “Don’t start no shit⁠—”

      “Won’t be no shit,” Tip finished for me.

      The leader’s eyes snapped to Tip. “Fucking goat. What is he…hey, I’ve seen you before. You’re the only one that’s still alive. All the others didn’t last long.”

      Tip ignored the man and looked straight into my eyes. “I think I figured something out. How about you untie him and give him his knife back. We can consider it training.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. Let me fight him.”

      The jackal twisted, trying to get free. “Oh, sure, fight with me when I have a broken arm, you horned, hoofed, pussy.”

      “Right,” Tip said. “Brin, can you heal a broken arm?”

      “I can, but it will take several minutes. I will have to cast my Soothe spell multiple times, layering the healing until the arm is sound. Should you desire it, I will do so.”

      “Yes, please. I don’t want him to think he’s being treated unfairly before I kill him. Gods, that would be the worst.” He grinned at the jackal man, a light in his eyes I hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t the cold light of fear, but something darker, stronger. It was Tip taking hold of the situation, refusing to be its bitch.

      Good for him.

      By the time Brin had healed the arm, most of the others were awake, squawking about being tied up, threatening that their families would take their revenge if anything happened to them. We ignored them.

      “Still a pussy,” the leader said. “You give me back my knife, but you have a sword.”

      Tip wasn’t trembling anymore. He seemed calm, maybe too calm. Like the old saying about vengeance being served cold. “It’s not my fault you don’t have a sword. What weapon did that fox have against all six of you? What weapon did my friend have? You remember him, right? His name was Replus and you tortured him until it wasn’t fun for you anymore, and then you killed him right in front of me.”

      “And if you didn’t run so fast like a little girl, we would have done the same to you. I may not be able to have fun torturing you, not with your friends around, but you’re giving me the opportunity to kill you. One less fucking goat in the world.”

      “Fewer,” Tip said.

      “What?”

      “Fewer. It’s one fewer goat. It’s a shame you’re too fucking stupid to learn to speak correctly before you die.”

      “Untie me, and we’ll see.”

      The other five had quieted down. Tip set his bow and his quiver down and drew his sword. I untied the jackal and pushed him to a cleared space away from his friends. Tip followed him, taking a position a few paces away.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m going to toss your knife to you. As soon as you pick it up, it’s on.”

      He sneered at me. “What are the rules?”

      I shrugged. “No rules. All you need to think about is trying not to die.”

      “What happens if I kill him? Are you going to let us all go?”

      A laugh exploded out of my mouth. “Shit. No way. You kill him, and I’ll kill the hell out of you and all your friends.”

      “Then why am I fighting? I refuse. I’m not going to do it.”

      “Fine,” I said. “If you don’t want to fight, I’ll just kill you and we’ll be done with it. You can stand there and refuse or you can run like a little bitch, but if you do either of those, Tip will kill you. Do you think you can outrun his bow? Get far enough away to be safe before he puts several arrows in you? You’re welcome to try. You might as well die the way you’ve lived your life—a coward.”

      “You don’t know me.” He picked up the knife anyway.

      “I know people like you. I make it a habit to make them dead when I find them. It’s kind of a hobby of mine. One that Tip seems to be interested in pursuing.”

      He growled, but there were no teeth in it. He was fucked, and he knew it. The only question was if he could hurt Tip seriously before he was done. I was pretty sure Tip could take him. The satyr had gotten fairly skilled with his weapons from all our training. I doubted the jackal could even touch him, even if he’d had a sword.

      “Go,” I said, noticing that neither of the combatants had gone toward each other.

      Tip started to salute but aborted it in the middle. “You don’t deserve respect.” He stalked toward the jackal, his eyes alight.
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      The jackal guy looked around, seeing where the rest of us were and, no doubt, trying to find a way to slip through us and run for freedom. Between me, my girls, Rex, and Tip himself, he was boxed in. He could try to run and, if he was fast, he might even get out of the circle, but I wasn’t bluffing before. Tip would have two or three arrows in him before he got away, and I was willing to bet the satyr had trained enough to know that the first should go into the hollow of the knee or the spine. Nope, he wasn’t escaping.

      We still didn’t know what the guy’s name was, or any of his friends’ names. I don’t know if Tip even knew them. It didn’t matter. As far as I was concerned, he didn’t deserve a name.

      Once the jackal focused on Tip, he seemed to gain back some confidence. He stared at the taranji, trying to intimidate him. Tip snorted. With the shit he’d seen and the people he’d traveled with, there was no way this twerp was going to strike fear into him. We just got finished killing a fucking dragon beastkin, after all. The sadistic asshole frowned at Tip’s response.

      “I’m going to kill you, then set my friends free. Then we’re going to take apart your friends, but not before I enjoy the women.”

      “Quit talking and fight. Any one of them could take you and your friends all at the same time, no matter what weapons you had. Worry about me killing you.”

      While he was mid-sneer, Tip closed the distance, feinting with his sword. It was obvious to anyone with a bit of training that he hadn’t meant to actually do damage, but the jackal whipped his knife around, missing Tip’s sword completely and almost falling on his ass.

      The look Tip gave us brought a barking laugh from Tyra. It was surprise, pity, and humor all at the same time. If the satyr had wanted to land a blow, he could have ended the fight right there in the opening moves.

      The jackal dude growled. Apparently, he wasn’t fond of being laughed at. Good. I decided to take advantage of that. I laughed at him.

      “That’s called a feint, jackass. As in a fake-out, not how you fainted before. Did you piss yourself?”

      The other jackals were looking around now. Only their hands were tied and I could see it in their eyes that they were weighing their chances of being able to run away. Without any direction, Rex wandered over to them, staring each one in the eyes as he snapped his beak of a mouth. I wasn’t sure if Tip had trained him to do that, but it stopped their heads from swiveling.

      The leader charged at Tip, arms wide like he was going to body-slam him even though he held a knife and Tip had a sword. Tip gave him an incredulous look and held his sword out horizontally so that to get to him, the man would have to run himself through.

      He pulled up short, then rethought his tactic and attempted to slash at Tip from the side. By now, Tip was completely comfortable. He met much harder opposition every day when he trained with us and, if anything, he was looking a little bored.

      As the knife came in, he didn’t even move his feet. He simply brought his sword around in an arc and slashed at the jackal’s forearm, past the knife. The cut was deep enough that he dropped the blade to the ground, crying out. I could tell even from where I stood that Tip hadn’t hit any important nerves or tendons. He’d only cut into the muscle. It probably hurt, but most warriors would push through the pain.

      Not so for the jackal guy.

      Before his opponent moved away, Tip lashed out again and cut the man’s face, separating his eyebrow and gashing his cheek. Blood flowed freely. With a frantic look in his eyes, the leader darted left and right as if Tip couldn’t have lunged in and skewered him. He made a move to pick up his knife off the ground and got another cut on his shoulder for the trouble.

      Then he dropped to his knees, tears mixing with the blood pouring out of his brow and cheek. “Please, don’t kill me. I didn’t mean any of it. I don’t even have a weapon. Let me go. I’ll be nice to animals, including goats like you.”

      That last part hardened Tip’s eyes and I was sure he was going to run the man through. Instead, his eyes softened into pity, or disdain. “You’re pathetic. So tough, but only when you outnumber your prey. You’re nothing but a sadistic coward. Honestly, your blood isn’t worthy of my blade.” He turned to me. “Gar, I can’t. It’s like killing a toddler. An evil, horrible toddler, but still…”

      “No worries, Tip. I understand.”

      “Maybe we can just beat them up really good and then let them go?”

      I almost expected the leader to tease Tip about being so soft-hearted, but the man was still on his knees. I did notice, though, he was trying to move one hand closer to his knife, no doubt planning on sneak attacking Tip.

      “I don’t think I agree with that, Tip. It’s obvious what these guys think. They have a pattern of harming innocents. Some bruises aren’t going to get rid of that. How about another idea?” I knew Tip was about to suggest we do permanent damage to them, crushing bones or something else that would affect their ability to carry on their “entertainment.” But I wasn’t having it. Even crippled, I could see them causing harm to others. “We’ll give them a chance to earn their freedom. Of course, you have veto rights, if you want to exercise them, but I think you’re conflicted about it. Which is good. I’m proud of you.”

      He flushed a little, like he tended to do when someone complimented him. “What will we do?”

      I turned to the leader. “First, let me tell you, whatever the hell your name is. If you pick up that knife, you will be dead before you can swing it. It doesn’t matter to me, but you might want something with a little better odds.”

      He pulled his hand back, showing he had one tiny iota of common sense. Too bad it wasn’t going to be enough to save him.

      I shifted my gaze to the other jackals. “I have a very simple proposition for you. You don’t have to accept it, of course. If you don’t, I will kill each one of you individually while your hands are tied. That way, you can watch your friends die if you happen to be lucky enough not to be first.

      “Or, I can untie you all, you can use any weapons you have or can pick up from around you, and you can fight. Don’t even think of trying to pick up any of our weapons. Don’t be stupid. I’m talking about rocks or sticks or whatever you think you can use, plus anything you might have in your pockets.”

      “We can’t fight all of you,” one of the tied jackals said. “You all have weapons.”

      “I’m not talking about fighting us all. You get untied, you can use any weapons you want, and you’ll all fight me. I won’t even use any weapons. If you can beat me, kill me, or escape me, then you’re free. Oh, and I’m not aiming to bruise you. I won’t torture you, either, not for long, though your deaths will be painful. I will take you apart, one at a time or all together, and as you lay there dying, I want you to think of Replus Exordinen, Tiporian Zethroban, that fox from earlier, and all the others you decided to torture, maim, and kill.

      “So, what’ll it be? I can kill you now while you’re tied, or in a few minutes when you’re all trying to fight me off. Who knows, you might get lucky.”

      “Fight,” the leader said. He sounded like he was getting a little of his courage back now that he’d have his friends around him.

      “What about you others? Any one of you not want to fight? It’ll be a lot less painful for you to die quickly.”

      “Fewer painful,” the dumbass said.

      “Shut the fuck up, moron,” Tip told him.

      “No takers for a quick, clean death?” I asked. “Okay, good. I’ll untie you. Once you’re all free and have your weapons ready, we’ll start. I hope your last few minutes are painful and scary.”

      As I went around, untying them, the leader tentatively picked up his knife, watching me in case I turned on him. “Can your blue woman heal me? I’ve got some cuts.”

      I snorted. “You really are an imbecile, aren’t you. I sure hope you haven’t burdened some girl with your seed, because the world will be a better place without any of your offspring.”

      Four of the five others had knives of various shapes and sizes. The last one searched frantically and found a tree branch nearby. He waffled, leaning toward a couple of rocks on the ground, but ended up moving to his friends with the branch.

      I clapped my hands together and glanced at Tip. He nodded to me. “Okay, here we go. Feel free to try anything you can to hurt or kill me. I promise I won’t be gentle with you.”

      With that, I lunged at the leader a couple of paces away from me.

      He swung his knife at me with a speed that reminded me of the toddler Tip had mentioned. I slipped aside, snatched his wrist, turned, and pulled it to lock the elbow then stuck the back of the joint with an open palm. The arm, which I’d broken earlier and Brin had healed, snapped again.

      Before my victim could cry out, I kicked his right knee from the side, shattering bone there as well. He fell to the ground, bleating like an injured sheep.

      I’d already seen two of his friends moving toward me in the two seconds I’d taken to disable their leader. I threw out my foot in a back kick and connected with the hip of one so hard he rocketed back into another of his friends. Continuing my rotation, I ducked under the sloppy knife thrust of a third guy and grabbed the wrist of his knife hand.

      This time, instead of locking the arm out, I bent it and twisted outward. My momentum forced his entire body into the air, flipping him almost entirely before he landed hard on his side. That loosened his grip on the knife, which I plucked from his grasp by moving my own hand a few inches. In a short, smooth motion I rammed it into his chest. I could feel that the angle was right, and I made it through the ribs to his heart. It was a quicker death than he deserved.

      Immediately, I spun out of the way of a tree branch coming at me, slapped it to deflect it even further away, and punched hard into the throat of the guy holding it. The cartilage cracked beneath my fist, and his trachea collapsed. Rotating again, I slammed a reverse elbow into his solar plexus, snatched his branch, and broke the thing over his head.

      The remaining three looked at me like I was a ghost. Or a monster. The one I’d kicked, and the dude he ran into, were just regaining their balance, looking at their friends I’d already taken down in horror.

      “Come on,” I said, teeth gritted. I’d been trying to stay calm as I was learning just how much these guys were pieces of shit, but now I let a little of the anger loose. “Let’s get this over with.”

      The one I’d kicked limped toward me, and his friend joined him, both brandishing their knives.

      I flashed a front sweep kick out so fast the other guy didn’t even realize his foot had been kicked out and away from him until he faceplanted in front of me. He grunted as he cut himself with his own knife.

      Charging Limpy, I applied a painful wristlock on him that allowed me to take the knife from his hand as if he’d offered it to me. Without any flourish or wasted movement, I slashed across his throat, cutting almost halfway through it. A front kick to the chest sent him flying back and off his feet to land in a pile of dying flesh.

      I casually knelt and rammed the knife into the back of the skull of the guy I’d just tipped to the ground. His body jerked and quivered for a moment before it stopped moving all together.

      “Well?” I said to the one guy left standing. He looked over at the leader, who was still whimpering like a whipped little girl.

      The guy threw his knife to the ground, then pointed to the leader. “It was always him. I didn’t want to go along. It’s because of my brother.” He pointed to the one I’d just killed. “I just want to go home.”

      Tip stood right where he’d been for the whole thing. He nodded at me. It was against my better judgment, but I had to let him be in charge. I had a bad feeling about it, but it was worth it if it would help the satyr.

      “Please don’t be stupid enough to think you can go back to the village and recruit others to help you come after us. That would be a very, very bad move.”

      “I won’t. I just want to go home and be done with this.”

      I let out a sigh. “Fine. Go on.”

      His relieved eyes darted about, finally settling on the leader. “What about him?”

      I walked over toward the leader. He tried to scramble away, whining and groaning as he did it, but his broken limbs didn’t make it easy. “Him?” I kicked the leader in the face, dazing him. Before he could recover, I stepped on his neck. His eyes went wide, and he tried to move my foot with his good arm. I stomped my other foot onto it, holding it in place. In the fraction of a second I put my entire weight on his throat, ominous crackling sounds permeated the field.

      The leader wriggled and squirmed, suffocated moans coming from deep in his chest.

      “You like it,” I said. “The look of terror in the eyes of those you torture. The pain, the despair. You like having that power. Where is your power now? I’m glad we don’t know your names. You don’t deserve a name. Even a pet does, but you don’t. You’re going to die in pain like I promised you. Then I’m going to leave you for animals to ravage your corpse. In a couple of days, you’ll be nothing but a pile of scavenger shit, and you know what? No one will even care. But we’ll have the satisfaction of knowing you will never. Hurt. Anyone. Again.”

      With each of the last four words, I increased pressure on his throat. His eyes told me he was already on the verge of passing out, so there was no more pain to be squeezed out of him. On the final word, I stomped down with my entire strength, finally crushing his throat. For good measure, mostly because of the one remaining jackal guy standing there watching, I knelt down, took the leader’s bleeding head in my hands, and twisted it sharply, snapping his neck.

      I turned to look the lone survivor in the eye. He wouldn’t meet my gaze but turned and started running.

      He ran right into Sariel’s sword.

      The blade punched through his chest and out the other side. His large eyes blinked at her, blood bubbling up from his throat and dribbling out of his mouth. The swordmaster withdrew the sword and stepped back so as not to get blood on the front of her armor.

      “My magic,” she said. “He lied when he said he would not get others to come after us.”

      I nodded at her. I had expected as much.

      I walked up to Tip and put my hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go. There’s nothing else for us to do here.”
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      “You disssssappoint me, Keliana,” Sethon said to the catgirl assassin. “I thought you cared about your family.”

      Keliana met the yellow eyes of the one who held her family ransom. She’d interacted with snake beastkin before, but Sethon’s type, as much snake as man, gave her an uncomfortable feeling like a cold, wet rag being dragged along the bare skin of her back.

      His skin was a greenish grey color, hairless, scales melding with the ashy, rough skin in such a way as to make it difficult to determine the difference between the two. A pronounced brow ridge and rough scales along his cheek made the man look sinister, just as much as his thin lips that she had only seen in one configuration: a glower.

      The man’s body was shaped like a human, so at least that much was familiar, but from what she could see, the scales extended all over his body. He lounged in a chair that he obviously thought was a throne. Had it not been for him holding the keys to her family’s safety, she would show him what she really thought of him. An arrogant bastard with delusions of grandeur.

      She understood more about what he was now that she’d talked with Gar. Who knew that Aeyr was back and that he had chosen lieutenants? It seemed that Sethon the Fang was one of them. All the worse for her, as long as he kept her loved ones under lock and key.

      “It’s a difficult assignment,” she answered the snake man. “You gave me no information on my target and hurried me along because you are impatient. For a job like this, I would normally take time to gather necessary details and know what I was up against. Assassination is much more than the deed itself; it involves preparation. You should know this.”

      Sethon had been connected to the Venom Blades for some time, though not actually a Blade himself. Keliana had always wondered how he’d gathered enough power to convince some of the higher-ups in the guild to do his bidding. Thanks to Gar, now she knew.

      “Excusessss,” he said. “Naught but excusessss.”

      “Not excuses. Reasons. You prodded me to engage before I had the information I needed. They have a pet, a furcan, that can see me no matter how stealthy I am. See or smell. It nearly cost me my life when the entire group attacked me. I have more information now, but not what’s necessary. I need to gather more, then set up the appropriate situation where I can complete my task. If you want this job done correctly—done at all—you’ll need to be patient.”

      “Patience is…overrated.”

      The cat woman fumed. She cursed Sethon and all his miserable underlings. All of those he attempted to give the mission had declined it. His minions were too weak and those who might have a chance at success were strong enough to say no. It was only she who had been forced to take the job, her family’s lives the cost of refusing.

      “You know how powerful this man is,” she said. “He has killed others of your…friends. He and his companions have killed several powerful people, including an Aesturith Kingdom swordmaster. If this job was easy, you would not have needed me to complete it.”

      He waved a scaled hand in front of him. “None of that matters. Go and finish the job you were given. Or is your reputation falsely inflated? You’ve shown me nothing yet that would merit the praise I have heard for you.”

      Let my family go and see my skills for yourself, you son of a whore. Of course, she would never say that out loud. Not until after her family was safe. When that happened, though, she would show him that, if anything, the rumors underexaggerated her skills.

      She scowled at him. “I plan to do this right. Gather information, prepare, and finish the job cleanly.”

      “Do not take too long, Keliana. Those I have holding your family are itching to…act. You would not like to be that cause of your young sister being in distressss, would you?”

      She gritted her teeth, her fingers itching to put an end to the farce immediately. The thought burned in her head. If it weren’t for your provisions that would see them all dead if you should die, I’d have killed you long ago.

      “You better keep control of your lackeys. If they get impatient and do something stupid, they will die painfully and slowly.”

      “You’ll not touch them. There are more than your sister involved. Go, do your job, and they will remain unharmed.”

      Keliana turned and stomped out of the room, not bothering to answer. The anger inside her boiled up like magma ready to eject from a volcano. How she hated to feel powerless, especially when others like her family were involved.

      As she left the room, one of Sethon’s chief pawns passed her. Dinan Vix was a massive human man, bulky and muscular. He looked like a savage, wearing little clothing to show off his physique and, probably more important to him, his many scars. He loved battle and adored causing pain.

      “Ho there, pussy,” he said, using the name she’d told him would be the reason his life would end prematurely. “Are you all heated up and ready to pleasure me?”

      “Fuck off, Dinan.”

      “I’ll fuck, but not off. Come here, shake that ass for me. Let me feel your tits.”

      She almost drew a dagger. One with poison already coating it. She was sure Sethon would take revenge on her family if she killed his favorite thug, though. Damn it all to hell.

      “You ever so much as brush any part of my body in passing and you will lose whatever appendage you offend me with.”

      “I think I’ll bring up giving you to me with Sethon again. He’s coming around to my way of thinking. I can either have you or I can break in your sister. Or take your mother. Maybe both. I’ve almost got him convinced.”

      Keliana continued walking, ignoring him. She was almost at her breaking point where she would kill the man, no matter what it meant.

      “Don’t you have a goat somewhere to have sex with?” another voice asked from further down the hallway. “Go about your business and stop trying to interfere with your master’s assignments. That’s a good way to be killed, either by him or anyone else who has met you and has a lick of intelligence.”

      “Not your concern, Trisse. You’re not paid for your opinions. Go do something useful.”

      “Go violate another farm animal. Hi, Kel. Heading out again?”

      Keliana looked at the woman, trying to keep the gratitude from her face so Dinan didn’t see it. “Yeah. We can chat while we walk, though. What have you been up to?”

      The two walked away from the man, neither bothering to acknowledge he was even present.

      “Thanks for the distraction,” Keliana said. “I was an inch from killing him.”

      “I know. I could tell.”

      Trisse Geruth was another cat beastkin, though her coloring was that of a tabby, not Keliana’s dark hair and fur. Attractive, slender, and lithe like almost all cats, she was also a fine assassin, another who belonged to the Venom Blades.

      “For someone with beautifully dark hair and your particular abilities,” Trisse continued, “you sure aren’t doing a good job of not getting attention.”

      “Anything female will grab that one’s attention. I’m surprised he hasn’t tried to get you into his bed.”

      “Oh, he’s mentioned it, but he has no power over me. The only thing stopping me from killing him is the mere half a chance I would be found out and punished. Then again, he doesn’t have my family as leverage.” She glared back down the hallway. Whether it was for Dinan or Sethon, Keliana didn’t know. “I’m not a good person, Kel, but what Sethon is doing is just wrong. Families are off-limits. It’s easy to see why he’s never been allowed in the Blades.”

      “It doesn’t matter. He basically controls the guild now.” She narrowed her eyes and scrutinized the hall. Taking Trisse’s arm, she led her out a door to a garden, where she searched for anyone near. Finding no one, she lowered her voice. “Have you found anything?”

      Trisse shook her head. “Still working on it. I’ll get the information, but I need to be careful. Some of the Blades have joined Sethon with all their heart and loyalty. It’s disgusting. What ever happened to having honor as an assassin?”

      “Times have changed. I’m not sure when I’ll get back here, but I appreciate everything you’re doing. You’re a good friend.”

      “If I were a good friend, I wouldn’t have declined taking the job and would be helping you. Instead, I hold back like a coward. This is just wrong, beyond my limit to tolerate. It pains me to say it, but even I can’t bring myself to go after that man. Have you heard the kinds of people he’s killed?”

      Keliana chuckled. “Some. I was near when he killed the swordmaster—which was really his elf companion’s doing—and Eluthien, as well as a goblin in Forgehaven.”

      “Eluthien the Blade? That story is true?”

      “It is. I could only see so much through the windows of his estate, but it was impressive.”

      Trisse hummed. “Does he…does he really look like Kael?”

      “He does. I’d say he’s the Blur’s better-looking twin.”

      “Better looking?”

      “I’ve seen dozens of those statues. It’s almost like they were made of the one I’m after, but didn’t quite capture all of his attractiveness. It’s infuriating. Such a waste to kill him. If it’s even possible. He could be Kael, with how he fights.”

      “Too bad we can’t keep him as a toy.” Trisse laughed. “I don’t envy you or your task.” She looked around, checking for listening ears. “One more thing I wanted to tell you, something I probably don’t need to say. I overheard Sethon. He won’t be happy with you only doing this job. Dinan suggested keeping your family so he can keep using you, but Sethon said it was dangerous; every day that passes makes it more likely you’ll find out where they are. As soon as you finish this job, he’s going to kill you and your family and wash his hands of it all.”

      “You’re right. I expected it from the beginning. It’s why the information you’re trying to get for me is so important. I can only stall for so long before Sethon starts hurting my family. I need to find them and get them out of there.”

      “I’m doing my best. What will you do if you can get them free?”

      “I’ll disappear so well that he’ll never find me.”

      “Huh. I thought you’d kill Sethon.”

      “If the opportunity is there,” Keliana said, “I will. But my family is the most important thing. They’re innocent, and I only want them safe. Anything after that is just a bonus.”

      “I’ll get the information for you. I have to be careful.”

      “I understand. Thank you, Trisse. This is more than I could ever expect anyone to do for me. I’ll owe you a great deal for this.”

      “It’s fine. I don’t need a reward. What he’s doing is wrong and, honestly, your family is lovely. Even knowing what I am, they have treated me wonderfully the few times I met them. And your little sister? She is adorable.” She tapped her lips with her finger. “Though, on second thought, if you could find someone like this Kael twin for me to have, I think that would pay me back nicely.”
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      Tip was quiet for the first hour as we headed west to pick up the road toward the Clowder. I let him be. He probably had a hundred things floating around in his head and if he wanted to talk about it, he would.

      I was feeling a little off, too. I’d killed before in battle, of course, but that wasn’t the same. This was straight-out slaughter. Those jackals had no skill at all in combat. All their expertise was in applying deadly force to those weaker than themselves. Together or apart, they stood no chance against me.

      Strangely, though, I wasn’t too upset about it. I didn’t want to become someone who tore through a group and killed everyone like that, but given a choice, I’d do the same thing over again. Twice more.

      “Thanks, Gar,” Tip said, breaking up my thoughts.

      “No worries, buddy.”

      “I wasn’t strong enough to do what needed to be done. I’m sorry I let you down.”

      His words were like a spike in my heart.

      I turned to him, grabbing his shoulder and stopping both of us from walking. “No. Don’t think that. I’m glad you did what you did. Killing in battle is one thing, but what I did? I didn’t enjoy it, but it needed to be done. I hope you never have to make that choice. Don’t ever lose your compassion and your mercy. That’s what makes us hu…umm, people.”

      “But you did it.”

      “Yeah. I did. I tried to think of every angle, argued with myself over it, attempted to figure out another way. When it came down to it, it was too dangerous to leave those guys alive. It wasn’t that they would gather up all their friends and come after us, though I’m sure they would have. The thought of them having the chance to hurt or kill anyone else like you, Replus, or that fox…it was too much. If by losing a part of my soul, I saved even one more life, it’s worth it. I’m happy I could do it for you. It’ll be on my conscience for the rest of my life, but you know what? It’s not going to bother me too much. I’m fine with going through the mud if it helps other people stay clean. I’m done putting up with shit like that.”

      “Yeah. Thanks for doing that. Maybe Replus can rest in peace now. I never found out what they did with his body.”

      “That sucks, Tip. I’m sorry that happened to you, and to him, obviously. It’ll never happen again, not from those guys. I hope the people in the village don’t find them so scavengers can eat them and they’ll become pieces of shit, literally as well as figuratively.”

      He forced a weak laugh. “That does make me feel a little better.”

      As we approached dusk, Sariel started waving her hands.

      “Get out of sight. There’s a group ahead at the edge of that grove of trees, some shadows that are not attached to any solid body are shifting.”

      “Umbrenix?” I asked but did so quietly as I followed her to some bushes nearby.

      We watched from hiding as the group of more than two dozen people picked their way south. As Sariel had said, a few shadows accompanied them, skirting the edge of the trees. I could only think that if it had been a couple of hours later, even if we saw the people, the umbrenix would have been traveling in the open and would probably have spotted us.

      “Twenty-seven and three shadows,” Brin said. “That is quite a complement.”

      I watched the small, retreating forms. “It is. If there are umbrenix with them, they’re obviously involved with Aeyr, and probably Sethon. That may mean Sethon’s hideout is to the north, unless they’re not leaving from there but are going back home, which means he’s to the south. Either way, if we follow them, we’ll eventually find Sethon. What do you think?”

      “It is sound reasoning. However, trailing such a group could prove dangerous.”

      “Maybe. They didn’t look like they were trying to be stealthy. I mean, I saw some bull or buffalo beastkin in that group. Those guys are heavy and had to have left some tracks we can follow. Sariel has really good night vision, and you have your Lunar Light spell that lets you see things. Hell, with a group that big, I bet we could even see the tracks by the light of the moon.”

      “Let’s follow them,” Tyra said. “It’s obvious they’re up to no good, even if it’s just going back home to their master. This could be our chance to find where he is without needing Keliana’s help. If not, we could always ambush them and cut into the number of minions loyal to Sethon.”

      I raised a hand to clarify, but she already knew what I was going to say.

      “I’m not saying we won’t help her, just that we might not need her help to find Sethon. I’m all for helping her family, so don’t act like I’m saying we shouldn’t.”

      I laughed. “Okay, good. So, we’re going to follow?”

      Tip put his hand on his sword hilt. “Hell yeah, we’re going to follow. Stop talking and start walking. They were moving pretty fast.”

      We picked up their trail next to the trees we saw them following. As I thought, there tracks were easy enough to spot. They trampled the grass, damaged some bushes, and generally made a mess out of the path they trod. We were in business.

      “We really need to recruit someone who can scout, or we should learn how to do it ourselves,” I said a couple of hours later when we stopped to rest for a few minutes. Once it had gotten dark, we defaulted to me and Brin leading ahead of the rest of them, scrutinizing the tracks and relying on Brin’s augmented vision to not stumble into the group if it stopped. But I was no tracker or scout. It scared me that I would miss something, and we’d end up having to fight that huge group.

      “Lunar Light will not help, but as a moonwisp, my night vision is much more powerful than human, goblin, or taranji. Rex can probably see farther than me, and elves have keen eyes, but I will do for now, I think. Especially with the moon waxing.”

      I smiled at her. “You’ll do just fine. Thanks for the help.”

      “Of course. We wouldn’t want to find ourselves amid such a congregation of Aeyr’s minions. We would have to run for our lives and even then, I am unsure if we could escape.”

      “Definitely better to avoid them.” I took her hand, and we blazed the trail for our friends together.

      When we came upon the group, stopped for the night, we saw them from a long way off. They camped in a clearing they’d stamped down and had two fires burning. I wasn’t sure where the umbrenix would be, but we decided to back up a little, just at the range where the fires were barely visible, and make our own camp. Being on the plains rather than a forest was to our advantage.

      “Okay, the watches need to keep an eye out in case the umbrenix are roaming around, but also need to monitor the fire. They may decide to take only a few hours of rest and then head off, so if you see the fires go out, wake everyone up. I’ll take first watch.”

      The night was uneventful and by the time the sky had lightened with the dawn, we were on the move again. Being careful not to be within eyeshot, we kept a moderate pace.

      With the sun up, I noticed that our direction was southeast, not south as I’d expected. Midmorning, trees dotted the area ahead of us, gradually growing in number and getting closer together, breaking up the grasslands.

      “We’re approaching Packhome,” Brin said. “I wonder if they intend to stop within the wolves’ territory or pass through to the lands beyond.”

      “What is on the other side of the wolves?” I asked.

      “In our current direction, the Fragrant Hollows, where dog beastkin live. South of that, past the road from the bridges we came over, is the home of the snake beastkin, and further, weasels and deer in their own areas. There is some distance before we reach the edge of Packhome, however, so it does little good to assume their destination. We must watch and we will find out.”

      “Hey,” Tip said. “I was just thinking. Are there any evil cow beastkin near?”

      Brin looked at him quizzically. “Evil cow beastkin?”

      “Yeah. Because if there are, and if we go through their area, I might have to cause udder destruction.”

      Even though Tyra laughed, that earned Tip a slap on the side of his head from me. Thankfully, the others ignored him like he hadn’t even spoken. No use in encouraging him.

      Though it was still daylight, I went back to scouting around up front. With the trees getting thicker—still nowhere near as thick as most of the forest we’d gone through like the dog and rabbit territories—visibility was affected, and we started to fear bumping into our prey again.

      Thinking back, I didn’t remember seeing any wolf beastkin before that. I wondered if they were like dog beastkin or if they were bigger. The rabbits were sure afraid of them, but then, rabbits weren’t known for their bravery. The animals, I mean. I had no idea about beastkin.

      “Are there a lot of wolf beastkin?” I asked Sariel when she came up to keep me company as I led.

      “They are not one of the more plentiful types, I think. I am unsure of this place, if their numbers are larger because it is their ancestral lands. My understanding is that much of the Commonwealth is unoccupied, though not unclaimed, land. I would expect that if those we follow are familiar with the area, they would avoid going near villages or towns, especially with the umbrenix accompanying them.”

      A short time later, Sariel stopped abruptly and put a hand up. There was nothing within my vision, but as Brin had said, elf eyes were keen. At least, they were in fantasy stories from my world. I assumed it was true here, too.

      “Do you hear that?” the white-haired swordmaster asked.

      I closed my eyes to concentrate on my hearing, but other than the wind through the trees and some small sounds of animals scurrying around, I couldn’t hear a thing.

      “I can’t. What is it?”

      “It sounds like…battle.”

      The others caught up to us and Sariel explained what she’d heard. We continued as a group, letting her dictate when to stop so she could listen more carefully. She grew increasingly agitated. Maybe anxious is a better word. Like she wanted to run ahead and see what she could do.

      We crested a hill, and suddenly the sounds I’d thought I may have caught pieces of washed over me. Clashing, clanging, screaming, crying. On the other side of the hill, where a small village lay, people were fighting. We were a bit more than a half mile away, so I couldn’t tell for sure, but I think we’d found the group we were following. They attacked a larger, but not as martially skilled, collection of what had to be wolf beastkin.

      “What? What’s going on?”

      Sariel squinted at the scene for a minute before answering. “We got it all wrong. These were not heading toward their home. They came here to slaughter the wolf villagers. We must help them.”

      “Yeah, we do.” Without waiting to see if my friends followed, I ran toward the besieged village.
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      My friends didn’t even hesitate, all four of them only steps behind me. Rex pulled out ahead of the others and ran beside me, his head swiveling to squawk at me. As we got closer to the village, I picked out three umbrenix: two fighting together and the other attacking a group of wolves fifty or sixty yards away from the pair.

      “I’ll take the shadows,” I said, angling myself toward the two that were systematically tearing apart the wolf beastkin who were trying to defend. “Tip, can you take the other one with arrows? Don’t shoot if it’s too close to anyone, though. Putting an arrow in one of the wolves isn’t going to help anyone.”

      The satyr split off to get in position. Brin followed him.

      “I will aid him and lure the creature away from innocents. Then we will kill the aggressors.”

      I gave her a thumbs-up as we parted. Even while taking only a handful of seconds to sprint toward the monsters, several wolf beastkin went down with slashes from the umbrenix’s claws. Tyra and Sariel peeled off toward the nearest group of attackers—mostly furry beastkin and a couple of snake beastkin. I hoped they’d be able to help. Both women could kick ass, so I wasn’t concerned about them getting in over their heads.

      Unless the wolves thought they were part of the attacking force. I shook my head. I didn’t have time to think about it. I had umbrenix to kill.

      I arrived while both of the shadows slashed out the throats of two wolves. One had been male, and one had been female. There was no saving them now, but there were still several others around. Another of the furry wolf beastkin lashed out with a sword despite several of his companions having tried the same thing only seconds before. Like the others, his sword passed right through the shadow’s body, and it lashed out at him.

      The thing was, I had reached the fight, and I had something to say about the monster attacking the wolf. I caught its arm with my left hand and drew my siangham with my right. The umbrenix’s head snapped to me. I could feel in its squishy body that it was shocked I could grab it. Silently, its glowing eyes widened just a hair as it whipped its other claw to me.

      I blocked it with an elbow as I thrust my siangham toward its face, my forearm rebounding off its arm as I simultaneously attacked and defended. The point rammed into its head and the thing dropped to the ground. I really needed to figure out why some of these things had glowing eyes and others had no eyes at all. Another mystery for my list.

      Turning just in time to see an object even darker than the shadowman slashing toward me, I bent at the waist and just barely got out of the way of a knife. It was another of those rare—but increasingly more common—umbrenix that used a weapon. The monster twisted and flailed its arm to bring the knife back around, but I snatched its wrist, pivoted, torqued its arm to shift its body, and stabbed it repeatedly in the chest with my siangham. For good measure, I plunged the point into the hollow of its elbow. The knife dropped, and I caught it with the hand that had been holding its wrist.

      Another pivot, and I slashed at the monster’s throat with its own weapon.

      The umbrenix thrashed frantically, but I was already bringing my siangham around in an arc. I punched the point into the top of the shadow’s head all the way down to where I held it at the end. It, too, dropped lifelessly to the ground.

      I thought of asking if the remaining wolves were all right, but seeing as I just watched at least two of them be killed, I decided not to. Instead, I nodded to them and charged the closest non-shadow people that weren’t wolves. On the way, I glanced at the rest of the mess around me.

      Brin and Tip were still fighting with the other umbrenix. The monster chased Brin, who led it away from the wolves it had been attacking. As soon as it was more than two paces from the closest wolf, Tip launched his new, more powerfully enchanted arrows. The shadow moved like Neo in the Matrix movies, dodging the missiles that, thankfully, went into the ground on the other side of the monster. Tip was cognizant enough not to shoot with people downrange.

      The two seemed fine for now. Brin hadn’t even started casting spells yet. I’d work my way over to them, but there was more I could do with the attackers between us. A quick glance at Tyra and Sariel showed them having no problems taking apart the enemy. The attackers hadn’t counted on facing the two skilled women. It would be the last mistake these minions of Aeyr would ever make.

      With two of the three umbrenix down and the other occupied, the wolves surged. One particularly large beastkin rallied a number around him, and they drove into the enemy, finally doing some damage.

      I reached my prey. Three men: two beastkin and a human. All had swords and were jointly attacking a man, two women, and three children. Grins split their blood-spattered faces like it was some kind of sport for them. It was too soon after the jackal beastkin for me to let that stand.

      Without a sound, I exploded upon them. I didn’t bother trying to identify what kind of beastkin the attackers were. It really didn’t matter. They’d be dead in a moment. The human caught sight of me as I sprinted toward them, his eyes going wide and his mouth opening to announce my presence.

      He wasn’t fast enough to save his companion.

      I reached around and dragged the dark umbrenix knife across the beastkin’s throat. The blade cut easily through flesh and cartilage. For good measure, I punched my siangham into the man’s kidney and used my momentum to slam my shoulder into his back, throwing him at the human, interrupting him enough that one of the wolf women cut into his torso with her sword.

      As for the other beastkin, he turned to find my knife already inches from him. He tried to get his sword up, but I savagely cut his arm and jammed my siangham into his eye, popping the orb. I pulled it out, letting the body fall to the ground, my weapon covered with blood and vitreous goo from the eye. I was going to need to spend some time cleaning after we finished.

      I moved onto the next group of invaders, but so did the wolves I’d just saved. With their added number in fighting four attackers, I could leave them to it after a slash-and-run to cut shallowly into one enemy’s throat.

      Just as I arrived where Brin was baiting the umbrenix, one of Tip’s arrows appeared in the monster’s chest. Brin used her Push spell and threw the shadow several feet, giving Tip an opportunity to target it again without it dodging. The next arrow punched into its face and, being magical, dropped the monster.

      “Good job, guys,” I said, changing my attention to one of the last large groups of attackers. Six of them attacked five wolves and, though the wolves fought well, it was not going to be good news for the villagers.

      I chose the cannonball technique instead of whittling down the group slowly. Sprinting, I launched myself from a couple of paces away and slammed into the backs of three of the group, knocking them forward and interfering with two more of their friends. Off-balance and distracted, the attackers were no match for the wolves, who stared wide-eyed at me for half a second before attacking with swords, a knife, a club, and a rake.

      I took two of Aeyr’s lackeys myself, and in no time, all six were dead or dying. We enjoyed a lull in the fighting and, looking around, I realized that it wasn’t a lull. Sariel cut down the last two of the attackers with a beautiful combination that involved nearly cutting one beastkin in half and then spinning to decapitate the second. She ended with perfect balance in a ready stance, looking as graceful and badass as any hero in any movie I’d ever seen.

      “Clear?” I asked.

      “Clear,” came the response from Tyra and Sariel.

      “Yeah,” Tip added. He patted Rex’s head. I didn’t fail to notice that the lizard had blood all over his face and beak.

      My friends all drifted over to me as the big wolf beastkin I’d seen earlier did the same. None of us looked to be badly injured, though we were filthy with blood.

      “Hello there,” the wolf said in a deep, commanding voice. “My thanks for your aid. We were unable to kill those shadows and with the surprise, we couldn’t gain a foothold with the others. If you hadn’t shown up, the village would have been lost, and all our people along with it.”

      “Glad we could help.” I reached out and shook the hand he offered me. “Was this random or did you piss off Sethon?”

      The surprise in his eyes included some acknowledgment. Yeah, he knew that name.

      “Is that what this was? Does he command those shadowmen?”

      “I’m afraid so. It gets worse, but we don’t need to talk about that right now. Let us help with the wounded. We have someone with us who can heal.”

      “Brinawynn,” the man said, spotting the blue woman. “Well met. I haven’t seen you for, what is it, two years now?”

      “That is correct, Rolm. Allow me to help those injured most seriously and we can talk afterward.”

      The man barked a few commands, and we were soon making the circuit, Brin healing who she could. She didn’t heal them completely so she wouldn’t use up all her mana, but she was able to stabilize half a dozen people. As she worked, Rolm explained some things to me.

      “I’m Rolm Murek, the prime of this village. Recently elevated. The previous prime disappeared suddenly several months ago. We don’t know what happened to him, but we have our suspicions. As you guessed, we’ve been having trouble with Sethon. It all revolves around the small mine we’ve got.”

      “Mine?” I said. “What kind of mine?”

      “Shadowsteel.”

      I scratched my head, but luckily Tyra was there to help.

      “Shadowsteel is a rare metal. Very few crafters can work it. It’s unstable because it’s so highly magical. Due to the difficulty in crafting anything out of it, it’s not actually worth all that much. It’s strange that someone would be interested enough in it to cause trouble like this.”

      “I don’t understand it, either,” Rolm said. “We have traditionally made trinkets with it. They have sentimental but no monetary value. Yet Sethon insists we give him all the shadowsteel we can mine. He offered to buy it at first, but when we continued to refuse, he demanded it as tribute. It seems he meant to come collect it.”

      “What does the refined metal look like?” I asked.

      Tyra laughed. “Like you’d expect. Dark like iron but stronger and lighter than steel.”

      I still gripped the knife I took from the umbrenix in my left hand. I held it up. “Does it look like this?”

      Tyra’s laugh stopped abruptly, and she stared at the item in my hand. “Where did you get that?”

      “I took it from the shadow I fought. It looks different than the ones the umbrenix had in the Aesturith Kingdom.”

      Tyra licked her lips and carefully took it from me. She narrowed her eyes like I’d seen her do when looking at other materials. “That’s because this is shadowsteel. The other ones, made by my uncle, were a regular steel alloy, though treated magically somehow so they could be incorporated into their bodies. This looks stable. Shadowsteel would work much better if it doesn’t degrade. Someone who knows how to work it is outfitting Aeyr’s minions.”

      “Great. More good news. It’s really sharp. Even better, it killed one of the umbrenix, though I’m not sure if it was because of the metal or because I was holding it. Keep it. Maybe you can figure out how it was made.” I turned back to Rolm. “So, Sethon decided to take the ore from you, and he sent his lackeys to destroy your village. Do you know where he lives?”

      “No. He always sent people to us. They’ve visited several times, and they came from a different direction each time.”

      I kicked at one of the corpses. “These came from the north. We’ve been following them for the last day and a half.”

      “We’re happy you did. Will you allow us to prepare dinner for you? We don’t have much, but it’s the least we could do.”

      “We’d appreciate it. In the meantime, we can help you clean this mess up. Then we can chat about our common enemy.”
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      Moving the bodies, creating bonfires for the attackers, and building pyres for the villagers was some of the most gruesome and horrible work I’d ever done. It took us hours, but everyone in the village helped, except those who were still too injured and unable to do so. Even the children took part. Evidently, the wolf beastkin culture was accustomed to tough tasks.

      “I used to do work for hire,” Rolm told me as we moved the bodies. “Mercenary work. Not in an army or any big battles, though. Mostly protection. Guarding something or acting as a bodyguard for clients. That’s where I met Brinawynn. I was working for an explorer, and Brinawynn joined us for a short time.”

      “Lirien Seck,” Brin said. “What is the kangaroo beastkin up to recently?”

      “None of my people have worked for her for close to a year. I did hear that she’s in Olliaran, working on finding some new ruins. You know where we went that one time in central Olliaran, near Chesiak? I heard she’s working with some archaeologists there as of a month or two ago. I guess it wasn’t dangerous enough to hire me.”

      “Or perhaps she could not afford you.”

      “That might be the case as well.” The wolf laughed, a deep bellowing sound. He looked around him, taking in the bodies and churned-up ground stained with blood, and his laugh cut off. “I’m glad I wasn’t gone when this happened, though without your help, I wouldn’t be standing here now. How did you kill those shadows? We tried, but our weapons passed right through them.”

      “Magic,” I said. “It takes enchanted items to kill them.”

      “Unless you’re Gar,” Tip said. “He can kill them with his bare hands.”

      I frowned at the satyr. He and I were going to have another talk about him opening his mouth.

      “Again,” Rolm said. “Thank you so much. If ever my village, or even others in Packhome, can do something for you, all you have is to ask. It’s no exaggeration that we’re only alive because of all of you.”

      With the bodies burned—there ended up being nine of the villagers killed—we were treated to baths and a feast. The mood was serious, though not as grim as I would have thought. The wolves seemed to take the bad, balance it with the fact that their village was not destroyed and most of them were alive, and move on with their lives. I guessed it was a good attitude to have.

      I’d already seen so much death in this world, much of it at my hands. My mind drifted, images of the simple life I used to lead flashing through my mind. I used to think I had things rough, having to fight when I was growing up. It was nothing compared to how I lived now, death all around me and the potential for much more constantly in front of me.

      We slept in beds of unknown owners, and in the morning, we bade farewell to Rolm and his people. We’d done a good thing the day before, but I couldn’t help but to be disappointed in myself. Nine people dead and several more injured. If we’d been a little faster…

      “Do not.” Brin gave me a stern look as we headed north, backtracking to where we’d come from. “We saved many. There will always be thoughts of had we only done this or that, perhaps we could have helped more. Down that path lies continual disappointment. We live, we do our best, and we accept what fate has in store. Remember the grateful faces we saw last night and this morning and be satisfied. This is how legends of heroes are made.”

      “I don’t want to be a hero or a legend, Brin. All I want to do is help. I understand what you’re saying, but I want to always try to do better next time. To be better. People can take their hero stories and shove them up their asses.”

      “What is a hero, if not someone who simply wants to help?” Sariel said, joining the conversation. “The legends, the stories, those are the things people hold onto. It brings them hope that there is a chance in the world for them to be saved, no matter how dire the circumstances. Do not discount the effect tales of bravery and caring have on those suffering.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Besides,” Tip said. “Heroes get laid. Like, a lot.”

      I picked up a dirt clod and nailed the satyr right in the middle of his bare chest.
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      We’d decided that if the group we followed came from the north, there was a good chance that’s where we’d find Sethon’s headquarters. It seemed like a waste to have traveled south only to turn around and follow our own tracks back north, but I wouldn’t even let the thought form in my mind. Our detour had saved lives, like Brin and Sariel tried to convince me to see.

      It wasn’t like we had anywhere specific to go. We were killing time until Keliana got back. But with even a chance of finding Sethon instead of waiting around twiddling our thumbs, I’d take it.

      Almost as if my thinking had invoked her somehow, we came around a bend in the treeline, and suddenly the sexy assassin was there in her black leather, leaning against a tree.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Good afternoon. Why are you here, and where have you been that you are heading north now?”

      “A better question is how you’re here and how you found us,” I said.

      She wrinkled her nose, and I could imagine whiskers vibrating. “I found your tracks. Why were you following a group that size? What happened?”

      “Yeah, we should talk⁠—”

      She held up her hand in such an imperious manner, I shut my mouth. The catgirl tilted her head. “Shit.” With a rush of speed, she darted into the trees. A dull thump came from the area, and she returned. “Now, what were you saying?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “What was that?”

      “A nuisance I had to take care of.”

      “Explain.”

      She huffed. “One of Sethon’s spies. He must have been tracking me. I can’t afford for them to know I’m working with you. I took care of it.”

      “He was up in a tree?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s dead now?”

      “Yes.”

      Damn. She was so casual about the whole thing. “Right. Okay, the group had umbrenix with them, so we figured they belonged to Sethon and followed them. Instead of leading us to Sethon, they attacked a village of wolves. We helped and killed all of them. We figured we’d follow their trail back, thinking it would lead us to Sethon while we waited for you to tell us where to help your family. Have you found out where they are?”

      The gorgeous catgirl grimaced. “Not yet. I’m still working on it.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “Maybe I missed you.” Her mouth curved up into a sexy smirk.

      I chortled. “Yeah, sure. Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. We don’t know much about you. Will you tell us? We’ll reciprocate, of course. Whatever you want to know about us, just ask. I think it would be good to know each other better if we’re going to be working together.”

      “Mmmmm. You want to get to know me better?”

      I didn’t need to turn my head to know Tip was nodding vigorously. “Yeah, we do. Why don’t we sit down and chat.”

      I’m not sure why I trusted the catgirl. I mean, she was an assassin, one that had been trying to kill me even though I didn’t think she’d tried her hardest. I don’t know, maybe that was it. She had a conscience, or at least some kind of honor, and I felt a connection to her. Tip would say it was because she was smoking hot, and she was, but I had to give myself more credit than to think I was making decisions entirely on how much I liked to look at the woman.

      I told her everything I had told Muri the badger but included the lieutenants of Aeyr we’d killed and the umbrenix’s strange weapons that I’d thought were the work of Tyra’s uncle but now wasn’t so sure. The only thing I didn’t tell her about was Qamara’s reading of my future. But that reminded me of something.

      I reached over and traced the tattoo on Keliana’s shoulder. She closed her eyes momentarily and a hum rumbled in her chest. “This tattoo. It’s the symbol of the Venom Blades, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “That prophetess I told you about, Qamara, she told me something when I first met her. ‘Be wary of the sign of the poison knife and spade. See beyond what your eyes tell you.’”

      “Interesting. Obviously, that is about what you already know. I was an assassin trying to kill you, but you saw beyond that. Against all common sense, you spared me and even offered to help me. If you had not believed your instincts instead of your sight, I would be dead.”

      “That’s what I figured after we made our deal. Can you tell me about the Venom Blades, though? All I know is what I just told you and that they’re some kind of assassin guild.”

      “Of course. They are, as you said, a guild. The preeminent assassin guild in Valorae. Clients pay them and people die. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Yet you’re not being paid, and I didn’t die,” I said.

      “Correct. Sethon is not part of the Blades. I don’t know exactly how he has gained so much power. The guild has refused membership to him for a long time, yet he acts as puppet master for several of the most powerful members of the guild’s council. He has other Blades working for him, but not like me. Have I told you before that no one would take the mission to kill you?”

      “No.”

      “It’s true. You have made quite a reputation for yourself amongst the shadier parts of society. Especially the organizations belonging to Aeyr. It took Sethon imprisoning my family for him to get anyone to try. Lucky me.”

      I smiled at her. “It worked out. I think we’ll be a good team. We’ll get your family safe, then you’re free to act as you want.”

      She leaned forward on the rock she sat on. “You’re not afraid of me reneging on my part of the agreement?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter, all things considered.”

      “It doesn’t?”

      “Nope. The important thing is getting your family safe. I don’t like this bullshit with using innocent people as leverage, and I definitely don’t like people harming kids. When it comes down to it, even if you take your family and disappear after we help you, I’ll consider it a win. We’ll find Sethon. Eventually.”

      “You would make a horrible assassin or thief. Do you know that, Gar?”

      “Thank you. No offense.”

      “If it means anything, I’m done with the Blades,” she said. “Once my family is safe, after I help you find and kill Sethon, my life will change. I don’t even know who to trust in the guild anymore. I know he can’t be controlling them all, but it’s a delicate situation.”

      “Sounds like it. Can I ask you a question? If it’s too personal, just tell me.”

      She leaned even further forward. “Oooh. That sounds juicy. What is it?”

      “I’ve been told everyone in this world has magic. What is yours?”

      “Mmmmm. Are you hoping it’s sex magic?”

      I blinked at her. Sex magic? Was that a thing? “Uh…no?”

      She laughed, a happy, soothing, trilling sound. So unlike the dark laugh I’d expect from an assassin. “I look forward to many more conversations with you. In all seriousness, though, my magic is simple enough. Perhaps a demonstration will be easier than an explanation.”

      As I watched the catgirl, she faded from view. She didn’t immediately turn invisible, but it was a quick, gradual thinning. I focused my eyes and could still spot a distortion or a faded silhouette, though in the shade in which we sat, I’d never notice if I wasn’t looking for it.

      She appeared suddenly, much more rapidly than she’d disappeared. She held her arms out. “Tada!”

      I laughed and had the urge to clap. “That’s amazing, and it explains how you hide so well, even with those gorgeous green eyes and your sleeveless outfit.”

      “So, you notice what outfits I wear?” she teased.

      “The sleeveless one allowed me to see the tattoo.”

      “Tell me, does my ass look better in this one or the one I wore when we first met?”

      “So, your magic is stealth?” I said, ignoring her question. “That must be handy in your work.”

      She smirked. “It is. To be completely forthcoming, though, excellent night vision is also part of my magic. By excellent, I mean better than typical cat beastkin, and nearly as good as seeing things in the daylight.”

      “Nice. No wonder you chose the profession you did, though I can’t imagine a child saying, ‘When I grow up, I want to kill people for money.’”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised. I’ll tell you my story one day. But not today. I should probably leave you before I have to kill another spy. My contacts are close to finding out where my family is. I’ll be in touch.” She stood to go.

      “We’ll be following the tracks and, if those don’t work out, we’ll probably continue to the Clowder. Tip wants to see all the catgirls.”

      “It is worth seeing.” She put her hand on her hips and shifted them, making her form look somehow taller and at least twice as alluring. “Next time, I want to hear the story about what happened in the Hunting Grounds. I want every detail. I’m not the only one proficient in dealing out death, it seems.”

      I glanced at Tip to see his expression, but he was staring at Keliana and probably hadn’t even heard her. It was only half a second, but when I turned back to the catgirl, she had already disappeared.
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      After breaking up our day with the couple of hours we spent with Keliana, we followed the trail back to where we’d originally picked it up. It meant hiking in the dark for a time, but it was still relatively early when we made camp. With everything that had been going on, Tip hadn’t trained for several days, though he did use his weapons in actual combat. Still, he had some room to grow.

      “Really?” he asked. “We just had a big battle. That has to count for something. It’s not like I was lying on a beach and sipping drinks with little umbrellas in them.”

      “We did have that battle, and because of it you were able to exercise and practice. But in a life-or-death situation, you’re not training your body to move correctly or repeating techniques precisely so you refine your control. Good form is developed in training, not in a battle for your life.”

      “That’s bullshit.” My eyes flared, and he held up his hands in concession. “No, I’m not disagreeing with you, I’m just exhausted from the last several days, and now you’re saying what we did didn’t even help me grow.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m sure it helped your body adapt. It’s training in the sense that you’re probably gaining fitness and strength from all that work, and growing more accustomed to the adrenaline of a real battle. But it’s not helping you become more skilled, which is really what you need. I mean, I can make you run for miles every day to increase your cardiovascular fitness or to lift weights to strengthen your muscles, but face it, Tip, you can only get so strong. You’re never going to be big. Better to be skilled than just strong. Train to be a warrior, not some tavern brawler.”

      He gave me an exaggerated sigh, his entire body slumping. “Fine.”

      Once I got him warmed up and refined his form on a few strikes I’d been noticing he was performing inefficiently, we sparred for a little while, starting with me asking, “Wanna fight?” His eyes brightened at the five-letter word. I guess fighting with me didn’t seem like training as much as me telling him to turn his wrist or move his foot or stand up straighter. By the time we were done, he was dripping sweat.

      “Are you even breathing hard?” he panted. “I can’t see any perspiration on you at all.”

      “I’m…warmed up.”

      He blew me a raspberry. “You make me sick. Thanks, though. I know you’re only trying to make me better.”

      “Damn right. You’ve got a quest to be a hero and I’m going to make sure you have every opportunity to achieve it without getting killed on your way up.”

      “I know.”

      I joined our three lovely women sitting around the fire.

      “So,” Tyra said to Sariel, “your ideal sword would have a blade slightly longer than your current, with the hilt about the same, ten inches. It would be wider, beefier, and double-edged, but with the primary cutting edge gently curved and the sharpened spine would be straight.”

      Sariel nodded and Tyra scratched a pen on the notebook she held.

      “A lopsided S handguard with enough space between the guard and the ricasso that a blade could be trapped in there and, if the sword was twisted, would be held fast. The other end of the guard would sweep elegantly out to protect the hand.”

      Another affirmation and more scratching.

      “On the hilt, the pommel would be sort of hooked, able to do not only blunt damage but also tearing damage in the hands of a skilled wielder. The material of the hilt itself would be aggressively textured hardened leather to provide a firm grip. Kind of like this?”

      Tyra held up the notebook with a sketch of a sword. I hesitate to even call it a sketch because it was perfectly drawn in three dimensions like a photograph that had been digitally converted to look like a pencil drawing.

      Sariel’s eyes grew in size. “Tyra, that is exactly as I pictured it. That is fantastic. You are very talented.”

      Tyra gave a lazy shrug. “Being able to draw helps a lot with projects. So, this is your dream sword?”

      “I can almost feel it in my hands. Does such an item exist?”

      “Who knows? It might have existed, might exist now, or may exist in the future. You never can tell.”

      I turned my head to keep anyone from seeing my fight to resist laughing. Tip rolled his eyes at me. Sariel was so innocent, so guileless in some things, she didn’t see any further than Tyra engaging in idle conversation and fantasy with the swordmaster. That was fine. It endeared me to the woman all that much more.

      After I got myself under control, I turned back around. “You two talking about the perfect sword again? Aren’t you sick of talking about that?”

      “I never tire of speaking on combat and ways to progress,” Sariel told me.

      “You’re just like a couple of guys talking about cars.”

      “Or talking about girls,” Tip said. “Which reminds me…”

      “Nope. We’re not having this conversation. Suck it up, buttercup. For the foreseeable future, you’re going to be, uh, womanless.” I was going to say pussyless but didn’t think the present company would appreciate it. I knew Tip understood what I meant by the word.

      Tip grumbled and muttered. I think I caught a couple of instances of “bullshit,” but wasn’t too worried about it. A few minutes later, I caught Tyra’s eye and jerked my chin toward a small grouping of trees. She walked toward them with me following a few feet behind. When we were out of earshot of the others, I turned to face her.

      “What’s the deal with the sword? Are you going to make the thing for Sariel or not?”

      “Make…a sword? For Sariel? Why, Gar, that’s a wonderful idea.”

      I let out a hissing laugh. “Pshh. Not convincing. At all. What are you working on?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have a few things going on here and there. Mostly I’m trying to learn as much from my father’s tomes as possible.”

      “Okay, I’ll play along. How’s that going? Are you happy with your progress?”

      “Yeah, I guess. I’d be learning a lot faster if I could spend every day in the forge and not travel all over the world, but I don’t mind. Much. We’re on a kind of epic quest, and I enjoy being with you. The others, too, but mostly you. When can I have some alone time with you? I have other things I’ve been thinking about besides crafting metal items.”

      “I do miss being with you. All these damn people trying to kill us and other people, and all the work we’ve been doing to prevent it doesn’t leave a lot of time. We’ll have to sneak away sometime soon.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely. I miss kissing you and I miss the feel of your body. Do you want to sleep with me tonight? Just sleep, unfortunately. I’m not up for putting on a show for our friends, but at least I can feel you.”

      “I would like that.” She stared into my eyes, and I thought she was going to kiss me. Instead, her mouth curved into a smile. “You’re right, though. I’m going to make that exact sword for Sariel. I need to get better, though, master another technique or two. It has to be fabulous, the best thing I’ve ever produced. I want it to make the sword I created for Rolant look like a child’s clay sculpture.” She bit her bottom lip. “Do you think she’ll use it?”

      “Why wouldn’t she?”

      “I don’t know. Her master gave her the one she carries. You’ve seen how she is with that knife.”

      “There’s a difference. The knife belonged to him. It’s a surrogate for him because he cherished it. Even though Master Galen gave her that sword, she’s not as attached to it. It will mean a lot that not only is it a gift from you, but you forged it yourself. She’ll use it, and she’ll treasure it even more than she does the one she has. Maybe as much or more than her master’s knife. She loves you. We all do.”

      “Oh? Do you love me, Gar?” she teased.

      “Of course. What’s not to love? You’re fantastic,” I said, deciding not to take her bait.

      “I am pretty awe-inspiring, huh?”

      “You definitely are. You let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you make your present for Sariel and I’ll do it. In the meantime, I’m really looking forward to holding onto your spectacular body when we go to sleep in a little while.”

      “Mmm. That does sound good. If you need Brin to be there, you know, to help her regain magic or whatever, that’s fine, too. You can even sandwich me in between you two, if you want. I’m easy to get along with.”

      “I will bring that up with her, though with two of you so close to me, I’m not sure how I’ll get any sleep.”

      “I’ve been thinking about some stealthy sexy moves. Even sneaking up on you and demonstrating them one of these nights. I’ll share everything I figured out, of course.”

      I laughed. “I doubt I could resist even if I wanted to. Is it time to go to sleep yet?”

      “Watch this.” She bounced back toward the others, the three of them chatting softly while Tip threw a stick for Rex to chase and bring back. No sooner had Tyra stopped than she stretched her arms up high and performed a jaw-cracking yawn. “I’m tired and ready to go to bed. If you don’t mind, I’ll take the last watch. I think Tip and Sariel are up in the rotation tonight, giving Brin and Gar the night off.”

      I wasn’t sure we were at that point in the loose schedule we used, but neither the satyr nor the swordmaster argued. Tyra gave me a wink and dragged her bedroll over next to mine. After a few words to Brin, she dragged the moonwisp’s over, too, arranging the three into one big platform. With a wiggle of her perfect ass, she went about crawling onto the newly constructed sleeping area to await us.

      Tip raised an eyebrow at me, to which I shrugged. He shook his head and turned to Sariel. “I can take the middle watch so you have more uninterrupted sleep.”

      “That is kind of you, Tip. I will return the favor when we are in this position again at a later time. Thank you.”

      I felt a little bad that I was responsible for basically forcing the evening to end, but the smoky look Tyra gave me from the bedrolls and the sight of Brin stretching put all that out of my head.

      Stealthy sexy moves, huh? I quickly crossed the campsite to join the goblin girl in waiting for the gorgeous blue woman. I had a feeling I wouldn’t get a lot of sleep, but I was cool with that.
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      Only a few miles from where we’d originally picked up the trail, it changed direction.

      “I thought they’d come from the road to the north,” I said while we stood where the tracks headed distinctly west. “They came through those hills?”

      Brin stood next to me, holding my hand. “That does look to be the case.”

      “I guess we should keep following it, then, huh? If it continues straight in that direction, where did they come from?”

      “The lower part of the Clowder is that way, as well as the ocean or an inland sea. The land is shaped much like this.” She released my hand and knelt, clearing away some debris to reveal the soft dirt below. With a finger, she drew a shape like a backward C, pointing toward the rounded section. “To the northwest is a short peninsula. There is where the cat beastkin live. This trail could go toward the ocean, or it could lead to some of the cat villages.”

      “Well, there you go, Tip. We’re even closer to the Clowder than I thought.”

      The satyr grinned at me. I laughed, but if the rest of the catgirls looked anything like Keliana, I couldn’t blame him.

      There was still the problem of his second magic power: that of repulsing women. He was looking better than when we’d found him, less malnourished and some added muscle, but the main problem was with how he acted and what he said.

      “You’re thinking I’m going to embarrass myself, and some catgirl is going to kick my ass, huh?” He asked me, his eyes narrowed as they scrutinized me.

      “Yeah, kind of.” He’d gotten to know me well enough in our travels to pick up on how I thought. Some of that might be from his true magic power, all the information and memories from my world in his head.

      “I’ll be fine. You’ll see. I’ve been traveling with these three lovely ladies for a while now. They’ve tempered me.”

      “That’s good, dude. We’ll see what happens. Like I said, we’re heading that way. I hope for your sake that the trail doesn’t go the opposite way. That takes priority right now.”

      “I know. We’ve got a job to do. Checking out catgirls is simply an optional, if very desirable, part of it.”

      “Cool. I’m glad you understand that.”

      “Choo got it, mang.”

      I chuckled as we headed off in our new direction.

      The new terrain wasn’t thick forest or anything, but within a few hours, I was wishing the trail had continued into the jackals’ territory. The trees were sparse, and the grass was easy enough to pass through, but the damn hills were a bane. Where we could, we tried to slot our way between them, but more than half the time, we had to huff it up a hill and then back down the other side.

      “Oooooooooh,” Tip sang much too loudly for my comfort. “The Grand old Duke of York, he had ten thousand men. He marched them to the top of the hill and he marched them down again.

      “When they were up, they were up, and when they were down, they were down, and when they were only halfway up, they were neither up nor down.”

      He performed a silly, skipping kind of dance as we went, which had me laughing so hard I had to stop walking. The women considered me, then him, and shook their heads.

      “Wait until he tells you about Humpty Dumpty,” I said hurrying my feet to catch up to them.

      Aside from that little episode of levity, it was slog for an entire day. After camping for yet another night, we reached our first glimpse of civilization since we’d left the Hunting Grounds.

      We stood on one of the last hills before we saw the small collection of buildings. The road wended its way north and south, the closest part to us half a mile north of the community. We would visit, of course, even though the tracks went south. Tip wouldn’t be fit to deal with if he missed out on stopping by. Besides, we needed to ask around for information.

      With the rustic setting, the village was quaint, the type of place where people stayed their whole lives, hardly setting foot beyond the few miles their families had lived in for generations.

      There were also a few buildings that seemed a bit out of place in and among the small, thatched homes. Toward the edge of the village were two such examples. I stared at them for some time before Tip, standing next to me, started laughing.

      I glanced at him, wondering what was about to come out of his mouth, when it all clicked for me. The unusual structures were elaborate, multi-storied things where most of the others were single stories. They were also shaped oddly, with some horizontal spaces kind of like balconies that didn’t seem to serve much purpose. I thought it might be for storage but didn’t see much stored there. There were also odd alcoves and even holes in the architecture, allowing light to go through. I thought it might be some budding architect responsible, since I’d seen some buildings with those features in my world.

      But no. The more I looked at them, the more they reminded me of something.

      “Brin, is that a cat village?”

      “Yes, I believe it is.”

      I burst out laughing, which made Tip guffaw harder. Again, as usual, the three women gave us looks like they were questioning their choice of traveling companions.

      I was able to stop just long enough to say a couple of words, though I couldn’t look at Tip as I did it.

      “Cat trees?”

      The satyr fell to the ground, holding his belly. His face was turning red, moving toward blue for lack of oxygen, but my question set off another fit of laughter that threatened to finish the horned man.

      It took us an excruciatingly long time to compose ourselves, along with no fewer than three false starts where we dissolved in inane cackles again. I was still chuckling when we came down the hill. Someone, whether by some kind of instinct or a misunderstanding of artistic inclinations, had made homes with elements of cat trees I’d seen in my world.

      “If we get near those and I see some of those furry cat beastkin on those houses, I may shit myself,” Tip said.

      Luckily, we were still quite a distance from the village, and we were able to calm down before reaching the area. What really helped me to temper my mood was spotting an adult cat beastkin man and whom I assumed was his son.

      “Come on, Laylon,” the father said. “Pick up your feet. We need to get these to your mother.”

      The poor little guy was weighed down with several bags and even a small chest. He stumbled, almost dropping his burdens several times, weaving around to keep his balance. The father carried a few items, too, but not nearly as many as the boy. I watched them for a time, wondering why the man didn’t help the kid out.

      Was he just being an asshole, making the kid do most of the work, or was there a reason for it? A punishment? To build character? To me, it seemed like he was treating his son as free labor, despite the struggling.

      I have to admit, it bothered me. It tickled my mind, brought up the things I’d been thinking of lately. Using people like tools or weapons. Tip and I had talked about weapons and how, if not used correctly, the wielder could be injured. It was the same thing with people. What happened when that kid got older and decided he didn’t like how he’d been treated? If he rebelled, it would be much like a knife turning in your hand or nicking yourself with poison you applied to your blade.

      All the same uncertainties came back to me. Is that what I did, treat people like tools? Brin had joined me by her own choice because she wanted to help and because our goals aligned, but what about Tip? We’d never really given him a choice or asked if he wanted to traipse around the world with us, placing himself in danger all the time. The same might be said about Sariel and Tyra, and definitely about Keliana. Sure, we offered to help her family, but was I only doing that as a means to an end, to find Sethon?

      I hated these types of questions because even though I’d answer “no” on reflex, there was always a little doubt in there. I wasn’t blatantly taking advantage of anyone, but could I be hiding my motivations even from myself?

      The two cats disappeared around their house, and we continued on. Tip bounced as he walked, getting more excited with every step. We finally reached the first set of houses within the village itself and stopped.

      For all the hype we’d built up in our own minds, it was a village just like any other we’d visited. People moved about, taking care of their own business, a few children ran around, and there was the slow, relaxing air of a small town about it.

      “Awww, shit,” Tip said.

      I wasn’t sure what was wrong with him until I took a good look at the people around. A few older cat beastkin, children, and nearly all the rest of them men. Nary a hot catgirl in sight.

      “Not what you imagined, huh Tip?” Tyra said. “Expecting it to be an oasis of beautiful and sexy cat women waiting for the next eligible taranji to pass by?”

      “Yeah. Kind of.”

      Tyra barked a laugh. “Well, surprise!”

      As if summoned, a young, beautiful catgirl emerged from a house, and Tip froze. I could sense his eyes lasering into her, his body preparing to spout one of his cheesy lines. Then, an equally young and equally good-looking cat man came out of the house to join her, closing the door and putting his arm around her.

      Tip deflated and was reduced to muttering and stuttering, making hissing and spitting sounds. Even Rex cocked his head at the satyr in confusion.

      “Come on, buddy. Let’s see if they have a tavern and I’ll get you a drink. You look like you could use one.”

      We did find a tavern, a small place that screamed pub. Sitting down was a relief, but there was also good food, surprisingly tasty wine and ale, and a handful of friendly cat people. The serving girl was a cutie, but I threatened Tip with castration if he mistreated her in any way. It didn’t make his attitude worse, though. In fact, he stepped up in a way that made me proud of him.

      “You have a lovely town, but it can’t compare to you,” he told the girl. It was kind of a line, but it was a nice sentiment, so I didn’t kick the satyr under the table.

      “Thank you, sir,” the catgirl said. “I’ve lived here my whole life. It’s the most beautiful place there is.” She left the table with a smile, which I would call a win for everyone. Even Tip’s neutral expression lightened a bit.

      “Josie,” I said to the girl when she came to bring more drinks, “do you know anything about the tracks just outside of town? It looks like a big group of people came near. Did they come into the village?”

      “Oh, that? No one saw them. One day when we woke up, some of the boys found the footprints. They wanted to follow them to see who it was, but they were told not to. I’m betting they continue on for a long way.”

      “Yeah, they do. We actually followed them from Packhome, all the way through the Hunting Grounds, and back to here. We’re going to follow them as far as we can, to see where the people came from.”

      “Oooh. You saw the wolves? And the jackals?”

      “We did.”

      “I’ve only seen a jackal once, when he came through here. I never got to see a wolf.”

      “They’re people like any others,” Brin said. “There are good and bad, kind and rude. Mostly we’ve seen the good, kind ones. I’ve never been to this village, though I have traveled the Commonwealth quite a bit. This place is wonderful. No wonder you stayed here.”

      We tried to get more information on the tracks, but after asking three different people, it seemed that no one else knew anything different than what Josie had told us. With no inn in the village, we retreated to the nearby hills and set up camp, ready to continue our investigation of the tracks the next morning.
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      “Great,” I grumbled. We’d only been following the tracks for a few hours before they merged with a road. “We’re not going to be able to distinguish where they came onto the road because this hard dirt doesn’t take tracks like the grasses and softer dirt do.”

      “There is no reason for distress,” Brin told me. “We will inspect the sides of the road as we travel. When we reach where they got onto the road, we should easily be able to pick up their trail. If we find no tracks, we will continue until we do.”

      “Yeah, I guess that makes sense if they came from the south. What if they came from the north, though, and left the road here? I know, it doesn’t seem likely because we’ve been going generally south to follow their trail in reverse, but still.”

      Tyra considered the trail we’d been following and the road we were about to step onto. “I’m comfortable taking that chance.”

      “They’re right,” Tip said. “With the angle that path leaves the road, it would be weird if they came from the north. Anyone with sense would have left the road a while ago to head east before getting to this point and having to backtrack.”

      “Okay. You’re all making good points. Let’s keep our eyes open. I want to find where those guys came from before Sethon sends more.”

      It still puzzled me why the group had gone north all that way, only to head east and then go south again when they could have gone straight east to the wolves’ territory. I didn’t know the geography well, though. For all I knew, there were cliffs or a canyon or something in the way. There might even be some kind of hostile monsters or people too strong for Sethon’s forces to want to deal with. I’d go with it for the time being and see where it all led us.

      I had to admit, though, that even while keeping an eye on the sides of the road, traveling was much easier than going through all those hills we had to tackle earlier. Thankfully, Tip didn’t have a song for traveling the road.

      “On the road again…” the satyr belted out before stopping abruptly and starting up a new song. “Country road, take me home, to the place…”

      Okay, so much for the Sound of Silence. I chuckled at my own musical pun.

      We lucked out when we ran into another group of buildings midafternoon. These were more utilitarian than the cat village, and there were a lot more of them. I wasn’t clear on what kind of population distinguished a village from a town, but I figured this place was a town. As we grew closer and I mentally compared the blocky, sturdy structures with the ones we saw in the cat village, all thought suddenly flew out of my head when I saw a few of the locals.

      “Gar?” Sariel asked.

      Apparently, not only my mind stopped, but my feet also got the memo. I stood there gaping like an idiot. The people I saw, both men and women, had four legs. More, they had tails. The bulk of their bodies were large and muscular, with four thin, familiar legs.

      “Centaurs?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Brin answered. “This is the Galloping Coast. It is the home of the centaurs.”

      It was hard to tell with their lower halves being those of horses, but I thought their torsos were about the same size as a normal human, like they’d been plopped onto the horse body and sent on their way. I knew that was how they were depicted in fantasy stories in my world, but reading about them and seeing them in truth right before your eyes were different things.

      The men all had bare chests, but the women wore some kind of covering, though most that I could see barely covered their nipples let alone their whole breasts. Tip’s eyes were already flicking around, checking out the handful of women centaurs visible. I really hoped he wouldn’t cause problems. With their lower horse halves, the people looked like they could literally kick some ass. One kick from those hooves would put some serious hurt on the taranji.

      A larger than average centaur spotted us and slowly clopped up to us. His long brown hair, with just a touch of grey, was pulled back into a ponytail while scars criss-crossed his bare chest and arms. He even had some on his flanks. A baldric slanted across his chest, holding a scabbard that was also strapped around his barrel to hold it in place. The weapon was huge, at least the size of a typical greatsword.

      “Good afternoon,” he said in a deep, resonant voice. “I’m Tiran Thunderhoof, mayor of Plainstrider. Can I help you with something?”

      “Good afternoon, Tiran. I’m Gar Hailey. Uh, we were following some tracks of a large group that passed through this way. I was wondering if you had any information about them.”

      His body tensed, tail going rigid. It was obvious he knew something, but it might well get us attacked.

      “What business have you with those traveling on the road?”

      I threw my hands up in a gesture of conciliation. “We’re not trying to cause trouble.” Some of the other centaurs had noticed the commotion, and a few of them were walking toward us. I did not want this to escalate. I took a chance. “Let me just be honest with you. We saw the group over on the other side of the hills, traveling south in the Hunting Grounds. They ended up in Packhome, doing their best to destroy a wolf village and everyone in it.”

      He leaned his torso toward me, eyes and nostrils flaring. “They attacked the wolves?”

      I smiled inwardly, relieved. The man was not feigning his shock. “They did. My friends and I helped, making enough of a difference that the wolves were able to rally. We destroyed them, to a man. Even those who were not men.”

      “You speak of women?” the centaur asked with a sly tone.

      “No. I speak of dark creatures. Shadows. Umbrenix.”

      Tiran’s attitude changed immediately. He glanced around like he was looking for spies. He nodded companionably to the other centaurs who had come to see what was going on.

      “Please, come with me. Such things should not be spoken of in the open. Not here. Not at this time.”

      He turned to walk into the town. I shot Brin a relieved glance, which she returned, and we followed the mayor. The other centaurs accompanied us, forming on our sides. A pretty centaur woman gave me a sincere smile and I waved at her. I couldn’t sense any ill intent from them. They weren’t acting like guards, but escorts.

      The mayor led us into a massive building. The chamber we entered held a large table. There were some chairs, but they were pushed against the walls, leaving the table solitary in the middle. It was higher than any conference table I’d ever seen, about right for me to stand in front of. The chairs, I noticed, were also high.

      “Please,” Tiran said. “Take a seat.” He dragged a chair to the table and several of the other centaurs did likewise. In a few minutes, we were all sitting on what amounted to highchairs, though without the little tray for food. I tried to think of them as bar stools, but my mind kept going back to feeling like a toddler, especially when Tip had to scramble to climb up on his chair.

      The centaurs merely stepped up to the table and stood.

      “Tell me again. You killed the entire group who passed through here? None were left alive?”

      “That’s correct. There were more than two dozen of them, mixed races. Beastkin, humans, others. There were three umbrenix.”

      “That is grave news,” he said. “The shadows will have gone back to tell their master of what happened.”

      I put my hand up. “No. You misunderstand me. We killed all three of them. No one—and no thing—escaped.”

      A few of the other centaurs gasped.

      “You killed them?” one of the male centaurs asked.

      “I didn’t know they could be killed,” the woman who had smiled at me said.

      “That’s understandable,” I told them. “Typically, it takes enchanted weapons to do that job. We…have some experience with them. In fact, it’s not too far from the truth to say that we hunt them.”

      Murmurs broke out, but Tiran shushed them to silence. “Are you Kael Serus come again? None of us could miss the resemblance.”

      I laughed. “No, I’m afraid not. I do have a special hatred for the umbrenix and their masters, though. They tried to kill me. They succeeded in killing my best friend. Like I said, we’ve destroyed a lot of them.”

      “It’s what we do,” Tip added.

      “So, Tiran, the question I have is if you know where their master, Sethon the Fang, is. I’ve been trying to find him. I intend for him to join his troops in death. Please tell me you know where to find him.”

      “I…do not. I’m sorry, Gar. I do have information, however. Can you tell me one thing first?”

      “Sure,” I said. “What do you want to know?”

      “The wolves. Did they tell you why they were attacked?”

      “They did. Sethon wants their shadowsteel. They refused all his offers and apparently, he decided it would be easier just to kill them and take the mines for himself.”

      Tiran met eyes with two of the other centaurs. They nodded. “We are in a similar situation. That group you ask about stopped here first to deliver an ultimatum. Sethon has been pressuring us to provide him with labor, both skilled and unskilled. He is especially interested in our smiths. We have been resisting, much as you say the wolves have.

      “Those soldiers delivered the ultimatum, demanded we comply or we would be slaughtered, and continued on their way. Your news that they no longer live is welcome, but a few of them split from the group and left to report back to their master before the remainder continued north. If I had known you were looking, I would have taken the chance to send trackers to follow those returning to their base, though we centaurs are not formed well for such endeavors. We have employed trackers and scouts from the cat beastkin and even the wolves at times, but none are present. Sethon will know the ultimatum was delivered.”

      “That’s not good news,” I said. “With how many people you have here, you could have taken that group, but I’m assuming Sethon has more soldiers to send against you?”

      “Yes, that is the rumor.”

      I ran my hand through my hair. “Well, shit. Maybe we can pick up the group’s trail from when they first arrived. That’s what we were doing, following it back in hopes of finding where they started. Our plan is to end Sethon and all his lackeys.”

      “We will help you in any way we can. For the time being, why don’t you let us set up rooms for you in the inn. It’ll be dark soon. You can search for the tracks tomorrow when you have a full day of light to do your work. Allow me to pay for your rooms and meals in thanks for your heroism. Even with more troops, Sethon will be hurt by the loss. Especially of the shadowmen.”

      “That sounds good to me, thank you. We could use a rest. After, can we talk more about Sethon’s actions here?”

      “Yes. We’ll tell you all we know. Come, I’ll show you the inn and you can rest. Were time not so short, we would put on a feast. Perhaps tomorrow?”

      I smiled at the mayor. “We wouldn’t say no to that.”

      “Very good. Follow me.”

      As we left the building, Tyra moved up beside Tiran. “You said you have smiths here?”

      “We do. They are accounted some of the finest in the Commonwealth.”

      “Could I have a word with one or two?”

      The mayor scrutinized Tyra, his eyes roaming over every inch of her body but spending the most time on her muscular arms, shoulders, and pointed goblin ears.

      “Tyswix?” he asked. She gave him a huge smile. “Oh, our smiths would be thrilled to speak with you, Tyra Tyswix. News travels fast. I give you my condolences about your father but am honored to meet you. It would be a disservice to our smiths not to let them know you’re here. I’ll send someone to fetch Frem Parenz immediately.
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      The town’s top smith was an older centaur, with grey not only in his hair, but also dappled into the black fur on his horse body and his tail. Frem Parenz was the epitome of a grizzled, tough old smith, and he loved Tyra at first sight. It was entertaining watching the older man, who was several times Tyra’s size, lean forward to converse with her. With his hair closely cut to his skull and his blacksmith’s muscles, he reminded me of a retired soldier, but his demeanor was anything but rough.

      “Well met, Gar,” he said to me after Tyra introduced us. “I hope you don’t mind me trying to steal away your friend here. I’ve been a fan of her father’s—in fact, her whole family—for some time. Can’t pass up the opportunity to talk smithing with her.”

      I shook the centaur’s hand, and it felt like I was being crushed by a vise. It wasn’t a show of strength; the man was barely trying, his forearms not even tensing. I’d seen the way his muscle fiber had jumped as he spoke and made gestures and was thankful he didn’t apply his full strength to me. I had a vision of the bones in my hand being pulverized.

      “I don’t mind. Tyra’s been starving for someone to talk shop with. I can watch her work all day long, but when she starts talking about temperatures and colors, tempering and quenching, it all flies past my ears without entering. I don’t expect I’ll see her for a while if you let her play in your forge.”

      “I’ll allow her to eat first, but then I’ll bring her to the anvil even if I have to pick her up and carry her there.”

      “You won’t,” I told him. “More likely you’ll have to drag her out of the forge by the ears, kicking and screaming.”

      Tyra stood there with a grin on her face as we talked like she wasn’t there. The light in her eyes was similar to the one Sariel displayed when we talked about combat, and Tip’s when we talked about catgirls. I pulled the goblin to me and gave her a hug.

      “Try to take a minute to eat now and then, and to say hi to your friends, okay gorgeous?”

      “Okay,” Tip said. “Oh, sorry. I thought you were talking to me.”

      Tyra slapped Tip’s head, then returned my hug. “I will. There are some things I want to try if Frem will let me use his smithy. I’ve been going over some…uh, information, and think I might have figured out a new technique.”

      “I get it. I know it’s been a while since we came across a forge. We’ll probably be talking to Tiran and the others. We can catch you up later.”

      “You’re the best, Gar. Do you know that?”

      “Don’t flatter me. Eat something and then have fun. Don’t take over Frem’s forge.”

      She didn’t give me any promises, but she did take time to eat with us, vowing to see us at the feast the next day, if not before.

      I chatted a little with Tiran at dinner, but we mostly stayed off the weightier subjects. I appreciated it. We’d been going nonstop for days, pursuing Sethon’s people, the battle, then following the trail all the way back around. I wanted to eat, take a bath, and sleep in a bed.

      The next morning, I discovered that Tyra hadn’t come back to the inn. When we went to meet with Tiran, he conveyed an apology from Frem, saying that Tyra refused to leave her work, even when the old centaur had to go to bed himself. Our goblin had thrown herself into whatever she was working on. I hoped she was at least taking naps.

      In the middle of Tiran explaining their dealings with Sethon in more detail, we got a surprise visitor. A centaur that I’d seen guarding the edges of the village came into the meeting room and whispered something to Tiran, who nodded and gestured toward the door. A few seconds later, a stoic Keliana stalked into the room.

      I stood, locking eyes with her. I felt like I should have hugged her in greeting. I wanted to, but thought it might be awkward with all the centaurs around. We’d only just met, and we weren’t close. Still, it was nice to see her.

      She jerked her chin at me. “Gar.”

      “Hey, Keliana. Nice to see you. Do you have news?”

      “Some, but it can wait. Mind if I sit in?”

      “Please.” I hopped down from the chair and scooted it out from the table. She nodded at me and took the seat. I dragged another to the table, squeezing it in between the catgirl and Brin.

      After our discussion, Tiran and one of his scouts showed us some of the few remaining tracks of Sethon’s thugs outside the town. It wasn’t much, just where they’d left the road and moved around for some reason. With how much time had passed since they were at Plainstrider, it was amazing even that was still there.

      We returned to the inn to discuss things while Tiran begged leave to take care of town business. Sitting in the common room, I gave all my attention to Keliana as she updated us on what was happening with her search for her family.

      “Nothing,” she said, her shoulders slumping. “Not from lack of trying, mind you. I’ve called in almost every favor and am searching myself, as much as I’m able. Whenever I’m not actively explaining myself to Sethon, I’m carefully avoiding his spies. They’re no match for me, but I can’t kill all of them, either. One or two losses are to be expected, but if Sethon knows I’m taking them out, it’ll make matters a lot worse. Gods, I hate that fucking snake.”

      “Are you being metaphorical?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “When you say he’s a snake, are you being metaphorical, or is he actually a snake?”

      “He’s a snake beastkin, but his appearance is more snake than man. You didn’t know this?”

      “Nope. All we’ve heard is a name. I had no idea what he looked like.”

      “Well, you’ll recognize him when you see him. There aren’t too many of his type around. Most of the snake beastkin I’ve seen are mostly human. Anyway, we’re getting close. One or two of my contacts are near to getting me answers. Thank you for your patience, and for not pushing me to tell you where Sethon is.”

      I had been just about ready to ask her that, but there was no way I’d do so now. It was aggravating, infuriating really, but I could understand her not giving us the information. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust us, but confronting Sethon now would be tempting and put her family in danger.

      “How are you holding up, Keliana?” I asked her. She didn’t look like any different, but she seemed less energetic than when we’d met, like circumstances were dragging on her.

      She tilted her head at me.

      “I’m sorry if it’s none of my business. I just…I mean, it’s a lot to deal with. Your family’s safety in question, riding the edge of all this tension. It can take a toll.”

      “You’re asking how I feel? If the pressure of everything is affecting me?”

      “Yeah, basically.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “What good does that information do you, unless you are looking for weaknesses?”

      “Uh…”

      “No,” Brin interrupted. “Gar is not duplicitous. When he asks such questions, it is because he cares about people. He queries us often in this way.”

      Keliana narrowed her eyes at me. “You’re asking out of consideration, to share in my burden?”

      “Yeah, but I totally get it if it feels like I’m prying into something that’s personal,” I said. “I’m just trying to help.”

      “I have been an assassin for nearly half my life. This is the first time anyone has asked me sincerely about my welfare.”

      “I’m sorry. That’s no way to live. Sounds stressful to me.”

      The catgirl laughed. “How refreshing you are. Yes, it’s not ideal. But then, career assassins cannot show weakness of any kind.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think it’s weak. Some people say that mercy is weak, or caring about others is. Even that families are weaknesses. I think all those things can be strengths.”

      She searched my eyes for a long time. So long, the silence started to become uncomfortable, my friends around us watching expectantly. Finally, she spoke.

      “It’s draining. All of it is so tiring. Worry for my family constantly assails me. At any moment, I could get news that Sethon has killed them all. Or that he did so days or weeks ago. It interferes with my focus, though an assassin cannot afford such luxuries.”

      “I get it. When I first got to this world, all I could think about was my best friend trapped and hurting somewhere, having been dragged here by the umbrenix. I didn’t think things through as well as maybe I should have. Luckily, I had my friends with me, and they helped me to get through it.” I smiled at Brin and then at Tip. The satyr gave me a thumbs up.

      “I have few real friends,” she said. “Only my family, though I have never been able to share with them the challenges I face. I have always been self-sufficient.”

      “You are an ally, even if not a friend as yet,” Sariel said. “You may share them with us. I, too, have found what Gar described. He, Tyra, Brin, and Tip aided me through a difficult time, for which I will forever be grateful. I would offer my hand to help you in any way that I might as well.”

      Brin nodded. “Any of us would.”

      For once, Tip kept his mouth shut, but I knew he agreed. We’d had talks like this many times since we’d been traveling.

      Keliana’s face shifted through a range of emotions, like she was tasting each to decide what she what she felt. Finally, she settled into a shallow smile with relief in her eyes.

      “If you insist, I would like to say it out loud. I would sometimes do that with the man who trained me. He never asked, but neither did he turn me away the few times I felt issues pile up inside me. I never received comments in return, neither help nor scolding, but speaking my mind helped. I think. I have even tried it once or twice without anyone else around. Telling a rock or a tree.” She laughed, but it was forced.

      “It does help,” I said, feeling a bit guilty at how I’d separated myself from Brin and Tip when I was reeling from Lucas’s death.

      “Well, Sethon is doing a fine job at tearing my insides. I don’t think he’s intelligent enough to be doing it on purpose, but withholding information is killing me slowly. Not just that, but the way his entire organization is set up, it sickens me even to give him reports on my progress. His top minions are reprehensible monsters given free rein to antagonize me. I am not allowed the opportunity to adequately address the situation or eliminate them. Why, there’s one who…”

      Keliana shifted topics from Sethon’s lackeys through several others and eventually to her family.

      “…and Tesina is such a little scamp. At five years old, you would think she’s got the world under her thumb and that she knows everything, but she’s so adorable you can’t help but give in. Gillian is eleven and feels she’s too sophisticated to play with her sister, and at fourteen, Fredin thinks he’s the man of the family. I’m sure he’s doing all he can to make the girls feel safe and to protect them. My mother and father are the kindest people you’ll ever meet.”

      We had sat for more than an hour as Keliana unloaded the things that were pressing down on her. I had to admit that the more she talked, the more it made me want to remove Sethon from existence right at the moment. She was wise not to tell us where he was. I might not be able to hold myself back, even to protect her family. Ironic, I know, but it was what it was.

      When she was done, the beautiful catgirl looked wrung out. She slumped in her chair like she’d been in combat all day without a rest. We all stood up to get fresh air and to walk a little. When she stumbled slightly, I caught her by the shoulders. Already halfway there, my body apparently decided it was appropriate to give her a hug, though my mind wasn’t in the loop.

      My arms went around her, and I pulled her into an embrace. “Thanks for telling us,” I said softly. “We’ll make things better. I promise.”

      At first, it was like giving a cat a bath. Her entire body went rigid. After I spoke, though, she relaxed, then she went completely limp, sinking into me as I held her from falling.

      We stood like that for nearly a minute before she squeezed me, found her feet, and stood up on her own.

      She stepped back, her face a little flushed. “That was pleasant. Thank you. I haven’t felt like this since I once tried the services of a woman who, after I took a hot bath, rubbed my muscles and wrung all the tension out of me.”

      I chuckled. A massage. She’d gotten a massage, but it was apparently not common in this world. My hug and our conversation had relaxed her. My heart warmed that I could help.

      Then Tip spoke. “I can rub you until all your cares go away.”

      Fucking Tip.
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      Fwap.

      Sariel’s hand contacted the back of Tip’s head, and the surprised look on the satyr’s face was enough to make me laugh. That broke the mood, and everyone started breathing again.

      “No,” Keliana said, but she flashed me a little smirk. “That’s twice, Tip. If you make one more proposal to me, you will surely regret it. Mark me.”

      Tip suddenly found his hooves to be the most interesting things in the world.

      “What do you say we get a little training in?” I asked my friends. “Now that I’ve stopped moving, I feel a little restless. It’s either training or going to find something to fight for real. We can go down the road, trying to find where the tracks meet it.”

      “I suggest you not worry about those tracks,” Keliana said. “What kind of training are you talking about?”

      “Combat, mostly. I’ve been training Tip. He’s new to the weapons he has and fighting in general. The rest of us constantly try to improve as well. With what we plan on achieving, we can use all the skill we can develop.”

      The catgirl stroked her chin. “Hmmmm. Combat training. That sounds like fun. I’ve got some energy to use up. Can I join you?”

      “Hell, yes. We’d love another partner. A few of us have sparred with you before, but having to fight someone we’re not as familiar with will be great practice.”

      “Hehe. Sparring.”

      I chuckled. Yeah, our fights were deadly serious, but there was no need to remind anyone of that. “Oh, wait. Before we head out to find a place, I want to get something out of my pack.” I ran to my room and took out the chain daggers we’d found in Eluthien’s house. In our down time, Tyra had made a nice double sheath for them. It held both blades and allowed me to easily draw them. I hadn’t been wearing it, but the sheath included a leather belt that, when strapped tight around me, positioned the knives at my lower back, the handles were easily accessible on whichever side of my body I oriented them. The trick was to draw them both at the same time with one hand, then move one hilt to my other hand. Otherwise, the chains would prevent me from pulling them around to my front and make me look like an imbecile.

      “What are those?” Keliana asked as we walked to a level, grassy area outside the town limits.

      “Just some knives we found. They’re made of magical materials like a couple of other things I have, but I haven’t played around with them much.”

      “Can I hold them?”

      “Sure.” I handed the entire sheath and belt assembly to her.

      “Chain knives. I haven’t seen these for a while. They’re not enchanted? You can’t extend the chain?”

      “No, though I could probably do it after I’ve learned to commune with them. Have you seen enchanted ones that do that?”

      She nodded, inspecting the blades. “Once. These are kind of…fancy.”

      “Yeah. Fancy. Honestly, they’re gaudy and elaborate. I like simple weapons, not something that looks like it was created just to look different from everything else. They actually have good balance, though.”

      The catgirl stepped to the side, away from the rest of us, and strapped the sheath to her waist. Luckily, Tyra had made the belt so even Tip could have worn it. There were plenty of holes to allow Keliana to cinch it down.

      She drew the weapons with her left hand, passed one to her right so quickly it was like it had magically appeared there, and then she moved. I’d fought the woman before and knew she had exceptional control of her body and weapons, but damn me if I didn’t stop and stare at her with my mouth open. She mimed attacks, defenses, disarms, and even trapping techniques with the chain between the two hilts. For a finisher, she swung one out, tugging on the hilt in her hand in exactly the right way to send the flying knife slashing at three invisible opponents. Then she yanked the chain, caught the errant blade, and slammed both into the sheath behind her without slowing or looking.

      Tip hissed. I had to agree. I also had to wonder how little she’d been trying when she had attacked me before.

      “Maybe I need to train with these for a little while,” I said, accepting them back from Keliana. “Will you teach me some of what you just did?”

      “Of course. What are allies for if not to help each other?” She pushed her hand behind my arm and hooked hers around it. “This’ll be fun.”

      As we warmed up, I kept glancing at Keliana. I loved the way she moved. Elite warriors always carried themselves with a kind of grace, agility, and elegance that was respectable, but her style was more flexible, more acrobatic than most. Brin, Tyra, and Sariel were a joy to behold, but something about the catgirl’s movements really hooked my eyes. It didn’t hurt she was doing them with a smoking hot body.

      I could never adopt a similar style. I was fast and strong, more flexible than many, but twisting my body into the configurations she did wasn’t going to happen. It made me think about how beautiful I’d always found combat to be if performed by someone with extreme skills. It was sport and dance, poetry and song, intelligence and grace, all wrapped up in enticing packaging and a sexy bow. I couldn’t help it; badass female warriors were plain hot.

      Keliana was packing at least half a dozen weapons, including her iconic ring daggers. They—and she—fascinated me. With or without weapons, I found myself being distracted time and again by her.

      “I do love my weapons,” she said. “But I enjoy fighting without them as well, hand to hand. It’s one reason I use shorter weapons and not swords. It’s more personal, more energizing. Getting up close seems like it’s real combat, not taking the lazy way and attacking from a distance. I use ranged weapons like my crossbow at times, but I’d rather mix it up, face to face.”

      “You sound like Gar,” Sariel said. “When I first met him, he was looking for someone who knew advanced sword techniques. Not necessarily to teach them to him, but so he could fight against them and develop ways to defend himself with his bare hands or very short weapons.”

      “I can tell. When we fought, he displayed an exceptional body awareness and used techniques to manipulate me well.” She turned to me. “Would you spar with me unarmed for a time before I show you some techniques for the chain knives?”

      “Definitely. Are you ready now?”

      “I am.”

      Neither of us removed the small weapons strapped to us. There was no need. I was sure she felt the same way I did about them: they were present at almost all times and we were comfortable with their weight. We wouldn’t draw them in this sparring, but they were essential parts of us.

      Rex stood front and center, watching us. The lizard seemed to realize something was going to happen and decided to claim the prime location. Tip joined him, then Sariel and Brin, finishing up their warmup routines to spectate.

      I squared off against the catgirl.

      Keliana threw me a taunting smile and took a relaxed stance, left foot slightly forward and her hands about midway up her body. She could whip her arms about quickly enough to block any blow that way while presenting a narrower profile for me to attack. I took a similar pose, though I kept my hands up in a classic boxing position.

      I nodded at her, she nodded at me, and we both closed the distance to attack.

      The first exchange was unlike the other times I’d fought her. There were no circular attacks like with her ring daggers, and no fancy feints to tease me into extending myself. Instead, she opened with a blisteringly fast flurry of straight punches to my abdomen and face.

      Rather than to move and work angles from the sides, I decided to stay directly in front of her, weaving my forearms in a sinuous fashion, deflecting her blows while striking out with my own fists and open hands. We traded blows, face to face, for at least half a minute, our limbs blurring until I didn’t bother trying to keep track of them with my eyes. I could feel them as I contacted her, no matter that it was so briefly.

      Deep in my mind, I giggled, picturing Neo the first time he really stood up to Agent Smith. This was nowhere near as one-sided, yet when we finally both danced back a step, like someone had given us a signal, neither of us had landed a blow.

      It was silly, stupid, and not very efficient where real combat was concerned. But it was also the most fun I’d had—aside from sex—in a very long time. I laughed like a maniac and charged in again, aiming to land a blow on that stunning, smiling face.

      Yeah, I know. Sounds like a dick thing to do, but you have to understand. Fighting like this was bread and butter for me, for others like Sariel, and definitely for Keliana. If I managed to punch her in the face, as fucked-up as that might seem, I was sure she would call it an awesome day. Just like I would if she managed to clock me in the kisser.

      But there was no chance of that, at least not with simple, straight punches thrown at great speed. It was time to elevate our game.

      We traded more blows, each of us defending and attacking at the same time. While we were busy trying to trap the other’s arms or finally feel our stikes impact flesh, I swiped my front foot out to sweep hers. At exactly the same time, she came around with a quick left hook, strong enough to knock me on my ass. Had it landed.

      Seriously, I wish I could see a photograph or, even better, a video of it, because I was sure it would look epic. Mid-sweep, I tracked the punch coming at me and, knowing an off-balance roofing movement to defeat the hook would make me stumble at the least, I bobbed and slipped the punch. Simultaneously, Keliana noted the sweep and, mid-punch, she lifted her lead leg to allow my sweep to pass under her leg.

      Since it was already up, she snapped a front kick with her foot, aiming for my face as I was bobbing in its direction. I torqued my waist, raised my left shoulder in case she dropped the hook lower to try to catch me, and swung my left forearm outward, knocking her front kick just enough that it missed me.

      With my left leg still in the air, I rotated my hips, reversed the direction of my leg, and slipped a side kick in under her guard. The edge of my foot slammed into her belly, and I was rewarded with a loud oof as the catgirl’s feet left the ground.

      She recovered quickly. So quickly that, though I shuffled and threw another side kick, she bashed it away and tried to sweep my right leg out from under me. My one-legged hop kept it from making contact, but also arrested all my momentum. I dodged to the side as another front kick came at my midsection then weaved to allow a spin kick to pass an inch above my head. I felt the wind of the strike and thanked my lucky stars it hadn’t connected.

      Keliana circled, rubbing her belly where I’d side kicked her. She was breathing almost normally, but that kick had been some solid contact. Like cracking a rib kind of contact. She still had a smile on her face, though, and her green eyes were alight like a copper sulfate flame.

      She rushed me again, throwing out—of all things—a Superman punch. I wheeled as I parried it, laughing at the move, and punched at her kidney. She blocked it with a knee, somehow, as she spun back toward me, defying the laws of physics. With the knee already up, she had only to snap out her foot to aim a front kick at my crotch, which I blocked with my own knee.

      Apparently that was just a distraction, though, because she fell forward, leading with an elbow aimed at my face. I got both hands up in an X block as her other hand shot up with an uppercut that almost got hold of me. I levered my left forearm down to block it, then snaked my right out with my palm facing up, fingers curled at the second knuckle in what was called a leopard strike.

      To be honest, I was surprised when I realized my strike was going to hit her throat, full force. My eyes went wide, and I pulled back on my arm, desperate to arrest the movement that came from my hips and legs.

      I was barely successful. Instead of a hard punch, I ended up touching her throat with the strength of a soft slap. But it was enough for her to dance back and start making choking noises. I backed off immediately.

      “I’m sorry, Keliana. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “No.” Her voice was raspy, making me feel even more like shit. “I…” she coughed and made those horrible noises again.

      I looked to Brin, who was already nearly to the catgirl. She put her hand up to weave the spell, and Keliana stiffened a little, then relaxed.

      “Whoo. Thank you, Brin. I feel much better.” Keliana turned to me. “No, don’t worry about it. I saw what you did, pulling that punch. It was my mistake for not defending. If you hadn’t pulled back, you’d have crushed my throat. What was that, anyway? The way you rotated your arm and shot it out—that was very efficient, effective, and extremely impressive. How’s your shoulder?”

      I let out a relieved laugh. Even facing getting her throat savaged, she was aware enough to figure out the stress pulling a punch like that would put on my body. “It’s fine. A little sore, but I don’t think I tore anything. The hand configuration for that strike is called a leopard fist in my world, but the technique is from a martial art called kung fu. The movement is shared with what’s called snake form.”

      “Huh. I can see that. It did wiggle in there like a snake. Can you show me that more slowly? Not sure how useful it would be unless I’m fighting a monster like you, but it’s intriguing. Nice side kick, by the way. That one rattled my teeth and, if Brin hadn’t just healed me, would have made me sore for a week.”

      I demonstrated what I’d done, then Keliana taught me some simple forms for the chain knives. Though I sparred with Tip and Sariel, I didn’t spar with Keliana again, but that was fine. Already, I felt I knew her better just from our one vigorous bout. We’d go at it again, I was sure. I looked forward to it.
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      I found the catgirl fascinating, and as the day progressed, my friends faded into the background as I enjoyed conversing with her. It wasn’t that I was ignoring them, but they moved away from the two of us, having their own conversations and doing their own things, almost like they wanted me to take advantage of getting to know her.

      “I don’t think it’s necessary to go searching every inch of the road to track down where that group has been,” she told me. “A lot of Sethon’s mercenaries and pawns are stationed throughout the territories. I think he’s got plans to become a kind of sovereign, turning the Commonwealth into a monarchy or something. Those tracks probably wouldn’t help you find him, just more soldiers.”

      My eyebrows rose. It was a little surprising—and embarrassing—that she knew what I’d been doing.

      “Uh, yeah, about that. I wasn’t trying to get out of helping you or anything. It’s just that, if we were going to be killing time, I figured we might as well try to find him. But whatever we’ve got going on, we’ll drop it to help you get your family safe.”

      “I know. For some strange reason, I trust you. Maybe it was because you gave me a chance to explain myself and then offered to help when you didn’t need to. I’m sure you can find him eventually, possibly even before I tell you. I’m not trying to hold the information over your head or anything. I just would rather be there with you, for selfish reasons. If I can’t be the one to kill him, I at least want to be there to take part.”

      “I understand,” I told her. “We’ll wait for you, but we have to occupy ourselves until you find your family. It’s not just Sethon. He seems to have a lot of people and, more importantly, a lot of umbrenix.”

      “They really tore you from your world, brought you here, and then tried to eat your life force?”

      “Kind of. My understanding is that they can suck out what is essentially my life, but they don’t eat it. Instead, they turn it into some kind of gem that Aeyr can absorb, gaining that power.”

      She put a hand to her forehead. “Aeyr. That’s a heavily charged name. I guess those members of the guild weren’t as crazy as I thought they were.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There are some in the Venom Blades who are proposing to find Aeyr and take him down.”

      “What? Really? I didn’t know anyone else was interested. I’m not sure how widespread the belief is that he’s actually back. If people are willing to band together and fight him, that will be good.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. These are career assassins I’m talking about, some who are high in the organization. They’re not talking about saving the world. They’re talking about trying to take his power. Either from him personally or, more likely, by killing him and taking his belongings. He’s got to have some pretty nice magical artifacts. With how old he is? I’m sure it’s like a dragon hoard.”

      That last part struck me, reminding me of our recent experience with that exact thing.

      “So, it’s completely selfish and not altruistic at all?”

      “Of course. You don’t find good people in the Venom Blades.”

      “We found you.”

      “Awww, you’re cute. I am simply fantastic, though no one would ever call me good. I kill for money, just like the rest of them. I’m only playing nice because my family’s safety is on the line.”

      I shook my head. “Nah, I don’t believe that. You told us yourself that you are picky about the jobs you take. I think you’ve got a good heart, not just because you care about your family. Even the most hardened criminals can care about their families. It’s all the other stuff. As I watch you and learn more about you, the more I find to appreciate.”

      She regarded me with a blank expression, but it slowly turned into a sexy, and slightly scary, smile. “You know, I always had a thing for Kael. I don’t know if it was completely physical attraction, the strength, or how he didn’t put up with shit from anyone. But I find you even more attractive and intriguing. I already told you, but I’ll tell you again, I’m open for a little ‘cat and mouse’ with you. I definitely play with my food.”

      “I’m the food? With how delicious you look?”

      “Mmmmm. It’s really too bad I’m going to leave before dark to check in with my sources. So many fun things happen at night. It’s probably better. You’ve already got me distracted. I should focus on my family.”

      I took her hand. “That’s right. After, though, who knows?”

      “Yes. After.” She shook her head. “Let’s talk about something else, or I might not wait. Even with your friends so close.”

      “Sure.” I laughed. “They’re on board, anyway. Well, except Tip. He’s got a crush on you.”

      “He just wants some catgirl pussy. I’ve listened to you all speak since I met you. He needs to understand that this, this is not for him.” She gestured at her body with her free hand, and what a body it was. “For you, though?” The sexy shrug she gave me had me fighting with myself whether I should try to talk her into staying the night, or at least a few more hours.

      I blew out a breath. “Whew. Okay, another subject. You’re not making things any easier. Part of me is contemplating taking you prisoner, for at least tonight.”

      “Oooooh. Will you tie me up?” She winked at me. “So, another subject. You told me those chain knives were made of magical materials, and that you might be able to do something special with them? What’s that all about?”

      “That’s a good one. Yeah, so Tyra’s magic allows her to see into materials, and Brin can sense magical constituents and detect some enchantments. Apparently, if something is magical in nature, made from magical materials, it’s possible someone with the right skill can manipulate it as long as they can connect or commune with it.”

      “Aren’t there legends about Kael being able to do that?”

      “Yes, there are.”

      Keliana let out a little growl. “Rroooowwr. So sexy.”

      God, this woman was going to make my balls explode.

      I chuckled, trying to play it off. “Anyway, I can already do some stuff with my other weapons, the three-sectional staff, the siangham—that sticklike weapon I used when I fought you. If I practice with the knives, I might be able to do something with them, too. Even if just to change their shape so they don’t look so showy, it would be worth it, but I’m sure I could lengthen or shorten the chains, maybe even remove them if I wanted to.” I gave her a sly grin. “I could even put rings on their hilts.”

      “Ring daggers are the best,” she said. “What are you waiting for? Why not play with those knives and do interesting things. Will you show me?”

      “It’ll take a little while to connect with the knives, but I can show you a few things with the triple stick and siangham.”

      She bounced on the rock we were sitting on. “Yes, do that. I’ve never seen such a thing. I haven’t had a lot of experience with enchanted items, let alone someone actually changing a solid object like you’re describing.”

      I brought out all three of my weapons—counting the two chain daggers as one—and laid them out on the grass. I sat on the ground next to them and Keliana sat directly in front of me. It was almost like when Brin and I had attuned my weapons back when she was first teaching me. We hadn’t done that for quite some time, since I’d surpassed what she knew about the process. It was fine, though. We had other ways of spending time close to each other.

      “Why are you blushing?” the catgirl asked. “Is that part of your communing ritual?”

      Oops. “Maybe. When I focus, it could cause blood to rush to my face or something. Who knows? Anyway, here’s what I’ve learned to do already.”

      I picked up the siangham. I pinched the stick with my thumb and forefinger, then stroked upward toward the metal tip. With the exertion of my mind, I caused the weapon’s shaft to grow.

      I have to stop here for a moment and explain. I was a little flustered because I’d been thinking about Brin and the experiences we’d had together when I was learning to commune with the weapons. Flustered enough that I didn’t realize the first thing I did while sitting across from the exceptionally hot cat girl was hold the shaft of my most phallic of weapons and stroke it. To make it grow longer.

      Keliana burst out laughing. I looked at her, surprised by the sound, then noticed what I held and how I held it. Along with how I’d changed it.

      “Is that your way of coming onto me?” she asked. “I already told you I’m on board. Are you angling for a little action right now?”

      I laughed. “No. Actually, I…uh, I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Can you, you know, do that with other things? With parts of you? At will?”

      I shook my head at the assassin. “Okay, enough. Let me show you other stuff I can do with them. Carefully.”

      She adjusted her position, settling a little closer to me, our faces less than a foot apart. I was going to mention that it would make the next part harder, but stopped myself when I realized what that would sound like.

      Unfolding the three-sectional staff, fusing it into one straight length, then attaching the siangham to turn the whole thing into a spear was less overtly sexual, and she finally got serious.

      “That’s pretty amazing, really. Can you do other things with them?”

      “I’m not sure. There shouldn’t be a problem manipulating them to make other weapons or configurations, but I’d need to dream them up. Though I have used the three-sectional staff with two sections fused while the other swung on the chain. Maybe I’m not that creative.”

      “Hmmmm. You could attach the siangham to the swinging end of the staff and increase that metal tip into a more sizeable blade to make an interesting weapon.” She tapped her finger on her lips. “Ooh. If you can learn to incorporate the knives, or just one of them, you can make something like a halberd, maybe even a double-sided battle pole.”

      I nodded along with her. “That’s a great idea. I’ll try those. It’s probably better if I settle on just a few forms of the weapons, though. I’ll need to train with each one, and if I have a dozen different weapons, I’m not going to be competent with any of them.”

      “Right. Good thinking. No harm in practicing to create as many as you can, though. You’ll train up your connection with them, get a feel for them, and then you can choose your favorites to practice with.”

      I looked at the gorgeous catgirl. “You know, you’re fantastic. I really love how you think. I’m so glad we decided to become friends instead of kill each other.”

      She aimed a smile at me that made the sun seem dim. “Me, too. If I’d have known there were people like you, I wouldn’t have worked alone all the time.”

      I spent the rest of the day working with the chain knives, trying to attune and manipulate them while forming some other configurations with the two weapons I’d already connected with. Though it must have been boring to watch me sit still with my eyes closed, Keliana spent the entire time with me. Whenever I opened my eyes, she was there, looking directly at me with her luminous green orbs.

      It was strange, comfortable, and pretty damn cool.

      As she’d warned, the catgirl left us at dusk to check on the status of her contacts. She promised to return when she could, immediately after she found where her family was. We bade her goodbye and she disappeared before our eyes. I still found the trick fascinating and amazing.

      “Well,” I said to the others. “How should we kill time until she comes back to retrieve us?”
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      Keliana paused in her departure, settling into the shadows near where she had activated her magic, safely swaddled in the darkness. She gazed upon the unlikely group of friends: a moonwisp, a light elf swordmaster, and gobliness crafter, a taranji, and a furcan. Connecting them all was a magicless man from another world who, through sheer determination and skill, shone brighter than all of them.

      They were every one exceptional in some way, but nothing was more extraordinary than the bonds they shared. And they had accepted her—more or less—with nothing more than the knowledge that she was in trouble and her innocent family was in danger.

      She had seen a fair amount of the world, had done things most could never dream of, and had met thousands of people. Never had she felt as much hope for the future of intelligent races as she did when she was with this small group. She loved her family, but this collection of people had even stronger bonds.

      The assassin almost returned to them, revealed herself, and told them where to find Sethon. It wasn’t exactly a betrayal, her keeping the information locked away from them, but still it made her conscience prickle. Who’d have thought she even had such a thing after all the years of killing others for money? She tried to argue with herself that it was for their own good, but when it came down to it, it was really for her own benefit.

      Keliana had taken their measure, and she was almost certain that even if they found Sethon and killed him without her aid, they would still help free her family. Almost certain. One tiny niggling part of her could see the possibility that they wouldn’t hold up their end of the bargain. Interestingly, when she thought of it, it was always “they” who wouldn’t follow through. The others. Even that small part of her couldn’t bring itself to believe Gar would leave her without aid.

      So strange.

      She shook her head, wresting hold of her thoughts. Why was she sitting there, watching these people chat idly, when she had work to do? With one last glance, she moved noiselessly toward the north before sweeping around in the direction she really needed to take.

      So many precautions, so much misdirection. If it wasn’t to keep her friends—and she felt like Gar and the others were actually becoming her friends—from seeing where she went, then it was evading those Sethon had set to keep track of her. She was so sick of it. Once she rescued her family and Sethon was dead, she needed to take some time to decide what the rest of her life would look like. Even the name Venom Blades was bitter in her mouth now. Likely, she would never return to her former employer. Maybe she’d retrieve the riches she’d earned from their hiding places and start a farm somewhere. That very nearly brought out an audible laugh from her. A farm!

      There was time to decide after she accomplished what she needed to do. For now, her mind must focus on the most important thing: collecting information from her sources about where she could find her family. To do that, she needed to return to Sethon’s headquarters. As distasteful as that was.

      It took almost a full day for Keliana to reach Sethon’s stronghold. No sooner had she entered the building than Dinan Vix spotted her.

      Great, just what I needed, she thought. Now I have to deal with his bullshit, too.

      “Keliana,” the irritating man said. “So nice of you to show up. You must be very busy, though your achievements don’t give evidence of that in any way.” He was doing a horrible job at pulling off a “charming” voice.

      “I’m not in the mood, Dinan. Go torture a child or a pet or something. Don’t let me hold you back from what you really enjoy.”

      “Funny. That’s funny, Keliana. Who knew you were such a skilled fool? If you’re nice, I’ll put in a good word for you with Sethon. He likes being entertained.” His smarmy smile dropped, and he got serious. “He wants to see you. Right now.”

      “I just got here. I need to eat and rest.”

      “No. He said as soon as you get here. But if you want, I could tell your family you were too hungry and tired to keep them alive.”

      The assassin grumbled but started walking toward Sethon’s audience room. Dinan stalked beside her.

      “I know how to get there, Dinan. Do you think I’ll run away? Go do…whatever it is you do.”

      “He wanted me to be there. If I don’t go with you, he’ll make you wait until I get there.”

      Keliana didn’t answer. She sped up her pace so she could get whatever this was over with. Two corridors from her destination, Keliana almost ran into Trisse as she came through a side passage. She waved, but in the same way she would with most people in the place, not like they knew each other well. From the look in the other woman’s eyes, the Venom Blade assassin had news or information for Keliana. She hoped it was what she’d been expecting. The black-haired catgirl communicated with a jerk of her chin that she’d find Trisse as soon as Sethon was finished with her.

      Then she was in front of the snake man, his ugly scaled head and disturbing eyes boring holes into hers.

      “Ah, Keliana.” Sethon gestured for all but a few guards to leave the room, and it quickly emptied. Unfortunately, Dinan stayed. He’d been telling the truth about Sethon wanting him there.

      What a joyous thing.

      “Where isssss what you owe me, Keliana Artuxis?” His tone was one of barely restrained rage as he leaned and searched around her. “Where is the head of the man I sent you to kill?”

      “We’ve talked about this, Sethon. I need to manipulate events, position him correctly so his companions don’t detect me.”

      “We have talked of this, yessss. Each time, you feed me excuses for why you are not doing your job. No more.” He let out a breath, and his voice took on a more venomous tone. “Do you know how I ensure that your family is kept so you do not turn against me, Keliana?”

      “You hold them captive,” she said. She’d heard this all before, but it was best to play along.

      “Yessss. I hold them captive. But you know this. You also know that should something untoward happen to me or my daily messenger not arrive, members of your family will die. First one, chosen at random. If it happens again, another will take their last breath. If you act against me, your family will not survive it. You are an assassin after all, are you not?”

      She closed her eyes and sighed. “Yes, I am.”

      “Oh.” The snake man’s face displayed an exaggerated look of surprise. “You are? Oh, my. Perhapssss then, you can tell me something.” He paused and his yellow eyes drilled into hers. “WHY HAVE YOU NOT BROUGHT ME THE MAN’S HEAD?”

      “I just told you. I’m still trying to⁠—”

      “Nonsenssssse! You have played your games long enough. I will tell you what happens next. You will kill the one you were sent after. You will do it quickly, and you will no longer give me excuses, for I am deaf to them now.

      “You have three days from this moment. If I do not have the man’s head in my hands, dripping vile human blood down my fingers by this time in three days, your family members will die, one at a time. The first will be your little sister, I think. Do you underssssstand me? After you leave this room, Dinan will lead a squad of my best soldiers to their cell. It is for him that I reserve the privilege of killing the first of your family.

      “Go. No more excuses, no more delays.”

      The barbarian next to her smiled hugely at the proclamation. The man was disgusting. She didn’t want to think of him being anywhere near her sister. Even if his job was to kill her, he wouldn’t leave it at that. All the fires of hell were not as hot as the assassin’s insides were at that moment. She turned and fled from the room.

      Keliana’s mind whirled. Three days. Even if she were going to kill Gar, there would barely be enough time to go to him, put together a sloppy plan to kill him, then get back with the head. As if she was going to do that. She hoped Trisse had something for her because she had no options left. She needed to find where her family was and save them.

      After leaving Sethon, she went to one of the gardens to try to compose herself. She hadn’t shown how much the snake’s threat had affected her, but she needed some time to keep the turmoil within from boiling over. When she thought she was collected enough, she took a roundabout path through the building, checking to make sure no one was watching her, and ended up at Trisse’s room.

      She didn’t bother knocking, instead slipping inside and closing the door behind her.

      “Please,” she said to the other catgirl assassin. “Please tell me you found them.”

      Trisse gave her a smile. “I did. It was like pulling a burr out of a tail, but I found out. You owe me. I had to have sex with one of the soldiers to get the information.”

      “It’s not like you don’t do that regularly anyway,” Keliana said, but though she was joking, she felt no humor in it.

      “Yes, but this was Jarel Novess.”

      “Gods, Trisse.” Keliana took the other woman’s hand and peppered kisses all over it. “I do owe you. More than just sex in return.”

      Trisse grinned at her. “You do.”

      “Can it come back to hurt you? Obviously, Jarel can’t keep his mouth shut.”

      The joviality left her face. “I doubt he even remembers he told me. It took close to an hour of getting him drunk and puffing him up for him to brag about the duty. And to complain. I’ll be fine. I’ve washed eight times since being with him. Ugh. Let me tell you where they are.”

      Keliana listened, feeling stupid for not having guessed it.

      “That’s going to cut it close,” she told Trisse. “Sethon just gave me three days to bring Gar’s head before he starts killing my family. Starting with Tesi.”

      Trisse gasped.

      “It’s worse. Sethon is sending Dinan and a group of his best soldiers to do the deed.”

      “Dinan? Oh, no. That’s the only good part about all this—that the asshole hasn’t been with your family. With two sisters, there would be more to worry about than just being held ransom.”

      “Exactly. Should I survive this, I will owe you a great favor, Trisse. Thank you so much.”

      “I could⁠—”

      “No. Better you don’t get involved any more, though I appreciate the offer. I need to get moving. Time is short.”

      “Good luck,” the tabby assassin said, giving Keliana a quick hug.

      It was strange for both of them. They’d been nothing more than acquaintances before Sethon gained power in the Venom Blades, but Keliana would call the other woman her friend now. She fully intended to do whatever Trisse needed after this was all over. Offering to help her like she did, it warmed Keliana’s middle. But she couldn’t let the woman know she was actually working with Gar and his friends. Better to keep her well away from them.

      It had been something like thirty-five hours since she’d slept, but a brief nap or two on the way would have to do. She had to get back to Gar and plan how they were going to not only infiltrate her family’s prison but also take care of the squad of soldiers who would be on their way soon.

      Three days. She had three days to make it to the hardest fight of her life or her family would suffer the consequences.
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      A soft knocking on the door to my room woke me from my slumber. If there was one positive thing to be said about constantly facing people and things who wanted to kill me, it was that I had become an exceptionally light sleeper.

      I dragged myself to the door and opened it to find Brin in her sleeping clothes. Shivering. It wasn’t a cold night.

      Uh-oh.

      I put my arms out and Brin rushed into them. I held her tight with one arm as I closed the door with the other. “Brin, what’s wrong? What happened?”

      She stayed silent, holding onto me like I was a life raft, her entire body trembling.

      “Oh, honey.” I kissed the top of her head. I’d never seen her like this. She was always so in control, so brave and badass. I wanted to rip the cause out of her and kill it. But I resisted the urge to try to play the hero. That’s not what she wanted or needed right now. What she required was just what I was giving her: a warm body and a pair of arms to hold her.

      We stood there for several minutes before she took a few deep breaths, then stirred.

      “I had a dream,” she said. “Though it wasn’t a dream. I could recognize the magic well enough. It was a sending, a vision from my goddess. She begged me for help. Gar, she was frail, so weak I feared for her life. Huddled in a dark stone place. So cramped it seemed like a tomb.”

      I stroked Brin’s hair. “Do you recognize the place? If we can figure out where it is, we can drop everything else and go help her.”

      The moonwisp’s green eyes locked onto mine. “Just like that? I say she is in peril, and you would go to her?”

      “Of course. She’s your goddess. I know how much she means to you.”

      “No thought of the power it takes to defeat a goddess? No fear you will be so outmatched that you may be utterly destroyed?”

      I shrugged. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

      She pulled me to her and kissed me desperately, as if melding us physically would save our lives. When she broke it, I was breathless.

      “I love you, Gar Hailey. I have never met anyone like you, nor do I believe I ever will, should I live to one thousand years old.”

      I gazed into her amazing emerald eyes and continued stroking her hair. “I love you, too, Brin. We’ll find her and save her. Not just because I promised you, but because it’s so important to you.”

      “I believe you.” She rested her head on my chest a took measured breaths, calming herself. “I recognized nothing about the vision. She is weak, and she is hiding, or perhaps a prisoner, but she did not say she was in immediate peril. Perhaps when Qamara returns, she can help us find the place. It is enough to know that when we do, we will go to her.”

      “We definitely will, Brin. I know it’s not much, but do you feel at least a little better?”

      “I do. You are incorrect about it, though. It is much. You have somehow allayed my fears when only minutes ago I was a vortex of negative emotions. I will tell you now, Gar, I do not plan on leaving you as long as I am alive. If you allow it. You are for me, and I am for you.”

      “It’s exactly the same for me. Whatever we have to face in this world, we’ll do it together.”

      She pulled herself tighter against me and sighed. “It feels good to be in your arms. May I spend the night with you? For comfort, of course.”

      “For comfort,” I agreed.

      “Perhaps a little pleasure as well. To keep my mind from my worries.”

      “Definitely some pleasure,” I told her. “That goes without saying.”

      Her voice got playful. “Then shall we stop talking and start pleasuring? I would appreciate the distraction.”

      “I’ll do my best to distract you, my beautiful moonwisp.”

      We proceeded to distract each other for more than two hours. I guess it could have been called comfort sex, but it also could have been referred to as hot, passionate sex. You know, tomato, tomahto.
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      We’d just dozed off after the last orgasms when some small sensation pricked my senses. I opened my eyes to see a figure materialize leaning over me in my bed.

      With one arm still under Brin, I snatched my siangham off the nearby table and brought it up to defend myself. I ended up pointing it at a familiar set of white teeth in the darkness. Teeth with another set of green eyes above them.

      “Fuck, Keliana. Don’t do that. You scared the shit out of me.”

      “Sorry,” the catgirl said. Her voice sounded tired. “I’d normally wait until morning, but I can’t for this. I know where my family is.”

      “Oh!” I set the siangham down and extricated my arm from Brin. The sleepy blue woman mumbled and shifted but didn’t wake up. I must have really worn her out. That brought a smile to my face, though it was wholly inappropriate. Keliana was still watching me.

      “That good, huh?” she asked. My smile only grew wider as she chuckled.

      I was fully out of the blankets before I realized I wasn’t wearing anything. It was the catgirl’s eyes sweeping over my body that tipped me off.

      “Uh, hold on.” Turning to show her my bare ass, I grabbed my pants from the floor and hurriedly stepped into them. Once at least my most private parts were covered, I squared myself in front of the assassin. “Do I need to wake everyone else up right now? It’s only maybe three hours until dawn.”

      “I can tell you, and you can pass on the information.” She stumbled and I grabbed her shoulders, guiding her into the chair.

      “Are you okay? You look like you’re exhausted.”

      She glanced at the bed longingly.

      “Keliana, how long has it been since you slept?”

      “I, umm, I think I got half an hour about six hours ago. Before that? Maybe thirty something hours.”

      I shook my head at her. “You’re worthless to anyone like this. Come on, let’s take your boots off.”

      She put her foot up and I took them off, one at a time, for her. Then I picked her up and walked across the small room. She wriggled and fretted but didn’t fight too hard.

      “Shhh. You’re going to get some sleep, and I’m going to make sure you don’t escape.” I laid her down on the bed next to Brin. The moonwisp must have thought it was me because she put her arm around Keliana. I laughed and brought the chair next to the bed. Leaning over to kiss her on the cheek, I pulled the blanket over her and swept a lock of hair out of her face. Her eyes were already closing. “I’ll make sure you don’t sleep too much. You can tell me what we’re going to do when you wake. Goodnight, Keliana.”

      The stunning catgirl mumbled something incoherent and within seconds was breathing the deep, steady breaths of sleep. I settled myself in the chair, got as comfortable as I could, and dozed off myself.

      In the blink of an eye, the first light of dawn filtered through the window, and I roused myself, stretching my sore neck. One glance at the two dazzling women in my bed—without me, I might add—elevated my mood despite my gritty eyes, dry throat, and feeling that the chair had branded my back permanently with the pattern of the backrest.

      “Gar?” Brin said softly. “Why do I not remember going to bed with Keliana?”

      I laughed. “She appeared in the room with news, but was so exhausted, I put her in the bed with you. Sorry about that, but I didn’t want to wake you up. She’d gone like two days without sleep.”

      “She has found the location of her family?”

      “Yes,” Keliana said, just before a yawn so wide that I had to mimic her a second later. “Pardon me for sharing your bed, Brin. It wasn’t my decision.”

      “Do not worry yourself. You felt good. I had wondered why Gar was different in my arms, but I was not disappointed.” She blinked several times. “I, I mean…”

      “It’s fine, Brin,” I told her. “Look at her. I’m sure she feels good. Keliana, do you want to tell us the news now or sleep a little more? Even after you tell us, you’re welcome to stay right where you are as long as you want.”

      “I am very comfortable,” she said. “If I can say so, Brin, your body felt nice against mine, too. It would be even better without all these clothes. On me, I mean. You are already deliciously bare.”

      It seemed I’d lost control of the conversation completely, but that was fine with me. The catgirl knew how urgent her message was. She did need some sleep.

      Almost as if she did it to spite my thoughts, Keliana sat up. “I know where my family is being held. What’s more, Sethon has given me three days to bring him your head, of which we have two days left. If he doesn’t get it, he’s going to start killing my family one at a time, starting with my youngest sister.”

      “Tesina?” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “What are we waiting for? Let’s go rescue them.”

      Keliana’s smile lit up the room. “There are some things you need to know. First, he’s sending a group of his best soldiers to carry out the punishment. So we would not only need to infiltrate where they’re being held, but we’d need to defeat them as well, unless we can get in, get my family, and get out before they arrive.

      “Also, I can’t go with you immediately. I detected some people trailing me. These are much more skilled than the others I’ve had to deal with. With my nap, I’m certain they are waiting and watching me, ready to go tell Sethon if anything is amiss. I can’t take a chance to go toward my family while they’re following. I will need to go, lead them away from all of you and my family, then meet you at our destination. If even one sees you, they may go back and tell Sethon where you are.”

      “You’re afraid he’ll come after us?” I asked.

      “No. If he knows what you did to his people and he knows you’re coming for him, he’ll run. He’s a coward. Once he flees, we will have to find him again, but not before he kills my family.”

      “Okay. Yeah, good point.”

      “There is an old fortress in a place called West Edge. That’s where they’re being held.”

      “I know the place,” Brin said. “I have not been to the fortress, but I know where it is. That is nearly a full day’s travel on its own. Even so, we should be able to arrive, rescue your family, and be gone before the soldiers arrive.”

      “That was my thinking as well. Now that we’re caught up, I need to lead my trackers away. I’ll meet you at West Edge. Thank you. For helping me, for the sleep. For caring enough to do anything.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said. “I’ll tell everyone else, and we’ll be on our way within a couple of hours. I guess we’ll see you there. Be careful.”

      “I’m always careful.” She winked at me. “I will see you soon.”

      The catgirl put her boots back on, accepted some water and rations from my pack, and left through the window. I had no doubt that no one would see her, even in broad daylight.

      “Are you ready to save an innocent family?” I asked Brin.

      “I am. Let’s gather our friends and depart.”
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      I explained Keliana’s message to the rest of my friends as we ate breakfast.

      “It’s a day or more away from here?” Tyra asked.

      I looked to Brin, who was the only one who’d been anywhere near West Edge.

      “That is correct,” the blue woman said. “Most of the journey will be on roads, though I do not know the condition of them nearer the old fortress.”

      “So what’s the hurry, then? If we’ve got two days left and it only takes a day to get there, we don’t have to rush off right now.”

      I faced Tyra. “Tell me, Tyra. Does your world have a name for some faceless person, deity, or circumstance that is responsible for everything going wrong?”

      “Huh?”

      “Murphy!” Tip laughed. “I hate that fucker.”

      I chuckled. “What I mean is that in my world, we’ve got this legend of a guy called Murphy. The rule is simple: anything that can go wrong will go wrong. Murphy makes sure of it.”

      “That is a rather pessimistic view of things,” Sariel said.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “It is. But tell me, is it better to plan for everything to go right or for everything to go wrong?”

      “Ah, I see your point now. Of course, unforeseen things will happen. It is said that the tactics of a duel will change the moment the swords are unsheathed.”

      “Yep. In my world, it’s ‘no plan survives first contact with the enemy.’ Or, more eloquently put: ‘everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.’”

      “Tyson,” Tip said, throwing up a fist. “Yeah.”

      “The point is, Tyra, anything can happen on our way there. If we leave right now, we’ll have time to play with. We can get there early, not have to worry about intercepting the squad. We’ll have plenty of time to get into the fortress because they won’t be expecting anyone to find them. Then we can get out and be long gone before the soldiers arrive. As much as Aeyr’s flunkies deserve to be killed, the most important thing is to get Keliana’s family out.”

      “Right. I get it. So, we’ll leave as soon as we finish eating.”

      “That’s the plan.” I winked at her.

      The door into the common room blasted open, and Tiran rushed in. “Gar, something has happened.”

      I met eyes with Tyra, feeling like it was all my fault. Whatever it was. I should have known better than to invoke Murphy.

      “What has happened, Tiran?” Brin asked.

      “I just got word. One of our villages, Misthaze, is soon to be attacked by Sethon’s forces. It looks like they’re going to destroy the village to prove a point.”

      “How many people live there?” I asked.

      “Fifty or sixty.”

      “Are they going to evacuate?”

      “No. With the older citizens and some young children, they’d never escape in time. The soldiers will run them down.”

      “Shit. Are you sending your people to help?”

      “We are, but not all of them. We don’t know if they’re waiting for that so they can attack us here with another group. But it’s more than that. The tracker said there were moving shadows among them.”

      “Umbrenix,” I said.

      “Yes. We cannot hurt them. Even if we can defeat the rest of them, those shadows will tear us apart. We need your help.”

      “Of course. How far is Misthaze?”

      “Half a day’s march from here.”

      All the air solidified in my lungs and dropped down somewhere behind my navel.

      “Fuck.”

      The expectant faces of my friends pointed at me accusingly. At least, it felt like that. Half a day there, half a day back, and however long the battle took. That was if the soldiers got there close to the same time as us. Before then, the village may be lost. After, and we’d never have time to get to West Edge to save Keliana’s family. It was possible to do both, but it wasn’t going to be easy. With no sleep for a couple of days, we might just be able to do it.

      Brin took my hand, her expression full with anticipation of what I would decide.

      “We…” I took a deep breath, then let it out. “Let’s go now. We don’t have time to waste. If you’re coming, I’ll explain to you on the way.”

      “Thank you, Gar. Without all of you, we would be lost trying to fight those monsters.”

      “No worries,” I said, but they were just words. I had plenty of worries.

      Of course, Misthaze was to the southeast, whereas West Edge was in exactly the opposite direction. Every footstep tore my stomach up and as we traveled, and I tasted bile.

      “It may be insensitive to say,” I told my friends as we marched. We were separated enough from the centaurs that I shouldn’t have been heard. “But can’t we just hitch a ride on these guys’ backs and get there with plenty of time to spare?”

      All of my friends traded looks I recognized. I’d said something else that demonstrated my ignorance of this world.

      As was typical, Brin explained it to me. “I can tell you the whole tale when we are not marching, but the centaurs as a people have vowed never again to bear another person. In the past, they were enslaved, and at great personal cost, they broke their shackles. It is anathema and wholly despicable to think of debasing themselves to do such again. Wars have been fought at the mere suggestion. So, to answer succinctly, no, they will not convey us, even to save their village.”

      “Well, shit. Thank you. I’m glad I asked you and not them. The last thing they need is some insensitive dick picking at old scabs.” I remained silent for a long time after that.

      Tyra approached me as we walked. She silently matched my pace for a time, her head swinging around to look up at me. Then, without a word, she put her arms around me and hugged me. I returned the embrace and forced a smile at her.

      “Need a little distraction?” she asked, then flashed her teeth at me in a goofy smile. It helped to put a half-foundation of truth under my own.

      “Sure, that would be great.”

      “So, you know how I’ve been working on this and that, trying to get hold of certain techniques I’ve been wrestling with in my father’s books?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well with all my work in the last couple of days and discussing some other things with Frem, a lot of it suddenly shifted into place. I understand enough right now that I can start on the work I’ve been wanting to do.” She looked around us and, when her eyes found Sariel several paces away, continued. “I actually already started on it. Last night. I don’t have much more than some rough forging, but if this all works out, Gar, I’m going to be able to make items that are magical. Like, enchanted but without the whole enchanting process. It’s involved and difficult, plus it’s heavily material dependent, but I’m so excited I can hardly contain myself.”

      “That’s great, Tyra. I knew you’d get the hang of it. It didn’t even take that long, though it probably seemed like it. I’m proud of you, and I can’t wait to see what you make. Every one of your projects that I’ve seen are amazing. I also think it’s fantastic that your first item is for someone special to all of us.”

      “Ooooh, I can’t wait to finish it.” Her body vibrated with her excitement. It did distract me, and it poked a few holes in the black clouds of my mood, letting in precious light.

      Tiran joined us, dropping back from the front of the column where he had been leading. I had explained about having to rescue a friend’s family and the time constraint we were under. I didn’t give details about Keliana, but the centaur knew of my concerns about being able to help his fellow centaurs and still being able to make it to West Edge.

      “We are less than two hours from Misthaze. I sent a runner to see what condition they’re in. He should be back soon to tell us where the forces are in relation to the village. The villagers have constructed some barricades, but it won’t do much other than reduce the number of attackers who can strike at a particular point at one time. It won’t even do that for the shadows. Again, I apologize for bringing you into this. I wish it were unnecessary.”

      “No, Tiran. We won’t leave people helpless against the umbrenix when we can do something about it. Besides, the more of those monsters we kill, the better it is for the whole world. When we get there, you can arrange your forces effectively and we’ll mostly hunt the shadows. Those of us who can hurt them, anyway. Sariel and Tyra will help where you need them.”

      A young centaur female tore toward us, her hooves throwing up dust as she approached. She skidded to a halt in front of us, and I waved away the dust, coughing a few times. She shrugged and gave me an apologetic look, but I wasn’t going to quibble about a little dirt. I smiled at her as she saluted Tiran.

      “As of when I left the village, less than half an hour ago, the attackers had not made it yet. The scouts said that, at the pace they were traveling, they should get there about the same time we arrive. But…the enemy is not even bothering to send scouts to look ahead to Misthaze. They seem confident nothing we can do will prepare us for the attack.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I said. “The umbrenix probably scouted out the area. I’m not sure if the monsters can communicate with people or not, but just having them there is probably giving the soldiers a morale boost. Tiran, can we speed up a bit, get there with a little time to spare? It would be nice to coordinate with your people and the villages so we can work together effectively. I’d like to see the terrain before I have to fight in it.”

      “We have no problem with increasing the pace. Are you sure it won’t fatigue you too much?”

      “It’ll be worth it.” I scanned the eyes of my friends and, as one, they nodded at me. Oh, how I loved my friends.

      We sped up, and before I knew it, the village came into view. At first blush, it looked like pictures I’d seen from the Vietnam War, with barricades hastily cobbled together and simple, farming structures gathered together in an area cleared of forest. Two, maybe three, dozen centaurs stood by the barricades, a variety of weapons in their hands. Mostly farm implements, but a foe could die just as easily on a pitchfork as on a legitimate pike or spear. The swords and long knives I saw looked functional enough, if primitive.

      I met the leader of the village, a centaur that could have been Tiran’s brother with how similar they looked, and we discussed what I and my friends were doing there.

      “I don’t give half a shit if you’re here to paint the fences. If you can kill those shadows everyone’s been talking about, I’ll kiss your bare ass, and that’s no lie.”

      I laughed, instantly liking the man. I would have enjoyed chatting with him, but there were more important things to be doing. Leaving Sariel and Tyra with him and Tiran, I took Tip and Brin to scout the edges of the barricades. Rex followed along, swinging his head back and forth, air rushing through his nostrils as he sniffed for…whatever he was trying to find.

      “Lunar Light?” I asked and Brin nodded.

      “I have it active, and I am watching as best I can. Between myself and Rex, we will detect any shadowmen who try to sneak in before or during the fight.”

      “Tip,” I said. “What’s the plan?”

      The satyr rolled his eyes. “The same plan as every day, Pinky. We’re going to take over the world.” He barked a laugh. “Seriously, though? I’m going to get them with arrows before they can get within range to attack Brin.”

      “Just Brin?”

      “Yeah. You’re on your own. I know how much you like to kill them up close.”

      I put a hand up, and he gave me a high five. “Okay, buddy. Sounds like a plan. Do not let them get hold of Brin. Not even a little bit.”

      “I will fight them hand-to-hand before I let that happen. Sir.” He gave me a Benny Hill salute.

      “Good man.” I caught a flicker of movement a hundred yards away at the edge of the trees. “Oops, I think our guests are here. Kill the umbrenix first, then you can kill as many of the soldiers as you want. The fewer that get near the barricades the better. Be safe, watch each other’s backs.”

      “Gar,” Brin said. “I see one. To your left. It is trying to sneak to the barricades out of sight.”

      I narrowed my eyes, watching. When I finally locked onto a dark patch of shadow that moved, I pulled my siangham and my knife. “I see it. I think I’ll go say hello.”

      “Give it a ‘fuck you’ from me,” Tip told me, his gaze never wavering from the other figures emerging from the trees. “See you in a minute.”

      I let out a wicked chuckle and began my pursuit of the first of the umbrenix I would kill today.
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      Before I reached the umbrenix, the sound of bow strings twanging and slapping erupted behind me. I assumed it was from the village because it only sounded like a handful. I hoped they didn’t use up all their arrows before the enemy got close enough for the villagers to aim effectively. I didn’t turn to look, my eyes locked on the shadow I would attack.

      My stealth skills weren’t remotely as good as the dark monster’s, so before I was within half a dozen paces, its head swiveled around, and the thing stopped in its tracks. It probably knew who I was. I still wasn’t sure how they communicated, but I wasn’t too hard to spot. Telling even a mindless shadow, “Here, see this statue? Kill the guy who looks like it,” would do the job. When it changed its direction to come toward me, I knew I wasn’t going to have to chase it down.

      We didn’t exactly run toward each other, but we didn’t wait around long, either. I had started behind the barricades and the shadow joined me there. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone interrupting our fight. In seconds, it was slashing at me with its claws, and I had my siangham in one hand and knife in the other.

      The shadow moved smoothly and efficiently, better than most I’d fought. It must have been one of the new and improved umbrenix, with training. I got my confirmation as I evaded the claws and continued to its side to attack at an oblique angle. I found the monster’s hand coming at me again, but this time it wasn’t just claws. One of those black knives I’d been seeing a lot of lately slashed through the air at me.

      I casually parried the blow with my siangham, pushing it away from me and positioning myself perfectly to end the fight. With the knife in my left hand, I lashed out to cut deeply into the umbrenix’s arm and relieve it of its weapon. My movements went off without a hitch, and I expected the black knife to fall to the ground.

      What happened was…different.

      Clang!

      Clang? What the hell?

      I backstepped, creating just enough distance to slip the next strike, one of the dark weapons in the shadow’s other hand as well. Though the arm I tried to cut was in motion, I managed to see what had caused the unexpected sound.

      The fucker was wearing a metal bracer. The color was exactly like its body, so I hadn’t noticed it earlier. Now I could see one not only on the arm I struck, but also on the other.

      Armor? Since when did the umbrenix wear armor? This was the first time I’d experienced that. Someone was leveling these guys up. What fun!

      For the monster’s next several attacks, barely more predictable than the normal slashes, I inspected the shadow stuff of which the thing was made. I didn’t notice any more armor, but it was possible the metal was being stored inside of the thing’s body and brought out only when needed. That was how the weapons I’d seen them use worked.

      But having gear didn’t change things. The umbrenix was still a minion of Aeyr, still just a shadow with some heft, and still needed to die. It was like fighting a person with bits of armor: the job was a little harder, but fighting skillfully and striking accurately would still win the day. I set out to prove that.

      The knives came in, one after another, slashing at me. Occasionally, the shadow would throw in a thrust, but it was all the same to me. I parried a left slash, a right slash, a wide swing of the knife, and a quick thrust at nearly the same time. Minor shifts in my footwork and a shift in my hip, and I caught the thrusting arm. I’d spent some time finding exactly where the armor was, and with a fast jab of my siangham, I punctured the monster’s arm, sending the point all the way through the hollow of the elbow and out the other side.

      I followed up by pivoting away, circling the arm holding the siangham. The weapon tore through the shadow stuff of the arm, shredding it as I brought the weapon back to me. While the umbrenix was distracted by that, I jabbed my knife into its chest. No armor was there to prevent me from damaging it as I manipulated its body to line up my last strike.

      In a wide, sweeping attack the shadow didn’t notice until it was too late, I rammed the siangham’s point downward into its skull from above. As it fell, I tore the knives from the monster’s hands, then worked to pull the bracers off.

      I’d seen the metal disappear inside the bodies of the shadows before, but those dropped or taken had persisted. Tyra had been studying the metal, and I wanted to give her more samples. They’d be fine on the ground until after the battle was finished.

      I turned from my downed opponent to scan the area, looking for more umbrenix. I didn’t find any sneaking around to try to get in the village, but I did see two near Brin and Tip, who had moved behind one of the barricades to engage them.

      The battle was the strangest thing I’d ever seen. Instead of peppering each other with arrows, the two groups clashed around the barricades as if they were in an open field and they were charging each other. Arrows flew, sure enough, but the entire thing was such a mess, there had to be collateral damage, with each side trying to pick off moving targets in one huge, swirling mass of combatants.

      Thankfully, Tip and Brin were off to the side of the general melee. It looked like the shadows had gone straight through the barricades, using their handy skill to become incorporeal. Brin stood in front of the two, with Tip to the side and behind her. The umbrenix approached her even as I ran toward them.

      The moonwisp threw her hand out, and a ball of bright light flared in one of the shadows’ faces. The other, far enough away to be able to shy away from it, continued toward her.

      Tip released an arrow, sticking the projectile into the enemy stalled out by the light. It struck the thing’s chest, but the monster didn’t go down. The satyr pulled out another arrow and nocked it, but his aim wavered from one umbrenix to the other. The one still moving toward Brin was too close, and Tip was debating if he wanted to take a chance. The decision was taken away from him when Brin thrust her other hand out, and the monster flew back. It maintained its feet, sliding across the ground a dozen feet away before it came to a halt, but it was far enough away from her for Tip to shoot it with his bow.

      Unfortunately, the arrow caught the umbrenix on the arm, just barely, and the shadow merely pulled it out and threw it on the ground. The two were injured, but I had doubts that they felt pain like we did. We were going to have to do better than that.

      Just before I reached the umbrenix that hadn’t been blinded by Brin’s light, I whipped my arm forward, launching the siangham like a throwing dart. It didn’t pass end over end, but zipped toward the monster like an arrow, the heavier metal head enough to keep it steady without fletching.

      It passed through the umbrenix without even slowing and skipped across the ground next to Tip’s hooves. The satyr danced to the side even as he drew his bow back. Luckily, he didn’t release the arrow, though the glare he set on me was weapons-grade.

      “Sorry,” I said, pulling the chain knives out. I hadn’t practiced a lot with them, but they seemed a better weapon to use than the triple stick in this situation. The chain attaching the two was long enough that I could still use them as regular knives, since I’d stupidly thrown my primary weapon away.

      I slashed at the closest shadow and continued on my way to the other, which was starting to move toward Brin again. I assumed that the light blinded the things but couldn’t be sure if it seriously damaged them or if it was only a temporary thing. With it closer to her, I wasn’t taking any chances.

      Two slashes simultaneously should have finished the monster off, or at least put enough hurt on it for me to finish it immediately after. The knife in my left hand cut into its torso, but the other, in my right hand, sought to enter the shadowy skull. Or head. Or whatever it was atop the continuous man-shaped pool of darkness. But, it didn’t.

      My blade stopped short with a loud, dull clang.

      “Really?” I said, irritated. This umbrenix apparently opted for a helmet of that dark metal.

      My blow knocked the monster off balance, but a lengthening of the shadow stuff resolved itself into a short sword and nearly took my left ear. I batted it away with my chain knife, slipped around the figure, and looped the chain over its head to pull tight around its neck. The sudden force nearly made it leave its feet, and I reached around to draw the blade across where its throat would be. Mild resistance and, more importantly, no sound of metal striking metal gave me confidence that, if I hadn’t killed it, I was well on the way. I rammed my other knife repeatedly into its back, generally where the heart would be on the front, and it fell slowly to the ground.

      “Gar, beware!” Brin shouted, and I threw myself to the ground. Another shortsword of that black metal whooshed over my head.

      “That’s a dick move, sucker-…uh, sucker-stabbing me.” I rammed a knife into the shadow’s lower leg, and it did one of those silent scream things, its head mass shaking but no sound coming out. I felt an embarrassing amount of glee—schadenfreude, really—at the response. Before I could jump to my feet to finish the monster off, its body went still, and it toppled, barely missing me as it fell. A single arrow protruded from the center of its head.

      “Nice shot, Tip.” I climbed to my feet. “Both of you all right?”

      “Yeah, except you almost hit me when you threw your stick.” He tossed my siangham back to me. I snatched it out of the air before Rex, who jumped for it, could. “Who’s almost shooting who in the ass now?”

      I laughed, but it ended quickly. Ten paces from us, the villagers and Tiran’s centaurs were fighting for their lives.

      “Switch to normal arrows, Tip. We need to help out. Have you two seen any more umbrenix?”

      “We have not, not recently, but I spotted at least two earlier,” Brin told me. “I know not where they are at the moment.”

      “Okay. You guys help out here. If you see the shadows, take care of them. I’ll go searching. I’m afraid they might have gone into the village and circled around. Be careful. These not only have weapons, but two of them had bits of armor, too. All made from that dark metal.”

      I waited long enough to see their nods and went hunting for shadows again.
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      I skirted the edges of the barricades, but there were still plenty of attackers mixed in with the defenders there. It had all come down to mixed forces fighting face-to-face, most of the archers not releasing arrows for fear of hitting their allies. That wasn’t to say there were no archers doing so.

      An arrow zipped past me, much too close for comfort. It struck one of the soldiers, clanging against a pauldron at an angle so the shaft broke apart. I spotted the one who had shot it, a rat beastkin a dozen paces away. The fucker had been aiming at me.

      Debating for a moment, I decided I needed to take the man out. Someone who didn’t even care about striking his companions with an errant arrow would go to great lengths to defeat the enemy. He could shoot the other attackers all he wanted, but my friends were near, fighting in close quarters. I didn’t want them struck by a poorly aimed arrow. Or even an expertly aimed one.

      The archer saw that I’d spotted him, and he hurriedly grabbed another shaft from his hip quiver, fumbling nervously to get it on the string. I pulled my three-sectional staff from its case on my back, manipulated it and my siangham to place the sharp weapon on its end, and walked briskly toward the rat, smoothing the multi-section weapon into a long, straight length as I went.

      By the time he’d drawn his bow back, I was halfway to him. He gave me a little ratty smile as his beady eyes sighted me. His forearm jumped, so I knew exactly when he was going to release the arrow. Just as he did, I stepped to the side where two of Aeyr’s soldiers were fighting two defenders.

      The shaft zipped toward me, aim adjusted at the last second because of my movement, but it didn’t matter. At least, not to me. The arrowhead punched into the arm of a soldier slashing at a defender, almost going through the bottom part of his biceps. The human man growled at the injury and retained his sword, but his attack fizzled. The centaur he was fighting took full advantage and rammed his sword through the man’s belly.

      I stepped away from the two combatants and continued my hurried walk, swinging my head back and forth to make sure I wasn’t attacked by the people around me. I was heading deeper into the battle and there were bodies everywhere, those still fighting and those who had succumbed.

      The rat’s eyes widened, and he grabbed for another arrow, his fingers flubbing as he worked frantically. I was still four or five paces from the man. Tip could have had an arrow on the string by now. I knew because I regularly had him practice shooting targets as I charged him, to train him for just these occasions. I gave the rat a fifty-fifty chance of being able to release a shaft before I got to him.

      The thing was, I didn’t need to get to him. Though I’d been training extensively with the spear as a staff weapon, I didn’t forget that many spears were used for only one thing: attacking at range. I planted my left foot, outstretched my left arm to sight my target, and threw.

      The spear’s shaft wobbled a little in flight, but not enough to keep it from being accurate. Just as the rat had his arrow nocked, and his face showed excitement that he’d be able to draw and shoot, my spear plunged into his chest with such force that it punched clean through him, the siangham tip protruding from his back as a bloodied spike. The arrow and bow dropped from nerveless fingers and the rat archer followed them to the ground.

      I approached calmly to retrieve my weapon, drawing my knife with my first step. Two of the soldiers slashed at me with swords as they fought with defenders. Both ended up on the ground, one with an open throat and the other with his left eye a cavity from my knife’s thrust. I cleaned my blade on the second one’s clothes before sheathing my weapon and retrieving my spear.

      It was strange to the old me how there were pockets in battles where it could be relatively calm. Especially after the initial charge when everyone was frantically attacking enemies, and people were grouped so closely they were bumping shoulders and arms with both allies and enemies. Once space was opened up by fighters dropping to the ground, the battleground changed into hotspots in the midst of calmer spaces. It was what allowed me to move so casually through an active battle.

      Sure, there were opportunists who would attack, especially if one didn’t pay attention to their sides and backs, but none of these grunt soldiers had the skill to take me one on one. With my spear in my hands again, I helped the defenders where I could, stopping an attack, stabbing a foe, but my time wasn’t to be spent like that. I was one of the few who could kill umbrenix, and I knew there were more about. That was my priority. So even though it made me feel like an elitist asshole, I helped as I passed through the fighters but didn’t stay. I had shadows to hunt.

      I found my next umbrenix deep in the village. It was, in fact, a group of three of the monsters. Luckily, I’d spotted them and ran to catch them just as they arrived at a location where the wounded were bandaged before they bled out. Unluckily, the shadows wasted no time in cutting down some of the helpers before I could reach them.

      Four centaurs were slashed viciously before the shadows noticed me. It didn’t save the umbrenix I skewered with my spear, but it helped the centaurs because the two remaining monsters instantly forgot about everyone else and charged after me with a vengeance.

      One of them had a short sword, and the other had two of those dark knives. I battered away a sword slash and slammed the butt of my spear into the leg of the knife-wielder, stopping him from getting into range to cut me. Spinning off to the side, I extended my spear and rotated the point in circles, threatening to cut them if they got closer. As I did, I backstepped, bringing our fight away from the wounded so the remaining helpers could drag their friends away from harm and treat them.

      A quick glance around allowed me to catch a bit of movement behind me and to my right. Another umbrenix, trying to sneak up on me as I fought with its friends. I didn’t betray that I’d seen it, though. Three against one wasn’t overwhelming odds, especially in a wide-open space while I was fighting with my spear, but my priority was to whittle down their number as quickly as I could. That meant setting a trap.

      The knife monster darted in more quickly than I’d expected, swinging one blade at my face and the other at my lead leg. I shifted my grip to the center of the staff and spun the weapon. The magical wood of my weapon slammed into the knives so forcefully the shadow wasn’t able to cover his centerline for the briefest of moments. Swinging the spear point in a short arc, I gashed the midsection of the monster only to hear the increasingly familiar clang of a dark steel breastplate.

      That was fine, though, because immediately following the slash, a hard front kick caught the shadow in that breastplate and sent it flying back. As my foot landed, my already moving spear thrust straight into the shortsword wielder. That one did not have chest armor. I know because the spear point went all the way through its body, inflicting a lot of damage on the way if the manner in which the shadow convulsed and dropped to the ground was any indication.

      I dove forward, toward the umbrenix I’d just speared, and heard another dark sword cut the air where my head had just been. Twisting as I rolled, I didn’t come to my feet but to my knees. The rotation of my hips was a little awkward in that position, but I managed to launch the spear back where I’d been, catching the end as it shot through my left hand. My aim had been true, no matter how awkward it may have looked. Yet another umbrenix fell silently as its head slipped off the shaft that had punched through it.

      The knife shadow had recovered, and I jumped to my feet, spear held out in a guard stance. The fucker fled from me.

      “Nope. You’re not allowed to do that.” I ran after it, but I knew if I didn’t end it now, I wouldn’t catch it. At a dead sprint, I might be able to keep up, but it could still pass through objects like the barricades while I would have to go around. So, as I ran at it and threw my spear yet again, hoping it was too busy to dodge.

      As soon as I released it, I remembered.

      You stupid, shit-headed asshole, I screamed at myself.

      Yep. The spear went right through the monster, lodging itself in a barricade.

      I wasn’t done yet, though. I dug my feet in, lifted my knees, and pumped my arms to run faster than I had ever run before.

      For about ten feet, until I had to go around the barricade.

      “Shit!” I watched the shadow float away from me. I may have been imagining it, but it seemed the creature swaggered, if just a little. Then, suddenly, it stopped. It dropped to the ground like it’s legs had turned to rubber bands.

      I ran to it. What the hell was that? I drew my knife, expecting it to attack me from the ground. When I got to it, though, I understood. An arrow had been sunk halfway into the thing’s head mass. A familiar type of arrow, with blue and green fletching.

      Scanning my surroundings, I spotted my satyr buddy, waving a hand at me. He was a good twenty paces away, with his trusty Rex between me and him. No doubt the furcan had tipped Tip off to where the shadow he killed was.

      “Awesome shot, man,” I told him, giving him a thumbs up. “Really impressive.” I pulled the shaft out, stabbed the thing’s head a couple more times with it to be sure it was done, then kicked it. After retrieving my spear, I headed back to where the wounded were being treated. Tip and Brin met me there.

      “I do not believe there are any more shadows about,” the moonwisp said. “The battle has turned, and it seems that the villagers will prevail. I will tend to the wounded if you and Tip want to help finish Aeyr’s soldiers.”

      “That sounds perfect. Thanks, Brin. Do you have enough mana?”

      “I will prioritize. No one will be completely healed, but I should be sufficient to keep the injured from dying, if I get to them in time.”

      I kissed her, put my hand up to get a high five from Tip, gave him back his arrow, and scoped out where we’d go next. I only saw one area of fighting left. “Shall we, Tip?”

      “Indubitably.” He grinned.

      The smart-ass satyr and I jogged toward the barricades to finish off our victory, Rex zipping between us.
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      Sariel was a swordmaster of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword, yet she had not seen larger scale battles in all the time she had trained with Master Galen. Such skirmishes were unheard of in the Aesturith Kingdom, any type of insurgency being squashed quickly if it arose. There were bandit guilds, in the lesser populated areas, so there may have been battles involving dozens of fighters, but it was hardly something one of the Brotherhood would involve themselves in.

      Yet for the second time in a week, here she was, facing a large number of enemies. Some may not call a fight involving dozens or a hundred or two a true battle, but she certainly looked at it that way. The dynamic was so different than what she had experienced previously. Even fighting several people at a time wasn’t the same. In the battle of the wolves’ village and now the one at Misthaze, she was surrounded by people. Some were enemies, but some were allies. One could not simply try to kill whatever moved.

      It was infuriating, confusing, taxing, and exhilarating. Her love for the actions of combat warred with her dislike of killing, but she did what she had to. As she fought, cognizant of the reach of her longsword, where her allies were, and what was happening to the sides and behind her, her mind went to Gar. As dangerous as her battle at the moment, his was more so. He was hunting umbrenix.

      The thought of it nearly made her dizzy. She’d learned that the monsters could not be killed, not with anything short of an archmage or a Shadowstalker. Yet Gar was hunting them. What would Master Galen say of her life currently? An affectionate smile started to form, but was aborted when a spray of blood splashed on her face. She spat out the metallic tang, parried a blow from her left, circled her blade, and ran it through the face of her attacker. As she kicked the body off her sword, she sent a prayer to Stornos, the god of war, for Gar’s safety and put her mind back on the fight.

      Tyra had remained with Sariel as they fought. Once the archers were mostly negated by the forces clashing in close formation, the two had been fighting back-to-back.

      “Are you well?” she asked the goblin.

      “Doing great.” She grunted as her metal baton made a sickly thumping sound on an attacker’s head while a low clang sounded from her other weapon striking a sword in a parry. “How about you?”

      “I am well, though in dire need of bathing.”

      Tyra laughed and this time, Sariel’s mouth finished the smile. She’d come to enjoy her interactions with the wholly irreverent woman. She honestly couldn’t imagine her life without the crafter. Or any of the others, really. Even Tip, though her opinion on that changed occasionally when he was being particularly irritating.

      The things they’d seen and done in the last few months still caused Sariel’s mind to whirl. Something told her they were only getting started. In fact…

      Looking up at the sun dipping down on the horizon, the swordmaster realized they’d been in Misthaze for nearly half a dozen hours. The battle was winding down, the enemies growing fewer. She had only seen one umbrenix in passing, near the start of the fight. By now, Gar, Brin, and Tip would have taken care of them. All that remained was to finish off Aeyr’s soldiers. But the sun; it was almost dusk. They had spent nearly an entire day traveling and fighting since Keliana had told them they had two days to save her family.

      She bit her lip. Gar had hoped to finish the battle, get back to Plainstrider, then head on to West Edge to help Keliana’s family in time to avoid the elite squad sent there. Was that possible any longer? Was it even possible for them to get there in time, regardless of the presence of the squad?

      “You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?” Tyra asked. “That we’re never going to make it in time to save the catgirl’s family?”

      Sariel bashed a sword aside, slashed to open up the attacker’s belly, pivoted to batter an axe toward the ground, and cut down so severely she took a bull beastkin’s arm off at the shoulder. “Yes, it weighs upon me.”

      “Let’s finish this shit up so we can find Gar and⁠—”

      “And what?” Gar said, appearing suddenly beside the two women. Sariel chided herself for not noticing his coming.

      “We just wanted to see if you’re okay,” the goblin said. “Take care of all those pesky shadows?”

      Gar laughed. “We did. Rex is looking around to see if there are more, Brin is healing people, but we’re just about done here. We need to wrap this up and get moving. Keliana’s family is in danger.”

      The elf swordmaster could only shake her head. The man constantly claimed he was no hero, that his similarity to Kael was simply a coincidence. She had never met anyone who cared more about people he didn’t even know. Starting with her and with two handfuls of people since she’d met him, he’d time and again put his life and everything else on the line to do what he thought was right.

      Compared to the Brotherhood, a squirming mass of hypocrites with elaborate words and rituals to demonstrate how good and virtuous they were, Gar was a beacon. He didn’t need to talk. He acted. For the thousandth time, she wished her master could have met him. Master Galen was the closest thing to a hero she had ever known, but compared to this man from another world, her master was lazy, as much as it pained her to think it.

      She wished she could live up to both of their examples. Perhaps in time. For now, the most important thing for her to do was support Gar, follow him, and reliably aid him in everything he did. For now, that meant destroying the rest of Aeyr’s soldiers and getting to West Edge.

      Gar, Tip, Tyra, Sariel, and the dozen or so centaurs with them finished off the battle in a short period of time. Instead of resting, though, Gar led them to where Brin was healing the wounded.

      “I have done what I can,” the moonwisp said. “The more seriously wounded are stabilized, the others I have bandaged and are recuperating, and the villagers are searching for others who are missing. We have won the day.”

      “Are you okay, Brin?” Gar went to the woman and took her hand in his. Sariel knew it wasn’t just a show of concern and affection. She had probably used most of her magical reserves, and his touch would help her regain some of that.

      “I am weary, but we all are.” She glanced over at the sliver of sun still showing itself. “We…”

      “I know,” Gar said, patting her hand. “Let’s do a really quick sweep of the village and the area around it for umbrenix, and then we need to get going. I’m sorry, but it’s going to be hard travel.”

      Brin turned her green eyes on him. “Gar, we cannot make it. The distance, it is impossible. Even if we don’t sleep, it’s too far.”

      He sighed. “I know. But Keliana may have misjudged the timing, or something may have delayed the killing of her family. Anything could and can still happen. I have to try.”

      “We,” Brin said, at the exact same time as three other voices. All four of Gar’s companions shared one thought. The moonwisp continued. “We have to try. Let us make sure the village is safe, then we will depart. Should the gods themselves attempt to stop us, we will stomp through their midst to fulfill our promised task.”

      Gar wrapped Brin in a hug. “Thank you. I couldn’t have said it better myself. Thank the rest of you, too.”

      He embraced each one of them, even the surprised satyr.

      It only took twenty minutes to look for umbrenix. None were found, though while they searched, Tyra went to the fallen shadows and collected a quantity of the dark metal they’d so recently discovered. It seemed silly to do so when they were about to embark on such a treacherous journey, hurrying for more than a day straight, but she insisted. Sariel took a few of the pieces to carry in her pack so the goblin wouldn’t have to bear all the weight.

      They all met back where Tiran and the village leaders discussed what would happen next. The female centaur they had met the first day—they had learned earlier that her name was Siuri Duness—was nearby, and Gar waved at her in greeting. As far as battles went, the one they’d taken part of wasn’t long, but even the centaurs looked as exhausted as Sariel felt.

      “We need to get going,” Gar said. “Our friend’s family is going to be killed by Sethon’s goons, and we’re their only hope. Sorry we can’t stick around and help clean up. We would if we could.”

      Tiran clasped forearms with Gar. “We understand. Thank you for your aid. We wouldn’t have survived without you here to kill the shadows.”

      “I’m glad we could help. I hope to see you again, my friend. Take care.”

      Gar tightened the straps on the case for his stick weapon. “Okay, let’s go. We’ll jog at an easy pace for a time, then we’ll walk, then we’ll jog again, alternating. With any luck, we’ll still be able to pick up our weapons when we get there.” He laughed, but Sariel could see the tension in his face. No, not just tension. Fear. Fear that he would not fulfill his promise, that innocents would be hurt. That he had traded centaur lives for children’s. She wished Brin or Tyra would embrace him, share their strength and their conviction with him. But no one did.

      She beat herself for being too cowardly to do so herself. Feeling less, she started jogging, following the others.

      They’d made it two cycles of jogging and walking when a roar of stamping hooves approached from behind them. The group halted, glancing at each other in confusion. Sariel drew her weapon.

      The cloud of dust and the cacophony of the hoofs that produced it caught them, and in the swirl of particulates, Tiran’s face emerged. Beside him was Siuri, the pretty centaur woman who’d fought beside her and Tyra for most of the day.

      “Ho there, Gar,” Tiran said. “Why didn’t you tell us of your dilemma?”

      Gar let loose an ironic laugh. “There’s not time in the day to tell you all our dilemmas. You should probably be more specific.”

      “Ah. Siuri here told me she overheard your companions speaking. I knew you were pressed to travel to West Edge, but did you truly join us though you had promised rescue a friend’s family so soon that you need to run for more than a full day?”

      “I…I had hoped the timing would work out. That we could do both. I couldn’t leave you to fight the umbrenix on your own.”

      “Gods, man. You truly are Kael returned. That’s a long way to run.”

      “It is. Longer with the current circumstances.”

      “Your circumstances just improved, my friend. Please, allow me the honor of bearing you on your journey. As I always say, four legs are much better than two. We can get you there in time. By Equinus’s thundering hooves, we will get you there in time.”

      Sariel could hardly believe her ears. She goggled at the centaur mayor.

      “But…but you bear no one. The history, the…”

      “Pardon me if I’m blunt because you have little time, but I’ll not allow a two-legged man to tell me what my history is and what I can do. Please. Climb on my back and hold on. My companions will bear your other heroes. Time is short, man. Let’s go.”

      Gar clasped forearms with the centaur mayor, his eyes liquid. “You’re the boss. Thank you, Tiran. This means the world.”

      “I know it means the world to those children. I’ll not stand idly by while a friend of my friend suffers.”

      Gar climbed onto Tiran’s back, and the others did likewise with the other centaurs. Tyra rode Siuri, and Tip held onto Rex atop one of the other centaurs with the help of a few leather straps. They were soon off, the rolling, jarring gait the most welcome sensation Sariel could think of. They would make it in time. Their heroic leader would not fail.
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      Our mad flight toward the east was a new experience for me. I’d only ever ridden horses twice in my own world, and I hadn’t ridden one at all since I got to Valorae. Not that it was the same thing anyway, riding on the back of a centaur. The most glaring difference was that there was no saddle or stirrups.

      That meant I couldn’t straighten my legs to support myself as I bounced crazily with Tiran’s gait. All the force of my body weight came down on my rear end every time I was rocked and battered around. Within half an hour, my ass was so sore I dreaded every little movement.

      Riding bareback wasn’t all the naturalists cracked it up to be. Even stranger, there were no reins or mane or anything to hold onto. I put my arms around the centaur’s waist like I was riding a motorcycle behind him, but it was awkward, especially since the man literally sweated like a horse. The front of my body, all along my legs, and the point of contact on my rump were soaking wet, not making the whole thing any more pleasant.

      Still, we were moving faster than we could have on our own feet. Much faster. I would have hated to experience a gallop in these conditions, but even the smooth trot our centaur friends kept got us closer to our destination sooner than we’d dared to hope.

      Plainstrider was slightly out of the way, and I thought at first we wouldn’t see the town, but Tiran discussed it with me as we traveled.

      “Going to my town will be half a dozen miles or so out of our way, but we will go there for two reasons. First, it will allow us to pick up the main road faster than if we continued on this footpath. Second, we need to rest for at least a handful of hours. All of you need time without bouncing around on our backs, and we are too fatigued to continue at this pace.

      “A few hours of rest, some food, and we will be on the road again. You will make it to your destination in time, Gar.”

      “I trust your judgment,” I told the centaur mayor. “A little time to stretch my aching body and maybe take a nap does sound like a good idea. I could be convinced to eat something as well.”

      He laughed as we finished the first leg of our journey. We arrived at Plainstrider in the dead of night, and after greeting us, the guards sent one of their number to make sure food was prepared. I wasn’t sure how good centaur’s eyes were, but with nothing but the light of the stars and the sliver of the moon, I hadn’t been able to see anything but the few of my friends closest to me riding on their own centaurs.

      It wasn’t only exhaustion these people were risking, but broken legs or worse. My heart felt like it was expanding, taking up all the space in my chest.

      “Thank you for doing this, Tiran. It means a lot to me.”

      He gave a tired laugh. “You risked yourself and took a chance that you would not be able to help your friend so you could save us from what we had no chance of defeating on our own. You saved a village and many lives within it. The least we could do was to carry you for a few miles.”

      “I guess.” I thought back to what Brin told us about how they wouldn’t let anyone ride them. It was far more than the risk of physical discomfort they were exposing themselves to. “Thank you again, though. Truly.”

      Dinner consisted of stuffing as much food—mostly bread, cheese, fruit, and some cured meat, things that didn’t need to be cooked—into our mouths, and we were allowed to go to sleep in the beds we’d vacated the day before. After not quite three hours, we were woken and had to climb back onto our friends’ backs.

      My body screamed with every movement, begging me not to subject it to more abuse. Everything below my waist felt like it was covered with bruises. Everything. I wasn’t sure I’d ever have children after the bouncing trauma to my lower half. I only kept quiet about it because I not only saw that my friends were walking like they were in just as much pain, but the centaurs were still tired and seemed sore themselves. It wasn’t just running, after all. They’d been in battle, then had us bouncing on their backs for hours.

      From Plainstrider, we headed southwest to an area I hadn’t been to yet. The road, thankfully, was wide and well-established. I like to think that it meant for a smoother ride, but it still hurt like hell. As we went, I caught glimpses of water on both sides, though not both at the same time.

      The geography had been described to me. The inland sea, if it was still called that when connected to the ocean and water was shared between them, reached nearly to where Plainstrider was. At some point, we would cross over a narrow spit of land that, after widening out, would bring us to the peninsula we were aiming for. West Edge was on the northernmost section of the peninsula, but the entire thing was the western edge of the main land mass in this world, thus its name.

      When we reached the narrowest point, I started seeing more water, finally spotting it on both sides at the same time.

      “It’s only a couple of miles wide at this point,” Tiran told me. “We’re about halfway from Plainstrider to West Edge. It may be a little rougher from here on, though.”

      I immediately understood what he was talking about. The nice, relatively smooth, wide road just…ended. There was still a road, such as it was, but it was plain that this part of the world didn’t get a lot of traffic. The faint path was addled with shrubs and debris.

      “I thought there would be a lot more people on land surrounded by the ocean,” I said. “Trade and all that.”

      “You would think so, yes. There’s no lack of shoreline or even natural bays in the Commonwealth, though. This is pretty far out there, and it’s easier for ships to go to ports in the south or up north to the Clowder because there will be less overland travel. If populations were bigger, maybe this region would be more crowded, but it is what it is. Traders and merchants will take the route that makes the most money while spending the least.”

      “I suppose it’s good. More people might make things tougher for us.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      I had to admit the scenery was gorgeous, though it was one of the last things on my mind. As we ate up the miles and the day wore on, I could only think of Keliana’s family, especially little Tesi. Terror wrestled with me, trying its hardest to take hold, whispering that the squad sent to kill the little girl and her family could have gotten there early and the deaths may have already occurred.

      I reminded myself that the orders were to kill them exactly three days from when Sethon had told Keliana about it. We still had hours to go yet. Even if the squad had made it there early, they wouldn’t—or shouldn’t—take any action. It was ironic that I hoped Sethon’s lackeys were obedient.

      Early afternoon came, and I spotted something up ahead on the road. It was at the limit of my vision, but I knew that if I could see it, then anyone up there could see us, or at least the dust from our passing.

      I leaned forward to speak into Tiran’s ear. “Do you see that up ahead? Does that look like a group of people on the road to you?”

      He put up a hand as he slowed to a stop. The other centaurs followed his lead.

      “Siuri, come up here please. Confirm what I’m seeing. You have better eyes than me.”

      The centaur woman clopped up so she was beside us. I reached my hand out to take Tyra’s and give it a squeeze. Her tired face gave me a smile from where she was seated on Siuri’s back.

      “That’s a group of people,” Siuri said. “Maybe a dozen or a dozen and a half. Armor, I think. Hard to tell from here.”

      “It’s the squad,” I told Tiran. “It has to be. We’re not too late.” After so long in suspense, I felt pressure behind my eyes at my own proclamation. I felt like I could weep. But we weren’t done yet. “Do you think we can get around them, get to Keliana’s family before they do?”

      Tiran shaded his eyes with his hand, scanning the terrain. “They’re on foot, so it shouldn’t be a problem. There should be enough forest to hide us, but not so thick that it’ll impede us much. Yes, over there, to the left. I can see where it thins out a little. If we can reach that part before they do, we can open up a lead, get far enough ahead to be out of sight, and then get back on the road.”

      “Perfect. Let’s do that.”

      The mayor discussed it with his centaurs, and we headed out, pressing through forest for more than a mile before turning due north. We weren’t traveling as fast as we were before, but our pace was still more rapid than if we were on foot. It was a little dicey, trying to figure out when to turn back east to hit the road again, but I trusted the centaur scout that had come with us and who wasn’t carrying anyone. He told us when we’d passed Sethon’s squad with a sufficient lead.

      When hoofs hit the road again, I almost lost my shit. The overwhelming relief from the tension I’d been feeling since we left Misthaze washed over me and, if I’d been standing on my own two feet, I would have fallen to my knees.

      Tiran must have felt my body’s reaction. “We’re almost there. We’ll arrive at the fortress and get your friend’s family to safety. There are plenty of places to hide around here. Once those soldiers go into the fortress, we can leave them none the wiser.”

      I wanted to tell him to hurry up, that my patience was at an end, but that would have been a dick thing to say. “Thank you, Tiran. So much.”

      “No need for that, Gar. We’re friends.”

      He left it at that, as if it explained everything completely. I guess it probably did.

      An hour later, we came to what had to be our destination. We evaluated the place from the edge of the forest.

      “There aren’t any other old fortresses in the neighborhood, right?” I asked.

      “There are not,” Brin answered from behind me. “Not that I am aware of. This must be where they are holding Keliana’s family.”

      “I don’t know where Keliana wanted to meet us. Do you think she’s inside? She didn’t say how many guards there were. They might be looking at the trees where we are right now. It wouldn’t be good to put them on alert.”

      “Too bad we don’t have a thief or assassin to scope it out,” Tip said, adjusting Rex as the lizard squirmed. “Keliana would be perfect for this.”

      I shook my head at the satyr. “I’m thinking the smallest of us would have a better chance of approaching unnoticed. What do you think?”

      Tip didn’t skip a beat, knowing I was fucking with him. He patted Rex. “Did you hear that, Rexy? Gar wants you to go check things out.” The lizard keened softly.

      I jumped off Tiran, landing awkwardly on my rubbery legs and almost pitching into the underbrush. “I’ll do it. You guys wait here. Uh, maybe keep an eye out for umbrenix. Keliana didn’t say anything about them, but we know Sethon has some. I don’t think we’ve killed all of them yet.”

      I flitted through the afternoon light, skimming along the edges of the forest to the trees closest to the wall. Once I reached the fortification, I glided along the base of the wall, keeping an eye on the battlements and watchtowers, expecting to see a guard. If that happened, they might shoot arrows at me or sound an alarm, or both. I really needed to get some kind of ranged weapon.

      But I didn’t spot anyone and, as far as I knew, no one spotted me. I found a sally door, hoping against hope it was not locked. It was locked.

      Son of a…

      With no other option, I skittered along the wall like a huge mouse, feeling like an idiot, completely visible in the light with no trees to hide me. I’d be willing to bet Tip was laughing his ass off. I reached the main gate, a large affair with two thick, heavy wooden doors banded with iron. They had to be twelve or more feet tall and six or eight feet wide, at least.

      They were also ajar, with just enough space for me to slip through.

      I glanced back at the forest, only seeing the silhouettes of my friends’ forms. No help there. I took a breath, calmed myself, and threaded my way between the gate’s leaves.
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      I did my best impression of a ninja, slinking along the stone wall after I went through the gate. Mental images of cartoon characters tiptoeing around with the familiar Looney Tunes piano music tinkling on each footstep didn’t help my nerves. Keliana hadn’t told us how many guards her family had, probably didn’t know herself. I’m sure there were more than a few, though.

      I didn’t see any motion as I scanned the walls and the courtyard between me and the main building. The keep? I thought that was what it was called. So busy was I looking around that I didn’t notice the body until I almost tripped over it. A human man, sword still in his scabbard.

      My heart rate spiked, eyes darting around to see if anyone was watching me from hiding. I made sure to look up at the supports for the wall-walk. I’d read it was a core tactic of ninja to hide high up. Most people never looked up or expected attacks to come from that direction.

      Seeing no one, I knelt and put my hand on the man’s neck to see if he was alive. The blood pooling under him and the obvious blade entry wound in the center of his chest indicated he wasn’t, but I wanted to make sure.

      No pulse, but he was warm. He hadn’t been dead long. Which begged the question: what or who had killed him? My first guess was Keliana. She was supposed to be here. Maybe she’d cleared out all the guards already. Or, maybe she was still working on it. I walked around the body and took two steps before a hand went around my mouth and another arm wrapped around my waist.

      I began to twist, thinking of several ways to break someone’s hold from behind. Mid-motion, though, I realized that if the assailant wanted me dead, they would have already put a knife in my kidney or slit my throat. That, and the quiet voice in my ear as a pair of soft lips kissed it.

      “I didn’t think you were going to show up.”

      The air left me in a sigh as the hands loosened, and I turned to see blazing green eyes a few inches from mine. As silly as it sounds, I desperately wanted to give into my body’s desire to lean forward to kiss her. I had to mentally throw on the brakes before I made a fool of myself.

      I liked to look at Keliana. She was gorgeous, sexy, and mysterious enough to get all kinds of juices flowing. But there were more important things to be thinking about right now than how her lips would feel.

      Time and place, dude. Get a grip.

      She smiled at me, letting me know that she wasn’t mad about me being late.

      I looked around to make sure no one was sneaking up on us. “I’m so sorry. I’ll tell you all about it later. Is your family safe?”

      “Are you alone?”

      “What? Oh, no. The others are out in the trees. We weren’t sure what we had to deal with in here.”

      “Get them in here. I waited for a while, but was afraid you weren’t going to make it, so I started whittling down the guards. All the ones outside at stations and on patrol are dead, but I haven’t gone inside yet. I’m not sure where my family is. If the squad Sethon sent is on time, they’ll get here soon. I want to retrieve my family and be out by then.”

      “Definitely. I…” Impulsively, I hugged the woman, even though her leathers had splotches of blood on them.

      “You can apologize later.” She put a hand to my cheek. “I’m glad to see you, Gar. Thank you.”

      I gave her a smile and stepped back over the guard’s body to head for the gate. “I’ll call them in. We have a few extras, though they’re probably exhausted.”

      “Extras? You brought more help?”

      “Uh, not really. Tiran and some of the other centaurs. They carried us here so we could make it close to on time.”

      “You rode on centaurs?”

      “Yeah. Let me get them in here.”

      I opened the gate, stepped out, and gestured at the silhouettes of my companions to come to me. They emerged from the trees and made a beeline for me rather than follow the wall like I’d done. Soon, we were all inside, and Keliana barred the gate.

      “Just in case,” she said.

      “Yeah, about that. The squad is on time. We went around them in the forest, but they’ll be here any minute now.”

      “Shit. We need to take out the other guards and find my family fast. If we don’t get out before the squad gets here, we’re going to have a fight on our hands.”

      I ran a hand through my hair. “Wonderful. What do you need from us?”

      “I’ll lead, taking out one or two at a time. If we run into more than that, it’ll be better if you help me take them down quickly so none can sound an alarm.”

      “We will stay outside,” Tiran said, gesturing at himself. “We’re not made for sneaking around in hallways. If anyone comes out, we’ll take care of them.”

      Keliana nodded, and we headed into the largest of the buildings. Watching the woman do her thing sent a chill up my back like a finger of ice dragging along my spine. She disappeared and suddenly appeared next to a guard, administering precise cuts that kept her victims from sounding an alarm before they died. We only had to join her in combat once, when there were four guards together. She took out two, Tip put an arrow in another’s throat, and I punched my siangham through the last one’s eye.

      It took more than an hour to find a classic dungeon at the bottom of some dank, dark stairs. Three guards stood watch down there, two together and then one by himself. We attacked them so viciously that one was left with his head barely attached to his body, and the amount of blood splashing from the catgirl’s attacks surprised me. And I’d seen some pretty gruesome movies that really played up how much blood a body could hold.

      I took it that she was not amused that her family was being kept in a dungeon, and not in some kind of house arrest.

      We finally made it to a large cell at the end of a hallway. Keliana pulled out the key ring she’d taken from one of the guards and opened the door. I stepped up behind her with a torch I’d taken off the wall. It splashed its light into the room as the stench of excrement and unwashed bodies smacked me in the face.

      Five figures, huddled in one corner of the cell, raised their hands to cover their eyes. I moved the torch into the doorway so there was enough light to see into the cell, but it wasn’t so bright. The smallest of the group blinked rapidly, and then her dirty face broke into a smile.

      “Keli! See, Gill, I told you she’d come. I told you.”

      Keliana let out a little sound like a sob and rushed to her family, picking up the girl who’d just spoken and hugging her so tightly, air rushed from her in a half giggle, half wheeze.

      The assassin looked over the other four as she continued to hold her youngest sister. “Gods, are you all well? Have they injured you?”

      “Bruises, that’s all,” the man said, grunting as he brought himself to his feet. “More of those lately, though. We got the impression they would finally start to hurt us worse, maybe kill one of us, like they’ve been threatening.”

      Keliana growled in her throat, but it didn’t last long. An older cat woman stood, then a teenaged boy and another girl, her age somewhere in between the boy and the youngest girl. The assassin set the girl down and swiped a lock of filthy, greasy hair out of her face.

      “Come on. We’re getting you out of here.”

      Though we were in a hurry, it took several minutes for the family’s eyes to adjust to the light in the hallway so they weren’t stumbling blindly. While they waited, Keliana introduced us.

      “This is my father, Argen. My mother’s name is Jenoria. Then there’s Fredin, Gillian, and Tesina. Everyone, these are my friends Gar, Brinawynn, Tyra, Sariel, Tip, and Rex the furcan. We have a few more outside. You’ll meet them in a little while.”

      All of Keliana’s family had black fur and hair, ears, tail, and the lithe look that most cat beastkin I’d seen favored along with angular faces that I was sure were attractive when cleaned and not so sallow.

      Tesina walked up to Brin, her mouth hanging open. “Wow, you are so beautiful. Are you a goddess?”

      Brin smiled at the girl and opened her arms. Tesina surged into them to accept a hug. I could smell her from down the hallway, and I smiled at my moonwisp. She didn’t even wrinkle her nose.

      “Tesi,” her mother said, drawing the word out in the familiar way mothers did in chiding their children.

      “It’s fine,” Brin said. “No, Tesi, I am not a goddess. I’m a moonwisp and a special servant of Auryana, the moon goddess.”

      “Is she beautiful like you? With such pretty skin?”

      “Much more so. Her skin shines like moonlight, shimmering so wonderfully that it would make you weep with happiness.”

      “Oooh. I want to see that.”

      “Me, too, little one. Me, too.”

      Tesi wasn’t finished talking, though. “Keli, you even brought Kael the Blur to help us. I didn’t even know you knew him. Or that he was alive.”

      Keliana laughed. “He’s not Kael. His name is Gar. He’s just handsome like Kael.” She winked at me, and her middle sister shook her head.

      “He sure looks like the statues I’ve seen. Are you sure?”

      Gillian made a hissing sound. “Tesi, stop talking now. Gods, it almost makes me want to go back to the cell to get some quiet.”

      Tesi stuck her tongue out at her sister, who responded in kind.

      As we headed back out toward the courtyard, Keliana’s father took me aside.

      “Thank you so much for helping Keli. Is it as we feared? Were they using us as leverage against her?”

      “You’re welcome. Your daughter is amazing. We’re just along for the ride. But yes, that’s exactly what they were doing. In fact, they tasked her to kill me, but she outsmarted Sethon and I’m still alive. I’m thankful for that.”

      He stumbled, and I put an arm out to keep him upright. He nodded his thanks but narrowed his eyes at me. “I hardly think that is an entirely accurate explanation. Are you Kael Serus returned?”

      “No, sir. I just look kind of like him, for better or worse.”

      “He sure fights like him, though,” Tip had to add. The pain in the ass.

      “Ooh, you’re taranji,” Tesi observed, “and that’s a furcan.”

      I caught Keliana rolling her eyes at me as her sister sent a never-ending stream of questions at Tip, then Tyra, and finally Sariel. I could see the love and amusement in her actions at the rambunctious girl. The others were quieter, exhausted.

      They all moved slowly, even Tesi, and all but the youngest limped at least a little and held their arms around their bodies as if they had been injured. If it weren’t for possibly needing her magic, I would have suggested that Brin heal them. Even so, the blue woman cast a nervous eye over them. I knew her well enough to recognize that she was on the verge of doing the healing anyway.

      But we weren’t out of the woods yet. No sooner had we exited the building into the sunlight than Siuri trotted over to us. The other centaurs were nowhere to be seen.

      Of course, Tesi fangirled over the beautiful centaur.

      “Ooooooh. A centaur. You’re a centaur, and you’re so beautiful. Can you run really fast? What are you doing here? Are you Keli’s friend too? She didn’t tell me she had beautiful centaur friends.”

      The woman was taken aback at the stream of questions.

      “Ummm…”

      “Tesi, shush,” Keliana told the girl. “Is there something wrong, Siuri?”

      “Yes. I was going to go looking for you. The squad is here. They’ve been banging on the gate, demanding to be let in. The other centaurs are on the battlements. We’ve run out of time.”
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      I shifted my eyes to Keliana’s family. They were hardly able to walk without limping. What the hell could we do?

      “I saw a sally door over on the west side of the wall,” I told the assassin. “Get your family out and into the forest. We’ll keep the squad’s attention so you can escape.”

      “And then what, Gar? Will you use your magical ability to disappear? Oh, that’s right. I’m the one with stealth magic. You lead them out, and I’ll distract them.”

      My anger flared, its heat suffusing my whole chest. Why was she wasting time arguing? Her family’s lives were at stake here. I was ready to argue, to order her to go, but I got control of myself. She was doing the same thing I was: trying to protect as many people as possible. I couldn’t fault her for that. But it didn’t mean I was going to roll over, either.

      “Brin, can you take them to escape? Keliana and I are going to make sure they don’t see you all as you leave. We’ll catch up.”

      “Of course, Gar, but⁠—”

      From the eastern wall, a noise that sounded an awful lot like a stuck wooden door being forcibly opened reached us. All eyes snapped in that direction.

      “When I find the sons of bitches who left their post and…” The man grumbling was huge. Like, Mr. Universe bodybuilder kind of huge. He was all decked out in leather straps and far too few clothes, showing almost as much skin as those in a bodybuilding competition. Hanging from many of those straps were assorted weapons. He was a fucking fantasy story barbarian. Behind him, a group of rough-looking armed men followed.

      Conan had stopped speaking mid-sentence when he caught sight of us. At first, his ugly face showed confusion, but then his eyes found Keliana and her family. He screamed and snatched a huge axe from a holder on his back.

      “Rrrrraaaaaaah!”

      The other men only took a second or two to understand what to do. They all drew their own weapons and charged a few steps behind their obvious leader.

      “Dad, get the family back in the building. Close and bar the door. Go, go.”

      Argen Artuxis immediately did what his daughter instructed, literally picking up Tesi as she squawked and asked what was happening. Before the squad got to us, the cat beastkin family were inside and the door slammed closed. The click of a latch and the clunk of a bar dropping down confirmed that they’d be safe.

      As long as we could take out Sethon’s soldiers.

      A rough count of the soldiers indicated fifteen, but it was hard to tell with everyone moving. All I knew was that a bruiser of a man was charging us with a comically large axe, and I needed to make sure he was welcomed properly. I pulled out my three-sectional staff with my right hand, the weapon unfolding from the case on my back at my hard tug. I’d practiced drawing the thing like that thousands of times, and as it wobbled in the air, I took up a ready stance, left foot forward, and moved my left hand into exactly the right place to catch the other end of the weapon as it snapped back around.

      Keliana, next to me, drew her ring daggers smoothly. “Let me take him, Gar. Please.”

      The look on her face told me she’d had some past dealings with the guy. I nodded, sending some good vibes her way. She was going to need them going up against a weapon that size with only a couple of daggers.

      I scanned the other soldiers as they spread out behind their leader. At least three of them were dressed in dark clothes that screamed assassin, but the others wore variations of leather or padded armor, with one or two in chain. Disappointment stabbed at me when I saw several of the men—and they were all men, no women in the ranks—preparing to hit us with ranged weapons.

      A dog beastkin assassin had a bow, a light elf archer readied his own arrow and, maybe most concerning of all, two dwarves lifted heavy crossbows in our direction. I really needed to find some kind of ranged weapon.

      No sooner had I thought it than a shaft zipped toward the enemy lines. Tip was getting better with his bow, faster at getting it ready, nocking, and loosing. His aim wasn’t perfect, but he managed to put his arrow into the right shoulder of one of the dwarves. It was enough that the crossbow lowered, his arm no longer able to keep the weight steady.

      The other dwarf aimed his weapon at Sariel and pulled the trigger. I almost yelled out, but it wouldn’t have been enough to warn the swordmaster. All I could hope was that it didn’t strike anything vital.

      But it didn’t strike her at all. Brin was suddenly there. Not casting magic, which she apparently didn’t have time for, but she was there bodily. In front of Sariel. Taking the crossbow bolt to save our friend.

      “No!” I did scream as the quarrel struck the blue woman in her upper thigh, just below where her little miniskirt ended. I expected a splash of blood, but instead, the moonwisp stumbled back, grunting in pain. Somehow, the tip hadn’t even broken the skin on her bare leg, though a large, darkened circle of bruising appeared.

      Oh, God, the Stone Skin Ring. She must be wearing it.

      On the other side of the group, the elf archer shoved one of the humans to get a clear shot at us. Sparing a fraction of attention from her barbarian, Keliana shifted her daggers to her left hand, drew a throwing knife from her thigh, and zinged it at the archer, who had to dive to the side to evade it. That gave Tip just enough time to get another arrow drawn and launched, forcing the elf to take cover behind three barrels sitting near the fortress wall.

      He was persistent, though, and popped out of his cover to finally shoot his arrow. Only to receive four of Brin’s water spikes to his chest. The arrow zipped off toward the sky as the man fell on his ass from the force of the magical projectiles. That Brin was able to cast the spell—and be so accurate—from where she had fallen was a miracle in itself.

      The only one of the soldiers who still hadn’t loosed his missile was a dog beastkin assassin. With no one else close enough to stop him, he swung his bow to me and released the arrow. All I could do was to try my best to dodge.

      I was mostly successful. Doing my best Matrix impression, I twisted out of the way, but the shaft still grazed my side, doing a little bit of damage but not enough for me to worry about at the moment.

      Then Siuri, bless her centaur heart, leaped into the action. I’d seen her use the sling she carried before and had been impressed, but damn, the woman was impossibly accurate. The faint sound of the whirring leather strap was followed by a nearly invisible stone launched so quickly that I could only see the results. The dog beastkin’s face split open, and blood splashed out, accompanied by a wet thumping and cracking sound. Then man’s body went stiff, and he fell over onto his back like a felled tree.

      Another whir and a rock hit the dwarf, working to reload his crossbow. A bloody cut appeared on the man’s head, but he didn’t go down. Damn thick dwarven skulls. The man shook his head as his buddy, the one with the arrow in his shoulder, handed his loaded crossbow to the dwarf who could shoot it.

      The leader and the rest of those charging us hadn’t quite reached us yet, so I watched the dwarf carefully as he chose a target with his crossbow. It looked to be Keliana. But before he could fire the bolt, another of Tip’s arrows landed. His aim was slightly off, not hitting the dwarf at all, but what he did hit would do nicely; the missile struck the crossbow’s firing mechanism. The arrow shattered at striking metal, but it knocked the weapon askew and released the cable, launching the projectile. Right into the back of a weasel beastkin assassin.

      The man spun with the force, stumbling and falling on his face. I couldn’t tell if he was seriously hurt or not, but I’d take it. There was no way the dwarf was going to load that crossbow again before Tip got a few more arrows in him.

      Siuri, done with her sling for the time being, stowed it in her pouch and drew her sword. Swinging wide, around the charging soldiers, she went for the injured and delayed ranged weapon wielders. I was more than happy to leave them to her. With her speed, I was confident they wouldn’t be a problem any longer.

      The barbarian had finally reached striking range with Keliana. I rethought her taking the man alone, but she had asked for the opportunity, and I would honor her wishes. I angled myself toward the other weasel assassin with a pair of knives and two of the humans carrying shortswords, but panicked a bit when I saw a human with an arming sword and a shield moving toward Keliana to help his boss.

      Tyra, to my far left, brought her sticks up to challenge a gnome with a pole hammer. I only caught a glimpse of her striking the weapon’s haft with her batons to deflect it before Sariel, closer to me on the left, also drew my attention. She had her sword ready to greet two goblins with shortswords and two humans, one with a shortsword and another with a longsword not unlike hers. Brin, back on her feet and with her own sword out, prepared to meet two human men with shortswords. With Siuri going after the ranged soldiers, Tip set his bow down and drew his sword. Then, he and Rex moved toward another goblin.

      I held my three-sectional staff in a guard position by the two end sections, the middle section floating freely on the chains. As my three enemies rushed me, I backed up several steps to gain some space. I was going to need some room to deal with the men, and I didn’t want to accidentally hit my friends.

      The weasel assassin held back, no doubt waiting for the humans to distract me before he attacked. Both men slashed at me, but I easily batted away their swords with the magically hard wood of my weapon. Sidestepping to get a little more distance now that their charge had been expended, I shifted my hands to the center section and started to spin the triple stick.

      As expected, the weasel lunged at me, but he didn’t even get close. Though when smoothly spinning the flexible weapon, the three-sectional staff looked like a solid quarterstaff, it wasn’t. The way the end sections moved made it difficult to block effectively. The first slammed into the knives the weasel brought up for protection, wobbling and blasting through the hastily erected defense. Then the other end came around a fraction of a second later, bashing the man’s skull and sending him to the ground with a misshapen and heavily bleeding noggin.

      Recovering the smooth spins whirring on alternating sides of my body, I shifted to square myself to the two humans. Their wide eyes were more than enough evidence they’d never seen a three-sectional staff, or at least had never fought against one.

      “Shortswords aren’t gonna cut it, guys. You picked the wrong person to fight.”

      They traded looks, then approached me together, watching my weapon. Their heads bobbed as they tried to time the spins. When the first stepped closer, shifting his feet in obvious preparation to strike, I slid my hand slightly toward the chain and attacked at the same time he did. His downward slash was inconsequential with my range, and I extended so the end section, still moving a very high speed, articulated over the sword and cracked the man across the back. He cried out as it sent him to his face on the ground.

      I controlled the whipping of the triple stick and spun to help guide the weapon once around my body, and then I moved both hands to the end section. When the two other sections came around in a flexible horizontal strike, the other man’s attempt at a block was essentially worthless. The two free sections whipped around his sword and his body, and the end whacked him hard in the face from the other side.

      The man spit out a few bloody teeth and wobbled on his feet. Continuing my body’s spinning momentum, I landed a spinning heel kick on his jaw, throwing him away from me and onto a human with the shield, causing him to stumble. He pushed his fellow soldier with his shield to focus on Keliana, and my opponent stumbled back toward me.

      I let my three-sectional staff drop to the ground and drew out my siangham. As the dazed man came back to me, I punched it through his throat, then hit him again in the face to send him falling backward as I tore the steel tip out of his flesh, ruining his entire neck. I went to a knee, jabbing the siangham into the eye of the other human who’d been knocked down. His attempt to get to his feet ended right there as his body landed, never to rise again.
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      With no one else attacking me directly, I scoped out what everyone else was doing. The shield guy was mostly staying out of the way as Keliana fought the barbarian guy, not wanting to get in his boss’s way. He was concentrating on every movement of the two, though, waiting for an opportunity.

      Siuri was on the other side of the small battlefield. She rammed her sword into the elf archer’s chest as I watched. The dwarves were already down, one of them looking like tenderized meat. She must have trampled him repeatedly. The woman was a badass.

      Sariel coolly and calmly traded blows with the longsword-wielding human and the goblin. The other human lay bleeding and motionless near her and the second goblin, sans a head, was also not alive, if I didn’t miss my guess. With only two opponents against her and no visible injuries to herself, she would be just fine.

      I was able to catch Tyra’s fight as well. She battered a huge overhead swing of the pole hammer the gnome wielded, contacting the haft with one stick immediately after the other and forcing the weapon to miss her by a foot then slam into the ground. Before the gnome could recover, she smashed her foot into his chest like he was a soccer ball and sent him stumbling back. I needed to show my goblin girl how to kick correctly. If her boots weren’t so sturdy, she might have hurt her foot.

      As it was, though, she chased the man down and pummeled him with her sticks. By the time she stopped, the top third of them were covered in red.

      Tip, on the other hand, was a little too evenly matched with the goblin he was fighting. Both combatants sported slashes of dribbling red, and I was afraid the green man was too much for the satyr to handle. I needed to help him out.

      Before I took a single step, Tyra got up from her finished opponent and scuttled over to help Tip. It looked like I was clear to go after the shield guy. I picked up my three-sectional staff and transformed it, adding my siangham. My weapon now in spear form, I stalked toward the man.

      Keliana kept fighting with the leader, though I knew she was aware of where the shield man was at all times. She was simply too experienced not to. It wouldn’t matter in a moment. The exhaustion from the past few days had mostly dissolved my chivalrous attitudes, and I had no problem with stabbing the man while he was distracted. After all, he’d come to this place to execute children. He needed killing, and I was going to oblige.

      I walked toward the soldier then waited for a good opening as he shifted and danced around, concentrating completely on finding an opportunity to stab Keliana in her back while leaving his own unguarded. When I was in range, I thrust my spear at the man’s midsection.

      By pure, dumb luck, he shifted to position himself to attack if the catgirl would only turn slightly. His motion brought his shield into the path of my spear and the sharp point screeched across the metal surface. With me being exposed, he reset his guard, facing me with his sword ready to strike.

      I sighed. It would have been nice to have finished him quickly, but I wouldn’t begrudge him a fair fight. I still planned on killing him. At least now Keliana could focus on her adversary.

      My opponent thrust his shield at me, as if I’d simply stand there while he shield-bashed me. I was slightly offended. I spun, barely grazing the protection and ramming my spear at him. He smoothly moved the shield to knock my attack aside.

      I lashed out at his feet, alternating the spearpoint and the wooden butt, but he was skilled with his particular kit and didn’t allow me to get him with such a simple attack. Between expertly wielding the shield and effectively using his sword in both thrusts and slashes, I was rethinking the weapon I had in my hands. A spear did not seem the appropriate tool to use.

      Then I thought about the movie Troy and, for that matter, another movie: 300. I went up onto my toes, dancing like a boxer. The next time the man thrust his sword at me, I dodged to my right, leaped up, and used my entire bodyweight to ram my spear down at his head. The way his eyes bugged out, I didn’t think he’d faced that before. Thanks to Brad Pitt and his movie choreography.

      My enemy still turned the thrust aside, but it was a close thing. Twice more, I did the leap-stab thing and both times, my weapon was turned away. I prepared for one more repetition, bouncing and juking.

      This time, when I jumped and made my thrust, I didn’t land and back off a step to avoid his counterattack. No sooner had my foot touched the ground than I whirled clockwise and crouched, delivering a spinning sweep with my right foot that nailed the shield guy’s calf with my heel, and also placed me along his right side. It wasn’t enough to knock him down, but it did affect his balance.

      Now in an ideal position, I continued my spin and mentally commanded the weapon to shorten. Bringing the shield all the way across his body was too much, and my spearpoint slashed his thigh, making his stance even less stable.

      He tried to lash out at me, but I’d already used my momentum to get around to his back side. With a thought, I lengthened the weapon again as I turned and thrust, ramming the point into his lower back. The thin, strong magical steel of the point punched through the boiled leather armor’s backplate and went more than a handspan into his body.

      Immediately, his legs gave out and he dropped to the ground, no longer able to move the limbs. I leaped over him, landing on his shield and slamming his arm and torso to the ground. Before he could get the sword around to attack me, I put my spear through his face and into a few inches of the dirt he was lying on.

      I yanked my spear out of the newest corpse and took a look around. All my other friends were free of enemies, having finished off those around them. Tip came up next to me, bow in his hand. He nocked an arrow and drew it back as he lifted to sight the barbarian. I reached over and pushed the bow down.

      “No. Let her do it. It’s important to her.”

      Tip frowned. I totally got it. With how the two were clashing, then breaking apart, it would be easy to put an arrow or two in him when he wasn’t close to Keliana, but we weren’t going to do that. If the man started to get the upper hand, I’d interfere myself, but for now, I’d let the assassin do her thing.

      It was easy to see several cuts on the big man, since he wasn’t wearing much in the way of clothes. Keliana, on the other hand, didn’t look like she’d been hit yet. She was breathing heavily, though. Her style of fighting was fast and precise, but that speed came at a cost. Long battles were exhausting. Just ask any boxer or mixed martial arts fighter.

      The barbarian backed off a couple steps from the catgirl, his head swiveling to note at his audience. “I knew you wanted my close personal attention, Keliana. You can’t resist me. You even convinced your friends to stand back so you could have some special time all alone with me.”

      “Laugh while you can still breathe, Dinan. Your disgusting life ends today. Your pathetic master is not here to save you. No one can.”

      “A little unfair, isn’t it?” he said, gesturing to us all around him. In fact, Tiran and the other centaurs were just now arriving, Siuri telling them I said to stand down. “All of you against me?”

      “No one else will interfere,” the catgirl said. “It’s just you and me, like you always asked for, right? No one here to threaten my family to make me do what you command. You said you wanted me? Well, here I am. Come get me. If you can.”

      Dinan rolled his eyes, but as he did, I caught the motion of his hand, leaving the haft of his axe to snatch a knife from a sheath. Before I could warn Keliana, he’d thrown it at her chest. She contemptuously knocked it out of the air with one of her ring daggers.

      “Nice try. Now you.”

      My mouth dropped open as she tossed both her ring daggers into the air. Her freed hands went unerringly to sheaths, and she whipped her arms forward to launch two knives at him, then caught her daggers before they hit the ground.

      One of the knives caught Dinan in the arm as he failed to move his axe fast enough to intercept it. The other was thrown with enough force to penetrate his leather armor. Neither were fatal injuries, but they would probably slow him down a bit.

      “Ha!” the man said, pulling the one from his chest and then the one from his arm. “That’s all you’ve…” He winced. “What? What’s that?” The hand of his uninjured arm grabbed at his belt pouch, tearing a vial free. He raised it to his mouth.

      Keliana closed the distance in the blink of an eye, cutting the man’s hand and knocking the vial from his grip. Half a dozen rapid and precise strikes severed tendons and—in the case of his good arm—cut through the insertion of his biceps, which left the man with his arms quivering out of his control. The axes dropped, but the assassin was already spinning around him, slashing powerfully again to hamstring him. He dropped to his knees, whimpering.

      “Kill me then, bitch,” he cried out, and his body convulsed in pain.

      “No.”

      Keliana wiped her ring daggers on his hair, turned, and walked back toward where I stood. With every step, the barbarian screamed in agony, cursing her. By the time she reached us, he was sobbing and begging for death. He lingered for another minute or so before finally succumbing to poison and blood loss.

      It was one of the most gruesome things I’d ever seen. Keliana put a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. That wasn’t the poison I used on you. That one would have killed you quickly and relatively painlessly. I hate this poison. Shadow’s Bite. It’s Sethon’s favorite. In fact, I’m going to give you all a vial of its antidote before we go after him. Just in case. It’s slow, excruciating, and dreadful. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”

      I jerked my chin at the man. “But him?”

      “Oh yeah. I coated those knives just for him. That sick son of a bitch deserves all the pain in the world. I thought it appropriate.”

      I shook my head. “You can be very scary, Keliana Artuxis.”

      “Sometimes I can be a bad kitty, but most of the time, I’m a pure pleasure to be around.”

      I let all the tension flow out of my body in a fit of laughter. It was the kind of manic mirth that couldn’t be controlled. After laughing until I was wheezing, I stopped to catch my breath.

      “Let’s go make sure your family is all right,” I told the assassin. “We need to figure out a plan. Our next mission is Sethon.”
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      Thankfully, Keliana’s family didn’t have to see the battle, especially that last part with the poison. They unbarred the door for us, and we joined them in the building. Tiran and the other centaurs were kind enough to lock the door the soldiers came through and to move the bodies to the forest through the side door.

      Inside the keep, we found the kitchen and had the cook and her helper, who we’d found cowering under a table, make dinner with the abundant provisions available. Keliana’s family was ravenous, starved during their ordeal, so we spent quite a while resting and eating in the dining hall. The cook hadn’t known the family was imprisoned there, and she happily gave them anything they wanted.

      After a quick sweep of the rest of the keep, finding only a few more servants, we used some of the rooms to get a full night’s rest. In the morning, after a big breakfast, we prepared to leave.

      I took Keliana out into the courtyard to talk to her away from her family.

      “They’re in bad shape,” I said. “It’s going to be a tough hike with them so frail. Brin can heal wounds, but the exhaustion and weakness won’t disappear.”

      “I know. I’ll draw you a map to where you can find Sethon, and I’ll travel with them, take it slow. You need to attack before he realizes something has happened. He’s a coward, and if he knows my family is free and his favorite henchman is dead, he’ll run. You have to catch him before then.”

      I frowned. I didn’t like the thought of leaving her alone to protect them. What if she ran into another group of Sethon’s minions? She had also wanted to take part, to give Sethon a bit of what he’d done to her.

      “Just do it, Gar. You’ve earned this information. Get in some hits for me, okay?”

      The soft clopping of hooves announced Siuri’s presence. How she’d gotten so close before we heard her was a mystery. She was only a few feet away.

      “I’m sorry for being rude, but I heard what you were talking about. I think I can help. If your family is able to keep upright, one or two can ride on my back. I also might be able to convince a few more of us. It’s not like we didn’t just do the same thing with Gar and the others.”

      “Are you sure, Siuri? I know that was a special thing that⁠—”

      “What are you all talking about?” Tiran said, joining us with the other centaurs.

      Siuri straightened her torso. “Tiran, I am offering to let one or two of Keliana’s family ride on my back. They’re weak from their internment, and I’m afraid they won’t be able to travel all that way.”

      Tiran’s mouth went into a line. The muscles in his jaw twitched. “The oath…”

      “I understand the history and what purpose it served,” the centaur woman said. “That was about slavery and being forced to act as beasts of burden. This is helping our friends. I will carry as many of them as I can. I think it’s time for us to stop doing—or refrain from doing—things because someone else has told us to act that way. I, for one, would not like it if those children were forced to march such a distance. It’s inhuman, and inequine, to ask it of them.”

      The mayor glanced at the others; he received shrugs and one smile.

      “Fine, but as punishment, you have to carry the littlest one.”

      Siuri gasped, but then noticed the smile the older centaur gave her. She grinned back at him. “I will accept my punishment with dignity.”

      When Tesina found out she was going to be riding on a centaur, and it was going to be Siuri, she screeched like a bird of prey and slammed into the woman, trying her best to get her arms up high enough to reach her torso. The other children were excited, too, and Keliana’s mother wept openly, thanking Tiran over and over again.

      “Consider it a small repayment for our missing the battle. The approaches to those battlements were not designed for our type.”

      We left the fortress midmorning, heading south and then east. A day and a half later, we arrived at Plainstrider. It was good to be back in the town, but we couldn’t rest long.

      “Tiran is allowing my family to stay here while we go complete our task,” Keliana told me. “They’ll keep them hidden and guarded until we return.”

      “That’s great,” I told her. “Does that mean you’re going to lead us to Sethon’s headquarters and not just draw us a map?”

      “That’s exactly what it means.” A whoop from the general vicinity of where Tip was loitering about a dozen paces away pierced the air.

      “I agree with that sentiment,” I said. “Do we have time to get some sleep? The thought of falling into a real bed is enticing.”

      The catgirl laughed at me. “How do you fight so well when you’re so weak?”

      I shrugged. “Natural talent, I guess.”

      “The morning will be fine. I could use a little rest myself. It’s been tense lately.”

      I totally understood that. The kind centaurs made us a dinner that I would call a feast. Tiran, Siuri, and a lot of other familiar faces were there, along with all my companions and Keliana’s family, of course. It was nice, eating and talking with the people I cared about. Especially considering what we’d be doing the next morning.

      Tyra scooted in beside me on the bench I was sitting on. The goblin had a light in her eyes that was more than the reflection of the fire could have accomplished.

      “What’s up, gorgeous?” I asked her.

      “Oh, you know. Same old shit as normal when you’re around. Killing, dying, hard travel…”

      I barked a laugh and kissed the side of her face. “Yeah, sorry about that. Full disclosure, though. I told you it would be like that way back in Forgehaven. Even gave you a sample when we found out about your uncle’s shenanigans.”

      “Shenan…”

      “His antics, I mean.”

      “Ah.”

      “What else, Tyra? You’re nearly bouncing from excitement.”

      “I can’t wait to do more work with that shadowsteel. There are even a couple of sections about it in my father’s books. I skimmed ahead. A new magical material, new techniques to perfect, what’s not to be excited about? I still have the dragonsilver, too.”

      “You know, I really appreciate you going to battle with us and all, but if you want to stay here in town to do some work, it’s fine. Keliana’s family could always use another skilled fighter as a guard.”

      “Are you kidding me? I love smithing, but you’re not going to take out another one of Aeyr’s minions without me. Who will keep that pretty face from getting cut into pieces?”

      “I will,” Keliana interrupted, sitting down on the other side of me. She’d spent most of the evening with her family a couple of tables down from us. “I am considered skilled at killing dangerous enemies.”

      Tyra jerked her chin at the catgirl in greeting, her eyes turning hungry. “From what I’ve seen, that’s a correct statement. You are a badass.”

      Keliana’s brows drew down and she looked at me. Her expression said, Did she just insult me? and I had to laugh again. I figured I better clear it up before things got tense.

      “It’s an expression from my world that Tyra has picked up. It means you are an awesome, skilled, and completely fantastic warrior and athlete. Among other things. It doesn’t have any literal reference to your ass.”

      Tyra put her hands up. “Oh, right. Sorry. I was not in any way saying that your ass is bad. I mean, look at you…um, and your ass. You’re as hot as my forge.”

      “Which is another expression from my world,” I supplied. “Hot means you are incredibly sexy, which I will go on record and confirm. In case you were wondering.”

      “Hmmmm,” the catgirl purred. “I think I like these terms from your world. Forgive me for interrupting. I was walking past to thank Siuri for being so wonderful with Tesi and her constant questions and chattering. I’ll leave you two to talk.”

      She got up, gave me a sexy wink, and sashayed toward the centaur woman. I noticed Tyra’s head swiveling to follow the catgirl’s tight ass, perfectly displayed in her skintight leather pants.

      “Fuck me,” the goblin said.

      “Is that an invitation?”

      She chuckled. “Always. Just so you know, I look at your ass like that, too, whenever I think you won’t see me do it. But damn, I completely understand Tip’s obsession with catgirls. Most of the cats I saw in Forgehaven were men. But the women; are they all like…that?” she gestured toward Keliana.

      “How am I supposed to know? I’ve seen even fewer people in this world than you have. It doesn’t really matter if she’s the only one, though. As long as she’s with us.”

      “So right.” She shook her head and turned her smile full force on me. “So, anyway, thanks for the offer to let me stay here and play while you go kill Sethon, but I’ll go with you. I’ll find time to hammer hot metal eventually. You’re more important.”

      “Awww, Tyra, that means a lot to me. To be put above hot metal. Damn, that practically makes us engaged.”

      She wriggled closer to me, almost sitting in my lap. “Really? How do you feel about that?”

      “About what I said or about what you’re doing to me right now with your fantastic body?”

      She nuzzled into my neck. “Both.”

      I put my hands on either side of her face, tilted it up toward me, and gave her a long, probing kiss, our tongues twining together with just the perfect amount of pressure.

      “You don’t scare me, goblin girl. Far from it. Why, are you looking to get married?”

      She shrugged, and I watched her toned shoulders, the muscle fiber twitching and jumping. “Maybe. I’m definitely looking to get fucked.”

      “Mmmm. I might be able to help you with that. You know, just because I’m such a caring friend.”

      She put her mouth to my ear and whispered. “Now. I want you right now, Gar. I’ve been wet all night, wanting you.”

      I looked around. Everyone was still chatting, a few still eating. “How about we persist until people start to leave. I don’t want to be rude, but…” I moved her hand under the table so she could feel what effect her body had, pressed against me.

      She adopted an evil grin. “I want it now, but I’ll wait.”

      “Thank you. I need to sit here until I’m able to walk away without limping, anyway.”

      She kissed me again while giving my crotch a little squeeze. “I’ll go distract myself, then. Being this close to you, I’m going to end up dry humping you, and there are children near. I’ll see you a little later.”

      “You definitely will, and more than you’re see of me right now.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear.” She got up and walked slowly around the table to talk to Brin, swaying her ass—another perfectly formed example, I might add—and throwing a look over her shoulder that added several minutes to how long I had to sit at the table until I softened.

      Once I was able to walk around without advertising the lump in my crotch, I chatted with Keliana’s family for a time. Little Tesi was so sweet and charming I wanted to pick her up and squeeze her until she ran out of breath. The rapid-fire questions sprinkled with bits of her own wisdom were interesting and funny, but also exhausting. At one point, Keliana returned and took the girl away to go talk with Siuri again, and I could finally communicate with Keliana’s mother and father.

      I liked the older catfolk. I had spoken with them on the way back to Plainstrider, even telling them a little about myself and my world. Talking with them felt like talking with my own mother. Which had me thinking of my world and Lucas and how my mom had died years ago.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” Jenoria said. “You suddenly look somber.”

      “Maybe you’ve been hanging around with Brin too much, and now you’re blue, too” Argen said, a wry smile on his face. I was impressed that Keliana’s father was comfortable enough with me to tell me a dad joke.

      I forced a smile. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just thinking about my world and family stuff. It’s bittersweet, but you remind me of my family and my best friend. They would have liked you all. Your family seems close.”

      “Oh,” Keliana’s mother said. “Are they still in your world?”

      “No. My mother died years ago and my friend, Lucas, he’s the one I told you about that got taken here, and whom I searched for when I first arrived. He’s dead, too.”

      “That’s sad. May I give you a hug? You look like you might need one. I always say hugs can always make things a little better.”

      I smiled at her. I could see Keliana’s face in the woman. The assassin would be a knockout far into middle age. “Sure. My mom used to say that, too.”

      Tesi and Keliana returned just in time for the little girl to slam into her mother and me as I got my hug. It felt good. Like family. Like love. Keliana rolled her eyes at me.

      “Leave it to Mom to push hugs on everyone.”

      “I’ll have you know, I begged her for it. You were nowhere to be seen, and I wanted to hug the most beautiful woman around. You lost out.” I winked at Argen, and he chuckled and nodded at me. Gillian faked gagging. Yeah, kids were the same in this world as in mine.

      I thanked the cat beastkin family for the chat and moved over to Brin and Sariel, who’d been throwing me looks for half an hour. Both women spontaneously gave me hugs as well. I guess they’d seen the melancholy look on my face. I was a lucky guy, having such caring companions.

      Finally, as people left the feast area, I said goodnight to my friends and headed to my room. I nodded to Tyra, who was talking with the blacksmith Frem, and her mouth turned up into a smile as she nodded back.

      I would be seeing her in a very short time.
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      Forcing my feet to move slowly and casually, I did my best impression of a guy who wasn’t wanting to sprint to the room to wait for my goblin girl. It had been a while since she and I could get together. Flashes of green skin and all the delicious curves and configurations swam in my brain.

      I walked through my door, purposely closing it slowly and carefully behind me, then looked up. Only to find Keliana sitting cross-legged on my bed with a sexy smile on her lips.

      “Keliana?”

      “Sorry for barging in, but you know, assassin.”

      “You’re here to kill me? Again?”

      She laughed. “No, silly. I meant that my profession allows me the skills to go wherever I want. I wanted to come here.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Right. Uh, what’s up?” I propped myself up with a hand on the wall, crossing one foot over the other, trying to act casual with my heart beating a thousand times a minute. Tyra was going to be there any time now.

      She stretched languorously, one hand clasping her other wrist as she reached for the ceiling and arched her back. Like a cat. Then she unfolded her legs and flowed to her feet.

      “I wanted to thank you again for what you did. For all of it. Not killing me when you had a chance, even though I attacked you. For promising me you’d help with my family. For somehow managing not only to help the centaur village but also making it to the fortress in time to help me do what needed to be done with Sethon’s soldiers. I wanted to thank you properly.”

      “Awww, Keliana. You’ve thanked me enough. We’re not just helping each other, we’re becoming friends. At least I hope so. I enjoy being around you, and your family is fantastic, too. I’m glad I could help.”

      She slinked closer to me. The way she moved reminded me of a stalking panther, all sleek and graceful and sexy.

      “I wanted to repay you.”

      “You’re showing us where Sethon is, and you’re even going to lead us there and take part in the fight. You don’t need to repay me any more than that.”

      She reached me and honest-to-goodness slid her body up mine like a cat rubbing against a leg. When the entire front side of our bodies were in contact, she trailed her lips up my chin until she reached mine, then planted a soft, wet kiss on them.

      “I want to,” she whispered, so softly I could barely hear the words even though I could feel them leaving her mouth. “I really. Really. Want to.”

      I could swear my brain fizzled and popped, like something short-circuited in there. There was something I was supposed to be doing. Something I needed to remember. Then, she put her arms around me and kissed me again, and every thought flew out of my head except the prime directive: enjoy everything the catgirl offered.

      A soft knock on the door behind me stopped time. Suddenly, what I’d forgotten came crashing back. Oh, shit.

      Green eyes barely an inch away from me drilled into mine. They held a question: Are you going to answer that or are you going to enjoy me?

      Damn it all to hell.

      “I…” I sighed, shifting my gaze from Keliana’s lips to her eyes. “I have to answer that.”

      She gave me a quick peck on the lips and backed up a step. “Of course.”

      Her entire sexy demeanor dropped and she stood like she normally did when we were around others. I mean, she was still smoking hot and absolutely scrumptious, but the heat had been dialed down to less than a thousand degrees. A little less.

      I took a deep breath as the knock sounded again. Then I turned and opened the door to find another fabulously alluring woman standing there, this one green and significantly shorter than the furry-eared one now behind me.

      “Tyra,” I said. “Come on in.” I grabbed her hand and snatched her from the hallway.

      The expression she wore was surprised, to say the least. Thankfully, it was more curious than angry, though. Thoughts of a dozen different TV shows where similar things had happened flashed through my head. And me, without a laugh track.

      “I can explain,” I said. The three worst words I could have uttered. I visibly winced as I said them, waiting for the uber strong crafter woman to punch me in the nuts.

      Imagine my surprise when she laughed.

      “Did you go and double-book yourself?” she asked me while nodding at Keliana. “Not that I blame you. I wouldn’t have been able to wait to be with her, either.”

      Keliana smiled at the goblin. “I’m sorry, Tyra. I probably should have asked him if he had plans tonight. I’m afraid I snuck in here to have my way with him. It’s no wonder he was so nervous. I thought it was because my charms—” she shimmied her body, and my left knee grew weak “—affected him.”

      Tyra eyed me. “I’m sure it was both. I told him I’d meet him here as soon as I could.” The green woman caressed my cheek. “So you didn’t twist your schedule. You planned on being with only me tonight?”

      I nodded dumbly.

      “It’s better than that,” the catgirl said. “He was trying to get me out of here because he knew you were coming.”

      She glanced at Keliana and then settled her eyes on me. “Thank you. Even after this goddess in catgirl form showed up, you were still going to settle for me?”

      “Come on, Tyra,” I said, finally finding my voice. “Don’t even say that. I’ve been dreaming about you for weeks, not to mention the last hour or two. I haven’t thought of much else. Besides, you know I’d never do something like that. I told you I was here for you tonight, and nothing short of Sethon attacking us with all his remaining troops could change that. Even that might only postpone it for a little while. I am yours for the night, and I’m looking forward to every second.”

      Tyra leaned around me to look directly into Keliana’s eyes. “See what a sweetheart he is? How every woman he’s ever met isn’t following him around like puppies—or kittens—is beyond me.”

      The assassin chuckled. “He is something special.”

      “I’m right here,” I said.

      Keliana ignored what I said. “I wonder, Tyra, do you mean all those flirty things you say to me?”

      “Flirty things? Like how sexy and amazing you are and how I’d love to feel and taste you? Things like that?”

      “Mmmmm. Yes. Things like that.”

      “Keliana, I have a proposition, really a choice of two, for you, with Gar’s approval, of course. My second choice is that we find some time, maybe early in the morning before we leave, where you let me feel if you’re as good as you look. My first choice is that you join us now and the three of us make a night of it.”

      My mouth dropped open. I knew Tyra was flirty and didn’t have a problem with having fun, but to proposition the catgirl right in front of me? Yikes.

      Keliana’s eyes went unfocused as she turned them to me. “That last one would be my choice, too. Gar? I want to thank you properly for all you’ve done for me, but honestly, I just want you to fuck me. Adding in this beautiful goblin would make it even more perfect.”

      “Is that really okay with you two?” I asked.

      “We just offered, didn’t we?” Tyra asked in turn.

      “God, I love this world.”

      Keliana clapped her hands, then went to the door to set the latch. “I don’t want anyone to interrupt this. If Sethon does, I’ll kill him twice for it before getting back to what’s important. Now, how about we get a little better acquainted?”

      Tyra acted first, grabbing my hair and pulling my head down to kiss me. It struck me how smooth her tongue was, even the top where the tastebuds were. Compared to Keliana’s, which I hadn’t even realized was rougher until tasting the goblin’s within such a short period of time. Both were delicious and amazing, but were as different as night and day, or 60 grit versus 220.

      Keliana stood back and watched, shifting her legs so her thighs rubbed together. That and the kiss alone hardened me within seconds. When Tyra grabbed my ass and then walked up to the catgirl, I stopped breathing. I still wasn’t sure how everything was going to work, but seeing the two so close together, knowing I was going to have them both, made me lightheaded.

      Tyra reached both hands out, palms contacting Keliana’s tits as she pushed the catgirl back a few steps. Keliana’s eyes were locked on the goblin’s, and she smiled as her lower legs hit the bed and she sat back on it, putting her suddenly at eye level with the shorter woman.

      “I’ve wondered about this,” Tyra said. “Dreamed a little about it.”

      She pushed the catgirl’s knees out and stepped in between her legs. Then, the two started to kiss. Not just, “Hi, how are you” or “I really think you’re pretty” kind of kisses. Nope. These were more like “You are so sexy, I can’t wait to fuck you, and in the meantime I’m going to grope your incredible body” type of kisses.

      The two went at it, shifting the angles of their heads and fitting their lips together perfectly. Flashes of tongues, wrestling and being sucked, added to the humming and moaning noises, which had me vibrating like a harp string.

      “You are so sexy, I can’t wait to fuck you,” Tyra told the assassin softly between kisses.

      Yep. Like I said.

      Keliana responded, but I couldn’t hear her words with the rush of all the blood leaving my brain and going straight to my dick.

      The catgirl grabbed the goblin’s ass and pulled her hard against her crotch as green hands stroked the leather covering Keliana’s breasts. Two sets of hips thrust in time as Tyra left the other woman’s lips to kiss down her neck then bite hard on her shoulder. The move left tooth marks, but the assassin wasn’t complaining. She put one hand on Tyra’s blue and orange hair and pulled her face to her chest, nestling her nose and mouth in the cleavage exposed in her partially unbuttoned catsuit.

      To be honest, at this point, I was frozen in place, watching the sexiest things I’d witnessed since Brin and Qamara did similar things in front of me. These women were more urgent, though. Hungrier. The anticipation as I watched them had me almost reaching for my pants to free the beast, but I was afraid if I touched it, I’d punch a hole in the wall with my cum.

      Instead, I continued my statue impression, moaning softly at the pure ecstasy just watching the women provided. When one was a bit louder than I probably should have allowed, both of the hotties stopped their sexy games and swung their heads toward me.

      “Awwww,” Keliana said in an almost condescending, but entirely arousing, way. “We’re neglecting you. Sorry. She’s so delicious, though.”

      Tyra’s tongue shot out, licking the center of Keliana’s chest. “Not as delectable as you, though. What do you say we give our guy a little loving?”

      “Oooooh.” Somehow, the catgirl purred even with a sound she shouldn’t have been able to purr with. “I think that is a stupendous idea. You’ve tasted him before?”

      “Mmmmmm,” Tyra said. “Tasted every bit of him. Do you like cum?”

      “I’ve only ever had women. Is it different?”

      “It is. Let’s get you a taste and you can tell me how it is.”

      “What ever will you do when I’m tasting him?”

      “I’ll taste your juices.”

      That was about as much as I could stand hearing before I dove at the women, tackling them both onto the bed.
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      Tyra giggled as she squirmed free and attacked my shirt. It was off in seconds and her teeth were on my nipple a fraction of a second after that as I lay on my back on the bed. Keliana watched for a short time, then slapped Tyra’s ass and came around to kiss me. She took one of my hands and put it on Tyra’s chest, and the other she jammed down the opening in the top of her catsuit. Warm, fleshy skin met my palms as the catgirl’s tongue probed inside my mouth.

      My blood was already boiling, the warmth and soft contact with the women mixing with their individual scents. If my tongue wasn’t so busy with Keliana, I would have been licking my lips at the delectability of it all.

      The goblin girl stopped and threw her head back, eyes slitted as I squeezed her breast through her little leather bikini top thing. I knew how sensitive she was on her chest and her pretty ass. While still kissing the catgirl, I used my other hand to take Tyra’s top off. Her firm, large globes bounced free.

      “Aaaaaaaaah,” she sighed at the ceiling.

      Keliana shifted, looking over at Tyra while our lips continued to slide over each other’s. The sight of the topless green woman prompted her to end the kiss.

      “Fuck, you’ve got great tits,” she said to Tyra as she rubbed her body against my side.

      I tweaked a green nipple, and Tyra let out a long groan.

      “Uuuhhhhhhnnnnng. Play with them, Keliana. There are two of them and two of you.”

      “Call me Keli, or Kel. No reason to use my whole name.”

      “Mmmmmm. Keli, play with my tits.”

      The catgirl grinned and her head darted to Tyra’s chest to do as suggested. I joined her there, licking the firm, soft flesh as Keli did the same. Tyra moaned in pleasure sitting on her knees on the bed and her hands scrabbling blindly to find something to do. She managed to find my crotch by sliding her hand up my leg, and the assassin’s breasts by starting at her head and sliding her hands downward.

      “Oh-oh-oh, that feels so good. Keli, you still have your chest covered up?” She was trying, mostly unsuccessfully, to get her hand inside the opening to Keliana’s leather suit to squeeze the catgirl’s tits.

      A frantic motion next to me and a few seconds later, the scent of hot leather and Keli’s sweet musk wafted over to me as I licked and sucked on one of Tyra’s nipples. I turned my head to find Keliana gazing at me at the same time. We shared another kiss before going back to working Tyra into a frenzy.

      By now, the crafter was bouncing on the bed, rubbing her thighs together as she moaned at what we were doing.

      “I wish I had another hand,” she panted. She continued to rub me hard, almost too hard, and her other hand danced over Keliana’s impressive tits like she was blind and trying to feel out someone’s face. The catgirl started making little moaning noises, too, as she gave Tyra’s breast a long lick with her rough tongue.

      “Oh! Keli, your tongue feels so good.”

      “So does your hand,” the catgirl answered.

      Tyra’s bouncing became more urgent, and more powerful. The entire bed shook and before too long, she was going to bounce high enough to literally start jumping up and down. Before that happened, though, she surged forward, knocking Keliana onto her back as the goblin attacked the other woman’s breasts.

      “I need to feel them and taste them. Speaking of fantastic tits!”

      Tyra was so strong, she’d nearly knocked me off the bed. I took a moment to stare at the catgirl, who wasn’t doing a thing to fight back. She lay there, her leather outfit peeled down to her waist, showing a very nice pair of breasts. Tyra was right, they were amazing. I resisted comparing the two women’s assets. They both had perfect bodies, one extremely muscular and shapely and the other slender and lithe and just as curvy.

      But I wasn’t going to sit there staring all night, not where there were so many other things I could do. I hopped off the bed and circled around it. Tyra was on her hands and knees licking around Keli’s nipples and going in for a suck or a nibble occasionally. The catgirl, in turn, played with Tyra’s tits, threading her long arms between her and the green woman.

      The way Tyra’s perfect ass was positioned, I had to take a moment to admire it. Those tiny little painted-on shorts she wore left absolutely nothing to the imagination. I could even see a little hint of a camel toe through them. I reached out and fingered her, applying light pressure on the cloth covering her slit all the way up between her ass cheeks.

      “Oh-oh-oh, Gar.” Her voice was muffled as she said the words into Keli’s chest, but they were clear enough. I gave her left cheek a squeeze and moved around to the other side of the bed so I could kiss the sexy catgirl.

      Keliana was so hyped up, she nearly bit my tongue off when she returned my kiss with an intensity that shot lightning straight down to my nether regions. I stroked her soft furry ears as we kissed.

      That’s when I heard it. The purring. I wasn’t sure if she’d just started or if we were making too much noise for me to hear it earlier, but now, the soft rumbling from her chest or throat was clear as could be.

      “God, that’s so fucking sexy, Keli,” I told her. To the confused look in her slitted eyes, I clarified. “The purring. It’s so hot.”

      She locked her lips back on mine. “Mmmmmmm.”

      Kissing her from the side was nice, but moving around so I could kiss her upside down was even better. The roughness of the top of her tongue touched something primal in me and made me want to tear the leather off her and ravish her, but there was the small matter of Tyra being on top of the other woman.

      My mind came up with the solution in a flash of insight. I finished the kiss with Keli, reveling in the soft touches from the smooth underside of her tongue as well as the rough top side, and moved around again to behind the goblin girl. Tyra reacted when I reached around to get at the clasp for her shorts.

      “Hmmmm?”

      “You don’t need these clothes on, hiding your spectacular ass and your beautiful pussy.”

      “Mmmm-hmmm.”

      I bit her ass cheek as I got her shorts loose and peeled them off her. I hadn’t been kidding. Tyra’s lower half was a work of art, just as much as the top half. I took a long lick all the way up her slit to where I could press my tongue on her hole. Her body quivered and jerked.

      The metallic and vinegary tang of her juices was potent with how wet she was. Half of her shorts were soaked, and I worked to lick up some of the source.

      “Gar,” Keliana said. “Does she taste good?”

      “Oh yeah. In fact, I peeled her just for you.”

      “For—aaauuuugghh, Tyra, that feels so good—for me?”

      “Yep. You want a taste?”

      She didn’t even have to answer me. Her purring doubled its volume. So. Fucking. Hot.

      “Tyra, how about you take a ride on Keli’s face?”

      The goblin girl removed her mouth from the catgirl’s tit with a wet pop. “Hells yes.”

      Tyra scrambled and in seconds, she was straddling Keliana’s head, both of her hands on her own breasts. That opened up the opportunity for me to get rid of the catgirl’s clothing. As she started to tentatively lick Tyra’s wet slit, I pulled the leather from the assassin, revealing a body I already knew was exquisite. I still had to inspect every inch of the perfect form, though.

      “You shave.” The way I said it left no doubt that I was impressed…and very pleased.

      “Gah, dai do dit…” She removed her tongue from Tyra, drawing out a sad, confused grunt from the green woman, but spoke the next words more clearly. “Yeah. I do it because wearing tight leather for days on end makes me smell not-pleasant. With no hair, it’s better. And when I’m wet—o-o-o-oh.” That last part, a stuttering, whimpering sound, was my fault. I smeared a finger along her outer lips to test her statement.

      “When you’re wet, it’s very slippery and sensitive, right?”

      “Uh-huh-uh-huh. Yes.”

      “Mmmmm. I’m going to lick your pussy now. Is that okay?”

      “Ye…” She didn’t finish. Tyra slammed her crotch into the catgirl’s face and ground it until Keliana started licking and sucking again. No worries, though. What she got out was enough of an answer for me.

      There was something about a bald slit that drove me crazy, especially a pretty one. Besides not getting hair caught in my teeth or in my mouth, I mean. Keliana’s was definitely beautiful, the smooth lines merging into plump lips and then into thinner, flap-like inner lips. The beads of moisture and the thicker, creamy coating shimmered in the lamplight, inviting me to taste them.

      I accepted the invitation.

      First my fingers explored, circling around the outside of her lips, spiraling inward. The catgirl’s hips shifted, thrusting slowly, almost like they were breathing. Even sexier and more fascinating, her inner lips twitched and moved, readying themselves for stimulation. Dragging two fingers along the length of her slit, they fluttered as if to welcome me. Keli’s purring increased in volume and intensity.

      I tapped softly on her clit, and her body jerked. Her wet moans shot hooks out into my middle, drawing me closer. I had to taste her.

      The first contact with my tongue caused another string of O sounds, like a stutterer on espresso. The sweet musky flavor reminded me of a kiwi fruit when it was firm but not quite ripe. A sharp, sour tang with a sweeter aftertaste.

      I licked my lips and looked up at Tyra’s gorgeous orange eyes locked onto me as she bucked on top of the catgirl’s face, played with her own tits, and moaned.

      “Keli, you are delicious,” I told her.

      “Mmmmmm. Mo-mooo⁠—”

      “More?”

      “Mmmmm-hmmmmm.”

      I gave her another long lick, checking on Tyra once again. Her firm tits bounced with her motion and her tongue ran around her lips as she watched me and enjoyed the rough catgirl tongue. I moved up to kiss her, pressing against her tongue with mine and then giving her a little space to lick my face.

      “What do you think? Taste good?”

      “Oooooooh. Keli, I’m going to lick your pussy when Gar is finished.”

      “Mmmmmmmm” The gyrations of her body, the purring, and her verbal confirmation told me I needed to get back to work. There was a line forming.

      After sucking on her lips, I put a finger into Keli as I licked her clit. The assassin’s tail, trapped under her thigh, worked its way loose and started swishing around, slapping me in the side of the face. I grabbed it with my other hand, following its length up to where it attached just above her ass. Squeezing it at the base sent her thrusts into overdrive.

      Using both hands and my tongue, I experimented. Pulling, squeezing, fingering, licking, sucking, I got the catgirl’s lower body gyrating violently. As it did, she increased the intensity of what she was doing to Tyra, if the green girl’s thrashing was any indication. The goblin had one hand on Keliana’s chest, steadying herself, and the other clasped on top of one of the catgirl’s. Both of the assassin’s were on Tyra’s tits, massaging them and tweaking the nipples as she slurped and licked away.

      Both women’s movements quickened, and I found the combination I’d been looking for. As part of my experiment, I had bitten Keli’s tail softly, about halfway down its length. The violent thrust that resulted felt like someone punched me in the face. Now I put that information to use.

      With a finger deep into her canal, I sucked on her clit, working her up into a lather. Her internal muscles caressed my digit, and her moans into Tyra’s slit increased in tempo and volume. As the two women got into a rhythm together, I found the rough patch of the lining inside Keliana, sucked a little harder, and then pinched the base of her tail between my fingers and thumb hard.

      The catgirl’s body tensed, her back arched, and all the muscles inside her chomped down on my finger.

      “O-o-o-o-oh,” she managed to get out between licks that had Tyra moaning as she, too was climaxing.

      “Oh-huh, oh-huh, oh-huh, oooooooooh.” The high-pitched sound the goblin made when she inhaled was music to my ears, as much as the wet ululations from the catgirl.

      Most importantly, though, the two women were in perfect sync. No sooner had Keliana’s entire body turned rigid as stone and her slit flooded with liquid than Tyra let out an explosive burst of air in a keening moan as her body visibly vibrated.

      When my catgirl relaxed, only twitching as I licked up and down the length of her slit and lips to clean her off, I stroked her long, toned legs and waited for her to finish lapping up the last of Tyra’s nectar.

      “Gods, that was amazing,” Keliana said. “You’re both incredible.”

      “Yeah,” Tyra agreed in a tone that made it sound like it wasn’t a big deal. “Wait until the second round.”

      “The…second round?”

      “Of course. It’s what Gar does. If you noticed, he hasn’t come yet. At least I don’t think so. He’s even still got his pants on.” She smirked at me. “What about it, Gar? Are you gonna fuck us?”

      “You bet your perfect asses I am.”
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      I kissed Keliana, tasting Tyra’s familiar flavor and allowing her to taste herself. She licked and sucked on my lips and face until I started feeling chapped from her tongue. Not that I would complain.

      “It’s too bad I can’t taste you two together,” the catgirl said, shifting her body before placing three fingers on her pussy and rubbing it. “It makes me wet just thinking about it.”

      I winked at Tyra. “Well there is a way we can do it. You said you wanted me to come in your mouth, right? All we have to do is for Tyra to rub her juices all over me before you do that.”

      “I’m game,” the goblin said.

      Keli’s lips pursed and her strokes on herself gained some intensity. “Can I watch? You’re sure you won’t lose control and come inside her? Look at her. I’m surprised I lasted this long before trying to get into those tight, sexy shorts of hers.”

      “I should be able to control it,” I told her. “What do you think?”

      “Do it. Do it now. For me.”

      “And for me,” Tyra added.

      I snorted. “It’s not like I won’t be getting anything out of it. It’s a win for everyone. How do you want it, Tyra.”

      The wicked grin on the goblin’s face made my member twitch. “Lie down on our back. It’ll make it easier for Pussy Lips there to take over when you’re ready for her.”

      “Pussy Lips,” Keli said. “I like it, but only in private. If you say something like that around my family, I’ll slit your throat.”

      Tyra leaned in and kissed her. “Speaking of slits, I’m going to need to taste yours sometime. Sometime really soon.”

      The catgirl tweaked one of Tyra’s nipples and pushed her toward me, moving to the head of the bed to watch us. Her free hand went to her tits, and she started to rub and pull on them while she stroked herself below. I paused for a few seconds to cement the image in my mind as I took off my pants and underwear and lay down as Tyra directed.

      My back had barely touched when the green woman grabbed my shaft and guided it into her while she lowered herself onto me.

      “Oooooh. That’s the stuff. Gods, Gar, you feel so good inside me.”

      Keliana panted and huffed, her purring still loud. “I don’t think he would fit inside me.”

      “We can work on it, if you like,” I told her. “You’re very tight. I could barely get my finger all the way in.”

      “We’ll talk. For now, I want to enjoy watching you.”

      Tyra’s small body was so arousing as she took a few slow dips onto me. Once she was lubricated enough, she began to bounce up and down in a regular rhythm, throwing in some hip thrusts to hit different points in her canal. For her size, I fit surprisingly well, bottoming out, but just barely. Shifting to find the angle she liked, I couldn’t help but admire the view. Her toned belly, the underside of her tits as she arched her back, her slitted eyes and the way she bit her bottom lip. It was almost too much stimulation.

      The goblin leaned forward, stretching to put her breasts within the reach of my mouth. I sucked hard on them, reaching down to sink my fingers into her tight, muscular ass.

      She must have still been heated from earlier because it didn’t take long for her to ramp up.

      “Oh-oh-oh-oh…yes, Gar. Yes. You. Feel. Sooooo. Good.” She growled at me as her body sheathed my dick over and over again. “Oh-huh, oh-huh, oh-huh, oh-huh, oh-huh.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, focusing on not coming. It was tough with such a hot woman riding me, but I maintained control just long enough. Within two minutes of when she’d first put my dick into her, she screamed out. Her body tremored, then jerked, then spasmed powerfully, like she was being electrocuted. All the while, she continued with her moan-breathing.

      “Oh-huh, oh-huh, oh-huh, oh-huh.”

      After nearly chopping my cock in half with her internal muscles, the gorgeous goblin slumped, resting her head on my chest, her hair plastered to her scalp with perspiration.

      “Good one?” I asked.

      She responded with a loud, barking laugh. “You have ruined me for anyone else, Gar. I want you to know that.” She took a couple more panting breaths. “Though I’d still give a certain tasty catgirl my best try.”

      That was when I noticed Keliana thrashing on the bed next to us, squeezing one breast hard enough to leave pale fingerprints in it and slushing her finger in and out of her pussy so fast and hard, I thought she might hurt herself. Her purring was interrupted by a keening, screeching sound not unlike what I’d heard when a cat challenged another in an alley. She bounced a few times on the bed and then settled down, heaving breaths.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” I said to her. “What I just saw you do is going to make your job a lot easier if your goal is to make me shoot my load into your mouth.”

      She held up her index finger. “A moment. Is it always like this with you two?”

      “The other times we’ve been together, yeah,” I said. “Jealous?”

      “Hungry.”

      “Come and get it. Or get it and I’ll come. Whichever way you want to look at it.”

      I slid up so my head was nearly touching the wall at Tyra’s request. I understood the reason why when Keliana took her place over my dick, positioning herself on her hands and knees between my legs. As she started to stroke my shaft, and then lick it, Tyra set to work on the catgirl from behind.

      “Mmmmm. That feels good, Tyra. Oh, yes. Keep doing that.”

      I lay there with my eyes closed, enjoying the purring, the sound of Tyra’s tongue meeting Keliana’s lower lips, and the feel of what the catgirl was doing to me. She had no real technique, but was a fast learner and when she hit a spot with her tongue or wrapped her lips around me in such a way that it took my breath, she doubled down on it.

      In no time, Tyra had her cleaned up, and she moved up to me, giving the catgirl’s tits a few firm squeezes before swinging a leg over my face and settling in with her wet, hot slit touching my mouth. It would have been rude not to have started lapping up her nectar, so that’s what I did. I slurped and thrust my hips and moaned into her green folds as Keliana brought me to the edge.

      The closer I got, the more vigorously I sucked on Tyra’s lips and jammed my tongue into her slit. One hand went to her ass and the other joined my tongue, pushing a finger inside her. Keliana hit a spot that had to have had a thousand nerve endings because without warning, cum rocketed out of my dick into her mouth and I sucked in Tyra’s pussy lips out of reflex.

      The goblin slammed her hips down as more of her juices oozed onto my tongue and my body jerked, tensing up as what felt like every bit of moisture in my body erupted out of my cock. Never once did Keliana’s mouth leave my shaft, though, gurgling my jizz down like a pro.

      Once it was all gone, I thought we were done, but that wasn’t true. Not yet. The catgirl pulled away and the head of my cock made a popping sound as it came out of her mouth. Then her body twitched and gyrated as she moaned and made that same sound as before. Another orgasm. Only then did I notice where her hand was.

      I barely had the energy left to smile, but I managed it.

      “Well, Keli? What do you think?”

      It was hard to see with Tyra still on my face, but the sound of the catgirl licking her lips was a good sign.

      “Whatever little club you have going, I want to join. Immediately.”

      “You’re in,” I told her. “As if there was any doubt.”

      We sluggishly rearranged, wiped ourselves off, and cuddled together. At my insistence, both the catgirl and the goblin girl stayed the night with me. No sense in sneaking around in the middle of the night when we were already all together and comfortable. The bed wasn’t all that big, but considering the occupants, that was a good thing.

      In the morning, I woke up to feel one side of me colder than it should have been. Tyra was still nestled against me, but it took some neck gymnastics to find the assassin. She sat in a chair a few feet away, naked still. Watching me with those beautiful, green predator’s eyes. I couldn’t interpret what was in them.

      “Good morning, Keli.”

      She smiled, the tension in my chest dissipating. “Good morning.”

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Well, that depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Was that a mistake last night?”

      Uh-oh. The pressure on my chest came back, and it brought other pressurey friends.

      “Do you think it was?”

      “I asked you first.”

      I sighed. “So you did. I’m sorry if you think it was. From my point of view, it wasn’t. It was fantastic, and I wouldn’t take any convincing to do it over again. Many times.”

      “Are you being honest?”

      “I pretty much always am. I hate liars.”

      She leaned forward, a very distracting thing with her naked body. “It won’t cause trouble for you? With the others?”

      “With Tip? Maybe. He gets a little bit jealous that, with all the stunning women around, he doesn’t have a chance in hell with them.”

      “I’m being serious, Gar. I know I’m not a good person, but you have been nothing but kind to me, and I don’t want to repay that by bringing trouble to you.”

      I extricated myself from Tyra carefully and tucked the blankets around her so she stayed warm. I got on one knee in front of the catgirl. Not like I was proposing or anything, but there wasn’t room for much else and I wanted to meet her at eye level.

      “Keliana, you’re not going to cause problems. Actually, I can’t say that. What I mean is that this isn’t going to cause problems. You saw how Tyra was. She was ecstatic to share me with you, and to share you with me. Brin is the same way, as is Qamara, though you haven’t met her yet.”

      “What about Sariel?” she asked.

      “That’s…complicated.”

      She regarded me silently.

      “Uh, okay. I am very attached to Sariel, and she likes me, maybe more than likes me. But she likes to take things slow when it comes to emotions and intimacy. She knows about and accepts my intimacy with Brin, Tyra, and Qamara and says it doesn’t bother her. I can’t speak for her, but I don’t think she’ll hold it against you because you’re…faster than her.”

      “So you have a harem kind of thing going on?”

      I shrugged. “I guess. I haven’t really thought about it like that. We don’t dwell on what things are called. We’re too busy trying to keep from being killed and trying to kill all Aeyr’s people. All I know is that I am very emotionally attached to all my girls and that I would do anything for them. That includes you. I’m sorry if that is weird or scary to you, but it was like that even before last night, if that helps. I haven’t known you for a very long time, but it’s been long enough.”

      She adopted a pensive look. “Do you love me?”

      “It’s a little soon for that, I think. I can easily see myself falling in love with you, though. You are spectacular, and I’m not just talking about your body. You’re smart and masterful, funny and provocative, and you care about people. Some people. Those who deserve it. Like your family. I want to get to know you more, but what I know already makes you one of my favorite people in this world. In both worlds, now that I think about it.

      “So what about you? Do you think last night was a mistake?”

      A mischievous smile crept onto her face. “Not anymore, I don’t. You think I might be able to join your harem?”

      “My club? Didn’t we already talk about this last night? You’re in, baby, if you want to be. I sure hope you do. Not only do I love to look at you and interact with you, but damn me if you wouldn’t be a great addition to our group. Your skills are a perfect match for us. You know, if you don’t have any other contracts or jobs pending.”

      She kicked the chair back and got to her knees in front of me. “I accept. Seal our agreement with a kiss?”

      I pulled her to me and gave her my best kiss. When it ended, she swayed on her knees. I’d take that to mean we had an agreement.

      “Yay!” Tyra said from the bed. “Now is someone—or two someones—going to kiss me, too? I’m feeling lonely here.”
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      The three of us were late for breakfast. In my defense, I couldn’t be rude and leave the room, especially when two of the hottest women in the universe wanted to seal our agreement with a little more than kisses.

      The others were polite in ignoring the smiles Tyra, Keliana, and I had on our faces. Tip rolled his eyes, but that was because he was a jealous little asshole.

      We ate breakfast, gathered up our gear, said goodbye to the centaurs and Keliana’s family, and the catgirl led us down the road to the south. To where we could find Sethon and end his scheming in the Traisel Commonwealth once and for all. More importantly, we’d be depriving Aeyr of one more of his lackeys.

      As usual, I held Brin’s hand as we walked. She didn’t really need my help in regaining her mana as it had been a few days since the battle with Sethon’s soldiers, and our contact—including a few kisses and some cuddling—on the way back to Plainstrider had topped her off. Still, it was a habit and I enjoyed it.

      I’d explained to Keliana what the deal was with our ritual, one that seemed strange to people in this world. She had nodded at the utility of it and smiled at the pure sweetness of the gesture. She even joked that maybe she would start taking my other hand so she and Brin could be on each side of me.

      Tyra spent some time chatting with Sariel and the way the two kept shooting looks back at me, and over to Keliana, I had an idea what they were talking about.

      “You have been intimate with Keliana,” Brin said out of the blue. Thankfully it was softly enough that the others weren’t included in our conversation.

      “Yeah. She surprised me by sneaking into my room and waiting for me last night. Then Tyra showed up.”

      “I knew Tyra had planned to do so. Without speaking, she made it clear she was only waiting until you two were able to leave the feast.”

      During all that, she hadn’t changed her grip on my hand. Not to tighten it or to loosen it. That was a good sign, I thought. I looked into her eyes. “Is that okay? You said you didn’t mind me being with Qamara. Or Tyra. Or Sariel.” Even to me, that sounded like it was a lot.

      She smiled at me. “I do not mind. As I have told you, your affection for others does not affect our relationship. You are more than capable of caring for more than a single person. Did you enjoy her? Them?”

      I couldn’t help the wicked grin that stole onto my face. “It was amazing. Not that you and I don’t do equally amazing things. In fact, I thought about you last night, how much I wanted you to be there.”

      “Truly? Are you a glutton now, Garfield Hailey? Three women at once?”

      “It’s not like that. I mean, well, yes, it is like that, but it’s not. Just because there would be four people doesn’t necessarily mean I would be interacting with all three others at the same time. Some of what we did last night was me watching those two.” I jerked my chin toward Tyra and the catgirl. “I’m sure if you were there, there would be times when you would be occupying yourself with one of the others. Like you did with Qamara that time.”

      The moonwisp’s cheeks turned a darker blue. “I could see that. Perhaps we will discuss it with the others at a later time.”

      I brought her hand up and kissed it. “That would be great. In the meantime, I’d like to spend some time with you alone, when we can manage it.”

      “I would like that as well. The next time I use up my magic would be a fine time. It would serve a purpose then, aside from pure pleasure. Then there is always the full moon.”

      My body trembled. Oh my God. The full moon! “It’s a date then. There’s nothing wrong with doing it for pure pleasure.”

      She pulled on my hand to bring me closer and gave me a kiss. “I think I will go and see what Tyra and Sariel have been speaking about. I think I know, but I have found at times that our goblin can let the words get away from her. Sariel is unaccustomed to affairs of the heart and I would ensure that Tyra does not cause the swordmaster to fret overmuch.”

      “You’re such a good person, Brin. It’s no wonder I love you and want you in my life forever.”

      That got me another kiss, adding what I’d said permanently into my book of “things to say to make Brin feel good.”

      No sooner had Brin left than Keliana slowed and let the others pass her. As I reached her, she joined me, matching my pace to walk next to me. Tip, off to the side, shook his head and rolled his eyes at me, then turned to face down the road and toss the stick he and Rex had been playing with.

      “Hi,” the catgirl said in a bubbly voice. The way she bounced and smiled at me was plain adorable. It made it hard to reconcile her with the intense assassin I knew her to be.

      “Hey.”

      “I’ve been thinking.”

      Uh-oh. I wasn’t sure that any good conversation I’d ever had with a woman had started that way. “Yeah?”

      “Uh-huh. You taste really good.”

      A snort escaped from me. “Thanks. You taste pretty damn good yourself.”

      “That wasn’t what I’ve been thinking of. It just popped into my mind. What I have been thinking about is doing something that might embarrass or upset you.”

      “Huh? You’ve been trying to think of ways to embarrass or upset me? What’s that all about?”

      “No, no. Here, let me start again. I was thinking that sometimes, like right now, I feel a strong urge to kiss you or hug you or pinch your ass. Stuff like that.”

      “Ha. Join the club. Thoughts of doing things like that to you have been swimming around in my head since I met you. But I figured it was a good way to get stabbed.”

      “Mmmmm. That’s good to hear. Speaking of bring stabbed, I’m all for you plunging your weapon into me. Over and over.”

      “Something that can definitely be arranged.”

      She blinked at me. “I…forgot what I was saying. Hold on.” The catgirl took a breath. “Oh, right. So, can I do that?”

      “Get stabbed by me?”

      She slapped my shoulder. “Don’t be a jackass. Spontaneously kissing, hugging, or otherwise sating my desire to…interact with you.”

      “Oh, that.” I gave her an exaggerated—okay, I’ll go ahead and call it comical—wink. “Absolutely. I mean, probably not in the middle of battle. When I’m fighting, there’s probably only a, I don’t know, maybe eighty percent chance I would want you to do that. I have to be serious about combat, after all.”

      “Awwww. Only eighty percent? Is it because my skintight leather outfit makes me look fat?”

      I put my hand around her waist and pulled her to me. We stumbled a couple of steps before I stopped and gave her a proper kiss.

      “You are delightful, sexy, and no one in their right mind would ever call you fat. As for your ‘skintight leather outfit,’ I’m afraid it does have a serious effect on me. It makes me want to tear it off you and, umm, plunge my weapon into you over and over.”

      “Mmmm.” Her humming was almost drowned out by the loud purring coming from her chest. Damn but I loved catgirls. This one in particular. “I have your approval, then? I can, at a whim, show you how much I want to touch you?”

      “Sure, as long as I have equal rights. Don’t worry, I won’t do it in front of your family.”

      “Don’t expect me to follow that rule. We have an agreement, then.”

      “We do. Just keep it civilized. Kissing, hugging, mild stroking, but no outright sex or something that will make Sariel uncomfortable.”

      “Of course. Kiss on it?”

      “I believe we just did.”

      “One more time to emphasize it’s a solid agreement?”

      “Oh, fine. If I have to.”

      She bit at my neck. “You’ll pay for that one.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      She laughed and kissed me again. The others were getting farther ahead as we stood there, basically making out in the middle of the road.

      “Come on, let’s catch up.” I put my hand out and she took it, giving me a sweet smile, her eyes shimmering.

      Brin dropped back and Keliana’s threat from earlier became a reality. We continued on our journey both my hands captured by beautiful women. Sometimes, life was tough.

      As sweet as it was, though, walking for hours with both hands trapped so I couldn’t even scratch an itch made it lose a tiny bit of its allure. After the group took a break to have a snack, neither of the women grabbed my hands as we started off. I was thankful to walk untethered for a while. Both Brin and Keli also moved up to chat in a group with the other two women, leaving me mostly to myself. It was good. I had things to think about.

      “So, Keliana too, huh?” Tip asked, drifting over to me.

      Well, so much for thinking alone.

      “Yeah, it just kind of⁠—”

      “Nah, don’t bother. I’ve seen how you two looked at each other. I figured it was going to happen. No worries.”

      I took a good look at the satyr as he tossed the stick for Rex to chase. He’d changed in nearly every way since we’d first met him. Sure, he was still an ugly little horny fucker—and I mean that in both senses of the word—but in the time I’d known him, he’d become almost unrecognizable compared to his former self.

      It wasn’t just physical, though he did look different in that way, of course. After eating so regularly and training nearly every day, he’d put on probably twenty pounds of muscle. Not just bulk—he was still lean, so he had the wiry, striated musculature of an athlete. Or a warrior. Still only wearing short pants, it was very evident, though somehow I’d missed it because I saw him every day.

      But there was more. He still acted like a fool a lot of times, was still a joker, but it seemed now like it was more a persona he put on. Like he was a serious person playing a role. Case in point, what he’d just said. It was…mature.

      I put a fist up for him to bump. “Thanks, man. I know it’s probably tough, traveling with all these hot women. I hope you know that if they were into you, they’d totally be off limits for me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s what I get for hanging out with an adonis who also kind of happens to be famous. Or at least who looks just like someone who’s famous. I’ll find someone of my own. Famous adjacent can sometimes have its benefits, too.” His goofy grin made an appearance. “After all, this much sexy can’t be ignored forever. There’s got to be someone out there with the sense to take advantage of it. Which reminds me, are we ever going to get to where all the catgirls are? I bet some would be into me.”

      “If we can, we’ll definitely go. I know how much it means to you. I’ll even be your wingman.”

      “Hell no. Stay the fuck away from me and my game. Next thing you know, you’ll have ten women, and I’ll be carrying all the luggage.”

      “Nah, never going to happen,” I said. “I wouldn’t trust you to carry my stuff.”

      “Asshole.”

      “Right back atchya buddy.”
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      We stopped for the night a handful of miles from where Keliana said Sethon would be. She led us to a small clearing in the forest nearly half a mile from the road.

      “We have to be careful,” she said. “Sethon doesn’t send out patrols or anything, but he usually has people coming and going, so it’s best if no one spots us settling in for the night. We should probably leave while it’s still dark in the morning so we don’t get spotted on the road. Once we’re within a couple of miles, I can take us through some paths I use in the forest to sneak up on his fortress.”

      “Would it be better to go the entire way in the dark so we could use darkness to hide us?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so. Going after him day or night won’t make much difference once we’re inside. There is always someone awake. If we take the road all the way, we’ll run into sentries, so we’d need to use the forest anyway. Better to get some sleep before going in. I can get us through the walls. There are passages there that even Sethon doesn’t know. It’s an old fortress that was once used by the Venom Blades.”

      “You’re the boss.” I winked at her. “I’m not about to argue about something you’re an expert in. Besides, Tip and I haven’t trained for a few days, so now we have a chance to warm up for tomorrow.”

      The satyr reluctantly followed me to a section of the clearing where we wouldn’t be in anyone’s way, and we did some drills and sparring. I never had to pester Tip about practicing with his bow; he seemed to like it better than close fighting. His sword, though, and some of the hand-to-hand techniques I taught him, those never failed to start him whining. Once we got going, though, he put in a good effort.

      “You’re getting good,” I told him. “Good enough that if any normal person tried to start shit with you, you’d cream them. I’d give you better than even odds against a lot of soldiers or bandits, too. Great job.”

      “If only I could have fought back when those jackals captured me and Replus. Things would have turned out differently.”

      I nodded morosely at him. I didn’t really want to talk about it. The whole thing was a tragedy, even with us taking care of those bastards in the end. How many others had they tortured and killed?

      “Am I good enough that you don’t think I’d hurt myself training with real weapons?” Tip asked with a smirk.

      “What? Oh, what we talked about before. Despite us skipping steps in your training, I think you’ve got a good hold on it all. You may be past the point where you make stupid mistakes from ignorance, but you always have to maintain respect for your weapons. I’ve thought about that conversation we had, and I think I was a little too black-and-white. Experienced people can get careless as well, and their weapons can turn in their hands and hurt them. The key is always having that respect. The minute you think a blade is just a simple tool, that you’ve mastered it, that’s when stupid mistakes happen.”

      “No worries. The edge on this sword scares the hell out of me. I’m comfortable using it, but I don’t forget it’s meant to do harm.”

      “Good man, and good workout. You ready to kick some ass tomorrow?”

      “You bet.”

      We gathered up our gear and joined the girls at the fire they’d started. My mind kept chewing on what Tip and I had talked about, though. It had been bouncing around in my mind for a while, and I’d finally realized why.

      Sethon.

      From what I’d heard of the boss man, he was accounted a skilled warrior. He wasn’t a green recruit, having been around a while and experienced in combat. Still, he made the mistake I’d told Tip about. He’d sent his weapon at me, carelessly. He probably thought he was being clever, capturing Keliana’s family to force her to go after me. In doing so, he fell victim to the fallacy of the new weapon user: that the weapon would obey perfectly and was no real threat to the wielder.

      We saw how that turned out. For starters, Keliana was much too dangerous a weapon to take for granted. Secondly, she was a person. Sethon had used her as a tool, assuming she was under control. It bought him the deaths of his top stooge and a squad of elite fighters. Tomorrow, it was going to cost him his life.

      Was I any better, though? Training Tip to be a weapon, a tool. Using my other friends for my vengeful crusade on Aeyr. Was I making the same mistake as Sethon, using them and not thinking about the ramifications? I wasn’t extorting them or physically forcing them to help me, but there were more types of pressure than kidnapping someone’s family to make them act a certain way.

      “Are you well, Gar?” Brin asked. I realized I’d mindlessly entered camp and was standing there, eyes unfocused as I pondered things.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just thinking. Hey, Brin, does it feel like I’m pressuring you into helping out with this whole thing?”

      “Which ‘whole thing’?”

      “All of this running around, searching for Aeyr’s minions. Killing them. I’ve been thinking that maybe I’m being unfair to all of you, expecting you to risk yourselves because you feel obligated to do so. I care for you—for everyone here—and I never want you to feel like you have to do anything you’re not comfortable with.”

      Sariel joined Brin, standing on the moonwisp’s left side. “Where is this question coming from, Gar? Why would you think any of us felt like you were coercing us into acting in a certain way?”

      I shrugged. “Just wondering.”

      “You’re thinking of Sethon and what he did to me, aren’t you?” Keliana asked.

      I blinked. When had she approached? The space she occupied now has been empty a moment ago.

      “I…”

      Tyra joined us. “Sethon? What’s to think about? He’s bad and he’ll be dead tomorrow.”

      The catgirl kissed me on the cheek. “It’s because Sethon commands people to do things. If he doesn’t have power over them in one way, then he does something like threaten to hurt their family so they’ll comply. I think Gar is feeling like maybe we’re all weak, unwilling subjects to his overpowering will.”

      “Ouch,” I said. “Harsh.”

      “Well?” the catgirl pressed.

      “It’s not as bad as that. Part of me is afraid that you’re helping me because you feel like you have to. I know you’re all kind and caring and would help me, or anyone else really, if the opportunity arose. But this scrambling all over the world to chase down Aeyr’s minions, it’s something I’ve gotten into my head. Ever since Lucas…” I ran my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know. It’s a lot to ask and I’m afraid I’m treating you all like tools.”

      “You’re a tool,” Tip told me with a smirk. “If we didn’t want to help, we wouldn’t. Look around you, Gar. All these ladies are badass warriors, assertive and confident. Do you think just because you look like some ancient hero and you can pleasure them that they’ll jump on any plan you make just because you want it to be done that way?”

      Tyra glared at Tip, but commented to me. “Gar, we believe in what we’re doing. Not what you’re doing, but what we are doing. All of us. It’s not just about Lucas or anyone else individually. We know enough that it’s clear Aeyr is bad for the whole world. I, for one, don’t like not having a permanent place to keep my stuff or to sleep, not being able to work the forge any time I want, and having to kill these bastards that support Aeyr when there are always more to replace them. But you know what? If we don’t do something about it, maybe no one else will. Then where would we be?

      “Just look at what Sethon has done here. That’s small scale compared to his master. I probably shouldn’t speak for everyone else, but I’m pretty sure if you decided to turn around right now and go settle down somewhere, we’d still go and attack that snaky asshole tomorrow. It needs to be done. I’m glad to be sharing the burden with you, so don’t you ever accuse me of being a weak-minded tool again or I’ll show you just how strong I am.”

      She gave me a sweet, joyful smile, softening her threat. The others nodding at her words increased the warmth building in my chest.

      Keliana hugged me. “I still plan on fighting you for who gets to kill the prick, but I couldn’t have said it any better than Tyra did. I’m with you, Gar. Not because I feel obligated, not even because you helped save my family. It’s because you have a moral compass that I lack. That, and because like Tyra said, what we’re going to do needs to be done. Who else would? The fancy sword brothers in the Aesturith Kingdom? All the heroes of the world, wherever they are? The Venom Blades, who might do something like this, if the pay was enough? Like it or not, the world needs us. Needs you.

      “If you ever feel like you’re using us, just remember that we use you, too. Everyone uses everyone else. The trick is the attitude behind it. I’m more than happy to use you for great sex, but I definitely do it with the aim of giving back just as much as I get, or more. It’s what people who care about each other do.”

      Sariel looked like she was going to give a rousing speech as well, but once Keliana brought up the sex thing, she blushed and settled into examining her hands. Too bad. I would have liked to hear what she had to say. I would ask her later on.

      I put my hands up. “Okay, okay. I get it. Thank you all. I feel better about it now. Make sure you let me know if it ever seems like I’m using you as some tool. I don’t intend to. I’m very happy that you’re with me. Now give me a group hug and we can eat dinner, get some sleep, and tomorrow go eliminate another evil presence in the world.”

      We all huddled in and wrestled with each other until it was one big ball of bodies. I was happy to see that Tip didn’t hang back—nor did he try to grab anyone’s ass or other body part. Even Rex got into the act, circling us and bouncing around until I reached a hand out to pet him on whatever those feathery strand things were on the top of his head.

      It felt good, if awkward with so many people. Something about risking your life over and over with a group of friends cemented them in your affections. I hoped they all felt the same way. After what had been said, I think they did.
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      Our destination was simple enough. As Keliana had told us when we left Plainstrider, we could have easily stayed on the road, taking a branch to the east to where the fortress lay: southeast of Packhome, the land of the wolf beastkin. In fact, it wasn’t much more than a day’s march from Misthaze, the village we helped Tiran and the other centaurs fight against Sethon’s soldiers. I didn’t have any hard feelings, though. As Keliana had said, it would have been too much of a temptation. With us being so close, I doubted I could have held myself back from going after Aeyr’s minion. If I’d have done that, I wouldn’t have been able to get to West Edge to help her family, riding centaurs or not.

      Though the smaller road going east from the larger one we’d been traveling on was good quality and easily seen, the fortress itself was not. Nestled in heavy forest, I didn’t catch my first glimpse until we were a quarter mile away. Luckily, we had the catgirl to lead us through the trees, dodging any patrols there might have been and delivering us safely almost to the walls themselves.

      The setup was interesting to me. I was no medieval scholar or anything, but I thought fortresses and fortified towns always kept a swath of land outside the walls clear of trees so people didn’t sneak up on them. That was not how Sethon’s stronghold was.

      “When the fortress was used as a fortress, it was kept clear, from what I understand,” Keliana told me when I mentioned my thoughts to her. “Since it wasn’t used for a long time, no one kept up with clearing vegetation. When Sethon took it over, he didn’t bother to reestablish the kill zone. Better to hide so no one knew he was here than to make the place more efficient for warfare, I guess.”

      I eyed the pieces of wall I could see from where we huddled in the trees. “It’s still a fortress, with walls. An army could give him trouble, but how are we getting in?”

      She gave me a look like the catgirl that had got the canary. On second thought, the idea of her eating a bird was not a pleasant one. Unless it was a bird woman. Now, there was an interesting thought.

      “We’ll go in through one of the ways I usually use. Do you think I announce when I come and go? Follow me. We’ll be inside the walls in less than fifteen minutes. That’s when the work really begins.”

      “What is the plan, anyway? What work? Are we taking the place completely?”

      “It depends on how things go, I think. He has soldiers, but more dangerous are the mercenaries with specialized skills, the most important of which are other Venom Blades. We’ll need to clear out a section of the main building so we can get to Sethon without anyone interfering. The last thing we want is to be fighting with him and his bodyguard and have a dozen or two mercenaries show up. I think we should count on taking out thirty or forty people to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “Thirty or forty?”

      “There will be more than that in the vicinity. I know of a few exceptions, but for the most part, all these people are horrible. They enjoy harming others. To them, they’re getting paid to have fun. Once we get inside, I’ll plant the rest of you in a room, and I’ll go take out most of them. It’s what I do, and I am very good at it.”

      “We can go with you.”

      She patted my cheek. “Thank you, sweetheart, but no. With my skills, not to mention my ability to virtually disappear, it’s no trouble. Frankly, the rest of you would make it take longer. I’m not going to be fighting, just ending some of these miserable lives. Quickly, relatively cleanly, and with little effort. Have you ever seen a hunting cat stalking prey, killing it?”

      “I have.” I wasn’t going to explain nature documentaries.

      “Marlan Perkins Wild Kingdom,” Tip said in his best announcer voice.

      “Quiet you. Yes, I have seen lions and tigers taking down prey, even panthers and jaguars pouncing from above.”

      Keli grinned at me. “Psht. Amateurs. I’d let you watch me take the first few out, but you’d probably get scared. Or really aroused.”

      “Yeah, probably the second one,” I said under my breath, as sick as that is.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing. Fine. We’ll sit quietly while you go and do your assassin thing. Be careful.”

      “I’m always careful.”

      “Says the woman who attacked me and my friends all at the same time.”

      She brought us to a section of wall that looked like every other inch for as far as I could see. She jammed her fingers into the small spaces between some of the blocks, and something clicked. The catgirl moved ten feet to her left and manipulated something else, causing the sound again. Finally, she spread her arms out to a little wider than her shoulders, pushed with her left hand and pulled with her right. A section of the wall four feet across and about six feet high pivoted on the center, revealing darkness beyond.

      “Come on,” she said. “Step inside a few feet. Once we’re all in and I close the door, we can make some light.”

      The assassin shut the door, plunging us all into the deepest black.

      “Shield your eyes,” Brin said. A second later, the familiar globe of light erupted into being. The illumination was weak and pale, a sharp contrast with both the sunlight outside and the inky darkness of where we now stood. Our new visibility allowed me to see Keliana hold some kind of striker in one hand with a small torch she’d apparently taken from a sconce on the wall.

      “Oh,” the catgirl said. “That’s handy. Thank you Brin.” She put the torch back and replaced the object in her hand to a belt pouch. “This way.”

      The entry area was big enough for us all to crowd in shoulder-to-shoulder, but Keliana led us into an uncomfortably narrows passage. She didn’t seem to mind it, but I was feeling a little claustrophobic. Brin followed the leader, with the rest of us falling in behind her.

      “Is this space in between walls?” I asked, knocking on the stone block as I asked.

      “Yes. It wouldn’t be much of a secret door if it opened up into a hallway, right?”

      She had a point. We only went a short way until she did a similar ritual to what she’d done outside, activating some hidden trigger that allowed a door to swing open into a small, darkened room. Brin moved to the center, guiding us with her ball of light. Once we were all accounted for, including Rex, Keliana closed the door and the lines faded into the pattern of the stone wall. Even after just coming through and watching it happen, I doubted I’d be able to find the portal again myself.

      “Pretty effective,” I said.

      The catgirl smiled at me. “I agree. There are several hidden entrances like that. They come in handy.”

      “No doubt.”

      There wasn’t much in the little room. A couple of chairs pushed into a corner, three crates along the wall, some dust, and a simple wooden door. Keliana opened the door and entered.

      “This is a storage area. Sometimes certain servants of Sethon come here to hide from work, but there are rarely any people here. This is where I will leave you to go and prepare the way. Most won’t think anything of it if they see me, since I’m known. Stay here and relax. I’ll be back when the path is clear to Sethon. If someone happens to find you, use your best judgment. I’d suggest killing them. Few within these walls deserve to be spared, but it’s up to you.”

      She gave me a quick kiss on the lips before I could react and was out the door. Brin raised her eyebrows at me. I answered her with a shrug, then sat down on one of the chairs scattered around the room.
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        * * *

      

      Keliana Artuxis utilized her ability to blend into the surroundings as she left Gar and the others. A spike of worry assailed her. What if they were found and brought to Sethon? Depending on exactly who was in the fortress, not out on some assignment, it could be a dangerous place for one who the snake man had spent so many resources and so much effort to have killed.

      She threw her worry out of her mind. Gar could take care of himself, as could the others with him. It was so strange, having someone to be concerned about. She cared for her family, of course, but other than Sethon’s unexpected capture of them, she’d never thought they would be targeted by anyone. She didn’t exactly hide that she had loved ones, but she didn’t advertise it either.

      Suddenly, though, she now had friends involved in the same dangerous games she played as an assassin. The thought of them being harmed…well, she hoped no one was stupid enough to try.

      Those were all thoughts for another time, though. What she needed to focus on at the moment was doing the job she’d told them she would do. She headed roughly toward Sethon’s audience chamber and rooms, widening the numbers of corridors and rooms she’d clear to make sure they had a safer path. She also had another small task to take care of, though it wouldn’t require her to deviate too much from her intended route.

      Keliana ghosted through the hallways, checking each room she passed along the way. Mostly what she found were the occasional soldier, usually alone or with one or two others. They were not elite warriors, and with her ability to attack from hiding, none of them lasted more than a few seconds. The bodies, she stuffed into rooms that likely wouldn’t be entered, such as storage rooms or the residences of the people she killed. There were some servants in the halls, too, but those she allowed to go along their way without even knowing she hid so near to them. Most of them were doing their jobs, Sethon being just another lord who paid them to complete their assigned tasks.

      The closer the catgirl got to where Sethon would be, the more competent and expert warriors there were. They were mostly about their own business, walking alone confidently. Why would they expect an attack in the very heart of their master’s fortress?

      Another assassin—not a Venom Blade—slumped in Keliana’s embrace. She held the man so the blood leaking out of his punctured heart wouldn’t cover her in the red fluid. She knew him, a jackal beastkin who Sethon had hired for his skills in torture and general mercenary work. He had been a horrid, terrible, sadistic man. The world was a better place without him, and Sethon’s organization was that much weaker. She’d caught the man as he was leaving his room, and now she dragged him back in, dropping his body on the floor.

      It was almost time to go back. Twenty-three corpses was not a bad tally. More importantly, the path was, at least momentarily, clear up to the rooms and hallways just before Sethon audience hall. They’d have to take care of those as a group. It was too risky to chance someone sounding an alarm if she took on too many at a time herself. Besides that, people moved around.

      Only one more thing to do, Keliana headed to the southern part of the fortress.

      Though she passed a few others on the way to her destination, she didn’t kill them. Not because they didn’t deserve it, but because she needed to complete her last errand and get back to Gar so they could take advantage of the hallways she cleared.

      Keliana was a big believer in not asking permission. She’d heard someone say that it was better to ask forgiveness than to ask permission, but she’d never had much call to ask for forgiveness, either. Maybe this one time. She defeated the lock on the door she stopped in front of, opened it just enough to slip inside, and closed it behind her.

      Standing in a small entry connected to a bedroom, the catgirl slinked forward, making no noise and shrouded in shadows.

      “Trisse.”

      She’d always enjoyed predicting how someone would respond to suddenly being surprised by her. The years had worn the entertainment a bit, but for someone like Trisse Geruth, the same giddy feeling Keliana used to have startling other trainee assassins was still there.

      The orange-haired woman responded in the best possible way, as befitting one of the Venom Blades. She leaped to her feet from where she sat, two daggers materializing in her hands.

      “Keliana! Shit.” She tucked the weapons into their sheaths. “You’re sneaking into my room now? How long have you been here, watching me?”

      “I just got here. Sorry, but I didn’t want to knock. I’m not supposed to be here.”

      “You’re what? Why are you not supposed to be here?”

      Keliana leaned against the wall. “Trisse, you helped me. Risking being punished for doing so. I know you are mostly doing work for Sethon because they’re paying jobs, not that you believe in him or are loyal. What you did, getting me the information about my family, you saved their lives.”

      “Saved? You got them out before that squad he sent got to them?”

      “Yes and no. There were complications. I did get to my family, but then the squad showed up before we could leave.”

      The color drained out of Trisse’s face. “Dinan commanded that squad.”

      “He did. You won’t have to worry about ever seeing that fucker again. Or any of the rest of his men. We killed them all, and I brought my family to a safe place.”

      “We?”

      “Yes. Like I was saying, Trisse, you helped me. I wanted to warn you. You should probably stay in your room for the next hour or two. Things are going to get exciting.”

      “You’re being cryptic, Keliana. What do you mean ‘we’ and what are you talking about?”

      Keliana didn’t have time for this conversation, but she did owe Trisse a great debt. “You do know what type of person Sethon is, right? With those living shadows and all the things he’s done?”

      “I know he’s not a good person, but very few of those we interact with are.”

      “It goes further than that. The rumors are true. Aeyr is back, Sethon is one of his lieutenants. I’m working with people who are doing something about it.”

      Understanding flashed in Trisse’s orange eyes. “That man, the one no one wanted to take the contract on, the one you were forced to kill?”

      “Yes. His name is Gar and he and his friends helped me with Dinan’s squad. Now we’re going to kill Sethon. Even without this Aeyr thing, he needs to die. I already cleared the halls between them and Sethon. About two dozen people in this fortress no longer live. Once we move, we will kill anyone in our path. I took this precious time to tell you to stay put. It would be a tragedy if you got caught up in this after doing so much.”

      The tabby catgirl stroked her chin. “I thank you for the warning. One question, though.”

      “Yes?”

      “Can I play, too?”
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      Keliana had the door open and was in the room before I heard or sensed anyone else was there. Another catgirl, this one with orange hair, orange fur on her tail and ears, and orange eyes closed the door behind them. From her clothing alone—the sleek, dark leather outfit with bulges from hidden weapons in different places—I could tell she was another assassin. But the way she held herself, the way she moved, the air of danger she gave off, there was no doubt. I’d bet every gold piece I had that she was another of the Venom Blades.

      Keliana put up a hand to forestall any questions. “Trisse Geruth, meet Gar, Brin, Tyra, Sariel, Tip, and our resident furcan Rex. Everyone, this is Trisse. She’s the one who got me the information on my family. She wants to help. Any against that?”

      I put a hand out to the woman. “Not from me. Thank you. Without knowing exactly where they were, we never would have gotten to them in time.”

      The new catgirl took my hand, but she looked dazed, staring at me like I was some kind of alien. I wondered if she had magic that let her know I was from another world or something. Tip had the same glazed eyes, but his were pointed directly at her. I knew the cause of that, the horny little goat man.

      “Gods, Keliana, he does look like Kael. I’d heard people talking, but damn. I mean, he looks exactly like every statue of the Blur I’d ever seen.”

      Keliana laughed. “You should see him fight. He beat me.”

      Trisse finally blinked. “He did what, now?”

      “When I tried to kill him the last time, he beat my ass.”

      I shook my head. “She wasn’t trying that hard.”

      “I used the Long Night and Death’s Invite on you.”

      “You did what?” Trisse asked.

      “Anyway,” I said, “don’t believe Keli. She’s awesome. Besides, other than sparring, there’s no reason for us to fight any longer. We’re on the same side. You’re welcome to join us if you want to see Sethon dead as much as the rest of us.”

      The tabby catgirl flashed the type of feral grin I expected from a panther that spotted prey stuck in a thicket. “I’m in. Tell me what you want me to do and we’ll get this thing done.”

      Keliana told her the plan, such as it was. At this point, it was simple enough. We’d go through the halls Keliana had cleared, storm into Sethon’s audience chamber, kill him and anyone else in the room, and we’d be done.

      “Oh,” I added. “He’ll probably have umbrenix with him. I can kill them, and Tip here has enchanted weapons—arrows and his sword—but unless you have a magical weapon like that, don’t try to fight them. You won’t be able to hit them.”

      Trisse nodded. “I’m sure there will be more than enough people to kill. Sethon’s usually got a crowd in there at this time of day.”

      Our trip through the halls was fast. The entire way, we saw only two people, both soldiers who Keliana ended before anyone else could even react to seeing them. Unlike her earlier pass through the route, she left these new ones where they lay. Getting to our destination quickly was more important than hiding at this point. We were committed.

      The two catgirls stopped us before an intersection of hallways. Keliana gestured for us to huddle around her so she could give us more instructions.

      “Okay, we’re going to go to the right up there. There will be some guards, probably two of them. There may be others loitering around as well. The doors to the audience chamber will most likely be closed. From here on out, kill everyone you see. There are no friends here. At best, there may be some who aren’t loyal supporters of Sethon, but they’re here to do his dirty work for money or for favors. I don’t ever see the shadows here, but I expect Sethon has some he can call. If you see any, let Gar and Tip know.”

      “Brin can damage them, too,” I said. “Though we try to conserve her magic in case everything turns to shit.”

      The catgirl smiled at Brin, who returned the gesture. “Okay, are you all ready? This is it. Time to win or lose.”

      The severe looks on everyone’s faces, coupled with the weapons we all held, made a verbal response unnecessary.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “Sethon has lived too long already. Let’s fix that.”

      Keliana stepped forward and mostly disappeared from view. With the wall lamps, I could still see where she was if I looked carefully, but I doubted the guards would spot her.

      “Dark hair and fur and magic that nearly makes her invisible,” Trisse grumbled. “Such bullshit. Some of us have to work to be unseen.”

      I held in a laugh. I didn’t think she had meant for anyone else to hear. I followed right on the heels of the tabby catgirl, the rest of my friends close. Once we made the turn to the right-hand corridor, and the guards spotted us, all hell broke loose.

      The two guards we expected were easy to spot, standing loosely on either side of the double doors. Not at attention or anything like that, nor did they wear uniforms. Sethon’s people were no organized military force. They were murderers, thieves, and other types of criminals working together to get whatever it was they could get out of it. Money and power, mostly.

      In addition to the guards, though, were three other men. By the way they stood clumped together near the doorway, they’d either just come out of the room to chat or were on their way into it.

      Four of the five men had swords as their primary weapons, while one of the guards also had a halberd in his hand, the butt of the weapon resting on the floor. Not a bow or crossbow in sight. I sighed in relief at that. How I hated to deal with ranged fighters.

      As if the thought was some kind of trigger, an arrow zipped from behind and beside me and slammed into one of the three non-guards as he spotted us and opened his mouth to say something or sound an alarm. The shaft missed his eye, but punched into the man’s head almost dead center on the bridge of his nose. With the force of the arrow’s flight, it sank almost halfway through his sinuses and, most likely, into his brain. He leaned back and fell, none of his limbs doing anything to prevent it. Once flat on the floor, he didn’t move again.

      The others fell just as quickly. Keliana, who had entered the corridor before us, appeared suddenly behind the guard with the halberd, her ring dagger already slashing across his throat while the other blade plunged into his lower back from where she stood behind him. The other guard got a throwing knife in the throat, Trisse reaching the man as he fell so she could retrieve her thrown weapon.

      Of the remaining two men, only one reacted quickly enough to do anything. The other fell to Sariel’s sword as the more responsive man drew his sword. He opened his mouth and got out the first part of what he tried to say.

      “To—” was all he managed before my siangham zipped into his mouth and lodged itself in the back of it. I’d been trying to hit his throat, but I’d take it.

      Keliana was the closest to the man, and she grabbed his head with one hand, using the part of my siangham that was still sticking out of his face and his chin to wrench his head sharply sideways. It wasn’t enough to break his neck, but that wasn’t what she was going for. She slashed his throat and, as he fell, tore my weapon from where it had stuck. She gracefully stepped away, avoiding the splash of blood. In fact, when she calmly walked over to me to hand me the siangham, she didn’t have any blood at all on her.

      Just like that, all five men were dead and none of my companions had suffered any injury at all.

      “Ready?” I asked as I cleaned my weapon on one of the corpse’s clothes.

      “Ready,” Keliana said. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Just a minute. I’ve been practicing something, and this is as good a time as any to try it out.”

      I drew out my three-sectional staff and quickly made it into one long staff. Instead of using my siangham to make a spear, though, I pulled out my two chain knives. It took a few seconds for me to stretch the chain so it was long enough, but once I got it, I melded one knife at each end of the staff. Then, with a flexing of my will, I commanded the chain to be absorbed into the shaft of the weapon. In less than a minute, I had a double-headed pole blade, the edges in opposite directions. I left the stylized design of the knives in the same basic shape, so it looked like a staff with small halberd blades on each end.

      I’d trained a little bit with the weapon, but the techniques were not too different than staff or spear movements. The extra blade, and the size and shape of them, might be helpful. Especially if we got into the room and there were a lot of people surrounding us.

      Keliana nodded appreciatively at the weapon while Trisse’s mouth opened. As far as I knew, she wasn’t aware of my ability to change my weapons like this. If I was in a more humorous mood, I would have said, “Surprise,” or even, “Tada.” Instead, I noted her reaction and decided I could explain after we were finished what we were about to do.

      “There’s no telling how many enemies are in there,” I said. “I figure our best bet is to charge in and attack as soon as possible. We can analyze the situation as we fight. If we hesitate, we could get overwhelmed.” The two catgirls were closest to the door, so I nodded to both of them to open it up. “Be careful, be safe, and kill everything in the room that’s not us.”

      Keliana flashed a smirk at me, shared a look with Trisse, and together the women pushed the two doors open.
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      My catgirl assassin had described the audience room to us earlier as she’d passed out poison antidotes for several different common poisons. With Sethon’s attraction for using weapons coated in nasty substances and the numbers of assassins he employed, there was a very real threat a simple scratch could be deadly. As for the configuration of the room, we knew what to expect.

      What we didn’t know was how many people, and of what type, there would be in the room.

      At first glance, as I raced in right behind the two catgirls, I noted that there were definitely more than a dozen, maybe closer to two dozen. As one, weapons left cases or scabbards and those already to hand raised, ready to engage in combat.

      Sethon sat on an elaborate chair toward the other end of the room, sitting elevated on a dais. It glittered with gold, gems, and shiny velvet like it was a king’s throne. He had four massive bodyguards around him. The details of the rest of the men and women around him failed to make an impression as a jackal beastkin man charged me from the right side of the room. I spun to engage him.

      “Keliana!” Sethon said. “What isssss thisssss?”

      Rather than answer, the catgirl sprinted toward the snake man, dodging past several armed people who didn’t react fast enough to attack her. Before reaching Sethon, though, a human man and woman managed to get to her, bringing their swords up. That was their mistake. They never should have adopted a guard stance. What they should have done was what Keliana did.

      The catgirl attacked them without hesitation. Her ring daggers flashed as she cut into the two simultaneously. The woman screeched as her face was slashed and the man grunted when the assassin laid a long line down his forearm with the edge of her weapon. Keliana didn’t stop to finish them, though. Instead, she passed by them and came to a wall made up of the four bodyguards Sethon had around him.

      All four were men. One was a wolf beastkin, one a buffalo beastkin, with a human man and a cat beastkin to round out their number. They held their weapons at the ready, not attacking, but adopting a defensive strategy.

      I needed to join her, so I marked the path in my mind that would keep me from interference and I started running. As I did, I searched among the enemies for those with ranged weapons. Before I even identified one, a twang sounded, and a male dog beastkin with a crossbow off to my right dropped with an arrow in his throat, and a second later, a human woman with a bow spun as another punched into her upper chest. Another shaft joined it and she dropped her bow, her hand shaking.

      Good old Tip. He was not only getting better at what he did, but he was thinking more strategically, too. The satyr was taking advantage of being able to release arrows at will before our companions got too intermingled with the enemies.

      All around me, my friends leaped in to clash with Sethon’s people. Tyra and Brin were to my left, batons and sword swinging to attack. Sariel cut through enemies like she was some ancient sword goddess, demonstrating the wrath of a legitimate swordmaster. Trisse flitted through the ranks as well, looking to be specifically targeting a few people dressed in dark clothing. Assassins, if ever I’d seen them.

      That was all the time I could spend scoping out the fight, though. I started spinning my bladed pole weapon, the shaft and blades moving so fast they whirred in the air.

      A bear beastkin and a human man stepped up to slow my progress, even as the others did to Keliana. They ended up in a similar situation her obstacles. With the force I was moving my weapon, I blasted through their paltry sword blocks and cut into their arms and torsos. They spun away, lucky they escaped with their lives. Someone else would finish them off, I was sure, but I had another appointment.

      Sethon had backed up to the wall, allowing his four bodyguards to arrange themselves in a semicircle between him and Keliana. As I moved in to join her, the familiar flickers of motion at the edges of my vision appeared. I’d wondered if Sethon was going to make the call.

      All told, four umbrenix congealed from smaller shadows and glided toward me. Not toward the group in general, not toward Keliana. Toward me.

      In a way, I was happy about that. Sure, it meant the catgirl would have to tackle the four existing bodyguards alone, not to mention Sethon himself, but it also meant that I didn’t need to worry about my friends being attacked by creatures they couldn’t harm.

      If, indeed, there were only four.

      Still moving through little pockets of fighting, though more slowly than before, I did a quick scan of the room. I didn’t see any other shadowmen than the four. Good deal.

      The first umbrenix reached me while the others still came forth. There was too much else going on. I needed to make this quick.

      Two shortswords materialized in the monster’s claws and it started slashing at me before I was even within range.

      “Embracing new weapons, eh?” I asked as if it would answer me. “Let’s see how good you are.” It was patently ridiculous, speaking with the umbrenix, but I figured it might unnerve the monsters, even if just a little. Besides, I wanted to let Keliana know I was getting closer to help her without her having to look. Dealing with five elite fighters was more than enough for her to be going on with.

      The attacks with the shadowsteel blades were competently done, but no more than that. This was not one of the more skilled shadows. I kept my bladed pole moving, deflecting both of my attacker’s blades with no problem. On the third deflection, I used a little extra power to send the umbrenix’s weapon farther from me. Taking the opening I’d made, I extended and slashed the monster’s shoulder, cutting deeply and almost severing the arm. The sword immediately sailed several feet away from its loose hand, and bounced on the stone floor once before crashing into a badger beastkin who was fighting with Tyra.

      A sidestep to evade the remaining sword, and I transformed my staff’s motion into a horizontal cut that embedded my blade into the monster’s side. I spun to yank the blade free and plunged the other blade into the chest of the umbrenix. Its body jerked and it fell backward, just in time for me to whip my staff back up to block an overhead attack by a longer sword coming down at my head.

      Before I could even finish clearing the attack from my strike zone, the umbrenix’s head jerked to the side at a crazy angle. It leaned over sideways and fell to the ground. Only then did I spot the arrow that had gone into the monster, the smallest bit of its point protruding from the other side of its head.

      I removed my left hand from my weapon just enough to throw a wave at where the arrow came from. Tip was really on the ball.

      The other two umbrenix closed in, one with its traditional weapons, the claws, while the other had a long knife in one of its hands. A knife it was slashing at me.

      My staff was too much for the unarmed monster, and within seconds, I actually unarmed it. Or at least unhanded. The force I could generate with my makeshift weapon was perfect in the current battle. With its heavy blades, and enough of a curve on their edges, it cut like a scimitar. The pole was balanced so well that moving it smoothly was no chore at all. Although the spear I’d been using was a good weapon, the current one was more applicable to the battle I was in.

      Once the monster’s claws were gone, it took a few seconds to whittle it down and exploit a half-second window to swing my staff around above my head and cut into its neck. The blade sliced more than halfway through, bursting out the other side while leaving only an inch or two of material on the back for the head to flop over and hang from.

      Taking the knife-wielding umbrenix was simple when it was the only one left fighting me. I parried an attack, dodged a followup with its claws on the other hand, and delivered a devastating upward slash using all the torque I could generate with my body. The large blade cut upward from crotch to sternum, clanging off the shadowsteel half breastplate the monster wore.

      I reversed the staff, pulling it out of the umbrenix’s body, which made the other end arc around and come down on its head, caving whatever structure the shadow had to hold its brain or whatever it used to think with. I stepped to the side to evade the swipe it had started with its blade and let the creature fall off my weapon once its body realized it was dead.

      Another quick look showed no other umbrenix. Even better, I didn’t see any of my friends in serious danger, though some of them had injuries. Blood was everywhere, but most of it belonged to Sethon’s people, not mine.

      Finally able to carry on with what I’d intended to do, I threaded my way through a few bodies on the ground to get to the four bodyguards.

      Keliana hadn’t been lounging around. The catgirl didn’t look like she’d been injured, but she was under some definite strain. Three of the guards attacked her while the biggest one, a buffalo beastkin, stood back, waiting for an opportunity to use his pole hammer. I needed to even the odds a bit.

      As I approached, the buffalo spotted me and squared off. A cat beastkin wielding a kris in one hand and a more conventional knife in the other peeled off to join him, the space around Keliana too cramped for his liking, apparently.

      I hadn’t fought anyone using a kris before. The wavy blade, looking like a hard, sharp squiggle, was used primarily for thrusting, designed to create a larger entry wound when stuck into an opponent. The man moved the blades independently in a way that told me he had a mastery of the weapons.

      The remaining two guards were a wolf beastkin with a longsword and a human man with a shortsword and knife. They attacked Keliana together, the longsword coming in with a slightly diagonal horizontal sweeping slash meant to take her head off. The human’s shortsword aimed to cut into the catgirl’s midsection from the other side while the knife zipped toward her shoulder.

      Keli ducked the longsword, smacking it with one the ring dagger in her left hand as the wolf tried to redirect it to catch her. Simultaneously, she leaned her torso toward the right to pull her side away from the shortsword. The ring dagger in her right hand batted away the knife coming at her shoulder.

      With a daring pivot toward the human, she shouldered the arm wielding the shortsword and punched a dagger up into his armpit, then danced backward before he could get her with his sword. Though he didn’t drop his knife, the arm that held it hung limply from the damage she’d done. Spinning around the man’s dead appendage, she shielded herself from the wolf’s longsword with the body of his companion.

      But I had my own issues to deal with. The pole hammer whirred through the air, coming down toward me from above. I nimbly stepped to the side, cutting the distance close enough that the wind of the powerful blow ruffled my hair. Even as I moved, I whipped one end of my bladed staff toward the cat beastkin.

      He parried my attack with his knife, then jumped backward to evade the followup slice I threw at him with the other end of my staff. I almost took a step toward him to attack, but caught the motion of the pole hammer coming down at me again. The buffalo had to be incredibly strong to move the weapon that fast.

      I swung my staff to the side, parrying the hammer, striking my blade on the head of the weapon. So powerfully had the man tried to attack me, the redirected pole hammer caused him to stumble. I pivoted, taking advantage of the situation and slashing down and cutting into the buffalo’s lead leg, then pivoting again to get some distance from him while facing the cat who was charging in at me again, slashing with the knife in his left hand.

      I already knew what the man was going to do, so instead of parrying and creating some distance, I swung my staff to strike a flanking blow off his weapon. Sure enough, he came in with a thrust with his kris, only moving half a step toward me. I spun my weapon, blocking the thrust with the shaft and kicked his knee.

      The cat beastkin was skilled, though, and he expertly rolled his knee to mitigate the force of my kick. It put him slightly off balance, but he recovered well by dropping into a shoulder roll to tumble away from me. With the distance he opened up, I had a few seconds to address the buffalo beastkin. Setting my feet in a solid stance, I spun my weapon fast enough that it whistled as it cut the air.

      The buffalo was all offense and couldn’t even begin to block my attacks. I slashed at both hands, resulting in grunts and a slow retreat, the man backing up steadily as I stepped along with him. It only took two steps until I gashed his right hand so badly, he couldn’t even grip the pole hammer anymore. After that, it was child’s play to cut the other hand so he dropped the weapon altogether.

      He ducked his head and tried to gore me with his large buffalo horns, but he was too slow. I dispensed two more slashes to his body, positioning him where I wanted him, then cut his throat with a blazingly fast horizontal slice. I spun, lashing out at the cat, and found myself back to back with Keliana.

      “How are things?” I asked.

      “You know. Some days are—uhng—better than others.” She battered away an attack from the human in the middle of her sentence. “You only have one?”

      “Yeah, but I’m with you. Wanna finish all this messing around and get to Sethon?”

      “That’s a good idea. Why the hells didn’t I think of doing that?”

      I chuckled and parried another slash of the catman’s knife.
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      Without saying a word, I darted past Keliana to attack the wolf with the longsword with a flurry of strikes from my blades. She, meanwhile, turned to engage the cat beastkin that had been hounding me. The movements, though chaotic, went off perfectly smoothly and seemed to confuse our opponents so much that the human paused, not knowing who to attack.

      Keliana and the catman launched into blurringly fast flurries with their blades. Clangs sounded, several times in a second, as the short weapons rebounded off each other and came back around to attack again. A thrust with the kris was met with one of those powerful strikes Keli did with her ring daggers, swinging it around on her finger to add to the momentum. She struck the weapon so hard near the hilt, it flew from the man’s hand.

      Taking advantage of his surprise, her other ring dagger punched into his chest. She immediately pulled it out and hopped back, all in the blink of an eye before the human’s shortsword could bite her.

      The catman’s face twisted in confusion as he looked down at his chest, then promptly fell. I had no doubt Keli was accurate enough to ram a dagger into the man’s heart so quickly that he didn’t even know he was dead until his knees hit the ground.

      I bashed the shortsword Keliana had evaded and brought up the other side of my weapon to cut through the leather armor the human man wore. Before he could react to it, I continued the spin of the weapon and traced exactly the same line with the other blade, cutting his torso open. Harnessing my momentum further, I slammed a spin kick into his head, sending him reeling to die a few feet away from us.

      Eyeing the wolf with the longsword, I jerked my chin toward Sethon. My weapon was more suited to the longer sword, so I’d let Keli start softening up the snake man.

      “See you in a minute,” I told her.

      The catgirl nodded at me and launched herself toward the man we had come here to kill.

      I had to hand it to the wolf beastkin man. He’d just seen his three elite warrior friends killed, but he didn’t hesitate for a second. He didn’t even glance at Keliana, understanding that there was no way I’d let him get past me to attack her unless I was dead. His next actions told me he agreed to that entry price.

      The man came at me with an impressive combination of strikes, starting with a shallow diagonal slash and morphing into a horizontal cut and a vertical chop. I parried the attacks, keeping my staff moving while angling the blades to deflect his sword away from me. As he continued, his sword whistling toward me in three, four, even five attacks at a time without pause, I gave a little ground. Mostly, I moved to the sides, waiting for something I could use.

      I spotted it as soon as it happened. He extended his lead foot slightly too far, compromising his mobility and, more importantly, allowing me to land a quick strike. My blade bit into his lower leg, skipping off the shin and cutting into the calf.

      The man stumbled. Just slightly, but it was enough.

      The other end of my bladed pole whipped around to smash his sword aside, the next revolution, the other blade cut deeply into his right arm, nearly taking the limb. Before he could react, a powerful lunge buried my blade in his belly. Rotating, I tore it out of his midsection, spraying blood in an arc.

      But my staff wasn’t finished moving. A half rotation of the staff and I brought the blade down on the inside end of the clavicle. The edge blasted through the bone, shattering it, and continued on diagonally, cutting under the neck and into the chest until it reached the sternum.

      I kicked the wolf off my weapon and glanced around me for other dangers. There were none. I headed toward the wall where Keliana was engaged with Sethon.

      It was time for the snake man to die.

      I hadn’t gotten a close look at Sethon before this moment. The dude was fugly. No hair visible anywhere, his face, though human-ish, was covered with scales. They had a kind of greenish grey cast to them, from the smoother ones on his round head to the rougher textured ones around his eyes sockets. His nose, though still shaped like a human nose, had elongated nostrils, almost like slits, that gave him the appearance of an actual snake. His yellow eyes with vertical pupils added to the image.

      Beside the scales, the most prominent thing about his face was the deep scowl he pointed at Keliana. This was not a happy guy. Good. I hoped he was miserable. The more he suffered before we killed him, the better, as far as I was concerned.

      As he fought with Keliana, it was plainly evident that he not only looked like a snake, but he moved like one, too. His smooth evasions and attacks demonstrated a flexibility that even a cat beastkin couldn’t match. He had two legs, two arms, and a regular humanoid torso, but it was obvious his anatomy was different than anyone I’d ever met, allowing him to perform crazy—almost creepy—feats of double jointedness the likes of which I’d never seen.

      I shook my head. Standing there like a moron as Keliana fought Aeyr’s minion. What the hell was wrong with me?

      The snake man wielded two long knives, both darting out to try to get to Keliana. She was doing a fine job of parrying and evading them, but they were coming so fast, she didn’t have a chance to attack herself. Neither combatant looked to be injured yet, but as I finally made it to where I could take part in the fight, Sethon had caught Keliana in an elaborate feint with one knife while the other came around toward her upper arm.

      I snapped my weapon out, getting the blade in place just in time to intercept Sethon’s, saving Keli from what would probably have been a nasty cut. Pushing the knife away, I spun my staff and lashed out that the snake man. He slithered away from it, tapping my weapon with his to ensure it didn’t foil his dodge while Keliana took the opportunity to try to circle around for an attack at his back.

      Twisting his body unnaturally, Sethon wriggled away, putting a few steps of distance between the two of us and him. He barely glanced at me, angling his body so he was closer to the catgirl. A few test slashes flicked out, but Keli easily parried them.

      As I also did, Keliana kept her eyes on the snake man’s midsection or waist. Some people liked eye contact with enemies, but that allowed the enemies to shift in surprising ways without being noticed until it was too late. With the focus on the center, relying on the peripheral vision to see any change in footwork or in the shoulders, not to mention other enemies around the fighters, it was less likely feints or surprise movement would be effective.

      So when Sethon threw out two slashes at Keliana’s face, it immediately rang alarm bells within me. For the damage they did, attacks like that seemed a waste. Just before it happened, though, I realized what he was doing.

      Keliana’s eyes flicked up to where she was blocking the strikes. In that brief second, the snake man’s eyes met hers.

      It was like the catgirl had a stroke. Her face flashed with confusion, her limbs stopped moving, and her mouth went slack. She looked like she’d forgotten where she was and what she was doing.

      I had asked Keliana, and even Trisse, what Sethon’s magic was. Neither of them knew. When I witnessed Keli’s sudden pause, I had a sinking feeling. Many peoples’ magical gifts were inherent to who they were. Whether that was because the gift forced the owner to develop in certain ways or because magic formed itself to personalities, a lot of gifts weren’t hard to discern, at least among the handful of people I’d come to learn about.

      Myths in my world said that some snakes could hypnotize prey. Just like my catgirl was frozen now. The myths weren’t true in my world, but apparently, in at least this case, they were in this world.

      For the second time, I managed to get my weapon between the two, battering down Sethon’s knife before he could strike Keli with it. Stepping closer, I slashed upward from left to right, then shifting my hips, I brought the other end of my weapon around for an upward diagonal slice going from lower right to upper left. Sethon deflected both strikes, but had to step back away from me and, more importantly, Keliana.

      Like an idiot, I glanced up to see Sethon’s expression and found myself also looking right into his eyes. The luminous yellow caught hold of me, and I felt as if there were two hands around my brain, squeezing. For a second, I got dizzy, the world going out of focus and spinning slightly. Still, I saw the two knives coming at me.

      Honestly, it was a pretty stupid attack, both knives shooting in toward my eye and my throat at the same time, on a trajectory that would barely clear my weapon even if I didn’t move. The snake must have thought I was as incapacitated as Keliana was. My ability to resist magic saved me from that. Mostly.

      I allowed the weapons to get close enough to me that I knew Sethon was committed and wouldn’t be able to change his attack. Then I used a simple deflection, turning my blade to parry one knife, then the other, and attacking almost simultaneously by angling the shaft to slash at Sethon’s right hand, cutting into his forearm.

      The man hissed and jerked to the side to avoid the next attack with my weapon.

      Unwisely, I glanced at Keliana quickly to make sure she was still breathing, even if frozen. I admit, it was stupid to divert my attention even for half a second while fighting an opponent like Sethon. In that half-second of inattention, he pulled out another trump card.

      I’d barely turned my head back to him when he threw a handful of small darts at me. They were tiny, and the few that got through to my skin—mainly on my neck—barely penetrated. The idiot. He should have thrown them all at my eyes if he wanted to do damage to me.

      Then I felt it. The burning. The escalating sensation of lava boring into me, precisely where the darts had landed.

      Oh shit.

      I’d seen these effects before. With Dinan. Keliana had told me all about Shadow’s Bite poison and how extremely painful it was before it killed you. She’d told me how it was Sethon’s preferred toxin.

      She’d also given me a little insurance.

      I pulled the vial out of my pouch, knowing exactly where it was. Ripping the cork out with my teeth, I downed the entire amount of liquid in one swallow and threw the little glass container at Sethon.

      The snake man hissed and screamed in rage, lashing out at the bottle with his knife, shattering it in midair.

      “Now,” I said, relief flooding through me as the burning subsided. Magical poisons in this world—and their antidotes—worked fast. “You think you can take me without using your tricks like a little bitch?”

      Sethon screamed at me again and charged. It was like he’d gone into overdrive, slashing repeatedly from multiple angles. A dozen, two dozen, even more, he kept on the offensive, doing his best to cut through my guard and slice me to ribbons.

      But he couldn’t. I calmly broke my weapons into two pieces, right in the middle of the staff. What I held now were two sticks with blades at the end, about the same size as Tyra’s batons. The wooden end had a chain that attached the two of them, but it was long enough that it didn’t impede my use of the weapons. With the two in separate pieces, I slapped his attacks away as fast as he could make them, backing up or stepping to the side to keep him barely within range.

      He was fast, and I couldn’t manage more than one or two counterattacks during his rage attack, but he also didn’t cut me.

      Though Sethon controlled the pace of our fight, he had eyes for only one thing: me. I, on the other hand, took a larger view. I angled my body, shifted our field of contest, and maneuvered the snake man where I wanted us. Soon enough, my plan came to fruition.

      During one particularly energetic flurry, Keliana, who I’d seen had recuperated, positioned herself ideally. In the middle of Sethon’s attack, she darted in, rammed a knife into his lower back, and jumped back out of the way.

      Sethon screeched and madly slashed in her direction, turning a complete circle with his blades swinging, but Keliana was out of range.

      The look on the man’s face told it all. Whether he figured it out or he began to immediately feel the effects of the poison, I’m not sure, but he leaped away putting both knives in one hand while fiddling with a belt pouch with the other.

      He was frantic, almost dropping one of his knives and fumbling at his belt. He withdrew a vial much like the one I’d just used and started to bring it to his mouth. The blade in my left hand scored his forearm, cutting into the skin and immediately oozing blood. It wasn’t enough to make him drop the vial.

      The second of my weapons, though, came through and traced the first cut but much, much more powerfully. The heavy blade sheared through the limb and his hand—still holding the vial—spun off and thumped onto the ground.

      Sethon’s eyes went even wider than they were. He looked at his wrist, at his belt pouch, and at me. He jumped toward me, slashing at my face with the knives in his hand. I slammed the shaft of one of my weapons into his hand, forcing his knives away, then struck three times with the blades on my two weapons, once with the weapon in my right hand, once with the other, then once again with the first. Each cut went further through his forearm until, with the last, his other hand separated and spun off away from him.

      I stepped in, turning the blade on my weapon, and slammed the dull spine on the back of his head, pushing him down toward the floor. He stumbled, then fell, faceplanting on the stone while awkwardly trying to prevent himself from doing so with his stumps.

      “Do you think you’ve—auuuggghhh—won?” he screamed, spittle tinged with blood spraying from his mouth. “Do you think that Aeyr—uhhnnng—won’t kill you? You’re already dead. You’re too cowardly to kill me.”

      I looked at Keliana. “I’ll leave him to you.”

      She didn’t have to do much, as he was already as good as dead. The catgirl raised her chin and spat on Sethon. She knelt to clean her ring daggers on his shirt, sheathed them, then watched him as he thrashed and moaned, dying as his body reacted to the poison.

      I let out a sigh and scanned the room. It looked like a bomb had gone off in a crowded supermarket meat section. Bodies and blood were everywhere, my friends all watching as the final act of Sethon’s saga unfolded. It was hard to tell who was injured with all the blood on everyone, but they all looked capable of standing, so I’d take that as a win. For now.

      We all silently watched as Sethon’s curses and movements faded. I got an idea that I could give him a partial dose of the antidote, just enough to draw out his pain longer before he died. It shocked me that I didn’t immediately cast the thought out of my head. I really didn’t like what this world and this quest were doing to me.
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      Once I checked to make sure Sethon was dead, we did likewise with the rest of the people in the room. We found two who were still alive, a weasel girl assassin and a bird beastkin man. Trisse quickly put an end to both while the rest of my friends either bandaged up minor injuries or Brin healed them.

      “We didn’t get a chance to get information out of him,” I said. “Maybe we should have given him the antidote and tried to ask him questions.”

      “He’d only lie to us,” Keliana pointed out. “What kind of information are you looking for?”

      “We need to know where to go next, what to look for. We came to the Commonwealth because Qamara’s vision, but I don’t have anything telling me what to do now. There are more minions out there serving Aeyr. I need to find them, kill them, and get information on where to find their boss. By the time I’m done, they’ll all be dead, as will Aeyr.”

      Trisse stood there with her mouth open. “You…you plan on trying to kill a demigod?”

      “That’s the plan. Would you know where any more like this are?” I kicked Sethon’s body. “Or any rumors of where more umbrenix have been reported?”

      The orange-haired catgirl shook her head.

      Keliana chuckled. “Well, I for one am with you, Gar. Once I get my family settled and safe, I will join you in whatever you do. With Sethon gone, I don’t think it’s a problem for my family to go back home. There’s really no reason for anyone to harm them anymore. Keep in mind, though, that I only cleared a quarter of the fortress. There are others around still. Sethon’s death may make a difference to some of them, but others will try to kill us on general principle. We’re not done killing yet today, unless you want to sneak out of the fortress the way we came in.”

      “No. These people served Sethon of their own free will. If any of them are powerful, they might try to take his place. Better if they’re all gone. I’m sure there are still some away from the fortress, but if we cut the head off the beast, they’re less likely to resume his activities in an organized way. In any case, I don’t think Aeyr will just take any thug off the street and give him or her power over the umbrenix. Let’s clear out the fortress, though, even if only to send a message.”

      “You got it. I can lead you around. Nothing left is going to be anything like what we just faced, even if there are still some squads in the barracks.”

      It took us the rest of the day to do what the catgirl said. By the time we were finished, we were all filthy and stinking from the hours-old blood and viscera splattered all over us. It had been a grisly, horrible day, but it had needed to be done.

      As we sat resting, snacking as much as our stomachs would allow, Keliana brought up another subject.

      “I don’t know if you plan on leaving, but just so you know, there are dungeons under this fortress.”

      “Dungeons? Like, legitimate prison cells and stuff?” I asked.

      “Yes. Also, torture rooms and holes where people are dropped and never considered again. It’s not pretty and we don’t have to check on them. There are probably very few of Sethon’s people left down there.”

      “We’ll check them out. Any enemies of Sethon probably deserve to be set free. None of you have to go with me. What we’ve seen and done today is probably enough. If anyone wants to rest, take a bath, anything like that, it’s fine.”

      “I will go with you,” Brin said.

      “People are still locked away because of that snakey asshole?” Tip said. “Freeing victims like that is what we do.”

      Tyra chuckled at the satyr. “I’m in.”

      “Of course I will join you as well,” Sariel assured me. “Anyone innocent being held below deserves to be set loose.”

      Keliana shrugged. “I offered to show you where it is to begin with. I’m obviously joining you.”

      All eyes went to Trisse.

      “I’m no hero or protector of the common people, but I’ll help out if you want me to. I owe you that much. You could have just as easily lumped me in with the others who worked for Sethon.”

      I gave her a tired smile. “We appreciate your help, Trisse, but you don’t need to feel obligated. You’ve already done so much for us today, you can do whatever you want and we won’t judge you for it.”

      “I’ll tag along. I’ve only seen a small part of the area down there and I’m curious.”

      On our way down the stone steps to the dungeon, I found myself walking next to Sariel. We were shoulder to shoulder, and her hand brushed mine. I snatched it up and brought it up to kiss, but decided that wasn’t a great idea with all the dried blood and who knew what else encrusting it. I gave it a sweet squeeze instead.

      “How are you doing?” I asked.

      “I am well. It has been a difficult day.”

      “Yeah. I don’t like all this battle and killing, but it’s kind of part of the job.”

      “I know. I still mislike it.”

      “Good. Keep that attitude. We’re going to have to do stuff like this for a little while, but once we take out Aeyr, I don’t ever want to have to kill again. It’s a horrible job, but there’s no getting around it. I’m just glad I have you and the others with me, showing me what’s at stake, what’s out there to protect and preserve.”

      She cocked her head at me. “You are a truly heroic man, Gar. As the hundred other times the thought has occurred to me, I wish Master Galen could have met you.”

      “I wish I could have met him. He’s responsible for training you and for allowing your beautiful personality to flourish, even in the midst of all the bullshit with the Brotherhood. I’m sure I would have revered him as much as you do. He would be so proud of you and who you’ve become.”

      The white-haired elf blushed and tightened her grip on my hand. “When we have a few moments, I would like to have some of your time alone, if I may.”

      “I’d like that, too. We’ll see what we can work out. After we go through these dungeons, I plan on taking a long bath, putting on some clean clothes, and eating whatever they have in this place. After that, I’m all yours.”

      She gave me a sweet smile, one shared by Brin and Tyra as I swung my head around to see how everyone else was doing. I wasn’t sure if Keliana, up ahead of us, was listening, but she didn’t react in any way I could see. I needed to take a few minutes with the catgirl alone, too, to make sure she knew what she was signing up for. For that matter, I wanted to talk to all my friends to make sure they were really fine with her joining us. Who knew where our quest to kill Aeyr would take us. I didn’t want to cause contention for any reason.

      We found a few people in cells at the beginning of the dungeon and set them loose. Between Keliana and Trisse, they knew about most of them. They were people who had pissed off Sethon in one way or another, mostly for stupid things like saying something he didn’t agree with.

      Then we got further into the place and the dingy, dim, and filthy cells we’d seen up to this point didn’t seem quite so bad. Human waste and refuse was one thing, but old, stinking blood, parts of bodies, and items whose sole purpose seemed to be to cause as much pain as possible were another.

      We passed rooms that held large wooden tables with straps and even chains attached. Two of those tables held corpses, apparently freshly tortured to death. When we took a fork that both catgirls said they’d never been down, we started to hear noises. Screams, still audible through several walls of stone, broke the eerie silence that reigned between. One, louder than the others, cut off abruptly from some distance up the hall we trod. We may have eliminated Sethon, but it seemed that some of his lackeys were working overtime.

      I traded looks with Keliana and she drew her daggers. The others drew their weapons as well. I almost abstained, but brought out my triple stick at the last minute and held it loosely in one hand.

      We got close enough to hear voices from a room on the left side of the hall. I moved up ahead of Keliana, impatient to hear what was going on. Stopping just before the door, I put my back to the wall and listened.

      “Tell me what I want to know and I will end your miserable life quickly,” one male voice said. “Resisting will serve no purpose.”

      “Please. I don’t know anything else. I’m telling you the truth.” This man’s voice was raspy, hoarse, like he’d been at a playoff game for his favorite team. Or like he’d been screaming his lungs out in agony. The faintness and lack of energy made me feel like he didn’t have much longer before he’d earn the end the other voice mentioned.

      As I listened to the first man demand more information and the brief comments and grunts of at least two other men in the room, I formed my triple stick into a staff, then affixed the siangham to the top. On second thought, I shortened the shaft so it was no longer like a kung fu spear but more like one of the ancient Roman types. With a nod to the others, I charged in the empty doorway.

      Twelve men crowded in a much larger room than I’d expected. The thing had to be thirty feet on all sides, with another door at the other end. In the central section was one of those tables, a dog beastkin man strapped tightly to it. He was a mess of cuts, bruises, and blood.

      A human man stood over him, an implement that looked a lot like a long spoon in his hand, if long spoons had spikes and sharp edges. Most of the others looked like your common thugs, except for two. One, a boar beastkin, had crazy eyes and held a tray with other torture devices on them. The other I immediately pegged as the boss of the operation.

      He was young, maybe five or six years older than me, and human. He wore rugged clothes that reminded me of some kind of explorer or adventurer, like an Indiana Jones type. His face was scruffy with dark fuzz matching the longish, flyaway hair on top of his head. His eyes drilled into me, analyzing, and I got the feeling he instantly knew I was not friendly to him and his.

      “Kill them,” he said to his underlings. “And the explorer as well. I don’t want him to tell anyone what he’s told us.”

      With that, he darted out the other door, closing it behind him.

      “Don’t let them kill him,” I said to the others, lunging in and ramming my spear through the one closest to the man on the table. The one who had been torturing him. “I’m going to go after that other guy.”

      My friends jumped into action as I bashed through the minions before they could react. I was through the door and sprinting down the hall in seconds, the sounds of steel clashing and people dying behind me.

      The corridor the door emptied into was long and straight for the first forty feet, then it turned to the right. It was completely silent, especially as I got farther away from the room where my friends were fighting. No footsteps. Nothing. No doors adorned the hall and I puzzled over why I didn’t see the man I was chasing. He shouldn’t be that far ahead of me.

      I raced through the hallway for a long distance. I’d say it was at least a quarter mile. When I finally reached a door, I tore it open, only to find a room, darkened until I stepped out of the way to let the meager light from the hall’s wall lamps encroach into it. I spent far longer than I liked checking the room, but found nothing but dust and a couple of chairs.

      Wherever the man had gone, I’d lost him. I cursed myself, my luck, and the man himself. I jogged back to the others, scrutinizing every wall as I did so.

      “He disappeared,” I told them when I returned. “I don’t know how or where, but he’s gone. How’s our friend?”

      With the day I’d had, I didn’t even really pay attention to the corpses on the ground. I stepped over them, as I’d been doing for more hours than I could count, approaching the table where the man still lay. The straps had been removed and Brin was giving him water and some food she’d found.

      “I healed him until I exhausted my mana,” the blue woman told me. “He will live, though he is still in pain. They have been rough with him.”

      I felt a chuckle coming on, probably my stress trying to bubble up, but I resisted making a sound. Laughing at a guy who’d been tortured for who knew how long was not a polite thing to do, and definitely not the right way to start a conversation.

      “Hey there,” I said softly to the dog man. “I’m Gar. I’m sorry we can’t help heal you faster, but hopefully you’re in less pain than before. Who are you and why are you down here?”

      The man’s brown eyes focused on me with difficulty. “Did you catch him? He can’t escape. He’ll find them, kill them. You can’t let him go. Please, please. Tell me you caught the Searcher.”

      

      Story to be continued in Weaponsmaster 5…

      

      If you’d like to always be up on all my new releases, and to score a free book in the process, join my newsletter here.

      (For the paperback version of this book, you can go to my website at philaerix.com and click on the Free Novel menu item)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading Weaponsmaster 4!

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed the book and liked Gar’s new addition to his harem. You gotta love catgirls! Book 5 is already written and will be out soon, if it’s not already out by the time you read this. That one features another stunning beauty, this time a kangaroo beastkin, an  explorer named Lirien.

      

      Want to know how you can support my writing so I can keep putting out more books? It’s simple: let others know you like my stories, especially through leaving a review or posting about them, maybe both.

      

      I also have a Patreon that you can join if you want to get early access to chapters for new books, see what’s going on with cover art and upcoming series, want to take part in helping me to decide which way a story goes, or you just want to buy me a cup of coffee (which is the fuel that runs the entire process!). You can check it out here:  patreon.com/PhilAerix

      

      Also, if you want to get a similar standalone story for free, I’ve written Elf Queen just for you. You can pick it up by going to my website (https://philaerix.com/) and clicking on the button next to the cover.

      

      
        
        Fan of Harem Stories?

      

      

      

      If you want to find more harem stories, or just hang out with those who appreciate them, check out the Dukes of Harem, Harem Gamelit  Monster Girl Fiction, Harem Lit Readers, and Harem Lit groups on Facebook!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t have a cover yet for Book 5, but even as I type this, my cover artist is working on the cover for the first book in a new series. As soon as that one is finished, it’s on to the cover for Book5. Don’t worry about Book 5 being delayed, though. It launches in May 2024. You can check the link below (the page for the Weaponsmaster series) to check if the remaining books in the series are out.

      

      Weaponsmaster series page:

      Weaponsmaster Series

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Phil Aerix

          

        

      

    

    
      Elf Queen

      

      Aycrishi Sodality Series:

      AS1 - Priestess (also on audio)

      AS2 - Warrior (also on audio)

      AS3 - Vagabond (also on audio)

      AS4 - Princess (also on audio)

      AS5 - Rebel (also on audio)

      AS6 - Paragon (audio coming soon)

      

      Weaponsmaster Saga:

      Weaponsmaster

      Weaponsmaster 2

      Weaponsmaster 3

      Weaponsmaster 4 (this book)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I’m Phil Aerix and I write fantastical stories with some heat.

      I like tales about regular guys who through some twist of fate meet beautiful, sexy women of all kinds who may need some help, a little attention, or someone to go into battle beside. Elves, faeries, beastkin, monster girls, I love them all (humans too, of course), and I love writing about them.

      You can catch up with me via e-mail at Phil@philaerix.com or on Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/PhilAerixAuthor). I love getting questions or just chatting about the genre.

      Also, check out my Patreon (https://www.patreon.com/PhilAerix)

      

      
        
        https://philaerix.com/

        Phil@philaerix.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Patreon icon] Patreon

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
4

PHIL ACRIX





images/00006.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
Want to always know when
the next book comes
out...and get another full-
length novel for free?

Join my newsletter to get the
news on what's coming next
and you'’ll also get EIf Queen
for free.

[ Send My Free Book J






images/00005.jpeg





