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For More Information…


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


Qamara’s Foretelling for Gar


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

When all seems lost, put your faith in knowledge

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

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


What Has Come Before…


Finished with the dueling circuit in the Aesturith Kingdom, and Eluthien the Blade now dead like the other minions of Aeyr they had encountered, Gar and the others headed to the Traisel Commonwealth, as per Qamara’s suggestion. Crossing the bridges over the archipelago and the water separating the two nations, they entered into a land primarily inhabited by beastkin.

After being attacked twice in a short amount of time by the mysterious catgirl assassin, Gar was afflicted with poison. They made it to a rabbit beastkin village in time for the healer to save his life. They discovered that the catgirl was indeed an assassin, one of the dreaded Venom Blades. Armed with antidotes for several common poisons, the group made for the land of the cat beastkin, hoping to find information on both the assassin and why they were in the Commonwealth to begin with.

When the assassin attacked again, Gar defeated her. Though instead of killing her, he questioned her. Keliana Artuxis’s family was being held captive with the threat of their deaths if she didn’t hunt and kill Gar. They decided to join forces to save her family, especially since there were reports of umbrenix in the area. The shadows meant another lieutenant of Aeyr was near. They traveled separately, meeting in secret until Keli could locate her family. In return for their help, she would lead them to Sethon, the minion they sought.

While waiting for Keliana, Gar and his companions followed a group of soldiers and umbrenix who were sent to destroy a village of wolf beastkin. After helping fight off the small army, they followed the tracks, hoping to find their headquarters. Before that happened, though, they came upon a centaur town, another on Sethon’s list for destruction.

With the knowledge at last of where her family was, Keliana found Gar and they agreed to meet in two days to rescue them. Meanwhile, one of the centaur villages fell under attack by Sethon’s troops. By the time Gar’s party reached them and helped destroy the attackers, there wasn’t time to get to Keliana’s family before their executioners arrived.

In a show of honor and sacrifice, the centaurs bore the party and ran for more than a day to get them to the fortress where the family was held, despite a strong vow made by all centaurs that they would never bear another. Upon arrival, Gar, his companions, and Keliana battled with the squad sent to kill the family, freeing them. After returning to the centaur village, it was time to go after Sethon.

Keliana brought them to the fortress headquarters of Sethon’s forces. After she cleared the way as only an assassin could, they confronted the snake man in his audience room. After a long battle, Sethon and all his followers in the chamber were dead.

Gar checked the dungeons beneath the fortress and found evidence of torture and execution. They found one such session in process and prepared to stop them…


Chapter
One



“Kill them, and the explorer as well. I don’t want him to tell anyone what he’s told us.”

The unknown man in rough adventurer’s garb turned as he gave the command, then he ran out the door on the other side of the torture chamber, pausing just long enough to close the door behind him.

Gar looked back at Sariel Snowblossom and the others. “Don’t let them kill him. I’m going after that other guy.” He, too, took off running, to chase the other man down. Leaving Sariel, her friends, and ten men who all drew their weapons.

Sariel drew her own sword. Tyra Tyswix, the goblin crafter, brought out her steel fighting batons. Brinawynn Tolsen, next to the green woman, drew her shortsword and prepared for battle. The moonwisp’s blue skin reflected the wall lamps as she scoped out the enemies before them. The two catgirl assassins, Keliana Artuxis and Trisse Geruth, armed themselves as well—Keliana with her ring daggers and the orange-haired Trisse with two more conventional knives. Behind the others, Tip nocked an arrow on the bow in his hand while his companion, Rex, growled and leaned forward, preparing to charge.

As one, the eleven men arrayed against them moved to attack, but Sariel had eyes for only one. The man that had been torturing the unfortunate beastkin strapped to the heavy table was a brown-haired human who went straight for the victim of the various tools spread out nearby. He raised the strange bladed tool in his hand to assault the other man with it.

She would not allow that. Not only because Gar had told them to protect the man, but because it was clear that anyone perpetrating such attacks on another was without honor or mercy. She lunged, slashing down with her sword to cut into the torturer’s arm.

The blow lacked the power to remove his limb, but Sariel’s longsword created a deep cut, damaging enough that he dropped the torture device. He also screamed like a child who had been spanked.

Sariel’s friends rushed forward even as the other ten men did the same. The men had their orders, to kill the prisoner and Sariel, Tyra, Brin, Tip, Keliana, Trisse, and Rex. There would be no negotiation.

The man whose arm she had cut seemed to have lost his desire to harm the prisoner, but the boar beastkin nearby, the one who held a tray of other implements of torture, had no such condition. His wild eyes widened as he reached for a small, bladed instrument on the tray—of the kind she’d seen scholars use to make precise cuts on animal carcasses—and moved toward the man they had been torturing.

Sariel kicked the injured torturer, shoving him into the boar. The tray flew out of his hand, though the blade in his other hand remained in his grip. He pushed his companion hard, not even watching him slam into the wall. His only concern seemed to be ending their victim, like his leader had commanded.

When the swordmaster put herself between the boar and the man on the table, the beastkin slashed at her with the blade. At first, Sariel couldn’t believe his audacity. The tool was barely the length of a dagger, and she held her longsword. With a slight shrug, she pushed the point of her blade at the man. It would do the job of stopping his forward movement.

It didn’t. The man’s manic eyes stared at her as he ran right into the blade. It punctured him high on the chest, almost the shoulder. He grunted in pain, but still tried to cut at her. Sariel pressed the sword forward and down, moving the man’s body to the side through sheer pain. She then tore the blade out, brought it around in an arc, and took his hand off at the wrist.

The hand holding the torture implement dropped to the ground as the man paused for a moment to bring his eyes to the stump that was squirting blood. When he looked back up to Sariel, he had an unsettling grin on his face.

That was as much as she was going to put up with. Swinging her sword around and over her head, she slashed at the wild-eyed beastkin horizontally. The familiar resistance of the sword cutting through flesh transferred to her hands, and when it disappeared, his head dropped to the floor, as did the body a few seconds later.

Off to Sariel’s left, Tyra battered a dwarf’s axe aside with her steel batons and struck the man half a dozen times in rapid succession. His lumpy, bloody head teetered, then his body followed. He crashed to the ground in time for the goblin to block a sword strike from a human man and crush his arm with powerful blows from her sticks.

Two of the other torturers were down, arrows jutting from their faces. Tip had dropped his bow in lieu of his sword and was doing a fine job of dueling with a rat beastkin man. Rex, the lizard-like furcan, nipped at Tip’s opponent and distracted him. No doubt, the rat would be down and bleeding soon as well.

Sariel scanned the others. Keliana and Trisse were on opposite sides of the room, evading weapons from two attackers each while they danced through the guards of their opponents and slashed them to ribbons with their knives.

Brin had come around the table and finished off the man Sariel had injured, the one who had been torturing the prisoner when they arrived. She now bent over the victim, moving her hands over him. Her healing magic cast no light, but the way the man’s body jerked and then began to relax told her the moonwisp was tending to his wounds.

In no time, only Sariel and her friends stood in the room. After the battles they’d fought earlier in the day against Sethon and his elite warriors and assassins, this one ranked significantly below a warm-up session prior to a duel against an aged, one-armed man with creaky joints.

“Should we go after him?” Tip asked. The taranji cleaned his blade on the clothing of one of the men and slipped it into his scabbard. Sariel considered the taranji for a moment. Just in the time she had known him, a few short months, his appearance had changed. With him still shirtless, the muscles in his abdomen visibly twitched as he moved, and she could not see his ribs any longer. Not only had his form changed from his training, but his skill had increased as well, his every movement more graceful.

“No,” Sariel said. “He was running fast, chasing. Whether he has caught his prey or not, he would be too far for us to make a difference in a fight. I don’t worry that he would have difficulty defeating the other man.”

She knew this to be true. Never had she seen anyone so skilled in combat, all around, than Garfield Hailey.

It was only a few minutes after that Gar returned. He wore an unhappy expression on his face. Not quite a frown, but close enough to it.

“The man?” Sariel asked.

Gar shrugged. “He disappeared. I don’t know how or where, but he’s gone. How’s our friend?”

“I healed him until I exhausted my mana,” Brin said. The blue woman stood next to the table. The straps holding the dog beastkin man down had been loosened and he no longer looked moments from death. “He will live, though he is still in pain. They have been rough with him.”

Gar’s eyes flashed like they did when Tip said something from the other world that Sariel and the others didn’t understand. Just when she thought he might laugh at whatever ridiculous reference invaded his thoughts, he clenched his jaw and adopted a neutral expression.

Gar turned to the man. “Hey there. I’m Gar. I’m sorry we can’t 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 Gar 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.”

“The Searcher?”

“Yes. Please tell me you killed him.”

Keliana hissed. “He must have known a secret passage. There are many in the fortress. I don’t know any down here, but I can probably find it, given enough time.”

Gar scratched his chin and nodded. “I’d appreciate it. I’ll talk to this guy right now and join you in a few minutes, if that’s okay.”

“Fine with me. Trisse, you want to help?”

The two catgirls took off at a jog to do as they said. Gar turned back to the dog beastkin man.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m Varna Etole.”

“Nice to meet you, Varna. Now, what are you talking about and why were you being tortured on this table?”

Brin handed Varna a waterskin and he took a drink. “Oh, thank you. For the water and for healing me. His eyes flared as if he’d only just noticed her gorgeous blue skin, red hair, and blazing green eyes. “Umm…”

Gar snapped his fingers in front of Varna. “Why were they torturing you?”

Varna Etole blinked, then composed himself. “That man, the one who got away, he’s called the Searcher. It’s no surprise, but he’s looking for something. More accurately, he’s looking for someone. Or several someones. I am unlucky enough to have information he wanted.”

“The Searcher. That sounds like a title, much like the Collector, the Hammer, the Blade, and the Fang. Is he one of Aeyr’s minions?”

“Aeyr?” the dog man said. “The ancient villain who was destroyed?”

“Yeah, that one. Except he wasn’t destroyed and now he’s back and trying to get powerful enough to take over the world again. He’s brought the umbrenix back, too. They killed my best friend.”

“No, no, no, no. Why? Why did it have to be now? Couldn’t it have waited until our grandchildren’s time?”

Gar’s mouth turned down into a true frown, and for good reason. The statement befitted an uncaring coward. “What information did he want?”

“He’s looking for researchers like me. I study the ruins of ancient civilizations. I’m somewhat of a historian, but with more practical application than those who stay in their stuffy libraries or lecture halls and read what those like me, who actually explore these sites, write.”

“You’re an archaeologist?”

“Oh, you know what that is?”

“Of course.” Gar looked at Sariel and Brin, but they both shook their heads. Sariel hadn’t ever heard the word before.

“Some of those he’s looking for are archaeologists, others are explorers who work for scholars. Because I know several, he snatched me and questioned me. Once I told him everything I knew, he continued to press me, claiming I was holding back information from him. That was when the torture started.”

Gar leaned in until his face was only a few inches from Varna. “Why is he looking for these explorers?”

“He never said straight out. I’m not sure if he wants what they’re looking for or if he simply wants the people themselves. Based on some comments from his men,” Varna pointed at the bodies around him, “he wants to kill them. He, or his boss, doesn’t want the things they’re after to be found.”

The dog man stopped speaking and narrowed his eyes, taking a good look at Gar. “Gods, are you Kael? Have you come back to rescue us from people like the Searcher?”

“No. I look a little like him, that’s all. Tell us about these explorers and this secret cache.”

“He had a list of seven or eight, but I only had information about three. Debusen Charatlian, Gregor Wemble, and Lirien Seck. He asked about another one I don’t know several times. A scholar. She seemed just as important as Lirien, though.”

Brin gasped, drawing everyone’s gaze.

“Brin?” Gar said.

“Lirien Seck. I know her. I have worked with her in the past. She was the one I spoke of when we met Rolm Murek, the prime of the wolf beastkin village we saved from Sethon’s soldiers. A kangaroo beastkin. She’s very good at finding things. Treasure, people, items of historical value in ancient ruins.”

“Yes, that’s who the Searcher was most interested in. He’s going after her first. He doesn’t want her to find whatever she’s working on.”

Gar let out a breath. “Does he want her findings for himself?”

“Maybe. I got the sense that the most important thing was that whatever she searches for not be found by anyone else. He’ll kill her to keep it secret. Whether he takes what’s there or not didn’t seem to be a question. His boss doesn’t want anyone getting their hands on it.”

“Varna, this is important. Did you tell him where to find her?”

The dog beastkin’s face paled. “I…did. At least, I told him where she was only a few weeks ago. She may have moved, but it will get him close.”

“Which is why he ordered his men to kill you. He didn’t want anyone else finding her,” Gar realized. “I’m going to need you to tell me everything you told him, and anything else you may have resisted giving him, or forgot to do so.”

He looked nervously at Gar and around at the others. Sariel tried to give him a smile, but by the time he got to her, he was frantic.

Gar put his hands up, understanding the look as well as Sariel did. “Don’t worry. We’re not going to do you any harm. You don’t have to worry about Sethon—we killed him earlier. You can walk right out of here whenever you want, but we’d appreciate the information.”

“Why?”

“For several reasons. The top two are that we need to protect Brin’s friend. Lirien won’t even know this Searcher is after her. The other is that if this guy is one of Aeyr’s minions, which it seems he is, then we need to go after him and kill him.”

“It’s kind of what we do,” Tip added.

Gar winked at the taranji. “Yes, it is kind of what we do. I told you about Aeyr. He killed my friend and, through his minions, killed others who were important to the rest of us. If he wants something, or wants it not to be found, then we need to get it before he does. We also want to keep him from hurting other innocents. Like Lirien. Like you.”

Maybe it was Gar’s words, maybe it was his calm voice, or maybe it was the fact that he looked an awful lot like a timeless hero, but Varna relaxed. “I will tell you all I know. While those three aren’t close friends of mine, they are acquaintances, and I wouldn’t like anything to happen to them. Especially not due to information taken from me. Do you think I might have something to eat? I’m sure I’ll think better with some food in my belly.”

Gar laughed. “Definitely. Tip, that’s right up your alley. Do you want to bring him upstairs and see what food you two can find? I’m going to check on Keliana and Trisse, and I’ll be up in a little while. The rest of you can split up between me or Tip.”

“I’ll go with the goat boy,” Tyra said. “Keep him from getting in trouble.”

Sariel chose to go with Gar while the rest followed Tip, Tyra, and Varna to help the injured man get up the stairs. She didn’t think there would be any danger that Gar couldn’t handle himself, but she felt the need to stay by his side.

“Great, you ready to find the catgirls, Sariel?”

“I am.”


Chapter
Two



As Sariel and I retraced the path I ran earlier, I considered the elven swordmaster. She wasn’t the newest of my companions—Keliana had that honor—but she hadn’t been with us for a long time, either. It was hard to parse the things that had happened to me in this new world since the umbrenix had dragged me here from my own.

The first few minutes after I arrived, still confused about what was going on, I was attacked and almost drained of my life force by one of the shadow people. I managed to kill it, my first one. Nowadays, it was almost a hobby.

I met Qamara Enorana, the stunning alari prophetess who told me what world I’d landed in and a little about how things ran here. I found Brin, caged by slavers, and once I’d freed the moonwisp mage, she had graciously offered to help me find my best friend, who had also been taken from my world. We eventually found that he’d been killed, and I in turn snuffed out the life of the one responsible. The one directly responsible, anyway. His boss, Aeyr, had created the umbrenix and received the power they drained from people. We were still trying to find him and kill him, if that was possible.

I’d heard him called a demigod, but what did that even mean? I swore I’d find a way to destroy him, whatever he was.

We picked up Tyra Tyswix, the muscular and incredibly sexy goblin crafter, in Forgehaven after her father had been killed. As it turned out, her uncle, also a minion of Aeyr, was the one who did the deed. We left his body on the floor of his secret forge.

Then we got to Sariel, whom we traveled with throughout the Aesturith Kingdom as she won duel after duel to qualify to fight one of the vaunted swordmasters there. The one who had poisoned and killed her master.

A quick trip across some bridges brought us to the Traisel Commonwealth, where we still roamed. We’d only killed Sethon the Fang, yet another of Aeyr’s lieutenants, a few hours ago and were now exploring his fortress with the help of our newest party member, Keliana Artuxis. The catgirl assassin had been invaluable in finding, and ending, Sethon and she’d joined us in our quest to find Aeyr.

We hadn’t been sure what we’d do after killing Sethon. With no other leads, I had been hoping we’d find something, and now, it seemed, we had. Another potential minion of Aeyr had fallen into our laps. We knew what he was searching for, so we could race him to his destination, saving whoever Lirien Seck was and hopefully killing him in the process.

“Are you well?” Sariel asked me as we walked.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. I’m fine. Just thinking about the last few months since I got to this world. A lot has happened.”

“It has,” she agreed. “Even since I’ve met you, life has been a whirlwind.”

I laughed. “You can say that again.”

“Life has been a whirlwind?”

“Yeah. I didn’t mean that literally. Another saying where I come from.”

“I see.”

“How about you, Sariel? With all that’s been going on, we haven’t talked a lot, except in conjunction with finding Sethon. Are you okay with all this stuff?” I waved my hand about, encompassing everything.

“Stuff?”

“Yeah, you know, traveling, seeking out danger, fighting?”

She considered me for a moment, worrying her bottom lip in her teeth. “Despite the difficulties, the horrible things we have seen, and the necessity for violence, I am the happiest I have ever been in my life since I met you. I believed I knew what valor and heroism were before, but I did not. I had read or listened to stories or lectures, but I had not lived any of it. Thank you for allowing me to accompany you.”

I stopped, turning toward the swordmaster to meet her bright blue eyes. Then I pulled her into a hug.

“You’re something else, you know that? Here I was afraid I’d dragged you into all this mess and that you might be trying to think of a way to get out of it, and then you go and thank me for it? I’m so glad I met you, Sariel Snowblossom.”

“I, too, am glad we encountered each other. I intend to continue by your side for a long, long time.”

“Thank you for that, too. It makes me feel better about what the future holds. Both because I love the thought of you being with me and also because it’s always nice to have a swordmaster when you’re going after a powerful enemy.”

“Hmmmm,” Keliana’s voice said from a little way down the hall. “Am I interrupting something?”

I turned to find the gorgeous catgirl with her trademark sexy smirk on her face. With her skintight black leather suit, her long black hair and black cat ears, and her piercing green eyes, the woman could take my breath away by just standing there.

“Nope,” I said, putting an arm out toward her while still holding Sariel with the other. “Not yet.”

She slinked down the hall and slid into my arm and I tightened it around her, kissing her on the side of the face.

“Did you find anything?” I asked, watching Trisse stand off to the side, shifting her feet uncomfortably.

“We did. You want to tell him, Trisse?”

“Sure.” The other catgirl sounded surprised to be brought into the conversation. For an assassin, she had the most innocent face, like she was the girl next door. If the girl next door was a drop-dead gorgeous supermodel who just happened to have orange hair with cat ears and tail to match, topped off with sparkling orange eyes. She was, hands down, the sexiest tabby I’d ever seen. “We found where he left the main passageway and followed the tunnel until it opened up outside the fortress walls. He’s long gone. We could have tried to track him, but he was moving fast by the footprints we saw.”

“It’s fine. We know where he’s going. That guy who was being tortured, Varna, is telling the others right now. Come on, let’s head up. We’ve already explored the dungeon completely. It’s about time for us to talk about what we’ll do next.”

We found Varna, Tip, and the others in the dining area eating a legitimate dinner. Several dishes of roasted meats, cooked vegetables, plates of fruit, and several loaves of bread were spread across the table. I raised an eyebrow.

“We found the cook,” Tip said with his mouth full of food. “She thanked us for clearing out all the ‘horrible people’ from the fortress and offered to make us some dinner. Sit down, there’s plenty.”

“Did you check it for poison?” Keliana asked, her eyes searching Tip and Varna, who were both shoveling the meal into their mouths fast enough to choke them.

They both paused in their gluttony, and Brin laughed at Tip’s face going white. “They have been eating like this for more than fifteen minutes. I watched for any deleterious effects, for my Soothe spell can help with a few of the weaker common poisons and we have several antidotes for others, but the cooks seemed sincere in their thanks.”

Sariel cast her eyes over the table. “There is no poison, though it would be wiser next time to wait for me to check before you consume your weight in food.”

Two women entered the dining room carrying even more platters. Sariel watched them carefully as they set down the new dishes.

“Are you the cook?” the swordmaster asked the elder woman. She was heavyset and probably in her late forties. The other woman was half her age and in livery with embroidery of fangs on the breast.

“I am. Sheddy Pillin, my lady. This here is Minnia, a fine and hardworking girl who had a job of fending off some of those who loitered about the place. I wanted to show my gratitude for removing the former master. He and many of his underlings have been nothing but trouble since he reestablished the fortress. The two misses there know. They both have been here to witness some of what they did.” She pointed to Keliana and Trisse.

Sariel nodded at the woman. “Is it your or any of the others’ intention to lace these meals with poison or other such harmful things?”

“No, ma’am, of course not. I’ll eat it in front of you myself, if you’d like.”

The elf nodded to me. I understood that she’d used her power to ensure the woman was telling the truth. We were clear to eat.

“That’s not necessary, Sheddy,” I said. “Though please, if you’d like, join us and eat, both you and Minnia. I’d like to talk to you about what will happen now, since most of those causing trouble are gone.”

“Truly? I thank you, my lord, but I’m just a simple cook, not cut out for dining with the likes of you and your companions.”

I snorted, gesturing at my blood-covered clothing. “I’m no lord, just someone who wanted to help. Please, join us. I want to make sure you and the other servants are safe. That no one will try to take out their frustration on you for what we did.”

Sheddy looked from me to the faces of my companions. Brin gave them a sincere smile and Sariel did her best to do so as well. Tip and Varna, after hearing they could eat again, started refilling their plates. It took Keliana gesturing to the chairs before the cook would accept the invitation. They knew her, at least.

“I’ll join you, my…uh, sir. Let us fetch a few more things and we’ll be right back. I don’t know where the other serving staff are. Most likely hiding from the work, unlike Minnia here. We’ll be back shortly.”

I sat down at the table, more than a little embarrassed about how filthy I was. I was hungry, too, but something more important was on my mind.

“Varna, will you tell us between bites about this Searcher and what he’s doing? If I understood you earlier, we should be hurrying to try to save those he’s after.”

The dog beastkin swallowed the food he was chewing. “Yes, yes, of course. I told you about the three I was questioned about, and the others, whom I don’t know. Of the three, two of them, Lirien Seck and Gregor Wemble were in Olliaran the last I knew. Debusen Charatlian was in Sauvaxera.

“From what the Searcher and his men said, their mission is to stop the explorers from finding the ruins’ ancient sites. Whether that means that they will find the locations themselves and ransack them, I’m not sure. They threw about words like ‘destroy,’ ‘eliminate,’ and ‘kill.’ It also seems like he has a lot more men than he had with him down in the torture room.”

“Okay. So, Olliaran and Sauvaxera, ancient ruins, something important enough to kill for. I’ve heard of Olliaran. Isn’t that where most of the elves live?”

Brin said down next to me. “That is correct. Both the siroya and the vanesi—that is to say, the light and the dark elves—live there, in tenuous balance. It is a large area, however, most of it sparsely populated. There are many ruins, a large number of them from former alari settlements. Before their decline, the alari filled Olliaran. Sauvaxera is the farthest eastern region on the continent. It was the primary home of the osgoth people, though in their time as the world’s primary power, they spread even as far as Olliaran. Many ancient nations and cities, including previously grand castles and fortresses, are in Sauvaxera, buried by time. Some people spend their entire lives searching for a specific site, never to find it.”

“Yes,” Varna said sadly. “I’ve been cataloguing ruins for most of my life, though without a specific goal. At times, I’ve been paid by a patron to look for particular artifacts, but mostly I’ve explored places others have found, trying to define the extents of the sites after they have already moved on to the next.

“Those three people mentioned all have certain distinct places they are looking for. An alari castle lost in time. The tomb of the scholar Azuthiel. Lirien, though, keeps her project a mystery.”

“And none of you, besides Varna, knows the other two explorers he mentioned?”

“I do not,” the moonwisp said. Our companions shook their heads or grunted a negative answer with their mouths full of food.

“I guess we have our job, then. Unless anyone thinks we should focus on going after the Searcher himself.”

Our newest addition, Keliana, shook her head. “No. Tracking him is possible, but better to beat him to where he’s going than follow and hope we catch up before he does something we’ll regret.”

“I agree. Let’s eat, get cleaned up, maybe catch a few hours’ sleep, and head out. It looks like it’s going to be a race. One we’re going to need to win.”


Chapter
Three



Sheddy the cook, along with Minnia the serving girl, had breakfast made for us when we got up the next morning. After the events of the day before, searching through the dungeons, and combing through Sethon’s rooms for loot, we’d only slept a handful of hours, so the meal was much appreciated before taking off on what promised to be a long trip. We’d netted quite a bit of gold and a few small items that were worth selling, but I gave a big chunk of the treasure to Sheddy and the other servants.

Halfway through the meal, a timid woman, a sheep beastkin by the looks of her ears and super-curly white hair, stepped up to the table and waited to be acknowledged. She wore the livery all Sethon’s servants had worn, green with black trim and two yellow fangs as the emblem on her chest.

“Can we help you with something?” I asked the nervous woman. She wouldn’t meet my eyes, and with each sound or movement from any of us, she winced. I got the distinct sense that previously, if she said or did anything wrong, she’d gotten in trouble. Probably of the physical kind. “Would you like a drink or some food? Sheddy has made us more than enough.”

“No, milord. Thank you, milord.”

“No, none of that. I’m no lord. My name’s Gar.” I offered my hand out to her, but she only stared at it. “You’re more than welcome to have some food. Sit down, eat something.”

Luckily, Sheddy poked her head in from the kitchen. “Shalan, what’s wrong? Sit yourself down and eat. There’s plenty. Do you have news or something that needs telling?”

“I…I do.”

“Well then out with it, girl. Once it’s done, have some breakfast. It’s a new day and things are going to change. The new master here⁠—”

“None of that master stuff, either,” I interrupted. “We’re just the ones who put an end to the previous master and told you the fortress is yours. All the staff. It’s yours to do what you want with it.”

“Oh, pish-posh. If someone can do that, I don’t know a better name than ‘master.’”

“How about ‘friend’?”

The cook’s eyes went completely round and doubled in size. “Ha, wouldn’t that be something.”

All the while, the sheep girl, Shalan, stood rigidly, both at how Sheddy spoke with me and, I’m guessing, what I’d told her.

“Shalan, is it?” I said. “Don’t let this woman run roughshod over you. I’ll tell you what I told her and Minnia last night. This fortress now belongs to you. I’ve handed over enough coin to Sheddy here to keep you going for some time. If you all want to sell the place, turn it into a boarding house, or just live here and enjoy it, that’s your choice. Now, did you say you had something to tell us?”

“Yes, milord.” I rolled my eyes and she corrected herself. “Pardon. Yes…Gar.” I smiled at her. “There is a woman here to see you.”

“To see me?”

“I believe so. She said a man with your description is here, and his name is Garfield Hailey.”

I looked at my friends. Brin gave me a little shrug, as did Tip. Sariel and Tyra shook their heads. Keliana simply watched me. Trisse didn’t even do that much, continuing to eat her breakfast.

“Did she tell you her name?”

“She did. Qamara Enorana.”

I jumped from my seat. “Where? Where is she?”

“At the main entrance. She…”

I took off running, but only got to the edge of the dining room door before sliding to a stop. “Uh, which way is the main entrance?”

Shalan led me at a pace I was almost sure she was keeping just to irritate me. It was probably some kind of etiquette thing—no running in the halls for “masters” or some such rule—but that didn’t stop me from literally biting my tongue to keep from telling her to hurry up. Brin slipped up beside me and took my hand, at least distracting me.

Sure enough, when we arrived at the main entry, Qamara rose gracefully from the chair she had been relaxing in, her posture the perfect mix between regal and comfortable.

The prophetess looked just as gorgeous as ever. It occurred to me that with all the traveling she did, her skin was still creamy and pale. Perfect, unblemished, but still pale. I wondered if there was magical sunscreen in this world.

Long black hair with just enough wave to make her look like a modeling agency’s dream woman lay over her right shoulder, spilling down the significant amount of the silky skin of her chest exposed by her dress. The pale green chiffon-type cloth seemed to float in a nonexistent breeze, as always, providing tantalizing hints of the form beneath it. Her sculpted eyebrows rose at spotting me, and her full, red lips curved upward. I felt a magnetic force from her tan eyes that had me holding myself back so I didn’t make a fool of myself in front of Shalan.

But I couldn’t help myself, I rushed to the woman and took her into my arms, reveling in the feel of her body and that soft, wispy outfit she wore. I moved my lips to her ear and whispered to her.

“May I kiss you?”

She laughed, nodding her head, and spoke in that accent I loved so much. Latin, in my world, but alari in this one. “I would like that.”

So I did. Nothing super passionate, but a nice kiss nonetheless. Very little tongue. I wasn’t sure what the etiquette was, but I doubt I broke it. I might have bruised it, though, just a little. Surprisingly, Brin embraced the woman as well and they treated each other to a quick peck of a kiss.

“Have you eaten?” I asked. “We were just having breakfast. Come on. Shalan was going to have some breakfast, too. You know, to help us eat it all up since the cook made way too much.” I gave the sheep girl a hopeful look, and she sighed and nodded. “Great.”

I took Qamara’s hand and then Brin’s, not even realizing what I’d done for a few steps. I couldn’t help it. I’d missed the alari woman. I just hoped she’d stick around for a while this time.

The smile on her face was a new feature. Not that I hadn’t seen it before, but she’d always been a little aloof, or maybe a bit stiff. Right now, she seemed to be genuinely happy to be back with us.

I introduced Qamara to Keliana and Trisse, and Tyra, Sariel, and Tip greeted her as we dug in.

“We’ve got some things to tell you,” I said. “For now, just know that both Keli and Trisse are Venom Blades. Like your foretelling said. But we can catch you up on the road. We have someplace we need to be. You’re going to stay with us for a little while?”

“I am. For a time. I will go with you.”

“Great. We’ve been busy around here, but there’s something even more urgent we have to do.”

“Have you killed Sethon?” the prophetess asked as she nibbled at a piece of ham. “Was he an underling of Aeyr?”

My mouth dropped open.

“I believe you remember I am a seer?”

Tip laughed like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. I wasn’t sure if he really thought it that funny, if he wanted to give me shit, or if he still had designs on getting under Qamara’s dress.

“Yeah, yeah. Okay. Yes to both of those.”

We chatted about little things, especially after Shalan’s face went white when we mentioned Aeyr.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Keliana said between bites. “The fortress has two large stables. I checked them out this morning when I went to the privy and found there are more than enough steeds for all of us. It would make the journey faster. Could mean the difference between getting to Lirien in time or not.”

I stopped my fork halfway to my mouth. “Horses. That would be helpful, as long as some of you know how to care for them. I’m not used to riding a horse. Only centaurs.”

Trisse, sitting next to Keliana, choked on her food and started coughing. Qamara and Shalan both stopped eating, forks hovering halfway between their plates and their mouths.

“Did you say you rode on the backs of centaurs?” Trisse asked.

“Yeah, we had to. If they hadn’t offered, we never would have made it to Keli’s family in time.”

Qamara set her fork down. “The centaurs allow no one to ride them. Ever. There have been wars fought over it.”

I shrugged. “They offered, we accepted, and we spent more than a full day on their backs, and that was just on the way to save Keli’s family. We, and the whole family, rode them back to their town, too. I’m not sure if riding horses is the same, but I’m assuming there are at least saddles in this world? Not to complain, but riding bareback like we did is truly a pain in the ass.”

Brin’s eyes flared and she tried to hide a smile behind her cup as she drank. “There are saddles, yes. Bridles and reins as well. Do they use such in your world?”

“They do,” I said. “Though like I said, I haven’t ever ridden one. If you think there’s a horse that would be willing to take a new rider without throwing me out of the saddle, I think it’s a fine idea. The faster we go, the better. No telling if that Searcher guy hooked up with some of his minions and is racing there as we speak.”

Tip looked at me nervously. “I’ve never ridden, either. We’re gonna need two gentle horses. Umm, we won’t be going as fast as we did with the centaurs, right? That was rough. And bouncy.”

“We’ll suffer together. If it means getting there in time, I’m okay with some pain in the legs and…other areas from going a little fast.”

“Yeah,” the satyr said. “I guess I am, too. Is this explorer we’re looking for gorgeous? I saw a kangaroo beastkin woman before. She had huge t⁠—”

“She is lovely,” Brin said, cutting him off.

“Yeah, yeah, but does she have big breastesses?”

I laughed at that, but I doubted anyone else had ever seen an episode of In Living Color.

Brin quirked an eyebrow at me but continued. “You will enjoy the sight of her, Tip. Be forewarned, however. She is an accomplished combatant and is very strong and agile. If you approach her too aggressively, she will likely give you a drubbing.”

“Oooooh. Drubbing. Is that a sex thing?”

I was able to turn my head so I didn’t spit water all over everyone as I laughed. It took a moment to recuperate before speaking. “It means she’ll kick your ass, Tip.”

“Damn. That seems to be a pattern. I do love the rough ones, but why is it that every hot girl I meet has a chip on her shoulder and can tear me apart?”

“Chip on their shoulders?” Sariel said. “A chip of what? Why is it on their shoulders?”

“It’s another expression from my world,” I said. “It just means they have an attitude, a tendency toward bitterness. Tip’s way of saying that they won’t put up with his shit.”

If anything, the elf looked more confused, but I didn’t bother explaining further. We finished our breakfast quickly, gathered up our gear, and were soon leading the horses we’d chosen out of the stables.

“Can you ride a horse?” I asked Qamara.

“I have ridden many types of animals as mounts, horses among them. I am an accomplished rider.”

I grinned. “Of course you are. I should have expected it.”

Besides Qamara, Brin and Sariel were also accustomed to dealing with equines, and Keliana and Tyra had ridden them before. Between the five of them, they could teach me and Tip what we needed to know to take care of the mounts. And how not to fall off them.

“Here is where I say goodbye for now,” Trisse said to Keliana. “I will go to Plainstrider, pick up your family, and escort them home. Hopefully they’ll remember me from the couple of times I met them.”

“They will. Tesina never shuts up about how much she loves the color of your hair and ears. She’ll be thrilled to see you again. Thank you, Trisse. I appreciate it. Tell them I’ll see them soon, when we finish our quest.”

“I’ll tell them.” She turned to me and the others. “Thank all of you. I know it was Keliana who decided to tip me off about your raid of the fortress, but thank you for trusting me and treating me like one of your own during the last day or so. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt part of a group. Like a family.”

“Thank you for helping us,” I said. “Like Keli says, once all this stuff is done, we’ll probably come back with her to visit. It’ll be nice to see you again. You’re not just a skilled assassin and fighter, but you’re a good person, too. Helping her family when it could have cost you your life tells me all I need to know about you. You’re welcome to travel with us anytime. Take care of yourself. We’ll see you soon, hopefully.”

“I just may take you up on that, Gar. I look forward to seeing all of you again.” Her mouth turned into a sly smile. “Even you Tip. I’ve noticed that you’ve formed an attachment to staring at my ass. I’ll allow it, as long as you don’t try to touch me.”

Tip’s face glowed like a bonfire. It didn’t stop him from doing exactly what she said he could do when she turned to go back into the main building of the fortress.

With no other farewells or fanfare, we got underway. The crash course the women gave me and Tip allowed me to stay in the saddle, though it was nerve-racking at first. Within half an hour, my body felt wrung out, and I was sore enough that I was forced to relax from pure exhaustion. I almost regretted taking the horses.


Chapter
Four



Isat in my saddle, uncomfortable in more ways than just physically. I tried to come up with a way to utilize the two extra horses we’d brought to carry packs, maybe make some kind of litter or wagon so I didn’t have to ride.

“You are one of the Venom Blades?” Qamara asked Keliana, interrupting my thoughts and maneuvering her horse easily to come up alongside the catgirl and me.

The assassin pointed to the symbol of the guild on her shoulder. “I am. Or, at least, I was. I’m not sure anymore. I don’t even know if the organization has survived Sethon’s meddlings.”

The prophetess nodded. “Yes, it seems there is much turmoil within the ranks. What is your opinion of what has happened? Are you happy or sad that the guild has taken such a blow?”

Keliana’s expression stayed neutral, but the tightening around her eyes told me she wasn’t happy with being questioned.

“Qamara,” I said. “Is there a reason you’re asking all this?”

“I am merely engaging in conversation, Garfield. After my vision and my admonishment to you to visit the Traisel Commonwealth, I wondered at the effects of the circumstances I had glimpsed. I did not receive much information about it.”

“I get it, but it almost sounds like you’re interrogating her.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound so. Tell me, Keliana, are you familiar with most of the assassins in the guild?”

The catgirl blinked at the prophetess. “There are a lot of assassins in the guild. It is, in fact, entirely populated by assassins.”

“I thank you for that information, but that is not the question I asked.”

“Qamara.” I rubbed my forehead. I wasn’t sure what the alari woman had against Keliana, but the conversation was quickly coming to be a bigger pain in my ass than the saddle I’d been in for most of the day. “You’re on the verge of being rude.”

“Past it,” I heard Tip say from behind me, hoping Qamara didn’t.

The prophetess put a hand up. “I apologize. I did not mean to speak inappropriately. Time is short and I thought the information would be useful when…”

“A group of people ahead,” Sariel said from the front, leading our caravan for the time being. Keliana and Brin were the ones who knew where we were going, but as yet, we were still on the road heading toward the bridges back to the mainland, the Aesturith Kingdom.

I trotted my horse up next to the elf. As she said, five people stood in the road, their horses tied to trees nearby, at the edge of the road. Keliana hissed behind me, and I turned to look at her.

“Venom Blades,” she said. “Those five are pretty high in the guild.” She glared at Qamara.

I could understand why. I’d have to talk to the alari woman later. It was useful, her ability to know things she shouldn’t, but the way she went about questioning the catgirl seemed like she was playing games.

One of the five figures ahead—a cat beastkin man—lifted a hand, but whether in greeting or to indicate he wanted us to stop, I didn’t know. An urge to plow through them with our horses struck suddenly, but it was fleeting. No use in pissing off a handful of assassins for no reason.

As I and my companions pulled to a stop, I ran my eyes over the group. Three men: the cat beastkin, a dog beastkin, and a human. With them were two women, one a cat beastkin with coloring similar to Keliana, and the other a weasel beastkin with cinnamon-colored hair and matching fur on her ears.

“Ho,” the tomcat said. He was facing me, but his eyes flicked to Keliana. “Are you the Gar we have heard talk of, the one Sethon the Fang has been trying to hire people to kill?”

I immediately didn’t like the man. Something about his voice or his mannerisms, or maybe even the way he looked, just didn’t sit right with me. The vibe I got off him was what I expected from a career assassin, a feeling I didn’t get from Keliana or even Trisse.

“I don’t know if I would call myself the Gar, but Gar is my name.”

Tip chuckled behind me, and this time there was no doubt he’d been heard. The catman glowered at him. It suited his slightly puckered face. I wondered if he made a habit of sucking on lemons.

“I am Terrigan Pollus, one of the Emerald Edges of the Venom Blades.” He waited for…something, watching me with anticipation, like I would be awed over what he said.

“Okaaaay.”

“Recodo Jelusin,” the dog beastkin with a face that looked like it had been smashed said. I realized, after noting his ears standing up on the top of his head, that he was a bulldog type. I appreciated that the white-haired and furred man left it at that.

“I’m Artina Manesso,” the catgirl said, jerking her chin at Keliana, who returned the gesture. Their hair and fur colors were so alike, I planned on asking Keli later if they were related. Even their bodies were similar, though to be fair, most of the cat beastkin I’d seen had toned, lithe forms. This catgirl had bright blue eyes instead of Keli’s green, and her face seemed more unaccustomed to smiling than my assassin.

It occurred to me that I was already calling her “my assassin.” I smiled internally and almost let it show on the outside.

“Fredimen Klopp.” The only human among them, the man was maybe five and a half feet tall. He was muscular, but not bulky. He also seemed the least interested in whatever the hell this thing was. I was sure if wrist watches were a thing in this world, he would be staring at his, eager for the moment to hurry along.

The final person, the weasel beastkin, gave me a little wave and the hint of a smile. Whereas I pretty much hated Terrigan on sight, this woman seemed like she’d be fun to talk to and generally deal with.

“Dreyah,” she said. “Dreyah Delan. Hey Keliana.”

“Drey,” my catgirl greeted cordially, almost playfully.

I guessed I wasn’t getting out of this without a conversation. I briefly introduced each of my companions, not bothering to state their titles—or even last names. Maybe we could cut this short.

“You all seem to know Keliana. There’s Brin, Sariel, Tyra, Tip, and the furcan is named Rex. We’re kind of in a hurry here. Is there something you need?”

The word “need” didn’t seem to agree with Terrigan. His slimy smile dropped momentarily, and his eyes flashed in disgust.

Oh, it’s like that? Yay. What a treat.

“We have heard rumors,” the cat said. “That someone powerful has returned and is active. You know of whom I speak?”

I let out a breath. “Listen, like I said, we’re in a hurry. We have something very important to do. Very. Important. Normally, I don’t like playing games. Right now, I abhor the very thought of it. If you can state what you’re after in the next minute without trying to make it a guessing game, that would be good. If not, I would ask you kindly to get the fuck out of our way so we can carry on with our very important task.”

A scoffing, chuckling sound reached my ears, and it surprised me to find that it came from the weasel woman, Dreyah. Yeah, I definitely liked her.

Terrigan’s feathers were ruffled, though, his face indignant as though he’d never been so insulted. Something I found hard to believe with his attitude, his puckered face, and his name.

It was the other woman, the one who looked so much like Keliana, that helped us move past the stupidity.

“What Terrigan is trying to say is that we have heard from many sources that Aeyr the Hungerer is back. Rumors indicate that you are squarely against him and his underlings.”

“Yes,” I said. “That is correct. Sethon was one of them.”

“Was?” Terrigan said.

“Yeah. Maybe you didn’t hear, but he’s dead. As soon as we finish this very important task—did I mention how important it was?—we’ll get back to killing more of them. It’s not news. I’m pretty sure all Aeyr’s minions have known for a while, which is why Sethon was after us.” I glanced around at my friends. “Well, I’m glad we could clear that up. Nice chat. Have a good day.”

I almost got my horse moving when Artina continued.

“We would like to join you in your quest to destroy Aeyr.”

That caused me to pause. “Uh, what now?”

“We want to help,” she said.

“Why?”

“We want to steal his power,” Terrigan said with a sharp, toothy smile.

Ah, the motives come out.

So aside from Terrigan being out of his fucking mind, the catman was also just as much of a douche as I’d thought. Even more so, in fact. The way Artina rolled her eyes, it wasn’t hard to understand that her patience for the man was not limitless in any way. In short, I had absolutely no doubt any longer that the conversation was over.

“No.” I nudged my mount with my heels and clucked my tongue, directing the horse to plod around the assassins.

Terrigan squawked a retort, but honestly, I’d tuned him out. I caught a couple of words: dare and know. I could fill in the rest easily enough. What a tool.

My friends followed behind me as I headed toward the bridges to the mainland, barely visible far ahead. My horse was at a walk, so it wasn’t like we were storming off or trying to escape. Keliana pulled her mare up to me.

“Sorry about that,” she said.

“It wasn’t your fault. Just because you belong to the same organization, I’m not going to blame you for what they do. Ask Sariel. The Brotherhood of the Damn Gilded Sword is filled almost entirely with assholes, but Sariel is one of my favorite people and someone I highly respect.

“Kill Aeyr to take his power. What a shithead.”

The catgirl chortled. “Yeah, well, I think they all share that desire. At least he was honest about his intentions. Remember how I told you some in the guild were devising plans to do just that? These may only be the first. Especially once everyone knows you took out Sethon and are hunting for Aeyr, they’ll try to join up with you. The guild is full of people who will take advantage of anyone or anything to save them work.”

I shook my head. “As if I’d want to travel with people like Terrigan. I know I’m going to need help along the way. I appreciate your help, after all. Still, I’m not so desperate to try to group up with someone who might literally stab me in the back. I’m not sure about the rest of them, but that tomcat is bad news. And what was that he called himself. Emerald…?”

“Emerald Edges. They’re high-ranking assassins in the Blades. Just below the Ruling Council. They have a decent amount of power and a lot of say-so as to what the lower assassins do. Yeah, you’re right about him. I don’t trust him, never have.”

“Good, then we’re in agreement. Are they going to follow us, do you think?”

She didn’t do so much at turn in her saddle to look back. “Not blatantly, but I don’t doubt we’ll see them again. Probably others, too.”

“I’m not worried about it,” I said. “Once they see how much work it takes and how long it takes to get the information, they’ll get frustrated and leave to do their own thing. That’s if they even decide to continue with their little quest.”

“You’re probably right.” We rode quietly for a time before she spoke again. “It’s too damn bad Drey is mixed up with them. Of all the upper-level people in the guild, she’s the one I like the most. I don’t trust her completely, but then again, I can count the people I trust completely on one hand and still have enough fingers left to make it clear when I want someone to fuck themselves. Twice.”

I laughed at that, breaking the tension from the strange meeting. “Keliana, have I told you how happy I am that I found you and that you joined us in our crazy escapade?”

“Not as such, but you can tell me all about it now. We’ve got a lot of riding ahead of us.”


Chapter
Five



The horses brought us over the bridges, and by late afternoon, we were passing through the town of Generosity. Just like that, we were back in the Aesturith Kingdom, but we we’d be out again soon enough.

“What do you say we go ahead and stop for the day and sleep in beds tonight?” I asked the others. “We can get a little training in so I can loosen up all these cramped muscles, and then we can start out early tomorrow morning.”

I watched the others’ faces and found them generally agreeable. All except Brin’s. The moonwisp was biting her lower lip, glancing toward the north.

“Brin?”

“Yes. I can see the utility in resting in a bed and leaving early, well-rested.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. I am concerned. Time is of the essence. I know we must rest or we will make mistakes, or our diligence will wane, but I think of Lirien. She will not know others are after her, continuing her work oblivious to the danger.”

I took her hand. “I know. We probably won’t stop at an inn again. There won’t be an inn to stop at, if what little I’ve heard of Olliaran is true. We’ve been pushing it pretty hard. I think we need to rest. We should be well ahead of the Searcher, if he’s on foot. We’ll ride hard tomorrow. We’ll find her. That Searcher guy won’t get her.”

She straightened and gave my hand a squeeze. “Yes, you are correct. Of course.”

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “How are you feeling? How’s your magic?”

“Both I and my mana level are fine, thank you. That doesn’t mean I would not appreciate you holding me for a while tonight.”

“You bet. A little training to loosen up and work with Tip, a nice meal, and some snuggle time with my favorite moonwisp sounds like the perfect night.”

While Tip and I trained, most of the others joined us in the same cleared area we had practiced in when we were here for the fifth of Sariel’s duels. Tyra ran off to use the local forge, telling us she had some techniques from her father’s tomes to work on and that she could rest in the saddle the next day. The goblin girl didn’t join us for dinner, but we didn’t expect her to, and after time alone time with Brin and some practice communing with my weapons—especially the chain daggers—I got a solid night’s sleep. When I woke the next morning, I was feeling pretty good. Almost good enough to climb back in the saddle.

Tyra joined us at the last minute. I hoped the green woman had gotten at least a nap, but I doubted she had. Her eyes were alight, and I could tell she’d made some progress on her crafting skill.

The sexy goblin girl bounded up to me, threw her arms around me, and gave me a long kiss. She smelled like metal and smoke and the sweat of hard work. I had a sudden urge to scoop her up and bring her to a bath. Not because I didn’t enjoy the scent. On the contrary, it augmented her natural aroma and it had me wanting to strip her hot body down and spend some time scrubbing it. Among other things.

She looked at me expectantly, her mouth curved into a smirk.

“No,” Keliana said, recognizing the expression. “You can’t be gone all night and then expect to delay our departure because you’re feeling a little frisky.”

“You can come, toooo.” Tyra sang that last word.

The black-haired catgirl gave the goblin a considered look. The kind that told me she might cave in the next second or two.

“No, Tyra,” I said, giving her another kiss to soften the decision. “We need to get moving. I’m sorry.” I took her in, with her tiny leather top and even tinier, skintight shorts. “I’m really, really sorry. Ugh. I’m soooo sorry. We have to go, though. Another time?”

“Of course. Don’t mind me if I wriggle around in the saddle more than normal as we ride, though.”

I felt a whimper coming on, but I held firm, heading out to the stables to get my horse ready to go.

From Generosity, the road jogged to the northeast for a short time and then curved due north. After ten miles or so, we passed the far northwestern tip of Maester’s Grove and Brin announced that we’d reached a milestone. Literally.

“That marker over there indicates the border between the Aesturith Kingdom and Olliaran. We are now in the elves’ territory.”

I looked around, but the terrain was the same as we’d been passing through—scattered bunches of trees with a few large stands, and grasses and low bushes covering the rest. Other than the road, there was no evidence of civilization at all. I shrugged at the unimpressive change and followed Brin’s alluring back, pulling me onward as she led us.
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Brinawynn Tolsen smiled at the relived memory of their morning. The way Tyra flustered Gar—in truth, how they flustered each other—made the moonwisp happy. She had long since settled into her new life of chasing Aeyr’s minions. Her existence had not been a placid one even before, but since she had met Gar, it had been filled with one adventure after another, death crowding in from all sides.

But it had also been an exciting journey, and she had learned many new things. The foremost was probably her own emotions and her attachment to the man who held the group together. She had never met anyone like Garfield Hailey, had never known such people existed. It wasn’t just that he was from another world. She believed he was unique even where he came from.

Surprisingly, she found herself not only enamored of him, but she had gained what was essentially a whole family. The affection she held for this group of people was unexpected, unasked for, and a blessing beyond any she’d ever experienced outside her connection with her goddess Auryana.

So when Tyra flirted and teased Gar, and when Keliana joined in on the fun, it all gave Brin a warmth that radiated from her middle and made her believe she was exactly where she was supposed to be. They were doing important things, epic things, but they were doing so together. Having fun when they could, demonstrating their love of each other. That last part was both physical and emotional.

She’d had the pleasure of sharing Gar with Tyra, but not any of the others save Qamara. That experience was something altogether unexpected. She had enjoyed it immensely and thought of it often. Very often. She sometimes wished she was as comfortable with her tongue as the cat woman and the goblin. As comfortable talking with her tongue, she meant. Well, maybe using it for other things as well.

She was beginning to understand more thoroughly what Tyra had said about squirming in her saddle. She dragged her mind back to the task at hand: leading the others on the road to Olliaran. As if any one of them couldn’t simply follow the road.

They approached the border marker, and she announced to them what it was.

“That marker over there indicates the border between the Aesturith Kingdom and Olliaran. We are now in the elves’ territory.”

Gar’s head swung around, and she chuckled inwardly. What was it about people and how they thought some arbitrary border would result in a sudden change in terrain? She could almost read his mind. There was no difference between where they were now and the land fifty feet behind them.

Off to the left, just beyond a small bunch of trees, something flashed. No, not flashed. Shone, maybe flared for the briefest of intervals. She narrowed her eyes at it. As expected, another of those holes in the sky. A total absence of scenery in the rough shape of an oval doorway, the area beyond indistinct and colorless. This time, however, it came with a sensation. An unpleasant one.

She grimaced at the source. At least, she thought the portal was the source. It could be something else nearby, but she had neither the time nor the inclination to explore it further. Going off the road to observe the anomaly was not important enough to distract them from their task.

“Huh,” Gar said, bringing his horse up even with hers. “Another one. Do you think it sucked anyone into it this time?”

“I doubt it,” she told him. “I have seen no people around. Until we get closer to Chesiak, the land is mostly uninhabited.” She glanced back at Qamara, chatting with Sariel as they rode. “The portals are coming more frequently, it seems to me.”

“Yeah. I kind of noticed that myself. Are…you okay? You look like you’re in pain or like you ate something bitter.”

She forced her lips into a smile. “I am fine. I felt something—an unpleasant magical sensation. Coming from the direction of the anomaly.”

“We can go and⁠—”

“No. We have not the time. If it is anything significant, it will occur again, no doubt. It is merely a small puzzle. If it becomes a mystery, perhaps we will explore it further.”

Gar laughed. She had liked the sound from the first time she’d heard it, but her desire to hear it had only grown. The hold this man had on her heart…it was like the pull of the moon.

He stayed with her, up in front of the others. For a time. After they took a break to stretch their legs and massage tender muscles—she had not ridden for a long time, after all—the group shuffled again, and she found herself with none other than Keliana riding next to her.

“Hi, Brin. I haven’t had a lot of time to talk to you. Is it lonely up front?”

Brin laughed. “No. I enjoy hearing everyone chatter behind me. It both comforts me and soothes me that I can let my mind wander. It takes no great feat of mental strength to follow the hard-packed road, after all.”

The cat woman returned the laugh. “Right. So, I’ve heard you and the others talk a little bit. In addition to the larger task we’re all committed to—to take down Aeyr, and more immediately, to find Lirien—you’re searching for your goddess? She’s somehow missing?”

“Yes. And along with her, much of my magical power. I am severely weakened from her loss.”

“You could have fooled me. I’ve watched you fight, with both spells and your sword. You’re amazing.”

Brin’s cheeks grew hot. “I thank you. Especially coming from you, that is a compliment indeed. Your skill in combat is remarkable. I am glad you are our friend and not our enemy.”

“Any longer,” she said with a snort. “I didn’t make a great first impression.”

“You were under great strain. You handled it beautifully.”

“By getting my ass kicked by Gar.”

“Something you share with most of the others here.”

Keliana’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”

“Yes. Ask Tyra and Sariel of their first interactions with Gar. I was not pitted against him—he in fact saved me from a camp of slavers—but my first glimpse of him was of his martial prowess. It is, I think, not the worst way one could meet him. It is likely you have a special connection because of it. I have heard him say that you don’t really know a person until you’ve fought with them, or at least sparred.”

“Interesting. He’s definitely good at it. Fighting, I mean. Some of the…”

Brin swung her head to Keliana to see why she had stopped talking. Following her gaze, the reason was immediately clear.

Another of those strange holes in the air had appeared ahead of them, perhaps a dozen paces from the road. That wasn’t the most peculiar part, though. With a splash of greens and yellows, the portal had spat something out of it.

As that something picked itself up off the ground, Brin’s insides twisted. The sick feeling magnified to fill her entire torso when the monster’s red eyes latched onto hers.


Chapter
Six



“It’s Godzilla,” I said as the monster in front of us fully materialized. “It’s fucking Godzilla. Lite.”

I added the last part when I realized that the magical portal thing in the air was closer than I had originally thought. The strange swirling and glowing that always accompanied these holes in the air confused depth perception so that, coupled with a too-familiar image, made me think the hole, and the thing coming out of it, was far away. It wasn’t.

Which meant that the monster in front of us was maybe seven or eight feet tall, tops.

Yet, it was still Godzilla.

“Go-jeerah,” Tip said breathily, then made a strangled sound I believed was an attempt at a chuckle. Of course, no one else but me recognized the movie quote.

The creature came straight out of the old monster movies. A roughly humanoid lizard with ragged spikes along its spine and a huge alligator-type tail, the thing glared at us with glowing red eyes set in its long rough face. It stood on two thick legs, but it hunched forward like it was just as comfortable on all four limbs.

Claws that seemed altogether too large for the rest of the thing clenched and unclenched as those eyes scanned our entire group. I couldn’t decide if it was assessing the threat or choosing which of us to eat first. The elongated, deep maw, filled with teeth the size and sharpness of daggers, snapped. I got the sense that was its way of licking its lips.

“Uh…” I said eloquently as I dismounted.

“Durg.”

I tried to keep one eye on the monster and swing the other to Tip. It didn’t work. Instead, both went to the satyr.

“What?”

Tip swallowed. “Durg. That’s what they’re called. I have some memories of them, though I’m not sure what the name of its world is. They’re…dangerous.”

“No shit, Sherlock.”

“Dig deeper, Watson.” Tip closed his eyes and shook his head. “Sorry. Just popped out. Here’s the CliffsNotes version: they’re scaled and armored lizard monsters, obviously. They range from regular human-sized to fifteen or so feet tall. They don’t get as big as Godzilla. They’re a terror with those claws, teeth, and even their tails. Some of the cleverer ones use their spines or rough scales on parts of their bodies as weapons, tearing and abrading. They also have various breath weapons. Lightning, fire, some kind of magic ray, even a thing like a laser.”

“At least it’s a small one.”

“Doesn’t matter. Their size is no indication of their strength or danger. Some have human level intelligence, while others can be little more than dumb monsters that attack anything around them. There’s no way to tell until you interact with one. If it’s smart, we might be able to communicate.”

I listened carefully as I watched the monster. Even as it watched me. It was hard to tell with those deep red eyes, but the way it observed us, I thought it might be one of the smarter ones. My companions dismounted around me. I wondered if it would have been better to have galloped the hell out of there. Well, no chance of that now.

“Any other tips, Tip?” I asked. The durg clenched both claws more quickly, the nails clacking as it made a fist and then loosened its fingers over and over. I didn’t like those motions. It felt too much like the “trigger finger” phenomenon just before a fight. Even the sight of it had my body ramping up adrenaline, preparing me for fight or…well, unfortunately, the vast majority of my life was fight or fight, never really flight.

Shit. Was I really going to have to fight fucking Godzilla?

The satyr’s hand wavered, inching toward his hilt, then redirecting toward his bow. “I’d say don’t make eye contact, but you two have had your gazes locked the entire time. I’m all out of suggestions.”

He was right. I’d inadvertently settled on those glowing orbs. I couldn’t pull my eyes away if I’d wanted to.

Oh well. Here goes nothing.

I raised a hand toward the monster. “Hi. I’m Gar. I hope you can understand me. If the umbrenix had anything to do with you coming here, I totally get it. They did it to me, too. Dragged me from my world to this one. We’re not your enemy. What do you say we just go our own ways? I don’t have anything against you and I’m not the one who brought you here.”

The durg tilted his head so slightly, I wasn’t even sure the motion meant anything. As long as I’d looked at it, the monster hadn’t blinked, its eyes boring into me. It snapped its jaws one more time, though I had no idea if that was good or bad.

Then it broke eye contact long enough to glance at the others with me. A pause that could have lasted an hour, but in reality was probably about five seconds, passed.

Then the monster opened its mouth wide and emitted a strange gurgling, gagging sound. I’d never heard that noise exactly, but it reminded me of recordings of the sound of splashing lava.

It took nearly two seconds until I understood what was going on.

“Oh, shit, get⁠—”

Something like a heavy cloud, deep purple with green at the edges, flew out of the thing’s mouth. It moved like nothing should have been able to, both weighty and floating, a gas and a solid at the same time.

Barreling straight at us.

As she had done so many times before, Brin saved our lives. The familiar throwing of her hands registered vaguely from beside me, and the roiling, amorphous cloud struck an invisible barrier. One that was pushing away from us. The mass curled into a tighter ball and splashed back toward the durg.

The monster uttered the first real sound since we’d seen it—a growling grunt as its attack rebounded and covered its body. It stopped spewing whatever the attack was, but whether it ran out of the material or was just in shock at the counterattack, I had no idea. It stood there, smoking, like the stuff was acid or superheated Play-Doh or something and it was damaging its skin.

It roared so loud, the vibrations shook my body. The dude was not happy about the results of its attack. At least, I assumed it was a dude. Who the hell knew?

I was the first one to recover from my shock. I took off running toward the monster, pulling out my three-sectional staff as I went, forming it into its full length. By the time I was halfway to it, I had drawn my chain knives out as well, attaching one solidly to the end of my long weapon and adhering the chain of the other to the opposite end. I was about three paces from the monster when I swung the mobile knife to carve at the durg.

The hiss of the knife cutting through the air turned into a more solid shlick if the blade making contact with the monster’s face. I hadn’t been aiming at anything in particular, being not as practiced with using the blades in their flexible form as I’d like, but I did some damage to its snout. Enough that it caused a strong reaction.

The durg slashed at me with its claws, the weapons appearing much bigger close up than they had when the distance separated us. I was already in the middle of dodging to the side, planning on attacking it with as many swiping attacks as I could. I knew nothing of how it moved or, more importantly, how fast it moved, and I didn’t want to find out the hard way.

As I juked to my left, a shaft struck the monster in the face. It bounced off a bony, scaled ridge near its eye, doing little or no damage. But damn did that piss the thing off. It was at least smart enough to know that Tip was going for its eye.

I thought absently, as I pivoted and slashed at the durg’s arm with the fixed blade on my staff, that Tip was getting better with his aim. A few weeks ago, it would have made me nervous that he was launching arrows at an opponent I was fighting so closely, but now? I took it in stride. I’d have to let him know. If I survived this encounter.

The Godzilla wannabe took a step toward Tip. That arrow must have really yanked its chain. I slashed at its leg, simultaneously shortening the chain to bring the moving blade back into the double-ended configuration I’d used before. The chain was too unpredictable while infighting. Though I knew the knives were razor sharp, made out of magical materials that kept an edge better than any mundane metal, I still barely scratched the monster’s scales. That was some military grade armor shielding.

My attack had reminded it that there were more than some arrows to worry about. It slashed with its left arm, leaned forward, and snapped at me with its teeth. I rolled to the side, gaining a little distance, and it turned the missed attacks into a spinning swipe with its tail. I’d just regained my feet and had to hurriedly jump the thick, scaly appendage.

I cleared it but landed crookedly and off-balance. It had already come around, and that massive claw came at me again. I threw my staff up to mitigate the attack, but even as I did, one thing went through my mind. This is going to suuuuck.

As expected, the claw slammed into the shaft with the force of a triple-weight baseball bat swung at nearly the speed of sound. If it had been any other weapon, it probably would have shattered, but the magical material held and, I think, even mitigated a little bit of the force by flexing.

Of course, I’d learned long ago that, at least in my world, energy isn’t lost or gained. That flexing may have saved the staff, but the energy had to go somewhere. Unfortunately, that somewhere was me.

I was suddenly flying through the air, both my arms screaming like they’d been broken, and my chest—my chest?—didn’t seem right. Like someone really, really heavy was sitting on me. And what was the deal with my eyes? Everything was a blur.

Then I hit the ground, rolled, and slid to a stop. I took a tentative breath and rejoiced that I could manage it. My head rang and cute little flashes of light danced around the corner of my vision. After closing my eyes for a few seconds, then opening them slowly, I trained them twenty feet away to the sight of the durg spinning, slashing, and swiping at Sariel, Keliana, and Tyra. As I watched, Brin nailed the monster in its face with some of those water missiles she created. Tip stood where he’d been before, bow in hand, face anxious.

I groaned and levered myself to my feet with my bladed staff, honestly a bit surprised it was still in one piece. And that I hadn’t dropped it. Not a mark was on it, which was more than I could say for me. But that didn’t matter. Even with my four girls attacking the lizard, it didn’t look to be in any trouble. Thinking of “lizard,” I scanned the area to find Rex not too far from Tip, dancing around like he was preparing to charge in but didn’t have the timing down yet. The little furcan had heart, but I hoped he stayed out of it. That durg could kill the little guy with one swipe of its tail, let alone those claws.

I moved my feet, one after another, slowly at first. Within five steps, I had built to a stumbling jog. It occurred to me as I hurried to rejoin the fight that the monster hadn’t moved more than a few feet from where it had appeared. The portal still stood near, the lights and swirls different than it was a few moments ago. Different in a way I’d seen before.

“Brin,” I shouted, and the moonwisp’s eyes snapped to me. “Do you have enough juice left to do another Push spell?”

“I…perhaps. If I drain my mana completely.”

It would have to do. “I’ll distract it. Position yourself two paces to your left. You get the idea?”

She nodded and moved to where I’d directed. I arrived at the fighting space and took a moment to time the girls’ attacks. After fighting together for some time, Tyra and Sariel moved seamlessly as a pair, staying out of each other’s way and striking at the monster from different directions. They even set the creature up to create openings for each other.

Keliana, the skilled badass that she was, locked in perfectly, moving with such grace that it looked like she’d been fighting together with the other two all their lives. Once I had analyzed their rhythms, I moved in, sneaking in a slash or a thrust with my weapon any time an opening presented itself.

Though the creature was confused enough by the simultaneous attacks to receive multiple blows, its scales were too damn thick for us to do much damage. It had a few slashes and punctures that leaked a bit of greenish-blue blood, but it would take us a full day of those types of injuries to bring it down. The ridges and other protections covering its eyes made all but the most miraculous attacks unlikely to blind it.

Simply put, we were outmatched. I wondered how the umbrenix drained these creatures.

“Okay, we’re going to set this thing up,” I told them in between attacks. “Everyone stay away from the area between it and the portal. If possible, let’s try to back it up right to the edge. Don’t get too close. We’ve seen these things suck people in. If we’re lucky, that’s what’ll happen to it, but it’s pretty big and heavy, so we can’t count on it. Brin, be ready. On my mark.”

Tyra battered the durg’s right knee with her batons. The solid steel rods, with her strength behind them, were formidable, but seemed to be only a nuisance to the lizard creature. Still, it took half a step back.

Even as Tyra worked on it, Sariel chopped at its shin and instep of the left leg, timing it perfectly to interrupt its slashing attack at Tyra, which Keliana redirected with some surgical cuts at its forearm.

As for me, I stepped near Sariel and, with my longer weapon, poked at its face. I didn’t have a chance in hell of hurting it, but the blades dancing around near its eyes provoked a growl as the monster snapped at my weapon.

When I judged it close enough, I checked to make sure the others were not directly in front of the durg. I wasn’t sure how precise Brin could be with her spell. I was hoping the answer was: very.

“Now, Brin.”

I felt…something. Like the tug or draft of a powerful jet of water from a firehose passing a fraction of an inch from my skin. Then, the spell slammed into the chest of the durg as the portal’s surface boiled and swirled faster than ever.

The spell didn’t throw the heavy creature off its feet like the other enemies we’d faced, but it was enough to do the job. It sent the monster onto its heels, and it leaned backward, ready to fall. It waved its arms, lashing out to not only regain its balance but to try to clasp one of us to itself. As it teetered back and forth, it became clear to me that it was going to regain its balance.

I stepped forward and, using my legs, hips, and entire torso, I rammed my blade into its chest. As expected, I wasn’t able to do more than punch through a tiny portion of its scales, but that’s not what I was going for anyway. With the extra force, it leaned past the point of no return.

It fell back, a foot away from the magical hole, and it looked like something snatched its shoulders and yanked it backward. Soundlessly, the monster was sucked into the portal, disappearing completely. Seconds later, the anomaly itself fell apart and vanished.

I fell to a knee, the pain of the ordeal already competing with my exhaustion for dominance.

“Ouch,” I said. Then I rolled onto my back on the ground, breathing hard. “Great job, everyone. I’m going to lie here for a minute, or thirty.” Three other bodies thumped to the ground around me, a green face and another with black furry ears above it kissing me on either cheek.

“That sounds like a good plan,” Sariel said, panting from a couple feet away. “I’ll kiss you later. When I can breathe again.”


Chapter
Seven



After several minutes of lying flat on my back, I grunted while dragging my top half upright. It wasn’t just the lack of energy, but I still felt like my entire torso was severely bruised. I was pretty sure some of the pain was localized. Cracked ribs, at least, possibly one or two that were broken. Not good news, but at least I wasn’t spitting out blood or anything. Breathing, and moving, was a painful chore. I hissed enough to have attracted every snake within a three-mile radius.

Brin, ever the smart one, had been clasping my hands the entire time. She sat up with me and peered into my face. She didn’t bother asking, just casting her Soothe spell on me. The cool, healing wave surprised me enough to take a breath, then to wince and grunt at the pain it caused. It amazed me yet again how much the body was able to ignore serious pain when under the influence of increased adrenaline. Unfortunately, that had all faded and now all I felt was the agony.

But Brin’s healing curbed the feeling. She swayed as her mana ran out again and I steadied her with an arm. It hurt like hell, but not nearly as much as just a minute before. She’d undone some of the damage.

“Don’t, Brin. Save your strength. I can deal with a little pain.”

She blinked at me and recovered quickly from her apparent weakness. Without so much as a warning, she put her hands on each side of my face and leaned in to kiss me. Tenderly, at first, but then with a little more passion. She was careful not to jostle me or to be too rough, though I could handle the pain if it meant being able to kiss the blue woman. After nearly two minutes, the kiss tapered off and her lips left mine with a final, gentle bit of contact.

“Uh, thanks?” I said.

The magic hit me again, coursing through my body, dropping the temperature several degrees and loosening the tension my body maintained to keep from injuring itself with every movement. When she finished, she slumped, but didn’t sway weakly like she had before. Though I was still a little sore, I didn’t feel damaged like before.

“Damn, that’s handy.” I stared into her eyes. “Brin, I really appreciate it, but don’t weaken yourself like that just to save me some pain. I can deal with it. You shouldn’t push yourself so hard. You saved all our lives in that battle, and you went way beyond what we could have expected from you.”

She stroked my cheek. Neither of us had been paying any attention to the others, too caught up in our own little dance. “I do not like to see you in pain, Gar. Especially when I can aid you. I will regain my magic, something you can no doubt help me with. I will always exert myself on your behalf.”

I pulled her to me and gave her a kiss. It wasn’t nearly as long or involved as the last one, but it should have given her a little mana and showed her how much I appreciated her. As I held her, I finally remembered Tyra, Keliana, and Sariel gathered around me. Tip and Rex were there, too, but a pace or two away from the rest of us.

My mouth worked soundlessly, trying to come up with something to say, but failing.

Keliana scooted closer to me so her arm and part of her leg touched me as she gazed into my eyes. “That reminds me.” She looked around at the others, hesitated, but then shrugged. “I haven’t been around this bunch for that long. How does all this work?”

Brin lifted her head from my chest, where she’d leaned it against me. Her hand had found mine and our fingers tightened in each other’s. “How does what work?”

The catgirl took her lower lip in her teeth. “All the…stuff.” She swirled her hand around in a circle, indicating all of us. “How does a girl get some alone time for…fun.”

My mouth tried to drop open, but I refused to let it. Were we really talking about this? Right now? In this way?

Keliana’s eyes ran over the others, then found mine again. “Let me just be blunt here. Is there a schedule or some kind of list or is it everyone for themselves and the first to wriggle her way into the right position gets service? First served, first come?”

“I don’t think that’s how the saying goes,” Tip said. “It’s first come, first served.”

Keliana shrugged. With her outfit that left her shoulders and the upper part of her chest bare, I did like when she shrugged. “Whichever order. What’s a girl got to do to get fucked?”

The reactions of the other women were widely varied. Brin burrowed her darkening cheeks into my chest, as if to hide. Sariel’s mouth did gape open. Tyra, being Tyra, not to mention what she and I had already shared with the catgirl, smiled lasciviously.

“Well, I think I need to go for a walk, loosen up my muscles and get far away from this conversation,” Tip said. “C’mon, Rexy. Let’s take a look around, or check on the horses, or literally anything else than be here.”

He stood up and strode away at a rapid clip.

“What’s his problem?” Keliana asked. She was being sincere, apparently not understanding how awkward the conversation should have been.

“Uh,” I said again. I did like that the catgirl didn’t dance around the subject, but dayam.

“Seriously,” she said. “I did really enjoy what you and Tyra did for me, and what I did for you two, but I’m so wet right now…”

Sariel looked to be thinking about joining Tip. I needed to try to get control of this conversation.

“There’s no schedule or anything, Keli. It’s…complicated.”

“Hmmm. How complicated could it be?” She counted the other girls out as she pointed. “One, two, three, and I’m four. That’s a nice number, but not too big. It should be easy to let everyone get a little something often. It’s even easier if you double or—” she raised her eyebrows at Brin, then at Sariel “—triple up on the girls. Maybe even four at a time. Hells, I’m not against a little side action. Every one of you are sexy and delicious.” She cast a glance over toward where Tip had gone and clarified. “Everyone here right now.”

Sariel’s face had flushed red enough that I thought she might melt. As for me, between what Keli was saying and how tightly Brin was holding me, I was frankly starting to be really turned on. One look at Tyra’s smiling, nodding head and I felt my lower regions swell.

After a moment of silence, Keliana continued. “I’m not trying to cause problems. It’s just, well, let me say that I’m extraordinarily frisky, more so than I think I have ever been. Part of it is thinking of a few days ago, and a lot of it is seeing all of you. Am I being offensive?”

I was in the middle of trying to come up with a tactful answer when Brin lifted her head and spoke up.

“No, not really. You are being honest. It would be a lie to say that I have not felt what you speak of, but we have not, as a group, spoken about it. Nor have we fully done so individually with Gar, I think. Perhaps now is not the right time?”

“Why not?” Keliana asked. “We were just attacked by a monster that could have killed us all. Why put off talking about it, or doing something about it, when we might be killed an hour, or a day, or a week from now? I don’t know about you, but I’d rather die after being satisfied than tiptoe around it and die sexually frustrated. I mean, I can bring myself to completion—have done so for a long time—but I find myself surrounded by options that, oooh, seem so much better.”

I offered my hand out to Keliana and she took it, letting me pull her close.

“Keli,” I said. “I think those are good points. Maybe we should have talked about this before, but let’s not get into it now. I’d rather speak with everyone individually, at least once. As for your offer, or your request, I like it and would like to help you with it. If it’s a schedule you want, I have to let you know that when we stop for the night, my priority is to help Brin to replace the mana she used in saving us, and in healing me. The available time after that, well, we can discuss it. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, that’s fair.” She glanced at Tyra and smirked. The electricity between the two could have arced across the gap. I was pretty sure I knew what they’d be doing when we stopped to sleep.

I gave the catgirl a kiss, then kissed Brin’s forehead where she was still burrowed into my chest. As soon as I had the chance, I’d be talking to Sariel. The last thing I wanted was for the elf to feel uncomfortable. Keliana’s topic had pushed up the priority of having another conversation with the white-haired woman, but that was fine. While I was at it, I’d need to chat with Tip. The poor guy. It was like waving a steak dinner and dessert in front of a starving man.

“We should probably get going pretty soon,” I said. “I’d like to make it to Chesiak so we can sleep in beds tonight. Sound good?”

“Mmmmm,” Keliana purred, making me wonder if I should have worked harder to fit her in.

“I’ll go chase Goathead down and tell him we’re leaving,” Tyra offered. “He’s either hiding or rubbing one off. Gods, I hope it’s the first one.”
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Tiporian Zethroban tossed another stick for Rex to chase, then kicked at an overhanging branch on a low bush. He hoped he didn’t insult or offend his friends by his abrupt departure, but he couldn’t have sat there listening to four of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen talking about who was going to have sex with Gar next.

He didn’t hold it against Gar. If he was in the man’s place, he’d definitely be taking advantage of the situation, too. He knew what he looked like, and compared to the adonis who was a twin for the most famous hero ever in this world, there was no contest. Truth be told, even if Gar looked exactly like the satyr, Tip still wouldn’t have a chance. There was just something intrinsic about Gar that made people like him.

Hell, it even worked on Tip. Tip. He hadn’t liked the nickname when Gar gave it to him, sounding so much like the top part of a…well, anyway, he guessed it was better than Throb. It had grown on him, grown like a throbbing hard…okay, enough of that.

The point was that for the first time in his life, Tip felt like he was a part of something. He’d had friends. At least, he’d had one. One he’d watched those jackals murder while Tip didn’t do a damn thing to help. Even Replus, though, didn’t feel as much like family as those he traveled with now. They helped each other, did their best to support each other. But Tip and the other taranji were two desperate souls who clung together to try to survive, and survival was all they knew.

With Gar, he’d as good as been drowned in luxury. Weapons—even magical ones—along with enough food to eat, clothes if he wanted them, and people who genuinely cared for each other. Even for him. Gods knew why the hell they did, but they did. Sure, they gave him a hard time, but he gave as much as he received.

He was happy, overall. He really was. It was a strange sensation. He found another stick and threw it out to Rex, who had eaten the last one. Tip still hadn’t broken the furcan of that habit. He chuckled, not knowing if he wanted to.

About his friends, though, he cherished each one of them. Sure, he was still in the lust stage with Keliana, and he loved nothing more than to stare at that tight catgirl body, her firm…he caught himself again before his fantasies got away with him. He did care about his friends, wanted to protect them, wanted to help them. But life was about more than just traveling around, doing good deeds, and killing bad guys and monsters.

There were a lot of people out there, some of which Tip figured he should be able to stick his dick into. The thought both made him smile and also wince at its crudeness. Gar’s boy scout attitude was rubbing off on him. Of course, being a boy scout didn’t stop Gar from getting busy with the hot ladies they traveled with.

Was it too much to ask for to get a little action of his own? He could be good, he could be heroic. He was helping the world be a better place, even if slowly, and even if his part was smaller than some others’. Tip would get stronger, more heroic, and he would help Gar to save a lot of people, but he still had urges now. Needs.

The image of Keliana in her tight leather outfit flashed into his mind despite his efforts to keep it away, and he felt the immediate effects. Looking around, he made sure he was alone. Rex was near, but that didn’t matter. The furcan was busy devouring another piece of wood. Tip’s mind was on another type of wood, and another type of devouring. His hand slipped down his belly to his pants, and under the cloth.

Just a really quick…

“Gods damn it, Tip!” Tyra’s voice struck him like a physical blow and he pulled his hand back out from where he’d almost reached the object of his intent. The goblin girl was fake gagging. “Let’s go. We’re heading out.”

Tip sighed and nodded at the woman, his eyes locked onto her perfect ass in those tiny little shorts. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Ugh. Fine. Take care of it fast. I’ll go back to the others. Right after I throw up.”

For some reason, the image of Tyra bending over, her impressively etched stomach clenching, had him scrambling to get his pants loosened. It was definitely going to be a quick one. He grinned, narrowed his eyes, and went to work.


Chapter
Eight



Tip came back a few minutes after Tyra returned with a disgusted look on her face. I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know. Besides, I was busy at the moment.

When we’d all gotten up to head back to the horses, my eyes found the stunning alari woman in the pale green dress. She stood calmly, one hand on her mount, as if she’d just taken a break to enjoy the afternoon breeze.

With all the fighting, I’d completely forgotten about Qamara. I’m glad she’d stood clear, but it was unforgiveable that she’d slipped my mind just because it hadn’t sunk in that she was really back with us. At least temporarily. I asked how she was and she didn’t seem to be perturbed by my absent-mindedness. Still, I held her for a moment and gave her a kiss, telling her I was glad she was well.

I was not going to let that happen again, no matter what was going on. She wasn’t a fighter, which meant I had an obligation to look after her. I’m glad that at least she didn’t seem to be put out by any of what happened.

We arrived in Chesiak sometime after sundown. Brin had told us about the town, the largest non-elven community in Olliaran.

“Chesiak, and the road going through it, are neutral territories separating the siroya—light elf—domain, to the west, and the vanesi—dark elf—land to the east. The boundaries are not straight, by any means, and there are no real borders, but any local elf we meet will likely be able to point out to whom the land we stand on at any moment belongs.”

“It matters little,” Sariel said, and Brin’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. “Pardon. I meant that to us, it matters little. We are all outsiders, so regardless of whose territory we are in, many of the elves will find fault with it. Especially the light elves.”

Her lips turned down in a frown when she said it, but I’d heard enough about the elves to realize what she said was generally true. More important to me at the moment was how the elves would treat her. She was an elf, but she didn’t really belong to either group. I hoped it wasn’t going to be a problem for us. For her.

Brin took up the conversation. “The area Lirien worked in is close to this town. In the morning, we can go west and be near where both Rolm and Varna told us Lirien was. It is my hope we shall find her, but the forest is thick and the region large, so it may take some searching.”

“At least it’ll be the same thing for the Searcher,” I pointed out. “As far as we know, he doesn’t have any more information than we do.”

We found an inn quickly, since there were many. The town was a major hub, with most traffic in Olliaran going through it, including traveling local elves. The road was wider, flatter, and more carefully maintained than the other roads criss-crossing the elven territories, so an entire industry devoted to travelers had grown up in Chesiak.

An adolescent human boy brought the horses to the stables, doing so efficiently and quickly, and we were in the common room getting rooms in no time. After a quick dinner, we split up to get some rest. I didn’t bother to get a separate room, planning on sharing one with Brin. We were going to be together all night anyway, so it seemed silly to pay for the extra bed.

The moonwisp had been dragging a little bit since our battle, but as we headed toward the room, she perked up. Her hand squeezed mine occasionally and I smiled at her.

“What?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I’m just happy to be with you, to have the opportunity to spend some time with you, and to help you refill some of your magic.”

“You’re horny.” She said it with such a straight face and even voice my breath hitched.

“Uh…”

Then she broke a smile. “I hope so, anyway. I have been missing our…closeness. It is difficult traveling and camping each night.”

I laughed. “You got me. I was thinking maybe we could squeeze in a bath?”

“I would like that, though if you don’t mind, I would rather wash by myself. I fear that if I shared a bath with you, we would irritate other patrons because I would not want to leave the room.”

“Good point. You’re right. Individual baths, meet back in the room, then do what we can without irritating everyone else. You’re so considerate.”

Brin shrugged. “I simply know that I would not like to have to wait for two people to finish each other to satisfaction while I listened on the other side of a closed door before I could take my bath.”

We did as she suggested and were soon back in the room. She unwrapped the towel from around her to reveal her amazing body, caressed by her tiny panties and that skintight red tube top barely restraining her pert breasts. I stood on my bare feet with only pants on, and from the first glance, the juices started flowing around inside my body like Formula 1 cars on the most complex track ever.

She dipped her body in the shadow of a curtsy, watching my eyes. “Do you like my freshly washed body?”

“God, yes. I love your body if it’s dirty, clean, covered, or bare. I dream about it.”

“No need. I am here and you will have it. All of it. In this moment, recuperating my mana is not my first priority. Feeling you, being with you, is. Does that scare you?”

“Only if there’s a chance you’re teasing me and what you just said isn’t true. That is truly terrifying.”

Her tinkling laugh sent vibrations through every layer of my body. I loved her laugh. So much.

“Then fear not, Gar. My hunger for you would not allow me to act thus. You promised me all night, and you promised me pleasure as well as magic. I expect you were not teasing me?”

I shook my head, staring into her eyes. “Not a chance. It’s something I take very seriously.”

“I am glad. Did you happen to notice something in the night sky when we arrived?”

My grin nearly cracked my face, but I decided to play dumb. “Hmmm, notice something?” I tapped my finger on my lips. “Let’s see. Well, the sky was clear. No clouds to block the starlight. They were out in all their glory. Is that what you’re talking about?”

She stepped toward me and slapped my shoulder. “You know very well of what I speak.”

“Oh! You mean the pole lamps on the street? Very nice. Good coverage. I bet the crime rate is low here.”

The moonwisp glared at me. Then she crossed her arms. I enjoyed what that did to her breasts.

I couldn’t stand it anymore. I snorted and put my hand out for hers. “Of course I noticed. Traveling with you? My eyes always stray to the sky when it’s dark to enjoy the splendor of the moon above. Especially when it gets so close to being full. Not quite there, yet, but I can’t help but to be thrilled as it waxes, knowing what it means to you.”

Her stern face finally cracked a smile and she took my hand, allowing me to pull her toward me so I could kiss her.

“The moon…thrills you?”

I brought a finger up and booped her nose. “You thrill me. The moon is just a beautiful reminder, an indication of the opportunity I have to make you feel even more pleasure than normal. No offense to your goddess, but I would rather stare at you all night than the moon, despite how lovely it is.”

She dropped her head to my chest and sighed. “Thank you. Such things are a joy to hear occasionally.”

“That sounds to me like I don’t tell you often enough. I will make a better attempt at doing so. You’re so important to me, Brin. Don’t you even consider that I am not thinking of you always. Or that I don’t dream of being done with all these tasks we have so we can spend time just being together. Even with all the shit we have to deal with, having you near makes me happy.”

She tilted her head up to look at me. “Didn’t you have something we needed to do tonight?”

“I did. I do. I am going to do my best to fill up your magical reservoir and take advantage of your moon-driven lust to make your whole world spin.”

“Truly?”

I grabbed her ass in answer, using it to pull her into me so I could kiss her.

Having all night, we kissed off and on as I removed her clothing slowly, replacing it with kisses all over her newly bare skin. I steered my lips away from her nipples and the junction between her legs, but let them—and my tongue—roam around the rest of her body. She carefully pulled off my pants and my underwear, staring at my rigid cock for nearly half a minute, only stopping when I tilted her head up to kiss her again.

I pushed the moonwisp up against the wall, marveling at her perfectly shaped body, the tight, flawless, silk-soft blue that felt so, so good on everything from my hands to my lips to the bare skin on the rest of my body. Tracing my finger up her inner thighs, from the knee to just short of her treasure, I kissed up her belly and chest, avoiding her breasts completely and going to her shoulders and neck.

“Why are you teasing me so?” she panted in frustration.

“Because it turns you on. Which turns me on.”

“Will you not put your shaft in me, kiss my breasts, lick the lips I shaved for you?”

She developed a wicked grin when, at that last part, my dick twitched and jerked, betraying me. I had to admit, I did love her beautiful pussy, even more so when I didn’t have to worry about a loose hair getting in my mouth.

“I will,” I said. “Eventually.”

I swept her up, so fast she gasped, and carried her to the bed. It took some maneuvering, but I finally got myself placed with my back to the wall and Brin sitting between my legs, her back to my chest. My dick was smashed between us, resting just above the crack between her cheeks, pressed against her lower back and my abdomen. She wiggled and I let loose a little moan.

“I love the feel of you, and your scent,” I told her. “Can I take my time and enjoy feeling more of you?”

“Mmmm. Yes. This is nice.” She leaned to the side and turned her head so I could kiss her. I did so, running my hand up her taut belly to drag it lightly along the bottom of her right breast.

She centered her body more, turning her head back to front, humming as she breathed deliberately. I continued to build up the tension, kissing her neck and shoulders from behind while stroking her legs, sides, all around her breasts, but not overtly trying to arouse her.

“I feel that I am being selfish,” she said in a dreamy voice that somehow told me her eyes were closed.

“Selfish?”

“Mmmm. Yes. Keliana. She wanted to partake of you this night. Am I a bad person for wanting the entirety of your time?”

I kissed her trapezius muscle, then took some of the skin in my teeth and pressed down lightly. “No. Definitely not. You deserve all night and more.”

“But she is very sexy, don’t you think?”

I bit her a little harder, enjoying the low, long moan she let out. “Not nearly as sexy as you, Brin.”

She made a scoffing sound, but there was no real force to it. “I wonder, sometimes.”

I tickled her right side, three inches under her lowest rib. One of her tickle spots. She slapped a hand on top of mine to stop me from making her giggle. “You wonder what?”

“How it would be. I have been with you and Qamara, and with you and Tyra.”

“You have,” I said. I inadvertently shifted, and the friction on my shaft from her back pushed my eyes closed.

“I enjoyed that immensely. So much so,” she moved my tickle hand up to her breast and pressed it down. “So much so that I have longed to do it again.”

I squeezed her perfect tit and rolled her nipple with my fingers. “You have?”

“Mmmmm. Can we? Do that again.”

“With Qamara, or with Tyra?”

“Yes.”

I laughed. “Of course. I loved that.” I moaned as she wriggled her fantastic body, creating the most delicious resistance.

“That’s what I was thinking of…with Keliana. She is very sexy.” She took my other hand and put it on her other breast.

“You said that. Do you want her?”

Brin paused the slow swaying of her body, her breath stopping mid-inhale. “I…does that bother you?”

“Mmm-hmmm. Of course. In the best possible way. She’s part of our little family now. I know she hasn’t been with us long, but it doesn’t bother me that you think she’s hot. It turns me on.”

“Shall we call her to join us?” She pressed herself so firmly into me that a small amount of pre-cum leaked from the tip of my dick.

“No. We can be with her if you want. But I want to enjoy just you tonight, Brin. How does that sound?”

“Mmmmmm. It sounds…it feels, very nice.”

I kissed and nipped at her back as I stroked her breasts slowly, occasionally pulling on her nipples. Each time I did that, she sucked in breath and then let it out with a moan.

“She purrs,” I said. I’m not even sure why. Probably because of how hot it was.

“She purrs?”

“Yep. When she really gets going, it rumbles her whole chest.”

She took one of my hands and brought it down to her thigh. “Can you feel it in your mouth when you lick and suck her nipples?”

I had to close my eyes again, at the question and at where she’d placed my hand. I traced circles on her upper thigh, dipping into her inner thighs, but still not touching her sex. The feeling, her scent spiking—grass waving in a cool breeze—the husky quality of her voice, it was all conspiring to make me shoot my load all over her back.

“You can,” I panted, remembering well the feeling.

“Goddess, I want to suck her breasts while she purrs in my mouth.”

My finger migrated just far enough to feel the slick, bald lips between her legs.

“Oh. Gar, tell me more. Are her breasts as fantastic as they seem in her clothes? Are her nipples large, long, do they get very firm, and what of her areolas? Large or narrow? Does she enjoy having them played with?”

“Brin…”

Her body movement began to build, pressing against me as her hands clasped over both of mine, as if to remind me what I should be doing with them.

“Tell me. Describe her to me. Does she taste sweet, bitter, sour? What sounds does she make when she is being pleasured? Tell me, Gar.”

Her body was thrashing now, rubbing back and up along my shaft, jacking me off with her lower back and the top of her tight ass.

“She…tastes like a kiwi fruit. Do you have those? Not quite ripe, sweet but with a bite of sour and a sugary aftertaste.”

A sound came from the front of her, and I realized it was the blue woman licking her lips. “Does she shave her pussy? I love the feel of my bald skin, slick with my own juices. I have imagined licking such, wishing I could lick my own. I have only had these urges since I have been with you, Gar. As if you opened up a new plateau of pleasurable activities for me. You are sure you don’t mind?”

I thrust my hips, jabbing her back with my stone-hard cock. “Can you tell how much it turns me on?”

“Then tell me more, while you…” she fumbled with the hand I had between her legs, manipulating it so my index finger was at her slit. Then she dragged it up the length of her lips and pressed so it penetrated her just a little bit.

“Oooooh. Tell me, Gar. Tell me about Keliana. And Tyra. You have me so worked up, I want to fuck both of them, but mostly you.”

I bit her upper back, thrusting my hips and stroking her sopping wet slit without her help. As I described the details of the two women, she continued to moan and jerk her body until, with no warning, she yelled out.

“Oh! Oh-oh-oh. Uhhhhhhnnggg!” She swung her torso around and kissed me hard, reaching down to grasp my dick, pulling on it so hard I grunted in pain.

“Sorry. Do you know how much you turned me on? Feeling the slow build-up and hearing about our sexy companions? Goddess. More, Gar. I want more.”

She pressed her body against me, pushing back with her legs. I wasn’t sure what she was doing, the only result being me smashed against the wall. Then, she figured out how to get up on her knees, line herself up, and pull my dick forward, more gently this time. Once it was in position—a reverse cowgirl, to be exact—she lowered herself back onto me and the soft, wet, slush of my shaft pressing between her lips threw my head into a dizzy spin.

“Promise me,” she said, bouncing on me, shoving my dick far up into her. “Promise me we can enjoy them together. Preferably when a full moon rules the sky. Promise. Oh! Promise, Gar.” The last two words a soft whisper, as if it was a secret between the two of us.

“We’ll—uh-huh—talk to them. I’m sure they’ll agree.”

“Mmmmmm-aaaaaahhhhhh.”

The time for talking was done. I focused on the perfect blue ass as it slapped down on my thighs and the feel of Brin’s tight canal as she repeatedly pushed herself down on me. I clenched my hands around her tits, pulling down to increase the pressure as the tip of my cock rebounded from her cervix.

The intensity built and I was beginning to worry we might injure each other when the feeling caught up to me. An off-angle thrust applied friction to my shaft just different enough, and I made a sound I hadn’t ever heard before, let alone made.

“Eeugh.”

That was it. Half a second later, my glutes tightened, thrusting up hard enough to lift Brin a foot off the bed. And holding it there. Cum gushed out from me and filled the moonwisp’s canal, setting her off and triggering all her internal muscles to clamp down on me.

Brin only made a soft, wheezing noise, her entire body tense with her not even breathing. Then she started juddering, her fingers digging into my thighs as I watched the definition in her spectacular body etch out all the individual muscles. She held it for more than a solid minute before collapsing onto me. I’d held my body up the entire time, dribbles of semen still spilling from my dick, but when her body went slack, I had just enough strength to lower myself with some semblance of control.

We lay there for a little while, both breathing hard. Brin finally expelled a breath.

“We must talk to Keliana and Tyra. Sariel, too.”

“Not Sariel. She’s not ready for that,” I said. “The other two? Definitely. How’s your magic?”

She chuckled. “Do you have to ask, after that? I am full. In more ways than just one. Can we clean up just enough to sleep naked together? I would feel your skin against mine.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking. Who knows, we may wake up later and need something to help us go to sleep.”

“One can hope.”


Chapter
Nine



Brin and I went down together to eat breakfast, hand-in-hand like always. When we entered the common room, Sariel, Keliana, and Tip were already there.

“Good morning,” I said in greeting. “Did you eat already?”

Keliana pursed her lips. I thought she was going to air-kiss at me, but all she did was jerk her head at me. “Just got here. Your timing is perfect.”

I was halfway down into a chair when I realized the missing piece. “Hey, where’s Tyra? Did she have a rough night?”

Keliana’s cheeks flushed slightly, and she looked away from me but answered. “She got up before dawn and went to see if she could talk some blacksmith into letting her play around on the anvil for a little while. Some epiphany or other that was driving her to distraction.”

“Huh. Well, I hope she gets back before we’re ready to leave. We need to find Lirien Seck before the Searcher does.”

The goblin girl showed up halfway through breakfast and sat down to my left. She put her arm around me and gave me a one-armed hug, then leaned her face up toward me. I slipped my arm around her and gave her a kiss.

“Good morning. What were you up to? Making more sacrifices to the goddess of sexiness? Did she refuse to take it because you’re already sexier than she is?”

The fire in her eyes was a crystal-clear, frozen piece of flame. She glanced around and I could almost hear her contemplating how much trouble she’d get into if she tried to fuck me right there in the common room. She took a few breaths and the hunger in her eyes abated. A little. The curve of her mouth told me we weren’t done with this particular topic, not by a long shot.

Keli waved her hand. “I told them.”

Tyra growled softly at me. “Some stuff fell into place while I was really relaxed, after…” She shook her head and continued. “I understand that technique I’ve been wrestling with from my father’s books. Some obscure statements didn’t make sense before. Now I realize the asshole was trying to hide them from me. Or trying to make me—or whoever reads the tomes—work for the information.”

I nodded at her. “Nice. So you figured it all out? All you have to do is apply the knowledge and practice the techniques?”

“Mostly. Surprisingly, the missing factor was the materials.”

“Materials?” Brin asked.

“Yeah. Not what the items are made of, but additional materials to be used during the crafting. Specific additives to give specific properties to the finished piece. Kind of like spices if you’re making a food dish.”

Keliana tilted her head at Tyra. “Why is that surprising?”

Tip answered. “Because Tyra’s magical ability is to see the makeup of things, to see into the materials to identify them, and qualities they might have.”

The goblin girl gave Tip a smile and a thumbs up. “Right. I am probably the most uniquely suited to this technique of anyone in the world. My father is probably laughing his dead ass off that it took me so long to figure it out. But I did and now I’m on the hunt for the materials I need to really put these techniques into practice.”

“That’s great, Tyra. In no time, you’ll be doing stuff even your father never dreamed of. I can’t wait to see what you make first.” Of course, I knew what she was going to make first, but I told the truth. I wanted to see it.

Her eyes softened into almost a dreamy quality as she looked into mine. I wasn’t sure what I said to elicit that response, but the overwhelming affection in her gaze made me want to hold her, kiss her, and never let her go. I pulled her into me, hugging her tightly.

“Anyway,” she said, “I’m hoping to find a forge to do some work, but I know it’s not going to happen soon with us searching ancient ruins for your kangaroo girl. I’ll stop talking now so I can catch up with you in eating before we leave.”

She did so, putting away prodigious amounts of food as the rest of us watched in awe. No, that’s not totally correct. Tip watched her with pride, even a bit of envy. He was somewhat of a world-class eater himself.

In no time, we had the horses saddled and Brin led us out of Chesiak. I looked over my shoulder and sighed. It would probably be a while until we could sleep in a bed again. Tyra had been right. Finding Lirien and getting her away from the Searcher was going to require us to camp in the wilderness for the foreseeable future.

We didn’t travel the narrow road for long, Brin taking us off onto an even thinner path, little better than an animal trail. The forest closed in around us, pressing so that at times both my legs were being brushed by the vegetation. The horses didn’t seem to mind, but I had flashbacks to the Ironwood Forest, the place I had arrived in this world. Where upon waking, I found myself losing my life force to an umbrenix.

For the first time in quite a while, I eyed the shadowed foliage around me, wondering if umbrenix embedded within waited for us to pass before they leaped to the attack. But no attack came as we wended deeper and deeper into the trees. We changed to other paths three times during the day, each one as thin and cramped as the first.

Finally, Brin directed her horse into a wall of plants where no path existed. We were already in single file, but I backed off a little the first time Brin’s horse passed through a large branch and it snapped back, almost striking me in the face.

“Sorry,” she called back to me, but not before I put the brakes on my horse so I could open up some distance.

The configuration was not conducive to conversation, stacked single file as we were. Not unless one shouted, which didn’t seem the best option when traveling through wilderness that undoubtedly housed larger animals that might either be chased away, or worse, attracted by loud noises.

It gave me some time to think, so there was that. My mind churned over the Searcher, Lirien Seck, what it was that Aeyr was trying to find or keep from others, and what else we might find during our trip.

Searcher. What the hell was it about Aeyr and his cronies that they had to have ridiculous nicknames? What was the Searcher’s real name? His real name was probably something even more stupid. Why else would he reject it totally? “The Searcher” wasn’t even cool, not like “the Fang,” “the Hammer,” or even “the Collector.”

My thoughts meandered to Qamara. I was so happy the prophetess had come back to us. I did miss her and her enigmatic presence. I loved to look at her, of course, but it was more than that. As generally aloof as she was, I enjoyed just having her around. Besides, she was getting more comfortable with us. She actually asked me for a kiss in front of everyone! She and Brin seemed happy to be reunited, too.

That made me think of the conversation I’d had with Brin during our…playtime. Who knew the gorgeous blue woman had such an appetite? If I understood what she’d told me, that appetite had started with me, these sex-related thoughts having not been part of her life before. Just the thought of having that effect on her had me squirming in the saddle to get comfortable. I couldn’t say I wasn’t pleased at the direction she was going.

Really, I felt like the luckiest guy in the world. In two worlds. I mean, Brin, Qamara, Tyra, Sariel, and Keliana? They were all interested in me to various high degrees, and they were all fantastic people. Plus, every one of them was nut-busting gorgeous. On top of that, they all got along and seemed to really like each other. In some cases, really, really, like each other. Their words—and actions—regarding each other paraded through my mind. Dayam!

I couldn’t discount Tip, either. He could be a dick and was often irritating, but he was my friend. In fact, among all my companions, he and I had the closest thing to the relationship I had with Lucas. We joked, bullshitted, and ragged on each other every chance we got, but I had no doubt we would both jump in front of a bullet for each other. The only difference is that he would remind me of it for the rest of our lives if it was him doing the jumping.

I chuckled. Yeah, better I be the one to save him. “Yeah, well, I saved your ass, and took an arrow for it,” his voice said in my mind, whinier than I’d ever heard him in truth. Nope. No way did I want him holding something like that over me.

I didn’t notice Brin’s horse stopping ahead of me until I almost ran into the animal’s tail. Brin turned in her saddle.

“We’re here.”

I looked around, confused. The path we’d made through the vegetation ended abruptly at a small area where the plant life was thinner. Like it had been trampled down then left alone for weeks or months to recover, yet hadn’t. Not fully. I wasn’t a tracker or anything, but I was confident that no one had been here for at least a little while. How’s that for specific?

“Uh…” I said.

“Dismount and follow me.” Brin demonstrated by doing so and the rest of us followed her example. After looping the reins around a tree branch, I followed the moonwisp as she headed off to the right, her steps sure and certain.

When we stopped, Brin pointed at a…hole. Not a cave, not a naturally occurring depression or canyon, but a hole. Like some giant kid had decided to dig in his backyard.

“This is the site where Lirien did some work. Months of it, in fact.”

I shook my head, still not understanding. “She worked for months on this hole? How…?”

Brin turned to look at me. She noted the baffled expression on my face and laughed. “It is the entrance. A series of ruins lie beneath. Extensive ruins. Enough to keep her busy for months. Years, perhaps. But alas, I see no evidence that she, nor anyone else, has been here recently. We must decide if it would be worthwhile to enter the ruins or if we should look elsewhere.”

My confusion resolved into irritation and frustration. We’d come here with the sole purpose of finding the explorer, damn it.

“Brin, would it help us at all in finding her if we went in and looked around?”

“Honestly, I cannot imagine it would. She would not be likely to leave a message indicating where she went.”

I let out a long breath. “No use doing it, then. What are we going to do now? This was all we knew about her location.”

“Perhaps not. Let me tell you what I know of Lirien Seck and we may be able to intuit where to look next. While this is regrettable, consider that the Searcher has the same information we do. Thus, he will also not have an easy time finding her. We have not lost. The contest has just begun.”


Chapter
Ten



Brin led us to a small clearing I hadn’t noticed before. Pieces of three fallen trees had been rolled into a rough triangle, and a well-used firepit ringed by stones sat in the middle. I suddenly wondered how many people had explored the subterranean ruins we’d just seen the opening for.

Once we were all seated, Brin glanced around at us, making eye contact with each, even Rex. I tried to read her expression, but she was not giving away much. I knew she must have been disappointed Lirien wasn’t at the site, but the way she reacted, it was not an unexpected situation.

“Lirien Seck is not an archaeologist or scholar,” Brin started right off. “Not really. I do not mean she is not intelligent, knowledgeable, or clever in the ways of such professions. As she will no doubt tell you when we meet her, she is an explorer. For her, the point of what she does, the love that she pursues, is the adventure of unlocking mysteries from many eras. Millennia-old civilizations, sites that have aged but a few centuries, even a currently living and thriving society, it matters not to her. If something strikes her fancy, she searches it out, heart and soul, until she has solved the puzzle and satisfied her querying mind.

“She is at once the most competent and skilled individual I have ever seen in a shockingly wide list of endeavors, and also the most enigmatic. She and I are acquaintances; we spent a short time together as I helped her with a project regarding a famous elven family that passed from history a few centuries ago, but the details are not important. What is important is that despite the many projects she has completed, one has always taken up the primary place in her mind, one important beyond all others.

“She has worked on it for the better part of her life, first conceiving the idea when she was young, still studying to become what she now is. I believe it is this mystery that she is currently directly engaged in, and perhaps the reason Aeyr is hunting her. As time passes, she clings to it more urgently and even when I last saw her, it had nearly taken over her her very life. It is from this knowledge that perhaps we can find her. If we can piece together what clues she has already collected.

“Her goal is to find a secret cache that has been mentioned sparsely in even rumor. Many scholars don’t believe it to exist, but Lirien always has. It’s a simple thing, really, but important to her. To others, as well, I’m sure. She endeavors to find a hidden collection of items that belonged to Kael Serus himself. Possibly including his weapons.”

My heart stopped for a moment. Kael’s weapons? The legend of the ancient hero said he used weapons similar to what I had been collecting. Items made of magical materials that he was able to manipulate. I hadn’t heard any details about exactly how he used them, but if we could find them, it might help to increase my ability to carry on my quest. Hell, I might even be able to use them in ways I couldn’t with my cobbled together items I’d collected so far.

“A secret place with items belonging to Kael?” Qamara said. “This explorer of whom you speak, she is a beastkin? Does the color pink mean anything to you?”

Brin started, then smiled. “You have had a vision?”

Qamara looked at the moonwisp blankly.

“Oh, of course. Pardon me. You asked a question. Lirien is a kangaroo beastkin. Her hair, ears, and tail are pink. A dark pink, or perhaps a faded red, even a shade of purple, but close enough, I think.” Brin smirked.

“Ah.” The alari prophetess nodded. “I did have a vision, but knew not if it was important. I often see things that end in nothing. I am happy to know this one will not. I saw her, vaguely, searching for something. It was not a full vision. I saw merely an outline and a feeling that the color pink played into it. She was in a forest, much like this one. The sun was setting, dipping below a mountain range. One I recognized. The Sunsilt Crags.”

“Of course,” Brin said, her eyes flashing. “Lirien mentioned them once. She said she planned on exploring there, but she had been waiting until another of her journeys brought her closer. She did not connect it with her primary quest, but she often mentioned things in conjunction with it, without making a clear connection. As if she could not help herself from filtering all knowledge she gained through that one objective. Perhaps she decided to finally go there.”

I watched the women build off each other’s information. It seemed like a big coincidence to me, but I wasn’t sure how all that seer stuff worked. When it came down to it, we didn’t have any other leads. Heading toward a specific destination was much better than wandering around.

“There’s one other thing we could try,” Keliana added. “If the coincidence is too tenuous for you.” She must have been thinking the same thing I was, using the same word, even. “We could always stay here, hide, then intercept the Searcher as he looks for her. If we are able to stop him from reaching her, we wouldn’t need to find her ourselves to protect her.”

I had to admit she made a good point, but I had my concerns. “That sounds good, but only if the Searcher is the only one looking for her. We’re not sure of his resources, or if he’s just one of several of Aeyr’s minions hunting Lirien. Even if it’s just him, if he has enough lackeys with him, he can split them up to search separately.

“Also, is keeping Aeyr from getting to Lirien enough? If she’s as skilled as Brin says, she sounds like someone we could use in our group. And a collection of Kael’s weapons? Is simply keeping them from Aeyr enough when we could use them against him?”

Brin frowned at me. Well, not really at me. She looked toward me and happened to have a slight frown on her face. “There is no guarantee the weapons are part of the cache. Little is known about it. However, are you saying that we should not protect Lirien from Aeyr, but use her against him?”

“A t-t-tool snatched from an enemy can be used against that enemy,” Tip intoned. It sounded like a quote, but if it was from my world, I didn’t recognize it.

“Tool?” Brin asked, her voice growing harder. Tip cast his eyes to the ground.

I put my hands up. “No, no. I worded that poorly, as did Tip. Of course, the primary concern is to keep Lirien from harm. I was only inserting another facet of the conversation. Maybe trailing the Searcher would work, but will that ensure there are no others looking for her?”

Brin crossed her arms, her turned-down lips relaxing slightly back toward neutral. “I would not like to take that chance. I have a feeling that the information Qamara gave us is important. That it’s the key to finding her. As I have said, I don’t know her well, but I do like her, and it would be a tragedy if harm befell her.”

“Agreed, that we should do everything we can to keep her from getting harmed. What about the rest of you, as far as how to go about it?” I asked. “How many think we should stay here and wait for the Searcher?” No one raised their hands. “How many think we should go to these Sunsilt Crags to see if we can find Lirien first?”

Brin lifted her hand while tilting her head and giving me an apologetic look. I almost chuckled. She’d been so flustered, she hadn’t realized I was in agreement with her. Qamara’s hand went up as well, as did Sariel’s. Tyra looked around first, then shrugged and put hers up. Tip joined them, not meeting anyone’s eyes after Brin had snapped at him.

Finally, Keliana lifted her hand. “I hadn’t thought about anyone else hunting her. Good point.”

I raised my own hand last. “Okay, then,” I said. “I guess it’s unanimous. Let’s head west to search for your pink kangaroo explorer woman. Hopefully we’ve got the jump on the Searcher, or anyone else looking for her.”

We eventually made it back to a road and headed west. Able to ride with at least two people arrayed across the road, I took the opportunity to slot myself next to Qamara, just behind Brin and Keliana.

“Hey, Qamara.”

The alari woman smirked. “Hello, Garfield.”

“It’s nice to have you back. Was your time away productive? Did you accomplish what you needed?”

“I addressed my most pressing concerns, yes. Thank you.”

I was smart enough to recognize that as the end of that subject. The prophetess was as closed-lipped as ever, but I wasn’t trying to pry or squeeze secrets out of her. Not too many, anyway.

“How was your traveling? Any interesting news you came across?”

Her eyes narrowed at me. I could almost feel something like X-ray vision burning through me, attempting to lay bare my motives. She must not have seen anything, though, because she answered without commenting on my motives. “There have been puzzling occurrences in some places. People are concerned.”

“What kind of puzzling occurrences, and what people?”

“People in general, regarding those holes in the air, the portals. They are appearing more often. I heard of no monsters emerging from them like what we dealt with recently, but people are falling into—or being pulled into—them. That should be enough, but there is occasional evidence of something amiss. Such things as…”

Qamara stopped her horse and turned to the side, leaning to peer into the foliage. She adjusted the reins and directed her horse to step over to where she was looking. Everyone else stopped, too, even the two women in front, once they noticed the rest of us had halted.

The prophetess dismounted and I did likewise, walking over to join her, pulling my horse behind me.

“Things such as this,” she said, pointing at a bush.

I had to recall what she’d been talking about. Right, evidence of something wrong. I leaned in and tried to see what she was talking about. It only took a few seconds.

“What is that?”

I knew exactly zero about the local vegetation, but even I could tell that a bush, of the same type as many of the others around, was obviously off. The shrub looked like it had been made of wax and was melting, small parts of it at the edges dripping downward to strike the ground.

“One of the puzzling things I spoke of. Plants, trees, even a few animals have been demonstrating strange qualities. Melting like this one, turning unnatural colors, dying instantly for no apparent reason. No people yet—that I have heard—and severe cases are very rare, as close as I can tell from the stories, but it is troubling nonetheless.”

Brin nudged me and moved closer to the plant. She closed her eyes and reached out, almost touching the gooey, disgusting mess. I almost pulled her back. We didn’t know what it was or what it would do to her if she got the melting plant stuff on her. She didn’t get more than a few inches from it, though.

“The mana within,” the moonwisp said. “There is something wrong with it. I cannot explain. It’s like a sickness, a disease.”

Qamara nodded. “That is not all. Other powerful people have disappeared, if the rumors are to be believed. Mages primarily. One, though, is even more troubling. Temarian has disappeared, missing even his own festivals.”

Brin gasped. “Temarian? Truly, Qamara? How is this possible? How has the god of merriment and joy suddenly disappeared?”

“Is it not obvious? People believe that he has been taken by Aeyr.”


Chapter
Eleven



Brin teetered where she squatted, the melting plant all but forgotten. I caught her and pulled her to her feet, holding her steady. The bomb Qamara had dropped on us was a big one. It was a rumor, sure, but this was the first real lead we had gotten about one of the world’s deities being captured and, assumedly, drained by Aeyr.

“This Temarian,” I said. “He’s a minor god?”

“Yes,” Qamara answered, eyeing Brin. “He is not very powerful, nearly a demigod rather than a true god.”

“Aeyr can take out gods now?”

“It would appear so.”

“No. No, no, no.” Brin shook her head, staring out at nothing. “Is it possible? Is it true? Has Aeyr taken my goddess? Has he drained the life force from my goddess Auryana? Oh! You were not there, Qamara. I had a dream when we were in the Traisel Commonwealth. But it was more than a dream. I believe it was a sending. My goddess was weak and imprisoned. It struck me a mighty blow. The feeling of anguish was so powerful. Could Aeyr have done this thing?”

I held the moonwisp tighter. “We’ve talked about it before, Brin. Even if he was able to do that, he couldn’t have killed her, right? Draining her magic is one thing, but you told me gods and goddesses can’t die that way.”

“What? Oh, yes. Yes, I believe that is true.”

“There you go. All this means is we stick to what’s already planned. We need to find Auryana and take down Aeyr, then we can work on getting her power back. Nothing has changed.”

“It’s not the same. Now it has been proven fact that deities can fall prey to Aeyr. He is getting stronger, and through his actions, some of us are getting weaker.”

I thought of bringing up that Temarian’s abduction was only a rumor, but decided it served no purpose.

“We’ll find her, Brin. We’ll save her, and anyone else he’s captured but not killed. We will destroy Aeyr.”

I studied Qamara’s face when I said it, mainly because Brin’s was buried in my chest. The alari woman had an inscrutable expression. Grief? Disappointment? Doubt? I wish I knew. One crisis at a time, though.

I held onto my moonwisp for several minutes until she took in a deep breath, like she was preparing for a trial of her mettle, then let it out slowly. She straightened, kissed me on the cheek, and regained her perfect posture.

“Thank you. Yes, you are correct. It changes little. We still have Lirien to find, and other tasks before we rescue Auryana. Lirien is mortal and in greater danger. We should continue on our way.”

“You should,” an unfamiliar voice replied. A man’s voice.

I spun, debating if I would draw one of my weapons or attack empty-handed. I expected to see the man I chased in the bowels of Sethon’s fortress, the Searcher, but that’s not what I found at all.

Five men on horses stared down at us, every one of them sharing some striking characteristics. Not only did they have the recognizable pointed elven ears, but they also universally had light-colored hair and fair skin. Light elves, the first I’d more than glimpsed, other than Arinthalas and Sariel herself.

“You should,” one of them repeated. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, and the way he performed small movements while sitting his horse, absently stretching his fingers and loosening his wrists, told me he was capable with the sword strapped to the side of his mount. “Continue on your way. You’re not welcome here. You and your mixed…companions.” he trailed off as he spotted Sariel. One side of his lip rose in a sneer as his eyes narrowed at her.

The others, too, seemed to be fascinated by our swordmaster, and not in a good way. I tracked their eyes as they took in her body, her ears, her hair, then the sword belted at her waist. When their gaze reached the weapon, each one of them displayed a glimmer of recognition.

Shit. Just what we needed.

“You’re her,” the same elf said. “You’re that whore who gives all light elves a bad name, living with and servicing that filthy dark elf.”

The ring of a sword being drawn caught everyone’s attention. It took me a few seconds to realize where it had come from. Tip stood off to my left in a perfect ready stance, his sword unwaveringly pointed at the elf who had said it.

“No one calls my friend a whore, you fucking inbred excuse for shit-out animal entrails.”

I hadn’t seen this kind of fire in Tip since we encountered those jackals who had killed his friend back in the Commonwealth. I agreed with it completely.

“Exactly my sentiment,” I said. “First, you will apologize to the greatest example of what a light elf can be, then you will pedal your filthy asses away from here. We’ll allow you to live, if you do it quickly.”

“This is not your land. You don’t⁠—”

That as all the man got out. I lunged at him, taking three long steps and jumping to drill him in the throat with a superman punch. The blow knocked him back off his horse and he flipped to land mostly on his face. As he massaged his throat, trying to breathe, I leveled a gaze at the other four.

“Now, since your leader can’t speak right now, I’ll accept apologies from all of you. Same deal. Same consequences if you try to be a hard-ass like this guy.” I kicked the downed man in the stomach, and he curled up, wheezing and whimpering. I hadn’t even hit him that hard. I could have easily crushed his trachea, but hadn’t.

In answer, the other elves drew their weapons. I sighed, pulling out my three-sectional staff. It looked like we were going to have to hide some bodies.

Two of the men kicked their horses forward and drew their swords while the other two jumped out of the saddle to fight on the ground. I was satisfied waiting for them to come to me.

My mistake.

One elf fell out of his saddle, an arrow suddenly sprouting from one of his eyes. The other swung his head around to see his companion fall, grimaced, and headed toward Tip, who had dropped his sword and taken up his bow, nocked an arrow, and killed a man charging at him with a horse. As I watched, the satyr calmly—and more smoothly than even I expected—pulled another shaft from his quiver, brought it to the string, drew the bow, and released just before the other elf was in range to slash at him with his sword.

He, too, dropped out of the saddle. Tip dove to the side, narrowly evading the falling body as it slammed to the ground and rolled, unfortunately snapping the arrow lodged in his face. His sword slid across the dirt of the road for a couple of feet before stopping.

The other two elves, the ones on foot, had gone for Sariel. The swordmaster hadn’t backed up an inch. In fact, she ran toward them, drawing her sword as she moved. It cut deeply into one of the elves as she expertly evaded his own slash.

But she wasn’t finished. Sariel dropped to her knees, her poleyns sliding along the dirt so her body was underneath the man’s attack, coming to her feet on the other side of him. He was in the process of turning to attack again when he found her sword slicing down at him in a powerful diagonal attack that harnessed the spinning motion she had turned her slide into. The man watched his entrails spill from the full-body cut in surprise. He was dead; he just didn’t know it yet.

I turned to the leader, the last one of the elves left alive only to find him half-heartedly swinging the sword he’d somehow wrestled from the scabbard on his horse at Tyra. Even as he tried to attack, he wheezed, struggling to breathe. The goblin girl easily batted his blade aside, and her sticks slammed down on his head, four fast strikes one after another.

When Tyra pivoted back a pace, she held her bloody batons as the elf’s corpse crashed to the ground, his head shattered by the heavy metal weapons wielded with such strength.

I scanned the site of the brief battle, made a scoffing sound, and fed my triple-stick back into the case on my back, one section at a time. “Well, that was quick. I guess we’re going to have to hide some bodies, huh?” A small chill, like a cold wind blown up my shirt after a hard workout, caused me to shiver. I had only been half serious about that when I’d said almost the same thing to myself moments before.

Sariel’s eyes still held the fire of combat. “We can drag them into the forest. There are many types of scavengers that will be thankful for the meal. We can strip the horses of their saddles. They may return to their stables, but perhaps they will take this opportunity to gain freedom as well. Best we do not let others know what we have done.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I can agree to that.”

As we did as she suggested, I watched Tip. He hadn’t killed anyone with his sword, but he’d dropped it in the dirt. The dust clung to the thin layer of oil on the blade, and he clucked over it, glaring at the closest elf corpse. The second one he’d killed in about three seconds of combat. He wiped his sword on the man’s clothes as best he could, inspecting it carefully before putting the weapon back into his scabbard.

I don’t know what I was more impressed by: the cool, calm way he took out those two men or that all our discussions on how to properly care for his weapon seemed to have paid off. As if he sensed me looking, his head whipped around to see me, his mouth immediately going into his goofy smile. He gave me a thumbs up.

“Nice job, man,” I told him. “Very smooth.”

“It’s what we do.”

“It’s what we do,” I agreed, and felt my heart drop a little bit. Is this what our life was? Killing boastful idiots on the road because they threw insults at us? And they thought I was the scary one.

Brin and Qamara, neither of whom took part in the fight, came to me after we’d dragged the bodies a quarter mile into the forest.

The moonwisp was the one who spoke. “Perhaps it is not the best way to keep from drawing attention, but we can hope no one discovers it was we who did this. The light elves are…not fond of outsiders, and less so of one of their own who they believe abandoned her people.”

“Are you saying that we’re going to have to face more of this?”

“I know not. I have traveled in Olliaran many times. The light elves are generally prickly, though of course one cannot state generalities that apply to all people. I have known some who are exceptionally kind and polite.” She jerked her head toward Sariel. “It is but one thing we must be aware of when traveling. I would not expect such a harsh and violent greeting as the one we just received from everyone we meet, but for some…”

I snorted. “Yeah. Let’s find the Sunsilt Crags, find Lirien, and get the hell out of here. It’s bad enough that the umbrenix are after us. We don’t need the entire population of light elves wanting us dead, too.”

With our grisly task done and the horses stripped and set free, we took a different route back to the road, trying to leave as faint a trail as possible. I didn’t doubt our victims would be found before they were made unrecognizable from the scavengers’ attention, but I could hope.

“It may go without saying,” Sariel said more than half an hour after we’d returned to the road, the first thing she’d said since before the fight, “but we will likely want to choose camping over an inn in any village or town within siroya territory.”

I noticed she said “siroya,” and not “my people.” I searched her face for what she was feeling but could only see fatigue. I was certain it wasn’t physical in nature.


Chapter
Twelve



Sariel Snowblossom rode in silence, keeping an eye out for hazards as she listened to her friends converse. The likelihood of encountering monsters or wild beasts on the road was not high, but dangerous creatures came in many different shapes.

Even that of light elves.

She had met a few as she grew up in the Aesturith Kingdom. None would ever dare to speak ill of her or attack her when Master Galen was near, of course, but she’d seen the glares, heard the hatred when they thought she could not, though they probably cared little if she heard them. She’d been too young to make an issue of it, still doing her best to try to fit into the world she’d been thrust into.

Never would she have thought that the first group of light elves they encountered would not only have known who she was, but would also be so antagonistic. She wanted to let loose a scornful laugh. Antagonistic. They threatened her, declared her a whore, and then showed more than a willingness to fight to the death. And so they did.

She could not bring herself to feel bad about killing them. Gar had given them a chance to apologize, to walk away. Even if his anger did get away from him a little in the definitive action he’d taken.

Sariel smiled at that. How many of the members of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword, for all their tenets and claims of chivalry, would have taken action for the insult the elves had heaped upon her? None. If it were in their interest to start a duel, some might use such accusations as an impetus, but surely not out of concern for Sariel’s feelings or reputation.

With Gar, she had no doubt that was what prompted his action. She glanced at him from the side of her vision. Such an enigma he was. So gentle at times she had a difficult time reconciling his tenderness with the efficient killer he could be. It made her heart soar that he had acted so quickly, his anger had burned so brightly, simply because the men had cast aspersions at her.

Since she had known him, he had been exemplary. Helping her when he had other important things to do, standing by her and letting her take all the attention when he could have garnered it all for himself, doing everything he could to help her succeed. He did not seem real. Who would sacrifice themself for others they’d just met like that? Master Galen and no one else. Not for her, not for anyone she knew.

Yet Garfield Hailey did that with everyone. She had known him for little longer than two months, but still he constantly amazed her with his compassion and his willingness to sacrifice. Keliana, riding near him and gesturing with a hand as she told him a story, was one recipient of his actions, of his sacrifice. She had tried to kill him on more than one occasion, yet when he had her before him, helpless to stop him from ending her, he decided she was worth his mercy. More, he’d offered himself to help the woman who had actually poisoned him, nearly causing his demise.

Sariel shook her head. Was it any wonder she had decided to stay with him? Not only for the quest he was on, one of the utmost importance, but simply because he was the most heroic person she had ever known. She had difficulty believing that even Kael Serus matched him, regardless of what the stories said.

Of course, it wasn’t only his heroic nature that pulled at her to stay with him and help him. The simple thought of leaving his side made her entire chest ache. She’d never felt anything like it. Perhaps she was ill, though her swings from elation to a feeling of despondence didn’t seem to affect her combat ability or any other activity.

She would talk with him, discuss her strange affliction. He might be able to help.

Sariel clenched down on her thoughts. They were drifting and she was not paying attention to the surroundings. A swordmaster must stay alert and aware and diligent. It was her job to protect her friends, and she would not fail in her task. She would focus on the conversations around her as she scanned for danger. That would keep her busy enough not to pine over the man in front of her.

“And I realized,” Tyra said to Brinawynn, “that I might be more suited to the techniques than even my father was. He had determined a way to create effects similar to, even identical to, enchantments, but without the need for an enchanter. Some of it deals with additives, materials of a magical nature that could impart specific effects during production of an item.

“The thing is, he had to do extensive testing to find what effects different additives could cause. It’s much easier for me. With my ability to see into materials, I can identify some of the effects more easily. It’s almost like the entire technique was custom-made for me.”

“I believe you have struck upon a truth,” Brin said. “Indeed, it is likely that your father did develop the technique with you in mind. Planning to teach you then stand back and watch you excel.”

“Psht. My father? He cared about exactly one person’s work and reputation. His own.”

“Do you really believe that, even after seeing what was in his tomes? I would hazard a guess that there are other things within those pages that seem ideal for your particular talents, ones that made little sense for him to expend so much energy to develop.”

Tyra stared at the blue woman for a moment. A long moment. When she spoke, it was to change the subject.

“Anyway, I’m going to keep looking for materials to add enchantments to my project. I want it to be…”

The goblin woman glanced over at Sariel and trailed off. Sariel swung her head around to meet Tyra’s orange eyes and smiled at her. Tyra returned the expression, then started yet a new discussion with Brin.

“So, the Sunsilt Crags, huh? How far do we still have to go before we get there?”

Sariel kept the smile on her face long after Tyra had turned away. It had become a kind of game between the two women, though the elf didn’t think the goblin knew she was playing. Sariel acted along as if she was ignorant, allowing Tyra to ask her multitudes of questions about the ideal sword but pretending she didn’t know what the crafter was about.

The thought of the green woman spending so much time and effort to make a gift for Sariel, for no other reason than she wanted to, warmed her heart. She had developed a strong attachment to Gar, but she’d also done so with Tyra and Brin, even Tip, to an extent.

So much of her life was new, unfamiliar. Each day brought experiences that had not only not been presented to her before, but that delighted and astounded her. She wondered if she would have encountered such things had she not lost her parents all those years ago, or if she had not lost Master Galen so recently. Life was truly a wondrous thing and Sariel lived each day anxious for what the next would bring. This journey she had embarked upon was a grand adventure.

There would be danger and hardship, of course, but there would also be joy and companionship and love.
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We ran out of daylight before getting to the place of Qamara’s vision. Having seen no one else after the five elves now feeding the scavengers, we could have probably camped on the side of the road, but we pushed almost half a mile from it into the brush until we found a small clearing in the forest and set up camp there.

Most of us having been together for some time, we had an area cleared of dead vegetation and rocks, ringed by stones we collected, and a fire started in no time. We all worked independently, but knowing each other well, our individual efforts came together to accomplish what was necessary in a surprisingly short amount of time.

I caught Keliana glancing at several of us, her mouth dropping open at one point. I chuckled and gave her a soft slap on her perfect ass as I passed to fetch wood for the fire. She started, so caught up in watching everyone else I’d surprised her. When she saw it was me, she held up one hand, fingers curved like claws, and hissed at me. She barely got the sound out when a smile took over her face and ruined her act.

Then, she chased after me as I sped up to pretend I was trying to get away from her. Yeah. As if. By the time we returned with the branches we’d found, that wasn’t the only wood in the camp.

The fire was established, and the rest of the party was sitting around it already. Tip rubbed his hands, holding them out toward the flame as Rex snuffled around beside him. Sariel watched the flickering light for a moment before turning to Brin.

“Brin, you know this Lirien well?”

The moonwisp shook her head. “No. I have met her but a few times, aided her in one search. She is not what one would call a gregarious person. She prefers to work alone or with a small number of others.

“Lirien is a follower of Auryana, and thus we connected somewhat. She shared with me information about her goals and the important things in her life, seeming to trust me as one of the goddess’s servants. I spoke already of the cache of items she searches for, but I did not delve into something I perhaps should have told you earlier. It might be important, and I believe, given the circumstances, she will divulge the information to the rest of you when we find her. In one way or another.”

She was obviously wrestling with whether or not it was appropriate to tell us something another person told her in confidence.

“Brin,” I said. “You don’t have to tell us. If it won’t make a difference in finding her, she can tell us herself.”

Brin’s dazzling green eyes drilled into mine and she treated me to one of her smiles. “Thank you, Gar. I thought as much, but still I struggle. The information will not help us find her, but I think it would be advantageous for you to know before we meet with her.

“Simply put, the very purpose of all she does is not just to find the cache. Rather, her life’s work is to learn all she can about Kael Serus and how he might possibly come again to the world. If there is one person in Valorae—though I suspect there are many others—who worships the ideal that is Kael, it’s Lirien. No, perhaps that is too strong a word. Not worship, but focuses?”

“Obsesses,” Tip threw out. Brin ignored him.

“Need I remind you, Gar, that physically, you are a twin of the ancient hero?”

“Oh.” That’s what I said. What I meant was, oh, shit.

Tip barked a laugh. “A fangirl. Great.”

Brin continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “She is not some adolescent who will lose her strength and fall to her knees at the sight of you. However, between the news that the Searcher is hunting her and a man looking like Kael delivering the news, your appearance will undoubtedly be the most shocking. I do not know how we can prepare our message to soften the emotional blow, which is why I felt I must tell you this now. Before we meet her.”

“So her panties are going to drop three seconds after she sees Gar,” Tip said. “Business as usual.”

My mind was too busy trying to figure out what all this would mean for us when we met the kangaroo girl to give Tip’s words even passing notice. If I had, I probably would have smacked him on the side of the head. Or thrown him into the fire. He was quick. I was sure he wouldn’t be injured too much.

Tyra—God, I loved that woman—reached over and walloped him so hard just below one of his horns, he almost fell off the portion of fallen tree he’d dragged over to sit on. I jerked my chin at her and she winked back at me.

“What should I do, then?” I asked. “I’m not used to stuff like this.”

Tip scoffed. “You weren’t a rockstar in your world? Huh.” He scooted out of Tyra’s range, her hand still twitching, threatening a repeat of her last action.

I shook my head. “Not helping, Tip.”

“You could always embrace it.” Keliana sat next to me, her shoulder pressed against mine. “If you feel a spark, take her someplace private, give her the sausage, and let all that tension leak away like fluids from⁠—”

“Keli!” It was Tyra’s shocked voice that said it. “I just smacked Tip for basically the same thing.”

The catgirl didn’t miss a beat. She pursed her lips at the goblin girl. “Wanna wrestle me to the ground about it? I can say more if it’ll get your forge fired.”

Tyra’s cheeks turned a darker green, but the catgirl’s comments had stopped her from saying anything else.

“Perhaps you can simply be accommodating,” Sariel said. “Be your normal polite and kind self and see how she acts. If she stumbles or becomes uncomfortable, do not acknowledge it. Instead, endeavor to engage in completely normal conversation, leaving her dignity intact. For those who are not accustomed to such strong feelings, it is a kind and merciful act to overlook any awkwardness such interactions might produce.” She tried to cast a glare at Tip, but she was too busy flushing to make a real try of it.

I got up, walked a few steps, sat down next to her, and took her hand. “That is the perfect advice, I think.” I kissed her hand, then leaned over and kissed each of her rosy cheeks. “That’s what I’ll do if things seem tense or awkward. I bet it won’t be a problem. Just because she is obsessed with the ancient hero doesn’t mean she’ll react unusually to me. In fact, since she is an expert, a professional, she probably won’t even think I look like him.”

Sariel gave me a long-suffering look and, when I turned to the others, they all wore similar expressions. Even Rex’s beaked face seemed to call bullshit.

All I could do was hope it wasn’t uncomfortable for both of us. After all, I’d never seen a kangaroo beastkin. Our meeting was going to be a shock for me, too.


Chapter
Thirteen



“Uh…” I literally had no words for what I saw before us.

We’d traveled several hours the next morning after we’d broken camp and reached the general area Qamara had seen in her blurry vision of the sun coming over the Sunsilt Crags. The fiery orb was nowhere near close to setting, but the silhouette of the mountains in the distance were enough to positively match what she’d seen. We’d searched around the vegetation until we found what was undoubtedly the ruins of an ancient city in a mostly cleared area.

The problem was that we didn’t see a pink-haired kangaroo girl. What we stood staring at in that very moment was at least a couple dozen people scrambling around like ants on hot sand. They were between a scattered few wholly unimpressive remnants of the mere foundations of buildings.

“Venamarie,” Qamara said, like the name meant anything to me. She noted my raised eyebrows and continued. “It was a rather large town, nearly a city. I should have remembered. The site was found a few years ago and excavation has occurred off and on since that time. An alari settlement, like many of those that can be found in Olliaran. This was their—our—homeland, though many osgoth lived here as well.”

The wistful tone of her voice brought my eyes from the unfamiliar people back to her. I saw no sadness, or any emotion, really, but I’d heard it clearly. I didn’t know a lot about the alari. Was their story as sad as Tip’s?

“It is unusual for this many people to be working here at a time,” Brin said. “I expect there are at least twice as many within the ruins, below the surface. If I am not mistaken, there are at least two different groups, possibly three. Researchers do not make a habit of cooperating on sites like this.”

I put a hand up. “Wait. Subterranean?”

“Yes. The alari ruins are, for the most part, hidden under dirt and vegetation. Some are more than a thousand years old. In Olliaran, most that have been found must be explored as one would search a cave system. I have been to a small ancient town and have walked the gloomy halls beneath the surface.”

Sariel watched the people scuttling around. They were a mix of a few humans, some beastkin of different types, at least one dwarf, and goblin or two. “I had heard of ancient sites when I was younger. There was supposed to be one not too far from my village, but I never saw it. My father told me he would take me there. When we returned from our journey…”

“I have a feeling you’re going to see more than one while we’re in this part of the world,” I told her. “Why do you think they’re here together, searching the ruins like there’s some treasure up for grabs?”

Brin shrugged. “Perhaps we can ask someone. That woman over there looks to be in charge of at least some of those working.” She pointed to a dwarven woman screaming obscenities at a trio of men who were standing in the shade of an open-sided tent. That we could hear her words clearly even from our distance was impressive.

I liked her immediately.

Leaving my horse with the others, I walked toward the site several hundred yards away. Brin matched my pace and slipped her hand into mine to accompany me.

“…and if you can’t get off your pox-ridden arses and do the job I’m payin’ you for, then you can pack your lacy panties and get the fook out of the way and off the site. D’you understand what I’m sayin’ to you?”

The men ducked their heads and hurried to where others were pulling wagons of dirt from a large hole in the ground, at least fifteen feet in diameter. I could barely see the way the ground curved downward rather than dropped, like they’d built an earthen ramp into it.

The stocky woman whirled on us when she caught us in the edge of her vision. “What the hells do you…?” She stopped abruptly and blinked at seeing a blue woman and a man that she probably thought was an ancient hero standing in front of her.

“Good morning,” I said. “It looks like you’re in charge here. Can I ask you a few questions?”

She nodded dumbly at me.

“I’m Gar. This is Brin.”

The blank stare started my left eye twitching.

“You are?”

The woman finally blinked. “Oh. I…you…has anyone ever told you that you⁠—”

“—look like Kael? Yeah, once or twice.”

“Moonwisp.” It was almost a whisper.

“What was that?” I asked.

She pointed to Brin. “Moonwisp.”

“Ah. Yes, she is.” I decided to try again. “And you are?”

Her body jerked. “Sorry. Sorry. That’s a bit to handle all at once. The spitting image of the Blur and a moonwisp to boot.” She leaned in a little closer. “I thought maybe I’d had a little too much liquid breakfast, if you get my meaning.” I chuckled in response. “I’m Refora Hammerthrow. Aye, I’m in charge of some of these louts. All the lazy ones, gods help me.”

“There’s more than one crew working here?”

“Aye. There are three. Bunch of dog-shite worthless snake fuckers. Always getting’ in my way.”

“Is that unusual, to have three crews here at the same time.”

“Damn straight it is. I’ve been excavating ruins for most o’ my life and have only ever dealt with sharing the site with another crew once. Never two others.”

“Why is it happening now?”

She waved her hand through the air, like she was swatting a bug. “Some muckety-muck paying good gold for finding anything new. Not sure exactly what they’re looking for, but it don’t matter none. That crew over there, the dog beastkin man and his people, they came all the way from a site they were exploring in Sauvaxera because they wanted in on it. It’s a shitshow, I’ll tell ya, but can’t argue with the gold.”

“Huh. Have you found anything that would merit so much effort?”

The woman looked at me and I realized for the first time just how muscular she was. She wasn’t toned and gorgeous like Tyra, but her roundness was definitely not fat. Solid muscle by the way she moved. I gulped. I didn’t want to have to fight the woman, or her crew. I was pretty sure the rest of the crews would join in if I caused trouble.

“Pardon us,” Brin said smoothly. “The reason we’re here is that we’re looking for a friend of ours. We thought she would be here digging. Lirien Seck?”

“Don’t know her.”

“She is a kangaroo beastkin with pink hair.”

“Ah, that one. Distinctive, she is. Quite the eyeful, too, if you don’t mind my saying. Such a pretty…ah, I mean, sure, I’ve seen her. She came here a few days ago. Three? Four? Something like that. She seemed irritated, like she hadn’t expected anyone to be here digging. All by herself, I think. She didn’t stay. Took off right after talking to a few of us. Didn’t notice which way she went.”

“That is unfortunate. If I may ask, Refora, how long has the mysterious benefactor been offering gold for treasure and is it only in Olliaran or also in other places?”

“Less than a week,” the dwarf said. “I think there are offers for other places, though I’m not sure it’s the same person paying. Olliaran is a big place and most I talk to say the rate is better here, though one or two said there are similar things being done elsewhere. Maybe Teaphotria, for less gold?”

“Thank you. We appreciate you taking time to speak with us. Good luck in your endeavors. Especially with your less-than-industrious crewmembers.” Brin winked at the dwarf and the woman barked a laugh.

We returned to the others and told them what we’d learned.

“So, we’re at another crossroads,” I said. “Refora didn’t know where she went. What are we going to do now?”

Keliana squinted at the dwarven woman and the other workers. “Give me a few minutes. I want to check something.” She strode toward the outskirts of the activity.

Besides the actual work area and the hole people were going in and out of, there were two camps, possibly three if two of them were close together. Keliana strolled around them, not getting much notice for how undeniably hot the woman was. It took closer to twenty minutes, but she finally made her way back to us.

“North,” she said.

I waited for a moment, but she didn’t add anything more. “What?”

“North. She went north.”

“You know that how?”

“I saw a single set of tracks going that way. The only single set leaving the entire site. I figure that none of these people would leave alone, aside from a few tracks I saw that were obviously someone heeding nature’s call, or conducting a secret rendezvous, if you know what I mean.”

“You can track people that well?”

The catgirl shrugged. “I’m not woodswoman or career tracker, but I know a little. Do you think all the people I’ve killed on contract were as easy to find as your group?”

She had me there. “Do you think you can follow it to where she went?”

“It’s worth a try. Unless she got on a road. If she did, then you’re going to be disappointed. Even scouts and hunters can’t track someone on a road, not for any distance. You want me to try? Do you feel like you might get lucky?” Her lips formed into the moue that always made me want to kiss her. The smile that followed when I stared at her mouth told me she knew what she was doing.

Get lucky indeed.

“Yes, let’s give it a try. We need to find her or we’ll have to wait around until we can follow that Searcher guy around. Better to get to her first and get the hell out of Dodge.”

“Dodge? What is it that we are looking to evade?” Keli scratched one of her furry ears.

“Uh, the Searcher. Never mind. It’s just an expression. Let’s get going. You’re in the lead now.”

“Mmmmm. I love being on top.”

I thought I heard Tip whimper, but wasn’t sure over the sound of blood rushing from every part of my body southward. Damn hot catgirl.

The tracks were several days old, so we walked our horses, following behind Keliana as she studied the ground carefully. Qamara was kind enough to lead the catgirl’s mount so she could focus on tracking the faded signs.

As she said, we headed due north following the trail. For about ten minutes. Then we curved to northwest. I spent the rest of the day watching Keliana’s tight ass and swishing tail as she inspected the foliage and led us. It actually wasn’t that bad, though the movement of the sun told me we were burning time. The few instances she turned and caught me, her wicked grin sent a jolt of energy all the from my feet all the way up my body.

Tyra and Brin joined me, the latter walking beside me and holding my hand most of the time. After a couple of cases of Tyra staring even harder than me and saying “damn” under her breath, she gave up her position in the front to Sariel, who later changed places later with Qamara.

Daylight faded and we had to camp again. We hadn’t seen the road since long before we’d stopped at Venamarie, so we set up right where we were, on top of Lirien’s tracks. When we started off again in the morning, we finally found the road.

I cursed inwardly as we followed the tracks to the edge and onto the hard-packed dirt. All that effort and the explorer had gotten onto the road.

Keliana’s hand on my arm broke my inward expletives. “Don’t give up just yet. Stay here, I’ll be back.”

She crossed the road, which was only about ten feet wide, and searched around on the other side. She went back and forth in one spot a few times, then called for us to follow her over.

“It’s fine. She didn’t follow the road. She crossed it and kept going. We still have a trail to follow. Let’s find the pink-haired kangaroo.”


Chapter
Fourteen



Within a mile of where we’d picked up Lirien’s trail on the west side of the road, the forest exploded with growth.

“At least it makes it easier for you to find her trail,” I grumbled to Keliana. “It’s sure not doing anything for our ability to bash through all these plants. It’s like someone dumped a truckload of Miracle-Gro on the area.

It was a testament to how many unfamiliar things I still said that none of my companions understood or bothered to question. No one but Tip, who caught the most obscure of references. He even came up with some from my world I didn’t know.

“Damn skippy.” Okay, that one I’d heard before.

For some reason, Qamara sped up, passing me by and coming up even with Keliana. The prophetess’s head swung back and forth, searching for something. I was about to ask her what was going on when she stopped, putting a hand up.

“Halt.”

I was so surprised, it took me a few steps to do as she asked, almost running into her. She’d even dropped her horse’s reins before she zipped ahead of me.

“Qamar—”

“Shhhh. Please. Remain silent for a moment.”

I got no other explanation than that. I traded looks with Brin and she squeezed my hand.

We stood there for a full minute, the only sounds being our breathing, the horses shifting, and soft rustling in the neighboring plants. Finally, Qamara’s eyes snapped to a spot off to our left and she leaned forward.

“Tenosilea fortua mein sargo...?”

Her words sent a chill through my body, starting at my heels and traveling all the way up to the base of my skull. It was like brain freeze, but everywhere except my brain. I didn’t know if she was casting a spell or what else she might be doing.

A huge, gnarled tree ahead of us twitched. There was no way the wind was strong enough for that to happen. It was like only that tree was caught in an earthquake.

“Please, remain quiet,” Qamara whispered. “And observe.”

She sang a scrap of a song, a haunting, beautiful sound that tore at my emotions with something between a ballad and a dirge. I didn’t recognize any of the words. More of the alari language. Such a beautiful tongue. Latin with a French bent.

The tree moved again, this time more energetically. About the time one of the larger branches swung down and planted itself on the ground, my mouth dropped open. In the next moment, when part of the trunk split into a mouth, my fingers itched to grab a weapon.

“We are safe,” Qamara said. “Please do not react harshly. Watch.”

Now that the tree—or whatever it was—had started, all its parts went into motion. What had been a moss-covered tree of indefinite but great age a couple minutes ago, was now a large wormlike creature swaying hypnotically.

I looked over at the alari woman and found her sobbing softly.

“Gasani moro setuokanin deisen porten.”

I carefully took two steps and put my arms around her, to console her. For what, I wasn’t sure, but she looked to need something.

“Setuokanin,” she whispered to me, her mouth in a smile despite her tears. “The great forest worm. I had thought them extinct. I have not laid eyes upon one for more than seventy years. Even when I was young, they were rare. In past times, when the alari were plentiful in this land, they abounded, but declined quickly when the elves claimed the territory.

“Have no fear. They are intelligent and good-natured, though timid. I am afraid for it with so many people near.”

I pulled her closer, squeezing her, but I watched the creature. Other than the mouth, I didn’t see other recognizable anatomical structures. No eyes, ears, or limbs really. It was like the thing was made of clay.

“I feel bad that I have awakened it from its slumber,” Qamara continued. “They spend much time underground but enjoy the diffused sunlight in the forest. At times, they will take the form you saw, like a tree, and they will slumber for weeks at a time. “Prosale setuo dinosa porten endo ricadome videa.”

The worm leaned toward Qamara. Did it understand her? I couldn’t help but develop a lump in my throat watching them interact, especially with the strong affection she invested in what she spoke to the worm. Then Qamara said another phrase in her language too low for me to hear, and the creature bobbed the top of its bulk once.

Then it…dissolved into the soil. There was no hole, no opening of any kind. Instead, the creature’s body sunk into the ground and in half a minute, it was gone, the place where it had been sleeping looking awkwardly bare of trees in the midst of the cluttered vegetation.

I kissed Qamara’s tear-wetted cheeks, and she let loose a little sob.

“It is a fortuitous occurrence,” she said. “Truly a boon.”

I shot Tip a look that should have skewered him to the ground. So help me, if he did his typical shouting and dancing at the word, I’d kill him.

His mouth was already open, but no sound came out but a strangled wheeze. As a compromise, he mouthed the chant. He still did his little dance, but did so quietly and reservedly. I gave him a firm nod. I wouldn’t have to render him unconscious today. Not for this, in any case.

Our entire group watched the dirt where the forest worm had disappeared, no one speaking. I continued to hold Qamara and Brin, still clasping my hand despite my wrapping an arm around the prophetess, repositioned us into a three-way hug.

“I have heard of the setuokanin,” the blue woman said. “I, too, had believed they were gone forever. Perhaps there are others besides this one. How wondrous. You sensed it?”

Qamara nodded. “I did. Long have the alari shared a special connection with the worms. Would that we had the time and circumstance to converse with it. But no, I am satisfied that at least one still lives and that we have prompted it to flee to safety, at least for now. I will not selfishly wish for more. Such an auspicious day, to share such a thing with those I cherish.”

Both Brin and I squeezed the alari woman so hard she huffed a breath. She smiled as she did, though.

“Forgive me,” she said. “Emotions have assaulted me more strongly than I thought possible. We should continue. There are tasks to be about.”

Rex took the opportunity at that moment to basically go apeshit. I was glad he hadn’t done it when the creature was still there, but as I looked at the little furcan, I forgot all about telling him to quiet down. He was staring behind us, into a large shaded area.

Where the shadows moved.

“Shit,” I said, letting go of Qamara and Brin. “Umbrenix.”

I took off running and, as surprising as it was to me, the shadow creature fled.

I’d raced more than one of the things before and had come to the conclusion that I could match their pace for a few seconds. Only if I was sprinting full out, and I didn’t have obstructions in front of me. In the crowded undergrowth with unsure footing, and since it started nearly twenty feet ahead of me, I didn’t have much chance to catch it.

Still, I tried. I didn’t even draw any of my weapons, focused solely on pumping my legs faster and faster. I’d beat it to death with my bare hands if I had to. I’d done it before.

I caught movement as an arrow passed by my ear. Way too close for comfort. It zipped to the shadowman, going right for the thing’s leg, and I thanked Tip mentally. Another whizzed by just as the first struck its target.

And pinged off something that sounded like metal.

What the fuck? I didn’t say it aloud, of course. I was sprinting. But really, what the fuck? I hadn’t even completed the thought when the second arrow did the same thing.

Another passed me and slammed into the umbrenix’s head. Ting.

Finally, a flurry of those hardened water missile things Brin casted slammed into the monster’s hip. They still hit armor, but the force of the arcane projectiles upset its balance and it stumbled. Just enough for me to reach it.

I didn’t slow at all. I hopped over a bush and dove at the shadow, catching its legs just before it got out of my reach. It fell to the ground and bounced. Damn soft shadow flesh. My body struck a lot more heavily and all the air went out of me. That, coupled with the oxygen debt from sprinting, made little stars dance at the corners of my vision.

I had to end it fast. Without even thinking about it, my hand smoothly drew my siangham and punched it into the umbrenix’s head. At least, I tried to. The thing must have been wearing a full suit of shadowsteel plate mail. How the hell did it even move?

After the fourth stab was turned aside, I realized it couldn’t have moved with such agility if it was a solid suit. I couldn’t see any difference between its normal shadow body and its armor—another improvement I’d have to unpack later—so I was going to have to do it by feel.

It thrashed beneath me, slashing with its claws. I guessed I was lucky it didn’t have weapons, too. It tore some of my skin. I never let go, though. If it got away, it would outpace me quickly.

I started with its claws, ramming the siangham’s tip into its palm. It didn’t seem to like that, its limb jerking, tearing it away from me. While it was preoccupied with that, I pushed the tip of the weapon where its neck would be and jammed it upward, under its chin, if it had one. I felt some resistance, but not like the armor. I slammed my knee down on one of its hands and wrestled with the other with my left hand. In my right, I pressed as hard as I could upward with my weapon. Finally, after more than half the length was within the shadow stuff making up its head, the monster’s body jerked and twitched, and with a final spasm, it went still.

Just to make sure, I stirred my weapon around, scrambling anything inside the head. When several pieces of that dark metal hit the ground, I figured the umbrenix was dead.

I took a breath, the first one in an hour or so, it seemed, but didn’t have time to relax.

“Others?” I shouted. “Were there any others?”

“No,” Brin said, only a couple of steps from me. “Rex has not detected another, and I used my Lunar Light spell. There was only this one.”

I huffed out a breath. “Good. That…kind of sucked.”

“You are bleeding, Gar. Let me heal you.”

“Sure, as long as we can do that right here.” I laid back in the trampled vegetation, pulling a chunk of metal from under me and tossing it aside. That was one good thing about the shadow people. No blood. Even if there was, I still would have laid down. God, I hated sprinting.

While Brin healed me, Tyra collected the metal that the thing had manipulated into armor. Strangely, they’d settled into squarish sheets about the size of a dinner plate.

“There’s a lot of shadowsteel here,” the goblin girl said. “A lot more than any other single shadow has had.”

“Yeah, that’s why Tip couldn’t get a good shot in. The thing had armor everywhere. Is that dark steel forged to change shape like that? That would be pretty useful.”

Tyra shook her head. “No. It’s got to be enchantments. If I can figure out how to do that, I could make armor that could be changed into a weapon and vice versa. That would be huge.”

“I do not think it works that way,” Brin told her. “It seems that the metal has been attuned to the shadow stuff of the umbrenix’s bodies, something I do not believe any of us could manage, even with it enchanted. They are able to keep it inside, in a fluid state, and then extract and solidify it in different configurations for use. That is a very dangerous advantage, one I don’t understand the mechanism for. Perhaps some inherent magic the umbrenix have upon creation by Aeyr? If Gar had difficulty with one; imagine a group of them with such advanced armor and weapons.”

I noticed Qamara standing off to the side, her mouth turned downward in a pensive frown. I wondered why. Did she know more about the metal or the enchantments? For some reason, she didn’t offer any information, so I let her keep her secret. For now. I would ask later, when it was only the two of us.

“Are you well enough to continue?” Brin asked as she stood, offering her hand to help me up.

I took her aid and came to my feet. “I’m good, thank you. Let me say it again: your healing is a goddess-send. Those damn claws tear skin like tissue paper and it hurts more than being cut by a blade. Thanks for the healing.”

“Of course.”

I looked over to Keliana, leaning against a tree. “Ready to get back to it? We didn’t trample the trail going forward. You’re welcome.”

She laughed. “Come on, you. See if you can keep from bleeding all over everything. Some people just can’t keep the red stuff inside them.”


Chapter
Fifteen



Lirien Seck collapsed on her bedroll.

“Gods damned researchers,” she grumbled. She was confident she could have found something at the site of Venamarie, the one clue she needed to get her on the path to finding what she’d been searching for all her life. “Why? Why the sudden interest?”

This wasn’t the first time she’d seen an influx of archaeologists, anthropologists, researchers, and scholars swarm the areas in Olliaran. It had been happening—to one degree or another—for weeks.

She understood it. Some benefactor offered bounties and bonuses for finding ancient items, suddenly making the tasks most qualified searchers had previously done more out of love than money more attractive. It was the same old story any student of history was familiar with. Money caused all kinds of problems. What she wanted to know was why the extra bounty and why now?

She might be able to stomach it if it were just greedy people who suddenly found their expertise of value to others, but that wasn’t the case. A good half of them had no idea what they were doing. They followed on the heels of legitimate explorers, bashing their way through ancient sites, damaging priceless artifacts in their ham-fisted attempts to get a chunk of the money.

Sure, she could have stayed in Venamarie, went off on her own to search some corner, but others would have tailed her. She’d seen it happen. Even seen researchers robbed of artifacts. Lirien could take care of herself, but she didn’t think for a second that killing some thief would make her life anything but complicated.

So here she was, her second choice for searching for clues. Her shoulders felt like they weighed a thousand pounds. Why hadn’t she worked exclusively on her life’s ambition before now? When she did jobs for patrons and benefactors, she had done so because she needed money to live. Now, because she had wasted all that time, she was stuck with overcrowded ruins and packs of morons who damaged more than they recovered.

She looked out over her minimalist camp. It was only late afternoon and she should have still been bottomside, but had gotten so frustrated, she’d come up to catch the last few hours of sunlight.

It was that day.

As much as everything else irritated her, she knew it being that day was the root of her displeasure. She should probably go to sleep early, rush to tomorrow, and maybe she’d get her head back on straight. Truth to tell, she felt like punching something and searched around for a likely target. Finding none, she let out a forlorn sigh and mechanically moved to start a fire. Maybe the warmth would help her mood.

The task she had performed a thousand times before summoned a memory she was powerless to reject. An image of her nearly two decades earlier, a long time compared to her twenty-six years of age.

“Eldrin Ramson,” the younger Lirien said, emphasizing her mood with hands on hips and a glare she had been practicing. “You don’t even know how to start a campfire? If I’d have known that when I first met you, I would not have allowed you the privilege of being my friend.”

The boy shrugged in the nonchalant, awkward way only an eight-year-old boy could. “What’s the use in learning something like that? When I grow up and am a renowned explorer, I’ll have people to do that for me. My patron will pay bunches of people to follow me around and do what I tell them. ‘Go dig over there,’ ‘Set up camp and start a fire over there,’ ‘Make me some dinner.’ It’ll be great. I’ll snap my fingers and they’ll all jump to it. I won’t need to learn how to start a fire by myself.”

Lirien’s foot tapped without her telling it to. “I thought we agreed we would become renowned explorers together, Eldrin.” She stretched the name out in the way he hated.

“Right, right. We’ll be renowned explorers. All the more reason I won’t need to learn all that boring stuff like making a fire. You’ll be there to do it. You already know how. Even if you can’t do anything.”

It was an old joke, a cute little thing he did. He reminded her often that she “couldn’t do anything.” She refused to chuckle at it this time, though. Instead, she glanced down at the piece of kindling at her feet, wondering if she could hit him with it without hurting him too much. Probably not. He didn’t believe he needed to learn to fight, either, and probably wouldn’t be able to block or avoid it.

“C’mon, Lirien, hurry and start the fire. Let’s talk more about what we’re going to do. How we’re going to travel the world and discover things, and how people will see us passing through a city and cheer because we’re so famous. Everyone will love us.”

She scoffed but did it while she arranged the wood and prepared to light the campfire. It wasn’t a real camp, only a mock place they’d set up close to Lirien’s house. Far enough away that her father wouldn’t scold her for trying to burn the house down, but close enough that they were able to bring a candle or a lamp to help them catch the kindling alight.

But that would be cheating, and it wouldn’t prepare them for the future when, as Eldrin said, they would be famous explorers. Only, he had strange ideas about what it would look like. Compared to hers—working hard, learning everything they could, facing unpredictable dangers—his image was more like a children’s story. She very much doubted it would be like he imagined.

Time flashed again in an instant, to a day twelve years after that campfire, eight from the present day. It was a simple memory, the same she always relived. Eldrin sitting on that damn rock, looking out over the water as she cried. She strode away ramrod straight, almost like a toy wooden soldier, except for the two times she looked back over her shoulder to see if he would turn to beckon her back, to tell her it was all a ruse or a misunderstanding, even just look at her.

He didn’t.

As always, the vivid imagining made her eyes feel heavy. It wasn’t just the parting, but the circumstances of it that affected her so deeply. Lirien sniffled, turning all of her mind to the task she was performing. There was no reason for her to think on the memory yet again, to pick it apart into every little minute piece. What was done was done. She only wished she would have understood sooner. Before…

No. Lirien broke some of the small, dried branches she’d collected with altogether too much force and arranged it into a twiggy bouquet. She wielded her flint and steel like a swordmaster would a blade and soon had a spark, a smolder, and then a flame. In a short time, the fire licked merrily at the fuel and she added larger pieces to grow the blaze. She envied it. Fire didn’t have to deal with memories. All it touched it consumed.

Her mind wandered again, but this time to something more pleasant. To her quest. Her lifelong obsession. To Kael Serus.

Lirien’s leather folder and drawing pencils made from bits of coal sandwiched between two pieces of wood were among her most cherished possessions. She sketched ruins she’d explored, strange animals she’d seen, and other things she wanted to keep in her memory, but the vast majority of her art was depictions of Kael. Statues she’d visited, how she imagined he would look, even scenes she fabricated wholly from her imagination of the Blur performing heroic feats, saving innocent people and defeating those with ill intent.

As she worked to fill out a drawing she had started the day before, her explorer’s mind wandered into more pleasant places. Suppositions about the man himself and what he was really like. Two thousand years was a long time for stories to grow and change. Had he really been kind to everyone, taking up arms against those trying to corrupt or take advantage of them?

In her significantly long time—at least when compared to her age—in the field of exploration and research, she’d found some few things that might have indicated he was not as perfect and kind as most thought. Those could be the fabrications, of course, set loose by detractors for political or personal reasons, but she was well familiar with how legends grew, usually to cast their subjects in a more favorable light.

Did it really matter, though? Absolutely not. She knew he was a hero, a supreme warrior, and she was sure she knew what he looked like. She’d probably seen three hundred statues of the man, many of which she drew in excruciating detail. Sometimes, she’d stare into the eyes she’d drawn, filled with emotion and kindness, and it made her giddy.

She chuckled. Lirien was alone at her fire, so she could tell the truth. Sometimes those thoughts turned to more exciting places. She’d admit it, to herself at least. Kael Serus could strip her down and have his way with her any day and time he named. If he was alive, of course. Alas, he lived and passed thousands of years before.

The kangaroo beastkin rubbed her thighs together, shading a particularly good rendition of Kael’s musculature, her sensitive nose picking up the too-sweet aroma of her arousal. It didn’t matter what Kael’s personality had been like. If he were here now, he wouldn’t need to speak, only present himself, and everything would be just fine.

No use in tangling things up by bringing in emotions or relationships. She’d learned well enough not to ever engage in that again.
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I glanced up above the tree cover as I followed Keliana. I was so happy she had joined us. The catgirl disparaged her ability to track, but she was head and shoulders above the rest of us in that regard. And what a spectacularly attractive head and shoulders they were.

The sun was about to plunge into the horizon, though that didn’t mean much with so many trees crowding around us. It was always shaded and dim under the boughs, but after so much time traveling, I could tell there weren’t more than two hours or so before it would get too dark to continue for the day. Sure, with Keli’s keen catgirl eyesight, she could probably keep going a while longer after that, but would it matter? Another day down and we were left without having found the woman we searched for.

Keliana stopped abruptly and I almost ran into the back of her. I put a hand on her lower back, more to let her know I was there than to stop the collision. She made a soft growling noise that arrested all my senses. A good noise, not a warning.

I leaned forward, though with her ears, I didn’t need to for her to hear my whisper. “Why are we stopping?”

“Don’t you⁠—?”

Then it hit me. The scent of smoke. Someone close by had a fire going. “Campfire?”

“Mmmm-hmmmmm.”

“Do you think?”

“Mmmm-hmmmmm.”

“God, you’re sexy. You’re distracting me.”

“Mmmm-HMMMM.”

I chuckled and turned to Brin. “I’m pretty sure it’s not umbrenix, or even the Searcher, because he’d probably have more people with him, and we’d have seen more tracks.”

“Yes,” the moonwisp said. “I believe the chances are good that it is Lirien. Shall I go on ahead? She will remember me, and it could make our appearance as a group less shocking.”

“Yeah, she’ll definitely remember you. How many other extraordinarily attractive women with blue skin are around?”

She cocked her head but didn’t answer. I’d never really thought of it before, but I supposed there could be other races with blue skin in this world, though I hadn’t seen any. Anyway, the gesture only lasted a moment before she passed by me, laying her hand over the one I still had on the catgirl’s back and then moving around Keliana as well. Surprisingly, she trailed a finger from my hand up the assassin’s back and neck, which caused the catgirl to shiver slightly.

What the fuck was that? The simple action made my heart skip a beat and warmth flow throughout my body, especially the lower part. We would definitely be talking about that later. In detail.

Keli turned to me with a raised eyebrow. The look on her face was definitely the “cat that got the canary” type of thing, but then she jerked her chin toward Brin and I stepped by her to take the second position behind the moonwisp, but back several paces so it didn’t seem like we were surrounding Lirien. I didn’t know how keen kangaroo beastkin ears were.

Within a few minutes, as the scent of smoke got stronger and more patted down vegetation appeared in the area, Brin spoke up ahead, just out of sight.

“Lirien. It is I, Brinawynn Tolsen. We worked on a project together that⁠—”

“Brinawynn? Right, I remember you. Of course I do.” The voice was a surprise to me. I mean, I didn’t really have any preconceptions as to what a kangaroo beastkin badass explorer chick sounded like, but she had a fucking Australian accent! What were the chances? That opened up way too many questions for me about this world, but I put it aside for now. “What are you doing way out here? Following me?”

“I am. I will explain, but first I must tell you that I am not alone. I have friends with me. May I bring them out and introduce them before we discuss why I am searching for you?”

A pause. I hated not being able to see what was going on. “Ah. Sure. You’re freaking me out a little bit, though. I want you to know that.”

I could barely hear Brin’s chuckle. “It will all be clear in a moment.” In a louder voice, Brin called out. “Please come out so I can introduce you all.”

I looked around, wondering what the best order to reveal ourselves was. There were a number of us, and if we came out en masse, it might make the explorer, who was already a little self-reportedly nervous, more stressed. Keliana jerked her chin at me to go ahead. Tyra rolled her hand at the wrist in a little impatient ‘go on, move along’ gesture. Sariel gave me a nod. Tip, his eyes huge, danced on his hooves, bouncing like he was going to run past us all to get the first look at the kangaroo woman. I didn’t blame him. The accent was plain hot, and the quality of her voice was extremely pleasing. Just a little bit deep, but still energetic.

Tyra’s hand on Tip’s neck stopped the satyr from rushing ahead, though. I guess I was up. I walked slowly on the vegetation Brin had smashed down, and soon saw the back of the moonwisp. Her blue skin, red hair, and blue and gold ensemble. She was blocking my view of Lirien until I got into the small clearing where a small fire burned. I stepped around Brin and had my first glimpse of Lirien Seck, the woman we’d come here to find, and to protect.

I’d been expecting safari clothing, or maybe something closer to Lara Croft—I’d hoped—but what the kangaroo beastkin wore was casual clothes. A tight pink tank top with even tighter khaki pants. Her hair wasn’t precisely pink, but I guess it couldn’t be called red, either. Purplish, maybe? The fur on her ears, which looked very soft, was definitely pinkish, though. And her face? I mentally shook my head. How did I keep meeting the most gorgeous women I’d ever seen? She was a knockout with her slender face surrounded by her long hair, lips that were perfect and a nose that fit her so well she could have been a model in a plastic surgeon’s catalog.

Her eyes were violet, something I hadn’t seen before, and they were spectacular, catching the fire’s glow and magnifying them into a stunning example of an amethyst gem. Her lithe, shapely body froze when our eyes met. I think she even stopped breathing.

Then, with a speed I hadn’t expected, she launched herself to her feet and covered the distance between us, her mouth smashing into mine and kissing me. Hungrily, desperately. It was only a second or two until her tongue interacted with mine and her hands went around me, one up my back and the other clapping onto my ass.

Luckily, my body went on autopilot and my arms wound around her, too. She felt soooo good in my arms. I still wasn’t sure what was going on, my mind half a dozen seconds behind, but whatever it was that was happening, I liked it. I liked it a lot. Too much, in fact.

Brin cleared her throat and Lirien froze. It was just a moment, then she pulled on me harder and kissed me even more deeply before releasing and stepping back half a pace. There was crackling purple lightning in those eyes as they scanned me.

What the fuck was that? Everything else was lost in that one question: what the fuck was that?

The kangaroo girl didn’t speak. Just stared. I usually had no problem with silence, but this one time, yeah. I really did.

“Uh, hi,” I stumbled out. “I’m Gar. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Her eyes went wide, then she blinked at me. I recognized the oh shit moment and her cheeks turned as pink as her ears.

“I’m sorry about that,” she said. “I was thinking before and you look like Kael and, aww fuck. Did I make an ass out of myself, Brinawynn?”

Brin put a hand on Lirien’s arm and smiled. “No, Lirien. You did not. I do not think Gar will argue that he didn’t enjoy your most untraditional of greetings. We know he looks like Kael Serus, and I have told them that you are somewhat of a Kael scholar, even an aficionado. Pardon me if that was untoward.”

Lirien swung her head back and forth from me to Brin. “No, no. That’s fine. It’ll help to…damn, I’m sorry. What was your name again? I’m usually not stupid like this.”

I gave her my best smile, putting my hand out for a shake and inadvertently licking my lips. “I’m Gar, Gar Hailey. Like I said, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Lirien. A very great pleasure, in fact.”


Chapter
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Brin introduced the rest of our group to the explorer. Despite Tip visibly trembling in anticipation of getting a greeting like mine, the kangaroo girl only shook his hand, throwing him a dubious look like he was a puppy who might mount her leg at any given moment. She must have been a really good judge of character.

By the time everyone’s names were out in the open, Lirien’s face had returned to her normal color. Call me a horndog or an asshole, but as she spoke, I couldn’t help but watch her lips, having felt what they could do. Damn she was hot, from how she filled that tank top to the curves her pants accentuated to her ears that I could hardly keep from reaching out to touch.

“Now that all that awkwardness is over,” she said, throwing a guilty glance at me, “can you explain now how you are here, in the middle of nowhere at the edge of the light elves’ territory in Olliaran?” She eyed Sariel. “You’re the swordmaster that has all the lighters uptight and pissy, right?”

Sariel looked at me for translation. I answered for the elf. “Yeah. You know of her?”

“Taken away by a dark elf, then moved to Aesturith or something like that?”

“Close enough. She can tell you the story, but we’ve already run into trouble with some locals. They were impolite.”

Lirien barked a laugh. “Light elves? Impolite? Do you always have such a gift for underexaggeration?”

I snorted. I liked this woman, and not only because of her warm greeting.

“Anyway, the reason you’re all here?”

I’d expected Brin to explain, but the moonwisp remained silent. Since Lirien’s eyes were still on me, I assumed that meant I was elected. I decided to cut right to the point.

“Aeyr is back and he’s got his minions searching for you specifically. One of them, called the Searcher, is trying to find and kill you because Aeyr apparently doesn’t want whatever you’re looking for to come to light.”

Lirien shifted her gaze to Brin, then back to me. “Aeyr? The All-Engulfing One? The Ever Hungering? That Aeyr? The demigod who was defeated hundreds of years ago? Searching for me? Ha! That’s a nice one. Now quit fucking around and tell me why you’re here. I’ve got things to do.”

“Lirien,” Brin said, “it’s true. Aeyr is still alive, and he has become more active. The umbrenix are doing their work, and they have learned new tricks.”

“The shadow people? They were all killed by the Shadowstalkers. How many taverns have you heard these rumors in, Brinawynn? I didn’t think you were the type to put faith in other peoples’ gossip.”

“We have seen them,” Sariel added. “Fought them.”

Lirien still wasn’t buying it. “Now I know you’re fucking with me. If you had fought the shadows, you wouldn’t be here to tell me. They’re damn near invincible.”

Brin shook her head. “No, they’re not. Gar?”

I sighed. “Okay, I’ll give you the full story, but without a bunch of the details. I’m not from this world. I was dragged here by the umbrenix. One tried to kill me when I got here, and I killed it.”

“With his bare hands,” Tip helpfully included.

“Mostly. I used a fern and bashed its head on a fallen tree. Since then, I’ve killed dozens of them, though I’m much better at it now. Tip has even killed some, and Brin has fought them. The others don’t have enchanted weapons, though, so they can’t hurt them.”

“Enchanted…weapons.” The insinuation I was lying dripped heavily from Lirien’s words.

“Yeah. Anyway, we started out looking for my best friend, who was also taken from my world and brought here. It ended up that a light elf named Arinthalas, one of Aeyr’s minions, had him killed. The umbrenix drained and fed his life energy to Aeyr.

“After that, we found another of Aeyr’s lieutenants. As it turned out, he was Tyra’s uncle. We killed him, too.” Tyra tipped an imaginary hat at the kangaroo girl at my words. “Then we moved on to the Aesurith Kingdom. Sariel did the dueling circuit to finally defeat the guy who killed her master. He wasn’t really one of Aeyr’s, but he was friendly with one of them. Eluthien. I killed him, and we killed all his umbrenix as well.

“Then we went to the Traisel Commonwealth, where we got acquainted with Keliana here.”

“I was trying to kill Gar, but he’s so delicious, I couldn’t bring myself to do it,” the catgirl said. She laughed. “Really, though, he had me under his weapon but allowed me to live, then helped me save my family. Kael’s got nothing on this guy.”

“Just the basics, Keli,” I said, but I smiled at her when I did it. “The guy who was holding Keliana’s family was another one of Aeyr’s stooges. Sethon the Fang. By the way, all his top minions seem to have stupid names. The Collector, the Hammer, the Blade, the Fang.

“That brings us to what ties it all together. After we killed Sethon—damn, it sounds like all we do is kill—we searched his dungeons and found a man who was in the process of being tortured. Varna Etole.”

“Varna?” Lirien said.

“Yeah. You know him. Or, at least, he knows you.”

“I do. Is he…?”

“We saved him. He was a mess, but Brin healed him. He told us the man who tortured him, a guy who called himself the Searcher—another stupid name—was trying to get information about a few explorers, archaeologists, and researchers. Apparently, there are things that Aeyr doesn’t want found. He’s not even concerned with getting them for himself; he just plans on killing those people so whatever they’re working on stays hidden. Your name was on the top of the list. We killed an umbrenix not even two days ago. We think it was heading here. To find you.

“Varna told us where he’d seen you last, and after not finding you there, we got a tip we followed to Venamarie. Someone told us they’d seen you, and Keliana here followed your tracks, and here we are. Is that enough for you to go on?”

Lirien took a moment to absorb it all. “A high-level minion of the Aeyr is dedicating himself to hunt me down and kill me so that I won’t find Kael’s cache?”

“That about sums it up.”

“And all of you came here to keep that from happening, to protect me as I continue my search?”

“Basically.”

“What do you mean ‘basically’?”

“We’d rather you come with us so we can get away from the Searcher. We’ve encountered a lot of Aeyr’s lieutenants, and they’re never good news. This seems pretty important to Aeyr, so he’ll most likely have a lot of support in the form of people and umbrenix.”

“You want me to stop pursuing my lifelong goal? Stop searching for the thing I have wanted desperately to find since I was a little girl? The thing that has made me who and what I am today?”

“I don’t like what you’re implying with your questions.”

“I don’t give a shit if you like it or not. If you are trying to take me away from my work, you can turn around and disappear as quickly as you appeared. I’ll take my chances with this Searcher bloke.”

The last word struck me as odd. The accent I could almost accept as coincidence, but the vocabulary too? I shook my head. More important things to deal with right now, Gar.

“You feel that strongly about it?” I asked.

“I’d rather cut off my left tit than give up on this quest.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Well, shit. That would be a travesty. Fine. I guess we’re going to be following you around and protecting you, as you said earlier. As long as that’s okay with everyone else.”

Lirien shifted her stance so her hip tilted up on one side, and she moved her hand to rest there. “Oh-oh-ho-no. No, no, no. You’re not going to just follow me around. If you want to join my search, you’re going to have to be useful. As far as I’m concerned, being with me is a privilege for you, so that makes you my crew. Most of you look strong enough. That’s good, because if we find something, it’s hard work to free it from the effects of time. That means digging, hauling, and otherwise exerting yourself for my pleasure.” For some reason, she flushed at that last part.

I looked at each of my companions in turn, taking a silent vote. Brin, of course, nodded immediately, as did Sariel. Tyra gave me a shrug and a slight nod. Tip’s head swung up and down so vigorously, I thought he was going to fall down. Keliana considered the kangaroo girl before voting, her green eyes drilling into the other woman. For a solid minute. Finally, she let out a soft scoffing sound and gave a more pronounced shrug than Tyra had. Qamara silently watched but did nothing to object. It was good enough for me.

“Fine. I guess you’ve got a crew. Why don’t we sit and talk about what that will entail. I’m sure it’ll take a while.”

“Damn right. You lot got food?”

After a couple of exhausting hours of deliberation, it was pretty clear to me that the whole debacle was going to be a pain in my ass. Despite how nice Lirien’s ass was beneath her kangaroo tail. I should have known as much when she used the word “privilege.”

Speaking of her backside and the appendage on affixed there, it wasn’t a full-on kangaroo tail, the type that could accept the weight of a fully grown muscular creature. Through whatever change or evolution that created beastkin—Lirien’s tail was kind of like Keliana’s. It was thicker at the base, but not a lot thicker than the catgirl’s for most of its length. It did taper, but it wasn’t the huge, unwieldy thing kangaroos on Earth had, and it barely reached the ground.

I have to admit, it fascinated me. I was caught a couple of times staring at it and both times the one who caught me—Tyra and Lirien herself—laughed because they thought I was scoping out her ass. Which, in my defense, was a completely legitimate assumption. The woman was a goddess. A pink-haired kangaroo beastkin goddess. With a piss-poor attitude.

We set up our bedrolls around the camp after Lirien told us she didn’t like camping underground. Not a safety thing, but a preference. She’d spent so much of her life traveling and sleeping on her journeys, she’d merely grown to like the open sky, despite the danger from beasts, monsters, and people. Also despite the inconvenience of bad weather.

But the weather was nice, no rain and not too cold, so I volunteered for first watch as everyone else settled in for sleep. We’d be going underground the next day, something I wasn’t sure I liked, but we were stuck. If we wanted to keep the explorer from being found and killed, we’d have to help her. Helping her was hindering Aeyr, so that was the deciding factor for me.

I supposed it wasn’t bad. I hadn’t forgotten what she was searching for. If there was some huge cache of items that had belonged to Kael himself, the chances one of those items could help take down Aeyr were pretty good. I daydreamed about it as I sat on a fallen tree that had been rolled over near the fire and watched the sleeping forms of the others, wondering what we might find.

So it was, that when a shadow materialized in front of me, I snatched my siangham from my side pocket by reflex, leaping to my feet and preparing to kill another of Aeyr’s monsters.
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“Whoa, whoa!”

I froze in an instant and forced my eyes to focus in the darkness. Keliana stood before me, hands up in surrender. I let out a massive sigh and returned my weapon to its resting place in the long pocket on my thigh.

“Shit, Keli. You scared the fuck out of me.”

“I hope it’s not permanent and that you have at least a few fucks left. I’m looking forward to tapping that reservoir.” Her eyes ran over me, cradling my entire body in a way that defied explanation. “But not now. That’s not why I’m here.”

“Pro tip: don’t appear suddenly around me like that, especially when I’m distracted by my thoughts.”

“Sorry. I thought I was being considerate in not waking any of the others up. Copper for those thoughts?” She sat down on the log, snatched my hand, and pulled me down next to her, our bodies touching along the sides.

“Just our situation.” I ran my hand through my hair. “What we’ll be doing, what we might find, how we need to protect Lirien from the Searcher. All that stuff.”

“Hmmm. Not completely unexpected, but probably not what you thought we’d end up doing.”

“Being grunt labor for an explorer? No, I didn’t expect that. It’s fine, though. As long as we can protect her and she finds Kael’s cache, that’ll be a blow against Aeyr. If he’s expending resources to kill her for it, it’s probably important that she does find it. I hope it’s all worth it. She’s increasing the danger to all of us by not letting us take her to safety.”

“She is something, though, isn’t she?” the catgirl said.

“What do you mean?”

“You know. All of it. She’s made a life out of exploring dangerous places alone. That speaks to a certain level of competence. Plus, she’s quite nice to look at, in case you haven’t noticed, busy with putting your tongue down her throat when you first met.”

I blew out some air from my nose. “Is that what you came here for, to make fun of me? If you notice, I wasn’t the one who initiated it. She’d been thinking about Kael, the obsession of her life, and then someone who looked like him showed up. Yeah, it was a huge lack of self-control, and awkward as hell, but I can’t be too hard on her. Like you said, she’s been working alone for a long time.”

“That’s very reasonable of you.” She put her hands together in front of her and rocked forward to back. “It doesn’t have anything to do with how good it felt?”

“Oh, shut up.” I chortled and leaned in closer, lowering my voice. “You’ve seen how she looks, that body and those lips…how do you think it felt?”

“Mmmm, now we’re talking.” She put her clasped hands in between her legs.

“Keliana?”

“Yes, Gar?”

“Did you come visit me to distract me from watch by being too sexy to resist?”

The catgirl smiled and looked up to the sky. “Hmmm,” she purred. “You think I’m too sexy to resist.”

“You know I do. But if the Searcher’s minions show up, I don’t want to be caught with my pants down. Literally.”

The assassin giggled. Actually giggled. The sound both soothed and aroused me. “I didn’t come here to seduce you, though just about half of me wants to. Uhhhnnng.” She rubbed her hands along her crotch. “Okay, a lot more than half of me. How fair is it that a stranger can make out with you but I have to be reserved?”

I snatched her hands and held them in my own, then brought them up to kiss them.

Keli let out a breath. “Thanks. Good. Gods, you turn me on, Gar.”

“And you turn me on, and I am more than willing to show you just how much. When I’m not on watch.”

“I have⁠—”

“Nor when you’re on watch.” I snorted.

“Damn it.”

“We can hang out and cuddle a little bit, but I have to pay attention to the surroundings. Sorry.”

“You’re so good. You know that, right?”

The conversation had taken on a more serious note quickly. “Uh, thanks?”

“Really. I mean it. I’m not a good person, Gar.”

“Sure you are. I’ve seen you with your family, seen the way you deal with things and react to difficult situations. You have honor and you’re considerate. You’re a good person.”

“I’ve killed people for money for much of my life.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t say you were perfect.” I made a show of looking over her, then met her eyes. “Damn close, but not quite.”

“Oh, stop. I’m serious. Good people don’t take up my line of work.”

“Trisse.”

She blinked at me. “What?”

“Trisse. Is she a bad person?”

“Trisse Geruth. My friend Trisse? She risked her life to get information so I could save my family.”

“And wouldn’t you say that’s the act of a good person?”

She chuckled. “Okay, point taken. Still…”

“What’s wrong, Keli? I appreciate you telling me that you think I’m a good guy, but what’s going on? You’re distracted.”

“I don’t want to do it anymore.”

“You don’t want to do what anymore?”

“Kill people. For money. I’ve always tried to mitigate the damage I’ve done. I’m good, Gar. Very good. Not ‘good’ like you—I mean that I’m very skilled. Good at what I do. I could reject jobs I didn’t want to do. I would have rejected the job to kill you if I’d had a choice.”

I kissed her hands again, then leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I know. You also put in a half-assed effort to kill me, fighting yourself the whole way.”

“I did not.”

“Bullshit. I’ve seen you fight. I’ve sparred with you. You’re amazing. Could I beat you if it was life or death? Probably half the time, I think. But the good in you kept you from doing things like taking me out with a poisoned crossbow bolt from fifty yards away.”

“Actually, I did try to do just that.”

“Oh, right. Well, it’s just an example. You have a good heart, Keliana, and I’m proud that you made the decision to help us, for however long that’ll last. Another thing to think of is that if you hadn’t come after me, we probably never would have met. That would be a true tragedy.”

That caused her to stop and gape at me for at least half a minute. Which seemed long indeed in the moment. Her eyes softened before she shook her head like warm feelings were anathema to her. “That’s just it, Gar. Like I said, I don’t want to be that old me anymore. You saw me tell the Venom Blades to fuck off, so I won’t be working with them anymore, but I don’t really know anything else. Besides, there’s something eating at my insides.”

“What is it?”

“That you’re good.”

I threw my head back and nearly barked a laugh, but remembered everyone else was asleep and stifled it to a chuckle. “We’re back to that?”

“That’s what’s on my mind. I’ve been around a lot of different kinds of people. Some very powerful. Common folks, too, like my family, who are some of the best of anyone I’ve ever met. Not in my entire life have I met anyone who so embodies the idea of a hero as you.”

“No.”

“Gar, you’re going after a fucking demigod.”

“That doesn’t make me a hero. Most likely it just makes me stupid. Listen, Keli, something broke in me when Arinthalas killed Lucas. He was all the family I had left and it nearly destroyed me. Ask Brin and Tip. I was a complete asshole for a while, taking out my frustration and sadness on everyone else. I can’t tell you honestly whether or not I’m going after Aeyr to help anyone else or solely to get revenge. I still have a burning, right here.” I put her hands on the center of my chest. “It drives me. I will destroy Aeyr, but that’s not a good man, a hero talking. That’s a guy who is so fucking pissed off, he can hardly sleep some nights and wants to run roughshod over everyone around him, sacrificing anything for a chance to try to kill someone who probably can’t even be killed.

“I’m no hero. I’m a broken guy who is seeking revenge and hoping to hell that he doesn’t get his friends hurt along the way.”

“Tyra,” Keliana said.

I blinked at her. “What?”

“Tyra. When you were at your lowest, you found Tyra.”

“We kind of ran into each other.”

“Yes. Then you found out how much she was hurting. Even feeling as you did, you put everything else on hold to help her, to find her father’s murderer. To heal her. That is the act of a good man. A hero. Don’t you give me any bullshit about it not being that.

“And Sariel. Sure, sure, you needed someone to teach you how to defeat advanced sword techniques. Yet time and again, you forfeited your time for training to help her prepare to face Lysander.”

“You’re—”

“Don’t give me that shit. I was there, Gar. I stalked you, remember? I saw it all. Then there’s me. I tried to kill you, for fuck’s sake. I poisoned you. You had me helpless in front of you and what did you do? You asked how you could help me.” Tears were streaming down the catgirl’s face now. “Don’t you dare minimize how heroic you are. I don’t believe half the shit I’ve heard about Kael, but I can believe that you could—you would—do every single thing he was said to have done. Not because you’d gain anything, not because it feeds your need for revenge, but because you are a good man. The best. You’re a hero, and you will not deny that in my hearing. Are we clear?” Her voice had gotten tight, deadly serious with a threat underlying her words.

I’d been accused of being an idiot at times, but even I knew enough to keep my mouth shut at the moment. Instead, I dropped Keliana’s hands and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her to my chest, where she softly wept for a moment.

It wasn’t for long, though. She brought her head up, shook her hair, and wiped her eyes.

“I just want you to know, I plan on being with you. Always. To the end, whatever that entails. Not because I owe you for helping me with my family, which I do, but because a hero as good as you deserves people who will never leave them, never give up. I told you I don’t want to do what I used to do. My new job is to help you in any way I can. It’s not altruistic; I will do it because you are too important to me for me to act otherwise. That’s what I’ve been trying to say. I should probably get some sleep and let you pay attention to your watch. We’ve got a lot of enemies, and they’re increasing in number all the time. I know we need to be vigilant.

“But that doesn’t mean that whenever I can get you alone, I’m not going to fuck you until you can’t move your body.”

She winked at me, sniffled, and placed a soft kiss on my lips before disappearing before my eyes. The woman knew how to make an exit.

I sat for a long while, looking at her on her bedroll once she climbed into it.

When Sariel stirred, only a few minutes before I was going to wake her for her turn at watch, I remained still, mulling over the catgirl assassin’s words. It was a lot to unpack.

“Are you well?” the swordmaster said after she’d picked her way through the sleeping people to sit down in exactly the same place Keliana had been sitting earlier.

“Yeah. No issues. Lots of small animals moving around, one larger one about an hour ago, but nothing too close. Quiet. Peaceful.”

Sariel swept her eyes over the others. “It is interesting to me. Amazing, really.”

I studied her face. I loved to look at her. Why would I not? She was gorgeous. But that’s not all I saw. She was such an exceptional woman. So steadfast, so…heroic. Keliana’s earlier words bounced back at me.

“What’s interesting?”

“I have not had a family for a very long time, since Master Galen found me near where my parents were slaughtered. I hardly remember them. My master was like a father to me, of course, but we could not truly act like family. If I would have hugged him and anyone saw, there would have been many rumors. Like the ones those light elves spewed.

“We cared for each other, but demonstrations of those emotions? I think dark elves as a society are better at that than light elves, but we rarely spoke of feelings. I think Master Galen was afraid he would steer me wrong, that he was not qualified to guide me in way of the heart. I don’t know.

“However, I have learned much in the last few months. These others, sleeping soundly before us, they are like a family to me. Isn’t that strange?”

I smiled at her. “No, I don’t think it’s strange at all. I think it’s wonderful. I feel the same way.”

“Keliana loves you.”

“I…”

“The statement needs no response. It shames me, but I heard. Earlier. I could have blocked my ears but was afraid any motion might interrupt your conversation. I’m sorry. Our little family, it is a source of comfort, of hope. I, too, am committed to staying with you until you tell me you no longer want me around.”

“I would never tell you that,” I said. “I might tell you to leave to save yourself if it becomes clear I’m heading toward certain death, but I would never say I don’t want you around Sariel.”

“That is well.” She paused, chewing on her bottom lip. “I would also apologize.”

“What do you have to apologize for?”

“I am unused to the ways of emotions, of intimate interactions. I am slow to show you how much I crave you and that I would like to be closer to you, physically. I understand if you would prefer to spend time being affectionate with our other companions. For a wonder, I find I am not even jealous, as long as you care for me in some small way.”

“Small way? Sariel, I care for you a lot. I’m not in a hurry. Whatever you’re comfortable with is fine with me. I thought we resolved this. If we eventually do more intimate things, that’s great, but if all we ever do is hug and kiss, that’s fine, too. I love doing those things with you.”

“I know. I merely wanted to assure you that my resolve has not changed. I would like to progress to other things, yet still I am embarrassed of my ignorance.”

I chuckled. “Everyone is ignorant, just about different things. Take your time. I plan on being with you for as long as I can. Relax, and we’ll figure it all out. Does that sound okay?”

“Yes. You have the others to do more ‘advanced’ things with. It is fine.”

“Kisses from you mean as much to me as those ‘advanced things,’ Sariel. No one is asking you to be uncomfortable.”

“May I…kiss you before you go to your slumber?”

“I would enjoy that.”


Chapter
Eighteen



When I got up in the morning, I found Brin wedged up against my back. She had moved her bedroll over and probably snuggled me for warmth. It brought a smile to my face.

I’m not sure what it was about the night before, with everyone wanting to talk about their feelings, but I was glad it happened. My affection for the women around me grew each day. I had to admit, I even liked Tip more as time went on, in the way you’re fond of your shit-eating little brother.

It was a good life.

Then I remembered that we were on the hunt to kill a demigod, find a treasure that had been hidden for millennia, and protect a woman who didn’t want protection from a dude with possibly unlimited resources.

Okay, so it was also a complicated life.

As was my habit, as soon as I sat up on my bedroll, I wound the watch on my wrist—the one Lucas had given me, and then took his watch from my belt pouch and wound that one, too. That done, I looked out over the camp to see who else was up.

Lirien sat on a rock twenty feet away, staring at me. She’d changed her tight pink shirt for a more explorer-like button-up shirt that, while still tight and accentuating her large chest, didn’t show quite as much flesh. It did match her pants perfectly, though, giving her the intrepid adventurer vibe that was so damn hot.

“What’s your story?”

“Good morning,” I said.

As if I hadn’t spoken, she repeated her question. “What’s your story?”

“I told you my story last night. What are you asking about specifically?”

“Psht. What turns your wheels? What makes you go on from day to day? What the hells are you doing here, getting in my way?”

I stared at her with my mouth hanging open for a moment, some internal scale debating between disbelief and anger. “Again, we talked about that last night. Why I’m here, I mean. As for the other stuff, it’s really none of your business if you ask like that. All you need to know is that people are coming to kill you, people and monsters that you have no hope of surviving, let alone harming. So try not to be so much of a bitch and things will go a lot more smoothly.”

I hadn’t realized my voice had gotten increasingly louder as I answered her until I felt the words scratch my throat, the gall and pure rudeness of it throwing my balance off. I felt Brin’s hand on my shoulder.

“It’s fine, Gar. Let me talk to her. She’s not trying to be rude.”

It was my turn to scoff. “Whatever. I’m going to look around. I’ll see you in a little while.”

I got up and headed opposite of the direction the kangaroo girl was in, shaking my head. I didn’t know what the fuck her problem was, but from what I’d seen, I’d have to put her right in the middle of “batshit crazy.” Like, one of those girlfriends who stabbed you while you were sleeping and then cried about it and tried to get you to take her back. First she made out with me on sight, then this bullshit?

“That’s one crazy bitch,” Tyra said, joining me at my side.

I let out a little sigh and kissed the goblin. “Thanks for that. I thought it was just me.”

“Umm, nope. I’d sleep with one eye open, if I were you. And hide the steak knives.”

I barked a laugh, half of the tension bleeding out of me. I took Tyra’s hand and kissed it, then wove my fingers in hers. “Wanna take a walk with me? I could use some sane company.”

She grinned at me. “I’m here for you.”

We strolled around the area, which looked exactly like the other sections of forest we’d been walking through.

“How do people even find these sites?” I asked. “I’m sure stumbling onto a hole or something would do it, but really, entire underground cities? It’s crazy to me.”

“I’ve worked with a lot of dwarves, but I am not one myself and don’t know much about going underground. Using my magic, though, I can see some differences in materials. Like over by that hole that we’ll be going into, the stone on the lip is completely different than that down lower. I don’t know how others do it without my sight, however. It’s a specialized field, like me knowing when and how to work a particular piece of metal, I guess.”

“Huh. I suppose you’re right. In my world, archaeologists use all kinds of clever gadgets and technology. They’ve got radar and sonar equipment that take pictures of what’s underneath the ground to find fossils and buried cities and stuff. I guess there’s magic here that can do the same thing.”

“Gar, are we doing the right thing?”

I stopped and faced the goblin girl. “What do you mean?”

“Sticking around, doing work for that…woman. I know it’s important to keep Aeyr from killing her, but it’s pretty clear she doesn’t want us here. Should we be wasting our time with this? There are others on the list that Searcher guy is looking for. Maybe protecting one of them is a better choice.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. It wasn’t like I hadn’t thought of it since we’d found the kangaroo woman. I could easily see her point.

“Everything we know tells us that she’s at the top of the list. To leave would be like killing her ourselves.”

Tyra shrugged. “She’s already made her choice. It’s almost like she doesn’t care if she’s killed.”

“Or like she doesn’t believe the danger is real. We know it is, Tyra. True, it’s going to be a pain in the ass to deal with her, but I…I can’t bring myself to abandon her, no matter how much of a shrew she is. Besides, she’s Brin’s friend. That alone is enough for me to stay.”

She patted me on the arm. “You’re a better person than I am.”

“Nah. I just feel guilt more easily, I think.” Memories of my old arguments with Lucas about helping others swam through my mind and soured my mood even more. God, I missed him. “We’ll figure it all out, I’m sure. Don’t worry. Soon, the Searcher and all his goons and umbrenix will find us, then we’ll have to fight for our lives. We’ll be squarely back into normal territory. So, there’s that to look forward to. Come on, let’s go back. I want something to eat before the slave driver demands we follow her down into the bowels of the earth.”

When we got back to our little camp, I wished I’d stayed away.

“If you ever say anything like that to me again or so much as brush against me, I will murder you where you stand. You understand me, goat?”

I rushed into the camp, my hands in the air. “Whoa, what the hell is going on?”

Tip stood to my left, looking poleaxed. Rex was gazing up at him, somehow showing concern. On my right was Lirien, her finger pointing at the satyr as she screamed at him.

“I d-d-didn’t mean anything,” Tip stammered. “I only s-s-said⁠—”

“I know what you said, you little toad. Don’t you dare look at me.” She turned to me, of all people, and opened her mouth again. “I’m going to the site. If you weren’t lying last night, you will follow and help me with my work. If not, be gone from my campsite before I finish my work for the day.”

With that, she raised her chin and stomped toward the hole with a lit lamp in her hand.

I looked from Tip to Brin, who stood nearby with a frustrated look on her face.

“I’d calmed her down when Tiporian said something unwise.”

Uh-oh. The little fucker was in the doghouse if Brin was calling him by his full name. I was almost afraid to ask, but I asked.

“What did he say?”

Brin did a perfect impression of every woman who wanted to slap a man for his stupidity. Arms crossed under her breasts, hip cocked, left foot tapping. “Tell him, Tiporian.”

Tip swung his head slowly to me. Cringing as he did it. “Just trying to break the ice a little.”

I rolled my hand at the wrist. “Out with it. What did you say, Tip?”

“Silly stuff. First, I asked her, ‘Are you Australian? Because you meet all of my koalafications.’”

I chuckled but cut it off at Brin’s glare and cleared my throat. “Ahem. Stupid, but points for picking up on the accent.”

“I know, right? I mean, how hot is an Australian accent on a woman?”

“Focus, Tip.”

“Right. Then I asked her…I asked h-h-her, ‘Do you like pancakes? Well, how about IHOP on that ass?’” This time, his whole body curled up like he’d been punched in the stomach.

I couldn’t keep the snort from coming out. “I’m sure no one but you and I understand that one.”

“We understood it enough for it to enrage Lirien,” Brin said cooly.

“Uh, right. Was that it, Tip?”

“N-n-no. The last one made her threaten to kill me.”

“What was it?”

“‘Are you by chance an archaeologist? Because I have a large bone that needs to be examined.’”

“For fuck’s sake, Tip.” I was proud I got the words out without bursting into laughter. It was a near thing.

“I’m sorry.”

“We’ve talked about this shit. Did you not hear her telling me off earlier?”

“Yeah, but I figured you pissed her off and it was good for some rebound action.”

I let out a breath. “That is possibly the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

The satyr shrugged. “Just stick around. I’m pretty sure I can beat it. Which reminds me…”

“Don’t you dare say it, or I’ll throw you down that hole after her and let her kick your ass.”

He bit his lip, his face conflicted. “Worth it.”

The little asshole. I barked a laugh and he finally smiled. We were the only two, though. Brin still glared at him, Tyra rolled her eyes, Sariel had a focused look on her face like she was still trying to figure out what IHOP was, and Keliana yawned. Qamara sat quietly apart, thinking her own thoughts. What a group.

“I’m going to eat some breakfast and then I guess I’m going to go into the dark underground city to carry things for her highness. Tip, stay the hell away from her all day, at least. If you feel like you need to speak to her, tell someone else and they can relay a message. Got it?”

He gave me a double thumbs-up.

“Good,” I said. “The rest of you, do whatever you want. We can all go down there together, or if you want to head down yourself and try to do some damage control with the crazy woman, feel free.”

Everyone but Brin waited with me and Tyra as we ate breakfast. The moonwisp gave me a little wave, forced a smile in my direction, and headed into the city, assumingly to try to calm her friend, or acquaintance, or whatever they were to each other.

Tip rubbed his scraggly jaw and I could almost smell the burning from whatever was causing his brain cells to rub together.

“Okay, out with it, Tip. What are you thinking about now that will most likely get you in trouble.”

“Umm…” He threw sheepish looks to the other women with us. “Two things, really. Do you think it would result in bodily harm if I called her Captain Kangaroo?”

I almost choked on the bread I was eating. Before I could produce speech, though, he went on to the second thing.

“I even thought of a cute joke to tell her. You know, to ease the tension. Ahem. Do you know what they call a thing that squirts water up your ass to clean you after you squat? Bidet, mate.” That last part he did with a spot-on Aussie accent. If I wasn’t looking right at him, I’d have thought it was Paul Hogan himself.

I couldn’t help chuckling. When had I gotten so fond of dad jokes? “Tip, let me revise what I said earlier. You’re not allowed to say a word to her. Unless something is on fire—and no, I don’t mean your loins—don’t speak in her presence until I tell you it’s okay. Okay?”

“Are you telling me?” the little fucker said.

“Tip.”

“Fine. Jeez. When did everyone get the matching sticks up their asses.”

I’m not sure why, but I’d thought that when we descended into the hole, it would be one long corridor that we’d follow until we got to where Lirien and Brin were. Kind of like a cave tunnel.

Nope, not even close. The first fifty feet or so looked like it had been dug out from raw earth and stone, but then, like we’d crossed a threshold, we were in a hallway. More than that, though, like we were on a cobbled path with walls that looked suspiciously like the exterior walls of buildings, complete with window frames.

We passed honest-to-goodness alleys, too. Doors appeared on some of those walls, and the entire thing gained a depth I hadn’t counted on. We weren’t traveling in a cave or in the halls and rooms of a building. It was a fucking city street.

We would have been irretrievably lost were it not for the hanging lamps spaced every twenty yards or so to direct us where to go. It took nearly half an hour to reach the two women. By that time, I’d forgotten all the scuffles from earlier. Both the kangaroo girl and the moonwisp turned when we approached.

“This is amazing,” I said. “How did the streets not fill with dirt?”

“Many of them did,” Brin said. “But a fair number of cities in Olliaran were ancient alari settlements. The peculiar magic they contained allowed the cities to literally sink into the ground whole. The mechanism of the magic has never been explained fully to me.”

“Nor will it be, I would expect,” Qamara said. The prophetess had been so quietly lately, I’d almost forgotten she was with us again. That was saying something since she was a flash of brilliance in an otherwise drab world when she was around. “Alari secrets are for alari.”

Brin smiled at the black-haired woman. “So they are.”

“Wait,” Lirien said. “You’re alari?”

Qamara raised her chin. “I am.”

“Oh, that’ll help. Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask you any secrets, but even if you can translate if we find inscriptions, that’ll be appreciated.”

“I will do what I can to help.”

“Thanks.”

It took until that moment to occur to me that Lirien hadn’t gotten into any arguments with the other women, only with me and Tip. I wasn’t sure if that meant anything, but I guessed it was better than causing friction with everyone. Two out of seven was much better than if there would be constant bickering with all in our group.

Testing out my theory, I met eyes with Brin and rolled them toward Lirien where the kangaroo girl couldn’t see. I hoped she got my hint. There was nothing to worry about, though. After all we’d been through, we could communicate with a look or with gestures.

“Lirien,” the moonwisp said. “What are we looking for here?”

The explorer rested the tool she held on the ground. It kind of looked like a cane—or a crowbar—with a spiked bottom and a hook on the top. “As you know, I am looking for the cache of items that had belonged to Kael Serus.” She glanced at me, and I thought her cheeks darkened a little bit. Not with anger, but with embarrassment. With the dim light, I might have been imagining it.

“The cache is not here, so don’t get your hopes up. What we’re looking for are clues to where we can find it. I really wanted to look in Venamarie, but the place is swarmed with amateurs, thieves, and charlatans who are probably destroying everything at the site as we speak.

“This place, Oremiave, was one of the important historic locations in the time of Kael, toward the end of his lifetime and that of the Osgoth Empire. He spent some time here in Olliaran, and his renown was such that any place he more than stopped at for a few days became an important location solely by virtue of his being here for a period of time. I have hopes that we may find some reference to him and his travels.

“There exists a little-known legend of Kael, one set down in writing that very few have had the opportunity to read. It speaks of a journey the hero took in this region. Five important places he blessed with his presence for up to a year at a stretch. In each place, he made advancements to his skills, combat and craft, and produced a treatise to benefit others after he passed.

“That treatise has never been found. Nor has the rumored collection of other items he possessed, some of great power when used correctly. I believe his writings rest with that collection. The secret place holds, by far, the most important links to the ancient hero anyone has ever seen. All of these things would be a great boon, especially if what you say about Aeyr is true.”

I waited for it, hoping against hope that Tip would choose just this one time to keep his mouth shut. I sneaked a peek at him to find the satyr with his mouth clenched closed, his face red, and his body vibrating. His self-preservation instincts warred with whatever it was that made him react instantly to the word. As I watched, his eyes rolled up in his head and he crumpled to the ground, passed out.

Lirien barely flicked her eyes in his direction and continued talking. “But as I said, the cache is not here. What I hope to find are clues to the other places he stayed, possibly evidence that this was one of the five. I am almost certain Venamarie was one, but it seems unlikely I’ll ever find out now. I plan to search here until we find a clue to lead us to the next place, then the next, until we at last get to where the collection lies.

“Your job, as I said last night, is to dig, move items and soil, and assist me in any way I see fit. Oh, also protect me from this scary Searcher guy you seem to be so concerned about.”


Chapter
Nineteen



Ichecked on Tip while listening to the rest of what Lirien had to say. He was breathing fine and I didn’t seen any bruising on his head. He hadn’t fainted for a while, but the tension of Lirien screaming at him and of repressing his fit seemed to have been too much for the little guy.

Though the kangaroo girl felt it necessary to throw a dig or two in there, what she’d said sounded reasonable. I had questions, most of which I couldn’t express to Brin without talking to her. Almost all of them could wait until I had a chance to do so, but one begged an answer before we started any actual work. The entire process hinged on it.

I took a breath, hoping I wasn’t going to be attacked for saying anything, and I asked. “What procedure are we using to find these clues?”

I flinched inwardly, waiting for the hammer to fall. Instead, Lirien blinked at me. Then her mouth twitched, almost like she was going to let a smile grace her beautiful face. It didn’t, but the potential was there.

“Fair question. As I said, places he stayed often had records of his visits. I’m not just talking about young girls’ diaries, but actual inscriptions, plaques, statues, all number of things. Some were larger, some smaller, but finding a few might give us an idea of what he was doing, where he was going, and even the things he brought with him.

“I have an ability to see hidden things. It’s my magic. I can see into walls and soil and rock, to a certain extent, and I can find veiled openings. Secret hiding places. The kind of places people put important objects they don’t want others to see. That’s what I’m looking for.”

“Tyra has an ability similar to yours,” Brin said. “She can see into materials and ascertain their structure, the qualities, even how they may be used or worked for crafting. I myself have a spell to find hidden things. Perhaps we may aid you in searching, in addition to the other work you spoke of.”

Lirien did smile, then. “Of course, Brinawynn. I wouldn’t expect any less from you. You, too, Tyra. Your help will be appreciated. With extra eyes, we should make fine progress.

“Now, are we finished with discussing and ready to actually start working?”

I just barely kept from rolling my eyes, choosing instead to turn my attention to Tip, shaking him to wake him up.

“Good,” Lirien said. “I have explored the structures from the opening until this point on this street. I have not gone down the alleys to other streets. If one of you can write clearly and draw acceptably, making a map would help. I have paper and ink.”

“Tip can perform that task,” Brin said.

“Huh? What?” The satyr blinked and looked around in confusion. “Why am I…? Did I faint again?”

“Yeah, buddy. You did. Brin just volunteered you to take notes and draw a map of the place. Is that okay? You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.”

“He certainly—” Lirien said, but stopped when I jabbed a finger toward her.

“It’s cool, Gar. I can draw pretty well. If it helps, I can handle it.”

“Nice. You said you have paper and ink, Lirien?”

She glared at me, and at first I thought she’d be childish and not answer me. Then she sighed. “Yes. It’s over there with my supplies.” She pointed toward a few duffel bags in a pile near the wall of one of the buildings.

I watched Tip go over and search through them, finding what he needed. I’d seen her pack topside and with now seeing the bags she’d brought, too, I gained a little begrudging respect for her. How damn far had she lugged all that gear? Not only must she be strong, but she was tenacious. Out alone with who knew what kinds of monsters, bandits, or other dangers, carrying heavy packs and exploring alone, she was a whole new kind of badass.

Too bad she was such a bitch.

As if to prove my last thought, she began barking orders to the rest of us, telling us where to go and what to do. Within ten minutes, we were all working like we were on a damn chain gang, though without the physical chains.

The rest of the day passed like that. Despite how I thought it would be, Lirien didn’t only make us work. She dug through the dirt, more often than not using her spiked tool and a shovel to clear out entryways so doors—which most of the time were surprisingly intact for being ancient—could be swung open to search the rooms beyond. I wanted to ask if that was the alari magic or something inherent in the building materials, but I figured I’d hit up Qamara and Tyra about it later, when Lirien wasn’t around.

I hated to walk on eggshells around the woman, but I really didn’t want to get into another shouting match with her. It might make me feel better for five minutes, but in the long run, it was counterproductive. So, I kept my mouth shut, my eyes open, and did the work I was assigned.

The shit I did to protect strangers. Lucas was no doubt laughing his ass off, if there was some kind of afterlife and he could see me.

At the end of the day, Tip had mapped out nearly the whole street up to where we worked and was actually excited about exploring down some alleys and others streets. The rest of us had basically accomplished nothing of value. When we put the tools back in the supply area, I almost laughed at how tired everyone looked, if only because I knew I appeared the same way.

I wondered how long we’d be doing this busywork. It almost made me want the Searcher to show up so we could show some progress, even if it was counted in injured enemies or bodies of attackers.

At some point, Lirien put down her tool and took a deep breath. “If you like, we can go back to camp, clean up, and eat some dinner,” she said. Then she turned to me. “Gar, can you stay for a minute so we can talk?”

My head snapped to Brin and our eyes met. She responded with only a slight nod. No raised eyebrows, no widened eyes, no flared nostrils, nothing like that. I don’t know if she had a hold on what was going on with Lirien, but I trusted the moonwisp. I’d take her advice.

“Uh, sure.”

The others left, Tyra and Tip shooting me questioning looks, to which I replied with a shrug. I’d tell them all about it later, after I found out if this what it felt like: the precursor to an ass-chewing. I’d been in the Assistant Principal’s office more than once when I was in school, and even been called into the boss’s office at work before. My dry mouth and rumbling belly felt just like they did then.

It was laughable that some woman I’d just met could make me this tense. I didn’t know if it was because I didn’t want to disappoint Brin or if something in me was rebelling against the idea that someone would dislike me instantly upon meeting me. Okay, maybe not instantly. Lirien did physically assault me within seconds of first seeing me. In a good way, I mean. That only made things worse. I was so off balance, I think it was really messing with my mind.

I took a few breaths as I waited and reminded myself that despite how things looked at the moment, she was not my boss. Would it have been easier if she was a guy or even a less attractive woman? Yeah, probably, though I hated to admit it. Still, the entire thing was a mindfuck, so there’s no telling how I’d feel if some of those details were different.

The last of the others retreated out of sight, even the glimmer of the lamps they held disappearing up the street. They were probably already up the incline and out of the hole onto the surface by now.

“I want to apologize,” she said. Of all the things I’d expected, that was definitely not one of them. “I’m not in the habit of latching my lips onto those of other people I meet mere moments after I first see them.”

I let some of my tension out in a laugh. “It was a surprise.”

“I have moved quickly with some before, but…” She shook her head. “No. Let me think.” She took in a breath before continuing. “Do you know what I do, Gar?”

“You’re an explorer. You find artifacts and treasures that have been hidden for a long time.”

“Yes. The nature of my work is solitary. Some others, explorers or archaeologists like me, form groups. Teams. They work together, live together, do everything together.”

“Like me and my companions.”

“Right. Yes. I suppose. Like that. I mention that because I am unlike them. I mostly work alone. I have had people help me at times, for particular jobs, but never for my lifelong quest of finding Kael’s cache. I’m not used to being around people much. Sometimes I can be…awkward.”

Oh, awkward like nearly jumping my bones on sight, then screaming at me like a damn banshee? I didn’t say it out loud, of course.

“No, no. I’m going off topic. Well, maybe. Not really, but that’s not what I want to say.” She blew out a breath. “I rarely get lonely, being by myself for long periods of time, but there are things, necessary things, that I have to take care of.”

I thought I knew where she was going now.

“Brinawynn has told you how obsessed I am with Kael. I don’t like that word—it makes me sound unbalanced—but it’s the word most would use. It’s been a long time since I have been with anyone else and when I, umm, relieve internal tension, I often think of the hero. I had one such episode not long before you and your friends showed up.

“I was anxious. When suddenly the embodiment of the hero was in front of me, I might have overreacted. Slightly.”

“I get it, Lirien. I’ve had my times of abstinence, too. I know the urges, how they can grab hold of you. No worries. I’m more concerned that it might have somehow had an effect on how we get along. Have I done something to insult you or to irritate you? We’re here to help, but I feel so much anger toward me coming from you, I don’t know what to do.”

Her eyes went unfocused, and she tilted her head toward the ceiling. “I’m not good socially. I can be abrupt. Abrasive, even.”

I thought of reminding her that she was only that way with me and Tip, not with the others. Only with the men. Again, I kept silent. I still hadn’t figured out what was safe to talk about. I needed to go slow.

“I wanted to explain that. Also, I want to let you know that with my life the way it is, I tend to take pleasure where and when I can. Mostly that means one-off encounters with no connections and no real affection. Rarely do I engage with anyone more than once.” She laughed. “I almost asked Brinawynn one night when we were working together but got scared it would insult her. She’s so proper and kind and polite. I didn’t want to risk it.

“Anyway, I’m telling you that because I am more than willing to fuck you into unconsciousness whenever you want. You’re not Kael, but you look just like him. That alone arouses me. I’m not talking about a relationship, not even about affection. Just simple physical pleasure. As long as you realize it won’t mean I care for you or expect you to care for me.

“That’s all I wanted to say. Think about it and if you feel like it, let me know. Otherwise, we have a job to do. That’s the most important thing.”

I stared at her for a long moment. I was totally fine with enjoying the woman’s amazing body, and I already knew my girls wouldn’t bat an eye if I did, but still, the whole thing irritated me. No, that wasn’t right. Concerned me? I’d have to think about it, but it seemed off.

I finally answered her. Kind of. “I’ll think about it. Can I ask you something?”

“What is it?”

“What happened to you, Lirien? Do you want to talk about it?”

She blinked rapidly at me, then clenched her jaw. I could see all her walls go up in an instant.

Shit. That was definitely the wrong thing to say.

“We’d better join the others. Dinner, some rest, and more work tomorrow. Let me know about the other thing. Or not.”

With that, she walked right by me, putting out the lamps spaced along the walls as she did. By the time I followed her, she was no more than a bobbing hand lamp in the blackness. I picked my own lamp up, heaved a sigh, and followed her to the surface.


Chapter
Twenty



Despite what Lirien had told us when we started, the ruins were not a whole city sitting in a bubble with some dirt that had leaked in, as it appeared in the area we spent the first day.

“This makes a little more sense,” I said, facing what amounted to a wall of rock that cut through the street we stood on. It was the kind of thing I imagined one would find in an ancient city that had been engulfed in the lava of a massive volcanic eruption. But it wasn’t volcanic rock.

“Siltstone,” Lirien said from just behind me. I hadn’t even noticed the explorer nearby. “The alari magic miraculously preserved the space around some structures while sediment filtered in others over time. Look.” She stepped aside and swung the pickaxe she held. Three strong, efficient strikes and several chunks of the rock broke off the wall. She picked up one of the larger pieces, about the size of her hand, and brought it to me.

“See the grain size of the rock?” The kangaroo girl took my hand and ran my finger over the rough surface. “It’s made up of silt that compacted over centuries or millennia. Sandstone has a larger grain, the size of sand, of course. Shale is the finest.”

“That’s…crazy,” I said. “The way the magic kept some pockets almost undisturbed and in other places, the buildings are entombed in stone.”

She shrugged. “It is the single most important facet of exploration in Olliaran. It occurs in a few other regions as well, some magic developed by other ancient peoples to protect their cities, but it’s most prevalent here. In more mundane sites, entire cities have been covered over and every inch that will be reclaimed has to be cleaned of dirt and stone and vegetable matter.”

“That’s wild. So I assume that means if the information about Kael’s cache is in one of the sections entombed completely in rock, we’re basically screwed.”

She raised an eyebrow. I got the feeling she’d be expecting me to take her up on her offer in the last few days since we talked, but I hadn’t.

“What I mean,” I said to clarify, “is that if what we’re looking for is in the solid rock sections, we’re in trouble.”

“Oi. I hope if there’s only one clue in Oremiave, it’s in one of the more open areas. I’m sure there’s more than one, though. I don’t think we’re looking for a solution to some puzzle set out for us, but small hints that point to where Kael went. We’ll find it. I have faith.”

I nodded, turning away from the stone wall. “Thanks for the explanation. The more I can learn about this stuff, the more I’ll understand. I just hope we find a clue before the bad guys get here.”

She didn’t respond, simply dropped the rock, swung the pickaxe onto her shoulder, and walked away.

Kind of rude, but I appreciated her talking to me like a person, however briefly. Switching from screaming at me to propositioning me in the most blatant manner ever left a lot to be desired in interactions with a person. If I could keep her at the middle ground like this, things would be a lot more pleasant, despite all the shit work.

Tyra approached me, a smirk on her face. “She’s definitely a weird one.”

I put an arm around my goblin girl. “Yeah. I don’t know her deal yet, but I’ll figure her out, eventually.” I pulled the green woman into a kiss. “How are you doing?”

She shrugged. “Breaking rocks is not bad. I’m used to hard work. I just wish we’d find whatever we’re looking for and get back out to where we can see the sky and move on. If we found her, the Searcher will, too. It’s his name, after all.”

“I’m thinking the same thing.” I looked at my watch. “Let’s get back to work. We should only have an hour or two until we break for the day and eat some dinner. Another day gone.”

After eating, Tip and I did a little training. The digging and hauling and other things Lirien had us do kept us fit, but it wasn’t strength or endurance training we needed most. Tip had developed respectable skills with his weapons—even more than I’d ever have thought, but there was always room for improvement.

Same with me. I didn’t know everything and I could always refine my skills, so we practiced each night, at least. We would be happy we did, once it came down to the fight I expected before this was all over.

I drew the first watch and after cooling down from training, I took up my position on the flat rock I could swear was shaping itself to my ass. Or the other way around. I kissed Brin, Tyra, Keliana, Qamara, and even Sariel goodnight, and the women settled into their bedrolls. Tip did the same—without a kiss from me or anyone else, I want to be clear. Unless he snuck one to Rex. I wouldn’t judge.

As I prepared for my shift, Lirien stalked toward me. I felt a bit of trepidation. Was it going to be flirty Lirien, batshit crazy Lirien, or lecturing Lirien? I thought for a moment about whether I was crazy myself to prefer the lecturer.

“Can I sit with you?” she asked. That was uncommon, but welcome.

“Sure. How are you doing?”

“I’m doing well?”

“Is that a question?”

She shook her head, uncharacteristically subdued. “No. Yes. I don’t know.” She pointed at my wrist. “What is that?”

I pulled my sleeve up to reveal my watch completely. “This? It’s a watch.”

“It’s something you watch?”

I chuckled. “Nah. It’s called a watch. Not sure why, to be honest. Maybe because people watch time or something. Anyway, it’s a device to keep track of the time.”

The kangaroo girl scrunched her forehead at it. The gesture was so cute, it almost made me ask her if the offer of sex was still open. I mentally slapped myself at my fickleness.

Her eyes rose to the dark sky. “It’s nighttime. Why would you need a device to tell you that?”

“Ah, right. Well, you know how people break up the day, not just into day and night but in smaller chunks? Daybreak, midmorning, noon, afternoon, twilight, evening, night, midnight, things like that?” She nodded. “Well, this goes further. It breaks the day into hours, portions of hours, even seconds.”

“For what purpose?”

“Uh, so we can more accurately track the passage of time. For example, if someone wanted to meet me somewhere at noon, I could show up at exactly noon. Neither of us would have to waste an hour or more waiting for the other person. Also, you can do useful things like calculate how fast something happens. Like, maybe, you wanted to know how long it took to fill a trough with water, or how long it took to drain, you could time that precisely and determine how long it would take you to fill a hundred of them, or something like that.”

“Hmmm. I could see the utility. This…watch, it’s from your world?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s old technology compared to the digital watches and phones and stuff, but that’s fine. Actually, it’s better because it’ll never run out of power. I wind it each day and it will continue to run for the rest of my life, at least.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”

“How does it work?”

I took the watch off and scooted closer to the explorer. “It’s got very fine little gears and springs inside. I’d show you, but if I opened the back, the springs would probably all jump out and then it would never work again. But here, check this out. See that long piece there? Those are called hands because they point to parts of the face, the main round part of the watch.

“If I was to ask you to count to ten, maybe to have you pause before doing something, how would you do it?”

She looked at me with a critical eye and I was afraid I’d ruined any goodwill that it seemed we’d developed in the last few minutes. “What do you mean?”

“Here let me explain better. If you were to ask me to wait five seconds before hitting a spike you were holding with a sledgehammer to break a rock, I’d count at about this pace: one-and-two-and-three-and-four-and-five.”

“I wouldn’t put the ‘and’ in between each one, but I could see doing that to keep the pace consistent,” she told me.

“Exactly. Well, with the watch, specifically this second hand, the pause is kept exactly the same every time. Here, check this out. When the hand gets to the top, I’ll count to ten. Watch how it moves exactly one increment every second.”

As soon as the second hand hit the twelve o’clock position, I counted as Lirien stared at the face of the watch.

“So now,” I continued, “if I wanted to wait for half a minute, or a minute, maybe during weapons training or something, I could look at the watch and know exactly how long it had been without counting it myself.”

“And you could use it to determine exactly how many hours without using an hourglass?”

“Yes.”

“Fascinating. At any moment, you can track exactly how much time has passed and can plan with greater efficiency. Such a small device, too, barely a bracelet.”

“I know. There are things on my world that would blow your mind. So many small devices. Ones that will let you create a picture in a single instant, the quality like the most skillful painting, allow you to talk to people on the other side of the world. Vehicles that can go fast enough and far enough to go visit the moon itself.”

“Great magic.”

“No. No magic. It’s all science. Uh, crafting and knowledge. Over thousands of years, people in my world learned how the world works. Natural laws that dictate how everything acts. Then, using those laws and examples in nature, we created great things. Ships that go under the water for weeks or months at a time, other ships that fly, weapons that can shoot lightning, even healing techniques that can replace limbs or possibly a heart. All with no magic.”

Lirien nodded. “Are there explorers in your world? Researchers and archaeologists.”

“Oh, yeah. Lots of them. Not only do they look for things in the soil and underwater, but they search the sky and the stars. God, I wish I could show you some of the things that are common. Ancient cities and monuments raised up from their burial tombs, huge skeletons of dinosaurs—monsters that lived long ago, kind of like dragons I guess—and even civilizations of people who invented society and community.”

“But no magic?”

“No.”

“It sounds like a dull place.”

Well, that took the wind right out of my sails. My shoulders slumped.

“Maybe not, though,” she added. “If that watch is an example…”

“A simple example.”

“If it’s a simple example, it might be interesting. Too bad I can’t ever go to your world.” She tilted her head. “Could I? Do you have a way to go back?”

Damn, the woman was going to give me whiplash with how she was jerking my emotions around. I sighed. “No. I don’t think I can. Who knows, though. Your world does have magic. Magic brought me here, maybe it could get me back, though Qamara said it’s not possible.”

“Maybe it is. It’ll probably be fun to ponder. Thank you, for telling me all this. It’s nice to know there are explorers where you’re from, too.”

“There are. They are highly respected. There are books and plays about them. Everyone knows some stories. I’m sure they’ll tell stories about you, too, after you find your cache and do other great things.”

Her eyes widened a little at that and she looked like she was going to say something else but ended up just staring at me for a handful of seconds.

“I should let you see to your watch. Your watch duty, I mean, not the one on your wrist. I…goodnight, Gar. Goodnight.”

With that, she shot to her feet and went off to the corner of our campsite where her bedroll was set. I watched her for several minutes, wondering if we’d had a breakthrough and that she might treat me a little differently the next day than she had.

She did not treat me differently the next day.


Chapter
Twenty-One



It started with Lirien all but ignoring me when I tried to say good morning. Then, she threw out a comment half an hour later about me mounting her. After my refusal and a couple hours of work, she criticized the way I was hauling dirt and stomped off in a huff.

Tyra laughed at me while Brin gave me an apologetic shrug. I didn’t know what the fuck was going on, but I was pretty sure I was in the middle of a Jerry Springer episode.

Worse, when I tried to ask her a little later in the day how she’d identified the ruins we were in as a place to search and how we might find the nebulous clue she’d been referring to, she snapped at me.

“If I knew exactly where to find it and what it was, don’t you think we would have already recovered it and moved on to the next place where we might actually find the cache?”

She did have a point there, but damn, she didn’t need to be such a bitch about it.

Tip, meanwhile, was enjoying himself. As long as he kept under the radar and didn’t engage directly with the kangaroo girl, he could sit back and watch me take the abuse. To be honest, his good mood became infuriating at times, but I had to admit that it was probably a nice situation for him with people not beating him down and yelling at him for the stupid shit he did.

He was in such a good mood, in fact, he was in rare form.

The satyr looked at me as I passed him where he sat drawing his maps. His head tilted slightly to the side. “Ah.”

Okay, he had me curious. “‘Ah,’ what?”

“Hmmm. You…” He scratched his chin with the pen he held. “You…remind me of a man.”

My mouth twitched. “What man?”

“A man with the power.”

“What power?”

“The power of hoodoo.”

I forced the words out from the smile that had taken over my face. “Hoodoo?”

“You do.”

“Do what?”

“Remind me of a man.”

I cackled and threw up a fist, which he promptly bumped with his own.

As I passed Qamara and Sariel, both looking at me like I was plain mad, I said, “You probably wouldn’t understand even if I explained it to you.”
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Over the next several days, Lirien made a habit of watching Gar. She didn’t want to, not consciously, but it happened on its own. She would be minding her own business, searching for the clue she was sure everyone else was frustrated they hadn’t found yet and then her eyes would drift over to the mysterious, infuriating man.

She’d spent quite some time puzzling over him and why he was so fascinating to her. To start, maybe it was that he’d flatly refused her brazen attempts at sex with him. It wasn’t her proudest moment when she had propositioned him the first time, though she was immune to embarrassment for those types of things.

The thing was, she knew he was interested. She caught him scanning her body occasionally. She even removed her outer shirt, doing her work with the tight, sleeveless top that she’d been told she was irresistible in. She knew her tits were fabulous. Still, he rebuffed her, claiming it would cause problems.

She’d resorted to trying to connect with Brinawynn, or Brin, as the others called her. When she’d told Gar she regretted that she hadn’t gotten together with the blue woman when they’d worked together, she was telling the truth. Brin told Lirien that she was beautiful and sexy and she desired her, but still had refused. Something about Gar and commitment and family or somesuch. Lirien wasn’t paying much attention at that point, so sexually frustrated she actually considered throwing herself at the moonwisp.

But the explorer hadn’t stopped there. She propositioned the sexy catgirl, Keliana, as well. She’d seen the looks from the assassin and knew well enough the interest it reflected. Again, Lirien was met with excuses about Gar and connection and blah-blah-blah.

She even tried masturbating and moaning so loudly that no one in the camp could have misunderstood what was happening, yet she heard exactly nothing about it. Everyone politely avoided mention of the occurrence. Or the second instance she tried just to make sure the results of the first were conclusive. Even the satyr didn’t say anything, though she saw the effort it took to refrain.

Things were getting worse. If she got so desperate that she even considered the taranji, she’d kill herself.

All through it, she continued to watch Gar. She even threw herself at him in slightly more subtle ways. Two days in a row, she met him as he was on watch, chatting with him about his world and that fascinating device he had. He told her of things called grandfather clocks, automobiles, airplanes, telephones, movies, a mind-numbing number of musical technologies, streaming, and social media.

She understood maybe five percent of it, but her interest and fascination were not feigned. The third day, disappointment beat at her insides like it wanted to burst out of her. Gar didn’t have watch that night. She paid special attention to him during the day, as if she were saving up memories and images to get her through the night without speaking with him. She did have watch duty.

What in the hells was going on? She remembered sensations such as these, vaguely, but they were from a long, long time ago. They seemed silly, and she did her best to scoff at the current situation but couldn’t quite pull it off.

Dinner came, and the impending night without her regular conversations loomed. As normal, Gar went out of his way to bring in all the firewood and to help do more than his share of chores. He had worked as hard as everyone else in the ruins, yet he bade Brinawynn sit while he retrieved a final load of wood for the evening. It was a habit. He’d even done it once with Lirien, leaving her blinking at his back as he walked away to perform the chore that should have been hers. Why?

She watched as he reached for the last of the bread they had baked that day—an achievement in itself—at the same time Sariel stretched for it as well. She, of course, pulled her hand back when she saw he wanted it, but then their eyes met, he smiled at her, and took her hand. Lirien couldn’t hear what he said, but he put the bread into her hand and her fair cheeks flushed. Then he rose to collect the dishes to wash.

Lirien played over those scenes as everyone settled in for the evening. She thought of them as she tried, unsuccessfully, to get to sleep. Then, when she had barely reached a twilight sensation, they disappeared as images of an old memory took hold of her mind.
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“I love you,” sixteen-year-old Lirien said.

“Me, too,” Eldrin answered absently, by rote. “Even if you can’t do anything.”

They had taken a camping trip to an area near where they lived. Some minor ruins lay there, barely two centuries old, and they had visited them often. Though this was only the second time they’d made a journey of it, staying for more than a week. It was good training for what they would do within a few years, when they left their homes to seek their fortune.

Lirien trembled with her excitement. “Isn’t it great, Eldrin? This, what we’re doing right now, this will be our life. Traveling all over the world, searching ancient ruins, finding things no one has seen in thousands of years.”

“Finding treasure and gaining riches and reputations as the world’s greatest explorers,” he added.

“Can you imagine? I’ll find the hidden collection of items from Kael himself. We will not only see and touch things that the great hero used all those millennia ago, but we will expose sources of information that could help everyone in Valorae.”

Eldrin’s eyes lit up. “Can you imagine how much money we’ll get for those items? We’ll be richer than anyone else.”

Lirien bounced on the camp chair she sat on. “Then we can have a home and children and be a proper family.”

“A rich family.”

She laughed and hugged him. Sighing, she looked up into the gorgeous night sky. So many stars. What if they could go to other worlds one day? Why settle for simply exploring their current world? The future was so bright, the possibilities endless. It was really happening.

Soon, within a couple of years, they would secure patrons and would officially begin their hunt. Hers for Kael’s cache and Eldrin for…

“Eldrin?”

“Yeah, Lee?”

“What are your goals?”

“Huh? How long have we been together? You really can’t do anything, can you? You don’t know what I’m working toward?”

“Not really. I’m talking about a specific quest. Like, I want to find that collection of items and writings Kael left behind. I think I’m always selfishly talking about that. I can’t remember you ever saying what exactly you want to do.”

He put his hand on his heart. “Oh, you wound me. I’ve told you a thousand times. I want to be the most famous explorer in the world, and the richest. One treasure isn’t enough for that. I want to find them all. Sure, your little bunch of artifacts will do as a start, but I have higher aspirations. I want people ten thousand years from now reading about me and talking about me, maybe searching for a library of books I’ve written and hidden for them to find.”

“And family, too, right? To have a family that will continue our line for generations.”

“Sure, sure. We’ve talked about that. We’ll have kids. They’ll be beautiful like their mom, and they’ll have happy lives because, what else could it be with all the money and fame we’ll have?”

“Right!”

Lirien added the last piece of wood to the fire. “Did you get more firewood? Is this the last one?”

Eldrin scanned their little campsite. “Looks like it. It’s your turn to go get some. I got the last batch.”

She hummed, thinking to point out that if he’d gotten what they needed, she wouldn’t have to make another trip to gather more wood. She shrugged, knowing it would just start an argument. She always brought several loads when it was her turn so that they’d be stocked until the next day, but they didn’t see eye to eye on that.

With a sigh, she got up to go fetch more wood. Spotting the last morsel of the spiced bread they’d heated up to eat with dinner, she reached for it. Only to have it snatched out from under her hand.

“Too slow,” Eldrin said, laughing. He popped the last remaining piece into his mouth whole, chewed it a minimal number of times, and swallowed it. Then he stretched out next to the fire as the log she’d just placed caught alight and threw out its warmth.

Lirien looked to the stars again. So beautiful. The smile slowly came back to her face as she trudged off to find more fuel for the fire.

This was going to be her life. Her joy at the thought spurred her in her task. She couldn’t wait for all her dreams to come true.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



Asoft rustling from beside her startled Lirien, and her head snapped to the side, her heart rate spiking. She’d gotten so wrapped up in the memories she’d revisited a couple of hours before her watch shift, she hadn’t been paying attention. It was a good thing all that nonsense about some army wanting to kill her was completely ridiculous.

Her surprise didn’t abate, though, when she realized who it was that had come to sit next to her.

“Gar. What’re you doing?”

The man shrugged at her and handed her a cup of tea. How out of it had she been that she hadn’t even realized someone was boiling water over the fire?

“I thought since you were nice enough to chat with me the last few nights while I was on watch, I would return the favor. If you want. I mean, if I’m irritating you or you’d rather do your watch and relax in silence, no worries. I can go to bed.”

She blinked at him and finally accepted the cup, which he had been pushing toward her for half a minute. “You made me tea?”

“Yep. Two dollops of honey, right?”

She stared at the cup, then at him. How the hells did he know that?

She must have been looking at him strangely. “I brought you tea before and asked if you wanted anything in it. Two dollops of honey? Did I get it wrong?”

“Uh, no. Yes, that’s right. Thank you.”

“Sure. So? Wanna chat or should I leave you alone? Don’t worry, I won’t take it personally. There are times I want to just sit quietly and think. I can respect that.”

Her first thought was to tell him to go away, to leave her alone. How dare he interrupt her like this. Like, like…like she’d done for the last three nights with him. Oh, dear.

Was he angling for sex? No, that couldn’t be it. She’d all but forced it on him and still they hadn’t done more than that initial, impulsive make out session. So, what was he doing? It hit her, once she framed it as if he were a woman and not a man. Was he simply being considerate, even after how she’d made it clear he had no value to her aside from the member between his legs?

The thought sizzled in her mind. Could men actually be kind just because they wanted to, without demanding something in return? She’d met women who could, though not all were of that type. But men?

Lirien realized she’d been staring into her tea for way too long.

“So?” Gar said again. “I guess maybe I should just go to sleep. Sorry for interrupting your thoughts.” He got up to go back to his bedroll.

“No. Sorry. My mind is slow right now. Thank you for the tea. If you don’t mind missing prime sleeping time, we can talk. Something on your mind?”

He smiled at her. “Cool, thanks. No, nothing specific. We always find something. Between all you know and the stories from my world, it’s not going to be hard.”

She glanced at his crotch, then dragged her eyes away, hoping he hadn’t seen. That word, how close they sat, her…situation. Gods, she hoped he didn’t make the connection. Please, don’t say hard again. I can’t bear it.

“Your knives!” she said, much too abruptly and loudly for polite conversation. In fact, she surprised him so much, he gave a little hop and his own tea almost sloshed over the side of his cup. “Sorry. Your knives, the ones with chains on them. I’ve seen you training with them. Are they made out of magical materials, too, like your other weapons?”

“Yeah, they are. I got them in the house of one of Aeyr’s minions whom we killed. I’ve trained with them, both to use them as weapons and to manipulate them by attuning them.”

“Flexknives.”

“Huh?”

She took a sip of her tea. “Flexknives. You never heard the name?”

“No.”

“Kael had some, or transformed other of his weapons into them. I’m not sure which.”

“Wait.” He set his cup down and drew the knives from the sheaths at the small of his back and held them up. “You’re saying that Kael used weapons like these?”

“He did.”

“Tyra told me that these, in this form, are very old. The materials are highly magical, too. Do you think they could be the same ones? The ones that Kael used?”

“It’s possible. Especially as an explorer, I am always amazed at how items move around and are found in places no one would ever expect. Why, I found a scepter in Sauvaxera that had belonged to a minor ruler in the Zixuris Steppes more than a millennium ago. I put aside all my other work for more than half a year to track down its path, but finally decided other things were more important.”

“Really? That must be a fascinating story. Wow.”

Lirien took another sip of her tea, covering up the smile on her face. Gods damn the man. She would not grow fond of him. She would not.

“Flexknives,” he said. “That’s an awesome name. Hey, tell me, did Kael name his weapons? I know his sword was called Justice, but what about the other ones? Is ‘flexknives’ just descriptive, or was it an actual name?”

“We…we don’t really know. About him naming other weapons. For all that he was the world’s greatest hero, and probably the most recognizable man in existence, he kept very much to himself. Of the few accounts we have, he was a quiet man, more interested in what others had to say than telling them what he thought or knew. It’s one of the biggest problems we have, as researchers and scholars. There is so little about his personality. It’s why I hope his writings, his treatise or, gods, even a journal he kept, are in the cache. Can you imagine, learning about the man he truly was? All we know about is the hero, and not even a lot of information on that.”

“Yeah,” Gar said. “That’s the part of history that always made it come alive for me. Dates and lists of things that happened never interested me all that much. I was more fascinated about who the people were, how they felt, why they did what they did. That’s the stuff I can listen to for hours.”

“Right. I agree completely. To get a measure of the man, imagine how he went about his day. How he spoke, what he did, how he felt. That’s half of what drives me. More than half.”

Gar nodded along with her, his eyes excited. “I could see that. The other half, or not quite half…?” He paused, locking eyes with her.

She knew he wasn’t waiting for her to finish his question. He might have been pausing for emphasis, dramatic as that was, but she thought he also wanted to take the opportunity to read her expression, to decide if he wanted to chance a guess at her motivation, though they didn’t really know each other. A lump went from her throat downward, dropping into her stomach. She almost didn’t want to hear what he was going to say. What he thought of her. Memories of Eldrin flashed through her mind. Fame, riches, power. You can’t do anything.

“I think the other almost-half is that you recognize how important it could be for people. The knowledge, sure, and definitely the weapons or other items. But when it comes down to it, for others like you it means solving mysteries that have been hanging on for millennia, and for people just living their lives, it could mean being able to protect them from danger. Aeyr, even. All those are worthy goals. Heroic goals. I can see why you’re so committed to them. I hope we can help you succeed, and not just because it’s a big ‘fuck you’ to Aeyr.”

He laughed, but it didn’t penetrate the bubble of shock Lirien was wrapped in. She stared at him, desperately going back to try to remember if she’d told him any of the things he’d just said or if he intuited it on his own. Hells, even understanding the core of the passion driving her to excavate was so unique, she could hardly breathe.

“Are you sure you’re not Kael Serus?” she asked in a dreamy voice.

“Pretty sure. It’s a helluva coincidence, one that’s caused me more problems than good, but if I’m some ancient hero, it’s news to me. I have no memories or anything like that, and I understand reincarnation—uh, living again—isn’t a thing in this world. Are there stories about him coming back?”

“No,” she said absently. She brought her cup up to her lips and sipped the barely warm liquid. “The flexknives. Do you want to hear about them? I know a story in which he used them.”

“Hell yes.” Gar shifted on the rock, inadvertently moving closer to Lirien. “If you will tell me, that is. I’m always up for a good hero story, especially if it involves weapons I happen to carry.”

His energy was infectious and Lirien’s lips betrayed her by curving upward. She gulped down the rest of her tea and set the cup down. When she became this excited about telling stories, she tended to gesture a lot.

“Well, it was in the early middle part of his heroing career, and Kael had learned there was a wicked ruler of a small kingdom subjugating his people. He was at home in Terelixen…do you know about the town-become-city where Kael was born?”

Gar blinked at her. “No. I don’t know much about Kael at all.”

“Ooh, this is good.” She found herself patting his hand, which was resting on his lap, excitedly. It didn’t occur to her what she was doing until she was three pats in. She pulled it away as if burned and cleared her throat. “So, the small town where he was born, in the north of what is now Sauvaxera, was called Terelixen. You may have heard that much of the northern region, all lumped together, was and still is called Elixen. Terelixen means something like ‘the little Elixen’ or even ‘inferior Elixen.’ When Kael gained fame, the townspeople decided to change the name to Serusia. After Kael, obviously.

“When he returned after being away for some time, they made a festival of it and presented him the new name. He flatly refused to acknowledge it and for the rest of his life continued to call the city it grew into Terelixen.”

She beamed, happy to share one of the thousands of interesting things she knew about the Blur. Gar grinned like a child.

“Good for him. All that fame and renown stuff is bullshit.” His eyes widened. “Oh, sorry. Please, go on.”

Lirien ignored the pesky warmth building in her chest. “Where was I? Oh, right. So Kael was at home—in Terelixen—and received a report of the king of Dunexa carrying on extreme violence against his people. He decided to go and learn the truth.

“Kael, as was his custom, didn’t contact any of the many high officials he knew within the empire, nor did he travel with a military force. He made the journey himself, arriving at the kingdom to see what was happening with his own eyes.

“Only a few hours within the capital city convinced him that all he heard was true. Soldiers abused the citizens and living conditions were deplorable, with many in squalor and suffering of malnutrition and dehydration. He put an end to any acts of cruelty he witnessed upon entering the city, then walked straight to the castle.

“At the gate, the guards refused to let him approach. He asked politely to see the king, to which they reacted with scorn. Clothed in simple clothes and a hooded cloak, they did not recognize him.

“Until they decided to attack him. Within seconds, eight guards lay dead and Kael dropped the polearm he’d taken from one of them. He continued walking calmly toward the castle.

“Another soldier, smarter than his companions, saw what was happening and instead of joining the fight, ran to the castle ahead of Kael, sounding the alarm. By the time the hero got to the doors, several dozen soldiers were arrayed against him, many with crossbows.

“‘I come to discuss matters with your king, and this is how you react?’ he said, calm though outnumbered and surrounded. He shouted out, ‘By now you know who I am. King Dunex, is this how you greet emissaries from other lands?’

“The doors opened, and a massive man stepped out. Kael didn’t know him, but he knew of him. Q’sun Anot, a great warrior and, now, apparently champion of the Kingdom of Dunexa. Seven and a half feet he stood, his arms like tree trunks and his legs like the foundations of a high tower. The man’s long brown hair danced in the breeze until he snatched it with one hand and tied it with a leather strip.

“Q’sun wore a suit of finely crafted chain, jingling softly as he moved. The large sword he wielded, along with a knife that was of a size with an arming sword, were belted at his waist. Kael knew a little about the man, the most significant of which was that he was left-handed, a quality that had given some of his opponents trouble in the past. Left-handed, right-handed, it mattered little to the Weaponsmaster.

“‘The great Kael Serus,’ Q’sun said, then spat onto the ground. ‘I’ve heard tales of you. Great battles and victories. Lies. I don’t believe any of them. I’ve always wanted to test you, and here you present yourself to me, threatening my liege.’

“‘Well met, Q’sun Anot,’ Kael responded. ‘I have no quarrel with you. I would speak with your master. Turn aside and perhaps we will both survive the day.’

“That angered Q’sun, and he barked orders at the soldiers to clear a space. ‘I’ll show everyone, all these witnesses, that I should be the one renowned as the greatest warrior of the age. Prepare yourself, Kael. These are your last minutes in this world.’

“Kael reached under his cloak and withdrew two short weapons. His flexknives. When he presented them, Q’sun laughed, drawing his own weapons. ‘I’ve heard your blade was short but hadn’t realized it was so minuscule.’ The soldiers around them laughed and Q’sun Anot stalked closer to Kael.

“In this instant, Kael didn’t use the chains on his wide, curved knives. Instead, they took the form of two individual blades, held comfortably at the ready. As he calmly waited, the champion of the king picked up speed, rushing toward Kael, his mouth stretched into a wicked grin.

“The stories from witnesses differed, and as time passed, they diverged even more. One thing that stayed consistent, though, was the speed of the contest.

“Q’sun viciously attacked as soon as he gained the range of his sword, his blades whistling with their strength and speed. A mere handful of seconds later, the champion fell, bringing a shocked end to the cheers of the soldiers. His severed head rolled across the dirt, trailing blood as his body dropped to the ground with a thud.

“The exact manner of his defeat was unclear, but the silence was total and immediate as Kael slid to a stop, shook the blood off his blades, and calmly walked toward the doors to the castle, which were still open partway. No one dared to stop him, to shout, or to shoot their crossbows. So shocked was everyone that the undefeatable champion had been slain in seconds that it was nearly a minute before any sound at all was heard. By that time, Kael was striding down the hallway toward the king’s throne room.

“One more corpse was created by the flexknives when he reached the king. Without a single word to Dunex, Kael killed him as he sat on his throne. He stayed in Dunexa for two weeks, helping the people choose new leaders and making sure the food stores were opened to the citizens. When he judged the city and the kingdom stable, Kael left as quietly as he had come, returning to his home.

“Only a score of soldiers or assassins tried to attack him during the time he was in Dunexa, all dealt with even more quickly than Q’sun Anot had been. Most knew well the king’s corruption, and once he and his champion were dead, not many were willing to stand against Kael nor the new leaders.”
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“That’s a great story,” I told Lirien. “Thank you. Too bad there weren’t more specifics about the fight. I mean, I know Kael was fast, but how exactly did he use the shorter blades against the massive sword and the other blade that still had a lot longer reach than his knives? Plus, taking off a head with knives that size isn’t easy, not in one pass like that. And no chain? I didn’t know that was possible.”

Lirien looked at me in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“I didn’t know the chains could be taken off completely. They’re part of the weapon. It’s all one piece.”

“Don’t you know how to manipulate them?”

“I do. A little. But manipulating is one thing, breaking it into pieces is another. I can lengthen or shorten the chains, put it all together into one solid piece, or meld it into a pole to be a double-bladed pole weapon, but I’ve never broken anything into two separate pieces. Mainly because I didn’t know it was possible. Now that I do, I can try. I can see a lot of possibilities.”

The kangaroo girl shook her head.

“What?” I asked.

“You can really manipulate weapons? You can do what Kael did?”

“Not all of it, obviously, but yeah. I can do a few things. Here, check this out.”

I drew the chain knives from my back sheaths, where I’d replaced them as she told her story, holding them up where she could see them. I turned my mind to them, connected to their magical materials, and shaped them. A handful of seconds later, I held what was essentially the two knives melted together at the ends, creating a double-long hilt with the two blades on opposite ends, the chains absorbed into the middle. Then I stretched the hilts out to nearly four feet long, creating a short-bladed staff. I twirled the weapon, the razor-sharp curved edges slicing through the air. I stopped and held the object out to Lirien.

She took the weapon, her stunning violet eyes large as they reflected the firelight. “That’s…gods.” She closed her eyes and raised her chin, then she rubbed her thighs together. My breath hitched. Her eyes snapped back open. “Oh. Sorry. So you look like Kael, fight like Kael, and can mostly manipulate weapons like him. Fuck. Me.”

I almost answered her, then realized it wasn’t a question or offer. This time. It was merely an exclamation. One I didn’t know they had in this world. She’d stopped propositioning me at every turn lately, which I appreciated, though the tradeoff was that she was more often aloof or plain bitchy. Not at this moment, at least.

“Kind of crazy, right?” I said, wanting to step out of the tenuous conversation.

“It is.” She handed the connected knives back to me and watched carefully as I returned them to their normal configuration, the chains stringing from hilt to hilt.

We chatted for a while longer before I decided to go to bed. I enjoyed our talk, but for some reason, I felt like too much wouldn’t be a good thing. With how she sometimes changed moods in an instant, walking away on a high note was probably important. After saying goodnight, I got up to go back to my bedroll.

“Gar?”

“Yeah, Lirien?”

“Thanks. For chatting, helping the time pass. I thought we wouldn’t get a chance since you didn’t have watch. I…would have missed it. You’re interesting. What you know and can do and all that.”

“My pleasure. Thanks for the story. I haven’t heard much about Kael except he was a hero and he has all those statues.”

“I’ll try to think of some others. I’ll trade them for stories of your world.”

I smiled at her. “Deal. Goodnight. I’ll see you in the morning.”
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I was almost afraid to say good morning to the explorer when I awoke at dawn. Some of the worst tongue lashings I’d gotten from her were immediately after we’d had a good conversation, almost like they were made to punish me, or balance things out somehow.

Happily, she was pleasant and returned my greeting, efficiently managing her morning routine then heading down into the site before the rest of us. Brin also seemed to be in a good mood, as well as an affectionate one. She kissed me good morning, held me for a solid minute, and took my hand as soon as I was finished eating breakfast.

“She is finally settling into treating you as a person,” the moonwisp said. Of course she’d noticed. She probably heard us and saw us the night before, too. “It is a good thing. The constant conflict only brews tension within our group.”

I glanced over at Tip and he made a circle with one hand then jammed his index finger into the hole repeatedly. I shook my head. Leave it to the satyr to take a breakthrough in interpersonal communication and equate it to some grand scale of how close I was to having sex with the kangaroo girl. Fucking Tip.

Not that the thought hadn’t stuck in my mind. I had to admit, Lirien was smoking hot, and half the time, I wondered why the hell I was even hesitating. Sure, if even a hot woman was a total bitch—or worse, batshit crazy—that was enough reason not to do her, but now I was really starting to like the woman. Now my defenses were beginning to crumble. I still had reservations, of course. The mantra “You don’t fuck crazy” repeated in my head. Still, if this was her real personality and if she could prove it wouldn’t be hazardous to my mental state or physical wellbeing, I might give in to her advancements.

We’d see. For now, we still had a job to do. As far as Lirien was concerned, that was to find her hidden cache. For me, it was to keep her from being killed by the Searcher. If we could succeed in both, that was just a bonus.

Taking advantage of the goodwill I was feeling from the explorer, I stayed close to her for the first part of the morning. I figured if the temperature cooled, I could suddenly have something else to do and get the hell out of there. Imagine my surprise when she started discussing the actual work.

“My magic, my ability to find secret doors and cubbies and such, has helped me in my work many times,” she said, not really talking to me but toward me. “It’s why I thought I might go back to Venamarie when all those other assholes leave. There may still be hidden things they missed that I can find.”

“That’s good thinking,” I responded as I shoveled some dirt into a bucket. “It may even work out better. Let them dig out all the blockages so you can just walk in there and find the secret stuff.” I paused, then added, “Not that it would be ideal. I know you’d probably rather you did the excavation from start to finish so no one can say you made your finding on their backs.”

The scraping sounds of her hooked tool against the wall she was working on stopped, as did all other sound from her. I turned to find her staring at me.

“That…that’s right. How did you know?”

I shrugged. “It fits with your personality. To me, you don’t have anything to prove. You’re obviously at the top of your field. But some—mostly those who wouldn’t mind stealing someone else’s discovery—might accuse you of getting lucky instead of earning the success through meticulous work. I know I’d be pretty mad if someone pulled that shit with me.”

A second later, I had an armful of pink-haired gorgeous kangaroo girl, who seemed to be doing her best to scrape the taste buds off my tongue with her own. I’d been here before, but this time I reacted more quickly, and probably a little more appropriately. I kissed her back.

I didn’t go overboard and get as passionate as parts of me wanted to, but the kissing was nice. Very nice. When she released me, she stepped back timidly, almost embarrassed, much as she had done the first time.

She angled her reddened face away from me, not meeting my eyes. She turned to walk away. “Sorry.”

I caught her arm and turned her back to me.

“Lirien?”

Her eyes flicked to mine, then away, then back again. “Yes?”

I didn’t even know where to start. The woman had so much pressure within her, she was at risk of exploding. I had no idea what the hell as going on with her, but it seemed there might be reasons she was so all over the place. At a loss for how to express it, I simply pulled her into a hug.

Her arms came around me and squeezed me firmly. I stroked her back, holding her and swaying back and forth. I spotted Brin a dozen feet away, a sweet smile on her face. We stayed like that for a few minutes before Lirien released me.

“Uh…” she said.

I took her hand and kissed it, then let it drop. “I’ll take this bucket of dirt out to dump it.”

As I passed Brin, the moonwisp kissed me on the side of my face and headed toward Lirien. I could hear, just barely, the kangaroo girl whisper, “Thanks.”

By the time I got back, having to deal with Tip and more rude gestures because he had obviously seen what happened, Brin and Lirien were squatting near a section on the wall, discussing something softly.

“I think so,” Lirien said.

“It is unclear to me. I agree that there may be something there. Ah, Gar. I’m glad you have returned. Could you help us with this?”

“Sure, Brin. What is it?”

“Something here is triggering Lirien’s magic. Faintly. I, too, think there may be something amiss here, magically, but it defies explanation. A gut feeling, is that the phrase? Like an echo of an echo. It could be that there is a layer of stone or soil masking our senses somewhat. That can happen with magically active materials. Typically stone or metal.”

I snorted. “You want me to bash the wall and break some away so you can see if it helps improves your senses?”

The moonwisp grinned. “Why, that is a wonderful idea. I am so glad you’re here with us.”

“Oh, shut up. You can ask me without patronizing me. It’s okay, you know.”

She kissed me on the nose. “I know, but it’s more fun this way.”

“Yeah, yeah. Do you want me to go get Tyra and see if this stone is ‘magically active?’ She could tell you without having to smash it.”

“No, I would much rather watch you hit it repeatedly.”

“Damn, you’re feisty today, huh?”

Slender blue shoulders rose in a shrug. Goddamn, the woman was sexy.

I did as she said, slamming the pick head into the wall over and over again. Tip wandered over, but I noticed he didn’t bother offering to help. Now I had three people standing around watching me. Seriously, it made me feel like a Cal-Trans worker, or any state-employed roadworker. I was the poor sap low on the totem pole while the senior employees watched me to “make sure I was doing it right.”

That bit of humor suffused me as I paused, spat on both my hands, took up the pick again, and set my feet. My next strike was not only more carefully directed, but it was more powerful. Even more importantly, the tip of the pick caught a little divot I’d made in the stone wall. A section about two feet across escaped the wall, small pieces shooting off in every direction. One of them hit my cheek just beneath my eye.

As one, the four of us leaned forward to examine where the piece flaked off.

That was when stone chips exploded outward at us.
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As I dodged to avoid the stone rocketing toward us and threw my body in front of Brin and Lirien, I caught some non-stone color through my squinted eyes. If I’d had them all the way open, I might have seen what it was sooner, though I probably would have also had sharp shards of stone embedded in my peepers.

Whatever it was didn’t give me a moment to figure things out. I was shielding the women one second, and what felt like a thick piece of wood slammed into my back the next, throwing me into a roll across the gravelly floor.

I did an admirable job in coming back to my feet quickly, if I do say so myself, giving me a chance to finally get a good look at what appeared to be a fucking Klingon. A naked one.

Seriously, the whole ugly-face-ridges thing was the most distinguishing feature, aside from the boar tusks. The monster was bigger than me, by close to half a foot, probably twice my weight, too. By the serious bruising on my back, it was also strong. I didn’t know what was up with the lack of clothes. Maybe it used that fucking tree branch between its legs as a weapon.

It was not alone. As the first looked at me, its buddy started toward the girls.

Shit.

A ringing slizzzt from the side turned out to be Tip using one of the quick-draw techniques I’d taught him, sliding his sword smoothly out of the scabbard in a cutting motion. The magical steel sliced into the arm of the humanoid creature staring at me. That got its attention.

Neither Brin nor Lirien had weapons, but you could never count the moonwisp out for so trivial a reason. She threw her hand out toward the monster lunging at her and…nothing happened.

Lirien pushed Brin out of the way and received the backhanded blow from the monster’s forearm meant for the blue woman.

“Tip, you’re going to have to take this one for now,” I said, charging the unharmed monster terrorizing the women.

“Got it, man.”

His voice shook and his eyes were frantic, but the satyr circled the monster as it growled at him. I needed to take out the other one quickly and help Tip. I wasn’t sure he could handle the thing on his own.

Three steps it took me to reach the ugly fucker getting ready to beat the women to death, during which my hands drew my chain knives from my lower back. I figured they would be a better choice than the siangham in this particular situation. Two wide blades rather than a single thin point.

I caught a swing of the creature’s arm halfway to Lirien, blocking its flesh with two razor-sharp blades. It didn’t seem to like that, thrusting its head to try to gore me with its tusks.

Pivoting to redirect its arm, and thus its body, with my blades as I leaned away from the tusks, I forced the limb toward the ground as I kneed it in the ribs. The familiar, satisfying whuff of air from its lungs was music to my ears. I pulled both knives away and outward, only to circle them back around and plunge both nearly hilt deep into the monster’s upper back as it bent over from my knee. Another quick pivot and I cleared the right-hand knife from its flesh and used all the momentum to slash savagely at the side of its neck.

The wide, curved blade tore through more than half the thing’s throat, spraying its blood all over both women, though I didn’t get so much of a drop on me, positioned at its side. I kicked its body and was already in motion to go help Tip when it slammed to the floor and rolled.

Tip was doing an admirable job at keeping his monster at a distance. The thing’s arm was long, but Tip lashed out when it struck forward, not so much blocking or parrying, but attacking the limb itself. When I got there, it had at least four or five long slashes along the gnarled flesh.

“Good job, buddy,” I said. “Want some help?”

“Yeah,” he panted. “Y’know. If you’re not doing anything important.”

I grinned and charged in.

One really cool byproduct of training with Tip all the time was that we knew how the other moved. To a certain extent, we even knew how the other would react, though I knew more about him than he did about me. The end result was a well-choreographed dance.

We whittled the monster down in nothing flat, Tip distracting it while I kept it from using its greater mass and just jumping on top of the satyr. A nice sword cut along the thing’s chest took its attention just long enough for me to dart in, slash at its face with my left knife, then bring my right around to punch into its skull.

It stopped, confusion in its eyes, then it dropped to the ground when it realized it was dead.

“Oh, oh. Gar!”

I turned to find that there were not two of the monsters. In fact, there were at least four. The other two climbed through the hole I’d started in the wall and were going for Brin and Lirien.

“Sonofabitch, how many are there?”

I threw one of my knives out and mentally lengthened the chain on it, swinging the weapon around like a really sharp pendulum. I kept Tip in one side of my peripheral vision and the women in the other to make sure I didn’t cut them, and I continued to lengthen the tether.

Just before the first monster reached them, my knife got within range and I guided the chains to slash at the monster. It put its arms up, but all that did was get its arms cut to ribbons. It also made the bastard stop moving forward.

The other one looked to me, then to the women, like it was trying to decide who to eat. Apparently, it figured it out, because it started toward them.

“Wrong choice, motherfucker.” As if there was a right choice.

I nearly doubled the chain and continued swinging it in wide arcs, allowing the knife to overshoot my enemy, then pulled back on the chain. The blade snapped back toward me, but the chain got caught on the creature. Within a second, two loops of chain had wrapped around the creature, its arms trapped at its sides.

The remaining blade I threw, but it was still attached to the chain, so it merely flopped in the air before striking the entrapped monster sideways on the face. It placed a small cut on its cheek, but it was nothing.

The free attacker watched its companion for a moment before turning its head back to me, only to find me flying toward it. I’d taken a few steps and leaped, drawing my siangham in midair.

Its eyes went wide just before I rammed the point of my weapon into one of them. My body slammed into what was now a corpse and awkwardly rolled, pulling the siangham out of the thing’s head as I went.

I got up and calmly walked up to the remaining monster and slashed the siangham’s razor-sharp point across its throat. Then, so it didn’t have to suffer for long, I picked up the knife I’d thrown and rammed it into the center of the creature’s forehead. It twitched as I removed the loops of chain trapping it and retrieved my weapons.

“Any others?” I asked.

Tip, standing near the hole the monsters had come out of, shook his head. “Nope, nothing else in here but a box or chest or something.”

I let out a breath and leaned against the wall. “Ow. Those things were strong. My back is killing me where it slammed its arm into me.” I thought it had been funny, but my words were greeted with silence. Oh well. Better luck next time. “Ladies. Are you okay?”

Brin still sat on the ground where she had scrambled back from the creatures. Lirien was against the wall, her eyes wide.

“Fucking hell,” she said. “You do fight like Kael.”

Tip made a scoffing sound. “Told you. It’s what we do.” He struck what he probably thought was a heroic pose, but it too was lost on the women.

I reached down to help Brin up. “Seriously, though. Are you two all right?”

Lirien nodded. “Fine. I’m an idiot for not keeping a weapon nearby. I’ve never been attacked by monsters that suddenly appeared from a wall in an underground and ancient, entombed city.”

“Better get used to it,” Tip said. “Shit like that happens to us all the time.”

Brin was starting to concern me. “Brin? Are you okay?”

She blinked and shook her head. “I’m fine. Confused. Puzzled. Oh, you said you are hurt? Here, let me…” She paused, looking at her hand, then placed it on my back before her cool wave of healing washed over me.

I let out a relieved moan. “Ah, yeah. That’s the stuff.”

“It worked,” the blue woman said, shifting her hand to take mine. “My spell earlier, it didn’t. In fact, two spells. I tried my Water Spike and also my Push spell. Neither did anything. That monster could have killed me. I, too, am a fool for not keeping my weapons close at hand.”

“Your magic just didn’t work? Has that happened before?”

“No. I have had spells fail, especially when my magic waned, but that was because I lacked the mana to cast them. This was different. As if my magic didn’t exist. I called for it, but it declined to respond. This is…concerning.”

“Hell yeah, it is,” I said. “As much as monsters popping out of the walls. What was that all about?”

Lirien moved closer to the opening where the monsters came from. As Tip said, there was a small chamber on the other side hiding a box or chest.

The explorer wiped at her face and smeared a trickle of blood from one of the stone shards I’d created. “Jiexu?” She looked at Brin when she asked.

“I believe so. They have not been seen for more than a thousand years anywhere in Valorae, as far as I am aware.”

Lirien swung her head back to consider the small room. “They were entombed there, in stasis. As guardians, or because they were drawn by the magic and captured? Was it purposefully done, or by chance?”

Brin retained her grip on my hand. “Thank you, Gar, and you, Tip. With no weapons and my magic malfunctioning, we would not have survived, I think. Are you harmed, Tip?”

“Nope. Didn’t lay a tusk on me.”

Brin smiled. “That is well. As for this small chamber, it puzzles me. Lirien’s and my senses were muddled before but is clear now. It appears there were protective measures to prevent detection. Why? What could be so important that it must be protected, both by warding and monsters?”

Lirien pointed toward the box. “That’ll probably tell us. It might not be important at all. Magic was once in wider use. A thousand years ago, a set of wards to protect wealth or possessions would be no great feat, same as those that would hinder detection through walls. I’ve come across such things before, though not with monsters trapped in them. I don’t know how those four got in, but if the simplest explanation is best, I’d say they wandered in before the city descended and have been trapped there since.”

“Speaking of traps,” I said, “is that box going to be rigged? Maybe we should leave it alone. What if it traps all of us, or whoever tries to open it, for another thousand years?”

Lirien chortled. “No, the trap has been sprung. Until reset, it will not activate again. Besides, this is what I do. Give me a moment to fetch my pack. I have tools to scan and open a variety of lock enchantments.”

“Really?”

“Of course. This is day-to-day stuff for explorers. At least ones like me.”

“Lara Croft,” Tip said, whistling.

While Lirien went to get her pack, the remaining three of us sat down, leaning against the wall. Tyra, then Keliana and Sariel, and finally Qamara showed up, having heard the commotion or seen Lirien going topside.

Tyra eyed me. “Did you all have sex down here in the dirt? Gar, you’re filthy.”

I laughed and put my arms out. The goblin girl walked into them, and I got a pleasant faceful of firm green tits. That’s how Lirien found us when she returned. It said something that she only blinked, shook her head, and continued into the little room.

Five minutes later, the kangaroo girl opened the box, reached in, and brought out what she’d found.

“This was all that was in there.” She held up a statue. It could have been gold, but the way she held it gently and reverently, I thought it was probably bronze. A solid gold statue ten inches high and almost that wide would have been heavy.

Actually, it wasn’t a statue so much as half a statue. One half of a battle diorama, with a heavily muscled man holding a huge sword in his left hand and a smaller sword in his right. He was in midswing against his missing enemy.

“Huh,” the explorer said. “Q’sun Anot. What are the chances?”
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“Wait,” I said. “Q’sun Anot, that guy from the story you told me?”

Lirien nodded. “Yes, the champion of Dunexa. The battle I described to you earlier. I believe that’s what this statue is depicting, though the figure of Kael is mysteriously missing.”

“It’s a pretty big coincidence that you told the story only last night, and now we find this,” I said.

Lirien held the statue with one hand while she tapped her lips with the other. “Maybe not. I’ve been thinking about my explanation of Kael’s journey, the journey I am trying to recreate to find the end of that circuit, his cache. Why don’t we take a break for a few minutes. I’ll explain.”

We’d put together a little meeting area in part of the ruins so we could eat and take short breaks without having to hike all the way back up and out of the tunnel. It mostly consisted of rocks or crates of supplies—though I still wasn’t sure how Lirien brought those here by herself—but also included a few simple chairs we’d found in the ruins. They were made of stone, like they’d been carved out of a boulder whole, so they hadn’t fallen apart like most other things we came across. We all filed into the rest area and sat down.

“I didn’t tell you all the details of Kael’s travels. How could I? It has been a primary subject of my research for a decade or more. There is something you should probably know, though, to understand my rationale for some of what I do. I’ll fill you in as necessary as we go, and now is one of those times.

“Kael’s journey wasn’t meant only to explore or visit other locations. There was a theme, the basic facets of his combat, or weapon use. However, the few records that refer to them do not agree on the order in which they were addressed.”

I raised a hand and Lirien nodded to me. Whatever it was we’d experienced together when she kissed me that second time had apparently had an impact because before, she would have thrown a fit if I’d interrupted her like that. Her eyes were still partly glazed, like she was still in shock about the monsters and the statue, all of it, so that probably had an effect, too.

“I’m not sure I understand. Kael had different facets of his fighting and each trip he took, he focused on one at a time?”

“Yes.”

“Why? What are these facets? Or maybe a better question, how did he ‘address’ them? Was he teaching people, doing research, training, or what?”

“The correct answer, and the cheeky one, is yes. All of those things. Maybe.”

“Oh.”

She cracked a smile. An actual smile. I don’t know why, but that little gesture shot warmth through me. It was almost like we were interacting like real people.

“I’ll try to explain, but there’s a lot even I don’t know, and I am the world’s foremost expert on Kael and on this journey in particular. Kael used these five facets as simple divisions in his teachings and his actual fighting. The whole picture was much more complex, but he repeatedly talked about the five basic aspects that were more important than anything else: redirection or evasion, blunt force, slashing, stabbing, and chopping.”

I raised my hand again, but Lirien put hers up to stop me from interrupting again. “I know what you’re going to say, Gar. Where is blocking, or some other type of technique? I’ll remind you that an important part of Kael’s method of fighting was that it was wasteful to defend, then attack, then defend. He advocated using a single motion to both attack and defend. So, for instance, chopping; it could be simply an attack, but it could also be directed at an incoming weapon or limb, thereby acting as a blocking and attacking motion at the same time. That’s not even considering redirections that also delivered punches, which were blunt force attacks.”

I smiled. She not only knew what I was going to say, but she explained it even better than I could have. Not bad for a stuffy researcher.

“Going further, these five might also be considered archetypes for the most famous forms of his weapons. Justice, his sword, would be the symbol, the embodiment, of chopping actions, though he also slashed and thrusted with the weapon.”

“Oh.” I couldn’t help the sound from coming out. I put my hand on my mouth, as if that could call it back.

“You know what I’m going to say next,” Lirien said. Not a question. She motioned with her hand for me to say it.

“I would guess that in my case the siangham is the redirection weapon and the three-sectional staff is the blunt force weapon. The flexknives—what I call chain knives—are definitely slashing weapons. With their wide, curved blades, they could be the symbol for the slashing fundamentals. I don’t know if Kael used weapons like the ones I have, though.”

“Exactly. In the story I told you…”

“Kael used the flexknives. Now we have a statue of the guy he used the weapons against. So this place, he either taught about slashing here, learned more about it, or had an epiphany or something.”

“Yes,” the explorer said.

“But what does that mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, shit.”

She laughed. “Welcome to the world of exploring.”

Tyra had been swinging her head back and forth from me to Lirien, and even to the others for a couple of minutes. She looked frustrated and couldn’t seem to hold it in anymore.

“What story are you talking about? Who is this Kaysun guy, and why is he the only half of the statue?”

Lirien took a few minutes to tell the story again. Brin nodded along, obviously having heard the tale, but everyone else seemed enraptured. Except maybe Tip. He liked battle stories as much as the next guy, but he fidgeted and seemed bored during the telling, teasing Rex with a piece of dried meat.

“May I see it?” Keliana asked. “That statue?”

Lirien handed it over, and the catgirl inspected it. The champion, Q’sun, had his huge sword arcing downward while the smaller blade in his right hand took a more horizontal path toward what would be his enemy’s side.

I could see she was doing what I often did when presented with a description, picture, or figure of some type of battle. Her eyes danced and her head bounced as she imagined the movements being made, not only by Q’sun, but also by Kael who was on the receiving side of the depicted attack.

“What do you think?” I asked, sincerely interested in her battle analysis.

“Kael was using knives like your chain knives?”

“Identical to them, as far as we know,” Lirien answered. “Except that he separated the chains and retracted them into the hilts, so they were in truth two separate weapons.”

Keliana set the statue down and stood up, facing us. “He would have reacted to the attacks in the most expedient way.” She held out her hand and I put my knives into them. “Assuming he was using a standard grip on the weapons, he would have done this.” She swung the knife in her right hand upward and outward while she brought the weapon in her left downward and outward to her left to sweep away the shorter sword. Using the movements to continue forward, she slashed through with her right-hand blade into where the body of the attacker would be. She followed up with a checking move with her left arm and three quick slashes the Q’sun’s face and throat.

“Nope,” I said.

Keliana did such a wonderful impression of the Oh no you ditn’t neck tweak, I looked right at Tip. Never one to miss out on important gestures from my world, the satyr lost his shit and air exploded of him so forcefully, snot came out of his nose.

“I beg your pardon?” She said it in a way that told me she in no way was begging my pardon and that I shouldn’t even bother begging hers because it was way beyond reach.

“Q’sun Anot was a massive man, like seven and a half feet tall.”

“So?”

I put my hands up to halt a long, exasperated comment. She had my weapons in her hands at the moment. “Hold on. Let me finish. He was a massive dude. I think they were accurate with his bulk because, at least in the story, he was really strong. He was also left-handed.

“Note his attack. He’s cutting on a downward diagonal plane with his left hand—his power hand—with that huge sword. The one in his right hand, still the size of an arming sword, possibly even a bastard sword, came in horizontally but, we can imagine, at least a little more slowly and less powerfully than the other.”

Keliana handed my knives back, probably knowing I was going to demonstrate. The look on her face changed from irritated to contemplative.

“So, this massively strong guy was attacking with his power hand and an enormous sword. If the sculptor was accurate, which I think he was—remarkably so—Q’sun was torquing his body to put a lot of power behind that attack. The kind of power meant to blast through a guard, even shatter a weapon. He probably didn’t know Kael’s weapons were indestructible, but even so, the knife only has so much surface area and with a hard attack like that, the knife would rebound toward Kael.”

Keliana wasn’t taking the bait, but Sariel did. I saw the same thing in her eyes as the catgirl’s earlier. The analysis, the imagery of the battle. She asked the question.

“Then what would Kael have done?”

“Ah,” I said. “I can’t tell you for certain, but I have a suspicion. Picture me being attacked by Q’sun. What do you think about this?”

I moved slowly, shifting my left foot slightly forward to deepen my stance, bringing both knives up and toward the incoming huge sword. Crossing my blade, I mimed intercepting and pushing the sword toward the side. It was still a redirection, but a much more powerful one than I could have accomplished with a single knife. More controlled.

Immediately after contact with the big sword, as I moved to gain a little space from the shorter sword, I arced out a lightning-fast inside crescent kick to the wrist of the attacker’s right hand, speeding the sword past me harmlessly and causing the man to stumble slightly. Without dropping my foot, I torqued my hips and fired out a hard side kick into the imaginary Q’sun’s exposed ribs.

Stomping my foot down to increase my power—a term called the “marriage of gravity” in my world and also, surprisingly, by Master Ilias—I brought both knives, which had accomplished their defensive actions, up and rammed both into my opponent. One went into his chest and the other into his throat. Pivoting left, I cleared the enemy’s right arm, which might have started to bring itself back to attack me by sheer reflex and circled the knife in my right hand around to punch it straight into the man’s face. With my momentum backing me up, I had no doubt the blade would have gone all the way through and broken through the back of his head. Continuing my pivot around my opponent, I pulled forcefully on the knife at his neck, the long blade hooking and cutting through all the way, separating the head.

Out of habit, I flicked the knives, shaking the blood and brain matter off them, then stood.

“Gods damn,” Lirien said. “The Western Sunrise Response.”

I looked at her, not knowing what the fuck she was talking about. “The…the what now?”

“It makes sense. Stornos’s hairy ass. It was that fight.”

“Lirien? Lirien!”

Her unfocused eyes snapped into clarity. “Oh, right. Sorry. The Western Sunrise Response. Kael demonstrated it a few times, using it as an example of how quickly a complex exchange could be resolved. It was famous. One of his most famous movements he shared. As you know, Kael wasn’t a technique fighter. He flowed with combat and often invented unbelievable combinations in an instant. This one, though, was different.

“He was said to have first used it to end what should have been a long, drawn-out, epic battle with a strong foe. I could never find anything referring to who he fought, but it was a contest where there were many witnesses. Possibly a thousand or more. Most probably couldn’t follow the movements during the battle at full speed, though. They didn’t call him the Blur for nothing.

“That movement you just did, that was it. I’ve often tried to imagine how it could have been used successfully in combat. It’s so unwieldy, and it seems the one using the technique would have balance or power issues that would make it impossible to use against an expert opponent. Yet you just casually demonstrated it and now I understand. Fucking hell, Gar.”

“So…I was right? That would have worked?”

The kangaroo girl laughed until a tear trickled down her cheek. “Yeah,” she panted after trying to catch her breath. “I think it’s safe to say that it worked. Now we have the answer to how he beat Q’sun Anot so quickly. Tell me the truth. You never heard of this story or that movement?”

“Almost all of what I know about Kael came from what you’ve told me. That story about Dunexa was the first detailed account I’ve ever heard of Kael, though it was light on the specifics of the battle.”

She shook her head at me. “Not any longer. You just solved two of the biggest mysteries of the last few millennia.”

“Huh. Wait. Two? You said I solved two mysteries?”

“I did.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “One, how Kael killed Q’sun Anot and where he used the Western Sunrise Response. Two, where we need to go next. Let’s pack up. We’re leaving in the morning.”

“Whoa. Hold on. If I figured out that second one, why don’t I know where we’re going?”

“It’s simple now that you cracked the code. Imagine a compass rose. Oh, do they have those in your world?”

“Yeah. The thing on maps that has points at north, east, south, and west, like that?”

“Yes. Kael started the tradition of using those points of the compass to designate where attacks and defenses occurred in training. He would tell those he taught to strike to the north or block toward the southwest, things like that.”

“I’m with you,” I said. “In my world, that’s sometimes done with the numbers on a clockface. Or a watchface.” I held my wrist up. “One o’clock, five o’clock, things like that.”

“Well, they call the movement Western Sunrise because if the sun were to rise in the west, what path would it take?”

I swept my arms in an arc from the left side of my body, up and around toward the area above the right side.

“Exactly. And what would you call that place where you stopped, where you earlier contacted the sword coming at you, if you used the compass rose system?”

“Northeast.”

“Correct. There happens to be a site I’ve had on my list for some time to the northeast. It’s called Sinolto.”
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Qamara’s sudden inrush of air caught my attention, but it was almost entirely covered up by Brin’s question.

“Lirien, that was a brilliant bit of deduction, but I am confused about something.”

“What is it?”

“You’ve told us that you had originally wanted to search Venamarie. You have also told us that you are unsure of the order in which Kael journeyed. What if we go to Sinolto and find a clue that points back toward this location?”

“It is possible, but I don’t think that’ll happen. Unless we missed another clue here, I would expect that each clue would lead us only to one place. For all we know, this is the last hint, and the cache itself is at Sinolto. Even if it’s not, I don’t think such an important clue as this would be secondary. It was protected from location by magic and even had inadvertent guardians. I’m confident we’re on the right track, but I understand your misgivings.

“I’m happy to have a clue at all. I’ve been looking for something like this for years. At our next site, we’ll see how it goes. It may be easier, or it may be impossible to find what we’re looking for. That’s half the fun in the search.”

That last word pushed everything else out of my mind. “That reminds me. We’ve been lucky. The Searcher hasn’t found us. That’s to be expected if we stay here in an uninhabited wilderness, underground most of the time. But now we’re going to be on the move. The chances are greater that someone will see us and he’ll catch wind of where we are. We need to be careful. Night watches aren’t going to be just formality any longer.”

More than just Lirien flushed at that statement, and I realized belatedly it sounded like an accusation. “I mean, we have to take the threat seriously, that’s all. One final night here and then we’re off to the next place, right?”

“Right,” Lirien agreed.

“I’m going to kind of miss this place. It’s one of the longest stretches we’ve stayed in one place since Forgehaven. Maybe one day I’ll be able to stop moving so much, have a regular home. After Aeyr and all his minions are gone.”

It took a lot of discussion, sometimes heated, and we eventually came to a compromise about how we were going to travel. We had our horses, and the one extra for Lirien we’d been using as a packhorse, but I argued about our route. The mounts would make our travel faster, but to me, using the roads was just plain stupid. The Searcher and any of his lackeys would also be utilizing them, along with who knew how many other people, and Lirien wasn’t the most inconspicuous person here in the land of the light elves. The color of her hair, the type of beastkin she was, and the simple fact she was spectacularly beautiful would be like painting a bullseye on us.

So, we ended up traveling smaller roads, many of them unused for some time and in different stages of being overgrown. It would barely be quicker than bashing through the undergrowth, but safer than using larger roads. Using trails in obscure areas would also lessen the easily found tracks we left. It was the best we could do. Even with those compromises in place, it wouldn’t be a quick trip.

“Three or four days?” I said as we prepared to depart. “Really?”

“If we took the main road, we could probably do it in two,” Lirien snapped. She still wasn’t all that thrilled with what we’d both agreed to.

“I know. You’ve told me that three times. I don’t think you understand the danger that’s involved here, though. We’ve fought Aeyr’s minions and the umbrenix, yet I get the feeling you still don’t believe us that they’re after you.”

“Psht. Why would they be? Your reasoning that they don’t want anyone else to find the cache doesn’t make any sense. Who would even know what I’m looking for, let alone what it means?”

“I don’t know, but Varna told them what he knew about you. A few other people, too, but the Searcher was most interested about you for some reason.”

The kangaroo girl gave me a flat look. “You said that they specifically asked him about me. To do that, they must have known something before he told them.”

She’d gotten me there. “Who knows how Aeyr gets his information? But Varna said you were the top of the Searcher’s priority list.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it. I’m nobody important.”

“You are. Even if most people don’t know it, you are. I hope that you never see confirmation that they’re trying to kill you, but they are. It makes me nervous. I don’t like being hunted.”

Lirien narrowed her eyes at me. Then they softened a little bit. “You’re not being hunted. Even if all this other stuff is true, it’s me they’re after, not you.”

“Same thing. We’re not about to leave you alone and in danger. If we’re careful, we can find the cache and then you’ll let us take you somewhere safe, right?”

“Where is that?”

“Shit, I don’t know. We’ll figure it out. Promise me. Once you fulfill your quest, you’ll let us take you away from here to protect you.”

The explorer shook her head at me and chuckled. “You’re a pain in the ass, you know.”

“I do, but I didn’t hear a promise.”

“Gods! After we find Kael’s cache, I’ll let you wrap me in silks and treat me like a fragile doll. Within reason.”

“Good enough for me. For now.” I grinned at her and turned my back to tighten the girth strap on her saddle.

I walked over to my own horse to make sure he was ready for travel as well. Brin approached, keeping the horse between herself and Lirien.

“She’s beginning to like you.”

“What? She still doesn’t even treat me with the common courtesy she uses with the rest of you. The rest besides Tip, that is. She just hates men, if you ask me.”

“Not hate, but you are astute to notice that she does have difficulty in connecting with men. She’s usually more civil than she was with you at first, but she’s heading in the right way. Soon you will be the greatest of friends. Perhaps you should take her up on her offers of pleasure. It might help to seal the connection.”

I glanced back over at the kangaroo girl. “No. Whatever dysfunction is there, it’s a lot deeper than some random sex will cover over. It might even make things worse. Besides, there’s a saying in my world, and I’ve seen evidence it’s true.”

“A saying? What is it?”

“Don’t fuck crazy.”

She snorted, then put her hand daintily up to her mouth as her cheeks went blueberry colored. “Pardon me.”

“You are so adorable.” I pulled her to me and kissed her. “Anyway, that’s why I haven’t taken that bait. Has she asked any of you girls again to get together with her?”

“She has.”

“And?”

“We still refuse, if for a different reason than yours.”

“What reason is that, pray tell?”

“It seems untoward for us to engage in relations with her before you do.”

“Really?” That was news to me. “That’s…strange.”

“Is it? We are connected to you, Gar. We are yours. Your tacit agreement that we are entitled to interact intimately with each other is sufficient for us. More than sufficient. Should Lirien join our family, we would happily include her. As of now, however, she is of the outside and our commitment is to you, not to our own pleasure.”

I looked into Brin’s brilliant green eyes. “I didn’t realize it was so…organized. All of you feel that way?”

“Yes.”

“Even Keliana? I mean, she just joined us. I don’t remember talking to anyone about a ‘family’ or her joining it.”

She looked a little confused. “It is self-evident. We have witnessed the care between you two and she makes no secret that she is yours. Are we mistaken?”

“No. I guess not.” My eyes shifted over to the catgirl stuffing her gear into her saddlebags. “Maybe we should discuss all this stuff. You all seem to know more about what’s going on than I do.”

She patted my cheek. “We pay attention.”

“I guess you do.” I let out a sigh. “I also guess we ought to get started. Three or four days. Damn. I hope we don’t have to fight every mile to get there.”

Her smile slipped before she pegged it back in place. “It will be fine, I am sure.”

What had that been? I watched her magnificent blue body saunter back toward her horse. Rational thought didn’t come back to me until she was already mounted and waiting to ride. I followed her example and swung into my own saddle. The sooner we got moving, the sooner we’d be done.

The day dragged on, about as uneventful as any we’d had since the early days in Forgehaven. I began to wonder if I should change my mind about danger.

We took a few breaks and, before I knew it, Lirien led us off the path that couldn’t be called a road on its best day, toward a set of rocky hills. She unerringly brought us to a little hollow with evidence of having been used as a campsite before. A ring of stones with ash and bits of charred wood mixed in with soil that had obviously been mud at one time remained from the last visitor. A stream, only a few dozen paces away, provided a ready water source.

We mechanically set up camp and made dinner. Tip, exempt from duty so he could use our only suitable ranged weapon to hunt, brought back three rabbits I helped him clean to add to the evening’s meal.

“One of these days, if we have a couple of hours,” he said, “maybe you can go with me and I can take down a deer or some other bigger animal. I’ll need you to help me carry it back.”

“Sure, man. You think you can handle it? The hunting, I mean?”

“You bet your ass. Have you seen my mad skills with the bow? I mean, I’m so good, I could probably hit your tiny dick from fifty yards, no problem.”

I barked a laugh. “Tip, my man, at fifty yards, you could just reach out and touch it, as long as it was half-hard.” I involuntarily shivered. “Ugh. God, that didn’t come out the way it sounded in my head. Forget I said anything.”

He didn’t answer. He was too busy laughing. The little fucker.

I caught sight of Brin, standing off to the side from everyone else, her forehead furrowed. “I’ll see you in a few minutes, Tip. I need to talk to Brin.” I washed my hands in the bucket of water we had for the purpose, and the satyr waved me off, turning his focus back to finishing the rabbits. I stepped up to Brin, and she gave a little hop.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to surprise you.”

“It is fine. My mind was wandering. Did you finish helping Tip dress the rabbits?”

“I did.” I took her hand. “You have a few minutes to talk?”

“Talk?”

“Yeah, you know, mouth moving, blah-blah-blah. That kind of thing?”

Her smile finally made an appearance, bringing one to my face by contagion. “I can spare a few minutes, I think,” she said.

I led her away from the others, but not out of sight completely. I didn’t want them thinking we were ducking into the bushes for a quickie, even if it did sound like a good idea. I turned her so her back was to everyone else and I squared my body to hers before I asked the question on my mind.

“What’s wrong?”

The wince told me I’d judged correctly. Something was going on.

“I…”

“Brin, we’ve been through this. We share, we talk about things. It’s my primary function in this relationship.”

She smirked. “Your primary function is to replenish my magic through the most enjoyable of techniques.”

“Okay, well my secondary function is to listen to you when something is bothering you.”

“Back in the ruins, when those jiexu attacked, my magic didn’t work.”

I’d been meaning to ask her what had happened. With all the other excitement, I’d forgotten. “So you said. But what exactly do you mean it ‘didn’t work’?”

“I have never encountered anything like it. My mana drained, as if I’d successfully cast the spell, but nothing happened. Twice, two different spells, and my enemies were subjected to neither.”

“But you healed me right afterward.”

“I did.”

“So what do you think it was? Are you losing your magic somehow? Is that even possible?”

She shook her head. “I think not. However, if I cannot rely on my magic, little though it is, it does not bode well. I think it may be related to other things we have seen. Little examples of magic malfunctioning, even the anomalies with those portals floating in the air. I need to talk to Qamara. I think the world’s magic might be destabilizing.”

“That doesn’t sound good. Will it be dangerous for you or for any of the others?”

“I suspect not, but who knows. My concern is more along the lines of my value.”

“Your…value?”

“Yes. With my diminished magical capacity, even before these current problems, I feel I am not valuable to this party. Now my admittedly weak spells cannot be relied on, and I am a liability.”

“What? No, Brin. Absolutely not. You are the glue that holds this group together. Your spells are useful, especially your healing, but that’s not what makes you a valued member of this team. You can fight as well as most of us with your weapons, so it’s not like you’re defenseless, and the knowledge you have is invaluable. Even if it wasn’t, I would have never made it this far without you. I need you and I cherish you, not just for what you can do, which is considerable, but for who you are.

“We made each other promises, Brin. I’ll help you find your goddess and get your magic back and you will stick with me through my crazy quest to kill Aeyr. Never once have I regretted that agreement, except for when I feel like I trapped you into more danger than is right.

“Don’t focus on what you’ve lost. Think about what you have, what you can do. I need your beautiful mind to help me. All your knowledge is important in what we do. I can understand wishing you could do what you used to, but I believe you’ll not only get back there, but exceed what you could do before. In the meantime, I would pick you again every time, given a choice, to accompany me on my journey. It makes me sad you think you’re anything less than perfect.”

Her liquid green eyes glimmered at me. I wasn’t sure if she was going to cry, get angry, deny what I’d said, or laugh in my face.

Finally, she nodded, shaking loose a few tears. “Yes. I do have other skills than magic, don’t I? I don’t know why I feel so worthless lately. It all seems to be so much. I will think on what you said. Thank you.”

I pulled her into a hug and held her. “No, thank you. You think about it and you’ll see how truly remarkable you are. If you don’t, you come back and talk to me, and I’ll present you with even more evidence until you agree with me. Okay?” I grinned at her.

She nodded. I was pretty sure the motion wiped her dripping nose on my shirt, but hey, being a snot rag was my tertiary responsibility.


Chapter
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“You must understand that Kael was osgoth,” Lirien said as Brin and I rode alongside her the next day. Qamara and Sariel were on the other side of the explorer, with the rest of the group behind a few paces, but the subject was something I had asked about, so was directed mostly at me. “He lived toward the tail end of the Osgoth Empire.

“It’s not an exaggeration to say that civilization started in Sauvaxera. Though early on, peoples were scattered across the world, there were no grand kingdoms or large communities. As numbers of people spread, cities were built, originally primarily by osgoth explorers. Soon, the alari concentrated in Olliaran, but it was primarily in osgoth cities. Thus many of the sites of ancient ruins here are of osgoth design, even if the alari added to and enhanced them over the decades or centuries.

As the number of the alari grew, those of the osgoth reduced. There was little conflict between the two, having collaborated for much of their existence. The long lifespan of the osgoth was balanced with a slow reproductive rate. That, coupled with wars within the empire, was the ultimate cause of their demise. So when Kael embarked on his trip to visit different parts of Olliaran, he found the alari ready listeners to anything he said.

“Kael lived for more than three hundred fifty years, and he was barely past the middle of his life when he came here. Within six hundred years after that time, the osgoth empire had fallen into obscurity and the alari took the mantle of the preeminent world power. That was roughly fourteen hundred years ago, shortly after the Ianathi were pushed into the ocean and their land—damaged as it was—taken.” She waved her hand like she was swatting bugs. “Pardon me. Forget I said that. We needn’t speak of specific catastrophes in the osgoth empire.

“Then, a millennium ago, some of the alari cities began to decline, escalating during the time Aeyr was at his most powerful. By the time all the umbrenix and Aeyr himself were gone, the fall of the alari was imminent, approximately seven centuries ago. The deaths from Aeyr’s assault on the world decimated the alari, and they were never to recover.” Lirien glanced back at Qamara apologetically, maybe sympathetically.

“Some cities lingered for a time, and some attempts were made to resettle the existing locations. The self-preservation magic, attuned to the alari, made that difficult. As a compromise, small communities sprang up close to the quickly disappearing alari cities.

“Different races and groups tried to create homes for themselves, and some even thrived, but eventually they disappeared, too, before the siroya in the west and the vanesi in the eastern part of Olliaran gained a foothold only three or four centuries ago. Still, there’s a lot of empty territory, much of it with historical treasures just waiting to be found.”

The impromptu world history lesson made everything that much more real, knowing about hundreds and thousands of years of civilizations and how they rose and fell. Just like in my own world.

“It sounds like Olliaran is like the Middle East in my world. There is so much history there and archaeologists are finding new stuff all the time. Not that other places don’t have that, but they call one area the Cradle of Civilization because what they’ve found predates almost everything else.”

“Not just Olliaran,” Brin clarified. “Teaphotria and Sauvaxera are also historically rich. The oldest relics are primarily alari here, but other old civilizations are more prevalent in those areas, especially Sauvaxera, where there are many osgoth sites that predate even the alari ruins.”

The whole concept was mind-blowing. Looking at the areas we passed through, it was hard to believe there had ever been a city or town there. At that very moment, we might have been walking over top of where people had lived hundreds or thousands of years ago. The huge trees, the vines and bushes and ferns; is that what all cities eventually returned to when they were abandoned?

I recalled a trip I took about a year before, the first vacation I’d ever had. Lucas and I went to Mexico to check out a resort in Tulum. While we were there, we did the tour to Chichen Itza. The pyramid was awesome, but what really struck me was the jungle around it. Like it was waiting to pounce if humans let their guard down, and then the ruins would disappear again.

There were roads and parking and all that, but you could literally step a dozen paces away from one of the reclaimed structures and be engulfed by heavy jungle, complete with signs warning that your stupid ass could be eaten by a jaguar at any moment.

I guess this was similar. In even as little as fifty years, trees could get pretty big and vegetation could fill in the spaces between them so you might never tell that a manmade structure was there. It was a sobering thought. It kind of made me feel small.

My horse neighed and danced as the trees around us shook like King Kong was stomping his way toward us. A muffled crashing sound and a huge cloud of dust spewing up out of the forest warned us something was happening, just before it abruptly stopped.

“What was that?” I asked.

Lirien glanced up at the sun, then back behind us, then to our right. The cloud of dust was to the left and I didn’t know what the hell she was doing.

She finally swung her gaze over toward where the plume had finally reached its maximum height and was slowly settling back down into the trees.

“Collapse,” she said. “Not a huge one, but still a decent size. “Dretsenyo.”

“Dret…what?”

“Dretsenyo. It was a dark elf settlement. Maybe three hundred years old. I’ve never searched it, it not being alari or anything older. Nothing in there for me. Some of the newer ruins are more dangerous, especially if they’re not alari, without the magic that helped stabilize the descent and pack the dirt more solidly.”

She glared toward the cloud, biting her bottom lip.

I moved my horse up next to hers. He had calmed down after the noise had died down. “Do you think they need our help?”

She turned and blinked at me. “Help?”

“Yes. Doing whatever you do in a collapse. Dig people out? I’m sure you know what to do. You’re a professional. Could they use our help?”

“I know what you meant. I’m questioning if you’re saying we should help.”

“Of course we should help. If people are buried and there’s a chance of getting them out, how can we just go on our way? So I ask you again, can they use our help or will we just get in the way?”

“It depends on the situation. There may not be people trapped, or everyone might be trapped. You never know unless⁠—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Are you going to lead us over there or am I going to blaze a trail through all these plants? People might be dying.”

“No. I mean yes. I’ll lead you. Follow me.”

She took off about as fast as she could while bashing through the underbrush. She brought us to a small road that obviously led toward the area, judging by the sounds of people yelling and the position of the dust that still hadn’t settled.

As we went, I realized that maybe I was being premature. It would be just our luck to show up and find the Searcher and a hundred of his people standing around, waiting for us to arrive. It could be a trap or it could just be bad fortune, but we might be rushing to our deaths. I looked back at Brin.

“We agree with your assessment,” she said. “Do not fear. We are watching and will inform you if we see umbrenix or anything that may pose a danger.”

Damn, I loved that woman.

When we arrived at what I recognized as an expedition camp, we didn’t find a mass of enemies. In fact, we barely found any people at all. A short, squat man with dark skin screamed at people in a volume I found hard to reconcile with his size.

“Get off your fucking arses and move that dirt. We don’t get to them quickly and they might run out of air. No lollygagging or I’ll split your skull myself with this shovel, so help me I will. No time to waste.”

Lirien pulled her horse to a stop, and it slid for a few feet before coming to rest in front of the man. Seeing him more closely, I pegged him for a dwarf. A black-haired, dark-skinned man about four and a half feet tall and maybe five feet wide.

I was off my horse and standing in front of him in seconds.

“How can we help?”

“Wha? Who the fuck are you? No, nevermind. Help, you say? Aye. Grab a shovel, a pick, or a bucket and move some dirt. We’ve got eight people trapped down there.”

I snatched up a shovel and ran toward where three other people were frantically digging. As I went, the dwarf narrowed his eyes at me, then widened them to double their size. I knew the look.

Yeah, I look like Kael. Who the hell cares?

Thankfully, he didn’t say anything, just pointed to more tools and barked out directions to the rest of my group.

Luckily, it didn’t seem that the collapse was too deep. Between moving dirt away from the rapidly expanding hole and a few appropriately aimed Push and Water Spike spells from Brin, we soon heard the muffled voices of buried people. We redoubled our effort.

During a short break to drink some water and pour a little over my head, I looked around at the others working with us. The dwarf was down there in the dust, as were a couple of beastkin. A tiny woman with the biggest ears I’d ever seen was also doing her best to move dirt, though with her small arms and legs, she wasn’t doing a great amount. I stared at her for a moment, trying to figure out what she was.

I gave up trying and went back to work but kept noticing her while we toiled. She may have been barely over four feet tall, but she seemed strong for her size, and she definitely was tenacious. She moved twice as fast as everyone else, especially when she heard the voices from the ground. In fact, Brin grabbed the woman by the shoulders at one point and forced her to stop, breathe, and drink some water. I nodded to her when the moonwisp looked my way.

A hole finally formed with empty space on the other side. Another forty-five minutes and a hand thrust through, waving as someone deeper in talked with the dwarf. Though we’d been working for over three hours at that point, everyone kicked into gear. All except for the little woman with the huge ears.

“Get out of there, Grem,” a skinny human man shouted at her, hatred and irritation dripping from his words. I hadn’t seen him pick up a shovel or move dirt the entire time we’d been working. “You’re getting in the way. Go and fetch some water.”

The little woman ducked her head and ran toward the tents to do as she was directed. As I watched her go, I saw Tip stop in his work. He glanced longingly at her, but not in the way I was used to seeing him look at women. He seemed to be debating whether or not to go help her.

He caught my eyes on him, and I jerked my head toward the retreating woman. His face burst into a smile and he sprinted after her, Rex leaving the shade of a rock nearby to go with him.

By the time the woman and the satyr returned, the hole in the ground was big enough for the trapped people to come through. I counted them as they emerged. Eight. By this time, the big-eared woman was bouncing on her feet so energetically, I found it hard to believe she was the same person I’d seen work so hard all day. Where did the energy come from? She stayed back—the skinny man glared at her so hard she seemed afraid to move forward—until another woman moved to the edge of the group that had just surfaced.

That was more than the little woman could stand. She tore off down the decline and slammed into the other woman, some kind of rodent beastkin. The two embraced and danced around in a circle like they were wrestling and trying to squeeze each other into unconsciousness.

They backed off half a pace and the tiny woman spoke for the first time that I’d heard. Actually, she sang.

“Shiree Shirrah, Shiree Shirrah

The most beautiful-est woman I ever saw

She’ll make you stand and stare in awe

Shiree, Shiree Shirrah”

The two laughed and hugged again, much to the chagrin of that skinny human. Most of the others were busy talking to the people who’d been rescued, but he seemed to find the two women especially distasteful. He took two steps toward them, his eyes blazing.

“Shut up, Grem. Get to work giving out water skins. Can’t you do anything right? On some expeditions, you’d be beaten for acting the fool like that.”

The woman—Grem?—wasn’t paying attention, so obviously excited her friend was safe. The man took two more steps and raised a stick.

The smooth ring of a sword leaving a scabbard somehow cut through the sound of everything else going on. Tip was suddenly in front of the skinny human, blade held steady at a guard position.

“You try it, motherfucker. We’ll see if I can cut through your entire arm in one slash.”

The skinny man froze, terror on his face. “Firim? Firim! This ruffian is attacking me.”

The dark dwarf turned toward Tip. “Hey, now. What’re you doing?”

“He was about to strike these women as they celebrated their safety,” Tip said casually. “That’s not going to happen.”

“Oh, and you’re gonna take on the lot of us to stop it?”

I had to give the satyr some props. He didn’t so much as blink. He stared the dwarf in the eye with a casual disregard for the dangerous situation. He opened his mouth, but I didn’t let him produce words.

“He doesn’t have to,” I said, having had enough. “If anyone attacks any of my friends, or decides to punish someone for being happy their friend is safe—” I nodded toward the tiny woman and her beastkin friend “—then we’re going to have some problems. The kind of problems you do not want to have. Trust me.”

The dwarf ran his eyes over me, as if he was double-checking what he’d already seen earlier. That I looked a helluva lot like Kael Serus.

“Grent, let the girls celebrate. Don’t be such a dick. All our people are safe despite the collapse, thanks to these folks. We should be celebrating. I thank you, stranger. Your help is appreciated.”

There was a collective release of breath from all but the man with the stick. His face was red, and I don’t think it was all from embarrassment. His gritted teeth and clenched fists told me he wasn’t going to forget being challenged by Tip, especially in front of everyone.

That was fine. My little buddy was used to battling supernatural creatures and magical enemies to the death. One skinny dude with a stick up his ass—even if he had one in his hand, too—was no big deal.

Of course, most of it was lost on Tip. He stared at the women as he slid his sword back into the scabbard. No, that’s not right. He didn’t stare at the women. He stared at the woman. The one with the huge ears. She gave him an appraising look, flushed, and buried her face in her friend’s chest.

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to smile or cringe. Some significant dynamics in our group may have just gone down a road I never would have suspected.
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After everyone was checked for injuries—and Brin healed them—the dwarf approached me.

“Sorry for the frantic situation earlier.” He put a callused hand out to me. “Firim Zenoo. I’m the leader of this expedition.”

I took his hand in mine and shook. The dude was strong, like all the dwarves I’d met, and his palms felt like they were made of wood. Textured wood. This guy was no stranger to hard work. “Gar Hailey. Nice to meet you.”

“I do thank ye for the help you gave us. Dunno if we would’ve gotten them out in time without it. Uh, d’you know that…?”

“Kael?” I said, heading off the question.

“Yeah.”

“I know. I’m not him, though.”

“Aye. Too bad. We could use the most famous hero in history. Not that you’re not a hero. As I said, you and your friends did us a right good turn. I wish we could repay you. At least let us feed you. There’s a river a quarter mile that way, too. You’ll probably want to clean all that dirt off.”

I laughed. “The two magic words: bath and food. We’ll accept your hospitality. Thank you. Here, let me introduce you to my friends.”

I ran through everyone’s names. Firim had heard of Sariel, and it didn’t take much more than the blue skin for him to recognize a moonwisp. For a wonder, he also told us of an axe, made by none other than Terago Tyswix, the best weapon in his hometown.

“It’s a true honor to meet you, Tyra,” he said, after having said the same thing to Sariel and Brin. He had respectful and kind words for Qamara and Keliana as well. When I introduced him to Tip, he shook the satyr’s hand firmly.

“Sorry about that mess with Grent. He takes his job as my assistant a little too seriously. I’ll give him a talking-to. It didn’t miss my attention that he’s as clean as he was before the collapse.”

As dinner was being prepared, Firim introduced us to the rest of his team. There were four archaeologists, his assistant, and all but one other were simple laborers. When we got to the two women we saw hugging earlier, we could finally put names to the faces, though it turned out we already knew one.

“This is one of my archaeologists, Shiree Shirrah,” he said, gesturing to the rodent beastkin woman. Now that I got a good look at her, I found her to be attractive. Her face was narrow and a little pointed, with very soft looking furry round ears on her head and a fury tail. She stood about five-foot-three.

While we greeted her, the smaller woman was humming the little tune she sang earlier. A few little snippets of “Shiree Shirrah” filtered out as she swayed and danced a little.

“This is Cealifonam. She’s a junior archaeologist.”

Like Shiree, Cealifonam—damn, that was a mouthful—was covered in baggy clothes that were mostly a khaki color. It wasn’t particularly hot, but their outfits reminded me of desert wear. She even had a big poofy scarf around her neck and a strange leather headgear thing covering much of her green hair.

Those ears were what really threw me. I mean, they were huge, easily three-quarters the size of her head each, and they swept up and out to the sides. We’re talking flight-capable pieces of flesh here. Still, even with them, she was absolutely adorable. Her big green eyes matched her pale emerald hair, and the little button nose so perfectly balanced out a mouth that seemed like it could split her face in two it made me want to pinch her cheeks.

A Muppet. That’s kind of what she looked like. But it was more than that. The way she swayed in place, humming the little ditty she’d sung about her friend, was like puppy-level cute.

I raised an eyebrow. “Cealifonam? That skinny guy called you Grem. What’s that about?”

Her cheeks reddened. “That’s what he calls me. I’m a gremlin. Shiree calls me Cea for short. I know my name is kind of long.” She giggled.

“You’re a hard worker,” I told the small woman. “Even Brin could barely get you to stop to take a drink, and she couldn’t manage to get you to rest.”

“Shiree was buried. Why would I rest?”

I’d heard her sing, but her speaking voice was high-pitched, too. Not the kind of high pitch that irritated you, but reminiscent of Minnie Mouse.

“Good point,” I said.

Having gotten acquainted with everyone—we didn’t get introduced to the dick of an assistant because the dwarf had common sense—we all washed up in the river before dinner. I had to literally grab Tip’s horn and drag him along because he was too busy staring at the small woman.

“What’s up, buddy? Are you getting anxious again?”

“Huh? What? Oh, no, it’s not like that. I just…never mind. Let’s get cleaned up so we can eat. I’m starving.”

We went back to the expedition camp with time left over before dinner. My friends and I mostly stayed with each other. I wasn’t sure if it was the same for the others, but after the near-altercation earlier, I wanted to keep a low profile, eat, get some rest, and go on our way. We had enough to deal with without all the drama.

I noticed Tyra over by where we’d dug the trapped people out earlier and walked over to her. She was looking at the ground like she was searching for a dropped contact lens.

“Hey. What are you doing? Did you lose something?”

“Nah.” She didn’t turn to look at me, instead keeping her focus on the ground. “It’s just, I don’t know. I think maybe my magic is changing. Or I’m learning something new about it.”

I sat down on a small cart a few feet away. “Really? Does that happen, peoples’ magic changing like that?”

She finally turned to me and came to sit next to me, but I put my hand on her lower back to keep her from dropping so I could sweep the dirty cart with my other hand as best I could. It was no broom, but I got most of the dirt off it. Then I pulled my hand away and let her sit.

She gave me a slow smile. “You are so different than anyone I’ve ever met. What was all that about?”

“We just washed up and the thought of getting that pretty ass dirty makes me sad.”

She threw her arms around me and kissed me. “I am so glad I ran into you that day.”

“Me, too.” I kissed her nose. “So, tell me about this thing with your magic.”

The gorgeous goblin performed a seated hop. “Oh, yeah. So, you know how I can look into materials, see what they’re made of, and all that. Lately, I’ve also been getting a sense of what those materials can do. How they can augment things, like when I’m crafting. I can look at, let’s say a metal, and I can see that if I add some of it, in the right form and amount, it could increase the strength of an alloy by twenty-five percent, or that if I use some crushed plant fiber correctly, I can imbue an anti-rusting quality to something I make.”

“Wow, that’s huge,” I said.

“It is, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know a lot about magic here, but in stories and especially in games in my world, that sounds more like alchemy than smithing.”

“Exactly. I was thinking that. Those techniques my father wrote about in his books, they were like that, more alchemical in nature. I don’t know how he figured it out without having my gift of sight, but learning about it got my mind going in all different directions. That’s why I say that maybe it’s not so much my magic changing but me being able to take better advantage of it.

“There are still a lot of things I don’t understand, but when I was looking at the ground earlier, when we were trying to dig those people out, I saw traces of minerals in the dirt that I think could be useful in crafting. I’ve been writing things down to test. If I can get to a forge, I can try some different ingredients to see if they produce the effects I’m looking for.”

“That sounds great.”

“Yeah.” She looked over toward our group, her eyes locking onto Sariel. Even confirming the elf was a few dozen paces away, she still lowered her voice. “If I can get a few of them to work like I hope, I’ll use them to make Sariel’s sword. I really want to get my hands on a forge and anvil.”

I stroked the goblin’s back as we talked. “I think they have a little portable forge and a small anvil. We’re probably going to camp here tonight. We can talk to Firim and see if you can use it. Maybe you can make or repair something for them as a rental payment.”

“Yes! That’s a great idea.”

“You should also start collecting samples of stuff you see that might help with your crafting. If I understand you correctly, you’re talking about small quantities, additives or reagents that can be used sparingly.”

Tyra narrowed her eyes at me. “How do you know so much about so many things?”

I shrugged. “I read a lot of fantasy stories and played some games. It seems intuitive.”

“Intuitive or not, I think you’re right. Especially with the horses, I can probably collect materials to test them, stuffing it all in the saddle bags. Want to come with me to Firim and ask if I can use their forge? He seems to like you.”

“My pleasure. Let’s get to him before dinner so we don’t have to ask in front of the entire group.”

The dwarf was more than happy to let Tyra play with the forge. He didn’t even want any payment, though the goblin crafter was insistent of making something for him. She wasn’t sure what, but the woman could hammer out a tool or weapon a lot more quickly than I could comprehend. Which was good because even with the forge at the very edge of the camp, she wasn’t going to be able to pound all night or there would be some pretty pissed off archaeologists who missed out on their sleep.

Once the meal was ready, we all sat down to eat. Firim was about the only one in the expedition that chatted with us, but it was more about positioning than desire. After we’d eaten our fill, groups split up to gather around one of the three campfires to relax and catch up with others before bed.

I watched Tip as he sat quietly, casting glances across the fire at the gremlin woman. She was talking animatedly with her friend, the beastkin woman Shiree. Cea was interesting to watch. She seemed to take so much joy in whatever she was telling her friend, she was almost like a cartoon character. It made me feel good to watch her, like she was a symbol of happy innocence in the world. A symbol that renewed the purpose of mine and my friends’ quest. I didn’t know if that was accurate, but she seemed to be a sweetheart, and she definitely cared deeply for her friend.

I didn’t see any signs that they were more than friends. There was eye contact, but none of the little flirty things or touching or anything like that I would expect if they were together. It was simply that they were the best of friends, as far as I could tell.

Tip was fascinated, it seemed. He didn’t outright stare at Cea, but he might as well have. Splitting his attention between his hands, the gremlin, and Rex, I’d say that it was on Cea at least fifty percent of the time.

“Dude, your eyes are going to dry out from gaping at her,” I said softly so only Tip could hear me.

He jumped, having been so engrossed in watching her he hadn’t even realized I was next to him. “I…what’re you talking about? I’m just sitting here minding my own business. Why are you busting my balls?”

“I’m not the one giving you blue balls. Go talk to her. Where are all your signature shitty lines for trying to pick up women?”

“No. No lines for her. She’s not like that. I would make an idiot out of myself if I tried to lead with some contrived line.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man. I’m not sure why it’s only her, but I like the new attitude. Don’t throw a line at her, then. Just go talk to her.”

“She’s so…gods, she so pretty, though.”

I glanced at the gremlin. I guessed I could agree with that. She was purely adorable, but her face was pretty, in an awkward type of way. Those huge ears even suited her, the more I looked.

“You talk to Brin, Tyra, Sariel, and Keliana without a problem. Even Lirien, sometimes. I’ve never seen you act shy. She’s really got you hooked, huh?”

“Psht. Right. Yeah, whatever.” He put on a brave face, but I noticed his eyes never left Cea. “I’m not shy. I’m way too cool a playah for all that shit.”

I hid my chuckling behind my hand. “Then go talk to her. She seems great. I like her.”

Tip’s head snapped to me, and his eyes narrowed to slits.

“Not like that, man. You’re fond of her, which means she’s off limits even if I was on the hunt for another woman. Which I’m not. I’m happy with the girls I’ve got. I don’t have any designs on your lady.”

He let out a long breath and relaxed. “Thanks. Competing with a damn adonis hero is not a good proposition.”

I put up a fist. “I’m your wing man. Go chat her up. If I see you floundering, I’ll help somehow. Maybe fall into the fire or something.”

Tip bumped his fist against mine. “Yeah, that’ll be great. The wing man thing, not jumping into the fire. I don’t think it’ll come to that.”

“Go on, then.”

Tip filled his chest with air and stood, his mouth moving silently like he was rehearsing. Then, he strolled rigidly—though he probably thought it was casually—over to where the two women were chatting.

“So, your friends call you Cea. Like c-ya?”

I slapped my palm to my forehead, wondering how much it would hurt to land in the fire.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Thankfully, the little gremlin woman handled the awkward situation in the perfect way, saving me from some massive burns. She put her tiny hand up to her face and giggled behind it.

“Exactly,” she said in her cute, high-pitched voice. “I was wondering if I was going to ‘see ya’ before all you heroes leave us to do whatever heroing you’re up to.”

Tip and Cea were blushing furiously as Shiree sat smiling at both of them. She glanced at me, and we shared a look that said, “high-five between wing people.” She looked to be enjoying the two of them connecting as much as I was.

Brin’s hand slid into mine and I found her sitting next to me. “You gave him the confidence to go and speak with her?”

“Yeah. He was nervous and shy. I’ve never seen him like that.”

“Perhaps he is becoming more mature, changing to suit the responsibility he has found. I hope it is a good thing. When we leave, he will likely be confused for a time, dealing with emotional turmoil.”

I squeezed her hand. “Yeah. I think it’s a good step, though. He’ll get over it, but it’ll help him grow. Maybe the next girl he finds will be one he can stay with. You know, after we finish dragging him all over the world and facing death all the time.”

“One can hope. It is a shame she can’t join us. The gremlin people are reviled almost as viciously as the taranji. They will no doubt have much to talk about and probably have some shared experiences. Firim is a fair leader, so I don’t think Cealifonam has a bad existence with the expedition, but there is something to be said for having another to share stories with.” She moved her eyes to Tyra, and I understood exactly what she was getting at.

“You’re right, like always. It really helped me and Tyra that we had a common emotional pain when we met. Hopefully, Tip chatting with Cea tonight will give him a little balance, a little happiness. I just hope he doesn’t revert to his nature and try to get intimate with her.”

“He will not.”

“Huh? We’re talking about a guy who has tried to have sex with chickens and pets, even statues, everywhere we’ve gone.”

“Can you not see it in his eyes? Cealifonam is not an object, not a mere fantasy to him. He respects her, nearly venerates her. Much of it may be physical attraction, but he has been watching her closely, and his feelings are deeper than common lust.”

“Hmmm. Maybe you’re right. I hope so. I would love to see that be true.”

“Then watch, beloved. Our companion is becoming an adult.”

“Finally.”

She laughed. “Yes, finally.”

I took the opportunity an hour or so later to find a quiet, isolated space to work on communing with my weapons for a little while. I focused mostly on the chain knives, trying to duplicate what Kael did in the story: removing the chains from them completely.

It was harder than it sounds. Changing shape, no problem. Merging separate weapons, I had it down. Physically separating what was a single piece, though? I didn’t know why I couldn’t do it. Wasn’t it the same as separating weapons I had merged together into one? Nuh-uh.

It felt like I was progressing, but as I’d told myself many times before, it would take some time. If I could get closer each time I tried, I’d have to be satisfied with that.

After sitting motionless in the darkness for hours, my eyes adjusted to the dim light coming from the half moon and the stars. I could see well enough to do a little work on the forms for the three-sectional staff. I was also developing a form for the chain knives, imagining battles that would help my body become accustomed to specific movements. I was slowly shadowboxing to warm up my muscles when Tip showed up.

“Hey,” he said, almost sadly.

“Hey. What’s up? Is something wrong? I thought you’d spend all night talking with Cea. Is she not what you expected?”

He grinned at me, his expression changing instantly. “She is. She’s even better. I could talk to her for a month straight and never get tired of it.” Then the smile dimmed. “That prick, Grent. He’s obviously got something against her, and he barks orders at her like she’s a slave.”

“What did he do?”

“Just bullshit. He told her to go and organize one of the supply tents, that she couldn’t laze around all night after not doing anything useful during the day. I was just about to kick his ass, but Cea asked me not to make a big deal out of it. I would have gone to help her with the supplies, but she said I shouldn’t because it would cause problems with that guy. He’s a dick.”

“That sucks, man. I get it, though. I’m glad you chose to do what she asked. He seems like the type that would take it out on her if you challenged him.”

Tip scratched his forehead. “I spent all this time learning how to fight and now that it would come in handy to kick a guy’s ass, I can’t. What’s that all about?”

“That’s the way it goes. You try to prepare for everything, but something will always come up that you didn’t account for.”

“You’ve had to deal with that before?”

“Oh, yeah. Lucas used to laugh at me all the time. He said I had a ‘hero complex,’ always wanting to help everyone.”

“Well, he’s right about that.”

I scowled at the satyr but decided to let that statement go. “I always tried to help people, but sometimes they’d turn on me, the people I was trying to save and the ones I was trying to save them from. I got in trouble a few times for trying to help when a man was beating up his wife or girlfriend. I almost got stabbed by the woman suddenly deciding she wanted to defend her man. After he’d been beating on her. What the fuck can you do with that?”

Tip shrugged. “Dunno, punch the bitch in the face?”

A laugh exploded out of me, shocking me with how instantly it had happened. “Yeah, I guess that’s one way to do it, though maybe that’s a bit extreme. Anyway, the point is that all our training, all our preparation, it’s not necessarily to lock in a specific method of reaction. Sometimes the biggest benefit is that it helps us to be flexible, change the way we think. Knowing you could mop the floor with that guy is probably a good feeling, so you can have the confidence to do what Cea asked because you don’t have anything to prove. The most important thing is that you don’t make it harder for her, and that you show her what kind of person you are.”

“Hmmm. But what kind of person am I showing her I am?”

“One who cares about others. Not just to rush to their defense physically, but one who values them enough to do what’s uncomfortable or what you don’t want to do for their benefit.”

He shook his head. “This stuff is complicated.”

“Yeah, it is. Relationship stuff is tough. You did well, though, without having to overthink it. You reacted appropriately on instinct. That’s a good thing. You up for a little training?”

“Yeah.” He heaved a sigh. “Have to kill some time before bed. Fucking Grent. I was having so much fun talking to Cea, too.”

I watched Tip go through some of his forms. He didn’t have his bow, but archery in the dark wasn’t the best idea anyway, so it was all sword. I gave him some corrections, but sprinkled in some praise, too. Not too much. I didn’t want him to strut around and think he didn’t have more work to do.

He was actually looking more like a warrior, though. He’d added some weight because he ate regularly now, and a lot of that fuel went to building muscle. The satyr probably had something like seven or eight percent body fat, and he’d coated his scrawny frame with some layers of toned muscle. I still wished he would wear a shirt, but I had to work on one thing at a time and I wasn’t ready for that battle yet.

After his forms, we did a little sparring. I pushed him, putting in just enough effort to make him think he could hit me, but not letting him. He was using a razor-sharp sword, after all. I was all for sacrificing for my friends, but I wasn’t getting cut to make his crazy ass happy with himself.

We finished and sat on the grass, cooling down.

“You know what we talked about before?” he said. “About how sometimes I feel like I’m a burden and not worthwhile?”

I have to admit, I was a little disappointed in him. I thought our discussions had settled his mind that even if he wasn’t the best fighter in the world, he should be proud of what he’d done, what he could do.

“Yeah,” I said, my mind working to come up with a new pep talk.

“You’re right. I don’t have to be a swordmaster or anything like that right now. I can hold my own against most regular people I meet, even against some of the umbrenix. I’m not saying that I’m satisfied or complacent. I’m not going to stop training and trying to improve. I’m just saying that…I don’t think I’m totally worthless. I’ll get better, but I can’t become a legendary hero in a day or a week.”

I stared at him, my mouth dropping slightly open. Of all things, I hadn’t expected the conversation to go that way. Talk about character development.

He tilted his head at me, expecting a response.

“Oh. Uh, totally. That’s what I’ve been trying to say all this time.”

“I know. It takes a little while to soak in. You know how it is. When you have a brain as huge as mine, it takes outside thoughts a little while to burrow their way in. Actually, you probably don’t know that. You’re just a dumb warrior that hits things until they’re dead.” He flashed his widest grin at me.

“You’re a dick, you know?”

“Yeah, speaking of huge things…”

“Oh, please.”

“That’s what she said.”

“Come on, funny guy. Let’s get back to the others. We need to get some sleep and head out in the morning. We still have Aeyr’s minions, umbrenix, monsters, and a hidden ancient cache to deal with.”

We stood and I wiped grass and dirt off my pants.

“I’m glad you came around, Tip. Watching you beat yourself up over not being good enough was rough. Hell, you’re good enough to snag the eye of Cea, and you didn’t even screw it up by trying to get Shiree to fuck you.” I stopped speaking as a horrible feeling suffused my body. “You didn’t try to get Shiree to fuck you, did you?”

“Nah. I mean, I wouldn’t turn down an opportunity to stick it in her…I mean, no, I didn’t try to hit on her. I don’t think I could force myself to do something that would ruin any chances I have with Cea. I’m telling you Gar, she’s special. I’ve never felt like this with anyone. I would even be willing to not have sex with her—ever—if I could be with her. What kind of stupid shit is that?”

I slapped him on the shoulder. “The best kind of shit, man. The best kind.”


Chapter
Thirty



We got up early, had a light breakfast, and were ready to head out before the sun had even come up.

Poor Tip was a mess. He’d wanted to talk to Cea before we left, but she’d been sent underground to start working early, and he never got a chance to even see her. I debated telling him to go search her out but decided to leave it up to him. It might be better if he didn’t. Talking with her again would only prolong and intensify the pain he’d feel when we left.

“Will he be all right?” Brin asked as we rode away after our farewells to Firim, Shiree, and a few others of the camp we’d talked to the night before.

“He’ll get over it. It was always going to be like this. We weren’t going to kidnap her and take her away from her work. Unfortunately, they have their tasks to perform and we have our quests to accomplish. It’s not the best time to try to develop relationships.”

She raised an eyebrow at me.

I put my hands up. “Okay, I might be a hypocrite saying that. I’m lucky enough to have found a few wonderful people that I care about deeply to share the quest with. But this isn’t the life for most people. Constantly in danger, planning to attack a demigod, being chased by all manner of enemies and monsters. I wouldn’t want to subject anyone to that.”

“Yes, but perhaps when we are successful in our endeavors, Tiporian can find Cea once again and they will have a chance to explore their feelings.”

“Aww, Brin, you’re a romantic.”

Her cheeks flushed, but she didn’t deny it.

I chuckled. “I hope so, too. That poor guy has been through a lot. After finishing all we’re trying to accomplish, a little romance seems like the perfect thing to settle him. We’ll help as much as we can. After we finish our jobs.”

“After,” she agreed.

I watched Tip as we traveled. He moped, even while sitting on his horse, and he hardly talked. Each opportunity for a funny reference from my world or a joke that passed made me a little sorrier for him.

“I should have found her in the ruins and told her how much I like her,” he told me during a break that first day. “I should have punched that dick Grent right in the face and walked over him to get to her. I’m an idiot. Why didn’t I go and talk to her?”

I did my part and listened, nodding or shaking my head as appropriate. Nothing I could say would help. He’d have to wrestle with it himself. A few times, when he looked back the way we had come, I thought for sure he was going to wheel his horse around, kick it into a gallop, and go back to profess his feelings. I almost rooted for him to do it, romcom style. But he no doubt realized, as I did, that it wouldn’t matter. It simply wasn’t the time for him to get tangled up emotionally with someone outside our party.

That made me feel even worse. Like the world’s most heinous hypocrite. It was easy for me to pass judgment on the situation when all the women I cared for traveled with me.

When we had breaks, and especially when we stopped for the night, I tried to engage Tip in training or sparring, even discussion about combat strategy, to occupy his mind. I was sure he knew what I was doing, but he pretended like he didn’t, and I pretended that he wasn’t pretending.

“One of the things I want to work on is smooth, circular motion when you’re fighting,” I told him when we’d stopped and made camp for the day.

“Why?”

“Because flowing motions are more energy efficient and take advantage of the body’s structure.”

“Biomechanics again? Really?”

“Always,” I said. “The more efficient you are, the less likely you’ll tire out.”

“What are you to talking about?” Lirien said, plopping herself down on the grass next to where Tip and I were sitting. It’s one of the things I appreciated about the woman. She wasn’t afraid to get dirty. I guess that was a given, seeing as her entire profession consisted of digging things up or slithering through caves and stuff, but still, I liked that about her.

“Just some combat theory stuff,” I told her.

“Did I hear you mention flowing circular motion?”

“Yeah, I was just telling him⁠—”

“Like the fighting arts they practice in Ruviel?”

I looked at the kangaroo girl. “Ruviel? You know about the martial arts from there?”

Ruviel was where the family of Rolant du Mugere, our friend over in the Aesturith Kingdom, was from. More importantly, it was where Master Ilias originated.

“Sure. I’ve traveled all over. I even trained with a fighter there. Not a master, but she was very skilled.”

I looked her over. She’d taken off what I referred to in my mind as her expedition shirt, leaving her distractingly tight tank top to match her equally snug khaki pants. She was hot, no doubt, but she wasn’t as bulky as Tyra or even Sariel. An explorer, not an elite warrior.

Tip made a scoffing sound. “Gar trained with a Ruviel master, right Gar? Master Ilias said he came from that city, I think.”

Lirien put her hands up. “Wait. You trained with Master Ilias Lightningstrike?”

“A little bit,” I confessed. “He and Tyra are good friends and she asked him to show me his forms for the three-sectional staff.”

“That is truly a pole whip?” She seemed to be getting excited now, leaning toward me, her eyes wide. “I thought maybe people had copied it, and its use had spread wherever you’ve been.”

“Nope. Tyra actually made the first one. It’s the weapon I carry. She made a second one for Master Ilias and he basically created technique and forms for it in this world.”

“Have you seen the hand sickles they use in Ruviel? The chain weapons? The spear?”

“Psht,” Tip hissed. “The spear. Gar can take his triple stick and his siangham and turn them into a spear. You should see him use it. Sometimes you can’t even see the thing moving, you can only hear it as it cuts through the air.”

I was getting hot at my collar and my face. “I’ve seen those weapons, but some only in my world. Are you interested in combat styles and stuff like that?”

“Are you kidding me?” she said. “Couldn’t you tell when we were talking about the flexknives and the techniques Kael used to kill Q’sun Anot?”

I shrugged. “I thought it was just because you’re so obsessed with Kael.”

“It may have started that way, but I’ve trained in a lot of different types of fighting methods. Moving my body while fighting, it’s almost as good as sex.” She winced and her eyes doubled in size. “I mean…”

“No, it’s fine. I know exactly what you mean. Will you help me demonstrate to Tip the circular motion I’m talking about?”

“Fuck yeah, I will.” She jumped to her feet, then offered her hand down to help me up.

I took her aid with a smile. We started off simply, getting acquainted with the way the other moved. I’d noticed that she moved well, but I thought it was just general fitness. As I stood close to her and did some half-speed sparring to warm up, I realized that she’d had a significant amount of training. Or at least a lot of practice. There were refinements she could make in her form, but she looked good. Damn good.

The woman was a pure joy to work with. Who knew? Unarmed or with different weapons, including Tip’s sword to bring home the lesson to the satyr, we worked together without a hitch. Brin came and got us when dinner was ready.

“Damn, I’m sorry, Brin. I got carried away with training. What can I do? I’ll go get more firewood and I’ll clean up after dinner.”

She laughed at me and waved my offer away. “Gar, you always do twice what everyone else does. We will not begrudge you a little time for training. Have you discovered that Lirien is something of a combat style fanatic?”

“I have. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It was not for me to say. Such things can be personal and should be experienced naturally, without solicitation.” She turned to Lirien. “What have you discovered about Garfield?”

“That what I witnessed with the jiexu barely scratches the edges of his skill and knowledge. I’ve only met one or two people who could have spoken intelligently on the things we’ve discussed. I foresee a lot of conversations in the future. And training, if possible.”

“Definitely.” I said it the exact same time Tip did and threw my fist up automatically. He bumped it with a grin on his face.

I was feeling pretty good about things, aside from not helping to set up camp or make dinner. I learned that Lirien had another facet that fascinated me, found a perfect partner to help me demonstrate stuff to Tip, and we’d managed to distract him enough from his wounded heart to even flash us a smile.

It was days like this that made all the sacrifice seem worth it.

I took Brin’s hand. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

As we ate dinner, I chatted with all my companions, but continued to throw cautious glances over at Lirien. Had something changed between us? She looked more beautiful, sexier than she had even earlier in the day. I listened and spoke, mainly on autopilot. Deep within my mind, though, I mulled over our earlier conversations.

The only time I really came completely out of myself and listened was when she talked.

“There has always been, throughout history, gods and other powerful entities on the darker side of things who wanted to dominate and subjugate. It’s in the nature of gods to do such things, at least a little, but some have gone so far to pursue destroying any other competition for renown. In their jealously, they strive to eliminate that which could steal attention from them.

“I’ve read countless records of past civilizations that fell because of the actions of the powerful, seeking influence to gain the ultimate authority. You may have heard the saying that history is written in blood. Well, nearly any archaeological site you can name had multiple accounts of how this was true.”

The way Lirien talked about history, I could tell she loved it as much as she did combat theory or anything about Kael. She wasn’t some stuffy professor, nor was she an unthinking action hero searching for treasure. She was an intelligent and knowledgeable woman with a passion for what she did.

Then why did I get the impression that she was unhappy with what she’d chosen to do with her life? I was sure she had something buried in her past that caused the inconsistencies I’d witnessed in her. Days like today, she seemed happy and well-adjusted, but tomorrow might bring us a darker, more angsty Lirien.

I wondered what that was all about, and if I could help her with it. Lucas’s voice in my mind said, “…or if you should try to help her with it.”

Shaking my head, I told myself that there was no need to make her my project. We would help her find her secret cache, we’d see if it could help us with our quest to kill Aeyr, and then we’d see how things went. Her secrets were her own and they were none of my business.

I realized that even as I had those thoughts, I wouldn’t be able to help myself in digging for more. I smiled at having someone else to discuss combat theory with so close at hand and continued to ruminate on what we’d talked about during the day. I may have found a hidden treasure of my own.


Chapter
Thirty-One



There was no doubt about it. Lirien was confused.

The conversation she’d just finished with Gar; it was one of the most enjoyable she could remember in years. No, that wasn’t right. It was the most enjoyable conversation she’d had in years. Even now, as the others were getting ready to turn in and the satyr was taking his place for the first watch, Lirien found her feet moving toward Gar without her conscious direction. She stopped to get hold of herself.

It didn’t help that she was so horny she ached to be touched. The kisses she’d shared with him—impolitely forcing herself on him—only made her want more. What was wrong with him that he didn’t want to play a little with her?

The thought froze in her mind. Maybe there was nothing wrong with him. Maybe it was her. Did he not find her attractive, not want her? She’d found that men in general were easy to lure. She’d never had to try hard when she wanted sex. True, she had never truly had sex with any of them, mainly because men got too attached too quickly. But she never had a problem flirting and bringing them to a point where they would help satisfy her, even if she backed away each time, coming to her senses at the last moment.

Women were slightly harder to entice, but not that much. The methods for attracting them and reaching the end point were different, but none of that mattered. The point was that she felt she was appealing enough that he should enjoy her. That he should want her. It might be good he resisted. With each day, she felt a stronger connection with him as she learned more about the man. Gods damn him.

One thing she knew, though. She couldn’t keep bringing herself to orgasm forever. She needed another warm body to interact with, to stimulate and be stimulated by.

Lirien left the campsite, ostensibly to heed nature’s call, but she planned to get far enough away that she could release some of the sexual tension within her. She could feel how wet she was as she walked, her thighs and…other parts rubbing against each other.

Unbidden, memories poured into her as she tried to find a place camouflaged and far away enough that the others wouldn’t see or hear her. She could be quiet, mostly, but better to be safe.

But the images of the past were too strong and they swept her away.

“Hey, Lee,” Eldrin said. “Did you come to play?”

He sat on several blankets in the little cave they’d found the previous year, just after she’d turned eighteen. They used it as their meeting place, their own special area where they could be alone. It was far enough from their village that they wouldn’t be bothered, but still close enough that it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience to get there. In the last few months, they’d been using it to experiment with things they didn’t want anyone else to see.

She slinked up to him and slid her body close to him. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

His hand went straight for her chest, as always. He loved her tits. That much he made abundantly clear. She slapped his hand away.

“Hey,” he squawked.

She glared at him. “You’re not even going to kiss me first?”

“I’ll kiss you.” He lunged forward toward her chest, his mouth open.

Lirien pushed on his forehead, laughing. “Calm down. I’m right here. No need to hurry.”

Eldrin pulled her hand off his forehead and pressed it against the crotch of his pants. She rolled her eyes.

“Seriously,” she said. “We have things to talk about. With the discussions we’ve been having with Doctor Terrine, it won’t be more than a month or two until we can be working for him and utilizing his resources to search for the cache.”

“You mean cash.”

“No, I mean the collection of items, not money. I don’t know why you think that joke is funny after the hundredth time you’ve told it.”

“What I think is funny is that you still have clothes on.” He snapped his teeth at her, several inches away from her chest. She could feel him stiffening. He was still holding her hand to the front of his pants.

“You are so bad. What would your mother say about how you’re acting.”

“My mother knows how it is,” he said, shrugging. “They had me and my brothers and sister. I hardly think she’s a stranger to lust.”

She let out a breath. All his insistence was wearing her down anyway. “Okay. Play first, but then we need to talk about this.”

“After I have you, we can talk about anything you want. Even feelings.” He grimaced at that, and she had the urge to smack him right where her hand was resting.

But then he shot his hand to her chest again and started rubbing, and she forgot about her anger. Playing a little did sound good.

Once she’d given in, Eldrin didn’t waste time. First he pulled off her shirt so he could stroke her breasts, but that only lasted a moment before he put his mouth on them and started licking and sucking while his hands got busy undoing his pants. He nudged her hand away to do it, but once he was bare down below, he pulled it back into place.

She wrapped her fingers around his shaft, already as hard and as large as it would get. He would turn twenty-one years old in a couple of months, and it didn’t take much to get him ready. Lirien had seen evidence that just walking toward him provocatively would do the job. She liked it that she had that effect on him.

“Suck me,” he whispered into her nipple.

Lirien rolled her eyes, but he didn’t see. His face was pointed into her chest and besides, his eyes were closed as she moved her hand slowly up and down his member. Before she could even respond verbally, he laid down on his back and opened his legs. She dutifully adjusted her position to be able to reach him. Lying on her stomach, she flicked her tongue out to lick the very tip of his dick.

He shuddered and let out a little moan. He did love it when she lavished kisses on his shaft, even more so when she put the head in her mouth. She swirled her tongue around the head and then down the length. Already, fluids were leaking from him.

They’d only done this half a dozen times or so, but once they did it the first time, it became Eldrin’s favorite thing in the world to do. It sent him immediately into a mindless vortex of ecstasy that frankly turned her on to witness. But it didn’t last long.

She opened her mouth and slipped the head of his member in, closing her lips on it and sucking lightly.

Eldrin’s body jerked and he moaned like an ancient spirit seeking release from the grave. He grabbed her ears hard. Too hard, really, but he was in the throes of pleasure and she couldn’t fault him.

Lirien had hardly gotten half his length in her mouth when Eldrin pulled down brutally on her ears, slamming his shaft into her as his body thrashed. Bitter, creamy fluid shot into her throat and she gurgled quickly to keep from breathing it. The first time it happened, she’d felt like she would drown from it, but she’d learned how to deal with it since.

He still gripped her long ears, painfully, as his body shuddered for a few seconds, then he relaxed. His shaft immediately went soft and he pushed Lirien’s head away. She crawled up to kiss him, but he turned his head.

“Not after that.”

She guessed she could understand. His emission wasn’t exactly horrid, but it didn’t taste good, either. Instead, she snuggled with him as he started to doze.

“Are you going to repay the favor?” she said, rubbing at her crotch through her pants.

“Huh?”

“Are you going to lick me down there?”

He mumbled something, turned onto his side with his back facing her, and gave in to sleep. Lirien stared at his back for a moment. When his breathing turned into the deep, even respiration of sleep, she took off her pants and then her panties, and stroked herself. She was wet, aroused by the excitement she had created in him. It took a few minutes, but she finally worked herself into a small orgasm. She was probably too tired to induce a big one.

That was fine. She was satisfied. They were both busy, both tired from working on securing a benefactor for their dream. Soon. Soon, they would have the resources to leave their homes and travel, searching the world for the artifacts she’d been dreaming about her whole life. Then they would have time to spend on intimate activities.

Then they would share equally in the work and the pleasure that would eventually result in the children they would have.

“I love you,” she whispered at Eldrin’s back. “I can’t wait to start our life together.”

The memories faded and Lirien found herself standing in some bushes near the camp, staring at nothing. How long had she been there, immobile?

She realized she was no longer in the mood for bringing herself to orgasm. She wasn’t sure why, but the arousal, even the cravings, had disappeared. It was a shame, really. It had been a little while since she’d had a release. The urges seemed to strike her at all the wrong times, and now they disappeared at the wrong times as well.

She turned to go back to camp but then heard the sound of someone pushing through the undergrowth. Head swiveling, she found a tree to hide behind and carefully stepped over to it, making as little noise as possible.

When she was barely hidden behind it, voices accompanied the rustling. Two of them. She recognized them, of course, and it made her press her body close to the tree to hide, hoping they wouldn’t see her.

“…and it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks or does,” Gar said. “It’s what you think and what you want.”

“So you have told me before.” That voice belonged to Sariel, the swordmaster. “Yet I feel at times that I am disappointing you. That you expect more, and rightfully so.”

Lirien could see the two now. They’d moved away from her a little, to a flat spot with a boulder that would have made a good seat for her to pleasure herself. Sariel wore her small top with string straps and her tight shorts, both made of that metallic grey material. Gar wore what he always did: those strange, complicated pants from his world and a buttoned shirt with a thinner shirt underneath.

“No, Sariel. There is no expectation and, to be honest, there is no right for me to expect anything. I know you are used to tenets and rules for everything, but it shouldn’t be like that with relationships. The only rule here is that I want you to be comfortable. Tell me the truth about how you’re feeling, and I will never be disappointed in you. You’re far too precious for that.”

“But…”

Gar put a finger to her lips to silence her, then replaced it with his own lips, kissing her tenderly. “No buts. Well, except for your perfect butt, but that’s not what we’re talking about.

“You asked me to help you, to demonstrate what we might do to make each other feel good, and I intend to provide that aid. Only to the extent that you’re comfortable, though. Okay?”

“Of course.”

“Good. So the first thing is for you to relax. I’ll give you a massage, and then we’ll go from there.”

“You have done that for me before, more than once. Are you not bored of it? Do you not wish to progress?”

Gar shrugged, guiding her to sit on the rock. He sat behind her, his legs on either side. “We can do more, after the massage. And no, I’m not bored of it. How could I be? Touching you, relaxing you, making you feel good. How could that ever be anything but exciting.” He started to rub her neck and shoulders.

“Mmmmm. If you say so. That feels so good.”

Gar kissed her neck. “Then I’m succeeding at my task.”

Lirien barely breathed. She should flee, leave the area before the two escalated their contact. She felt dirty, watching them without their knowledge. It didn’t stop her from regaining the feelings from earlier, though. Those of arousal. They came back with a vengeance, warming her body, and especially her breasts and her lower regions.

If she left, they would hear her for a certainty. Then, she’d have to explain herself anyway because she’d already waited too long. Gritting her teeth, she tried to control her breathing and her rapid heartbeat then settled in for as long as would take. She could only hope they finished whatever they were doing and leave without seeing her. Or hearing her.

The way she felt right now, she’d have to try hard not to moan. Damn these cravings. The next few minutes were going to be agonizing. In the most delicious of ways.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



We’d set up camp, had dinner, and I’d engaged in that fantastic conversation with Lirien. The woman was a wonder. What else did she know, or what else did she find interesting? I still was a bit leery of her and her quicksilver moods, but I looked forward to future conversations.

Speaking of Lirien, I didn’t see her. The others were mostly getting ready for sleep, Tip setting up for watch with his trusty furcan at his feet. But no Lirien.

“Gar, may I speak with you?” Sariel’s voice cut into my thoughts.

“Sure, Sariel. What’s up?”

She tilted her head toward the sky before she caught herself. “Ah, yes. Ahem. What is up is I wondered if we could talk.”

I pulled her into a hug. “You’re adorable, you know that?”

The way she reacted reminded me of a cat. Not my catgirl Keliana, who would have probably taken the opening to kiss me or tackle me to the ground, but an actual cat, the way they express disdain and disappointment in being called “adorable” instead of something like “majestic.”

“Anyway, what do you want to talk about?”

She looked around, her mouth going into a straight line. “May we perhaps walk to a place more private?”

“Sure.” I offered my hand to her. She only glanced at it for a moment before taking it.

As we walked into the undergrowth, she continued to talk.

“Our discussion before, about attraction, connection, relationships, and intimate things…”

I waited after she trailed off, but after thirty seconds, I wasn’t sure she was going to finish. “Yeah? I remember.”

“I find myself wanting to gain more experience.”

“In which things exactly?”

Her cheeks colored, visible even in the low moonlight as we left the camp and its fire. “Physical things. Intimate activities.”

“Sex?”

Her blush deepened. “What I have already experienced with you is wonderful, but I feel I am not sufficiently experienced to provide what you would want of me. I…am unsure exactly what the word entails. Sex. I’m sorry.”

I lifted her hand up and kissed it. “Don’t be sorry. It’s why we’re talking. You can ask me anything, Sariel, and you don’t have to be embarrassed. Just remember all the questions I’ve asked you about this world because I’m ignorant of how things work here.

“As for what sex entails, that’s confusing even for people who have partaken in it. For the sake of argument, let’s just define sex as stimulating someone else’s sexual organs. By stimulation, I mean arousal. Even that definition leaves a lot to be desired, but it’s somewhere to start.

“So, kissing on the lips is not sex, though it can be arousing and it can be part of sex. Stroking, petting, even licking or biting, probably aren’t considered sex most of the time, though again, they can be involved in sex. Penetration is definitely sex, even if there is no orgasm.

“I guess the point is, there’s a whole range of intimate activities, from holding hands—” I held our clasped hands up and kissed hers “—to kissing, stroking, petting, licking, sucking, biting, and putting parts of our bodies into parts of each other’s bodies.”

“That sounds complicated.”

“Yeah, it does. Though some might disagree, a lot of people would call what we did before sex. I made you climax and you did the same for me, orally. There wasn’t really penetration, but as you experienced, you don’t always need that to get nice results.

“Sariel. Let’s put it this way, no one can tell you what is too much or too little, and I’m more than happy to move slowly. I think you’re overthinking everything. Just know that I care for you and I want to make you happy. That includes giving you pleasure. We don’t need some strict definition for that.”

We were far enough from the camp now that no one was going to hear us. I continued to talk as I looked for a place to sit and have our discussion.

“Don’t be concerned about other people. What’s important is you and it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks or does. It’s what you think and what you want.”

I found a place with less vegetation off to our right. There was even a little boulder there with a flat top. I led her there.

“So you have told me before,” she said. “Yet I feel at times that I am disappointing you. That you expect more, and rightfully so.”

“No, Sariel. There is no expectation and, to be honest, there is no right to expect anything. I know you are used to tenets and rules for everything, but it shouldn’t be like that with relationships. The only rule here is that I want you to be comfortable. Tell me the truth about how you’re feeling, and I will never be disappointed in you. You’re far too precious for that.”

“But…”

I put my finger on her lips, then moved it to put my lips there instead, kissing her softly. “No buts. Well, except for your perfect butt, but that’s not what we’re talking about.” She smirked at that, which I loved. “You asked me to help you feel some of what we might do to make each other feel good, and I intend to provide that aid. Only to the extent that you’re comfortable, though. Okay?”

“Of course.”

“Good. So the first thing is for you to relax. To help you with that, I’m going to give you a massage, and then we’ll go from there.”

“You have done that for me before, more than once. Are you not bored of it? Do you not wish to progress?”

I shrugged and moved her to sit down on the rock. Once she was there, I swung my leg over and settled behind her so she sat in between my legs. “We can do more, after the massage. And no, I’m not bored of it. How could I be? Touching you, relaxing you, making you feel good. How could that ever be anything but exciting.” I began to knead the muscles in her neck and shoulders, a task made easier by the thin straps and the nearly backless form of the tank top thing she wore.

“Mmmmm. If you say so. That feels so good.”

“Then I’m succeeding at my task.”

I spent several minutes working Sariel’s muscles into the consistency of warm modeling clay as she hummed and released happy moans. I placed a few kisses on her neck as well, but kept it mostly about rubbing the tension from her non-erogenous zones.

The swordmaster was an elite warrior and her body a finely crafted and tuned machine. It responded well to the massage, as I knew it would, and soon she was leaning, resting a large amount of her weight on me as I shifted my hands down to her legs. Reaching over her from behind was not ideal, so I repositioned us.

Slipping out from behind her, I set her gently onto the flat surface of the rock. I wished I had thought to bring blankets, but I hadn’t known for sure we were going to do this. I mean, I had a suspicion, even a hope, but didn’t know. At least the stone surface was smooth, if still hard.

Once she was lying on her back, I bent over her and kissed up her neck and chin until I could put my lips on hers and give her a long, wet kiss. It wasn’t intended to be hot, just a slow-building expression of my affection, but it still shot fire through my body, ending predictably between my legs.

As I ended the kiss, Sariel’s head followed me up, not yet willing to stop. I reversed my position and put my hand under her head until I pushed enough that she rested on it so she wouldn’t clunk her skull on the rock. Then I bit her lip lightly and pulled away.

“More of that in a minute. I have more to do yet.”

The next few minutes were spent massaging from her calves all the way up to her thighs. I didn’t exactly avoid rubbing the soft skin on her inner thighs, but I also didn’t make a point to stray further up. With her tight boyshort style panties leaving her thighs completely exposed, my palms glided over her toned bare muscles.

Sariel started to breathe more heavily as I approached her junction. I leaned forward and lifted the bottom of her tank top with my teeth, dragging it up to the bottom of her breasts before dropping the cloth. I kissed her abs and swirled my tongue around her navel as my hands inched closer to the wet spot growing on the front of her panties.

“Gar…”

“Is this okay, Sariel? Tell me if it’s uncomfortable, or if it gets to be as I keep going.”

“Not uncomfortable. Uhhnng. Not in a bad way.”

I smiled into the skin covering her impressive abs and hummed.

“Ooooh.”

My work relaxing her muscles was done. It was time to transition into something a little more intimate.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Good. So good.”

“You want me to continue? To progress?”

“Mmmmmm. Yes, please.” She wriggled her body on the rock. I hoped this wasn’t going to end with her back and ass being scraped up from the stone. Brin could heal her, but I’d rather she not have wounds to remember this occasion by, even if just small ones.

I slid up to kiss her lips as my hand stroked the length of her panties. Her sighs into my mouth were like being plugged into an electrical outlet. The sounds and the little movements had me focusing on holding myself back so I didn’t tear all her clothes off in an instant.

My mouth moved from hers, licking down her neck until I reached the thin cloth covering her breasts. Her nipples were clearly evident, pushing the cloth up in nubs perfect for pressing my teeth upon. I did so, starting with her left, then moving over to even more slowly clamp down on the right.

“Rrrrrrrr.” Her growling faded into heavy breaths as I sucked hard enough to pull the cloth well into my mouth. She placed her hand on top of mine, pressing harder on her panties. She was so wet.

I left her chest long enough to pull her top up. She lifted her head and the whole thing slipped over and off her, exposing a pair of the most perfect and full tits. The nipples, usually a light pink color, were darker now, engorged and three times the unaroused size.

With my mouth opened wide, I took the entire nipple and areola into my mouth and sucked, hollowing my cheeks. Sariel’s body bucked and the growling resumed, punctuated by more panting. I pulled away with a popping sound so I could speak.

“Still okay?”

“Oooooh. Yes, yes. More?”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!”

I pulled her panties down, letting the cool night air kiss her wet pussy. Bald again.

I licked my lips and rubbed two fingers along her folds. They were sopping wet and slippery enough that just sliding my fingers along them doubled the hardness of my dick.

“Uhhhhnnggg…ooooooh, goddess.”

I bent down to blow on her slit. She bucked and her moans took on a more urgent tone. The sweet honeysuckle aroma reached up and grabbed me, and I almost went down and started licking her right then but held back. Barely. Instead, I went back to stroking her with my fingers, up along her outer lips and back down the others side, in an oval. On the way up again, I pushed my finger barely into her, all while looking into her eyes.

Her spectacular blue orbs vacillated from wide open, as if in shock, to barely slitted. All the while, she pointed them straight at mine. I hovered close to her face, my lips barely an inch away. She stretched her neck to reach me, but I kept just out of range, watching as what I was doing with my fingers sent tremors through her.

“I…Gar…please…oooooooh. Uhhng.”

She was so sexy as she fought the feeling. Her hands twitched. I knew she wanted to grab me and pull me into a kiss, or push my finger more forcefully into her quivering pussy. No doubt she thought it would be impolite.

I decided it was time to introduce her to a new sensation. Using two fingers of one hand, I rubbed her clit in little circles, starting slow and increasing the speed slightly with each passing second. Her breaths and gyrations got faster to match the rate of my circles. By now, she was hanging partly off the rock, so I took advantage and utilized my other hand. I snaked a finger up and press on her hole. I’d only gotten one digit deep when she went into overdrive.

“Oh-oh-oh. Goddess, Gar. Don’t stop, please don’t stop. I’ve never…uhhhhhhnnngg.”

I felt bad about the beating the upper part of her perfect ass and her lower back were taking from the raw stone as she gyrated and bounced, but she didn’t seem to mind as her entire body vibrated from muscular twitches and she suddenly got slipperier down there. She clamped her thighs together, trapping my fingers in place, but I didn’t mind. She could take a moment. This was just the warmup.

My head moved forward just enough to allow her to kiss me, which she did. Vigorously. After a solid minute, I pulled away enough to say, “Did you like that?”

She hadn’t caught her breath, seeing that she was attached to my mouth with hers, so instead of answering verbally, she nodded.

“I don’t want to make you sore or anything, but how about I show you one more thing? Is that okay?”

“Huh-huh-huh. Yes. Oh yes.”

I chuckled at her enthusiasm. “You let me know if you want me to stop.”

“Never.”

I kissed her again and then nibbled my way down her spectacular tits and her chiseled abs, past the tiny birthmark on her right upper hip, and down to the source of moisture and sweetness. Her scent met me long before I reached the hot flesh between her legs and saliva was already flowing automatically in my mouth, urging me to slurp her nectar.

So I did.

Although usually I would have started lower on the thigh and worked up to licking her slit, she was already bouncing her ass on the stone, thrusting her hips up toward me. I honestly didn’t think she would last more than a few seconds if I delayed too much and I wanted her to come again, this time in my mouth. We were past the time for foreplay.

A single lick with my whole tongue, like she was the world’s sweetest ice cream cone, and she started to cry out.

“Oh! Aaaaaah. Gaaaarrrrrrrr….”

She had enough presence of mind to stifle herself, trailing off into a groan. I think she had literally bitten her tongue to keep from yelling. Even out of her mind with ecstasy, the sexy warrior was aware of making too much of a commotion. That by itself deserved the best orgasm I could give her.

I repeated my actions from earlier with one of my hands, stroking her dripping slit, while the other hand roamed up to tweak her nipple hard. When I added my tongue to the mix, pushing it in between her inner lips and up to find the nub of her clit, she groaned and thrashed.

Her hands still fought to stay away from me, curling into claws and scratching at the rock. I half expected them to carve notches into the stone with how she was straining.

If her scent was honeysuckle, her taste was the purest honey. Her nectar was freely flowing now, and I scrubbed inside her lips with my tongue, lapping it up and swallowing it. I put my mouth around her clit and sucked lightly, sending her body into convulsions. She was ripe for completion, but I had one more thing I wanted to squeeze in.

I pushed a single finger in, spreading her tight lips and entering her canal.

“Yes-yes-yes. Gar. Yes.”

When it was halfway in, I curled the digit and scraped the upper front wall of her fleshy tunnel. Then I pushed my tongue onto her clit as I continued so suck.

Sariel let out a strangled groan-growl sound and slammed her hips upward. Tremors racked her body from her feet, up through her legs and trunk, even vibrating her breast in my hand.

“Oh. Uh-uh-uh-uh.” With each grunt, she somehow pushed up a little more, burying my finger deeper inside her. After the fourth thrust she froze, her entire body rigid.

Time slowed and after an eternity that probably only lasted a couple of seconds, thick, creamy liquid oozed out of her, washed over my finger and onto my chin. I repositioned my mouth to catch most of it as all the strength went out of her and she slammed back down on the rock hard. I winced at the sound of her beautiful ass striking the hard object. Yeah, we’d definitely be asking Brin for a little healing help.

A few more licks and I had her mostly cleaned up. I stood and looked down at her as she threw her arms out wide. I took her invitation and entered her embrace and a kiss that consisted more of licking and sucking on me than our typical tongue-wrestling.

“Was that okay?” I asked. “Not uncomfortable?”

“It was perfect, Gar. I have never felt pleasure like that. Not even the last time you caused me to climax.”

I kissed her again. “I’m glad.”

Her eyes flared. “Oh. You…you have not…I mean, I did not reciprocate. Like last time, I can…with my mouth…”

“Shhh.” I put a finger over her lips. “Don’t worry about it. I’m fine.”

“But you did not…did you?”

I laughed and kissed her forehead, then her nose. “No, I didn’t, but that’s okay. You can do that for me, another time, or we can try something new. I’m still a little wary of entering you, with how tight you are. It was enough for me to do this for you. We should probably get back to camp. Are you sure you enjoyed it? No regrets?”

She snuggled into my neck. “No regrets, except maybe that we had not done this sooner, and more often.”

“Good. We can always do a repeat and try some other things. Things I think you’ll really like. As long as you’re comfortable.”

“I would like that. Are you sure…?”

“I’m sure. Better if we have a little time. It would be a shame to rush things.”

We snuggled for a little while, but we truly did need to get back to camp. Sariel got dressed—though there wasn’t anything we could do about her wet panties—and we headed back to the others. I promised next time I would be prepared with blankets and suggested that Brin could help with the abrasions I noticed on the pale skin of her back and butt. She told me she didn’t mind and that we could do it even more vigorously on shards of volcanic glass next time if it meant that much pleasure. I laughed, kissed her, and walked back toward our friends with my gorgeous swordmaster.
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After Gar and Sariel left, Lirien finally allowed herself to move more quickly and vigorously. She’d spent much of the time watching the two with her hand down her pants, slowly caressing her wet slit. But she’d been afraid to do more than move at a glacial pace. Even that almost made her come as she watched the two and their lovemaking.

Now, she pulled her pants and panties almost down to her knees and rubbed herself with practiced ease in a slightly circular motion, panting and grunting at the explosion of sensations running through her.

The strange connection her left breast had with her pussy worked both ways. If the spot just to the side of the nipple was stimulated correctly—something only she herself had ever accomplished—she could orgasm with that motion alone. Now, as she rubbed at herself, pressing down and wriggling her fingers on her engorged clit, she could feel the ache, the pressure in her breast as well.

Through clenched teeth, she hissed when she wanted to moan and scream as she climaxed, her body twitching and jerking. It continued for a long time, building even more intensely over the course of two minutes. It was by far the strongest orgasm she’d ever had, and there wasn’t even any penetration involved. Gods, all that from just watching the two who didn’t even perform intercourse themselves?

Aside from how excruciatingly sexy the whole thing was, one thought overshadowed it all.

Gar didn’t even climax. Even more, he didn’t ask for it. He actually rejected Sariel’s inexpert offer to satisfy him. He had been aroused; Lirien could see that from where she stood, not only in the lump in his pants, but how his body reacted. Yet he didn’t demand his fair share.

He had pleasured her—twice, if she was correct—for the sole reason that he wanted her to feel that ecstasy. The thought kept running in circles in her mind. For the hundredth time since she’d met him, she wondered if she had been wrong all this time. Maybe what she’d experienced wasn’t normal. Or maybe it was, and it was Gar who wasn’t like others.

With the knowledge that she would be analyzing and replaying the image many times in the near future, she headed back to camp.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



We sat on our horses looking down at what Lirien had told us was the ancient city of Sinolto.

“It looks kind of like a disorganized quarry,” I said.

After seeing Venamarie and Oremiave, I had to admit it was kind of a shock. The other two sites were completely underground and though we didn’t go into the tunnel at the first one, we’d spent a fair amount of time beneath the surface exploring the second. It was an eerie city that seemed to have been built within a huge cave system.

Sinolto was nothing like that. The area in front of us consisted of a huge pit, within which stone structures had been uncovered like they were being carved from the ground itself.

“The magic of the alari,” Lirien said, “that kept them protected in a bubble as the city sank, didn’t always work efficiently. Most of the alari ruins in Olliaran are preserved like the one we left, but a few ended up more like a typical abandoned ancient city, covered up slowly over time, all space filled in with dirt that compressed over the centuries.”

I could understand that. The city looked like pictures I’d seen of archaeological digs of city ruins on my world. There was one big problem with what I saw before me.

“This has obviously been known about for a while, with how long it would take to dig all that out. Don’t you think that whatever clue we wanted to find here would have been found long ago?”

The pink-haired explorer shook her head. “Maybe not. I hope not. I think I would have heard about it if someone had found anything significant. Especially if it was like our last clue. Ancient monsters coming to life and killing researchers isn’t something that would remain a secret.”

“Unless they killed everyone onsite,” Tip offered.

Lirien frowned. “There is always that.”

“I don’t think that would be a feature of all the clues,” I said. “From what you described, that was an unusual thing. But fine, if you think it’s worth searching for something in that mess, better we get started.” I paused, scanning the ruins more closely. “I don’t see any movement. Shouldn’t there be people down there, working?”

Lirien prodded her horse into motion. “No. Like you said, this site has been known for a long time. I’ve found that because of the bounties the mysterious benefactor—Aeyr, as you’ve told me—has offered, many have left known locations to find new sites, especially if the old sites are as picked over as this one. Learning more about places like this is important, but large sums of gold and the challenge of finding something no one has seen before is a big draw for some. It doesn’t surprise me no one is here. All the better for us.”

The pit that was the center of the site was huge, at least half a mile wide. A trail zigzagged down the wall, emptying us out into an area that had to be at least seventy feet down from the level of the undisturbed land.

“This site specifically is interesting,” Lirien continued. “The magic didn’t prevent it from being buried, but it did mitigate things. It’s spotty, with most of the area like a regular, non-magical dig, but pockets have been found where a building, or even a cluster of them, successfully held off being filled. I was here once when we found one. We were digging through the soil and then, all of a sudden, we were at a door. Once we got it open, we were able to step inside like it was a regular building, more like the places you saw in Oremiave.”

Clopping through the partial walls that had been meticulously dug out, I caught a shiver. The place was eerie with not another living soul in it. The excavated area was barely the size of a very small village, but the thought that it continued on underground made me realize that we could be here for a while. If there were undisturbed and unfilled buildings, there was a chance we’d run into monsters again.

Meanwhile, we were exposed to anyone up on the surface looking down.

“We should find shelter,” Brin said, almost as if she’d read my mind. “I dislike being in the open, especially since the Searcher and his people are still trying to find us.”

Lirien turned her horse. “I know just the place. It’s this way. One of the first buildings they found intact. The discoverers dug that particular building out, whereas most of the subsequent buildings found were left buried, and digging commenced into the next area.”

The explorer led us to the place she mentioned without making a single wrong turn.

“You spent a lot of time working here?” I asked. “It seems like you know your way around well enough.”

“I did. I’ve been here three times, staying from two weeks to three months at a time. This site refuses to leave my thoughts alone. I’ve even had dreams…but never mind that. Yes, I know this place, though the last time I was here was more than a year ago. I see where work continued and opened up new areas for exploration.

“If nothing has changed, then…” We circled around a mostly intact structure. “Yes, perfect. This is where we can tie the horses. It’s visible, but I don’t think our mounts would enjoy being in the dark for most of the day.”

“The diggers created this to hold animals?” Brin asked, scanning a paddock that looked to have been created by the excavators, not part of the original city. The grass looked healthy, and the long blades rustled in the slight breeze.

“Sure did. Close as we can tell, this was a park, so there weren’t structures here. After they’d excavated down to this level, the diggers hauled in topsoil and planted grass. There’s enough rain to keep it growing and it makes a perfect place for mounts or beasts of burden. The sheltered place I was talking about is just over this way. As far as campsites go, this one is one of the better I’ve stayed at.”

The location Lirien brought us to looked like it could have been some type of barn or storage structure. Less than a quarter of the outside had been excavated, with the rest being left as a hill. Inside, though, the walls of the structure, built of sturdy stone block, were at least thirty feet apart in width and probably closer to fifty in length. The floor was dirty, but scraping my foot across it revealed a stone floor under barely an inch of soil, probably dust and dirt that had blown in and accumulated.

“Yeah,” I said. “This will do nicely.” I used a saddle blanket to sweep a section of the floor to remove stones that I’d feel through my bedroll. “I’m assuming you have a plan, Lirien, and that we’re not just going to randomly wander around hoping something will jump out at us?”

“I do…”

Her voice sounded strangely feeble. I turned to look at her. She scratched at her arm, glancing around. Her right knee was kicked in as she swayed. It looked like she was embarrassed about something.

“What?”

“I told you I’ve thought about this place a lot since I was here last. I’ve also had some dreams. I want to check on the areas I dreamt about. They’re just feelings I’ve had.”

“Sounds good. At least we have a place to start.”

She blinked at me. “That’s it? You’ll let me pick a place to search randomly?”

I shrugged. “First, it’s not random. You said your intuition told you something about them. Second, you’re the expert. I’m not going to try to tell you how we should look for some ancient clue. I trust you. I figure that if magic is a thing here, having feelings about where to go or what to do probably works here, too. Third, you already made it clear that you’re the boss. I’m just the bodyguard.”

She stared at me for a moment, then nodded. Her mouth moved, but if she said anything aloud, I couldn’t hear it.

We all agreed that our search should wait until morning. It was already late afternoon, so after a short tour of the main features of the site, we checked on the horses, who were happily cropping some of the grass in their large pasture, and prepared for dinner.

Brin and Lirien shooed the rest of us away, telling us they would cook the meal. Tip and I sought space to do some training. Brin had stuck a few of those light balls she could make up in different areas, so there was plenty of light.

As we warmed up our muscles, Tip got the faraway look I recognized. His head swiveled to the southwest and he sighed.

“What’s up?” I asked. “Pining away about Cea again?”

“Psht. No. Not even. Definitely not. Just…thinking.”

“About Cea. Again.”

“Fuck you.”

“Take it down a notch. I’m being serious. You’ve got it bad for her. I understand. I’m not trying to tease you about it.”

He narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing me. Then he sighed again. “I should have talked to her some more. I miss talking to her.”

“Maybe we’ll find that group again and you can tell her all about it. While you’re thinking about her, think about what you’ll say, how you’ll say it. When you see her again, you’ll have it all down pat and you won’t forget anything.”

“Yeah?” He perked up.

“Definitely. Go over it all and then next time you won’t be beating yourself up for being normal.”

“What do you mean normal?”

“That’s what women do. They get into our hearts and minds and turn us into idiots. It’s the best thing in the world and also the worst. You hate yourself for falling prey to it, but you thank whatever gods are out there that you did.”

“You’ve felt like that?”

“Yep, plenty of times.”

“But you’re so smooth with women.”

I laughed. “Where the hell did you get that idea?”

“Look at you. Every woman you meet wants you. You’ve got them all hanging off you and you’re never nervous about it. I haven’t once heard you say something stupid like I do all the time. I mean, sure, some of the stupid stuff I say to women is purposely over the top, but with Cea, I can’t think straight. My tongue feels like it’s five times its normal size. I can hardly speak.”

I leaned in as I stretched my shoulders. “You want to know a secret?”

Tip leaned toward me, tilting his head to point his ear at me. “Yeah.”

“That’s because I’m not looking. Since I got to this world, I’ve been too busy trying to survive, trying to find and help my friend, and then trying to pay back the ones who killed him. Honestly, I don’t have time to deal with all the bullshit of trying to find a girlfriend. Yeah, some women look at me because of the whole Kael thing, but back in my world, it was like it is for you. Well, except I never spouted the ridiculous shit you do. When I was attracted to a woman, I got all tongue-tied, too. Now that I’m here and am not looking, perfect women seem to be all around me. Perfect for me, I mean.”

Tip nodded sagely. He looked over at the moonwisp and the kangaroo girl making dinner.

“Fuck, she’s really hot.”

“Huh? Who?”

“Actually, all of them, but right now I’m talking about Lirien. Is it just me, or does she give off the super-sexy badass explorer chick Lara Croft vibe?”

I laughed. “I thought that the first time I saw her.”

“Oh, you mean when she ran into your arms and made out with you as soon as she laid eyes on you?”

“Hmmm. Yeah, that was something.”

“Yeah, something. Good thing you’re awkward around perfect women, huh?”

“Oh, shut up. We were talking about you. Tell me, Tip, if there’s a chance we can meet up with those archaeologists again, do you want to?”

“I do.” His voice was so soft, I could barely hear it.

“Then we’ll swing by there again if we get a chance. Whether you believe me or not, I do understand what you’re feeling, and I’ll do what I can to help. I mean, what good does it do you to become a great hero if you can’t use it to impress the ladies? Or one particular super-important lady.”

Tip threw me a grin and put his fist up. I bumped it with my own.

“Thanks, Gar. Now come on. You haven’t kicked my ass for almost two days. We’re due.”


Chapter
Thirty-Four



“Tell me of your dreams of this place,” Qamara said to Lirien as we ate breakfast the next morning.

“Why?”

“I would hear of them. Perhaps something in your explanation will trigger a vision or remind me of something that could help. Though your talents lie elsewhere, glimpses of true visions can happen to those without prophetic gifts.”

“I heard someone say that once but didn’t know if it was true. Fine, but I’m not claiming these are anything but dreams and my mind wandering. They were simple enough. Three times I dreamed about the same area, though each was different. I was here, though not within the ruins themselves. From outside, near the paddock, I sensed something. A tugging on my soul. A desire.

“Twice, I saw something glowing from afar. The third time I didn’t see anything until I gave in to the pulling and got closer. I followed the feeling and ended up in the place I will take you. Once I reached it, the glowing disappeared, though each time I wished it had stayed so I could see its source. That was it. Just those feelings and the glowing, along with a suspicion that something very important lay near where the light came from.”

“That’s interesting,” I said. “I wonder why you’d see it twice from the same place but not the third time. Was the one where you didn’t see the glow until you got closer the first or the third dream?”

“Neither. It was the second.”

I scratched my head. “That’s even more confusing.”

Qamara waved the notion away. “Such things are usually not important. The illumination was still there, only the perception was slightly different. Your dreams certainly seem like more than simple musings, Lirien. Having the same one three times might indicate there is magic involved.”

“That’s what I’m hoping.” The kangaroo girl didn’t look as guarded as she did when Qamara first asked her to tell us about her dreams. That was good. I knew she had issues with trust and with giving up control, especially when it involved a man, so it was nice to see her relax. Just being around her made me tense sometimes, like her anxiety was contagious.

After checking on the horses, we all followed Lirien to the place we would be searching. It did not look like I’d pictured it in my mind.

“Are you serious?” I asked.

Lirien’s chin rose and her shoulders squared. “I’m not a seer. Be glad that we’ve narrowed it down to this. You saw a little of how large this city is.”

It was true, I had. When the explorer had told us the areas we’d passed casually were a small part of the entire city, I hadn’t really thought about it. Now, though, I was.

We stood at what looked like a cave opening to a city by itself. The hole wasn’t natural, though, instead actually carved out of the ground. From the looks of it, the explorers had dug through until they hit one of those pockets protected by the alari magic. As we entered, Brin’s light bright enough to light up the entire street, I saw that the streets comprised a section of a greater city larger than the whole site at Oremiave.

I’d hoped that since Lirien had those dreams to narrow down our search, we would find the clue she was looking for faster than before. It didn’t look like that was happening, not unless we got really lucky.

“No one ever answered me before when I’ve asked, but is there a god of luck in this world?”

Lirien glared at me. She understood why I was asking.

“There’s a goddess of luck,” Tip said. “Fatima. Before you ask, no, she doesn’t help people like you’re thinking.”

“Damn.”

Tyra laughed, but stopped as I swung my head to her, only to find her with an innocent expression on her face.

So started our long slog to find the clue that would allow us to continue our journey and leave this place.

Most of the first day consisted of moving our tools to the section of the city Lirien had dreamt of. That included a surprising number of things left onsite for use by whoever happened to be there exploring.

“We’ll need to move those sieves and carts,” Lirien said as she pointed to what amounted to an equipment yard. “Take all the buckets and some of the larger, two person shovels and those long prybars as well.” She went on, designating a large number of things we had to move over to where we’d do our work.

“I have two questions about this, Lirien,” I said as we made one of our many trips hauling equipment. “Who does this stuff belong to and why is it so far from where we need it?”

“For larger sites where greater numbers of searchers will work, it’s customary to build or assemble useful items onsite. Once there, it’s easier to leave it than to transport it somewhere else. Of course, for sites close to good roads, wagons may be used, but for ones like this one, the inventory of items has increased over the years. No one group is responsible for bringing too much, so the burden is light and it benefits everyone.”

Tip scratched his head between his horns. “No one steals the stuff?”

“It happens sometimes, but simple equipment is not too valuable, and for the effort to haul it away, it makes little sense. Those who steal are usually too lazy to do honest work and thus are too lazy to steal these supplies.

“As for your second question, most of the activity occurs near where the equipment drop is. You may have noticed that the structures are different between there and where we will search. Our part of the city is smaller, more cramped, not as elaborate.”

“The poorer parts of the city,” I said, understanding.

“Right. Most of those who dig are looking for what will be found in the more prestigious areas. Whether it’s treasure, books, or art, the chances are better if you go where the money was.”

I nodded at her reasoning. “But that’s not what we’re looking for?”

Lirien shrugged. “Who knows? We’re searching here because of my dreams, of my intuition. I can only hope I’m right. Once enough of this section of the city was uncovered to see the type of structures within, work halted and shifted to other regions, so no more has been done there.”

“Hurray for us,” I said unenthusiastically. That earned me a flat look from Lirien and a chuckle from Tip.

I still found the whole thing interesting, the way archaeologists searched ancient sites and carefully—for the most part—uncovered mysteries of the past, but I have to say that it lost a little bit of its shine as we wandered around, basically at Lirien’s whim.

I wasn’t going to argue with how she did it. Again. Not after the first time. It was not until the second day, as we made a second circuit of the large space, that I asked an innocent question.

“You really don’t know where we should look, do you?”

Thinking back, I probably shouldn’t have worded it that way, but all I could think was that we were sitting stagnant, basically challenging the Searcher to come find us, and we weren’t even doing anything useful.

The kangaroo girl did not appreciate my question. She stomped around for an hour, mumbling and cursing under her breath, casting aspersions at someone—I guessed it was probably me—and whining about being stuck with a bunch of…I didn’t hear it clearly, for which I was thankful.

Brin approached me as the explorer moved on to yet another section we’d already looked over twice before.

“You have to understand her, Gar,” the moonwisp said. “She’s had problems before with people trying to take charge of her own research. When someone has had control wrested from them, they sometimes become sensitive to anything that looks like an attempt to do so again. Also, placing all her trust in a hunch and a few dreams is not a comfortable place for a scholar, so she started off being uncomfortable.”

“Yeah, I know. I’d apologize if I thought it would help, but she doesn’t seem to want me to speak right now. We were starting to get along, too. I didn’t mean anything by what I said. I’m frustrated, too. We’re talking about our lives here. If the Searcher finds us, people are going to get hurt and die.”

She kissed my cheek. “I know. Understand that, to her, this is her life. The thing she has been chasing for most of the time she’s been alive and the thing that means more than anything else to her.”

“Got it. I’ll try to talk to her later, if she’ll let me. In the meantime, I think she’s almost ready to have us start digging, at least. That’ll help. At least it will seem like we’re doing something.”

She did, indeed, start us moving dirt and rock at the edges of the sector she’d brought us to. After a few days of that, we got into a schedule. The horses still needed to be cared for and the supplies we had, though still significant, weren’t going to last, so we had to start supplementing it.

The forests around the site were a good source of foraged vegetables and even some fruit. Lirien had two hand crossbows, but they wouldn’t do for hunting anything bigger than rabbits. Keliana’s crossbow had more range to it, but honestly I didn’t even think about it until much later, it being stuffed into her saddlebags and mostly forgotten. Tip, with the only bow, went hunting every two or three days. At times, he took one or two of the others, sometimes me, depending on what he was going to hunt. Twice he took down a deer and I had to do the lion’s share of the work to bring it back to where we butchered it and harvested the meat.

We even trained a little bit. Mindlessly swinging a pick or digging with a shovel for many hours a day would grant us fitness but didn’t do much for actual combat ability. It wasn’t just me and Tip who trained, either. Everyone in the group did. Even Rex. Even Lirien.

The first time I saw the woman with her chosen weapon, Tip’s words from days ago came back to me. I watched as the pink-haired kangaroo girl seriously tore up the makeshift archery targets we’d made with her two small crossbows.

I don’t know why she hadn’t revealed the weapons before, but something changed a few days after we started searching in Sinolto. She began to wear a shortsword and at least two knives, even as she dug alongside the rest of us. She also broke out custom holsters that not only held her crossbows, but also acted as a cocking mechanism.

The woman’s body was a sight to behold all the time, but the way she gyrated and dodged invisible enemies as she launched bolt after bolt had me wondering how this medieval world had a hotter Lara Croft even than my world, with its guns, did.

Tip and I stared at her until Keliana prowled up to me, rubbing her body against mine and whispering into my ear.

“I’d fuck her. Can I fuck her, Gar?”

“Why are you asking me? She doesn’t belong to me,” I answered, still not taking my eyes off Lirien.

“No, but I do.” She nipped at my neck and sauntered off, her tight ass swaying and her tail swishing the air.

Okay, so maybe staying in one place for a little while wasn’t all that bad. I did have a few opportunities to sneak off to some secluded part of the ruins and play with one of my gorgeous ladies.

Tip shook his head at me. “Did I say that the goddess of luck doesn’t help people? Maybe she’s making a special exception for you. Dayam!”


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Things really started to get interesting on the eighth day after our arrival at Sinolto. We hadn’t done much more than open up another pocket that ended up being a small family dwelling. It looked like we were going to be there for the long haul. I couldn’t be sure how the others felt, but the listless way everyone moved and even spoke told me they were just as over it as I was.

Rex had spent most of his time out in the paddock with the horses. For some reason, he’d become fascinated with them, or at least had become friends with them. He enjoyed the sunlight and running around with the larger animals, so unless we were training and Tip called him back, we didn’t see much of him.

On this day, however, he stuck to the satyr and never left his side. I didn’t know the first thing about what a furcan thought, but I wondered why the lizard suddenly got clingy like that. Maybe he was not feeling well and wanted comfort? It turned out that Tip had come down with some kind of mild stomach bug, but before he showed any real discomfort, his furcan changed our entire trajectory.

Tip dragged his feet and lethargically moved from where I’d been digging to about fifteen feet away where Lirien wanted us to dig into a wall inside a house. The room we were in was three times as long as that, but half of the house had been filled with what was now stone, the extent of the magical protection clear by the great wall of rock. The satyr made a token attempt at cutting into the hardened dirt, but as he did, Rex moved a little distance away and started scratching at another place on the wall.

I didn’t think much of it at first, but even when Tip came back to dig near me, apparently bored with being by himself, Rex stayed where he was, scratching more insistently.

“Tip, what’s up with your lizard?”

“Huh?” He seemed to notice for the first time Rex wasn’t with him. “Hey, Rexy. What’re you doing? Come on over here.”

Rex ignored him, which he hadn’t been doing much recently. Tip had done a fine job in training the little lizard chicken.

“Rex! What are you doing?”

Still no reaction.

Lirien, who still hadn’t regained the friendly conversational tone she’d displayed a week or so before—at least not with me—put her hands on her hips. I sighed. Great. Just what we needed.

“What is your monster doing?” she asked Tip.

“Dunno. Something there interests him.” His lethargy gave him a monotone “I don’t give a shit” attitude that I hope wouldn’t set Lirien off again.

“He’s making a mess, scratching at the dirt like that.”

Tip looked around at the scattered piles of dirt and stone chips all around us. He cocked his head, staring at her.

I barked a laugh, which put me right in the crosshairs. Lirien opened her mouth, no doubt to chew my ass, when Brin and Tyra walked up from where they’d been digging. We’d caught Qamara’s and Keliana’s attention, too.

Brin knelt down next to Rex. “What are you searching for, little one?”

Rex looked up at her, gave a little hiss-squeak, and scratched at the wall once more with his claw.

The moonwisp’s eyebrows drew down. She patted Rex on the top of the head, stood, and swept her hand toward the wall. Scrutinizing where Rex had scratched, she leaned forward.

“There is something about this wall,” she said. “I can’t…” She nudged Rex out of the way and struck the wall with her shovel. The loud clang told me the place she’d hit was more stone than dirt.

I brought my pick over. “May I?”

Brin smiled at me, set her shovel down, and picked up Rex to keep him from getting in the way. I leaned my pick against my legs, spit into my palm, and took the tool up again. Then, I started bashing at the wall.

After six swings, I’d broken some flakes from the wall and dug into it maybe two inches. Brin stopped me and set Rex down. The little furcan rushed to the location I’d chipped and scratched while squawking. The urgency of his clawing didn’t seem greater, but the sounds he made sure were.

“I can see it better now,” Brin said. “With my Lunar Light sight. Something was covered up well enough even I couldn’t see it with my magic before the encasing stone was thinned. We’ve seen that Rex can sense things we cannot.”

“I remember,” Keliana said. Rex had been able to detect her even when she used her magic to blend into the surroundings. The little lizard had saved my life with that ability when Keli had been hunting me.

“Well, don’t just stand there,” I said. “Someone help me open it up. If we wait for Rex to scratch his way through, it’s going to take years.”

Tyra was the first one to join me, wielding a pick like some kind of mining deity. Keliana and Sariel grabbed shovels to scoop up the fragments Tyra and I chopped off the wall. Brin stood back and inspected the surrounding area with her magical sight.

“I’m seeing more of what’s beyond,” the blue woman said. “I discern not a particular shape yet, but I will let you know when I can. Gar, perhaps you can shift your target two feet to the left?”

I did as she said. Lirien grabbed one of those long, solid metal prybar things and started surgically chipping along the edges of the greater destruction Tyra and I were wreaking. With three of us in close proximity, I was surprised we worked so efficiently without getting in each other’s way. It felt reminiscent of dancing around each other in battle.

I stopped to wipe the sweat from my face and spotted Tip. He was sweating, too, though he hadn’t done any work. His face was drawn and pale.

“What’s up, Tip? Are you all right?”

“I…I…oh shit.” He took off at a lumbering run but didn’t come close to making it outside. Instead, about thirty paces from where we worked, he fell to his knees and puked violently. He weakly waved Rex away as the lizard moved in and started licking it up.

An involuntary gagging reflex grabbed me by the throat and I had to turn away. There was something about vomit—and eating it—that did that to me every time. I’d dealt with it from pets on Earth, and it was a real weakness then, too.

“I will see to him,” Brin told me. “My magic cannot heal sickness, but I have some herbs that may help his stomach settle. I’ll bring him to the surface so he can get fresh air.”

“Thanks, Brin.” I raised my voice toward Tip. “Hang in there, buddy. Try to get some rest and drink a lot of water. Hopefully it’s just a twenty-four-hour flu.”

We continued work on the wall. Brin came back and directed our efforts. Two more hours of breaking off chunks of stone and Lirien brought out chisels and hammers.

“I can see a rectangular shape,” Brin said. “I believe it may be a door, though an unlikely one.”

Tyra ran her hand across where we’d busted out the veneer and reached what looked like the same type of wall as in the rest of the structure that was unburied. “What’s an unlikely door?”

“I see no frame, nor hinge, nor knob. It appears to be something set into the wall of this chamber. A secret door, but without an apparent method for opening it.”

I latched onto that idea. “That sounds promising.”

The blue woman nodded. “It does. Chip off more of the outlying stone along this area.” She traced her finger in a rectangle that was not quite the height of a normal door, but was about the same width. “Perhaps once it is uncovered, we can find how to operate it.”

“Or we could just bust it open,” Tyra suggested.

“I think not. Observe how this home is constructed. The walls for each of the rooms are thick stone. While it is possible to break through it, it would no doubt take some time, and we might damage whatever is on the other side. Better if we can open it.”

I didn’t want to ruin the excitement and mention that it could be just a regular wall bordering another room or hallway. It was the first promising thing we’d found at this site, so even if it ended up not being anything special, infusing a little excitement in our search wasn’t a bad thing.

It took more than another hour of work with the chisels until we all stood before a section of the wall depressed by nearly two inches from what we’d chipped out. It did look like the outline of a door. The problem was that not so much as a hairline crack indicated that it was a door. For all appearances, at least to my sight, it was just a stone wall we’d carved a huge rectangle out of.

“Anything, Brin?” I asked.

She examined it, no doubt using her Lunar Light sight. Stepping closer so her nose was only a few inches from it, she ran her fingers over a section at chest height, moving them horizontally across the surface.

“I don’t know what that means.”

I traded looks with Sariel. “Uh, what what means?”

“There is writing here. Of some type. It is unfamiliar to me.”

“Can you feel it with your fingers? Is it just covered with illusionary stone or something?”

Brin shook her head. “No. It is embedded in the wall itself. I can see it past the surface.”

“Can you copy it? I’m sure I won’t know what it is since this isn’t my world, but maybe someone else? Tip might even know it. He knows a lot of stuff he shouldn’t.”

Qamara had gone to the surface to heed the call of nature and check on the horses, but if anyone knew whatever language was written in an ancient alari household, it would surely be her.

Brin accepted my idea, and she was soon scratching away on some paper Lirien got her. When she finished, she held it up.

As expected, it looked like squiggles to me. Kind of like Arabic, and completely unintelligible. Passing it around, no one else could identify it, either. Not totally.

Lirien squinted at it. “I’m not sure. There are a few ancient languages that appeared similar, but we don’t have many examples and I can’t decipher it. I know a gifted scholar that could probably read it, but I don’t know where Dayra would be. Do you really think Tip might know? About the language, I mean, not Dayra.”

I took the paper from her. “I’m not sure, but his magic allows him to know things that are downright incredible sometimes. Like everything he knows about my world. I’ll go ask him. I want to go see how he’s doing, anyway. Qamara might know, too. We can ask when she gets back from checking on the horses.”

I walked toward the surface, Brin at my side. We hadn’t quite reached the entrance when a hissing, screeching sound broke the silence. A few seconds after, the sound of metal striking metal joined it. I took off running.

Tip, face still pale and sweaty, held his sword with shaking hands out in front of him. Rex was in his hunched over position that signaled he was going to attack, making more of the hissing squawks I’d heard.

In front of him were two man-shaped pools of shadow, closing in.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



It had been a while since I’d seen any umbrenix, but now there were two in front of me, moving toward Tip. On his best day, Tip might take on two of the shadow creatures—if they weren’t the more highly trained variety. But weakened from illness, he was in a whole world of trouble.

Luckily, I’d gotten there in time.

My first inclination was to shout back at my friends inside the buried part of the city, but I stopped that thought in its tracks. I ran toward Tip as I scanned the space around us. If there were two umbrenix together, there might be more. Worse, there could be multitudes of other followers of Aeyr, even the Searcher himself with his entire entourage. I wasn’t about to make a lot of noise to draw them all to us. If I could kill the two quickly—and quietly—we might be able to hide from the rest.

In the back of my mind, I worried for Qamara, out somewhere on the surface. Please don’t let them find her or the horses, I repeated over and over in my mind.

I’d all but forgotten Brin was with me in my haste to help Tip. One of the umbrenix staggered suddenly, bending in the middle like it had been hit with something. I caught the blur of a small object making contact, the last of one of Brin’s volley of her Water Spike spell. She hadn’t made any noise. Good girl. I counted myself lucky she was on the same page as me.

I pulled out my three-sectional staff on the run, straightening it and solidifying it even as it snaked out of its case. I slapped my siangham on the end and fused it, willing it to become my familiar spear. By the time I reached Tip, I was holding the six-foot weapon, ready to fight.

The shadow man stopped. Though it didn’t really have a head that moved, I felt like it looked at its companion and the damage that had been done to it. It waved a hand and Brin squawked in surprise. A cloud of inky darkness appeared and surrounded her upper body, much too fast for me to do anything about it.

“What the fuck?” I asked as I closed the gap to the uninjured umbrenix. “It can cast spells?” There was nothing I could do about the spell. My best bet was to attack the monster that cast it, hoping Brin would be all right.

Tip, having apparently used all his strength to stand and draw his sword, slumped with hands on his knees, dropping his weapon. Rex, glanced warily at the shadows, but moved closer to stand in front of the satyr, taking up a guard position. Good boy, Rex.

A flash of light attacked the darkness surrounding Brin from within, and both light and shadow dissolved like they’d eaten each other. With her vision clear, she pushed her hand out and the umbrenix she’d injured flew back several feet, slammed by her Push spell. Thank the gods. I knew she’d handle it.

I still didn’t see any other enemies around as I reached the umbrenix that had cast the spell, and I attacked immediately. My assault was nothing fancy, a simple thrust with the spear. I wasn’t too surprised when it deflected my attack with a clang. Of course it had a weapon, too. Why would it not?

My spear moved quickly, spinning around and attacking the creature with slashes, thrusts, and smashes with the butt of the weapon. The umbrenix did its best to parry and block my attacks, but it wasn’t fast enough. One attack with the wooden end of the spear batted its sword away to open it up to a fast slash with the spear point that cut into the shadow stuff it was made of. Arresting the movement in midmotion, I reversed it and rammed the point through the monster’s chest.

It didn’t seem to like that, its body trembling and its arms shaking. I moved in, thrusting the shaft of the spear farther into its body, then let it go when I got close. Its attempted attack with the dark steel sword was pathetic and I bashed it aside with my freshly drawn chain knife while the other went straight for its face.

Though the curved blades were better for slashing, they worked fine to stab as well. The wide blade punched through the umbrenix’s head, protruding out the other side. As it dropped, I left my spear in it, turned, and sprinted toward its companion.

Brin had nailed the monster with another set of water spikes, but she wasn’t going to kill it like that. This one didn’t appear able to cast, though it did produce a long knife of shadowsteel as it tried to force its way through Brin’s attacks.

The shadow didn’t notice me until I was almost upon it. Still running full speed, I slashed out with both knives, cutting deeply into its neck. The thing’s body started to thrash and, once I slid to a stop, I pounced on it and slammed my knives through its head and face over and over until it stopped moving.

Breathing hard from my sprint, I took a good look at Brin. She didn’t appear to have been injured, so I scanned the area again before deciding it was safe to speak.

“Do you see any more of them?”

“I do not,” Brin said. “I am using my Lunar Light sight and can detect no others, nor any more solid enemies.”

“I only saw the two.” Tip’s voice was weak and hoarse.

“You okay, buddy? They didn’t get to you or cast a spell at you or anything?”

“I’m…” he lurched and threw up into a puddle that was the remnants from a previous episode. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m good. Still feel like shit, but not injured.”

I walked over to the first umbrenix I’d killed and retrieved its sword. If I didn’t grab it fast enough, it would dissolve into shadow. Whether weapon or armor, Tyra could use it for making other things. I’d give it to my goblin girl. Tossing it aside was sufficient for now.

“What a day, huh?” I said to Tip, skirting his puddle to move closer to him.

“Yeah. Not the best time I’ve ever had. Thanks for the save. I could barely hold my sword up.”

“I’m just glad we were coming out here when we were. Have you seen Qamara lately?”

“Not since she went toward the horses.”

“Shit. I need to⁠—”

“Gar? What are…are those umbrenix?” Qamara rushed up to me, confused but unharmed, as far as I could see.

“They are. Are you all right? Two of them just attacked Tip.”

“I am fine. The horses are fine. They must not have seen me, or them.”

I released a breath. “Good. I was scared there for a minute.”

Tip staggered away from where he’d painted the ground and sat down. “Did you come out here to see me or were you looking for Qamara?”

“Actually,” I said, “we came out to talk to you, and to check on how you were doing. Brin copied some ancient writing from that wall we’ve been working on. I wanted to see if you recognize it from some of your memories.”

“Hmm. Let me see. I don’t think I know stuff about old languages, but it’s possible.”

I handed the paper to him and he took his time inspecting it. He turned the paper around, then around again to see if he’d been looking at it upside down. Then he handed it back.

“Nope. Not familiar at all.”

“Damn.”

“May I see it?” the prophetess asked. I held it out for her to take. After only a few seconds, she nodded. “Ah, yes. It’s a short incantation. The meaning is something like, ‘By my authority, I command thee to open.’ The language is old. Very old. An alari dialect of sorts. It was used primarily by priests and mages, for the holiest of applications or for enchanting and other arcane uses. Like for opening safeholds or vaults.”

“Truly?” Brin said, looking over Qamara’s shoulder.

“Yes. Did you copy this? You did a fine job. I assume the symbols were embedded within the wall you were working on?”

“It was,” I told her. “Qamara, how did the magic work? Is it like a password; you just say it and it opens whatever it was protecting?”

“Not precisely, but that is perhaps close enough. The speaker must imbue a bit of magic along with the proper pronunciation. It is a relatively simple matter.”

“And this was an alari thing?”

She smirked at the way I phrased the question. “Yes, an alari thing.”

“So you can open it?”

“I would expect so. Shall I try?”

“Hell, yes.”

Brin and I checked the area once again to make sure we didn’t miss any umbrenix or other enemies skulking around and then went back to the hidden door. Tip came with us, Rex shadowing him. After explaining what Qamara said to Lirien—and the kangaroo girl asking a dozen questions about it—the prophetess positioned herself in front of the section of wall we’d chipped out.

She spoke words I couldn’t understand in a voice that somehow echoed, hardly resembling her normal timbre.

Crowded around the alari woman, we waited. The seconds passed and my heart dropped. It’s not going to work. Then, the script within the wall lit up, almost enough for me to read it—if I’d known the language. I could tell it was the same thing Brin had copied and was about to say so when the glow spread, jumping to the edges of where we’d chipped away the material covering the wall.

Once the light limned a perfect rectangle, the whole section swung out like it was a regular door on hinges, though I couldn’t see anything holding the slab up. It scraped the floor, plowing through the chips and pieces we’d broken. When it came to rest, the light faded and the two-foot-thick stone chunk looked like any other section of the wall in the building, except it left an opening into a dark space beyond.

Tyra hummed, but not at the doorway. “Those pieces of stone, remind me to take some. Magic seemed to have leeched into them over the centuries. They could make good ingredients in the new forging technique I’ve been working on.”

I nodded, admittedly a lot more interested in the magical doorway and ominous new chamber than some pieces of rock.

Brin’s ball of light illuminated the room beyond. I wanted to rush in, both because I was excited to see what was in there and also because I was afraid we’d woken some unknown monsters again. I checked my enthusiasm, though, and after seeing there was nothing dangerous visible in there, gestured toward the opening.

“Lirien? Explorer ladies first.”

Her slow smile was worth the wait. She fidgeted with her hands, took a breath, and stepped into the room.

It wasn’t large. In fact, we barely all fit around the sides of the space. None of us stepped in the center, which held the only item in the whole room. A rug.

Lirien’s gasp when she saw it told me it wasn’t just some normal woven mat. “It’s a meditation rug, and in very good condition. The magic that kept the room sealed must have protected it.”

I looked down at it. “Meditation rug? Is that like a prayer mat?”

“They are sometimes called that as well, if they are used for religious purposes. They are meant to focus the mind, and to pad the knees. There are accounts of Kael using them. Three separate descriptions I’ve read match this rug, though whether he had only one or several of the same design is not clear.”

That was an interesting bit of history. The rug was dusty, though not any more than one sitting for a few months in a regular house would be. It was mostly black but had green designs woven through it and a bit of yellow with red accents. All in all, it was a simple, humble piece, though it was thick and looked to be of high quality.

I scratched my chin. “So, this was a meditation room used by Kael?”

“I think so. Imagine, this rug felt the knees of the great hero himself. Thousands of years ago. This one item is priceless.”

I resisted shrugging. Priceless wasn’t going to do a damn bit of good in defeating Aeyr. “So, is this the cache?”

The kangaroo girl looked at me like I was a moron. “A rug? Are you mad?”

Tip chuckled behind me. I don’t know if that meant he was feeling better or if her berating me was just that funny. I went ahead and performed the shrug I hadn’t earlier.

“Sorry,” Lirien said. “No, it’s not the cache. It is a wonderful find, but it doesn’t tell us what do to next.”

“Any other secret doors in here, Brin?” I asked.

“No. I have already searched for one.”

“Well, at least we have a priceless rug for our trouble.” I picked up the meditation mat from opposite edges so I could bring it outside and dump the dust off it. As I lifted it from the floor, Lirien gasped again. I looked over to find her eyes fixed on the stone beneath where the rug had sat.

In the perfect, bare spot on the floor was a painted mural. With only part of the image visible, it was hard to distinguish what it was. But that was easily fixed.

“Someone get the broom. We need to clean this floor up and see what we’ve found.”


Chapter
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Istared down at the swept floor. “Uh, what have we found?”

The mural appeared to be a portrait of someone fighting, but from a top-down view. It reminded me of some of the martial arts how-to books I’d seen, showing the body positioning of the fighters from directly above to help explain tactics.

Lirien was so excited she was bouncing. Her gaze settled on each of us in turn, but we were all focused on the strange picture on the floor. She took a breath and let it out slowly, forcing her body to settle.

“Right, let’s take it one step at a time.” Her voice shook a little, but stepping into lecture mode seemed to help her. “This is a view from above of a small piece of Kael in combat.”

“Kael?” Tyra said. “How do you know it’s Kael?”

“Because, look at him.”

“It looks like Gar. Like the top of him. I think. Gar, squat down so we can see the top of your head.”

“Exactly right. You can obviously observe the man has no shirt on, and his hair is long, gathered in a tail, but look carefully at his arms, his shoulders, even what you can see of his nose. It’s Kael. Trust me.”

“Fine,” I said. “It’s Kael. Continue.”

The kangaroo girl tilted her head at me. Yeah, I was a little frustrated. I wanted to know what we’d found, not get some lecture.

“As I said, it’s Kael and there’s the arm of his opponent.”

Kael was midfight, his left arm up covering himself, his right arm in the process of reacting to his opponent’s, and his body balanced and demonstrating power generation from his feet and hips all the way through his torso, shoulder, and arm.

“His opponent is trying to hit him with a straight punch with his right hand,” I said, trying to move things along.

“Yes! As you’ll note, Kael’s body doesn’t move much, only to the extent necessary to respond powerfully. See the line with arrows on both sides? Those are the classic methods for describing how force is applied.”

“Vectors,” I said.

“What?”

“Vectors. In my world, they’re often used to show the direction of force in everything from fighting to machines and moving items. The arrows show the direction and there is often a number to quantify the magnitude of that force.”

“Oh. Measuring force? I’d like to talk about that later. For now, though, you’ll notice that the line describing the movement of Kael’s arm has arrows on both sides.”

Brin scratched her head. “How is he exerting power in two opposite directions at the same time?”

“It’s not so much force as it is movement,” Tip said. We all turned to him at his comment. “What? It’s obvious they’re not using standard force vectors but more like velocity vectors.”

I nodded, having to agree with the satyr.

Lirien pointed to Tip. “Correct. So, is it clear now?”

I rubbed my temples. “Is what clear?”

The kangaroo girl waved her hands toward the floor. “This. It’s Redirecting Fist!” She crossed her arms under her breasts and smiled.

For a moment, we all looked at each other. I could hear the thought in their heads because it was in mine: What the fuck does that tell us?

Lirien noticed. “Redirecting Fist? You know, redirecting—” she moved her arm like she was punching someone at an odd angle “—fist. Redirecting Fist.”

I stared at her, then burst out laughing. Her mouth turned down and her cheeks colored. Before she took too much offense, I put my hands up.

“Sorry, sorry. It’s funny to me when people think that repeating something or saying it more loudly will make others understand. It’s like when someone encounters a person who can’t speak their language and they keep saying things in the unknown language, but louder, as if that’ll make the person understand.

“I’m guessing that Redirecting Fist is another one of Kael’s trademark movements? Something he’s known for using or pioneered the use of?”

“Yes. It’s a technique for defending and attacking at the same time.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Like this. Keli, throw a straight punch at my face with your right hand.”

The catgirl didn’t hesitate. In fact, she attacked me at full speed. It was a good thing I was ready. As the punch came in, I punched out, but not toward her. Instead, I did it at an oblique angle, like I was going to hit someone next to her. My forearm missed her hand and bounced off her forearm, deflecting the blow. More importantly, I allowed the contact to deflect my own punch so it straightened onto the target. I stopped it a fraction of an inch before it hit Keliana’s beautiful face, but the whole thing was so fast, she flinched as if I had hit her. She let out a breath, blinking at my knuckles so close to her, as a lock of her hair blew back.

Tip nodded, but from the looks on the others’ faces, they’d missed the demonstration.

“Keli, can you do it again, but slower so everyone can see what’s happening?”

She gave me a shaky smile. “Of course.”

After three more times, everyone was on board.

“So that line and those arrows,” Sariel summarized, “they indicate that with the one movement, you cause the attack to go outside and past you while your arm continues on toward the centerline. In effect, you parry and strike with the same basic movement.”

“Right,” Lirien said. “Redirecting Fist.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I still don’t see what the big deal is. So this painting shows a solid fighting technique. So what?”

“Remember the first clue we got, the Western Sunrise technique? It indicated that we needed to go northeast to find the next clue. That was the slashing technique, using the flexknives. So what about this one?”

“Of the remaining facets,” I said, ticking them off on my fingers, “puncture, chopping, blunt force, and redirection, this one is obviously redirection.”

“Exactly. It being redirection, it seems to be giving us a choice. If we take Kael’s position into account, calling the way he’s facing north, then we have an indication that there may be a clue either to the northwest from here or the southeast.”

“I’m sorry to sound negative, but these clues aren’t that useful. There are hundreds of miles of territory in both directions, maybe thousands, and that’s just in a straight line. How are we supposed to find some tiny clue in all that land?”

Lirien shrugged, not instilling me with a lot of confidence. “I’m not sure about southeast, but to the northwest, there was an important location to Kael. A retreat he sometimes used to get away from things and meditate when he was in this part of the world. It was found long ago, and I don’t know how a clue could have been missed all that time, but it’s worth a try.

“Of course there won’t be specific clues that point to exactly the right place. If there were, someone would have found Kael’s cache centuries to go. Can you imagine how much the land has changed in two or three millennia?”

I looked down at the image on the floor again. It was obvious Kael had wanted someone to find the place he allegedly stashed a bunch of his stuff, but it seemed he didn’t want that someone to be just anyone. I could respect that, but an archaeological site that had been found and torn through long ago sounded like an inevitable disaster that could sever whatever trail we were supposed to follow.

In the end, though, I didn’t have a better idea. Lirien had made it her life’s work to find Kael’s hiding place. I’d have to trust in her knowledge and ability to get us there. We could either help her or she’d go off and do it on her own, leaving her vulnerable to the Searcher or even umbrenix like those we’d just fought.

“Okay, Lirien. It’s your show. If you say we should go northwest to that retreat you’re talking about, lead the way. We’ll follow.”

The excitement became too much for her and the kangaroo girl threw herself at me, squeezing me tightly. She didn’t try to make out with me this time, about which I had mixed feelings. It was good that she was excited about the hunt and not about me, but I did like kissing her and wouldn’t have minded all that much for a repeat of the first time we’d met. Or that second time.

Brin seemed to understand because she smirked and gave me a wink. It might have been a promise, too, that she wouldn’t make me go long without some intimate attention. She’d used a lot of magic on the umbrenix after all, so she’d need a recharge. We wouldn’t be packing up and leaving until the next day, so there was still tonight…

“Right,” Lirien said, releasing me. “Let’s get our things together and rest for the remainder of the day. Tomorrow, we’ll head northwest to find our next clue.” She made a sound that, if I was forced to label it, would be a squee.

I laughed, all the stress and frustrations of the last two weeks disappearing in an instant. I liked that the explorer was so excited. It was her life’s dream, after all. Who knew? Maybe we’d get lucky and actually find the stuff she’d been looking for. Then we could get the hell out of Olliaran and onto hunting down Aeyr again, once the kangaroo girl was safely away.

Which made my mind come to a screeching halt.

“Shit. Umbrenix.”

“Yeah, man,” Tip said. “My sick brain is only working at maybe half strength, but even I wondered why you didn’t make a big deal out of that.”

“Umbrenix?” Sariel said. “What about umbrenix?”

“Gar killed two of them just outside the opening to this place when he went up to talk to me.”

Sariel’s hand flew to her sword even before Tip finished his sentence.

I spoke in a soothing voice to the elven swordmaster. “Calm down. We’ll scout it out, see if there are any of the Searcher’s people out there. I’m thinking the umbrenix were sent out to search for any sign of Lirien. If they don’t return, it will probably be a while until the Searcher realizes they’re gone. Keli, maybe you can look around. Even the shadows will have a hard time detecting you.”

“Of course, Gar. I’ll go do it now. If I’m not back in half an hour…you should probably be worried.” The catgirl took off at a jog, heading for the surface to do the job.

The rest of us gathered up some of the equipment and headed back to the building where we had set up camp. All except Tip, who still didn’t feel well.

The satyr sat out the activities to prepare for our departure. He was still pale and weak and, the most telling thing of all, wouldn’t eat anything. Brin made some tea she said would settle his stomach, but other than that, he only ingested water. I felt sorry for the guy, but at least he didn’t throw up again, not that I saw. Instead, with the help of the tea, he slept fitfully as the rest of us worked.

Night came soon enough and as I sat near the fire, Lirien came up and settled next to me. Close enough that our arms touched, pressed against one another from elbow to shoulder.

“We should remain here tomorrow,” she said. “To rest. We can leave the morning after.”

“Why?”

She looked over at Tip. “Even if he is feeling better tomorrow morning, traveling will be rough. He may be weakened enough that it will cause a relapse. Better that he rest an entire day than strain his limits.”

“I agree. Thank you. That’s kind of you.”

She shrugged. “Just because I don’t do well with people doesn’t mean I’m uncaring. I’ve been sick before, just like everyone has. I know how it feels. I’m excited to get to the next clue, but one day won’t make a difference. I’ve waited this long.”

The kangaroo girl stood up, but I snatched her hand.

“Still, thank you. I know you don’t like me or Tip much, so thanks for this.” I kissed her hand and rubbed it between mine.

Lirien stared at her hand, an inscrutable look on her face. “I never said I don’t like you. Or Tip. It’s…complicated.”

“Most interpersonal things are.”

“I…yeah. You’re right. They are.” She pulled her hand from me and walked off.

“You confuse her,” Brin said, sitting down where Lirien had been a moment before. “It is a good thing, I think. A growing thing.”

I had no idea what she was talking about. “I hope so. She has so much tension in that body of hers. I can almost feel her ready to burst.”

Brin laughed. “A good part of that is sexual frustration. I imagine she is going to find a place to relieve some of that pressure even now.”

I looked in the direction where the kangaroo girl walked. “I hope she’s not in the middle of something if an umbrenix shows up. Which reminds me, even though Keli didn’t find anyone else around, we need to set a watch tonight. We haven’t been doing it because we’re inside shelter, but we don’t know if there are more umbrenix or the Searcher’s minions nearby. We assume there were only the two, but if another was close, it will have already reported our location to the Searcher.”

“I will take a watch. With my Lunar Light spell, I will be more easily able to find the shadow men.”

“But I...”

“Worry not. I will take second watch after resting entangled with you to recharge my mana.” Her lips curved into a mischievous smile. “Or perhaps not sleep at all to make sure I regain all my mana.”

“Count me in.”

I jumped at the disembodied voice, and at the catgirl who was suddenly bent over both me and Brin, her mouth inches from my face.

“Holy shit, Keli. You’re like the fucking Cheshire Cat. I know you’re a badass assassin and all that, but don’t just appear like that.”

“Or what?” she said. “You’ll spank me?”

Brin laughed but I shook my head.

“Maybe I’ll spank you if you don’t do it. As a reward.”

“Mmmmm. I like how you think. Tell me more. Actually, no. Tell me I can share you with Brin tonight. I have…an itch. One I know you two can scratch.”

I thought about it for a second or two, rejected the idea, then thought about it again. After about the fifth time going back and forth, I gathered enough strength to answer.

“No. It’s going to be hard enough with Brin without waking everyone else up. With you added to the mix? There’s no way we could keep quiet. No way I could keep quiet.”

“Awww…”

Brin patted the catgirl on the cheek. “Worry not, Keliana. Simply take my place when I stand watch. The bedroll will already be warmed for you and perhaps you two can come to some accommodation without alerting all the wildlife in the forest with your activities.”

Keliana shifted, her shoulder nudging mine. By the time I moved enough to see what she was doing, I was staring at the two women sharing a slow, hot kiss.

Fucking hell.

“Grrrrr. Thank you, Brin. I’ll have to thank you properly when we have a chance.”

Brin smiled at the feline assassin. “I would enjoy that.”

The two turned to see me with my wide eyes fixed on them.

“What?” Keliana’s sensual shoulders inched upward. “Did you plan on keeping all that cerulean sexiness for yourself? How selfish.”

My body vibrated like a struck tuning fork. Sometimes I really loved this new world.
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As discussed, Brin and I moved our bedrolls out a little farther away from everyone else’s. At first, we lay there, optimizing contact by having stripped down to the barest of clothing and huddling under our blankets. That quickly escalated, though, into a full-on inferno as we both tried our hardest to keep from making too much noise.

We didn’t do anything complex, just a lot of kissing and fondling and good, old-fashioned penetration while we both lay on our sides. It was simple, effective, and sexy as hell. If the whole magic transference thing depended on orgasms, I’m pretty sure I filled Brin’s mana to overflowing.

Despite our slow start, my moonwisp was completely comfortable with all kinds of intimate shenanigans now. We fit together so well, physically and emotionally. It wasn’t even a full moon, but I think it was a fantastic night for both of us.

“What a fantastic night,” she corroborated when it was time for her to get up to take watch.

I pulled her to me and kissed her desperately. “It was. But every night with you is, even if we can’t do this. Be careful on watch.”

“Be careful yourself,” she said with a chuckle. “Keliana has been wanting time with you for many days. Do not let her hurt you with her passion.”

“What a way to be injured, though.”

Brin kissed the tip of my nose as she got up. “If you overdo it, I will heal you. I find I have a large amount of energy flowing through me.”

Two hands reached around from behind Brin and cupped both her breasts. Then, a head of dark hair with furry cat ears sticking up from it tilted in as Keliana kissed Brin’s jaw from behind.

“Thank you,” the catgirl whispered. “So much.”

The moonwisp hummed, not so much as moving an inch toward the hands on her tits. I wasn’t sure what had gotten into the two of them, but I had to say, I was enjoying it. When Brin turned her head enough for her lips to meet Keli’s, I was instantly hard again.

As Brin walked away to take over the watch from Sariel, Keliana watched her swaying hips.

“I don’t like that long dress part that covers the back of her. I’ve seen her ass when she’s in her sleeping clothes and it’s a crime against nature to cover that up.”

I put my arms out as she climbed into the blankets. “You’re one to talk. Not only is your ass perfect, but you have that sexy tail, too.”

“Mmmm. You like my tail?”

“I love your tail. And your ears, and every single part of your body.”

“I don’t believe you.”

I took her hand and moved it down to my crotch.

“Ooooh,” she said. “Still, I think that was from our little show.”

“That brought it to attention, but it’s getting harder with you here so close.”

“You always know what to say to me.”

[image: ]


Needless to say, I didn’t get much sleep that night. When Brin came back, she joined us and I slept soundly sandwiched between the two women. Still, I didn’t sleep for long and when dawn rolled around, I procrastinated every second I could, not only to rest more but to continue the feeling of my two girls tangled up with me.

Finding ourselves with an extra day and no pressing responsibilities, the girls and I talked about how we would fill the time. Tip was feeling well enough that he didn’t have to vomit, but he was still weak and spent the day snacking on bread and other bland food, and sleeping.

“Do you mind if I take the day to work on that old forge and anvil in the storage area?” Tyra asked. I’d noticed how she eyed the decrepit equipment when we were moving things from and now to the location.

“I think that’s a great idea,” I told her. “You haven’t been able to make anything for a while. You must be aching to pound some metal.”

She gave me an ambiguous smile and I expected one of her smith sayings, but all she said was, “I am. I really am.” After a pause, she leaned in and said, “I love a good pounding. You know, I have the perfect thing to quench your heated rod. You want to join me for a little while?”

“I will, but there are things I need to get done today before we leave.” I tapped my chin with a finger. “Actually, let’s go down into the ruins. There’s one room I saw that would be perfect. We can make as much noise as we want.”

“Ooooh. You’re on.”

We took some blankets and a waterskin with us. The others were busy, but even so, Brin spotted Tyra and me as we went through the opening to the city. An hour later, we returned to the camp, sated from our activity. I kissed my stunning goblin girl and slapped her on the ass as she turned to go to the forge while I brought the blankets to my bedroll, where Brin and Keli sat chatting.

“Make sure you eat something during the day, and finish whatever you’ll do before we go to bed,” I told the goblin. “You need to get some sleep.”

She saluted me and scrambled off, carrying a couple of her favorite hammers.

“As for me,” I continued, “I’m going to scout out the woods again to make sure no umbrenix or other enemies wandered over. I don’t know if the ones we fought were here by coincidence or if they belonged to the Searcher. We also don’t know if there were others that left to report rather than fight us. I don’t want any surprises.”

The way Keliana shifted her body in a stretch and the look on her face made me think she was about to lick her hand to clean her face, like cats do. “I’ll go with you. I’m accustomed to scouting and tracking.”

“I will accompany you as well,” Brin said. “I will use my magical sight to look for the shadows or any trace they might have left.”

Sariel and Lirien decided they would stay in camp, finishing off any last-minute tasks necessary to pack up the camp so we could leave first thing in the morning. Qamara nodded as they explained it, so I guessed she’d be helping them, too. Between Sariel’s shy personality and Lirien’s aloof attitude, I thought it might be good for them to work together. The kangaroo girl was in a good mood after having found our most recent clue, so I hoped they might have a breakthrough and bond a little bit.

“We won’t be more than a couple of hours. When we get back, we can help with whatever is left and maybe get a little training in. Don’t want to get rusty.”

The first fifteen minutes of our search were carried out quietly, with the two women looking for the things they were best suited to find: conventional tracks for Keliana and magically hidden things for Brin. Out of the near silence, the catgirl casually asked a question in a sing-songy voice.

“Gar? When are you going to fuck Lirien?”

I stopped and stared at the woman, shaking my head. “Keli, what kind of question is that?”

“A sincere one. Lirien is scrumptious. You should be taking advantage of it.”

I looked to Brin for help, but she met my eyes with a neutral expression, like the conversation was normal.

“If you like her so much, go for it. I’m sure you’d have fun. From what I’m told, she’s so sexually frustrated she’ll welcome your advances. You’re pretty scrumptious yourself.”

Keli pursed her lips at that. “I do want to get with her, but not until you do. I won’t play with anyone that you haven’t chosen for our family. We’ve talked about this.”

“Family? What? You too?” I glanced over at Brin.

“It is as we discussed, Gar. I see our group the same way,” Brin said. “It has been a long time, many decades, since I have felt comfortable within a structure like what we have. I have affection for all of our companions. It feels like a family. Even Tip and Rex are part of it, though I have no physical attraction to them like with the rest.” She tilted her head and quirked an eyebrow at Keliana and the simple gesture was one of the sexiest things I’d ever seen.

“So you both feel like we’re a family. Qamara, Tyra, Sariel, and you two, all alluring and attractive to each other?”

Keliana slinked closer to me and rubbed up the side of my body. “You. Don’t forget you. The one that ties us all together. I do enjoy those I’ve been with, Tyra and our sweet Brin here, but only as a substitute for being with you. If it were my choice, I would be with you and with one or all of the others, at the same time. I’ve never asked how you feel about marriage, but I don’t need something like that anyway. I am already committed to you, Gar, and by extension to our other lovely ladies.”

“I feel the same.” Brin was carrying on her part in this conversation without even blushing. She’d certainly come a long way. “I have shared you with Keliana and with Qamara and the pleasure in those times was immense. I look forward to sharing you with Tyra and with Sariel as well. Also like Keliana, I would not be opposed to tasting Lirien, but as I have told you previously, I will not do so until you have her first. If you decide not to become intimate with her, then I am satisfied to never do so myself. Our other companions agree.”

My mind felt like it was getting hot, the pressure increasing inside my skull. “You said you mentioned it to them, but it’s sounding like you’ve had multiple conversations. You really talked with everyone?”

“Of course. Communication is important to any relationship. The conversation is very easy with Tyra, less so with Sariel. Qamara has actually brought the subject up with me.”

“Mmmmm,” Keliana said. “Does Qamara feel as good as she looks?”

“Oh, yes. Her skin is so soft and her kisses…they are divine. Her taste is⁠—”

I put my hands up. “Okay, okay. So all five of you talk about this stuff often?”

Keliana’s hand snaked its way up under my shirt and she dragged her nails down the length of my back. “We talk about other things, but yes, it’s important to get along with each other. We’re committed to you, and to each other. Like we said, a family, but with sex, since we’re not actually related.”

I rubbed Keliana’s ear between my index finger and thumb, then leaned down to kiss the side of her face. “I didn’t know the extent of your discussions.”

“You have other important things on your mind. That’s one reason we chat so much, to make sure you have the assistance you need without letting little problems take up your attention.”

“You’re all fantastic. I mean, I feel the same way, but I didn’t want to bring it up because I wasn’t sure how you would all take it.”

“We know,” Brin said. “We didn’t bring it up as a group for the same reason. You have other things to be thinking about. But now that Keliana has broached the subject, the question remains.”

“Question?”

“Yes. When will you express your attraction to Lirien? We have all recognized the looks the two of you sneak at each other, the longing in your eyes, the other physical manifestations of your attraction. At least when she is not in one of her angry moods. I have told you that giving in to those desires would no doubt be beneficial for both of you.”

“Yeah, I know. My answer is still the same as it was. There’s something there I don’t understand. I don’t want to start on a course that may cause problems. More than half the time, I’m not sure if Lirien wouldn’t rather hit me in the back of the head with a pick and throw me into a bottomless pit.”

“She would not. Lirien has issues from her past, but she is fond of you. My opinion is that much of her hesitation and apathy is because she is afraid of her attraction to you.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Well, there’s still something there that doesn’t feel right. I do like to kiss her, the times she’s surprised me with that, but I don’t think jumping into bed with her will solve anything. It’ll just make things complicated. I’m committed to you, to our family. I don’t want to go around having sex with anyone I’m attracted to. It needs to mean more than that or I would be disrespecting you.”

“Perhaps not.”

“If that’s how you feel, then why are you insisting on not being with her yourselves, something you already said you’d like to do? You said it’s because of your commitment to me. It works both ways. I’m all for fun among our family members, but I’m not going to run around fucking every hot woman I see.”

Brin joined Keliana in wrapping herself around me. “I submit to your argument and understand what you say. I am not averse to you finding pleasure in her, even if she doesn’t end up in our family. As I have told you repeatedly, I believe it will be a good thing. For both of you. I—we—will not push you to act, however.” She raised an eyebrow at Keliana in question.

The catgirl sighed. “Fine, we won’t push you. But when you come around, and you will come around, I want to be with both of you. Do you know how many times I have brought myself to climax fantasizing about being with you and Lirien at the same time?”

I decided we needed to cut this conversation off now. I was already getting restless and if the two spectacular women hanging off me went any further, we were going to end up having sex right there on the forest floor when we should be looking for danger. I waffled for a moment, wondering if we should…

No. I shook my head. “We need to finish our search. I’ll keep your thoughts in mind.” I adjusted myself because my pants seemed to be suddenly trying to cut off important circulation. “Ahem. Right now, I want to focus on keeping Lirien safe and helping her fulfill her quest. The other things can wait. Is that fair?”

“Yes,” Brin said.

Keliana licked the side of my face from my jawline all the way up to my forehead with her rough tongue. “Fair.”

I sighed when the two peeled themselves off me and we went back to the reason we were actually out there. They started searching for signs of enemies again, but not before they reached out to the side and gave each other fist bumps.

These women were going to be the death of me. One way or another, they surely were.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Tyra showed up at the fire more than an hour after it had gotten dark. I was ready to go and look for her when she bounced into view, a huge smile on her face.

“Have fun working?” I asked.

“Gods, yes. I tried some things I’ve been thinking of, using some of the materials I’ve collected. Everything worked perfectly. I can’t wait to get some more time at a forge and a workshop. I’m ready to start the project I’ve been putting off until I was good enough to do it right.”

Brin hugged the goblin girl. “That is good news, Tyra. Congratulations.”

I knew the project she was talking about—the sword she’d been planning on making for Sariel. The swordmaster was still oblivious to what Tyra was doing, which was even better because it would be a pleasant surprise. Between Tyra’s excitement about making the weapon and Sariel’s when she received it, it was going to be a very good day, whenever it happened.

We had a relaxing dinner, secure that no other enemies were around us lying in wait. In the morning, we were on the road again.

When I say, “road,” I use that term loosely. Much of our time in Olliaran consisted of us staying off roads on account of the Searcher’s search. In this case, though, our previous strategy of making our way through brush or on game trails, didn’t seem like it would work.

“I’m not as familiar with all the areas north of here,” Lirien said. “We could bushwhack our way along, but it would take us a week or more to get to where we’re going. I understand not wanting to let anyone see us, but I think we need to travel on an established road. There are few larger thoroughfares in this part of Olliaran, but I know several smaller paths.”

Reluctantly, we all agreed, which led us to clopping along on a dirt road barely wide enough for two of us to ride on side-by-side. We were hedged in by thick forest for much of the trip. Strangely, it made me feel even more pressed upon than when we were traveling the narrow trails. A difference between being within the vegetation and having walls of it a few feet away from a clear road. I viewed it as a small price to pay to stay out of the spotlight.

Until the afternoon of the first day when the road curved to the left and a cleared section of forest held a collection of buildings.

“Arisphora,” Lirien announced.

The explorer had told us there was a small village along the road. She wasn’t sure of any paths bypassing the village, though, so we decided the risk of the Searcher being so close to the wildlands of the Mordimere Peaks was probably low. I wasn’t happy about the situation, but we didn’t have an alternative other than going dozens of miles out of the way to avoid the settlement.

Arisphora was the only community we’d seen since we’d been traveling in the light elves’ part of Olliaran. I’m not sure what I’d expected, but it looked like any other place we’d been in our travels. There were no magical, elaborate architectural marvels, no trees with homes built into them, none of the stuff that swirled through my mind from the many fantasy books I’d read.

It was a quaint collection of simple structures in the style I’d come to recognize: rectangular buildings with typically medieval doors and windows and primarily wood-shingled roofs. If it weren’t for all the light-skinned, light-haired people with pointed ears wandering around, the place could have been in the Aesturith Kingdom, or in the Zixuris Steppes.

I’d argued with Lirien most of the trip, trying to persuade her to wear a cloak with a hood and to ride through the town with a few others while I and the remaining party members stopped to buy some supplies.

“I’m not going to wear a hood like I’m some kind of old wizard or shady thief,” she told me. “I don’t know why you’re so paranoid. Relax.”

“Lirien, you haven’t seen what we have. All of these minions of Aeyr are dangerous, and they always have others with them. This Searcher guy probably has a small army. It’s been proven that he has umbrenix. You aren’t taking this seriously enough.”

“Why should I take seriously a guy who calls himself ‘the Searcher’? He sounds like a child playing dress-up. ‘Oh, I’m the Searcher and you’re the great hero named Finder. Whoever locates the fake treasure we buried first wins and the other one is a poo-poo head.’”

Keliana laughed from behind me, but I didn’t find it humorous at all. Well, not much, anyway.

“You’re going to make it very difficult to keep you alive. You realize that, don’t you?”

“Nothing is going to happen.”

When we reached the village, Sariel and Tip moved up to accompany Lirien as she continued through the buildings and out the other side while I went to the general merchant’s shop, as was our plan. Instead, the kangaroo girl rode straight to the store and dismounted.

“What the hell are you doing?” I hissed.

“I never agreed to your little scheme. You just assumed I had.”

I replayed our conversation. She was right. I felt like strangling the woman.

There was nothing I could do now, not without causing a scene, so I let it go. Better to help get the supplies we needed and then get out of the village as soon as possible. I entered the shop to find Lirien already telling the merchant what we were looking for.

Lirien paid the elf, and I started packing the items into our saddlebags. Most of it was durable food like bread and cheese, with some dried meat and fresh fruit. We bought all the spices the merchant had, knowing we could forage and hunt for food as well. The remaining purchases were sundries that would make our traveling easier. With most of us cooperating to get everything packed away, it didn’t take long.

As the last of what we bought went into saddlebags, an elf couple walked into the store. They were older, which I appreciated. For some reason, I correlated young elves with bad attitudes. Like with the ones we had to dispose of before we met Lirien. Both of the elves stood aside and watched as we brought our purchases outside, sparing a confused look at Sariel. I tensed, hoping they wouldn’t give us shit about her.

They turned from her to face the merchant and their eyes found Lirien.

“You,” the man said, pointing right at the explorer. “You’re the one he was looking for.”

Lirien looked behind her to see what the elf was pointing at. Finding no one there, she pointed to herself. “Me? Are you talking to me?”

“Of course he’s talking to you,” the woman clarified. “That man, the one with all those retainers, he was looking for you. Beautiful beastkin with pink hair, longish ears, and a thick tail, wearing clothes like an explorer. It was you. Had to be.”

Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

I stepped over to the couple. “When was that man here? What exactly did he say?”

“Three days ago. He was offering fifty gold for information about her. Said he’d likely be back soon, either him or some of his people. Seemed excited to find her. Are you in trouble, girl?”

Lirien gave me a guilty look. “I think I am now.”

I glared at her, everything about my look shouting, I fucking told you so. “Did you see which way he went when he left here?”

“Course we did.” It was the man who answered this time. “Might be hard to believe with this sprawling community, but we saw him.”

I waited, but he didn’t continue.

“So, which way did he go?”

The man put his hand out.

I grumbled but dropped a gold coin into his palm. He looked at it disdainfully. I thought he was going to demand more, but the woman slapped him on his shoulder and he relented. The frown he aimed at me seemed to etch lines in his face as I watched.

“He headed south.”

“Thank you.” I grabbed Lirien’s arm and pulled her along with me toward her horse. I released her and swung up into my saddle. “God damn it. Let’s get out of here. You know those two will tell the Searcher everything they know when he comes back. Including which way we’re going. Congratulations.”

I kicked my horse into motion and headed out of the village, chewing on words that I wanted so badly to release but managed to keep from doing so. It wouldn’t help anything if I tried to make Lirien feel bad. She either understood she had screwed up or she didn’t. Me harping on it wasn’t going to change her understanding of it.

I stayed at the front of the group, not even bothering to see if the others followed me. I could hear the jingle of tack and the hoof falls of the horses, but didn’t try to get any detail besides that. After about ten minutes, when the sounds of another horse coming up on my right reached my ears, I prepared what I’d say to Brin. Most of all, I didn’t want to sound too bitter, though I was like tea that had cooled for an hour with the leaves still in the cup.

From the edge of my vision, a flash of pink came up even with me. Pink, not red. Great.

“I’m sorry,” Lirien said.

I ignored her. I’d always found it best to keep silent when I wasn’t sure what would come out of my mouth. I admit it: I was pissed. Better to be thought rude than to open my mouth and allow what I was thinking to come out.

“Gar? Will you please look at me?”

I closed my eyes briefly and took a steadying breath. Then I turned to her.

“I’m really sorry. I know I…I made a mistake that could cause us problems.”

“Problems. You have no fucking idea what can of worms you just opened. I’ve been telling you over and over how serious this is, how dangerous. I have seen people die, have killed people. A lot of them. All because of Aeyr and his goons. Did I mention how we first saw this guy? He was torturing a man for information. Varna. About you. You! He’d already killed others, torturing them to death.

“Do you understand what that means? Does it make sense to you now? Is it still a big game to you? I have told you all this before, but you shrugged it off and laughed about it. You may have just cost yourself, me, and all my family our lives. Half of me wants to leave you to your fate and get the hell out of here. Not because I’m worried for me, but because of them. If you cause harm to my family because of your bull-headedness, so help me⁠—”

I bit off the rest of what I was going to say. If I didn’t, I was going to blow a gasket. I hadn’t even thought much about it, but that was what had been bothering me so much. Not that she was being a childish little bitch, not that she disregarded and disrespected our message. No, it was that my friends might be hurt or killed because of her cavalier attitude. More of my friends hurt or killed because of Aeyr and his goons. I was leaning more toward leaving her to fend for herself.

“I…” she was still riding beside me. I was too mad to look at her, afraid it would set me off. “I know I fucked up, Gar. I know. Now. It’s hard for me. Since…no. Because of how my life is, I don’t like to be told what to do. It’s why I explore alone most of the time. I’m sorry I didn’t take your warning seriously. Actually, that’s not correct. I did take it seriously. I just didn’t care. So what, just another person trying to hurt me, trying to keep me from doing the only thing I’ve wanted to do since before I even hit my teenage years. I’m so sick and fucking tired of it all. Why can’t I just follow my dream without someone always…” She sniffled and wiped at her face. I could see it in my peripheral vision.

She continued, her voice quivering. “None of that matters. I’m sorry. I don’t want to be the cause of any of you being in danger. You should do as you said. Leave. My quest is not yours. My work is not yours. I’ve heard enough to know that you have things you should be doing. That you want to be doing. Go. I’ll be fine, or not. Either way, until my dying day, I want only one thing: to find what I’ve been searching for as long as I can remember. If I find it, I will happily die on that day. If not, then what use is there in living? I don’t expect you to understand. Go, protect your family.”

She dropped back, leaving me to continue on ahead of the group. I did so. I had some thinking to do, decisions to make. I might as well do it as I rode north.


Chapter
Forty



The others left me alone with my thoughts, which I appreciated. Mindlessly plodding along toward the northwest, I wrestled with what I should do. A few hours after leaving Arisphora, Brin brought her horse up beside me.

“Gar, might we stop for a short rest?”

I nodded and left the road for a small clearing alongside less than a mile later. No doubt, it was used often for rest stops. Lirien must have told the moonwisp it was coming up.

No sooner had I dismounted and tied my horse to a tree than I stalked off into the forest for a little peace. I expected that Brin, at least, would come seek me out, but was mildly surprised when Keliana was with her when she found me.

“Hi girls,” I said. Even to me, it sounded flat. Emotionless.

Brin sat down next to me on the ground, taking my hand in hers. Keliana sat on my other side, leaning against me.

Brin squeezed my hand. “You are upset.” I slumped, but she continued. “It is understandable. We discussed the issue beforehand and Lirien minimized the risk, acting as if it was of no consequence. Now we find ourselves in something of a predicament.”

I remained silent, but Keliana spoke after a long pause.

“What are we going to do, Gar?”

I shrugged. “Hell if I know. I don’t want to make a snap decision, because if I do, based on how pissed off I am, I’m afraid it’ll be the wrong one. Or maybe the right one. I don’t know.”

The catgirl snuggled up tighter to me, leaning her head against mine, her cat ears soft on my cheek. She chuckled.

“It’s funny to you?”

“No. It’s not that. My humor is for how you affect those around you.”

“So it’s funny that Lirien doesn’t take me or my warnings about risk seriously.”

“No, that’s not it, either. I was thinking about me.”

I leaned away from her to look at her. “What about you?”

“I’ve been a professional assassin for a long time. I took to the work and found that I was good at it. Very good at it. It’s not too great an exaggeration to say that I can’t remember being anything else. I’m a ruthless killer, through and through. A villain.”

“You’re not villain,” I grumbled. It irritated me that she put such a label on herself. “We talked about this Keli. I’m not in the mood to rehash the conversation. Yeah, killing people for money isn’t what I would call a desirable profession, but you mitigated it by choosing which targets you took based on if you thought they deserved it.”

Keliana burrowed her face into my neck. She felt so good, I found my anger slipping away, but stubbornly held onto it anyway.

“You’re cute when you pout. My point is that most would call me a bad person and I wouldn’t disagree. Other than my family, I rarely spared a thought for others. If you don’t like me calling myself a villain, let’s just agree that I was selfish and self-centered.”

I didn’t think she was fishing for compliments, but I didn’t care to answer what wasn’t really a question anyway.

“Then I was forced into an assignment I didn’t like. Whether it was because I didn’t like to give up control or some other reason, for the first time in my life, I procrastinated in doing my job. I looked for a way out, tried to figure out how I could save my family and not do the task I was assigned.

“You know what happened next?”

I shook my head. “I do. I was there. We fought, tried to kill each other, and then we joined forces to help your family.”

“No, Gar. No. We fought, I tried to kill you, you kicked my ass, then you showed me compassion and dug into my motivation in an attempt to keep from killing me. You showed me—a person who had tried to kill you more than once—mercy as if I deserved it.”

“You weren’t trying your hardest. And you did deserve it. Do deserve it. I only did⁠—”

“What a hero would do. What very few people in this world, or any other, I think, would do. You didn’t see a cold-blooded assassin. You saw a person, one in turmoil. Someone who, maybe with a little nudge, might be worth saving.”

“I told you, you are worth that and more.” I squinted at her. “Really, it was just because you’re so fucking sexy. I wanted to get into that tight suit of yours.”

She laughed and pulled my head to the side so she could kiss me. I didn’t fight too hard.

“We could argue about this all day, but that’s not what I was getting at. That attitude, actually risking your own life to help someone else, I’d never seen it before, not in person. Well, except with families. Most people would put themselves in danger for their family or other loved ones. It intrigued me, confused me, and turned me on. I thought about it a lot, when I was off doing things in between stopping by to coordinate with you on trying the help my family.

“In all that thinking and all the time I’ve spent with you since, you know what I realized?”

“That I’m the best things that’s ever happened to you?” I smirked at her, mainly because she would have expected it. I wasn’t feeling all that jovial.

“Well, yes, that, too. But more importantly, I realized that you’ve had a profound effect on me, Gar. When we talked before, I was trying to convince you that you’re a good man, a hero. Now I’m trying to make you see what you’ve done to—and for—others. A month ago, I would have taken Lirien’s horse, whipped her ass, and left her to suffer the consequences of her stupid actions. Today, when I watched what happened and what it did to you, what I felt surprised me.

“True, I still wanted to whip her ass because she caused you so much pain. But I also found myself finding ways to overlook what she’d done, trying to understand what she was thinking and why she acted like that. I found myself wanting to reach a hand out, not to slap her defiant face, but to help her along.”

“Are you saying that you want to⁠—”

“What I’m saying, Gar, is that you’re turning me into a fucking hero. How that’s even possible, I have no idea, but there it is. You might be able to fool yourself, but you can’t fool me and you can’t fool Brin. Probably not anyone else in our group, either, except maybe Lirien. Brin and I talked about it, along with the others. Whatever you decide to do, of course we’re with you. But we all know what you’re going to do, don’t we?”

I swiveled my head to look at Brin, sitting silently holding my hand. She gave me a little shrug and smiled at me.

“Well, shit. As if it’s not bad enough that I have a hero complex, now it’s contagious, too?”

The catgirl winked at me. “You can try to fuck it out of me. I’m available for that. Any time and any place.”

I kissed the tip of her nose. “You two…”

“Not only the two of us,” Brin said. “Keliana tells it truthfully when she says that all of your companions, save Lirien, only wait for you to speak your decision. No one thinks you will abandon her to the Searcher. Know this, too, my love. Lirien is suffering anguish the likes of which I would not wish upon my worst enemy. The consequences of her actions have struck her a mighty blow. May I suggest you allow me to fetch her, and Keliana and I will leave you two to discuss the matter?”

With that, the last bit of my anger leached away, almost like Brin’s touch pulled it out of me. Now I just felt tired.

“Yeah. It’s probably a good idea to get it over with. I don’t want to spend the rest of the day pissed off.”

I kissed Brin and Keli and the two women left to get Lirien. I wasn’t sure how the discussion would go, but it needed to be done. As I waited, I closed my eyes and breathed rhythmically, half-meditating to calm myself more. The footfalls in the undergrowth brought me out of my musings.

“Can I sit?” the kangaroo girl asked.

I forced the edges of my mouth up and gestured to the ground. “Of course.”

She dropped in front of me, her gorgeous violet eyes locking onto mine, sparkling in the afternoon sun. I’d almost forgotten how striking they were, and how stunning she was, in my anger earlier.

“I am so sorry, Gar. I know I’m a bitch and I acted like a spoiled child. Worse, I made you think that I didn’t believe you or didn’t respect that you actually searched for me and came all this way to find me, just to protect me. I…”

I patted her arm. “Breathe, Lirien. Let’s unpack this a little at a time, okay?

“Yes. Okay. Right.”

“While you’re breathing, I have an important question for you.”

“Go ahead.”

My eyes drilled into hers. “Are you going to take the Searcher and your safety seriously from now on?”

She nodded, dark pink hair bouncing with the motion. “I will. I want to do more than that, though. Please let me explain myself so you don’t think I’m a total piece of shit?”

“I don’t think⁠—”

“If I had the information you did and witnessed me acting like I have, I would think that. I would really like to explain. Please. It’s tough for me, to share like this, so I’ll probably stumble through it. Let me?”

“Of course. Sorry. I do want to hear it.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay, good. Thank you. You already know I’m a loner. I do my thing, exploring and finding ancient items all over the world, and I mostly do it alone. Even when I have help, they’re just that: help. I’m not close to anyone, don’t allow anyone to get close. I’ve had flings, if that’s what you would call sex one time or maybe a few times over the course of months whenever the person is available. But it’s just sex. Satisfying a physical craving.

“Don’t misunderstand. I love sex, as you probably figured out. Especially since I’ve been so frustrated and horny the entire time you’ve known me. The point is that relationships aren’t my thing. I…” She blew out a breath. “Gods, I’m rambling.

“People are tricksy. They’re dishonest and selfish and do nothing but cause harm to others. Sure, there are probably some good ones out there, but in my life, when I’ve trusted them, bad things happened. Do you understand?”

I waited, not sure if she wanted me to answer. She leaned in a little and I took that to mean she did.

“I understand being jaded about how people are. I had a similar history, trying to help others and getting kicked in the metaphorical nuts for doing it.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, that’s what I’m talking about. Except instead of kicked, I was torn open and had my entrails pulled out so I could be strangled with them. Metaphorically.

“So, here you come, striding into my life, the spitting image of Kael, whom I admit I have a little bit of an obsession about, and you turn the world upside down. I wanted you from the beginning, but wanted you to leave, too. I don’t do well with feeling need. With being vulnerable. It’s hard to trust…”

I put my hand on hers. “I’m sorry you’ve had it rough, and I understand what you’re saying. I’m more than willing to have you trust me in time, but damn, Lirien, we came here to help you. When you stubbornly refused to come with us to safety, we agreed to be your labor. I get it that it’s hard to trust, but you have to believe me when I tell you the Searcher will kill you in any way he can, most likely by sending umbrenix to tear you to pieces, then to suck every last bit of life energy from your mangled corpse. If you’re going to survive, you need to work with us.”

She looked at the ground. “I get it. I’m sorry. I’ll try to make it up to you. Tell me where you want me to go to hide and we can go. Like you said, it’s not just me who’s at risk. All of you are, too. I don’t want any of you to come to harm.”

I reached out and put a finger under her chin and raised her head so I could look in her eyes.

“This cache, it’s your life’s dream?”

She nodded.

“And there’s a real chance that someone else will find it because of Aeyr’s bounties and everyone searching for it?”

She nodded again.

“It’ll break your heart if that happens, huh?”

Her eyes went liquid. “Yes.”

“Shit. Well, the Searcher is going to know we were here and he’ll be looking even harder. By the time he does, though, we’ll be far away. We can bypass Arisphora and this whole area. If we’re going to flee somewhere, it might as well be to the northwest. Maybe we’ll have to stop and rest somewhere. Like maybe at the ruins of an old meditation retreat or something.”

Tears started to freely fall now, but the kangaroo girl couldn’t keep a smile off her face. “Really?”

“Yeah. Might as well. I’m not going to expect that I can give you orders or anything, but damn it, you better be more cooperative.”

Lirien bit her bottom lip. “Can I hug you?”

I put my arms out and she slammed into me, squeezing me while she sobbed into my chest. We unbalanced and fell over, me on my back and Lirien on top of me. She didn’t realize it, or didn’t seem to mind.

That was how Brin found us a moment later. She cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow at me. My cheeks burned even though I hadn’t even kissed Lirien. She was still burrowed into my shirt and hugging me fiercely. I made an attempt at a shrug.

“I assume this means we will continue our journey as planned,” the moonwisp said with a smirk.

“Yeah. That’s what it means.”


Chapter
Forty-One



It took me a good ten minutes to peel Lirien off me. She’d stopped her happy tears minutes before that and when I finally was able to push her away to arm’s length, she had the most beautiful smile on her face. Her eyes weren’t even puffy. She was so gorgeous it nearly took my breath away.

“We’re good?” I asked her.

“Yes. We’re good.”

I pulled her to me and planted a quick kiss on her mouth. “Great. We’ll talk more later. I miss our conversations.” She pushed to kiss me again, but I held her back. “Come on, we should get going. We’re being chased, you know.”

Brin put her arm around Lirien and kissed the explorer on her cheek. Lirien’s arm snaked around Brin and side-hugged her.

The four of us rejoined the others, all sitting in the clearing, waiting with anxious looks on their faces.

“Anyone have a problem with continuing the original plan?” I asked, and all the faces watching me lost some of their tension. Not a single dissenting voice sounded. “Good, then let’s get going. We’ve still got daylight left before we have to stop for the night, and I want to put some distance between us and Arisphora.”

We mounted up and got back on the road. Little conversations sprung up and my muscles lost their tightness, little by little. I’d been so angry earlier that I hadn’t really noticed at the time, but traveling with my friends when everyone was afraid to speak sucked.

It was like the time I’d gone on a day trip with one of my friends from school and his family. His father was pissed off about something and the car ride was one of the most uncomfortable things I’d ever experienced. The memory was all the worse for me realizing I was the angry father in this scenario.

“Sorry for being so irritable earlier,” I said to the air.

“We all understand,” Sariel answered from behind me.

“Yeah,” Tyra added. “We know you’ve got anger issues.”

Tip laughed at that. I could tell the goblin girl was trying to lighten the mood even more than it was, so I wasn’t insulted. I knew I was pretty even-tempered, but I also knew that once someone made me cross the line, I could be a bastard.

I threw it back in the goblin’s face. “Don’t push it, missy. You might get a spanking.”

“Promise?”

Yeah, things were back to normal. As normal as they could be in this crazy world.

As we wended our way north, Sariel came up to the front so she could get a better look at the terrain. It was gorgeous. The road snaked off into the distance, a thin strip of dirt in the midst of all the trees. Farther up, a huge mountain range loomed. The peaks were high enough that a few had snow on them, even though it was near the end of summer, as close as I could tell. I hadn’t been in the world long enough to know if the seasons were the same as in my world, but the heat of the place had been waning. Not cool just yet, but less hot.

“The Mordimere Peaks,” the elven swordmaster said. “Home of the Children of the Thundering Abyss. The abyssals.”

Oh, shit. With everything else that had been going on, I hadn’t even thought about it. I’d heard that name before, the Children of the Thundering Abyss. When Sariel had told me the story of how she’d met Master Galen Starshadow, she’d told me about the barbarian tribes in the Mordimere Peaks. The ones who had ambushed the caravan she and her family were traveling with. The ones who had killed both her parents and everyone else except for Sariel herself.

I twisted in my saddle to look at her. “Are you okay?”

A soft sigh escaped her lips. “Yes. It was a long time ago.”

“Time doesn’t matter for something like that. I’m sorry, I didn’t even think about coming here and connecting it with your past.”

“It is of no account. We are on a different task and I am not a young, defenseless girl any longer. This place holds no dread for me, only a few faded memories. Besides, that was far to the east, at the other end of the range.”

I moved my horse so the two equines were bumping each other and I took Sariel’s hand. “Still, I’m sorry. When we stop for the night, I’d like to sit down and talk with you. If you want to say anything, it could help.”

“Thank you. I shall look forward to it. Don’t worry about me, though. Be more concerned with our quest and those who may be following us. We have much to do yet. There is no urgency in speaking of the past.”

We weren’t able to make camp before that past caught up with us. As we followed the road between foothills, moving up gradually into higher ground, a group appeared ahead, riding toward us.

I glanced at Sariel and found her rigid, eyes locked on the people approaching.

“Sariel?”

She said one word, and I understood her apprehension. “Abyssals.”

The elven swordmaster held her reins clenched in her fist, as if she was desperately preventing her hand from straying to her hilt. Abyssals. Children of the Thundering Abyss. The tribal people who had slaughtered her entire caravan and made her an orphan when she was young.

Not good, not good, not good.

As the strangers got closer, I counted them. Eight, all men. They rode their horses without saddles and their appearance was distinctive. All of them were large and muscular, barely dressed with bands of leather decorated with feathers, bones, and uncut gems. Their skin abounded with tattoos. They were the very epitome of tribal warriors in fantasy stories.

I moved my horse in front of Sariel’s. I wasn’t sure if they were going to be immediately aggressive or if Sariel would go at them from the start, but I didn’t want this to happen. There was no doubt in my mind we could take them, but even if we did so without being injured, it would be a bad situation. After all, we were heading into their territory. It would be better if we didn’t have to kill them.

The largest of the men, a hulking figure with dark brown hair with some small streaks of grey, heeled his horse and the animal came to a halt. I waved the cloud of dust from my face and looked at him calmly. He casually met my eyes, then I watched as his slipped past me to Sariel.

“You are entering our territory, elf,” he said in a deep gravelly voice.

Sariel answered quickly. “I know where we are, Child.”

The man’s mouth twitched, one side raising a little to form a half smile. Or a smirk. “Are you the one? The one I have heard tales of? The light elf who forsook her people for a dark elf and took up residence in the Kingdom to follow the ways of the sword fools there?”

“I am Sariel Snowblossom, Swordmaster of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword. What is it to you?”

“It’s a trifling thing. Were I one of the pale, political sharp-ears, I would go find a place to live elsewhere as well. You are not welcomed here by your people, yet here you are, between theirs and mine. Are you here to offer us battle this day?”

“If it comes to that. I quail before no man or woman. Is it your intention to provoke me? If so, allow my friends to move aside as I take care of the challenge. I would not have them hurt as they watch me kill all of you.”

The man smiled in earnest. “You are fierce. I have heard of your past, that some of the Children attacked your family. Regrettable. Some do not understand the warrior’s way. Such a thing never should have occurred. We are not here to attack you, nor will we inhibit your passage. Other, more pressing matters are upon us.”

“You will not impede us?”

“We will not,” he said. “Are you searching for the power that wakens to the north?”

Sariel paused, no doubt as surprised as I was at the development. Brin filled the silence.

“What is the power of which you speak?”

The man blinked as his eyes found the blue woman. He dipped his head in a shallow bow.

“A moonwisp. Are you on the goddess’s business?”

“Anything I do may be considered the business of Auryana. The power of which you speak?”

The barbarian’s horse danced, but the movements of his knees settled it. “There are omens and strange happenings. Magic at times goes awry and strange creatures appear.”

Brin nodded. “Are these of the Abyss, of the power you venerate?”

“No, moonwisp. They have not the earmarks of the thundering. We have seen others searching for the cause. A dark crevice in the land, a foul place, seems to be the origin. None of my people will go near the taint. If that is what you search, you may pass. Be warned. Though you may cross our land, we will tolerate no violence against any of the Children. Such would be an act of war, which will be answered in kind.”

“We’re searching for the remains of an ancient place,” I said. “Smaller than a village. We don’t have any desire to harm you or your people. Our interest is in history, that’s all.”

The man nodded. “Then we have no quarrel with you. Continue on your way. You should have no trouble from others of my people, but be aware that if you stray too far to the east or the west, you will enter the territory of other tribes who may not be as tolerant as we of your company.”

“Thank you. We’re traveling to the northwest.”

“Then you are heading toward the crevice I spoke of. If you can survive the dangers of the wild magic, you are welcome to explore your history.” He gave another seated bow to Sariel. “It was a pleasant meeting, Swordmaster. Safe travels.”

With that, the man raised a hand, then walked his horse past us toward the south. The other seven followed, several of them trying to throw hard looks at me or the others as they went. Soon, they disappeared down the road in the direction we came from.

I watched as the last bit of dust from their passing settled, then turned to Sariel.

“Were you expecting that?”

The swordmaster shook her head. “Anything but that. Master Galen often tried to convince me that not all of the Children of the Thundering Abyss were malicious, that those who attacked my family were not representative of all of the tribes. I never believed him. Perhaps he was correct and I was in error.”

“That guy seemed to respect you, even more so because the other light elves don’t like you. What’s the deal with those tribes, and what about that name. ‘Children of the Thundering Abyss’? Kind of dramatic.”

Lirien answered me. “The Mordimere Peaks, this mountain range, it’s named after Mount Mordim, a dormant volcano. Long ago, the tribes worshiped the volcano, since it used to rumble and quake and spew lava, creating ‘thunder.’ The lava tubes and caves throughout these mountains are believed to be gateways to the abyss. They consider themselves children to the power, thus the name.”

“But he said the dark magic encroaching on their territory was not from the mountain,” Brin said. “Is it as simple as the effects we have seen, with the portals in the air and monsters emerging from them? And who are the others they said have come to investigate? I have never heard of the Children allowing others free passage into their land. The danger they feel from this new mystery is powerful enough for them to act contrary to all their history?”

Sariel shrugged. “They’re superstitious, and scared. I’m happy it means we can carry on our task without being attacked, at least by abyssals. Shall we continue? Though we have permission, I would like to complete our task and leave as quickly as we can. If one tribe is reasonable, another might not be. Also, we have to consider that perhaps the other searchers he mentioned are in fact the Searcher and his followers. We may be heading toward he whom we are trying to evade.”

I really wish she hadn’t said that, even if my mind wanted to go there as well. “Let’s get moving. We have a few hours before we need to stop for the night. Let’s get as far as we can and get an early start. I can feel the clock ticking.”


Chapter
Forty-Two



Lirien watched Gar out of the corner of her eye as they made their way to the northwest, searching for an ancient site the hero Kael had used as a meditation retreat. She’d been to the place before, of course. She’d been to every site that had been recognized as having a connection to the Blur. It had been several years, and she’d found nothing new when she last visited, but with the new information from Sinolto, and with the abilities of her new friends, she hoped they could find another clue to where Kael might have hidden his collection of items.

But that was not foremost in her mind at the moment. Strange as it was to say, her thoughts of Kael and his hidden cache were secondary. The most pressing thoughts were of Gar and trying to figure the man out.

How had he suddenly made her question everything in her life? The odd mixture of being so like the Kael history depicted and being from another world had the explorer jumping from conclusion to conclusion, each one in direct contradiction of the one before.

Was she wrong about people? Her entire adult life had been predicated upon believing that almost no one could be trusted. Not to the extent she would like, in any case. Time and again, when she had doubted herself, stretched a little bit to afford others the slightest bit of trust, she had been disappointed. Betrayed. Now this man had swept into her life and shattered all her preconceptions. What kind of game was he playing?

She did feel a sense of joy at having resolved their disagreement from earlier. Disagreement? No, it was more like her complete failure as a person and companion. He had been right. She put the others at risk, and for what? Because she was too stubborn to accept that his warnings were valid, or at least that they were important. Her mouth turned down into a frown, but she smoothed it away, replacing it with a neutral expression, lest anyone see.

The most surprising thing to her was that Gar and his loyal companions were still with her. She had stupidly increased the danger for them, yet they all trusted Gar so implicitly, they followed him when he had chosen to forgive her ridiculous actions. Again, she asked why.

As the sun dipped and they stopped to set camp for the night, Lirien continued to ponder. She’d always been astute, able to read people and largely predict how they would act in a given circumstance. Where were her senses now? Why was it this enigmatic man defied her understanding at every turn? She would be screaming in frustration if she hadn’t been using all her mental energy to try to decode his actions.

Setting up camp and mindlessly performing the necessary tasks of grooming her horse, helping with the fire, and with making dinner, she found the others purposely leaving her to her thoughts. Like they understood she was wrestling with what had happened and unitedly decided to leave her to them.

Unbidden, another memory intruded in her mind. Another campsite at another time. Long ago.

“Soon,” a young Lirien said. “Only days until Doctor Terrine will be making his decision about whom he will choose as his beneficiary. We’re almost there, Eldrin. We will finally be able to start working toward our dream.”

Eldrin flashed her the smirk he often wore. “It was a good idea to camp to celebrate all we’ve done up until now, huh?”

She flushed, knowing full well how he wanted them to celebrate. “Celebrations are good, but don’t you think it would have been better to do it after he announces that we are his choice?”

“Why wait? We can celebrate again after, but it’s such a lovely night and you are looking so delicious. We have to seize things we want aggressively.” He pulled her close and fondled her chest. “No use in waiting for things to come when we can reach out and take them.”

She pushed him away playfully. “You’re in a good mood. This celebration means that much to you?”

“Of course. Like you say, it’s a dream come true. I want to share it with you.”

She let him pull her back as he started peeling her clothes off her. The cool night air mixed with the flame from their fire kissed her bare skin and sent goosebumps racing up her arms and shoulders. Lirien leaned in to kiss him, but Eldrin was already moving his mouth toward her chest while he pulled her hand to his waist so she could take off his pants.

The night passed in grunting, sweaty abandon. When they arose in the morning, she collected more wood, started the fire, and cooked them breakfast. By the time the sun was two fingers above the horizon, they were heading back home.

Two days later, Lirien stood like a statue as Doctor Terrine made his announcement in front of the entire village.

“I am pleased to announce,” the older man said, “that I have chosen the recipient for my patronage. After much thought, I decided that my money should benefit the study of history, increasing the body of knowledge of past societies. Everyone, please welcome the new beneficiary of my vast wealth and resources, Eldrin Samson.”

Eldrin pranced up to shake hands with Doctor Terrine, raising his other hand in triumph. He scanned the audience, a wide smile on his face. Somehow, he never even glanced at Lirien.

Later, after the festivities concluded, Lirien found Eldrin sitting on the rock they often sat on together, watching the river flow by. She didn’t sit, only stood there, trying to decide how to start the conversation.

“Aren’t you going to congratulate me?” he asked, not even bothering to look at her.

“Eldrin.” She choked out the word. It tore at her throat and her eyes as she did it. “What? What happened?”

“Just what we’d planned. The doctor is providing the resources for me to do my work. Don’t worry, though, Lee. You can follow me around and work for me. I haven’t forgotten how useful you are to have about.”

“Follow you around? We…we had a plan. Our dream…”

He finally turned, and she found no sympathy in his eyes. “Your dream is to find the cache. Mine is to get the cash. You know that. It’s not my fault he found my goals to be more valuable than yours. We both know you can’t do anything right. We can still celebrate, though. How will it feel to put your lips around the cock of the next world-famous archaeologist?”

Lirien stared at Eldrin. She’d known him for years, had loved him for most of that time. Her fingers balled into a fist and for the first time in her life, she felt like she could really hurt someone. She hadn’t been trained to fight, didn’t know how to do it, but the desire to try burned within her.

Tears burst from her eyes and she tried to blink them away so she could see clearly. She regained her focus just in time to see Eldrin roll his eyes. She turned and left him. At a walk first, glancing back to see if he was watching. If he cared. He’d already turned back to look over the water again. She picked up her feet and fled, wanting only to be gone.

He called out as she ran. “You’ll be sorry. When I’m famous, I’ll have any woman I want. You’ll be missing out.”

The next day, Lirien visited Doctor Terrine and learned how deeply Eldrin’s betrayal had gone. Not only had he been visiting the doctor and feeding him false tales of his accomplishments, some of which were actually Lirien’s, but he’d also been spouting lies about her and how lazy and incompetent she was. All that time and he’d been working to undermine her.

The next day, Lirien Seck left her home and never returned. The only wish in her heart was to follow her dream, to succeed, and to never let anyone stand in her way again. In the years since, she’d gained a reputation as a top-notch explorer, but she had never allowed herself to become close to another person. Especially a man.

A few occasions of physical pleasure—all with women—and that was the sum total of her intimacy with others. Her life was all about her passion, finding the secret collection of Kael’s items, and the exploration jobs she took so she could survive.

The first two years were the hardest. Her mood plunged into a dark abyss as she was convinced there was no light left in the world. Though she felt like curling up in some dark, lonely place, she instead threw herself into her work. It wasn’t just exploring. There were all manner of skills she needed to hone, including how to defend herself. A woman traveling alone needed to be self-sufficient, and she would be damned if she’d let fear of any man or monster slow her down.

She had benefactors from time to time, usually for finding a particular item or location. That was fine. It helped her survive, built her knowledge base, and increased her reputation. The work was satisfactory, if not incredibly interesting, but it was all to move her toward achieving what she’d always dreamed of doing.

Now here she was, on the cusp of finding Kael’s cache. Nothing, nothing was more important to her than that. If she had to risk death, then so be it.

A pang of guilt assailed her, though. It was true that she would risk all to gain her objective, but that wasn’t the entire story. People were dodgy and untruthful, even devious, but she was no monster. She’d worked with Brinawynn before and liked the woman, and even the others seemed to be good people. She was willing to put herself in danger, but she was not so self-centered that she wanted to bring others with her.

The thought of Eldrin, so consumed by his own wants that he didn’t care about anyone else, sickened her. She didn’t want to be like that.

Maybe she could sneak away, leave the others and go on by herself. Not at the moment, of course. They knew where she was heading. But later, in a few days where she could plan it out? It could work. She would do what she needed to do and they would be safer without her. She nodded firmly, her mind set. Her heart seemed to disagree, with how it ached at the thought, but she would do the right thing.

A single tear squeezed itself from her eye and she stubbornly ignored it. She was resolved. Garfield Hailey and Kael Serus weren’t the only ones who could be heroic. They weren’t any better than her. Even if everything within her said they were.

“Hey. You all right?”

Gar’s hand landed on Lirien’s shoulder.

No, no, no. Why? Why him? Why now?

She turned to him, meeting his blue-grey eyes. Eyes filled with concern. Unlike Eldrin’s had ever been. More damned tears leaked out of hers. How she hated showing emotion like that.

Lirien didn’t say anything, nor did Gar. He gazed into her, his own eyes going liquid, then he extended his arms.

“Come here.” Despite what he said, he himself stepped forward and wrapped her in an embrace, holding her tight. Then he rubbed her back gently.

The tears continued to fall, even harder now. The explorer wasn’t sure why she was losing composure, but it felt so good in Gar’s arms, she didn’t question it. She let the tears flow and held onto him like he was a log in the middle of the ocean.

She lost track of time, but her eyes finally dried out, yet still Gar held her. He hadn’t done anything indicating he wanted something from her, no grabbing or caressing, only the soft, gentle stroking of her back to calm her. A stray fear that he didn’t find her attractive passed through her mind but didn’t take root.

The simple fact was that he was being a friend, the kind that she’d heard described before but had never genuinely experienced. The thought made her sad.

Lirien pushed away from him and he released his arms. One hand went up to wipe the remaining moisture off her cheek, so tenderly it almost made her cry again.

“If you want to talk about it, you can. If you’d be more comfortable with Brin, I’ll understand, too. I know it’s a lot, but we’ll make it through. I’ll do my best to help you fulfill your dream and to protect you while we’re doing it. Okay?”

All she could do was nod. She was going to have to think through this, analyze what had just happened.

“Oh,” he said. “I was actually supposed to tell you that dinner is ready. You want me to get you something and bring it to you? You look like you’re wanting to think and analyze some things.”

Spontaneously, she leaned forward and kissed him. It was only a quick peck on the lips, but it felt better than anything she’d done in a long time.

“Thank you. For…everything. I’ll go eat with everyone else. I can think later.”

He smiled at her. A genuine, caring smile, not an insincere gesture to get something he wanted. “In that case, allow me to escort you.”

He took her hand, placed a kiss on it, and laced his fingers in hers. Side-by-side, hands clasped together, they went to join the others.


Chapter
Forty-Three



Thankfully, no one gave me any shit about being late to dinner and showing up holding Lirien’s hand. Not even Tip said anything. Brin, as always, beamed at me like I’d helped an old lady across the street. God, I loved that woman.

The kangaroo girl didn’t say much, but her mood seemed to have settled. She sat next to me, huddling close like she was afraid I was going to run away. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I thought she might feel guilty about calling the Searcher’s attention to us and putting us in danger. That, and all the tension piling up with achieving her dream, trying to keep from being killed, and probably that she thought we all hated her.

I resolved to try to help her out, but I’d definitely need to talk to Brin, possibly Qamara. The moonwisp was one of the most compassionate people I’d ever met and the alari prophetess often had insights that could be helpful. The more well-adjusted and happy Lirien was, the better off we’d all be. We needed to get her tasks done and get the hell out of Olliaran before the Searcher found us.

Of course, that left us with the big question of what we’d do or where we’d go. We’d made a habit of trying to track down Aeyr’s minions so we could get information leading to the demigod himself, but attacking someone with surprise and being ambushed by someone searching for us were two different things.

But we’d figure it out.

I was able to maneuver the conversation after dinner to the topic of the meditation retreat we were looking for.

“When I visited it several years ago, there was barely anything to see,” Lirien said. “A few bits of deteriorated stone, some buried remains of common items, and that’s about it. I’m hoping with Rex’s senses and Brinawynn’s magical sight, we can detect something else.”

“What of the place the abyssals referred to?” Brin asked. “Might there be a connection? Would Kael’s cache resonate magically, possibly cause unexpected effects?”

Lirien cocked her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it. It might be possible, though you said you’ve seen other effects of magic acting strangely?”

“Oh, yeah.” Tip whistled. “Crazy holes in the air and from one of them, a monster came out. Brin’s magic even failed completely once.”

Qamara jumped in. “It could be that the issues with magic in general has triggered something within Kael’s collection of items. We should not rule it out, though it seems unlikely.”

“Any visions about it, Qamara?” I asked.

“No, I am sorry.” Her eyes glinted and her mouth quirked. “Perhaps if I had some magical impetus…”

I laughed. “I might be able to help you with that, and not only because more information would be helpful.”

Lirien’s confused look made me laugh again.

“It’s kind of a long and convoluted story, but basically, because I’m from another world and don’t have magic, I am able to somehow take in and purify mana from the surroundings and transmit it to those whose magical gift can take advantage of it. It happens with contact, the closer and with larger area, the better.”

The kangaroo girl’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. “You mean…?”

“Yeah, it’s bullshit,” Tyra griped. “I have to get attention the old-fashioned way, by begging or shaking my tits. My magical gift doesn’t work that way, so I can’t use mana as an excuse.” She paused, but then winced. “Not that I’m saying that’s what the two of you do.”

I pulled the goblin girl off the fallen tree she was sitting on and kissed her. When I broke the kiss, she had a dazed look on her face. I stroked her cheek. “You never have to beg, Tyra. You know that. It’s mostly because we’re constantly traveling. I’ll try to give you more quality time, okay? For the record, the tits thing works, as would wiggling your perfect ass at me.” I winked.

“Mmmm. I can agree to that. More time and the shaking and wiggling.”

“So cute, and sexy.” I kissed toward her and she lunged at me to get another real kiss.

Lirien watched the whole thing with interest. “You’re all, ummm, together, then?”

“Yes,” Sariel answered, surprising me. “To different extents and in different ways, we all belong to Gar and he to us.”

Tip raised his hand. “Not me. We’re just buddies. Oh, and not Rexy, either, because that would be weird.”

Lirien nodded slowly. She had to have at least suspected. We’d been working together for weeks now. It was better that it was out in the open.

I got us back on track. “Anyway, if you want some attention, Qamara, whether it’s to help you with visions or not, consider yourself added to my schedule. If I had a schedule. We’ll talk about how you want to accomplish it.”

The sexy look on the prophetess’s face gave me an indication of how she wanted to handle it and I was all for it.

We ended up taking the less showy method and I slept that night sandwiched in between Brin and Qamara, with very little clothing involved. There wasn’t much actual playing, either, but just let me say part of me was harder than my three-sectional staff for some time.

In the morning, Qamara informed us that she hadn’t had any visions related to our quest. While not unexpected, it was still unfortunate. We packed up, and within a few hours, were at the site of what was apparently once a meditation retreat for Kael the Blur. Two thousand years ago.

It looked like any other part of the forest to me, possibly with slightly fewer trees.

Try as Lirien, Brin, and Rex might, they didn’t find anything even remotely interesting or resembling a clue.

Lirien sighed. “I had hoped that between the gifts of the three of us, we would have been able to find something like we did at Sinolto and Oremiave. It seems I have wasted our time in traveling here. I’m sorry.”

I patted the kangaroo girl on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. That last clue showed two directions. I’m actually glad we came here first because if we went the other way, we’d always have wondered if we missed something here.”

I noticed Qamara off to the side, staring further northwest, directly toward a couple of mountains in the range crossing the entire northern sky. I walked over to her. When I put my arms around her to give her a hug from behind, she jumped.

“Oh, Garfield. You startled me.”

“Sorry. Are you okay? You seem preoccupied.”

“There is something, that way.” She pointed toward where she’d been staring. “Not a vision, merely a feeling. A faint sensation of magic.”

“Do you feel all magic around us?”

“Not unless I focus on one particular type. This is something else. It is unusual.”

I scratched my head. “The place those tribesman told us about?”

“I believe it is. I know not how far it is. Either close, for me to feel it, or powerful to span the distance if it is farther away.”

“Do you think it’s worth looking at?”

“I don’t know. It is a mystery, one which scratches at my mind. I would not be averse to investigating.”

“Let’s do it,” Lirien said, joining us. “Using your same reasoning as before, Gar, better to check it out now that we’re here than to wish we had. It’s possible that the clue we found was pointing at it instead of the retreat. I don’t know of anything that way related to Kael, but you know me; I’m always up for a little exploring.”


Chapter
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Qamara silently rejoiced in the decision to investigate the source of the magical sensation further into the mountains. Outwardly, she merely nodded, as if the decision was acceptable, though not necessarily preferred.

“Is everything okay, Qamara?” Garfield asked.

“It is. I am thinking of what we might find and if it will be dangerous.”

“Who knows. I’m sure we’ll be able to handle it together. You’re not going to take off on your mysterious business again soon, are you?”

She jerked in surprise. “I’m not sure. I will have to leave again, but not yet.” Garfield’s mouth twisted with distaste. “I wish I didn’t have to leave. I enjoy being with you, traveling with you. All of you. Unfortunately, these are tasks I must accomplish on my own. They are too dangerous for me to involve you.”

She regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. The way Garfield’s eyes widened, she knew he was going to answer, and she knew just what he would say.

“All the more reason to let us help. We’re not afraid of danger, and I don’t want you to have to face it alone. Can’t we support you, even if you don’t tell us much? I’ll blindly follow you to protect you.”

“I know you would. I do appreciate it, but I cannot. The time will come when I reveal my tasks, but that time is not now. Please, trust me and do not require me to explain.”

He ran his fingers through his hair as he sometimes did when he was frustrated. “I wasn’t asking you to explain, just to let me help you.”

“Soon your questions will be answered, and I will accept your help thankfully. But soon is not the present.”

She slept closer to Garfield that night than normal, not quite within arm’s reach, but not much more than a pace or two away. The prophetess had been gradually moving inward to the center that Garfield was; she was not alone. He had been slumbering with Brinawynn next to him for the last few nights, ostensibly to keep her magical reserves at their maximum. Qamara had cuddled with both the night before to take advantage of obtaining extra mana. Keliana was sharing his bedroll this night, something Qamara thought might be a regular occurrence in the future. Even Sariel and Tyra had been gravitating toward him, though no closer than Qamara herself was.

They would soon end up in a bundle of bodies. She looked forward to it.

But her attraction for Garfield and the pleasure she took in closely interacting with him were not what was on her mind at the moment. Instead, she thought of deeper issues, ones more important to their lasting relationship.

As a prophetess, Qamara ever needed to hold her thoughts close. People did not generally welcome others having knowledge about them or the things that might affect them. That, along with her…other responsibilities, had molded her into one set apart, isolated from others in thought and action.

The time would come, sooner rather than later, that she would have to leave her friends again, to take care of necessary tasks she could not reveal to them. She repeated the word in her mind: friends. For the first time in her long life, did she truly have friends? That in itself showed how so much had changed in recent months. One hundred seventy-two years was not a long time, as the alari reckoned it, but it seemed a lengthy period to be without the simple pleasures her friends provided every day she was with them.

Qamara thought of talking to them, to Garfield. Of telling them all her secrets. She wondered if Gar would ask her to leave. The thought of it brought an ache to her middle. Was she so far gone that such an action would affect her so strongly?

And what of his opinion of her? Had she not appeared suddenly, seeking out Tyra and chastising her for keeping secrets from Garfield and the others? It was the height of hypocrisy to keep secrets of her own, was it not?

The prophetess sighed. She would tell them all. Eventually. Not yet, however. Not yet. For a little while longer, she would maintain her silence, working at the duty she had been assigned long before even Brinawynn had been born. It was for the best, and it would result in the most advantageous resolution.

Most of the next day passed with the group traveling on the road, with Qamara in the lead. In the afternoon, her senses led her off into the rough, toward the west. Their travel slowed, but with each step of her horse, she felt the magic tugging on her. Familiar magic. Dangerous magic.

“Are you sure it’s this way?” Lirien asked. “I haven’t ever been this far north and sticking to the road seems safer.”

“It is this way. You cannot tell me that you have spent your life avoiding straying from roads, Lirien Seck. You are an explorer.”

The kangaroo beastkin laughed. “A valid point.”

Qamara wasn’t in a humorous mood, however. If anything, her anxiety increased. Not only at going toward the magical emanations, but at how she would explain herself. She knew the questions would come, even if her friends were politely keeping themselves from asking at the moment.

She called a halt to the group after they had entered a thickly forested area with rocky outcroppings and uneven terrain. Within the shade of the trees, several small streams crossed the land, seeming to add to the chilly shaded world. It was the space directly ahead of them that caught her full attention, though.

What looked like a section of the ground that had collapsed in a sinkhole formed an entrance of sorts. Softly sloping downward into an even darker area, if that were possible, the place beckoned them like an unexplored path. It truly appeared as if no one had ever set foot on it.

“I feel it in there,” she said simply.

Garfield waited for a moment before asking. “You feel what?”

“An echo of Aeyr.”

Sound burst out from the group, somehow whispered but still nearly deafening. Qamara closed her eyes and let it wash over her. It took several minutes for the queries to die down. In the silence, Brin summed up what everyone had been asking.

“You can sense Aeyr’s power, Qamara?”

“Not as such, but the answer is but partially no.”

“How, and why have you not told us this before?”

She turned to Brinawynn. “I have had visions involving Aeyr’s power accompanied by this feeling. I cannot sense it in general, cannot use it to track Aeyr’s minions. I don’t know why I felt this place from so far away. I am a prophetess, a seer, but I do not have all the answers. In most things, I am as ignorant as any other. I cannot explain it.”

“Can’t or won’t?” Tyra asked. “For someone who showed up to force me to tell all my secrets, it seems a lot like you’ve got a lot of your own.”

There it was, Qamara’s fear come back to haunt her, from the mouth of the very woman she had directed similar words toward.

“I have no other information I can give. Will we investigate or turn back?”

Garfield looked at each of the others, meeting their eyes and asking the nonverbal question. When he finished, he seemed satisfied. “We’ll go check it out.”

Qamara moved her horse forward, but Garfield sped up to go into the chasm before her. Faced with an unknown magical place, he still sought to protect her. Her cheeks warmed. She didn’t deserve such concern. Not with the secrets she kept from her friends.

The chasm they traveled quickly closed around them. It gave the sense of having been carved by a powerful stream of water that created a nearly circular passage through the stony ground. Looking up, she gauged the distance between the two sides at ground level was no more than ten feet or so, and even that distance was layered with trees and other vegetation.

It was no wonder the place had been unexplored. At least, that was what the Children of the Thundering Abyss they’d met had indicated.

Though a stream passed through some sections of the chasm they trod, it was intermittent, as if water came up from a spring, wandered above the surface for a time, then sunk back into the ground. The test of the floor of the chasm revealed wet rocks and a little soil, providing a slippery and dangerous surface to pass through, but still firm.

The group hadn’t gone far before the stone walls to either side changed in appearance. They went from rough, solid surfaces to those with a hint of purposeful curves and bumps, and then to what appeared suspiciously like unfinished pillars made by a number of round stones piled vertically on top of each other.

“Does this look like it was worked to anyone else?” Tip asked.

Everyone had been abnormally quiet as the proceeded, especially when the formations of the rocks began to change.

“It does,” Lirien answered. “It’s like someone started to carve them, then gave up.”

Tip grunted but said nothing more.

The chasm took a turn to the left and when it straightened again, Gar stopped his horse, requiring all the others to halt as well.

“Uh…” he said.

Qamara took in the sight. There was no doubt about it now. In front of them, on both sides, were elaborately carved pillars, though worn by time. Water trickled beneath them, promoting moss on the rocks and up the sides of the walls and embedded columns. Vines also crept up the stone, adding to the apparent age of the place. Some were as thick as Garfield’s arms. The light, slanting in through the vegetation past the lips of the walls surrounding them, produced a shadowy tableau wherein the creaking of branches and the whisper of the water suppressed all other sound.

“This isn’t osgoth work,” Lirien said, scanning the walls. “It’s alari, so closer to one millennium old instead of two or more.”

Qamara didn’t need Lirien’s words to know it. Not only did she recognized the work of her people, but her senses had been registering the too-familiar magic more strongly as they grew closer to whatever it was ahead.

Garfield scanned the area with a hunter’s eye. “Keep your eyes open. This place is giving me a bad feeling.”

Less than a quarter mile later, they stopped. A rockfall had deposited large stones in a pile, but it wasn’t enough to hide the fully carved pillars and the structure straight ahead. Elaborate designs marked the stone above what was obviously an entry to…something, flanked by the stone supports.

The opening yawned, a space of such absolute black, Qamara felt comfort that Gar was between her and the ruins.

Lirien dismounted. “Definitely alari. By the markings, I would say eight or nine centuries old.”

The others took the explorer’s example and left their saddles. Gar was the first to loop his reins to a thick woody vine that climbed up one of the large columns. He stepped carefully toward the darkness. Qamara recognized that the slippery moss-covered rocks were a hazard, but she was sure it was caution of other hazards that had him taking a methodical approach.

“Be wary,” Brin said, then followed up quickly with, “guard your eyes.”

No sooner had she said it than a fist-sized ball of light flared into existence within the dark opening in front of them.

Qamara raised a hand to shield her eyes, but spotted a section of darkness that had not been chased away by the spell. A human-shaped shadow that persisted.

Garfield sprinted toward the shadow monster as it swung its head back and forth to shake the effects of the bright light. He reached it just as it raised a hand and something shot out of it. Garfield threw himself to the side as he ran, and the dark material cast at him missed by a fraction of an inch. Before the monster could attack again, the otherworldly man reached it, siangham in hand.

For as much as he decried his similar appearance to the hero Kael, Garfield moved like his lookalike had been described. Several blurringly fast strikes with the simple weapon Qamara herself had given him, and the shadow was on the ground, unmoving.

“Are there more, Brin?” Garfield asked, his head swiveling to take in the area around him.

“I see none, though my sight goes only a little farther than the extent of my Light spell.”

He nodded, still watching for other enemies. “Can you come up here to me, using your Lunar Light sight to check?”

“Of course. I will increase my light as well.”

Qamara stepped aside to let Brinawynn go by. She saw nothing herself, nor did she sense another umbrenix. Then again, she hadn’t sensed the one Garfield had just killed. What she did sense was the echo of Aeyr’s power, coming from the dark hole they were about to search.

Tense minutes later, Garfield called back to everyone else.

“It’s clear so far. You’re probably all going to want to come in here and see this.”

They all gathered a dozen paces inside the opening, now lit with Brinawynn’s magic. It was a simple chamber, triangular with the far wall describing the base, bounded by stone walls that looked to have been carved out of the native stone but that only extended about halfway to where we entered. The roof continued to a point, overhanging the stone floor below it. Some kind of porch or patio? Though it wasn’t enclosed, rocks and debris effectively restricted access, but no gate or door barred the way.

From entrance to the wall opposite was perhaps fifteen paces, with the widest part—the wall ahead—half again that width. A massive door, set in the center of the wall, stood defiantly, little more than an outline in the stone slab. The echo of power Qamara sensed came from behind that door.

“I have checked for traps with my Lunar Light sight,” Brinawynn said, “though I cannot guarantee there are none I could not see. Lirien, perhaps you may be of assistance. Tip, can you have Rex search as well? His senses have proven to be keen.”

Lirien carefully moved along the walls and floor, checking for mechanisms she had learned to identify in her years of exploration. Tiporian followed behind, his furcan alongside him. Curiously, the taranji muttered something about a “magical key,” but if anyone else heard, they didn’t comment.

After checking thoroughly, no traps were found and, thankfully, none were triggered. They finally stood before the door.

“It’s pretty obvious it’s a door,” Garfield said. “The lines around the edges look like it moves, but which way? From the left, from the right, the bottom or the top? I don’t see any hinges, and there’s no knob or keyhole or anything else we could use to get it open.”

He tilted his head at the stone and walked up to it. He spat upon his hands, placed them against the wall and pushed.

Nothing happened other than Tiporian sneezing at the dust kicked up in Garfield’s passing.

“Well, shit. How long is this going to take us to get through? Any ideas about what to do?”

“Leave?” Lirien had said it calmly, with no hint of her joking.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. Yes, I am an explorer, and yes, I would love to solve this mystery, but we have to prioritize. This is obviously built—or carved—by alari. The style suggests it was constructed more than a thousand years after Kael died. Our goal is to find Kael’s cache. It won’t be here.”

“But what about Qamara sensing something?” Garfield looked directly at her.

“I sense an echo of Aeyr’s power,” she responded. “But I concur with Lirien. Though interesting, this place does not appear to be what we are looking for, as far as the quest to find Kael’s collection of items is concerned. We have located it. Perhaps we can come back and solve the mystery of what is behind that door, and how to get through it, after we have completed our current pressing business. Though not related to Kael, it could be something that is useful for our longer-term quest in finding Aeyr.”

Garfield swung his head from the door to Qamara to Lirien, then finally met eyes with Brinawynn. He didn’t look to be any happier than Qamara herself that they would not try to solve the mystery presently.

The moonwisp nodded and Garfield let out a slow breath, deflating.

“Fine. We can leave, but we’re going to need to come back here eventually. That umbrenix, it hasn’t been just sitting here waiting for hundreds of years. It could also cast dark magic, or didn’t anyone notice?”

“We did observe it,” Sariel said. “It troubles me as well. However, it’s probably a puzzle for another day. We have exhausted our options for this direction. Perhaps we should go back and search to the southeast, the other location pointed to by the floor mural?”

“Yeah, I guess. Let’s get out of this place, back onto solid ground on the surface, and we can set up camp. Hopefully we can get out of here and get back to Sinolto without meeting up with the Searcher. Double watch tonight. If there are more umbrenix around, we need to kill them before they can go report to their boss. I still have a feeling something bad is going to happen soon. Let’s try to prevent that.”


Chapter
Forty-Five



As everyone else moved outside to where we’d left the horses, Tyra was still methodically inspecting the floor and walls. She wielded a small rock hammer and held a number of glass containers she’d pulled from her pack.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“You know how I told you I’ve been able to see into materials better lately, determine how they can cause certain effects in my crafting?”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“This place is full of materials containing components I haven’t seen since my magic has shifted. I want to take some samples so I can use them later.”

“I’m still not sure exactly what you’re seeing.”

“It’s pretty simple. This rock here, for example, tells me that if I were to grind it up fine and mix it into molten metal, I might be able to make something that either protects against the magic of darkness or maybe utilizes dark magic. So let’s say I find a similar thing that can create light magic effects. If I made a sword with that in it, it would probably cause greater harm or kill umbrenix—or any creature or person using dark magic—a lot more easily.”

“Okaaaaay. It tells you it has dark magic effects.”

“Yeah.”

“Like speaks into your head, or do you hear it with your ears?”

“Don’t bust my balls. If I had any. I mean it just…I just…I just know. It’s fucking magic. It doesn’t have to have an explanation. How do you know you love someone?”

“Because I want to be around them and I miss them when they’re gone and⁠—”

“How do you know that? What make you know you want to be around them, or that you miss them?”

“Fine. Point taken. Not everything can be explained, even if there are some physiological responses that can…You know what, you’re right. You just know.”

She grinned at me. “Exactly.”

“Have you found anything that gives the quality of light magic?”

“Not yet, but I haven’t had this knack for seeing effects like this long. I don’t know if these properties I’m seeing are rare or not. They could be in the most common stone or dirt anywhere in the world, or it may be restricted to only this place. I don’t know. Better to collect as much as I can and if I don’t need it, fine, but if I do find a use for it, I’ll be happy I got samples.”

“That’s good thinking. I’ll stay with you in case something else attacks.”

“Thanks. I’ll hurry. I saw some things on the way in, too, but didn’t want to stop. If you don’t mind, I’ll probably try to take some samples on the way up.”

We hadn’t made it even to the halfway point to the surface when the ground trembled, then shook. In the space of about fifteen seconds, it felt like I was on a boat in rough water.

“Dismount,” I shouted. “Hurry.”

We all left our saddles as the horses started to react to the motion. I wondered why they hadn’t reacted earlier, since I’d heard that animals were often more sensitive to seismic activity. That thought was crowded out by other, more important things, though. Like if the chasm walls were going to collapse on top of us.

I was about to shout to get away from the walls, but before I could, the shaking stopped. In its place was another sound. A woom-woom-woom filled the air as the space around us vibrated. The pattern reminded me of the ripples when a heavy stone was thrown into a placid pond. Like shockwaves in the air from a gigantic speaker throwing out sound just out of the range of hearing. Sound I could feel.

“Behind us!” Lirien called out.

I swung my head around to see some kind of distortion in the chasm. It wasn’t one of those holes in the air, but it felt like it might have been related. Whatever was happening, it was moving.

Right toward us.

“Shit. Get down.”

I threw myself to the rocky ground, scraping my palms. The horses stayed upright, but I wasn’t too disappointed. I was happy they hadn’t bolted. In the tricky terrain with slick rocks and a bumpy surface, they might have broken a leg or two.

From my prone position, I watched visible distortions in the air pass over us. The sound I’d heard a few seconds before oscillated from the deep, low sound to a whining treble, then back again, reminding me of a loud vehicle passing me at great speed as I stood still, the Doppler Effect.

It was over in less than a minute, though it seemed like a long time. To be safe, we all stayed put for a few more minutes. Everyone was waiting for me to tell them they could stand up. I tested it myself, standing and looking around, especially at the walls and all the tons of stone surrounding us. When I was relatively sure it was safe, I gave the word.

“I think it’s passed.”

No one was injured more than scrapes or scratches, which was good. I had been more worried about something catching us and either disintegrating us or teleporting us somewhere else.

“That’s a helluva thing,” Tip said, picking up Rex and checking him for wounds.

“Definitely,” I agreed.

Brin straightened her clothing. “That must have been one of the strange occurrences mentioned by the Children we met. It’s no wonder no one has come here to explore. That was rather frightening.”

“I’d say that’s an underexaggeration. Why don’t we pick up the pace a little. I don’t want to get caught in another one of those things when we’re down in this chasm.”

No one disagreed.

We made camp soon after we left the chasm and those who stood watch—Tip, Brin, Sariel, and Keliana—didn’t report anything in the morning. We were up and on our way out as soon as it was light enough to see. We didn’t want to go through Arisphora on the way south because there was too great a risk that the Searcher and his lackeys would be on the road. Qamara helped us in that respect.

“I know of a few other roads. They existed four decades ago when I was last in this region. Perhaps at least one is still viable. Travel may be harder, but it will be safer to bypass the town.”

More than half a day north of the light elf village, a group of five figures on horses approached us on the road. I thought it might be the same abyssals we’d seen on the way up, but it was soon clear they were not.

They brought their mounts to a halt a few dozen paces ahead of us and the person in front lifted a hand in greeting. I’d already told Tip to have his bow handy, and at least one arrow not too far away from his string. I didn’t say anything to Lirien, but noticed she had her hands resting casually on the stocks of her small pistol crossbows.

The human man who greeted us was hefty, long blond hair flying free in the breeze. A helmet hung from his saddle and he wore platemail, or maybe banded mail. Whatever the name, it looked like it was uncomfortably hot, though it would provide some good protection. I wondered how well he could move in it.

“Hail,” he said in a deep voice. “Are you those we have heard tale of, the heroes who hunt Aeyr the Ever-Hungering?”

“That’s quite a greeting,” I responded, but didn’t answer the question.

“Times are strange. Pardon me if I am being impolite. My name is Alaric Darmucian. I ask because I, too, desire to partake of that quest, to match my sword with the dark minions and to prove myself valorous and mighty. The histories will account me the dark one’s killer, the protector and savior of all those now living.”

I managed to keep a smirk off my face, though I almost cracked up when I glanced at Tip and saw him rolling his eyes.

“I’m afraid we’re not the heroes you’re looking for. We are like many in Olliaran right now, searching for ruins in the name of history.”

“Ah, mercenary historians, taking advantage of the bounties offered by the mysterious benefactor with unknown reasons.”

I didn’t bother correcting him. If he thought us beneath his notice, we wouldn’t have to deal with him.

The man’s companions shifted, at least one with impatience and two with boredom. A light elf, reminding me too much of Arinthalas, had me clenching my reins in an iron grip before I consciously relaxed it. His eyes flickered with irritation, no doubt because he thought he could be looting treasure or robbing someone elsewhere.

The frog beastkin man sat on his horse as if he had all day. His expression was completely neutral, though I wasn’t sure how it could be anything else with its shape. He was humanoid, but his head was that of a giant frog’s. I half expected him to lash his tongue out and snatch up some of the bugs flying around us.

The remaining two, the ones who seemed bored, were both women. One was a wolf beastkin and the other was a huge hunk of bear beastkin who was not too shy to reach into her top and scratch her nipple as she stared at us. I wasn’t sure if it was meant to be a flirting kind of thing or if she just needed a bath.

“I have heard,” the human in the armor continued, “that the leader of the band searching for the demigod favors Kael the Blur. It is said that he is a twin of the ancient hero.”

“Interesting. We’ll be sure to let him know you’re looking for him if we run into him.”

The man frowned, his eyes locked on mine. “We would join with this man and his companions, to share in the glorious work that will have the bards singing our praises.”

“Yeah, well, good luck with that.”

I started my horse walking, going wide of the five in the middle of the road. The leader looked poleaxed but didn’t do anything to stop us from going around. The last of us slipped by and continued as we were. I glanced back several times and didn’t find the group following us.

“That was weird,” Tip said.

“Yeah. Those Venom Blades want to hunt Aeyr for the spoils, and this guy wants to become famous. I’m not in the mood for either type. I doubt we can trust any of them.”

“It is a wise choice to reject them,” Qamara said. “Those interested only in fame or in riches often change their objectives quickly should they face danger, or sense a greater treasure.”

“Exactly. Better to stick with people I know and trust, those who I care for. I’m not trying to recruit a sports team, here. I already have seven people I trust with my life. Eight counting Rex. That’s good enough for me.”

Lirien tilted her head and her fingers twitched. She was counting. “Wait, you’re including me in that number?”

“Of course,” I said. “Why? Should I not trust you with my life?”

She stared at me, speechless. I caught Brin smiling over it, but she turned her head so Lirien couldn’t see.

Qamara’s memory was good and we found two paths to take that allowed us to stay away from the main road. Soon, we were back near Sinolto, ready to take the direction of the other arrow we’d found on the floor mural.

Lirien stood on the road chewing her fingernail. “We’ll be heading into the dark elves’ territory, crossing over the main north-south road that passes through Chesiak to the south. I’ve traveled more in the dark elves’ domain. I find them easier to deal with. No offense, Sariel.”

“I take no offense. I feel little but disappointment for those of my race.”

“Right, I can understand that. We’ll be passing through some thick forest, but I believe that the mural was pointing toward Fortensiani. It’s a decent-sized ruin of a larger city two to three days ride directly southwest. We’ll have to change roads several times before we get there, but they’re not busy roads.”

Qamara nodded along. She was probably familiar with the city if it was a big one. This was where she had lived much of her life, in Olliaran. “Have you been there, Lirien?” she asked.

“I have, but I haven’t done a lot of work there. It’s a difficult place to access. The geography is…challenging.”

“Two or three more days,” I said, not thrilled with the thought of staying in the area where the Searcher was looking for more days. “Let’s get started. The sooner we get there, the better. Hopefully we’ll find what you’re looking for.”

“At Fortensiani?” Lirien laughed. “Don’t count on it. Still, another clue will help us narrow in on our goal. Let’s pray we find one there.”


Chapter
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We crossed the main road separating the light elves’ domain from that of the dark elves. I couldn’t help but glance toward the south. We’d managed a big circle, coming up from the western edge of the Aesturith Kingdom, going through Chesiak, then to the different sites where we finally found Lirien and took up helping her with her quest to find Kael’s cache. Here we were, thirty or forty miles due north of Chesiak, the first town in Olliaran we visited.

Since the time we left Chesiak, we’d been in light elf territory. Though the terrain didn’t look any different from one side of the road to the other, I knew we’d encounter different people. I hadn’t been thrilled with most of those we’d met so far.

The road came and went with nothing happening except the same travel through miles of forest, like the day before and the day before that. The road we were on was one Lirien said was less used, which suited me fine. The Searcher was still out there and he’d probably been tipped off by now that we had been spotted, so we tried to stay off the main roads.

“Why is your face twisted in concentration?” Brin asked me as we rode.

“Huh?” My mind had been wandering. “Oh, I was just thinking about that chasm in the northwest. Should we have stayed there for a little while, tried to see if we could get inside it?”

“Why would you think of that now? We discussed it and I believe we came to an agreement that it was not worth spending our time on currently.

I fiddled with my reins. “I know, but what if Aeyr was in there, behind that door?”

“I’m with you,” Tip said, guiding his horse up to where we discussed the topic. “I was also wondering if we accidentally came upon his hiding place and what would happen if we could get to him.”

Qamara jumped into the conversation. “It is a valid consideration. I cannot say if the Hungerer was within or not, or if we are ready to confront him now, but the thought had crossed my mind as well.”

I hissed. “Now I’m really feeling like maybe we should have tried harder to figure that place out. I suppose our discussion up there is still correct though. The priority right now is to help Lirien to find the cache and then, once we’re safely away from the Searcher and the hunt cools off, we can go back. No use in whining about it now. We have to go back there, though, and explore it further.”

“Thank you,” Lirien said from behind us. “It means a lot to me that you are all putting my quest first when, if I understand correctly, that door could be the end of yours. In a good way, I mean.”

I laughed. “Yeah, in a good way. If we killed Aeyr, would all his magic go away? Would his minions be less powerful and, maybe more importantly, would the umbrenix just fade away? It could solve the problem with the Searcher and all the rest.”

“It might work like that,” Qamara told me, “though of course, nothing is guaranteed. The appropriate time for that conversation is later, when we can determine if Aeyr is in fact in that location.”

That left me with more things to think about than before, but the prophetess was right. For now, we had Lirien’s quest to deal with.

As the afternoon stretched on, I maneuvered my horse so I was riding beside Sariel. With everything else going on, I hadn’t spent much time with her. Of all of us, with the obvious exception of Lirien, Sariel was the one most affected by our presence in Olliaran.

“Hey,” I said, noting how she stared out in front of us, her eyes unfocused.

She smirked. “Good afternoon.”

“How are you doing?”

“I do well, thank you.”

“How are you feeling about all of this?”

“All of what?”

“Being in Olliaran, going into the Mordimere Peaks, traipsing through the light elf territory, and now entering the dark elf region?”

“I don’t know. I keep telling myself that my ties to this place were broken long ago, yet I am unsettled.”

I reached over and took her hand. “I can imagine. Tell me about it, what you’re thinking.”

“Very well. I have rarely felt strong kinship with light elves after Master Galen found me. I know of the common perception of them—us—but I also realize that one cannot make general statements such as all siroya being greedy and materialistic. Still, it was so long ago that I lived among them.

“On the other hand, though I appreciate the common opinion of the vanesi, I am obviously not one of them, either. All one needs do is to glance at me to be disabused of that notion. Master Galen was one of the finest people I have ever met in my life, yet he would have still been so if was a light elf, a dwarf, or a troll. His goodness and honor were inherent in him, not created by his ancestry. My connection is to him, as a person, and not as a dark elf.”

“I can understand that, but you still have a history. I don’t know how strong the memories are, but you still have them, right? Do they trouble you, especially since we’re here, and we were in the mountains where the abyssals live?”

Her mouth turned into a sad smile and she shook her hair out. “You spend too much time concerning yourself with my thoughts and my history.”

“I don’t spend enough time on them. We should have had this conversation a week ago, or earlier. If something is uncomfortable for you, I want to know and I would like to help, if possible.” I squeezed her hand. “I care way too much about you not to ask, even if I’m afraid I’ll be irritating you.”

“Never that.” She chuckled. “I do feel uneasy, but I don’t really know the reason. The memories have been entering my mind and dreams since we have been in Olliaran, more often than is normal, yet I am not saddened. They impart knowledge, though I do not know what value there is. I am not sad or scared or angered. As I said, I feel unsettled. Not quite comfortable, but not precisely uncomfortable. I am unable to explain it.”

“I understand. I’m just checking to see if you wanted to talk about it. Let me know if there’s anything I can⁠—”

A scream pierced the air and I stopped talking, looking around for the source.

“This way,” Keliana said, yanking her reins to direct her horse off the road.

Before I’d caught up to the catgirl, another scream sounded. I could tell what direction it was in this time. I also confirmed that it was a woman making the sound and not some animal. I looked behind me to see if everyone else had followed and found Sariel nearly running me down with her horse. The others were arrayed behind us, keeping to the path through the vegetation Keli and I were making

It struck me the catgirl assassin had reacted instantly, charging toward the sound of someone in trouble.

My musings shattered when the shriek sounded a third time, just ahead of us. I barely registered Sariel zipping past me like her life depending on getting there first. I kicked my horse into a faster gallop and followed her closely.

Then we burst through the undergrowth onto a wider road than we had been traveling. The scene was enough to cause me to pause, trying to take it all in.

Sariel didn’t. She barely slowed the horse as she vaulted off, somehow drawing her sword from where the scabbard hung on the side of her saddle while in midflight. Her feet barely skipped off the ground as she executed a perfect roll, something I didn’t know she was capable of at such speed. When she came to her feet, still moving fast enough that she ended in a controlled slide, she had her sword up and ready to use. How she hadn’t cut herself while performing that maneuver, I had no idea.

My mind caught up to what I saw, the nine men in a loose circle around a young girl. All the men were dark elves, and the bodies nearby, most of them light elves, told me all I needed to know about the situation.

Sariel took one look at the girl, whose eyes were huge as she cried and tried to escape the cage of elf bodies around her, and the swordmaster whirled into motion. Two of the dark elf men fell to her sword before the others even realized she was attacking. The rest brought their weapons up to fight.

They didn’t stand a chance. Sariel danced through them, faster and smoother than I’d ever seen her before. Angrier, also. Her face, red with rage, contorted in a sneer that was scary enough on its own, but God, her sword. I’d sparred with her many times, had watched her fight in duels and when faced with danger to her life, mine, or that of our companions. I had never seen the hate and rage in her eyes like I did in that moment. Not even when she killed that rapist Darian Zorun and his cronies, way back in the city Fortitude.

By the time I jumped from my saddle, six of the elves were either dead or had significant pieces of their bodies missing. The three remaining took off into the brush. The light elf swordmaster chased one down, cutting halfway through his leg as she chased him. He slid and tumbled to find her right on top of him, sword pinning him to the road. Sariel snapped her head up to glare at the other two, a growl tearing from her throat.

When the arrow took the next closest bandit, Sariel raised her sword to Tip in a quick salute. I’d already started running after the third, but damn, the dude was fast. I had to slow down a little to avoid the obstacles when he plunged into the forest, but he didn’t slow one bit. In fact, it seemed like he sped up. Out of sight, Tip wouldn’t be able to help this time, and those still on their horses would never be able to charge through the tangled vegetation the man had entered.

By the time I saw anything other than trees and thick undergrowth, the elf was nowhere to be seen. I stopped at some lines that had been set up where more than half a dozen horses were tethered. The runner had cut the main line, and the horses were wandering in the forest. I had no doubt he had taken at least one horse and, knowing where the road was, was now long gone.

“Shit!” I kicked at a bush, trying to catch my breath. Keliana and Brin showed up, and I heard more crashing in the bushes. “He’s gone. We can probably take these horses. How is that girl?”

“I will see to the horses,” Brin said. “Go to Sariel. She is discomfited.”

I wanted to laugh about the way the moonwisp put it, but I had no humor in me at present. It didn’t escape my notice that the situation we just witnessed looked eerily like what Sariel had faced when she was a kid. It was dark elf bandits rather than abyssals, but still, it was close enough that it seemed like someone had staged it to purposely fuck with her mind. Of course she was not in a good mindspace at the moment.

I started running back to the road as Tip came the other way.

“Good job, man. Can you help Brin?” I put a hand up and he slapped without pausing in his trek toward my moonwisp.

“You got it.”

When I reached the scene of the fight, I felt like I needed to throw up. I was used to death and combat after what I’d been through in this world. Blood didn’t bother me, nor did body parts lying around. Sariel, her sword discarded several feet from her, on her knees hugging the light elf girl, sobbing uncontrollably, did.

The girl, a pre-teen, stared with glazed eyes as Sariel lost her shit. I suddenly wished I’d have taken care of the horses and had Brin come deal with this. Not that I didn’t want to, but from the little we’d seen, this young girl had been surrounded by men. I didn’t know what they’d done or what they had tried to do, but she had to be traumatized. Seeing another man was not going to make her feel more comfortable.

I approached slowly and her head snapped to me.

“I’m not going to hurt you. That’s my friend Sariel and my other friends are still looking for that last man.” I had my hands up to show her I wasn’t coming at her with weapons.

She blinked at me while Sariel continued to hold her and cry, seeming not to realize I was there. The girl’s light grey eyes focused on me, and I prepared myself for her reaction. What she gave me was not what I had expected.

“Kael. You’re Kael Serus. The hero.”

For the first time since I’d gotten to this world, I was happy for those damn statues.

“I look like him a little, but my name’s Gar. Are you hurt? One of my friends is a moonwisp and she can heal. She’ll be back in a minute. What’s your name?”

She stared at me with slightly more apprehension than before, wriggling a little in Sariel’s tight embrace. I probably should have let her believe I was him. She didn’t seem afraid of the hero Kael the Blur.

“Petrina Dewwhisper.”

“Petrina, are there others? Other people you were traveling with?” I scanned the area and all the bodies. God, it was so much like Sariel’s story.

“This…my whole family. We were…”

“Here,” I said. “Let’s move up the road a little bit so you don’t have to sit in blood. Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

She nodded. I stepped forward slowly and put a hand on Sariel’s shoulder. She twitched and the long knife she carried was suddenly coming toward me. I deflected her arm twisting it to take the knife.

“Sariel, sweetie. It’s me, Gar. You’re fine. It’s fine. They’re all gone, and Petrina here is safe.”

“Gone?”

“Yes, you took care of them and saved Petrina. Petrina Dewwhisper. Will you stand up for me? Let’s move to a cleaner location so we can sit down and talk. Are you injured?”

Sariel shook her head. I could tell by her eyes and her shallow, rapid breathing that she was in shock. Her pupils were huge. Petrina watched our interaction silently.

I basically lifted Sariel to her feet, though she wouldn’t let go of the girl. I put my arms around the swordmaster and the three of us shuffled a dozen paces away before I called it good and sat Sariel down. She dragged the girl down with her, which was fine. Of the two, Petrina seemed to be handling the situation better. I kissed the side of Sariel’s face, took my shirt off to drape over her, then sat down and pulled her legs up onto my lap, elevating them slightly. The shirt wasn’t much, but it should help her keep a little warmer than without it. I smiled at Petrina, sitting and taking it all in while I waited for the others to come back, hoping Brin’s magic could heal the effects of Sariel’s shock.


Chapter
Forty-Seven



“My mother and father are archaeologists,” Petrina Dewwhisper said. “I always go on their expeditions with them. With the bounties being offered right now, they wanted to dig at a site they had recently discovered. The rest of the expedition were other historians and people to help with the work.”

Brin had seen to Petrina and Sariel. She’d said she couldn’t heal what I described as shock, but the swordmaster’s case hadn’t been severe. In a relatively short time, she had snapped back to some semblance of normalcy and, after Petrina answered at least three times that she was unhurt, settled down in front of me as I sat on the ground with my arms around her.

“I don’t know where those dark elves came from,” the girl continued. “They didn’t even talk to us, just came out from the trees as we were stopped to rest and attacked. It was all over so fast. They…they killed everyone, except me. The things they said…”

“Shhhh. You’re safe. They won’t ever hurt anyone again.” Brin was brushing the girl’s hair. It was white like Sariel’s, long enough to reach the middle of her back. The motion seemed to soothe the girl. I’d have never thought of that.

I scanned the faces of my friends. Qamara’s held an aloof expression, but Keli’s, Tyra’s, and Lirien’s showed concern. Tip’s did, too, but I also saw anger there. He was no stranger to being abused by those more powerful.

“You couldn’t have gotten him with an arrow,” I said softly to the satyr. “He was already in the trees.”

He nodded, though he didn’t seem satisfied with my statement.

“Have you family nearby we can take you to?” Sariel asked. It was the first thing she’d said since I’d moved her.

Petrina’s eyes welled up with tears again, though I had thought she’d been cried out. “My only family, my mother and father and older brother, along with my aunt and uncle—they are all I had. All of us were on this expedition.”

“I will take you in, if you agree. I have a similar past, my family killed by abyssals when I was near your age. A kind dark elf man took me in, trained me to be a swordswoman, taught me to be a responsible person. I can provide that for you as well. Or, should you ask it, I will escort you to anywhere you name, if you have friends or relatives that you wish to join.”

Petrina scooted closer to the swordmaster and wrapped her arms around the older elf. They looked so much alike. I didn’t disagree in the slightest with what Sariel offered. True, it would mean she would have to leave the rest of us, a kind of torture that would be difficult to endure. But there was no way I was going to submit a girl to the danger we constantly faced. I supported Sariel’s decision and would help in any way that I could.

We made camp further up the road and left Sariel and Petrina where they were to recuperate. The rest of us had the unenviable task of burying the fourteen members of the expedition, all slaughtered ruthlessly by the bandits. We found a nice little glade and, using the shovels and picks we’d brought for our excavations, provided a burial plot for the unfortunate elves.

The bandits’ bodies we dragged off the road and left in the forest to be eaten by beasts or monsters. I wasn’t going to waste a drop of sweat digging graves, or even building a pyre, for them.

Once the site of the violence was cleaned up a little bit, I asked Petrina if she wanted to see her family to say goodbye. She started crying again, shaking her head. I left her with Sariel and Brin so they could ask her again without me there to cause tension.

“She does not want to see the bodies,” the moonwisp told me a little later. “She will say a few words and her goodbyes once they are in the embrace of the soil. It is her decision. I think seeing the bodies themselves will be too much for her.”

We covered the graves and had a little ceremony where Petrina bid her family farewell and Brin said comforting words as she cast her light spell, fluctuating the brightness to make it seem like it sparkled. That grim task complete, those of us who dug in the dirt washed off in a nearby stream before setting up camp and preparing for dinner.

During our activities, I took Keliana aside, snatching her hand as she dropped a bundle of firewood near the pit we’d dug and jerked my head toward the edge of camp. She raised her eyebrows but didn’t question me, only allowed me to lead her by the hand.

“I just wanted to tell you an observation I had earlier.”

Her eyes narrowed. “An observation of what?”

“Well, we’ve talked twice now during which you said you’re not a good person, though you recognized that you were starting to feel like you were more heroic. Well, earlier, when we were riding and minding our own business, Petrina’s scream sounded out. Before any of the rest of us reacted, you had already shot off in the direction of the noise like you were a bolt from your crossbow. Like a heroine.”

“Yeah, yeah. I told you, it’s because⁠—”

I put my fingers on her lips. “Nope. Don’t even say it. I finally figured it out. You’ve always been heroic. It just took the right situation to bring it out fully. That something was your family being taken captive. We can argue all day about that, but it doesn’t matter. You are the heroine that’s always been locked inside you, and that’s all that matters. Why or when or whatever isn’t important. I’m so proud of you, doing what I knew you were capable of all along. That’s all. I just wanted you to know that.”

I gave her a kiss and walked back to help with dinner. I stopped after a few steps. Turning to her, standing still in the same spot, I reached a hand to her.

“Coming?”

That evil grin washed over her face. “Not yet, but gods, I want to.”

Throughout dinner, I could tell that Lirien was chomping at the bit to find out about the site Petrina’s family had discovered. I pulled her to the side to talk to her about it.

“I know you’re curious, but let’s not turn this into an interrogation. The kid has had a really rough day.”

“I’m not an idiot, Gar. I’m not going to push, just maybe make a few offhand comments. All I really need is a direction and approximate distance and I can shoot over there and look around. I don’t even need the rest of you with me.”

“Uh, no. You’re not going anywhere alone. This place is obviously dangerous, even if the Searcher hasn’t found us. I’ll go with you, at least. Don’t underestimate Petrina’s intelligence, though. Be as subtle as you can.”

She patted my hand. “I’ll do fine. Just wait and see.”

I had to hand it to the kangaroo girl, she nailed it. As everyone except me—who had first watch—was getting ready for bed, Lirien started up a conversation with Petrina.

“So, you’re an archaeologist too, then?”

The girl answered immediately. “Not really a full archaeologist. I’ve been on four digs and study all the time, but there’s a lot I don’t know.”

“That’s the way of it. I’ve been exploring ruins for longer than you’ve been alive, but there’s a lot I don’t know either. For example, I didn’t know there was a ruin near here. Is it osgoth or alari?”

“Osgoth, definitely.”

“Does it have a name? We just left Sinolto recently, up to the northwest.”

Petrina shook her head. “I don’t know of any name. Not much has been done up there. It’s one of those cities that had the bubble magic.”

“Those are always nice. Like exploring caves, but they’re actually streets and hallways. Where is it?”

“I don’t know exactly. Only three or four miles to the north, I think. We were almost there…”

Lirien hugged the girl and changed the subject. “Do you know about furcans? Rex here has been wanting to meet you all day. Tip taught him how to catch food in midair if it’s thrown to him. You want to give it a go?”

“Creatures of the species furcanis are supposed to be good luck, and are accounted to be very intelligent,” the girl said.

“Right you are. That’s been my experience with this one. Rex can even find things that we haven’t been able to; he’s a good little excavator on his own. So, wanna see if he can really catch food tossed to him?”

Petrina nodded and Lirien called Tip and Rex over. The light elf girl played with the furcan for nearly half an hour before she got sleepy and crawled into blankets with Sariel, who encircled the younger elf in her arms protectively.

Lirien raised an eyebrow when I looked over at her. I chuckled and gave her a thumbs up.

As the others slumbered, I watched the lump that was Sariel and Petrina under their blankets. The girl moved restlessly, often expelling little grunts or muffled sobs. Poor kid. Her entire world had changed a few hours ago. Overall, she was handling it well, but it was easy to see emotions bubbling beneath the surface. Each time she thrashed, Sariel pulled her close, cooing and soothing her. I didn’t even know if the swordmaster was awake or acting on some instinctual, subconscious level.

I frowned at the pair. What Sariel had offered to do was noble and kind, even heroic. I couldn’t say a word against it. But it also meant that not only would Sariel have to leave the party, but she and the young girl would travel back to the Aesturith Kingdom, to her home. The journey itself might be dangerous, especially with the reception the gorgeous elf had received soon after we arrived in Olliaran.

Then there was my own selfish feelings about it. I wasn’t ready to let Sariel go. Going on without her seemed wrong on so many levels. Without her around, I would always worry about her, and I’m sure she would fret about my own safety. She wasn’t just a wonderful person to be around, she was also a fierce and skilled fighter. I would miss her, emotionally and practically.

I spent more than an hour practicing keeping my face neutral as I thought through likely scenarios, scenarios where Sariel told me goodbye, at least for the time being. I didn’t want to ruin what she was trying to do or to make her feel bad. The simple fact was that Petrina could not travel with us. It was far too dangerous. The best thing, at least for the girl, but probably also for Sariel, was for them to develop their mentor and apprentice relationship in a stable, permanent location.

Keliana relieved me at the watch. Even the catgirl was reserved, like she’d been ruminating over the situation and it had sunk in. Where usually she would have flirted with me and offered to perform one of several services that would allow me to sleep better, she settled for letting me hold her and giving her a kiss goodnight. It was that kind of a day: one that affected even a hardened-assassin-turned-hero.

In the morning, I woke up early, finding Tip sitting on a nearby rock, taking his turn at watch. The sun hadn’t come up yet.

“Pretty shitty day yesterday,” he said by way of greeting.

“Yeah. Definitely.”

He glanced over at Sariel and Petrina, then leaned toward me to whisper. “Sariel is going to leave, huh?”

I sighed, but did my best to practice my neutral expression. “Looks that way. She doesn’t want to any more than we do, but Petrina…”

“Yeah.”

“It’s so close to Sariel’s own story. She knows exactly how the girl feels. She’s already got her mind made up. It’s because she cares, but it’s also heroic.”

“It’s what we do.”

“Yep.” I heaved a little shaking sigh “It’s what we do.”

I collected some more firewood and added it to the meager flame that was still burning. Before the sun showed itself over the trees, everyone had eaten breakfast and packed our things away. I performed my normal morning ritual of winding my watch, my thoughts going right to Lucas.

“Every day, huh?” Lirien said, sitting down on a rock near me. “You do that every day, like it’s a religion or something.”

I let loose a weak chuckle. “Nah, not like that. Mostly, it’s practical. I told you how I have to wind it or it’ll eventually stop. So I got into a habit of doing it every morning.”

“But you get that intense face when you do it, thinking hard about something.”

I draped my arm around her shoulders. “You’re observant.”

“Right. Comes with the job.”

“It reminds me of Lucas, especially since I have to wind both watches. The one he gave me as a gift and the one he wore himself.” My thoughts were dragged back and I noticed in Lirien’s eyes that she saw it in mine. “You want to help me? You can wind Lucas’s watch.”

“You’ll let me do that?”

“Sure. Here, I’ll show you how to do it. There’s nothing to it.”

The reverence and joy on her face when she did the simple task brought a smile to my face. “Perfect. We’re all set now. Thanks for the help.”

She scoffed, but it didn’t diminish her happiness. It was a pretty damn good start to the morning, as far as I was concerned.

We all engaged in small talk as we readied ourselves to leave the campsite, not touching on the subject of what we were going to do or where we were going to go. It wasn’t just Sariel and Petrina. Lirien wanted to go check out the ruins the girl had told her about. The others, like me I think, were waiting for someone else to bring it up.

It was finally the elf girl we’d rescued who broached the subject. Her face, freshly washed, carried little expression. She swept her white hair over her shoulder. It glistened in the sunlight after Brin’s ministrations with the brush. Her face, narrow like Sariel’s, could belong to the swordmaster’s sister. Or daughter. They already looked like they were family.

“Lirien, would you go and look at the ruins with me?” Petrina asked. She hugged herself as she did, plainly nervous about the question. “Where my family and I were headed? I…I want to see them. I wasn’t there when my mother and father discovered them.”

The kangaroo girl’s eyes snapped to mine, fear oozing from them. Her mouth moved, but it looked more like she was chewing on something than trying to talk.

I jumped in to help. “Petrina, are you sure?”

The girl nodded. “We were going to explore them together. I just want to take a look. It’ll help…” She trailed off.

Brin nodded and Sariel, drawing the girl in, shared a look with me. Then, she too nodded.

Lirien had witnessed all the silent exchanges. “Sure. If you want to go, we can do that.”

“Thank you.”

Petrina pressed herself close to Sariel and didn’t say another word as we all prepared to take the girl to the ruined city her family had meant to explore with her. I hoped it didn’t trigger something in her. Maybe it would allow her to release the emotions she’d been holding at bay. Whatever happened, I was afraid it would be too much, too soon. But I trusted Brin and Sariel, so I’d go along. With a glance back down the road where the slaughter had occurred the day before, I rode behind my friends as we headed toward another remnant of an ancient civilization.
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Though we’d found six horses that had belonged to the bandits we’d killed the day before, Petrina rode with Sariel, sitting in front of Sariel in the saddle, encircled by the swordmaster’s arms.

The horses the expedition had were either dead as collateral damage from the bandits or had run off. We’d gone back and searched the expedition wagons after making camp and had taken the foodstuffs we could use. Sariel also collected several items she thought Petrina would like to keep, though she hadn’t told the girl yet, waiting for a more appropriate time. We kept the things in the bandits’ saddlebags, too, topping off our food supply and even providing a few useful tools.

Petrina hadn’t been to the site yet, but she had talked about it so much with the other expedition members, she had a good idea where to go. She led us from Sariel’s horse, Lirien up front beside them. I decided to hang back to scan for any dangers from monsters or people following us. The one bandit had gotten away, but there was no telling if he’d come back to ambush us with reinforcements.

We arrived at our destination quickly, though it didn’t look like much other than a hole in the ground. How these people found the ancient cities, I had no idea. This one was near a small hill surrounded by pine forest. As we came around the rise, two horses came into view. They were grazing, tied to the branches of a tree. Two people who had been sitting nearby stood at our approach.

“Petrina?” the woman said. “What are you doing? Where are your parents? Why are you with…?” Spotting Sariel, then catching sight of me, she didn’t finish her question.

Petrina scrambled out of the saddle. “Uncle Dasha, Aunt Finuel. You’re alive!” She ran to them, slamming into her aunt, nearly knocking the woman over.

Both people were light elves, the man with the same white-silver hair as Petrina and the woman with straw-blonde hair. They looked to be related, but then again, so did Sariel.

“Alive?” the man said. “Of course we’re alive. Sorry Petty. We left when you were napping, didn’t want to wake you to say goodbye. We came ahead to prepare for the others.” He looked past us, searching. “Where is everyone?”

Petrina started sobbing uncontrollably, burrowing her face into her aunt. Both the adult elves looked back at us.

“We found her encircled by bandits,” I said. “They’d attacked the expedition. The others didn’t make it.”

“What?” The man’s shout pulled a shriek from Petrina and he lowered his voice. “What happened?”

I crooked a finger at him. He looked over at his wife and Petrina, then came to me. I dismounted and led him far enough away to talk with him without the girl hearing me.

At my explanation, the man swayed, his eyes going glassy. I put a hand out to steady him.

“A-all of them?”

“Yes. We buried fourteen. Was that everyone?”

“That’s the right number. The bandits?”

“All dead, but one. He got to his horse in the forest and got away.”

“Gods. Everyone in the expedition. We’d be dead, too, if we hadn’t come on ahead. Petrina! Did they harm her? Did they…?”

“No. She had a few scratches, but we got there before they were able to do anything. Sariel has been trying to soothe her.”

“Sariel? Sariel Snowblossom?”

I narrowed my eyes at the man. I hoped he wasn’t going to say anything I was going to have to kick his ass for. “Yes. Do you know her?”

“She…something similar happened to her, when she was a girl. A dark elf took her in because she had no family. She became a sword brother or something in the Aesturith Kingdom.”

“Swordmaster. We were trying to figure out how to help Petrina. Sariel said she would take her as an apprentice, much as Galen did for her. But that’s when we thought she had no family left. You’re her uncle?”

“I am. Her father’s brother. Are you going to take her from us?”

“What? No, of course, not. If you’re her relatives, and you want her to stay with you, then she would probably do better with you. As long as she wants that.”

“We can ask her,” Dasha said. “Or you can ask her, away from us if you want to make sure she’s not answering under duress. I know how the world is. Not all families are happy ones. It’s her choice, but I think she’ll want to come with us.”

“You seem like a good man. We’ll give her some time to calm down and then we’ll ask her. Whatever she wants, whatever is best for her, we’ll do whatever we can.”

“Thank you…?”

“Sorry. I’m Gar. Gar Hailey.”

“Not Kael Serus?”

I emitted a dry chuckle. “No. I just look a little like him.”

“A little?”

I patted his shoulder. “Come on, let’s go make sure your niece is doing okay. Maybe we should all sit down and eat.”

Dasha and I found that the others had moved to the camp Petrina’s aunt and uncle had set up. They were all sitting, the girl glued to her aunt as she talked with Sariel and Brin. The woman—named Finuel, apparently—stopped midsentence to address her husband.

“Dash, do you know who this is? It’s…gods, Kael Serus! Not only Sariel Snowblossom, but the Blur himself?”

The man laughed. “Calm down, dear. Yes, I know who she is—greetings, Swordmaster Sariel, it is an honor to meet you—but this is Gar. Not Kael, though he looks exactly like him.”

“Fights like him, too,” Tyra added.

“Hi, Finuel,” I said to the elf woman. “It’s nice to meet you, though I wish it had been under different circumstances.”

As we ate and conversed with the light elves, the realization set in that their entire expedition had been killed. They grew quiet, holding onto each other as if to guard themselves from being torn apart. The day was ending soon, and I was about to ask if the elves would mind us making camp with them, but Petrina spoke before I could. Strangely, she seemed to be more comfortable than her relatives. Maybe it was simply because she’d had more time to process what had happened.

“Are you going to stay here with us tonight, Sariel?”

The swordmaster glanced at me, but she didn’t need to. Whatever she decided was fine with me. I smiled at her, and that seemed to be enough.

“Of course. We’re not going anywhere.”

The girl reached over and hugged Sariel, cracking her composure as her face twisted in discomfort, trying not to get too emotional.

By dinnertime, Dasha brought up what was probably on everyone’s minds. I knew it was on mine.

“Petty, I understand that Sariel has offered to take you as an apprentice, to be your guardian and mentor and let you live with her in the Aesturith Kingdom. What do you think about that?”

Petrina looked from Sariel to her uncle, then to her aunt. She chewed on her lip.

“I…don’t know. It sounds wonderful, but…”

Her aunt took her hand and stroked it. “You don’t have to decide now, but whatever you feel most comfortable with doing, we’ll make it happen. You’re too young to be on your own.”

“You’re my family, my aunt and uncle. It would be a dream come true to learn how to use a sword and to be with Sariel, but I’m an archaeologist, or want to be. Like my mother and father. Like you.”

Finuel wiped tears from her cheek. “We would love for you to stay with us, sweetie, if that’s what you want.”

Petrina turned to Sariel. “Could I visit you, after you’re finished with traveling the world?”

The kid was smart. With not even a day of listening to us talk amongst ourselves, she already knew we were on an important quest.

“You may visit anytime you like,” Sariel said. “I can teach you to use the sword or I can show you my home and the interesting and beautiful places near my city, whatever you want. I just want you to be happy.”

The conversation turned to where Petrina, and her aunt and uncle, lived. I didn’t recognize the name of the town, but it seemed the girl had already decided. I didn’t blame her. Even though it would be a great adventure for a kid to live with someone who was apparently famous, she would no doubt do better with her own relatives in a place she was accustomed to living.

I found Sariel later, some distance from camp watching a stream rush by.

“Hey. Am I intruding?”

She shook her head at me. “No. I am just thinking. Will you stay and talk with me?”

“I will.” I put my arms around her from behind. “Are you all right? It’s been quite a time the last day and a half.”

“I don’t know.” She leaned back into me. “When I heard her scream and saw Petrina covered in blood, it felt like my parents were being killed all over again. I didn’t see the abyssals, did not fight them, but my memory of the scene, the feeling when I saw the bodies…it was vivid.

“I did not think, merely reacted. I don’t even remember what I did, not until the three tried to escape. When you chased after the last one, all the energy left me and it was all I could do to go to Petrina and hold her, try to soothe her. If I remember correctly, she dealt with it better than I.”

I held her, letting her talk. She put her arms around mine, hugging herself even as I hugged her.

“I didn’t think of what it would mean when I promised to take her in as Master Galen did with me, not until later.” She paused and a shiver raced through her, strong enough that I could feel it. “I am so sorry, Gar. I would have had to leave you, to stop helping you in your quest, in the quests of all my friends.”

“Don’t be sorry. I figured that part out right when you made the offer.”

“My apology is also because despite that, I still wished to follow through.” Her body slumped, as if she’d given up on everything. I held her up, pulling her to me.

“I understood and accepted that, too.”

“You…understood?”

“Of course. She needed you and, in a way, I think you needed that, too. Needed her. It’s important. It would be like you paying Galen back, demonstrating that he raised you to be as good a person as he was. Sure, it would mean not being able to see you that often, but it would be the right thing to do. The caring thing, the heroic thing.”

Sariel turned in my arms so our faces were just a few inches apart.

“But…”

I kissed her forehead. “But now she’s going to go with her family, who we didn’t know survived yesterday. So I ask my question again. Are you all right?”

As if on command, tears streamed from her eyes. She buried her face in my chest, sniffling and quietly sobbing. I let her. She needed a release. She was always so guarded, so in control; the elf deserved to bleed off some pressure.

“I know,” I said. “It’s tough. Like we talked about earlier, though, once we’re finished running around, she can visit you and you can spend time with her, even train her with the sword if she wants. You’re not losing her, just postponing spending time with her.”

“Yes, that is true. She will do well with family she loves. She can continue her studies, become an archaeologist, or anything she wants to be. I will be able to continue traveling with you. It is the best option.”

“Then why are you still crying?”

“Because, for a short period of time, I dreamed of being a…mother.”

And there it was. I swept the hair out of her face, over her pointed ears. “Is that something you want?”

“I have never thought about it, not in all the years I was in the Aesturith Kingdom. Lately, however, it has crossed my mind on occasion.”

“Tesi?” I asked.

Sariel chuckled mid-sniffle, turning into a panting, broken breath. “She is adorable.”

“Agreed. So, uh, you’re having thoughts of motherhood? Having a child or children of your own?”

She shrugged so cutely I planted four kisses on her face in rapid succession.

“It’s not really the best time to be with child, with all the traveling and danger and fighting and all that,” I pointed out.

“Yes. Not the best time.”

“But, you know, if you can wait until we finish, take down Aeyr and help the others with their goals, afterward would be a good time. I could probably help you with all that.”

She pushed herself away from me so she could focus on my face. “Gar, what are you saying?”

“Just that I think you would be a great mother. I mean, you’ve promised Benni that you’ll take him as an apprentice, so there’s that, but I can hardly imagine a little you. So absolutely precious. Maybe if you, you know, wanted…we could work on that together. After we’re finished with all this world-ending danger and stuff.”

“You would have a child with me?”

“Absolutely. Several, if you want. I just almost lost you, even if temporarily, and it made me realize that I don’t ever want to be separated from you. If I have to make babies with you to keep you around, then I guess I’ll just have to do it.” I let out a playfully over-the-top sigh.

“If you have to?” she teased.

“Yeah, and I do. I really do. What do you say? Do we have a deal?”

“I am mildly interested,” she said, giving me a sly look.

“I’ll take it. Of course, I have some time to convince you, so I’m not worried. You’ll fall in love with me and you won’t be able to live without me.”

“Mmmmm.” She put her head on my chest and sighed. “I believe we will accomplish that more quickly than you can imagine.”


Chapter
Forty-Nine



Though the sun shone and the temperature was pleasant and it looked like it would be a beautiful day, the next morning was anything but comfortable.

Dasha and Finuel looked off into the distance, at nothing, their eyes unfocused above the dark circles on their faces. Petrina sat quietly between them as the rest of us ate a simple breakfast that had no taste.

“What will you do?” I asked the elves.

Dasha blinked at me, like I’d just appeared from nowhere. “We’ll stop at the grave, pay our respects. Then we’ll go home and sort things out. My brother’s house and all his things are now Petrina’s, so there’s that…”

Sometime between when they’d settled into their bedrolls and this morning, the news of what happened had apparently sunk in. Watching them suffer without being able to do anything about it soured my mood as well, but I tried to stay optimistic for them, even if I didn’t feel like it. It was Brin and Sariel who helped the most.

“Is there anything you need?” Brin asked. “Anything we can do for you?”

“You have done as much as anyone could,” Finuel answered. “You protected Petrina and brought her back to us. No one short of a god could have done more and we will forever be in your debt.”

Petrina launched herself at Sariel and the swordmaster swept her up in a hug.

The girl sniffled. “Will I see you again?”

“Of course. Once we have finished our tasks and I am back home, you can come visit me. Any time you want to call on me, or want me to come see you, we can work it out. We are connected, you and I, by more than the few short hours we have spent together. I expect that you will be busy as an archaeologist, but we will make time to associate.”

Sariel and the girl held each other for the time it took Dasha and Finuel to pack up their things. Then it was time for them to go. Dasha shook my hand.

“Thank you again, all of you, for helping. And for burying our friends and relatives. Vausin, Petrina’s father, was so excited about this dig, about Petty being with us. It’s a shame he was so close when he was cut down. I can only hope someone explores it, someone with the proper attitude and not to search for treasure.”

“We’ll take a look,” Lirien said. “Maybe we can find something related to the place I’m searching for.”

Finuel blinked at the kangaroo girl. “You…you’re Lirien Seck.”

“I am.”

“I’m sorry. With everything that’s happened, I didn’t even notice. Petrina’s parents spoke of you. They were great admirers of you and your work.”

Lirien’s fair face flushed.

“They would have loved the thought of you exploring the site they found,” the elf continued. “Good luck with your search. I’ll look forward to hearing about whatever you find, when Petrina and Sariel see each other again.”

“I will make sure the site is registered as being found by them.”

“That is very kind of you.”

“Not kindness. It’s only right. They discovered it and everyone should know that.”

We didn’t stretch the goodbyes too much longer after that. Soon, we stood and watched the three elves as they headed back to where the expedition was attacked. I had my arm around Sariel, with Brin doing the same on the elf’s other side.

“You’ll see her again,” I said. “We’ll make it happen.” I kissed her on the face.

The elf swordmaster expelled a breath. “Thank you. I think I need a distraction. Lirien, do you want to look at this city that few others have seen?”

“Is that what you want?” The explorer stepped up to Sariel and looked into her eyes, as if she could read the answer to her question there.

“Yes. Perhaps it is fortuitous that we ended up here. It could even be the location of the cache you have been searching for.”

Lirien’s lips curved into a smile. “You know the right thing to say to make a girl smile, don’t you.” Then she moved closer to Sariel, threaded her arms between mine and Brin’s, and pulled Sariel into a hug. She held it for a moment, then kissed the elf on the lips with a quick peck. “You’ll be fine. We’re all here for you.”

Sariel’s eyes, wide and glimmering, took in the pink-haired kangaroo girl. “Thank you.”

It started a cascade, each of my companions repeating what Lirien did. Some hugged Sariel for longer, some kissed her more thoroughly—like Keliana—but they all showed their support for the swordmaster. Even Tip went to her, tentatively, and after checking no less than three times to make sure Sariel wasn’t going to kill him, wrapped her in a loose hug. He didn’t even smash his face in her breasts or try to grab her ass. She hugged him back.

With liquid eyes and more comfortable about what we’d faced in the last day and a half, we all followed Lirien into the city that, at the moment, still had no name.

It was a lot like Oremiave, except the entrance hole was smaller. Once we descended a sharp slope and made it to what I thought was a street—though it was covered in dirt—the same eerie scene we’d witnessed before greeted us in the illumination of Brin’s light globe.

Ten paces or so past where we’d entered the street, cobbles became visible. There were still spots where dirt had fallen or settled and accumulated on the street, but for the most part, it looked like an abandoned city surrounded by blackness. Brin’s light extended for maybe fifty feet, giving us a good look at the front of the buildings near us, but then they faded into silhouettes and eventually the inky darkness all around.

“Let’s get some lamps set up,” Lirien said, “so we can get a feel for distances. Like Petrina said, this is definitely osgoth. Based on the architecture and the style of the road, I’d place it at about two millennia old. Exactly the age range for clues to Kael’s cache.”

“Or the cache itself,” I said.

Lirien’s hand shook as she lit a lamp. This place, unexplored and undefiled, could possibly be the end she was looking for. The completion of the quest she’d had since she was a girl. I put one hand on the lamp and the other on her hand to steady both.

“You okay?”

She nodded, her eyes on the darkness around us. “Yeah. I shouldn’t get my hopes up, but…”

“Let’s get some light and we’ll start looking around. Tell us what you want us to do, Lirien. We’re not only here for Sariel. We’re all here for you, too.”

Her mouth twisted and her eyes reflected more of the light as the skin around them crinkled. I put an arm around her and squeezed. She took in a long breath.

“Okay, let’s set up lamps along the street for at least fifty yards. Brin, if you’ll come with me, I want to see how far we can get on this street before we run into a collapse. We’ll mark out the limits, then we can check what buildings area accessible one at a time. It’ll take a little while to make up a plan, but once we have one, we can narrow things down into a more detailed search.”

I let her move ahead, Brin at her side, while I started lighting lamps to place along the street as she suggested. After I set down the first one, I sensed someone behind me. It only took two steps toward where I’d place the next lamp before I’d figured out who it was. Those footsteps were very distinctive.

“Hey, Tyra. What’s up?”

She slammed into me, almost causing me to drop the lamp I was getting ready to light. “Kiss me?”

I laughed and set my burdens down, turned, and acceded to her request. I took my time with it, enjoying the feel of her body in my arms and her lips on mine. When we broke the kiss, I stroked her hair as I looked into her orange eyes.

“Something else on your mind?” I asked, and got a lecherous grin from her. “Okay, I mean, is there anything besides that on your mind?”

She snorted. “Yeah. Have I told you how much I want to be with you lately?”

“I seem to recall you bringing it up now and then. I’ll tell you exactly what I tell you every time you do. I want to be with you, too. It’s hard with all the traveling and when there are strangers in our camp with us, and when there are situations like yesterday.”

“I know that. I’m not talking about being with you in that way, though I really want that, too. I’m talking about just being with you.”

“Huh? I think I’m lost.”

“I’ll draw you a map.” She chuckled. “What I mean is that I decided that I’m not going back to Forgehaven, not unless you do. I want to stay with you, Gar.”

“I want to stay with you, too. I thought we already decided that.”

“Yeah, yeah. We did, but that’s not what I’m talking about. This whole thing with Sariel and Petrina and family, it got me thinking. Well, it helped me to continue thinking. I want to be with you. Always. I want to be a family.” She looked at me nervously, waiting for my response.

I wasn’t sure why she was so tense. Did she think I was going to tell her no?

“Tyra, we are a family. Aren’t we?”

“Yes, and I love it. I love you and I love the rest of the family. Well, except Lirien. I don’t know if she’s part of the family and I don’t know her well enough. What I’m trying to say is that I want to be with you after all this, after Aeyr, wherever that happens to be. I want to be your family and I want…”

“Are you saying you want to marry me?”

“Sure, that would be great, too.”

It finally clicked. I was a dumb ass. “Are you saying you want to have kids with me?”

Her orange eyes drilled into mine. “Is that…okay? I know Brin was just joking around when we talked about it before, but I’m serious.”

I laughed and pulled her into a kiss. “Okay? It’s great. I don’t think Brin was kidding. I didn’t take it that way. Coincidentally, Sariel and I just had that same conversation. Did you hear us? The idea seems to be going around. I’m definitely interested. Little baby goblins that look like you? Hell yes. Besides, I’m not letting you go. Ever. I’m not sure where I’ll end up after all this Aeyr business is done, but wherever it is, I want you with me. I’ll marry you, too, but I think it’s only fair that Brin should be the first.”

“I don’t care about all that stuff. We can marry if you want, or not. I just want to be with you and have your babies.”

“Then we’re in agreement. We have some things to do before we can settle down, but as long as you’re with me, it’ll be all right. Like I said, we’re already a family. After the scare that Sariel might have left us for a time, I don’t want to let anyone else go. My question to you is, are you going to stick with me through all this nastiness so we can get to the other side and live a more normal life, one where you’ve got a forge you can go to any time and do your work, and we can relax and enjoy being with each other?”

“I promise,” she said. “Kiss on it?”

“Absolutely.”

“Hey, you two,” Keliana shouted from up ahead. “There’s work to do. You can’t just stand around kissing. Not unless you invite me.”

I put one arm up in invitation while I held Tyra with the other and kissed her. Despite how silently the catgirl usually moved, I heard her feet scraping across the gritty cobbles in her haste to get to us.


Chapter
Fifty



“Ihaven’t detected anything from the cursory examination of the site,” Lirien said, “and it’s too big for me to focus on individual parts at random.”

It had taken us two days to search the extent of the area of the city protected by alari magic, even if it was originally built by the osgoth. It was just our luck that a location we hadn’t planned on searching, hadn’t even known existed, could take weeks for us to find anything of use.

“I was thinking,” she continued. “Brin, Qamara, and Rex helped immensely with the other ruins we explored. Maybe they can point us to a place we should pay more attention to?”

It was both surprising and heartening that the kangaroo girl was willing to rely on others, let alone let them direct things. She’d come a long way since we’d first met the stuffy, aloof, bitter version of her. I liked this one better. I’d wondered about how we had walked around, like we were waiting for something to jump out at us, and how inefficient the technique was.

“Of course we will help, Lirien.” Brin smiled at the explorer. “Might I suggest that we try to get Rex to start off? Like you, my ability to find hidden things works better when I am actively searching, which is difficult to do while trying to cover a large area. His senses are keener than ours and would do well to narrow down where we might focus.”

Lirien looked over at the furcan, who was trying to eat a small rock. She let out a sigh. “If you think that would be the most efficient way, it’s fine with me.”

I shook my head. We were using a lizard creature as a divining rod. We were doomed.

“Whatdya say, Tip?” I jerked my head at the satyr. “Do you think you could explain it to Rex so he’ll look for more secrets, like the last time?”

“No problemo.” He knelt near Rex and took the rock from his mouth, then threw it. Rex shot off after it. Or, at least, he tried. Tip snatched the furcan from the ground and held him up, talking softly into his ear. “Okay, Rexy. It’s time for you to shine. You know how you found that secret door at the last site we were at? Well, we need you to do it again. Find us something hidden, something interesting, something cool. You feel me?”

The furcan’s eyes remained locked on Tip’s face as the satyr gave him instructions. With that last question, Rex squawked, as if in answer. Tip had to be putting on a show. There’s no damn way the scaly little beast understood what he was saying. Still, as soon as Tip let him go, Rex didn’t go for the rock he had wanted to chase, but instead skittered along one wall, his head bobbing and his beak snuffling.

“He’s on the job,” Tip said.

I shrugged at Brin and Lirien. They’d wanted the furcan’s help. We’d all see together if it would be valuable or a waste of time.

Four hours of following Rex around as he sniffed and inspected walls, doors, alleys, and random patches of street, and I was just about over it.

“It’s close to dinnertime,” I said. That I had to remind Tip of such things was not a normal situation. His response threw it right into the realm of nigh-impossible.

“A little longer. He seems to have the scent of something.”

The others weren’t even bothering to follow the furcan anymore. It was just Tip and me. Then, suddenly, Rex squawked and homed in on the corner of a narrow alley between two buildings. He scratched at the wall, near the floor, hopping up and down, swinging his head to Tip like he was trying to tell him something telepathically.

Tip and I both moved closer and held our lamps up. The surface of the wall had long scratches in it from Rex’s claws. He’d dragged them through a coating of hardened dirt that looked to be at least half an inch deep.

“Hey,” I yelled to the others. “Bring something to scrape and clean this area up, will you? No picks or anything, I don’t think. It’s not as bad as the last one we had to break open.”

We made short work of cleaning up a section of the wall where Rex scratched, about five feet high and five feet wide. I put my lamp right up next to the surface.

“What is that? It almost looks like hieroglyphics.”

“Oooh,” Lirien said, nudging her way up to us. She ran her fingers across the etchings in the stone. “This is osgoth script. It looks like it goes across the whole wall. We’ll need to clear more of it. From what I can see, though, it’s a record of the exceptional service of someone…oh. It’s talking about a taranji, the first minister of this city. The way it describes him, he was renowned and well respected. Nothing new there. Many old records have similar accounts.”

She continued to hum and read the symbols, but I stopped paying attention. My eyes were on Tip. He’d frozen, staring at the stone like he could read it. His eyes glimmered in the lamplight.

“You okay, buddy?”

He jumped when I put my hand on his shoulder. “Huh? Oh, yeah. I’m fine. I…does it really say that?”

Lirien turned to regard him. “It does. If we clean more off, I can get some paper and write down the translation so you can read the whole account.”

“Y-y-yes. Please.”

Brin placed her hand on Tip’s other shoulder. “Why are you surprised, Tiporian? You know as well as anyone here the honored place your ancestors held in the osgoth, and even into the early alari, eras.”

He blinked, freeing a tear that tracked down his face, though he didn’t acknowledge it. “Yeah, sure. I know the stories, what I was told. I never believed them completely, though. I mean, of course people who were despised and treated poorly would have stories of when they weren’t. I wanted to believe them…”

“You should,” Lirien told him. “Ask any historian. It’s fact. Most who know the history of your people won’t treat you poorly simply because you’re taranji. They will because of your attitude, but not because of your race.” She smiled to soften her words. “This guy, the one the inscription talks about, he was probably the second highest ranking person in the entire city, serving the city ruler directly. In terms you can understand, he was a big fucking deal.”

The satyr stood there, wide-eyed, not speaking for far too long. Long enough that I was feeling uncomfortable enough to fill the silence.

“See, Tip. It’s like I told you, if you work hard at your goal, there’s no reason you can’t achieve it. You want to be a hero, someone to be respected, enough so that people will think twice about calling all taranji worthless. Here’s your example. It’s history. Fact. Why would it not also be future?”

He clenched his jaw and nodded. “Hand me one of those tools. I want to get this all cleaned off. I want to hear about my ancestor.”

We spent another hour cleaning the wall, Lirien writing up the translation. When she handed it to Tip, he had a look of wonder on his face I had only seen once before: when Tyra gave him an enchanted shortsword.

We went back to our camp on the surface. Tip clutched the paper Lirien gave him, reading it over and over while the rest of us prepared dinner and then discussed what we’d found.

“Why did Rex scratch at that particular wall?” Tyra asked.

Keliana, who usually remained fairly quiet when people were talking about ruins and history and archaeology, spoke up. “Maybe he recognized some symbol for taranji and he thought it was important because of his connection with Tip? Or, maybe some magic was used to etch the symbols that he sensed?”

“That is a possibility,” Qamara said. “The magic more than reading symbols, I think. Tomorrow we can inspect it more closely, but there could be something hidden, as with the last place Rex found. We can take more care tomorrow since we will not be short on time.”

I hadn’t realized Tip had been listening. He held up the paper. “It says in here that the minister had directed a public works project that spanned a great chasm within the city. It doesn’t say if that was metaphorical or literal. If it’s more literal, it might be talking about an area that’s removed from the normal workings of the city.”

Lirien stepped over to Tip and looked at the translation she’d written. “Right. I remember this part. The word used could be chasm, rift, separation, other terms like that. They could have been talking about a schism between people. But this part over here, where it says, ‘…he was the key to unity’s treasure,’ that part was difficult. It could have meant that he directed everything and helped to bring everyone together, but it could also have been translated that he held the secret to connecting both sides of the valuable prize, or something like that.”

I scratched my head. “I agree. We need to search that area more closely tomorrow. There’s something about all this that feels important.”

I tried to keep from getting my hopes up that we’d find something. It hadn’t been that long since we got here and with such a huge place, it would be a miracle if we found something significant within a week. I crossed my fingers, but tried to temper my expectations. We’d see the next morning.
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Lirien lay in her bedroll after everyone except for Keliana—who had watch—went to sleep. Slumber didn’t come easy to her, not with the thoughts zipping around in her head, bouncing with what felt like a truly physical force.

She had to admit that she was more than a little excited. Her giddiness had been curbed in the first few days at this unnamed place because of how they’d gotten here. She hadn’t forgotten the expedition that was slaughtered, Petrina’s near death, and the anguish she and her uncle and aunt felt. Once Lirien had settled into exploring the site, she started to realize how great an opportunity being here was. True, her main goal was to find Kael’s cache, but she was an explorer, and being the first to catalog a site completely was the core of her profession.

Now, with what they’d found earlier that day, the energy that infused her body made her want to take some lamps and go inspect that wall and its inscription even more thoroughly. Something about the words didn’t seem quite right. It was almost like the one who etched them in the stone wanted to say something else, or did say something else, if only she could recognize it. She couldn’t wait to go see what else she could glean from it.

It wasn’t only the inscription specifically that had her nerves thrumming, though. She almost felt silly when she had suggested that Brin, Qamara, and the furcan Rex searched the site for any secrets they could find. Then the little lizard came through. No one was more surprised, or happier, than she.

Lirien had worked with others before, of course, but those relationships had always been strictly professional, and short-term. None of her associates had been her friends, only people working together with her for a specific purpose. Though she was comfortable sharing tasks with some, she’d never had a strong desire to make their cooperation a long-term situation. She’d never thought of them outside the work or looked forward to working with them again.

When she first met Gar and the others and ended up being shackled with them, she assumed it would be the same. She knew Brin, liked the woman, but she hadn’t foreseen becoming so attached to her, let alone the others. They hadn’t been together long, but it was different this time. Probably because they were already a group—a family, even—and she was just herself, alone.

When Brin’s ability, Qamara’s knowledge, and Rex’s senses had found things she hadn’t, she admitted to herself that they were useful. But it went beyond that. When it seemed that Sariel might be leaving them to bring Petrina to her home, Lirien felt sadness. She would miss the elf swordmaster. The thought both surprised and scared her. Lirien knew all too well how much power such feelings gave another person.

The biggest change, of course, was with Gar himself. Despite her past and all her resolutions not to allow herself to be taken advantage of ever again, she found herself wanting to be near him, do things that would please him. That he saw her and her quest as important only fueled those feelings. There had to be a hook somewhere, there was no doubt. When she tipped over into trusting him and developing an attachment, that was when he would upend her world and show his true, selfish colors.

If. Not when, but if. She was not so far gone just yet.

The explorer stared into the starry sky, wishing she could sleep. She feared for her future, but it was a more distant future. For now, she was closer than she had ever been to achieving her goal, finding the prize she’d been searching for her whole life. If that meant being betrayed and having her heart broken again, well, it may just be worth it.


Chapter
Fifty-One



The next day, we did our level best to get Rex to move to another location, even to one only a dozen paces from the wall of symbolic text he’d found. He wasn’t going for it. In fact, as soon as we entered the subterranean city, the furcan ran off, disappearing into the darkness as we lit the lamps we’d placed along the way. When we got to where we’d been the day before, Rex stood there proudly, swinging his head back and forth between us and the wall.

After trying to lead him to other places for no less than an hour, only to have him return, we gave up. Interestingly, he didn’t scratch at the location any longer, only sat there patiently, watching us and waiting for…something.

Lirien stared at the wall of symbols like she thought her eyes would burn a hole through it to whatever was on the other side. She hummed and muttered to herself as Tip and I read over the translation on the paper in Tip’s hands.

This monument is in honor of High Minister Serusimin Verotusa, of the Taranji. The High Minister’s genius and hard work were renowned throughout the world for his innovative projects and shrewd administration. As a visionary, he was the key to unity’s treasure, garnering acclaim for Dresatoria far and wide. Let these words expound on his glory so that he be remembered for all future generations.

I watched Lirien. She traced some of the symbols which, I thought, acted like letters and not typical early osgoth pictographs they’d shown me in Oremiave. Her finger hovered over certain parts of the words and her brows scrunched up as she mouthed silently.

“What are you doing, Lirien?” I asked, my face only a few inches from her long kangaroo ears.

“Wha…?” She almost bashed my nose with the jerk of her head. “Oh, Gar. Damn, you scared me. I…there’s something about the way these symbols were carved. They act similarly to letters we use in modern language, indicating sounds. Some even stand out. Look.” She took my hand and put my index finger one of the etched symbols. “It’s an M sound. Do you see how it looks heavier, slightly tilted compared to those around it? Then the next one, here.” She went through half a dozen sounds. “If you string the awkward letters together, it makes words.”

I nodded. “Some kind of code?”

“Yes, I think so.”

“What language is that?”

She scratched one of her soft kangaroo ears. “I’m not sure it has a name. It’s a neo-osgoth variant; some might call it proto-alari. That wouldn’t be correct, though, because…well, that doesn’t matter. Here’s what does. The translation of those sounds all put together means something like, ‘Faith in honor can join the separated in unity.’”

The others had gathered around us now, all listening to what Lirien was telling me. She didn’t seem to notice, her focus on the wall.

Her eyes narrowed like she was getting angry at the wall. “It fits in with the theme of the monument, but it’s interesting. Why would there be a hidden message?”

Brin’s hand appeared on Lirien’s shoulder. “Perhaps if you read it aloud, in the original language?”

“Huh? I can, though I’m not sure of my accent. I’ve only ever read this language, not spoken it. Qamara can correct me, but I would pronounce it like this: moroin severus tenid renothis nivar dresat exordene.”

A loud crack, followed by the noise of stone grinding echoed around us. Rex hopped a good two feet in the air, landed, and took off running, sliding as he made a sharp turn into the building whose external wall held the monument.

“What the fuck just happened?” I asked.

Tip’s hooves clopped on the cobbles as he followed the furcan. “Come on, I think Rexy’s got the right idea. Let’s go.”

A few minutes later, we found the furcan, waiting patiently in front of a split in one of the walls in the house. Beyond was an impenetrable darkness that could have gone on forever.

After Brin fired up one of her little balls of light, we all stood there, staring into yet another secret room we’d found. This one was simple and about the size of the one we’d been in with the floor mural. The walls were full of that same symbolic script that had been on the wall outside, along with a relief of a large man presenting some type of award to a smaller one with goat horns and hoofed feet.

“This will take me a little while to transcribe, but basically it’s more information about the taranji minister, Serusimin Verotusa. It details his pride in the innovative project he and his associates accomplished. It says here that once created, access was controlled, for the safety of both the project itself and of the common citizens.

“There’s a statement here, set off from the other writing. ‘The answer is simple, as an arrow to the heart.’ I don’t know what that means.”

While Lirien translated and read the messages on the walls aloud and Brin wrote them down, the others inspected the room, the writing, and the relief. All except for Tip. He stood still, staring at one wall. I could see in his eyes he wasn’t focusing on it, though.

“You okay, Tip?” I asked. “Tip? Hey, Tip!”

The satyr blinked and turned to me. “Huh? What? Oh, Gar. What’s up?”

“You okay? You kind of went away there for a minute.”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s all good. It was just that something occurred to me. A thought, though I don’t think it was my own. One of the ones that floats around and worms its way into my head.”

“What was it about?”

“Stuff I don’t understand. Not all of it, anyway. I…”

He stepped up to the relief of the taranji minister, leaning so his eyes were only a couple of inches from the surface. His hand came up and traced some of the lines of the picture. For being as old as it was, it was in remarkably good shape, not even covered with dirt like the ones in the alley had been. He traced an object in the center of the taranji’s chest. I realized it was a stylized but still anatomically accurate heart.

I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to depict. Maybe the motivation of the minister, his care for his work? Regardless, Tip continued sliding his fingers to the sleeve of the minister’s robe.

Then, with a simple motion, he snapped part of one of the folds off from the wall.

Everyone in the room heard it and stopped what they were doing.

Lirien shot to her feet. “Tip, what the fuck are you doing?”

He ignored her, turning his body slightly and moving the piece of stone he broke off up to the heart. He fitted it into the design and the sharp piece disappeared into the image, like it had always been there.

The entire wall to our right shuddered, then moved aside with the grinding noise of stone on stone. When it finally came to rest, a dark cavern beyond beckoned us to go forward.

“What the…?” Lirien said, though this time her tone was one of wonder and not anger. “How?”

He will know things that should not be known. I put a hand up to the wall to keep me from swaying. We’d known since we met Tip that he was the one Qamara had been talking about in the foretelling she gave me, the one who knew what he shouldn’t. She’d also told me how important it was to keep him around. He’d been helpful up until now, but this…this was beyond anything I’d expected. It was deus ex machina shit.

Somehow, he knew how to activate that door. That wasn’t some random thought from someone an umbrenix had drained. It was almost like it was ancestral knowledge. Not for the first time, I wondered if Tip was helping me or if I was somehow destined—or manipulated—into helping him.

“Tiporian,” Qamara said. “How is it that you knew to do that?”

Tip shrugged. “Dunno. Lirien said ‘arrow to the heart.’ Seemed like the thing to do.”

“But how did you know to remove that piece? None of us had noticed it.”

Tip fidgeted. He wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. Rex noticed and a liquid growl started in his throat. The little guy thought everyone was ganging up on Tip, based on the satyr’s reaction.

“He doesn’t know,” I said. “He has knowledge that he shouldn’t have.” I stressed my words so Qamara would understand. “The important thing is that he found the way to get us into another secret place, and this one looks a lot bigger than any we’ve seen before.”

The prophetess nodded. “Just so. Thank you, Tiporian. Have you any idea of what might lay beyond?”

“No, sorry.”

I slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t be sorry. You found the door. It’s up to the rest of us to find out what’s on the other side. Ready for a little more exploration?”

“Yeah. Yeah, let’s see what we found.” He paused for a moment. “Lirien, that stuff you said, the words you spoke to open this room, can you say them again?”

The kangaroo girl raised an eyebrow, but she did as he asked.

“The last part of it, what do those words mean?”

“The second to the last, dresat, is the root of the name of this city, Dresatoria. Dresat means unity, while Dresatoria means united. The last word, exordene, means honor.”

I tilted my head at the explorer. “That word sounds familiar.”

“Replus,” Tip said before Lirien could answer. “My friend, the one who was murdered, his name was Replus Exordinen.”

Lirien’s nod made her long ears bounce. “Yes. A noble name. I’ve come across it in some records. The house of Exordinen, basically meaning “honorable,” was an important family, the closest thing the taranji had to lords.”

Tip’s face scrunched up and his eyes grew liquid. He spoke in a haunting whisper, not really directed at anyone. “I knew you were special buddy. I hope you’re in a good place.”

I honestly wasn’t sure what to do with that, so I squeezed Tip’s shoulder and left him alone, taking the excuse to go get more lamps from where we’d left them outside the building.

When Tip was ready to go, after a few minutes of silent contemplation, we hoisted our lamps as Brin cast her light spell and led us into what we could see now was a tunnel, and not a small one. It had to be eight or nine feet across and about the same high. Not a perfect cylinder, but damn close, with only the floor and the ceiling flattened a little.

The passage slanted down, but at a shallow angle. The stone had been worked with tools, not carved by magic, but were smooth. Care had been taken to finish them more than was required for function. Though access appeared to be only from the secret door we came through, the diggers had put a lot of effort into constructing the passage.

We traveled straight for some time, with no other side tunnels along the way. After taking a sweeping left turn, the space in front of us widened out well beyond what Brin’s light or the lamps could illuminate.

The moonwisp held up her hand, the ball of light resting in her palm. “I will increase the brightness slowly, so as to avoid affecting your eyes too harshly.” Then she began to ratchet up the radiance.

The sphere of the light grew, pushing back the darkness until we could see parts of walls, of the ceiling, and the massive slash in the ground in front of us.

I let out a long breath. We stood a few dozen feet from the edge of a massive chasm. The distance to the opposite edge had to be fifty feet or so, relatively uniform from what I could see. By Brin’s light, part of the sheer cliff revealed itself, but I got the sense that the thing was deep. So deep that even standing on the edge and having Brin cast her most powerful light, we wouldn’t see the bottom. The thing stretched to the left and to the right as far as the light could reach, at least a few hundred yards. This was no chasm like we’d seen in the north, but a manufactured feature.

“Holy shit!” Tip said. “This thing was under the city the whole time, or did it open up after it was already buried?”

Keliana pointed to our left. At the edge of the illumination, an ancient bridge stood, spanning the rift. Now that she’d called attention to it, I saw pieces of what could have been other bridges along the edge of the chasm farther away.

“Gods,” Lirien said. “I know what city this is. It’s Dresatoria—we know that from the writing—but it was also called by another name. Euxadresa. That also means “united,” but in the osgoth tongue. I know now what civil project those messages were referring to. Archaeologists have been looking for this place for hundreds of years.

“There are legends of something the leaders of Euxadresa had created, a sewage and waste system that left the city clean, much more so than any other city at the time. This must be that system.”

I considered the rift ahead of us. “So, they dumped sewage and trash into the chasm and called that an innovative approach?”

“No, it was more than that. They didn’t simply throw their refuse into a big hole. Something about the fissure, some magic it had, actually fed upon the leavings of the city. It produced power, magical power they were able to utilize. The city became a haven for mages who used the energy to progress in their craft and to push forward magical technology. The secrets were lost, though. By the time the alari became the dominant race, even the location of the city was a mystery. And here it is.”

“Do you think it still works after all these centuries? Is this something Aeyr would want?”

Qamara took a few steps forward, scanning the chasm. “He would no doubt like to get a source of energy such as the legends depict, but I can feel little more magic coming from this area than is normal for the rest of the city. Whatever system is in place, it is either dormant or has ceased to function. It could be as simple as having no fuel, but I hardly think the process was as simple as dumping trash into the rift. I have long believed the secret to the system was something that lived at the bottom. Perhaps it has passed or it slumbers. I would as soon not wake it.”

“Agreed,” Lirien said. “I’m not as interested in the technology as I am exploring what’s down here. Dresatoria would have been one of the largest and most advanced cities in this part of the world at the time of Kael. I would think he would have stopped here on his journeys. Besides, we’re the first people to stand here in nearly two millennia. I want to look around.”

We moved closer to the edge of the rift but stayed a few paces from the drop. It all looked like sturdy stone, but there was no telling if a section would crumble and collapse if we put weight on it. I did not want to find out how deep the thing went by falling off it.

The intact bridge was to our left. Brin sent a ball of light over toward the others, but even from a distance it was obvious they weren’t whole. They all used an arch system for support. I wasn’t sure if that was advanced or not for this world two millennia ago, but the structure looked solid.

“What do you think?” I asked Lirien after we moved over to the bridge for a closer look. We stood at the end of the edifice, examining it.

“I think it looks sound. I’m willing to cross it. With a rope tied to me, of course. I don’t see anything we can attach it to, though. I suggest we get the horses and use them as anchors. If this thing is as sturdy as it looks, and Tyra says it is, we can use our mounts to cross it and explore the other side. It looks like there’s a lot of area over there.”

My mouth turned up into an amused smile as I shook my head. She was definitely an explorer. Her excitement was palpable and contagious. It wasn’t the path I’d have chosen, but I also didn’t think we were going to talk her out of it. Anything that allowed us to finish her quest and get the hell out of Olliaran before the Searcher found us was fine by me.

“Fine. Let’s go back to camp and come back in the morning, with the horses. Then we’ll have all day to see if there’s anything to be seen here. Maybe we’ll even get lucky and find Kael’s cache hidden down here.”


Chapter
Fifty-Two



It took us nearly half an hour to get back to our camp on the surface. The whole time, Lirien’s excitement bubbled over and she spoke nonstop.

“I can’t believe we found Dresatoria, and by accident! I wonder if Petrina’s family would have found the secret door to the chasm. Even I wouldn’t have if it weren’t for Rex and Tip. Maybe dozens of expeditions would have passed through and none of them would have stumbled upon it. It makes you wonder how many other secrets are hidden in sites that we’ve known about for years, even decades.”

She seemed to be directing everything toward me, so I tried to keep at least the hint of a smile on my face, and I nodded a lot. I could understand what she was feeling. This was what she’d been working on for most of her life.

Still I wished someone else would engage in conversation with her. I had other things on my mind.

She continued. “I wonder where Dayra is. She would love to hear about this. What if the Grand Library is somewhere down there, near the chasm? It seems a stupid place to put a library, but who knows?”

“Dayra, you say?” Brin asked. “Do you speak of Dayra Gesha, the scholar?”

“Yes. Do you know her?”

“Not personally, though I have heard of her. Are you friends?”

Lirien shook her head. “More like acquaintances, though we have spent some time together.” For some reason, her cheeks colored. I wouldn’t have seen it if it weren’t for the pure white quality of Brin’s light. “We commiserate about having quests to find things no one else has been able to locate. For her, it’s the most complete library in history. She would be interested in this, though.”

I’d heard the name of the scholar before. Brin had mentioned her as a source to find information about Aeyr and the umbrenix. I thought I’d heard Lirien mention her once before, too. Apparently she was some kind of super nerd who knew everything, her life’s goal to find a big library. If Lirien knew her, maybe we’d meet her and get some questions answered.

When we reached camp and as we prepared dinner, Lirien continued her commentary.

“I’m thinking we should move the camp down in the city or even in the underground near the chasm. It would make it easier to explore it each day if we didn’t have to make the trip all the way back up here.”

“We would still have to come up to check on the horses,” I pointed out.

“Nah. We could take them with us, and not just to use as anchors for my safety rope. We can use them to cover more ground down there. The place looks huge. There may even be an exit on the other side of the chasm, into a different part of the city or even another city. The writings we saw did mention unity.”

“Hmmm. You have a point, though I don’t think the horses will like being underground for days at a time without seeing the sky and feeling the wind. We’ll talk about it with everyone after dinner.”

No one had any real objections to doing as Lirien suggested, so we packed up our camp, brought the horses, and headed down to the chasm the next morning.

Tyra spent about an hour looking into the materials of the bridge, as well as the design, while Lirien got ropes ready so she could cross the structure to the other side. “From what I can see inside the building materials, this thing should easily be able to hold all of us and the horses ten or more times over, all at the same time. I’d bet we could drive a wagon full of ore or ingots over it without a problem.”

“Good to know,” I told her. “We still need to check it carefully. Lirien volunteered, but she’s going to be tied to a rope and it’ll be secured to at least three of the horses. There’s no telling how deep that thing is.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Tip chuckled. “You know the rules, Gar.”

“Huh?”

“The rules. The rules that apply to every group and every business.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“The rules, dude. Rule number one: I’m the boss and you do what the boss says. Rule number two: see rule number one. Rule number three: safety first.”

I snorted before I could help myself, then promptly pushed Tip hard enough that he bounced off one of the horses and barely kept from landing on his ass.

“Come on, let’s get this over with. Lirien, be careful.”

The kangaroo girl winked at me, tugged on the rope tied to her, and headed out across the bridge. She did not, in fact, move carefully, but strode like a speedwalker over the large structure until she got to the middle, at which point she jumped up and down, just to piss me off. In no time, she was on the other side.

Next, we sent one of the horses over, dragging a rope. There was no convenient place to tie it on the other side, so Lirien took the reins and had the horse stand near her as I went across, taking up slack in the rope tied to her horse as I went. We basically repeated the process, making sure each person was attached to at least one secured rope each time. By the time half the group had gone across with not even a creak from the bridge, it seemed overkill, but we continued to provide the fall protection until everyone was across.

“Huh,” Tyra said as she inspected the bridge even more closely than she had before. “That’s interesting.”

I went to stand next to her. “What is?”

“The way this thing is constructed, it’s made to fall.”

“What?” My head snapped to the center of the bridge, where Brin was crossing.

“No, no, not like that. Calm down. What I mean is that the suspension is clever. There are pins that look like they can be hammered out. There are five I can see on this side. I’m assuming they’re in place on the other side, too. If they come out, the bridge is made to collapse into the chasm. Similar things are used sometimes in castle fortifications. If they get attacked, they drop the bridge and the enemy can’t get to them.”

“Why would they need that for a sewer system?”

“Don’t know. Maybe there is a way out on this side and the people of the city didn’t want to be attacked from wherever that way leads. They probably had guards here that could drop the bridges if necessary.”

I didn’t like the idea that this chasm was dangerous enough for those kind of precautions, but it was two thousand years ago. Chances were that a potential second exit on this side of the bridge was blocked off and even if it wasn’t, it probably led to another area long since buried.

Once everyone and all the horses were across, we dropped our camp supplies and went exploring. With the horses and Brin’s light hanging above us like a small sun, we made quick work of following the chasm. The thing went on for a long way, longer than we followed it. The cavern was massive, not only holding the rift and the ledges on both sides, but the ceiling remained twenty or more feet above us, like we were in some kind of amphitheater. The hoofbeats of the horses echoed as we explored.

All told, we found four more bridges, spread out from a couple hundred yards to more than half a mile apart. All of them were in bad shape, having been damaged in some way, most likely from falling rocks. It made me nervous, checking the ceiling and expecting something to come down on our heads at any moment. In our wide sweep of the edge, we didn’t find anything other than relatively flat stone, the damaged bridges, and the darkness of the chasm. When we settled into camp at the end of the day—based on the time on my watch—we hadn’t accomplished anything other than giving the horses some exercise.

We’d set up the camp a few hundred feet from the chasm. As we sat around before going to bed, I asked Lirien what had been on my mind while we’d explored the edge.

“Are you sure this is a good use of our time? This area is as close to a barren wilderness as you can get under the surface. There doesn’t seem to be anything to explore. No structures, no tunnels, not even any walls to look for secret doors.”

She surprised me with her answer. “Give me a little bit of time? If we don’t find anything in two days, we can go back and search the city some more. I don’t know yet how this all fits in with Kael and his journey, but I can almost taste something close.”

“Fair enough. As long as we don’t run into some nest of monsters, two days to look around sounds fair.”
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Tip pulled middle watch, his least favorite shift. Everyone’s least favorite shift. He’d barely gotten to sleep when Keliana had shaken him awake. It would have totally been worth losing sleep to have the sexy catgirl touch him, but he didn’t even get to enjoy that. She didn’t even bend over, only pushed him with the toe of her boot.

He sighed, not knowing why he expected anything else.

As he rose and strapped on his sword and picked up his bow and quiver, he realized he wasn’t all that disappointed. Sure, the catgirl assassin was smoking hot and he’d do her in a flat second if he had the chance, but his whole mind and heart weren’t in it. Instead, they dwelled on Cea.

He’d blown it with her. Even now he had the urge to slap his own head. Gar said if they got a chance to see her again, he’d make it happen, and Tip trusted his friend to come through. The gremlin had burrowed her way into his dreams and there were very few things he wanted more than to get another chance to impress her. Hell, even just to talk to her and tell her how much he thought of her.

But that was for later. Now he had a boring-ass watch before he’d wake up Sariel for the final shift of the night. It seemed kind of stupid to him that they even set a watch. They’d ridden for hours and hadn’t found a damn thing earlier in the day. If a wandering monster were to find them, it would have to wander quite a ways.

At least he had Rex to keep him company, even if the little monster had only woken long enough to scuttle over to where Tip sat on a rickety camp chair and then promptly fall asleep on the ground. Or cave floor. Whatever the proper term was.

The taranji took out a couple of the blacksmith’s puzzles Tyra had let him take from the storage room in her home forge and started to fiddle with the first. He only had three left he hadn’t solved, and he wondered if the goblin crafter would make more for him. The intricate metal contraptions were pretty cool, keeping his mind and his hands occupied. It was like that “moving meditation” Gar had told him about. It beat out the regular meditation. Sitting still and trying to keep your mind blank. Psht. Stupid.

As he fiddled, his mind switched from an image of Cea’s pretty face to that relief on the wall in the secret room. The one he’d instinctively taken the “arrow” from the ancient taranji minister’s robe and put into the carved heart in the picture.

Gar had mentioned a few times that Qamara told him he would meet someone who knew what they should not. She’d even told him he had to stick close to that one, because without him he couldn’t succeed in his quest. The twin of Kael had even told Tip he was important, one time saying he was as—or more—important than Gar himself.

Tip thought that was bullshit, but hadn’t convinced himself one hundred percent. What if what Gar said was true? Could he, some nobody taranji whom Gar had found eating out of the trash, be that important?

Part of him prayed he was, but another part was scared shitless. How could he endure that much pressure on him? Sure, Tip wanted to become important, someone that could show others that taranji were worthwhile, that they were people too, that they had value. But he had no delusions of being like the minister they’d so recently read about. Serusimin Verotusa. Even his name was cool.

He chuckled softly. Gar would probably nickname the honored minister serum or semen or something. Gar didn’t give two shits about social status or self-importance. For him, it was easy. He treated everyone with respect until they gave him a reason not to. At which point he sometimes killed them. That was cool, though. Tip could get behind that.

For the first time in Tip’s life, he felt like he was doing something important. Like, really important. Since he met Gar and Brin, he’d been traveling with people that Tip could see having stories written about. Heroes and exceptional people, all of them. He just hoped he could live up to his friends. If there was anyone who could help him succeed in his quest, it was Gar and⁠—

A sound grabbed his attention. It was faint, but he’d definitely heard something. Tip froze, listening for more. They hadn’t started a fire, not wanting to haul a bunch of wood with them. Instead, Brin created one of her light balls, a dim one, and laid it nearby. Gar, ever paranoid, had made sure an extra blanket was nearby so that it could be thrown over the light source if necessary.

Suddenly, that didn’t seem too stupid an idea.

When another sound came, then another, Tip went to the blanket as silently as he could with his hoofs and threw it over to block the illumination from escaping. He wasn’t sure what was making the sounds, but when he heard what sounded like a muffled voice, he decided it was time to wake someone else up.


Chapter
Fifty-Three



Soft noises interrupted Lirien’s sleep. It sounded like people trying to be quiet, but they were so close, she could still detect the noise with her exceptional hearing. She had the ears made for it, after all. The hissing of voices and the soft scraping of shoes on the stone brought her into a half-wake state.

“Lirien. Lirien.” It was Brin’s voice, whispering.

“Huh?”

“Shhhhh. Be as quiet as you can. Something is happening. There are others, on the opposite side of the chasm.”

As Lirien blinked the sleep from her eyes, her ears picked up the sounds Brin was talking about, the sounds Lirien had heard in her half-conscious state. Overlapped with the subtle scratchings her friends were making, there were others. Scraping, jingling, even voices. She turned toward the chasm and realized there was only the faintest glimmer of light from the camp she was in. Someone had thrown the blanket over Brin’s ball of illumination. That the moonwisp didn’t simply make it disappear told her they wanted at least something by which they could see. Not everyone could see in the dark.

Thinking about light, the explorer realized she could see some. Dim, true, but there were bits of yellow-red far away, probably at the edge of where the tunnel they’d taken emptied out into the space on the edge of the rift.

“What do you see?” she asked Brin, knowing the woman would have used her Lunar Light sight to spot the noisemakers.

“People. A lot of people.”

“Shit.”

“That is what Gar said.”

“What else did he say?”

“To get your weapons ready, and to be ready to run.”

Lirien was suddenly wide awake. A lot of people? Who the hell could…?

Her throat constricted suddenly and tried to force herself to swallow. She got up, put on her weapon belt, and found where Brin, Gar, Tip, and Rex stood silently, their eyes pointed toward the chasm. Or, more correctly, to the other side of the chasm.

“There,” Brin said, pointing toward the bridge.

Before Lirien could react, Gar was already running. He was a human, with barely adequate sight in the light. How the hells was he navigating in the dark like that? She could barely see where he was going, and her type of beastkin had good night vision. A panic squeezed her heart. What if he ran right over the edge? In the dark, it would be easy to do.

She wanted to yell to him, tell him to slow down, to stop. That would bring attention to them, though. It didn’t seem like whoever was on the opposite edge yet knew they were on this side.

One small sound, like a sword scraping soft stone, sounded. A few other softer sounds—cutting or tearing?—followed, then a voice that startled her in its firmness and volume. Only as loud as normal speech, but in the near-silence, it was deafening.

“Now, Tyra.”

That’s all Gar said, but it was enough to stop all noise from the other side of the chasm. Clanging, metal striking metal, rang out, then creaking followed. It sounded like someone was hammering a spike into stone. No, that wasn’t it. Like someone was hammering a spike, or a pin, out of its place. Several pins, in fact.

Lirien counted five such series of noises, then a pause. Five more followed quickly. On the final one, metal shrieked and groaned, then what sounded like a tower falling in on itself ended the ringing hammer blows. The silence that followed was absolute. Until it wasn’t.

As louder voices multiplied on the other side of the chasm, Brin spoke, taking Lirien’s arm. “Come. We will see if Gar’s suspicions about who this is are correct.”

The entire group joined Gar—who had a fresh wound on his arm—and Tyra near the edge. Brin frowned at the injury, but didn’t mention it. Instead, she spoke one word.

“Now?”

Gar nodded. “Now.”

Brin cast her arm out and within a second, one of the spheres of light flared from above. She attached it to the ceiling and as she increased its intensity, both edges of the chasm were flooded with light.

What it revealed caused more than one gasp from Lirien’s group.

There, arrayed across the verge of the chasm was what had to be more than a hundred people. Even more were at the mouth of the tunnel, indicating the full number was not yet gathered. Humans, elves, beastkin, even some dwarves and goblins all shaded their eyes as they cast their glances at the tiny group of heroes.

None of it even registered for Lirien. Only one person did. The man at the head of the group who, even now, was staring right at her.

“Ah, Lirien. I’ve finally caught up to you. It’s about time.”

“That’s the Searcher.” Gar said. “The one we saw who was torturing Varna Etole.”

No. No, no, no, no, no. It couldn’t be.

“You’ve led me a merry chase, Gar Hailey,” the Searcher said, though his eyes were still on Lirien. “I have to admit, I wasn’t sure if I would find you. I figured you were smart enough that, if you found Lirien, you would have taken her and gone into hiding. Imagine my surprise when I found clues that you were helping her find the cache. Even in danger of death, our beastkin won’t let go of that bone. It’s a pity, really, but I have a job to do. Best to get on with it.

“I will make a deal with you. Hand her over and you can leave. I’ll even let you have what’s in the cache, if you’ve found it. Or even if you know where it is. She’s the important part, along with one or two others who are too close to finding things the master doesn’t want found. There’s a particularly clever scholar I will hunt down next, but that’s none of your concern. What do you say? Such an easy decision for you.”

“He lies,” Sariel said softly. “My magic. It tells me he’s lying, as if we needed magic to grasp that.”

Gar opened his mouth to answer, but the Searcher spoke first.

“What’s this? No greeting for me, Lee? I’d have thought you’d say something. Hello, I love you, I hate you, fuck off and die?”

The anger snapped Lirien out of her stupor. She glared at the man. He wore rugged clothes, those of an explorer, not a leader of men. His face held what looked like a couple of days’ growth of facial hair, with the hair on top of his head in the typical messy fashion. For his twenty-eight years, he looked more worn than he should have. Topping it all off was that arrogant, crooked smile he often wore.

She took a breath, then spat out the words. “What the fuck are you doing, Eldrin?”
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I turned to look at Lirien. Her entire body was shaking, like she was barely holding it together. It was obvious these two knew each other, though I didn’t know how well or from where. The short interaction they had was enough to tell me that there was some deep resentment there, possibly hatred. The kind that only came from people who were very close once, before everything fell apart. It was something we did not need at the moment. Shit was bad enough.

“Allow me to answer you in your own words,” I said. “Go fuck yourself. I killed the two shadows you sent over here. Unless any of you can fly, you’re not getting to this side. Go tell your asshole boss we’re coming for him and his minions. If you want to live, then maybe you should find a place to hide. I’m especially looking forward to killing you.” With another glance at Lirien, I added, “More so now.”

“I see. It seems our sad little kangaroo has found someone to fall prey to her charms. A trivial matter. You seem to have forgotten an important piece of information. I’ll give you a hint.” He raised his voice. “Loose.”

At least two dozen arrows came at us from the other side of the chasm.

“Go,” I said, running backwards as I watched the shafts come toward us.

At the last minute, Brin threw out her hand and her Push spell scattered the arrows before they could hit us. I turned to run and almost slammed into Tip, who was fitting another arrow to his bow after already shooting one. I marveled at the balls on the satyr. Glancing back over my shoulder, I witnessed the Searcher dive to the side as Tip’s arrow plunged into the chest of an elf standing behind him.

“Wow, great shot, Tip. Come on, let’s go.”

Brin’s light winked out as we ran blindly away from the edge. We were soon out of range, even had there been light for them to see us. We made it to our camp without any injuries. Well, except for the cut I got killing those two umbrenix. That second one had two shortswords of shadowsteel, and it knew how to use them. I grumbled internally about not having light to fight it effectively.

We broke the camp down and had everything in the saddlebags and strapped to the horses in record time. Brin created another light source, so dim I doubted the Searcher and his goons could even see if from where they were. It was enough for us to navigate by.

“Gar,” Lirien said. “I need to explain⁠—”

“Save it. What I told them is true. They’re not getting across anytime soon. But we didn’t go the entire length of the chasm and I doubt all the other bridges are unpassable. They’ll get across eventually. They may even have siege equipment to traverse it where they are.

“What I need from you right now is any knowledge you have of where we might go, what tunnels or secret passages may be available. I hope to hell we didn’t just trap ourselves because, honestly, the number of lackeys he brought, there’s no way we can survive them in a head-on fight. Do you think you can find us a way out before they kill us or we starve to death?”

“I…I’ll try. I could use Brin’s and Rex’s help, to be honest. We’ll find something.”

“That’s the spirit. Lead on. I am suddenly feeling like I want to be on top of the ground again.”

She dipped her head. “Thank you. For not handing me over.”

I snorted. “Even if he was telling the truth, there’s no way I’m doing that. You’re one of us. We don’t hand over our friends to save our own asses. What kind of colossal dick would do that?”

“Eldrin.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Let’s find our way out. This place seems to have lost its charm.”

I had to agree with her, but that wasn’t the primary thing on my mind. I wanted to unravel the mystery of her connection with this Searcher guy, but not at the moment. That was something we’d need to do quietly, and alone, so I didn’t put her on the spot in front of the others. I tried to suppress all the different scenarios in my mind. That would only stress me out. We’d talk, and I’d get all the details. Later.

For now, we needed to get out of the huge cave we were in. Somehow. I was not looking forward to the next bunch of hours or possibly days.


Chapter
Fifty-Four



“Stop!”

Lirien put her hand up as she shouted the word. We’d been riding for several hours already. It was surreal, the subterranean landscape we crossed. If it weren’t for the occasional glimpses of the ceiling in Brin’s light, I would have thought we were in some desolate land, riding across massive sheets of stone on a cloudy night. There was no breeze to speak of, but the vastness threatened to break my mind with the concept that any cave system could be so huge. There had to be magic involved.

But now our explorer had halted us, and for good reason. We’d finally found something other than open space. A wall, to be precise, one that seemed to be curving ahead, like the cavern was finally narrowing.

“Great,” I said. “We’re close to finding a way out of here.”

Tip cocked his head at me. “Either that, or we’re about to find out the cavern ends and we’re trapped in here, where all we can do is wait for that army to come after us.”

“Dude.”

“Gotta be realistic.”

We did not, in fact, find only a blank cavern wall. Instead, we followed the curve until we reached an opening. It looked remarkably like the one we’d come in through, on the other side of the chasm.

“Will we explore this one or go farther to see if there are others up ahead along the wall?” Lirien asked. “I have no knowledge of this place or where this tunnel may lead.”

I wasn’t in the mood to search for more openings in the wall. “Let’s take this one. We have to hurry. I’m going to assume the Searcher and his goons got across the chasm. I didn’t see any horses with them, but that doesn’t mean they’re all on foot. Better to expect they’ll get to us sooner rather than later. I want out of here as soon as possible. This tunnel better be that.”

“Agreed.”

We dismounted and entered the tunnel, Brin’s light leading the way. We’d only gone a few hundred yards when I couldn’t stand keeping it to myself any longer.

“Is it just me or does this look exactly like the tunnel we took from the room with the relief to the edge of the chasm?”

“I thought it was just me,” Tip said.

Brin nodded. “I have also noted the similarity. However, it does not feel like the other tunnel.”

“I concur,” Qamara said. “The magic is different. Not better or worse, simply with a different flavor.”

I was going to ask what the prophetess meant by that, but Lirien shushed us.

“We can’t be certain this area is unoccupied,” she whispered. “Until we find out, let’s keep it quiet, yeah?”

We followed the tunnel. Like the other, it had no side passages and soon, we found ourselves at a dead end.

Staring at the stone on three sides of us, I hissed a breath. “Well, shit. What a waste of time. Let’s hurry up and get back to the main cavern and continue along the wall. We’ve got to find another way out.”

“One moment,” Brin said. She started to run her hands along the wall and, in a moment, Lirien joined her.

I watched as they scrutinized every inch of the stone within their reach. Finally, the kangaroo girl stretched a hand up and did…something. I think she pressed a protrusion in the rock, or maybe she twisted something, but whatever it was, a large section swung slowly toward where we stood.

Brin’s light poured into the space revealing a room much like the one where we’d found the script and the relief, except this room’s relief was different. This one was of a familiar figure, in his bulkier phase.

Kael “the Blur” Serus stood lifesized in the depiction, that ornate sword in his hand, point resting on the ground. All around the image was more of that osgoth script.

Brin and Lirien both hugged me at the same time, causing them both to pause and look at each other. They smiled and nodded, then continued to wrap their arms around me.

“We found the way out,” the explorer said. “At least, I think we did. Let me work on translating all this and see if this room is like the other. It would be too big a coincidence that everything else is the same.”

If Tip was fascinated with the carving of the taranji minister, I was as interested in this depiction of Kael. I’d seen some statues that were in good shape, but this wall looked like it had just been carved. The detail was fantastic and it was obvious the artist had been skilled.

“Huh. He does look like me.”

“You look like him,” Tip said. “He predates you by like two millennia.”

“That’s what I meant. I never really saw it on the statues, but this could really be a carving of me. Well, with a lot more muscle. But the face, I guess I finally agree with all of you.”

“It’s about damn time.”

“Ah.” Lirien was at the other side of the little room. She moved her hand and that wall swung inward toward us as well. “I believe we have found our way out, as long as the exit this leads us to has not been buried over the centuries.”

“We have tools to dig our way out,” Sariel pointed out.

“Yeah,” I said. “But can we do it before the Searcher and his people find us?”

Brin swung her hand holding the light ball toward the new door and began walking. “Why don’t we find out.”

I glanced over at Lirien, reading over a section of the script on the wall. “Are you good with leaving? Are you done?”

She didn’t look at me but ran her fingers over the area she’d already read at least three times while I was watching. Similar to Tip, she dug her fingers into the carving of Kael and came away with a small piece. Barely larger than some of the coins I’d seen in this world, it had been part of the design on Kael’s clothes. A stylized sword set in a circle. Honestly, the thing looked like a brooch. “I…yes. I’m done.” She turned and flashed a gorgeous smile at me. “What’s even better is that I know where we’re going, even if I don’t know where we’ll be starting.”

“You do?”

“Yes. As it turns out, I think this is where we were supposed to go the whole time. The place the floor mural in Sinolto pointed us to. I believe our next stop is the hiding place of Kael’s cache.”

“That’s great. As long as we’re not buried alive here.”

“We’ll get out if I have to chew my way through a dozen feet of stone. We’ll find a way to the surface, and then we’re heading to Fortensiani.”
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It was clear right away that it wasn’t going to be as easy as Lirien made it sound. The first thing we did was close the door to the tunnel, accomplished by another ingenious trigger that Brin and the kangaroo girl found. It made me wonder if there was one in the room on the other side of the chasm, but I’d think about that later. Then, after we’d brought everyone and all the horses out of the room and into the structure it belonged to, they found the verbal trigger for the secret door into the small room. Turns out that it worked to close the door as well.

As we left the home, Brin stopped to look at the floor in the entry. She tilted her head as if she was confused, and I chuckled. She looked like a puppy the way she was perplexed about what she saw. She moved closer and swept at the floor with her hand, wiping the dust and gravel away to reveal a crack in the flat stones from which the floor was made.

She abruptly scanning the room until her eyes found what looked like a defect in the doorframe leading to the kitchen. She fiddled with it for a moment and a loud click sounded. The crack on the floor popped up slightly and she dropped to her knees, prying at what I now saw was a loose stone.

A little grinding noise and Brin turned to us, raising her hand in the air. Clasped in her grip was a small statue.

“What is that?” I asked.

She held it out so we could see better and Qamara let out a little gasp. “Do you know what that is, Brinawynn?”

The blue woman shook her head. “I do not, though I can sense magic in it.”

“It was a potent tool in the time the osgoths lived in this land. Not quite common, but not truly rare, either. As time went on, however, fewer and fewer were known to exist and they became quite uncommon. It is a Figurine of Lost Treasure.”

“It’s what now?” Lirien scrabbled to get closer to it. The way she had reacted, I probably would have pulled it back from her. Brin only held it up for the kangaroo girl to see, not like she was handing it to her. “I didn’t know any of those still existed.”

“Apparently at least one still does,” Qamara said.

The object was a little statue made of shiny metal, maybe four inches high, of a woman in long robes, hands out in front of her with palms open and facing upward.

Of all people, it was Tip that told me what the big deal was.

“It’s for finding stuff. Or people. It can be used once per day to locate a thing or a person the user knows. It has a range of about a hundred miles, but it can’t be used to find anything the user doesn’t know or people she hasn’t met.”

I raised an eyebrow at that.

Tip shrugged. “I don’t know where that came from. I just know it, that’s all.”

“I have heard of such objects,” Brin said, “though I never had one.”

She held the figurine out toward Lirien and the kangaroo girl took it reverently, her eyes locked onto it. After turning it over in her hands a few times, she handed it back to Brin, who didn’t make a move to accept it. Lirien waggled it in front of the moonwisp.

“Here, take it back.”

“It is your site, and your quest. By all rights, it belongs to you.”

“Oh, don’t be stubborn. Take it. This isn’t the cache and you found it fairly. Please. A magical item is much better in your care than mine. I’m no mage.”

“You would give it to me?”

The explorer grabbed Brin’s hand, shoved the little statue into it, and closed the blue fingers over it. “Yes. It’s yours and I know you’ll use it well.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Don’t you believe for a minute that I’m not selfish at all. I still expect to get first pick when we find the cache.”


Chapter
Fifty-Five



Once on a street that apparently belonged to one of the ancient cities protected by a magic bubble, it didn’t take the group more than a few hours to extract themselves from the ruins. There was digging involved, but only to clear a partially plugged passage to the surface that looked like it might have been opened by animals searching for a den.

Lirien had paid close attention to the buildings and any other features in the city and once they were out, she scanned the lightly forested area.

“I’m not sure where we are. We traveled some distance underground. I don’t know if Dresatoria was actually that big, so I’m thinking that maybe this is a sister city.

“No worries, though. Now that we’re out, we can find a direction and head toward Fortensiani. We’re almost there. The city isn’t more than thirty miles or so from Dresatoria and if we can find one of the roads, it won’t take much more than a day to get there.”

At least, she hoped that was the way it would go. She tried to act more confidently than she actually felt.

Gar squinted and blinked at the sun. “Let’s travel for an hour or two, enough to get our bearings and to move out of the vicinity of the ruins. Then we should stop and rest. We haven’t slept for close to a day and a half.”

The light bothered her, too. They’d been underground for more than two days and the bright sunlight would take some time to get used to.

Thankfully, Lirien found a road fairly quickly, though it took bashing through vegetation—thankfully not as heavy as most of what they’d dealt with in the last few weeks—before they reached it. They would stop soon, probably as soon as they found a spot a little off from the road. She was as tired as the rest of them, but she was also not looking forward to setting up camp.

Once they did, the urgency they’d felt over the last day and a half would dissipate and there would be time for questions.

She still couldn’t believe what had happened. As if it weren’t bad enough the Searcher caught up to them, the greater revelation had her head swimming. Eldrin. How the hells could Eldrin be the Searcher, the one tasked by a demigod to hunt her down and kill her? She still couldn’t decide if it was more incredible that he held such a position or that he actually meant to kill her.

Had she really never meant anything to him at all? All this time, all the years since his betrayal, she had convinced herself that he was selfish and he was a right prick, but part of her always thought there was something there. Some truth that was so small, it was easily overpowered by his greed and selfishness. She’d believed that it wasn’t that she meant nothing, just that money and fame meant more.

But now? He was leading an army with the sole purpose of killing her. It was no ruse. He had tried to do the deed, ordering flights of arrows to be rained upon her and her friends. If it weren’t for Brin’s magic, several or all of them would have been injured, maybe killed.

How? How could she have been so blind and how could he be such a hateful person?

“This looks like a good place,” Gar said, angling his horse away from the road toward a tumble of rocks. “Not only can we have cover and a little defense, but the ground here is hard and less likely to take hoofprints. We don’t know how far behind the Searcher is.” He glanced at Lirien as he said that last part, freezing the blood in her veins. He obviously hadn’t forgotten about his questions.

Lirien’s hand started trembling on the reins. She had caused all these problems, put her friends at risk. They had been decent enough not to demand an explanation, their escape being more important, but her time had run out. Would they cast her out, hand her over to Eldrin and all his lackeys for execution? She’d thought, in the moments they were fleeing and especially when they found the clue to where the cache is and the figurine, that they might have forgotten and would join her in searching out the final location. Now she realized how silly that thought was.

The worst part of it all, even more than dying, was that she had really started to feel connected to the little group. Like nothing she’d felt since she was a kid, Lirien had started to think that maybe, just maybe, the world wasn’t quite as bad as it seemed.

Well, the joke was on her. She’d felt splinters of hope before, briefly, but the world always crushed them to dust and reminded her how unforgiving a place it was. Now whatever it was out there that controlled fate struck her the final blow, letting her know in no uncertain terms how woefully inadequate she was to deal with the twists life threw at her.

She dismounted, groomed her horse, helped set up camp, and tried to keep her head raised when all she wanted to do was stare at the ground. She was an adult. She would take their disappointment and accept the consequences without quibbling. It was better this way. From the start, she had a suspicion that she’d been a means to an end, that she was a resource the others would use to steal her findings, until the cost outweighed the reward. It wasn’t in the sense that they would turn her over to Eldrin. They’d had the opportunity to do that. It was more that now she had proved to be more trouble than help.

She ate dinner in silence, listening to the others converse quietly. Everyone seemed as tired as she was, so there wasn’t the lively discussion that meals usually engendered. Maybe they’d even put off talking to her. Accusing her.

“Lirien, we need to talk,” Gar said after they’d cleaned up from the meal.

Her heart stopped and her shaking hands grew more energetic. She sat on them on the rock she used as a seat to keep them from being too noticeable. Lirien swallowed and took a breath. It was better this way, to get it over with. The anxiety was worse than her death would be. At least it seemed so in the moment.

“Ask and I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

He looked into her eyes, his face neutral but his eyes sympathetic. “I’d normally carry on a conversation like this with just the two of us, but it involves everyone here. Is that okay? If you want, you and I can just talk and you can have conversations with everyone else separately.”

“As you say, it involves everyone. We might as well do it all at once.”

“Okay. I, we, need to know what all that stuff with the Searcher was about. It’s obvious you have a history with him. I’d like to understand what’s going on.”

“Right.” Lirien swept her gaze from Gar to Brin. The moonwisp shared his expression almost identically, neutral but sincere. As she looked from face to face, Lirien found the same thing. Not quite the mien of an executioner, but not particularly friendly, either. Tired. If she were to categorize how everyone looked, it was tired. No doubt from wrestling with the shitshow Lirien had created. “I would like to start with an apology. I’m sorry for any problems I may have caused. I⁠—”

“Lirien, we appreciate your apology, but what we really want right now is to understand.”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” She swallowed before continuing. Her mouth was dry, though she’d just taken a drink of water. “That man, the Searcher, his name is Eldrin Samson, and he and I grew up together. We lived in the same village and by the time we were seven years old, we were inseparable. We talked constantly of our dreams to do great things in archaeology and to solve many mysteries from history. I had already decided by then that I would find the cache of Kael. I’d heard a few historians talk about it when their expedition stopped at our village and their words never left my mind.

“Eldrin was…less enamored of any particular quest, least of all mine. I didn’t notice, not much anyway. As we grew, we formulated a plan. When we finally left the village, we would do so with the backing of a patron who would make it possible for us to search out the objects of our dreams.

“It wasn’t until maybe a year or two before we were to leave that I started to recognize that Eldrin’s dreams were not mine. I’m not talking about specific quests like Kael’s collection or some great library. If he had another in mind, that would have been fine. More and more, though, whenever I talked about ‘our dreams,’ he said things that should have told me his goals were intangible, unfocused.

“He used to joke about my dream of finding Kael’s cache. He’d say that he dreamed of cash, too, but he meant currency. Gold. Treasure.

“I was in love with him and we’d promised each other we would spend the rest of our lives together, famous archaeologists and their children, accomplished and happy. When we began to feel the pullings of physical attraction, we gave into them. To me, the act was an expression of love. Sadly to him, it was less so.

“More and more I noticed he sought only his own pleasure, rarely initiating anything that would produce my own. He only would go far enough to bait me into pleasuring him, and then he would lose interest. You’d think I would have recognized that he obviously didn’t care for me as much as I cared for him. But I was young, in love, and ignorant in the ways of the world.

“Finally, when we were to secure a local patron, a wealthy doctor whom we had spoken to often about our plans, there was a celebration in the village. Doctor Terrine stood up and made the announcement. He had chosen to support only Eldrin, despite what I thought was our agreement that we would both be supported.

“I confronted Eldrin, who shrugged and told me, ‘It’s not my fault the doctor chose me over you.’ He enjoyed the evening, boasting about how famous he would become. He even tried to get me to have sex with him, to celebrate his betrayal.

“But I didn’t have even an inkling that night. During the week after the celebration, I found out he had been poisoning the doctor’s mind against me for months. I talked to Doctor Terrine and he repeated to me the lies Eldrin had told him. He had chosen money and the opportunity for the fame he so craved over me.

“I was crushed. One week after the celebration, even before Eldrin left on his first expedition, I fled the village, determined to pursue my dream any way I could. That was eight years ago. In the meantime, I have made a name for myself and have gathered accolades, even received patron money now and then. I finally came to the pinnacle of my work, on the very edge of finding the cache, and now Eldrin has returned to steal it away from me, along with my life.

“Again, please accept my apology. I know I acted childishly when you told me about the Searcher and I’ve caused problems, but lately I was finally feeling as if I had settled into being the kind of person people might want in their expedition, in their party. I regret bringing this danger upon you and hope that you will forgive me one day.

“You don’t have to force me away. I will leave of my own volition, at first light and without the horse you have so generously lent me.”

Lirien had no more words, at least none she could get out. She clenched her hands in front of her and stared at the ground. She was hoping that with that last part, they would not reconsider handing her over to Eldrin. They wouldn’t, she suspected. Each of them was a good person and they wouldn’t deliver her unto certain death.

She felt two people grapple with her, one on either side and she tensed to fight, but then she realized the arms were not meant to constrict, but to console. She found Gar on her right and Brin on her left, their arms around her in a three-way hug.

Gar spoke softly to her. “Why would you ever think we’d let you leave? We’re not an expedition, not even a party, Lirien. We’re a family, and you’re part of it.”


Chapter
Fifty-Six



Brin and I had the same idea. After listening to Lirien’s heartbreaking story, two desires erupted in me: kill that fucker the Searcher and console the woman he had emotionally injured so severely. Since the Searcher wasn’t present, I slid over next to the kangaroo girl and put my arm around her. At exactly the same time Brin did it.

“W-w-what?” Lirien said. “What did you just say? I thought I was being attacked and didn’t hear you.”

“I said you’re part of our family. You’re not going anywhere.”

Her beautiful violet eyes locked onto mine, then swung to Brin’s. Then she burst out in a spontaneous bout of heavy sobbing.

I met Brin’s gaze and gave her a one-shoulder shrug before tightening my hold on Lirien. The moonwisp cooed into her long kangaroo ears, rubbing her back. It took several minutes for her to regain any semblance of control and though she was a wet, weepy mess, the woman was still gorgeous, even if she did seem like she was in mild shock.

“But…Eldrin…”

“People are generally assholes, and guys ten times as much. Taking advantage of you and your feelings for him. I hope that motherfucker comes looking for us. If it’s all right with you, I’d like to kill him. If you don’t want that, I can kick the shit out of him. I prefer death, though. He is one of Aeyr’s minions, and he’s trying to kill one of my seven favorite people in this world.”

She paused for a moment, then bobbed her head as she counted the people around her. Qamara, Brin, Tip, Tyra, Sariel, and Keliana. Then her eyes went wide and she threw her arms around me and buried her wet face in my chest. I smiled over her shoulder at Brin, and the blue woman winked at me. How many times was that same phrase going to provoke the same response? Maybe two times was enough for Lirien to understand it was true.
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I stood beside my companions, looking down at what had to be an example of the destruction greed can cause. Fortensiani, the ancient alari city, looked like it had been used as target practice for bombers from my world.

Sitting within a forested region, the ground looked scraped clean, the surface pocked with pits and craters and the leavings of countless people who had rummaged through the subterranean buildings of the city.

“Fucking bastards,” Lirien said. “It’s been a couple of years since I’ve been here, but I’m betting most of this happened in the last couple of months, since the ‘mysterious benefactor’ offered those bounties. Look at it.”

I put my arm around the kangaroo girl and side-hugged her. “Money makes people do stupid things, but some people will do them anyway.”

“Graffiti,” Tip said. “The Romans did it, and not just in Monty Python movies.”

“Exactly.” Seeing the confused looks on the others, I explained. “In my world, people damage other peoples’ property or paint or draw on them. Fences, homes, even vehicles. They do it to call attention to themselves, to challenge authority, or to spread hatred. I’ve also seen damage to something natural and beautiful or of historical value, like ancient cities.” I gestured toward Fortensiani. “So it’s not just greed. Like I said before, some people are just assholes. And some people need killing. It’s the same in this world, apparently.”

“I agree with that last part,” Lirien said.

Keliana snorted. “I do, too, but then again, I was an assassin.”

We picked our way toward the exposed city. As we went, I scanned the surroundings. I wasn’t sure if the Searcher was going to find us, but even if he didn’t, people who did this kind of damage were probably the same type who would try to collect any reward Aeyr or the Searcher had posted for Lirien. There were more hazards than just Lirien’s old lover in Aeyr’s service.

What she had told us kept going through my head. What kind of supreme, selfish dick would treat a woman like that? Even if she wasn’t as fantastic as I’d found her to be, Lirien had loved the dude, and he basically used that to take advantage of her. I wondered if he’d ever cared for her and the attraction slowly died, or if he was playing her from the beginning. Though she hadn’t said anything about it, it was obvious he used her not only for free sex but for her knowledge. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he’d repeated Lirien’s ideas to that patron word-for-word so he could impress the rich guy.

It was wrong on so many levels, betraying her trust and her love, stepping all over her dreams. Hooking up with Aeyr was bad enough, and that alone showed what a piece of shit he was. But now he was literally hunting Lirien down to kill her. Way to leverage that heartache from all those years ago and use it to crush her mind, body, and heart at the same time. Of course Lirien was timid about connecting with people. She probably saw every overt sign of friendship as someone trying to take advantage of her.

I really hoped I’d see Eldrin the Searcher again. I wanted so badly to kill him.

“Are you okay, Gar?” Tyra asked. I hadn’t been paying attention, but she sat there on her horse, gawking at me.

“Huh? Oh, yeah, I’m fine. Just thinking.”

“You were growling. You wanna kill him, too?”

I gave her a smile.

“You’re gonna have to fight the rest of us for it. Maybe you can let me crush a few of his limbs with my batons or even a hammer? I don’t like to use forging hammers for anything but hot metal, but I think I can make an exception in this case.”

“Come here.”

She moved her horse up beside mine and I reached out to pull her close, kissing her hard on the mouth.

“Mmmm,” she said. “Does talk about maiming people turn you on?”

“Nah. You do, especially when you show how much you care about other people in our family. It’s no wonder I’m so fond of you.”

“Fond?”

“It’s no wonder I love you.”

“Ahh, that’s better.”

A grumbling Lirien led us to one of the pits, the side slanting down into the ground.

“This is the main entrance to the city. I think I remember where I saw that symbol we found in Dresatoria, or wherever that Kael relief was. I’m hoping it’ll make it easier to find where we’re supposed to go.”

Since the damage to the area made it so easy for someone to spot us, we decided to set up camp within the subterranean part of the city. A structure that looked a lot like it might have been stalls seemed the perfect choice, so we settled the horses there and made our camp at a building with a large, open space next to the stalls.

The city didn’t look much better inside than it did from the surface. Not quite like it had been bombed from above, but like generations of delinquents had vandalized it with crowbars and sledge hammers. It wouldn’t have surprised me to see spray paint on the walls.

Random holes had been punched in walls, even those where it was obvious what was on the other side. I guess it was this world’s version of the apartment of an alcoholic with anger issues, though instead of fist-sized holes in drywall, it was hammer-sized in stone.

“Do you really think whatever we’re looking for is still here, that no one has found it yet?” I asked. “How much would that suck if someone found it on accident?”

Lirien’s angry gaze swept over the battered and disrespected city. “If someone found it, I would have heard. Something that big, you can’t keep it a secret. Either the discovery itself or the bounty paid for it would have been dominating all gossip and news.”

“We haven’t exactly been keeping in contact with the rumor mill or even people in towns where news might spread,” Tip pointed out.

“I guess you’re right. Still, I don’t think they would have found it. The symbol we saw is unobtrusive in the midst of all this. We’ll know as soon as we get there. It’ll probably take fifteen minutes or so from here.” She raised her eyebrows at me. “We can go now…”

Brin was the voice of reason. “Perhaps we should wait until the morning. Aside from our fatigue, it would be a better use of our time to confirm our safety before sleeping and then start the day fresh in the morning so we will have all day to search for secret doors. Recall that each time we have dealt with that issue, it has taken some time to resolve. Once we are in front of the symbol you speak of, will we have the willpower to end the search for something as trivial as sleep?”

Of course, Brin’s argument was clearly logical, so after surveying the area of the city immediately around us, we set double watches and got our rest. In the morning, we were up and ready to unlock the mysteries of the place early.

“Huh,” I said, looking at my watch.

“Can I have a look before you tell me what time it is?” Lirien craned her neck to get a good view of the watch face.

I laughed. “Sure thing. Here.” I held my wrist up and she moved closer to grab my hand and position the timepiece so she could see it clearly.

“Umm…” As she scrutinized the watch, her tongue lolled out of one side of her mouth, like she was working a math problem or something. “Five forty-five. Uh, fifteen minutes—no, I mean a quarter of an hour before six o’clock.”

“Exactly. Good job.”

“Is that…early?”

It was a valid question, her confusion was understandable. Within the subterranean city, we couldn’t see if it was light or dark outside.

“I think most people would call it early,” I told her. “Lately, the sun has been coming up at around six o’clock, so it’s still dark outside, though the sky is lightening up by this point.”

The gorgeous kangaroo girl nodded, a self-satisfied smile on her face. “Sounds like we should get moving, don’t you think?”

“Excited, are you?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s not like this is the moment I’ve been working for most of my life, the one I’ve been dreaming of. Oh wait. That’s right. It is!”

I beamed at the stunning woman. Her mood, her entire attitude, seemed lighter since she’d unburdened herself to us. She was being downright playful. “Fair enough. I’m ready when you are. Everyone seems to be up, so if you can convince them to go without breakfast, we can get started right now.” She hopped to her feet. “Oh, wait. I haven’t wound the watches yet…”

I didn’t even need to ask the question. The last few days, Lirien had found me just before I did my morning ritual and had asked to help.

“May I?”

I pulled Lucas’s watch out of my pocket. “Of course. I thought you might be too excited or too busy.”

“Never.” She took the item like she always did, like merely touching it could damage it. She wound it with a practiced hand, read the face, and handed it back to me. “Another four minutes. I’m going to drag everyone else out of their bedrolls. We have things to do!”

We did not get started right then. No one even considered going searching for hidden passages or rooms all day without eating breakfast. I can’t say I didn’t agree. We did finally get moving about six thirty, though.”

On the way to where Lirien said she’d seen the symbol we were looking for, I watched for danger. Especially any stray shadows were suspect. The Searcher—Eldrin—had only sent two over before we dropped the bridge into the chasm, but I was sure he had more. If he was smart, he’d send some of those in first, if not to attack us then at least to spy on us. Assuming he could find us, of course.

We’d been in and out of ancient cities, most of them underground. Every one of them was creepy. With my friends and light and conversation, it wasn’t so bad. If I’d been alone, though, with only a weak lamp or torch, it would have been spooky as hell. I had to give Lirien credit. Doing this shit alone for all these years, she had solid steel balls. So to speak.

But I wasn’t alone. All my friends were there. Friends who happened to be capable of handling any challenge, as far as I was concerned. It didn’t stop me from keeping on the lookout for any danger, but it did shift my attitude from seeing the dim, damaged city or feeling the heaviness of the air to a little of that excitement that Lirien was obviously feeling at the moment.

Through a particularly damaged area—one that looked like someone had trained with a heavy sledgehammer against twenty feet of wall—Lirien led us to a building that looked like nothing more than a middle-class home. We all stopped to consider the structure, confusion on all our faces.

“This?” I asked. “This is where you think the most valuable historical treasure regarding the world’s most famous hero is?”

I half expected some corny reference to humility or hiding in plain sight or judging a book by its cover. Hell, I would have used some tired cliché if the question had been asked of me. It was a testament to Lirien’s single-minded intensity that she didn’t answer sarcastically.

“Yes.”

She entered the home, kicking aside what was left of the door after whatever vandals had shattered it. My eyes did a final sweep of the surrounding area as everyone else filed in after the kangaroo girl before entering last, hoping we’d found what we’d been looking for.


Chapter
Fifty-Seven



Lirien Seck felt was a huge bundle of nerves, twitching and vibrating and barely keeping her form as a person. She’d been to Fortensiani before, more than once. She hadn’t ever found anything beyond a few trinkets overlooked by those who came before her. The city was one of the earliest excavations in the region and many people had been through it, either archaeologist, explorer, or plunderer. Young men and women were known to travel to the site and camp for a week or more, getting drunk, having sex, and doing as much damage as they possibly could. Did Gar have to deal with that bullshit in his world?

She’d never seen any site so abused and damaged as the one she stood in now. It had gotten worse since she’d been there last, and her anger still hadn’t cooled about it. If what Gar said about Aeyr being the one behind the bounties and the wholesale destruction of historical locations was true—and she had no reason to believe it wasn’t—the demigod deserved to be annihilated solely for this transgression. Actually making that happen was an impossible task, but that was a separate concern.

All that aside, she was here, and she knew in her heart that she was correct. All the clues and, finally, the symbol they’d found, identical to one she’d seen before, they told her she would find the cache here. How, she wasn’t quite sure of, but it was here, in the ruined city of Fortensiani.

Gar was on edge. She’d seen him scanning every area they passed through, looking for the Searcher or his minions, maybe even umbrenix. She felt guilty about that. Not only had she tipped Eldrin off to their location, but she had some responsibility for what her ex-lover did. Didn’t she?

She wasn’t sure, to be honest. Intellectually, she would say she didn’t do anything to cause the man to become a stooge of Aeyr. But her feelings, she wasn’t sure how reliable they were right now.

As she led her friends to where they would find the cache, a pall hung over her. She thought she kept it hidden well enough, letting her anticipation take control and dictate her actions, her expressions, and her speech. Of course she’d be excited. But buried underneath that, she was scared. For a brief moment, when she’d first gotten up, she was genuinely happy, but her thoughts had been snakes with barbed wire skin swirling, sliding against the inside of her mind, and now the tension had returned.

All they’d been through in the short time she’d known Gar and the others couldn’t logically make her trust them. Not completely. The thought of being without them saddened her, but there was always some doubt every time she thought about it.

She had trusted Eldrin, thought he cared, and he had plunged a metaphorical knife deep into her chest, skewering her heart. Now she was at the very threshold of achieving the goal she’d held above anything else for most of her life. What if her new friends proved similarly false?

What if they used her to get to the items and then cast her off, or worse, killed her?

She felt the burning in her eyes and downward tilt of her mouth into a frown, so she forced a neutral expression onto her face and blinked away any moisture entering her eyes. If that happened, she would welcome death. Lirien had let herself get too attached, care too much. Especially after the reaction she got when she told the others about Eldrin.

Gar and Brin had embraced her, told her it would be all right. Made her feel comfortable and welcome. Made her feel like someone genuinely cared.

She’d observed everyone in the group. They all cared for each other. It was like Gar said. A family. She wanted that, maybe too strongly. But it was so hard to trust…

As the explorer made her way through the modest home she’d brought them to, toward the obscure back room that she imagined was probably some sort of study, she let herself dream for just a moment. To truly be part of a family like that, it was too cruel an idea. She would rather someone honestly kill her than deceive her with hope that strong and then snatch it out of reach. How did she get taken in again? She’d been so careful to avoid situations like this. Damn it all to the hells!

Suddenly, Lirien felt very tired, as if all the years of toil and strife and worry had caught up to her in an instant. She could still turn it around, pretend that she couldn’t find the cache and come back for it later. Without finding it, they would eventually leave her, like everyone else did. Like Eldrin had.

She could almost feel the mental slap she administered to herself, like a physical blow. All of that was ridiculous. Yes, she was tired. Ready for it to be done, one way or another. Betrayal, death by Eldrin and his monsters, whatever else might come, one choice was as good as another. She’d go through with it and see how it turned out. It was time to be done. She’d take a chance on Gar, as slim as it was. He looked like Kael. Maybe he’d prove to be as heroic as all the stories said the ancient hero was. Hadn’t he proven he was already?

“Are you well, Lirien?” Brin asked, startling the explorer.

“Yeah. Fine. Just thinking. Come on, it’s this way. We’re almost there.” She’d said earlier that she thought she remembered where the symbol was. That may have been a slight underexaggeration. She knew exactly where they were going.

The walk to the small room was the longest trip Lirien had ever taken, and at the same time, seemed to be finished instantly. As she expected, no one had bothered damaging the place. The vandals had probably gotten bored before they made it halfway through the home to the room they now entered. Not all of them could even fit inside the small cube comfortably.

Lirien knew just where the symbol was, approximately a third of the way up the wall on the left, near the back corner. When she’d seen it almost two years before, it had been from a casual glance as she ran her eyes across the blank, dirty walls. The light of her lamp had thrown a strange shadow and when she moved closer to scratch at the bit of color she saw, there it was.

With Brin’s light and Lirien knowing its location, she went straight for it. No sooner had she wiped the area clean than someone behind her gasped. She wasn’t sure who, but they’d all seen the emblem she’d found and they knew what it meant.

The stylized sword, a simple depiction of Kael’s weapon Justice, set in a circle. Unassuming, but so indicative of how the hero was reported to be. Down to earth, straightforward, and honest.

Not even looking back at them, Lirien took a deep breath and held the emblem up to the matching image, nearly touching the identical depiction affixed or painted or in some way magically adhered, silently praying that she was right, that this was what she needed to do.

At first, nothing happened. She absently noted that not only had she stopped breathing, but the utter silence said the others held their own breaths as well.

It started with a heavy thunk, like a weight had dropped somewhere deep in the ground. Following that, a long, sustained grinding echoed in the empty home. At movement on the floor, Lirien jumped back, slamming into Brin and Keliana, who were squeezed into the small chamber near her. The catgirl squawked and everyone backed up as a section of the floor sank slowly, unwinding in a circular motion to drop completely out of sight.

When the process was done and silence once again reigned, Lirien and the others looked in from the hallway, no one speaking.

“Damn, that was cool!” Tip said. “Like, Indiana Jones, Lara Croft kind of awesome.”

Gar laughed, but the explorer wasn’t sure what he found funny. Even had she known the people the taranji had named, even if it was the best joke she’d ever heard, still she wouldn’t have laughed herself. She was too surprised, too frozen with realization, too scared it would all end up being a colossal deception.

“Lirien,” Gar whispered. “You want to do the honors, or do you want someone to go down with a light first?”

“W-what?”

She felt strong hands on her shoulders, rubbing them, kneading the tension away.

“Do you want to go see what you’ve found? It’s your show.”

Lirien found her head bobbing, but she hadn’t remembered telling her body to do that. It was a good ten seconds until her brain caught up.

“Oh. Right. Yeah. Let’s, uh, let’s go see what we’ve found.”

A blue arm beside her made a throwing motion and a pale ball of light bounced down the hole—which Lirien saw now had formed itself into steps—and settled below them. It hadn’t made any sound at all. Though it took massive amounts of willpower, she lurched into motion, pulling herself away from the soothing hands on her shoulders with a soft grunt and headed down the stairs.

She’d only gone a single step before she drew her shortsword. It was very unlikely anything living was down there, but things didn’t necessarily need to be living to cause her harm. Better safe than sorry. She thought of using her hand crossbows, but a sword didn’t need to be reloaded. It was better for the task.

Twenty-one steps she took, sword in hand and Gar following close behind her. She wasn’t sure if that made her feel safe or nervous. When she finally stepped off the stone stairs, she found herself in a long tunnel that went far beyond what Brin’s light illuminated. Stepping aside, the explorer allowed Gar to step down behind her and then himself move to the side. They stood near the wall as Brin, then Sariel, Tyra, Keliana, Qamara, Tip, then finally Rex were all within the tunnel. At eight feet wide, they were less crowded than they were in the room above, even if it seemed more cramped because of the darkness ahead.

“Only one way to go,” Gar said as Brin called the globe of light to her hand, increased its intensity slightly, and waited for Lirien to lead them.

Twice, they met doors blocking the tunnel. Each time, applying the emblem to the symbol on the door caused it to swing in and let them pass. Lirien wondered if she could use the emblem to close the doors behind them, but decided that she would rather not be trapped farther down the tunnel, so she cast the thought out of her head.

The third door was different than the other two. All three were made of stone, but the others were rougher, not finished as nicely, whereas this one was almost polished. It also seemed stronger, though she couldn’t tell why that would be.

They’d spoken little since they got into the passageway. The place gave Lirien the sense that they were in a place to be revered. Not precisely holy, but definitely venerable, if not venerated. She maintained her silence as she applied the emblem, then waited for the door to open.

This time, there was a hiss as the portal swung in and she could feel air rushing past her going into the room.

“Huh,” Gar said. “A vacuum. That’s interesting.”

She wasn’t sure what he meant, but her question died on her lips as Brin’s light fell upon the contents of the room beyond.

“Gods,” she said. “We found it. We really found it.”


Chapter
Fifty-Eight



The room at end of our search wasn’t impressive in the least. Four paces could have taken me from one end to another and five from wall to wall the opposite way. Only two pieces of furniture occupied the space: a simple table and a chair in front of it. No treasure chests or vault doors or piles of gold we could jump into like Scrooge McDuck. But on that table were items that had Lirien’s eyes bugging out.

A couple of books, an obviously high-quality shortsword, and one more thing sat on the horizontal surface. That one thing was a stand holding a massive and ornate sword. One that looked all too familiar.

The kangaroo girl darted across the space faster than I could raise my hand or my voice to tell her to be careful about traps. Luckily, nothing triggered to kill her before she picked up one of the books and scanned its first few pages.

A noise much like a tea kettle just before boiling came out of Lirien. A hissing, bubbling sound that ramped up into a high-pitched squeeeee. I understood the momentous occasion, but I still let loose a soft chuckle as she snatched up the other book and gave it the same treatment.

“This one,” she said, holding the book up, “is on combat theory. Combat. Theory! Written by Kael Serus himself. The fucking Blur! The other one is a journal. Kael’s diary. Can you imagine? Look, they’re in perfect condition, like they were just bound.”

I stepped closer and glanced at the book on combat theory she held open for me. “The hissing we’d heard. This room must have been magically sealed. It protected the paper and the leather. Look, there’s not even any dust in here.”

I had to admit, the books were remarkable. Thick and heavy, with sturdy leather covers and embossing on the front, they were easily distinguished even from a distance. The leather had been dyed, blue for the combat book and green for the journal. But as much as I loved books, the weapons took my attention. I politely acted like I was paying attention to the kangaroo girl.

Lirien muttered to herself. “Gods, Dayra would kill to be able to hold these, let alone study them.” She turned to regard the sword. “This has to be Justice. His weapon. The one so many statues depict. It has to be the real thing, doesn’t it? Don’t the books prove it?”

Tyra joined us standing at the table. She narrowed her eyes and peered at the sword. Peered into the sword. “O-o-o-oh, yeah. It’s made of magical materials, the purest I’ve ever seen. That can’t be natural. There’s no doubt that’s Kael’s sword. I hope his diary tells how it was made, and who crafted it.”

Lirien caught my eye as I scrutinized the sword from a couple of feet away. Then she gestured toward it. I smiled, but didn’t move.

“It’s your stuff, Lirien. All of it. Your dream, your quest, your artifacts. I’m happy we could help you find it, finally. Why don’t we check for secret doors and then get the hell out of here. Now that you’ve achieved your dream, it’s time to get you somewhere safe from the Searcher.”

She blinked at me, like she didn’t understand what I’d said. “You want me to take all of it?”

“Of course. We’re just along for the ride. You’re the explorer. It’s your due.”

Her face went through several expressions. Surprise, confusion, irritation, and then finally her features softened into a kind of resigned acceptance. Just before it sharpened again as she hissed.

“Psht. Don’t be ridiculous. That sword is sitting there begging for you to pick it up. I appreciate the kindness, but no, I’m not taking everything. You’ll either get the sword for yourself or we’ll leave it here and seal the place back up. No one else—not even me—deserves to wield that weapon.”

I laughed. “No way you would leave it here and…seal the…”

The set of her jaw screamed, “Test me.”

“You’re sure, Lirien?” I gestured around the room. “This stuff, this place, it’s what you’ve been chasing most of your life.”

“It is, and now that I’ve found it, I need to do with it as Kael would have wanted. Do you think he left this sword to be put into a museum or mounted to some rich asshole’s wall? I know you’re not from this world, but even you should have figured out by now what he stood for. Besides, if anyone could pull off looking smooth with such an unnecessarily flashy weapon, it would be you. Plus, you look the part.”

I chuckled again, but my eyes slipped from the kangaroo girls beautiful face to the weapon next to her. “Are you⁠—”

“Take the damn weapon, Gar,” Tip said. “For fuck’s sake, it belongs with you. Take it and kill Aeyr with it.”

That did it for me, changing my mood from joking to serious in an instant. “Fine, I’ll take it, as big and silly looking as it is. Thank you, Lirien.”

She gave me a smile as she picked up the shortsword, then drew it. “Whoa. This is a nice weapon.” She held it up for us to see the naked blade.

Brin and Tyra were there in an instant, inspecting it so closely I was afraid they’d cut themselves.

“It is enchanted,” Brin said. “I know not what the effects are, but the magic is powerful.”

Tyra nodded. “Damage, durability. I can see those. It looks like you won’t have to sharpen it and it will probably pack more of a punch than a similar high-quality sword would. It is made of magical materials, but they’re tied up in the enchantment. Funny how I never noticed those ties before in other enchanted items I’ve seen. Why would Kael bother with this weapon when he had that other sword there, or any of the other weapons he could manipulate. I don’t think he could make them change forms if they were enchanted.”

“It could have had sentimental value that earned it the privilege of being here with other things he cherished,” Qamara suggested.

“Deliara Faraxin,” Brin said, and Lirien oohed.

“Yes, it must be,” the explorer said. “She was so precious to him, it’s fitting that her sword would rest next to his when they fought so closely together so often.”

This was something new to me. “Hold on. Are you saying Kael had a wife or girlfriend or something?”

Lirien’s smile lit up the room even more than Brin’s ball of light. “Yes, though no one is sure of the details. All we know is that she was very special and a famous heroine in her own right. There are a number of statues of her as well, all of them near statues of Kael.”

That clicked. “Oh, right. In Stonefort, I saw one. She was gorgeous, and so hot.” I blinked at what I’d just said. “I mean…”

“You are correct, Gar,” Brin said, patting my arm. “There is indeed a statue of Deliara in the ruins above the town of Stonefort. And yes, she is very alluring.” She chortled and I couldn’t help but chuckle along with her.

Maybe for the first time, it occurred to me that Kael was a person. I mean, sure, that’s a given. But ever since I’d seen the first statue, he had only been an icon, a legendary hero, not someone I would think of as having normal everyday thoughts. Qamara’s statement had made me realize that the guy probably had friends and family even beyond Deliara, others who were important. Hell, maybe he even had hobbies outside of destroying evil in the world.

It made me feel a lot better about myself. He was more relatable now, maybe someone like me. It’s possible he’d even gotten into the heroing business because of some tragedy in his life. I hoped his journal shed some light on it. I would have liked to know more about him.

“It’s about the same size as the sword you have now,” Keliana told the explorer. “Sounds like a great time to upgrade. If we meet any more of the shadows, you’ll be able to do some extra damage with that thing.”

After belting the sword to her hip and strapping her old weapon to her back, she helped Brin, Qamara, and Rex look for any hidden doors in the room, but they all came up empty.

She hefted the books and put them in her pack, ready to leave. “I didn’t think there would be anything else. Why use a different place when this was obviously the most important cache. Let’s go back to camp so I can start reading these books.”

I lugged the sword as I followed her and the others. The blade—it was kind of cool-looking, but so damn impractical—was not only the bulkiest weapon I’d ever held, but it had no scabbard or sheath. I’d tested the edge and, as expected from something made of pure magical metal and used by history’s greatest hero, it was razor sharp. If I was going to carry the thing around, I was going to need to figure out how to do that without hurting myself or others accidentally. For now, that meant some distance from everyone else and carrying it in my hands. At least it would be readily available if we ran into a monster or something.

On the way out, we closed the doors in the hallway. Lirien was able to use the emblem to cause them to swing shut. It seemed right to leave the place how we’d found it.

We made it to the ground level of the house and out into the living room, where we all stopped. I wasn’t sure what the others were feeling, but I sensed it was the same as I. We’d found a secret cache of the greatest hero who’d ever lived. Something that scholars debated even existed. Lirien had achieved her heart’s desire. It was sublimely satisfying and completely indescribable.

The look on the explorer’s face was still one of wonder as she absently stroked the books in her hands. I opened my mouth to congratulate her again when the slightest shift in a shadow near the outer doorway of the house pulled my full attention.

Shit!

I darted toward the door without a word, nudging Tip aside as I brought the sword up. By the time the umbrenix had fully distinguished itself from the dark corner of the room, I had already completed my strike, damn near cutting the monster in half.

“Everyone, get back from the doorway,” I hissed in a whisper, “and keep quiet. Keliana, can you do your thing? Will your magic keep you from being seen even by the umbrenix?”

She nodded at the same time she half-shrugged. Then she disappeared.

For almost five minutes, we all hunkered silently against the walls, nervous looks darting back and forth between us. Brin’s head snapped to me just as the catgirl reappeared next to me.

I lowered my arm that had been on the way to hitting Keliana and let out my breath in a quiet burst of air. She gave me a more legitimate shrug and smirked at me. She walked by me—making no sound I could register even inches away from her—and gestured toward the back of the house. How the hell did she move in a tight leather full-body suit and not make one squeak? Another mystery for another time. We all followed.

Once we were gathered in a huddle, she spoke softly. “Bad news. People are in the city. A lot of people. At least a few umbrenix, too, so they have to be the Searcher’s forces. I saw three shadows, but I’m sure there are more.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Damn it.”

“That’s not all. They’re concentrated mostly near the exit to the surface. There’s no way we’re getting around them. It looks like they found our campsite and the horses, too.”

I gritted my teeth and was going to let out another curse, but she put her hand up.

“One more thing. It looks like the Searcher’s going to have them scour the entire place. We’re fucked.”


Chapter
Fifty-Nine



Lirien’s eyes dropped to the ground. I’d been around her long enough to know she wasn’t despairing because we were in a sticky situation. It was something else.

“Hey.” I put a finger under her chin to raise her head up so I could look into her violet eyes. “It’s not your fault. He’s been chasing us all this time. With the resources Aeyr put into this, he was bound to find us eventually.”

“He’s not chasing us,” she said softly. “He’s chasing me. All of you only got caught up in it because I was too stubborn to take my safety seriously. Now…”

“Now we’ll figure something out. I mean, those books, this cool sword, it’s worth a little trouble, right? Right?”

“Sure.” She didn’t sound convincing.

I stroked her cheek, then turned to the catgirl. “Keli, can you lead me out there in a way I won’t give us away so I can take a look at what we’ve got going on?”

“No problem. There aren’t any very close to us right now. I think that shadow you cut down was just a scout.”

I nodded absently. “I wish I knew how they communicated. Does he see what they see? I mean, is he linked, do they talk to him at a distance or face-to-face, how does it all work?” I shook my head. “Anyway, let’s go take a look.”

Brin put a hand on my arm. “Perhaps I should go with you. With my Lunar Light sight, I can better detect any umbrenix present.”

“Good idea.”

The three of us slinked around the area for half an hour, noting the Searcher’s minions and seeing two umbrenix. The number of people was, I have to say, disheartening. I wasn’t sure how many were outside still, but the ones setting up a camp and casually inspecting the buildings near the exit to the surface had to amount to well over a hundred.

We returned to the others with what was undoubtedly not the most encouraging of expressions. I’d been considering what to do the entire way back.

“Is it bad?” Tyra asked first.

“Yeah.” I was mentally kicking myself, wondering if we’d been just a little bit faster if we could have gotten out of there before we were in this situation. “They’ve got the exit blocked off and it looks like they’re going to search every building until they find us. They found the horses, so they’re not going to just go away.”

“Can we fight our way out?” Sariel gripped the hilt of her sword like she wanted to charge into battle right then.

“No. There are at least a hundred, with more outside. If we don’t move fast, they’re going to get here and make the choice for us. Lirien, are there any other exits we can use? I hate to leave the horses, but they’ll probably keep their own outside. If we can circle around, we might be able to take some of their mounts and make a run for it.”

The kangaroo girl looked like she might be sick. “The land above develops into hills on the opposite side of the city, so there are no other exits.”

“So we have to get by them and go through the place we came in?”

“Yes.”

“Well, shit.” I met eyes with each of my friends, one at a time. Each and every one of them was precious to me, even our newest addition, Lirien. There was no time to come up with elaborate plans. It was do or die time. I let out a little sigh, then clapped my hands once. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I want you all to follow Keliana and Lirien. They’ll lead you around to the south, through some of the homes there, until you get closer to the exit, which is east. I’ll give you ten minutes.

“When that ten minutes is up, I want you ready to move.”

Brin looked at me expectantly. “What will you do?”

“I’ll make sure all their attention is not on the exit.”

“How you gonna do that, boss?” Tip asked.

“I’m going to kill some of them and run farther into the city. I saw a good place where I can evade them for a while, long enough for you to all get away once the rest of them come in to chase me.”

Tyra rolled her eyes. “Then what are you going to do, circle around and slip past them on the other side?”

I blinked at her. “Uh, sure.”

“You’re out of your fucking mind if you think I’m going to run while you sacrifice yourself as a distraction. I’m staying with you.”

“Me, too,” Tip said.

“I will accompany you as well,” Brin added.

Sariel scoffed. “Let’s make this clear from the outset. None of us will flee while you set yourself against the entire number of the Searcher’s minions. I refuse to leave your side.”

Lirien was looking at me like I was some kind of strange bug. I returned her gaze with a pleading expression. “Someone has to go with Lirien in case not everyone from outside comes in. She needs to get away. The Searcher is after her.”

“Right.” The kangaroo girl laughed. “Like I’m going to let you sacrifice yourself for me. I appreciate it, but there is not a chance in the hells of that happening. Better if you take the books and I act as a decoy while you all escape. I’m the reason you’re in danger to begin with.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. Stubborn women. And satyr. Even Rex got into the debate, squawking at me and giving me a look that was as good as crossing his arms and lifting his chin.

“Fine. Fine. That was my best idea for getting the job done with the fewest casualties, but if you’re all going to be unreasonable…”

“Better we all sustain injuries yet all escape than for one to succumb to those against us,” Qamara said.

“Exactly.” Keliana sneered at me like I’d insulted her personally.

I guess, in a way, I had. Well, I’d tried to help them. “The only other idea I have is to keep moving and pick off as many as we can one or two at a time. There’s definitely a chance we’ll all be killed that way, though.”

“Better that than losing you.” Lirien looked like she was mad at me, too. “This is a big city. They’ll have to spread out to cover it all. If we can keep ahead of them and take out the smaller groups, we could do some damage over time. I’m not afraid to fight. Brin can lead some of us, since she can see well in the dark, and Keliana has great night vision, too.”

“You realize that we’re talking about killing off well over a hundred people before we can make a break for the exit, right?”

“Not that many. Seeing how all of you fight, I think if we can get them down to twenty-five people or so, we could get past them.”

“Psht. Pardon me. We only have to kill enough bring their total number down to twenty-five. Well, why didn’t I think of that? No problem at all.” I know, I know, sarcasm is rarely helpful, but damn me if I could keep from spewing it. My shoulders slumped and I tried to keep the resignation out of my voice. “Okay, fine. Not helping. That’s a good idea, with Brin and Keliana leading a group each. It will help with the minions other than the umbrenix. They’ll need lamps, so we’ll attack out of the darkness.

“If we’re going to do this, then let’s get started. There’s not much time. You sure this is what you want? It’s not too late for at least some of you to go around and take advantage of the distraction the rest of us will cause.”

A simple look around showed stubborn expressions that I knew quickly I would have no chance of turning. It looked like it was going to be a full team effort.

Tip raised his hand. “Umm, do you think if we got close enough and I could put an arrow in the Searcher guy’s head that the minions would all leave?”

“Somehow I don’t think so,” I said, “though that doesn’t mean we can’t try. I’m assuming he’ll stay behind the others. He doesn’t strike me as someone who leads from the front rather than bark commands from the back.”

Lirien’s lip raised on one side into a sneer. “I would say that’s accurate.”

“We’ll see what we can do, Tip. If we get into a position where you can snipe him, we’ll give it a try.”

“Get me within fifty yards of him and b-de-b-de-b-de, that’s all folks!”

I snorted and ignored the confused looks on everyone else’s faces. “Yeah, man.”

“No, I mean really. It’ll be all there is. Finito. The final curtain. The whole nine yards. The whole enchilada. The whole shebang.”

“I get it, Tip.”

“The whole ball of wax. The kit and kaboodle.”

“Tip.”

“Lock, stock, and barrel. All the things. Tout ensemble.”

I grabbed the satyr’s horn, pulled him to me, and leaned down so our faces almost touched. “Stop. Not the time.”

He raised a finger and opened his mouth, earning a scathing look from me that promised him great pain. “Yeah, I got nothin’. Carry on.”

We split into two groups. I chose Brin’s because she had the best chance of seeing umbrenix in the dark with her Lunar Light sight. Along with us was Tip, Rex, and Qamara, who I couldn’t convince to hide in the secret cache room. I could understand the alari prophetess not wanting to be alone, but I worried that she would get injured if she was with us. As far as I knew, she couldn’t fight and I’d never seen her with a weapon, other than the siangham she pulled out of that chest and gave to me.

Keliana led the other group, with Tyra, Sariel, and Lirien. The catgirl looked at me longingly before we put out our lamps and headed toward a warren of small homes in the path of some of the Searcher’s minions. I took her hand as she moved alongside us, brought it to my mouth and kissed it.

“Be careful. Let’s fuck ‘em up.”

She leaned in and kissed me. “Bet I kill more than you.”

I was going to take that bet, but then realized it might make her take risks she shouldn’t. “No bet. Get through this in one piece and we can negotiate a reward, though.”

“Deal.”

The beneficial part of our current situation was that, aside from the umbrenix, it was easy to see where our enemies were. Like most of our group, they needed light to see so they were easily visible from a distance when grouped together in lighted areas and stood out like beacons in smaller groups or alone.

The part that wasn’t so great was that other than Brin, with her Lunar Light spell that let her see, and Keliana with her innate dark vision, we were all essentially blind as well. I mean, we were underground so it was dark. Actually, Rex was probably fine. We still weren’t sure exactly what he could see or sense, but I was pretty sure he could make his way fine in total darkness.

I held Brin’s hand, both to keep myself close so she could lead, and so I could replenish her magic as she used it for the spell. Tip held onto my sleeve and Tyra grabbed the satyr’s quiver. It had only taken a few seconds to arrive at that order, as Tip went to find something on Tyra he could grab and, with her super tight and skimpy clothing, almost got his ass kicked. The other group did things similarly, those of us who couldn’t see completely at the mercy and ability of the leaders.

I would have thought it would be difficult to relinquish control of my own actions completely, but it really wasn’t. I trusted Brin with my life and had no problem letting her use her abilities to choose where to go. Still, the thought of fighting an umbrenix in complete blackness was not a pleasant one. I’d deal with that when it happened, though.

After a few final words, we slinked our way to where we would the start the ambush.

“Okay,” I whispered to both groups. “No more talking unless absolutely necessary, and try to move quietly. We’ll have to hit our targets quickly then move to the next location. We’ll split up after a few attacks to confuse them more. Better if we can take our targets out fast and without them sounding an alarm. The more we can kill silently, the better off we’ll be. Prepare for a long day. This is going to suck.”


Chapter
Sixty



In the cold blackness of the subterranean ruins of the city of Fortensiani, we became wraiths. First in conjunction, then as two separate groups, we hunted the minions of the Searcher with only one objective in mind: kill.

We were not there to fight, not present to engage in organized combat. Our only aim was to eliminate as many of the enemies as we could before we were found out and had to either make a stand or flee. And fleeing was not a valid option, not with only one exit and the enemies congregating there.

It was a task that Keliana was well suited for. That work was her profession and observing her ply her trade was a sobering experience. I’d fought with her, had fought beside her, but to see her appear suddenly behind one or two of the minions and to cut them down before they ever knew anyone was present both impressed me and scared me a little bit.

If she’d been trying harder to kill me when she’d been hunting me, would I be alive now? The thought was like a finger of ice plunging into my spine.

Not that all my companions weren’t accomplished. We all had opportunities to use our weapons and we all ended lives on that, the longest of days.

“There is an umbrenix stalking the buildings farther up the street,” Brin whispered directly into my ear.

That situation was what I was most concerned about. With the humans and beastkin, elves and dwarves, there was light. They needed it to see and by providing it, they allowed us to see them. That was preferable to the shadow people, who needed no light and who couldn’t be seen except by Brin, and possibly Rex. Yet they could see us.

The game we played with the umbrenix was a dangerous one. Still not knowing how they communicated, we couldn’t risk them escaping or having the opportunity to sound any kind of alarm.

Only Tip and I could kill them in our group. Brin could injure them with her spells, but they would be able to flee. Ideally, Tip would use an enchanted arrow and kill the things from afar, but with no light to even catch a glimpse of them, that wouldn’t work. It had to be me. Though Tip’s sword could damage the monsters, he would have difficulty killing them quickly and if we both attacked, chances were good we’d hit each other with our weapons.

“Where is it?” I asked.

“Ten paces from us, on the right side of the street, near the building with the rough stone exterior, standing at the open doorway.”

Of course, I couldn’t see any of that. Still, I nodded and started forward, chain daggers in my hands. I’d manipulated them to remove the chains—finally able to do so after a lot of practice—lest they announce my presence with their clinking. I slowly slid along the structures until I felt the rough stone of the building Brin had mentioned. As much as I blinked and widened my eyes, I couldn’t see a thing. In my peripheral vision, some of the light from groups of our enemies was visible, but that was ahead and mostly around me, it was only blackness.

My ears picked up a susurrus that may or may not have existed. Goosebumps prickled on my back and shoulders, as if my skin expected to be parted by dark claws at any moment.

Brin hissed softly, a sign we had pre-planned. I was between the umbrenix and the bulk of the Searcher’s forces, so it would either try to slip by me—at which point Brin and Tip would have to try to take it—or it would attack me. Unfortunately, our hope was that it would attack.

This is really going to suck.

At the hiss, I swept out with my knives, hitting nothing. That was not so for my opponent. Claws raked my left arm, held up to protect my face and neck. The tearing pain I’d felt before racked me. The shadow’s claws were sharp enough to cut, but the damage was closer to tearing than slicing.

That was our plan. Though I couldn’t see the monster, I now knew where it was, or at least part of it. Before it had completed its slashing, I trapped its arm with a circular motion of my own, bending the shadowy appendage and pulling the thing’s body closer to me. More claws tore at my side from its other arm, but I ignored them. I had it where I wanted it now.

I released its arm for a bare second, during which I punched both knives into the empty air. But it wasn’t empty air, as the resistance I felt on my blades proved. Knowing now where the monster’s body was, I slashed and thrusted and did my level best to tear the umbrenix apart. It fell and I followed it to the ground, plunging my knife into it over and over until I was sure it would never get up.

Then I sat and waited for Brin to lead the others to me so she could heal the damage I’d sustained.

“Dude,” Tip whispered. He hadn’t seen any of it, of course, but he knew what had happened. They’d probably heard my skin tearing and our struggle, maybe even a clink of my knives scraping the stone beneath us as I finished off the umbrenix. He may have even smelled my blood.

“Yeah,” I said as Brin’s healing magic rushed through me and closed up my wounds. “I hope there aren’t too many more of these.”

The next umbrenix we saw accompanied three of the more solid minions: a buffalo beastkin man, a human man, and some type of dog beastkin woman.

“You’re sure there are no other umbrenix around the people?” I asked Brin softly, directly into her ear.

“Only that one. I see nothing else nearby.”

“Good. Here’s what we’re going to do…”

Tip stayed back with Rex and Qamara as Brin and I crept around a building to where the three people and one monster were searching an ancient, midsized shop. When we were in position, so near our enemies that I feared the umbrenix might see us skulking in the shadows around the corner, I raised my hand to Tip and held my breath.

I counted to five and Brin and I both charged the three mundanes. The umbrenix, skirting the edges of the lamp light, jerked suddenly as a dull glint of something flew through the air and struck it in the chest. Less than two seconds later, another arrow punched through the thing’s head and it dropped to the ground. I’d make sure it was truly dead in a moment. For now, there were other concerns. Namely, the three minions Brin and I had just reached.

The moonwisp’s sword rose and fell and the human started to cry out. Brin was fast, though, and she brought her sword around in an elegant looping motion to slash the man’s throat out before he could make too much noise.

Wielding my chain knives again, I sped between the buffalo man and the dog woman. They both had short swords, though the man’s was still in the scabbard. Neither got their weapons up in time.

The knife in my right hand went through the buffalo’s eye while I slashed out with the left to tear out the dog woman’s throat. I tore the blade from the man and punched it into the woman’s ear even as she sputtered and gurgled on the blood entering her severed trachea.

I nimbly stepped aside to let both bodies fall to the street. A glance at Brin rewarded me with a nod from the gorgeous blue woman and I checked the umbrenix to make sure it was dead. It was, and Tip and Qamara joined us, Rex bringing up the rear with his head swiveling back and forth, searching for enemies.

The furcan had really come a long way since we’d found the starving scavenger. He was like a loyal dog, but a lot more intelligent, and Tip had worked with the lizard to not only train him, but to educate him. I could swear sometimes the two of them had long conversations.

We moved the bodies into the building they were about to check when we ambushed them. There was nothing to do about the blood stains, but at least there wouldn’t be bodies visible. The longer we could keep up our guerilla warfare, the better off we’d be.

“How many is that?” I asked as I dragged the buffalo man’s body through the door.

Tip chewed his lip. “Not sure about the other group, but this makes nineteen regular goons and three umbrenix.”

“Not bad. It’s almost time to meet up with the others. Hopefully they haven’t encountered any of the shadows.” Lirien had her new sword, so she could kill the shadows, but I preferred that she tried for the first time when I was with her to back her up.

Fifteen minutes later, both groups were hiding in a home, in the room farthest from the street.

“Twenty-three,” Keliana said proudly.

I held up and hand and she gave me a high five. “Wow, nice job. No problems with umbrenix?”

“Nope. We’ve been staying mostly where we see lamps. I think the shadow monsters like it completely dark.”

“I think you’re right. We lucked out with one that stayed a little too close to some people. Let’s finish up the snacks we had with us and get back out there. It looks like they’re narrowing in on the northwestern part of the city so they’re grouping up more. It’s going to be easier to kill more of them, but harder to do it without being noticed. We should stay closer to each other. Have you seen any sign that they know they’re being whittled down?”

“Not really. They’ve been working such a wide area, I don’t think they’ve noticed. Honestly, we’ve been lucky. It’s not going to work forever. Once any of the bodies are found or whole groups are noticed missing, we’re in trouble.”

“Yeah. We’ll still be able to take some of them down as they’re chasing us through the city, but it’s going to be dicey. We’ll need to kill enough before we’re cornered that we can handle the remainders at once. I don’t think we’ll be able to slip by them, not with how they’re keeping so many close to the exit.”

The catgirl shrugged. “We’ll figure it out. For now, the best thing is to kill as many as we can until they recognize they’re being hunted.”

That time came sooner than I’d liked.

We’d done well, managing to end a total of nearly seventy of the Searcher’s minions and five umbrenix all together, but then our luck ran out.

“Six,” Sariel said when she and Keliana returned from scouting around a large building that was probably some type of meeting hall. “All male and all cat beastkin. They’re making their way toward us and will probably come around to our side of the building in two or three minutes.”

I chewed a fingernail as I thought. “Let’s stage an ambush near the doors. Qamara, you can wait inside with Tyra, Brin, and Sariel. Keli, Lirien, Tip, and I will hide in the little alcoves here near the door. When they get close enough, Tip and Lirien will hit them with arrows and bolts while the rest of us close in on them. It has to be fast and coordinated. Tip, Lirien, target the ones farthest from the building and the door so you don’t accidentally hit us.”

We quickly got into position; the wait was not long. The catmen shuffled around the building, performing their duty as if it were a chore. Instead of being alert and scanning for threats, they chatted, though at least it was soft enough that I couldn’t hear what they said. Once the last of them approached the door of the building, we all burst into motion.

Tyra, Sariel, and Brin leaped out and attacked while I rushed the leader of the little group. The sound of a bowstring slapping Tip’s armguard and the snap of Lirien’s hand crossbow preceded two of the beastkin jerking as their bodies were punctured.

Tip’s arrow had found his target’s eye, but Lirien’s victim took a bolt in his upper chest, a less-than-immediately-fatal wound. Keliana slipped between fighting bodies and cut the man’s throat.

My own opponent went down quickly to my siangham in his head while the three engaged with Brin and the other two fell. I turned my head to see if anyone needed my help. I rejoiced inwardly that we had been successful, with no alarm being sounded or any of our prey escaping.

Until another group of five of the Searcher’s minions appeared suddenly from behind a building in the opposite direction from the group we’d just ambushed.

Several voices cast raucous screams into the air. Tip and Lirien spun and launched several missiles, but the damage had been done. The Searcher—and everyone else within the ancient city—now knew we were here. Things were about to get a lot more exciting and dangerous.


Chapter
Sixty-One



The first order of business, of course, was to take out the group that sounded the alarm. They stood where they had been when they spotted us, shouting for reinforcements. That they didn’t charge us told me they knew people had been missing and they respected our ability to kill them.

Either that, or they saw the bodies lying at our feet, more of them than there were live people in their group.

Tip’s bow and Lirien’s crossbow were our best weapons for the task and the two of them didn’t hesitate to target some of the minions before they could escape. I trusted the aim of both and sprinted toward the enemies, confident they wouldn’t hit me with their missiles.

Brin got into the action, too, casting her water pellets to take one of the minions down. In less than half a minute, they were all either dead or on the ground dying. But the damage had been done.

“Brin, can you lead us into the darkness? We’ll go deeper into the city and Keli can bring up the rear. Some of their number dropping dead before their eyes should make them think twice.”

The Searcher’s people went into high gear, their boss screaming at them from the safety of the camp near the exit to the surface. Though it was a fair distance away—at least six or seven city blocks—I could hear his yells.

“Don’t let them escape. We have them on the run. Ten gold to the one who kills the kangaroo woman and brings me her body.”

We were holding onto each other’s sleeves or other convenient handles and Lirien was on my left. She started toward the bulk of the enemies, growling. I tightened my grip.

“Not yet. We’ll get him, but it would be suicide to try to attack him with all his minions between him and us. We have to do this smart.”

The explorer sighed. “Yeah, you’re right, but…it’s just that…”

I patted her arm. “I know. Don’t worry. He’ll get his. As much as I’m able, I’ll make sure you are the one to give it to him.”

The way her arm and shoulder shifted, I knew she was nodding. I squeezed her limb consolingly and followed Brin, whose hand I held.

I, like just about anyone who had seen a certain genre of martial arts movie, believed that I would be competent in fighting and moving in pitch blackness.

I wasn’t.

It’s kind of humiliating to realize how helpless you are in such a situation. All those movies with the master teaching the student how to fight with a blindfold on did not prepare me for the situation I was currently in.

“Master Splinter didn’t do me any favors making this shit look easy,” Tip said from behind me. I snorted. Softly. Nice to know someone else understood.

It was good for me, though, and for Tip, too. People in my world paid lots of money for trust-building exercises and retreats and I was getting it almost for free. If you didn’t count the possible maiming and death. I had no choice but to put myself into Brin’s and Keliana’s hands. The interesting thing was that I was totally okay with that.

Noises like grunts, hisses, and soft groans came from behind. Our catgirl was doing her best to keep our pursuers off our tail. I only saw small flashes of light as some of them pushed further ahead from their companions, no doubt chasing the monetary bonus the Searcher had offered. Because of their greed, their number was reduced by several fighters.

Even so, I wasn’t sure how long we could keep it up. With the entire group chasing us now, we’d eventually be trapped, with no way to slip around them to get to the exit. Even if we could, the Searcher himself, along with a fair number of his minions waited for us. The man wasn’t stupid, even if he was a coward.

Brin jerked my arm toward the right, pulling me through a doorway my shoulder brushed. I suppressed a grunt and guided Lirien through into…somewhere. I assumed we were inside a building now, though in the inky darkness I couldn’t tell anything about where we were.

We had discussed it beforehand and no one made a sound, not even Rex. A few more turns and we stopped.

Time seemed meaningless as I stared into the black, wondering what the moonwisp was doing. Then, suddenly, she spoke the keyword.

“Now.”

I closed my eyes and covered them with my hands. Two seconds later, light flared nearby, then immediately dimmed. I knew now what this was and as soon as the faint glow allowed, I opened my eyes and blinked.

We were in a room, fifteen feet by ten. Standing in the doorway, dazed, was an umbrenix. I charged it immediately, before it regained its senses. My siangham took it in the face even as Tip’s sword entered its chest. The shadow dropped to the floor, dead.

“Is that the only one?” I asked Brin.

“Yes. The only one I saw. I will remove the light now, lest others see it and find us.”

As the light disappeared, I gave Tip a fist bump and then took my place again between Brin and Lirien.

The umbrenix were definitely a problem, not only because they could only be harmed with enchanted weapons—or me—but because they needed no light to operate and seemed to prefer to work away from the Searcher’s other minions. That meant at any place in the endless darkness, they could be there, waiting to attack us. If it weren’t for Brin’s Lunar Light sight, we’d be at a definite disadvantage. We’d also probably be dead.

“Umbrenix?” Keliana asked. I wasn’t sure exactly where she was, but she’d apparently followed us into the room.

“Yeah. Just one of them. Tip and I got it. What about you? How are things going?”

“Nine. I haven’t run into any of the shadows yet, though. Thankfully. They’re closing in on us, though, and the section of the city ahead of us is narrower, I think. I’m not sure how much longer we can run before we have to stand and fight.”

“Perhaps it is time to generate a healthy fear in them of rushing in too quickly?” It was Sariel’s voice, somewhere off to my right. “Is there a place nearby where we could lie in wait, ambush them? It could provide us a little more time to find a better alternative than simply running.”

“My dark vision is good, but I can’t see far, not like Brin’s spell,” Keliana said. I haven’t seen a place like that. She and I can look. It’s a good idea.”

I nodded, though no one but Brin and the catgirl would be able to see it. “It is a good idea. Brin, can you leave a dim ball of light so that if any of them make it in here we can fight?”

“I can, but⁠—”

“I doubt we’ll need it, but better to be safe. Go with Keli and find us a good place. Like Sariel said, a little fear will go a long way for people whose prime motivation is greed. If we can make them start to weigh their lives against a small amount of gold, they’re going to have doubts. We can pry those cracks open and shatter them.”

Despite my words, huddling around the sliver of light Brin left for us had me anything but confident. If any of the corporeal minions showed up, I had no doubt we could take them, especially since they could only get through the door in ones or twos. Umbrenix, though? It was going to be damn hard to track the swirling shadows closely enough to fight, especially if more than one showed up.

We really needed to get more enchanted weapons. Along with a better strategy to kill the shadows other than me being in the forefront of any fight like a punching—or slicing—bag.

Happily, no one interrupted us and in fifteen minutes or so, the two women returned.

“We have found a suitable place for what you suggest,” Brin told us. “It’s not far. Connect with your partners and I will remove the light.”

Keliana headed out the door. “I’ll take up the rear again.”

Flashes of light down the street we were on and others through alleys along the way showed that, as Keliana had warned, our pursuers were closing in. The lamplight wasn’t close enough for me to see how many were around each light source, but I counted seven different places where the illumination bounced, causing shadows to dance on nearby walls.

We reached the place Brin and Keli had found for us. As we positioned ourselves in the darkness, they explained the configuration, since we couldn’t afford to create even a small light to see it for ourselves.

Brin started. “We are in a small alley, approximately eight feet wide at the area in front of us. It continues at that width for twelve to fifteen feet, then widens into a circular court that is perhaps twenty feet in diameter. On the opposite side are two other alleys much like the one we are in now. One leads to rubble from a partially collapsed building and the other leads further into the city in the direction we have been traveling. That alley opens up into a wide street with several directions we may go.”

“Though it’s possible they could go around and attack us from the rear,” Keliana said, “it’s not likely. They would have had to come a lot closer to us to go that way and we would have seen them. Unless, of course, umbrenix take that path. Brin looked but didn’t find any. Her most important job in this is to watch for the shadows. With the other lackeys and their lamps, it shouldn’t be too tough to take them out, but if we’re swarmed by the shadow monsters from behind us, it could be bad.”

That was putting it mildly. “Okay, good job. With the way this is set up, we could probably take down twenty or thirty without too much trouble, since they’re coming through a choke point. Hopefully they won’t have more than that in the area. Once we’ve decimated them, we can move back, attacking as we go through the alleys, rotating out at the front so we don’t get too fatigued. When there’s a lull, we can run for it, leaving them jumping at shadows. Assuming there aren’t a bunch of shadows that come after us.

“Damn, I really wish we knew how many umbrenix the Searcher has. It could be the deciding factor in whether we survive this or not.”

“Rexy’s on the watch for them, too,” Tip assured me. “I told him to focus on finding them and anything else that might be hiding in the dark. He won’t let us down.”

“Shhh,” Keliana hissed. “Here they come.”


Chapter
Sixty-Two



The swarm of the Searcher’s minions bayed like hounds hunting for a fox. I shared the front line with Sariel and Tyra, with Tip and Lirien behind us with their ranged weapons. Brin, Qamara, and Rex were on umbrenix duty, watching for the monsters to try to sneak up on us. Keliana…well, I wasn’t sure where she was, having melded into the shadows to help out where she thought necessary. How easily she was going to move around in the cramped space, I didn’t know, but I’m sure she’d do well.

With our small group arrayed in the mouth of the alley with no light amongst us, I could only imagine the figures charging us—some carrying lamps or torches in one hand and their weapon in the other—but couldn’t see how close they were to us and our own weapons.

One of the things I’ve always loved about combat involving several people at a time is the pure chaos. While that makes things more dangerous for everyone involved, it’s where I thrived. Since I’d come to this world, I’d had a chance to be in that position many times, and found that it suited me. So, as the flashes of light from the lamps and torches, the shadows from all the bodies pushing forward into the alley to get their chance at attacking us, and the sound of breathing, stomping, screaming, and yelling swirled around me, I found myself grinning ferally.

I held my chain knives, stretched a little longer than normal, about halfway between their normal length and a shortsword, perfect for deflecting weapons swung at me over short distances.

Those at the edges of the mob found us quickly, racing around the buildings that made up the alley’s confines. They just as rapidly knew nothing else as we cut them down, or as in Tyra’s case, bashed them down. I had stepped forward to meet the incoming attackers as Tyra took up position slightly behind me and to my left, with Sariel on my right.

There wasn’t room for wide slashes in front. That’s why I was there. The two women just behind me enjoyed a little room I made for them by my twisting, thrusting, parrying, and quick wrist movements that ended in cuts with every second.

The space around me turned into an eerie world of shadows and flickering lamplight. Blind to the types of opponents I was fighting, I had eyes only for the weapons. Mitigating their attacks to destroy the bodies that held them. Most were blades, either knives or swords, but there were a few clubs or sticks, too. No ranged weapons though, not that I could see. They’d be useless unless the Searcher’s minions didn’t mind hurting their companions.

I spun, using not only my weapons but all parts of my body. Kicking at legs, kneeing an attacker after I’d parried his thrust, even delivering a head butt or two. A few times, I felt the bite of a blade, but the cuts were minor. I was simply too fast and too calm for the panicked beastkin and other races to catch me out.

“Back up,” I said over my shoulder as I ducked an awkward sword slash and punched my knife into the attacker’s armpit while slashing across the face of some kind of furry beastkin I couldn’t bother to look at carefully enough to identify. Already I was at risk of tripping on the bodies that were accumulating on the ground.

Like they were soldiers and had drilled our routine over and over again, my entire group backed up two steps. As they did, Tip and Lirien launched missiles from their bow and crossbows and dropped three of our attackers at the edges.

“Are you going to give anyone else a chance?” Keliana said from behind. “I’d like a little exercise, too.”

I chuckled, something I never would have thought I’d do during a life or death battle. With the restricted access of the alley and how bunched up the attackers were, I felt like I could keep it up all day.

“Sure,” I told the catgirl. “You want point?”

“I do.”

“Okay, fine. Ready, switch.” I slashed at two enemies in front of me then retreated several steps, threading between Sariel and Tyra. Keliana slipped into the space, working her ring daggers as if she’d already been there in mid-slash. Once she was in place, Sariel and Tyra gave their places to Tip and Lirien, who hadn’t been doing much with their ranged weapons. Both brought their swords to bear and began cutting down any attackers who skirted Keliana.

I flicked the blood from my knives and joined Brin, Qamara, and Rex, who were watching the area deeper in the alley in case someone, especially umbrenix, went around to attack us from behind.

“Anything yet?” I asked.

Brin shook her head. “No. It is still clear. I think perhaps we won’t even need to go to where the path widens. It seems we have already decimated the enemies’ numbers without moving too far.”

I eyed the jumble of people still stupidly trying to break through in the bottleneck. “Maybe. We’re not sure how many are left. I’d say we killed close to twenty of them so far since they came at us in this alley. Keep your eyes open and we’ll see how it goes.”

Without asking, Brin put her hand on my arm and the cooling wave of healing that was so familiar washed over me. Judging by all the points where I could feel the sensation, I had a lot more small cuts than I’d thought.

“Thanks, but conserve your magic. We don’t know how things will work out.”

Tyra tapped her batons together with a clear ringing sound. “I think we’re running into the end of them. Look.”

The goblin girl was right. There were maybe a dozen of the Searcher’s minions still attacking Keliana, Tip, and Lirien. Some may have fled already, but as I watched, no others turned tail and ran. I didn’t get it. Were they that loyal to Aeyr, or were they so damn greedy that their common sense was overwhelmed?

“Yeah, let’s take them all out. Keli, Tip, Lirien, walk them back four or five steps.”

The rest of us backed up as well, past where the alley widened into a small courtyard, doubling the distance from wall to wall. It would be plenty of space for the attackers to attempt to get around the three in the front.

If it were only the three in the front.

I replaced my chain knives into their sheaths and untied the strap holding Kael’s massive sword to my back. I hadn’t used the weapon yet, not having the room, but this would be as good a test as any.

I held Justice out in front of me, visions of Cloud Strife wielding the Buster Sword in my head. The thing was light, much too light for its size. I didn’t like big ass swords, but the more I used it and tried to commune with it, the more I’d be able to manipulate it. I had no doubt I’d be able to make it longer or shorter like I did with my knives, the siangham, or even my triple stick. I’d have to put in the time to practice.

As expected, as soon as we stepped into the courtyard, the Searcher’s lackeys charged in, predictably going toward Tip and Tyra, the two shortest of our members.

That was the wrong choice.

Not that there was a correct choice other than turning around and running. Each of my companions, with the exception of Qamara who ran along one edge of the court with Brin and Rex, was much more than competent with their chosen weapons than the lackeys we’d tangled with. We had also been fighting together for some time, more often than I would have wished, honestly. Whereas the attackers were the perfect picture of a mob, my girls and Tip coordinated smoothly and covered each other as they fought. Like trained soldiers.

“Gar!” The urgent tone of Brin’s voice pulled my eyes to her. She peered into the darkness on the other side of the courtyard, where we’d planned on taking another alley to one of the other streets. “Umbrenix. Three of them. They’re coming around from the other side like you thought they might.”

I checked the surroundings to make sure things were not deteriorating. My friends were engaging with the remaining attackers and looked under no stress at doing so. I cut into a bull beastkin with my sword, snatched the lamp from his hand as he fell, and headed toward Brin. As a second thought, I called for Tip as I went.

“Tip. Umbrenix. Ready for the big leagues?”

“Yessir, boss.”

“Grab a lamp and follow me. Three of them, according to Brin.”

The satyr battered a sword away from him with his own, shifting his feet and hips to turn the hard parry into an attack that slid down the attacker’s weapon and cut deeply into his arm, then delivered a quick slash to remove the fingers from a human man and snatched his lamp. He paused long enough to check with Tyra and Keliana to make sure his absence wouldn’t overwhelm them, and at their nods, followed me.

The middle of a battle was no time to get emotional, but to see the satyr act so skillfully, competently, and maturely formed a lump in my throat. The dude had developed some serious skills. I’d have to make sure to tell him after the fight. I knew how hard he’d been training.

The goofy grin splashed its way onto his face, softening my previous thought, but I got it. He was happy to be included, and to be doing well.

“Be careful,” I told him. “They’ll probably have armor and weapons. Most of them have lately. They might even be trained better, or be able to cast spells like the other ones we’ve encountered. Play it safe and remember they have claws and those damn spike things all over their bodies. Your sword can hurt them, can kill them. Show them that.”

Tip’s grin turned savage at my impromptu pep talk, and we joined Brin just as three dark splotches peeled away from the blackness beyond into the pool of the lamps we set down near the moonwisp.

“Keep an eye out, Brin. Tell us if there are others. Don’t use your magic unless absolutely necessary. We’re not sure what you might need to do later. Let me and Tip handle them.”

Tip veered to the left to take on one of the umbrenix as I continued straight toward the other two. The monsters glided toward me, silent and indistinguishable except for their silhouettes and the glowing eyes pulsing dimly in their heads: red for one and a sickly yellow for the other.

I scanned them while I could, checking for anything unusual. The shadows that used weapons would sometimes have lumps in their forms or glints of dark metal that caught light at times. Anymore, I never knew what to expect. I’d run into all levels of the monsters, from the blundering no-strategy variety to the clever ones who were not only armed but had been trained to use their weapons. We’d only met a couple that had the use of magic, but the possibility concerned me a little.

One of them showed a strange shape on its torso and I expected it was armor hidden within its mass, ready to be deployed. The other, the one with red eyes, moved with more intelligence than its companion, circling slightly around to attack me from my side.

I lunged in with my sword and Yellow Eyes unfolded. Armor plates of the dark steel I was familiar with by now flipped into place and clanged as my sword skittered off them. Red Eyes didn’t waste any time, manifesting a jagged sword and slashing at me, a downward cut meant to take my arm off.

I’d expected as much. A sidestep to the right and a wrenching motion to raise my sword, and the attacking weapon bounced down the length of my blade. The monster smoothly twisted its form to bring its sword back to strike at me horizontally, but it wasn’t quite fast enough. I’d already shifted my weight and torqued my hips, bringing my own blade around in a tight arc to slash downward diagonally.

Red Eyes didn’t seem to have any armor and even as it tried to get its sword around, mine cut completely through its torso, from shoulder all the way to the opposite hip. Its body separated and the two pieces fell to the street. I continued my spin to keep Yellow Eyes back and had the half-second I needed to ram the point of my sword into the head of the fallen shadow, just to be sure it was finished. It went through easily, sparking as it struck the cobbles beneath.

I glanced over at Tip, who was doing a fine job at keeping his umbrenix’s sword from striking him. Yellow Eyes produced two short swords and closed the distance between us.

At least, it tried to do so. The thing about using a big-ass sword was that I could keep enemies at bay more easily. It wasn’t something I had been accustomed to doing when I was in my own world, but with the variety of weapons I’d been using in the new world, especially the three-sectional staff and the spear, it had become part of my repertoire. I slashed at the monster and my blade sparked off the thing’s armor, keeping me out of range of its blades.

Within a dozen seconds, I started to get frustrated. The umbrenix was skilled with its swords, but it was the armor it wore that was going to make this a long, drawn-out fight. Something I didn’t have time for. The size of my sword wasn’t ideal for finding the narrow openings between the armor that sat halfway inside and halfway outside the shadow’s surface. I needed to finish this more quickly.

I slashed twice at the umbrenix, resulting in its typical evasions. Typical for this monster. Most of them still were at least ninety-percent offense. As it had already attempted, the shadow lunged in as my second cut passed, trying to get to me before I could bring the sword back. This time, though, instead of using the portion of the blade nearest the hilt to defend, I tossed the sword at my opponent.

I could swear the pale yellow eyes grew, or at least the light being emitted from them glowed more brightly. The monster struck at my sword with both of its weapons, allowing me to pivot around its lead leg, draw my siangham from its pocket alongside my thigh, and bring it around in an arc while checking the shadowy shoulder to prevent my enemy from twisting back around to me.

The point of my siangham found the exact space I was aiming for, a tiny gap between the head armor and the dark steel gorget protecting its neck. My weapon entered the space up to halfway along the shaft, the point traveling upward through the base of the umbrenix’s head to strike the inside of the head armor.

I pivoted the other way, wrenching the siangham and scrambling whatever it was umbrenix had in their usually incorporeal heads. The swords dropped first, no signals going to the hands to tell them to continue gripping. Then the monster fell with a muffled clatter of pieces of shadow steel.

Turning just in time, I witnessed Tip tearing his sword from the umbrenix he was fighting to bring it back in a tightly controlled slash at just below the monster’s head. The dark, swirling shadow that made up the top of the creature spun off and poofed out of existence before it even hit the ground.

Only three or four of the Searcher’s minions were still alive and my friends were taking them down even as I watched.

“Any other shadows?” I asked Brin as I replaced the siangham and stepped over to pick up Justice.

“None. I see no other enemies than those in front of us.”

I clapped Tip on the shoulder, then gave him a thumbs up. “Great. Let’s move farther into the city, as we planned. We need to prepare for the next group. There can’t be that many of them left now.”


Chapter
Sixty-Three



“Well, shit.”

I glared at the collapse in front of us, the wall of rubble that marked the end of the open portion of the city. We’d passed through the other alleys off the end of the courtyard we’d fought in, planning on finding another location with a similar bottleneck to where our last battle took place. What we’d found was the end of our ability to move farther away from the Searcher’s minions.

Keliana had scouted out the area while I complained about our luck. Now that she was back, she broke the news to us.

“We can go back where we came from or we can take the street those umbrenix used to circle around us. Either way is going to eventually lead back to the rest of those hunting us.”

“We can—” Tyra started, but Keli raised a finger.

“And from what I’ve seen, they all went back to the exit to wait for us. They’ve finally figured out that they have our horses and all our supplies and they can wait for us to come to them instead of allowing us to take them out a few at a time.”

“It took Eldrin long enough,” Lirien spat. “It’s just like him to throw people and money that aren’t his at things and hope for the best, because he thinks he deserves victory.”

Tyra hissed. “I really want to kick his ass. Can I kick his ass, Lirien? I won’t kill him. Maybe just soften him up for you to finish off?”

The kangaroo girl smiled, but it was obviously forced, cracking around the edges.

I picked at a fingernail with one of my chain knives. “I appreciate the humor, but Keli’s got a point. We’re out of food, even snacks, and even our water skins are empty. We might be able to find something from all those we killed, but it’s only going to put it off for a little while. We either need to figure out how to get past the Searcher and the goons he has left or we need to go through them.”

“We could attack where they keep their stores—our stores,” Sariel offered. “With some food and water, we would have more time to plan, and sustenance with a little rest would help curb our fatigue.”

Keliana shook her head. “From what I’ve seen, they’ve moved our horses and supplies to the area next to the actual exit. If we want to take our items back, we’ll need to fight their entire number. On a bit more positive note, I can’t imagine they have many fighters left. I haven’t been able to get too close, for fear of being seen by umbrenix, but I haven’t spotted more than twenty at one time. I suspect that the Searcher will keep the bulk of his forces near himself as protection.”

The glare Lirien shot toward the direction of the exit should have made the man drop dead, just from the heat. “Oh, he’ll keep most of them close. There is nothing in the world that’s more important to him than his own skin. If you’ve only seen twenty at a time around him, I’d bet there’s not more than a handful of others anywhere around.”

That was promising to hear. I put a hand up and rubbed Lirien’s shoulder. The poor woman must have been a nervous wreck. “That sounds like the decision has been made for us. I would definitely bet on us if we had to fight fewer than two dozen of what we’ve been fighting so far, even without an ambush. We can try one more thing to avoid straight-up battle, though I’m not sure how well it’ll work. Everyone take a seat. Here’s what I propose.”
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The Searcher and his remaining minions stood before us, not very far from our where they’d piled up our supplies. It reminded me of how damn hungry I was. Other than a few snacks, we’d left our food in camp and hadn’t eaten a meal for more than a day and a half.

“You have to understand, Lee,” the Searcher called out. He was, for a change, standing near the front of his group of minions, thirty yards or so from us, though he couldn’t have seen us in the relative darkness, surrounded by lamps and braziers as he was. The coward had spent his entire time hunting us from the back of his group, too afraid to fight us himself. “It’s nothing personal.”

Lirien growled. “Nothing personal? You are hunting me. There is nothing more personal. You want me dead, Eldrin? Here I am. Come get me. I’ll fight you one-on-one and no more of your lackeys will have to die. It won’t take long. Everyone can watch. We trained enough together. You always told me how much better you are than me, how worthless I was at everything.”

“No, no. That doesn’t work for me. True, it would be a trifling thing, but do you think one such as I would get his hands dirty in such an activity? Why must you be so selfish? You really can’t do anything right, can you? You have lost. Why not die with dignity rather than⁠—”

In the dim light where I and the others were arrayed, Lirien was a blur as she drew her small hand crossbow from its holster, fast as any quickdraw cowboy, and launched a bolt toward the man. Even that wasn’t enough, though. She followed with the weapon in her other hand, both quarrels in the air traveling at the same time.

I had to hand it to the Searcher. He was a lucky bastard, or at least a flinchy one. The sound of the thwip of the crossbows launching their missiles—or possibly the sound of them being drawn from the holsters—must have tipped him off. He jerked to the side, more stumbling than anything else, and one of the missiles took a dog beastkin man behind him in the shoulder while the other missed so closely it gashed the Eldrin’s face.

The Searcher cried out and I thought about how much of a pussy he was for screaming at such a scratch, but then I saw it. An arrow had punched through the meat of his upper arm, the head just visible from behind as he whirled and stumbled into two more of his minions.

I’d been fixated on Lirien and the Searcher, but now I looked to my other side and saw Tip, his bow still up, the string still vibrating.

“Shit,” the satyr spat. He didn’t have to state the obvious. If Lirien wouldn’t have acted rashly, Tip’s arrow would have been fatal.

His people swirled around him, obscuring him from view. Through either chance or poor planning, none of those remaining had ranged weapons.

“There’s no need for the rest of you to die,” I shouted. “Leave, and we’ll let you. We didn’t start this fight, but we’ll finish it. Look around you. You’re done. Get out while you can.”

The majority of the people in front of us—humans, elves, dwarves, goblins, many different types of beastkin—stopped to consider. Then the Searcher’s whiny voice, made even worse by the strain of the pain he was in, called out.

“No. Do the job. She’s right there. Kill the woman, the kangaroo beastkin with pink hair. Kill her and bring me her body. A hundred gold for whoever does it.”

The crowd lifted their weapons and surged toward us, their pace picking up from a slow jog into nearly a full sprint. As we rearranged ourselves and Tip and Lirien started firing their weapons, the Searcher flitted through the back end of the group, mounted a horse near him, and took off through the exit at a gallop. A select group of around ten of the better-equipped minions also mounted and followed after him.

Then the crowd was upon us and Aeyr’s stooge left my mind.

Though there were only twenty-three armed attackers of different types coming toward us, I immediately noticed the difference compared to the minions we’d been whittling down all day.

The weapons and gear were superior to what we’d been seeing. The very existence of things like armor and a few shields told me these warriors were a level above those we’d already fought. It was more than that, though. Despite the greed shining in the eyes of most, they didn’t look manic or uncontrolled. In fact, the way they handled their weapons as they rushed us demonstrated familiarity and skill.

This group, though smaller than some we’d battled, was not comprised of pushovers.

“Cooperate,” I yelled to my friends. “Fight smart. This group is more skilled than the others.”

I soon found out just how right I was. They moved with purpose, coordinating well together, in some kind of formation. Several of the larger beastkin—bear, bison, bovine—created a moving wall, half of them carrying shields to occupy two sides of the battle line. They left a corridor about eight feet wide through which their more agile fighters surged.

They were going to throw their best fighters at one or two of us, take us down, then move on to the next targets, all while the bruisers stalled the rest of us. It was a good strategy, not too hindered by the two ranged weapons we had in our group. Three, if Brin used her magic.

I wouldn’t say we were fucked, but we were more than halfway there. Half fucked, I guess.

“Tip, Lirien, take out as many fighters coming down the middle as you can ranged. Don’t shoot me in the ass.” Without waiting for a response, I met three enemies with double swords in the exact center of what was going to be a horribly messy battle.

A ting in front of me proved to be one of Lirien’s bolts ricocheting off a sword. A second, heavier ting had to be Tip’s arrow. I wasn’t sure if the sword-wielders were that good or if it was blind luck with them swinging their blades around. When a muffled thump and a grunt, followed by a splash of blood on one of the swordsman’s shoulder happened right in front of me, I decided it had been luck.

I cursed myself for my indecision as I closed on my enemies. I’d had the sword in my hand, but there was no way I’d keep myself from getting skewered after my first swing or two. The damn thing was too big, too unwieldy.

So I threw it end over end at the three attackers in front of me and had my three-sectional staff out of the case and in its pole form before I reached them. I’d have to add the siangham to it later. It looked like I was going to be fighting with a bo staff.

The collision was the type of thing shown in movies, with bodies coming together in the most chaotic way possible. I angled myself toward the guy—a cat beastkin, actually—who’d taken the quarrel in his shoulder, battering his swords out of the way before they could bite me. I managed to reverse my staff to deflect another sword, but yet another blade sliced through the sleeve of my shirt. I didn’t feel the sting, but that didn’t necessarily mean I hadn’t been hit. I considered myself lucky in the exchange and set about keeping the enemy’s strategy from being more successful.

Screams sounded all around me, but they were mostly male voices, for which I was relieved. Not more than one or two women were with our opponents, so I paid close attention to the women’s voices that might indicate my girls were in trouble. Clashes and thumps, stomping feet, metal striking metal or wood or flesh, it all merged into a cacophony in a bubble around me. I was in the thick of things and couldn’t pay attention to anyone else. I just hoped I was taking some of the heat off my friends.

There sure was a lot of heat around me.

I slammed my staff into the injured catman, but as I did, an arrow sprouted from his face. My blow pushed his body aside, causing a human man to stumble as he was swinging a sword at me. The body falling created a hole near me and I took the opportunity to snatch my siangham out of its pocket and set it on the end of my staff, mentally commanding the two weapons to merge into spear form.

I could make such changes to weapons I had communed with nearly instantaneously, so in half a second, I was swinging the now-spear to deflect another sword. I torqued my lower hand and whipped the spearpoint around in a tight circle, moving it around the blade to slash at the man’s forearm. No sooner had I gashed him than I pivoted to evade a longsword, then levered my spear to carve a deep line in the man’s throat.

Spinning, I batted another sword to the side, rotated the weapon to slam the butt into a dog beastkin’s head, and continued circling to gash both legs of an elf preparing to thrust his slender blade into me. He fell, screaming as his legs gave out.

The space around me compressed as more of the agile attackers came in from behind the others while the bulky men with shields held their positions. With a flexing of my mind, I shortened my spear to half its length, turning it into fighting stick size, but with the five-inch blade still at the end.

I wasn’t going to be able to dance through the attackers without getting seriously hurt, not for long. I needed to do something about the large men causing the obstructions.

I needed to make room for my friends to join me in the center of the battle.

Narrowly deflecting a sword coming at my head, I darted to my left and used the momentum from my parry to ram the point of my short spear into an arm pushing a knife at my chest. I tore the blade from the man’s flesh, ducked another attack, this time from a club, kicked at a nearby knee, bending it backward, and bringing the same foot around over a slashing sword to bash my heel into the face of one of the few women I’d seen in this latest group. I felt her nose crunch under my foot but was already three feet away when she staggered from the blow.

I’d managed to get a little closer to one of the big men with a shield. Being on the edge, he was having trouble trying to fight with Tyra while keeping an eye out for someone coming at him from the side or behind. Someone like me.

Bam-bam-bam. Tyra’s metal batons battered at the shield the man held. I knew how strong the goblin was, but the man probably weighed five times or more what she did. His dented shield held, until I pivoted behind him and jabbed my spear into the hollow of one knee. Even as he grunted and pitched forward, I spun around his side and lashed out with the sharp metal blade on the point of my weapon, punching it through his neck and tearing it out the side of his throat.

Utilizing the momentum from my body and from my weapon, I gashed at the face of the next bruiser in line, a man who was keeping Sariel at bay with a tower shield butted up against a similar shield being held by the bear beastkin next to him.

The gash blinded him in one eye, causing him to lean to one side. It was all Sariel needed to thrust her longsword over the shield and into the man’s face in his moment of inattention. His body seized up and he fell backward, opening yet another gap. Tyra and Sariel charged in together, the swordmaster sidestepping and blocking an errant sword slash with the bracers I’d given her back in the land of the beastkin, to attack the next shieldholder. Meanwhile, Tyra turned toward the narrow corridor of bodies I’d been fighting in. There were now four people in what had been the point of their attack: Tyra, me, Keliana, and Tip, who had apparently decided he could do more damage with his sword now than his bow.

My half-second scan of the battle situation nearly cost me my ear. Another of those damn cat beastkin men with a shortsword and a dueling dagger, launched himself at me, blades leading. The hang time on the catty bastard’s leap allowed him to slash both at me while in midair. Just before one of Lirien’s crossbow bolts slammed into his chest.

I twisted and caught his sword arm on the shaft of my spear, adjusting his trajectory as he passed me. He made a credible landing, not quite managing a roll but still touching down mostly on his feet after tucking to somersault. It was clear where he was going. I had only been an opportunistic strike. His target was Lirien herself, frantically trying to cock her crossbow to load another quarrel.

She didn’t need to rush, though. I’d followed the catman, kicking a dog beastkin aside as he fought with Tyra. As soon as the cat landed, I threw my short spear into the center of his back hard enough for a couple of inches of the point to punch out the front.

I left the spear where it was and Tip rammed his sword into the man’s head as he lay there. My hands found the hilts of the chain knives at my lower back, and I drew those weapons as I spun, the blade in my left hand clanging off a sword thrust at my belly and the one in my right slashing the throat of the elf man who had dared to try to kill me.

“Gar!” Brin’s voice, though not that loud, cut through the din and my eyes snapped to where she stood at the far left of the battle, beyond Tyra and Sariel who were still working on the few shieldholders on that side of the battle.

Even as I found her, she threw her arms out in front of her. There were only a few of the attackers near, but the swirl of shadow as at least two umbrenix were pushed back was like someone stomping on my nerves. The lightning bolt she cast from her Armlet of Lightning—arcing between the two monsters— barely eased my worry at her being targeted.

My other friends were going to have to take it from there with the main battle. Umbrenix were too dangerous for me to leave to others, even if there were only the two I’d glimpsed. Catching an overhand slash of a sword on the chain of my knives, I redirected the strike, delivered a crushing front kick to the human man’s chest, and rammed both blades into the lower back of another shieldman that seemed to have gotten caught up in the ebb and flow of the battle and forced toward me.

Spotting a glint nearby, I made a decision. The knives stayed in the man’s body as I took advantage of a hole opening up to throw myself into a shoulder roll and snatch up my large sword, where it had fallen when I’d thrown it earlier. I hoped to hell I’d chosen correctly because otherwise I was going to have to steal a weapon from someone. I didn’t know if these umbrenix had weapons, but at this point I’d have to assume they did.

I slashed savagely at anything near me as I headed for the edge of the battle, hoping I’d make it there before the umbrenix got to Brin.
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Aflash of pale green chiffon off to my left had my body turning in that direction before I’d even consciously thought about it. A grizzled dwarf, of all things, stalked Qamara where she’d been trying to stay out of the battle. Rex tore at a snake man nearby, but the little furcan had his claws full.

I nearly tripped over a shield lying on the ground, its owner nowhere in sight, but I got within range just as the squat, bearded man swung his stereotypical double-bladed axe at my prophetess.

“Nuh-uhn.” I slashed downward with Justice, which was nearly twice as long as the dwarf was tall. I cut into the haft of his weapon as it descended. The magically sharp blade of Kael’s iconic sword cut clean through the hardened wood, both pushing the weapon to the side and separating the heavy axe head from the length the dwarf was still holding.

The man lurched, his weapon suddenly lighter than it had been. Three stuttering steps and I reached him, kicking out like I was going to score the winning goal in a soccer match. My instep nailed his ankle with all the force of a battering ram. The result was…interesting.

With his low center of gravity, my kick didn’t cause the dwarf to tumble end over end as I thought it would. Instead, he simply dropped, much faster than seemed natural, to face plant onto the ancient cobbles of the street we were fighting on. The cracking, scraping sound actually had me wincing. I could have lived the rest of my life not knowing what teeth hitting stone at force sounded like. Now it had been ingrained into my mind.

That didn’t grant the little fucker mercy, though. He’d tried to kill Qamara, after all. I slid to a stop and took the bastard’s head, execution style, before he could try to get up. Damn, but my magical weapons were sharp. And indestructible. That was pertinent because I actually scored a few of the cobbles from my finishing slash.

“Are you okay, Qamara?” I asked, already sprinting back toward Brin, where I was supposed to be.

“I am. Thank you, Garfield.”

“Any time. Be careful. There are umbrenix about.”

Then I was there. Brin stood tall, her hands raised toward the umbrenix, which were coming back toward her. Her long red hair danced as she moved, like a nonexistent wind rustled it. She turned her head fractionally and gave me a smile that said, yeah, I knew you’d be here, even if you did make it dramatic. My faster heartbeat had nothing to do with the battle I was in.

“May I? You should probably save your magic, just in case.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “My magic didn’t push them back as far as it should have for how much mana I used. These two are not of the lowly variety, I think.”

I laughed. Who else but my companions would ever consider any umbrenix as lowly? “Let me give it a shot. Keep your eye out for more, though.”

“Of course. Thank you, Gar.”

“It’s my job, Brin. Until everyone else gets weapons that can hurt these things, it’s up to me. Your magic is too important for healing and defense to use on shadows if you don’t have⁠—”

“Gar!” Brin made the familiar pushing motion with her hand and a handful of dark objects that had been rocketing toward me suddenly went off course and peppered the wall of a nearby building.

“Great. One of them can cast. Thanks for the save. The one on the left?”

“Yes.”

That’s what you get when you fucking stop to chat during a battle, shithead, I chastised myself. I sprinted for all I was worth. I was in a relatively empty space at the edge of the battle, both because there were none of my people for the attackers to fight and because I’d noticed that even the minions of the Searcher weren’t too keen on being around the umbrenix. While that would make things easier because of the lack of distractions, I would also be fighting two of the monsters, and all indications were that they were not the weak type.

I angled to the one on the left, watching the other one to make sure it didn’t throw magic at me. Surprisingly, the one that had cast didn’t do so again immediately. For the hundredth time, I wished I knew more about the monsters and what they could and couldn’t do. Could it cast again right away, but wasn’t choosing to, or was it limited? So many questions.

My sword was already arcing toward the umbrenix when I got into range. Suddenly, it had a sword in each hand, slender black steel with jagged edges. If it were possible to judge sharpness from a glance at a distance, I would say the damn things had an edge that could cut a soul in half.

The swords cut unerringly toward my own, striking the blade nearly simultaneously, but spaced just enough for the first to slightly redirect the blade while the second moved it the rest of the way, causing my swing to go wide. I’d used the exact same technique countless times, both unarmed and with weapons ranging from my chain knives to my triple stick.

I’d never seen an umbrenix use such a complex defensive technique.

I dove to my left, rolling on my shoulder and holding my sword out so I didn’t roll over the blade. It was just in time to evade a strike from the other shadow. It held a sword that was damn near the size of mine and, even as I watched, steel showed itself around the monster’s body.

Armor, too. This shit just kept getting better and better.

Back on my feet, I circled the two. For as much as they never bothered to react to or look at each other, they might have been fighting alone, but I didn’t think that was the case. Hadn’t the big sword shadow just tried to kill me while his buddy distracted me?

One of the swords suddenly disappeared from the dual-wielder’s claw and it made a throwing motion.

No, no, no. Not good.

As before, dark missiles zipped toward me, and this time Brin wasn’t going to be able to push them away. I said a little prayer to whatever power would listen and set myself to do a little bit of extemporaneous research. I hope it wouldn’t fuck me.

Channeling my best jedi imitation, I stepped back with one foot to present a narrower profile and I brought my sword up, slashing in front of me while turning my wrist a quarter turn. The whooooom of the wide flat of the blade pushing through the air preceded what sounded like BBs hitting a steel road sign.

I finished my slash and paused for a fraction of a second, opening my senses to any damage I might have received. It didn’t feel like I’d been shot with dark missiles, so I’d call it good. I closed the gap on the dual-wielder, now holding two swords again.

Determined not to lose my advantage this time, I circled so Two Swords was between me and Big Sword. I’d been using Kael’s massive blade as if it weighed what a sword that size should. But it didn’t. I wasn’t sure exactly what the sword was made from, but it was light. Very light. I needed to take advantage of that.

Instead of long, large sweeping motions, I shifted my lower hand toward the end of the hilt, in a traditional grip for a samurai sword. Levering with both hands, I cut rapidly at the umbrenix, thrusts, tight arcs, and quick changes of direction.

Two Swords tried to parry as it did before, but with my fast redirections, it missed half the time. It only took me five slashes to circumvent one of its blades and lop off its right arm. A quick turn to circle the shadow and keep it between me and the other one, and I powered through its guard, batting its sword far enough away to thrust half my blade into its middle.

I wasn’t going to trust that, though. Another pivot, this time toward the other shadow, which was not ready for the unexpected change in direction, and I tore the sword from the injured umbrenix, spun, and delivered a horizontal slash that separated its shadowy head while leaving Kael’s sword in its chest.

By now, I knew well enough that taking the monsters’ heads ended them, so all my focus went onto Big Sword. I dropped my borrowed sword, pulled Justice from the shadow corpse I just created, angled my blade to parry Big Sword’s attack, and backstepped out of range. It was one-on-one now. As far as I was concerned, the odds were in my favor.

“Anything, Brin?”

“No others. The battle is winding down.”

I flashed a feral grin at the umbrenix. “Hear that? You’re all mine. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

It obliged.

I found out two things in the following minute. First, the fucking shadow could use a sword. On a more positive note, the monster was either not as strong as me or its sword weighed more than mine, because it couldn’t move the weapon as fast as I could. The second thing was that though it didn’t seem this creature could use magic, the armor was something I’d never seen before.

Whereas most of the umbrenix that had armor had recognizable plates, the armor on my current opponent was different. It moved like fine chain mail, though it did an admirable job of blocking strikes from even a sword like Justice. The movement wasn’t an issue. On their best day, umbrenix could only move as fast as me, not faster.

The coverage, though. It was complete. I mean, head to toe, armpits, knees, elbows, hips, everything. I tried repeatedly to thrust the tip of my sword into what should have been vulnerable areas, like at the base of the skull or the neck, but every strike resulted in a dull clang and no damage.

I, on the other hand, had no such luxury. At least four times that I recognized, the monster’s blade bit me. Shallow slices, true, but still enough to make me bleed. Right hand, left shoulder, left leg, and a scratch along the left side of my torso.

How I wished I’d had time to commune with the weapon. If I could change its form, make it longer, thinner, shorter, or whatever other modification that might help, I could outsmart the umbrenix. But I couldn’t, and I’d left all my other weapons scattered around the battlefield.

Another huge swing came toward me as I tried to decide what to do. I slammed it aside, attempted a sweep to take the monster down, but only ended up with a sore heel when my foot contacted the armor on its calves. The thing barely stumbled.

But it did stumble.

I resigned myself to my absolutely least favorite type of battle. One of attrition.

“This is going to suck.” Though I said it verbally, it wasn’t meant for anyone else to hear.

I shifted my objective to small attacks, damaging but not killing attacks. The old “death by a thousand cuts” method.

As far as I knew, umbrenix didn’t get tired. I knew for a fact that I did. Eventually. And I’d been fighting nearly nonstop for more than a day. I needed to make every movement count.

The next time a slash came in, I didn’t bother parrying it. I shifted so slightly that I thought I might actually allow the blade to kiss me and, as it barely passed by my head, I short-slashed and caught a piece of the shadow’s shoulder. They key was the short, direct movement, but even more importantly, the power with which I performed it.

For as much effort as I put forth, the result was a little underwhelming. I know I penetrated the armor, if barely, but the damage was a minor flesh wound, if the shadows had flesh. It was a wound, though. More importantly, it broke the umbrenix’s rhythm. As it turned to recover, I laid down a similar cut to its thigh.

My game almost ended there as it changed its minute stumble into an attack that had me throwing myself backward to prevent losing my head. I rolled to my feet, sword out. Waiting.

For the first time, my enemy paused, if only for a second. Then it came in with a thrust, one I allowed to slide along my torso, coming dangerously close to opening up my belly. I’d judged it correctly, though, and as I stepped forward, the monster realized its mistake.

I torqued my entire body, blade turned awkwardly so that as I turned, its arm was trapped between my torso and my blade. The power I had to exert to cut into that arm was like an uppercut to my belly, knocking the air from me, but it had the intended consequences. The magical sharpness of my blade, along with the force of the strike, cut deeply into the thing’s arm. Through the armor.

I didn’t sever the limb, but the shadow panicked, throwing up an elbow to slash my face with the spikes along its arm. I disengaged, managing to escape all but a slice to my shoulder, but I’d injured my opponent worse.

As I spun away, I lashed out with an awkward upward diagonal slice that, by pure luck, scraped across the monster’s torso armor and bit into its head armor enough that it violently jerked its head away. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I’d hurt it, maybe damaged an eye, if those glowing orbs I usually saw were even real eyes to begin with. Most umbrenix didn’t display eyes like that.

The way it shifted its head, I knew it was done. Very few times had I seen the shadows nervous or afraid, but the jerking movements this one was performing now? Yeah, it was planning to run.

I lunged forward, planting my foot on a loose cobble, overextending myself and nearly falling to the street. Quick as a snake, the umbrenix saw its opportunity and thrust in to skewer me.

Apparently it hadn’t been watching closely when I killed its companion, because as its sword came in, I used the same technique as before. Thrusting my own sword out, I slid it along the length of the monster’s sword, then levered my control hand to circle the other blade. My knee—perfectly fine despite my ruse—straightened as my other pivoted to provide me the power necessary to violently slam my sword downward.

The top five inches of my blade caught the umbrenix’s arm, just on the other side of where I’d cut into it before. Using every bit of power I could generate, I cut through the rest of the way, separating its claw from its arm. There was no way the thing could wield that massive sword with only one arm, though it did try.

With it off-balance, I kicked the monster’s lead knee, spreading its legs. It wasn’t enough to take it down, but its mobility was affected, while mine was not. I spun around toward the shadow’s side, trailing my blade in a wide arc. At the end, I twisted and slashed downward diagonally, cutting into its good arm. The power was such that my blade blasted through the armor and sunk into the arm at least two inches.

I had to kick the sword out of its hand to get it to release, but then it was done. I danced around the creature, slamming my sword over and over again into its head, neck, and torso, each powerful attack cutting up more of its armor. When I finally felt I’d compromised the head armor, I generated as much power as I could from my legs up and thrust my blade into the damaged spot. It easily went through the head and even punched out slightly on the other, previously undamaged side. The umbrenix finally went down, soon dissipating into oily black smoke.
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Barely able to stand, I used my new weapon as a prop to keep me from falling on my face. The battle was done, the few scattered remnants of the Searcher’s army fleeing for their lives. I wished I could have dropped where I was to rest, but there were things yet to do.

“Any other umbrenix around, Brin?”

“I see none.” The bone weariness in her voice hurt more than the multiple bleeding injuries I’d accumulated.

“Is everyone still in one piece?” I tried to raise my voice, to ask the question in a confident and powerful tone. I failed miserably, cracking toward the end of the short sentence.

Qamara answered me. She hadn’t taken part in the battle, so was the least exhausted of us. “We are all accounted for. I am so sorry I⁠—”

“No, Qamara. It’s fine. Your talents lie in other directions. We appreciate you helping where you could, especially with bandaging. Brin’s not going to be healing anything but serious wounds anytime soon.”

“I can—” the moonwisp started, but I cut her off.

“No. Save your strength. In fact, you should be sitting, or even lying down right now. I’ll join you as soon as I check our situation. That asshole took our horses, and most of our supplies, it looks like. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” I levered myself into motion with the massive sword.

Lirien stumbled toward me. “Not without me.”

“Rest, Lirien. He’s long gone by now. No use expending the energy.”

She didn’t listen, because of course she didn’t. I sighed and let the matter drop. I guess she had as much a right to push herself as I did.

I waited for her to reach me and pulled her into a weak one-armed hug. Without thinking about it, I kissed the side of her head, getting tickled by a soft, furry ear. She didn’t complain.

“How are you?” I asked, trying to watch her face as we hobbled toward the surface.

“About like you. I’ve got some cuts that sting like a bitch, I’m tired, and I developed and then popped at least three blisters on my sword hand. I’m not used to fighting for that long.”

I nodded. “I meant about…you know, everything.”

“Eldrin?”

“Yeah.”

“That son of a bitch. I’ll find him. As if it’s not bad enough he ruined my fucking life, stole my patron, and sullied my name; he then tried to hunt me down and kill me. He didn’t even have the balls to do that himself, but sent others to do it. That mother…” She took in a long breath, then let it out. “Let’s just say I’ve been better, so far as that subject is concerned.” She blinked at me, as if she was surprised I had my arm around her. A slow smile stole its way onto her blood-spattered face and she put her arm around my shoulders, making our awkward steps a little more coordinated. Like we were in a three-legged race. A horribly slow, uncoordinated three-legged race. “I’ve been worse, too, though.”

We stepped outside into the open air for the first time in what seemed to have been a year and our bantering stopped. Her ears literally pricked up and we released each other, taking a step apart to give us space to fight.

I brought my sword up and scanned the surroundings carefully. In reality, it had been maybe two and a half days since we’d gone down into the city, but I found it hard to believe it could have changed so drastically in that time.

Trash was spread out everywhere, a lot more than before. Not only refuse like clothes and bottles and half-eaten pieces of food, but wagons large and small, excrement from all size of creatures, and even weapons, though mostly broken ones. We’d long ago lost count how many of the Searcher’s minions we’d killed, but if this was their camp, there had to have been more than two hundred of them.

“See anyone?” I asked.

“No. I do see a few horses, though. Which is good because that bastard took ours. In fact, I think he rode away on the mare you’ve been letting me use. I liked her, too.”

The tension in me bubbled out in a laugh at her pouting her lip so cutely.

She side-eyed me while still swinging her head around to check for dangers. “What?”

“You pout very cutely.”

“Hmph.”

“Let’s stick together, gather up the horses, and check to see if any of our enemies are left. We’ll need to figure out if we’re going to stay down in the city tonight or up here. It looks like it’s about two hours from sundown. With some rest, and any food we can scavenge, we’ll be in better condition to leave tomorrow.”

By the time we returned to the others, we had almost enough horses for all of us. We were pleasantly surprised that they found three more while we were gone, so we could all ride. Even better, more than half of them were our horses, though sadly, Lirien’s was not among them.

Another stroke of luck was that much of our gear was still piled by the exit. Apparently, the Searcher was going to keep it all for himself and had kept it under guard, even adding some of his own possessions to the area he was using as his command post. That included three full barrels of water. It wasn’t enough for us to take baths in, but it was plenty to wash ourselves off without needing to go to the surface to bathe in the closest stream.

After washing, using some discarded clothing as washcloths, we shared a hot dinner cooked over a fire we made in the center of one of the streets unmarred by bodies. We sat in different levels of discomfort, depending upon our injuries.

“Please, Gar, let me heal you all,” Brin asked again.

“No. We all talked about it and it’s not gonna happen. You’re injured, too, and you’re exhausted. You’re going to sit here with me, within my arms, and I am going to kiss you frequently until your magic replenishes. After that, you will heal yourself and after that we’ll let you heal some of us. If we’re attacked, we can fight injured, but we need every bit of your magic. We may not be safe just yet.”

The beautiful moonwisp frowned at me but didn’t argue further. I knew it was tough for her to see others in pain, but we had to look at the bigger picture. I snuggled with her next to the fire, biding my time until it we settled in to go to sleep.
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Lirien had never been so miserable in her life. Okay, maybe that wasn’t true, but she was sore and cut, still bleeding in some places, had a headache, was filthy despite the sponge bath she gave herself, and there was the whole thing with Eldrin hanging over it all.

She thought of those around her. Gar and Brin were one solid shape under a blanket they’d draped over their shoulders. Tip and the furcan sat near Lirien, the satyr tossing bits of food to Rex, who hopped up and caught them in midair. Of all of them who took part in the battle, the lizard looked to have come out the least injured. He had scratches on his scales, but no wounds she could see that shed blood.

“Hey, Tip?”

“Yeah, Lirien.”

“I’m sorry for messing up your shot. The more I think about it, the more I see you would have drilled him in that pompous face of his if I wouldn’t have lost my temper.”

“No worries. Like I said, I was just trying to help. I’d rather you kill him when we see him again, anyway. You deserve it.”

Her mouth dropped open a little bit. There was so much in so few words. She blinked her eyes rapidly. Some bits of soot must have gotten in them. They felt like they were watering up. She said the only thing she could think of. “Thanks.”

Qamara sat off a little distance from the others. Lirien wondered if she was still feeling bad about not fighting. The explorer was going to speak, try to soothe the alari, but she didn’t know the woman well and she’d probably just say the wrong thing and make the situation worse. Thankfully, Sariel moved over to chat softly with Qamara.

That left Tyra and…there. Keliana was so hard to see, even when she wasn’t using her ability to hide in darkness. The catgirl was close to Tyra but seemed part shadow herself. Like everyone else in the group, she was impressive. In fact, any one of these people by themselves would be an oddity, a fascinating case, worthy of historical record. Yet here they were, all together. All because of one person.

Her eyes swept back to Gar and Brin. She looked at the general shape of them first, then more details, but when she reached his eyes, she found them locked onto her. It caused her to jump slightly, and her cheeks burned hot, hoping no one had seen that. That he hadn’t seen it.

An arm emerged from the blanket and waved her over. Lirien put a hand to her chest. Who, me? Gar chuckled and nodded, gesturing with his arm again. She got up and walked partway around the fire to him and Brin. The moonwisp, as always, smiled brightly at Lirien. From the day she’d met her nearly four years ago, it was the same. The blue woman was radiant, always. Freshly bathed or filthy from battle, it didn’t matter.

Gar held the blanket open. “Sit with us. We can have a nice comfortable huddle.”

Lirien mechanically sat down next to him and leaned in as he enfolded her in his arm and the blanket. Despite not wanting to, she sunk into him and let out a little sigh. So warm. So comfortable.

“You found your cache,” he said. “You did what no one else has been able to do, what you’ve been dreaming of your whole life. That’s gotta feel pretty good.”

“Yeah, it does. It’s a bit hard to focus on that, though, with everything else.”

“I get it. You’re probably safe from the Searcher now. For the time being, anyway. With nothing keeping you here in Olliaran, you probably don’t need us to protect you. You’re pretty good with those weapons anyway. What do you plan on doing?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll want to study the things from the cache. It’s been so long that I only had the one goal, I really don’t know what to do. Thank you. All of you. Without you, I not only wouldn’t have survived Eldrin and his people, but I wouldn’t have found the cache. I owe you all my life, but even more than that.”

Brin reached an arm across Gar to put it on Lirien’s leg. “We are glad we could help. You deserved to achieve your dream. There is no other who deserved it more.”

“Thank you, but I know how much of a pain in the ass I was to you all. I’m sorry about all the⁠—”

“Lirien,” Gar interrupted. “Don’t. We all make mistakes and we’re all irritating sometimes. It was a pleasure to have met you and worked with you and…there’s something I would like you to have.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Something I dropped?”

He laughed. “No, nothing like that. Here.” He held out his hand, palm down so she couldn’t see what he held.

She extended hers, palm up, and he gently set an item into her hand.

A watch. The watch.

She stared at him wide-eyed for a moment before she started shaking her head. “No. No, no, no. You can’t. You can’t give me your watch. It’s too precious. You can’t…”

Gar wrapped both hands around hers, turning his wrist as he did so. Revealing the watch he was wearing. “I told you about the watch and what it means to me. I told you that Lucas gave it to me as a gift and that it was the most precious thing I had. Remember why that was? Not only because it was a gift from him, but because it was a duplicate of the one he wore, the one his father gave him. I found it when I killed the man responsible for Lucas’s death. You know this. The one I wear now was Lucas’s. This one, the one I’m giving you, is the gift he gave me. It is precious, but so are you, and you love the watch, so. Keep it. Wear it if you want, or not, but keep it. Use it to remember me by.”

Suddenly, tears were pouring down her face. She couldn’t stop them. In all honesty, she didn’t want to. She couldn’t remember the last time she cried so hard. No, that wasn’t true. She remembered exactly the last time she cried this hard. But then, they were painful tears. Now, they were different.

She’d heard people talk about cleansing tears before, and she’d always thought it was bullshit. Yet as she sobbed like a child, she felt it. As if they were washing away some of the pain, some of the loneliness, some of all the accumulated tension of what her life had become since the occasion she thought had ended her chances at a normal existence.

It was an eternity that she sat there blubbering and making a fool out of herself. Both Brin and Gar pulled her close and wrapped her in a three-way hug, rubbing her back and letting her cry out.

“I-I-I’m precious?”

“Of course you are, Lirien,” Gar said softly. “Why would you ever think you’re not?”

“You don’t even need me for anything.”

“You are not a tool for another to use, Lirien Seck,” Brin told her. “You are a wonderful person who is kind and caring, given a chance to be so. You have proven yourself competent in our dealings, but that is not the measure of those we care for. You are part of our family and regardless of where you go, it will be so.”

Lirien lifted her head to look into Gar’s eyes. “Is that true?”

“Of course it is. I wish we didn’t have to part, but where we go, what we do, it’s dangerous, and you have your work to do.”

“I could come with you.”

“You could, if you want to. Are you sure you do, though?”

“I’m sure. I want…I want a family.”

“You’ve already got one. Here, let me put this watch on your wrist so we don’t end up kicking it into the fire.”

“I can still keep it?”

“I gave it to you. It’s yours. Now I can finally have someone to help me keep things on schedule.”

She sniffled loudly as he closed the strap on her wrist. “I can do that.”

“I know you can,” he whispered, kissing her ear. “You can do anything.”


Chapter
Sixty-Six



Sunlight tickled my face, pulling me gently from sleep. Qamara, bless her, was still sitting watch, alert and looking refreshed. Somehow. She hadn’t woken me up for my watch, which probably meant she hadn’t woken Tyra either, taking the entire night’s shift herself. She smiled at me and dipped her head. I returned the gesture.

Brin’s warmth was snuggled up along my left side, with another source of body heat on my right. Lirien, still tucked under my arm, breathed slowly, her ear twitching occasionally. I wriggled to get some circulation through my limbs, doing my best not to wake either woman. Despite her emotional episode the previous night, she looked as beautiful and perfect as always. No dark circles under her eyes, no crusty residuals of her crying, nothing to show that she’d ever been in turmoil.

My hand slid up to gently stroke her long kangaroo ear. The short fur on it was so soft. Like velvet. It twitched in my hand and a faint hissing laugh from Brin revealed she was awake and watching.

Then Lirien’s violet eyes opened. Such a marvelous color. She blinked, a bit of panic flashing on her face. When she saw me, she stopped cold.

“I…it’s…I had a dream…” She raised her arm and looked at her wrist, noting the watch there. “Not a dream?”

“Nope,” I assured her. “Not if you’re talking about how you told us you’d travel with us and let us keep you as a family member.”

She grinned, then, trying her best to burrow right through me to my other side. Melding with me didn’t seem to be enough, though, because she raised her face and kissed me repeatedly all over mine.

I laughed at her silliness, half-heartedly trying to push her away. When she carried on for nearly a minute, I peeled my other arm from Brin, put both of them around Lirien, and held her to me, kissing her hair. “Does that mean you stand by your decision?”

“Mmmm. Why did I ever think you were Kael? You’re so much better.”

“You’re pretty damn fantastic yourself.”

“Am I?”

“You are.”

“You are,” Brin said from beside us, where she’d moved up to kiss Lirien’s cheek. “I tried to tell you when we worked together before, but you had other things on your mind, crowding it. Perhaps you will listen now, or observe as we show you.”

“That sounds nice,” the explorer said, humming as she nestled her face into my chest.

With all the wrestling and kissing, the others woke up as well. Rex bounced around excitedly, feeding off the energy, and the lizard even managed to rouse Tip. Soon, we were all up, sitting around the fire and discussing what to do next.

Stopping only to wind my watch and witness the pure joyful light in Lirien’s eyes as she wound her own watch for the very first time, I stood up to address my friends. My family.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about it and with the lack of a clear direction to choose, I think we should spend a little time trying to crack that place we found in the chasm to the northwest. It’s obvious there’s something going on there and Qamara senses magic that carries Aeyr’s signature. I’ll believe her senses as an alari any day.

“It’s been bothering me since we left there. With each of your talents, we should be able to get through that door, given enough time. I have this sinking feeling that Aeyr himself might be hiding behind it. Before we run all over the world chasing more of his minions, I’d like a chance to prove or disprove that hunch. If he’s there, we could end this for good.”

“Or we could all die horrible deaths,” Tip said, tossing a piece of gristle into the fire. “He’s a demigod, Gar. We, in case you haven’t noticed, are not.”

I couldn’t drum up any anger at his words, though I wished I could. “You’re right. Everything we’ve heard, he’s super-powerful and we’d be stupid to go against him. Yet, that’s what we’ve been doing. I know we’re fighting his lackeys, but they’re powerful, too, as are the umbrenix. In fact, the shadows are getting more powerful. That last one was tough.

“What if we play it safe? What if we slowly eliminate his henchmen, one at a time? What if, while we are distracted with them, whatever he’s working on comes to fruition and he becomes ten times more powerful than he is now? A hundred times? We’ll have lost our chance and any advantage we might have gained.

“There’s a reason he’s hiding. He has vulnerabilities or he would be out in the open. It’s still just a feeling, but damn, how many other deaths will he and his people cause before we take him down? I don’t know the answer, but I do not think he’s sitting idly. The people who have disappeared, the minor gods who have been taken, the Searcher and the other minions looking for things that will give him an advantage or keep others from getting one. He’s been alive a long time and knows things we don’t. Has magic we don’t.

“I don’t know about power in this world, but I do know bullies and tyrants. If he hasn’t subjugated the world already, there’s a reason, some flaw or weakness. I think it would be a terrible mistake not to at least check that place out. If we find him but can’t take him down, we still may be able to flee.

“I feel it in my bones that that door and what’s behind it is important. I’m open to other suggestions, but I don’t see any other choice than to go there or keep traveling the world to find more umbrenix or Aeyr’s minions. Anyone have a better idea?”

In the end, no one could suggest another course. Within an hour of finishing breakfast, we’d gathered up what supplies we could find that had been abandoned by the Searcher’s people, loaded them into our saddle bags, strapped them onto two extra horses we found, and headed back to the Mordimere Peaks. It may not have been the correct course, but it was better than spinning our wheels to no real purpose.

We traveled the roads this time, not using the smaller paths we’d gone on before. The risk of the Searcher gathering more minions quickly and coming after us seemed small, so for the first time since finding Lirien, we traveled openly. Two days later found us in Arisphora.

As a treat for ourselves, we took rooms at an inn. It was strange dropping off our gear and gathering in the common room. We’d been hiding for so long, I couldn’t help but constantly check over my shoulder and scan the room for danger.

Lirien had settled in, becoming more comfortable with me. She trailed her fingers along my arm occasionally, sometimes snuggled against me or gave me a hug. Once or twice during our trip, she shyly treated me to a kiss.

But it wasn’t just me. The kangaroo girl acted more warmly toward the others, too. She’d always gotten along well with Brin, but I found her chatting, whispering, even hugging the other women. It filled my chest with warmth that she was finally letting go of the worst of her cynicism. Her smiles were more natural, more real.

“Have you noticed?” Brin asked me in a whisper as we sat in the common room. “Lirien, she’s truly happy.”

“I’ve noticed. I don’t know her that well, but compared to when I met her, I’d have to agree. I’m glad. She’s had so much shit to deal with, it’s about time she’s getting some good.”

“It is in large part because of you. She believed that people, especially men, would always take advantage of her, use her. You’ve shown her there are selfless and caring people and that she is valuable for more than what she can do for others.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t do anything special, just treated her like she deserves to be treated.”

The blue woman smiled at me and leaned in to kiss me. “That was exactly what she needed. I am afraid she is quite in love with you, Gar.”

“Well, I’m very fond of her as well.”

“You should show her.”

“I’m trying to.”

“Yes, you are doing well. What I meant, though, is that you should really show her. You have kept my mana at a high level and, though I will miss you, you should spend the night with her.”

I watched Lirien as she crossed the common room, returning to the group. She was quite a sight to behold. I could stare at that beautiful face for hours, with her pink hair and ears and her violet eyes. That’s not even mentioning her perfectly shaped body, from her toned legs and tight ass up to the way her chest stood out proudly under her tight tank top and her button-up expedition shirt, begging for attention.

“That’s not a bad idea, but I feel bad about not paying enough attention to the other girls lately.”

“Do not concern yourself. We have spoken about it and we will occupy ourselves, together, this night.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. I couldn’t figure out if I was being a selfish asshole by wondering if I was missing out. Thoughts of having Brin and Qamara, or Tyra and Keliana, at the same time made my body vibrate. There would be other opportunities, though. For now, my moonwisp was correct. I needed to show Lirien just how much I appreciated her. It had been a long time coming.

“Okay. Once things settle down a little, I need to figure out how to make sure I don’t neglect anyone.”

She stroked my hand. “Of course. I will help as I can.”

The kangaroo girl reached us and plopped down next to me, leaning against me. “What are you talking about?”

“Just how crazy things have been and how there never seems to be enough time to enjoy being with my companions.”

“Oh. What a coincidence. I’ve been thinking about that, too.”

“Pardon me,” Brin said, kissing my cheek and then doing the same with Lirien. “I need to speak with Qamara. If I don’t see you later, goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Brin. Thanks.”

The blue woman moved to the next table, where Qamara, Sariel, and Tyra were in the middle of a conversation.

Lirien watched Brin go. After a moment, she turned back to me. “She really is fantastic.”

“She is, but so are you. Tell me about what you’ve been thinking.”

Her cheeks flushed. She fiddled with her watch, a habit she was quickly forming for when she was uncomfortable. “It’s everything. All the changes. Having found the cache and achieving my dream seems the smallest of the things that have happened at times. I…I think sometimes about when I first met you. Do you remember?”

I barked a laugh at that. “Uh, yeah, I remember. Of course I do. You assaulted me, wrapped your arms around me and kissed me to within an inch of my life. I wasn’t sure if I should have added to the fire or fought against it.”

“Yeah, it was kind of unconventional.”

“You could say that.”

“But here we are. After everything we’ve been through, I want to greet you the same way now. Except I don’t want to stop.” She tilted her head and peeked at me from the side of her vision, waiting for me to respond.

“I’m all for greeting you that way every time. I love how you feel and I love kissing you.”

Lirien worked her upper lip in her teeth. “I want to show you how much I appreciate you and what you’ve done for me. To show you what you mean to me. It’s been a long time, but I used to be good at pleasuring others.”

I reached out and cupped her face with my hands, shifting her head so I could look in her eyes. “Since…Eldrin?”

Shame flashed in her eyes and I kicked myself for being an insensitive asshole. Before I could backpedal, though, she answered. “Yes. He’s the only man I was ever with. I spent a lot of time developing…skills. Things to make him feel good. It was my responsibility. That’s what I believed. I’ve been with some women over the years, but that’s a different skillset. I’d like to show you how much you mean to me.”

I pulled her head toward me and kissed her lightly on the lips. Her eyes closed and she hummed in pleasure. Until I spoke. “No.”

Eyelids snapped open and her beautiful violet orbs were already shimmering. “No?”

“No. Lirien, your responsibility is not just to make those you care about feel good, and those you care about definitely don’t have the privilege of being served by you in that way. Eldrin is a selfish asshole. So, no, you’re not going to do the work to make me feel good. At least, not at first. First, I’m going to do the work and show you what you should expect, what you deserve. But don’t worry. The thought of bringing you to orgasm gives me all kinds of pleasure. You’ll see. If you want to, that is. You can always say no. It’s your choice.”

The kangaroo girl stared into my eyes for a good half a minute. It started to feel like she was trying to read my mind. Finally, that mischievous smile that fit her so perfectly slipped onto her face.

“I would like that. I’ve never had someone care enough to put me first like that.”

I kissed her again. “That ends tonight. Come on, it’s time for you to fully move into the next stage of your life.”


Chapter
Sixty-Seven



Itook Lirien’s hand and led her toward my room. As we left the common room, Tip lifted his mug to me in salute and Brin gave me a satisfied smile. Surprisingly, so did Tyra, Keliana, and even Sariel. Qamara noted the others’ reactions and turned her head slowly to watch me, giving me a small wave. Then we were in the hall and out of sight.

The kangaroo girl’s hand pulsed, her grip tightening and loosening with indecision. For someone who had come on as strong as she had when we first met, I found it sweet and endearing that she was so nervous. I lifted her hand and kissed it.

Once inside the room, I could finally take the time to study the explorer without feeling like too much of a lech. She wore her normal skintight khaki pants, but had shucked her explorer shirt and wore only her pink tank top with a few buttons low down the front. It fit her exquisitely and the oval neckline was deep enough to demonstrate an appreciable amount of cleavage.

She absently flicked her dark pink hair over her shoulder, allowing my eyes to glide over the smooth, perfect skin on her shoulders and chest.

“God, you’re gorgeous.”

She tilted her head and swayed her torso a little, her eyes bouncing off mine without maintaining eye contact. “Really?”

“Absolutely. I thought it the first time I met you, but it was easier to resist you back then because you were so…”

“I was such a bitch to you?”

I snorted. “Yeah. Kind of.”

“I’m sorry, Gar. My experience at that point was that people only used me. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

I pulled her to me and kissed her. “I know. No worries. I know you now and I think you’re amazing. Speaking of which, I promised you some things. I’m a little anxious to get started, too. If that’s okay with you.”

“Mmmmm.” She lurched forward and gave me a long, soft kiss. “I can’t wait.”

My hand slid up the side of her smooth cheek and found her long, soft ear above. The feel of it slipping through my fingers only added to her happy sounds rumbling into my mouth as we continued our kiss.

My slow steps brought us to the wall, which I propped her against. I changed my grip to her wrists and pressed them against the wood paneling above her head, then leaned back to take in the sight of her exquisitely flushed face and slitted eyes. I made a show of sliding my gaze down her shoulders and her slightly heaving chest, then down to her legs, crossed and sliding over each other.

“You are so fucking sexy,” I told her, dipping in to kiss her slender, sensuous neck. Her scent, like an overripe apple, made my mouth water.

“Hough.” The sound she made was high pitched, a mixture between a gasping huh and an exclamation like oh! Almost like she was having trouble breathing. It sent vibrations through my body. I nipped at her neck to elicit the sound multiple times. That would never get old.

I grinned into her skin as I dragged my teeth down to her top, which was now showing prominent bumps in the cloth. Hovering over the clothing, I breathed down into her cleavage.

“Mmmmmm. Gar.”

“Am I going too slow?” I asked, flicking my tongue out to lick in between her breasts.”

“Nnnnnnno. I…ah! So, so good.”

I took her left nipple between my teeth, clothing and all, and applied pressure. Her response surprised me.

“Gods! Oh, Gar. Yes, yes, yes. That’s my spot. My special…oooooooooh!”

I moved up to kiss her, barely able to keep contact as she thrashed and panted.

“A good spot?”

Her wide eyes tried to focus on me. “It’s my secret weakness. It sends lightning straight to my pussy. You almost made me come just now.”

“Oh, reeeeaaaaalllly? That deserves more exploration and experimentation, I think. Probably days or even weeks of it.”

That was when the kangaroo girl whimpered. Actually whimpered. My dick got instantly hard, like a switchblade with the trigger pressed.

I wasn’t sure what to feel at the moment. The potential for so much naughtiness warred with my desire to be gentle and considerate. I kissed her as tenderly as I could on the lips, dragging mine across hers and then away. “I won’t use it, if you don’t want me to.”

“I do. I do want you to. It’s just that, gods, it feels so good. Be careful. Be gentle with me. I found it myself, but no one else has ever stimulated it. It’s very powerful.”

“I’ll be responsible with it. Tell me if it’s too much, okay?”

She closed her eyes and nodded as best she could backed up against the wall like she was.

My next actions were even slower than before, unbuttoning the three buttons on her top with my mouth, all while the sexy explorer whimpered, moaned, and wriggled her body so delectably I had a hard time restraining myself. I pulled her top completely off and marveled at her perfect tits as they bounced free of their prison. Full and firm, with nipples erect and begging for attention. Slowly, I licked around her right breast, checking to see if the spot I’d found was mirrored on that side. It wasn’t.

Approaching the nipple on her left had her body tensing in anticipation. Sucking on the nipple started her moaning a little more, but didn’t produce the effects from before. Not until I touched a small spot at the edge of her areola with my tongue.

“Auuuuuuughhhh! Hough-hough-hough.”

Found it!

Judicial use of my tongue and teeth had Lirien whimpering and sucking air so violently, I thought she might hyperventilate. I also noticed that her super-tight khaki pants were getting darker between her legs.

If the sounds and watching her squirm and wriggle that amazing body hadn’t already gotten me rock-hard, the evidence of how wet she was getting would have had my dick tearing right through my clothes.

I slid my mouth up, kissing the top of her breast, then her chest, shoulder, neck, and the side of her face. When I reached her ear, I whispered into it. “Are you having fun? Does that feel good?”

“Hough-hough-hough. Gar. Gar? Please…”

“Please what, sexy explorer?”

“Fuck me. Fuck me now. I want you so badly.”

“In a little while. I haven’t even made you come yet.”

She blinked at me as if she didn’t understand, but I left her to figure it out. I took her magic spot into my teeth one more time and pressed down.

“Gaaaaaahhhhh!”

That distracted her enough that she didn’t notice me dropping her wrists so I could untie her pants. She didn’t even move her arms, but left them up against the wall over her head. By the time I’d pulled her pants off, along with her panties, she was just starting to catch her breath. I smashed my body against hers and kissed every bit of air out of her.

I trailed a finger down between her breasts and past her navel to circle her sopping wet slit. “Come on over here. I don’t want what I do next to make you lose your balance and fall down.” Her knees already seemed a little weak, so I picked her up and laid her down on the bed.

She stretched, hands over her head and her long legs snaking out across the blankets. It struck me again that every time I removed a bit of clothing and every time I got a view from another angle, the woman looked more and more fantastic. I needed to show her what she did to me.

My finger sneaked down to play in the wetness between her legs, resulting in her lower body twitching as she let loose a satisfied moan.

“You’re so wet. I bet you taste fantastic.”

“I…”

“No need to answer. I’ll tell you in a minute.”

I dipped my finger in between her folds and scooped out a dollop of the thick liquid, then brought it to my mouth. She watched me as I licked my finger, then sucked on it. Her chin went up and her eyes slitted.

“Mmmmm. Like I said, delicious. Ripe apple with a little taste of bitterness. I’m going to lick your juices up in a little while. Is that okay?”

“Yesssss,” she whimpered.

“Good. But first…”

I put my hand back down between her legs and hovered my body over her chest. Slowly, so she could watch and anticipate, I lowered my head and began to work her special spot, licking it first and then sucking.

As I did, Lirien writhed and moaned, nearly sobbing. She also did something I hadn’t registered at the time. At least twice. Her body did a thing where she suddenly went still and almost completely limp, like everything within her relaxed, or had given into the feeling completely. It happened at the same time I felt muscles just inside her canal twitch and tense against my finger.

“Lirien?”

“Yes, Gar,” she said dreamily.

“Did you just come?”

“Mmmmmm. I did.”

“Is that the third time?”

“Fourth.”

“You little stealth-comer you. That makes me so happy.”

“Me, toooooo.”

I bit at her special spot, keeping the skin next to her nipple, and even part of the nub itself, in my mouth as I sucked hard on it and pressed my finger into her pussy. When I added my thumb pressing on her clit, she came again, the internal muscles tightening and fluid washing over my hand. I changed positions to bring my mouth to her slit and licked and sucked her lower lips until I had my fill of her juices.

By this time, Lirien was staring up at the ceiling, a glazed look in her eyes.

“Had enough, lover?” I asked.

“Gar…I’ve never felt…oh, gods. How do you keep doing that to me?”

“You have a lot of time to make up for. You should have been feeling this for years.”

Her nose scrunched up cutely as she tried to focus her eyes on me. “You still have your clothes on.”

“I do.”

“Take them off? I want you inside me.”

“You sure? I can keep doing…other things.”

“Put your dick in me. I’ve wanted you since we met.”

“As you say.” I gave her a little mock bow and had my clothes off in a flash.

She fixed her eyes on my steel-hard shaft. “Do you want me to suck you⁠—”

“Another time. I want to be inside you, if you’re sure.”

“Yes. In.”

I took one more good lick between her legs and slid up until I was over her. We didn’t need anything fancy at this point, not after all she’d been through. The poor girl could hardly keep her eyes open. Missionary was going to have to do. Well, a modified missionary.

I grabbed a pillow and put it under her pleasingly tight ass, raising her hips a little. With no fanfare at all, I slid the head of my dick across Lirien’s pussy, then parted her lips to enter her.

“Oooooooh. Yes. YES!”

I entered slowly, half an inch at a time, watching her beautiful face as the feeling took hold. Her half-closed eyes, her sensuous mouth partly opened, her hands bunching up the blanket underneath her, it all contributed to force my own eyes closed from the sheer ecstasy of the act.

Lirien’s body jerked as my cock hit pleasure centers inside her. Her breathing, heavy and even, hitched and her deep moans occasionally broke with her gasping pleasure sounds.

“Hough-hough-hough-hough. Mmmmmmm. Slow is nice.”

I maintained the pace for a time, until I managed to get my entire length into her. Holding myself still, the head of my dick pressing against Lirien’s cervix, I swayed my hips side to side, wiggling and eliciting soft, moaning exhalations. Then I lowered myself and pushed both of my hands underneath her to grab her ass hard and pull her toward me.

“HOUGH! Oh!”

I pulled more than halfway out of the sexy kangaroo girl, then started to thrust, slowly at first, but then more quickly. I shifted my hands underneath her to tickle her asshole and play with her tail, both of which caused the reactions I was hoping for: grunts and moans and shrieks of surprise.

“Oh yes, oh yes, oh-oh-oh.”

When I could, I bit or sucked Lirien’s breasts, especially the spot on her left side. We thrusted in sync and soon, the explorer didn’t even have the breath to speak, simply panting and grunting with a backdrop of long, keening hisses.

Her internal muscles clamped down on my cock, as if she were chewing on my shaft, trying to draw it even farther inside. The pressure in my own lower parts built and I knew it wouldn’t be long until I myself finished.

As I approached the edge, we blew right through Lirien’s relaxed, stealth orgasms. She continued to build and all at once, her body displayed another behavior. Her entire frame jerked, like someone had hit her with a body shot, or with high voltage electricity. Three, four, five times she jerked, seizure-like, as I got closer and closer to the edge myself.

Finally, with a massive spasm, it was like all of Lirien’s body focused right on the most sensitive part of my member and cum exploded out of me to fill the kangaroo girl.

“Auuuuuughhhh! Oh-oh-oh. Gar.”

Her fingers, curled into claws, scraped skin from my back even as I sunk my own fingers into her firm ass, pulling myself as far as I could possibly go into her canal. My entire body tensed to the density of steel and I breathlessly rode out the tremors that continued to spurt my seed into her.

It seemed like several minutes before my muscles unlocked and allowed me to roll over to lie by Lirien’s side. We both swallowed gasps of air, our hearts beating so fast I could feel hers through my arm pressed against her.

“Gods damn it, Gar,” she panted. “I’ve never had an orgasm like that before. In fact, I’ve never had an orgasm of any kind with a man. That’s not even mentioning the five before that bigger one. Five!”

I laughed. “We definitely need to do that again.” Then it hit me what she’d said. “Wait. All those years with Eldrin…”

“Never happened. It was always all about him. I’ve had a couple of women lovers who made me come. Small ones. But never so many and never like that last…gods, I didn’t know such a thing was possible.”

I smiled at her. “One question. Is your tail sensitive? I mean, if I did things to it, would it⁠—”

“Please, stop talking. I’m exhausted, but one more word and I will physically hurt myself trying to fuck you one more time.”

“Point taken. Next time, your tail is getting some attention. And your sublimely sexy ears.”

She tried to reach my mouth to kiss me, but her body gave out and she ended up settling for smooching my shoulder. “We definitely do. Need to do this again. But not now. So. Tired.”

With some effort, I was able to maneuver to kiss her on the side of the face. “I agree. That’s enough for now. Thank you, Lirien. You’re amazing.”

She mumbled something in answer, but it was unintelligible. A second later, she was fast asleep. I followed soon after.


Chapter
Sixty-Eight



The world somehow felt different when I awoke in the morning, nudged by a wriggling kangaroo girl. Lirien wasn’t awake, but it didn’t stop her fantastic body from sliding over mine. It being morning, I didn’t need that stimulation to be fully ready to take advantage of the proximity.

After waking the pink-haired beauty with a few light touches to my new favorite patch of skin, we engaged in a fast, furious bout of sex that left us both panting and glowing.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get some breakfast and see what the others are up to.”

I watched the explorer as she slowly replaced the clothing we’d taken off her the night before. It was as fascinating going on as it was coming off. Fully clothed, we opened the door to find the door to the room next to us also opening.

Brin and Keliana stepped fully out into the hall before they spotted us and both women graced me with huge smiles.

“I have to thank you for the sounds last night,” Keliana purred. “It was quite the mood-setting ambience. It made things…more intense.”

I looked from the catgirl to the moonwisp. Really? Those two? Without me? That last part may or may not have sounded whiny to me, even in my own mind. Things were stirring in my lower regions, even though I’d just sated myself with Lirien. “You two slept together last night?”

“Well,” Keliana answered. “Maybe not so much sleep.” She shrugged and gave me a wink. “It was a very pleasurable evening.”

“Damn. That’s awesome. I’m jealous.”

“Do not be,” Brin said. “Evidence points to your experience being wonderful as well. Ah, good morning, by the way.” She approached Lirien, whispered something into her ear I couldn’t hear, then pulled her into a hot kiss that lasted for nearly a minute.

Keliana gave me the same treatment before we swapped, and I got a chance to greet Brin while the cat girl tentatively kissed the kangaroo girl. It was sexy enough that I was just about to suggest we all four go into one of the rooms when Tip and Rex entered the hall. From down a little further, Tyra and Qamara emerged from another room, and Sariel also made an appearance from the room she apparently had stayed in. Alone.

The feeling that things had turned toward the better was even stronger during breakfast. I didn’t know if it was an endorphin high from being with Lirien, sleeping in a bed, or a combination of everything that happened, but it wasn’t only me that seemed upbeat.

“‘Sup, playa.” Tip, surprisingly, shared the happy attitude the rest of us displayed. “So, another notch on your weapon.”

I blinked at the satyr, not quite sure if I should be irritated at his words. “It’s…”

“No worries, man. You do you. Or, more accurately, you do whatever super-hot woman you come across. I’m over being surprised or miffed. The worst part is that it makes me think of Cea. I’ll see her again, though. You promised.”

“I promised we could try to see her again.”

“Good enough for me, man. It’s gonna happen. Let’s get this dog and pony show on the road, eh?”

We ate up the miles on the road, effortlessly moving to the northwest. It was so different than when we’d traveled this way so recently. Even the eerie chasm and the dark rocks and trees didn’t affect the generally light mood. In no time, we stood before the portion of the ruins where we’d found the umbrenix.

And the door.

I patted my horse after we’d set the mounts up in the small clear space next to a pool formed from a depression in the rock fed by the trickling stream running the length of the chasm. “Maybe we can end all this now.”

With our supplies replenished at Arisphora, we prepared ourselves to take as long as necessary to open the door I believed to be hiding the demigod.

“Lirien, this is your kind of work,” I told the kangaroo girl. “Do you want to take charge? We need to get through that door, one way or another.”

“I’ll do my best. I’ll need everyone’s help, of course. Brin and Qamara with their historical knowledge, Tyra and her ability to see into materials, even Rex and his senses. Oh, you two meatheads, too. Someone’s gotta make meals and break rocks. We’ll start at one end of the wall and explore every inch until we find a way to pass.”

I mouthed the word to Tip. Meatheads? He just laughed.

We started work immediately, still in our elevated moods. Three days later, we weren’t quite so enthusiastic. We’d searched and searched, scrutinizing every section of the dark stone wall that exuded its strange aura and magic. We hadn’t so much as come up with a crack that looked like it might allow us to go further.

Another tremor rocked the area as we sat in frustration, eating a tasteless lunch after four hours of fruitless searching. The small quakes had happened at least once per day, shaking the covered entry and loosening a rain of dust and grit down upon us.

“As if it’s not bad enough we can’t get through, the place has to taunt us with those episodes?” I said bitterly. I glanced at the pile of tools near me: picks, shovels, and sledgehammers. I’d joked about trying to bash our way through, but it seemed less and less a joke as time went on.

“Not yet,” Lirien said, noticing me. “Trying to break through when magic is involved can often have disastrous effects. We may get to that point, but we’re not there yet.”

I grumbled but didn’t make a real effort for my words to be heard.

Silence consumed us again and my mood plunged. I really needed to hit something. I was about to make a bitter comment to that extent when I heard it.

The noise could have been a rock that hadn’t settled yet from the tremor, but I didn’t think so. Some of the others heard it, too, because at least half our number froze, Keliana even tilting her head so her ear was pointing toward the source of the sound.

Another scratching, scrabbling sound followed, and I was sure. That wasn’t some remnant from the stone settling around us. Something was moving outside the covered foyer.

I drew the two chain knives from the sheaths on my lower back and rose smoothly. It wasn’t umbrenix; they didn’t make noise. There were plenty of dangers that did, though. I might just get my wish in finding something to attack. It might not help us get inside whatever was beyond the wall, but it would let me take out some frustration.

I slinked toward the opening, sliding along the wall, Keliana beside me. The others slowly and silently readied their own weapons, including Tip’s bow and Lirien’s hand crossbows. Brin raised her hands, ready to cast a spell.

The mysterious grinding noises grew louder, got closer. I could feel an unwelcome presence on the other side of the pile of stone debris defining the opening.

One final sound, the crunching of a footstep, and I charged into the dim sunlight to meet my enemies.
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Story to be continued in Weaponsmaster 6…

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 5!


I hope you enjoyed the adventures of Gar and his slowly growing family. I had a blast writing about a kangaroo beastkin, something I haven’t seen before and definitely haven’t written about. As things wound down in this story, they also got a bit deeper and more foreboding. I hope you’ll join the group again in book 6, which goes to my editor in a few days at the time I’m writing this. Next stop, Teaphotria, which is jungle central for the world of Valorae. The sneak peek of the cover is below, featuring the lovely Dayra.

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!
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Book 6 is finished and nearly as long as this book. I have the cover for it, but there’s no preorder link yet, so I put the link for the Weaponsmaster series page on Amazon below.
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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

Weaponsmaster 5 (this book)
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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)
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