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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…


Tipped off that the Searcher, another of Aeyr’s minions, was after an explorer Brin knew, Gar and the others rushed to Olliaran to warn the woman. Lirien Seck, a kangaroo beastkin, was less than enthusiastic when they found her and told her they would protect her.

Unable to convince Lirien to flee with them, they joined her in her search for a special cache of items that belonged to Kael, the great hero. Filling the role of grunt labor, they followed Lirien from archaeological site to site, digging for clues about the next location to search.

All the while, Olliaran was in turmoil. It wasn’t just the Searcher and his goal of finding and killing Lirien, but Aeyr’s minions had put up bounties for new information or items from the sites of ancient ruins, attracting everyone from legitimate explorers and scholars to thieves and con men. It didn’t help that from their arrival in Olliaran, the elves displayed their hatred of Sariel because of her apprenticeship to Master Galen Starshadow, a dark elf. Emotions were strong between the two types of elves, and it sometimes came to violence.

Throughout their search, Lirien’s quicksilver attitude confused and irritated Gar. From their first meeting, where she latched onto him and kissed him passionately, to screaming and scolding him for no apparent reason, tension was high within the group. When Lirien thoughtlessly acted in opposition to Gar’s instructions and revealed herself to those who would report her to the Searcher, it looked like the group would leave Lirien to fend for herself, but Gar gave her another chance, contingent upon her treating the warnings about the Searcher seriously.

As they tracked down the clues that brought them closer to where the cache lay, they took a side trip to investigate a dark chasm that the local tribes of Children of the Thundering Abyss—abyssals—said was the source of dangerous magic and monsters. What they found when they got there was the front of some buried ruins with what Qamara sensed was magical energy belonging to Aeyr. With no way to get through the stone door they found, they left the place with the intention of coming back to solve the mystery that may very well have included Aeyr himself hiding within.

After rescuing a light elf girl from dark elf bandits, a situation far too familiar to Sariel, and returning her to her aunt and uncle who were her last remaining relatives, Lirien took them to explore a brand-new site of ruins. Within they found not only historical evidence of a very important and well-respected taranji leader, but also information on a city for which archaeologists had been searching for decades.

Exploring the underbelly of the city, the party came face to face with the Searcher who, it turned out, was Lirien’s former lover, the man she thought she would spend the rest of her life with. He not only had betrayed her nearly a decade ago, powerfully affecting all aspects of her life, but he was now truly out to kill her. With more than a hundred soldiers with him, he attempted to eliminate not only Lirien, but Gar’s entire group. After escaping by dropping the only nearby bridge across the bottomless trench separating them, they managed to return to the surface, having found where their ultimate goal was located.

Racing against the Searcher and his lackeys, Lirien and the party ended up in the ruined city of Fortensiani. There, they discovered the way to the hidden complex where Kael’s cache waited, magically sealed for two millennia. It consisted of two books written by the hero’s own hand, an enchanted shortsword, and Kael’s famous weapon Justice, a massive blade made of the purest magical materials Tyra had ever seen. That weapon Lirien gave to Gar while the other items rightfully went with her.

On the way out of the ruins, the party discovered the Searcher had found the buried ruined city they were in and had secured the only exit. Over the course of more than a full day, Gar and the others played a game of stealth and silent killing, whittling down the Searcher’s forces. Where there were less than two score of the enemy left, they confronted the Searcher and, in a pitched battle that allowed the injured Searcher to flee, the party was victorious, destroying the Searcher’s soldiers to a man.

The Searcher, long gone, would no doubt survive his relatively minor injury, but Gar knew they’d see him again. But first, they needed to go back to the chasm and the ruins where Aeyr might be hiding. Lirien, having fulfilled her quest and gained affection for Gar and his little family, joined him to lend her skills and knowledge to their cause.

Back at the ruins in the northern mountains of Olliaran, Gar and the others take a rest from searching for a way to get through the ancient door in the ruins. Sounds from outside grab their attention and Gar leads the others to investigate. He’s in mid-charge, rushing out to confront whoever—or whatever—it is causing the footsteps, ready to defend his friends.


Chapter
One



Iglided around the corner of a couple of fallen boulders in the face of the ruined structure we’d been exploring, my actions prompted by the sounds of intruders. My three-sectional staff was in its spear form: a long, straight pole that, to all appearances, was one solid piece of wood with a metal point nearly half a foot long on the end. It was a versatile weapon, one I found myself using often.

Especially when an unknown number of attackers were stalking me and my friends.

Keliana Artuxis, my achingly beautiful catgirl, ghosted to my left, making exactly zero noise. Her long black hair was tied in a thick braid, somehow not bouncing on the tight leather clothing she wore. Of course, as an extremely skilled assassin, it was normal for the woman to give no sign she was around, even disappearing occasionally right before my eyes. She was, simply put, a badass. I’d been on the other side of those ring daggers she wielded and I much preferred them backing me up.

Tyra Tyswix, the goblin crafter who could easily have swept bodybuilding competitions in my world, came up behind me while Lirien Seck, our newest addition to the group and the most spectacularly beautiful kangaroo beastkin I’d ever seen, padded over the stone just behind Tyra.

The others in our little group were further behind, but just with the three close to me, along with myself, of course, I gave us good odds against whatever it was intruding on our search. We’d find out soon enough.

Just before I reached the dim daylight of the chasm in which the ruins lay, Keliana did her disappearing act. One second she was there and the next, she simply wasn’t. So. Damn. Cool.

The catgirl reappeared as I spotted the first of the five enemies arrayed in front of us. I stopped so quickly, I slid in the gritty dirt covering the stone before coming to rest, my spear held out in a ready position, the glinting steel blade pointing directly at the man at the front of the group of five people.

“You guys?” I said, dropping my spearpoint. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Following you, of course,” the catman said, flicking his double shortswords and guiding them into the scabbards crossed on his back without so much as breaking eye contact with me.

I wondered how many thousands of times he’d performed the same movement to be able to do that. Drawing a shortsword from the back was no feat, but to put the blades back in the right place without cutting yourself? I had to give him props for that.

Keliana stood where she’d appeared, a frown on her face as she rolled her eyes. “Pollus, we already told you that we’re working alone. If you want to leech off another team, go find someone else.”

The catman sketched a shallow bow, hands out to the sides. The quick, efficient movements of his companions succeeded in stowing their own weapons as skillfully as Pollus. I had the urge to break my spear into its parts with my mind instead of my hands as I stashed it away as well, but realized showing off wasn’t worth it. At the very least, I wanted them to know as little as possible about me and my abilities. You never know when an acquaintance will turn on you.

Especially if those acquaintances are career assassins.

The five trespassers were all Venom Blades, members of the assassin guild that Keliana herself had belonged to. Technically, I guess they were former Venom Blades, according to the story they’d given us weeks prior, but I didn’t trust any of them any further than a child could throw the big cat beastkin in front of me.

“Keliana, there’s no reason to be inhospitable,” Pollus said. His name was actually Terrigan Pollus, but his companions typically referred to him by his last name. “We can be of use, as you are very well aware. For starters, how about some free information? You’re soon going to have visitors other than my modest group.”

“You should know better than to use the word ‘modest’ in relation to anything you do, Pollus.”

“Ha! Fair point.”

I put my hand up. “Wait a minute. What do you mean, we’re going to have visitors?”

The cinnamon-haired ferret beastkin woman I’d met before took a step forward. Her name I remembered, but not because she was a great beauty like the other woman with them. I mean, she was pretty enough, but more impressive, more memorable, was the gravitas she had. Pollus may have played the leader, but even in our short acquaintance, I’d noticed the looks, the others glancing at this woman before any decision was made.

Dreyah Delan’s manner was to speak softly in such a way that you strained to hear her. It could have been her posture, her cool blue eyes, hell, maybe it was the soft tone of her voice, soothing while still tugging at you to obey every word. Regardless, she cut through all the bullshit and made every word count. I felt it in my bones that to ignore her was the most dangerous thing I could do with these five assassins.

“There are tales of displays of power in this area. On top of that, rumors of a Kael lookalike have also fluttered in the wind. People are coming to investigate.”

I looked the woman in the eyes. “Investigate? What does that mean? Are people hunting us? Me?”

The slight shrug was the only answer she gave me, other than twitching her furry right ear, but I had no idea if that was a ferret beastkin gesture or a simple itch.

The other woman in the group swept her black hair back over her shoulder. Artina Manesso was a catgirl, resembling Keliana herself, though her crystal blue eyes didn’t hold the kindness and passion I found in my catgirl. “Some are looking for treasure, much like those who are searching ruins to get the bounties that have been offered. Others are trying to find knowledge. Some, like us, are looking for something more substantial.”

“And what is that?” I asked.

Her lips curved into a smile, a predatory gesture if ever I’d seen one. “Why, to become heroes and eliminate the Hungerer. Must we rehash the subject? We want to join you in hunting down and killing Aeyr, for the betterment of the world.”

Keliana’s barking laugh broke the silence. “Please, Artina. So dramatic. You are not pursuing the betterment of the world, you are chasing whatever riches or power you think you can gain from Aeyr or his minions.”

The other catgirl put her hand on her chest in mock affront.

I’d tired of the games. “Enough. The answer is what it was before. We don’t need any more people than we have. You, others like you, or whatever turns up if you’re telling the truth, it doesn’t matter. We can’t afford to waste time with this bullshit. Why don’t you turn around and join up with some of those you’re talking about. You can all be heroes together. We don’t want any part of it.”

Artina’s smile didn’t slip a bit, only deepened. As hot as she was though—seriously, why were all catgirls so fucking hot?—my eyes went back to Dreyah.

“Would you begrudge us some time to rest before we depart?” the ferret woman said. “You know how far we’ve traveled down this chasm.”

I glanced at Keliana, and at Brin, who had joined us at the front, and let out a breath. “Fine. Seriously, though, we’ve got things to do, so pick a spot to rest and let’s not make this awkward. Fair enough?”

“It is. Thank you.”

The assassins retrieved their horses from wherever they’d left them and made a little camp just outside the cover of the roof. My companions and I retreated further into the darkness, to where our own camp was set up near the wall we wanted to get through.

“What do you think?” I asked Keliana. She knew our visitors better than any of us, having worked with them for years as an assassin.

“I think they’re pains in the ass. They won’t attack us, though, not with fewer numbers than we have. Even if they weren’t at a disadvantage, it wouldn’t do them any good. It’s not like we’re carrying around any great treasures.”

Lirien glanced at me, then back at Keliana, raising an eyebrow. The catgirl clarified. “Monetary treasures. They don’t care about artifacts of Kael.” Lirien nodded.

I sighed. This was the last thing I wanted to deal with right now. “What about the other stuff they said?”

“It’s probably true. Olliaran has gone crazy with Aeyr offering those bounties and the Searcher hunting for Lirien and others. They may be scholars and explorers, but they also might be treasure hunters, like the ones who caused so much damage to Fortensiani.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “That’s going to make it tough to do what we need to do while they’re snooping around.”

“What are we doing here?” Lirien asked.

“Trying to get through that door or wall or whatever. I still believe Aeyr is hiding there. We need to get to him and finish this.”

“What if we search for Eldrin? He probably knows something, like where to find his master.”

“Lirien, I know it’s important to take that guy out. Even if he was only a minion of Aeyr, he’d deserve that. He deserves it ten times more for what he did to you years ago and what he tried to do to you recently. I promise you we will hunt him down. But if we can take out Aeyr now, we could save untold numbers of people. We could literally save the world. We have to do this.”

The kangaroo girl sat down on a bit of crumbling stone block. “Okay. Yeah, I know. It just seems, I don’t know, off somehow. We’ve already been here three days and we haven’t been able to figure it out yet.”

“How long did it take you to figure out where Kael’s cache was and then to get to it?” Tip asked from his own seat a handful of paces away. When Lirien’s eyes flashed at him, he put both hands up. “I’m not trying to be argumentative. It’s a valid question. We spent more time trying to find a secret door in any one of the ruins we went to than we’ve spent here. Shit takes time.”

Lirien chuckled. “Right. I can accept that. I’m frustrated, is all.”

The satyr perked up. “Well, I happen to⁠—”

“No, Tip.” My voice joined Brin’s, Tyra’s, and Keliana’s as we said it at the same time.

“Fine, fine. Just offering my services.” He turned his attention to Rex, our lizardy mascot, petting the top of the furcan’s head and mumbling to himself.


Chapter
Two



Istood well within the depths of the large entry area in the ruins we’d found, watching the five assassins as they made themselves at home near the edge of the foyer.

Tip leaned against a stone wall next to me, his eyes also on our unintended visitors.

“Mmmm-hmmm,” the satyr hummed. “Yep. Yeah.”

I glanced at him, eyes narrowed. “Okay, I’ll ask. What the hell are you humming and yepping about?”

He scratched his patchy goatee and hummed again. “Have you, by any chance, noticed that every catgirl is hot enough to make you bust a nut just watching them? Every. Single. Catgirl.”

A laugh exploded out of me and I slapped Tip on the shoulder. “Yeah, man. I have noticed that. But have you noticed that the hottest one by far is Keliana?”

Tip let out a long sigh. “I have. No doubt.”

“Hey, what about Cea? I thought you were pining away for her.”

“I am. Just because she’s nearly perfect doesn’t mean I don’t notice other perfect things, like bodies that are completely unreal with how good they look. Et cetera!”

“All right. Just checking.”

“What are you boys gossiping about?” a familiar voice said from behind us as its owner slinked up so close to me, I could feel her skin brushing the small hairs on my arm.

“Nothing!” both Tip and I said at the same time.

Keliana snorted. “Bullshit. Out with it.”

Tip stammered, trying to form intelligible words, but it seemed beyond him.

“We were just talking about catgirls,” I said.

“Ooooh. Catgirls. What about catgirls, Gar?”

I turned to face her squarely and found her face less than two inches from mine. I could smell her sweet, musky scent and it brought back some very pleasant memories.

I shrugged. “Nothing everyone doesn’t know. You know, how they’re incredibly fucking hot, sex on two legs, and that the undisputed queen of smoking hot, sexy catgirls is Keliana Artuxis.”

Then I found strong arms around me and lips pressed to mine. When Keli’s rougher-than-human tongue slipped into my mouth and teased my own, a moan of pleasure came out unbidden.

I’m pretty sure I stood there holding the catgirl and kissing her for four or five hours, but it’s possible it was only a few minutes. When she broke the kiss, I licked my lips as I sucked in a breath. Tip was still standing there, his mouth open as his hand strayed slowly toward his pants.

“No, Tip. No one wants to see that.”

“Huh? What. I just had an itch.” He scratched the side of his leg, trying to play it off.

I couldn’t really blame him. I’m not sure what Keliana’s perfect toned body looked like when it was tangled up in mine, but from where I was, I think I had the same itch Tip did.

Keli flicked her tongue out to lick the tip of my nose. “I’ll leave you boys to talk. Gar, you can consider that a down payment. I intend to show you beyond a doubt that what you just told me is the honest truth. I found a nice hiding spot where I can…demonstrate.” She turned on her heel and slinked away, that perfect, tight ass moving just enough under her skintight leather bodysuit that I could feel my body swaying as I watched it.

“Fuck. I love this world, even if only for the catgirls.”

“Psht,” Tip hissed. “Catgirls, goblin girls, moonwisps, elves, alari, even a kangaroo girl. You’re awash in p⁠—”

“Tip! Don’t be crude.”

“In pretty women.” He showed me a mouthful of teeth. “I don’t need all that, though. Give me a chance to explain to Cea how much I like her, and I’ll be totally satisfied.”

“You’ve really got it bad for that little gremlin girl, huh?”

“I do, man. Do you think I’ll see her again? Tell me I’ll see her again.”

“Dude. Once we take out Aeyr, it’ll be my personal quest to find that woman and to push the two of you together. After that, it’s all you, but until then, I promise you I’ll do everything I can to give you your chance with her.”

“Really?”

“You bet. You two were awkward, but I saw a little spark there. I’m curious to see if you can talk to her without fucking it up.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“C’mon man, I’m just joking, mostly. Seriously, though, I’ve never seen you actually stop watching a hot catgirl to talk about another girl. It’s obvious she means a lot to you. You can count on me. I’ll do whatever I can.”

“Thanks, Gar. I appreciate it.”

“No worries, man. The sooner we find out how to get into these ruins and find Aeyr, the sooner we’ll go searching for your lost love.”

Tip kicked a rock with his hoof and mumbled. “I didn’t say she was my love. I just like her, is all.”

“What’s that?”

“Nothing. What are you standing around for? Let’s figure out how to get through that wall. We’ve got things to do.”

“Yeah, buddy. We do.”

We found the others sitting near the wall we’d been talking about. Keliana kissed the air at me as I sat down next to Brin. My blue-skinned moonwisp hottie snatched up my hand in hers and leaned her body against mine.

“So, are we going to get deluged by more visitors?” I asked. “The assassins seem to think so.”

Brin squeezed my hand. “I believe chances are good that others will find this place. We found it because the Children of the Thundering Abyss were telling all who would listen about the magical anomalies in this area. They seemed to be more than willing to speak with others. Is it so strange to believe people would take note?”

“No, I guess not, but we are pretty far out of the way. Who would take off into the wilderness of the Mordimere Peaks on the words of strangers? Strangers who belong to the tribes in this area, no less. If that doesn’t sound like a trap, I don’t know what does.”

Tyra pointed toward where the assassins were camped. “Those five, for starters.”

“Or explorers, or archaeologists,” Lirien added.

“Someone trying to make a quick buck by raiding more ruins,” Tip said. At Brin’s frown, he explained. “By ‘buck,’ I mean gold. Money. Currency.”

Sariel paused in sharpening her sword with a stone. “Do you think they will cause trouble for us?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” I wondered how well the assassins could hear us from where they camped. At least two of them were cat beastkin. I wasn’t sure how much better their hearing was than mine. “When you have a bunch of strangers hanging around, looking for treasure, it doesn’t seem a good recipe for smooth, friendly cooperation. I’m hoping we can find a way to get into the ruins and also a way to lock them behind us so we don’t have to worry about a knife in the back.”

“We can tell them to leave,” Qamara suggested. “By right, we found these ruins first and we can claim them for ourselves.”

Lirien shook her head. “Except that only some of them might be archaeologists or explorers who would give any weight to a claim like that. Assassins and treasure hunters won’t care. In fact, it might be the thing that starts off hostilities.”

“Looks like we’ll have to hurry up and find the way into the ruins before others get here.” Keliana spun one of her ring daggers on a finger, the faint sound of the blade cutting the air whispering along with her words. “I’ve found that I often did my best work when I had my back against a wall.”

“We’re not talking about sex though, pussycat,” Tyra said.

Keli stopped spinning her dagger and stared at the goblin girl, who looked back unabashedly. Then the catgirl’s luscious lips curved up into a smile. “True, but I only spend part of my time having sex with my back against something. It’s nice to be on top, too, or have you forgotten, my delicious little green apple?”

Tyra’s cheeks turned a darker green and she dropped her gaze from Keli. I laughed, but noticed Lirien with an eyebrow raised, trying to work out what had just happened.

“Anyway,” I said, “Keli’s right. Let’s figure this out and get into the rest of the ruins before others arrive. If they do. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let a handful of assassins go with us when we’re exploring a place where Aeyr, his minions, and who knows what monsters might be roaming around.”

None of us slept much that night, too busy trying to find a way to pass into that dark, blank wall that stood against us. Taunting us. Brin and Qamara sat next to each other, their heads leaning into the other’s as they discussed everything they could extract from their memories about old ruins.

Meanwhile, Lirien continued to search the wall for triggers or signs of a door or hatch. Sariel and Tyra stood by, both holding lamps to illuminate one section of stone after another. While they did that, Keliana, Tip, and I followed Rex around as the lizard-chicken creature scratched occasionally at the floor or wall.

Once in a while, the furcan would stop, stare at some piece of stone, and tilt his head like he was doing calculus in his head. Each time, my heart quickened a little. We weren’t sure how extensive the little creature’s senses were, but he’d found things more than once in our searches and I, for one, wasn’t about to discount anything he found interesting.

“What is it, Rexy?” Tip said, squatting next to his companion. “Did you find something?”

The multicolored hair-feather things on the furcan’s head fluffed, like a bird on a cold day, and his orange eyes locked onto Tip. The two stared at each other, motionless for a time, and then Rex went back to strutting around like a prize rooster, scratching at random rocks and generally ignoring the rest of us.

When we finally succumbed to our fatigue—tired but having found nothing more than we had in the days since we’d arrived—we only took the time for naps. An ominous pressure, like floodwaters rising against a weakened dam, was building within me. It told me that if we didn’t find what we were looking for soon, something terrible would happen. The furtive looks and the half-hidden frowns on the others only intensified that feeling. A few hours of sleep, a tasteless breakfast, and we went right back to it. For all the good it did us.

Our break for lunch consisted of each of us dragging ourselves to the camp we’d set up, sitting on a rock or a pack or—if we were fortunate enough to grab one of the few—a folding camp chair.

“We have to have already searched—” I started saying.

“Fifteen or twenty percent of the main wall,” Lirien finished for me. “I think you got spoiled by how easy it was for us to find the clues to Kael’s cache. It’s usually a lot harder to find secret rooms and artifacts left for us from a thousand years or more ago.”

“Yeah, I get it.” I realized I was being a little impatient, but this wasn’t searching for a few books and artifacts. This was trying to find Aeyr. As in, the dude who was trying to take over the world. The one killing people. “But it was easy because we have all of you with your secret magical powers and knowledge. It’s frustrating.”

“No more for you than for us,” Brin said. “We must consider that finding Kael’s cache was a different sort of search. He had meant for there to be clues so that his items were found eventually. If you are correct and this place is a hiding place for Aeyr, the purpose is much different. It is to keep ones like us out at all costs.”

“Are you saying that it’s hopeless?”

“Of course not, but it is different. Our previous methods might work, but they also might not. We will keep trying, or we will decide to go and follow other leads. Either way, frustration will likely be part of what we do.”

The blue woman flashed a smile at me, trying to soften the blow. I guess it worked. There was no way I could stay super-tense or frustrated with the gorgeous woman smiling in front of me. Not unless it was sexual frustration.

Voices from outside the ruins stopped our conversation. It sounded like the assassins, but they weren’t talking to each other. There were too many speakers.

“Great, what now?” I eyed the large sword that had belonged to Kael, leaning against a wall. I had my siangham, three-sectional staff, and my chain knives already, so I left it where it was and headed outside. The conversation didn’t sound like an argument or a fight, but shit could get real quickly in this world where people carried weapons around.

Sariel and Tip flanked me as we spotted the source of the noise. The five assassins were there, of course, but so were at least ten other people. It seemed we’d run out of time. Another group of trespassers had reached us.


Chapter
Three



Tip stumbled next to me and I reached out a hand to steady him. His mouth moved, but no sound came out. I didn’t know what was going on at first, not until I heard a high-pitched squeak of surprise and turned my attention back to the group near the assassins.

The first form my eyes went to was a diminutive person wrapped up in far too many layers of clothing, bags and sacks and straps hanging off every bit of her like she was a pack mule.

I couldn’t help it, I smiled so hugely that the dark dwarf in front of me blinked and started, then looked behind him to see what had prompted the reaction. Of course, I recognized both the dwarf and the unfortunately burdened gremlin behind him.

Cealifonam, Tip’s lady love, had saved us the trouble of searching her out.

I tempered my smile, flashing a lesser grin at Tip, who was still stammering quietly. Then I turned my full attention to the dwarf.

“Firim Zenoo, what are you doing in this gods-forsaken wilderness?”

The man answered in his strange accent, something that combined an Arabic crackle and Eastern European intonation. “Gar, it is good to see you again, my friend. Is it you who these” —he shifted his eyes warily to the assassins— “are speaking about when they say that others found this place before they did?”

“It is, but that doesn’t answer my question. Why are you here?”

He held both hands out to the sides. “We are archaeologists. We search for the knowledge of the past and, as you have experienced, much of Olliaran is overrun by those who care little for the ruins and artifacts themselves, but only for the bounties. I had hoped we could do our work in peace, perhaps discover that which deserves to be uncovered, without the turmoil that has plagued the rest of the region.”

I glanced over at Lirien, who had stepped up to me and put her hand on my shoulder. I loved that the kangaroo girl was more comfortable interacting with me since we’d gotten closer. She nodded to me, which was all I needed.

“The beautiful explorer in charge here approves of your motives. I would ask that you find a place toward the outskirts of the entryway, just outside it, to make camp. We can discuss arrangements for exploring what little of the ruins there are after you get settled.”

“Thank you, my friend. We came ahead more quickly than the rest of our expedition. They should catch up within a few hours. I will coordinate where we will set up camp with the esteemed…ah, contractors.”

I didn’t miss the dwarf’s stumble. He knew damn well the five already here were assassins. Well, it wasn’t my problem.

Or was it?

“Get your skinny ass back over here with the baggage,” the scratchy voice that I recognized immediately said to the gremlin girl.

The gangly, filthy dude who acted as Firim’s assistant, Grent Napp, was a despicable asshole of a man who reminded me of the stereotypical HOA president: power hungry, pandering to his superiors, and a complete dick to those he or she thought they had power over. Of course, I’d never actually met an HOA president, but there were plenty of Karen stories.

Luckily, my hand was still on Tip’s shoulder because his entire body tensed in a familiar way. He was about to draw his sword.

I clamped down on him and turned to Firim. “One thing, Firim. We have claimed this site by right. That being so, there are things we will not tolerate. If you can’t control your creature there, it will either cause problems between all of you and us, or he may end up disappearing. There are dangerous people and monsters about. If I hear anyone abuse anyone else, there will be trouble.” I looked right at Cea when I said it, but she couldn’t meet my eyes, dropping hers to the ground instead.

“I understand. Grent, go back and fetch the others. We’ll set up camp here while you ensure they arrive without mishap.”

“But, but…”

“But me no buts, man. Get your own skinny ass moving or what our friend Gar here says may come to pass. We’re in dangerous territory.”

Grent threw a look of hatred back at me and turned to do as he was told. Cea let out a little sigh and several other people with her—two humans, a dwarf, and a goblin—picked up their own bundles prepared to follow Firim.

Cea’s green eyes found me and skittered away just before she gave me a nod then spent a good three seconds staring at Tip. The satyr, still tongue-tied, apparently, gave her a little wave as she turned.

I patted his shoulder. “Dude. Your intended just saved us a lot of time trying to find her. What do you think?”

“Be-duh-be-de…”

I barked a laugh. “Priceless. God, that just made my day. Come on, buddy. Let’s see if we can find you a drink. We’ll give them some time to set up camp and maybe you can talk to her a little later, yeah?”

“Y-yeah.”

He was still staring at where Cea had been, though she was out of sight already. Even the hot catgirl Venom Blade assassin had noticed from a few dozen paces away and was trying to hide a smile at the display. I know it’s stupid because she was an assassin and with a group that was only out to benefit themselves, but her reaction humanized her a bit for me. It was one of those “awwww” things, like when someone sees a baby bunny eating vegetables. She couldn’t be all bad if she showed sympathy at Tip’s romantic fumbles, right?

I went out to check on the archaeologists in the evening and found that the rest of their group had arrived just minutes prior. I recognized some of the faces, such as Shiree the rodent beastkin who was the best friend of Cealifonam, and many of them remembered me from when I helped them dig out their trapped colleagues.

“We’ll let you get settled in,” I told Firim. “We can talk in the morning and we’ll figure things out. According to our five friends, there, others might be coming.”

“I do not know, but I hope those damn graverobbers don’t show up.” He spat on the ground. “Pardon me. It heats my blood what has happened in Olliaran. So much lost from the trampling of uncaring feet.”

“I understand,” I told him. “I’m not a scholar, but the damage that I saw in some of the sites, it’s unconscionable. If any of them show up here, make sure you let me know. I’ll tell them to turn around and leave. Legitimate scholars are one thing; treasure hunters are another.” I said it loudly enough that the assassins had to have heard me, but I didn’t care. I’d much rather deal with people who cared about things other than themselves or their own riches.

Nearly two hours later, my group sat around our small camp. Brin was next to me, as always, though we weren’t holding hands at the time. Lirien had beat out Keliana to sit on my other side, the warmth of her body comfortable against mine as she leaned into me.

“It will make it more difficult to do our own work with more explorers here,” Qamara said. “We must determine a way to control access.”

“True,” I told her. “But they could help, too. They’re not just treasure hunters, they’re actual scholars and archaeologists. We could probably use any help we can get to get through that wall.”

“We must be careful who we trust and how far,” Brin added. “Especially if this place holds what you think⁠—”

Midsentence, Brin threw her hand out, almost like she was casting a net. A dozen paces away, a pale ball of light came into being, illuminating a figure cringing by the wall.

I recognized that bundle of clothes as she shivered and put her hands up.

“Please. I’m not spying or anything. I just wanted to see. I haven’t seen an MF3C for a long time. It’s fascinating.”

Brin got to her feet gracefully and glided to the cowering gremlin girl. “There, there. No reason to be afraid. I merely cast the light to see what was hiding in the dark. You have good dark vision?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“No, none of that. I was a lady once, though no longer. I am Brin. Do you remember?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“Yes, Brin.”

“Splendid.” She took the gremlin’s arm and guided her to the small fire we sat around. I scootched over, putting my arm around Lirien to push her to the side a little to make room for Brin and Cea. “Now, what is it that you said?”

Cea’s green eyes were huge, seeing everyone focused on her. “I…I just said that I haven’t seen an MF3C for many years.”

“MF3C?”

“Mother—” Tip started, but his eyes bugged out as his mind caught up to the next logical word. He wisely closed his mouth.

Cea giggled. “It’s the designation for this type of fortress.”

Lirien pulled away from my arm, leaning over to meet eyes with the gremlin girl. “Fortress? Wait. This type of fortress? What are you talking about, Cealifonam?”

“Cea.”

“What?”

“Cea. You can call me Cea. No one calls me by my full name.”

“That asshole Grent does,” I said.

She giggled again. It was a happy, soothing sound, not the inane giggling that got on my nerves when vapid women tittered for no apparent reason. It suited the gremlin and her higher pitched voice.

“He usually calls me Grem. Anyway, no one worthwhile calls me Cealifonam. I would like you to call me Cea, if you don’t mind.”

I put my hand out to the gremlin. “It’s great to meet you, Cea. I’m Gar.”

“I know. We met before, when you saved Shiree and the others. Garfield Hailey, but you like to be called Gar.”

“I do. Only one person calls me Garfield but she’s so dear to me, I would miss it if she stopped.” I glanced over at Qamara, who sat up straighter when I said it.

“Okay, okay,” Lirien said. “Gar. Cea. Whatever. We were talking about a fortress?”

“Oh, sorry.” Cea put a hand daintily over her mouth like she’d done or said something wrong. “MF3C. It’s a classification. In the Malphasic Era, this building scheme for a fortress was the third design classification, with its impregnability rated on a scale of A through C, with C being the most secure. So, it’s a Malphasic Fortress, third-design, grade C.”

Qamara perked up at that. “The Malphasic Era, as in the time of King Malphasar?”

“Yes.” Cea narrowed her eyes at Qamara. “Trasorena manare porten discolate.”

“Ie Etrasorie manare emi. Gods, you speak Alari?”

“Only a little. My parents were both great archaeologists and scholars. Their specialty was the Malphasic through the Selontic eras of alari history.”

“Including the Aeyric Era?”

“Yes. They trained me and a lot of the information stuck in my head.”

Lirien got back into the conversation. “Where are your parents now?”

Cea’s bottom lip pouted out so cutely, I had the urge to hug her. “They disappeared fifteen years ago on expedition. I was supposed to be with them, but I got caught up with other work. I would have gone. I’m brave.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“It’s why I wanted to look around. I’ve only ever seen one Ravenform fortress and it wasn’t in good condition, not like this one.”

“Wait.” I put my hands up. “Ravenform?”

“Oh.” Cea giggled again. “Sorry. My parents, they made up names to help me remember things when I was a child. This design, the MF3C, they called the Ravenform. Have you gone inside it yet?”

“Gone…inside it?” The incredulity dripped from Lirien’s mouth

“Yeah. Through the portal. This is just the foyer. Even the entrance hall and the reception hall are on the other side.”

Brin turned the gremlin to face her. “Cea, do you know how to open this fortress?”

“Oh, sure. It’s easy enough, if it’s not damaged too badly. Like I said, though, this one is in good condition. You just have to trigger the five locks and you can go right in. It’s easy. That’s why it’s called the Ravenform. Five locks: right wing, left wing, right eye, left eye, and the beak. Did you notice how the front of the structure is pointed like a beak? I used to laugh and laugh about that, though now I’m not exactly sure why it was so funny.”

Lirien actually got on her knees and took one of Cea’s hands. “No, we mean, can you do it now? Can you show us how to get inside this fortress?”

“I would love to. Come on, it’ll be fun.”


Chapter
Four



For as shy and quiet I’d witnessed Cea to be, she seemed perfectly comfortable now, surrounded by people she didn’t really know and casually offering to open the ancient ruins we’d been trying for days to breach.

Tip shuffled along behind us, a dazed look on his face. The poor guy probably didn’t know what the hell was going on. He’d gone from hoping to have a quiet word with his gremlin intended to being swept up in the fervor of the scholars among us. I tried to meet his eyes, but they were glazed and fixed on infinity as he mechanically shambled along.

Rex, on the other hand, bounced around like a cat on catnip. He leaped and ran in circles around Cea as she strode toward the point of the triangle-shaped area that made up the front of the ruins. He cut his turn too close and Cea almost tripped on him, stutter-stepping to keep her balance.

“Rex, calm down.” Okay, so I guess Tip did see what was going on around him. “Don’t knock Cea over.”

The furcan shrugged down, chastised, but Cea only giggled as she squatted in front of him.

“It’s fine. He’s just excited. He probably senses my excitement. You’re a good boy, aren’t you Rexy.” She stroked his head, and a soft crooning noise came from the lizard. “We’re good friends and you’re going to help me out, aren’t you.”

Rex chirped and swung his head over to look at Tip for permission. Tip nodded so Rex followed Cea after she started walking again.

I felt sorry for Tip in the moment, but having Rex’s approval was a big deal. Not that the furcan wasn’t generally social with others, but damn, he loved Cea. It was a good sign, though the nauseous look on Tip’s face didn’t reflect that.

Cea stopped almost directly under the portion of the roof that would have been the point, had it not grown from soil and debris collecting on top of it over the centuries. I could still pick out the original roof if I looked carefully enough. “Okay, Rex. Help me to find the trigger. Most likely, it’ll be a little nob or a latch somewhere on the floor or the nearby walls close to where they end. Got it?”

Rex sat back on his haunches like a dog waiting for a treat.

“I knew I could count on you. Let’s get⁠—”

“What the hells are you doing? Have you been hiding to shirk your work?” I rolled my eyes and tilted them upward. Of course. Who wouldn’t have guessed that fucking Grent Napp, the foreman’s assistant, would be starting shit with Cea again?

Rex tilted himself up into a stance I’d seen him use in combat, a low rumble in his throat.

“I wasn’t hiding. I was just⁠—”

“Save it. Nothing you say makes a difference. Come on, I have work for you to do.”

I was about to call the man down yet again but was nudged aside as Tip strutted to the front of the group. Hand on hilt, he actually looked kind of badass, even with his short pants and lack of a shirt.

“You owe the lady an apology, Grent. I’m sick and tired of listening to you spouting useless words and acting like you mean something. First, you’ll apologize to Cea for speaking to her like that and for generally being an asshole. Then you’ll turn around and leave before I kick your ass like I should have the first time I saw you.”

The skinny human glared at Tip. He was close to a foot taller than the satyr, but Tip had been training hard for months and he’d built up some muscle, even aside from his skills. He was no bodybuilder, but even at under five feet tall, he did look like a credible threat in a fight.

“You think you’re so special and so tough,” Grent said. “With your sword and all your friends with weapons. You wouldn’t be so…tough…”

As soon as the man had started talking, Tip turned to me and casually undid his sword belt. He wrapped the belt around the hilt and handed the weapon to me. Then, he turned back to the other man just as his words trailed off.

“There,” Tip told him. “Better? Now, you can apologize and leave purposely, or you can be dragged back to whatever hole you belong in unconscious. Personally, I’d actually prefer the second one, but on Cea’s behalf, I’d rather you apologize to her and avoid all the unpleasantness and pain.”

Grent swallowed and looked around at all the eyes on him. He licked his lips, but whether preparing to speak or just out of nervousness was anyone’s guess. In the end, he took the coward’s way.

“I have work to do.” The man turned on his heel and all but ran away from us, no doubt to go and tell an exaggerated story to Firim.

I wasn’t concerned. The dwarf was smart enough not to fall for Grent’s bullshit. I wasn’t sure why he kept him around, but even if I had to send the entire group packing, it was well worth what Tip just did.

“Nice one, man,” I whispered to him as I handed his sword belt back and patted his shoulder. He gave me his goofy grin, until he caught sight of Cea staring at him, at which point he sounded like he was choking on something. He sketched an awkward bow to her and backed up to hide behind Brin.

“Do not worry about that one, Cea,” Brin said. “Gar has already spoken with Firim about him and his caustic speech. If anyone gives you trouble about this, you are to report it to me or Gar immediately and things will be set to right.”

Cea darted a look toward where Grent had disappeared. She rearranged the multiple layers of baggy clothes as if she was trying to hide or was suddenly chilled. “Th-thank you. I don’t want to cause trouble for any of you, honest.”

Lirien broke the tension by taking Cea’s hand. “You’re not causing trouble. You have already given us a great gift of knowledge and now you’re helping us with something we were at a loss to handle. We are in your debt and would not want to cause trouble for you. Please, do as Brin says. If anyone gives you problems over this or anything else while you are here, tell us. I’ve known people like Grent. I’ll kick his ass personally if he does anything to upset you.” She tilted her head slightly, then added. “After Tip. He’s got dibs on making this right.”

I could have kissed the kangaroo girl. In fact, I would, as soon as I could manage to get her alone. I wasn’t Tip’s only wingman. Wingwoman. Wingperson?

Cea set to work, Rex padding at her side and Brin’s ball of light following, and was soon as relaxed as she had been before. Especially when she found our first bit of success.

“Yes, Rex. Yes. That’s right. You’re such a good boy. I never would have seen it. All we need to do is twist it like this.” A sharp click echoed across the stone. “Yay! That’s the first one. Let’s go find the eyes now.”

I jerked my chin at Lirien, who stood right next to Brin, both women smiling hugely. One out of five.

Cea led our group along the left wall and explained a little more about the way the fortress defenses worked. “I’m not sure exactly how it all works. It’s part mechanical, I think, but also magical. The triggers can be tripped in any order and they remain tripped until the door is open, at which point they can be reset. They simply unlock the door, not open it. After we take care of the five triggers, we’ll have to manually push the door open. Push, not pull. The doors in this fortress design—in most designs, actually—swing into the entrance hall.”

The gremlin girl made short work of finding the other triggers. By the time she got to the “wings,” the two triggers closer to the wall with the door, she was skipping with Rex imitating her alongside, her cute face displaying a wide smile. Tip kept himself mostly in the background, playing the shy guy, but his eyes never left the small woman.

“And this is five!” Cea exclaimed. The familiar click sounded, but right after, a dull thunk not only reached my ears, but I could feel it through the rock we stood on.

A wave of relief, happiness, and gratitude washed over me. I dropped to my knees in front of the gremlin girl. “Was that what I think it was? Was that thumping sound…”

“Yep. That’s what it sounds like when the door unlocks. You wanna go see it? Let’s go see it. If the ruins are in this good a condition out here, they have to be fantastic inside.”

I took the gremlin’s hand. “Can I hug you?”

“Her large green eyes widened even more. Uh…sure.”

So I did. I swept Cea up and hugged her tight. It felt more like embracing a bag of laundry than anything else because of all the clothes she had wrapped around her. Honestly, I got the picture of hugging a child dressed to go out and play in the snow. I didn’t care, though. I wasn’t trying to flirt or anything. I was so damn happy she’d helped us I would have kissed her if it wouldn’t have traumatized her and broken Tip’s heart. So, a hug it was.

I didn’t have to worry about anyone misconstruing my gesture, either, because as soon as I let her go, Lirien snatched the gremlin up and actually hoisted her in the air, twirling her around, much to Cea’s glee. She giggled and squeezed the kangaroo girl until she was released and embraced anew by Brin. Then Tyra got into the act, as did Keli, Qamara, and even Sariel. Finally, Tip shuffled up to her, his arms spread in a half-hearted gesture that showed just how nervous he was.

Cea wrapped Tip in a tentative hug, patting on his back three times before releasing him.

“Sorry,” I said. “It’s just, we appreciate your help so much. You don’t even know. Come on, let’s go find out what we’ve been waiting for. Uh, if you don’t mind, though, Cea, can I go first? We believe there may be dangerous things in there. Or one in particular.”

The gremlin girl tilted her head, those enormous, but somehow still cute, ears flapping a little at the motion. “Sure. I don’t care if I see it first or last. I’m excited either way.”

I nodded to Brin, who moved with me toward the wall we’d been trying to get through for so long. The ringing sound of swords being drawn—along with the softer whisper of daggers and metal batons on leather—broke the silence. Cea stepped back two steps.

The door, as Cea had said, moved at a touch. The act of unlocking it had made it visible in Brin’s bright light, though even in lamplight, it would have been tough to see the hairline cracks describing its edges. I pushed it open on its soundless unseen hinges and Brin tossed her light ball through the opening.

The sudden shifting of shadows had my siangham out of its pocket before I even thought about drawing it. I darted into the room, my eyes locking onto two dark silhouettes that were plainly recognizable as umbrenix but seemed off somehow.

I didn’t give it any consideration. I was in front of the first one within two seconds, ducking a slash from its claws and tearing through its head with my weapon. As I passed it, I dropped into a shoulder roll, which brought me to my feet exactly in front of the second one.

That one I engaged more directly, blocking its overhead swipe while simultaneously ramming the point of my siangham into its head. I ripped the weapon out the side and thrust it into its cool, slightly glowing bluish eyes three more times, following it to the floor as it fell.

One glance back at the first one showed that it wasn’t getting up any more than the second one was, so I held my weapon out in front of me and circled, searching.

“More? Are there any more?”

Brin’s light flared more brightly, illuminating the entire area like it was daylight. The room was trapezoidal, maybe eighty feet on the opposite side, twenty on the one we came through, with the sides around fifty feet each. Four other doors stood closed on different walls and that was pretty much it. Just a boring room with doors the led somewhere else. Any furniture that had been here before had probably long ago decomposed.

“Nothing,” Brin confirmed. “I can see nothing even with my Lunar Light sight. I will continue to watch, but we are safe for now.”

As I scanned the room, I found Cea, back up against the wall next to the door we came in, her eyes huge and shimmering.

“Y-y-you are Kael Serus, aren’t you?”


Chapter
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Qamara, closest to the gremlin, put her arm around the smaller woman. “He is not Kael, but he does fight like him.”

Tyra’s laugh helped to cut some of the tension.

I wasn’t paying much attention to it, though. Instead, I was kicking at the bodies of the umbrenix. I could never tell beforehand if a particular individual would melt into smoke right away or stick around for a little while. “No armor. No weapons. No spells.”

Keliana slinked up to me, looping her arms up under mine and pressing her breasts into my back. “How do you know? You didn’t give them a chance to move, let alone make a weapon.”

I wasn’t in a joking mood, though. “I’ve seen umbrenix manifest their armor and weapons in the blink of an eye. If they had them, they could have brought them out. They would have. They also hardly had any spikes on their bodies. They’re…smoother than others I’ve fought. Even the first one I killed in the Ironwood Forest.”

Qamara handed Cea off to Lirien and joined me and the catgirl. “You are correct. They…” she paused and I got the sense she was debating whether or not to say more. “They have the form of earlier incarnations. The general body form is longer, slimmer. The lack of spikes, as you call them. Did they seem easier to take down in combat?”

“Yes. Too easy. After fighting with all those modified and improved umbrenix, they weren’t even a challenge.”

“Hmmm.”

“Qamara? What is it?”

The prophetess shifted her gaze from me to the umbrenix. “I was thinking that perhaps these are the older versions. What if they have been here since this fortress was last used?”

“No. No. What you’re saying…if that was the case, then Aeyr is not here.”

Cea gasped and I realized it probably wasn’t the best time to be discussing this.

Brin, always the voice of reason, brought things back on track. “Perhaps we should remove ourselves and lock the door again. After proper rest, we can start fresh and search the rest of the fortress. It wouldn’t do for us to engage in extended battles in such a tired state. We have not slept much the last several days.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah. That’s probably best. If he is here, though, will he be able to escape?”

All eyes went to Cea, and she shrank before them. “There may be other ways out. The designs were standard, but just generally, not completely identical. This type of fortress was carved into the stone of the ground, so they could vary more than other designs. If there is another way out, it could have been used at any time, though, so nothing has really changed.”

“Well, I guess we’ll post a double guard. We may not be sleeping as much as we’d like, but better safe than sorry.”

Cea raised her hand. “Pardon me. Were those really umbrenix? The shadows made by Aeyr himself? And when you say Aeyr might be here, are you speaking literally or figuratively?”

I chuckled. “Tell you what, Cea. Help us to lock this door again and we can sit down and talk about it. Do you want to stay in our camp tonight? Regardless of what specific danger might be out there, being with us is the safest place. We’re sorry to spring all this on you. It’s scary, I know.”

“Scary? I already told you I’m brave. You’re talking about fighting umbrenix like you do it every day, and you talk about Aeyr as if he’s still running around out there. My parents knew more about the time period when Aeyr was at his greatest power than anyone else in the world. Even I, who knows more than most, don’t know a fraction of what they did.”

“I didn’t mean to say you were scared. I just know when I first had to fight the shadows, it scared the shit out of me. The fact is, the umbrenix still exist, as do other minions of Aeyr. The shadows are…evolved, more dangerous than before, with a slightly different way of serving their purpose. Also, Aeyr is still alive, trying to build his power, mostly through stealing the life force of others. Come on. Let’s lock this door and sit down in camp and I’ll tell you the whole story. You deserve at least that.”

Knowing right where the triggers were, Cea was able to lock the door again in less than ten minutes. As promised, I told her everything, and I mean everything. From when I found myself in Valorae through meeting all my companions, killing Aeyr’s servants, right up to when she opened the door for us.

“So, you see, our primary goal is to find Aeyr and to put an end to him. Not only so he won’t do what he did to my friend Lucas and tried to do to me, but so that he doesn’t do worse to the entire world. I still think he might be hiding behind that door, in the fortress somewhere. If I didn’t respect Brin’s opinion so much, I’d say we push forward and try to find him now before he can escape.

“My point is, though, checking out the fortress might get really dangerous. I might need to tell everyone else to leave.”

Cea narrowed her eyes at me. “Everyone else. Everyone else but me, you mean, right?”

I blinked at her. “Uh…”

“I helped you get inside the door, but that’s only one part of the fortress. Can you even get through the other doors, disable the traps, find the hidden rooms?”

“Uh…”

“You need me to help you. I need me to help you. Do you know what my parents would have done to have this opportunity? Lirien, you won’t let him tell me to leave, will you? Explorers, we understand each other.”

I put my hands up. “Wait. Wait. You’re saying you want to help us with the fortress?”

Cea leaned back in her camp chair and crossed her arms. “Not just that. I’m asking you to let me join you.”

A strangled sound came from Tip, but I didn’t even look at him. “Join us?”

“Let’s face it, I’m doing nothing with Firim’s expedition. True, I get to do some archaeology work, but mostly I just carry things and do chores. I know I’m only a gremlin, but I can be useful.”

“First, I don’t want to hear any of that ‘I’m only a gremlin’ shit. Gremlin, goblin, dwarf, beastkin, moonwisp, taranji, none of that matters when it comes to suitability for a task. You, in little more than half an hour, did what none of us could, opening the door like that. You obviously know your shit and would be a valuable addition to any expedition. It still pisses me off that they don’t treat you better.”

“Then you’ll let me join you?”

“Cea, we’re chasing after a demigod. We’re fighting. Every day. We have seen more violence and death in the last couple of months than anyone should see in their whole life. It’s too dangerous for us to ask you to share that with us.”

“I’m brave.”

I chuckled. “I know you are. Braver than me. I just can’t⁠—”

“Tip,” she said, turning to the satyr. He froze like a scared rabbit. “Tip, tell them how it is. With people like us. Taranji and gremlins, we get treated the same, or close enough. We’re abused and reviled, accused of being worthless thieves, we’re not treated like people. Tell him.”

“I d-d-don’t have to tell him. Any of them. They’ve seen it. They know. At least, they know about taranji. I’m not sure how much they know about gremlins.” He turned to me. “Gar, what she faces with that asshole Grent, that’s nothing. People wanting to kill me or kick me out of their shop, or what those hyenas did, that all happens to gremlins, too. I’m not just saying this because I want her to be with us, but to do something she loves despite the danger, I’m sure she’d make that choice in a second. Just like I did.”

“This fucking world,” I grumbled. I got down on my knees again so I could look Cea in the face. “Think about it, Cea. Get some rest, sleep on it, really think hard about it. In the morning, you let me know what you want to do. I don’t like putting people in danger, especially exceptional people like you, who are kind and good-hearted and optimistic. But if you’re sure, I won’t stand in your way. I’m assuming the rest of us feel the same?”

Firm nods all around settled that question immediately.

Cea jumped up and slammed into me, wrapping her arms around me in a hug, nearly pushing me over into the fire. “I’ll think about it, but I won’t change my mind. You won’t be sorry. None of you will. I work hard and I can do chores and⁠—”

“No. I’m not asking you to become a servant for us, Cea. If you join us, you join us completely. You’ll be just like everyone else. We all share in the tasks and there’s no boss barking commands at you.”

“Except when Gar gets bossy,” Tyra said in a stage whisper.

“Quiet, you. We’re not going to exploit you, Cea, unless harnessing that brain of yours and all the knowledge within is exploiting you. Think about that, too. I don’t want someone who meekly says ‘yes’ when they mean ‘no.’ I want someone who will tell me when I’m doing something stupid⁠—”

“Which he does all the time,” Tyra inserted again.

I rolled my eyes. “I might need someone to hold down Tyra while I tickle her until she pees herself, but we’ll talk about that later. So, think about it. Whatever you decide, we’ll go with it.”

Her arms relaxed around me and she froze for a moment. “Oh, what about Firim? And Grent?”

I stroked her green hair. “Don’t worry about Firim. I’ll talk with him, if necessary. As for Grent, I think there may be someone else here who’s better suited to that.”

Cea giggled into my shoulder as she finally let me go completely and sat in her chair again.

I clapped my hands together. “Great. We’ve got our watch schedule, so let’s get some sleep. We have a decision to hear tomorrow and then we have a fortress to explore. Cea, you get a free pass tonight from taking watch since you’re a guest. If you become one of us, you’ll be helping out with that, along with a lot of other things, and you’ll start training with us to learn how to defend yourself.”

The gremlin girl hugged herself. “Oooooh. So exciting. I can’t wait to go to sleep so it’ll be morning.”


Chapter
Six



“So, Cea, what’s the verdict?” I went ahead and asked the question, since the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was the gremlin sitting nervously on the same camp chair she’d sat in the night before. I wondered if she’d slept at all, despite her eyes being clear and no sign of dark circles underneath them.

“I will join you and help you search out Aeyr, or anything else you will do.”

“You’re sure?”

“I am as sure as I have ever been about anything in my life.”

“I know you’re brave, but it’s going to be extremely dangerous.”

“I’ll be useful. My knowledge will be useful. I can help to save people and see and experience things I’ve only ever dreamed of.”

I wiped my hand across my face. “Okay. It sounds like you thought about it. Welcome to our little family. I’ll talk to Firim in a little while.”

“Family?”

“Yeah. Uh, group? All of us are close, facing what we’ve faced with each other. We’re more like a family than an expedition or search party. Is that all right?”

“Oooh, yes. I’ve seen how close you all are. I hope I can fit in with the family.”

“You will, I can already tell. You’ve got the right attitude. The only thing that was ever in question was the danger involved. But we talked, you thought about it, and that’s the last I’ll mention it. If the risk ever gets too much, you can always leave. We’re not signing a contract or anything.”

“I won’t leave. Not until we finish the job.”

“See. I told you, you’ve got the right attitude. I’m going to start getting breakfast ready for everyone. You want to help?”

She bounced in her seat. “I do. But…you’re the leader. Why are you going to make breakfast?”

“Who told you I’m the leader?”

“Ummm, aren’t you? Everyone looks to you to make decisions.”

I shrugged. “I guess, sometimes. That’s not how we do things, though. I’m going to build up the fire and start breakfast because I’m the first one up. If Brin was awake, or Tyra, or Tip, they’d make the meal.”

“Tip wouldn’t,” Tyra said from under her blankets. “He’d pretend he was asleep until it was time to eat.”

“Hey!”

Cea giggled and I snorted.

“Oh, good, Tip. You’re up. Help me with breakfast.”

“I’m sleeping.”

I tossed one of my boots at the satyr. It bounced off him, eliciting a squawk, but he got up to help.

After a quick breakfast, I broke it to Firim that Cea had decided to join our group. She stood there, bundled up in the overabundance of clothes she typically wore with the addition of a long cloth wrapped around her head like she was on a desert safari. Her hands were clasped before her as she swayed back and forth, meeting no one’s eyes.

The dwarf, to his credit, addressed the gremlin girl directly. “Is this truly what you want to do, Cea?” I noticed he used her nickname, not her full name—perhaps the first time I’d ever heard him do it. “Is it because of something I did? Or someone else in the expedition?”

I waited to see if Cea would say what an asshole Grent was, but I don’t think the little woman had any vindictiveness in her body.

“It’s not that, Mister Firim. You know about my parents, about their specialty and how they trained me in the later alari epochs. The work that Gar and the others are doing is related to that. I can help them, make a difference, and do my own research while I’m at it. It’s a dream come true. I appreciate you letting me be part of your expedition, but this is too good an opportunity for me to pass up. Unless you tell me that I am too valuable for you to let me leave, but I don’t think that’s the case.”

Firim harrumphed. “You are a good worker and we’ll sorely miss you, not least of which for your cheery disposition, but I know your skills aren’t being utilized. I understand the opportunity and I would do the same thing, presented with such an offer.”

“I, ummm, I actually offered them my services, not the other way around.”

“Ha! That makes me feel better. I know the work was hard and some don’t appreciate you as they should, but you choosing to do this rather than simply saying yes or no to someone else’s question, it eases my mind. We’ll miss you, surely we will, but you will do much greater things than you could do with me. You make sure and take care of yourself, now. If you ever get tired of running around with this lot, you come back and see me.”

“Yessir. Thank you, Mister Firim, for everything.” Cea threw herself at the stodgy dwarf and he wrapped his massive arms around her, patting her back.

“I’ll watch for the announcements of all the discoveries you’ll make. Make sure you do me proud now, will ye?”

“I will. I’ll do my best to make you proud.”

“I’m sure you will. I best let you get to it. By the look of your friends, there’s a discovery waiting for you at this moment.” He looked hopefully at me, waiting for a response.

I barked a laugh. “We are in the middle of something…sensitive. Once we’ve figured things out, I’ll come and tell you myself, Firim. I respect your abilities and your goals as an archaeologist. As soon as we make sure it’s safe, you’ll be the first one I tell all about it. Give me a day or three.”

“That’s fair. Go on, then. Do your work. I can wait a few days to start exploring the ruins. Do you mind if we poke around outside, though? We spotted some carvings and the remnants of statues and pillars on the way in. Can’t miss them, truth to tell.”

I put my hand out for the dwarf to shake. “Explore the stuff in the chasm to your heart’s content. I want to be clear: you’ll be able to explore further inside the ruins, too, once we’ve made sure they’re safe. We killed two umbrenix last night, but please keep that between you and me.”

The stout man’s eyes bulged. “Umbren…” He lowered his voice and looked around. “I mean, umbrenix. Real shadowmen?”

“Yeah. These weren’t the first. We’ll talk more after I’ve checked out the fortress, but that should give you an indication that when I say it might not be safe, I’m being serious.”

“Nothing’s gonna come out to get us out here, is it?”

“Not if we can help it. We’re keeping things locked up, after Cea helped us to open the fortress up to begin with. But you might want to post watches when you sleep, and if you see a moving shadow, I would suggest running. Ot at least throwing Grent at it as a distraction.”

We left the dwarf a little shaken—he hadn’t even laughed at my joke—though Cea seemed even more bubbly and happy than normal, literally skipping as we went back to the fortress door she unlocked again for us.

“Everyone ready?” I asked. I waited for the nods and for several of my friends to draw their weapons again. “Let’s check this place out.”

Like before, Brin’s ball of light and I entered the room almost at the same time. It looked exactly the same as we’d left it the night before. Even better, it felt the same. I didn’t necessarily know if I would feel strange vibes if other monsters had entered the room the night before, but I thought I might.

Like the time my apartment had been robbed and I sensed that someone had been in the house as soon as I got home, I thought I’d feel something if umbrenix had come in to wait for us. Then again, maybe I was just full of shit, even if I’d talked to others who had experienced the same type of thing. With intruders, not monsters. Anyway, there was no evidence anything had changed.

I wondered what the trapezoidal space had been used for. The long side was directly across from us, with two closed doors about thirty feet from each other and equidistant to the walls. The slanted walls to the right and left of where we came in each had a central door as well. All of the doors were made of stone but fit so perfectly into the wall, I doubted even insects could get through, so precisely flush that I doubted even a crowbar or even a sword blade could be used to try to pry the things open. No handles adorned the completely smooth slabs, making me wonder how the damn things were opened from within even if they were unlocked. I realized suddenly that I had no idea where we should go or what we should do. I looked to Cea.

The gremlin gave me a cute smile. “In case you’re wondering, this room is the entry hall. The place we came from is the foyer. There should be a reception hall ahead somewhere and a number of smaller chambers either through the right-side door or the one on the left. There would have been furniture here for those waiting to see someone within the fortress. A desk would typically be set between the two doors on the far wall, a receiver for visitors. Most of the rooms and halls accessible from this room were for various mundane purposes. Eating area, storage rooms, possible even some offices or bedrooms for lesser important people or for those who dealt with visitors on a regular basis.”

“Thank you,” I told her. “Are those doors all locked? If so, how do we get through them. Are there more hidden triggers?”

“Locked, perhaps, but no hidden triggers. When the fortress was in use, they mostly remained unlocked, but some people would have keys, not like ones we use today. They were essentially small stones imbued with specific magical signatures that allowed them to open the primarily magical locks. The doors might be hard to get through, unless there were keys hidden.

“When my parents first learned about the practice to hide keys, they were so happy. They never published that little detail, so I may be one of the few people left in the world right now who knows how to find them, or that they even exist. I suggest we try the doors and I’ll look for hidden keys, if necessary. One way or another we’ll move further into the fortress.”

Checking the doors took all of five minutes, just the time to walk the length and breadth of the room. As I expected, they were all locked. What’s more, I didn’t see any keyholes on any of them, despite Brin brightening her light spell until it almost hurt our eyes.

“Ah.” Cea walked over to where most of us stood, in the center of the room. She held what looked like a normal stone, though highly polished and with some etchings in it. “Found one. See the greenish tinge? I think this one is for a person of high status. Meaning greater access to more doors.”

Qamara stepped closer and looked at the keystone. “You have much knowledge locked away in your mind. It is impressive.”

Cea’s cheeks, always a little rosy, grew redder. “Oh, it’s my magic. It helps me remember things. Everything, as far as I know. Sometimes I have to search through my memories to find something specific, but once I latch onto it, I remember it all. Every single detail. Sometimes I don’t even realize I know something before I dig around in my thoughts and find it, like a messy closet or a treasure chest. Most of it is worthless: history and archaeology and things like that.”

“Worthless?” the prophetess asked. “You have once again produced information none of the rest of us have and are making it possible for us to move forward. I would not call such things worthless. A better description is priceless. Just like you.”

That really pushed Cea over into full-on glowing red. “I just hope I can help.”

She went to the nearest door and waved the stone at a spot that looked like any other. Nothing happened.

“Uh-oh.” The gremlin went to another door, the second one on the long wall, and tried it again. “Not good, not good, not good.” She tapped on her forehead with her other hand, muttering the same thing over and over until a good two minutes passed, and she stopped tapping to roll her eyes. “Oh, right. Sheesh. Umm, Brin, can you help me?”

The moonwisp stepped up to the gremlin. “Of course. What would you have me do?”

“Can you put some magic into this key?” She held the stone out, as if Brin wouldn’t know what she was talking about. Brin’s brow drew down in confusion. “I mean, can you trickle some magic—oh, some mana?—into it and then wave it in this general area? Only people who can project their magic can use them, as far as I know. From what I understand, you’ll feel it asking you what you want to do. Lock, unlock, whatever. The trick is to attune with it.”

Brin looked at me but spoke to Cea. “Attune with it?”

“Yes. In the past, it was a common thing. Especially with the osgoths. I think Kael started it, actually. Some mages copied how he communed with his weapons, according to one story my parents told me.”

Brin’s perfect, reddish eyebrow raised. “Gar?”

I shrugged. “Cea, can I try that? If it’s like the way Kael communed with his weapons, I have the most practice of any of us.”

She looked from me to Brin. “But you said you don’t have magic. None at all.”

“That’s true, but because of that, I can do this thing where my body purifies mana or something—you’ll have to ask Qamara or Brin explain it all to you—and I can kind of project mana to help fill up Brin’s reservoir. I might be able to use the key. I can try it out quickly.”

“Ooh, yes. I would like to see that.” She handed me the keystone.

“I should try it on this door, or is one of the others a better place to start? How about the one on the side wall, to the left of where we came in?”

“It should work for any of them. You probably don’t want to go that way. The most common design seems to have a hallway that way, with a few rooms and then another that goes to the forge.”

“What?” Tyra squawked from where she was sitting against the wall. She leaped to her feet. “What did you say?”

Cea looked scared for a moment, before I put a hand on her shoulder to calm her down. “All I said was that you probably don’t want to go that way.”

“Forge. You said forge.”

“Y-yes. With one of the designs, through that door is the forge.”

“Gar, if you don’t go to that door this instant and open it with your magic rock thingy, I’ll…I’ll…arrrgghhh. Let me rephrase that. I will make you come so hard if you open that door for me right now. Anytime you want, in any way. Please, for the love of all women with firm tits and tight asses, let me into the damn forge.”


Chapter
Seven



“‘For the love of…?’” I repeated.

Tyra waved it all away. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Gar, get me through that door.”

“Okay, okay. I was just wondering about those tits and asses you were talking about.”

The goblin girl frowned at me but shimmied her body and turned around to bend at the waist and present her perfect rear end to me. “All you want, Gar. All you want.”

I decided to let her off the hook. I knew how important any forge we could locate was to her, so I stopped teasing. “Of course. Only for you, my sweet, beautiful goblin. Don’t get your hopes up, though. It might be some dusty old storeroom or something.” I walked up to the side door Cea had said led to the forge area, my bottom lip in my teeth. “So, just try to attune to it like I do with my weapons?”

The gremlin gave me an apologetic shrug. “I don’t know. It needs to be fed magic and it needs to be communed with, but I don’t know how.”

“Try to connect to it as you would a weapon, Gar,” Brin said. “It will likely not be exactly the same, but perhaps you can feel your way through it. I would expect you won’t need to be as familiar with it as the weapons you manipulate. If you can power it to open the lock, you can work on refining your control at a later time. Brute force method at first, I think. Strike that. Rather, press your will into it judiciously at first, then brute force if nothing happens.” She flashed a cute little smirk at me.

“Judiciously. Gently?” I waited for her nod. “Okay. Just pretend I’m holding your hand and letting magic flow from me to it?”

“Yes, try that first.”

Standing there with everyone watching me didn’t do wonders for me being calm. This wasn’t combat, a fight to the death, something I could handle easily. It was being on stage, put on the spot to perform something I didn’t come close to understanding. Why did everything always come down to magic?

I almost asked them to do other things, to leave me in peace so I could start the slow process of trying to familiarize myself with the stone in my hand. That was before I turned my mind to the small item and immediately felt a shift. That’s the only way I can describe it, almost like a toggle switch was activated. Like I’d pressed in a button on some old analog piece of electronics such as a 1970s television remote control.

“Huh.”

“What was that?” Cea asked.

“Oh. I felt something, but I’m not sure what.”

“Wave the stone over near the center of the door.”

“Yeah, sure.” I did as she asked and nearly jumped out of my skin when a resounding click echoed out from inside the door.

“Yay!” Cea hopped up and down and clapped her hands. “Push on the door. I think you unlocked it. Are you sure you’ve never done this before?”

I didn’t answer, only pressed my hand against the door, which had only a few minutes ago resisted Tyra’s strength when she pushed on it to see if it was locked. The large slab of stone swung inward as smoothly as the first door had.

“It…it worked?” I wasn’t even sure myself if that had been a statement or a question. How the hell had I done that on accident? Then it occurred to me that I’d just opened up another room. I pocketed the key and drew my siangham. “Brin?”

My moonwisp was on the ball and soon had the space beyond the door lit up brightly with her globe of illumination. I darted in, Tip right on my heels with his sword drawn. It made sense, since he was one of the few of us who could actually harm umbrenix, but it was still brave of him. I absently wondered if Cea being there had prompted him to do it without being asked.

At a glance, the room was a chopped version of the one we just came from, with the angled wall it shared with the chamber behind me and a normal, straight wall directly across, with two doors set in the corners where it met the adjacent walls.

Nothing moved except for Tip and me. The chamber was also completely empty, with not a shadow to speak of with Brin’s ball of light hovering up near the ceiling, which was a good ten feet above.

I relaxed as the others filed through the doorway.

“All-purpose gathering room,” Cea said, pointing to a fireplace set in the long wall to the left of the door we came through. “I don’t know if you noticed the exhaust system in the ceiling in the other room, but most fortresses of the time period during which this one was built have them in most of the chambers, though for this style it’s more complex since these were completely underground.” She pointed up at a circular section of the stone ceiling that seemed off. The color was slightly darker and it looked porous. Kind of like a pumice stone.

“I haven’t seen too many of those,” Lirien said, standing directly under the thing. “Did they really work as well as the reports state?”

“We can find out. I’ve seen a few before, when I was at sites with my parents. There’s some kind of magical device inside that pulls smoke through and out of the room. I’m not clear on where it goes from there, whether up and away and out onto the surface, or if the magic does something to digest or destroy the smoke. The same mechanism is probably also above the fireplaces and, I would assume, in the forge as well. There’s a lot we don’t know because so many of certain types of alari buildings from that era were destroyed.”

“Because of Aeyr,” Qamara said. “Because of the vicious warfare that consumed the entire alari population.”

Cea dipped her head. “Yes. This is a rare find, one we can probably learn a lot from.”

I walked toward the other side of the room, to the door near the shortest wall, the one on the right side. “I’ll leave that to you. My concern is where in this place Aeyr is hiding. Qamara, can you feel the magic? Is it stronger now that we’re on this side of the wall?”

“Perhaps slightly. I am sorry, Gar, but the echo has not changed much and I can get no direction where it might be emanating from. It seems to be coming from all around, as if it has saturated the stone itself. I will be sure to tell you if I sense anything different.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“I think the chances are better that the forge is through the other door, Gar,” Cea said.

“We’ll check them all. I’m going to open this one up first. Don’t worry, Tyra, we’ll get there. I want to make sure we don’t get sidetracked when we should be searching for our enemy.”

The goblin girl grumbled, but settled in to wait, her arms crossed under her breasts.

With the keystone empowered now, or activated, whichever was correct, I had only to wave it near the door before the audible signal it had been unlocked came. Behind it, we found a hallway with six unlocked but closed doors. They were made of heavy wood, not stone like the ones we’d seen so far, though the wood felt like it had at least partially petrified or been magically hardened. Behind them were identical rooms, about fifteen feet on each side.

Going through the other stone door brought us into a long hallway with five wooden doors on each side of the hall and one at the end of the hall. The rooms on either side of the hall were nearly identical to the other hallway we’d checked, except these all had furniture. As unlikely as it was, everything was made of wood and the beds even had viable mattresses stuffed with a combination of straw and what I thought was lambswool. I assumed there was some kind of preservation magic at work.

After we’d checked all ten rooms and confirmed no monsters were there waiting for us, I commented on the rooms before we addressed the remaining door at the end of the hall.

“Is that normal, to use lambswool for mattresses? Seems pretty extravagant.”

Lirien answered. “It’s not unknown, though like you say, it was only in the wealthiest of places. To be here, in auxiliary rooms like these must have been, speaks of great riches.”

“All I know is that I call dibs on the last door on the right,” Tip said. “I can’t wait to sleep in a bed. Uh, after we make sure no umbrenix will kill us as we sleep.”

I shook my head, but didn’t bother responding verbally. Behind the door at the end of the hall, we found a massive chamber that could fit at least six of the other rooms long and two wide. More importantly, stacks of materials—mostly stone, metal, and coal—filled about a third of the space.

Tyra was quivering with anticipation, but I wouldn’t let her go through the one other door at the right-side end of the room. Though we’d been checking each space carefully as we went along and had found no other monsters, or really anything else at all, I refused to let our guard down.

“Ready Brin? Tip?” I got nods from both of them and I used the keystone to unlock the door—the only one in this section of the fortress that had been locked—then pushed it open, racing Brin’s light into it. I slid to a stop, wanting to stare at the magnificence of room, but I forced myself to search every little corner for moving shadows. The sound of Tyra literally whining as we checked for monsters was surreal, but I understood it completely.

“Clear,” I said. “Come on in, Tyra. Enjoy yourself.”

The room was massive compared to all the others we’d seen except the stock room we’d just come from. It had to be more than sixty feet on each side with three workbenches, two anvils, vises, assorted types of metal stock and coal, and, of course, a forge near one corner. There were even some tools, though I wasn’t sure how viable the wooden handles on them were. I was surprised the place was in as good a condition as we found it. The items within the chamber had to be damn close to a thousand years old, or older. Definitely some kind of magical preservation going on. I wondered why it was only in the recent rooms we checked, but that was a low priority mystery.

I figured Tyra was going to be flitting around from location to location within the area, but her stomping footsteps echoed on the stone, coming closer to me. At a pace fast enough that I started to get nervous.

I turned just in time to brace myself for the muscular goblin to slam into me, scrabbling at my body and pressing her mouth to mine. More than a minute later, when she finally ended the super-passionate kiss she’s bestowed upon me, her white teeth shone before me.

“Thank you so much,” she whispered. “I’m not done thanking you for this, Gar. Don’t you think I am.”

I returned her smile, a little breathless from the sneak kiss attack, but my surprise wasn’t done. No sooner had she given me that message than she whirled, located her next prey, and zipped over to Cea, who was running her hand across one of the anvils.

The goblin swept up the gremlin girl, hugging her so tightly that she lifted the other woman off her feet and spun her around in a circle, only to stop and let Cea get her feet before Tyra kissed the red-faced archaeologist full on the mouth.

“Thank you, too, you gorgeous little genius you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Tyra started kissing all over Cea’s face. Nose, mouth, cheeks, eyes, even her long flapping ears. The gremlin giggled so uncontrollably, she was wheezing, trying to get breath into her body.

I smirked at their antics. “Tyra, let up. You’re going to make her pass out. She knows you’re thankful. Let the woman breathe.”

Tyra gave her a couple more kisses and then removed her arms, stepped back, then darted in for one more peck on Cea’s mouth. The poor gremlin’s headgear she was wearing was sitting askew on her head and her entire face was so red, she looked like she had heat exhaustion. Seriously, with the way she swayed—no doubt from oxygen deprivation from laughing so hard—she looked like a drunk aviator from WWII. It took her several minutes to stop chortling and to regain her normal breathing. Even after that, the smile in her face didn’t dim one bit.

“Should I expect you’re going to be in here for a while, Tyra?” I asked. “We have other rooms to check out, but…”

“I’ll be right here. Maybe I’ll go and get my hammers and some of the shadow steel first, along with the projects I’ve got half-finished. But yeah, right here. For as long as you’ll let me.”

“Fair enough. Enjoy your work. Try to let us see you occasionally, yeah?”

“Huh?” She was busy checking out the forge and the squirrel cage blower attached to it. “Sure, yeah. Whatever. Goru’s massive member, I can’t believe this. Can you believe this? An ancient magical forge. Gods, you are so going to get laid when you drag me out of here. Or maybe…” she eyed one of the workbenches, then the larger of the two anvils. “Come back and visit me here, Gar. I’ve got the perfect thing to quench your red-hot rod.”


Chapter
Eight



Tyra hung off me as we walked out of the forge and through the hallway to the entry area, where she gave me another kiss and skipped—skipped!—out toward our camp so she could fetch her tools. Brin snatched up my hand, smiling at the retreating form of the goblin.

“You have made her very happy this day,” she said.

“I didn’t do anything. We were always going to explore every bit of this place. If anything, Cea is the one who called attention to the forge.”

“Yet Tyra has fixated on you. I expect her to corner you and pleasure you very soon.”

I chuckled. “Nope. She’ll be stuck in that forge until we physically tear her out of it. We’ll be lucky if she remembers to come out to eat.”

“Perhaps you are correct.”

We tackled the other side door in the main entry area next. It seemed obvious that if the fortress was as large as I thought it might be, the two doors on the longest wall—directly across from where we’d entered—would lead us to the bulk of the site.

As per our procedure, we stormed through the door after I unlocked it, only to find ourselves in another hallway, this time with three doors on each side. The corridor ended in stone rather than a doorway like the other. It only took us a few minutes to confirm that each of the six doors contained rooms of the same size we’d already seen.

One thing that struck me was that the rooms and halls we’d seen so far had all been lined with cut stone, but the wall at the end of this hallway was carved stone. Expertly worked, with barely any tool marks I could see, but still just the stone from which the entire fortress had been carved, from what I understood. Not the blocks lining every other place. How the hell did they carve all that out? How long did it take?

When we emerged from the hallway into the entry, Tyra was just entering, a panting rodent beastkin beside her.

“Shiree!” Cea shouted. “Shiree, Shiree, Shirrah.” She sang that last part, as we’d heard her do before. The sheer joy in the gremlin’s voice demonstrated how much she loved her friend. Her little body crashing into the other woman confirmed it.

But Shiree wasn’t in greeting mode. She hugged her friend, but once she caught her breath, she spoke out over Cea’s head. “Some-something…happened. Come quickly…monsters…hole…”

I looked to Tyra. The goblin didn’t have any of her tools with her, so Shiree must have caught her before she picked them up. “I didn’t get much more from her. It sounds like the others are under attack. I think one of those holes in the air popped up, but I don’t know if that means the monsters came from there or if they arrived by coming through the chasm.”

“Shiree, can you show us where?” I said to the beastkin. “Show us where they are.”

Shiree kissed Cea on the forehead, turned, and started running back through the main door. We raced after her.

I skidded to a halt just past the section of the ruins covered by the overhanging roof. The sky held a purple cast, with strange sickly yellow clouds, like I’d been transported to some other world. But I hardly noticed the atmospheric changes for what was before me on the ground of the chasm.

Scrambling, squirming shapes moved everywhere. It took several seconds for them to register in my mind, looking at first like nothing more than giant worms wriggling all over each other to get to the soil. What did it for me was when one of them flipped itself into the air, launching itself toward me with a speed that belied its strange shape.

I drew my chain knives and carved the thing as I dodged to the side. The blades opened the long body like an overcooked sausage, spilling out things that were never meant to be outside. Only then did limbs unfold from the monster as it screeched from its tooth-filled mouth.

“What the f—” I said, but my attention was taken before I finished. Suddenly, arms and legs unfolded from all the wormlike creatures as they slithered upright. Or maybe it was four legs. Once up, they stood on all fours instead of like a humanoid.

It finally clicked, just as Tip pronounced what was also in my mind.

“Really? Weasels? Bald, wriggling, fucking weasels?”

The satyr had nailed it. The monsters looked like hairless weasels that were ten or more times their normal size. Ranging from four feet or so to damn near ten feet long, the creatures were more recognizable when they stood and opened their mouth with their sharp teeth than when they did it flying through the air. Their ears were so thin, they hardly registered at all, like little flaps of skin barely hanging onto their pointed heads.

There was no time to discuss whether or not these creatures were natural in this world, though, because they had obviously noticed us and snapped their jaws as they closed in. As happened so many times in this strange place I found myself in, it was kill first and ask questions later.

I ran toward the nearest of the monsters to engage.

The strange creatures weren’t hard to kill, but I wished I had brought Justice with me instead of leaving it in our camp. The chain knives cut through their flesh just fine, but after only the third one, I was covered in blood and assorted other parts of their bodies I would rather not be covered in. The thumps, slices, and squelches from behind me as I waded into the sea of them told me that my friends were probably getting similarly filthy.

By the fifth of the creatures I killed, slashing out its throat as it lunged for me, I finally saw what I’d been looking for: other people. A tunic of one of the workers in Firim’s expedition flashed off to my right and I changed direction to go toward it. After killing two more of the weasel things, I picked up a human man from the ground where he’d fallen under the assault. He had scratches and a few gashes from tooth or claw, but he didn’t look like he’d die anytime soon.

“Go back behind us,” I told him. “Where’s the rest of the expedition?”

“There, where we set up camp.” He pointed off to his left. “They came so fast after those holes started tearing the air open.”

“Holes in the air? Did these things come through them?”

“No, but other monsters did. These came running through the chasm like it was feeding time. Or like something was chasing them.”

“Okay. I’ll go check it out. Get to safety.”

More of those damn holes in the air. Maybe I should have asked him what came through.

The moment was lost, though, as the man ran for his life and two more of the weasels came forward to greet me. I chanced a glance back behind me and found my friends, killing the beasts as they came around from the sides, avoiding me in the center. I nodded at Tip, who was working his sword overtime, cutting into the enemies.

Fighting became mindless for me. The weasels didn’t pose much of a risk, using the same relatively slow claw attacks and trying to bite when they were close enough. Even with the short blades on my weapons, I didn’t have much trouble wading through and cutting them to ribbons.

I froze after ramming one knife into the face of one of the weasels. I mentally kicked myself. I didn’t need my large sword after all. Not while I held weapons I’d communed with and could manipulate. I imposed my will on the blades, and they doubled in length, nearly the size of a shortsword. I twirled them, testing their weight and finding it to be good. Then I really started chopping up the monsters in front of me as I spotted more of the expedition members, either fighting or hunkering down, waiting for help.

I shifted toward them. When I got close, I recognized Firim’s long hair and beard flying as he swung a shovel at any of the weasel creatures that came near. At his feet was Grent, worthless as always, curled into a ball and, I think, whimpering. I dove into the monsters around them and we soon had a nice buffer between the expedition members and the attackers.

Before I could ask Firim what happened, a glimmering light drew my attention. I recognized it, unfortunately, as one of those portals that had been appearing occasionally. The holes in the air. As I watched it, two shapes emerged.

If I thought the weasels were strange, the new arrivals blew my mind. They looked like scarecrows, humanoid bodies that did nothing but hang down as they floated out of the portal. Their heads were probably three times the normal size for a body about as big as an average man, but that wasn’t the weirdest part. In the center of their heads sat a single eye. No mouth, no nose, just a big fucking eye.

“Get your people back toward the ruins,” I told Firim. “The way should be clear. I’ll take care of these things. Don’t let anyone go any farther than my camp, though. There may be things more dangerous still in there.”

No one argued. They all turned and did as I said. Some walked, like Firim, who scanned the area for other attackers who might try to keep them from leaving. Others, like Grent after he popped his head up to see what was going on, took off running in a mad dash for their lives.

As for me, I guessed I was going to fight scarecrow cyclops monsters. I turned to do just that and found some kind of projectile coming straight at me. I dove to the side, rolling back to my feet to have to do the same thing to the other side. Darts. Coming out of the eye of the new monsters. This day was getting weirder and weirder.

“Watch out for the darts,” I shouted, cutting one out of the air instead of diving again. “They look like they hurt.” I left out that I expected they were magical or carried poison or some other horrible effect. I mean, they were darts. That. Came. Out. Of. A. Cyclops’s. Eye. Nothing would surprise me at this point.

Until the next second.

“Fear not,” a voice boomed. “I will slay the fiends.

Some dude in a full suit of armor galloped up on a horse, huge sword in his hand, and proceeded to cut into one of the new monsters. His slashes separated parts off the body—still not moving in any way—as the whole kept gliding toward me a few feet in the air. When he came around again and cut into the eye itself, the damn thing exploded. Debris, parts of darts, I think, plinked off the man’s armor, but didn’t seem to harm him.

A howling, growling sound echoed through the chasm and another horse charged toward the remaining cyclops thing. A woman, leather armor with fur trim, leaped out of the saddle toward the floating monster. In midair, she lashed out with both arms, turning a flip and then landing on the hard soil only long enough for her to collapse her right knee into a shoulder roll that dissipated her momentum and allowed her to smoothly come to her feet. Behind her, the large eye exploded just like the one the knight had cut down. The woman casually threw her forearm up to shield her eyes as the shrapnel peppered everything nearby.

Four other people on horses trotted up: a light elf man, a froggish beastkin man, a dark elf woman, and a bear beastkin woman. They nodded at the guy in armor as he sat tall and proud on his huge horse.

“It is a good thing we were near, friend,” the knight said, “lest you fall to these…things. It is of no concern, however. We are here and the monsters are vanquished. I, Alaric Darmucian vow to protect those in this camp, as is the duty of any hero.”

He looked at me imperiously, almost like he expected applause or something. I stared back at him.

“Alaric? Alaric Darmucian?” he said hopefully.

I shook my head. “I remember meeting you and your friends, but didn’t recall your name. Thanks for, uh, stabbing those big-eye things, anyway.”


Chapter
Nine



The big human man with plate armor on, Alaric something, looked like he was used to getting all the attention. Being a big, shiny metal lump probably accomplished that, regardless of who or what he was. I’d almost managed to purge the memory of meeting him and his group before, but couldn’t do it completely.

“It is good we came looking for you once again. I would discuss with you⁠—”

“Not now,” I interrupted. “I need to find out how much damage those monsters have caused, if there are still more out there, and what kind of injuries we’re dealing with. I can talk with you all when that’s done. Feel free to make camp if you want, but do it outside the ruins themselves. The actual covered ruins, I mean, not the pillars and carved cliffs and stuff. Those are fair game for campsites.”

The portal I’d seen before had disappeared, and from the looks of things, most of the weasel creatures were dead or had fled. I located Firim still nearby, though it looked like his people had gone further into the ruins like I suggested. As I walked over to him, I caught Keliana’s eye.

“Hey, can you go check on those Venom Blades for me? See if they’re all right and if they have any other information about what just happened?”

She gave me a wink. “Sure.”

I glanced around, finding that the knight and his people were still where I left them. I put my hand up to my mouth and whispered to Keli. “Oh, and see if they know anything about these guys. Do you know anything about them other than our short meeting when we first entered Olliaran?”

“No. I’ll ask the others, though.”

“Thanks. You’re awesome as well as sexy.”

She chuckled and headed toward where the assassins had made their camp and I continued on toward Firim. Tyra was near Shiree and Cea. I motioned her over.

“Thanks for acting quickly when Shiree found you. I think things are under control, other than figuring out what happened. I know you want to work in the forge. Go ahead. If we need you, I’ll know where to find you. Have fun. Remember to eat.”

The grin on the goblin girl’s face was well worth the battle we’d just gone through. She kissed me and ran off toward the door to the fortress.

Firim met me close to where Shiree and Cea were still waiting nervously, fidgeting like they didn’t know what they should be doing or where they should go. I gave them both comforting smiles and included them in my questions of the expedition leader.

As it turned out, the strange weasel animals attacked first and only afterward did the portals and those other monsters appear. The two groups being there at the same time might be connected somehow, but I thought it was more that the portals had scared the other creatures into stampeding down the chasm.

“My question is where did those weasels come from?” I said. “I’ve never seen those creatures in Valorae, and there seemed to be a lot of them.”

By now, Brin, Sariel, and Lirien had joined the conversation, with Tip standing nearby watching Rex sort through the weasel carcasses.

“I do not believe those beasts were natural,” Brin said. “I have traveled widely and have never seen them, nor have I heard or read of them.” She glanced at Lirien and the kangaroo girl nodded her agreement.

“Great. If neither of you have ever heard of them, do you think they came from other portals? Maybe there were two, one those one-eyed things came out of and one the weasels came from.”

“It is possible, as is the idea that those were animals that were magically altered. Either purposely or not.”

I scrubbed my hand across my face. “What does that mean?”

“I have, a very few times, seen animals, plants, or insects that have been affected by wild magic. Most often, powerful magic will kill common creatures, but sometimes the precise conditions required transform them in some way. A great amount of magical energy, perhaps a repository that was breached on accident, could have turned mundane weasels into what we saw.”

“Could it be some weapon Aeyr made?”

Qamara had picked her way through the battlefield to join us and heard the last few things we’d said. “That is not likely. Aeyr’s strategy has always been to take magic to empower himself primarily, not to expend it to create weak agents.”

“Sure,” I said, “but what he did last time didn’t work, so maybe he’s trying something new. Maybe it’s just one step in his experimentation.”

“I do not think it is. I feel no magical residue from these carcasses like I sense from the fortress. They also do not have the magic I felt from the portal we saw closely upon our arrival in Olliaran. I believe the most logical explanation is what Brin said: normal creatures were exposed to harmful magic accidentally and it changed them. We will be wary and watch for other strange occurrences. Time will give us our answer.”

“Yeah, I guess. I don’t like those holes in the air. We don’t need other crazy things popping up like this.”

Qamara patted my arm, like she was comforting me. Her head turned to the side to look at something behind me.

“Are those six people on the horses still hanging around over there,” I asked. The prophetess and the moonwisp both nodded. “Do any of you know who they are? Other than what they told us before, that they’re traveling heroes or something searching for glory?”

Firim raised a hand weakly. “I met them at the last site we were at. They were asking about a man who looked like Kael the hero who was claiming to fight against a great evil. He said he and his companions were great heroes themselves and would do this Kael lookalike the honor of letting him join their group to hunt down the great enemy. They spoke as if they’d already recruited him and they were trying to meet up with him.”

Tip barked a laugh. “Wait, so they decided that they would give Gar the privilege of joining them?”

“Aye. That’s exactly what they said.”

I scanned the group once again. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Come on, everyone. We have more important things to do. Let them wait. I’m liable to start a fight if they say any of that bullshit to my face. Again.”
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Once we made sure there were no other monsters around and checked in with the assassins—who had fought off their own group of the weasel creatures—we headed back into the fortress to continue our exploration. Cea hugged Shiree and told her she would catch up and explain later.

“You can stay in our camp for now, if you want,” I told the beastkin woman. “It’ll be boring there with no one else around, but you can borrow a bedroll and take a nap or something.”

She took me up on my offer and split off from us. Cea had been with us the whole time, so I didn’t think she’d told her friend she’d be leaving the expedition to travel with us. I wondered if it was going to be a problem. I liked Shiree, but we wouldn’t add her to the group and subject her to all the danger we’d face if there wasn’t a good reason. I decided it was something we’d work out later.

Returning to the large trapezoid room, which Cea had called the entrance hall, I considered the two doors we had yet to open, both on the wall opposite from the entry.

“Which do we open first?” I asked the group. “Any preferences or do you sense anything that might tell us which to go to?” I got several shrugs as my only answer. “Okay. Let’s take the one on the right.”

The door unlocked easily with the keystone and I entered the hallway beyond. A closed door sat in the middle on the right side, while straight ahead, it emptied into a wider space I couldn’t see well from where I stood. Leaving the door on the right alone, I had Brin cast her light ahead of us and we rushed in, weapons drawn and ready to defend ourselves.

As it turned out, the two doors from the entrance hall were both to the same large room, with identical hallways, complete with a door on the other side of the hallway we originally didn’t take. The place wasn’t as big as the entrance hall—stone walls, the two hallways, three fireplaces, and that’s about it. No danger, or anything else interesting, were present.

“The reception hall,” Cea told us. “The next stage in someone being able to see the important people. No doubt there was furniture in here as well, probably even more comfortable than in the entrance hall.”

I grunted at that, but it didn’t seem to require an answer.

The shorter hallways that came off the connecting rooms to the entrance hall led to a single chamber each, both about double the size of all the previous bedrooms.

“There are a lot of useful rooms in this place,” Lirien said. “But not much else. I have to admit I’m a bit underwhelmed by it. It’s a small fortress. Is that normal?”

Cea tapped her lips with a finger. “The only other one I saw was in bad shape, but it was bigger than this. I would expect there to be more to it.”

“I’d say,” I said. “I’d expect there to at least be an armory. I mean, there’s a forge, so why not a place to keep all those armaments they made? It’s a fortress. I guess one of the rooms we’ve seen could have been an armory and it was cleaned out, but most of what we’ve seen looked like living quarters. No one senses anything? Brin, Qamara?”

“I do not,” the moonwisp said.

Qamara scanned the area, the walls in particular. “I can still sense the magical residue that I think is connected to Aeyr, but there is still no source, only the magic diffusing the entire area. I am sorry.”

Sariel gestured around us. I hadn’t noticed earlier, but she didn’t have a spot of blood on her, while most of the rest of us were filthy with it. “On a more positive note, we have determined there are no hazards and there should be plenty of space to move some of the camps from outside to within the fortress. If that is what we want to do.”

I still didn’t like it. “That’s practical, I guess. Eventually. I’m torn, though. Do we really want to let all the groups out there inside? Firim and his expedition can help to try to find things we missed with our cursory examination, but those assassins and that new collection of wannabe heroes? Maybe we should control access for a while, letting some of the archaeologists in to look for hidden passages and the like before we allow everyone to move in. Who knows, there may even be other people coming. Easier to keep them out right now and let them in later than to try to get them to leave once we give them permission to come in.”

“I vote to do that,” Keli said. “I don’t know those particular ‘heroes,’ but I’ve met their type before. Arrogant as all hell, thinking they deserve whatever they can push people to give them.”

“I thought the same thing,” Sariel agreed. “I have known many like that in the Aesurith Kingdom. The Brotherhood is rife with them.”

I turned to Lirien. “Lirien, Cea, places like these are within your expertise. What do you think?”

“Wait to let anyone in,” Lirien said without pause.

Cea hummed. “Yes, I trust Firim and most of the expedition, but like you said, it’ll be harder to push them out if we’ve already let them set up camp in here. Besides, encampments will make searching for any hidden doors or passages harder. They’ll all be in the way.”

“Good point. Here’s my last question then: do you think we should move our camp to within the fortress?” The resounding answer was yes. It looked like we had our task cut out for us. “Okay, good enough. Let’s decide where and we can move our things in. Then we need to figure out how we’re going to find the secrets this place holds. There has to be more to it than what we can see, right?”


Chapter
Ten



“Okay,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”

I sat on a log round I’d rolled into the entrance hall. It was barely a day after the monster attack, about as long as I was able to push off dealing with not arranging a meeting about it.

Arrayed in a roughly circular formation around me were the five Venom Blades, the six other people that had joined us—including that knight—and Firim with his piece of shit assistant Grent Napp. Also included were Keliana, Sariel, Tip, Rex, and Cea. That last one only because she’d been curious and I thought it would be a good thing to emphasize to all involved that the gremlin was no longer part of the expedition but instead was part of my party.

“What is Grem doing here?” Grent asked.

I didn’t bother answering him. Instead, I got up, walked over to him, punched him hard in the stomach so he bent over double, then dragged him to the door leading to the foyer. He weighed all of a hundred pounds, if he’d been soaking wet. I snatched up the seat of his pants and his shirt, then heaved, physically throwing the man out to land hard on the stone floor.

“If you so much as speak in my presence again, I’ll kill you,” I shouted at him. “Get the hell out of here.” I walked back and sat back down on my stump and turned to Firim. “Sorry, but I’ve had enough of him insulting Cea. Make sure he understands that what I say stands. I’ve already killed so many, one more won’t make a difference. That one will end up bringing you trouble.”

The dwarf, usually talkative, nodded silently.

I cleared my throat. “Like I was saying, let’s discuss what’s going on. First of all, thank you for helping with those weasel creatures, and the cyclops things from the portals as well.”

The Venom Blades nodded their acceptance of my thanks. The others apparently thought it was a cue to speak.

“Of course, of course.” It was that big knight guy, Alaric, still in his full armor though we were in camp. “It is ever our responsibility to provide aid to others. It is part and parcel of being heroes, and⁠—”

I cut him off. “We didn’t do introductions, not fully. I’m Gar Hailey, this is Keliana Artuxis, Sariel Snowblossom, Ceanifolam, and Tiporian Zethroban. Oh, and our furcan friend Rex. Also, the leader of the archaeological expedition you’ve seen camped here, this is Firim Zenoo.” I jerked my chin at the assassins and, as expected, the Maine coon-colored cat beastkin spoke first.

“I am Terigan Pollus. My companions are Recodo Jelusin, Artina Manesso, Fredimen Klopp, and Dreyah Delan.” He indicated the bulldog beastkin man, the female cat beastkin, the human man, and the ferret beastkin woman sitting near him. “We are, uh, contractors of a particular skillset who have offered our services to stand against the enemy Gar is chasing.” He opened his mouth to speak again, but Dreyah’s shaking head managed to keep him from doing so.

“Particular skillset?” the frog beastkin in the knight’s party asked.

“They’re Venom Blade assassins,” I said. “Moving on...”

“Venom Blades!” It was the knight again, such a look of disgust on his face I almost laughed. No way in hell that was real. This guy would have been great with the LARP crowd.

“Moving on,” I repeated.

“Yes, of course. I am Alaric Darmucian, paladin of the god Talustis and hero to the world. We are here to⁠—”

“You?” I pointed at the light elf sitting next to Alaric on one of the logs we’d placed in the room, lacking any real furniture.

As soon as the man spoke, I disliked him. His voice, smooth and sophisticated, sounded exactly like Arinthalas to me. The first of Aeyr’s minions I’d killed.

“I am Faelorneth Moonblade.”

Taking my hint, the man turned his head to his next companion, that frog beastkin guy. He had the form of a man, but his mottled green and brown bald head shone in the firelight like an actual frog’s skin. I tried not to anticipate a long tongue coming out of his mouth.

“Thaltrox Stillwater,” he said, his voice having a deep, croaking quality.

The female bear beastkin was next, a huge slab of a woman that, though she didn’t have hair on her face, was about as attractive as I’d expect a bear beastkin woman to be.

“I’m Vespera Longclaw. Keep an eye on your attractive companions or they’ll be dropping their pants for me. Male, female, doesn’t matter.” She winked at Keliana, who gave the huge woman a thousand-yard stare.

“Ranhild Mossmaw,” was what the wolf woman said. Unlike Vespera, she was extremely attractive, even without me remembering how amazing she’d looked as she attacked that monster with her claw weapons. She settled her bright yellow eyes on me and my throat went dry.

The last woman, a dark elf, bowed her head in greeting. “I am Elenya Gilyarus. It is my honor to meet you Gar, Sariel, Keliana, Tiporian, Cealifonam, and esteemed contractors.”

“Great,” I said, my eyes still on the dark elf, who had mentioned Sariel right after me. A dark elf, giving honor to a light elf. Interesting. “Now we all know each other. I’ve spoken to Firim here quite a bit and also with Dreyah and her group.” I didn’t miss Terrigan’s mouth turning down into a frown at me indicating Dreyah as the leader. “Alaric, you seem to lead these others. Why are you here?”

“It should be obvious, even had I not told you when first we met weeks ago.”

“Humor me.” I wanted him to say it out loud, in front of the Venom Blades, though I was sure they’d already figured the “heroes” out.

Thaltrox the frog met eyes with Faelorneth the light elf and muttered, “For the treasure, of course.” The elf smiled.

“For the treasure. That’s what this is?” Thaltrox had the decency to hide his face in his hand at my words. Maybe his own hearing was bad, and he thought he wasn’t going to be heard.

Alaric frowned at his companion. “No, that is decidedly not why we are here. As heroes, we are obligated to battle evil and injustice, to stand as shield for those who cannot protect themselves. We merely offer our service in your quest, Lord Gar.”

I barked a laugh. “I’m no lord, Alaric. What quest are you talking about?”

“Why, the hunting of the great adversary, the fomenter of violence and killer of people, the drinker of power who is preparing his forces to sweep over Valorae and slaughter innocents in its path.”

As irritating as it was to speak with the knight, I wanted all of the information about him and his followers to come from his mouth. I wanted the Venom Blades’ opinion of these newcomers to be based solely on what they said and did, not something I said. “That all sounds pretty, but you’re being vague. Who, exactly, is it that you think I’m hunting?”

“The Hungerer. The All-Consuming. Aeyr.”

“And you want to hunt a demigod? For what purpose.”

“As I stated, to prot⁠—”

“For renown, for glory,” Elenya, the dark elf woman said, speeding things along. “For some, perceived treasure.”

Alaric glared at the elf. I could see it in his eyes that not only was he tired of being interrupted, but he looked like he was going to throw down his gauntlet to challenge her to a duel for impugning his honor.

I shook my head. “So you believe I’m hunting a demigod, an enemy a thousand years old or more, and that I’m planning on killing him to, what, take his treasure? What kind of treasure would he even have? As for glory, you can forget about that. There’s no glory in any of this. The simple fact is that Aeyr killed my best friend and for that, he’s going to die, immortal or not. We don’t need help and we don’t want help.

“So I’ll make it easy. No, you can’t join us. We don’t even know what we’ll do next. If you’re looking to make a name for yourself and save the world, I think that’s a great goal. You should probably find someone who knows more about what they’re doing than us. Join up with them. We’re mostly trying to survive until we can find the information we need to take the next step. It’s going to be a long project. Years, maybe.”

“Pooling our resources will enhance our chances for success,” Alaric said, almost whining.

“No thanks. It’s the same thing I told our assassin friends here. Feel free to join with them. If you find Aeyr and you kill him, you’ll have my thanks. I’d like to kill him myself, but if someone else does it, that’s fine. I’m not in it for the renown.”

It took another half hour of me getting increasingly more blunt before the “heroes” went back to their camp. Soon after, the assassins left as well. I sat on the floor and slumped back against the stump I had been sitting on.

“How long will that keep them from asking about it again?” I asked the ceiling.

Cea giggled, lightening my mood, but it was Sariel that answered.

“Perhaps a day, if we get back to work and don’t go outside during that time.”

“Gee, thanks Sariel. Very helpful.”

The light elf chuckled and leaned over me to kiss me. “I do what I can.”

I realized Firim was still sitting where he had been the whole time, quietly contemplating.

“So, Firim.” I sighed. “Sorry to waste your time with all that.”

“No, my friend. It was enlightening.”

I snorted. “Yeah, I bet. I’ll tell you what, though. I’d like to offer you a chance to help us, either you or someone in your expedition if they would be better-suited.

“We’re looking for secret doors, hidden passages, anything that allows us to go further into the fortress than the handful of rooms we’ve already explored. We think there’s something important in there, if we could just access it. Help us with that for a few days and your expedition will get first choice to make camp inside the fortress, if you want. In fact, I’ll allow you to do your own exploration and research.”

“I accept your generous offer,” the dwarf said. “I cannot think of anyone in the expedition better suited to help you than I am, if I may say so.”

“You may and you did. Get whatever tools or materials you need and meet me back here. I’m going to go check on Tyra and then we’re getting back to work. We have to find the way further into the fortress.
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As I’d expected, Tyra had spent every minute she could in the forge area, working on whatever projects she had going on. I planned on asking her straight out about them as I headed toward the forge.

My companions and I had already moved our camp to the rooms nearest the forge, off the common hallway. They already had beds in them and the oddly shaped chamber between the hallway and the entry hall served wonderfully as a gathering place. In it we could use the fireplace or even build a fire under one of the magical exhaust grates and hang out, eating meals together. We’d started calling the place our leisure room, or recreation room.

Lirien hadn’t been at the meeting with the assassins and the so-called heroes—lucky her—and as I passed through said room, she was lying on a bedroll near the fireplace, reading one of the books she’d found in Kael’s cache.

“Look at you, all sexy, lying there reading,” I said.

She wriggled her body provocatively.

“So, so sexy. Almost enough to make me forget what I have to do and drag you into one of those rooms…”

“Oh, please do. What does a girl have to do to get you to give her some loving?”

I knelt down next to her and gave her a long kiss.

“How was the meeting?”

I grimaced. “You know that guy, Grent?”

“Yeah.”

“I punched him in the stomach and physically threw him at least six feet onto the stone floor of the foyer.”

Lirien burst out laughing. “Really? Why?”

“Do I really need a reason with that one?”

“No, but…”

“He got snarky with Cea, said ‘What are you doing here, Grem?’”

“Oh, no.”

“Oh yes. I also may or may not have told him that if he ever speaks in my presence again, I’ll kill him.”

“Will you?”

I let out a long breath. “Probably not. I’ll hurt him, though. Hopefully he’s got some sense of preservation and he stays away. I should have just let Tip challenge him to a duel and kill him.” I rubbed my eyes. Meetings were the worst. “But I’d rather talk about the sexy librarian thing. Between you and Tyra and the books you two lug around, it makes me feel like we’re going to start a library.”

The beautiful kangaroo girl’s face drained of color and her mouth dropped open. “Oh, gods!”

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Library. Do you remember when Eldrin was talking about the things he was doing for Aeyr? He said he had a list of people like me, researchers or explorers, who he was supposed to kill.”

“I remember. It’s his whole job, why he got that stupid title: Searcher.”

“Dayra.”

“Nightra.”

She scowled at me. “This isn’t funny. Dayra Gesha. We’ve talked about her before. She’s the researcher I know. The one whose searching for the Great Library? Eldrin is going after her. He must be. Can you imagine how many things there would be in the Great Library that Aeyr wouldn’t want anyone else to know? He’s more than a thousand years old. He probably remembers stuff that could be used against him, but everyone else has forgotten. What if there are books from two thousand years ago, with knowledge someone could use against him that he doesn’t even know about?”

“I can see that. They say knowledge is power.”

“We have to help her. You came for me when you heard he was looking for me. You saved my life. We need to do the same for her. While we’re wasting time here, he’s hunting Dayra down.”

“We’re not wasting time, Lirien. When we find the way further into the fortress, we’ll confront Aeyr and we’ll kill him. Then his minions will either dry up and blow away or we’ll hunt them down one at a time.”

“But Gar, in the meantime, Dayra is being searched for. We have to go help her. She could die.”

I scrubbed my fingers through my hair. “Well, shit. Just when things were calming down a little.”


Chapter
Eleven



“Well?” Lirien asked. “We’re not going to leave her to fend for herself, are we?”

I only half heard her, my mind immediately spinning off on this new task she’d brought up. “I need to go check on Tyra, then meet the others back in the reception hall. We’ll talk about this a little later.” I gave her a quick kiss and hurried down the hall toward the forge.

“But…”

I didn’t like cutting her off like that, but I did have to get back to the others. I also wasn’t sure how to answer her. Yes, it was important to help those Aeyr’s minions were targeting, especially friends of my friends. Still, deep down, that not-so-little voice screamed that Aeyr was here, hiding, and I needed to find the way into the bulk of the fortress. There had to be more to it than what we’d found.

If he was hiding, there was a reason. How much power did he actually have? If he was still weak from his thrashing all those centuries ago, taking time out to go searching for someone else might be the difference between being able to take him down or him later being too powerful to touch.

It was something we’d have to figure out. There was a difference between attacking the heart of the matter and wasting time on an impossible task. Attacking Aeyr was important, but that could only happen if we could get to him.

The forge was probably twenty degrees hotter than the storage room I went through to get to it. I knew what I’d see before I entered, with the heavy, regular ringing of her hammer striking steel on the anvil.

I stayed near the doorway for a moment, watching the goblin crafter. I couldn’t get over how spectacular Tyra was. I appreciated seeing an expert fighter in motion, just as much as a skilled dancer, but Tyra Tyswix at work was just as grand a display of power and coordination as any of those. Her compact green body moved gracefully as she worked on a small piece of metal stock held in her tongs. Her impressive abdomen clenched and relaxed as she used her entire body to generate power, the muscles in her arms, shoulders, and back flexing with her motions. Interestingly, her neck was relaxed and her head floated on it without the rigidity I’d expect.

The metal’s color dulled with its cooling and Tyra turned to place it back in the forge for a reheat. She took up another of a similar size sitting in the forge and brought it back to the anvil to work on it as the first reheated. Her head snapped to me, catching me in her peripheral vision as she prepared to work the second piece. A marvelously wide smile jumped onto her beautiful face.

“Gar!” She hopped and took one step toward me before her crafter mentality kicked in. She hissed a curse and pulled the piece from the forge she had just put in, setting it aside so the metal wouldn’t burn. Then she launched herself at me.

Tyra slid to a stop a few inches before she collided with me, looking down at her sweaty body. Rivulets of perspiration trickled down her etched muscles, carrying bits of soot and sediment with them. Her frown nearly broke my heart after that smile.

“Come on,” I said, opening my arms up wide. “A little dirt and sweat won’t kill me. In fact, I enjoy the feel of your sweaty body, though I usually like to be the one who makes it that way.”

The next thing I knew, the familiar feeling of Tyra’s taut body was pressed against mine, squeezing the air out of me. I leaned down to kiss her.

I enjoyed the feeling of her arms around me and her lips on mine for a few blissful moments. “Wow, that’s quite a reception. Maybe I should leave you to work in the forge more often.”

She slapped at my chest playfully. “It’s not that. I do miss you, but I want to show you something. Come here.” She took my arm and dragged me over to a workbench.

I caught barely a glimpse of the cooling project she had left on the anvil as we went. It looked like the other one she’d just pulled back out of the forge. A pair of knives? There was only the rough shape at the moment, but there was no way she was going to draw that metal out into anything longer. The other piece looked to be an identical item. I raised an eyebrow at Tyra.

“I’ll tell you about them in a minute. Here, tell me what you think.”

Sitting on the workbench was a beautiful scabbard, the smell of lacquer or paint still sharp on it. Next to it was the sword it was obviously made for. The thing drew my eyes like iron shavings to a super magnet.

“That’s…gorgeous. Wow, Tyra, it’s fantastic.”

“Thirty-six-inch blade, ten-inch hilt,” she told me proudly. “The blade is razor sharp on both sides and the pommel can be used for tearing in close quarters.”

“Can I…” I reached toward the weapon.

“Of course. Careful of the edges. When I say razor sharp, I mean it.”

I grinned at that and lifted the sword. “It’s lighter than I expected.”

“Yeah. Dragonsilver.”

I blinked at her. “Dragonsilver. The stuff we found in that Razormaw’s cave? Oh, sorry, Ildun’s cave?” I put the stank on his name like I’d gotten into the habit of doing before we killed the asshole.

Tyra chuckled. “Yeah, that metal. Just wait until I tell you all about it.”

I turned the blade in my hand, admiring it from every angle. At the dimensions she stated, it would be considered a long sword, though on the shorter side of that designation. The blade, with a slight belly on the front, was almost perfectly straight on the spine, except for a little protuberance to break up the clean line.

“That’s something we talked about, a little bump that can be used to more powerfully deflect another weapon or to start a cut that can be opened further by the straight sections.”

The handguard was a lopsided S, protruding enough on the primary edge side to protect the hand and extending maybe an inch from the blade on the spine side.

“That top part on the handguard is for catching weapons,” she provided, noticing where I was looking on the weapon. It reminded me of the design of manji sais, with one of the prongs going up the shaft of the weapon and the other sweeping down the handle.

The pommel was shaped kind of like an eagle’s beak on the bottom side, the part Tyra said could be used for tearing. It wasn’t exactly edged, but I could see that with a decent amount of force, it would be able to tear flesh. Covering the handle was a perforated leather wrap that appeared to have been saturated and then shrunk over the wooden hilt.

Honestly, more than anything, the sword looked like it would be at home in the hands of one of Tolkien’s elves. Elegant and deadly, I could see its use in my mind, flowing from cut to cut, parrying, slicing, and even thrusting with its generally straight blade.

“It almost makes me want to take up the sword,” I said.

Tyra barked a laugh. “You’ve got a sword. That huge monstrosity you carry around. Get better at manipulating it and you can probably make it into this exact shape.”

“Yeah,” I said absently, watching the light as it shone along the edge that somehow glared while seeming to suck light from the surroundings. “Oh! Yeah. That’s right, huh? I could totally shrink that big sword down to something more manageable. I need to practice more with attuning it. Anyway, this is amazing Tyra. Does it meet all the things you’ve been trying to pester out of Sariel? Is this the perfect sword, as she describes it?”

Tyra looked to the blade, then at me, biting at her lip. “I hope so. I questioned her for weeks about what exactly would make the ideal weapon for her fighting style. Do you think she’ll like it?”

I set the sword down and took Tyra’s hand. “She’ll love it. Damn, look at that thing. It’s the most fantastic crafted item I’ve ever seen. I wish we had access to an enchanter, though.”

The smile was back, but it had an underlying arrogance the earlier ones hadn’t. Sort of a stationary swagger.

“No need. I made it using my father’s techniques. It might actually harm umbrenix anyway, being made of dragonsilver. It doesn’t matter, though, because I used some of the additive materials I’ve been gathering. It’s enchanted so it’ll always be sharp, is damn near indestructible, and it adds a little light magic when it cuts something. That’ll put some hurt on those shadow fuckers.”

“Goddamn, Tyra, you’re not only gorgeous and sexy, you’re also a genius. That’s awesome. When are you going to give it to her?”

“I want to finish up the scabbard. I’m thinking I’ll paint some snow blossoms on it.”

“Ooh, that would be great. A perfect touch.”

“Yeah, so painting those, then a few coats of lacquer to protect it and make it shinier. There’s a curing oven over there, so I can get all that done pretty quickly. One thing I’m not sure about, though.”

“What’s that?” I ran my eyes over the scabbard, debating if it was black or a very, very dark red.

“Should I wait until I finish my current project?”

“Which is?”

“Those knives over there. Ring knives, to be exact.”

“Really? As in the ring daggers that Keliana uses?”

“Exactly those knives. I pestered her with questions, too, and inspected her weapons. These will be exact duplicates. Well, except for some very slight modifications that she mentioned she would like if she ever got another pair made. They’re made of shadowsteel, and I’ve been putting enchantments on them as well. They’re almost finished. I can probably get them done in a few hours with the tempering techniques in my father’s books.

“I kind of feel like I should give both Sariel and Keli their weapons at the same time. If I could handle waiting long enough, I’d give Brin the blade I’m making for her, too, but that’ll be a few days. I don’t think I could keep the secret of the other weapons that long.”

“Tyra, you are a wonderful person. I’m so going to make sure we get some time alone so I can show you just how much I appreciate you. I’m sure Keli will do the same. Sariel probably isn’t to that point yet.”

She treated me to her raucous laugh. “That’s all well and good, but I’m not doing it for that. Sariel deserves to have her perfect weapon, and to be able to kill umbrenix. Same with Keli. Plus, you know how much I love making things. These are the first enchanted items I’ve ever made Gar. Do you understand how much that means to me?”

“I do. You’re still incredible. Are you going to make some new batons for yourself? It would be nice if you could hurt the umbrenix, too.”

“Yeah. After Brin’s sword, maybe. How long are we going to be here?”

The sad trombone sound bounced through my head. Wah-wah-wah-waaaaaah. Way to kill the mood, Tyra. “That’s the question. Let me tell you what happened in the meeting I was just in, and what Lirien just sprung on me. I could use your insight.”

After I explained it all to the goblin girl, she wasn’t wearing her smile anymore.

“Damn, Gar. I don’t know. We need to take the chance to attack Aeyr, if we can find him. But this Dayra. Not only is she Lirien’s friend, but she’s another scholar who could be helpful. Not to make her sound like just some resource, though. She’s an innocent woman who is just doing her best to search for knowledge and for her to be hunted down and killed, that’s a tragedy.”

“I know, but I can’t shake the feeling that if we can get to Aeyr, a lot of that other stuff will go away. I’m not saying we should sacrifice her to find Aeyr, but with their boss dead, I think the whole organization would instantly fall apart. The umbrenix would probably disintegrate. I’ll have to ask Brin and Qamara, but I doubt they can survive without him since he created and, I think, powers them.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, other than we should probably ask everyone else. We have some really smart people with us. Between all of us, we should be able to decide. In the meantime, I’m going to get back to work. Let me know when you want everyone to discuss it. Oh, and please don’t tell Sariel about the sword or Keliana about the knives. I want them to be surprised.”

I pulled her to me and kissed her. “Your secret’s safe with me. You might want to keep them out of sight, though, in case they come visit you. Thanks for your input on the decision. We should probably meet later today or tomorrow. I don’t want Lirien thinking I’m putting it off.”

I left the forge to find Lirien and Brin rushing back into the recreation room.

The moonwisp, uncharacteristically frazzled and out of breath, reached out to me. “Gar! We found it. We found the hidden door.”


Chapter
Twelve



The three of us ran to the reception hall, finding the rest of our group other than Tyra all gathered near the wall opposite from the entry. Cea and Qamara were actually touching the stone. Tip stood back, mainly watching Cea, but also keeping his eye on Rex, who was hopping excitedly and scratching at the wall.

“It’s there.” Lirien pointed to where the other two women were running their hands over the stone, as if they were trying to read Braille on its surface. “Rex suddenly got excited and started snuffling around. When he got there, he started to do what he’s doing now, trying to dig into the stone.”

“He’s done that before,” I said. “Are you sure it’s something and not just some stray scent he’s picking up?”

Qamara stopped searching with her hands and met my eyes. “I can sense a subtle variation in the magic here.”

“You can also see the line of the door, if just barely,” Cea added.

I joined them and Cea took my hand and dragged my fingers across a barely perceptible line defining the door. It was like the main door to the fortress, the one Cea opened for us. Without knowing exactly where to look, there was no way to detect it, even at Brin’s brightest light.

Firim handed Cea a hunk of chalk, which the gremlin used to mark the door along the line. She had to hand it to Qamara to finish the upper part of the door’s outline that the gremlin girl couldn’t reach. When they were done, a door of normal height and slightly greater width than a typical door was drawn out.

I stepped up to it, withdrawing the keystone from my pocket. “It should be simple enough to…” I waved it over every inch of the door’s surface, and even the areas around it. No familiar click or any movement resulted. I turned to Cea. “Why isn’t the keystone working?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think this door is like the others we’ve seen so far. Maybe you have to know how to manipulate the keystone in a specific way or maybe it takes something else. I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be sorry. No one has all the answers. I mean, it took Rex to even find it, even though we’ve been looking. Qamara, you said you can sense a difference in the magic?”

“Yes. When I move closely enough, I can close my eyes and find the outlines of the door. It is much like a draft or lamplight sneaking through the tiny spaces around a more mundane door. It seems the particular magic I’ve been detecting is more concentrated on the other side, even if only slightly.”

I scrutinized the chalk-drawn door and the seemingly unbroken stone it was drawn on. “Okay. I guess I need to practice with the keystone, get better control over its power. Aside from that, we need to try to figure out any other way to get through that wall and maybe lead Rex around to see if he can sense any other doors. Just because there’s one doesn’t mean there aren’t more. Lirien, you want to take Tip and Rex to do that? Qamara and Brin, I think you two would be good to try to figure out if you can open the door magically. Cea, your abilities would be useful with either Lirien’s group or Brin’s. You can choose which you think would be best. Firim, please go with Lirien. Sariel and Keliana, you can help Brin.

“Also, I’m not usually a fan of the destructive damage approach, but maybe since we’ve discovered the door, we just bash our way through. We have plenty of picks, shovels, and prybars.”

“Nope,” Tip said. “While they went to get you, we tried that. Even Firim, who does it for a living, couldn’t even scratch the door or the walls around it with the pick. No gouge, no flake, no marks at all. Unless you want to try with enchanted weapons, we’re not getting through that stone.”

Firim nodded in agreement.

“Fine. Magically opening it, it is. Let me work on the keystone for a while. We’ve found the door, now all we have to do is get through it. Great job, everyone.”

We all split up, each person tackling their task for one purpose only: get through that damn door.

It wasn’t lost on me that I spent a fair amount of time in this new world meditating, or at least doing things that appeared like meditation. Things like communing with my weapons and exploring my mind’s interaction with magical and unmagical effects peculiar to Valorae.

Working with the keystone was remarkably like dealing with my weapons, except instead of trying to manipulate the item directly, I used features of the stone. I thought it best to stay out of the others’ ways as they worked on the hidden door we needed to open, so I sat myself next to a door to an unused bedroom in the hall we’d settled in. The process involved tinkering with the keystone with my mind, then testing it out on the door.

As I explored the magical framework within the keystone, I found that I could do what Cea had described when she first presented the stone to me. It was like electronically controlled doors in my world, where I could use the key to lock the door completely, unlock it completely, or set permission levels somewhere in between.

When Tyra came out of her forge to see what was going on, I immediately drafted her into helping. By the end of an hour, I could set the door to allow her access but keep others out, and I could even make the door open more slowly when she pushed on it, regardless of the strength she used. That last one would be perfect for keeping those who might be enemies from storming in, but mostly I saw the potential for irritating people as a prank.

Once I had a better grasp on how to use the keystone and the doors, I tried to apply what I’d learned to the hidden door.

I failed miserably.

“What’s wrong?” the goblin girl asked me. “I just watched you change permissions on three different doors and it all worked perfectly.”

I glared at the stone, contemplating punching it, but deciding I’d hurt myself more than it by doing so. “I don’t know. None of it’s working on this one. I don’t think it’s the same kind of door, or the same kind of locking mechanism.”

Tyra searched the surface of the stone within the chalk outline. “Huh.”

I shifted my scowl to her. “What?”

“I tried to use my magic to look inside the wall here.”

My eyebrows shot up. “What? Damn, I didn’t even think of that. Did you see anything inside of it, something that will help us?”

She didn’t look at me, her gaze still fixed on the wall above the door, above my head height. “I can’t see into it. The magic infusing it blocks my vision. I’ve seen that once or twice, usually with very heavy metals in great quantities.”

“What, like lead?” I laughed.

“Exactly.”

“Shit, I was joking.”

“Well, you guessed right, joke or not. The thing is…” She looked around behind me. “Hand me that pick.”

I did as she asked. “We’ve tried chipping away at it. No one could make even a dent.”

She nodded, wearing the same expression one would give a child trying to explain how to repair a car. I held the pick out and she took it. “Stand back.” Tyra wound up while holding the tool at the end of the handle, then slammed the pick into the wall, at the place she’d been looking at earlier above the door. A single chip, an inch or so long and half that wide shot off and tinked on the floor.

“How the…” I said, but she struck again, another bit of stone rocketing at me.

A few more swings and Tyra handed the pick back to me without even turning her head. Her eyes were locked on where she’d chipped the stone off. She had to stretch, even jump a little, but she reached up and wiped away the stone dust, revealing a pattern.

“How did you even do that, Tyra?” I asked. “They said even Firim couldn’t put a scratch on it.”

The goblin girl shrugged, an impressive motion with her muscular shoulders. “I saw there was something different about that spot. It’s a veneer, put there to cover that symbol. I’m not sure why.”

I tilted my head on the markings that had apparently been hidden under the thin layer of stone Tyra had chipped off. “Is that a…fish?”

“It’s a gar.” It was Tip’s voice. I hadn’t even realized he’d come back to watch us trying the door. I turned to see that everyone had gathered there to see what we were up to. I guess the loud crashing of the pick on stone attracted attention. “A long, slender fish. More importantly, the fish you’re named after.”

“I’m not named after a fish,” I growled. “Gar is short for Garfield.”

“Too bad they didn’t make a drawing of a fat lasagna-loving cat, then,” Tip said without a pause.

I bit off the response I was going to give the little prick. I mostly ignored his chuckle as I stepped up to the door to get a better look. It was a fish, a simple line drawing but still recognizable. I didn’t know what a gar looked like, but the thing was long and slender, as Tip said. I had seen barracuda before, and it was kind of similar, but a barracuda wouldn’t make any sense. No more than a gar being on the door did, anyway. I wasn’t about to consider prophecy. I didn’t need my brain getting hot at the moment.

“Why, though?” I asked.

Brin joined me at the door. “Perhaps to signify that you need to open the door?”

Qamara shook her head. “It is unlikely a specific person would be foretold to open a particular door, though I cannot come up with any other reason for such a symbol to be placed here. That it was covered over with stone, intentionally no doubt, is also curious.”

None of this was helping me. “Why don’t we break to eat dinner. I also wanted to talk to everyone about something.” I shifted my eyes to Lirien. “I can work more with the keystone later and maybe we can figure out how to get through that wall.”


Chapter
Thirteen



Firim went back to the expedition camp while my companions and I gathered to eat dinner and, more importantly, discuss what we were going to do. Even Tyra came out from the forge, having gone back there to work a little more before dinner. I noticed her over by some of our supplies, tugging a blanket over something to cover it. I was pretty sure I knew what that was about.

After eating, we got right to business.

“Lirien and I were talking earlier,” I said. “She realized that the Searcher would be going after the other explorers on his list. I figured he’d take a little while to gather up more troops, but I also hadn’t thought much about it with everything else going on. Honestly, it kind of got pushed right out of my head. She reminded me that he mentioned one person in particular, a scholar. Lirien thinks he was talking about a friend of hers, Dayra Gesha.”

Tip opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “No, Tip. Gesha, not geisha. Don’t even say it. No one else will understand the reference anyway.” He looked at the floor after darting his eyes to Cea.

“Dayra!” Brin said. “I have mentioned her before. She is the scholar whom I mentioned and thought to ask about where my goddess might be. That was all the way back in Forgehaven.”

“Do you know her?” the kangaroo girl asked.

“Not well. I met her once, but I also know her by reputation. A marvelous scholar and repository of knowledge.”

I did recall Brin mentioning her, but it had been a while. “Lirien is afraid she’s the next one to be hunted and suggests we find and help her like we did Lirien. I agree with her that we should help Dayra, but I also think what we’re doing here is very important. If we can get through that door and attack Aeyr while he’s still relatively weak, we could end all of this. My opinion is that once he’s dead, the power of his minions and the umbrenix will dissolve and most other problems will be resolved.”

Sariel frowned at me. “You are saying that it is likely more important to stay here, attempting to open the door and devoting all our resources to defeating Aeyr, instead of going to help Dayra? You are suggesting that Dayra possibly be allowed to die because of the greater importance of killing Aeyr.”

“Not really. I mean, yes, at first glance it might look like that. We have to remember, though, that the Searcher has to gather more lackeys, find Dayra, and attack her before it’s really an issue. In the meantime, I believe that Aeyr is only going to get stronger. If we wait until after traveling to wherever Dayra is and then coming all the way back here, he might be too powerful for us to beat.”

“He may be too powerful for us to beat already.” Keliana flicked one of her ring daggers around on her finger, her green eyes locked on mine. “It’s possible that, even if he is behind this door, which we don’t know for sure is true, we aren’t able to survive challenging him. If that’s the case, we’ll all die, as will the others camped near us, and Dayra will eventually be found and killed as well.”

I’d thought more of my friends would share my opinion. They were making me sound like an obsessive idiot. Or an asshole. An idiot asshole. “True, there’s a lot that we don’t know. But Qamara senses Aeyr’s magic in this fortress, stronger behind that door. I’m not advocating leaving Dayra to try to survive on her own, but we’re here now and we just had a major breakthrough in finding the door. I have no proof, but I firmly believe that Aeyr is not static, that he’s slowly getting stronger. If we can’t beat him now, what are the chances we’ll be able to end him later? We have to get through that door.”

“I cannot guarantee what I sense means that Aeyr is in this fortress,” Qamara clarified. “I am not arguing with your position, Garfield, but please consider that one of the major underpinnings of your suggested course of action is that Aeyr is here. Much of what we’re discussing is unclear or unknown.”

I scanned my friends. Expressions that weren’t quite hostile, but certainly didn’t seem to support what I was saying greeted me. Then I found Tip. He must have seen something in my eyes, because he said something for the first time since dinner, apart from attempting his geisha joke.

“It’s hard to weigh a single life when we’re talking about the fate of the world. What if we can do both?”

Sariel’s head snapped to the satyr. “Both. How can we do both?”

“How about we try our hardest to get through that door for a limited amount of time. Two days, maybe three? If we can’t get through before then, we leave to go and find Dayra and do guard duty for her while she…” he looked at Brin, then at Lirien, with a questioning expression.

“She’s searching for the Great Library, the legendary collection of books and scrolls that contain untold knowledge from ancient times,” Lirien finished. “In Teaphotria, I believe.”

Qamara’s eyes went wide. “The Great Library. Does she have evidence to confirm that it actually still exists? Or, indeed, it ever did?”

“She thinks she does. As strongly as my belief that Kael’s cache existed.”

The scenario seemed far too similar to what we did with Lirien for my taste. How many damn explorers and scholars were there out there chasing their dreams of particular archaeological sites and on some kill list from Aeyr?

Brin turned to our gremlin girl. “Cea, do you know that symbol we found on the door, that fish?”

“A gar,” Tip reminded her.

Cea shook her head. “I don’t. It’s not uncommon for doors or walls to have been marked like that, though I’ve never heard of builders covering it over with stone like that.”

“I see. Would you, or Lirien or Qamara, think that there would be a reference to such a symbol? Perhaps in a large library with reference works from a time closer to when this fortress was built?”

“Ooh, ooh.” Cea bounced in her seat. “I would say there’s a very good chance of that.” She deflated a little bit. “I don’t know if it would help us to open it, though. It could just mean the room beyond was cold storage for foodstuffs or something.”

Brin shifted her gaze to me. “A library might have information not only about such things, but about Aeyr as well. Even if not the symbol itself, there could be information about how doors like the one we are wrestling with worked. Instructions, even. I say this not to minimize Dayra’s value as a person, only that there might be other reasons to find her that could tip the scale in our decision.”

“I might call your attention to my foretelling when we first met, Garfield,” Qamara said. “When all seems lost, put your faith in knowledge.”

I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. “That helps, too, Qamara. Thank you. So, how many think we should drop what we’re doing here and go find Dayra?”

“Wait,” Sariel barked. “We don’t have only two options. We have three. We can leave immediately to find Dayra, we can stay until we open the door and address what is on the other side then go, or we can work here for a specified time and then go and help Dayra if we do not find success. I assume that no one here would suggest we don’t try to help her at all.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Three choices. Let’s vote on them and the one the majority chooses is the one we’ll go with.”

Unanimously, we chose Tip’s suggestion, myself included. I still felt strongly about getting through the door, but part of me was appalled that I would choose some project over another’s life. I didn’t like how Sariel had described it, mainly because it had been the blunt truth. As had been pointed out, there were too many uncertainties about this fortress and the door.

“Okay. Two days. We work our asses off tomorrow and the next day and if we can’t get through the door, we leave the day after to go find Dayra. If we open the door, we’ll reassess if we run into another problem.”

“Like another secret door,” Tip said.

“Yeah, like another door. Thanks, everyone. I hope you’re all happy with the decision. It’s a compromise, but a wise one, I think. Thanks for the idea, Tip.”

Cea smiled at the taranji, which caused Tip to straighten his back and smile at her in turn. It was nice to see him being treated like a hero, especially by someone so important to him.

“Oh, before we go off to bed or to work, can I say a couple of things?” Tyra asked. “It’ll only take a few minutes.”

“Of course you may,” Brin told her. “Your ideas are as important as anyone else’s.”

“Thank you. Hold on a sec.” Tyra zipped over to where I’d seen her covering something with the blanket before, and pulled out a bundle wrapped in cloth. As I expected, it was long and slender. She came back and set it down on the log she’d been sitting on and cleared her throat. “Ahem. As you know, I’ve been trying to learn the things in my father’s books ever since we left Forgehaven. I haven’t had a lot of time to actually work at a forge, but then we found the fabulous one here, so I’ve been able to do a little work.

“I, umm, finished a project I’ve been working on. It’s pretty good, something I’ve been thinking about for a while. I used the ingots of dragonsilver we got back in the Traisel Commonwealth, in that dragon guy’s cave. Light, strong, and magical in nature, it’s a smith’s dream, if they can work it at all. Many can’t but, well, I’ve been trying and…”

It was purely adorable how nervous Tyra was, how she refused to brag about herself or her projects. Still, cute or not, she was doing herself a disservice. I butted in.

“Tyra, we all know how amazing you are, so don’t sell yourself short. How about instead of soft-pedaling what you did, you go ahead and show us?”

“Oh, right. Yeah. So, Sariel, we had lots of discussions where I sneakily mined you for information.” She grinned at the elf, and Sariel did a good job of acting like she didn’t know what Tyra was talking about. I loved both these women so much. “Anyway, I made you something. I hope you like it, but I won’t take it personally if you want to use it as a backup or something.”

She pulled the blanket, reached inside, and revealed the scabbarded sword. She’d finished painting the flowers, so realistic it looked like she’d glued delicate white petals onto the scabbard itself. It shone in the firelight, the yellows and oranges reflecting off the heavily lacquered surface.

As Tyra handed the sword over to Sariel, the elf’s eyes grew bigger. When she drew the blade from the scabbard, her mouth dropped open as oohs and awwws competed with the crackling of the fire. This was no acting job. The swordmaster was truly gobsmacked.

“Gods, that’s beautiful.” It was, interestingly enough, Keliana who’d said it.

Sariel was having trouble speaking. “I…I…Tyra?”

“I’m sorry if I didn’t get the design right,” the goblin said. “I tried to make sure it met all the things you told me but…”

Sariel carefully put her arms around the goblin girl and kissed her neck and face repeatedly. That effectively stopped Tyra from talking.

“This is the most perfect weapon I have ever seen,” the white-haired elf said. “Even with all your questions, I hadn’t believed that anything could be made that matched the image I had in my mind. You have done something spectacular here, Tyra. Not only is this the weapon I have seen in my dreams, but you managed to improve upon it, adding features that, now that I see them, I would have included. Thank you. Thank you so much. May I try it, feel its weight?”

Tyra had tears running down her cheek but didn’t pay any attention to them. “Of course. Please. It’s yours. I made it for you.”

Sariel held the scabbard out to Tyra, who accepted it. “Are those…snow blossoms?”

Tyra gave a wet snort. “Yeah. I thought it⁠—”

Sariel hugged her again, this time squeezing so hard Tyra squeaked. “I must think about how I can thank you. Gods! I wish Master Galen could see this blade.”

She pulled herself away from Tyra and inspected the mirror-shine of the blade, the silver-gold handguard and pommel, and the perforated leather on the hilt. Then she took two more steps back and went into a beautiful sword form I’d only seen once before. It was all flowing circular motions with cuts, parries, and a fair number of acrobatic maneuvers. That blade, in her hands, seemed to me at that moment to be the perfect weapon. A lump stuck in my throat at the beauty of the movement, and at the pure joy reflected on Sariel’s face.

She came to an abrupt stop as she finished her final cut, then motioned to shake the blood off the blade. “I have never felt a weapon balanced so perfectly. Tyra, you have created a masterpiece, and I will be proud to wield it. In fact, I will need to become better to be worthy of doing so.”

Tyra scoffed. “You’re a swordmaster, Sariel. There’s no one I would rather have made that sword for. Oh, by the way. Like I said, it’s made of dragonsilver, so it’s stronger and lighter than any of the steel alloys. I’ve also mastered my father’s techniques for enchanting without using an enchanter. It’s got some nice enhancements attached to⁠—”

For a third time, Sariel’s body slammed into the goblin. This time, though, she kissed Tyra full on the lips and held the kiss for a long time. When she finally broke it, I barely caught her whispered voice. “I will show you the depths of my thanks. Be sure of it.” With another kiss to Tyra’s blushing ear, Sariel stepped away.

We all swarmed the elf swordmaster to get a look at the sword. Well, everyone but me. I’d already inspected and held it. I went to Tyra and put my arm around her, wiping at her cheeks, which were still damp.

“You’re awesome, you know?”

She sniffled. “I’m starting to think maybe I am. Just a little.”

“Nope. A lot. Are you going to, you know?”

She grinned, her orange eyes alight. “You bet your sweet ass I am. I’ll give her a few minutes to show off her new toy first.”

Once things calmed down, Tyra cleared her throat loudly. “I have something else. Keliana, come here please.”

The catgirl’s body jerked and her eyes narrowed at Tyra, but her luscious lips curved into a smile as she stepped up to the goblin.

“I made you something, too. I hope you like them.”

“Them?”

“Yeah. Like some of your other assets, they come in pairs.” She purposely shifted her eyes to Keli’s chest and the catgirl laughed. The expression froze instantly when Tyra pulled the ring daggers out of the same blanket she’d wrapped the sword in. “They’re almost exactly the dimensions of your current ring daggers, but I made sheaths for them anyway. I also made some small modifications, ones we talked about.”

Keliana had to close her mouth because it had opened wide when she saw the blades. “You are a sneaky one, aren’t you, my little green apple?” Keli accepted the blades and made some practice cuts, twirling the weapons around her finger. “These are spectacular. Lighter, but somehow it seems that they would strike harder. How is that possible?”

“I shifted the center of balance toward the front slightly and used a technique for making the metal denser in specific places. It’s hard to see with the eye, but when you sling them around, they strike like they have a lot more mass. It’s really momentum, but ends up being the same thing.”

“Yet they’re still balanced superbly. I feel like I could actually throw them and they would fly without wobbling.”

“They will. They’re made from shadowsteel, so you don’t have to worry about damaging them if you throw them, and they’re also enchanted. The same durability and sharpness enchantments, along with some dark affinity magic, but a type that will still harm the umbrenix. I’ll explain later, if you want, but suffice it to say, you can cut the shadowmen with those.”

Keliana’s wicked grin formed on her face as she pulled Tyra into a hot, extremely hot, kiss. “I don’t have to think much about how I’m going to show you my appreciation. In fact, if we’re done here, I would like to show you right now.”

There were no tears this time. Instead, Tyra looked at the catgirl hungrily and nodded her acceptance of the offer.
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“Come on,” Keliana said, taking Tyra’s hand. “I don’t want to wait another minute to demonstrate to you how much I appreciate your gift.” She grabbed at Sariel’s hand as well, but the elf’s reflexes activated and her arm jerked out of reach.

“I…I…” Sariel looked more afraid than I’d ever seen her, even in battle against overwhelming odds.

Tyra whispered something to Keli and the catgirl lowered her outstretched hand. The goblin stepped close to Sariel and spoke softly.

“Sariel, you don’t have to join us, but I would really like it if you did. If you want to thank me for your weapon, you can come with us and allow me to spend a little time with you. I’m not trying to pressure you, but I have to admit I’ve had some fantasies…”

Sariel’s gorgeous blue eyes crackled with nervousness. She looked over to me, then back at Tyra, then to Keliana.

“Sariel,” I said in a soft, soothing voice. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Tyra is only trying to show you how much closer she feels to you than when we all first met. You can show her your thanks another time and in another way, no worries.”

“It’s not that. It’s that I’m, well, I just don’t, I mean…Gar, will you come with me? I’m nervous. Excited, but nervous.”

I’m not going to lie and say it hadn’t crossed my mind to join them if I could. I hadn’t expected Sariel to be part of it, but being with Tyra and Keliana? That was a no-brainer. Still, this was their thing, the catgirl—and possibly the elf swordmaster—showing Tyra their thanks for the wonderful items she made them.

“I shouldn’t intrude. This is all about you three⁠—”

“Intrude,” Keliana said.

“Join us,” Tyra said at the same time.

Sariel looked at me expectantly, her eyes pleading.

I chuckled. As if they had to bend my arm. “Hey, if you want me to be there, I’m definitely not going to say no. You’re all sure?” Three definitive nods put an end to that question. “Then by all means, let’s use one of these rooms. Keli, how about yours? It’s the closest, right?”

“Mmmm. It is.”

The four of us walked together to Keli’s room, one of the standard bedrooms off the hallway heading to the storage area and forge. I took Sariel’s hand to get her moving, but she soon matched my stride, confidently heading toward what was for her a completely different experience. Once we were all inside the room, I closed the door, then used the mundane latch to make sure no one would walk in on us.

I’d been checking the three women out already, of course, especially on the walk to the room. For better or worse, I made a habit of it, and not just with them. Brin, Lirien, Qamara, all the women around me were hot and we’d all interacted closely—intimately—at one time or another. I belonged to them and they to me, so if my eyes became glued to them, it was natural. And right now, my peepers were working overtime.

Keliana had ditched her normal leather bodysuit before we all had dinner, and Sariel had doffed her armor. The catgirl wore her red draped silk camisole and matching red Brazilian cut panties. The way the silk bounced and shifted, covering but not hiding the shape of Keli’s breasts, was mesmerizing. And arousing, of course. Her panties left more than half her butt cheeks showing beneath her cat tail, a glorious sight at any time.

Sariel was not to be outdone, though. Her top was the familiar backless tank top with spaghetti straps, almost like the top of a party dress. It fit more tightly than Keli’s top, caressing the elf’s large breasts and bouncing with her movements, though still fighting gravity remarkably well for such large tits. She wore boy short panties that caressed her toned ass, certainly a match for the catgirl’s. Both pieces of clothing were a metallic grey, shimmering as she moved.

In fact, only Tyra wore the clothes she normally wore when we were traveling, fighting, and exploring in dangerous locations. The super-tight leather cropped tank top above and the tiny, skintight leather shorts below. As with the other two women, her clothing emphasized her amazing body to the fullest, injecting tingling charges through my body. There was more hotness in the room than universal laws probably allowed. I was pretty sure that meant I was going to explode soon.

I was looking forward to it.

“Soooooo,” Tyra said, stretching her arms up above her head and giving us a wide smile. I watched her carefully because with how small her leather tank top was, I figured for sure her breasts were going to pop out with that movement. Sadly, they did not. Still, I did enjoy what her stretching had displayed. “You two wanted to thank me? I don’t need anything special. I enjoy making things for others and I’ve been excited about Sariel’s sword for a long time. The way you both reacted to what I made you, the light in your eyes, that’s enough for me.”

“Oh no,” the catgirl said. “You deserve the best sex in the world many times over. I’ve never seen ring daggers so fine, and they’re enchanted too? I hope you’re not too tired, because if you end the night without at least five orgasms, I will have failed miserably.” She turned to Sariel. “How many times are you going to make her come?”

Right on cue, the elf’s pale cheeks turned a fiery red. “I…”

Keliana laughed and sidled up to the swordmaster, taking her hand and kissing it. “I’m just teasing you. To be honest, I’ve been wanting to spend some time with you, too.” She leaned in slowly and pressed her lips softly to Sariel’s, barely making contact. She stayed there until the swordmaster’s lips moved, pursing and kissing Keli’s in return. The motions were tentative, but like the patient hunters cats were, the assassin waited, letting Sariel set the pace.

I shared a look with Tyra, who had her lower lip in her teeth watching the two. Oh yeah, this was going to be a fantastic night.

The two women kissed for some time, slowly exploring and experimenting. When Keli’s tongue slipped out of her mouth and pressed its way gently into Sariel’s, the elf let out a little moan, held the catgirl more tightly, and moved her tongue to interact with her partner’s.

By that time, Tyra had shifted over to me, an anxious look on her face.

“That’s so fucking hot,” she told me. “Do you know how wet I am already?”

I leaned down to kiss her and she hungrily attacked my lips, desperately sliding hers over mine and her tongue dancing with my own. She pulled away from the kiss abruptly, panting.

“Very,” she said. “In case you were wondering.”

“I just want you to know, Tyra, that if it wasn’t all about you and these other two, I would have already checked to see just how wet you are. With one part of my body or another.”

“Unnnnghhhh. You just doubled how wet I am. Take me now? While those two are busy?”

“Uhn-uh,” Keliana said. “Gar is definitely going to take part, but he’s not going to taste you before I do. At least not down there. Sari and I are going to make you feel so good, my little green apple, you don’t even know.”

“Sari?” Sariel said.

“Oh. Sorry, Sari. I’ve been calling you that in my mind for a while now. I’ve fantasized about calling it out when you finally let me do more than kiss you.”

“Fantasies? More than kiss?”

I barked a laugh. “Calm down, Sariel. You won’t have to do anything you’re not ready for yet. It’s up to you to set the pace, at least for stuff you’re involved in. I have a feeling nothing is going to hold back my sexy goblin and catgirl with each other.”

“Sari,” the elf repeated. “I have never had a nickname. I like it. I would be honored for you to address me so.”

“And to scream it out when you make me come?” Keli asked.

“I…yes. I would enjoy hearing that too, I think.”

The growl the catgirl made vibrated my nether regions and heated me up even more than the three women already had. She smothered Sariel’s mouth with her own again as her hands roamed over the elf’s body. As much as she could with Sariel wearing clothes.

I pulled Tyra into a long, hot kiss, fingering her ass with one hand while sliding the other up the bare skin of her midsection. Both her hands clasped on my ass and pulled me against her.

“I want you so much right now,” I told the gorgeous goblin girl, “but can you do me a favor?”

“You want a blow job? A hand job? You want me to smear my pussy on your face until I come all over it?”

“Oh, God Tyra. I do want all those things, and I plan on getting them. First, though, how about you and that sexy catgirl over there teaming up to make Sariel come so hard she gets really loud?”

Tyra blinked at me. “Loud? Sariel? I figured her for one of those stealth comers, one of the quiet ones that silently shake.”

“Yeah, no. Yes, she’s reserved and not very vocal, but if you do it just right, she’ll hurt your ears.”

“Really?” Tyra licked her lips. “Damn, that makes her even more sexy. I really want to taste her, but most of all, I want her to enjoy it. Getting together with Keli every once in a while—when I can’t get you—is great, but I wasn’t kidding when I said I’ve fantasized about our hot elf over there. I suppose you have some secret information you’re going to give me to help me get her there?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Give me all you’ve got. In repayment, I’ll—” she ground her body against mine, the pressure on my rapidly stiffening shaft jumping at the stimulation, “—give you all I’ve got.”

I laughed and kissed her again. “I look forward to it, but I don’t need payment. If you can make her come hard, that’s good enough for me. Here’s what I suggest you do…”

By the time I finished coaching Tyra and she kissed me and gave a couple of strokes to my crotch that nearly set me off, Sariel and Keli had warmed up and were kissing each other with abandon. I watched from a few paces off as Sariel’s hand slid up under the silk camisole draped loosely over the catgirl’s tits. Taking one in a firm grip, she squeezed, eliciting a sharp moan from Keli into Sariel’s mouth. Keliana, in turn, ground herself against the stunning elf, thrusting her hips forward and dragging her front to the side, only to repeat it again.

Tyra stepped up and skimmed her hands over Sariel’s side and abs, barely making contact, just as I’d told her to do. Sariel let loose with a long moan.

“Ooooooooh.”

Tyra winked at me and started to kiss the back of Sariel’s shoulder softly. Her hands moved slowly, deliberately, inching up Sariel’s torso, under her clothing, going at such a glacial pace, it didn’t even seem like she was moving. When she finally reached the very edge of Sariel’s breast, there was no doubt about it.

“Uuuurrrrrrr,” the light elf groaned into Keli’s mouth, who was still kissing her as her hand reached out to pet Tyra’s crotch.

Slowly and methodically, Tyra’s hand roamed over Sariel’s chest, still under the clothing, as she kissed her way over to lick and suck on the tiny hairs at the nape of the swordmaster’s neck, punctuating her actions with the occasional nip at her skin. Sariel’s body rammed back and forth between Tyra’s and Keliana’s, her panting moans coming more regularly.

The catgirl caught on, shooting a look over at me and getting a smile in return. She pursed her lips, a promise I’d be interacting with those myself soon, and she maneuvered herself to provide room so she could lift Sariel’s tank top up and over her head. She tossed the garment onto a nearby chair and leaned in toward the white-haired woman.

I thought at first she was going to aggressively attack Sariel, but Keli was smart and had figured out what was going on. She gently put her mouth on Sariel’s impressive abs and kissed softly, dragging her lips lightly across the skin.

“Unnnnngh. Oh.” Sariel’s hands scrabbled at Keliana, grasping at her breasts, one under Keli’s camisole and one over. The catgirl growled happily and I thought I could pick up the sound of her purring. It was hard to tell with the heavy breathing and the different moans and grunts coming from the pile of hot women.

Meanwhile, Tyra had moved to the side of Sariel’s neck and was nibbling up toward her face and, more importantly, her ears. When she reached her pointed lobes and took one into her mouth, Sariel’s whole body jerked. Several times.

I smiled. Slow and easy was the way to go with the elven knockout. I moved over to get the angle I needed to confirm what I expected: a large spot of darker material showed itself on the front bottom of Sariel’s boyshort panties.

That was one. The warmup.

“Oh, Keliana, Tyra,” Sariel said, barely getting the words out through her panting. “That was…I am…ooooh.”

Tyra’s hand slipped down to rub the wet front of Sariel’s panties, interrupting whatever the woman was going to say. Instead, she thrust her hips forward, let her head fall back, and closed her eyes to enjoy the ride.
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Keliana took the opportunity to pull her camisole off, revealing her perfect breasts, before resuming her trail of kisses up Sariel’s abdomen and lower chest. She paused so she could kiss Tyra, who leaned down to meet the catgirl’s lips, before her agile tongue peeked out of her mouth to lick the underside of one of Sariel’s tits.

Sariel’s entire body was already thrashing, but Tyra hadn’t exhausted the suggestions I had. A single finger slipped between the tight fabric of Sariel’s panties and her skin and she performed one long stroke up the elf’s slit, as slow as an inchworm’s saunter.

“Ahhh,” Sariel said. “Ooooh. Oh.”

Keliana licked around the sides of Sariel’s breasts, circling to reach her nipples. The catgirl’s rough tongue flicked and teased the hard nubs and Sariel’s breathing became even more labored. She didn’t seem to notice when Tyra pulled the grey panties down and bent the elf’s legs one at a time so she could take them off completely.

Then came the height of teamwork. Tyra put her hands around Sariel, nudging Keli out of the way, and started to massage the elf’s tits. The green woman and the catgirl met eyes, then both smiled. Keliana crouched and began to lick Sariel’s inner thigh.

“Ooooh-oooooh-ooooh. Yes-uh-yes-uh.”

The elf thrashed and jerked her hips to push against Keliana’s tongue. Tyra bit down on Sariel’s shoulder as she slid one hand down the elf’s lower back, between her butt cheeks, and pressed a finger to Sariel’s hole.

“Gods! Yeah-yeah-yeah. Oh! Ooooh-oooooh-huh-huh-huh. Please, please, please, more. Don’t stop. Goddess, don’t stop.”

I decided it was time for me to throw my finger on the scale, so to speak. I approached the women, but Sariel’s head was still thrown back and her eyes closed. I nodded to Tyra, who moved her hand just enough for me to put my whole mouth around Sariel’s nipple and areola, sucking hard.

It was like we’d thrown a switch.

“Yes-yes-yes. Keliana! Tyra! Gar! Fuck me! Oooooooh. That tongue. Lick my pussy harder. I’m…almost…OH!”

Keliana’s licking became more liquid and her purring increased threefold in volume. Tyra rubbed frantically at her own crotch with the hand she’d removed from Sariel’s tits and massaged the elf’s hole with her other as the catgirl licked up her fluids. The faint honeysuckle aroma wafted around us, no doubt stronger where Keli was.

When Sariel was able to move her head forward, I kissed her, stroking the side of her face. Her sweat-slicked hair stuck to her forehead, but the woman looked as beautiful as ever, no doubt helped by the huge smile on her face I had to kiss through.

Keli stood up and pulled me roughly toward her so she could kiss me. Sariel’s sweet taste met my tongue as I sank into the kiss.

When we let her, Sariel fell onto the bed. Tyra laid next to her, taking her turn at kissing the elf while I gave Keliana a disapproving frown.

“What?” she said.

“Your amazing tits are uncovered, but you still have panties on. How am I supposed to see your perfect ass and incredibly delicious pussy if you have panties on?”

She was still purring loudly and as she gave me a wicked grin, the sound increased. Her shrug was a thing of beauty, shifting her chest and even making her neck look more sensuous. “I guess someone will have to take them off.”

I knew a challenge when I heard it. I grabbed her, pushed her onto the bed, and pulled her undergarment off within seconds. We both stopped, like we’d planned it, and looked at Tyra.

“Fine.” The goblin girl sat up and put her arms out to the sides. “Do what you want.”

Keliana and I lunged at her, but were surprised to find that Sariel had beat us to the green woman. The elf pulled her top off and had her mouth latched to Tyra’s firm globe before we ever got close to her. Not only that, but Sariel’s hands blindly tried to undo Tyra’s shorts while she attempted to suck Tyra’s dark green nipple down her throat.

“Fuck yeah,” Keliana said, and jumped over me to help with Tyra’s shorts.

Once all three women were naked, they turned to me. I looked down and realized I was still fully dressed. For the moment. A flurry of activity later and I was on the bed with three of the hottest women in the universe taking turns licking and sucking me.

“Wait,” I said. “Wait! I’ve got an idea.”

I soon had the three arranged. Keliana lay on her back on the bed. Sariel, tentatively at first, got on her hands and knees on the bed and kissed Keli’s thighs, inexorably moving up to her junction. The catgirl moaned and squirmed as Sariel got closer. Tyra straddled Keli’s face and lowered herself so the cat girl’s rough tongue could reach her. As for me, I stood on the floor, enjoying for a moment the three women pleasuring each other. Once Sariel flicked her tongue out to lick the catgirl’s slit, we were ready.

“Mmmmm,” the elf said. “Keli, you taste sweet, but with a little bit of sour bite. It’s delicious.” She licked her lips and dipped back to continue.

“Mmmm-hmmmm. That feels so good, Sari. You also taste fantastic. Mmmm, and you, Tyra. Well, I already knew how delectable you were.”

The goblin girl had her eyes closed, leaning slightly forward as she rubbed her slit on Keli’s tongue, moaning softly as the catgirl licked her and fondled her tits. Sariel, no longer timid, licked and slurped at the assassin’s wet pussy.

As for me, I watched for another few seconds before doing my part. Sariel was right in front of me, her perfect ass and her glistening pussy visible from behind as she leaned in to keep up her servicing of the catgirl.

I had an urge to slap her ass, but wasn’t sure she was ready for that, so I caressed it and kneaded it, trailing my finger up her crack and around to her waist and lower back. Her soft moans grew more insistent and she backed herself toward me, reacting to my every touch.

The view of her from behind was so enticing, I couldn’t help but to give her a couple of good long licks up the length of her slit. I couldn’t reach her clit with my tongue, but I could continue my lick up to her hole and press my tongue on it.

“Mnoooong. Mnooo, Ngar.” The elf didn’t stop licking Keli to verbally react to what I was doing.

Tyra bounced and thrust on Keli’s face even as the catgirl moaned and purred into the green woman’s slit, playing with Tyra’s firm breasts.

“Gar, fuck our sexy elf,” Tyra said. “Make her come. Her pleasure turns me on.”

“What do you think, Sariel?” I rammed my tongue into the lower part of her slit.

Sariel smacked her lips. “Yes, yes. I’m aching to come again.”

“Your wish is my command.”

I squeezed the elf’s ass, then put a finger on her hole. As her body shook from the stimulation, I positioned myself and guided my rock-hard shaft to her slit. She was so wet, I could have slipped right in with my whole length in one thrust, but she still hadn’t had enough practice with being entered, so I took it slow. Slight pressure, barely separating her lips with my head, I moved unhurriedly into her canal.

I could feel the vibrations of Sariel’s wet moans as she licked Keliana, could even feel the catgirl’s purring through Sariel’s body. Tyra’s soft groans and mutterings only added to the charged atmosphere.

“Oh-oh-oh,” the goblin girl whispered. “Oh-huh, oh-huh, oh-huh.”

I closed my eyes, but they snapped open a second later as Sariel rammed backward too quickly for me to try to mitigate the force. Half my dick buried itself in her body before I could stop it.

“Aauuuuuugh.” The muffled sound of her moan made my cock twitch.

“Are you okay?” I didn’t pull myself out of her, waiting for her answer.

“Mmmm-HMMMMM!”

I smiled at the elf as instead of closing my eyes, I watched Tyra being thoroughly licked by Keliana and the catgirl as she thrust her hips toward Sariel’s mouth. I matched the rhythm of the elf’s backward thrusts and started pushing myself farther into her.

The room was so charged with sexual energy, finishing didn’t take long. In addition to pushing my finger barely a fingernail’s depth into Sariel’s ass, I also reached around and stroked her clit as I moved in and out of her. I kept a measured pace, matching her, not too fast or slow, and with each thrust, my balls got tighter and tighter.

Sariel started moaning more loudly into Keli’s slit, which cause the catgirl to do the same to Tyra. Without anything in her mouth to muffle her, Tyra’s sounds were loudest.

“Oh-huh, oh-huh, oh-huh.” The sexy way she squeaked out the “oh” and then gasped to try to catch her breath turned me on at the worst of times and in the current situation, each time I heard it, watching her green tits bouncing while being kneaded by Keli, I got one step closer.

Sariel came first, though it wasn’t one of her screaming, toe curling orgasms. Her internal muscles massaged my shaft and her body tremored, but I maintained control over myself. The other two women did as well, though I think Keli had a minor orgasm herself based on the screeching she did into Tyra’s crotch.

Finally, as I rubbed Sariel’s clit in a circular motion, wiggled the finger in her ass, and thrust powerfully, Sariel’s body hardened and vibrated, her internal muscles chomping down on my dick hard.

Keli screamed a sound that reminded me of a Bruce Lee movie as her body thrashed on the bed, nearly knocking Sariel from it. That set Tyra off and her body did the familiar jerking orgasm that I’d come to know and love, like some kind of seizure as she twisted and bit on her lip, grinding herself hard on Keliana’s face.

Watching, hearing, and feeling the three of them set me off and my own body tensed until it was as hard as a stone statue, forcing my dick to press against Sariel’s cervix and losing all the fluids from my balls. I pushed three times, forcing it as far as I could go, spraying more of my seed into her.

When we all relaxed, I collapsed on the bed and the three stunning women huddled around me. I kissed Sariel and Keli thoroughly. I wasn’t too good for secondhand cum from my gorgeous women. Then I pulled Tyra on top of me while the other two each took a side and I kissed the goblin to within an inch of her life.

“I love you three, you know?” I said into Tyra’s chest when she couldn’t hold herself up any longer.

“We all love you,” Sariel said. “And each other, while we’re at it. Thank you, Tyra, for the sword and for this. Thank you too, Keli. Thank you, Gar, for helping me to be brave and try this. Who could have known how marvelous it would be?”

Tyra and Keliana both raised their hands, then laughed.

“It’s still pretty early,” I said.

Tyra grinned at me. “It is. There are other things to be thankful for. What do you say we take care of those things, too.”

“Let me get a drink of water first,” Sariel told her. “I believe this may take some time.”


Chapter
Sixteen



After another two hours with the three amazing women, Sariel decided to go back to her room. I only waffled for a moment before walking the elf to her chambers and leaving Tyra and Keliana tangled up in the bed, catnapping. The night had been about Keli and Sariel thanking Tyra, not me.

Besides, my beautiful white-haired elf fidgeted, nervous and awkward now that all our physical activities were finished for the time being. I figured it would make her more comfortable if I left, too. Sariel did take a moment to share long, sensual kisses with both the other women, like I did, before we left.

When I made it to my room, Brin was already there, lying in my bed like a welcome home present. I spent some time telling her all about what we’d done and then more time snuggling with the moonwisp before settling in to sleep with my arms around her.

In the morning, we got right to work. We had two days to get the hidden door open and there wasn’t any time to spare. Despite our energy, though, we ended the first day with no progress whatsoever.

With the deadline approaching, Firim joined us and everyone in my little family besides Tyra, who was busily crafting at the forge, squeezed as much work and ingenuity out of ourselves as we could.

I sat on the floor with Brin, near the door that was the cause of all our toil while Qamara ran her fingers over the stone, as she had often done since we found the door.

“Hmmm.” The alari prophetess cocked her head at the wall.

I sat up straighter, trying to look beyond her to see what had provoked the response. “Huh? Hmmm what?”

“Oh, I had not meant that to be aloud. Brinawynn, could you come here for a moment?”

“Of course.” The blue woman gave me a quick kiss, pulling her hand from mine, and stepped over to Qamara.

I only caught the cute smirk on the prophetess’s face from the side, but it made me chuckle. She’d known she was pulling Brin away from a comfortable rest.

“I have detected a faint echo of a magical signature. It is almost completely drowned out by the magic within the fortress and on the other side of the wall, but if I concentrate on the fish sigil, I can sense it. Will you try and see if you come to the same conclusion I have reached?”

Brin placed her hand on the image of the fish we had uncovered, then went totally still for several minutes. Noises from other parts of the fortress were the only sounds, thumping of others’ work and footsteps from one of the other chambers.

“Hmmm.” This time it was Brin who hummed. “Music?”

Qamara hugged the moonwisp from behind. “Yes. It is what I detected as well. Thank you for confirming it.”

I looked from face to face when they turned to me, smiles on both of their mouths. “Music? What are you talking about?”

They made me suffer as we called everyone together before they would explain. Once everyone there—even Tyra; Tip ran to get her from the forge—Qamara nodded to Brin.

“We have discovered something about the door, or more specifically, about the sigil adorning it. We have but half a day left until the time we decided we would leave, so our discovery may be late in coming. For this I apologize. Qamara was the one who discovered it, but I have confirmed what she found.

“The door appears to be locked in a most unusual matter. I have only heard rumors and stories, so perhaps Cea can shed further light upon it, but it seems likely this door is sealed through musical or otherwise vocal means.”

“Verbal seals?” Cea said, awe in her voice. “There are a few cases I have seen records of in the time period. They were not used often, from what knowledge I have, though they did exist. They were less rare a thousand years earlier, but never really common, from what I understand.

“They’re a type of magic where a certain set of sounds are the key to open the lock. Of the ones I saw in records, they were all key phrases that could be spoken to open the door. At least one appears to have been specific to a particular person’s voice. There are rumors, though, of songs, poems, or even nonsense phrases being used.”

“We encountered something like that in Sinolto, but it was a phrase carved into the wall in a cypher,” Lirien said.

“You found Sinolto?” Cea’s mouth dropped open.

“We did. I’ll tell you about it later. So what does that mean for us? We haven’t found any records or writings in the fortress. The closest thing we’ve found here is that fish symbol. How can we guess the correct thing to say, assuming it’s not keyed to a person who has been dead for a thousand years?”

“Or Aeyr himself.” I shook my head. Wouldn’t that be a bitch?

“When all is lost, put your faith in knowledge,” Qamara said, looking into my eyes. It was a line from the foretelling she gave me when we’d first met, the second time she repeated it in three days.

“So you’re saying that maybe this Dayra woman might know?”

“Or it could be something locked away, perhaps in a legendary library?”

I rubbed my face. “Well, shit. Okay. We were going to head out to find her tomorrow anyway, so I guess we have our plan. Find Dayra, help her find the library while saving her from the Searcher, and maybe we can figure out how to open the door. Does that mean that there’s no other way than just that one phrase or whatever to open it?”

“Not necessarily,” Cea said. “There’s nothing saying that it’s not locked in more than one way, if it’s important enough. We won’t know, though, until we address the verbal seal.”

“Great. I guess we’ll try this first and if we still can’t open it, maybe Dayra or her books will help us with that, too.”

Tip had moved up toward the door as I spoke. He reached a hand out, but not far enough to touch the stone wall. He let his arm drop.

“Open sesame.” The satyr stared at the doorway for half a minute. “Damn.”

I slapped his hand in a high five as he came back to sit down near me. “Good thinking, buddy. It was a nice try.” We both ignored the confused looks of everyone else around us.
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Tiporian Zethroban had faced all kinds of different experiences since that fateful day when he chose to throw some sweet lines at the gorgeous blue woman in the shithole town of Fanning, and almost got his ass kicked by Gar, the hulking lookalike of the hero Kael.

Who’d have thought that he’d find the best friends he’d ever had while searching the trash for food?

Since then, he’d encountered monsters, tyrants, world-famous combat masters, and traveled to more places than he otherwise would have in his entire life. He’d seen things that few on Valorae—maybe even no others—had ever seen. He’d done things that defied imagination. He’d learned how to fight with a sword and how to shoot a bow. He’d experienced so, so many things in just a few months.

But what he faced now trumped them all.

He glanced to the side to check that she was still there, that he hadn’t imagined it.

“Are you okay?” Cealifonam asked as they walked toward the entrance hall. Most of the rest of Tip’s friends were still near the secret door, conversing about what plans they had to make or what route they would use when they left the next day.

But Cea had asked to talk with him.

“Uh…yeah. I’m fine. Just thinking about what we’ll do tomorrow.”

“Ooooh.” The gremlin woman hugged herself. While some were excited to be going to Teaphotria to find the scholar Dayra Gesha and Tip was sort of lukewarm about it, Cea was beside herself with the prospect. “Traveling with a group of heroes, going to the jungle region to find a scholar and maybe the Great Library. Who would have ever believed it?”

Tip smiled. It only really took her being near him to get that response, but her excitement and enthusiasm made his body feel light, like he might float away at any moment.

“It’ll be dangerous,” he told her, though he had no idea why he’d said it.

“That’s fine. Gar said he’d let me practice with everyone so I could learn to fight. I’ll be training with you!”

The way the gremlin swayed his heart back and forth was a mystery. In one sentence, he felt pains in his chest and then a second later, pure elation.

They reached the room she’d picked as her own and she turned to face him. “Talk to me.”

He scratched his head. “Ummm? When you asked me to come with you to talk, I thought you had something you wanted to talk to me about.”

“Silly taranji. I just wanted to chat. About anything. I thought we got along well. You know, before. But since I got here, you’ve hardly said a handful of words. Don’t you like me?”

Tip’s heart jumped in his chest. Surely it was hard enough that she had heard it, maybe even seen it. He should wear a shirt like Gar always told him. What if she thought he was some kind of freak, with his chest pulsing out like that. His heart did race quite a bit when he was around her.

“I…I…” He scratched one of his horns. “You make me nervous.” There, he’d said it.

Cea put her hand to her chest. It sank into the many layers of clothing she always wore. “Me? I make you nervous? Ha! Ha, ha-ha, hahaha. I make you nervous? You’re the dashing hero who swept in and saved my best friend in the world, along with others in the expedition when they were buried in the collapse. You’re the one who stood up for me three times when Grent was being mean to me. Me? I make you nervous?”

“Yeah.” Tip couldn’t, for the life of him, figure out where he’d gone wrong. Where were his smooth lines? How the small woman tied him so up in knots, he didn’t know. “I’m not used to…” He almost slapped himself in the face, hoping it would help him focus. “That is, I’m afraid I’ll say something wrong. That I’ll embarrass myself and you’ll think less of me. I don’t want that. Never that.”

She giggled. “Then stop being weird and talk to me. I’ll ask you again, don’t you like me?”

“I…do. Very much. It’s why you make me nervous. I don’t want to fu…umm, mess it up.”

“Fuck it up? Is that what you meant to say? I’m familiar with the word. I didn’t grow up in a cave, Tip. Do you know that gremlins live for a long time?”

“Huh?” He was having trouble keeping up with her hopping from subject to subject.

“Gremlins live a long time. I’m fifty-four years old. I have heard every curse word you can come up with.”

“Fifty-four?”

“Don’t you dare say I’m old or I will kick your knee so hard you won’t be able to climb into the saddle tomorrow. Fifty-four is not even a quarter of my lifespan.”

“No, I would never. I think I can come up with some curses you haven’t heard, though. If not from this world, then from one of the other ones. Gar’s world has some really good ones.”

She looked at him, her beautiful green eyes wide. “Ooooh. Really? Tell me, tell me. See, now we have something to talk about. Unless you want to go back to how I was trying to tell you how much I like you and trying to get you to admit the same about me. We can talk about cursing, though.”

“Wait, what?”

“I said we can talk about cursing.”

“No, I mean before that.”

The way the gremlin’s face split with her grin and how her large ears bounced as she giggled, Tip had to stare. “I know you feel something for me. I was hoping you would come back. I kept telling Shiree that I thought you’d talk to me before you left, but then you didn’t. She said it was because you were shy.”

Tip’s cheeks burned, but he met eyes with Cea. How was it that he had the privilege of talking with such a beautiful woman, and he hadn’t even been slapped yet?

“I’m sorry. I tried to turn back, but we’d already been gone for hours, and Grent sent you into the tunnels. I kicked myself every single step. Gar told me we’d see you again and I told him, I told him…” It hit him then. He talked a good game before she came back into his life like an angel floating in on her wings, but once she did, he’d been an idiot. “Cea, I missed you. I almost left my friends to go back and find you, hoping that you, that we, that I could tell you that I’m fond of you. I thought about you every day. Does that creep you out?”

She giggled at him again. “Nope. I was hoping you’d say that. I want to let you know that I’ll be traveling with you for a while and I would like to spend some time with you, just us two. Like we did in the expedition camp, except Shiree was there with us that time. I want to know all about you and I want to tell you all about me. Is that all right with you?”

“Yes!” He cleared his throat. Stay cool, Tip. Stay cool. He lowered his voice. “I mean, yes. That sounds great.

“Ooooh, wonderful. First thing, I want you to tell me about Gar and Brin.”

Tip’s heart sunk down into his belly. Gar again.

“What is the thing they do, where they hold hands all the time? The way they look at each other, it seems like it’s some way of bonding, like the stories from almost two millennia ago about how some of the osgoths did similarly, solely for pleasure and for showing affection. Is that why? If it is, that is so romantic. Tell me all about it. Maybe demonstrate?”

Tip felt like his head was going to split with how wide his smile was. “I think I can do that.”


Chapter
Seventeen



Iwas the lucky one responsible for explaining to our “heroes” and our group of assassins that we would be leaving the next day. I decided to break the news to them just before we had dinner so I had an excuse to make it short.

“I don’t know how much you two groups have spoken,” I said to all eleven of our problem children. The way they were clearly separated into the group of five and the group of six, with several paces of empty space between them wasn’t a great sign. “I figured it would be better to tell you together that my friends and I will be leaving tomorrow morning. We’ll be coming back here, but not until after we’ve taken care of something in Teaphotria.”

“We will go with you,” Alaric said. The leader of the so-called heroes had excitement in his eyes.

“No, you won’t.”

“We can simply follow you. Unless we engage in combat, how will you stop us?”

“Fine. You want to come to Teaphotria, go ahead and follow us. You will not be camping with us and we will not tolerate you traveling in the midst of us, whether that means fighting or not. If you insist on trailing us, suit yourself.”

The knight’s eyebrows rose. “You are following a lead to find the enemy?”

“Nope.”

“Then why would you interrupt your important work of hunting your prey to go to that place?”

“A friend needs us. We’re going to protect her. Teaphotria is a dangerous place.”

“You plan on traveling around the region with this friend as you did with your kangaroo beastkin friend in Olliaran?” This time it was Terrigan Pollus, the cat beastkin and former Venom Blade assassin.

I nodded at him. “It’s almost exactly like that. She’s a scholar, working on finding some dusty old ruin, but we just found out she’s in Teaphotria and Lirien is concerned.”

That cat man narrowed his eyes at me. “What is your reward for all this?”

“Have you seen Lirien? I don’t know about you, but I like the thought of her being happy. Besides, she’s not the only one worried about her friend. Regardless, that’s what we’re doing. No flashy heroics, no grand battles, just helping someone out. You know, hero stuff.” I looked right at the knight when I said it, but if anything, the fervor in his eyes cooled. He wasn’t interested in helping people. He was all about the glory.

“You are coming back here?” Alaric asked.

“Yes. We still need to figure out how to get through the secret door we’ve found.”

“What will we do here, if we do not go with you?”

“I don’t know; I don’t care. What have you been doing since you’ve been here?”

“Patrols.” I heard three or four voices in there, one of them female. I didn’t really have a strong interest in who had said it.

“You can keep doing patrols. Or you can help the archaeologists. You can move your camps inside after we leave. I will be locking the doors to the forge and the rooms around it. Tyra has claimed it and doesn’t want anyone messing it up while we’re gone. That includes the rooms we’ve taken as sleeping quarters. The rest of the rooms are fair game for use. Don’t kill each other fighting over them, okay? Oh, also, I better not hear about anyone strong arming the expedition. They’ve already set up their camp inside, so the areas they inhabit are off-limits. They’ll keep exploring the place and trying to figure out how to get past the secret door.”

I saw the looks traded by Terrigan and Recodo, the dog beastkin assassin. They thought it would be easy enough to pick the locks on the doors to the storage area and forge. I smiled inwardly. We were going to return to some frustrated assassins. All those doors operated with keystone-granted access only. They would never get past them. Keli had assured me of it.

“So, that’s the deal. Like I said, we’ll leave in the morning. Any questions you think of, ask me then. For now, I need to get some dinner and get to bed. We have a lot of riding to do tomorrow.”

My plan worked well. Several mouths were angled downward, but I didn’t get a flood of questions. I’d call it at least half a win. It would be a whole win if we rode out of the chasm without a group of people following us.

Dinner was a joyous affair. Despite us not figuring out how to get through the door and us having to travel three hundred miles or more to try to find a single woman in what amounted to damn near a thousand square miles of jungle, the mood was light. It was the perfect gap between letting go of the secret door for now and the slog of traveling the length of Olliaran to get to the northern section of the Aesturith Kingdom and then east into Teaphotria.

Conversation was lively and the food was good. I probably ate a little too much, but I’m sure I’d make up for it on the road, eating camp food and half our meals either in the saddle or sitting on the ground as the horses rested.

Firim and Shiree from the expedition joined us, the dwarf a regular feature since we’d been working on the door, and Cea’s best friend always a delight. Tip seemed to have gotten over his shyness and chatted with the two women, laughing and telling stories.

I spotted him holding the gremlin girl’s hand for a few minutes and nudged Brin to get her attention. We shared smiles when she saw.

“That’s sweet,” she said. “He has been so quiet since Cea joined us. I am interested to see how much his overall attitude changes. It appears she has a calming effect upon him.”

“Yeah, we’ll see how it goes. No matter what, she’s a good addition to our group. She knows things none of the rest of us do and she’s willing to work hard. I like her and yes, she’ll be good for him. What I wonder is whether her calming effect or his batshit craziness is more powerful. He might turn her into another version of him.”

Brin barked a laugh and put her hand over her mouth. “The notion is not funny, but it struck me as humorous for a moment.”

I pulled her against me and kissed her face. Even with everything we were in the middle of, having her in my life made things a thousand times better than when I was in my world.

A break in the drone of conversation allowed me to clearly hear Cea as she spoke to Tip and Shiree.

“…and the group, with so many different types of specialties, it’s amazing. Truly, it’s a boon.”

My eyes doubled in size, anticipating what was going to happen next. Brin stopped breathing and swung her head toward the trio talking on the other side of the fire from us.

Tip had stopped moving, too. His eyes blinking without him seeming to control them. His teeth clenched and his hands balled into fists. As I watched, beads of sweat appeared and started to migrate down his forehead and onto his face.

I was going to get my answer sooner than I’d thought. I had tried everything I could to keep him from acting out this particular scenario, everything up to drowning him in a river. Nothing helped. When anyone used that word, he…

But he didn’t. He sat, stone still and clenched up. I could almost hear his teeth grind as he clamped down on them, fighting the urge.

Cea noticed, though gave him a confused look. “Tip. Are you okay? I was just saying that having all these special people around is a great boon and⁠—”

That second time did it. Tip leaped to his feet, and then he scream-sang into the silence.

“BOON! Boon, boon-boon-boon-boon. Oo-oo, boon, boon-boon-boon-boon.”

As he sang the single word repeatedly in the strong hip hop tempo he always did—with a little bit of a disco oo-oo—his hips swiveled and his hooves clacked on the stone as he did what I had come to call his “boon dance.” I never said that aloud, of course.

I chuckled and shook my head. Well, that hadn’t taken long. As the tic took hold of him, Rex hopped up from where he’d been lying near Tip, turning in circles and jumping, adding his own flare to the dance. The two of them almost looked like they were synchronized.

Then, Cea jumped up, nearly catching her many layers of clothes afire by getting too close to the flames, and started dancing with him. She shook and shimmied and, though she wasn’t doing anything close to the motions Tip was going through, they genuinely looked good doing it together. She giggled as they circled around each other for more than a minute before they both calmed down and sat again.

“Well, I don’t know if I should find that sweet and endearing or if I should be terrified,” I told Brin. “What I do know is that I need to make sure to emphasize to everyone that that word is not to be spoken. Ever.”

Regardless of what I’d told the heroes and assassins, we did not get to bed early that night. It wasn’t too, too late, either, but I was going to have trouble keeping my eyes open all day in the saddle. I locked the main hallway door and reminded everyone I had set permissions for them for their own doors and suggested they lock them, just in case. We finally got to bed, Brin joining me and, surprisingly, Lirien as well. I woke with a smile on my face, even if I wasn’t all that well rested.

Tyra went with me to lock the forge and the storage room, checking each door three times herself to make sure they couldn’t be pushed open. I assured her that I’d used everything I had learned about the keystone to make sure her precious forge would not be violated by those we left at the fortress.

There was a crush of people rushing in to claim different rooms, but we’d already moved our stuff out to where we’d kept the horses, in an area under the cover of the very edge of the remaining roof of the outer part of the fortress.

I was rearranging a few things in my saddle bags as Tip checked the straps on his saddle when Cea came out to ready her horse. We’d given her one of the spare mounts we’d accumulated, and she’d already acquainted herself with the mare the day before. When I saw the gremlin, I elbowed Tip.

The satyr grunted and slapped at my arm. I nudged him again.

“Dude! Why are you fucking with me? I need to tighten these girth straps.”

I jerked my head and he grumbled and looked to where I was indicating. All attitude was immediately dropped, almost as quickly as his jaw had.

Cea, a bundle of cloth every time we’d ever seen her, strode toward her horse, carrying said cloth. Even the leather headgear—which looked a lot like some kind of steampunk device—was absent, allowing her emerald hair to shimmer and bounce in the morning light.

But that wasn’t even half the story. All the slim, small woman wore was a tank top and shorts tight enough to give Tyra’s a run for her money.

“Fucking hell, dude,” I whispered to Tip. “Your girl has got a body.”

He didn’t speak for a moment, his eyes running over her. I totally understood. I always thought Cea was cute as hell, but with that body and those clothes, she looked hot. The rack on the gremlin was impressive and her tight little ass filled out those shorts about as well as anyone I’d ever seen.

“Gar,” Tip whimpered, and I pegged his tone right away.

“No, man. Don’t worry. I would never hit on your girl, but that doesn’t stop me from saying it. Damn!”

He started to chuckle. It sounded alarmingly like the babble of a madman. It cut off shortly when Cea spotted him, waved, and came toward us.

“Cea,” I said. “Your clothes.”

“Oh, these?” She shrugged and swayed her body like a pro. With her newly revealed assets, the gremlin looked sexy as hell. Even her large ears looked kind of hot. “I always wore those other clothes so I didn’t get a hard time from the men I worked with. I trust you and Tip won’t make me feel uncomfortable.”

Tips head vibrated. I think he was trying to nod.

“We won’t. You can wear whatever you want, just look at the rest of us. We just want you to be comfortable.”

“Thank you. That makes me happy.”

Still shaking, Tip got out a couple of words. “Me…too.”


Chapter
Eighteen



After an emotional farewell between Cea and Shiree, and more reserved goodbyes between the rest of our party and those who would be staying, we headed out through the dark chasm that had become so familiar. I looked back over my shoulder as we did, contemplative.

“Is it weird to feel a little sad that we’re leaving a place that probably holds our greatest enemy?” I asked Brin, riding beside me.

“We have spent more than two weeks in that place, all told. One of the longest periods of time we have stayed anywhere since Forgehaven. It is natural to grow attached to it. Since I left the kingdom I had grown up in all those years ago, I have been traveling, setting no roots and wandering the world as necessary in my service to my goddess. I have rarely stayed put for longer than that.”

“That makes me even sadder. Do you want to have a permanent home someday?”

Her too red lips curved upward. “I had not thought of it for the last several decades, but since I met you and we have assembled our little family, yes. I would like to have a permanent home. Once we have completed the tasks we have set for ourselves, or that have been set for us, it is my intention to conform our family more toward societal norms.”

“What are societal norms?”

“A loving family, a home, perhaps children.” She eyed me from the side, judging my response.

“Children,” I said, tasting the word on my tongue. “I haven’t ever thought about that, not with my age and where I was in my world. Even less so since I’ve been stumbling around from danger to danger here in this world. Now that you mention it, it does sound nice. A place to put down roots, raise some kids.” I shook my head. “But I won’t think about it. I know as well as anyone else in our group that I probably won’t survive challenging a demigod.”

“You don’t expect to continue living after challenging Aeyr?”

I shrugged. “Everyone seems to think that I don’t know what I’m saying when I claim I’m going to do my best to kill him. I know he’s damn near immortal and that he has a vast amount of power. I won’t be satisfied until I’ve dismantled his organization and eliminated him from the world. This world, my world, and others that he’s sent umbrenix to, all deserve it. I figure if things go just right, I’ll be able to kill him as he kills me. I’m fine with that, as long as I can take him down with me.”

Brin turned fully to stare at me, her green eyes blazing. She opened her mouth, closed it, then raised a finger. With a sigh, she dropped her hand again. “We will find a way. I will not give you up so easily, Garfield Hailey, you can be assured of that.”

“I already know that, but when it comes down to it, if it’s me or you, you’re going to live. The same with everyone else. The only deaths I will accept are Aeyr’s and mine. The rest are non-negotiable.”

Her expression grew troubled, but instead of continuing to stare me down, she dropped her eyes to her horse, patting the stallion’s neck. “We shall see.”

We didn’t speak again until after we’d already left the chasm, went through the tangled wilderness around it, and made it to the road heading south. The entire time, I kicked myself for saying all that. Every bit of it was true, but it would have been better not to say it aloud.

We settled into our traveling, staying on the roads this time. Southeast, then due east until we hit the main road separating the light elves’ domain from that of the dark elves, and then south through Chesiak. We still saw more people on the roads than was normal, according to Brin, but since the Searcher had fled, we didn’t fear being attacked. At least, not any more than we normally would. Who knew when an assault would come, with Aeyr and his many minions? Also, I’d found that elves could be real assholes, too, with Sariel in the party.

From Chesiak, we’d taken smaller roads to the east, eventually wending our way down to the border of the Aesturith Kingdom, and then into their territory.

We had stopped several times to take rooms at an inn. With only traveling thirty to forty miles a day, even on the roads, we took the opportunity to sleep in beds when we could. It took a long time to get anywhere without cars or airplanes.

I looked at the southern fork of the eastgoing road we were traveling and shifted my gaze to Sariel. “We’re about halfway between the capital and Prowess. We can stop by and visit Feordrick and Thasinia.” We hadn’t seen the swordmaster and his daughter since they’d helped us break into Eluthien’s house months ago.

She shook her head. “I do long to see our friends again, but if we do so, we would have to backtrack this way to go to Teaphotria. Either that or continue south for more than a day until we reach the other road going east. All told, we would lose three days or more. I think we cannot afford the time. It has taken us long to reach even this point.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

She gave me a sly smile. “We shall see Thasinia again. Worry not.”

“Her and Feordrick.”

“As you say, but most of all Thasinia.”

I barked a laugh. “Okay. Yes, I would love to see her again. I like her.”

“As do I. She shares a fondness for you as well.” She put up a hand when I started to respond. “No, she told me nothing. Yet I have eyes.”

“Fair enough. So if we go east on this road, we’ll get to Teaphotria?”

Brin answered for her. “We will. We can reach the edge before we camp for the night.”

“The edge of the region?” I asked.

“Yes, and the edge of the jungle.”

In discussions on our way, I’d heard that word more than any other. Jungle. I’d never been to a jungle in my world, so I wondered what it would be like. Tip, who hadn’t been to Teaphotria, still had knowledge of it from this world and also jungles on Earth. He assured me that whatever I thought would be wrong. The awe with which the group spoke of the region was honestly starting to freak me out a little.

“We should probably get to it, then. Are there any towns along the way where we can get rooms at an inn?”

The laughter from Brin, Lirien, Sariel, Cea, and Keliana didn’t help my nerves.

“Do not be uneasy,” Brin said. “We will stop short of the jungle to camp. No sense in facing those dangers before we have to.” She turned her head to the east, but I caught a smirk as she did. I wasn’t sure if she was just yanking my chain or if I should really be worried.

Tip, looking right at me, cleared it up. “She’s yanking your chain. But it’s true, from what I heard. There’s some hardcore shit”—he glanced at Cea, riding beside him, and corrected himself—“uh, stuff, in those jungles. Are you sure you want to go in there?”

“Not helping, Tip.”

He shrugged and turned his horse to follow Brin, leaving me there to wonder what the hell we were getting into, and what the deal was with censoring his speech.

We passed the distant mountains and foothills that bordered the city Prowess to the north. They appeared to be only a couple dozen miles or so from us, but Sariel assured me it was farther. When the wall of green appeared ahead of us, I rubbed my eyes and tried to focus better on it. We’d been through a lot of forests since I got to this world, but the color of the jungle ahead was different. Darker and brighter at the same time, more vivid. More alive, somehow.

As we grew closer and finally stopped to make camp a mere mile or two from the jungle’s edge, I kept regarding it. It literally looked like a solid concrete wall stretching as far as I could see to the north and south, blocking the road ahead of us. If a concrete wall had been smudged and smeared with green to make it look bushy.

“How tall are the trees in there?”

Lirien stood next to me, observing the jungle as well. “There are some, deep in the center, that are at least twice as tall as any we’ve seen on our journey so far.”

“I’ve seen trees that were more than two hundred feet tall in the last month or so.”

“And?”

“Seriously?”

“Of course. They’re not all that large, but the parts I’ve been through briefly are enough to take my breath away. It seems to be a different world completely. Since you’re accustomed to dealing with that, we’ll follow your example.”

Tip burst out laughing, but when I looked at him, he was turned away from me and toward Cea. I wasn’t sure if he’d been laughing at what the gremlin girl said or if he heard Lirien. Either way, I’d find out how things were the next day.

We headed toward the massive wall of vegetation shortly after dawn. Our plans had changed a little after discussing it the night before.

“So there are no roads or even trails in the middle of that?” I asked, gesturing toward the jungle. I directed it in Lirien’s direction, since she seemed to have spent the most time in the region.

“Right, or at least, not as such.”

“What does that even mean?”

The kangaroo girl smirked at me. “There may be some game trails, possibly even some made by locals who harvest plants or hunt within the jungle, but finding them won’t be easy. I’m sure Dayra knows her way around. She’s been spending time here on and off for years. The last time I saw her, in Olliaran, she told me a few stories about her experiences here. That girl has walnuts the size of coconuts. No way would I wander around this place by myself.”

“I still don’t know what you’re suggesting.” I was starting to get a little aggravated at knowing nothing about this world other than what I’d learned in the last few months. Almost none of which had anything to do with Teaphotria.

“I think we should take the road north. Ten or fifteen miles from here, it cuts east through the jungle. In fact, goes all the way through until it runs into Ruviel.”

My head snapped from scrutinizing the jungle to Lirien. “Ruviel? That place where Ilias and Rolant are from? The city where there are all those martial artists?”

“I don’t know about artists⁠—”

“It’s a term from my world. I mean, the place where they have those exotic combat styles and weapons?”

“Oh, right. You mean people there who fight like you, all fancy and such?”

I snorted. “Yeah.”

“Sure, right. But long before we get there, we’ll find other villages or towns along the road. We can ask around and maybe get a sense of where Dayra was last.”

“I support this plan,” Brin said. “The jungle is hundreds of square miles. Plunging into it and hoping to come upon a trail or some news would not be efficient nor wise.”

I put my hands up. “Okay. I wasn’t arguing, just trying to figure out what everyone is thinking. Anyone disagree with staying on the road and trying to find a town? No. Cool. It looks like we’ll stay on the road for a little while.”

I still didn’t feel totally comfortable as we traveled. The jungle didn’t look any less formidable when we were mere feet from it. It bordered the road closely, giving me the sense it was actually encroaching onto the cleared land, albeit slowly, to retake the road. The damn thing was so thick, I couldn’t see more than a couple of feet into it before my vision was completely blocked. We were going to have to hack our way through if we couldn’t find any trails, and maybe even if we did. I was not looking forward to that.

To make matters worse, the forest to our left gradually closed in until we were traveling through a tunnel of dark green—or at least an alley—before we made the turn to go east. At that point, it got even more cramped, with huge trees and vines and bushes on both sides of us, even reaching out over the road. I spotted one hefty vine as thick as my thigh, looping over the road to grasp a tree on the other side like a snake strangling its prey, then continuing on to other trees surrounding it. If I thought it was crowded before, I now felt like we were in a cave. A long, green, humid cave.

Less than two miles on our eastward leg, we encountered our first denizens of the jungle. Five of them burst out of the flora onto the road, scaring the horses and startling the riders.

I responded the only way I could think of. “What the fuck are those?”


Chapter
Nineteen



Ididn’t recognize the creatures that emerged from the jungle onto the road. There was a lot about my new world I didn’t know about, and I had definitely never seen the ugly figures scrambling around on all fours in front of us.

“Monkeys?” Tip offered. His hand was on the hilt of his sword, but he hadn’t drawn it yet. In fact, no one in the group had brought their weapons out. The creatures were still a good thirty paces from us, though, so there didn’t seem to be a need. Yet.

I could see why Tip would say that. The way they chittered, how they moved, even their general form looked something like chimpanzees. The problem was, they had no hair, only rough, warty skin.

“They look like Gollum.” I didn’t really say it for others to hear it, but I guess it was loud enough. Tip barked a laugh and I got the same long-suffering look from the others that I usually got when I brought up something from my world.

Brin’s eyes drilled into the creatures, but they seemed to have no interest in coming at us. Instead, they chittered and ooked similar to monkeys in my world and plunged into the foliage on the other side of the road to disappear.

“You are correct, Tip,” The moonwisp said. “Or mostly so. They were monkeys. Now, they are…something else. Something less. I sensed a magical corruption in them and, what’s more, I saw it with my Lunar Light sight. That has never happened before.

Qamara shook her head sadly, looking at the spot where the not-monkeys had entered the jungle again. “Did you recognize the magic?”

“It had a resonance I recognize. Like that of the holes in the air. Or those weasel creatures we fought at the fortress ruins. Is it…?”

The prophetess gave a sharp nod at Brin’s question. “It is getting worse. Magic is becoming unbalanced. This could mean serious consequences, beyond what we have seen already. What is happening, I wonder, that magic itself is turning against us?”

“Hold on,” I said. “Are you saying that those things were monkeys but that they were corrupted by some kind of wild magic and it turned them into whatever the hell they are now, like you explained with the weasels?”

“I believe so.”

“Great. Should we, I don’t know, go after them? Are they dangerous? Should we put them down?”

“I do not know the answer to your questions. I doubt anyone does. The root of the problem is what concerns me, not a handful of transformed animals. We should continue with our purpose. We cannot solve all problems that cross our path.”

Other than the mutated monkeys, we didn’t see anyone or anything else on the road, except a few birds and small, scurrying animals that I think were this area’s version of squirrels. The jungle seemed to press down on us with eerie sounds of unseen creatures, but not a person anywhere around. The chirps, barks, coughs, and grunts were all so unfamiliar, it made me feel like I was a different world more powerfully than any time since I’d ended up in Valorae.

For sanity’s sake, I started a conversation, mostly as a distraction. “So, Lirien, what can you tell us about Dayra Gesha?”

“Well, let me just get this out of the way. She is stunningly beautiful, though she doesn’t try do anything to emphasize that. In fact, she downplays it. Mostly. She is also the smartest person I have ever met in my life. When I say that, I mean that she is so intelligent, it’s almost scary sometimes. She knows…everything. Or about as close to that as anyone could possibly be.

“Dayra is proud of her ability to think, to remember, to figure things out. She can be a bit arrogant in that regard at times, with little patience for stupid people. I’ve never seen her chastise another for genuine lack of thinking ability; she recognizes that we all have varying abilities and intellects. But those who do have the faculties but don’t use them—people who stupidly squander their minds—those she cannot abide. She believes that anything and everything can be mitigated by thinking it through. It’s worked well for her so far.

“The last I saw of her, she had not found her library yet. It frustrates her to no end. I think, sometimes, she takes it as a personal affront, that she hasn’t utilized her mind and conquered all else to locate it.”

“I’ve met a couple of people like that in my life,” I said. “They think they can outsmart everyone and everything. That seems wonderful until someone punches them in the face. Smart people are necessary, but eventually you have to kick someone’s ass. I respect their intelligence and realize they can be more successful than some meathead who tries to hit everything with a weapon. I’m not some dumb lunk. But if she comes face to face with the Searcher and his lackeys, she’s going to die. Her brain isn’t going to stop an arrow from going through her eye.”

“We will have to hope it does not come to that,” Sariel said. “We can be the weapons to her mind, to state it simply.”

I halfway agreed with Sariel and Lirien, but I hoped this Dayra wouldn’t be a stuck-up snob. It was hard enough dealing with the kangaroo beastkin’s attitude before she finally accepted us. Then again, we got another awesome companion for our trouble, one I loved more every day.

“What’s the smile for, lover?” Lirien asked. “Don’t tell me you’re planning on adding our Dayra to your collection.”

I smirked at her. “I won’t tell you, then.”

She laughed at me, but it lacked energy and ended too abruptly. I didn’t know what that was about, but I wasn’t going to get into it as we traveled on the road. We needed to pay attention and keep sharp. There were probably more than hairless monkeys in the area, and I’d just as soon not be eaten. I looked over at the gorgeous kangaroo girl in her tight explorer clothing. Not literally, anyway.

When we came upon the first settlement I’d seen in Teaphotria, it was a surprise. The town seemed to spring up from the ground right in front of us, sitting to the side of the road like a turnout on one of my world’s highways.

The structures reminded me of those in tropical vacation destinations. Wooden, thatched roofs, walls that allowed a breeze to go through, the floors elevated from the ground like flooding was a problem. Or critters were. My inspection of the buildings stopped immediately, though, when I saw my first townsperson.

It was a woman walking from one building to another carrying what looked like a bundle of laundry. She wore loose colorful clothing that left quite a bit of her skin exposed. I didn’t blame her at all. With the heat and humidity, fewer and lighter clothes seemed to be the ticket. But none of that had me stopping and staring. Not even her pretty face and more than ogle-worthy body. It was her skin color.

From the first day I was in this world, when I was looking for my best friend, I’d been told that dark-skinned humans were rare in the south. Several people mentioned there were areas where they were more prevalent. I hadn’t thought about it much until now, but Teaphotria might be one of those places.

The woman’s color was more caramel-colored, about halfway between Lucas’s deep, dark skin and others I’d grown up with who were of a lighter—though still a rich brown—tone. When a man some distance away came out of another building, this time with a darker complexion like Lucas’s, my heart felt like a strong man had gripped it with both hands and was squeezing hard. I almost fell out of my saddle.

Brin’s hand steadied me. I hadn’t even noticed her bringing her horse up next to me to make sure I didn’t fall on my ass. I forced a smile and nodded my thanks, but her eyes held concern. I wasn’t fooling her with my plastic expression.

The man spotted us and walked over.

“Travelers,” he said in a deep voice. “Welcome to Vowtoken. We don’t see many visitors here, but we do have an inn, of sorts. Did you plan on stopping or are you passing through?”

I realized I was staring at him as he spoke. I blinked, wishing I could slap my own face to shake me out of my stupor. The last thing I wanted to do was to make him think I was making an issue of his appearance. I’d seen bigotry in this world, but it was mostly about beastkin and not human skin color, but still, I needed to check that shit.

“We’d like to stay the night,” I said. “It’s getting late. Can you direct us to the inn?”

He laughed. “I can lead you there myself. I am called Denjil. Be comfortable, friend. Many have not seen a dark human like myself. I’m accustomed to seeing that look in their eyes. The look you have now.”

That didn’t make me feel any better. “Thank you, but that’s not the reason. Where I grew up, everyone had dark skin. My best friend, he was the exact shade as you.”

“I see. But is he as handsome as I am?” His eyes twinkled as he said it.

“Uh, actually, he did look a lot like you. You could have been brothers, or maybe close cousins.”

“Did?”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and clenched my teeth. The crackling, grinding sound and feeling helped to soothe me. A little. “Yeah, he was killed a few months ago.”

Denjil’s face went through a transformation, his smile dropping off and being replaced by a flat line. In his eyes, I saw the discomfort he no doubt had noticed in mine. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to make light of your tragedy. My condolences.”

“Thank you. Now that we’re both uncomfortable, let’s get past this. I’m glad to meet you, Denjil. My name is Gar Hailey.”

The rest of my friends introduced themselves and by the time we’d dismounted to follow Denjil to the inn, the mood had lightened. As it turned out, it was his inn he brought us to.

“As I said, we rarely get travelers, so anything you should need, I am wholly at your disposal. We will have dinner ready within the hour. In the meantime, you may relax in your rooms or in the leisure room. Ah, common room is the name in the south, correct?”

I liked the man almost instantly, but whether it was because he reminded me of Lucas or simply because of his own personality, I wasn’t sure. It was probably both. We chose to hang out in the common room and he spent some time with us as we waited for dinner.

“Vowtoken?” I said. “That’s an interesting name for a town.”

“You don’t know the story of the Vow?” I could hear the capitalization in his tone. It wasn’t just some vow. It was the Vow.

I looked around at my friends. Of all of them, Cea had a confident look on her face. She knew about it. I sure as hell didn’t.

“Sorry, but no. I’m not from around here. Obviously.”

Denjil guffawed. “I believe that has been established, though I am curious where you grew up with dark-skinned humans. Do you know that you look like Kael Serus?”

I sighed. “I’ve heard that a time or two.”

“Too bad you’re the wrong color, or you’d be his twin.”

I stared at the man. Wrong color? Then it hit me. I’d seen a few pictures of Jesus and of Santa Claus as black men before. Some people liked to modify their legends to fit their own preferences. I totally got it.

“He’s right, Gar,” Lirien said. “Kael was probably closer to Denjil’s skin tone than yours. The osgoths were a darker people.”

“Really? I just assumed…” I realized that I’d done the same thing I was just thinking about others doing. Seeing only statues, I’d assumed the guy looked like me. “Oh, Lucas would be giving me his smug ‘What now, bitch?’ look right now, and he’d be bringing that little fact up over and over again. Haha. Thanks for that, Denjil. I don’t know a lot about Kael other than that he was a fighter and hero.”

“I like you, Gar Hailey. I have had many arguments over Kael’s appearance with strangers. You have his spirit, that is certain. Now, how about the tale of how this town got the name Vowtoken?”


Chapter
Twenty



Iswung my sword off my back to set it aside. I’d made a habit of wearing it nearly all the time now, and with my practice in communing and manipulating it, I was almost at the point where I could make it do useful things. Currently, the extent of my manipulations was to slightly change the shape of the tip of the blade or, only once, to alter the shape of the hilt slightly.

I turned back to find Denjil with his eyes wide and his mouth open.

“You have found Justice?”

“We’re working on justice. We helped Sariel get it for her master’s murderer, and I guess for Tyra’s uncle, too, but⁠—”

“Gar,” Lirien interrupted. “The sword.”

I blinked at her. “The s…oh, right. Not justice but Justice, with a capital J.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah, we kind of found it. I can’t manipulate it that well yet, but I’m working on it.”

“Manipulate it?”

“Yeah, like I do with my other weapons. Change their shape, combine them, that kind of stuff.”

If anything, his eyes got wider. “You can change the form of the materials from which your weapons are made?”

“He can,” Brin answered for me, pride evident in her voice.

Tip had to be part of the conversation, too, apparently. “Yeah man, he manipulates the f…I mean, the bejeezus out of them. Puts them together like Legos, builds all new weapons.”

Denjil shook his head. “Like Kael did.” I didn’t like the way he was looking at me. I’d seen that look before on people in my world, mostly women, when Taylor Swift got within a hundred yards of them. I’d also seen it the two times I found myself near big Hollywood actors. Starstruck. Denjil was fanboying for Kael the Blur. I was not comfortable with that kind of scrutiny.

“Uh, weren’t you going to tell us a story about how the town got its name or something?” I said.

It was enough to break the spell. Partially. Denjil blinked repeatedly, and the fervor in his eyes dimmed. “Yes, yes. Of course. Sorry.

“Vowtoken. Kael. Yes. You need to know that Teaphotria has always been like it is today. For at least two thousand years, this whole region has been jungle. It moves, sometimes expanding, sometimes contracting. There have even been large swaths that have been cleared for settlement, only for the jungle to eventually reclaim whole civilizations. When Kael Serus walked the land, the jungle was at its height, covering from the foot of the mountains in the north to the Toreniol Ocean to the south. It even creeped up the mountains to where the dwarven capital of Bastion exists today.

“In that time, Kael had become aware of a great evil, one that hid within the foliage of the jungle and grew stronger as time passed. By the time he came to know of it, some of the beasts and monsters of the jungle had already been affected and had started to turn into even greater hazards than usual, things of tooth and claw and even of magic.

“Kael came to Teaphotria to investigate. When he arrived, however, he was confounded by the jungle. Not necessarily the difficulty in travel, or even the dangers inherent within it. It was simply that though he was a seasoned traveler, he was faced with searching more than ten thousand square miles to find his prey.

“The Blur was nothing if not practical, and despite his acclaim and his status as the world’s greatest hero, he freely admitted that he needed help. Thus did he crash through the jungle, searching first for any of the tribes who lived within for a guide. The first three begged off for one reason or another. Most of the tribes were of humans, a race that was not populous at that time. As an osgoth, Kael was not looked kindly upon. Stories abounded of osgoth explorers who never returned from the jungles of Teaphotria. Yet Kael was Kael and even the fiercest tribes would not be foolish enough to try to harm him.

“That was not to say they would help him, either. The fourth tribe he found was smaller than the others, only eighteen people remained of them. War with other tribes, illness, and the normal dangers of the jungle had decimated them. When first Kael came into their territory, the hunting party he encountered flatly refused him before he finished speaking. All but one member.

“Youngest of the hunters, the man was the son of the current chief and wise for his age. Though not having authority, he managed to talk the others into letting him take Kael to the chief. They scoffed and left him there with the stranger, saying that if he wished it so, then he would escort the osgoth himself.

“The man, whose name has been lost to time, did as the party had suggested. The other hunters were surprised when he returned to the village. No one left the safety of their tiny village without at least two other experienced warriors with them. When Kael spoke with the chief, the man asked why Kael needed a guide. The hero explained the evil within the jungle, one that would grow greater and affect the entire world if not stopped. The chief saw the good in what Kael was doing and accepted the task.

“‘I cannot, however, order anyone to act as your guide,’ the chief told Kael. ‘We have few people left and I would not force them to accept a task that would take them away from protecting the village. Only a volunteer will perform this task for you.’

“Of course, none of those who could act as guide would volunteer. None except one. The chief’s son. He knew the jungle as well as any of the others and he vowed that he would help Kael find the evil he sought, or he would die trying to fulfill the quest.

Two months it took for the two to find where the evil lay hiding. Between his knowledge of the jungle, the modified habits—and, in fact, appearance—of some of the animals and monsters, and their persistence, they finally stood near enough the evil one’s lair that Kael could sense it.

“‘You have been an aid and a blessing,’ Kael told his guide. ‘Now, please make camp and wait for me. I would not subject you to this thing I do.’

“The guide did as he asked and Kael left all his gear with the tribesman, all except his great sword Justice. He walked through the foliage and disappeared from view. In Kael’s absence, the guide felt great power nearby in the middle of the night and then, suddenly, it had disappeared. A sense of calm had returned to the jungle, one in which he hadn’t felt in years. The next day, Kael returned to the camp. His guide told him about what he had experienced the night before.

“‘That was the influence of the evil I came here to destroy. The jungle should recover itself and soon, the troubles with monsters and beasts, and even with the hearts of men, will seem like it had never been.’

“Kael accompanied the guide back to his village, not wanting him to travel alone. When the chief’s son explained what had happened, the chief fell upon his offspring, weeping on his shoulder in relief. ‘You are truly the greatest among us,’ he said to his son. ‘Only you saw fit to join the hero Kael and by so doing, you have helped the entire jungle be rid of a fell power. You will make a fine chief, my son, just as I always knew you would.’

“But that wasn’t good enough for Kael. Beside the fat purse of gold he gave the chief for the service of his son, he gave them one more thing. A vow.

“‘I am Kael Serus. Hear my words. For your aid, especially in the face of that lack in others, I am grateful everlastingly. I make to you now a vow that should you ever require anything from me or any of those over whom I have influence, you have but to ask. Moreso, I will spend some time here, if you allow me. My friend, your son, has explained the troubles with other tribes. I would mitigate that. In addition, I have a task to perform while I reside here. Your people are too great for the meager dwellings you inhabit because your mighty spend their time hunting instead of building. I myself will build a village for you, with my own two hands. Your people will become as great as they desire, and I will do all in my power to see it so.

“‘Henceforth, I call this village Vowtoken, for it is the evidence of my vow. As sure as I have said it, you shall not lack for anything. Not because I or anyone else will provide for you, but because you offered your hand in aid to me, and I in turn give you back the power to do these things for yourself.’

“Then he got on his knees and kissed the hand of his guide and friend, and the chief. By the time he finished and left Vowtoken, every tribe within a hundred miles knew that to attack Kael’s people meant a death sentence. In a decade, between births and people from other tribes marrying in, the tribe had increased so that they no longer needed Kael’s threat against attackers. They continued to grow until, today, Vowtoken stands as a memorial of Kael and of the young son of a chief who helped him to defeat his enemy.”

Lirien sat proudly next to me, her eyes shimmering. She was a scholar of Kael and right now, she looked like a proud mother. I put my arm around her and pulled her to me in a one-armed hug. I knew the story meant a lot to her, especially if she hadn’t ever heard it before.

“That was a wonderful story,” Cea said. “I’ve never heard it. I wonder if my parents had. Thank you, Denjil.”

“It is my honor to recount it,” the man said.

“I have not heard the tale, either.” Brin bowed her head to Denjil from the other side of me. “I thank you as well.”

“Senoan.”

I looked at Lirien, who was meeting Denjil’s eyes. “Umm, what?” I asked.

The kangaroo woman smiled. “Senoan. The name of the young man, the son of the chief. The chief’s name was Milosa, and the tribe was called the Clearmist tribe.”

For the second time in fifteen minutes, Denjil’s mouth dropped open. “I…I…I mean no disrespect, but how do you know that?”

Lirien put her arms around me and gave me a quick hug, then got up. Before she even made it to her saddlebags, I knew what she was going for.

“It wasn’t just the sword we found. We located Kael’s cache. It contained several important things, foremost of which is this book.” Lirien pulled it out of her saddlebag and unwrapped it from the oiled cloth covering and the soft hide wrapping that was always around it when she wasn’t actually reading it. “Kael’s diary. I knew some of the story from the book, but Kael, as was typical, minimized his part in it. He did, however, make a point of recording the names of the people he felt deserved praise. Would you like to read it for yourself?”

The man broke down and started weeping. Just like his ancestor, apparently. “It would be the greatest privilege of my life. Thank you.” He prostrated himself in front of her, his arms outstretched and his face on the ground.

“You’re welcome. I’ll transcribe it for you as well, so you can share it with others who may wish to see it. Those men were heroes, and it won’t do for their names to be forgotten simply because of inherent problems with oral traditions.”

“Please Denjil,” I said. “Get up. There’s no need for that. Lirien lives for this stuff. Not the bowing, but helping others understand history. Especially about Kael.”

He got to his feet, but didn’t make a move to get the book. I figured it might take a few minutes. The man was pretty emotional. While we waited for him to regain control, I had a question for him.

“So, uh, Denjil. That story kind of reminded me. We really need a guide. Do you have any that hire their services out?”

He looked at me, dumbstruck, nothing but credulity on his face. Then he closed his eyes for a few seconds, opened them again, and started laughing. Hard. It went on for a good three minutes, during which I was sure we’d broken him.

“Ah, my friend. That was just what I needed to regain my composure. There are guides aplenty in Vowtoken. But even better, there is one that, should I be given my choice of any guide in Teaphotria, I would choose. After dinner, I will introduce you. Perhaps our days of guiding the great hero who carries the sword Justice have come again.”
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Dinner consisted of fried vegetables and meat in a savory sauce I’d never tasted before. It wasn’t particularly hot on the tongue, but it reminded me of some Indian food and some Chinese food I’d had before, a blending of the two that was distinct and unique.

While we ate and carried conversation with Denjil, his eyes darted toward the book Lirien had wrapped up again and laid on her saddlebags. Not the thieving kind of looks, but hungry, even if overpowered by the glimmer of his reverence for the object.

I kind of felt bad for the guy. He’d just learned the names of his ancestors, the ones responsible for the town being what it was presently, and he had to sit through dinner with a bunch of outsiders before he would be able to read it for himself. It was hard to feel too sorry for him, though. By the time the night was over, Lirien would probably have his copy of the story transcribed and if all the citizens felt like he did about their origins, Denjil was soon to be a very popular dude.

Despite that, when we had all eaten our fill and were ready to meet the guide, the man didn’t hesitate.

“Would you like to meet the guide now?”

I glanced at Lirien, then back at Denjil. She hadn’t made a move to retrieve the book. She gave me a mischievous smile. “Denjil, how about while you’re talking to the guide, I copy over that story for you. I have paper and ink and it’s not a very long passage. I can have it done by the time you’re back.”

The smile that flashed on the man’s face had me turning away and clenching my jaw to keep from laughing. All I saw were teeth. Lirien took that as agreement, as she should have, and got out her supplies to begin the work. Everyone else came with me and Denjil.

He brought us down several streets to the edge of the town, where a small home sat farther from those around it than any of the others, almost like it was trying to be as removed as possible and still be considered part of the town.

“Tahneela? It’s me, Denjil. I have some people that I think you will be interested to meet. Are you here?”

Something tickled my senses, pulling my eyes up and into the jungle. It was the same type of sensation I’d had when Keliana was hunting me. No sound caught my ear or movement my eye, but I looked just the same. I put my hand to my siangham out of reflex when the figure met my eye.

It didn’t help that Keliana hissed. Not a hiss like she was spitting or mad at someone, but a surprised sound. She stepped up to me, her head pointing the same way as mine.

“Ah, Tahneela,” Denjil said. “There you are. Will you come down to meet our new friends?”

“Your friends perhaps. I know them not.” For as much as my nerves were vibrating like a harp string, the voice was pleasant, soothing even. It helped me to regain my calm.

Up in a tree, more than twenty feet above the ground, the figure sat perched. Maybe “sat” isn’t the correct word. Poised. Lounged. I’d never seen anyone like her before. She was definitely a her. With a body of supple muscle and skin that glinted in the diffused sunlight, there was no mistaking her for a man. The thing was, I didn’t know exactly what she was.

Let me back up. The woman’s figure was divine, and I knew that because she barely wore any clothing at all. A tribal strap of cloth on her full breasts, an equally small hanging piece of cloth covering her crotch, and that was about it other than a few tight necklaces of woven reeds with bits of stone or beads worked in. But her body…

I know, I know, this is sounding like my usual lusting after random women. That’s not it at all. Or, it’s mostly not that. From the tips of her larger than typical feet up to her slender neck, her muscular form was bare, but it didn’t look like it at first. She had patterns all over her body, something I thought at first might be tattoos but realized they were just her skin. She looked like a jaguar, but darker. Not quite a panther, but that type of spotted patterns. I got lost inspecting them as she relaxed on the branch like a hunting cat.

Besides the unique markings on her skin, she also had a long tail with the same spotted pattern, and her face and head were that of a panther. Not just the ears like Keliana and most of the other feline beastkin I’d seen had, but the whole thing. A panther’s nose, eyes, whiskers, even the snout and lower jaw. I wanted to ask someone right away if beastkin like that were normal, but I knew better. That would have been just plain rude. I’d seen the more animalistic beastkin before, though none compared to this woman. Instead, I continued to essentially gawk at her.

Fuck, she’s hot.

I’d never been a fan of the more bestial beastkin and the face did seem a little strange to me, but still, I was immediately attracted to her. The cat mouth turned into a smirk, something I didn’t know was possible.

Then she lifted her arms up above her head and stretched, letting out a little moan that I’d uttered myself before, after a really good nap. I thought for sure her tits were going to pop out of the flimsy cloth covering them, but they stayed covered. A sound from beside me caused me to blink. Keliana was purring. Softly, but it was there. Good, at least I wasn’t the only one.

“Are you Kael Serus come back to claim your sovereignty over the town?” the woman asked.

“No.” I was happy that my voice didn’t waver. I almost wished she would cover that body. Almost. “It’s a coincidence I look like him. We’re here for another purpose and we need a guide. Denjil said you’re the best. Will you talk to us about hiring you out to help us navigate the jungle?”

“Hire me out, huh?” The smirk grew fractionally.

“Yeah, I…”

The words froze in my mouth as she casually leaned back and promptly fell off the branch to plummet toward the ground. In midair, she twisted and gyrated, sticking a three-point landing that would make the Black Widow jealous. She barely made a sound as she hit the ground.

“Fuck yeah,” Tip said, a little too loudly for my taste. “I mean, good golly, that was swell.”

Tahneela looked over at the satyr, with Cea standing next to him. She winked at the gremlin girl, and the volume of Keliana’s purring ratcheted up a notch. I narrowed my eyes at Tip. Good golly?

The panther girl—or jaguar girl?—swayed toward us, her bare feet not making a sound. Besides how amazingly sexy it was, I also noticed that as she walked, she flexed her feet and claws protruded then retreated, just like a real cat’s. That was why her feet were bigger and a little awkwardly shaped. She had retractable claws!

God, that’s so fucking awesome.

I started to think that maybe it was a bad idea to hire her as a guide. I was already half smitten by her. I didn’t need to get attached to someone we were going to hire for a limited time.

She stopped less than a foot from me, her head leaning toward me as she sniffed. For a wonder, I didn’t find it awkward at all. Maybe it was because, as she tried to get my scent, I stared into her eyes, such a pale blue color they almost glowed. Even as I did, my mind sucked up what I could see peripherally. Her patterned skin looked even more stunning up close. I almost reached out to touch it, see if was as soft as it looked.

Denjil chuckled. “Easy, Tahneela. You’ll have the whole group falling in love with you before you even hear about the job.”

She rolled her eyes to the dark-skinned man and snorted. “Fair enough. I only wanted a little sniff. I can’t be spending time with people who stink now, can I?” She turned back to me, her orbs drilling into me. “Don’t worry. You smell delicious.”

I wasn’t sure if she was being literal or not. I mean, she did have the head of a predator. A tiny flash in those eyes, though, told me she was fucking with me. I laughed.

“Thank you. You look equally delicious. Now that we’re both hungry, do you want to hear about what we need from a guide?”

The jaguar girl gave us her first real smile. “Of course. I like you, Kael lookalike. Tell me you have something interesting to do and not that you’re looking for a good hunting or fishing spot. Come, we can sit in my house.” She raised her brow—another thing I didn’t know she could do with that cat face. “Unless you want to sit up in the trees with me?”

“Ah, no. Maybe later. I just ate.”

She laughed again and slinked toward the house. I watched her body move like a willow branch in the wind. The skimpy covering she had on her lower parts consisted of a thin strip of cloth, essentially a thong, and my eyes immediately went to that perfect, toned ass. It twitched as she moved, the muscles hard and defined, but still with the ideal curves for watching or touching. Even her tail mesmerized me, floating along behind her. It took all my attention, and I didn’t take my first step forward until Keliana pushed me into motion. Before I even managed to put my first foot out, though, she put her mouth to my ear and whispered into it. I could still hear her purring.

“Can we keep her, Gar. Please tell me we can keep her. Gods!”

I turned to kiss her, put my arm around her, and then dragged her toward the building. “We’ll see.”

Tahneela had a surprisingly cozy home. She brought us into the living area and gestured for us to sit in one of several chairs or couches. For as hard as the woman looked, all the furniture was padded and comfortable. She started heating water for tea and brought out some bread and cakes, which she set on a coffee table in the center of the room. Then she sat on a couch directly across the table from me and waited.

She didn’t look like she’d speak anytime soon, so I started us off. “We’re looking for a researcher who we believe is somewhere in Teaphotria. Her name is Dayra Gesha.”

“Her name won’t do me as much good as a description,” the jaguar girl said.

Of all of us, only Lirien had ever seen the woman more than once. I recalled that Brin said she’d met her, but that was it. I figured it would have to do, since Lirien was still in the inn duplicating the story from her book.

Brin cleared her throat. “She is a striking woman, beautiful and alluring. Very pale skin, blonde hair that was cut short when I met her. Lirien—our friend who is in Denjil’s inn at the moment—said she normally keeps it short, rarely even reaching her jawline.”

“Ah, the white explorer. I have heard of her being here, but never met her. She has spent some time in the jungle, coming to Teaphotria for months at a time and then leaving. Lately there have been a lot of strangers, though they rely on their numbers and brute force to stay safe. This woman you look for, she searches with a small group or even alone. I believe that recently, she has been alone. I can respect that. To survive in the jungle without aid is an impressive feat.”

“So, do you think you can find her?” I asked. “We believe she’s in danger, possibly from those other strangers you mentioned.”

“I have no doubt I can find her. What is in question is if I will find her. I have not accepted the job yet.” She swung her crystal blue eyes at me. “Are you aware that a powerful man is looking for someone who resembles Kael Serus? He has many followers.”

“Is he a few inches shorter than me, thinner, with messy, longish brown hair and wears well-worn explorer clothing?”

She shrugged. “I know not. I have heard he is searching, and it seems that he means to do violence to the one he’s hunting. Two more things I know about him, and that is all.”

“Will you tell us the two things?”

She grinned, an unusual sight with her jaguar head. “I will, without even charging you for the information. The first is that he is from Ruviel. The second is that his name is Lakeck Virnala, but that is not quite so important as what he prefers to be called.”

“Lakeck Virnala,” I repeated. It’s no wonder he goes by another name. Of course, I didn’t say that. It was perfectly obvious already that I knew nothing about the culture in Teaphotria. Better not to piss people off by insulting their names. “What kind of villain name has he taken?”

“He calls himself the Weaponsmaster.”
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“What the…ah, futhermucker.” Tip shouted. “Awww, hell no. Shhhhhucks. How’s some f-f-f-reaking…uh, jerk gonna take my boy’s name like that? Where dis fool at?”

I put a hand up but ruined my serious intent by chuckling at Tip’s affront, and the…colorfully awkward way he expressed it. I did agree with him, though. Partly.

“Tahneela, is everyone in this city as big a fan of Kael as Denjil here is?”

“That would be safe to say. Maybe not quite so fervent as Denjil, but close.” She grinned at the man, who didn’t react in any way. His face was still stuck on surprise from what she’d said before. If I hadn’t spoken, he probably would have brought up what I was about to say.

“What do you all think about this man calling himself the Weaponsmaster? Wasn’t that Kael’s title?”

Denjil shook his head. “It was. I am not happy with the use of that name. It dilutes the legend of Kael Serus.”

I made a point of meeting eyes with Tip. He stopped grumbling, catching my point. If someone wanted to call me Weaponsmaster, it could similarly be reflecting poorly on the ancient hero.

“That’s what I thought.” I didn’t want anyone calling me a name that held such history and value with others, let alone an entire city. “This is not Eldrin Ramson, the Searcher, then, but someone else.”

Tahneela’s tail lashed, arresting my attention. “I haven’t heard that name, but the way you speak it tells. This is an enemy.”

“Definitely,” Sariel said.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “He tried to kill Lirien, and we think he’s here to kill Dayra. I don’t know anything about this Lakeck guy, but he’s going to have to get in line. He’s not important right now. What is important is if you’ll be our guide. Will you help us find Dayra?”

She looked at me a long while, the muzzle on her jaguar face still as a predator waiting out their prey. Then her ear twitched. “I will guide you, if for no other reason than you look like Kael Serus, and I feel that anything you are involved in will be an adventure.”

“Oh, you don’t know the half of it,” Tyra said in one of her famously loud stage whispers.

I ignored the goblin girl. “Fantastic. We’d like to start in the morning. Does that work for you?”

“It does.”

Denjil got up and the rest of us followed suit. He started for the door, but I put a hand up.

“Wait. We didn’t even talk about your price or any conditions. Do you have questions?”

“We will discuss price later. It is of no matter. The job is the important part. As for questions, I’m sure I will have some, just as you will. We can resolve those as we travel. Rest well, for we will travel hard.”

I thanked her and we left her home for the inn.

“Wasn’t that a little abrupt?” I asked Brin.

“No. Things are different here than what we are accustomed to. She is truly unworried by the price or the specifics. She has made her mind up to guide us, and she will do what is necessary. It is a great”—she glanced at Tip—“benefit for us to get such a competent guide. We would not have found Dayra as quickly without her.”

“You’re talking like she’s already found the scholar.”

“She will. One has but to observe her, as you did in impressive detail.” She winked at me. “We will not go wrong putting our search for Dayra into her hands.”

“Okay. I’ll take your word for it. I trust you.”

“Good, then I have one other suggestion for you.”

“You do?”

“I do. Would you be willing to spend some time with Qamara tonight? She has not been able to be alone with you for some time, and I know she would enjoy it.”

“Sure, but…”

“I will spend the night with Sariel in her room. I don’t need extra magic and though I would rather be with you, I would enjoy spending time with her.”

“You could always stay with me and Qamara.”

“No. Better that you focus on her, though what you offer is enticing. I would accept your proposal at another time, but tonight should be for her.”

I glanced at the alari prophetess, following our innkeeper as she conversed with Sariel. “You’re right. It would be good. I miss her enough when she leaves us to do her mysterious tasks. I should take advantage of when she’s with us. Are you sure you don’t want to join us? It will be like when we…”

Brin flushed. “It is tempting, but I think some time alone with you would be more beneficial. Show her how much we all want her to stay with us.”

“Okay, I see your point. Thank you, Brin. For watching out for everyone, including me. Have I told you how amazing you are and how much I love you lately?”

Her effortlessly sexy smile stole onto her face. “You have, but I will not tire of hearing it again.”

At the inn, Denjil took his leave and the rest of us made our goodnights in the common room. I found Qamara, Keliana, and Lirien chatting, and Brin and I walked up to them to explain our plan for the night. Both the catgirl and the kangaroo girl were pleased with what Brin had proposed. Qamara tried to downplay her smile, but she wasn’t fooling anyone.

I hoped the others didn’t feel left out, but it didn’t seem to be a problem. Tyra had already been talking Lirien into getting to know her better and everything fell into place, with Keli, Lirien, and Tyra heading off to a room together. Tip, of course, had Cea and Rex to hang out with and though I didn’t know if the satyr and gremlin had progressed to a high level of intimacy yet, they were going to hang out regardless of what the rest of us did. Our plans made, we all went off to the various rooms we’d spend the night in.

Qamara put her hand in mine as we walked to my room. I turned my head to her, our arms swinging, and was greeted with a heart-quickening smile. With several of my girls taking to the habit of holding hands with me, and even Tip and Cea partaking of the ritual, I wouldn’t be surprised if the act had a resurgence in this world. We might only be a handful of people, but each of my friends were influential in their own way, and I’d seen how others looked at us when we clasped our hands. It might take time, but the result might be that one of my most profound contributions to Valorae might be the simple act of lovers holding hands.

How fucking awesome would that be, to be remembered for that?

Whereas some of my girls, like Keliana or Tyra, didn’t waste any time jumping right into things, Qamara wasn’t so aggressive. Of course, thinking of when we’d met and how we basically made out a few minutes afterwards “in the interest of scholarship,” saying that sounded contradictory. But the point was that while she never really pursued me, she was always up for a little fun. I liked that about her.

I pulled her to me with the hand still entwined with mine and kissed her smiling mouth softly.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey to yourself.” The feistiness in her tone set my blood pumping.

“I’m glad we’re doing this. It’s so hard to give you the attention I should with everything going on. It’s nice to snatch some time and focus on my favorite alari, especially because I’m not sure when you’ll leave again.”

“It is difficult, and I understand the inconvenience my absences to pursue my own affairs cause. You are fulfilling your quest to save the world and I…I have tasks that I must perform. Such things involve labors and sacrifices and concentrated effort.”

“Sure, but if we save the world, we can’t forget about the things we want to save it for. It started out with revenge for Lucas, then it turned into trying to make sure no one else suffers what he did, but I think maybe that’s changed, too.”

We’d punctuated our speech with little kisses as we held each other. Now, she leaned her head back slightly so she could focus on my face. “It has?”

“Yeah. At least I think so. Whenever I think of getting rid of Aeyr now, the first thing that pops into my head is that we’ll be done with our duty and then we can have the kinds of lives we want instead of what we have to tolerate.”

I barely got the last word out when Qamara pulled me hard against her and kissed me like she meant for it to be the manner of my death.

“I love you, Garfield Hailey.”

When I was able to wrestle my lips away from hers to speak, I did so with brows drawn down. “I love you, too. Umm, what was that about? Did I say something…?”

“You did. You said exactly the correct thing. I have been thinking a great deal lately.”

“About what?”

She torqued her hip, using leverage I figured only an elite warrior could, and basically judo-threw me onto the bed, holding me so we fell together. To say I was surprised was the understatement of the century. Whatever century it happened to be in this world.

She continued as if she hadn’t just manhandled me. “I have pondered many new things since I met you. You completely upended my life when you walked into my tent that day.”

“Uh…”

“No, no. It’s a good thing. You have made me think in ways I probably never would have. You have helped bring a balance to my life I had not known I was missing, though it seems obvious to me now.

“Of late, I have ruminated upon my life. I have heard it said that wise people know the precise ways to help others, but the wisest know the same for themselves. You have increased my sagacity and that alone deserves my love and commitment to you. I find, however, that I give both to you for other, less scholastic reasons. Simply because I want to be with you always, never having to leave your side again, once my current tasks are complete.”

I kissed her nose and rubbed her shoulders as we lay on our sides facing each other. “I want that, too, and I feel the same way. It makes me happy I could have an effect on you. I guess running around the world in mortal danger all the time is a good recipe for wisdom.” I chuckled, trying to keep the important subject at least partially lighthearted.

“Yes, but it is more than that. It’s you, Garfield. You and the rest of our little family. I was an ant on an apple, thinking of how vast my world was, and suddenly I became aware that the apple sat on a larger table. In a grander house. In a wider world. Never would I have dreamed I would stand by your side to challenge a demigod. Who could have thought one such as you, daring to attempt it, could be real? Even for a prophetess, you are surprising.

“But these grand things also call to mind the smaller things. Family, security, legacy. I feel I am repeating someone else’s words, as if I have seen them in a vision.”

I nodded along with her. “I have had a couple of conversations like this lately. Regardless of the reason, I think we agree. Our family, it will draw closer during our trials, and when everything is said and done, we can all be together. Living, loving, working on whatever comes next.”

“Yes, exactly. I do love each member of our family now. Even Tip, though in a different way. Cea is new and not lodged so tightly in my heart yet, but I am very fond of her and I know that in time I will love her as much as the rest of our group. I do want children some day, a surprise to myself, but that day is far off.

Qamara nodded. “I had a long and interesting conversation with Sariel. She is committed to training young Benni in the way of the sword, but also to continue his education in the right way of acting and thinking, honorably and unlike the hypocritical tenets of the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword. She dreams of going further, though she would not speak of it to me. She thinks of a school.”

“A school? You mean, like Galen’s sword training school?”

“Yes, but more. So much more. What would you think of a classroom full of children like Benni?”

I couldn’t help but smile, remembering the boy we’d met when we were in the Aesturith Kingdom. Such a great kid. “That would be fantastic. Hell yes. It doesn’t even need to stop with what you’re talking about. Tyra can teach crafting, Brin can teach magic, Lirien can take on history and exploration and things like that. It could be not just a school for warriors, but a school for competent, wise people who will excel in anything they do. I can’t wait.”

And then I stopped talking. I had to because Qamara alternated between wrapping her tongue around mine, squeezing all the air out of me, and rubbing her heavenly body against me so thoroughly that I couldn’t quite put a single thought together.
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Ididn’t know exactly what I said that drove Qamara crazy, especially considering it was Sariel’s dream she’d been speaking about, but our serious talk had turned into a mad scramble to make out. Not that I was complaining. The alari woman was as hot as they come, and her effortless sexiness had me constantly at a low boil. You know, until times like this where it went to a full boil, with clouds of steam and a raging fire underneath.

We wrestled for a time, our hands roaming over the other’s body as we desperately kissed. The feel of the soft, light material covering her body was only matched by her smooth, flawless skin that I couldn’t touch enough. I sat up, pulling her up to sit awkwardly next to me.

“Do you want to try something new?” I asked in between kisses, immediately moving my mouth to her neck while I waited for her answer.

“Unnnghhh. Yes. Anything. Just do not stop kissing me.”

I smiled into her skin and nipped at the side of her neck before getting off the bed to stand beside it. The hunger and excitement in her eyes had me ready to throw her down on the bed and jump on top of her. I tossed that thought out in favor of one more suited to her comfort. My hand went out to her and when she clasped it, I pulled her to her feet.

“Let me just look at you for a moment,” I told her. “God, you’re so gorgeous.”

Her eyes were such a unique color, like fine beach sand. Sure, it doesn’t sound enticing, but those light tan orbs crackled with energy, dazzling me with their brilliance. I could easily and happily fall into them and be lost forever. I blinked before I forgot myself completely and shifted my gaze to her body, and what a body it was.

Her pale green chiffon dress was a puzzle. At times it provided perfect glimpses at what was beneath, but at others it covered her assets just enough to tease and tantalize. The top of her full breasts were always on display, but the silhouettes beneath that nearly sheer dress warmed my blood as quickly as raw flame. I didn’t need to see through it to know her nipples had stiffened, the nubs pressed the fabric leaving no doubt. I licked my lips, wanting to take them into my mouth and suckle them, nibble on them. Instead, I forced my eyes to travel down from her shoulders and chest to her trim waist. For such a flowing dress, it still surprised me how snugly it fit in all the right places.

Her panties, or should I say thong, left the impression she had no underwear on. It was the exact color of her dress and when glimpsing her firm ass through the skirts as she moved—something I engaged in whenever possible—all that was visible was skin.

All of that wasn’t even mentioning her fantastically formed legs. Slender and toned and always smooth as wet glass.

“Is something amiss?” she asked, panting more softly than a moment before.

“No way. I love to look at you and your perfect body. Sorry. It must be boring for you.”

She stopped her turning when she faced me again. “No. I enjoy the feel of your eyes on me, as well as your hands…and other parts.”

I grinned. “That makes me happy, because I plan on putting my hands—and other parts—on you. Maybe in you. First, I need to take care of something.”

My hands stroked up her legs, then her hips, barely touching her skin as they glided upward, gathering her dress as they went. She shivered, but whether from the contact or a chill, I wasn’t sure. Her lips curved upward as she looked into my eyes. Mine didn’t hold her gaze, though, the craving to inspect what I uncovered too great.

When I pulled the dress up and over her head, I let out a sigh and leaned forward, still holding her clothing. I planted a long kiss on each naked breast, pressing her nipples with my tongue, before kissing her mouth. Softly, slowly, I savored every little movement of tongue and lips, drawing out a quiet moan from Qamara.

“Mmm,” I said. “Now, let’s play a little game, shall we?”

“Game?”

“Mm-hmmm. Step over to the wall, facing it. Good. Now, I want you to take your dress and press your palms up against it on the wall. Don’t grasp it, don’t hold it, but keep it hanging there with the pressure from your palms.”

She automatically spread her legs a little wider than her shoulders and leaned forward, pressing her clothing to the wall to hang there. It made me chuckle inwardly that she looked like she was “assuming the position.” The thought of the alari being a hardened criminal was too humorous.

She did look fucking hot leaning there, though. Maybe there was something to be said for bad girls.

Qamara looked taller, longer as her straightened body wedged itself against the wall. Her tight butt with nothing but the string of the thong distracting me from it faced me squarely and her back, surprisingly etched with muscle in this pose, just above. I loved the circular indentations on her upper back from having her arms raised. I always thought of Qamara as soft. Perfectly formed, but not toned. What I saw at the moment belied that belief.

“Damn, you’re sexy.”

“Garfield, what is this game we are playing? I want—oooooh.”

I’d reached out and run two fingers between her legs and up the string wedged between her butt cheeks. For some reason, that interfered with her speaking.

“It’s really simple. All you have to do is to keep that cloth right where it is. Don’t grab it in your hands, but keep your open palms on it.”

“Is this physical training?” She sounded both confused and disappointed.

“Maybe more like mental training. No matter what I do, keep those hands up and that cloth against the wall.”

I began by stroking her legs, then kissing up them, occasionally trailing my tongue. Calf, back of the knee, around to the front, up the thigh in a spiral pattern, then on to pulling at the edge of her thong and slipping my tongue up between the fabric and her skin at the crease of her thigh. The prophetess hummed, twitching and fidgeting, but her palms remained in place.

“Don’t get arrogant,” I told her. “This is just to warm you up.”

“Understood. I am…warm.”

“No, my beautiful alari, you are eternally and perpetually hot.” I nipped at her ass and she jumped a little. Her hands didn’t move.

Mine moved independently, one sliding up Qamara’s side, veering toward her front, while the other traced designs on the surface of her hips and cheeks with a light touch. She began to squirm.

I replaced my fingers with my mouth, licking along her tummy, side, and back along the top of her panties. From there I went up her back, occasionally applying quick nibbles that made her twitch each time. For her shoulders, I opened my mouth wide and took her flesh between my teeth, pressing down just hard enough to cause an indentation that lasted for a handful of seconds before disappearing.

“Why?” she panted. “What are you doing?”

The way she asked it told me my ploy was working. “Do you like it?”

“I…I want to use my hands. On you, and on myself.”

I gave her an evil chuckle and continued. When I twisted myself to get up under her leaning body to drag my tongue in a spiral toward her areola and nipple, she finally realized my little game wasn’t as easy as it seemed.

“Garfield! Oh, Garfield. May I use my hands? Please?”

“No. The only hands allowed are mine for now.” To prove my point, I put one between her legs. It was hot there. And wet. “Do you like this?”

“I…it…no…well, yes. It is—aaaaaah—pleasurable, but frustrating.”

“It’s good to go slow, right?” I asked.

“My hands?” It came out in almost a whimper. Even as she said it, I could swear the tiny triangle that was the front of her thong got wetter, the dark spot growing.

“Oh, Qamara, you’re soaking your panties. Would you like me to help you with that?”

“Yeeeessss.” If she hadn’t already produced a raging hard-on from me, the shaking in her voice when she said that one word would have done it.

I pressed my teeth down on her nipple, causing her body to shiver, then turned my attention to removing what was left of her clothing. As I stripped her panties off, the familiar red wine aroma washed over me.

“Sooooo good, Qamara. You smell and taste so, so good.”

“Taste me?”

I tapped a finger on her mound, moving it slowly downward with each tap. “Hmmm. I don’t know. Should I?”

Her entire body shifted and her shoulder muscles contracted. I thought for sure she was going to take her hands off the wall, but she maintained her position, albeit with a frustrated groan. I gave her one long lick up her slit for her success. The moan she gave me for that made me wish I didn’t have my clothes on still. I realized I didn’t need to wish.

I tore my shirt off in one motion, then pressed my chest to Sariel’s back as I fought with my belt and my pants. My eyes closed at the ecstasy of feeling her skin on mine. In a few seconds, I was as naked as she was, though.

It was time to see how strong her willpower was.

The front of my body slid up Qamara’s back as I kissed the nape of her neck. She growled softly, her arms shaking as she tried to pull them from that wall and push them through it at the same time. I let my rock-hard shaft slide up between her legs and up her ass crack, the head rubbing on her tight little hole. The prophetess started sucking air like she’d been underwater for half an hour.

I stopped there, still pressing against her sensitive spots, and brought my hands back into play. My left went around and up into her crotch while my right sought out her firm breast. I’d barely gotten my fingers wet on her sopping pussy before her entire body writhed and strained, first thrusting into my hand and then backing onto my dick. Through it all, her hands remained in place.

“Such a good, good girl. Do you want more, Qamara? All you have to do is say you want the game to end, let me win, and your hands will be free.”

“Ooooooh. Garfield. Huh-uh-huuuhhh-uh-huuuuuhhhhh. You feel so good. Will you enter me like this? I will keep my hands in place.”

I’d thought she would have accepted my offer to stop playing. That, almost as much as the feel and the taste of her body made me want to do exactly what she asked.

I thrust my hips to rub my shaft harder in between her tight cheeks, increasing the pressure with my hands. Qamara continued to moan, pronouncing alari words under her breath, panting and moving all of her body but the palms. Her movements built until I could barely keep hold of her, she was gyrating so frantically. I plunged two fingers deep into her canal and that sent her over the edge.

She stopped moving, tightening up and going to her toes as she pushed her hips forward to get that little bit more contact inside her. Her warm fluid bathed my digits and the rest of my hand and she slumped slightly before straightening her body and moving her hips in circles.

I kissed her ear. “Did you like that? My game?”

“Mmmmm. I did. Am I victorious? Did I win?”

“You did. Good job. Do you want to play another game? This one should be easier.”

“If the result is like with the first, I will play your game.”

“Excellent.”

I spun her around, her arms falling away from the wall and the clothing she’d been holding up falling to the ground. She emitted a surprised grunt, but I ignored it as I pushed her back up against the wall. “Put your arms up above your head and hold the backs of them to the wall. Same as before, don’t move them.”

She attempted to glare at me but my hand in her crotch softened her half-lidded eyes, ruining it. Her hands went up and she pinned herself in place.

I pressed my body against hers and kissed her hard, leaning in to sandwich her head between me and the wall. From there, I bit at her neck, kissing down to her breast to take the nipple I’d been neglecting into my mouth. At the same time, I stealthily moved my cock into place so, when I pulled my mouth from her tit, my shaft glided up and partway into her hot, still-quivering slit.

“Oh! Yes, Garfield. Yes. More. Put more of it in me.”

“Your wish is my command.”

The head of my dick nestled in her hot, wet flesh. Her lips massaged the shaft as I slowly pressed it farther into her. I backed it out and she moaned unhappily. Slowly, an inch at a time, I went deeper, only to back out, then enter a little farther next time. Her body responded by syncing to my rhythm and thrusting her hips in time, moaning and mumbling incoherently, no doubt in her own language.

“Oh, Qamara, you feel so good.”

“More, Garfield. I love the sound of you going in and out of me. I think of it sometimes and it always makes the nectar appear.”

I sped up, thrusting faster in and out, generating more of the slushing sound she liked. It was difficult to suck on her and to kiss her because of the height difference, but I pressed her body against the wall, pumping hard enough that she made oof sounds every time I thrusted. In between the pants and moans, that is.

“Aaaaaah. Huh-uh-huh-uh-huuuuuh. You are going to make me come again, Garfield. My hands?”

“Yes,” I panted. “You’ve won again. Your hands are free to go where they want.”

She didn’t wait a second, bringing her hands down around me to pull me even harder into her. Her fingernails dug into my back as she moaned, dragging the same sounds from me. I didn’t last more than half a minute after she’d brought them down. The familiar tightness struck me and I did my best to spear her body to the wall, thrusting my hips until my glutes burned.

Her canal finished me off, the muscles squeezing me in exactly the right places. Past the point in her orgasm where she held her breath and became silent, Qamara’s body tremored, shaking violently as all the liquid in my body shot out into her. My own body responded unusually, convulsing to match my sexy elf, juddering and spurting more of my precious seed. I pushed so hard, I lifted her up off her feet, suspending her against the wall much as she’d done with her clothing earlier.

Until I didn’t have the strength to maintain it.

Not only did she slide down the wall to land uneasily on her wobbly legs, but my left knee gave out and I almost fell to the ground.

“Fuck!” I said. “Qamara, that was mind-blowing. We are definitely going to have to do that again sometime.”

She leaned her head onto my chest. “I agree. I have never felt anything like that, not even when we have done other pleasurable activities. As the winner of two games, I demand that you bring me to your bed now, that I may rest for a time. Then, maybe I can invent a game for you to play.”


Chapter
Twenty-Four



The morning found Lirien in Tyra’s bed, the two of them tangled up together. The kangaroo girl couldn’t help her eyes roaming over the muscular green woman. She felt as good as she looked. Something she had confirmed during their busy and energetic night together. Keliana had been with them as well, but she had played and run, graciously allowing Lirien and Tyra to spend some time bonding.

After Eldrin had betrayed her when they were younger, Lirien had buffered herself from relationships and even meaningless physical intimacy. It wasn’t quite an aversion, but more that her opinion was soured on such things. First it was because anything remotely affectionate reminded her of the time she’d spent with Eldrin. That had softened as the memories of their time together faded.

Even after that, though, she had not been one to seek physical pleasure often with others. She provided it somewhat to herself, and sometimes with women, but she had to admit that her appetite had not been great. With the obvious exception of her fantasies about Kael. Her actions when she first saw Gar were not typical, something that still embarrassed her. If she’d known Gar back then like she did now, she had to admit she would have been even bolder.

That brought a smirk to her face.

Since she had gotten to know Gar, however, she was not only smitten beyond anything she’d ever thought she would experience, but her hunger had increased. Now, she not only wanted him all the time, but the amorous feelings had spread to others in their group, to the lovely ladies around her. The night before was proof of that.

What a night it had been. The delicious goblin and delectable catgirl had been a joy to engage with and she’d experienced pleasure that she hadn’t for quite some time before Gar came into her life. In fact, not since Dayra.

Dayra Gesha. Ironically enough, Lirien and the blonde scholar were not extremely close emotionally. Their relationship had been more of a convenience, one based on pleasure alone, on releasing tension. Respect existed between them, but mostly they had sated their carnal needs when their travels brought them near each other and allowed for it. Only a handful of times had they done so, but they fit well together physically. The memories of their trysts…

Now they were searching for the woman and Lirien wondered what it would be like when they stood face-to-face once again. Awkward? Comfortable? With Gar and the others near, would she even feel the fluttering in her chest she’d felt before when making her acquaintance after an absence, anticipating their activities?

Tyra stirred next to Lirien and when her lids opened to reveal her orange eyes, Lirien pushed the other thoughts away, replaced by flashes of what she’d done the night before.

“Good morning,” Tyra said, her voice low and sexy.

“Yes, it is.”

After some kisses and caresses that nearly escalated into something that would make them late for breakfast, the kangaroo girl and goblin girl went to the common room. The others were already there. So was Tahneela.

Lirien wasn’t sure what to think about the bestial catgirl. The tracker exuded sexuality to an extent she’d never encountered before. Granted, the cat muzzle and face was unusual. Lirien had seen other beastkin with animal faces, but they were relatively rare in Valorae. Maybe not so much in the Traisel Commonwealth, but Lirien had never spent much time there. The region was poor, archaeologically speaking.

Still, the woman seemed competent and had already provided a glimpse into a delightful sense of humor that the kangaroo girl appreciated. Tyra and Keliana told her of Tahneela’s teasing of Gar from the moment they met and that endeared her to Lirien. But there was no sense in looking at her as a potential partner for her now-elevated libido. Or was there?

Tahneela moved closer to Lirien, leaned forward, and sniffed her. She did the same with Tyra. Without a word, she hummed to herself and crossed the room to where Gar and Qamara were entering. The panther girl repeated her scenting with those two, but this time, her muzzle formed a smile.

“I see your group is closeknit. Interesting.”

Lirien could swear that Gar’s cheeks reddened, just slightly. Before it got too much more awkward, Tahneela changed the subject.

“While we eat, I would like to know more about this prey, uh, person we are tracking. You described her, which is insufficient. If we’re close enough for me to see her, my job will already be done. You can’t adequately describe her scent to me, so all that is left is for you to tell me how she is. Her personality, her habits, anything that might help us make decisions when we inevitably have to choose one direction or another. The job doesn’t sound too difficult, but Teaphotria is a big place and finding your friend can take time, more so if we choose incorrectly.”

“Lirien is the one that knows her best,” Gar said, “though I don’t think she knows her all that well. Lirien?”

Lirien debated whether or not to reveal the physical closeness she shared with Dayra. If it were just her friends before her, she probably would. With a stranger, though? No. She was justified in not explaining. Their intimacy was merely physical, and describing it wouldn’t help them find her.

She pieced together what to say and started. “True, we’re not close friends or anything. We have encountered each other on several occasions, spent a little time together. She is extremely smart and knows more than anyone I have ever met, over many different subjects. Like me, she’s a researcher, explorer, and a scholar, though she would hold that I am not worthy of that last label.

“Also like me, Dayra has a lifelong goal. Hers is to find the Great Library, proving it exists in doing so. Her greatest dream is to discover the vast stores of knowledge within. She is logical, methodical, and competent, as one would expect from a woman who explores the jungle alone.

“Her habit is to do her work with a small group of people at most, but the last I heard, she was alone. I think I know the reason, something we discussed before, something I recognize in my own life. Even the most loyal of helpers can reach a point where they grow weary of the constant search. Some last longer than others, but eventually they leave. Maybe for easier work, sometimes for more profitable labor. She won’t quit until she finds the library. But that is her dream, not that of others.”

Tahneela absently raised a hand up to look at it, in the same way women in my world inspect their fingernails. Except she didn’t have conventional nails, but slightly curved claws. They were only an inch or so long, but they looked like they could do some damage.

“You speak of the Great Library of Sen-Gerot?”

Lirien blinked at the panther girl. “Yes, though most people just call it the Great Library.”

“It doesn’t exist. If it ever did, it no longer does.”

“Dayra would disagree with you.”

“She is free to do so. I have traveled all of Teaphotria and have never seen any evidence of such a thing. Ruins abound, but the library, it’s a fool’s errand.”

“The same thing was said about Kael’s cache. The one in which I found the book with the story of your ancestors and this city.”

“A fair point. Where has she been looking for this dream of hers?”

“Everywhere, but mostly to the south of us, I think. Not as far as the Jungle Collective, but between here and there. But it’s been some time since I’ve spoken to her.”

Tahneela snorted, a strange sound through her bestial face. “There is more than one hundred miles of jungle between here and there.”

“So you see why we need you.”

The panther girl grinned, and Lirien thought she might like the gruff woman after all.

“Hold on,” Gar said. “I’m sorry again, for like the hundredth time, but most of you know how ignorant I am about this world. Can you please tell me about this library? Any extra information will help me to understand more about Dayra and might aid us in our search.”

Lirien glanced at Brin. The moonwisp was a capable historian. She bowed her head toward the kangaroo girl. Next, Lirien met eyes with Cea, who had proven herself a storehouse of knowledge, but the gremlin girl gestured with her hand, relinquishing the role of instructor.

“Right,” Lirien said. “I’ll give you the short version. Sen-Gerot was one of the last of the great osgoth rulers. Little knowledge remains about him, but those that do account him a wise and powerful king. He grew concerned about the apparent decline of the osgoth civilization. The alari were multiplying, and to a lesser extent so were other races, especially humans and elves.

“As much as we can tell, there was never antagonism between the osgoths and others, but declining birth rates, illnesses, and other factors demonstrated to the intelligent Sen-Gerot that their time was short. All powers eventually fade, and it was the osgoth’s turn to do so.

“In response, he commissioned a project to build a grand library and fill it with all the acquired knowledge of the centuries of their great civilization. It had a two-fold purpose. He hoped it would concentrate the greatest minds in the world, as they would flock to such a library. With so many together, they might be able to reverse, or at least slow, their decline.

“If they failed in that, the second purpose was to provide vast knowledge from the many lifetimes of heightened civilization to whoever could use it. It was not a popular sentiment. Think of telling a people who believed they were the pinnacle of knowledge and wisdom that they should gather the fruit of all their thinking and hand it to some new upstart nation.

“The massive library was built and copies of every scrap of knowledge in the world at that time was collected there. Thousands of books, scrolls, ceramic tablets, and stone plates were obtained or copied meticulously to achieve it. After many long years, Sen-Gerot rejoiced, seeing the completion of his work.

“No sooner had they finished than the place came under assault. Seekers of power and wealth tried to wrest the library from Sen-Gerot’s control. Happily, they failed, but it was clear that the king had misunderstood the darker nature of not only his own people, but of the others in the world.

“He gathered a group of powerful mages and, with his heart heavy, he directed them to hide away the library. His hope was that it could be useful if ever the world progressed enough to use it for the original purpose: to enlighten those who would utilize the information wisely.

“Instead of the library helping to slow the decline of the osgoth nations, it hastened the decay. Fighting broke out, much of it direct attacks to Sen-Gerot’s kingdom itself. Between scattered osgoth realms and those of the other races, he was embroiled in wars for the rest of his life. In this time of strife, he and his mages succeeded in hiding the entire library away.

“Eventually, the wars settled when all realized they couldn’t find the library. The mages who had hidden it had been some of the first killed in the warfare that spawned from the act, mages being important for the war effort. History marched on and the osgoths disappeared, their place taken first by the alari and then the elves. Fact faded into legend, legend into rumor, and finally time erased nearly all references to the library and its wealth of knowledge. It’s where we find ourselves today.”

Gar rubbed his chin. “Wow. If they had that kind of magic, a library full of resources from that time could be very powerful. One question, though.”

“Yes?”

“It’s been, what, two thousand years or so? In all that time, wouldn’t all the books have turned to dust?”

“Uh…”

Cea giggled. “I’ve seen two references to the library in my research that answer this. Maybe. My parents talked about it a few times. Argued, really. My mother believed it still existed. My father went back and forth between it never existing and it being destroyed long ago. The references said part of the spell to hide the library also preserved what was inside it. You see, magic was more refined back then. Through all the wars and as time passed, a great deal of magical technology was lost as magical gifts shifted from powerful multi-discipline mage abilities to what we have today: accessory use. My parents, and I, also believed Aeyr exacerbated that process. All that is a different story, though. I think that if the library still exists and we can find it, the books will be just fine.” She pointed to Lirien.

“Yes. Like the book from Kael’s cache. It’s been as long since that was sealed away, and it looks as if it was just bound yesterday. If Dayra is correct and we can find the library, it could change the world. It could give us information we could use to defeat Aeyr.”


Chapter
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After making an agreement with Denjil to board our horses, we stood at the edge of the jungle with Tahneela.

“Your animals wouldn’t do well in the trees,” she said. I’d debated over whether we should follow her instructions to leave our mounts or to stubbornly press the issue. In the end, I decided I’d accept the jaguar girl’s experience. As I looked into the dark depths ahead of us, I acknowledged that it was the correct choice. “Come, let’s find your scholar.”

“We’re going north?” Lirien asked, scratching one of her long ears. “I told you Dayra has been focusing her work in the south for years.”

Tahneela flicked her eyes to the kangaroo girl briefly, then over to mine. I got the hint of an eye roll, but she didn’t actually do it. “Several days ago, she was spotted going north, toward the dwarves’ kingdom.”

“Through the jungle?”

“No, on the road.” She put a hand up. “Before you ask, we’re taking a shortcut. Without the horses, it would be inefficient to go all the way around on the road. Cutting through the jungle will save us both distance and time. Would you like to continue questioning my expertise or would you like to go and actually find your friend?”

Lirien’s cheeks flushed. “Sorry. Just trying to understand what we’re doing.”

After that awkward start, we plunged into the darker and more humid realm of the jungle proper. I’d been in thick forests, but within the tangled vegetation of Teaphotria, the light was even dimmer. The cloying humidity, at least double what it was on the road when we were traveling, pressed in on us. Even were it not for the perspiration that soaked my shirt immediately, I would have been uncomfortable.

The place was alive with movement. Bugs in the air and crawling over plants, flitting shadows in the thick underbrush, and sizeable things that I couldn’t decide were plants or animals slithered, skittered, and scampered freely all around us.

Tahneela moved with effortless grace, seeming not to disturb the surrounding plants at all. “See that plant, the one with the faded red leaves and the small white flowers? Don’t go near those or they’ll sting, paralyze, then eat you.”

I chuckled, which resulted in her giving me a flat look. Shit. Is she not joking?

The jaguar girl proved her value immediately, somehow finding paths through the bushes and vines that I never would have picked out. Because of it, we kept a decent pace. Not riding a horse on the road kind of progress, but with the shorter distance of the shortcut, we wouldn’t lose as much time as I’d feared.

“So, Tahneela—hey, can I call you Tawny?” I asked.

Another flat look. “Tawny? I am not that color.”

“Uh, yeah. I know. As a nickname for your full name, Tahneela.”

“You want to cut my name in half?”

I shrugged. “I thought it might be easier. Like how I call Brinawynn Brin and Tiporian Tip. Or even like I have people call me Gar and not Garfield. I don’t mean any offense.”

“Your name is Garfield?” She closed her mouth and moved it like she was chewing something. “I prefer Gar.”

“Uh, thanks?”

She flashed a smirk at me, then turned her attention back to the jungle ahead of us. She hadn’t really answered me. She was obviously fucking with me.

“Tawny it is,” I said, watching her closely.

Her lips turned upward fractionally. I’d go ahead and call that agreement. When Brin caught my eye, I winked at her, causing her to chuckle.

Mid-afternoon, after tromping through the jungle for hours, Tawny put a hand up. We stopped immediately, though I didn’t know why she halted us. I was about to ask when I heard the sound of something crashing through the vegetation. I was well familiar with the sound, since I and most of my companions had been making it all day, but this seemed like whatever made it was bigger than us individually. And more energetic.

The jaguar girl tsked. “Stay here.”

She leaped into a nearby tree, clearing at least six feet of vertical space from a standstill without seeming to exert herself. She scrambled up, crossed a horizontal branch, and hopped into the next tree. I quickly lost sight of her as she moved through the foliage, her coloring making her all but disappear.

A moment later, as the crashing got closer, my friends drew their weapons. I wasn’t sure which to bring to hand. I’d been able to get enough control over Kael’s sword Justice to reduce its size and more easily carry it, but a sword was not always the best choice in a situation, regardless of what Sariel believed. The chain knives were an option, too. The triple stick didn’t strike me as being an appropriate choice because blunt damage against something larger than me wouldn’t work well. As for the siangham, if whatever was heading toward us was as large as it sounded, the smaller weapon would not be a proper choice. I remained still, no weapons in my hand. Waiting.

A massive boar smashed through the plants. It was at least twice my size, probably three times. Tusks the size of a bull’s horns protruded from its piggy snout, easily capable of goring one of us to bloody shreds. It stomped the ground, crushing leaves to paste as it careened in our direction, shouldering trees and bushes out of its way. Strangest of all, though, was what was perched on top of its barrel body.

Tawny rode the beast, as comfortable as if she sat the saddle of a complacent horse. Her hands held one ear each and as the monstrosity got near, she tugged on its right lobe. The boar immediately veered in that direction, grunting in disagreement. A yank on the other ear changed its direction again.

We all watched wide-eyed as Tawny directed the animal away from us, crashing through more vegetation back the way we’d come from. In a few minutes, I could no longer hear the boar’s grunts or thrashing. I looked around at my friends.

Tip slid his sword back into the scabbard. “What do—Jesus!”

Tawny dropped from above, landing in a perfectly balanced—and completely silent—three-point stance. A fucking superhero pose. Her mouth stretched wide in a feral grin.

“It won’t return this way. Shall we?” She took advantage of the tamped down bushes and led us down the trail the boar had made before it had met us as if nothing unusual had happened.

As I thought about it, I realized that to her, that was probably correct. What was a massive pig with razor sharp tusks to a woman who spent most of her time in the jungle? I was feeling better about her guiding us all the time.

For the better part of two days, it was the same thing. We saw monkeys, two different normal animal jaguars, and countless smaller creatures. Ironically, the biggest danger we faced was a strange bug that Tawny skewered with a thin, stiletto-type knife. I hadn’t seen her use a weapon yet, seeming like she would use her natural tools of the claws on her hands and feet. She had a moderately sized pouch on a strap she kept on her shoulder, almost like a purse, but I hadn’t known there were weapons in it. She held the impaled creature up so we could see it. As much as we could with the blade nearly cutting it in half.

“This is called a deathbite,” she told us calmly. “If they get on you, it’s bad. If it bites you, it’s really bad, because you’ll be dead. Within seconds, all your life functions end. Need I say, don’t let them get on you, and whatever godsforsaken thing you do in this world, don’t let them bite you. Take a good look. Kill them on sight. Don’t smash them with your hands or exposed skin. Sometimes their tiny teeth go through their mouths and can sting you if you do so. That also will kill you.”

Now it made sense why she hadn’t used her claws. One bite caused death? What kind of place was this jungle? Part of my mind answered: a dangerous one. Like fucking Australia. Tiny bugs that can kill you in one bite. Fuck that.

As we threaded through the plant life, I sped up until I was right behind the jaguar beastkin.

“So, Tawny,” I said, testing out the nickname for the first time after its inaugural use. “Tell me about yourself. Have you always lived in Vowtoken?”

She half-turned her head to me, wearing that smirk again. But she didn’t correct me on the name. “I was born in a small village to the southeast. My family went to live in Vowtoken when I was three years old and our village was failing.”

“Failing?”

“Yes. Illness, new beasts migrating into the area in large numbers, and the attention of hostile tribes wanting our land. Soon after we left, three enemy tribes cooperated to destroy my home village completely. My family was safe in Vowtoken, but many had not fled.”

“I’m sorry. That’s horrible.”

“Life is horrible sometimes. It tests us, removing those who cannot tolerate tragedy.”

I was starting to regret initiating the conversation. I had to bring it around to something a little less ominous. “How did you become a tracker and guide? Is that what your father did?”

“No. My uncle was a hunter. He taught me as I grew up. He always fascinated me, being able enter the jungle and come back with meat for us to eat. As I got older, I went on more hunting expeditions with him and then started exploring on my own. I’m more comfortable out in the jungle, alone, than in a city.”

“Not much of a people person?” I’d meant it as a joke, but she stopped and wheeled on me.

“I don’t exactly fit in with most people.” Her words were sharp enough I had the urge to check if I was bleeding somewhere.

I blinked at her, not expecting the vehemence of her response. “I’m sorry if I said something wrong, but can I ask why? Why you don’t fit in?”

“You have eyes to see. It’s plain.”

I felt like I was digging myself deeper and deeper. I thought she was referring to her cat face, but wasn’t sure. I hadn’t traveled so far that I felt comfortable with my knowledge of this world. “Uh, at the risk of saying something wrong, can I tell you that I’m not from this world?”

It was her turn to blink. “You’re what?”

“Not from this world. Umbrenix dragged me here from my world. I haven’t been in Valorae for that long, so I honestly don’t understand what I said that made you angry. I didn’t mean to insult you or irritate you.”

“You don’t know?”

“No idea.”

She gestured at her face. “My appearance?”

“I think you’re beautiful. Is it the jaguar features? I’ve seen a lot of beastkin. True, most of them had human faces, though they had ears and tails and stuff. But we also traveled through the Traisel Commonwealth and saw a lot of different beastkin, some with less human-looking faces. Are you saying that you don’t fit in because of your face?”

“Not just my face, but my head, my claws, even the patterns in my skin.”

“I think your skin is fantastic. Those markings are gorgeous. As for the other stuff, the rest of your family or your former tribe don’t look like you?”

“Are you being sincere, Gar? Because if you are making a jest at my expense, you will not like the consequences.”

I swallowed. I did not want to feel how sharp those claws were. “I’m totally sincere. Was my question not valid?”

Her ice blue eyes narrowed and drilled into me. Pressure assailed me, pushing its way into my head through my eyes, like she was tearing through my mind to see if I was telling the truth. Finally, her intensity waned. “I suppose I overreacted. Have none of your companions explained it to you? Your cat or your kangaroo?”

“Explained what?”

“Forms like mine, they aren’t passed down through families.”

“Forms? Like your slinky perfect body?”

Her mouth twitched upward. “Now you’re trying to get on my good side. Or maybe you’re flirting?”

I grinned at her. “Maybe a little of both. Go ahead. I’m sorry for interrupting.”

“Watch for the plant there to the left.” She pointed to another of the poisonous, predatory plants she’d identified for us the day before. “What I am trying to explain to you is that my face, head, and muzzle, I am the only one in my family to have it. The rest of my family are normal beastkin and should I have children, they are likely to look more like your catgirl than me. No, don’t utter another compliment, though I appreciate that you are being honest when you say them. The point is that even among beastkin, I don’t fit in. I have only ever met three others with bestial faces, though I have not traveled widely outside of Teaphotria.”

Just when I thought I’d gotten a handle on the types of prejudice in this world, now I learn there was a lot I still didn’t know. “I think that’s terrible. I can understand wanting to go off alone. Tip has faced the same type of thing. People have even tried to kill him just because he’s taranji. I’ve faced that too, to a certain extent, in my world. I didn’t look like those where I grew up.”

“Too handsome for them?”

I laughed. “Nice one. No, it’s because most everyone else had skin like Denjil and mine…is not.”

“You were treated poorly because your skin was lighter than theirs?”

“Yep.”

“What kind of savages were you surrounded by? Skin color is not measure of what a person is.”

“Neither is the shape of someone’s face, or if it’s covered in fine, soft fur.”

“You don’t know if my fur is soft.”

“True, but it looks soft.”

“Maybe if I grow accustomed to you and your quirks, I’ll let you feel it.”

“I look forward to it.”

She snorted. “One of the beastkin I saw with the bestial face had fur all over his body. Mine is only on my head and tail, with the markings on my skin in place of fur. I have wondered…” Tawny tilted her head as she trailed off. “Gods damn it. Take up your weapons, but let me handle what comes. This is no boar.”


Chapter
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The entire party brought out their weapons. All except me. Tawny’s proclamation didn’t tell me anything about which weapon to use. I’d been accumulating a number of them.

Had Tawny actually said what was coming was no boar, as in the pig creature we’d encountered, or bore, as in boring? She had proven to have a mischievous sense of humor, so it could have been a pun.

The muffled approach of whatever the monster was had me dropping my previous thoughts and watching as the bushes shuddered then spread to allow my first glimpse of our newest challenge.

“What the f—” Tip said, exactly what I said in my mind. “Frak is that?” Okay, not exactly what was on my mind.

A massive figure of greys and browns pushed its way into a less tangled area right in front of us. At first glance, it looked like an obscenely muscular person walking on all fours, but with some additions: namely, eight armlike appendages protruding from its body along its sides. Unlike the musclebound arms and legs, they were slender and mostly the same diameter up until they ended in ivory spikes. When I say “ivory,” I’m not just talking about the color. The damn things looked to be made of the same material as elephant tusks, but sharper.

Possibly most horrific of all was the oversized head on the monster’s shoulders, which not only displayed a gaping mouth full of sharp teeth, but no fewer than a couple dozen eyes spattered all around it.

Is that a spider?

“Beware its emissions,” Tawny called out as she leaped into action.

Despite my confusion and shock, my body sped into motion. I’d spent way too much time in deadly danger while in this world not to react quickly. Before I thought, I’d drawn my sword—the much-reduced form of Kael’s ancient weapon—and ran at the monster as well.

Until a thick strand of dirty white…something slammed into me. It knocked me down, hitting like a heavyweight’s punch, and spread over my chest. I found myself on my back, unable to get up.

“Webbing? Really?” Damn, I guess it is a spider. Kind of.

More of the filaments flew over me while I lay helpless to do anything about them. I could move my head still, to look at what was going on, but that was it, other than to scrabble my legs impotently. Talk about humiliating.

From my awkward vantage, though, I got a decent view of Tawny. The woman moved like a dancer, juking like a football star, and the acrobatics! I’d never seen a gymnast so smooth and graceful. She flitted across the distance, dodging web blasts and then, when she got closer, the monster’s limbs.

Darting in and out, never caught out by the stomping appendages, she drew a pair of fantastical hand scythes she’d apparently been keeping in her satchel. Then, she went to work.

Nearly invisible water spikes bashed into the creature, mostly aimed at the thing’s eyes, and the occasional arrow attempted to strike its body. But Brin’s spell didn’t appear to do much damage and Tip’s arrows never made it. Some the monster’s appendages smashed them out of the air while others it expertly webbed in midflight. Lirien’s bolts didn’t have any better success.

But Tawny, she chopped and sliced at the monster as if she were a teppanyaki chef, her wicked weapons tearing off flesh with every strike. She stayed mostly close, almost underneath the thing’s belly, methodically cutting at its legs and at the assumedly more vulnerable underside.

The spider thing paid less and less attention to my friends to focus on Tawny. Soon, all the legs still able to do so—she’d cut two severely enough that they hung limply—stabbed at her with those ivory spikes. But this is where the jaguar girl really shone.

Moving even faster than before, she evaded the strikes like they were choreographed. Up under one, past one of the thicker, muscular arms, and over to the front of the monster she went. Three or four slashes of her blades—they were too fast to count accurately—and the monster’s face poured blood and a dull yellow fluid that could only have been the vitreous humor like a fountain. It let loose an inhuman screech and slashed even more wildly, trying to kill its attacker.

Tawny dodged a few more limbs, jumped at a nearby tree trunk, kicked off the solid object, and executed a flip that would have had any parkour expert clapping. In midair, she swung both her weapons, their curved blades glinting in the diffused light through the blood and fluid coating them.

At the end of her acrobatic movement, her feet touched down on top of the monster’s back, the claws extended to dig into its flesh. Her weapons finished their arcs: wide, sweeping motions that angled toward each other. They sliced through the thick, sinewy neck of the monster, and its head dropped to the ground. Before it landed, Tawny launched herself off the abomination, tucked into another flip, then landed a few feet away, collapsing her knee as she did to roll further away and come up onto her feet in perfect balance like she’d been standing there the whole time.

She wasn’t even breathing hard.

As for the monster, it shuddered, then seizured, then thrashed so wildly it broke branches and a large sapling near it. It took almost two minutes before the thing stopped, finally realizing it was dead.

I stared at the jaguar girl, who glared at the ichor on her blades like it had insulted her mother.

I took the opportunity to check out her weapons. They were well-used hand scythes, similar to the Japanese weapons called kamas, with formed leather-wrapped handles and wickedly curved blades, quartermoon-shaped and as elegant as they were deadly. It was obvious they were razor sharp, as demonstrated by the pieces of the monster on the ground around us.

“Woo!” Tip shouted. “Yeah, boyee. That. Was. Uh…the bee’s knees. And awesome. Yeah, that, too.”

I agreed totally despite the word choice. “Uh, a little help here?” I was, after all, still stuck to the ground with webbing.

After my friends cut me loose and Tawny cleaned her scythes on some leaves and with judicious use of some of our drinking water, the jaguar girl gave me a flat look.

“I did tell you to watch the emissions.”

“Yeah, about that. Maybe using the word ‘web’ would work better in a situation where we meet a monster we’ve never seen before. ‘Emissions’ can be a lot of things. I thought maybe it released gas or spit⁠—”

“Or spooged,” Tip added helpfully. Then he looked toward Cea and actually blushed.

I closed my eyes and shook my head. Same old Tip. “Thanks for the warning, anyway. Are you used to killing those things? The damn thing didn’t stand a chance against you.”

“I’ve encountered one before. I got lucky that time, but I learned.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I guess so. What is that? I mean, I know it’s some kind of spider thing, but what’s it called?”

She shrugged. “It’s not something that lives in the jungle. Usually. Beasts and monsters have been changing the last few weeks. Transforming. I don’t know why.”

“We have found this to be the case also,” Brin said. “As far away as the Mordimere mountains and southwestern Olliaran, we have encountered mutated creatures. Have you witnessed the holes in the air?”

“How can the air have a hole in it?”

“You don’t want to know,” I said. “That’s good you haven’t seen them, but these transformed monsters, we think it’s because of Aeyr.”

“Aeyr? The Hungerer? What does a myth have to do with it?”

“Uh, well, we should probably talk about that. In fact, there’s a lot we should discuss. It has a lot to do with why we’re trying to find Dayra and…other things. Let’s chat as we walk.”

“A moment.” Tawny approached the monster she’d killed. She let out a little sigh and brought one of her hand scythes out, then slashed it at one of the monster’s spider legs. The blade made it through the limb, and she snatched the ivory tip before it hit the ground. “Foul beast.” Another round of cleaning, both for her weapon and for the foot-long ivory, and she returned to us.

I raised an eyebrow at her as she stuffed the item into her pack.

She caught me looking at her when she faced me again. “What?”

“Souvenir?”

“Partly. The material is also dense, more so than stone. If I can find a crafter to work it, it would make a good weapon. Or a trinket. Maybe a set of throwing knives?”

Tyra went to the carcass, her nose wrinkled at the thing’s stench, which was growing by the minute. She stared down at one of the spikes and her breath hitched. “Whoa. She’s right. Someone bring a blade over here. My batons aren’t going to be able to take these off. I can think of two dozen uses this material would be good for, including enchanting weapons if I can scrape powder off them to use as an ingredient.”

I moved Tyra out of the way to hack the other seven off the spider with my sword while she explained to Tawny some of the things she could make, and what she meant about enchanting. By the time we left the carcass to rot, Tyra’s pack—and those of a few of us who volunteered space in ours—was much heavier and her list of projects had grown.

The battle with the nameless spider thing marked a turning point in our relationship with Tawny. Her guardedness was gone and for everything I or one of the others told her, she had a few questions. I chuckled inwardly, thinking about the curiosity killed the cat thing. Her excitement and hunger for learning new things reminded me of several members of our party, and she fit in well.

I’d been a little afraid that after I’d told her everything, she’d want to quit the job and go back home. The whole being from another world thing and chasing after a demigod, not to mention putting ourselves right in the middle of an army of his followers to help Dayra weren’t great selling points for staying with us. But she took it all stoically, asking questions and nodding. When we’d caught her up, she didn’t seem fazed at all.

“We will soon be approaching the road to the dwarven kingdom. It wends its way north into the Star Granite Mountains, past Tholingar’s Redoubt, up to the capital city of Bastion. Two other major cities are farther into the range, though few non-dwarves have ever visited them. If your scholar searched for information from the dwarves, she would go to Bastion.”

“Okay,” I said. “I guess that’s where we’ll go then.”

“Our travel will go faster when we reach the road.” She put her hand up and we obediently stopped. Tawny scanned the foliage in front of us. She sniffed the air and swung her head to the right. Squatting down, she continued to sniff in that direction, even getting on all fours and crawling for a few steps before standing up. “Change of plans. We go east.”

“What? But the road is close, you said. The dwarves. Bastion.”

“I think your scholar has already returned. I can scent an outsider and the tracks show she was alone. By the size of the feet and the depth of the prints, it was a woman. A single woman. I don’t know of anyone else who could have passed through here. Do you trust me, Gar?”

The question took me aback, but I realized she was only talking about trusting her tracker instincts. That was an easy answer. “Absolutely.”

“Then come. We are on the hunt. We will find the woman you seek this way.”
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“Gods damned, sons of flea-bitten whores…” Dayra spat as the luminar in her hand refused to locate the calibration point she had been trying to find for three thrice-cursed days. She looked around for something to kick, letting loose with several other choice phrases that would be welcome in no court or city in the whole of Valorae.

She thought on that for a moment, then chuckled as she realized there might be a few places that would appreciate her colorful language. Her anger spent for the moment, she sat on a nearby rock and put the luminar back into its case on her belt.

“Well, isn’t this just typical,” she said to no one. “Story of my life. And what a horribly constructed tale it is. Too much conflict, not enough resolution.”

Dayra Gesha knew she probably shouldn’t partake of the habit of talking to herself, but at the moment she didn’t care. There were times when she wished she had someone around to share her disappointment, to trade curses when things went wrong, but this time wasn’t one of them. People were trouble. Countless tomes indicated that, and her personal experience in life brought out the point as well. Better to be alone and exploring.

“How’s that working out for you?” she asked herself. A pang of embarrassment struck at her, but she mostly dodged it. “What a fucking day.”

The scholar blew upward to clear a lock of hair threatening to obscure her vision, or at least distract her. She confirmed to herself that keeping her hair short was the thing to do. Long hair is as much of a pain as people are. As much as looking for a gods damned…she took a breath and started that last thought over. It’s as much of a pain as looking for the calibration point for my luminar. It was only the first, not the most important, but still required. Without the data she needed to calculate the proximity to local ley lines, she would never be able to determine the intersection of the four points she searched for and arrive at what she really needed: the single location where she could find the Great Library.

It had been years. Her entire life, really. “Is it so damn hard to let me have just one little victory?” she shouted up at the sky. Which she couldn’t see. At all. Fucking jungle.

“Okay, Dayra, you need to calm your sweet little ass down. You’re better than this. You don’t use foul language like this. You’re a nice, petite, socially acceptable lady.”

She burst out laughing. “Fucking right, I am. Gods, I need to stop talking to myself. Or at least get a pet to talk to. This is how mental instability starts. Or finishes. One or the other.”

Dayra grumbled as she sat, trying to decide where she’d gone wrong. The place she was looking for was near. It had to be. She tapped on her forehead, hoping it would start her brain working correctly. What was she missing?

She straightened at what was possibly a distinct sound at the limit of her hearing. She was so used to the background noise of the animals and insects, she didn’t even hear them anymore unless she concentrated on them. Unusual noises, though, or the absence of the normal background sounds, those her mind paid attention to. The jungle was a dangerous place. Without all her senses piqued at all times, she wouldn’t last long. She’d already had some close calls.

Right now might be another one. Flee or fight? As much as she reveled in her intellectual ability, her travels always reduced to that primitive response. Flee or fight.

Now that she was listening for it, she recognized the noise as someone speaking. Faint, not too close yet, but speech all the same. Who in their right mind would be nattering on in the middle of the jungle?

Dayra glanced at her pack, and the staff lying next to it. One thing she could say about the jungle: very few bandits frequented the deeper portions. There were dozens of better ways to rob someone than to put yourself in danger like that. Logically, if someone was talking, there were at least two people, her own habits notwithstanding. Two people traveling through the brush would have a purpose. Hunting? Gathering? Not heading to Ruviel, surely. The road led right to the city.

She cursed again, this time silently, and snatched up her staff. She’d spent so much time deliberating, the sound was closer now. She bent to grab her pack to leave, but motion at the edge of her vision made her stop.

Too late.

When Dayra straightened, a woman was standing there. A woman she knew, or at least knew of. There were relatively few beastkin with animal faces outside of the Traisel Commonwealth, but this woman was one. Her name was Teela or Trila or…Tahneela. That was it. Tahneela. She’d heard about the jaguar woman, her ability to find things. Dayra had considered searching her out but decided she was better on her own.

The thing was, Tahneela wouldn’t be conversing with someone. Dayra wouldn’t believe for a moment that the tracker hadn’t known she was there. That someone was there, anyway. Dayra’s tracks would be all over the place.

The woman just stood there. Waiting. Dayra gripped her staff. The chance was even less that she would be attacked if Tahneela was there. She had her tribal honor and wouldn’t allow anyone to hurt her. Would she?

More people came into the open. The first one caused Dayra to blink repeatedly. Was that…Kael Serus? The thought fled when she saw the blue woman behind him. A moonwisp. Someone she had met before. Things were getting more confusing. But the next figure in line was the clincher. The dark pink hair, the kangaroo ears, the body she knew well wrapped up tightly in her explorer clothes.

“Lirien?”

Lirien Seck’s mouth stretched into a smile when Dayra said her name, then the woman ran ahead to greet her while the others stayed back. When the kangaroo beastkin wrapped Dayra in a hug, disregarding her staff completely, the scholar’s eyes bugged out. They had shared a bed more than once, but neither of them were the hugging type. Kissing in private, definitely, but not hugging in the presence of others.

Dayra’s arms went around her friend to return the embrace. Ah, the presence of the others. That’s why it was a hug and not a kiss.

“I’m so glad we found you in time,” Lirien whispered into Dayra’s ear. She stepped back, scanning Dayra head to toe, and the smirk she loved so much flashed on Lirien’s beautiful face. Dayra matched it, a thrill shooting through her. She always did love how Lirien looked. And felt.

“Lee, how are you here? Why are you here?” The nickname just came out, though she had only ever said it before when they were alone. Lirien didn’t let anyone else call her that, a sad reminder of her past, but she always softened when Dayra used the shortened name. Dayra could see it in her eyes now, the affection. She had missed Lirien, more than she even realized.

“That’s going to take a little bit of explaining. Do you have a camp set up?”

Dayra eyed the other people, then nodded. “A small one. I’ve been moving around quite a bit.”

“Anywhere we can sit down is fine.”

Dayra led the group—there were nine of them besides Lirien—to a tiny clearing. “That’s quite a group you have.” It truly was. A Kael lookalike, a moonwisp, a strikingly beautiful woman in a very un-jungle like dress, a taranji, a gremlin, a goblin, a siroya, and a couple of cat beastkin. Oh, and a furcanis staying close to the taranji and gremlin.

Lirien laughed. A true, hearty, joyful laugh. Dayra couldn’t remember such happiness from her friend. Ever. The way she moved and spoke and acted, it was uncanny. Lirien was…happy.

“You found the cache,” she blurted out before she realized that Lirien may have been keeping it secret still.

Yet Lirien’s smile grew. “I did, Day. I did! Oh, it was…no, let me tell you about that a little later. We have important things to talk about, and I haven’t even introduced you to my friends.

Dayra suffered through the ritual. She paid little attention. Not that she would forget any of their names. She remembered everything. Everything. Still, it was a chore.

“Dayra Gesha,” Lirien said, “these are my friends.” She pointed them out as she spoke their names. “Gar Hailey, Brinawynn Tolsen, Qamara Enorana, Tyra Tyswix, Tiporian Zethroban, Cealifonam, Sariel Snowblossom, Keliana Artuxis, and Tahneela. The furcan is Rex.”

Dayra recognized some of those names. She typically didn’t pay much attention to events in the world, but she knew an alari name when she heard it. As for the others…

“An alari and a moonwisp,” she said. “We met once, Brinawynn, though you may not remember. Tolsen. Are you…” she aborted at the pained look in the blue woman’s face. “Tyswix. Related to Terago, I assume?” The goblin nodded. “Sariel Snowblossom. The same who was just elevated to swordmaster in the Aesturith Kingdom?” Another nod. “Yes, quite a group.” She eyed the human man as she said it. Human, not osgoth. He was neither dark-skinned nor two thousand years old, she would wager.

Lirien chuckled. “Yes, they are. Now let us tell you why we’re here.”

[image: ]


I watched with interest when the scholar we’d been looking for saw Lirien. Her eyes had gone to me after seeing Tawny, blinking as many did when faced with someone who looked like the many statues that abounded in this world. They widened, then softened when they landed on Lirien, and the kangaroo girl wasted no time in hugging her.

Funny thing, that. The two looked as if they were on the verge of kissing but downgraded to a hug at the last second. I’d suspected something was up with the two of them, just by the way Lirien talked about her, but this was proof.

Not that I blamed her at all. Dayra was hotter than the jungle at noon. Short blonde hair with a stylish wave, a face that could stop traffic, and a body…oh, God, what a body. Her completely inappropriate clothing of a cropped tank top and skintight shorts left little to the imagination. Actually, flicking my eyes to Tawny and her ensemble, maybe Dayra’s wasn’t all that impractical, but the bugs were eating me alive, and I had most of my skin covered. How did the scholar not have bugs or welts all over her pale, creamy skin? For that matter, why wasn’t she tan?

The expected small talk took place. When Dayra asked Lirien about Kael’s cache, which she’d been looking for for a decade or more, I thought they were going to go off on a side conversation that stalled everything out for an hour or two, and rightfully so. These were two women who’d had lifelong goals and it was natural to celebrate fulfilling them. But Lirien kept things on topic.

When Dayra said more than a few words, I recognized what Lirien had told me about the other woman. Though unnecessary, she had to prove she knew things about some of my companions. Tyra, Sariel, and whatever the hell that was about Brin. I tried to fight it, but my know-it-all, snobbish, arrogant asshole meter bounced toward the pain in the ass section of the dial. I did not care for people who had to constantly prove to you how much they knew.

Thankfully, that part of our conversation passed and soon we sat around in a minuscule clearing. Lirien gestured to me. I guessed that meant it was my turn to speak.

“Nice meeting you, Dayra. Like Lirien said, we’ve been looking for you. Tahneela made it easy. She’s amazing. The reason we came is that you’re in danger.”

Dayra scoffed. “I’ve been searching the jungles on and off for years. I know well enough how to keep out of trouble. I’m still here, aren’t I?”

“Yeah, but that’s not the danger we’re talking about. To make it concise, one of Aeyr’s minions, a guy named the Searcher, is after you.” Lirien’s eyes grew bigger when I was speaking. I knew why, but I was not about to get into how the Searcher was her ex. Lirien could divulge that if and when she was ready. “We helped Lirien when he was hunting her, but after we slaughtered all his lackeys, he escaped and is now after you, no doubt with a new army. We’re here to keep you alive.”

The way Dayra raised her chin, putting her nose in the air, I had to suppress a sigh. I could already imagine what was coming.

“First of all, I need no protection. I am perfectly capable of keeping myself from harm. Second, who the hells are you that you think I would take you as a retainer? I have important work to do, and I will not be restricted in my tasks because a double handful of people want to tag along. So, while I thank you for your intentions, you may leave.” She waved a hand around, the gesture inarticulate. “Go eat obscene quantities of meat or rut around or whatever other activity you enjoy engaging in.”

I rolled my eyes to Lirien, and she let out a long breath.

“Day, I said almost the same thing, except without most of the insults peppered in. I already knew Brin, but I didn’t want interference in my search, either. I also didn’t believe anyone was after me. They saved my life several times and ended up helping me find the cache. Without them, I would not only have never realized my dream, but I would be dead. My friends have a potent mix of abilities, not limited to keeping the monsters away.

“We’re not asking you to change what you’re doing, just offering to help. Protect you, sure, but also assist you in finding what you’re looking for. It could be as simple as carrying things. I made them dig and break stone for days when they first offered to help, but they never faltered. Can you open your mind a little bit and listen? Ask any questions you want and if you end up still wanting us to leave, we will. I hope not, because it will mean your death. Don’t make the mistake of not taking this warning seriously.”

It was Dayra’s turn to sigh. “Oh, fine. Let’s talk. It’s worth it to see you again. I can query you as well. I’ve been having difficulties with my search, even after all the trouble of approaching the dwarves for what I thought was the last bit of information I needed.”

“Great,” I said. “We can set up camp and get dinner started. In the meantime, let’s chat. As a scholar, I think some of what we have to say will interest you.”
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Ispent a good hour telling Dayra about myself, my world, and all the things that happened to me since I was brought over by the umbrenix. Because my story was essentially the story of the entire group, with the number of us increasing with each new adventure, it seemed like the way to go about telling her all she needed to know.

Dayra paid attention, or at least seemed to. Still, she would occasionally make a scoffing sound at something I said. Like I would bullshit her. About the fifth time, I was ready to tell her to fuck off and stop talking, but Tawny showed genuine interest, her eyes widening at all the right points and even leaning forward when I talked about combat or monsters we’d encountered. It was for her alone that I kept up my narration.

When I finally caught us up to arriving in Teaphotria and meeting Tawny in Vowtoken, I was exhausted, like I’d been hiking up a mountain the entire day.

“That’s our story. So, you can see why we’re concerned for your safety. On his own, the Searcher isn’t much to fear, but Aeyr backs him, so I’m sure he’s got lots of people with him now. Probably more than before, so he doesn’t end up getting his ass kicked again.”

“Don’t forget the Weaponsmaster,” Tawny added.

Dayra’s head snapped to the jaguar girl. “Weaponsmaster? That is what Kael was called.”

The jaguar girl smirked. “I am aware. This is someone who decided they were worthy of the name. A man from Ruviel. He has been looking for a man who favors Kael.”

I put my hands up. “We don’t know what that’s about. For all we know, he’s like those so-called heroes who wanted to join me in my ‘grand quest.’ It’s all bullshit, if you ask me. He’s probably some crazy guy with delusions of grandeur. I’m not concerned about him. That’s our part of it. What about you, Dayra? Will you tell us about what you’re looking for and where we’ll go next?”

“What do you mean?”

“Lirien was kind enough to tell me the story of the Great Library, but besides that, all I know is that you’re looking for it. It’s your show. Will you tell us where we’re going to go?”

“Oh. Oh, yes, of course. I am Dayra Gesha, as you already know. I am a scholar and explorer. My magic allows me to remember everything. Everything I read, everything I see, smell taste, touch. Everything.”

“Ooh, that’s like my magic,” Cea said. “My mind collects everything and if I focus on something, the details come back.”

“That is interesting,” Dayra said, her tone condescending, like she was doing the gremlin a favor in not finishing with, aww, that’s cute. “But my magic has no such limitations. Everything is available and waiting for me to turn my attention to it. I don’t need to focus, only bring it up.”

“Like vomit,” I said. Being a bitch to Cea was not acceptable. The gremlin girl was fantastic, and she was also part of our family. I wouldn’t stand for Dayra to shit all over her.

“Pardon me?”

“For what? Did you pass gas or something?”

The scholar’s mouth dropped open and she looked at Lirien in disbelief. I could almost hear her in my mind: What did he say to me? How dare he.

Before she spoke, I cut off any protestations she had at the source. “Show common decency to my friends and I will be more polite to you. Tearing them down is unacceptable.”

She stared at me like I was speaking another language. “I meant no disrespect. My apologies.”

Yeah, she meant no disrespect. She saw no problem in trying to prove her superiority to others, though.

I let the silence hang. She fidgeted, and finally spoke again. Tentatively.

“Because of my magic and my natural curiosity, I became a scholar. Early on, when I was still a child, I fixated on the story of the Great Library, once I read about it in an obscure tome I’d found in the bowels of a temple’s underground storage chamber. Since then, I have been searching. As with Lirien, I couldn’t focus exclusively on the project, unable to find benefactors who would provide funds for such a risky endeavor.

“After a long period of doing contracted jobs, I had the opportunity to concentrate on my quest. Thus, I’m here in Teaphotria, determined to find the library before I leave.

“I visited the dwarves and found the last bit of information I lacked. You see, Sen-Gerot had learned his lesson well when he and the library were attacked. He gathered his most powerful and cunning mages and had them hide the entire structure. More than that, though. He also put in place a clever means for it to be found again. Eventually. It has taken me, and my formidable intellect, many years to come to the crux of the search, something information from the dwarves helped with.

“Clues, spread throughout the former osgoth empire, led to puzzles and complex calculations. Some of the mathematics not only required precisely determined solutions, but also utilized numerical keys that approached cryptography unlike any seen in the world for two millennia. I have resolved the issues with the mathematical signs and have fashioned from my studies the luminar.”

Dayra stopped speaking to remove a device from a large belt pouch. It looked a lot like a sextant, though if it was, it would be worthless in the jungle. My understanding was that you needed to sight on a faraway fixed point on the surface of the world or on the stars themselves. With the tree cover, neither would be possible.

Cea, Brin, and Lirien leaned in toward Dayra, their eyes eating up the sight of the device.

“The luminar coordinates ley lines. There are four necessary points left by Sen-Gerot. Once found, I can use the luminar to sight down the line, as it were, made up of two points. Two calibration points. With it, I can identify the particular magic of the ley line and, when I have found its pair, I can make an estimate of the exact placement of the line. All four points are necessary to create the two lines and then calculate their intersection. Where the two lines cross, there is where I can find the library.”

I rubbed my forehead. As irritated as I was, I was also glad she did the math stuff already. I already felt like a troglodyte without dealing with some other world’s mathematics. When we started our search for Dayra, I thought we would be put to work the same way we helped Lirien, going around and investigating ruins to find hidden clues. This sounded both easier and more difficult at the same time. At least it would be something new.

“Your problem is that you can’t find the calibration points,” I said.

“Yes. Once I am near enough to a point, the luminar will react and I can locate it. Then I can use the device to sense the magic. The gem in the luminar can ‘remember’ calibration point magic it has been exposed to, so when the second point is discovered, it can plot the path between.” She sighed. “I haven’t found the first point. The clues, the calculations, tell me it’s somewhere near Ruviel. Other than that, all I know is there is a point in the north of Teaphotria, one in the east, another in the south, and the remaining point is in the west. There might be a thirty-mile radius or more of where I assume them to be.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

She straightened her back and her chin went up again. “I will keep looking until I find them.”

“So, you’ll wander around the jungle until you get a ping on your little gizmo?”

Her eyes stayed pinned to me, but the confusion in her eyes was easy enough to read. She didn’t seem the type to ever admit she didn’t understand, though, even if I was using terms from another world.

“What I mean is that you plan on randomly checking areas until your luminar indicates the point is near.”

“That’s my plan.”

I laughed, which provoked a deep frown on her beautiful face. “Sorry. I figured you’d do something technical, or mathematical, that you’d at least make a map with grid coordinates so you wouldn’t accidentally search the same place over and over.” That caused her to grit her teeth. “Well, whatever. What can we do to help? Brin, Qamara, Lirien, and even Rex are good at finding hidden magical things. Let’s see if we can come up with something.”

She sniffed. The damn woman was going to stomp on my last nerve.

“I was about to reassess, analyze the efficacy of my actions thus far, and formulate a more refined strategy.”

“So you were going to look at how you’ve spent days with no luck, and you were going to invent another shoddy method to stumble across one of these points with your doohickey.”

Her mouth opened, but at least it stopped her from clenching her jaw.

“Do you think we can figure something out while we’re on the way to Ruviel? I’d like to see the city, and we could probably use some more supplies. Otherwise, Tawny is going to make us eat bugs or something.”

“There is plenty else to hunt,” the jaguar girl said. “We are far from needing to eat bugs, though it’s the right time of the year for razor beetles.”

“We can go to Ruviel,” Dayra said. “I could stand to top off my supplies as well.”

Dayra spent some time talking softly with Lirien while the rest of us did our normal lounging around after dinner thing. I decided not to press Tip into training since there was barely room to move around in the tiny clearing.

“So, Tawny, what are you going to do now? Are you going back to Vowtoken? We hired you to help us find Dayra and you did the job, even more quickly than we could have hoped. Would you be up for guiding us around some more?” I leaned in closer to her. “I have a feeling Miss Smarty Pants over there is going to have us running around in circles.”

The jaguar girl laughed. It was an unusual sound, coming from the cat muzzle, with a hissing quality, but I liked it. I could enjoy listening to it more in the future. “She is accomplished at traveling in the jungle. You could navigate fine with her leading you.”

“Yeah, maybe we could, but I’d feel a lot better if you were with us. I’ll understand if you don’t want to hang out with a big group of people who don’t know a vine from a jungle snake, but if you’re willing, we’d love to have you.”

Those ice-blue eyes considered me, narrowing slightly. I couldn’t read what she was thinking, mostly because I hadn’t learned how her cat face expressed different emotions yet. “I would be willing. Something gives me the feeling that there are exciting times ahead for you and your little group.”

“Awesome. I can’t promise it’ll be fun, but I’m pretty sure I can guarantee exciting, and dangerous.”

“Ooh, what’s that?” Tyra said from the other side of the fire. She pointed to something Dayra had pulled out as she rearranged her pack while she talked with Lirien.

“This? I found it in the remains of an old structure closer to the road going north. It’s a rope dart.”

“Can I see it?”

Dayra picked it up and handed it over. It looked to me like a thin rope folded up into a bundle, with a roughly diamond shaped metal fishing weight on it. Tyra accepted it and scrutinized it, staring at the item like she was trying to read tiny lettering on it. I recognized the look of concentration on her face.

“Do you know how to use it?” she asked the scholar.

Dayra blinked at her. “Me? No. I plan on selling it in Ruviel. I have a few other trinkets I found that someone might buy.”

Tyra held the thing up. “Gar, you should buy this off her. It’s made of magical materials.”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Iwalked over to my goblin girl. “What do you expect me to do with it, Tyra, a little fishing?”

Tip laughed. “I was just thinking the same thing. That piece of metal on the end of it looks just like a fishing weight.”

“Seriously, though,” I said. “Is that a legit rope dart? The weapon?”

“You know what it is?” Dayra’s surprised look was sand in my underwear. Apparently me knowing anything was almost too much for her to believe.

“It looks like a weapon I’ve seen in my world. The wielder does all kinds of acrobatic moves, swinging the thing around, wrapping it in arms and legs to shoot it out toward opponents. They can use it to bind up enemies or to slash or puncture.”

“In your world? I would have thought it was unique to this world.”

“Yeah, well Tyra and Master Ilias Lightningstrike thought my three-sectional staff was unique to this world, too. It’s been used in mine for thousands of years. Same with the rope dart. But I guess that’s one of the few things you don’t know about.”

Half of her mouth turned down as the other stayed in a straight line. Her hands went to rest on her waist. “Do you know the history of Ruviel?”

Where the hell had that come from? Is she so insecure about her supposed intellectual superiority that she needs to one-up me?

“No. I don’t know much about Ruviel except that they have a thriving martial arts community, and that a lot of what I’ve seen that comes from there mirrors a nation in my world, though more primitively.”

Maybe I’d invested too much of my disapproval of Dayra into my words because she winced. “I was not demeaning you for not knowing. My question is legitimate and sincere. I asked because its history is interesting.”

“Okay, sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I would love to hear about it, if you are offering to tell me.”

“I do enjoy speaking about it.”

I thought maybe she should have left off the last two words, but I didn’t need a fight, so I left that comment in my mind where it belonged. “Sounds good.” I tried to hand the rope dart to her, but she waved it away.

“It’s fine. Keep it, though I don’t know why you would want to carry it around.” She put her hand up to her mouth and cleared her throat. Then she launched into Ruviel’s history in what I was starting to think of as her lecture voice.

“You are familiar with Kael the Blur Serus? Oh, of course you are. Looking like you do, you would have learned about him.” She paused, seeming to want an answer anyway, and I nodded. “Kael was much more than simply a hero. Yes, he is most famous for his exploits in combat, but he was a guiding force to many.

“Students flocked to him, vying for the privilege to be taught by him personally. He chose few, but those he did train were not those one would expect. They were not the powerful or the rich of the world, but ones whose disposition Kael had appraised and found suitable. Over the years, he collected a respectable number of devoted students he trained directly, but also those trained by his students. So many skilled warriors gave their loyalty to him, some kings were jealous—and more than a little intimidated. His detractors called the mass of fighters ‘Kael’s Army.’

“Large groups of these students—both direct and indirect—clustered together, forming villages. When Kael died, three of the largest gathered in one place: in the north of Teaphotria. They called it Kaelosteruviel; the Anointed Place of Kael. Kael’s prime student, one the others called First Brother, forbade them from using the name, however, telling them that their master would not have wanted a place to be named after him. They shortened the name to Ruviel.

“From the beginning, the martial way was of utmost importance to the town. Not only did they study what their master had taught them, but many of his most ardent students had begun to develop styles of their own.

“Kael was what many would call an anti-style proponent. He eschewed set forms and movements, instead emphasizing biomechanics and the feel of battle to mold the body and mind to perform extemporaneous movements based on a fundamental understanding of combat. He encouraged his students to create their own forms or training techniques, since his method was not suited for everyone, and they took him at his word.

“Thus, by the time Ruviel became a town, and later a city, the area was full of different styles of fighting, some even patterned after animals or the elements themselves. Not only the physical aspect of the art, however, but the mindset and wisdom Kael taught them as well. As time passed, family styles and systems to gauge the effectiveness of all of them also came to be. Tournaments, demonstrations, even written and drawn explanations abounded.

“Like the Aesturith Kingdom with swordplay, Ruviel is a thriving community obsessed with their fighting styles. Children play fight, adults compete, and some who train leave to go and sell their skills to other nations. Though people skilled in the different styles can be seen in other parts of the world, even today, most of the masters remain in Ruviel, satisfied with progressing along the path that Kael set their ancestors so long ago.”

Despite her arrogance, the woman could tell a story. I nodded. “Wow, so a whole town of Kael’s students’ descendants. Are they all as devout as people in Vowtoken?”

“No. Vowtoken’s residents are descendants of the tribe Kael helped, and their response was to venerate him. Ruviel’s founders spent long periods of time with Kael and recognized that he never wanted fame or glory, only to do the right thing and to help people. They have a deep respect for him as a man and a warrior, and many want to be like him, but it’s respect, not veneration. I have to admit I’m curious to see how people react to you, looking the way you do. It might be enough to convince one of the masters to show you how to use that rope dart.”

“Ooh,” Cea said. “That would be wonderful. Maybe one of them would teach me how to fight, too.”
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I watched Dayra and Tawny up ahead of the rest of us, jockeying for position. It didn’t come down to pushing each other with their shoulders, but it was a near thing. I looked over at Lirien, walking next to me with her eyes on the two women as well.

“Wanna bet on whether they’ll get into a fist fight before we reach Ruviel?” the kangaroo girl said.

I put my arm around her, pulled her against me, laughing, and kissed her face. “I won’t take that bet. They both want to be in charge. Give them a day or two and they’ll work it out. I hope.”

“She’s not as arrogant after you get to know her.”

“I figured. Once she has some respect for us, she’ll probably calm down. It doesn’t matter. I’ve dealt with stubborn women not wanting to be protected before, and it turned out fine.”

She snuggled her head into my side, her long ears tickling my face. “It did.”

The two in the lead had said we were close to the road and that once we got there, it would be an easy five miles or so until we got to Ruviel. I expected at any moment for us to break out of the jungle’s tangle onto the cleared path, but twin gasps up in front of me dashed those thoughts. It only took one look to spot the reason for the reaction.

Two living shadows had peeled themselves from the darkness under a tree and headed straight for Tawny and Dayra.

“Shit,” I said. “Umbrenix. Check the surroundings.”

I sprinted forward, but not before the two women launched themselves into action. Tawny was the first to strike, lashing out with her claws at the shadow man in front of her.

“Huh?” The jaguar woman’s hand passed through the umbrenix, throwing her off balance. She wasn’t able to completely dodge its counterattack, the monster likewise using its claws. It caught her on her upper back, tearing her flesh.

Tawny twisted as if she had no bones drawing her hand scythe from its holder along her thigh she’d started wearing and swiping at the umbrenix again. The weapon didn’t have any more success than her claws.

At the same time, Dayra attacked the other shadow, twisting her staff and pulling outward to reveal ten-inch blades affixed to the two halves. The scholar moved with impressive speed and coordination to carve up the shadow, but her weapons had no effect, either. The monster drew a black shortsword from the mass of its darkness and swung at the blonde-haired woman.

I reached Dayra’s opponent just in time to turn away the blade with my siangham, deflecting the sword as I rammed my shoulder into the thing’s midsection. It was thrown back just enough for me to spin in and ram my weapon into its head. I grabbed its own sword, still in its grasp, and finished the job with a slash so fast, it didn’t have time to resist my moving it like a puppet. The head-sized ball of darkness separated from the rest of its body.

Leaving the sword in its twitching hand, I lunged at the other umbrenix a few feet away. Without a weapon, the monster was even easier to handle. I caught its swiping claw, snapped its shadow arm with a powerful strike to the back of its straightened elbow with my palm, then punched my siangham into its chest three times and into its head twice, following it down as it fell to the jungle floor. I paused for a couple of seconds to make sure it wasn’t going to get up, then stood.

“Brin? Can you heal Tawny? Are you two all right?”

Tawny stared at her weapon, then down to the monster it had passed right through. Dayra was in worse shape. Mentally, anyway; the umbrenix hadn’t touched her. She held her bladed sticks limply in her hands, her eyes unblinking as she watched the head I’d taken off the umbrenix. Her gaze shifted over to the body as Tyra wrenched the sword from its grip.

“Nice,” the goblin said. “Another piece of shadowsteel.”

The hiss of the jaguar woman as Brin inspected her wound and then the sigh of relief as the healing took place broke the silence. My companions still scanned the jungle around us as Dayra turned her head to me. She opened her mouth, but Tip spoke first.

“I don’t think there are any more, boss. Or if there were, they probably ran away.”

“Cool, thanks Tip.”

Dayra’s mouth moved, but it was a good ten seconds until sounds came out. “What? Who are you people?”

I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Are you okay, Dayra? We introduced ourselves to you yesterday. Are you in shock?” I snapped my fingers in front of her eyes and moved them back and forth for her to follow. This world didn’t have flashlights, and things were dim under the canopy, so I couldn’t easily check to see if her eyes were dilated. They seemed to follow my fingers just fine. I could ask Brin to make a pale ball of light.

“I’m fine. Unhurt. What in the hells were those things?”

“Umbrenix. Surely you know about umbrenix. You remember everything.”

She didn’t react to the barb at all. “That’s impossible. The umbrenix were all destroyed centuries ago.”

“Yeah, well, they’re back. Did you miss that part when we told you last night?”

“I thought you were blustering, trying to play the hero. Telling me tales that you thought would impress me.”

I traded a look with Lirien. “Why would I bother doing that? I have no need—or desire, really—to try to impress you. Unless I did complex math or speak every language on Valorae, I figure it’s a lost cause.” I snorted. “Well, anyway, I’m glad you’re all right. Now you know we weren’t just spouting bullshit. We should get going. If there were more, they’ll have gone back to tell their master and we may find ourselves drowning in them.”

“Sword,” she said.

“I don’t need a sword, most of the time.”

“No.” She pointed at Tyra. “Sword?”

I chuckled and jerked my chin at Lirien, then toward Dayra as I answered. “Yeah, the histories don’t say they had weapons. That’s a new thing. Another thing we mentioned last night.”

Lirien squeezed her arms around Dayra and whispered into her ears. The scholar slumped a little, releasing the tension she’d shown a moment before.

“Also,” I said, “the weapons are made of shadowsteel. Wait until you see the armored ones. Tyra collects the metal when we find it. She can craft new weapons with it, like Keliana’s fantastic ring daggers.”

Keli spun her knives on her fingers and stopped them with her hands outstretched. Dayra’s eyes doubled in width.

I left Lirien to comfort her friend, turning my attention to Tawny. “How are you doing? Sorry. We should have mentioned that you can’t hurt them without magic or enchanted weapons, for the most part. I didn’t think about running into them, though I should have. With the Searcher looking for Dayra, it was bound to happen. When we run into more, you should probably let us take care of them. Unless you have an enchanted weapon?”

“I…do not. You broke the monster’s arm. How can you touch them to do damage?”

I let out a breath. “I’m a special case. Did no one listen when I talked about this stuff last night?”

“I apologize,” the jaguar girl said. “I thought you were exaggerating to impress me.” She smirked when she said it, but I don’t know if that was in apology or if she was poking fun at Dayra. Either way, it drew a chortle out of me.

“No worries. I’m glad you’re okay. With Brin’s healing, you won’t even have scars that break up those gorgeous patterns on that beautiful skin of yours.”

Her eyes flared at the compliment and her smirk turned to a more natural smile.

“Are we done here?” Tip asked. “I want to get to Ruviel. What kind of food do they have there?”


Chapter
Thirty



After nearly two hours on the road, we navigated a turn and I got my first look at the famed city of Ruviel. I stopped where I was, marveling at the sight.

With jungle on both sides of the road and crowding in toward the city limits from what looked like all directions, the structures of Ruviel stood out from the green like a lantern on the darkest night. Even within the city, surfaces seemed to drip with the green of vines and interspersed trees.

Buildings thrust up into the air, some five or six stories or more, many of them with the graceful, curved roofs I’d seen pictures of in my world. The place looked like a fantasy version of a Chinese city, somewhen around the Ming Dynasty.

I looked over at Tip, hoping he had memories that would back me up. I honestly wasn’t sure if I was dreaming all this stuff up. The satyr jerked his chin at me.

“Ming Dynasty?”

“Yeah, man. Do you think they’ve got a Forbidden City in there?”

“I hope so.”

My longtime companions didn’t pay any attention to use, but Tawny and Dayra looked at me like I was crazy.

“This looks a LOT like the architecture from a certain period of time in my world, in a place where martial arts were very popular. The birthplace of many modern styles, in fact.”

As we continued on the road, which led directly to the city, my head was on a swivel. More people than at most other places I’d been to in this world moved to and fro, just like they did in any city, but it felt different than any other place I’d visited. Small groups of children played, but did so by wrestling and fighting. Some adults strode down the street, either alone or in clusters, carrying various weapons and dressed in soft, flowing robes. I even spotted the conical hats of woven reeds that worked so well to keep the sun off the wearer’s face.

Humans seemed to be prevalent, but by a slim margin. Some elves and dwarves and many types of beastkin also interacted with each other. I didn’t sense any friction between the different groups, though I wasn’t about to make an assessment after so short a time. Still, I liked that I didn’t see any visible socioeconomic disparities in the different sections we passed through. Though we were only in one small portion of the city.

Markets abounded on the street we walked, as well. Food, clothing, sundry items, and even weapon shops. The feel of the place reminded me of when I visited the Chinatown in Los Angeles when I’d first gotten to Southern California. But without shop owners chastising visitors for parking in front of their establishments.

I liked the vibe. Whereas Greyveil had been ominous and depressing, Forgehaven had been energetic but impersonal, and many of the cities in the Aesturith Kingdom had seemed haughty and judgmental, Ruviel was…peaceful.

“Hey,” a voice shouted nearby. “Hey you.”

I wasn’t sure what the guy was yelling about, or to whom, but it was none of my business. I continued walking and checking out the sights.

“You! Have you no manners. Listen to me when I speak to you.” A man ran up to me. I thought he was human until I noticed his slightly pointed ears. He pointed a finger at me like it was a weapon. “Who are you?”

I looked behind me, thinking maybe he was talking to someone else. No one was there. I put a hand to my chest. “Me? Are you talking to me?”

“Yes, I am talking to you. Who are you?”

I scrutinized the man. He wore loose robes and had his brown hair tied into a ponytail at the back of his head. In one of his hands, he held a polearm weapon. More than six feet of thick wooden shaft, topped by a wide blade at least two feet long.

“I’m Gar. Who are you?”

“Why do you have that weapon on your back? Did you steal it?”

My eyes went to Brin. She seemed to know about most things, and I relied on her to help me when I was ignorant about something. She shrugged. Great. Thanks a lot, Brin.

“My sword? It’s really none⁠—”

“Not the sword. The pole whip.”

If I was confused with him questioning me about Kael’s sword, I was doubly so about the three-sectional staff. I’d had about enough of this dude.

“You know what? It’s none of your damn business. If you don’t understand it’s rude to scream at someone in the street, then demand answers to stupid questions, you’re not worth me wasting my time on. Get the hell away from us and leave me alone.”

I turned to walk away but the guy grabbed my shoulder, yanking me to turn my body toward him.

At least, he tried to turn me. As soon as he touched my shoulder, I snatched his hand, applied force to the pressure point on the back of his hand, and twisted his arm. His limb went straight and he got up onto his toes to prevent me from increasing the pain my simple movement caused to his wrist and shoulder. He ineffectually swung his weapon at me, but I intercepted the shaft with a kick and knocked it out of his hand.

“Don’t touch me,” I said. “Now, I’m going to release the tension on your arm and shoulder. If you try to grab me again, I’ll knock you the fuck out. Don’t start no shit, won’t be no shit. Got it?”

His eyes showed confusion, but he nodded, his teeth gritted in pain. I let him go.

“You have offended my honor and proven yourself to be a thief. I challenge you to a duel.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

“No.”

“No? I have challenged you. Your honor requires that you fight me.”

“No, it doesn’t. I’m not from here. I don’t give a shit about your honor, or mine, for that matter. I’d just as soon not have to kill you, so pick up your stick that’s obviously compensating for something and scoot on out of here. I’ve got important things to do.”

As the man sputtered, trying to compose something that wasn’t nonsensical drivel, another man walked up. He kind of looked like the first man, like they were related, but his attitude was much better. Calmer. He was also older than the first.

He bowed to me. “Good afternoon. My name is Tason. May I know your name?”

I almost snapped at the newcomer, but his attitude, even the tone of his voice helped to cool my anger. “I’m Gar.”

“It is my pleasure to meet you, Gar.” His mouth twitched into a smile but he quickly smoothed it away. He turned to the first dude, who was picking up his weapon. “Lenot, what is the meaning of this? Has this man insulted you or have you overreacted over some perceived slight?”

“He carries the pole whip.”

“So he does.”

“I asked him about it, and he assaulted me.”

The older man raised an eyebrow. “Did you ask Mister Gar politely about the weapon or did you begin with casting accusations?”

“I…I…”

Tason turned back to me. “Pardon, Mister Gar. My cousin has noticed the fine weapon on your back. Ah, one of the fine weapons on your back. He is curious where you obtained the item. Might I please know the answer?”

The man’s placid nature had all but siphoned my anger off. If I answered him, it would probably be the easiest way to get rid of these two.

“Sure. It was given to me by the one who made it.”

“The one who made it?”

“Yeah. The person who crafted it out of raw materials. You know, made it.”

“Ah. Who would this honored person be?”

“Tyra Tyswix. She’s right there. The beautiful green woman, standing next to the gorgeous blue woman and the stunning elf swordmaster.”

Tason bowed to the three women. “How did you learn to make such a weapon, Tyra Tyswix?”

“I didn’t learn to make it. I invented it. When I was younger.”

“Have you made many of them?”

“No, only two.”

“I see.” He glanced at the other man with a confident look on his face. Almost like he’d figured something out. “May I ask who it was that received the other?”

Tyra met my eyes and I gave her a nod. “Yeah, it was Uncle Ilias…uh, I mean Master Ilias.”

“Master Ilias…?”

“Lightningstrike. Ilias Lightningstrike. I figured everyone in Ruviel would know him.”

Tason smiled, but the younger Lenot was having none of it. “Lies! You speak lies. Did you poison him and steal his weapon? You would not have beaten him in fair combat to take it honorably. My challenge stands. I will beat the answers from you.”

“Lenot, be silent.” Tason bowed to me again. “I apologize. Our famed cousin’s honor is important to us. I am afraid I have added to the confusion. My name is Tason Lightningstrike and this cousin is Lenot Lightningstrike. I am honored to meet you, Tyra Tyswix. Ilias has told the family of you, of course.”

“I demand…” Lenot said, but Tason struck out with lightning speed, knocking the younger man off his feet, his weapon once more clattering to the road.

“I apologize once again, Mister Gar, honored Tyra Tyswix. This is all a misunderstanding. Forgive us for our impolite welcome. May we have the opportunity to make it up to you over tea? There is a most excellent teahouse just down this street.”

I scanned my friends’ faces as Lenot once again scrambled to his feet and retrieved his weapon. There were nods all around.

“Sure. That would be nice. I can understand the confusion. We’d be happy to sit and chat.”

“Splendid. Please, follow me.”

Tason gestured down the street and we walked side by side. He noticed Rex as everyone went into motion and one of his eyebrows quirked upward.

“You have a furcan companion,” he said.

“Yeah. He kind of adopted us. Tip, really, but now the rest of us, too. His name is Rex.”

Tason bowed at the lizard. “Fascinating. I know fighting forms patterned after the movements of the furcanis. I can show you, if you’d like. I have used them to good effect in fights in the past. The forms are rare, which can surprise an opponent.”

“I’d like to see that,” Tip said. “What do you think, Rexy? Wanna see how to fight?”

Rex hopped up and down, chirping excitedly.

Tason laughed. “Very well. Tea first, then a demonstration?”

Okay, the guy had won me over, even if his cousin was an asshole. “That sounds great. Thank you.”

“Of course. Come, I think we have much to discuss.”

I wasn’t big on tea, but what we were served at the teahouse was tasty. As we spoke with Tason, I saw more and more of Master Ilias in his mannerisms. I could easily see him being related. I still didn’t get the other guy being such a prick, but he was young yet, probably only eighteen or so, and a hothead. He sat at the edge of the large table we were at, quietly drinking his tea and glaring at everything. I was surprised he could sit straight with the damn chip on his shoulder. It must have weighed a ton.

“…and Master Ilias told us several times that Gar was the most talented fighter he’d ever seen,” Tyra said. “They spent all the time they could training, and he was impressed by how quickly Gar picked up on the three-sectional staff.” We’d already explained the name and how the weapon existed in my world. Tason listened to every word with interest.

“I have not seen my cousin in several years. I gladdens me that he is doing well and that he has found someone he feels strongly about. I must go visit him and meet this woman who has smitten him so thoroughly.” He’d laughed with delight as Tyra told him about Sivelle. “Gar, I wonder if you would do us the honor of demonstrating the forms you learned with the weapon. I must admit that it has always fascinated me, yet I have seen so little of its use.”

“I guess we can take a little time to do that. Don’t expect me to be anything like Master Ilias, though. I’ve only just learned it.”

“Understood. I would like to introduce you to our grandmaster, Ilias’s father. Perhaps you can come to the family compound for the evening meal, and we can speak of martial things?”

“I’d love to. We need to get some supplies and I don’t think we’ll be in the city long, but if I didn’t take this opportunity, I know I’d regret it.” The others readily agreed, so it looked like we had our plans for the evening.

“We will help you gather supplies and then we can go see the rest of the family. What a fortuitous event, us running into you like this.”

I smiled and nodded, darting glances at Lenot in the corner. He didn’t seem to think it was so fortuitous. If anything, he looked like he was scheming how to lash out at me next, or to prove we were frauds. Oh well. Having the chance to meet Master Ilias’s family was too good an opportunity to pass up, even if it meant a little friction from the disgruntled cousin.


Chapter
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Tason Lightningstrike brought us to several merchants so we could replenish our supplies. When Brin asked him about any magical items or weapons that might be for sale, his answer was disappointing.

“I am sorry, Lady Brinawynn,” he said with a bow. “While there are many fine weapons for sale, no mages capable of enchanting them reside in Ruviel. Magical weapons are cherished items and when one becomes available, it is immediately sold to the one who will pay the highest price. I have not seen one for auction for some time, perhaps one and one-half years.”

The answer wasn’t unexpected, but still maddening. Brin didn’t show her disappointment. She knew it was a slim chance when she asked.

Aside from that, the acquisition of necessities and stopping at a few weapons shops solely to browse was pleasant. Especially because as we left the teahouse, Lenot separated from us to go back to the family compound.

“I must apologize once more for my cousin. He is young, his head still full of stories of ancient masters, honor, and duels. The years will teach him not to take everything as an insult. If not by the natural course of time, then perhaps through the intervention of others. A few powerful strikes to his hard head would not go amiss.”

I laughed. “No problem. Like you say, it’s normal. I’ve seen that when some people have training and develop a little skill, their opinions of themselves get inflated. Where I come from, we call it ‘black belt syndrome.’ It wears off as the people realize they are not as special and dazzling as they think they are.”

When Tason told us about the Lightningstrike family compound, I pictured a large communal house, maybe with a few smaller homes, on a property of an acre or two. He announced our arrival, and I had a similar reaction as when I first saw Ruviel. Mouth gaping, eyes wide, incredulity seeping from my pores.

“How much of this is the family compound?” I asked.

“All of it. There is more you cannot see at the moment, but this is the face of our home.”

I didn’t know how much money the family had, but the community before me was the size of a large village, maybe a small town. An ornamental wall of some kind of dark exotic wood wrapped the place for as far as I could see, melding in with the trees that were everywhere in the city. I’d seen cleared areas that looked like fields during our trip through Ruviel, but otherwise, it was evident this place was carved out of the jungle.

A large house sat a few hundred yards from the front gate, which was manned by two people, a man and a woman, in the familiar robes we’d see all day. The colors were not uniform—these two being yellow and red and blue and green—but the cut seemed to be. Just like Master Ilias’s, except his were green and red.

Both of the guards had swords belted at their waists and held polearms much like the one Lenot couldn’t seem to keep in his grip earlier. They both saluted Tason, fist cradled in the palm of the other hand around the shafts of their weapons. Another thing shared between China and this town. The woman’s eyes shifted to me and nodded slightly, her mouth in the shadow of a smile. I nodded back.

The guards opened the gate and Tason led us to the large house. Once on the grounds, I could see more of what was around us. The land stretched on, some open space and some used for specific purposes. An outdoor training yard, complete with at least two dozen students of many ages practiced martial forms. It was a flashback to almost every kung fu movie I’d ever seen.

I’d always dreamed of going to China, visiting some of the fighting monks at their temples, or some of the large training schools in Thailand. I wasn’t a hard-core martial arts enthusiast, but the chance to see large groups training together always made me picture a scene just like this one.

Houses were scattered around as well, no doubt arranged to take advantage of the flow of energy, if that was a thing here. Utility buildings, including one with a steady plume of smoke coming out of a chimney, were grouped together to our right. I glanced at Tyra. She was nearly salivating, having already spotted the forge, probably before I did.

My sightseeing was cut short, though, as we reached the house and entered. Tason seemed like he was a big deal because everyone who so much as glimpsed him bowed and when he asked them questions, they answered readily, even anxiously. In no time, we entered a relaxation area where an older man and woman sat waiting for us.

“Grandmaster,” Tason said, bowing at the man. “Master.” That one was for the woman who, I was surprised to see, was an elf. “These are the honored guests I had the fortune to meet today. I assume Lenot delivered the message I asked him to bring?”

“He did, Tason.” He looked at me, his eyes taking my measure in an instant. Then they shifted to Tyra. “Is it true? The crafter of Ilias’s strange weapon is here?”

Tason chuckled. “She is. I am pleased to introduce Tyra Tyswix, the one Ilias has told us so much about.”

Both the man and the woman held up the salute we’d been seeing so much. “Tyra Tyswix, it is my pleasure to meet you,” the older man said. “My son cannot say enough about you whenever I have spoken with him. Like a daughter you are to him. Welcome to my home. I am Vidar Lightningstrike and this is my beautiful wife Wennolan.” He leaned forward and put his hand up as if to tell us a secret. “She is where Ilias gets his good looks from.”

Tyra stammered through a response, her cheeks a pretty pine green. It broke the ice, though, and soon we had all introduced ourselves and Master Ilias’s parents served us tea as we sat around chatting.

“Tason,” the grandmaster said. “Lenot said something about a weapon and some friction? He was unclear. Has he slashed before unsheathing his weapon again?”

Tason bowed. “Exactly correct, Grandmaster. He observed Gar carrying the pole whip—ah, excuse me, the three-sectional staff—and Lenot challenged him to a duel, assuming Gar had stolen it.”

“Three-sectional staff?”

I answered. “Yes. I call it that because that’s what it’s called in my world. Sometimes I use the nickname: triple stick. When Ilias taught me some forms he developed, he said he would start calling it by that name as well.”

“You are competent with the weapon?” Ilias’s mother asked. I couldn’t get over how beautiful the woman was. Her long hair was dark brown, like Ilias’s, not black like her husband’s, and her ears were as sharp as Sariel’s. I thought that made her a full-blooded elf—a dark elf—but I wasn’t sure if that was correct.

“Yes,” three people said at one time, at the exact same time I said, “No.”

I mock-frowned at Tyra, Brin, and Sariel. “I can use it, but I’m nowhere near an expert. I’m always learning, always trying to get better.”

Wennolan flashed a radiant smile at me. “Oh, I like this one. No wonder Ilias took to you so quickly. You have a fine attitude, Gar.”

“Thank you, Master. I’ve had it beaten into me. Young man’s arrogance doesn’t last long where I grew up. There’s always someone better.”

“Please, dispense with the formalities, Gar. Call me Wennolan. You and Tyra are the closest thing we have to offspring from Ilias, though I am overjoyed to hear about his acquaintance Sivelle. In our family, the bonds between a master and student are as strong as those of family.”

“Would you honor us with a demonstration of the…three-sectional staff?” Vidar asked. “As you may have noticed, we enjoy all martial activities here.”

It was my turn to blush. “I would be happy to show you the forms Master Ilias taught me, as long as you realize I’m nowhere near as skilled as he.”

He laughed. “Few are, but I’m sure you would make him proud of your performance. We can go out into one of the training yards. Etiquette frowns on such things in the tearoom.”

I followed the three masters out a side door, down a hall, and out into the afternoon sunshine. When I looked up to where we were headed, I stumbled and Brin caught my arm to keep me from falling on my face.

A training yard that was damn near the size of a football field spread out before us. Training dummies, striking targets, racks of weapons, and even a covered padded area made up parts of it, but there were also empty sections and places that looked uncomfortably like fighting rings, except they were squares.

That wasn’t what made me clumsy, though. Lined up in nice straight ranks were what had to be more than fifty people, all looking right at me.

“Uh, did I interrupt something?” I asked.

The grandmaster chuckled. “No. When word came that Ilias’s student would be putting on a demonstration, many desired to observe. To reduce the number, I have allowed only the senior students and masters to attend, much to the chagrin of others.”

Tip burst out laughing. “Do a good job, Bruce. Don’t want to embarrass Master Ilias.”

Shit.

I swallowed. How I hated doing demonstrations. It was bad enough when I thought it was going to be only the three masters, but all the senior students and other masters? I had a feeling Lenot had something to do with this. Trying to embarrass me. Fucker.

Well, I was stuck. I could either try to back out, and do Lenot’s job for him, or I could suck it up and do what I said I would. As I removed the sword from my back, I noticed my hand was shaking. In the moment, I would have rather been in a duel to the death than to perform like a trained monkey. I expected to hear the music of a street organ at any second.

I’d had Tyra modify the case for my triple stick slightly so the sword—at the smaller size I liked to keep it—could be strapped there without interfering with me drawing my three-sectional staff. The sword sat in an ingenious harness that allowed me to draw it over my left shoulder, but I couldn’t sheath it quickly. It was perfect because I might need to bring it out in an instant for battle, but sliding it back in? That could take minutes for all I cared. By the time I got to that point, all the fighting would be over.

I handed the sword to Brin. I still had my chain knives sheathed along my lower back, my siangham in the pocket along my thigh, and of course the triple stick in its case. They wouldn’t interfere with my movements, and I was so used to having the weapons on me, I actually felt uncomfortable without them.

A few minutes of warming up, and I was ready. I bowed to the three masters, gave Tyra a wink, and strode out into the space the observers left on the field for me. I blinked. Had the number of spectators grown?

I took a deep breath, centered myself, and began.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Master Ilias had developed three long forms and a handful of short forms for the three-sectional staff. He’d taught me the long ones and two of the short ones in our limited time training together. When I got the opportunity after we left Forgehaven, I linked the three long forms together, with a few added connecting movements, and did them as one long exercise. I also inserted my quick-draw movement to bring the weapon out of my case at the beginning.

That’s what I decided to demonstrate.

I figured that once I started, and got through any little slip-ups at the beginning because of nervousness, I might as well continue. Maybe the sequence would be long enough for me to make anyone watching forget my mistakes early on.

Happily, I didn’t make any mistakes. In fact, as I shifted my body to withdraw the weapon using my core strength and my legs rooted to the ground, everything seemed to flow so smoothly, I wondered if there was magic at work. Though if there was, it probably wouldn’t work on my magicless ass.

I whirled and spun my weapon, lashing out to attack, parry, block, and evade against my invisible opponents. Ilias had put in a few acrobatic moves, and though I didn’t support using them in real combat, they were fun to do in working forms.

My favorite movements were when I let the weapon extend all the way out to its full length. They were the hardest, no doubt, but I’d practiced them so much, I could do them with my eyes closed. I actually trained sometimes that way.

In no time, I made my final strike, holding the end of the triple stick as the other slammed into the invisible opponent’s head. Then, with a sharp yank, accounting for the swinging of the weapon, it folded up into my waiting hand, all three sticks nestled together and clacking their final movement. I threw in one of the fancy salutes with the weapon, going into a deep cat stance before straightening and bowing at the three masters from the exact spot I’d started more than eight minutes before.

I was barely breathing hard. Training—and fighting for real—as much as I had been since I got to this world, I was in the best shape of my life. I suppressed my smile only because I didn’t want to seem arrogant, but the pure joy of a job well done was like a sunburst within me, warming me and pressing outward like I would explode. Until a voice shattered the experience.

“Forms are not combat. It’s easy to use pretty movements when no one is trying to hurt you.”

I sighed inwardly, looking toward where the sound had come from. Like I thought, it was a familiar figure.

Fucking Lenot.

I hadn’t paid attention, but when I looked at the little prick, I realized the crowd had grown again. There had to be easily more than a hundred people surrounding me now. The only face I saw clearly, though, was Lenot Lightningstrike. Standing at the edge of the crowd, hand on his pole weapon, smirk on his face.

“Lenot!” Tason said. The kind, polite, joking voice was gone. This was the tone of a disappointed master to a student that had dishonored him.

“It’s true,” the whiny little fucker said. “Everyone here knows that pretty forms fall apart when used against a real opponent.”

“You are speaking about forms that Master Ilias developed. You show disrespect for a great master.”

While I agreed with Master Tason, and I wasn’t too happy that the little bitch Lenot had messed up my joy from doing the forms well, I understood completely what his deal was.

“Pardon me, Masters,” I said. “Lenot, maybe you could instruct me in how to transition from forms to actual combat. It seems that you have a lot of experience in real fighting, so maybe you could demonstrate how one should use their skills to defeat an opponent?”

In my peripheral vision, I saw Master Wennolan smile. I also noted Tip rubbing his hands together and beaming. I half expected the little con man to start taking bets. Turning my head away from Lenot’s grinning face, I met eyes with Grandmaster Vidar. He held my gaze for two seconds. I could tell when he made the decision.

“Lenot,” he said. “We will discuss this later and make clear the limitations of your understanding of proper behavior with guests. For the moment, however, our honored guest had requested a partner for a sparring demonstration. Can you complete that task without insulting anyone further?”

The stupid ass only smiled wider. He really had trouble reading the room.

“I can, Grandmaster. I will.”

“Very well. Gar, what are your preferences for the format of the…demonstration?”

I shrugged. “Anything is fine with me. We can start unarmed so Lenot can warm up.”

The corner of the Grandmaster’s mouth twitched up, but he regained his neutral look quickly. “Good. Lenot, please hand your weapon to Morensa.”

“B-but Grandmaster…”

“Don’t worry, Lenot,” I said. “We can use weapons after you’re warmed up. I wouldn’t want you to tear a muscle or anything.”

The man grumbled but handed his weapon to the woman next to him. I did a double take. It was the same one who had been guarding the gate. She winked at me and I gave her a smile.

Sliding my triple stick into its case, I watched Lenot as he walked to the center of the cleared area. His happy expression had faded. Apparently, he wasn’t too fond of fighting empty handed. One of those. I shook my head. So many people tried to jump right to weapons when they didn’t even have the ability to control themselves. I was pretty sure Lenot was one of them.

“You need to stretch out, warm up your muscles?” I asked.

“No. I won’t even produce one drop of sweat to teach you this lesson, weapon or no.”

I gave him a cheesy grin and laughed. “Okay. How do you guys do this here? Do we just begin or does someone start it?”

Tason took a few steps forward and raised his hand. “I will start the match. When I drop my arm and give the command, begin fighting.” We both nodded at him.

“Good luck,” I whispered to him, just before Tason started us. Lenot glared at me.

“Begin.”

Lenot leaped at me, both hands moving to strike me in a very kung fu opening. I let him get almost within striking distance and fired off a lightning quick side kick. The edge of my foot landed just under his floating ribs.

Air erupted from Lenot’s body and his feet slid backward. He landed on his face on the ground in front of me. I backed up a couple of steps to allow him to scramble to his feet and shakily go into a ready stance.

“Slipped?” I asked, and got a glare in response.

He came in again, more carefully this time. He had quick hands, but that was a given for anyone who had trained in the apparent style that was taught here. More kung fu than karate. Even with his speed, though, he couldn’t touch me. I evaded half the blows, tapped to redirect most of the others, and caught one that I used to tweak his elbow and shoulder, causing him to flip and land on his back. Again, I stood there, waiting for him to get back up.

Lenot panted as he retook his position.

“Not a drop of sweat, huh?” I said. His hair was plastered to his forehead. I’d had about enough of playing with him, though. I’d already shown what a clown he was. It was time to go on to show how incompetent he was with his weapon.

He didn’t hold back as he came at me again. Fists flying, he launched an almost respectable flurry of straight punches, looping open hand strikes, even an elbow or two.

I didn’t give ground, but mitigated each of his attacks, waiting for him to pause. When he did, for a fraction of a second, I drilled him with five rolling straight punches, like he was a speedbag and I was working on my rhythm. The last of the five landed precisely on the center of his jaw.

His feet came out from under him again, though this time they slid out forward as he landed flat on his back with a whuff.

That had been so fun, I decided to let him go one more time. I motioned him to come toward me after he’d gotten up, wiped at his sweat-soaked hair, and took a few controlled breaths to get air back into his body. With a look that told me he wished he was anywhere but here, he came at me again, this time leading with a sweeping kick toward my lead leg.

I raised my leg so he kicked nothing but air, then let his momentum carry him forward. Right into my fist. I’d been holding the power of my strikes, focusing on speed, but with this one, I dropped the hammer on him. It was only one punch, but it made his legs go wiggly and he slithered to the ground, lying there like a bundle of yarn.

“You all right?” I asked. “Warmed up now? Ready to get your weapon?”

That revived him. He blinked at me, his eyes glazed, but he crawled up to his feet.

“Take your time,” I told him. “Get a drink of water. I’ll be here.”

Lenot wobbled toward the woman holding his weapon. Actually, he went to another woman, standing ten feet away from Morensa, and tried to take her weapon, though the blade looked nothing like the one on his. The woman pointed toward his weapon and his loopy ass wandered over to get it.

I raised an eyebrow toward Tason. This guy was done. I wasn’t against humiliating him completely, but at this point, it was almost like picking on a small child. Tason jerked his chin toward Lenot and nodded to me. I sighed. I guess I was going to be the asshole.

I stopped Lenot from beginning the weapon fight, walking over to a man who had a bucket of water with a cup hanging from a string from it. Taking some small sips, as slowly as I could, I wasted a few minutes to let Lenot clear his head. I lifted the cup to him, offering a drink, and got the same glower back I’d been seeing from him all day.

Tip was absolutely laughing his ass off, and not even trying to hide the sound. I shook my head and tried to think depressing thoughts so I wouldn’t start laughing, too. I was really starting to feel sorry for Lenot.

“Are you finished with your games,” he said to me with a sneer. “Are you ready for me to show you what it means to become embroiled in real combat?”

Okay. I no longer had the urge to feel sorry for him. Fuck that guy.

“Do you want me to fight unarmed so you have maybe a slim chance of hitting me?”

“Very funny. We shall see who’s laughing when this is done.”

I lifted a hand to Tason to tell him I was ready and he raised his arm in answer.

“Begin.”

For a dude who complained about someone thinking forms were real combat, Lenot opened in the most unexpected of ways: he started spinning his weapon. I stood there, mouth open, as he performed part of a form I’d seen others practicing earlier in the day. His eyes narrowed in concentration and his mouth showed the barest hint of a smile. The guy really thought he was the shit.

Lenot came in, the whir of his weapon fluttering toward me. I calmly took out my three-sectional staff. Not in a quick draw, not uncoiling it in a strike, but simply taking it out, all three sticks together. As the blade of my opponent’s weapon spun toward me, I took half a step to the left, slammed the bundle of my weapon into the shaft to knock it aside and down, and struck out. At the same time his blade buried itself in the ground, I unleashed a hard roundhouse kick to his ribs.

I was pretty sure I didn’t break any. If I’d landed the kick an inch or two higher, while he was stretched out spinning his weapon, I definitely would have. As it was, though, I may have only cracked a couple. As was becoming habit, he moaned and nearly fell to the ground.

What followed was an unfortunate clinic on how to disabuse someone of thinking they were hot shit. I mostly moved in to strike the man with my triple stick in close quarters. All it took was interrupting his rhythm with the pole weapon, slipping inside his guard, and whacking him two or three times with the sticks.

Only once did I unfurl the weapon and swing it at full length, cracking it on his ass so hard, tears came to his eyes. Better that than busting his noggin or striking his vertebrae full force with a swing. After that strike, I folded up my weapon and put it back in my case while he regained his breath.

“We’re done,” I said. “I feel bad about beating on you relentlessly like this.”

“Ah,” he said, panting. “You…admit…defeat?”

I stared at the crazy motherfucker. Dude! “No,” said in a tone suitable for an unruly toddler. “How about this? I’ll use this weapon.” I pulled out my siangham. “That way you have a better chance.”

He charged.

I laughed as he thrust his weapon toward me, the wide blade of his polearm meant to skewer me. I spun, tapping the blade with the siangham and continuing my rotation until I was an inch from him, one hand gripping shaft of his weapon and the other with my siangham at his throat.

He pushed me away with both hands, and nearly lost his weapon doing so. He grabbed it as I lurched back, still holding it, and we had a humorous tug of war.

Lenot jerked it from my grasp as I let go and he stumbled back, then came in again, using the weapon like a staff, trying to slam the butt into my head. Siangham along my forearm, I deflected his weapon up and over my head, sheathed the siangham and launched six rapid fire punches into his midsection. I finished off with a double palm strike to his chest and abdomen, throwing him off his feet and onto his back.

“Are we done now?” I asked.

He got up and came at me again. But I was done. There was nothing else to do other than kill the moron, so that’s what I’d do.

Lenot pulled out all the stops and came forward with his weapon spinning again. Once he’d generated some momentum, he brought the blade down to try to cut me in half. I bashed it away with two strikes on the shaft with the blade of my hand, elbowed Lenot in the face with my left arm, looped my right arm over and then under both his arms to trap them, the twisted at the hip to throw him into a flip that put an incredible amount of stress—and pain—on his arms.

As designed, he released the weapon so his arms wouldn’t break, and he landed on his back yet again. I spun the weapon I’d taken from him during the throw and stopped the blade at his throat.

“Now are we done?”

“Yes,” Grandmaster Vidar said. “You are done.”
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Istabbed the bladed end of Lenot’s weapon into the ground, leaving it there quivering, and headed back to where my friends stood. I’d only taken a few steps when a primal shriek from behind me resonated out over the training area. The sound was like a beast fighting for its life. I whirled, catching the movement from where I had left my opponent…and threw my body to the ground barely in time to evade a flashing metal object coming right at my face.

I was on my feet in an instant, facing Lenot fully. The rage in his eyes and the snarl on his face told me there was no talking him down from the ledge. He produced another knife and didn’t hesitate to throw it. I’d already put my hand on my three-sectional staff and as the blade came at me, I whipped the weapon out of its case, all three sticks bundled together.

“Lenot!” Tason yelled as I batted the projectile away with my triple stick. “Have you lost all sanity?”

It didn’t seem to make a difference to the young man. He drew yet another knife from his robes and threw. This time, I began transforming my weapon into its staff form. With two of the sticks already fused into one longer section, I swung it and knocked the knife from the air. By the time it hit the ground a dozen feet away, I’d already straightened and fused the remaining part of my triple stick into a single staff.

Lenot snatched up his weapon and ran toward me. I calmly drew my siangham from its pocket and attached it to the end of my staff, creating a spear. I’d been practicing it so often, I even had a tassel produced where the metal spearhead and the wood met before Lenot reached me.

Tason’s shouting faded into the background as I met eyes with Lenot. “You don’t want to do this, Lenot. Listen to your master.”

Another knife flew at me, this time from his left hand. It was easy to swipe away with my spear. The man growled at me and came in swinging his bladed pole at me.

For a moment, I considered killing my attacker. Even if I knocked his ass out or injured him, he seemed past all reason. I could imagine him stalking me and trying to slit my throat as I slept or something. I decided against it, though. He’d pissed off his masters already with his antics. I doubt he was going to be free to roam around anytime soon. So all I needed to do was to mitigate the threat, incapacitate him so he didn’t cause more trouble.

No problem.

With my spear against his polearm, there wasn’t really a challenge. I’d already proven I could kick his ass with any of my shorter weapons, or even empty handed. With an equal reach, he wasn’t getting near me.

As before, Lenot spun his long weapon, trying to strike me with blade or the dull end of the pole. I gave ground, backing up methodically while using the flexible shaft of my spear to knock his attacks aside. When he didn’t tire himself out after the first five attacks, I sidestepped, spinning the spear to strike him in the midsection with the butt of the weapon. His rage fueled his actions, though, and he barely slowed down.

It looked like I was going to have to resort to using full-force strikes. No more holding back, at least as far as power was concerned. An overhead chop with his blade found my spear in a horizontal guard, intercepting it and shunting it off to my left side. A quick pivot back on my right foot and the butt of the spear slammed into his shoulder so hard, I could feel something crunching through the wood.

Lenot brought his weapon back around to pummel me with the dull end and swung through the strike—which I evaded—to cut at me again in a looping diagonal slash with the blade. Instead of a block, I performed a gentle parry, contacting his weapon with the upper third of mine and escorting his mostly along the same trajectory, away from me. A sharp flex of the spear by pulling with my lower hand and pushing with the upper arced the metal tip around and laid down a long slash on Lenot’s face. It could just have easily been on his throat, but he was beyond considering such things in his anger.

I went on the offensive, lashing out with the spear, taking advantage of its flexible nature, swatting at him like I was using a fishing rod. My weapon curved around his guard and every strike cut him. They were shallow, but soon he had half a dozen cuts on his shoulders, left arm, torso, and another on his face.

Still, he didn’t give in.

I sighed, shifting my grip. If this were a life and death battle, I’d have thrusted by now, skewering my opponent in the head, throat, or heart. I’d been nice, not killing him, but I’d had enough. As he came in again, his polearm spinning more slowly than before, I slapped it aside with the top of my weapon to drive his down to slam into the ground.

I leaped over both weapons to deliver a jumping spin kick to the man’s face. It knocked him to the side, causing him to stumble and barely keep hold of his weapon. It didn’t matter. As I landed, I was already bringing my spear back around. Using the butt this time, I blasted through a paltry attempt at a block with his forearm and cracked the wood so hard against his skull, it knocked him off his feet.

I stopped, spear pointed down at the man. He’d let go of his weapon when I struck his head and didn’t look like he was getting up anytime soon. I looked over to the two masters, Vidar with a neutral expression and Tason’s red face sporting a mouth in a straight line. I gave a little bow to them, then swung my spear under my arm, breaking it down into the triple stick again. I pulled off the siangham and replaced both weapons to their resting places.

With one more look at Lenot, I walked back toward the masters and my friends.

“Sorry,” I said. “I tried to make him stop without hurting him too much, but he wouldn’t. He’ll have some serious injuries.”

“It is we who should apologize to you,” the grandmaster said. “His actions were wholly inappropriate. You can be assured he will trouble you no longer and that he will be punished. When he regains consciousness. For now, we will have a healer see to him.”

I stood silently and watched as they dragged the man away. The spectators—it seemed to me that the number had increased again—all stared at me silently.

“That is all,” Vidar said to the crowd. “Return to what you were doing. No more demonstrations.” To me, he said in a quieter voice. “I would like to discuss what you did with those weapons, if you will allow me some of your time.”

“Sure. There are a few things I wanted to ask you about, too.”

A little later, in the same tearoom we had been in earlier, all three of the masters looked at me with similar expressions: mouths open, eyes larger than normal.

“It was as it appeared?” Wennolan asked. “You, during combat, manipulated the very materials of your weapons, rearranged them and combined them into another form?”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah, I guess that’s the gist of it.”

“Are you certain you are not Master Kael, come back to us?”

I laughed. It felt good after wondering if Ilias’s parents were going to kick my ass for beating up their family member earlier, even if they hit me with the same old question. “I’m sure. I don’t have magic and all my weapons are made from magical materials. I’ve learned how to commune with them and make them do unusual things. In fact…”

I took my sword back from Brin and connected to it. Flexing my mind, I made it grow to its normal size. Vidar, Wennolan, and Tason all gasped.

“Is that…?” the grandmaster started.

“Yeah. Thanks to Lirien, we found Kael’s sword. This is Justice, the same blade Kael used a couple thousand years ago.”

Three sets of eyes shimmered and I thought I was going to witness martial arts masters sobbing in front of me.

“May I see it,” Grandmaster Vidar asked. I held it out to him and he took it reverently. “It’s remarkably light, despite its bulk and…ornate nature.”

“It is,” I agreed. “But I still don’t like carrying it around in its full size. I’ve used it that way, but I like it smaller when not in actual combat. I’m not really a sword kind of guy.”

The three shared holding the sword, spending way too long inspecting it and goggling over it. When they were finally finished and they handed it back, I asked the question I’d been wanting to ask.

“Masters, I recently got another weapon. Tyra can see into the stuff of which things are made, and she tells me it’s made of magical materials as well, so I can commune with it. The problem is, I have no idea how to use it. I was hoping you could help me with that?”

Vidar bowed his head. “Of course. It is the least we can do after the shameful actions of Lenot. What is this weapon?”

I pulled out the rope dart, and all three masters smiled.
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We ended up staying at the Lightningstrike family compound for two days. During that time, Grandmaster Vidar himself taught me the basics of the rope dart, enough so that I could continue practice on my own after I left. I did not see Lenot for the rest of our visit.

Surprisingly, the weapon’s maneuvers weren’t all that complex, despite how they looked to an observer. I used a practice rope dart with a small bag of coins wrapped in cloth. The weight was about the same as the one Dayra sold to me, but didn’t hold the same danger as spinning the sharp end quickly when it could come back and bite me. And the little coin purse came back to bite me often until I got the hang out of it.

“Yes,” Vidar said. “Swivel your body. Keep the end in motion. You have practiced arresting the movement in case it starts to get out of control. It will take time and practice, but you will feel it and know where it will go.”

I have to admit, it was pretty cool. We barely touched on the techniques for wrapping someone up with the rope, but by the time I left, I had a good understanding of how to shoot the thing out toward an opponent. What’s more, the grandmaster showed me how most of the rope darts at the school had changeable heads. A wielder could put the sharp dart on the end, or they could go with the meteor hammer style, which was a heavy metal ball that, with the dynamic motion of the rope, could do a serious amount of damage to an enemy. I didn’t need attachments, though. Once I communed with the weapon, I could change the shape, and even the weight, with a thought. From what I could tell, magic and magical materials didn’t follow the laws of mass conservation. Not strictly, anyway. I would be able to literally make the thing heavier during combat.

While I trained, master Tason helped Tip with his fighting, and even Sariel took part. The others in our group occupied themselves in various ways: Tyra working with the family smiths, Brin talking with the two mages in the compound, Dayra and Lirien speaking with an elder woman who was something of a historian, and Keliana got together with an assassination specialist. Even Tahneela stuck around. I would have thought she’d leave, but she occupied herself in the city and seemed happy enough.

At least twice that I knew of, some of my companions went shopping. Ever on the lookout for enchanted weapons, they were disappointed in that respect, but they found some nice things anyway, including a couple of weapons Cea had chosen to start training with. All in all, it was a pleasant time, and beneficial in several different ways.

I was sorry we had to leave, but we had things to do yet. I almost asked the group if they wanted to stay in the city, knowing that the Searcher wouldn’t dare try to harm Dayra while we were there. But I knew without asking that the scholar wouldn’t stand for it. She was chomping at the bit to continue her search and we had to go with her.

“Thank you for your hospitality and your tutelage,” I said to all three masters. Of the trio, Wennolan was actually the most skilled with the rope dart. Or, at least, she was the smoothest and most graceful with it. Maybe it was an elf thing, but I found myself watching her in awe as she demonstrated the different techniques for me. “Maybe after all our quests are done, I can come back to visit with Master Ilias.”

The grandmaster smiled. “We would enjoy that. It would be doubly joyful since we have not been successful in luring our son here to see his family for some time.” Wennolan pushed his shoulder and Vidar laughed. “I thank you for what you have shared with us. Especially you, Tyra. I have never seen our smiths so excited. Don’t forget your promise. When you are able, you will make a weapon for me.”

My goblin girl beamed. “I will, though I have several standing orders from a swordmaster and other warriors I made that promise to first. I don’t know how long it will be.”

With our packs as full as my mind, we left the city of Ruviel. I muttered a promise as we did so that I would definitely return. We were several miles outside the city when I stopped.

“Damn it.”

Brin, holding my hand, turned her head to me. “What is it?”

“I didn’t even think about it, but I should have asked about that Weaponsmaster guy. Tawny said he was from Ruviel. If he’s really after us, I’d like to know more about him.”

“We can go back.”

I could feel Dayra’s glare without even looking at her, the heat of it trying to burn me to cinders. “Nah, that’s okay. We’ll figure it out. If he’s serious, we’ll meet him eventually, for better or worse.”

Despite my words, a queasy feeling settled in my belly. In a city of elite warriors descended from Kael’s students, what kind of man could get away with calling himself the Weaponsmaster? I hoped I didn’t regret not getting information on him.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



“No,” Dayra said. “No, no, no!”

I sighed and pushed my previous thoughts out of my mind. Dayra stood with her fists clamped around her staff, knuckles white, like she planned on using the weapon. The unfortunate recipient of her glower was Tawny, who was calm as could be.

“You want to go south.” The jaguar girl’s voice was slightly husky but had no edge on it, unlike Dayra’s at the moment. “Going through the jungle will be quicker than using the road.”

“I am well familiar with the major roads in Teaphotria. I have spent years here. We take the road.”

“Only if you’re stupid.”

“How dare you call me stupid?” Dayra stood up straighter, throwing her distractingly lovely chest out. “Can your primitive mind understand how intelligent I am? You can’t fathom what I know and the extent of my ability to think.”

“What I can’t fathom is how you don’t understand that what you propose will waste time. I thought you wanted to get this little task of yours done.”

“Little task? I’ll have you know⁠—”

I’d had enough. I stepped between the women. “What is it this time?”

Dayra crossed her arms under her breasts, increasing the cleavage visible at the top of the tiny cropped tank top she wore. Today’s was a pale pink with slimmer straps than the day before. She alternated her glare between me and Tawny.

It seemed I wouldn’t get an answer from her, not while she was in mid-tantrum. I turned to the jaguar girl. “Tawny?”

“Our companion, who assures me she’s too smart for all of us, wants to go south, but plans to use the road. With a killer and a small army looking for her, the road is a terrible choice. Even if no one pursued us, though, going through the jungle will be faster. The road curves out toward the west, bending around in a wide loop to come back around to the east. Going straight south through the jungle, we’ll travel ten instead of thirty miles.”

“Hmmm.” I turned back to our scholar. “A third the distance. Why are you set on using the road, Dayra?”

“Because it’s the obvious choice. We will move faster on cleared soil, rather than cutting our way through the dense jungle.”

“As I told you a few minutes ago,” Tawny said, “this is a common shortcut. There are paths we can use. It’ll be slower than the road, but not by much. We’ll arrive back on the road twice as fast as going all the way around.”

The others were—probably wisely—staying out of it. It was up to me, it seemed.

“Dayra, I understand wanting to stick to the road. If we had our horses with us, I’d say that’s the better route. If it was shorter and faster, and without as much risk of the Searcher finding us so he can try to kill you, I’d agree with you, but the evidence seems to indicate that going through the jungle is the better option. Are there any, non-emotional, reasons to use the road?”

Her eyes flickered. I wanted to laugh. It looked like she was calculating the most logical and desirable response. “I didn’t know about the paths. If they truly exist, then of course we should use them to travel more quickly. It’s helpful when making decisions if all of the information is provided so one does not make an erroneous choice.”

Tawny rolled her eyes, but didn’t take the opening to call bullshit. My respect for her, already high, increased.

“Good. Sounds like we’re going through the jungle then. Since Tawny knows the paths, do you have a problem with her leading us?”

“Through the jungle? No. But I will not relinquish my leadership role to her generally.”

“Sounds good. Tawny?”

The jaguar girl smiled at me and led us a few hundred yards away before plunging into the vegetation.

“Why is it, again, that we’re not looking for the place you were searching for when we found you?” Tyra asked.

I had a feeling she was just poking at Dayra. The reason was clear, especially after the scholar had told us in three different ways, feeling it necessary to do so because we were all apparently morons.

Dayra let out a huge sigh. “I was unsuccessful in finding the calibration point northwest of Ruviel, where you interrupted my work. I will find it, I have no doubt, but since we are here, there is no reason to backtrack just yet. We will continue on to find the other points, including the one that pairs with the point I could not locate. Knowing one point in the ley line will help to find the opposite end. So, we will search for the other points, and it will make it easier to find the one near Ruviel.”

“Yeah, yeah, I got that. But how do you know where to look? Are we going to thrash around in the jungle until we run across one?” Tyra rubbed her temples.

“I have spent years researching the matter and a significant amount of time developing, then utilizing, the appropriate calculations. I know the general location of the calibration points, which is how I know the one I was searching for is near Ruviel.”

I suppressed a smile. Yep, Tyra was definitely fucking with Dayra.

“Oh,” the goblin continued. “I get it. So, you spent all that time finding out everything there is to know about how to find the library and those points, but you couldn’t find it? You’re not very good at this searching for stuff thing, are you? It’s a good thing we got here to save your sweet ass. Especially Tawny. She’s a genius at finding stuff. She found you easily enough.”

That sent Dayra into incomprehensible mutters she spat as she stalked off.

I totally got why Tyra was doing what she was doing, but if this kept on, there’d be open battle within the group. I had to distract everyone, most of all Dayra.

“Hey, Dayra,” I said. “What’s the deal with your staff? I saw how you can separate it and the blades that are hiding inside. I’ve never seen a weapon like that. Where did you learn to use it? You looked like you were pretty skilled with it, even though you couldn’t hit the umbrenix because they’re not enchanted.”

Lirien, who had been frowning more and more deeply as it seemed like everyone was picking on her blonde friend, jumped on the opportunity for a change in topic.

“Oh, she’s great with that weapon, either whole or when she breaks it down into the two pieces. Even without the staff, she can handle herself. I saw some people give her a hard time once, and she took down three men without even using the weapon.”

“Really?” I looked her over, which I enjoyed doing anyway. It struck me that with her body, her affinity for wearing tight cropped tank tops and skintight shorts, and using what amounts to fighting sticks with blades attached, she and Tyra had a lot in common. That they were both smoking hot didn’t escape my mind, either. “A scholar that can kick ass? I’d say that makes you pretty special, even without considering your mental capabilities.”

I didn’t get a smile out of her, not quite, but she did relax a little, her face going into a neutral expression.

“I found the weapon in Ruviel several years ago. I like how versatile it is. I also trained in combat when I stayed there for a few months. I…” She looked around at our companions, especially Tawny and Tyra. “People often treated me poorly. Being a scholar is not a vocation that others understand well. My keen intellect makes me different, and I’ve found that people don’t generally like different.

“That I could have tolerated, even with some showing me hostility. What decided me on my course was another characteristic.” She looked down at herself, almost like she was embarrassed.

“Because you’re so beautiful,” I said.

Her eyes widened, the deep blue of her eyes flashing. They were darker than Sariel’s crystal blue, but just as striking. “I…uh…yes. My appearance has been an initiating factor in the past.”

“With the sexy clothes you wear, it’s no wonder,” Tip threw out. Cea flicked her eyes to the satyr, then she giggled.

“I have to agree,” I said. “You see the beautiful women I travel with. I see the looks, how people start to approach, either for harmless flirting or something more nefarious. Luckily, all my girls can handle themselves. Like you, I guess. So you learned to fight to keep others from appreciating your alluring looks more than you’d like?”

“Exactly. It’s also useful for other reasons. Practicing keeps me fit.”

“Damn right,” Tip offered.

She threw him a disdainful look. “It also comes in handy when I travel alone in dangerous places. Whether bandits or beasts, my skills have helped me out of bad situations before. It’s what I told you. I don’t need you to protect me.”

I put my hands up. “That’s fine. I didn’t mean to say that you’re unable to protect yourself. It’s just that the Searcher, with his army and Aeyr’s support, is a little different. A demigod wants you dead. We figured having a little help against that was a good idea. Besides, he also has umbrenix, which you were introduced to you soon after we met you.”

“Yes. Thank you for that. I know the stories, of course, but to watch my weapons pass through their bodies was quite a shock.”

I laughed. “No doubt. We’re always on the lookout for magical weapons. Maybe we can find one for you. If we could get a few days at a forge, Tyra could make some. She’s an absolute genius when it comes to crafting.”

Dayra didn’t wince when I said genius. She usually did, which is why Tyra used the word earlier.

“Anyway, that’s great you can fight. We usually spend some time each day training when we set up camp, though it’s been a little awkward the last few days. You’re welcome to join us. Sparring with an entirely new type of weapon would be good.”

Finally, I got the shadow of a smile out of her. “I may do that. Thank you.”

Now that I had her warmed up a little, I wanted to ask her about some other things, but before I could, Rex took off running through the vegetation to our right.

“Shit,” Tip said. “Rex. Rexy, what are you doing? Rex!” He gave me an apologetic look and I motioned him toward where the furcan had gone. He took off like a shot after the lizard.

I shrugged at the others. “Rex is usually really good. I’m not sure what the deal is. The only time we’ve seen him run off like that is when he sensed something in the ruins. You all can wait here if you want, but I’m gonna go follow Tip. I don’t want him to run into anything dangerous.”

I pushed my way through the undergrowth at a jog and found Cea right on my heels. I glanced back at her and she gave me her cute gremlin smile.

“Stay close. The jungle is dangerous.”

She gave me a double thumbs up and I had to laugh at the effect Tip had already had on her.

Tip couldn’t go as fast as Rex through the vegetation and though I was bigger, I could plow my way through quickly. Cea and I caught up to him and we followed the crashing and the slight trail the furcan left until we ended up almost running into the little menace. He stood near a series of dense bushes, scratching at the base of one, only his scaly, feathery behind visible. It occurred to me, much too late, that we could have easily run into one of those poison bushes or insects or something else that could have killed us without much trouble.

More crashing from behind brough me around. I stepped in front of Cea, but relaxed when I saw Tawny, who had not been making any noise. Brin, Tyra, Sariel, and the rest of the group were all there. I gave them an apologetic look, then turned back to Rex.

“Rexy, come out of there,” Tip demanded. “What did you find? Treasure?”

I let Tawny look first since she was the expert in jungle hazards.

“He’s found some stone, maybe part of some ruins.”

That caught Dayra’s attention and she pushed her way through to see. “Huh. By the cut and size of the stone, it almost looks like…” She opened up the case on her belt and pulled out the luminar. After fiddling with it for a moment, she barked a laugh. It took a full minute of her attention on the device before she looked up. “Your little monster stumbled upon one of the four calibration points.”


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Dayra watched Rex for a good two minutes, the lizard still scratching at the ground and the mostly buried stone. The look on her face almost made me laugh out loud. Surprise, a little joy, and puzzlement. Her eyes flickered, like she was an android who was about to declare, “Does not compute. Does not compute.”

Her gaze shifted to the luminar in her hand and she shook her head. “It’ll only take me a few minutes to get the readings locked in and then for the luminar to extrapolate the direction and intensity of the ley line. Once it does so, it will recognize when we find the other calibration point on the same line.”

I still wasn’t sure about the device. How it worked, what it did, even the principles upon which it was based. “Once you do that, we can use it to follow the ley line to find the other point?”

Dayra stopped what she was doing and gave me an incredulous look. “Why would you think that?”

“Because that would be the logical way to create the device. I mean, having it recognize the other point if we are able to find it is fine, but instead of searching the entire jungle, it would be better to be able to follow the line until we run into it, right?”

The scholar’s mouth twisted like she’d bitten into a rotten apple. “Uh…”

“It doesn’t do that, does it?”

“Please, allow me to do my work. We can converse after I’ve locked in the information.”

“Fine, fine.” I bent down and petted Rex on the head. “Nice going, man. Good job.” The lizard trilled and hopped excitedly.

“Yeah,” Tip said. “You’re the man! The furcan man!” He put his hand out and Rex pawed at it, giving the satyr a low five. I hadn’t known he did that. I laughed and thumped Tip’s shoulder.

Dayra finished doing whatever it was she did with the luminar and we backtracked to the path we’d been on. As we went, several of our members were free with their comments.

“Good thing we didn’t take the road,” Tyra said, more loudly than she needed to. “If we’d have gone that way, we never would have found this point. Some people thought it would be farther north. The same people who insisted on staying on the road, in fact.”

A few minutes later, Keliana joined the tirade. “What do you think, Rex? You don’t need thousands of books or some magic power to remember things, do you? All those benefits, and it was you who found the thing we were looking for. Good boy, Rex.”

With each comment, Dayra seemed to shrink in on herself. Yeah, she probably did need at least a taste of humble pie, but this was just being mean.

“That’s enough,” I said. “Anyone here who has never made a mistake or phrased something improperly, raise your hand.” As expected, no one did, though Tip twitched like he was going to do it. The look I gave him told him clearly that I’d kick his ass if he did. This wasn’t a time for his jokes. “That’s what I thought. How many of us have spoken in a way that irritated people or have fucked up somehow?”

I raised my hand high. The others did as well, though Brin and Qamara were slow to do so. I could believe one or both of them might honestly be able to keep their hands down, but I was glad they raised them. Even Rex, after watching the rest of us, put one of his claws up.

That shut down all conversation for a time, though it did win me smiles from Brin and Sariel. Before we camped for the night, though, we were all chatting again, mostly softly in twos or threes as Tawny led us through the jungle and to the road. Another hour and she stopped us.

“We could make it to Troxul today, but we would have to travel the roads in the dark to do so. I’ve done it before, but not with someone hunting me. If we’re not in a great hurry, I suggest we camp. I know of a place nearby with a small clearing and a stream.”

“Let’s do that,” I said. “We need to get back into the habit of training a little bit each day. We have two members we haven’t fought with much. It’ll be good to get used to their styles so when we face something, we can coordinate better.”

Once we’d set up camp, I took Dayra and Cea aside. “Dayra, I know you are skilled at fighting, but like I said earlier, it’s good to be able to cooperate with the rest of us so we don’t end up hurting each other. Cea, are you ready to learn how to use those knuckle knives you got in Ruviel?”

“Yes!” The gremlin girl had chosen the weapons from the many different types we’d seen in shops in the city. They were basically brass knuckles with a wide, stubby blade coming out of the front, where the wielder’s knuckles would be. Kind of like a push dagger attached to a set of brass knuckles. Even thinking of the damage the things could do made me wince.

I’d asked her—several times—if she was sure she didn’t want something with more length, so she didn’t have to get as close to her opponent. She insisted they were the weapons for her. In fact, she went a step further and got a pair of similar weapons, except instead of the blade coming out the front, they had longer blades coming out of either side, near her thumb and pinky finger. When she made a fist, it was like she was holding a double-bladed knife but with a metal striking surface on her knuckles as well.

With the strained relationship between her and a lot of the others, Dayra had seemed to gravitate to Cea. Though the blonde woman had insensitively insulted Cea’s magic when the gremlin first brought it up, the smaller woman was too kindhearted to hold it against the human. With their love of knowledge shared and—probably more importantly—Dayra’s assessment of Cea’s intelligence putting her into a tolerable class of people, it was about as good a pair as could be had for training together.

Lirien and Tip joined us as well, the satyr for Cea and Lirien to make Dayra feel less surrounded by enemies, or at least morons. I wasn’t sure what she felt was worse.

I had the two demonstrate some of their skills against me with some slow sparring. Dayra was almost as good as she thought she was. I believed her when she said she trained diligently and often. Her movements, reactions, and her toned body told me as much.

Cea, though, well she was a surprise.

“Alright, Cea,” I said. “Tell me the truth. You’ve trained before, haven’t you?”

Her little cheeks reddened and she kicked at the ground with one foot.

“Cea.” I stretched the word out like a mother would with a child not telling her the entire story.

“Not with weapons,” she finally admitted. “I had a friend when I was younger, and we used to play fight. I saw a couple of men balling up their fists and practicing hitting each other, and I thought it looked fun. My friend and I practiced it and one of the men saw us one time. He laughed and showed us how to do it correctly.”

She bobbed and weaved, striking out with her fists like a boxer. The little woman was quick, and her footwork was not bad, either. I hadn’t known there was boxing in this world, but she’d obviously gotten the basics down.

“That’s pretty good,” I told her. “I have some corrections that will help you. You’re right, though, with those particular skills, the weapons you chose are perfect. Except I’m not happy with you being so close to someone or something trying to hurt you. We can train your movements, teach you some weapons defense with the knives you got, but I’m going to want you to stay back behind the rest of us for the most part. I’m not willing to risk you against someone with a sword or longer weapon. Maybe you can learn to use ranged weapons, too, like Tip does with the bow.”

“That might be fun.” She gave me a huge smile. Tip stood back and beamed at his girl. She was definitely a keeper.

“Great. I’ve got some drills we can do. It may not be as fun as sparring, but we’ll build the basics. Dayra, we can work with you both with the staff form of your weapon and the bladed stick form when you separate it. Especially with the blades, it’s important to coordinate movements with the rest of us. Unfortunately, a lot of our combat is against large numbers of enemies, so the battles are pretty chaotic and messy. Your skills are solid, but it’s working together that we’ll focus on. Is that okay with you?”

She nodded. Not enthusiastically like Cea, but at least not begrudgingly.

We only trained for a couple of hours before we called it a day and ate dinner. Afterwards, most everyone sat around and chatted, but I had work of my own to do.

Being in Ruviel and seeing the variety of fighting styles and weapons there, I’d gotten some ideas. Not just reminders of things I’d seen or tried in the past and wanted to revisit, but new ideas on what to do with my weapons. I sat down a little distance away from the rest of our group and meditated on the exact changes and how I’d make them. I was deep into trying to explore and commune with my new rope dart when I sensed a shadow pass over me through the firelight. I snapped my eyes open to find Lirien in front of me.

“Am I bothering you?” the kangaroo girl asked.

“Not at all. I’m just trying to explore some options with my weapons. What’s up? You wanna sit down and talk?”

She nodded and sat next to me. Then she scooted around so her knee touched mine and she was facing me a little more squarely. I smiled at her.

“Thank you.” She sighed. “For helping out with Dayra. Not only stopping the comments but being so gentle with her in training.”

“Gentle? I knocked her on her ass at least five times. Softly, but still.”

She laughed. “Not that. She’s tougher than she looks. A little rough and tumble is no problem for her.”

“Yeah, I get that. I’ll be honest with you, Lirien. I’m not thrilled with her high and mighty attitude, her arrogance, and her inability to treat people with respect. I can tell, though, that she hasn’t had it easy and she’s had to prove herself in life, so I can forgive the hard exterior. I think once we can soften that up a bit and get to who she is inside, after all the bullshit is stripped away, she’ll actually be pleasant.”

The kangaroo girl stared at me for a moment. “You really think that?”

“Yeah. I’ve known people with defense mechanisms like that before. Sometimes you can get through them and they’re wonderful people. Other times, they’re too stubborn to bend even a little and all you can do is shun them.”

“Is that why you took the time to explain everything to her in a different way, gauging her reactions and asking follow-up questions?”

I grinned. “Yeah. I’ve found that some people who have had things rough have a better sense of judging those they can connect with. I think Dayra has been so inured by people judging her in an instant then treating her poorly that she has trouble letting her shields down. There’s a term in my world: kill them with kindness. While I have trouble with the phrase, it kind of fits here.”

“So you’re not ready to abandon her and make her go off on her own?”

“Definitely not. Lirien, even if she’s one of those who will never drop her defenses, she’s your friend. For that reason alone, I will stick with her until the Searcher is dead and she’s safe. Besides, you still have business with him. Don’t worry. As long as I’m alive, I’ll do everything I can to protect her. Just like I know you will.”

Lirien lurched at me and pulled me into a kiss. I stroked her back as I enjoyed the feel of her lips. When she sat back, she had a beautiful smile on her face.

“Thank you. You are a wonderful person, Gar.”

“Ah, I’m okay. You’re the amazing one. You let me know what I can do to soften your friend up. By the time we find her library, we’re all going to be best buddies.”

She shook her head at me, her expression not slipping in the least.

“What?”

“Just when I thought I’d found the limits of your goodness, you go and say something like that. You really think we’ll find what she’s looking for?”

“Did we find what you were looking for?”

“We did, and so much more.”


Chapter
Thirty-Six



On our way to the town of Troxul, I hung back a little from the others and had a little chat with Tyra. When the thoroughly admonished goblin moved up in the group, she sent Keliana back for my talk with her.

“Are you going to yell at me?” the assassin asked as she reached me.

I laughed and took her hand, kissing it. “Nah. I do want to talk to you, though.”

“I’m a bad kitty.”

“Yes, but mostly in the best of ways.”

“Mmmmm. Do you want to punish me?”

“Stop. This isn’t that kind of talk. You are too sexy to be saying things like that. I know you’re just doing it to distract me.”

“Is it working?”

“Like a charm, which is why I’m asking you not to keep doing it.”

I kept her hand in mine as she walked next to me. She had a happy bounce in her step, but she chewed her lower lip.

“Keli, I love you dearly⁠—”

“You do?”

“I do.”

“Dearly?”

“Dearly. Immensely. Powerfully. Desperately. All those things.” I kissed the side of her face. “Don’t chew your lip. That’s my job.”

“Mmmm.”

“Damn it. See, now you have me doing it.”

“I’d rather see you doing me.”

“Bad kitty!”

“Spank me.”

I shook my head and laughed. “Okay, enough. Like I was saying, I do love you, my beautiful, sexy kitty, but we need to talk about being nice to people.”

“I love you, too. In case you didn’t know. I’ve been head over heels since you almost killed me in our last real fight.”

“That means the world to me. I’ve seen you be the ruthless assassin and I’ve seen you so tender and gentle, like with your sister. That last part makes my heart melt. Yesterday, I saw you being mean. That’s not you, Keli. Yes, you can be a bad kitty, but not a spiteful bitch kitty. That’s not a good look.”

“I know Gar, but don’t you see how she is? What she does? I’ve always hated people who thought they were better than everyone else. She’s so condescending. Her entire personality screams to me that she should be put in her place.”

I squeezed her hand. “I know. That attitude irritates me, too. I think it’s mainly a reaction to things she’s had to deal with in the past. It doesn’t excuse it, but if it makes a difference, I think the biggest problem is she doesn’t realize the way she phrases things affects other people. She’s intelligent, no doubt. I mean, just ask her.” Keli chuckled at that. “Seriously, though. Dayra is smart, but when it comes to social cues, I don’t think she understands things all that well. She’s not trying to insult everyone. It just comes out that way.”

“I could say the same thing about what I said yesterday.”

“No you couldn’t. You’re too socially smart to use that as an excuse. What you did yesterday was wield a weapon to injure your opponent. But she didn’t even know she was fighting. It may seem like her hard shell won’t let her feel bad when people say mean things to her, but I don’t think that’s true. Give her a chance, okay? I think with a little kindness and some instruction, she’ll be a lot easier to get along with.

“Remember how Lirien was? She thought she knew better and was a pain in the ass to deal with at first. Look at her now.”

“I do look at her. A lot. She’s so fucking sexy.”

“Yeah, she is. So is Dayra, if you haven’t noticed. That’s not what I’m talking about, though. Once Lirien realized we weren’t all full of shit, she let her real personality show, and she’s wonderful. Right?”

“Right. I get it. I’ll put up with little Miss Stick Up Her Ass, but only because I love you so much.”

“Okay. Wrong reason, but I’ll take it. Just try to be nice and don’t take offense as easily. I think we can bring her around. Once she sees how amazing every single person in this group is, she won’t have to try to prove how superior she is.”

“Fine. Can we talk about Tawny now? She is the definition of hot, right?”

“You are such a cat. Are you in heat?”

She gasped, looking at me like I’d just called her mother a whore. Then her offended look broke apart and she chortled. “I’ve been horny since I met you, Gar. Tell me we can fuck her. Please?”

“God, I love you, but you’re seriously going to give me a head full of grey hairs.”
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We made it to Troxul by midafternoon. It almost felt like we’d been transported back to Vowtoken, the two communities were so similar. Tawny led us to an inn. She traded greetings with a few people along the way. There was no doubt she’d spent more than a little time in the town.

Once we secured rooms for the night, Brin and Qamara went with Tawny to search a few shops for magical items while the rest of us discussed what we’d do with the rest of the day.

“I’m going to see if I can find a forge,” Tyra told us, clutching a few of her favorite hammers.

“Training,” I said. “We’ve got a rare opportunity to get in a couple or three hours.”

Cea hopped excitedly, which Rex imitated. The two looked like they were dancing, bouncing around happily. Tip took the news stoically at first, but displayed his approval once he watched his two companions’ excitement. Sariel and Keli took the plans as the most natural thing in the world. Lirien flashed me a resigned look. Dayra frowned at the ground. It was still a work in progress with her.

I helped Cea for a little while. The gremlin had fast hands and was already coming along nicely, translating her previous practice in boxing easily to using her blade weapons. Aside from helping her with her form, I explained critical strike areas. Boxing had its targets, but with the knuckle knives, she was going to need to aim for places that would do immediate critical damage, not pummel the opponent over a period of time. Targets that would kill. It saddened me, thinking of the sweet, kindly woman taking someone’s life, but if she faced a life-or-death situation, I needed to make sure it was her life and the attacker’s death.

I also had a chance to practice with my rope dart, far enough away from the others so that I didn’t accidentally hit them. I’d picked up the basic swings and wraps quickly, but to get to the point I could use the strange weapon in a fight would take a lot of practice. I wasn’t sure that was the best use of my time. One of the forms Master Wennolan taught me was highly acrobatic, though, so between my novice skills with the rope dart itself and the strenuous movements, practicing the form at least was good exercise.

We had enough time that I was even able to work on communing with the rope dart. That was where I had more optimism. I’d already come up with a couple of ideas on how to use my new weapon with the others I had. If I could get to the point where I could control the materials of the rope and the dart, it could be a valuable part of my growing repertoire and arsenal.

The time went quickly and as the sun went down, we headed back to the inn to meet the others for dinner. The full moon rose as the sun set. The town, not all that remarkable on its own, gained an ethereal quality in the moonlight. I looked around at my friends, talking softly with each other as we walked, tired but energized from our training. I couldn’t help but smile.

Our lives consisted of one danger after another and we had it rough most times, but we also had each other. The sense of peace that gave me was worth all the hazards and bullshit. Lucas would have loved traveling with these people. I missed him.

Keli slinked up to me and took my hand. She didn’t say a word, but had probably noticed my expression as I thought of my lost friend. I squeezed her hand and we walked silently until we got to the inn, where I used her hand to spin her around so I could hug and give her a kiss.

Eating a meal that was not cooked over a campfire, while sitting on chairs around an actual table, was nice. The fare wasn’t fancy—some roasted meat, bread, boiled vegetables, and bowls of hearty stew on the side—but it was filling and tasty enough. Dayra ate her meal quickly and excused herself to her room.

I looked over at Lirien. “What’s that about? Is she okay? She seemed fine when we were training.”

The kangaroo girl shrugged. “I don’t know. She hasn’t said anything. It could be she’s been holding it all in or she could just want to do some studying or calculations or something. It’s hard to tell. We’re not really such friends that we confide in each other. We’re…”

“Fuck buddies,” Tip said, receiving a smack from Cea. “What?”

Lirien’s face was a darker pink than her hair. “Yeah. I confess.”

I laughed. “You don’t have to confess, Lirien. We all figured it out pretty quick. The sexual energy flying back and forth between you is kind of hard to miss.” I didn’t share that being near the two of them with that energy flowing got me pretty worked up myself.

She put a hand over her face. “My point is that I don’t know her deeper thoughts any more than the rest of you. Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. You are the only one she has history with and recognizes as a friend, though. Maybe you should go check on her?”

“I think it would be better if you did it, Gar.”

“What? Why me?”

“You defended her yesterday. I know you don’t think it was much, but she’s always been something of an outcast, like me, and even little kindnesses matter. I think she’s more likely to share what’s bothering her with you than with me.”

I dropped my eyes to my hands. “Damn. If I’m her best shot, she’s worse off than I thought. Okay. I’ll give her a little time to see if she comes back. If not, I’ll go see if she’ll talk. Our task is hard enough without her feeling alienated all the time.”

“You’re a good man, Gar. You prove it time and time again.”

I shrugged. “All I said is that I’ll try to talk to her. I can’t promise she’s not going to throw a book or some weird device at me when I try.”

“Oh, she wouldn’t do that.” Lirien grinned at me. “She’s never treated a book or device so roughly. She’ll probably throw a mug or a knife at you.”

We continued chatting more another fifteen minutes and Dayra didn’t return. I kind of wished I hadn’t said I’d go try to talk to her, then I immediately felt bad for thinking that.

I let out a long breath and stood up. “I guess I’ll see if I can get her to tell me something.” Brin smiled at me, Tip gave me a thumbs up, and Keliana blew me a kiss. Lirien’s face was expectant. If for no other reason, I hoped I could get Dayra to open up a little bit so I wouldn’t disappoint the kangaroo girl. I didn’t think I could handle that. Hanging onto the image she had of me sounded nice.

I shuffled off to my task like I was going to the gallows.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



Iknocked softly on Dayra’s door. If she’d already gone to sleep, I didn’t want to wake her. After getting no response, I tried again, a little bit louder. Still nothing. That’s when the doubts and worries entered my mind. What if she was so depressed she’d hurt herself? What if the Searcher’s people had found her and done something, or taken her away? My anxiety built and I guess I panicked a little bit. I pushed down the latch and found the door unlocked, so I opened it.

Dayra lay on her bed her hands moving vigorously. One was buried under those tiny, skintight shorts she wore and the other clamped onto one of her breasts on top of the little tank top she wore. Her eyes were almost completely closed when I entered, but the motion made her eyes snap open. Like they were connected, her mouth went into a big O as well.

Speaking of big Os…

“Oh, fuck,” I said, and stumbled back, attempting to get back out in the hall and close the door.

“No. Gar, please, wait. Come in and close the door. Please.”

I gave her a look that I was sure reflected the painful embarrassment and sorrow for bursting in on her. Her eyes softened and her voice grew kinder.

“Please. Just…please close the door. I…” She looked down and noticed her hand was still in her shorts and she pulled it out. “I’m sorry. I should have locked the door. When I have difficult times, sometimes I deal with…will you please close the door?”

I jumped. “Oh. Right. Sorry.” I did as she asked and stood there awkwardly. Nothing in my experience told me what I was supposed to do at the moment.

“Sit down?”

I sat in the chair, not able to meet her gaze.

She laughed. She laughed at me.

I cracked a smile, then chuckled. Weakly.

“I’m the one who should be embarrassed, Gar,” she said. “Not you.”

“I feel bad. It’s like walking in on someone when they’re using the privy. Except way, way sexier.” I winced at that last part. I needed to get my mind engaged and not just speak without thinking.

The way she looked at me changed from trying to calm a skittish animal to…interested. Uh-oh. I spoke before she did.

“We were concerned about you. You left and didn’t say much and I wasn’t sure what was bothering you. I asked Lirien if she’d check on you but she told me that it would be better if I did because I told the girls not to be mean to you and I don’t know why I keep talking without breathing so I’ll shut up now. But first, are you okay? Like I said, we’re worried about you.”

Her mouth twitched like it wanted to smile but mercifully, she didn’t. I wasn’t sure I could handle the confusion and overload to my mind. She also didn’t laugh either, which I appreciated.

Dayra sat up fully on the bed. Her nipples pushed the cloth of her tank top out and I jerked my head to the side to prevent myself from staring at them. Any more than I already did. It had already been a full two seconds before I realized I should avert my gaze.

She shimmied her body, just a little, and I held back the moan I really needed to let out.

That’s when I noticed the gleam in her eye. I knew that look. It was what happened when a girl realized that you couldn’t take your eyes off her. Shit.

“Thank you.”

My brows drew down. “For what? Interrupting your…”

She did laugh again this time, but I didn’t take offense to it. “No, definitely not that. Truthfully, I was going to rub one out. Several, in fact. I tried reading, doing calculations, thinking. I finally realized I would get nothing done until I had some release. Did Lirien tell you about…?”

“The two of you? No. We figured it out pretty easily, though.”

“Oh, that? Of course you did. Unless you were all complete morons, you would have. What I mean is did she tell you how I deal with anxiety?”

“Uh, no.”

“Well, you can guess from what you just saw. It relaxes me. She’s helped me in the past, but more often I do the job myself. I’m fairly skilled at it.”

“Not the best at it?” I asked, and mentally kicked myself again.

Her lips went into a straight, firm line, but then relaxed. “That’s fair. I don’t have a lot of experience with other people. No experience with men at all. The ones I’ve met are…unsuitable.” She adopted a look I also recognized.

Uh-oh.

“You came here to check on me? To help me?”

“Yeah. I thought you might want to talk through what’s bothering you.”

“I suppose I could do that. But there’s the issue of releasing my tension.”

Uh-oh.

She licked her lips, and I knew I was done for. “Will you watch me? Then, when I’m done, we can talk. Of course, if you want to help me, I would appreciate that, too.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I mean, Brin and Tyra and Sariel, Keliana, Qamara, Lirien. We’re all committed, and I don’t know if…I mean, I should make sure they’re okay with it, since you’re not part of our little family.”

“I understand. All that relationship nonsense is why I don’t do it. I get my pleasure where I can and with whom I can—if they’re suitable—and avoid all that. Watching it is then. And don’t bother suggesting you go outside and wait. That’s ridiculous.”

I felt relieved she said that, but then immediately felt guilty. The more I thought about it, though, the more I realized that none of my girls would be upset about me watching. As long as I didn’t participate. More than half of them wouldn’t even mind that, I knew, but…

“I guess I’ll just sit here, then, until you’re finished. Then we can talk.”

Her first full genuine smile of the night lit up her face. It was so spectacularly beautiful, I almost changed my mind about taking part.

Dayra slid a chair over to me, approaching much too closely for my comfort after almost begging me to have sex with her. She leaned toward me, a slight citrus scent wafting off her. I thought she might try for a kiss, but all she did was to close her eyes halfway and straighten up. While I sat in my chair, she turned the one she’d brought to squarely.

She twirled around it, like she was going to do a dance for me. That spectacular body of hers, barely covered with her tiny tank top and tinier shorts, both tight enough that I expected the clothing to cut off her circulation, made my head swim. The blonde turned and bent at the waist, showing her incredibly tight ass to me, only a couple of feet from my wide eyes. She made a show of wiping off the seat, wriggling her butt as she swept the chair with her hand.

Then she turned and sat, facing me with her plump lips parted slightly.

Fuck, she’s hot. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. As if reading my mind, she brought her hand up and slid it across her breasts, like she was Vanna White and gesturing at the grand prize. I licked my lips, which seemed suddenly dry.

Dayra had no such problem. As my eyes flicked to her shorts, a large dark spot, suspiciously elongated, marked the cloth.

She started to rub her tits more eagerly, her nipples springing to action and making themselves known again. Her tongue slid across her top lip as her head tilted back and her mouth opened more. A soft moan oozed out of her as one of her hands traveled down her bare tummy to her shorts. A single finger pressed against the wet spot on them, and Dayra took her bottom lip into her teeth.

“Mmmmm. Aaaaaaaahhhh. Nnnnngggghhhhh.”

I wanted badly to casually watch her, the thought of not observing unbearable at this point. I’m afraid I probably failed miserably in my nonchalance. My eyes started to feel like they were drying out and I had to consciously slow my quick breathing. I’d never seen a woman make a show of pleasuring herself in front of me like that and I had to say, I was enjoying every second of it.

“Do you like watching me?” she asked, surprising me. Her slitted eyes met mine and her lower hand rubbed a little harder. “Oooooh. Are you sure you don’t want to help me?”

I didn’t trust what might come out of my mouth, so I shook my head. It was one of the hardest things I’d ever done.

“Such a pity. Unnnnghhhh.”

Both her hands went to the bottom edge of her tank top and she lifted it up and off her body. Her breasts popped out and settled, firm and standing up like the cover model on a plastic surgeon’s reference book. Her nipples, a soft pink with light tan areolas surrounding them stared at me, taunting and enticing me.

She maintained eye contact with me, which was too bad. Not that it didn’t turn me on. It was the opposite. She had me getting so hard that the pain was almost unbearable. I should have adjusted myself when I first sat down, but now my dick was bent in half and rapidly reaching the hardness and density of a marble pillar. I let out a forlorn sigh and reached down, adjusting it so it could go straight.

She watched me with a predator’s eyes.

“Mmmmmm. Is that for me? Don’t you want me, Gar? I want you. I see that I’ve got you heated up. We can go to the bed. You can put it in me. You can have your release. If you want to do it in my mouth, we can do that. My ass? Whatever you want. Fuck me, Gar. Please?”

Another head shake, but even that was almost more than I could handle.

“Awwwwww. But I want you so, so badly.” She pulled her right breast up and leaned her head down, taking her own nipple into her mouth and sucking hard. Her soft moans reverberated up from her tit.

A dollop of pre-cum slipped out of my dick, soaking into my underwear. I barely stopped the moan inside me from escaping. Seriously, her breasts were a good size, much more than a handful, but they were also so firm. How the hell could she reach to suck on herself like that? Just the thought of it had more liquid oozing out of my shaft.

“I dream about you doing that,” she said. Somehow, I missed her releasing her nipple and looking at me again. “Do you know what those dreams do to me?”

Dayra stood, writhing like she was moving a hula hoop, but in slow motion. From the larger wet spot on her front to her perfect, tight ass and her painted on shorts, she gave me an eyeful. Then she peeled them off, letting them drop down her toned, sexy legs, before kicking them aside.

After wriggling her ass at me, she turned again and gave me a porn star pose, legs wide and straight, with one hip cocked higher than the other. Between them, a beautiful bald pussy shimmered in the lamplight, soaking wet.

She swept a finger up her slit, showing me the creamy liquid she’d collected. Then she put that finger in her mouth and sucked.

“Mmmmm.” The blonde smacked her lips. “You sure you don’t want a taste?”

Her smirk made my dick twitch and I thought for sure it was going to tear its way out of my pants. She sat back down, one hand on her tits and the other fingering her own pussy.

I sat, afraid to move because if I grazed my throbbing member even a little, I was seriously going to cream my pants. Barely breathing, I watched Dayra bring herself into a lather.

“Oh-oh, Gar. I’m pretending this is you. Put it inside while you suck on my big tits. Oh, that’s right, bite my nipples and fuck me. I want you so…oooooh.”

Two of her fingers plunged into her dripping slit while she took her other breast into her mouth, biting down on the nipple like she’d said. Her keening, desperate moans cut right through me, vibrating my cock until I almost climaxed. The slushing and sucking sounds only heightened the feeling. I clenched every muscle I could to keep from coming and, more importantly, to keep from jumping on her and doing what she’d asked.

Her body tremored. Full-body jerks, like she was being shocked, had her slamming back against the chair’s backrest. She refused to release her nipple, so her sounds were unintelligible, but that only made it hotter.

“Mmmpppffff. Grrrrr. Ffffkkkk mmmmmaaa. Nnnnnng. NNGGGGHHH. Rrrrrrr!”

Her body went straight, only her upper back on the back of the chair. I thought she was going to knock it over and fall, but somehow, she maintained her balance. I could see every toned muscle, tightened to its utmost, showing her strength and the extent of her pleasure. I admired her lean, perfect body, one of her breasts bouncing with the motion while the other remained trapped in her mouth.

Her fingers reached far inside her and clawed, no doubt finding that special spot, the rough patch of skin within. With one last final shudder, Dayra’s fabulous ass slammed down on the chair and she hissed out an exhalation while releasing a reddened nipple to bounce twice and then come to rest, perfectly at attention like its twin.

“Ooooooh,” she said, looking me right in the eyes. “That was a good one. A very good one. When you decide you want to fuck me, I’ll show it to you more up close and personal. She leaned her head back and sighed but sat up straighter.

“Are you curious? Do you want a taste?” She pulled her fingers out, covered in her nectar. “You won’t be disappointed.” She brought her hand up to her face and flicked her tongue out. “Mmmmm.”

I had to take a few deep breaths and clench everything below my waist. “No. Thank you.”

“Mmmm. Thank you.” She sucked her fingers, cleaning them off. “Thank you sooooo much.”


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Dayra laughed at me as I tried to walk out of her room without limping. To be honest, it was kind of embarrassing. The entire experience flew in the face of how it should have been. I’d walked in on her pleasuring herself, for fuck’s sake. How was it that I was the one who felt ashamed?

“I can relieve that for you,” she called one more time. I waved at her as I left, closing the door behind me.

Goddamn I’m horny.

I hurried back to my room, hoping I wouldn’t run into any of the others before the steel rod in my pants softened up enough that it couldn’t be seen by anyone within a quarter mile of me. In the dark. I got the image of a glowing red tower, attracting stray women and warning away low-flying aircraft.

I got to my door, slipped into my room, and closed the door behind me, propping my back against it while breathing a lot harder than the situation called for. My eyes were closed, though I didn’t remember closing them. After my breathing slowed, I opened them.

Only to find Brin sitting on my bed, watching me with interest.

“Gar? Are you…well?” At that last word, her gaze went to the lump in my pants.

“I…that is, it…oh, Brin.” I launched myself at her, pushing her down onto the bed and kissing her desperately.

Okay, so I realize that it seems stupid to have done that. I was fighting a serious case of blue balls and the first thing I did was to kiss my super-hot and supremely sexy moonwisp? Yeah. I wasn’t really thinking things through. I realized halfway through that it was only going to make my urges that much worse, but I needed…well, I needed to fuck someone. Hell, even something. For the first time, I understood a little bit of what Tip had said. You know, when he tried to fuck statues. And other things.

That line of thinking did help to soften me a little, but in the battle with holding and kissing Brin, smelling her familiar scent, it was no contest.

“Gar,” she said, putting both hands on my cheeks and pushing me away long enough to talk. “We will discuss the initiation of your current condition, but I need you to stop for a moment.”

I stopped pushing toward her, ready to apologize for losing my shit. But I’d misunderstood.

“No doubt you have noticed the full moon? I am ready, nay, eager to spend much of the night in extreme pleasure, both giving and receiving. As I said, we will have discussions later. For now, I think it is fair to say that you are not thinking clearly. I’ve noted your condition and I am perfectly willing to relieve any tension you may feel immediately.

“For a change, may I bring you to climax first, to ease what, if I understand correctly, is a painful situation?”

“God, Brin. I love you so much.”

She smiled, and it turned into a wry grin. “I love you. Now, let me get your pants off before you explode, and we must see if my healing talents extend to such situations.”

She removed my clothing with the skill of a stripper. Once I was bare from feet to forehead, she pushed me down on the bed, climbed between my legs, and gave me what I believe was the best blowjob I’d ever experienced.

When I came, it burned like a firehose’s worth of cum rocketed into her. She took it like a trooper, gurgling it down and lapping up everything that tried to escape.

“Now, rest for a few minutes and we will start again. At the beginning. After all, my loins are burning now and you are the one who can quench them.”

I laughed at her metaphor but lay there dazedly as she got up to pick up my clothes, latch the door, and drink something. When she nudged me awake, I blinked and met her eyes.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hello. Better?”

“Mmmmm. So much better. I love you.”

“I love you. I intend to do so physically as well, if you are amenable.”

“I am. Full moon, huh?”

“Full moon.”

“This is going to be so great. You have taken the edge off, so I should be able to last a lot longer before I pop again. That means more orgasms for you, my love.”

“A wonderful proposition. After a short discussion.”

I frowned at that, my hardening shaft wilting as if someone commanded, “Down boy.”

It only took a few minutes to describe what had happened earlier.

“She can take it in her mouth?” Brin looked at her own breasts, though they were currently covered with her tube top thing. They were in no way small. In fact, they were close enough to Dayra’s that I would have to stand the women side by side naked to make the decision. That turned me on way too much.

“Yes. I don’t get it. They’re very firm. I thought only women who had…well, long, saggy breasts or great big monster-sized tits could do that.”

“It arouses me to think about it. Of course, it is the full moon, so it could be that.”

“It turned me on. A lot. No full moon needed.”

She laughed. “You are a man. Of course it turned you on. Dayra pleasured herself in front of you, keeping eye contact?”

“She did. Saying provocative things the whole time. Asking me to help her, to finish her.”

“Why didn’t you?”

I stared at her. Then I blinked. “I’m not going to do that unless I ask you and the other girls first.”

“You don’t need our permission.”

“No, but I don’t want to do anything that will harm our relationship. She’s not part of our family. I figured you would be okay with it, but I’m not sure about the others. Until I’ve asked member of our family, I won’t do it.”

She chuckled. “I appreciate your concern. Perhaps not all the others feel as I do. I love you and I want you to be happy. Torturing yourself by watching such an exquisite woman doing what she did and begging you to be with her is not necessary, but you are a wonderful man for thinking of my—and the others’—feelings. Now, if you can drum up some of those feelings from earlier…”

“No need. I’m with you. I never need anything external to help me get excited about being with you, Brin.”

Recalling our previous experiences during a full moon, I threw myself into making the delectable blue woman feel as much pleasure as possible. With the edge taken off my ravenous hunger for her, thanks to her draining me not only of fluid, but of the most powerful of my urges, I set myself to take it slowly. In fully intended to drag every bit of ecstasy from my moonwisp.

I spent at least twenty minutes tenderly kissing her. Face, ears, neck, and lips, I didn’t move from the vicinity. By the time she begged me to take her, I’d brought her to the point she was pawing at me, playing with her own tits, and even attempting a swipe or two at her glistening pussy. That last one I stopped, though she whimpered at me doing it.

Next, I joined her hand in servicing her fantastic blue tits. They were every bit as spectacular as Dayra’s, and the blueberry-colored nipples turned me on in a way I couldn’t describe.

“I…huh…don’t…huh…know how…oh…much more I can…goddess…take.”

I stopped my tongue from pressing her nipple around in a circle and bit down on the nub softly. “Do you want me to stop?”

“No! Please, Gar. Please. Fuck me.”

“Not yet. There is more pleasure to be had.”

To prove it, I sucked hard on her tit and stroked two spots on her left side and her right upper back. I’d found them through experimentation and knew that the slightest of caresses sent lightning all through her.

“Aaauuuuuggggh!”

Her body jerked, strong contractions that tapered off as she whimpered. I sucked harder. I so loved it when she whimpered. It was the distinguishing feature of really intense orgasms for her.

I still hadn’t gone down beyond her chest. Bringing her to powerful orgasms slowly had me rock hard, but I enjoyed every second of it, the painful pressure that told me I needed to release absent.

I continued to worship her body, paying minute attention to every bit of her as I traveled downward. Kissing down her arm, taking each finger into my mouth and sucking it, then trailing kisses and licks back up sent Brin into a kind of meditative condition. She breathed slowly and deeply, but with occasional involuntary thrusts of her hips or even a whole-body shudder. When I nipped at the skin on the hollow of her elbow on the second arm, it threw her into another climax, a longer but not quite so powerful one as before.

Between my forays across and down her back, then around to her upper abs and her navel, I took the time to hold her and kiss her deeply. Not the hard, passionate, and hungry kisses, but soft and tender expressions of my affection.

Another orgasm racked her body as I tickled her navel with my tongue while pressing hard on the little dimples above her tight, perfect ass. I wasn’t sure why those spots required force rather than finesse, but I couldn’t argue with the results.

Though it pained me to do so, I skipped over both her delicious behind and her crotch area to go down and start showing her how much I appreciated her toned legs. She wasn’t one for toe sucking, thank God, but tickling the soles of her feet and, of all things, kissing her insteps got her huffing like a locomotive. By the time I got to her knees, and especially the sensitive area behind them, she treated me to another whimpering release.

Finally, as her nectar dripped down her thighs from so much stimulation, I brought my mouth up to clean up the mess I’d encouraged her to make.

Her taste—like a breezy evening on the plains, but with a sweetness and small tang of salt—was the final straw for me. All the slow, careful actions I’d taken to pleasure her so much had built. I’d been hard for what had to be two hours of constant attention to her body. But that time was coming to an end.

“I want you, Brin. I need you.”

She swept a lock of wet red hair from her face. “Will you enter me now, Gar? I must feel you inside me.”

“I will. In a moment.”

I flipped her over on the bed and buried my tongue in her perfect ass.

“Oh-oh-oh. O-o-o-o-oh.” Her voice ululated as her body bucked and jumped. I grasped her hips and pulled her to me, ramming my tongue into her tight hole. “Goddess!”

Before Brin completely soaked the bed, I flipped her back over and lapped up her liquid, pressing my tongue flat on her lips and licking all the way up her slit. Sucking in her lips, I rolled them around in my mouth as she thrust violently, her hands on my head, pulling me down. I stretched my tongue to the edge of pain to get as much of it inside her as possible as she whimpered and moaned, grinding her pelvis into my face.

Just as she came down from what was her most powerful reaction of the night, I slid up, guided my dick into her, and started to pump slowly.

But she wasn’t having any of it. Barely able to get breath into her lungs, she wrapped her arms around me and, with a mighty effort, rolled me over while I was still inside her. I ended up on my back with her on top of me.

Brin’s eyes were nearly glowing, like her magic had taken over her body. She readjusted so she still straddled me but sat more upright. Taking one of my hands roughly, she pressed it against her breast.

Then she started to squirm. And thrust. Hard.

“Oh…Gar…I…need…your…seed…in…me…now!” Each word accompanied a thrust, bouncing on my body with a pain and comfort that defied logic.

My eyes rolled and closed by themselves as Brin added another level to her movements: sliding up and down my body as she jutted forth her hips. The number of sensitive spots she hit doubled. It seemed to do the same for her.

“Yes-yes-yes. Like that. Just like that. Gar. Oh. Oooooooooh.”

The whimpering came back with a vengeance and she brought her arms into the picture, pulling on me to increase the force even more. I dutifully played with her tits, reveling at the heft of them and the rock hard nipples pinched between my fingers.

She gave me one more mighty thrust and held it as my dick was at her deepest point. Vibrations within her ramped up, juddering my shaft like antilock brakes, a thousand pumps per second. It was enough for cum to rocket out of me even as her internal muscles clamped down.

We held the position for a handful of seconds, our bodies taut and shuddering. Then Brin collapsed on top of me, panting and moaning.

“I love you, Gar,” she gasped.

“I love you, Brin. And I fucking love full moons!”


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



When I woke up the next morning, still engulfed in Brin’s arms and legs, I was sore. Being that I was in peak physical condition, training and engaging in combat nearly every day, it was quite a surprising condition.

I loved it.

When we all gathered for breakfast, Dayra was back to sitting quietly. She barely mumbled a greeting when I said “good morning” to her. I was about to ask her what the hell was going on before Brin squeezed my arm and gave me a little head shake. I trusted my moonwisp and let it go. I’d need to figure out what the deal was, but I didn’t need to do it right away.

We decided to stay an extra day, no one really wanting to go back to sleeping on the ground. Except maybe Tawny. I think she was probably more comfortable outside than in.

Keli took me aside before we split into groups after breakfast. Some of us wanted to go check the shops and get a few more things in the way of supplies, and some of us would be training. I wanted to work on more effectively creating some different types of weapons with the ones I could manipulate.

“Gar, are you going to fuck Tawny?” my catgirl asked.

The question had come out of the blue, but her anxiety over it was visible. She even wrung her hands. She’d mentioned the bestial catgirl, but it seemed to be weighing on her mind a lot more than I thought.

“Probably not, though she is sexy and unusually hot.”

“Why? Don’t you want to? Look at her.” She jerked her head toward the other woman. For an assassin, she was shit at being subtle, when it involved sex.

“I don’t plan on roaming the countryside, trying to have sex with every gorgeous woman I come across. I wouldn’t have time for anything else. I’m happy with the girls I have. Including you, I might add. You fulfill all my urges for a fantastic catgirl body.” I kissed her, hoping it would distract her from her line of questioning.

“I’m not asking you to have sex with everyone. I want her, Gar. So badly.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Then why don’t you fuck her?”

“I want to, but I belong to you. I can’t go roaming around the countryside, having sex with every gorgeous woman I see. Even if she is sooooo incredibly enticing that it makes me wet to think about it.” She winked at me, but the way she slid her thighs against each other and dropped her mouth open a little made it look a lot less smooth.

“You want me to bring her into the family,” I said. Not a question, but a statement.

Her half-shrug created stirrings down low. “Maybe you can get with me and her? That way I can enjoy her, too.”

“Would that make you feel better, if I was with you?”

“Yes. Then I wouldn’t feel like I was running off and having sex like some cheating whore.”

“I wouldn’t think that. I’m fine with you getting together with her. It does excite me to think about it, but I don’t think it’s the right time to add her to the family. Besides, I’ve got my hands full enough with Dayra and whatever the hell she’s got going on.”

“Dayra? What do you mean? She hates you. Well, you and everyone else, except Lirien.”

“Uh, yeah. Maybe, maybe not.” I told her about our interaction the night before and Keliana stared at the blonde woman. Stared hard. Like she was thinking of killing her. Or…

“I’d fuck her, too. She sounds crazy and fun. She can really suck her own tits?”

I pulled the catgirl into another kiss. “I love you, Keliana. Are you always this horny or are you just in heat?” Yeah, I know, I’d asked her that same question recently, but she had dodged it. When Lucas’s cat back in Oakland went into heat, he used to rub just above her tail with his foot. She howled and backed into his shoe and generally enjoyed herself. I had to laugh, thinking if I stroked Keli’s tail, I’d probably get about the same reaction. She was so heated up, she didn’t even point out the repetition.

“Since I met you—okay, since I had sex with you—I’ve been voracious. I’ll gladly be with you several times a day, but since the rest of our family freely partakes of one another, I’ve been taking advantage of that so I can let you sleep sometimes. Or be with the other girls. You’ve got me wanting sex all the time now. It’s your fault.”

“I have too much going on at the moment to get involved with yet another woman. You can either wait to see if it looks like Tawny might be a good addition, or you can go and work your magic and get into bed with her. Either way, I’m fine with it. I’m not saying go crazy and search for other partners, but for her, I’d probably make an exception. Maybe we’ll end up together, all three of us, but it won’t be soon. Sorry.”

“I understand. You have a lot of other things to do and you have to spread yourself around with the other women. Don’t think that I didn’t notice the glow from you and Brin this morning. Full moon last night, right?”

I laughed. “Exactly. Maybe I can sneak off with you sometime soon and we can expend some energy to take the edge off.”

“I would like that. Thank you.” She licked my face, her rough tongue sliding all the way up my cheek. “I’ll let you know what I decide for our sexy furry pussy over there.” She slinked off, leaving me watching her and thinking about the three-word name she just used for Tahneela. I was never going to unhear that. Not that I wanted to.

Tip, Sariel, and I found some space in a park to do some training while the others did their thing. On the way, we passed through an area with several stalls and carts set up, the proprietors selling all kinds of food. Despite me warning Tip not to eat too much before training—we’d just had breakfast, anyway—he bought some kind of shish kebab. While he got it, I overheard two men talking nearby.

“It was one guy who did all the talking, but he must have had more than forty people with him. All carrying weapons. I guess they could have been explorers trying to find ruins in the jungle, but they looked rough, like bandits. I watched them go to five different people to ask if they’d seen a beautiful woman with short blonde hair and glasses. Some scholar or something.”

“Did anyone say they saw her?” the other man said. “I think I’d like to find her, too. When was this?”

“It was yesterday, and I don’t think you would. That guy was trouble. The woman has gotten herself caught up in something dangerous. I don’t care what she looks like, she’s not worth getting killed over.”

“Maybe…”

I turned to Sariel. “Oh, shit. Did you hear that? The Searcher is here, in Troxul? We need to go find Dayra and get the hell out of this town.”

“No,” she said. “We need to find her and keep her in her room until the man leaves first. Maybe we can find out from the guards if he departed. If we leave now, we might run into him at the town limits. Innocents will no doubt be hurt if we must fight him in the town, or close to it.”

“Right. Good thinking.” Tip rejoined us, two kebabs in one hand and one in the other. “Tip, I know you’re going to be disappointed, but we have to postpone our training. What’s the idea with getting three of them, anyway?”

“One’s for Rexy. I can’t eat in front of him and not give him any. That would be cruel.”

Rex hopped up and down, his little beak flapping like he was going to try to snatch the food from the satyr’s hand.

It took us more than an hour to find Dayra. She and Lirien had split off from the others and were looking at—of all things—clothing. I wasn’t sure where Dayra got all the little tank tops and shorts she wore—a different set each day—but I couldn’t recall ever seeing that style in any shops we’d been to in Valorae.

“We need to go back to the inn,” I said. “Now.”

Dayra looked down her nose at me. I could hardly reconcile her current persona with the one from last night, begging me to have sex with her and pleasuring herself in front of me when I refused. “What? No. We just left there.”

“You’re in danger.” I looked around us but didn’t see Eldrin—the Searcher—or any of his fanatical minions. “Lirien, he’s here. Eldrin.”

“Shit.” The kangaroo girl took the garment Dayra was holding and put it back on the shelf in the stall. “Come on, Dayra. It’s dangerous to be out here. The Searcher’s lackeys would probably kill you on the street if they saw you. They wouldn’t even care if they got caught by the guards and were executed on the spot.”

“We need to stay inside the inn until we leave.” I hustled them along. “In fact, it might not be a bad idea to leave while it’s dark tonight. Maybe we can find someone who knows which way he went. We’ll stay low and leave with as few people as possible seeing us in case he’s still here asking questions.”

When we got back to the inn, we found Brin and the others there already.

“Gar. Thank the goddess. We heard that a man in a large group was asking about Dayra. It sounds like the Searcher.”

“Yeah, we know. We heard the same thing. Change of plans. We’ll stay in the inn, listen for more news, and leave the town before he can find us. He would recognize most of us if he saw us, which wouldn’t do us much good. Better for us to disappear.”

Other than Dayra, who stood with her arms crossed under her spectacular breasts and glowered, no one else was too put out by our new plans. We rested, ate good food, chatted and listened to others in the common room, and passed the day in lazy relaxation. Two hours after darkness fell, we left the town of Troxul, heading south once again, taking up our search for the calibration points that would allow Dayra to find her library.


Chapter
Forty



We left Troxul with at least six hours of darkness left before the dawn. Tawny stopped us before we entered the jungle.

“Are you sure you want to do this? Night is not the best time to be moving around in the deeper jungle. It’s a good way to be killed before you know what hit you. Many types of predators are most active right now. I suggest we take the road south and enter the jungle when the sun comes up. Either that, or we should camp and start fresh in the morning.”

I glanced back at the town. “I’d love to do that, Tawny, but we can’t use the roads. The one who is hunting Dayra is nearby and he’ll no doubt be on the roads. Dayra says we’ll be looking for the next calibration point in the forest to the south, so that’s the way we need to go.”

“Perhaps a compromise?” Brin said. “We could go into the jungle for a short distance. Far enough away that we cannot be seen from the town or the road, but not so far that we expose ourselves to more danger than necessary. We can camp and wait out the darkness in a more defensible condition than if we were moving.”

The jaguar girl swung her furry head to me for a decision.

I nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like the best compromise.”

“Very well,” Tawny said, though if I was interpreting the expression on her feline face, she wasn’t thrilled about it. “We can travel slowly, carefully. When I tell you to stop, do so immediately. Danger will give us very little notice and I will need to focus to detect it. Maybe the predators will sense our collective power and will leave us be. Still, keep your weapons to hand.”

As she said, the travel was excruciatingly slow. We slogged through the vegetation for almost an hour and a half until Tawny found us a clearing caused by a massive tree that had come down. The smaller trees it had crushed and pushed aside left sufficient space for us to camp. We soon had a fire started and a watch schedule made. We got as much sleep as we could.

In the morning, having survived the night with nothing more than a few creatures come close to investigate us before leaving, we packed up and continued further into the tangle.

“Do you know where we’re going, Dayra?” I asked.

The blonde cutie was still in her stick-up-her-tight-perfect-ass mode. She did an impressive job of flicking her hair, though it was too short to do a proper job of it, and she looked down upon me, though she was shorter than I was.

“It’s not as easy as pointing with my finger and walking in a straight line. I thought I explained it thoroughly last time. I only know from my calculations and my research the approximate area of the calibration points.”

“Yeah,” Tip said. “Approximate, as in somewhere in a fifty-mile radius. If it weren’t for Rexy, you never would have found the last one. You were north and west of Ruviel and the calibration point was south and west, not even in the same jungle.”

Dayra’s lips twisted as she got ready to argue, but I wasn’t interested in that at all.

“That doesn’t matter right now. I just want to know if you have an idea which way we should go. Tawny, any ideas of where there might have been some ruins around here?”

The jaguar girl shook her head. “No. This section of the jungle between roads is almost fifty miles long, from north to south, and up to thirty miles wide the other way. It’s going to take us a lot of time if we plan on roaming around to stumble upon this single point you’re looking for.”

Dayra raised a finger. “It’s not merely stumbling⁠—”

“Enough.” I’d about had enough of the bickering. “Dayra, if you have any ideas, then point the way, otherwise we’ll rely on Tawny’s knowledge and hope that Rex can pick up on something.”

Dayra sniffed. “For now, I suggest traveling straight south, perhaps veering a little toward the southwest as the jungle widens. I will monitor the luminar to see if it picks up anything. We will find it, and the next one, and the fourth point. Then we can trace the ley lines to pinpoint the location of the library. At long last.

As we engaged in what seemed to be reliance on pure, dumb luck, I caught Dayra sneaking peeks at me in between checking her device, imperiously pointing the way, and bickering with literally every other person in our group. It was getting so tedious that when Tawny stopped us and we all went quiet, waiting and listening, it was a welcome distraction.

“Several entities are stalking us,” she said. She closed her eyes and her ears flicked, then turned slightly. Her nostrils flared as she sniffed the air. “People. Some have gone around, but most are following our trail. Prepare yourselves.”

Weapons left scabbards, sheaths, and cases as my friends stood ready, hardly breathing. It took a good ten minutes, but then even my ears picked up several bodies pushing through the vegetation. Having the patience to wait for our pursuers to come to us was difficult, but my companions and I did an admirable job, I thought.

The first form I got a good look at was a cat beastkin, a man. He made less noise than the others and as soon as he saw us, he froze. The human behind him bumped into him, not having noticed the pause. Others from behind us and even to the side likewise revealed themselves.

A familiar voice spoke as the man who owned it stomped through the brush. “I finally found you, Dayra Gesha. Such a merry chase you have led us, but we have you now. Unfortunately, you will not survive the encounter. Tell us where the library is and I will make sure your death is quick. My master doesn’t require me to find it, only that you die, but it never hurts to do extra. Don’t you…”

He finally stepped out to where he could see us. His face did not reflect the happiness and smugness of his voice.

“Shit.” He pulled an elf in front of him and turned to run. Before he’d taken a step, one of Lirien’s crossbow bolts slammed into the chest of the poor man he’d moved to cover his escape. A bolt from the other hand crossbow hit him in the shoulder.

Lirien cursed, slipping her ranged weapons into their holsters and drawing her shortsword.

“Kill them all,” Eldrin shouted as he ran back the way he had come. I didn’t miss that was the same command he gave to his torturers back in Sethon’s fortress when we first ran across him.

As all of the Searcher’s lackeys exploded into motion, I stepped up to meet their charge. “I guess that means he remembers us, huh?”

With the limited amount of space in the jungle brush, the fight was awkward. I counted four archers, which normally would have had me cussing up a storm, but they were restricted by the terrain and the numbers of allies they had to prevent hitting with their arrows. I focused on spotting them and keeping some of my enemies between us.

“Tip, archers,” I said.

“On it.” As he said it, an arrow sprouted from a human archer off to my right.

Damn, he’s really getting good with that bow.

With Tip on the job, I danced around trees, stomping through grass and bushes, carving my way through beastkin, elves and humans. My weapon of choice was my chain knives, their shorter length more ideal for the close space. Their magically sharp edges tore into the attackers with abandon.

I vaguely paid attention to my friends around me, engaging whatever enemy was nearest. Sariel to my right, Brin a little farther on the other side of her, Keliana and Lirien to my left. Even Cea got into the fight, staying back and attacking the one or two of the Searcher’s people who had flanked us.

Grunts, moans, and the clash of wood and metal filled the air. Tawny leaped over me, turning a flip and slashing out with her hand scythes, cutting down a cat beastkin and a dog beastkin who were standing near each other. I’m sure there were more than a couple of jokes in there, but I was too busy fighting to worry about it.

After a short time, maybe five minutes or so, all our attackers were down. At least, those who hadn’t run away like little bitches were down. No dog beastkin jokes there, either.

“Should we give chase?” Tawny asked. Despite her acrobatics and killing several people in that short time, she wasn’t even breathing hard.

I looked to Lirien. I had my own opinion, but the Searcher was her problem, even though he was after Dayra at the moment. She gave me a half-frown and a shrug. I guess that meant it was my decision. I gave her a sympathetic smile.

“No. We don’t know how many people he actually had. There may be an ambush of two dozen archers waiting for us. He’s slippery that way.”

The furry catgirl took my words stoically. “Aren’t you afraid he’ll come back and ambush us in that very way?”

“It’s possible, but from what I just saw, I’d say he’s a little flustered. He was ready to kill Dayra, even knowing she was with a group. When he found out it was this group, though, he ran. We’ve killed dozens of his minions. Now that he knows we’re with Dayra, he’ll gather another hundred or more before he’ll try again. The Searcher is a lot of things, but brave is not one of them.”

“Shall we do something with the bodies?” Sariel asked.

“Nope. Check them for anything useful and let the jungle animals take care of them. They gave up their right to a clean burial or pyre when they joined Aeyr and his asshole lieutenant.”

As the rest of us went to work to search the bodies, Tyra stood still, scrutinizing Tawny.

“What is it?” the jaguar girl asked.

“Those hand scythes.”

“What of them?”

“You should really get some better weapons. I don’t mean a better type, just ones that aren’t in such shitty condition.”

I thought for a moment that the two were going to argue, even get into a fight. Instead, Tawny grinned as well as her feline face would allow. “Yeah, they’re a little beat up, but they’re not that common a weapon and though I occasionally get paid jobs like yours, I don’t have money to throw around. They may not look like much, but they cut.”

Tyra barked a laugh. “They do that. You are awe-inspiring with those things.”

Tawny gave her a little bow. “I do my best.”

The two split up to help search the bodies. Here I was expecting a fight and I got…bonding? It was a pleasant surprise.

We made quick work of stripping the bodies of money and a few worthwhile items, then we continued our trek through the jungle. When Tawny told us we’d reached the wider area of the swath, we angled our path to the southwest, per Dayra’s instructions. We still hadn’t found the calibration point when we stumbled upon the road.

“This is the road south, the one that goes right down the middle of the southern half of Teaphotria,” Tawny said. “We’ve gone too far west. Should we go south for half a mile or so and then enter the jungle again and head east?”

“Yes, please.” Dayra had been quiet since we’d met the Searcher, and I thought I knew why. As we finished our short trip on the road and entered the humid jungle again, I pulled her aside.

“Are you all right?”

“I am well.” She opened her mouth to say something else, but closed it again.

“Now you know we were telling the truth, huh? You heard him, saw him—and his underlings—for yourself. Though not many of them this time.”

“Y-yes. He really is here to find and kill me. He said even if I told him where the library was, the best I would get was a quick death.”

“Yep.”

“I’m…sorry. The whole idea was preposterous. I thought you were exaggerating.”

“I know. Ask Lirien how I know. Hopefully you trust me a little more now. You’re still in danger. As long as we’re in Teaphotria, he’ll be hunting you.”

“I won’t⁠—”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “I know. You won’t leave without finding your library. It’s the same thing as with Lirien. We understand we’re here for the long haul. You work on finding that library and we’ll keep you alive. Deal?” I held my other hand out to her.

She studied it for a moment, but then put her hand in mine to shake it.

“Deal.”

“Good, now let’s get back to trying to find your calibration point.” I added in my mind, if we find one more gorgeous woman we have to protect and who doesn’t believe us, I’m going to quit…and question what god is fucking with us.

Tawny came running up to us. “Gar! There are more people ahead. I don’t know if they’re from the same group, but we’re quite a distance from where we met the others.”

I sighed. “I thought the damn jungle was supposed to be mostly uninhabited and unvisited.”

She shrugged, the muscles in her shoulders twitching and her chest bouncing distractingly. Keliana might have a point…

“I don’t know what to tell you. You seem to be a popular man.”


Chapter
Forty-One



Tawny’s words didn’t make sense to me, but that was fine. Whoever it was in front of us, and whoever they were there for, it didn’t matter. I hoped it was a group of explorers or some of the locals out for a nice hike, but if not, we were ready to find out. Brin had healed the few injuries the group had gotten, including an arrow to the muscular leg for Tyra, so whoever it was, they’d be sorry if they were our enemies.

The group waited while Tawny took to the trees, making her way toward the mysterious people like a tree squirrel. It only took her a few minutes before she came back to us to report.

“Hunters. A group of eight. A big, bulky cat beastkin is the leader, with most of the rest porters and perhaps three other hunters. The way he shouts and degrades them makes me wonder if the scars he has on his face are from his acquaintances rather than the beasts he hunts.” She glanced over at Tip, then lowered her voice so only I could hear her words. “They have a satyr tied to a pole. I don’t know if he’s alive or dead.”

I tried to blink away the red in my vision. “You said he’s a big, bulky cat beastkin? Does he have orange hair, a tiger-striped tail, and his left ear is torn almost in two?”

“Yes, that is accurate.”

I glanced at the rest of the party. “Don’t say anything about it out loud. Can you get me to where I can see them?”

“I can, but you’ll have to move slowly or they’ll hear you.”

“Good enough.” I explained to the others that I was going to scout ahead with Tawny and for them to stay there. Keliana decided to join us, which was fine because she moved more silently than me. “Let’s go.”

Tawny and I snuck close to where some people were talking. As she’d said, one voice was louder than the others. A voice that, in addition to being deep and intense and rumbling, also dripped with scorn. It was familiar, unfortunately.

I moved aside the branches of a bush so I could see. As the jaguar girl had said, there were eight men sitting around a fire. The pole, leaned up against a tree, caught my attention immediately. A bloody and bruised satyr hung limp from it, tied hand and foot. He didn’t seem to be breathing.

Tawny’s hand on my shoulder brought my head around to her. I blinked, realizing that I’d risen to head toward the camp. She shook her head at me and waited until I nodded before she took her hand off.

The taranji was older than Tip, some grey in his hair. A dozen questions ricocheted in my mind, but I had to tamp them down for later. Instead, I turned my attention to the men.

Four of them had weapons. A smaller cat beastkin, a dog beastkin, and a weasel-looking beastkin had bows with quivers near where they sat. Two spears and two shortswords were propped up against nearby trees. Two of the men, the weasel and a human, wore daggers in sheaths. Most of the rest of the group were obviously not hunters or warriors, wearing rough clothing with not a weapon in sight.

I recognized one of the lackeys. A turtle beastkin, one I hadn’t seen in a long time.

But none of those others were important. Sitting on a log, gesturing wildly as he barked out orders, was a tiger beastkin I also remembered. Motherfucker. It’s really him.

The dull orange fur on his ears and tail, the torn ear, the body that looked to have once been muscular but had gone to seed, all of it brought back memories from when I’d first arrived in this world.

Scar. Scar Tillet.

That was his name. He’d tried to take Tip from us so he could hunt him for sport. He even sent goons to kill me and to take Tip and Brin captive. The satyr he would hunt, he said, but for Brin, he had other, more terrible things in mind.

I wanted to kill the man so badly, and not just because of our past. By the look of his camp and the still figure tied to the pole, he was still up to his same old tricks. He needed to be put down.

Then I thought of my own satyr, of Tip. This was the same as with those jackals who enjoyed torturing helpless people and creatures. We’d found them in the Traisel Commonwealth and I’d given Tip the opportunity to do with them as he willed. He had decided on mercy, roughing them up and maybe breaking a limb or two but letting them go.

I disagreed. After he showed how much of a coward the leader of the group was, I took over. I let them have weapons and gave them permission to attack me. In the end, not one of them survived our little game.

Here we were again. Scar had not physically hurt Tip, other than taking a few lumps from one of his goons who had come to take him to the tiger beastkin, but he had scared Tip enough that the satyr fainted, back when that wasn’t too unusual an occurrence. The question was, should I take out Scar and all his cronies, or should I give Tip the choice once again?

I glared at the big catman. There wasn’t really another option. This was Tip’s situation to deal with, his chance at a little more closure. All I knew was that if he didn’t want to kill Scar, I would. There was no way the man was going to survive long enough to hurt another taranji, or anyone else.

With a jerk of my head, I indicated to Tawny I was done. For the moment. We went back to where we’d left the others, Scar’s irritating voice still berating his companions behind us.

“What? Scar is here? Tigger?” Tip’s eyes were larger than normal. Not in fear, but in simple surprise. I had to remember that he was not the same satyr he was way back then, so shortly after we’d found him eating trash in the gutter.

I remembered Tip had called the man Tigger as a joke. He wasn’t laughing now. I continued giving him the intel. “He is. With seven other men. Four of them have weapons, but I think only three are hunters. The others are just servants, including that turtle guy we saw Scar kicking in his shop in Windridge.”

“A hunting party?” Tip’s eyes narrowed at me.

“Yeah. Uh, there’s one more thing. He’s been hunting. They’ve got a taranji trussed up on a pole.”

Tip pulled his sword out a couple of inches to make sure it was sliding easily, then dropped it back fully into the scabbard. He calmly reached over to where his bow had been hanging from a branch while he waited for us, gripping it in his left hand so hard his forearm muscled twitched and jumped. Though he moved easily and casually, the fire of hatred burned in his eyes.

Without a word, he strode in the direction the two feline beastkin women and I had just come from.

“Tip?” Cea’s voice held enough of a pleading quality that I thought he would have stopped. He doted on the little gremlin girl, treated her like a cherished treasure, like a princess. But he didn’t even turn his head.

I second-guessed how I presented it to him. I probably should have confronted Scar myself. Now Tip was going to make war with eight men, more than half of them armed. This was going to be a shitshow.

“Let him,” Brin told me when I tensed to sprint after him. “We will follow and protect him, if necessary, but this is something he must work out.”

I nodded and followed. Tip wasn’t running, so it was easy to stay just behind him. The others came with me. Not one of us would let him face those odds by himself.

As Tip got close enough that Scar’s group heard him, I could barely see around the satyr. The poise with which he took three arrows from his quiver, placed two in his left hand as he gripped the bow, and nocked the third was a sight to behold. I wasn’t sure exactly when he had crossed the line, but the satyr was not the weak, scared shell of a man I’d known. What was in front of me was a warrior, plain and simple. He was there to do a job and, as I’d trained him, he was going to get right to it. No flashy moves, no monologue, just action.

“What the hell are you—?” Scar roared before he got a good look at Tip. “A goat? Get him, boys.”

Tip had three arrows in flight in the blink of an eye. I’d told him about the technique I’d seen some archers use, where they kept spares in their hand to make it easier to fire rapidly, and he’d practiced the technique. He still usually took them from his quiver one at a time, but in this case, it was a boon. I was thankful I hadn’t said the word aloud.

Two of the other hunters got arrows in their throats before they could even reach for their weapons. The third froze, looking at Tip with frantic eyes before the third plunged into one of them. All three dropped.

The fourth, the human with the double daggers, leapt to his feet and took exactly one step toward Tip. He pulled another arrow out, nocked it, drew it back, and released it. Then, just as that shaft landed, he repeated the process. The first missile went into the man’s chest, probably directly into the heart, and the second deflected a little off the top of the clavicle and sunk into the hollow of his throat. The man dropped his daggers and tried to pull the second arrow out, but he was too late. His face hit the ground, snapping the arrows that had killed him.

“You fucking—” Scar screamed, reaching for his own bow, leaning against the log. It and the quiver next to it flew into the air like an invisible rocket had struck them. The force of Brin’s spell even pushed Scar back and away from his weapons.

“No!” Tip shouted. He dropped his bow, then unslung the quiver from his chest, setting it down on the ground. “No. We’re not doing this with ranged weapons, you fucking terrible asshole. We’re going to do this up close and personal. Pick up a weapon, if you’re not afraid to do that without your backup. You’ve had this coming for a long time now.”

“Get him!” The big cat screamed at the remaining three men, including the turtle beastkin. They ignored him, too busy cowering from the lightning-fast attack Tip had already unleashed.

Tip shook his head and turned to the others. “You three should move out of the way. I don’t want you to get hurt as I kill your boss. When I’m done, you can take anything here. We won’t hurt you unless you stupidly decide to attack.”

The three scuttled off, staying at the edge of the clearing.

Scar dove for a sword, as if Tip was going to pick up his bow and shoot him. He ripped it out of the scabbard and grinned. “At least I’ll kill another one of you before your coward friends gang up on me.”

“Tigger, please.” The grin on Tip’s face was anything but humorous. It was feral, dangerous, and completely badass.

Then, without another sound, he jumped into combat.

Scar was, at best, competent with a sword. As I’d expected, he showed none of the grace and fluid motion that cat beastkin normally showed. Like Keliana and Tawny showed. Like Trisse showed. Instead, he chopped at his smaller opponent like a brawler who happened to have found a blade.

His repertoire seemed to consist of savage blows from above, whether purely vertical to try to cut Tip in half or diagonal, trying to remove pieces. He swung over and over, rage fueling him, while Tip demonstrated his defensive skills.

Most of the blows, the satyr simply evaded, allowing them to miss him narrowly and not wasting the effort to move farther. A few times, he tapped on the incoming sword to deflect it, but he remained on the defensive. If anything, that pissed off Scar even more than not being able to hit him.

Finally, when Scar was huffing and puffing and he’d slowed down considerably, Tip began to taunt him.

“Are you tired already? Where is the great warrior you tell everyone you are? I wonder if we should go back to Windridge and take your shop and all your valuables. Maybe just burn it to the ground?”

Scar pounced, trying to take Tip by surprise, but the satyr sidestepped and at long last lashed out against his opponent. Three precise strikes laid down lengthy cuts on one cheek, on the other cheek, and then removed Scar’s right ear. He howled, but whether from the pain or the humiliation, I wasn’t sure.

“I hope you know that I could have killed you from the beginning of this fight. You like hunting taranji? Well, come here and hunt me, you pathetic fucker.”

The tiger man flailed, telegraphing his attempted strikes even more than before. Tip battered the sword aside, moving gracefully around the bigger man to deliver more cuts. Left shoulder, right thigh, the center of his chest, Tip administered wounds at his leisure.

“You know, Tigger, I could almost forgive you for trying to hurt me. for sending your goons out to take me. But you need to be punished for what you did to my people. You need to feel pain. How much can you take?”

Scar tried a fancy, spinning technique he hadn’t shown before, slashing out with his sword horizontally. Tip deflected it easily, but I realized as I watched that it hadn’t been about the sword at all. As the cat continued to spin, he lashed out with his tail. I’d felt a cat beastkin tail used as a weapon before, when I fought Keliana. Those appendages had a heft to them that hit like a brick.

But Tip had seen it and, as the tail came at him to pummel the smaller man, Tip’s body spun as well. Bringing his sword down, he executed a beautiful upward diagonal slash at exactly the right moment.

Shearing off more than half of Scar’s tail.

“Arrrgh…aaaaah…aaaaah!” The cat screamed at the severed part of the tail hit the jungle floor.

Tip was apparently done because he changed his body’s direction in an instant, reversing his sword’s direction to deliver a powerful downward diagonal cut into Scar’s shoulder. Tip’s magical blade cut deeply, nearly severing the thick arm. It was enough for the sword to drop out of the cat’s hand.

“You know the thing that really bothers me,” Tip said, conversationally. His breathing was even and regular.

When Scar didn’t answer, Tip lunged in and slashed both the cat’s legs in the blink of an eye, then backed off a step to allow his enemy to drop to his knees.

“I asked, do you know what bothers me, you miserable, pitiful peace of shit?” Scar silently glared at Tip, his labored breathing heaving his chest. “I’ll tell you. It’s what you said to Brin. No. One. Talks. To. My. Friend. Like. That.”

With each word, he cut Scar. By the time he finished, the tiger beastkin couldn’t even hold himself up, looking like he’d been through a blender. But he wasn’t dead.

Tip picked up a piece of clothing from where Scar had been sitting. A light jacket. He held it up toward the cat, then used it to wipe off his blade, which he smoothly returned to the scabbard.

“I want you to think about what you’ve done, how you’ve lived your life. I hope it takes you a long time to die. In fact, I hope you lie there long enough for your wounds to get infected so you die even more slowly and painfully. Maybe one of the jungle’s creatures will eat you first. If so, I hope it takes the time to savor its meal. I would have Brin heal you so I could hurt you more, but I would never ask her to touch someone as disgusting as you.”

He looked down at Scar then drew his sword so quickly it was a blur. When it stopped, the torn left ear of the tiger beastkin had joined the other on the ground. Tip wiped his sword again and scabbarded it with a scornful huff.

He turned calmly to the remaining three members of the hunting party, looking directly into the eyes of the turtle beastkin. “You three take anything you want. Go back to Windridge and take everything there, too. Run the shop as your own if you want, or destroy it. You deserve it for having to put up with his shit.”


Chapter
Forty-Two



Tip helped to bury the dead taranji before he took some time to go off and think by himself. Cea joined him after a while and the two softly conversed.

Dayra shot nervous, confused looks at the rest of us, but we, including Tawny, were fine with what he had done. I was proud of him, not only for his skill, but that he remained in control during the entire thing. The blonde scholar didn’t know about Tip’s past—probably didn’t care, for that matter—so she’d have to work through what kind of people she was traveling with in her mind.

We told the three remaining members of Scar’s party how they could get back to the road. Vonni, the turtle guy, thanked us and assured us he was going to do as we suggested with Scar’s shop. Run it themselves, not burn it down.

“I’m also going to take those horrible heads off the wall and burn them all in a pyre,” he said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything to help with the other taranji. I’m not a fighter.”

I shook hands with him. “I understand. I hope you make it back to Windridge safely. Maybe we’ll stop by sometime and visit, if you end up keeping the shop and running it.”

“I look forward to it.”

After collecting Tip and Cea, both of them seeming in a better mood after chatting for some time, we followed Tawny a mile away from Scar’s camp so we could set up our own. It had been a hectic day, but we had a lot more to do.

I caught up with Tip later that evening. He’d volunteered for watch duty, saying he was still too wound up to sleep. I joined him as he took his shift.

I put a hand out and he clasped it in his. “How you doing, man?”

“You know, it’s weird.” He shrugged. “That dude was so scary to me only a few months ago. I don’t know if it was how angry I was or what, but I wasn’t scared at all.”

“He was no match for you. Hell, the whole party was no match for you. You took out those other hunters in seconds and could’ve killed Scar in another few. If you hadn’t played with him. Like a fucking cat.”

He snorted. “Yeah. Ironic, huh?”

“Yep. And, uh, ‘Tigger please?’? I mean, really?”

This time, he barked a loud laugh. “I’d been wanting to say that for a long time. Fucking Tigger. Uh, I mean, that dadgummed Tigger.”

“What is the deal with all the euphemisms lately? Except for when you were dealing with Scar, that is.”

His eyes flicked to the ground and his cheeks reddened. “Cea doesn’t curse, and I don’t want her to think I’m crude and unsophisticated.”

“Huh. Crude and unsophisticated. Like a dude who walks around with no shirt all the time?”

“Very funny.”

“Yeah, yeah. Seriously, though, I feel you. Personally, I don’t think it bothers her, judging by her lack of reaction whenever the rest of us who cuss do so, but that’s sweet that you’re trying to be better for her.”

“Yeah. It’s a hard habit to break. I mean, does Samuel L. Jackson refrain from saying his catch phrase?”

I laughed. “Oh, you mean, ‘motherfucker’?”

“That’s the one.”

“You’ve come a long way and you’re a fine warrior, but you, my friend, are no Sam Jackson.”

“I have to agree with you there.”

“Well, bad jokes aside, you did well today. I’m proud of you. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. The only thing I was concerned about is if Cea was going to be scared of me, or disappointed. We talked and she’s totally onboard. She even growled a couple of times when I told her the story of when we met that bastard.”

“She’s definitely a keeper,” I said. “She’s good for you, and, for a wonder, I think you’re good for her. Try not to corrupt her too much, though, okay? She’s a sweetheart.”

“She is sweet…”

“Enough of that.” I chortled. “I’m glad you’re finally working your way around to happiness. You’ve got a great girl, you’re kicking ass on the whole becoming a hero thing, and you’re only an asshole like half the time now.”

“Fuck you, man.”

“Nah. I’m all booked up. So are you, I guess. You’ve been calmer, more at peace since she joined us. Or should I say ‘piece’ with an ‘ie?’”

“Ha. Ha.”

“I’m serious, though, I’m happy for you. Oh, and that last part with Scar, about Brin, totally classy. That was way cool.”

“It’s the truth. I know I’m usually the one who needs saving, but nobody, I mean nobody, fucks with my family. Whether that’s your worthless ass or the more valuable asses, I am not going to stand by and let people do or say things against them.”

“Which is a very heroic thing all on its own. Good for you. Pretty soon I’m going to be known as the guy who carries the bags for Tip, the Taranji Terror.”

“Psht. I wish.” He got a more serious expression on his face. “You know, when you first told me that my little quirk of knowing stuff from memories floating around in the air would help you, I doubted it. Sure, it comes in handy sometimes, but mostly only when we’re talking about movies or music or pop culture in your world.

“Since I’ve been a little more settled, after the jackals and all the combat we’ve been in, Cea being with us, and Scar earlier, I’ve been thinking that it might be more helpful than I thought before. Sometimes, I pick up on things, like I’m a cheap transistor radio getting within range of a signal. Even some memories that I already knew before seem to make more sense. I feel like maybe my magic is getting better. Or I’m getting better in accepting the information and understanding it. It’s weird.”

“That’s good news. No pressure or anything, but Qamara did tell me on day one that I would need you and that strange power of yours. You’ve already pulled out valuable information from your ass several times, but I’m counting on you to come through when we’re really stumped. Keep working on understanding more and more of what leaks into your mind. It could be our final trump card.”

“Hmm. I’ll try to get better at it. No pressure, huh? Don’t worry, though. We’ll do this thing, Gar. Even with all the bullshit we have to face, we’ll follow the trail and take Aeyr out. We’re going to make this world a better place.”

“Yeah, man. We are. It’s kind of what we do.”
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We continued toward the south, Dayra sure that we’d find the next calibration point at any time. It seemed like a stupid way to go about it, just wandering around and hoping we’d stumble upon it, but what else could we do? Despite all her vaunted calculations and research, she didn’t know exactly where we needed to go.

I guess it was understandable. It had been centuries since the library was hidden. For it to remain a secret for that long, it couldn’t be easy to locate. With how much the land had probably changed since then, it was a miracle we’d found the first calibration point at all.

As we mindlessly smashed through the jungle, in between dodging insects and scaring off larger beasts, I sidled up next to Qamara.

“Hey, Qamara. Everything’s been so busy, I haven’t talked to you that much lately, other than good morning and goodnight. I’ve noticed you’ve been chatting a lot with Tawny when we stop for breaks.”

She treated me to that gorgeous smile. “Yes. She is extremely interesting and we have connected in some way. Even as a prophetess, I am sometimes baffled at the turns our lives take and how friendships can instantly form. I adore her.”

“That’s great. She has been a big help and everything I’ve seen tells me she is an extraordinary person. She even has a good sense of humor. I’m glad you two hit it off. Still, I’m sorry I haven’t spent much time with you one on one.”

“Our once small group has grown significantly in the last few months. I know there are weights upon your shoulders that you must bear.”

“Yeah, I guess. How are you doing? I’m happy you’ve been able to stick with us for a while. Maybe it’s for good this time?”

“I would like that, but I still have unfinished tasks. The time is coming, however, when I might be done with them. Just as perhaps the time is not too far off that you will be able to stop traveling across the world and take some time to enjoy yourself.”

“Ha. If only…” I looked off into the green of the jungle. It really was a beautiful place, if it weren’t for the bugs and all the things trying to kill us. The bugs trying to kill us, for that matter. “You know, I’ve been wondering about that. I’m not sure we are close to finishing up what we’re doing.

“That vision or reading or whatever it was you gave me has been on my mind a lot. I’ve always considered it the guide to the end of what I want to do. Killing Aeyr. If that’s the case, we may have a way to go yet. What do you think?”

She tapped on her lips with a finger. “What you say might have merit. The information came to me exactly as I spoke it to you. It is possible it describes your journey to confronting Aeyr, but I don’t know that for sure. It may not explain it all or it may depict events after you complete your quest.”

“Let’s see. So the first part about the companion who knows what he shouldn’t. That’s Tip all the way, though I guess it’s not done because it says he’ll be necessary for me to succeed. Whatever it is I’m supposed to succeed in. It’s plain that the part about ‘the parts are stronger than ever they could be individually’ is referring to the group I’m building. Our family.”

Qamara pursed her lips at that. We’d discussed it before, and she liked the idea of us all being a family as much as Brin and I did.

“Dark things are definitely following me, but again, the words were that I would not be free ‘until the very source is destroyed.’ That has to be Aeyr, since he created them. I’ve been thinking that the ‘bright light that will save my life after I have prevented it from going out’ has to be Brin. She’s my moon, my guiding light, and I saved her from being crushed or smothered, at least metaphorically. She’s already saved my life more than once, so that one can probably be marked on the list as being addressed.

“‘Be wary of the symbol of the poison knife and spade. See beyond what your eyes tell you.’” My face beamed as I looked over at Keliana. “That one happened. My beautiful catgirl only needed me to see beyond her outward appearance.”

“I agree,” Qamara said. “The next part about your shining warrior is plain as well. Sariel aided you and you aided her. No one can deny she brings light to the world as a shining beacon of heroism.”

“Yeah, she does.” I sighed a little bit, getting sappy about my elven swordmaster. “I don’t think we’ve run into the next part yet, though. ‘Under the sign of the pike, the secret key may be found.’ The secret key thing makes me feel like it has to do with that hidden door we found but couldn’t get into in the Mordimere Peaks, but I have no idea what the sign of the pike is. I’ve seen the weapon a few times since I’ve been here, but it doesn’t make sense to me.”

“It will. When the time is right, it will.”

“How about the part that says, ‘Strength of mind, strength of arm, and power to create will keep you from failing in your task’? I think it refers to Brin, my abilities and strength, and Tyra’s skill at making stuff.”

“Perhaps. Then again, you have recently added two very intelligent women to the group. Three if you count Cea. It might refer to them. With so many women, ‘the power to create’ could be something completely different.”

“You mean…?”

“Perhaps. I think not, but you have engaged in what could possibly be acts of creation, given the proper circumstances.”

“Oh, shit.”

She patted my arm. “I’m sure it will be fine. About the companions strong of mind and arm?”

I scratched my head. “Okay, yeah. I’m on board with that. The next couple don’t make any sense to me. Secrets hidden where I wouldn’t think to look, gaining aid in the most unlikely places? I mean, that last part could be referring to Keliana, but it wouldn’t have two parts referring to the same person, would it?”

“Not likely. Both of those might refer to the future. I am sure you’ll agree that ‘One from past ages grows in power and must be stopped or all will be forfeit’ is about Aeyr.”

“Uh-huhn. That one’s pretty clear. Hmmm. ‘When all seems lost, put your faith in knowledge.’ That part sounds like Cea. She helped us out already with her knowledge. It could refer to Lirien, Brin, or even Dayra, also. I think the point is that we need to know stuff. Hell, it might even be about Tip and the knowledge he pulls out of the air.

“Oh, I just realized the next part is already complete. ‘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.’ I thought that one was stupidly worded before, but obviously, that’s all about Lierin, and Dayra, I guess. The first bit points to how the world is going crazy with the mutated monsters and the holes in the air and all that, and then there’s the Searcher.”

“I concur. Which leaves us with the last exhortation in the reading. ‘Do not discount the little things in the world, for in them may lie the secret of your victory.’”

I grinned at her. “That sounds like Cea to me. She’s small, but I have a feeling she’s going to make a big difference in our mission. Even the help she’s given us so far, not to mention how good she is for Tip, makes her a great addition.”

“Yes, but I cannot help but to feel that it means more than that. We shall see in time. You—we—are progressing in our chosen task. I hope the words I gave you when we first met will help to comfort and guide you, just as I endeavor to do.”

I took her hand and kissed it. “You’ve already been such a big help, Qamara. But more than that, I’m glad for the time I have with you. Talking about these things, fighting the evil things in the world, the other things.” I smirked. “I want you to know how much you mean to me.”

“I do, and you mean a great deal to me as well. I look forward to the end of our toils so we can enjoy many of those other things.”

I walked hand in hand with her, like I normally did with Brin. At least, I did until fifteen minutes later when we had to jump into action again.
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“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Rex,” Tip yelled out as a green and blue streak zipped past me and plunged into the heavier brush. “Get back here. Barnacles!”

The satyr raced after his companion and I had to laugh, both at the situation and his newest non-offensive exclamations. When we weren’t being attacked or initiating fights with other people, beasts, and monsters, it was always something else.

“Calm down, Tip. It’s what we’ve been waiting for. He’s the only one who can sense where the calibration points are. Follow him. We’ll be right behind you.”

“Yeah, yeah.” His voice was getting fainter as he pushed through the plants to follow Rex. “I need to get it through his thick skull that he needs to take it slow so we can go more carefully. Ungh. Ouch. Moth…I mean, jumpin’ Jehosaphat…” I followed him, but could barely hear what he said as he trailed off. Then he shouted the next part so everyone heard him. “If I get bitten by one of those freaking death bugs and die, Rex, I’m going to kick your…uh, soundly thump your hindquarters!”

I traded looks with Brin, who had joined me up in front of the group as we changed direction. I remember having similar sentiments with things Tip had done when we first started traveling together. Karma was a bitch sometimes.

Cea, striding along next to Brin, laughed. Like with me, I wasn’t sure if it was the situation or the way he was trying so hard to substitute euphemistic terms. She saw me regarding her and grinned. Such a little cutie.

As expected, we found Rex dancing around a spot he’d started tamping down, hopping about a central point. Dayra pushed her way through to the front and went to one knee.

“What do you have Rex? Did you find something? Who’s a good furcan? Such a good helper, yes you are.”

This time, I met eyes with Lirien, mine comically wide enough to make her laugh. I’ve never heard her talk like that. Babytalk? Who even knew she was capable of it?

I suddenly wondered if I really knew anything about the woman at all. Between the show she’d given me a few nights ago, her shock at the thing with Scar, and now this, my head spun a little bit.

“Yes!” she said. She actually patted Rex’s head. Just before she turned her attention back to her luminar and started fiddling with it. “It’s here, the calibration point we came looking for.”

It took several minutes for her to get done whatever she was doing. In the meantime, Tawny searched around in a radius to make sure we weren’t going to be attacked by anything. She’d told me how much she hated it when Rex led us on these wild runs off the carefully chosen path, afraid we’d meet some of the more dangerous denizens of the jungle. Like the aforementioned death bugs or plants that could kill. She returned to stand next to me, seemingly satisfied we wouldn’t die immediately.

I was focused on Dayra, so I didn’t really think about it when I put my arm around the jaguar girl and pulled her into a one-armed hug. Her tense body sent signals to my subconscious mind, though, and it initiated the fight or flight response.

Oh, shit.

Then, surprisingly, she leaned against me and put her arm around me, letting loose a little sigh. I shifted my eyes to see Keli staring at us and Brin, right next to her, gave me a smile. Hell, I hadn’t done it on purpose, but it seemed that I made a connection with Tawny. She did feel good against me.

“Awwww,” Dayra said, bringing my mind back on what we were supposed to be doing. “It’s not on the same ley line as the first one we found. I can’t establish a line between them.”

I blinked at her, then considered my friends. No one seemed to find fault with what she said. But I did.

“Of course it’s not on the same line. Why would it be?”

Dayra turned a scowl on me. She rolled her eyes. “I explained all this. Must I do it again for you to understand?”

Her snippy little bitchy attitude was getting old fast. “No,” I said. “Let me explain something to you. It’s called common sense. You told us that you needed four points to designate two points each on two ley lines to find the intersection where the library should be.”

“I know what I told you.”

“Good, then we’re agreed. So, four points. Am I correct in stating that ley lines are straight?”

Dayra glared at me, but Brin helped out. “They are.”

“Okay. In order to find the junction of four points, you’d need two lines, each going from one point to another. Are you following me?” The glower deepening was a good enough answer. “So if you have four points, which you told us were north, south, east, and west, the only way you could find a junction is if the east and west points were connected and the north and south points were connected to each other. That way they’ll intersect. I’m assuming that the only reason it isn’t easier to find the junction is because the jungle is so damn big, so even if knowing roughly where the calibration points are, the territory in the middle is still too big to simply roam around to find the library.

“Am I making sense, or do you have complex calculations that proves somehow that it makes any fucking sense to think the north point and the east point would connect to each other?”

Sometime during my diatribe, Dayra’s mouth had dropped open, her scowl breaking apart. Her cheeks were also a blazing red, easily visible on her fair skin.

“Oops,” Tip said, then chuckled.

I wasn’t interested in laughing at her, so I ignored the satyr and moved the conversation along.

“Do you have the information you need? Can we go now?”

“Yes.” Her voice was small. Faint. I heard it, though.

“Good enough. Tawny, which is the fastest way to get to a road? We need to go south, correct?”

“Yes, south. The closest road is to the east, but it will be a longer journey to go around to get back to the southwest, where Dayra has said the southern calibration point is.”

“Might we take the road east of us?” Brin asked. “I would like to see what has become of my homeland.”

That made me forget all the trouble with Dayra and her attitude. Brin rarely asked for anything for herself. I hoped our snippy scholar didn’t argue about doing what Brin wanted.

I remembered the conversation I’d had with Brin, how I found her several times gazing toward Teaphotria, especially when we were in the city of Equity in the Aesturith Kingdom. I still didn’t know exactly where it was she was looking toward, but if we were near, we needed to go there. “Your homeland. That’s right. Yes, we’ll take the eastern road and go south. Tawny?”

The jaguar girl shrugged. We’d broken our impromptu hug when I went off on Dayra. “Of course. This way.” She headed roughly back to where we’d been before Rex’s most recent excursion.

As we headed east, past where we’d been when Rex darted off, it occurred to me that we hadn’t run into any groups of monsters, or even single powerful monsters. Part of it, I was sure, was Tawny’s guidance. She knew the jungle and was able to keep us away from things that could easily kill us for our ignorance.

She’d mentioned that the creatures of the jungle also had an innate sense of self-preservation. Whether they somehow figured out magically that they wouldn’t do well to fuck with us, or we wore our attitudes powerfully enough to give off a badass vibe, we hadn’t really had problems with the indigenous predators since we’d first met the jaguar girl. All the encounters we did have had been with mutated monsters, umbrenix, and people.

The place really was spectacular, even if I didn’t care for the massive number of bugs. Normal, mundane, bugs. Not the instant death ones. I hated those fuckers. I could see why Tawny loved Teaphotria so much. I would have liked to explore it without all the other things hanging over my head. Things like the Searcher, the mysterious Weaponsmaster guy, and the pain in the ass scholar we were currently bound to.

Thinking of her, I found her walking up in the group, angling for me. When she reached me and matched my pace, I looked over at her, but she didn’t seem like she wanted to talk. Why the hell did you come up here to walk next to me, then?

Lirien, who normally walked next to Dayra, stayed at the edge of my peripheral vision. The two women shared some silent communication that had the kangaroo girl nodding and twitching her chin toward me.

Encouraging her, I thought. They must have been talking and now Dayra’s trying to get the courage to say something. I considered trying to make her more comfortable, breaking the ice a little bit, but decided she deserved a little discomfort with the way she’d been acting toward all of us.

“I…I’m sorry,” she said in a soft voice.

“What’s that?” Yeah, I was kind of being a dick, but I felt like it was necessary to make her work for this.

She cleared her throat, then spoke a little more loudly. “Ahem. I said I’m sorry. I apologize.”

“For what?”

“For my attitude earlier. I believed you to be as ignorant as others. Usually, when I try to explain things⁠—”

“When you deign to explain things,” I corrected.

“Ah. Yes. When I explain things, most people pay it no attention. Some may pretend to listen, but rarely does anyone grasp what I try to explain, though they usually have asked me to do so.”

“It’s polite to listen when someone speaks to you. Especially when you have asked them a question. Of course, it’s also polite to use the explanation to try to convey information, not to use it as a weapon to make them feel stupid.”

Her bright blue eyes met mine for a moment, then she looked away. “I meant no disrespect or insult.”

I stopped and turned to face her squarely. Lirien cursed as she almost ran into me. “You see, Dayra, I don’t believe that at all. I haven’t known you long, but I’ve learned a few things. One is that you will take any opportunity to disrespect and insult someone’s intelligence.”

“No, it’s not like that. Intelligence is important to me. I enjoy conversing with those of high intellect and⁠—”

“And you assume that everyone else is not nearly as smart as you. You assume ignorance, stupidity, or that someone is just plain dumb. Before you do as any scholar or researcher worth their salt would do and gather information to make an informed decision, you put yourself above everyone you meet. Especially those who, to you, are dumb brutes that do nothing but hit things.”

With each word, her eyes grew larger until she reminded me of the emoji with the giant eyes. And glasses. “That’s not true. I⁠—”

“Bullshit!” My voice rose, but that was fine. She’d brought the subject up, so if everyone else heard what I thought about it, that was her own fault. “Granted, you seem to know a lot. Your magic helps, too, I’m sure. What you don’t seem to know is the difference between pure, academic knowledge and the practical application of it. I’ve known people like you, too smart for their own good. They can give you the answer to any esoteric question you pose, often repeating definitions or research verbatim. But when it comes to practical matters, they fall flat on their face.

“I can respect knowledge. Brin knows a lot, Qamara does, too, of course. Cea amazes me with what she knows. The thing is, if someone has all those facts but no common sense, it’s dangerous to them and to everyone around them, or at least very irritating. You can do complex calculations, take many sources of information and use them to develop a hypothesis and a working plan, but you can’t fucking grasp that two points are needed to make a line and to find an intersection two lines have to cross somewhere?”

She opened her mouth, but put my hand up and bulldozed ahead.

“I don’t care. It doesn’t matter to me that you forgot that for a moment, when you were excited to find another calibration point. Things slip peoples’ minds, they forget or don’t think things through or just make mistakes. That’s normal. What I can’t abide is you walking around like you’re the queen of the world, downplaying everyone else’s qualities and acting like your so-called superior intellect makes you infallible. By all means, make mistakes; it’s how we learn. But don’t look down on any of us because you think what you can do is more valuable than what we can do.”

Dayra blinked repeatedly at me, her eyes glimmering. I thought she might start crying. Instead, she deflated, her head dropping. Then she said something I never thought I’d hear coming out of her mouth.

“You’re right.”

“Wait, what?”

“You’re correct. I do tend to look down on other ways of doing things. Other than my way. Upon those who do them, as well. In my defense, my experiences have shown me that most people are capable of thinking, but simply do not. Maybe it has made me a bit jaded. Cynical.”

“A bit?”

The edge of her mouth turned up. “Perhaps more than a bit sometimes. Once I have analyzed a person, however, and find them to be worth my consideration, I am less…critical of them.”

“Oh, thank the heavens for those who you deem worthy. Listen, Dayra, I get it. You’re the whiz kid, the one with all the answers. You’ve met a lot of assholes in your life and it has colored your perception. Only once someone passes your super-secret test will you treat them as human. I use that word generally; no offense to people of other races. I’m telling you right now that does not work with us.

“You’ve brought me to the edge of saying the hell with following you around to protect you. I would have left you on your own by now if it weren’t for you being Lirien’s friend. She’s important to me, so we’ve stuck it out, but I want you to know something. We have important work to do, and at this point it looks like spending our time with you is a waste of that time. In case you haven’t listened to us, we’re hunting Aeyr to kill the demigod and save the world from whatever it is he’s doing to it. Your little collection of books, though important to you, can stay buried as far as I’m concerned.

“If you continue to strut around with your arrogant attitude and demean anyone else in this group because you haven’t completed your analysis, we’ll leave you to your work. I don’t know if you realize yet that the Searcher means to kill you. The evidence is there, though you tend to ignore anything that doesn’t fit your hypotheses. That’s a horrible trait for a scholar, by the way. So choose wisely. My patience is about at an end.”

The silence was absolute. Even the noises of the jungle stopped for a moment, as if every living thing was letting what I’d said sink in. Finally, Dayra responded.

“I understand. I’m sorry for being so critical. I’ll do better. Thank you. For your protection and your patience, and for addressing the problem directly. Most wouldn’t take the time or expend the effort.”

She turned to go back to Lirien, but I caught her arm.

In a softer tone and lower volume, I said, “That’s all I’m asking for. If you could take off those lenses over your eyes created by all the bad experiences you’ve had, you’d realize how truly amazing every single one of these people around us is. Watch them, take in the facts as they interact with you. You’ll see what I’m talking about.”

I pulled her toward me and wrapped her in a hug, feeling a little bad about how harsh I’d been. She didn’t even pause before she put her arms around me. How I’d become a hugger in this world was one of the great mysteries, but it seemed to work. I rubbed her back, then released her.

“Come on, we should get going. The Searcher is probably gathering all his underlings to come find us and we still have some work to do. We need to find your library and then get the hell out of here so we can make sure you stay safe.”

She nodded at me, her eyes still liquid, but I thought it was a good thing. This release of tension probably wasn’t as good for her as when we were alone in her room at the inn, but I expected the benefits would last longer.


Chapter
Forty-Four



We camped for the night at the edge of the jungle, barely out of sight of the eastern road that went north to south at the edge of Teaphotria. I slept next to Brin, as almost always, but also had Tyra snuggled up to my other side. Sariel had joined our little huddle, too, which resulted in a satisfied smile from Brin and an evil grin from Tyra.

The four of us didn’t get up to too much mischief, though I did avail myself of the opportunity to kiss all three more than I had in a few days and even get a little handsy with Tyra. Until the goblin girl got too carried away and not only started moaning loudly but also rubbed her ass onto Sariel, which had the swordmaster panting softly but also hiding her face in embarrassment.

I’d promised myself to spread my affection around so I wouldn’t make any of my girls feel left out. I planned on pulling Qamara and Lirien into my bedroll when we camped again. They weren’t as aggressive as Keliana and some of the others, so I needed to make it happen.

After a quick breakfast, we stepped onto the road. Tawny pointed toward the east where the terrain was…different. Instead of the thick jungle of Teaphotria, which seemed to cut off at the road, what met my eyes was flat land, almost like a plain, with some bushes and trees, but mostly grasses and reeds, up until there were bunches of trees halfway to the horizon. The glimmer of water was there, too.

“This road is the dividing mark between Teaphotria and Sauvaxera,” the jaguar girl said. “Have you been there?”

I shook my head. “No. What’s it like over there? Are those green splotches more jungle?”

“No. Those are forests and small stands of trees. Fewer vines, not as congested. Similar to the forests in most of the other parts of the world. There are some small patches of jungle, especially up north at the border between here and Sauvaxera. I haven’t spent much time in the region. The Toreniol Ocean is directly east of us and between it and where we stand lie some few miles of marshlands and swamps.”

Brin joined us and put her hand in mine. “Sauvaxera is sparsely populated, though they had great centers of people in centuries past. There are a considerable number of ruins, though for some reason, they are not explored as often as those in Olliaran. Perhaps it is the nature of the land, the monsters and beasts that make the place their home, or the myths of other magical dangers. But our path for now is to the south.” Her eyes went unfocused as she gazed down the road to the south, like she was looking past where I could see.

“Your homeland,” I said.

“Yes. The Kingdom of Iseldar.”

I watched her face as she answered me. As before, when I found her starting out toward Teaphotria when we were in the south of the Aesturith Kingdom, her eyes wistfully focused on something far away that couldn’t be seen by others.

“Will you tell me about it? Your home…and whatever it is that affects you so much when you talk about it.”

“I…” she blinked her eyes back into focus. “Yes, of course. You will see it soon enough, as will I.” She took a breath as we walked on the road. Conversation from the others was subdued. They were listening, too. “I have told you that I was born into the royal family. I was the third child, behind a brother and a sister. Because of this, I had no expectation or aspirations to the throne. I was reared to be married and have children, though you know that did not come to pass.

“I left to travel and see other parts of the world. Along my journey, I became as you see me—though now in a diminished capacity—a servant of the Moon Goddess Auryana. As I pursued my new calling, I had occasion to be near my former home, but I did not take the opportunity to visit my family but once. Many years had passed and when I arrived, not only with my skin a different color, but looking younger than I had any right to, the reacquaintance was awkward. I’d meant to visit again, but I never seemed to have the circumstances.

“To understand what I will tell you about, you must know a few things about the south of Teaphotria. Soon, as we walk along this road, we will see the water of the Toreniol Ocean to the east. The road follows the coastline southward, then swings to the west before running into the southern coast.

“There were three main population centers in this part of Teaphotria. The boundaries between this region and the Aesturith Kingdom follow the edges of the jungle, which have been consistent for decades, if not centuries. Closest to the Aesturith Kingdom, northeast of Sariel’s residence at Equity and nestled in the dense jungle itself, is the Jungle Claw Collective.

“The Jungle Claw Collective is what it sounds like, a loose confederation of tribes that live within the jungle, with no major roads to or from their villages. The tribes are mostly beastkin. To the east of the villages, the jungle thins out and closest, at the junction of two major roads, sat the Kingdom of Iseldar. My homeland.”

As I listened, I noted that Brin had been using the past tense. There were three population centers, and Iseldar sat at the junction of the roads. She hadn’t made it secret that her former home wasn’t there any longer. I still wasn’t sure what that meant, though.

She continued. “Farther east, at the edge of the coastline, is the Duskmist Kingdom. Or, at least, it was the Duskmist Kingdom. I believe it is still sometimes called that, but sometimes not?” Brin looked to Tawny, who nodded.

The jaguar girl flicked her tongue out to lick the outsides of her mouth. I’d never seen her uncomfortable before now. “Those who live there call it Sorrowsedge.”

Fucking hell. Was it that bad? I didn’t say that out loud, of course, but damn, I don’t think I liked where this story was going.

Brin frowned. “I had not heard that name. Fitting.” She cleared her throat. “The Kingdom of Iseldar and the Duskmist Kingdom were both primarily human. The two, along with the Jungle Claw Collective, had coexisted peacefully for generations. Duskmist had their trade and their fishing industry, Iseldar had cultivated groves and fields, but the Jungle Collective, they had lifevine.

“Lifevine is a type of creeping vine that grows only in the south of Teaphotria, and only in territories where the members of the Collective control. It is a miraculous plant, useful for many things. Tough, fibrous strands can be harvested from it, used to create the strongest of threads, ropes, and such things as bowstrings. The leaves have not only vast medicinal properties, but also may be prepared in such a way that they increase longevity. The juices that can be squeezed from the plant are key components in many antidotes and antivenins, especially for the toxins and venoms from local beasts, monsters, insects, and other plants. All in all, lifevine is far more valuable than gold. A fact that the Duskmist ruling family did not overlook.

“The heir apparent to the throne, Thengar Dorenna, had always been an ambitious man. With the prospect of gaining the throne from his father when the older man either died or abdicated for retirement, Thengar looked ahead and planed on increasing his wealth and power. Thus he hatched a plot.

“Apparently, he contacted my father, asking him to join him as an ally in an upcoming war. That war was against the Jungle Claw Collective. Thengar planned on attacking the peaceful tribes, taking their territory, and making the lifevine cultivation his own. My father, of course, declined. From what I have heard, he attempted to talk the prince into giving up the idea, something I deem truthful. I developed my belief system and my dedication to duty from my parents, and I know my father would have done everything he could to prevent such a thing from happening. He had ever been a friend to the tribes, a good neighbor.

“As the story goes, the prince scoffed and called my father weak, telling him he could be a coward if he wanted to, but that he better not try to stop Duskmist from carrying out their plan.

“My father reported it to the Jungle Claws immediately. The tribes, not as populous as the Duskmist Kingdom, called for mercenaries from all over the world. Not only could they pay, since the lifevine industries were very profitable, but when others heard the circumstances of the conflict, they overwhelmingly supported the Jungle Claw Collective.

“This, of course, did not make Thengar happy. He sent his troops to immediately crush the tribes, a deluge of soldiers they never would have been able to withstand. Their mistake was marching the army in a straight, line. Through the kingdom of my family.

“For weeks, the battle raged, humans killing humans from two kingdoms that had been friends since their inception. But Duskmist was too powerful, their soldiers too numerous. They crushed my family’s kingdom—my kingdom—into dust and continued toward the jungle.

“Many from the population of Iseldar evacuated and escaped with their lives, but my family fought to the end. I have confirmation from no less than half a dozen witnesses that my father, my mother, my brother, and my sister fought valiantly and fell along with the rest of the soldiers of our kingdom.

“But they had stalled the Duskmist army, allowing the mercenaries to reach the Jungle Claw tribes in time to mount a defense. They met the Duskmist army at the edge of the jungle, and another terrible string of battles ensued.

“The invaders, already tired and having lost three of their soldiers for every two Iseldarians, were no match for the mercenaries. Such luminaries as Master Ilias Lightningstrike and even some of the swordmasters from the Aesurith Kingdom came to the fore, slaughtering great numbers of the Duskmist forces with their superior skill.

“In the end, the Duskmist army turned and fled. They never made it back to their kingdom, however. The mercenaries and the forces of the Jungle Claw tribes harried them the whole way. Through my destroyed kingdom and into their own, they were killed as they ran. When the Jungle Claw and their allies reached the capital city, they stormed through the city, destroying any who stood in their way, though they spared any who ran or hid or stood idly by.

“To the castle itself, they streamed like a river, killing every single person who belonged to the royal family, all the guards, and any other warrior they found. Finally done, they burned the castle and pulled down the stones until it was a heap of rubble. Then they left.

“Some of those from my kingdom assimilated into the Jungle Claw tribes, but jungle living was not suitable for most. Instead, those went to Duskmist. With no ruling family and very few warriors that had somehow survived, the kingdom is essentially a very large refugee camp, a mixture of the innocents from my kingdom and from the former Duskmist Kingdom.

“That is the story of my family and the tragedy that could have been worse, if it weren’t for the mercenaries who fought to prevent it. Many of them, I understand, donated their pay to the families that survived of the two kingdoms, but still, it is an episode that will not be forgotten easily, and one that will be judged harshly in the histories. For good reason.”

I’d been holding Brin’s hand as we walked, of course, and I squeezed it to lend her my support. “Damn. That’s…that’s horrible.”

“It is.”

“You’re sure there’s no one left from your family?”

“I am sure. You must remember that I am seventy-six years old, though I do not look it. My parents were old when it happened. My brother and sister had spouses and children, but they were grown, without children of their own. They all stood together and fought until they were slain. I am the last of my line.”

“For now,” I said. “Once we destroy this other evil in the world, Aeyr, we’ll have as many children as you like. A kingdom’s worth, if that will make you happy.”

She gave me a sad smile. “My. That sounds like a lot of work. I shall look forward to it.”


Chapter
Forty-Five



Though Brin wasn’t the type to mope and, to be honest, she seemed like she had come to grips with what had happened, the rest of the group was reserved as we made our way south toward the places she had talked about in her tale. We camped for a night—during which I fulfilled my promise to snuggle with Qamara on one side and Brin on the other—before heading off again and reaching the point in the road where it turned sharply to the west.

We passed through what was left of the Duskmist Kingdom, the road bringing us to within a few hundred yards of the former capital city before we continued on. None of us wanted to see any more of it, the glimpses of what looked like ruins surrounded by an intact wall enough for us to know we weren’t missing out on seeing anything valuable.

When we passed through the even more demolished ruins of Iseldar’s city and castle, anger rose up in my middle, making me feel like I could shoot fire out of my eyes and fingertips. All that devastation, all those lives lost, and for what? Because some asshole wanted to steal a bunch of plants from people who were simply sharing their bounty with the rest of the world.

“I never knew,” Tyra said, shaking her head as we surveyed the destruction. “Master Ilias came here to fight. I knew that, but gods, what did he see? What did he do? He doesn’t like to talk about it and now I understand a little more why. What would have happened if he and the others hadn’t come to help the Jungle Claws? This kingdom would still be destroyed, but so would all those villages.”

I hugged my goblin girl, kissing her on the side of her face. I had no words that would help, but that did seem to comfort her. At least a little bit.

After moving on to where the road met the other that made a big loop around the section of the jungle we’d been circumventing for the better part of a week, we stopped to rest and eat a late lunch.

“What now?” I asked. With Brin’s story, then seeing the results of it with our own eyes, everyone had understandably been reticent. We still had a job to do, though, so we needed to get to it.

“You expect the calibration point to be north of the villages of the Collective?” Tawny asked Dayra.

“Yes. According to my calculations, it should be somewhere between the northgoing section of this road, the northernmost village, and where the jungle gradually turns into the forest of the Aesturith Kingdom.”

Tawny looked up the road, bobbing her head as she figured out whatever she was thinking. “I suggest we travel ten or so miles up the road, then find a place to camp in the jungle. In the morning, we can go further west into the jungle to try to find the point. The area you describe is still sizeable, but much smaller than where we looked for the last calibration point. Perhaps two hundred square miles.”

We did as the jaguar girl suggested. She was our guide, after all. We didn’t camp until it was already dark. We’d put in some miles during the day, and I think it was safe to say that everyone else was as ready as I was to get some sleep.

“You’re sure you have him under control?” I asked Tip the next morning, eyeing Rex. “I’m done with him hauling ass away from us, possibly leading us into danger. We’ve been lucky so far, but we can’t count on that continuing. There are villages around and he could catch some arrows if the tribespeople are out hunting.”

“Yeah, man,” the satyr said. “I think we’ve got it all settled. Right, Rexy?” He leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at the little furcan. “You run off again and we’ll roast you up for dinner tonight.”

Rex hunched down, folding in on himself, his sad eyes going to the ground. Tip lasted a full three seconds before he broke.

“Oh, come here, you big lug. I’m kidding about eating you. But you mess this up and no treats for you.”

If anything, Rex looked more dejected. Cea snapped her fingers and held her arms out and the lizard hopped up, bounced toward her, and leapt into her arms to get a hug.

“You’ll be a good boy and let us know when you sense something and won’t go running off, won’t you?” The gremlin said it in the universal voice used for pets, small children, lovers, and people you want to humiliate. Rex rubbed his head against her and cooed.

“Traitor,” Tip spat, but he was smiling when he did it.

“Back to stomping through the bushes, waiting for Rex to sniff out another piece of ancient technology,” I said almost three hours later. “I guess it could be worse, though.”

Tip chuckled next to me. There had been such a change in the satyr. His constant underlying pessimism as he incessantly bitched about little irritations was gone, replaced by an upbeat swagger, no doubt influenced by Cea.

“It could be better, too. I’m sure we’ll find it fast.”

He stumbled, almost falling. I caught his shoulder so he didn’t faceplant and he regained his feet. Standing there, he clamped his eyes shut and put both hands up to his temples.

“OW! Ow-ow-ow-ow.”

“What’s up, Tip? Did you pull a muscle or sprain a…umm, hoof?”

He shook his head then pounded on the side of it with his hand. “Nah. It’s all good now.” Like it had never happened, he started walking again. I clamped my hand down on his shoulder to keep him from taking another step.

“You’re not going to tell us?” I looked over at Cea, noting her worried expression.

“It’s nothing. Just the same old instant migraine thing when I get those weird, garbled thoughts in my mind.”

“Whoa. Hold on. What migraines? What garbled thoughts? You haven’t said anything about those. At least, not that I’ve heard.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t want to whine like a little b…umm, child.”

“Since when?” I winced as I heard what came out of my mouth. “Actually, forget I said that. You’ve been great about not complaining. I was just thinking about it, actually. Tell me what’s going on. Do you need Brin to heal you?”

“It’s not that kind of thing,” he said, a little sheepishly. “I’ve been getting some weird memories, kind of like picking up another radio station while you’re listening to the one you wanted to get. Or like crosstalk on a phone. Bits and pieces that don’t make much sense. They…kind of burn as they go into my head.”

“That’s not good.”

“It gets worse. They seem like, I don’t know, I’m thinking they feel like they come from somewhere else. Not a good place.”

I rubbed my hand across my face. “I don’t understand what you’re saying. What do you mean?”

He looked from left to right, even though he knew damn well the rest of the group was scattered around him. Still, he leaned in to tell me a secret, even lowering his voice to a whisper. “Oh, man. I think they’re coming from umbrenix.”

“They’re what?”

“Yeah. That yelling, ‘They’re what?’ like that, making a big loud deal out of it, that’s what I specifically didn’t want to do. Good job.” His deep frown made me choke on a little spit as I tried to breathe and laugh at the same time.

“Okay, sorry. But umbrenix? Why do you think that?”

“Dunno. It’s just what they feel like. Have I ever told you that a lot of memories I get carry some, umm, emotional resonance?”

“What, you mean like you can feel what the owner of the memories felt when they experienced them?”

“Exactly. Well, imagine applying that to those creepy, shadow fu…ah, ruffians. They don’t really do emotion, but they have other things, like instinctual drive to kill things, to drain them of their life. Or maybe it’s programmed into them when Aeyr makes them. All I know is it feels like them, even though that doesn’t make any sense.”

“Brin,” I said, turning to find my moonwisp standing nearby. “Are you hearing this? Is there a chance that Aeyr can use it to track us somehow?”

Brin, in turn, cast her glance to Qamara, who joined us in our little impromptu meeting.

“I do not think there is a danger of that,” the prophetess said. “Tip’s magic works in one way only, to receive knowledge from the aether. He would not transmit them himself. Still, what you have said intrigues me, Tiporian. Can you pinpoint any of the thoughts so you can tell us about them?”

The satyr shook his head. “No, sorry. At this point, it’s just a feeling, not even images or information I could speak. They do seem to be growing, though. I’ll let you know if I start getting images of Aeyr or something.”

“Shit, man.” I patted him on the shoulder. “That’s kind of creepy.”

“Right? I’m still getting used to having useful information pop into my head and now this? Why couldn’t I get some cool magic, like flying or something?”

“Do I need to remind you that I have no magic at all?”

“Oh, yeah. Well, it sucks to be you. Are we gonna do this thing or not? Why is everyone standing around?”

Since my hand was already here, I pushed the little fucker, making him stumble again. At least this time there was a non-spooky reason for it.

At about the time we were discussing giving up for the day and figuring out where to make camp, Rex’s body went rigid. I thought maybe he’d been bitten by something or stepped on some hazard, but as he turned his head slowly to Tip, his eyes wide and excited, I knew what it was.

“Did you sense something Rex? Tip, is that what this means?”

“I think so.” The satyr knelt down next to the furcan. “Did you find something, Rexy? Do like we practiced. Go toward it, but slowly. Let Tawny check the area first, okay? You got that, buddy?”

A hissing noise came from Rex. Like he held his breath but couldn’t quite keep a steady stream of air from leaking past his beak.

“Show us where it is, Rex. Great job.”

The lizard walked slowly, swiveling his head from Tip to Tawny. The first continued a stream of encouraging words and the second scanned the area in front of where Rex was pointed. Soon enough, we all stood around a piece of ground indistinguishable from that around it. At least, to us. Not to Dayra’s device.

“Excellent, Rex,” the scholar said. “You found another one. You’re remarkable.”

Rex hardly paid attention as his body vibrated, then shook, sounds bubbling out of him like he needed to scream but was holding himself back.

“Here Rex,” Tip said. “Play with this stick. Go get it.” He tossed the stick only a few feet, but Rex was airborne before the thing landed. He pounced on it, grabbed it in his beak, and did a dance that looked exactly like I thought him being electrocuted might appear. Then he promptly ate the entire stick.

I turned my attention back to Dayra. It was the second time she had praised the furcan, something I hadn’t seen her doing with any other person in our group. I thought about what that said about her. Maybe she felt complimenting others was to lower herself? I’d known people like that. They only felt good when they won or someone else lost, preferably both. I’d have to think about that one for a little while.

After several minutes of fidgeting with the luminar, Dayra broke into a grin.

“All done analyzing. The luminar has picked up on the other point near Ruviel. The north calibration point, just like you said, Gar.”

I dipped my head to her, acknowledging that she was at least trying to be gracious.

“Oh, good,” Tyra said. “So that means the other end of the line from the one we found in the east is the last. Can’t we estimate where the line will pass and go straight to finding the library?”

Dayra opened her mouth, but then turned to me and closed it. She gestured with her hand that I could answer, if I wanted. I shrugged. Why not.

“It doesn’t really work like that. I mean, it does, but picture it in your mind. There’s a lot to the western portion of Teaphotria. If it’s in the southwest, the lines will cross in one place and if it’s in the northwest it’ll cross in another. If it’s exactly due west, it’ll be in a third. The difference between the points described by those different locations along this line we just found might be fifty miles or more from the others. We need to map out the exact line so we don’t spend our time searching all that jungle. We don’t know for sure if Rex can sense the library itself like he does with the calibration points.”

“Oh, right. I get it. Damn. Here I thought we could skip a point.”

“On a more positive note, though,” Dayra said, “we do know the general location of the fourth point so if something happens and we can’t find it, we shouldn’t have to search hundreds of square miles to find it. I think.”

“Okay,” I said, clapping my hands once. “Three down, one more to go before the fun really starts. Tawny, you said earlier that we should probably stop at a village down here and resupply?”

The jaguar girl nodded. “Yes. I have a cousin in one of the villages. Not the closest one, but I can get us to his without a problem. Will we go there?”

“Yeah, I think so. I don’t suppose there’s an inn in the village?”

She chuckled at me. “I’m sure we can work something out.”


Chapter
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Idrifted back to the rear of the group, watching the others as they followed Tawny. Tip and Cea leaned in toward each other, speaking softly while Rex scrambled around them. Brin and Qamara chatted, with Sariel nearby, apparently listening but not taking part in the conversation. Keliana strode along near the front, exchanging words with Tawny. Of course, Dayra and Lirien stuck close to each other, our newest member and our current charge.

Tyra, though, she was the really interesting one at the moment. As I observed her, she flitted from side to side, stopped to scrutinize something, only to have to speed up to catch the group. After the third time doing the same little dance, I stopped and waited for her.

“Hey, Tyra. What’s up?”

“Gar! I’m finding all kinds of materials here. I haven’t been paying a lot of close attention during our bashing through the jungle, but today I decided to look harder at the things around us. You know, using my magic to look into materials. There’s so much here. Rocks, some plants, droppings of some animal, even the dirt has qualities that would be great for my crafting. I’m collecting samples.”

“Nice. You’re going to have quite the collection by the time we get to a place where you can store them all. You still have a bunch left in the ancient fortress we found in the mountains.”

She put another little bottle stuffed with several leaves in her pouch. “I know. If we have time when we go back there—once we’ve figured out how to open the door—I’m hoping I can spend some more time in the forge. I have so many ideas about how to use what I’ve been collecting.”

“There’s no telling, but if we can manage it, I’m all for you getting more forge time in.”

I spent a good hour following the goblin, holding empty bottles so she could put materials into them. When she found a strange vine, she cooed at the thing.

“Oooh. Look at that. So many possibilities. I need to fill some of the big bottles with that stuff.”

“I would prefer you not do that,” Tawny said. She and Keliana walked up to where Tyra studied the vine. “That’s lifevine.”

The goblin stepped back. “You mean, the vine that started that whole war?”

“The very one. It grows wild, but this area is part of the Jungle Claw Collective. When we get to Tingala—that’s the village my cousin lives in—we can ask if you can take some. I don’t think it will be a problem, but it’s only polite to ask.”

“Sure, I can do that. I plan on using it for crafting.”

“We’ll be there shortly.”

The jaguar girl headed back to the front of the group. Keliana winked at me, waggled her eyebrows, and followed.

“That one,” Tyra said. “She asked us if we minded her trying to get together with Tawny. Did she ask you?”

“Yeah, kind of. I think I’m the one who gave her the idea to make sure it was okay with the rest of you. She begged me to get with Tawny because she wanted to but didn’t want to go sleeping around. She said that if I was involved, then it would be acceptable. Kind of strange logic. I told her to go ahead if she wanted to, but I wasn’t sure if the rest of you were fine with it.”

“Yeah, I told her to go for it. She’s obsessed with the woman. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“What do you think of Tawny?”

My eyes roamed to the jaguar girl. “She has an amazing body. I would totally do her, if it weren’t for everything else going on and if I didn’t feel like I was neglecting some of you already.”

“We talk about it a lot and we understand. None of the others feel like adding another one or two will be a big deal. After all, when you’re with some of us, the others sometimes get together for their own fun.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “You do, huh?”

“Did I say me? I said ‘some of us’ and ‘others.’”

“You’re telling me you haven’t been spending time with Keliana?”

“Ummmm…”

I snorted. “Yeah, I thought so. It’s good. I love it that you all love each other so much. One day, when we’re not running around the world trying to save it, we’ll be able to spend a lot more time together. I can even help you in the forge. You know, fetching tools, working the bellows, bringing your meals.”

“Sure. I’ll need a little ‘sleeping room’ next to the forge like at my father’s house. Then you can be my little fetch and carry boy.”

I kissed her, laughing. “Sounds good. I can’t wait.”

She pointed ahead of us. “You’ll have to, though maybe only a few hours if we can get a room at an inn. It looks like we’re here.”

Tawny tracked down her cousin and introduced us.

“This is my cousin Charusan. He’s a big man here, so maybe he can get us rooms at the inn.”

“‘The inn.’ Right. You mean the old cells from when we used to take prisoners in battle? I might be able to get you in. It would be easier if you committed some crime, though.” He laughed at his own joke.

The man was a cat beastkin, but not like Tawny. He only had fur on his ears and tail, with regular dark human hair on his head. His gregarious attitude was also different from his stoic cousin, though the jaguar girl did smile at his antics.

They brought us to the chief of the village, an older catman. When we were introduced, his eyes locked on me and I knew what was coming.

“You look like Kael Serus.”

“So I’ve been told,” I said.

“No, I mean you look like the ancient hero. A messenger was here earlier today, searching for one who looks like Kael. He went south to some of the other villages, but will return here, probably tomorrow.”

I wasn’t sure what to say about that. “Me? He’s got a message for me?”

The old chief laughed. “I have not seen any others who look like Kael recently. I assume it was you he sought. Will you stay the night? We have rooms you can sleep in.”

I swept my eyes over my companions. They all agreed. “We’ll take you up on that. Thank you. Oh, I also had a question. Tyra there has been collecting materials she can use for her crafting. She saw a vine that would make a good additive, and Tahneela said it was lifevine. Would we be permitted to take a small piece of the vine?”

“I’m sorry, but what did you say her full name was?”

“Tyra Tyswix.”

“Related to Terago Tyswix?”

“Yes. He was her father, but he died several months ago.”

The chief nodded and turned to Tyra. “We heard. My condolences for your loss. You are also a smith?”

“I am, but I also work in other materials.”

“Would you consider making me a fine knife? I will pay you whatever price is customary. I have always wanted a Tyswix knife.”

“Sure, but I’m not sure when I’ll be able to make it. We can’t exactly carry around a forge.”

“Yes, I understand. If you make it for me and I receive it before I die, that will be sufficient. As to your request, there is no need to collect the vine yourself. We have some here, already cut. Charusan can show you where you can get as much as you’d like.”

“Thank you. If I can do what I think I can with it, I’ll use some for your knife. You’ll be very happy with it.”

“Wonderful. Enjoy your evening and your rest. When the messenger arrives tomorrow, I will show him to you.”

As Charusan had joked, we ended up in the former jail. It wasn’t completely a joke, though. If he hadn’t told us what it was beforehand, I never would have known. There were no bars to be seen, no guard stations or even a smell like I would have expected of a place where people were locked up. It was arranged a little awkwardly for an inn, but what we found was a bank of rooms that while maybe a little smaller than a typical inn’s room, it wasn’t by much. After a good meal and some nice sleep, we were up and ready for the messenger.

“Gar,” Tyra said. “Charusan talked to one of their smiths and got me permission to use his smithy. Do you mind me doing some work while we wait for the messenger?”

“Not at all. Go ahead. We’re going to do some training and then I’m going to work on some configurations for my weapons and hopefully when we’re done, the messenger will be here.”

I almost felt like a prophet when, almost precisely as we finished, another cat beastkin I hadn’t seen before came to see us, escorted by Charusan.

Without preamble the man addressed me. “I have a proposal for you from the Weaponsmaster. He would like to parley at an agreed-upon location. There is no need for him to hunt you down when a compromise can be arrived at.”

“I don’t know this Weaponsmaster. Why does he want to talk and why is he hunting me?”

“He would have to answer your questions. I’m only a messenger.”

“Give me a few minutes.”

I gathered all my companions, other than Tyra who was still in the forge, and asked what they thought.

“It is an obvious trap,” Brin said. “What value is there in stepping into such a situation with an unknown person? We have heard he is trying to find you.”

“Yeah, but for what? Maybe he wants to trade techniques or something. He calls himself the Weaponsmaster and he’s looking for someone who looks like Kael. It could be bad, but it also could be good.”

“He said he wanted to parley,” Dayra pointed out. “In place of hunting you down. That doesn’t sound like there’s any good to it.”

“Good point.”

“What if you require the meeting to take place in the village?” Tawny asked. “They wouldn’t dare to try to attack you here, would they?”

“I don’t know. You’re the one who said there was a rumor of him leading a large group of people. They might try it if they have enough.”

Sariel rubbed her chin. “It may be advantageous to see what this man is about, if it can be done safely.”

“Tawny and I can scout around the village and, if we see any people coming to attack, we can sound an alarm,” Keliana said. “Or you can agree to the meeting and I can sneak up on him. I can either spy or kill him, whichever you prefer. One is as good as the other to me.”

Surprisingly, it was Qamara who was the most definitive. “You should speak with him. Not a vision, but I have a feeling that is the right choice.”

I still wasn’t sure about it, but I did trust Qamara and her intuition. “Fine, I’ll go tell him we’ll meet them here, if Chief Azulanan says it’s okay.”

“Wait.” Tawny came to me so she could whisper in my ear. “Let’s ask that we meet at Vinemark village. It’s the one farthest north. If something happens, we can flee to the jungle and not involve any of the other villages. I know the area and we can prepare for any deception.”

“Good enough for me. Can the chief speak for the other village?”

“No, but he can send a runner and deliver a message quickly. The Weaponsmaster’s messenger can wait here until we receive an answer, and then we will have to wait until this Weaponsmaster can arrive.”

I sighed. “Fine. Let’s get the process started. I guess Tyra is going to have more time than she thought to work in the forge.”


Chapter
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While we waited for news from the chief of Vinemark village, I went to check on Tyra. As expected, I found her at an anvil, her hammer rhythmically pounding on a piece of stock that was gradually taking the shape of a knife. When the metal’s color indicated it needed reheating, she spotted me and set it in the cool area of the forge.

“Is it time to go already?” she asked, her face crestfallen.

I watched her carefully, wanting to enjoy what my next words would do to her expression. “Nope. I’m just checking to see how you’re doing, and to tell you what’s going on. The messenger came. He’s from that Weaponsmaster guy. Apparently, he wants to ‘parley.’ We’re working on setting up to meet him at another village. Between waiting for the runner to come back with word from the chief of that village and having to wait for the Weaponsmaster dude to get there, we’ve got at least a day or two. All time you can spend in here, as long as the smith is okay with that.”

There it was. The beautiful smile that outshone the forge fire and the sun outside. She pumped her fist in the air. “Yes! That piece I’m working on, it’s the start of Chief Azulanan’s knife. I’ll probably get it done today, and definitely by midmorning tomorrow. Then I can play with other stuff. Do you want to watch me use the lifevine?”

“Yeah, of course. Are you ready to use it?”

“Not quite yet. Maybe another hour.” She went over to a bench and started scratching in a book I hadn’t seen before. When I gave her a questioning look, she held it up. “I started writing things in the margins of my father’s books but ran out of space. I bought this and a couple of other books with blank pages so I can keep notes. I’ve spent most of the day today experimenting with the lifevine.”

“Oh, nice. How do you use all these materials you find, anyway?”

“For most of them, I’ve found that crushing and grinding the material, then sprinkling it on the hot metal during the crucial point in the forging process works best. Some I dissolve it into liquid—some type of alcohol works best, and makes a very pretty flame when I pour it on the hot piece. I’ve also had success with some of the materials when I dilute the solution into a bath and quench the object in it.”

“That sounds like a lot of trial and error to learn how to use them all.”

She shrugged, her muscular shoulders bunching up. “With my magic, I can see some of the possibilities, what qualities each additive can contribute, but the mechanism of using it is like you said: trial and error. Once I figure it out, though, I note it in my book and don’t have to test it again after that.

“From what I’ve seen, the lifevine can be ground into powder and used that way, but I can also take a fresh sample, cut it to get to the sap within, and drip it or, even better, rub it on the metal during forging. They gave me some fresh vines, sealed up in an airtight container, and also some that’s dried out.”

“You’re awesome, Tyra. What is it going to do to the knife you’re making?”

“Ooh.” She hopped with excitement. “The vine is known for healing, of course, but I haven’t figured out how to make a weapon heal someone. The type of healing, though, is some kind of life magic, which I think will work like light magic. It should do a lot of damage to umbrenix. Of course, that’s on top of the enchantments from other additives. Using materials I’ve found and the enchantment technique from my father’s books, I’ll make it do a little more damage than it normally would and also remain sharp and increase its durability. I’m going to make an extra knife or other type of weapon or two if I have time.”

“It’s no damn wonder everyone raves about ‘Tyswix weapons.’ You’re going to be more famous than your father once word gets around.”

“Meh. I don’t care about that. I’m too busy enjoying learning all this stuff and just doing more projects.”

“Tell you what. I’ll go and get some food and bring it back, since I know you aren’t going to leave here to eat. Then I’ll help you out if I can and you can show me how you’re going to turn that simple piece of steel into a priceless treasure.”

By the time we left Tingala village, Tyra had made the chief’s dagger and a couple of other knives besides, mainly for utility, since she was still experimenting with the process. The chief, a wide smile cracking his face in half, handed the weapon around so everyone could take a look at it.

It was a beautiful piece. She hadn’t used shadowsteel or dragonsilver to make it, just high-quality steel, but it possessed the magical enhancements and enchantments she had told me about and was expertly made.

As I inspected it closely, Tip’s head almost touching mine as we looked at it together, I noticed a small mark on the ricasso. Stylized letters: TyT.

Tip turned his head to look at me, just as I did the same to him. We both burst out laughing. I almost cut myself on the knife because of how my body shook.

Tyra was there in an instant, snatching the knife from my hand. “What’s so funny, and it better be good.” Her glare was more dangerous than the blade she held.

“Is that your maker’s mark?” I asked, when I could do so through my laughing.

“On the ricasso? Yeah. So what? My father’s mark was TT, for his initials, but I can’t very well use the same thing, so I put the Y in there to differentiate us.”

Tip wiped a tear from his eye, still chuckling like a maniac. “So, you thought it was a good idea to have your world-famous mark be “Tit?”

We lost it again, while Tyra’s cheeks burned a deeper green than the rest of her skin. She looked at the knife in her hand and, for a second, I thought she was going to use it on us. Then she slid it into its sheath and laughed along with us, shaking her chest to fuel our hilarity even more.

“It does kind of fit,” I told her. “I’m sure your perfect tits are much better than your father’s were.”

That’s about the time Tip fell over, holding his side.

When we finally regained control, Tyra explained our strange behavior to the others who hadn’t heard our conversation.

“I guess I should come up with a different mark, huh? If there are other people with the mentality of thirteen-year-olds—and I’m pretty sure all men fit in that category—it could cause problems.”

“I’ll say,” I told her. “Instead of people asking you to make them weapons when they meet you, they’ll ask you to take your top off.”

“Yeah, well they can all fuck themselves. I take it off only for you.”

“Awwww.” I pulled her into a hug and a kiss. “That means a lot to me. By the way, it’s a beautiful knife.” I put my mouth next to her ear and whispered, “But your tits are even more beautiful.” I kissed her pointed goblin ear and let her go.

Soon enough, we were on our way to Vinemark village, Tawny in the lead.
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The man strutted into the room the way only a supremely confident warrior could. I had to admit that he was impressive, but that wasn’t the first thing I noted.

He reminded me of Lucas.

Oh, God. Lucas.

To be fair, he didn’t exactly look like my best friend. Lucas hadn’t been a big dude, and this one certainly was. The type of build that was just muscles on top of muscles. He was just under six feet tall, but he looked shorter than that, simply because he was so wide and, well, big.

Head shaved so there was only a shadow of his black hair visible like a five o’clock shadow, he wore a soft robe-like garment, the top held closed by multiple sashes tied around his waist. The sleeves, short anyway, were rolled up even more to demonstrate his beefy, cut arms. The ensemble was finished off with a pair of loose pants, made of the same shiny grey-brown material as the top. It definitely looked like a Ruviel ensemble.

He also had yellow eyes.

But no, it wasn’t his handsome, angular face or his strong, square chin that reminded me of my friend, but his color. He was one of the dark-skinned humans that I’d found only in Teaphotria, and he was almost the exact shade Lucas had been. It hurt my heart to look at him, even more so when I remembered that this guy had been hunting me.

“You may call me the Weaponsmaster,” he said in a dark, powerful voice.

“How about I call you Lakeck Virnala?” I answered. “That’s your name, right?”

He sneered at me, but my eyes had already shifted to another man entering the room behind him. All possibilities of Lakeck having good intentions flew out the window.

“Hello, Eldrin. Don’t bother asking me to use your stupid stage name.” Turning back to Lakeck, I asked him simply, “I suppose this means you’re one of Aeyr’s pawns, too?”

“I see that you will make things difficult. So be it. You know of my master, and of the power he holds.”

“Yeah, I am familiar with your master’s pets. I’ve already killed—let me see, uh, Arinthalas, Dargen, Eluthien, and Sethon—yeah, four of your master’s stooges. I lost count of how many umbrenix I killed a long time ago. Let’s just say it’s a lot. Even if only for what he’s done to Lirien, your buddy Eldrin will join that number soon.”

Lakeck sat down in one of the chairs at the large table in the center of the room. “There is no reason for you to die.”

I shrugged and sat down as well. Brin, Tip, and Sariel were already sitting. Suddenly, I was glad I hadn’t brought Lirien in with me. Seeing Eldrin this closely would have been hard for her. Hard to keep herself from killing him outright.

“Don’t bullshit me, Lakeck. If your master gave you orders to hunt me down, then there is no way you won’t try to kill me.”

“You do look remarkably like Kael Serus,” he said, ignoring my words. “Such a shame that you are not him. Did you know they called him the Weaponsmaster? I would have been thrilled to test him in combat to prove who is worthier of the name.”

“Huh. So you’re a whiz with weapons, eh?”

“I am supremely skilled in both weapons combat and unarmed combat.”

“You a Ruviel guy?”

“I am from that city, yes. Knowing that, you must have an inkling of my training and expertise. I am without peer there.”

“Somehow, I doubt that. But none of this is what you came here for. I’m sure you could continue to brag for hours, but why did you want to meet with me? We’ll meet soon enough, and you’ll have your test.”

He raised his eyebrows at me. “Are you challenging me?”

I laughed at his question. “Nah, man. I don’t do that whole challenge thing. If someone comes at me, it’s too late to talk about it. If you’re after me, we’ll meet eventually. I’m not going to run from you. Now, I’ll ask you this one more time, what do you have to say to me? I don’t have time for games.”

All while we batted words back and forth, Eldrin sat beside Lakeck, looking uncomfortable. From his darting eyes to his fidgety hands, he showed he didn’t want to be here. Well, we agreed on that point. What are you doing Eldrin? Did you beg for this guy to help you out or did Aeyr put you two together?

“Very well,” Lakeck said. “It is unlikely you will carry on a civil conversation, so here is what I wanted to say. You have with you the scholar. The woman with the short blonde hair. Give her to us and you will live for a short time longer. I will make you a lesser priority.”

I blinked at him. My inner incredulous voice spoke to me. You brought me here for that, you asshole? I looked at Eldrin, who couldn’t meet my eyes, then at Brin and Sariel, finally Tip. The satyr’s wry smile told me I had a look of such utter disbelief on my face, it was funny to him. I honestly couldn’t believe these two wasted the time to come to the village for this. I opened my mouth to tell Lakeck what I thought of his offer, but the door burst open and Tawny found me quickly.

“We have to go. Several dozen men with weapons are on the way here.”


Chapter
Forty-Eight



Keliana sat in a tree somewhere nearly half a mile from Vinemark village. She crossed her legs, then uncrossed them and reversed. That still didn’t do it, so she straddled the large branch she sat on.

She let out a yawn so wide it made her jaw crack, followed by a sigh.

Right about now, Gar would be in some meeting room talking with the Weaponsmaster. Oooh, the Weaponsmaster. If she weren’t on official spy business, she would have growled audibly. It still kind of pissed her off that this guy had taken the name that had been used to refer to Kael Serus. If anyone was the heir to that title, it would be Gar. She hoped he kicked the other guy’s ass. Imagine sending a messenger to “parley.” Like they were at war or something.

She didn’t know the one who met with Gar, but it was obvious he thought a lot of himself. If it weren’t for her—and Gar’s—respect for the village and its chief, she would have hunted down this Weaponsmaster and killed him quickly. A poisoned dart or crossbow bolt, slitting his throat in his sleep, or by one of a dozen other tried and true methods, she would see an end to him.

But no, they were meeting with the man. The least she could do was to make sure they were warned of the inevitable betrayal. There was no question it would happen. Only the when and the specifics remained to be revealed.

Thus, she was sitting in a tree, watching. Tawny had spent more than an hour with her, teaching her a few birdcalls. The way the jaguar beastkin made the whistles and hoots without lips amazed Keliana. The sounds came from deep in her throat and the manipulation of her mouth being drawn back over her teeth to different degrees. Almost like the trilling of smaller cats some of the species kept as pets.

She, of course, did have lips, so she’d picked up on the avian songs to the other woman’s satisfaction. They had agreed upon sequences that natural birds would never use as their signals. The whistles of the blue pluck finch, repeated twice quickly, followed by a pause, then three more times became their primary signal for danger, with the sequences for the devex shrike and the grey-mouthed tit as backups.

Movement drew Keliana’s attention and her head moved slowly to track it. A man, slipping through the jungle, making little sound. Some kind of tracker. Not an assassin, surely. There was no need for that. She scanned the foliage around her, trying to spot an accomplice, but it was only him. For now.

Carefully, she drew out her favorite throwing knife, the one Gar had given her. She smiled at it. Such a deliciously strange man. He could have sold the blade for a hefty sum of money, yet he gave it to her because he thought it fit her preferences and her style. He was exactly right. That it matched one her trainer had when she was younger wasn’t even the most valuable aspect of it. That Gar gave it to her, cared enough to hold it for her until he saw her next, made the thing priceless.

But that was not something she needed to think about at the moment. Taking a vial out of her belt pouch, she coated the blade with a powerful poison. Replacing the vial, she adjusted her body, prepared for her throw. Holding the blade was out of the question, especially since it was magically sharp. I wonder if that means I could hurt the shadows with it. I hadn’t thought of that before. She gripped it by the handle and sighted where she would attack so the point would stick. All she had to do was wait.

There. The scout reached her target zone and she threw the knife with enough force he couldn’t dodge it even though he’d hear the weapon cutting through the air. He tried, of course, but she’d been killing people a long time, and between compensating for his attempt to evade the knife and the speed and power of the throw, it plunged into his chest, possibly hitting his heart.

The man lingered for a couple of seconds before the poison took effect. He fell and would be dead in less than a minute. Keliana watched until he stopped twitching, then scanned the area again. She didn’t recall the knife to her through its magic. She would clean it on the dead scout’s clothes. One had to be careful in dealing with powerful poisons.

A few minutes later, after she killed the third scout, the catgirl assassin climbed higher into a tree to look out over a larger area. She had to descend and move closer to the village so she could whistle off the call that let Tawny know there was trouble, including the ingenious way of tacking on more whistles to indicate the number of the attackers out there. She waited for the acknowledging birdcalls, then went on the prowl again.

With her partner informing Gar and the others, Keli would thin the ranks of the ambushers a little before meeting at the location she and Tawny had agreed upon. She didn’t know how the jaguar beastkin had known which direction the group of enemies would be coming from, but she knew her shit. Keli had to smile, too, at how well they worked together. Maybe she could extract some kind of reward from the sexy jaguar.

But that was later. For now, she had more killing to do, and then she’d go meet up with her friends.
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“You asshole,” Gar said to Lakeck, who still had a surprised look on his face after Tawny had come in and announced that dozens of ambushers were on their way to attack them. “This meeting is over. It was a good try. I suggest you stop your people from attacking the village. My friends and I will already be gone, but believe me, you don’t want to attack the Jungle Claw Collective. Even as I speak, warriors from the other villages are surrounding your minions. Don’t let it be a slaughter. It’s me you’re after. Well, me and my scholar.

“I’ll be seeing you again, I’m sure. You, too, Eldrin. There’s a kangaroo girl who very much wants to see you for the last time.”

This was the part of the plan that Gar was most uncomfortable about. The others had suggested that Lakeck and Eldrin wouldn’t attack the village if he left, but he was only half convinced. It was a hell of a thing to gamble with innocent lives. The chief had told him he was confident his warriors could handle a large number of people going through the jungle to try to attack the village, but even one death, even one injury, was too much for him.

Well, it was too late now. Keliana would have killed several people at this point and Tawny had notified the others. All that was left was to flee to the area the jaguar girl was intimately familiar with. Yes, I will be seeing those two minions of Aeyr again. Hopefully I’ll extract some information before I kill them.

I turned to Brin, Sariel, and Tip. “Time to go.”

Tip picked up his bow from beside him. His eyes met mine and he shifted them toward the two sitting on the other side of the table. I could hear his voice in my mind. You want me to take them out with a few arrows as we leave?

I shook my head. I didn’t think it would be that easy, not with Lakeck. I’d watched how he moved, balanced and fluid. Effortlessly. I didn’t want to start shit with him in the middle of the village. Even if we managed to kill him, that would only make his troops go crazy and attack.

“Come on,” I said. Tip actually looked a little disappointed.

I exited the meeting building to find all of my companions already there. Charusan stood nearby, the village chief next to him.

“We can stay if you want,” I told the chief. “The chances are better than half they won’t attack if we’re not here and if those two in there are standing calmly in full view. I don’t want to cause trouble for you, though, so it’s your choice whether we stay and fight or we run.”

The chief looked me in the eyes. “Go.”

“Okay. Thank you for letting us have the meeting in your village. It’s too bad it didn’t work out. Thank you, too, Charusan. You’ve been a big help. Let’s get moving, everyone.”

Tawny started off and we followed as quickly as we could. Already, I could hear crashing in the jungle, approaching the village.

“They’d better be right,” I muttered under my breath.

Brin, at my elbow, responded. “I believe it was the right choice. They should not attack the village. Angering the entire Collective is not smart, even for one who lives in Ruviel.”

“I know, but it’s in the back of my mind. If anything happens to anyone in this village, I will hunt down and slaughter every single person with those two Aeyr lackeys.”

“I believe you will have your opportunity to fight with them, but it is not now. If we would have stayed, surely violence would have been visited upon the village.”

I left it at that. No sense in talking when we were trying to sneak away.

Ten minutes later, we found Keliana. She leaned against a tree and was using one of her ring daggers to pick at a fingernail.

“Took you long enough,” she teased. “What did you do, stop to chat with all the nice men with weapons? Ah, no. You stopped to flirt with the women with weapons. There were some of those.”

“You’re one to talk about flirting,” I jabbed back. She darted a look at Tawny and almost dropped her knife.

“Anyway, I killed eight of them. Most were scouts, for all the good it did. They knew where the village was.”

Tawny kept going. “Talk later. They’ll be chasing us.”

Using her uncanny knack for finding the path of least resistance—even though there was no real path I could see—the jaguar girl took a weaving course that brought us through a rocky area and to a dark crack in the ground.

“Here we are. Come on, inside. We’ll take the tunnel for a short distance and when we come out, we’ll be in a good position to get to the road. Our pursuers will still be looking for us in the jungle and we’ll be out of the area before they can so much as spot any sign we’ve been here.”

I went in first, Brin right behind me. Once we were a few feet in, she brought up a ball of light. For all that the opening was a tight fit, the tunnel beneath it was tall enough I didn’t have to crouch and wide enough that Brin could walk beside me, at least in a staggered formation. Tawny slipped by, dragging her body across mine. With how little she wore, a piece of her smooth skin contacted mine. Even better, her head and ears slid across my cheek.

Damn, she’s so soft. The fur, I meant. Her body was as hard as it looked, though padded nicely in some strategic areas. I caught Keliana’s smirk before I turned to follow the bouncing tail in front of me.

Through the tunnel, out into more jungle, and across to the road, our guide led us without any delay or unnecessary change of direction. She knew exactly where she was going. I recognized the road we emptied out on.

“Oh,” I said. “I thought we were going to be on the road north of the jungle, the section that curves over to go west.”

Tawny looked at me like I had lost my mind. “No. We would have had to crash through more than ten miles of jungle to get there. Now we’ll follow the road and get to that part you’re talking about a lot faster. In fact, we should jog for a time, until we’re sure none of them are able to see us.”

We spent the rest of the day traveling the road, but by evening we still hadn’t made it to the crossroads where the jungle of Teaphotria met the forest of the Aesturith, Kingdom. We camped, got less than a full night’s sleep, and arrived at the crossroads mid-morning. Turning north, I finally relaxed a little bit.

I was sure we’d see those two lieutenants of the demigod again, but for now we were free to head to the last of the calibration points to our northwest. We had to get to it fast, find the library, and be done with this fool’s errand. How I was going to convince Dayra to leave the library and get out of Teaphotria with us to escape Aeyr’s forces, I didn’t know. I’d just have to figure something out.

We had enough to concern us for now.


Chapter
Forty-Nine



We traveled the main road cutting through the jungles for three days. North, then west, then following it as it swung north again. Passing by the part where we’d first approached Teaphotria from the Aesturith Kingdom, it struck me how much we’d done and how far we’d come. Literally, I mean. We’d been all over the jungles of the region, leaving only the southern tip and the northern mountains where the dwarves lived unexplored.

That wasn’t to say we’d covered every piece of all the jungles; just that we’d been on most of the roads skirting them and dipped our toes into the vast, tangled vegetation.

Before we reached where the road split to either head toward the mountains or toward Vowtoken, Tawny took us into the jungle. We were almost there. One more calibration point and Dayra would be able to pinpoint the location of the library she’d been looking for for so many years. My body tingled with excitement. Whether because of Dayra approaching the achievement of her dream or simply that our time in Teaphotria would end, my spirits rose.

We made camp inside the jungle, close enough to the road to get back to it easily but not so near that anyone could see or hear us. As I’d done each night, I worked with attuning my weapons more fully. I’d settled on a small handful of arrangements I would manipulate them into and I strove to become more efficient and effortless with them. That meant both in forming the weapons’ structures quickly and also using them in combat to their full advantage.

It didn’t even take us a full day until Rex calmly and slowly showed us where we would find the point we were looking for. We weren’t attacked along the way, which surprised me. Of course, we were still relatively close to the road. Tawny had told me that most of the monsters didn’t like being near places people frequented. They would eat a person in a second, provided the chance, but they’d learned to be wary of groups, so there were fewer near the roads.

“That’s it!” Dayra called out, patting Rex on the head. “I got the last point locked into the luminar. Now I need only take the coordinates it gives me based on the two lines and I will be able to plot out where we need to go. I can’t believe we’re so close.”

I still wasn’t sure exactly how the luminar worked. It must spit out numbers or something similar that Dayra could use as coordinates, but I’d never seen any kind of display on it. I assumed it would also require a map with some kind of grid system on it. They didn’t have GPS here, so it all had to be done manually.

In the end, I didn’t figure it mattered. If she could tell us where to go, then we could find her library and finally get her to a safer location. Hopefully. I still wanted to take down Lakeck—and wanted to provide the opportunity for Lirien to take out Eldrin—but I’d rather get Dayra somewhere safe before we tackled that particular problem.

“I suggest we go back to the road,” Tawny said. She pointed in a direction. I had no clue whether it was north, south, or any other. “It’s less than an hour that way. We should resupply before we go looking for the library. Once on the road, it’s barely more than half a day’s travel to Vowtoken.”

“We should go find the library immediately,” Dayra argued. “I’ve waited long enough.”

I’d known her satisfied mood wouldn’t last long. I’d prepared myself for a disagreement. “Dayra, how long will it take you to process your data and calculate the location?”

She shrugged. “An hour, maybe two.”

“Do you plan on doing that while we travel?”

“No. Of course not. We can sit down right here and I’ll do it.”

“Wouldn’t it be more conducive to sit in a chair, at a table?”

“Yes, but it’s not necessary.”

“Maybe not, but can you guarantee me it’s only going to be one day to the library and back to a town?”

“No.”

“Then we have a problem. Sure, we can hunt and forage, but that will take time away from us actually traveling. It’s much better to go and get stocked up. That way, we’ll have food without needing to take time to obtain it as we go. It’ll end up being faster in the long run.”

She raised a finger. Here it comes. She dropped it.

“Fine. Let’s get started so we can get there as soon as possible.”

I gave her a smile and, for a wonder, it was actually sincere. As Tawny promised, we were on the road in no time and heading toward Vowtoken.
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Dayra wanted to keep arguing about going to the town instead of starting off right away to find the library. She’d even phrased her argument in her mind and opened her mouth to deliver it. But then she stopped herself and gave over. The smile Gar had graced her with tickled her insides. Not because he was good-looking—which he was—but because it was like a reward for cooperating instead of stubbornly arguing.

For a moment, it reminded her of the conditioned response of a pet, but she pushed that thought away. He wasn’t trying to incentivize her. It was an expression of happiness. If she’d learned anything about him so far, she knew he wasn’t going to put up with her demanding to crash through the jungle when they were so close to where they could get more provisions. Yet he reasoned with her instead of trying to command her to follow his plan. Well, Tawny’s suggested plan, anyway.

Really, they had been right. It would be nicer to sit at a table and work through the information she’d gotten from the luminar. A place where she could spread her map flat instead of lying it on the uneven ground was simply more efficient, not to mention less potentially damaging to the map. But she would have argued her point anyway, just to prove she was right. Before.

Staying with this group of people for so long was affecting her. It was changing her into someone else. The question, then, was if that was a good or bad thing. Dayra was fiercely independent, but that was habit. Traveling with her current group wasn’t too bad. It was a lot safer, that was for sure. The companionship was…nice. Lirien was always fun to be around, though the two of them had never stayed together for this amount of time before.

As for the other differences, she wasn’t sure one way or another about those. That episode with Gar, where she shamelessly begged him to have sex with her, to the point where she brought herself to orgasm in front of him to entice him to accede to her plans, was awkward to say the least. Even now, she wasn’t sure if it had been a a promising thing or a disaster. The climax was good—no, fantastic—but it embarrassed her to even think about it.

At least, it did when she was around others. Alone at night, in her bedroll, she replayed it over and over.

She shook her head, dispelling the thoughts. Mostly. She did want to feel that with Gar, feel him. It was so unlike her. She, who had opted to satisfy herself with women. Maybe it was his apparent disinterest. That stoked the fires within her.

Was he disinterested, though? She smiled at the obvious difficulty he’d had when watching her. A few times, she was certain he would break and give in. The changes to his anatomy certainly indicated interest. Maybe she’d try again. Not like a brazen hussy this time, but something less jungle and more small town. Subtle.

Plodding down the road, she pondered if, when, and how she would do such a thing. Meanwhile, Tip seemed to be training Rex, or playing with him. With those two, one could never tell.

The taranji pointed to something—a tree, a rock, some other object—and Rex zipped toward it, chomped or scratched at it, then ran back to Tip. Most of the time, no verbal commands were given, yet the little furcan performed flawlessly each time. After successfully returning to Tip, Rex got a treat. Talking about conditioned responses.

Still, Tip smiled the whole time and Rex seemed to enjoy it. After gobbling down his treat, he bounced up and down in front of Tip, sometimes making that purring, whistling noise, begging to play again. It seemed like a game, but Dayra couldn’t help but think it was something more serious.

“Is that your latest hit and run play?” Gar asked Tip.

“Yeah. He’s pretty good in a fight, but he’s small, even though he’s fast. Going toe-to-toe with an enemy isn’t the best use of his abilities. His speed, his size, even his coloration, all except the brighter bits, make him good for sniping. He’ll rush in, tear at someone, and dart back before they can counterattack.”

“Looking good, there, Mister Rex.” Gar bent down and patted the furcan on his head ruff. Rex hopped even more excitedly and turned a little circle. “Hell, pretty soon, I’m going to stand back and let you take care of the monsters. If we could only make it so you were able to hurt the umbrenix.”

Dayra couldn’t help but smile. How did Gar so effortlessly connect with people, even with furcans? She’d found him to be relatively intelligent, though not in a classical way, and he certainly was a skilled fighter. He even looked like Kael Serus. But when it came down to it, he was willing to listen to everyone else, to submit to plans in opposition to what he proposed, and he’d proven he was more than willing to sacrifice himself for others. Such an enigma.

She wondered what would happen when they found the library. It would be the end of her quest. Was that supposed to happen when one was so young? She’d always imagined she’d spent most of her life searching for it.

Here she was, on the cusp. Gar said he would take her away once they’d found it. Leave Teaphotria to protect her from the one hunting her. He left unsaid that he would almost certainly come back to clean up those dangers, allowing her to return in safety. Like she was some fragile thing.

She’d like to see him try. She could fight, and she was very clever. Dayra was hardly going to find the library and then abandon it. It wasn’t like Lirien’s goal of finding Kael’s cache. There was no taking all the books in the library and carrying them somewhere safe.

It was no problem. She would figure it out, as she always did. The important thing was that she could. The Great Library. Gods, I’ve really found it. We have only the formality of getting there physically. Well, that and analyzing the ley line data to pinpoint the location.

As Tawny said, they made it to Vowtoken before the end of the day, just as the sun was going down. They all went to the jaguar woman’s house, and while she, Gar, and Sariel went to get their supplies, Dayra worked on the library’s location. She stopped to eat dinner but finished soon after. With a long sigh, she stared at the map before her, scarcely believing it.

“I found it,” she said to the air. The others were sitting around the fireplace, but all conversation around her stopped as she stood, holding up the map. She walked over from the table at the edge of the living area. “I know where we need to go.”


Chapter
Fifty



When Dayra finished her analysis and said, “I found it,” I stopped what I’d been saying to Keliana mid-sentence. She brought the map over to us and laid it out on a low table where the rest of us were sitting, close enough to the fireplace to be comfortably warm on the cooler than normal night.

I traced the roads and the marking she’d made to indicate the library. “That’s close to Troxul. Not too far from where we found the east calibration point, either.”

“Close to the road, too,” Tyra added.

Tawny scrutinized the paper. “It is. We can take the road almost the entire way. It’ll take us three days, but would probably take five if we went through the jungle to avoid detection. You wouldn’t even need me to guide you.”

My head swiveled to the jaguar girl. “Are you saying you’re done? Are you going to leave us?”

Her feline mouth curved up into as much of a smile as it could make. It never ceased to fascinate me, watching and learning the expressions on that jaguar face. “Why, you don’t want me to?”

I didn’t even have to think about it. “Honestly, no. I’ll understand if you want us to pay your fee so you can be rid of us, but we can always use a skilled guide and fighter to travel with us. Besides, we’ve kind of gotten used to you being around.”

“In that case, I will continue with you. I would like to see this grand library and I have not become tired of your company either. Quite the opposite.”

“Great. Thanks, Tawny.”

She laughed. “Then there is that. I wasn’t sure about your shortened name for me when you proposed it, but I enjoy it. It makes me feel…welcome.”

“You definitely are,” Keliana said. The way Tawny looked at her, I wondered if they’d gotten together yet. There was definitely some affection in her tone, and that gaze...

Qamara, who was usually so quiet it was easy to forget she was even there, cleared her throat. “Shall we rest, then, and start off first thing in the morning?”

Her idea got no arguments. Being able to sleep in a house, without having to worry about setting a watch, was a privilege I was happy to accept. The number of rooms was limited, so we slept in the living area, almost like camping indoors. Before I knew it, Tawny was nudging me awake.

“It will be daylight in half an hour. Let’s eat and get started. Plenty of time on the road to daydream.”

I laughed at her and rolled to my feet. Soon enough, we were back on the road going east. The sun was still trying to climb its way up past the trees, the air was about as cool as it got in the jungle, and animals worked hard on their collective symphony. I was feeling pretty good about things. We’d come through all the bullshit and were plowing headlong into a good resolution.

“Down.” Tawny’s command triggered the response we’d had drilled into our heads. We all scrambled off the road into the bushes, crouching to hide.

As we waited, I scanned for what had spooked the jaguar girl. Up ahead, two figures came around a turn and became visible. Humans, wearing the types of robes we saw plenty of in Ruviel. They might have been lackeys of Lakeck, but it didn’t seem certain enough to me for us to throw ourselves into the bushes like that.

Then I saw it. A shadow, moving at the edge of the trees without anything to cast it. I’d followed Tawny when we left the road, and I met eyes with her now, only a few inches from me.

“I smelled a wrongness. Was it that thing?”

“They’re definitely wrong. You’re the only one who has ever said they have a scent. Good job. We’ll take it from here.”

I found Brin, already looking at me. In fact, as I picked out my companions on both sides of the road, I found all their eyes locked onto mine. I gestured to the two on the road, then off the side in the bushes. I watched each of them as they noticed the umbrenix, especially Brin, Tip, Keliana, and Sariel. The ones who could harm it. When Tip unlimbered his bow and slid three arrows out of his quiver, I gave him a thumbs-up. That they were black- and yellow-fletched told me he was on the same page. Those were the enchanted shafts he’d found in Dragonmaw’s cave.

Brin watched the umbrenix as we waited, while Sariel and Keliana drew out their weapons. Chances were good that, with the three arrows Tip had staged for use, he’d take out the shadow before either it or two humans got near us, but I knew my moonwisp had a spell at her fingertips she could use to attack the shadow. The men, only one of which had a bow, simply weren’t that much of a risk. Not unless those robes meant they were kung fu masters who could dodge arrows or something. With Ruviel in the mix, it was a valid concern.

The slap of a bowstring on Tip’s bracer had me zooming my vision in on the umbrenix. The shaft appeared in its head mass as if by magic. Before the thing even fell, the second arrow slammed into the monster’s chest. It was so strange to see, since most everything else would have passed through the shadow completely. It fell soundlessly, but I knew it was dead.

The sound alerted the two men and they turned, not toward their monster escort, but toward Tip. The one with the bow smoothly pulled it off his chest, pulling an arrow from the quiver as he did so, and had the missile nocked and drawn back as he took aim. Half a second later, he released the shaft.

It never had a chance to hit anyone. Brin threw her hand out and an invisible wall of force rammed the two men, picking up the arrow along the way and throwing it back at them. Even at thirty feet, the spell rocked them back on their heels. By the time they had regained their balance, a familiar throwing knife plunged into the archer’s throat and another arrow from Tip’s bow found the eye of the other guy. A regular arrow, not one of the magic ones.

Good man, Tip.

Tyra grumbled something about not being given a chance to fight, but I was totally fine with how things turned out. We all got back to the road and checked on our kills.

We got a few coins from the men, but the whole thing had been pretty anticlimactic. The umbrenix dissolved into dark goo and then disappeared quickly. After dragging the men a couple hundred yards into the forest for the animals to eat, we discussed what we needed to do.

“I don’t like that they’ve got the umbrenix out and about now,” I said.

“Perhaps the two minions of Aeyr are no longer concerned about others knowing the shadows are here. I would expect they still hide that they report to him, but this is not good news for us.”

Brin nodded. “I agree. Why else would they be traveling the road with an umbrenix than on patrol or specifically searching for Gar and Dayra?”

“I was thinking the same thing.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Do you think they’re scouring the jungle, too? The umbrenix have no fear of any of the monsters or beasts in there.”

“No.” It surprised me that it was Dayra who answered. “They get their orders from those two, the Weaponsmaster and the Searcher?” I nodded to her. “Then they will be commanded according to their human understandings and preferences. I would think they predict that you would not travel primarily in the jungle. They would focus on the roads. If anything, they might have some few of their underlings watching for you in the trees.”

I made a point to look at every one of my companions. They all nodded. Except for Tip. He shrugged at me, the little prick. At least he did it with a smirk. Just yanking my chain. Even Cea, who still hid more than spoke up in most planning conversations, gave me her approval.

“Okay. You all know what that means. Our three days on the road just turned into five going through the jungle. I’m not sure if it’s worth it, but we might find ourselves face-to-face with a few dozen of Lakeck’s troops on the road. At least in the jungle we have an advantage.”

“Advantage?” Tawny asked.

“Yep. We’ve got you. Are you happy or sad that you decided to stay with us? Because I’m thrilled to have you along. There’s no one I’d rather be with when ambushed in the jungle than you.” I gave her a big, cheesy grin. She shook her head at me.

“Now if only I could steal those shitty weapons of hers and maybe repair them so they won’t break in combat,” Tyra said, “we might actually survive doing this. Actually, no, I should destroy them as they deserve and force her to use her claws.”

Tawny did a credible impression of an air kiss with her feline muzzle.

“I want to remind you,” Tawny said an hour later, “that we are going deep into the jungle. To the home of the more dangerous monsters, the ones who are not as afraid of people. I doubt the relative quiet we have been enjoying will last.”

“Do any of the monsters gather in groups as large as a hundred or two and attack all at once at the command of someone capable of thinking strategically?” I asked.

“No.”

“Then I’d say this is the better deal.”

We didn’t see any of those more powerful monsters the first day. That was good, but our progress left something to be desired. I appreciated Tawny’s skills, I truly did, but after being on the road so much lately, it seemed like we were going at a snail’s pace.

“Watch that plant to the left. It’ll eat you.”

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard the same thing from Tawny, and I was pretty sure it wouldn’t be the last. I had to remember that there were other hazards than monsters, umbrenix, and troops with weapons. How is this my life now?

“Feeling sorry for yourself?” Tip asked. “Are you asking yourself how your life came to this?” At the sour look I gave him, he snorted. “Thought so.”

Cea slapped his arm, giving him a legit attempt at a scowl. He grinned at her and she giggled. So much for trying to be stern. Still, it made me happy that not only was Tip’s attitude arguably better than mine, but he had Cea. She was so good for him, I had to smile. Not so much at their antics but because they fit together so well.

I looked at the miles of jungle surrounding us—as if I could tell the impenetrable wall in front of me lasted ten feet or a hundred miles—wondering where Lakeck and Eldrin were, what they were doing. It was clear we’d see them again, and probably not in the controlled situation I had hoped. Even though we were on our way to the library, a destination Aeyr’s minions didn’t know, I honestly wasn’t sure how much longer we could evade them before they found us.

It might be time to revise the plan that had been floating around in my head. Instead of taking Dayra away to someplace safe, maybe I could convince her to hole up in the library. Hell, I probably didn’t even need to convince her. I was assuming the structure was intact, though sunk into the ground or something. So as long as no one knew she was in there, she should be safe enough.

But safe enough for what? So far, I’d always neglected planning further than getting to the library in any great detail. I knew we were going to kill Lakeck and Eldrin, but how? Have Keli sneak into their camp or homes and assassinate them? I’d never put her at such risk. No, we’d have to get to them through their forces. Whether one or a hundred, or more, we’d have to take enough of them down to gain access to the bosses. Another similarity to our adventures with Lirien.

Great. Get through the jungle, find the library, somehow make Dayra stay there, then hunt down a couple of Aeyr’s lackeys and a hundred of their closest friends…

It occurred to me that once the library was found, Dayra would no longer be such a high-priority target. The only trick was that to make Aeyr’s people understand that, I’d have to let them know we found the library. Well, I wasn’t going to let the scholar be killed anyway, so there was no use in thinking about it.

One thing at a time, Gar. Survive the jungle, find the library, and we’ll go from there. We had a name for days like this. Tuesday.


Chapter
Fifty-One



“Down!” Tawny hissed again, and we all dropped to the ground. The sense of déjà vu was strong. The jaguar girl slithered through the vegetation to me. “I’ll be back in a minute. Someone is moving around up there. Talking. Not monsters.”

She crawled off to my left, scrambled up a tree, and did her squirrel impression. All we could do was wait until she came back to tell us what was up. It didn’t take long. When she returned, she tapped Keliana on the way to me and addressed both of us.

“I think they’re Lakeck’s. Three of them. Scouts. I didn’t detect any others. You want me to kill them?”

“If you think they’ll see us, then yes.” My eyes shifted to Keli. “You’re taking her so you can kill them all quietly and quickly?” She nodded. To Keli, I said, “Are you okay with that?”

She did her best impression of Tip’s voice. “It’s what we do.”

I put my hand over my mouth to muffle the chuckle. “Go on, then. Be careful. Both of you.”

Both catgirls went up the tree this time, a pair of tight asses swaying under twitching tails. Five minutes later, they strode back to us.

“We’re good,” Keli said. “Let’s go. So much for them not being in the jungle. At least no shadows, though. Not yet.”

I closed my eyes. “Really? Why would you say that? Don’t you know about jinxes in this world?”

She blew me a kiss.

Keli joined Tawny and the two led the party from farther ahead than Tawny had previously. We continued our slow progress toward the library with no further encounters that day with scouts or umbrenix or even anything threatening, really. As we tramped through the endless miles of vegetation, I decided to bring something up with Dayra that had been on my mind. I slowed down a little to come even with the scholar and Lirien.

“Dayra, can you lend me some of your knowledge?”

It might have been the wrong thing to say, judging by how her eyes narrowed at me. Even Lirien reacted with what I could only call disgust, her mouth twisting like she’d sucked on a lemon.

“Uh, did I say something wrong?”

The two women looked at each other and Lirien answered. “We’ve talked about this a lot. Almost without fail, when someone says that to Dayra, it’s a bad thing. They’re trying to flatter her to get in her shorts. Most people are more straightforward and don’t waste their time observing or listening to her, but the few who do pick up on her pride try to use it to get a chance with her. I don’t really have that problem. I’m not gorgeous like she is.”

Dayra emitted a scornful laugh. “You are incredibly beautiful, Lee. You don’t get those comments because though you know a lot, it’s evident from the start that you’re an explorer, an adventurer. People seem to think I’m only a big brain wrapped in a pair of tits, walking around with legs leading to a remarkably squeezable ass. I appear to be harmless and have no social intelligence, so I’ll fall into bed with the first person who tells me I’m a ‘stunningly smart girl.’ How condescending!”

I listened with my mouth open. “I apologize, I guess. Don’t use those words. Noted.”

Lirien patted my arm. “Don’t worry about it. We know you’re not trying to get into her shorts.” She glanced around, then leaned in to whisper. “Especially since she already took them off for you, but you still didn’t take the bait. She told me all about your little meeting.”

I couldn’t think of any way to respond to that. Luckily, Dayra bailed me out.

“I’m sorry if I reacted poorly. The words triggered an automatic response. You wanted to ask me something?”

“Yeah, if that’s okay. Do you know a lot about Aeyr?”

“Aeyr,” she repeated. “That’s quite a wide subject. If you have lots of time, I can tell you much of what I know, but if you want less than a full dissertation, maybe you can narrow down what you’re looking for?”

“I’m not sure. It’s a matter of not knowing what I don’t know, if you get my meaning. I’ve learned that he came into the spotlight over a thousand years ago, during the Alaric period, that he gained power and created the umbrenix. I also know he tore through the world, nearly unstoppable until the alari gathered together and created the Shadowstalkers. These new hunters eventually destroyed all the umbrenix and weakened Aeyr. Finally, that the alari used almost all the magic they had to create the spell that prevented Aeyr from draining life in Valorae.

“After that, it gets murky for me, though I know now for sure that Aeyr is still alive. The umbrenix are taking people from other worlds, ones where the spell doesn’t protect them.” I pointed to myself. “Also, it seems that he’s figured out a way to drain people of this world again, but that maybe it’s hard and comes at a cost so he focuses on powerful people. Because they have more life force, maybe? Oh, and we think that the strange things happening in the world, from magic acting wonky and holes in the air to mutated monsters and beasts, are because of him. We’re not sure if it’s something he’s doing directly or if it’s because he’s causing an imbalance in the world and those effects are springing up on their own.”

Dayra tapped her lips with a finger. “That is a fairly accurate and concise summary. Aeyr was the fall of the alari as the world’s power, allowing the elves to replace them. It took centuries, of course, but scholars believe it was due to them expending so much of their magic in the war against the Hungerer. They never recovered.

“I believe we will find more information on this when we find the library, but did you know that Aeyr is not the first to have such abilities to steal the life from people?”

I goggled at the scholar. “No. I thought he was unique. Brin and Qamara told me that his magic is probably related to what he does, but they did say he researched how to do it more effectively and developed his powers over a long time. I guess it fits that there had to be someone before him so he could study it.”

“Yes. There have been several who had the same idea as him. They took people’s life force and built armies. None had so much success as he, though. My theory is that the umbrenix are responsible for that. The others could affect people one at a time or maybe a handful, whereas Aeyr, in developing monsters that could obtain the energy for him, multiplied how much he could seize by orders of magnitude.

“I don’t say this to praise him, of course, but focusing on a method for delegating the collection of life force was a stroke of genius. It allowed him to oversee his machinations, yet still grow stronger as his pets brough him what he really needed: vast amounts of power.

“Even that, however, was not enough. Another thing he did correctly was to build a great army. Numbers are the great equalizer, as those alari from seven centuries ago would attest. It took them three decades to subdue him. It was because no single powerful entity challenged him, but many less powerful ones did. The first thing they did to initiate his demise was to eliminate his greatest army, the umbrenix, all while marshaling ordinary troops to decimate his mundane forces.

“He is, by far, the greatest historical example of efficiently exploiting the power to steal life. If only he could have been confronted at the start, before his power grew to such heights, he might have been just another ambitious tyrant using that despicable power.” She turned as we walked so she could look directly into my eyes.

“That’s why I approve of what you’re doing, Gar. Now is the time to head off Aeyr’s rise in power. There are fewer great mages in the world, and I despair to think of what will happen when he shows himself openly with his full strength. That is something I have learned since traveling with you. I had not known of many of the things you told me about or that we have experienced.”

I stared at Dayra for a moment before my mouth raised in a grin. “Why, Dayra, that almost sounds like a compliment. For an ignorant and uneducated peasant like me, that’s quite a nice sentiment.”

Her expression dropped again, but this time I knew I had legitimately fucked up.

“I mean…”

“No, it’s fine. Granted, I am sparing with my praise. It’s a failing that I need to work on. If you have no further questions, we should focus on our travel and attempt to detect any dangers to us.”

“Yeah. Thanks for the information, and the insight.”

Lirien gave me an apologetic look as I sped up my pace to join Brin and Qamara ahead of me. Damn, and the conversation was going so well. I guess I learned something else: don’t joke about her “holier than thou” attitude.

I padded on silently for a while after that, wrapped up in my own thoughts. Dayra was smart and knowledgeable, no doubt. Her attitude about it could be easier to handle, but I could understand her taking pride in her abilities. I also recognized that it didn’t help that she was so damn beautiful and sexy, though she could minimize that by not wearing clothes that showed every curve and crevice. And what was the deal with those clothes anyway? How many sets of tiny tank tops and shorts did she have?

At the end there, she almost sounded like she respected me, or at least what I was doing. Almost like she would help. I sure hoped so, because I hadn’t forgotten the main goal she touched on. I needed to get to Aeyr. Dealing with his minions was important, but not the most important. We had to take down Aeyr before he got too powerful, but to do that, I needed to get through that door in the secret mountain fortress.

To do that, I’d need Dayra’s help. I’d almost asked her on several occasions, but decided as long as we were stuck in Teaphotria with her, there was always time for that later. We were coming up on the end of our traveling together, so I’d have to ask soon. If, as Brin and Qamara thought, the information on how to open the door was too esoteric for her to know outright, we should be able to find references in the library to help out.

I had faith in my team, even in myself, to do what we needed to do, but as smart as we were, we weren’t at Dayra’s level. Were we, in fact, not smart enough to pit ourselves against a demigod who had more than a millennium’s experience?

More than once since we’d been with the scholar, I’d felt like a lunkhead. She’d seemed to think that all I could do was to hit things. I had to admit that it might be true. I’d be the first one to agree that I was very good at hitting things, and even at not getting hit too much in return. But was that enough? You can’t stand up to someone that powerful if all you’ve got is a little skill at punching.

What we needed was powerful magic, even though that wasn’t the complete solution. I had a feeling that when it came down to it, our only chance was to outthink an enemy who had experienced much more than all of us combined. Going in with weapons flashing wasn’t going to cut it.

Shit.

I was rudely shaken out of my thoughts by Tawny and Keliana backtracking to get to us.

“We’ve got more people up ahead and to the right,” Tawny told me. “I saw eight or so, but there may be more. We need to decide if we’ll try to bypass them or fight.”


Chapter
Fifty-Two



“Can we get by them without being seen?” I asked Tawny.

She answered without hesitation. “Yes. There’s plenty of jungle to go around them.”

“Fine, let’s do that. If they found the other bodies, but this group reports that they haven’t seen us, it’ll make them think we’re heading in another direction.”

The jaguar girl nodded to me and started off without waiting for anyone. I traded looks with Keliana and she gave me an expression that had to be the epitome of the cat who’d gotten the canary. Or would get the jaguar. Or something.

As we went, Tawny paused and cocked her head occasionally, listening for something, or to something, tracking Lakeck’s people so we didn’t run into them. I was so glad we’d hired her, and that we kept her after stopping in Vowtoken.

Only a handful of minutes later, a noise that sounded like tree branches gnashing in the wind came from ahead of us. Tawny put a hand up to stop us, apparently not wanting to risk the customary verbal warning.

We all stood waiting. Whatever was ahead, it definitely wasn’t an umbrenix. Not making noise like that. Heavier crashing as it got closer, even some thumps like a tree falling. I didn’t have to wait long.

Three…things came crashing out of the foliage. Even then, it was hard to see them in the midst of all the other plants. Because they were made out of plants. More than anything, they looked like huge root balls with vines and tubers and hairy organic material coming out of their spherical bodies that allowed them to move. They traveled with a shambling gait, a dozen of the larger roots or branches acting like legs, with others serving as arms. In the center of the messy sphere, surrounded by small-leaved bushes and moss, were woody faces with huge maws containing dozens of long, sharp teeth that looked like hardened thorns some of the local trees sported. Above the mouth, two solid red glowing eyes surveyed the space in front of them.

Unfortunately, we were in that space.

“What the fuck are those things?” I said, wondering how fast the monsters moved. My wondering didn’t last long. One of them zipped out of the bushes and came at us. Luckily, or unluckily, I was the closest person.

I had to trust my friends to get out of the way, having no time to check their position. I pulled Kael’s sword off my back and commanded the weapon to grow to the size it had been when we found it. About as large as a zweihander sword, maybe a bit bigger.

The plant monster reached toward me with one of its snaky root tentacle things and I slashed with all my strength, bringing Kael’s sword down onto it. The blade cut all the way through and the monster screech-hissed at me. Then it sent another, thicker, tendril my way.

An arrow stuck in its wooden head, near its eye but not in it, and Tip shouted something that sounded a hell of a lot like “Gadzooks!” somewhere to the side of me. It had been a good try, but I didn’t know if even putting a shaft into those glowing orbs would damage it. I thought we might need to hack at it and cut its appendages off, then turn it into firewood.

And there were three of them.

I chopped at the new arm, but wasn’t able to carve all the way through it. As I slammed my sword down on it again, one of the rooty sections slithered across the ground and swept at my legs. I saw it just as it swung toward me and I jumped, but the monster’s control over its limb was good enough to adjust the attack so it hit my legs while I was in midair.

I slammed down hard on my side holding the sword away from me so I didn’t land on it. Two more appendages came toward me. No one had come to back me up, so I assumed they had their hands full with the other two monsters.

Just as the tendrils were about to strike me, the monster recoiled as a glinting piece of metal, flying end over end, punched into the side of the thing’s head. I rolled and scrambled to my feet, as the knife that had been thrown at the monster disappeared. Keliana, at the other end of the group, suddenly had her throwing knife in her hand again.

Thanks, Keli. I’ll show you how much I appreciate it later. If we survived until later.

With the monster distracted, I took a quick look around. Tip was peppering one with arrows, trying to hit the eyes but having trouble because of the erratic movement of its uneven “legs.” Cea was behind him, a good choice since her weapons needed her to be up close and personal. Brin cast lightning at the third one using her armlet while Sariel darted in to strike and then back out to allow the moonwisp to cast her spells. Lirien and Dayra were near Sariel, but hadn’t quite figured out the timing to work with the swordmaster. Tyra and Tawny weaved through it all, trying to attack the one Tip was irritating with his arrows. Qamara stood back, which I fully approved of.

“I have an idea,” Keliana said. “Tawny, help me piss these things off so they follow us.”

“Follow us where?”

“To something else they can fight.”

It took Tawny a few seconds to figure it out, about the same amount of time it took me to do so. Then the jaguar girl smiled, gripped her hand scythes more firmly, and charged.

“Tip,” I called out. “Go over by Tawny and Keli. Keep irritating the things with your arrows. Hit their eyes if you can. We want them to follow those two. When they do, peel off and get out of sight.”

The satyr, wiping his sweat-soaked face with his forearm, nodded. He said a few soft words to Cea and she moved off to get out of the way. Brin had figured out what we were up to, and she pelted one of the monsters with her water spikes while moving to stand behind Keli.

Sariel and I had the same idea, rushing in to slash at the monsters then running out of range again toward Keli and Tawny. Before too long, the glowing red eyes were shining a deeper and brighter red. The rooty tentacles slashed the air, trying to crush our bodies, but were wholly unsuccessful in doing so. They were fast, but not as fast as the Swordmaster and I were.

It took a couple of minutes, but we’d worked the monsters into a lather. Their long wooden teeth gnashed and their quivering tendrils shot out to try to crush whichever of us it could reach, but especially Tawny and Keli. The rest of us had faded out of the battle, leaving those two to harry the abominations.

Once all of us but the feline component of our group were off to the side, where Cea and Qamara had been already, our two brave cats turned and ran.

At first, the monsters stopped. I wasn’t sure how much they could think, but it seemed like they were debating going after them. Until Keli’s knife stuck between the eyes of one of them. It didn’t seem to matter that the blade disappeared back into the catgirl’s hand afterward. It was enough of a push to start the biggest of the three monsters chasing after her. The other two followed suit.

Be careful, I said in my mind so as not to draw the plant things’ attention.
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“Whose fucking idea was this?” Keliana hissed as she and Tawny ran away from the three scary plant monster-root-tentacle things that were chasing them. Tawny laughed, which immediately brought a smile to the assassin’s face. I guess it could be worse. At least the company is good.

The creatures were relatively fast, but well within the two feline beastkins’ capability to stay ahead of. It wasn’t a leisurely jog, but it was possible. How Keliana hated running!

A few minutes later, the catgirl assassin checked on her partner. “Are you sure you know where we’re going?”

“Of course. We’re almost there. Any time now.”

“It had better be soon. The one that’s lagging is losing interest. It’s going to go back to the others.”

“Throw your knife at it again.”

Keliana grumbled but did as Tawny suggested. Of course, the monster emitted one of its whistling screeches and sped up, but she was still ahead of the things.

Then, movement caught the her eye and she grinned through her heaving breaths. Two—no, three—of the scouts they’d seen earlier were suddenly there. They’d heard the two coming and, even as their eyes focused on the duo, drew their swords. Luckily, none of them had a ranged weapon.

Keli and Tawny ran between the surprised scouts, the first having to deflect an opportunistic sword strike as she passed one of them. Instantly, the monsters were among them, not bothering to stop as they ran the first one of the scouts down.

The rest of the group of Aeyr’s goons appeared, and some of them did have bows. Keli and Tawny juked and slid into a redirection, heading back the way they’d come from. The assassin slipped and almost fell, which would have been a fatal mistake with all the weapons and the monsters around, but Tawny kept her feet. Keliana wondered how it would be to have claws on her feet like the other woman. It would definitely help in climbing trees and running fast on slick, trampled plants.

An arrow zipped by Keli’s head and she pumped her arms and legs faster. Loud crashes came from where they’d just been and she slid to a stop, looking back briefly to see what the situation was. Tawny looped around and halted next to her.

“Let me teach you something Gar will teach you when he thinks about it. Which he probably will when we return. It’s called a high five.”

When they returned to the others at a brisk jog, their relief was palpable. Gar got to them first, crushing Keli in a hug, then doing the same to Tawny.

“I don’t like that plan,” he said. “Don’t ever do that shit again.”

Keli scoffed. “Aww, piss off. You know you would have done it if you had the speed and grace to do so. You’re just mad someone else put themselves in danger instead of you.”

Tawny held her hand up like Keli had taught her. Gar looked at it for a moment, then shifted his eyes to Keliana, then back to Tawny. With a grin, he slapped her palm then pulled her into another hug.

“Keli teach you that?”

“She did.”

“Nice. What else did she teach you?”

“Not much.”

“Well, we’re going to have to remedy that, aren’t we. Great job, you two. Are those monsters coming back?”

The jaguar girl shrugged. “It’s possible. They were all fighting when we left them. If I were to guess, I’d say that the people will be killed, but they’ll take one, maybe two, of those things with them. Even if what’s left comes after us, it’ll be injured and won’t prove too much of a threat.”

“Damn fine work. As to my earlier question, though, what the hell were those things?”

The humorous glint in Tawny’s eyes disappeared. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like them, though parts of them looked like a root terror. I think it’s like the other monsters we saw after we first met. Indigenous creatures that have mutated somehow.”

Gar glared at the jungle. “Great. This place isn’t bad enough without the corrupted magic making things worse? Come on, let’s get out of here. I want to be long gone before what’s left after the battle you kindly set up comes looking for us.”


Chapter
Fifty-Three



Dayra observed the reactions of the group when Keliana and Tawny returned from leading the monsters into the ranks of the soldiers searching for them. Gar hugged Keli, appearing to really have been worried about her. She could understand that. They’d been together for some time, traveling and facing dangers.

But he also hugged Tawny. Twice. Not only that, but they’d shared in some strange ritual that, by Gar’s words, was probably from his world, unknown to those in Valorae. She’d certainly never seen its like. Why would two people form a connection by striking each other?

The affection didn’t end there, though. One by one, they all hugged each other. Every single one of them. Even the satyr, the gremlin, and the furcan as well. To be more accurate, Rex did not hug them, but Keli hugged him and Tawny patted his head. One would have thought they’d given him his favorite treat the way he hopped, ran around in circles, and let loose with some of his hooting whistling noises. Even Lirien wrapped her arms around the catgirl assassin and, hesitantly, around Tawny as well.

If she was honest, it left her feeling a bit like an outsider. Which, of course, she was.

But her mind was on Gar. She’d made a habit of observing him as often as she could. Not just that, but analyzing his actions. He took command of situations in an instant, like he was born to do so, and was undoubtedly the strongest fighter of the group, yet when Keliana proposed that she had an idea, he immediately turned his attention to marshaling the others in support of it. Without even hearing the plan. He might have guessed at it, but it hadn’t been his.

What kind of commander would do such a thing? Was it because of his unshakeable trust in the others, his affection of them, or did he see competence where Dayra didn’t?

She’d always thought that the smartest person in a party should direct the others, of course she did, yet she hadn’t thought of a clever plan to take down those monsters. If she’d been in charge, how would she have reacted? Not as quickly and smoothly as Gar, she was certain.

Dayra looked over at the man as he bantered with Tawny. It was hard not to like him, even if he wasn’t as intellectually advanced as she preferred. But neither was he a simple warrior. He was good at combat, there was no doubt, but he’d said more than once in her hearing that he wished he didn’t have to kill. Such an enigma.

Her experiences had her doubting even her definition of intelligence. After all, no one could argue that Rex the furcan was a mental giant, even if he did seem smart for a simple animal. Yet he had found all four of the calibration points where Dayra and her luminar couldn’t. Was what Gar said before about difference types of intelligence being valuable true? She always thought that was something people who weren’t smart said to make themselves feel better.

Gar raised his voice to address everyone, but Dayra missed the first part of it, caught up in her musings. “Come on, let’s get out of here. I want to be long gone before what’s left after the battle you kindly set up comes looking for us.”

She got into step with the group as they followed Tawny. Lirien, next to Dayra, still had a smile on her face. Gar seemed to do that to people. She’d even developed a hidden smile now and then herself over the past week.

Back in motion, the scholar’s head swiveled around. She half expected either the people chasing them or those monsters they’d led off to come back to attack, but as time and distance passed, it didn’t happen. They found a spot at the end of the day and set up camp to rest yet again before they could continue.

“How much farther until we get there?” she asked Tawny as they ate their dinner. She hated how it made her sound like an impatient child.

“Depending on exactly which path we take, it’s still another twenty-five or thirty miles. That could be two days or three, again depending on terrain.”

“Can we make it shorter or at least get there more quickly?”

Tawny looked at her in a way Dayra didn’t like at all. The type of look one would give to someone simple, not understanding the barest hint of what was being discussed. She tamped down her anger. The nerve!

“Dayra, we’re traveling through the jungle. There are beasts and monsters, rivers and ravines, as well as other features that could greatly affect how much time and effort it takes to get to where we want to go. I haven’t traveled extensively in this area, but even what I do know might be obsolete. Things change in the jungle, as you well know. A new herd of some type of animal or a new pack of predators might have taken new territory. That alone could cost us a day as we either skirt the danger or battle our way through it. That estimate is the best I can do. I know you’re anxious, but unless we start traveling at night, I don’t think we’ll get there sooner.”

As Dayra opened her mouth to say they could travel at night, Gar’s voice from her side preempted her.

“No. We’re not traveling at night unless we’re in so much danger it’s necessary. Tawny has told us several times how hazardous it is to do so and I believe her. She’s the expert on the jungle, no matter how many books someone has read on the subject.”

Dayra grumbled, but let it be. She hadn’t really wanted to travel at night, anyway.

They’d barely started out the next morning when Tawny stopped them again. She put her head together with Gar and spoke so softly the scholar couldn’t hear what she said, but Gar’s response was clear.

“Shit.” He turned to the others and beckoned them closer. “We’re being followed. Tawny went and checked behind us and we’re being tracked by more than twenty of what we assume are Lakeck’s people. I’d rather not fight them in a straight-up face-to-face confrontation. I’m sure we can take them, but most likely not without injury and they may have other troops behind them. The only thing I can think of is that they got tipped off, either by survivors of the fight against those plant monsters or because they found the bodies and ended up locating our trail.

“So, if anyone has any bright ideas, let me know. All I can think of is to stay ahead of them, but that’s not the best of strategies. Especially if they’ve already sent other troops around to cut us off. It’s what I would do.”

No one had any better ideas. Disappointment stabbed at Dayra. She should have read more about battle strategy and war. Then she could have given him a suggestion that made him so proud of her that he hugged her, too. Like he’d done with the catgirls.

Her breath froze in her lungs. Where the hells did that come from?

“Okay,” Gar said. “It looks like we run. Well, walk fast. We can’t very well jog for three days. We do need to pick up the pace a little, and keep an eye out for any soldiers. Not just from behind, but also from those trying to flank us.”

They started off, Tawny keeping them at a rapid clip. She and Keliana switched off scouting around them for more attackers, though Tawny did it more extensively. Keli could move silently and knew how to be invisible, but there were still dangers in the jungle she wouldn’t recognize, like the toxic insects or carnivorous plants.

An hour after they’d set out, Tip, who had been bringing up the rear, strode more quickly to pass Lirien and Dayra so he and Cea could approach Gar.

“Hey, boss. I just ‘remembered’ something. It’s one of those floating memory things. I’m not sure if I just received it or if I already had it but didn’t know until right now.”

“Is it an umbrenix thing?”

“Nah. There’s a place somewhere in line with where we’re traveling. Ruins of a city. It’s called Verastusia. I’m not sure if that’s where the library is, but I thought I’d mention it. In case it was helpful.”

Tawny heard the satyr. “Did you say Verastusia?”

“Yeah. Do you know it?”

“I do. There are ruins there. Fairly extensive ones. I went there once, spent a week exploring.”

“Did you see the big round building in the center?”

“Yes. What’s left of it.”

“The pyramid-looking structure on the east side of the main gate? The compound of single-story buildings that have the tunnels underneath them leading to the catacombs?”

“I…”

“Catacombs?” Gar said. “There are catacombs?”

Tip shrugged. “Don’t know, boss. I can picture the city in my head, but it’s not ruined. I don’t know where the hell that memory came from. Has it been floating around for centuries?”

“Focus, Tip. You can see the place? You know it?”

“Yeah, I could find a restaurant or a place to take a sh…umm, to relieve oneself.” He gave an embarrassed look to Cea, who giggled.

Gar mumbled to himself, putting his hand in his hair and pulling on it absently. He let out a sigh.

“Okay, guys. New plan. Tawny, you can lead us there?”

“I believe so. I think I know where we’re at. We can probably make it to the outskirts in three, maybe four hours.”

“Do it. Here’s the thing. We have people following us as we head to the super-secret location of the library. Even if we can stay ahead of them, even if we can keep from being flanked, we can’t very well lead them to the library. If we do, we’ll have to stay there and try to protect it from not only those following us, but all of Aeyr’s minions that come to take it.

“Aeyr sent the Searcher to kill Dayra so no one will find it. Something in that library scares him. Some knowledge of how he can be defeated, maybe?”

Dayra got caught up in Gar’s excited tone. “Maybe he’s looking for knowledge that he can use.”

“No. Eldrin—the Searcher—said more than once that his job was to kill anyone trying to find certain archaeological treasures. He was always meant to keep any of them from being found, not to find them himself. Sure, Aeyr will be more than happy to destroy whatever might be in there, but keeping it hidden is good enough for him.

“The point is, we can’t let them follow us. We either have to evade them completely, go away for a time, and then go back when we’re sure that no one is following us, or we…”

“Or we have to kill every last one of those bastards to make sure they not only can’t follow, but that they can’t find out even remotely where the library is,” Tip finished for him.

“Yeah. So my plan is simply this. Let’s lead them to the ruins, prepare for them, and wipe out every last one of them. None survive, or they might run back to their bosses and tell them where we are or, more importantly, where the library is, once we get there.”

Dayra stared at Gar. “Pardon me, but my understanding from previous conversations is that there are well over one hundred followers of that Ruviel fellow.”

“If we’re lucky,” Gar said, without a hint of humor.

“Better to call it two hundred and be safe,” Tyra put in.

Dayra’s eyes went unfocused for a moment. “Two hundred? Two hundred people?”

“Well, there’s bound to be some umbrenix in there, too.” This time it was Keliana who spoke.

Were all these people crazy? “Two hundred people, some shadow monsters, and the two leaders?”

“You don’t have to worry about Eldrin,” Lirien said, joining in the discussion. “I’ll take care of him. Lakeck, though, he’s got Gar written all over him.”

Gar winked at Lirien and she beamed back at him. Even you, Lirien?

“So, to be clear, your plan is to hole up in some ruins and attack well over two hundred enemies and monsters, killing every one of them?”

Gar nodded, though he gave her a confused look. “That about sums it up. We killed almost that many a couple of months ago, over in Olliaran, and we didn’t even have Cea, you, or Tawny. It’ll be fine.”

Just as she had been convincing herself that Gar, and even Tip with his new information on the ruins, might not be as addled as she thought, they did this. She needed to forget all the favorable things she had convinced herself about Gar and his friends. They were clearly mad and would soon get her killed.

Yet, it only took a few minutes for her to nod along with the rest of them and agree there wasn’t any other real option but to flee and try to come back at a later time. It looked like she was going to join whatever association they all belonged to that required one to be insane.
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After giving us directions to Verastusia, Tawny only led us intermittently. She and Keliana worked to keep track of our pursuers and we adjusted our course whenever the jaguar girl came back from scouting them.

“It’s going to be a close thing,” she said. “Three separate groups are trailing us. I haven’t seen any sign that there are more ahead, but like you said, the wise thing would be to flank us and come back around to trap us between the different groups. I assume they’re doing that, so the only question is if we can make it to the ruins before they catch us.”

We pulled out all the stops and fairly ran toward the ruins. Tawny came back bleeding, wordlessly taking her position up front again.

“Brin,” I said. “Can you heal whatever is making her bleed like that?”

“Of course.”

The moonwisp and I sped up to catch the jaguar girl and as Brin healed her, I asked the obvious question.

“Tawny, what happened? Are you all right?”

“I’m…ooh, thank you Brin. The feeling of that magical healing; could get used to that. As for your question, Gar, I engaged with a few of the closer groups, killed a couple of them, and fled away from our actual course. About now, they’ll have realized I diverted and they’ll be running into another bunch of the Weaponsmaster’s soldiers. If we’re lucky, they’ll kill each other before they realize they’re on the same side.”

“Good job, but please, don’t risk yourself like that again. If you get killed, who am I going to pay your fee to?”

The beastkin woman showed me her teeth but didn’t answer.

“We’re here,” Tip said not too long after. He was striding alongside me. “There’s where the wall was. If we go around to the right, we’ll find what was the main gate, and then I can lead us to the catacombs from there.”

“Awesome.” I put up a fist and he bumped it. Tawny watched us carefully. I wasn’t sure if Keliana’s tutelage included that little ritual, but it wasn’t too hard to figure it out when it happened in front of her. I put up my fist toward the jaguar girl and she touched hers to it similarly, chuckling.

As we neared an obvious break in the foliage, a pig-sized shaped dropped out of the trees into the midst of us. I shoved Tip hard enough that he left his feet and crashed to the jungle floor. More importantly, though, the falling thing didn’t smash the satyr.

A massive hairy leg slammed to the ground next to me and I slashed out at it with my sword out of reflex. The weapon vibrated like I’d struck hardwood, but the hiss prompted by the attack told me at least I caused some pain, if not damaged the thing.

I backstepped to get a little distance and it finally registered what was next to me. Big, bulbous body, eight legs, a head with compound eyes, and two chelicerae with a fang extended from each turned toward me.

“Don’t let it bite you,” Tawny screamed, as if I’d been planning to do so. “They’re highly venomous.”

“Of course.” I swung my blade at it again and it hissed and skittered back out of range. “Why would it not be. This fucking place…”

Sariel was there in an instant, slashing at the other side. Dayra, staff in her hands, joined the fun, bashing at one of the legs and expertly dodging the swing of another one.

Tip feathered the thing with arrows, some going into its eyes. I wasn’t sure if it worked the same on my world, but even direct hits didn’t seem to faze it, like it could lose a few of the many eyes it had and could still see. That sent a shiver through my body, ice on the bare skin of my back. Creepy-ass spiders.

With most of us attacking the monster at the same time—those with shorter weapons stood back to let us do our work—we took the monster down quickly without anyone being bitten. There was something to be said for numbers.

“Deathspinner,” Tawny said after the twitching stopped and the mammoth arachnid curled up in the international sign for “fucked up spider.”

A faint sound from where we’d been heading caught my attention and I started toward it. I cleared the vegetation with swipes from my sword and could see the path that no doubt sat upon the ancient roadway.

The place was littered with bodies. Some had webbing on them, like something had started to wrap them up in silk, whereas others lay on the ground bleeding, their wounds necrotic and dark with dead flesh.

Then I spotted one that wasn’t horribly injured. In fact, it was moving, trying to curl up as two more of the spiders stalked it. I sprinted toward the prone person. Need to get there before they bite him…

I grew my sword out longer as I ran, already swinging before I even reached the first deathspinner. The two were so focused on their prey, they didn’t see me until the last second. I brought the sword down with as much power as I could generate, harnessing my momentum for the task.

My blade cut into the body of the spider, allowing the thick, yellowish fluid to leak out. I tore the sword out and rolled, avoiding the gnashing fangs of the other arachnid and coming to my feet on the other side of the injured one.

The uninjured spider shifted back and forth. I could almost see its little mind working, trying to figure out the best way to get to me. When it turned toward the person on the ground, I knew what it had decided. Right at about the same time its injured buddy skittered around to take its anger out on me.

I parried one of the injured spider’s fangs. The sound of it striking the sword was almost as pure a ring as two blades meeting. What the hell is that thing made of? Stone? Ivory? I converted the motion from my defense into a fast upward slash, cutting into its leg but not doing a significant amount of damage.

Meanwhile the uninjured monster was almost in range of the person curled up on the ground. I was about to do something crazy, like trying to vault over the spider in front of me, but as I crouched to leap, the other one’s body shook several times, like a boxer had punched it with a string of fast and powerful jabs.

I recognized that reaction and shifted my vision just enough to see Brin nearby, her hand only now coming down from where it had been pointing toward the spider.

“Thank you,” I called out to her. Those water spikes were great for distracting enemies, even if they didn’t do a great deal of damage.

Tyra and Keliana charged the other spider, allowing me to focus on the one I’d injured. It still leaked hemolyph, deadening at least two legs near the wound. I must have cut into the hydraulic system of the thing. Good. Now to finish it off.

One on one, the overgrown bug didn’t stand a chance. I parried, actually cut off one of its fangs, then worked at a couple of the legs. It was taking a long time, the appendages having a chitin exoskeleton on them, so I whacked at it, maneuvering it around until it lunged at me. Batting the remaining fang aside, I rammed my sword into its face, dead center of one cluster of eyes. With the force of the thrust, the arachnid started shuddering. I’d seen enough spiders die to know that meant it was done. All I needed to do was to stay out of its way until it settled down and went still.

I turned to look for the person on the ground just in time to see Keliana punch one of her ring daggers into the other spider’s head while Sariel landed a powerful downward chop that almost cut the damn monster in half. I finally took in the rest of the area, where several more spiders lay dead or dying in the trampled down space. My companions were spread about, having just finished their opponents as well.

“Anyone get bitten?” I asked.

“It hit me pretty hard with its leg,” Tyra said, “but no bite. I hit it back. Harder.” She grinned at me.

“Okay, good.” I knelt next to the person, still trembling and in a tight fetal position. “As for you, my friend, you can get up now. It’s over. You weren’t bitten, right?”

The man uncurled, looking around frantically. Every time his eyes rested upon a spider, he jerked. “N-n-no. I’m unharmed. Thank you for your…” He stared at me, then rubbed his eyes. “Kael?”

Tyra barked a laugh.

“No. I just kind of look like him. My name’s Gar. Come on, up with you.” I put my hand out and, after a moment, he took it and let me pull him to his feet. “What’s your name?”

He stood up a little straighter and cleared his throat. “I am Badri Fervols, formerly the town administrator for Iloastriel.”

The man waited for a reaction, but I was the wrong one for him to expect that from. Not only did I not know of that town, but I wasn’t even sure what a town administrator did. Honestly, I didn’t even think about it. I was too busy looking the man over.

Standing a bit taller than Tip, maybe slightly over five feet tall, he had hair unlike any I’d seen. It was a brindle color, a mix of lighter colored hair, but with darker brown streaks. At first, I thought his ears were human, even though I’d seen a long, slender tail on him, but on second look I realized his ears weren’t human lobes but almost paper thin flaps that barely stuck out from the sides of his head, a color like dark chocolate.

A…meerkat beastkin?

“You know,” he said. “Iloastriel. Southeastern Olliaran?”

“Nope, sorry.”

“It is at the edge of the dark elves’ territory, straddling the main road in that part of Olliaran A fair-sized community,” Brin added helpfullly.

“Are you on a field trip, Badri?” I asked. “Are you an amateur archaeologist or something?”

“No, nothing like that. I was asked to join the expedition by my brother.” He looked toward one of the bodies and shivered. “He thought my expertise at administration would be helpful. To attain the position, I learned about all forms of historical methods of maintaining the smooth functioning of a city’s government. The way he explained it to me is that I should have been able to tell him where the most important parts of the ruined city were. But now I’m the only one left. I never should have left my home.”

“I can understand that.” I looked back the way we’d come. “I’m sorry for your loss, Badri, but we’re kind of in the middle of something right now. We’re heading into the ruined city. You can leave if you want, but I have to tell you that a lot of bad people are coming after us and they’ll be here in a few minutes. They’re not the helping type. So, you can go or you can stay with us, but you have to choose soon or it’ll be too late. We need to go find a place to hide.”

The meerkat man cast another glance at his brother, then the other bodies nearby, and finally at the spiders. “I will go with you.”
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Tip took the lead, striding unerringly toward the promised building with the catacombs underneath. Twenty minutes later, he darted into a place that seemed like a pile of rubble. The roof had collapsed decades or centuries ago, and the vegetation had reclaimed much of the area and snaked through door and window openings. I eyed the shape—I couldn’t bring myself to call it a ‘structure,’ even in my mind—warily. It looked to me like the vines were holding the thing together, but that it could collapse at any time, without provocation.

But the satyr didn’t even pause, slipping into the darkened recesses. I shrugged and entered after to find him fiddling with one wall. He nodded, mumbling to himself as Cea watched him from nearby.

“Gar, can you help me?” he asked.

“Sure. What do you need?”

“We need to clear this area here.”

I eyed him suspiciously. “This better not be you playing a practical joke. We don’t have much time.”

“Dude! I’d never do that with so much at stake. I found the release, but now we need to find the door. It should be about here.” He pointed to a floor covered with scattered pieces of stone, a large quantity of dirt, and even some plants growing out from it.

I got to work, helping him clean the area. It didn’t actually take that long, but every minute was crucial. I thought I heard voices a couple of times, far enough that there wasn’t a chance of them seeing us, yet, but it was still unnerving. We did not want to fight for our lives in the rickety remains of the building we were currently in. The whole damn thing would collapse if we did.

“There,” Tip said once we had it cleared. The floor of the room was stone, something I never would have guessed with plants actually growing in the soil sitting on top of it. “We need to pry it open. Can you use the sword as a crowbar?”

I had to stop to stare at him. “Are you out of your mind? This is an ancient heirloom, a sword the Kael Serus fought with. I’m not going to try to pry up stone with it and break it.”

“Come on, Gar. I thought you said those magical materials were indestructible.”

“Nope. Not happening. I know what I can do, though.” I pulled out my triple stick and fused the sections into a staff, then manipulated the wood to form a flat blade like a prybar. “If the materials are truly damage-proof, we’ll find out. If not, I should still be able to repair the damage by smoothing out the wood. I don’t want to risk Justice for this.

Wedging the tool into every crack Tip pointed to, I finally felt something move after the eighth try. A little experimentation and liberal use of force had a section of the floor come up, pivoting on some unseen hinges.

“That’s it,” he said. “Now, everyone, down into the hole.”

Without being asked, Brin tossed a ball of light down into the opening, surprising me as it bounced down a set of stairs. At least we didn’t have to climb down a ladder or anything. We filed down one at a time, Tip first and me last. Once we were gathered in a room that was too small for all of us to be comfortable, Tip hit a lever and trapdoor lowered slowly, then sealed with a thud.

No one spoke. It was silent as a tomb in there. I regretted those words as I thought them.

“Tip?”

“Yeah, man?”

“This is what you’ve got for us. A hole to literally stand around in?”

“Oh. Oh, no. Sorry. I was feeling a little impressed with myself that I found it. Come on, it’s this way. There’s a whole complex down here. As long as they’re not all collapsed, we should be golden.”

As it turned out, the tunnel system was in remarkably good condition. A few roots poked through until we got into even lower sections, and any collapses we saw were only partial.

“Not sure what the condition is of the ground level, so we might have to search for good entrances to use, but we’ve got plenty of room.”

Twenty minutes later, we hit the jackpot: a large room with a viable entrance in one side of it. We finally set our packs down and settled in to rest for a little while. All except Keli.

“I’ll go scope out the place and see if there are any other people around,” the catgirl said. She put her hand up as our jaguar girl guide started for the door as well. “No Tawny, you stay here and get some rest. With you going back and forth, you traveled twice as much as the rest of us, and you engaged in combat as well. I’m meant for this kind of job, sneaking through a ruined city.”

Tawny shrugged. “Fine. Don’t stay out too long, though, and be careful. Most of the surface is covered in jungle, so there will be monsters and beasts, too.”

Keli gave her a little salute, blew me a kiss, and left through the entrance.

The change from running for our lives to sitting around bored in—as far as we knew—a safe and secure location left me feeling a bit rudderless. Until Keli came back to tell us about the situation on the surface, there wasn’t much to do but eat, talk, and take naps.

“So, Badri,” I said, addressing the meerkat man, “What exactly does a town administrator do, and did you say you’re the former town administrator?”

“Yes, well, it’s hard work, but not incredibly complex. As a town administrator, I control all aspects of the town’s operation. Regardless of the actual leadership of the community, whether it be a mayor, a king, a council, or a larger form of self-governance, there are logistical and financial concerns. The direction of expansion, plans for the future, civil services, taxes, disbursements, all these and more are under the administrator’s purview. Basically, the decisions are made by the governing person or body, but the work to turn those decisions into a practical reality belongs to the administrator.

“So, it’s like the leader is the mouth and you’re the body,” Tip said.

“Yes, you could say that. Thank you for not saying the leader is the brain. From my experience, I have not found that to be the case in a majority of communities.”

I laughed. I liked this guy. In a nutshell, he was the one who got shit done. “Why are you the former town administrator?”

The little man’s mouth twisted into a grimace. “Iloastriel is a typical vanesi town. Several powerful families vie for supremacy. The one currently with the most power places their own family members in positions of leadership. I served through four different families, six different switches in leadership. Each time, they chose to retain my services because I did a good job.

“The current family head, however, decided to award that position to his son. Without employment, I had no reason to stay in the town. I left, spending my first months visiting family I hadn’t seen for years. That was when my brother George asked me to join him on this expedition.”

Tip laughed and when I looked over to see what his deal was now, he started “singing.”

“Bum-bum, bum-bum-bedum-bum, bum, bum...” He even mimed playing bongos. I glared at him, so he wrapped it up. “Watch out for that tree!” I laughed internally, but I wasn’t about to do that aloud. The George of the Jungle song Tip was singing about was the dude’s dead brother. I dragged a finger across my throat and Tip settled down with a soft, “Sorry.”

Badri stared at Tip for a moment, then continued, shaking his head. “Someone was offering very generous bounties to find artifacts in Olliaran, here in Teaphotria, and even in Sauvaxera, I think. George thought we were going to find something that would yield us more money than we ever thought possible. He has done work for archaeologists in the past, and three in our team were explorers. We hadn’t counted on those spiders, though. They attacked so quickly. If you hadn’t come when you did, I’d be there with the rest of them, dead to feed those monsters.”

“Sorry again about your brother and friends. If we’d known, we’d have tried to get there earlier.”

“I appreciate you saving me. I owe you all my life.”

“Happy to help. What do you plan on doing? You probably don’t want to stay around us. It can be dangerous.”

“I don’t know. The road we came in on wasn’t too bad. It leads to the main road, which I understand is safe enough. I guess I will go back to the main road and then work my way back toward the Traisel Commonwealth, where my family lives. I need to tell them about George.”

I had some ideas about that, but before I expressed them, Keliana returned.

“They’re here. I saw at least a hundred total, probably more than a hundred fifty. They’re making camp in a large open area near what’s left of a big round building.”

“That’s the city’s center,” Tip said. “Which direction are we from there? I lost track in all the tunnels.”

“We’re on the northern edge of the city. I went north and the signs of ruined buildings disappeared quickly. It’s a good position to launch small raids. I assume we’re going to launch raids?” She looked right at me as she said it.

I returned her gaze. “That’s the plan. If they think we’re still here and are going to search the place, it’ll be like Olliaran all over again. You know, when the Searcher had us trapped in that underground city. Do you think he’ll remember that and try to keep us from doing the same thing?”

Lierin scoffed. “He might try, but he’s no strategist. He may or may not tell the other guy. Lakeck?”

“Yeah, the so-called Weaponsmaster. You think he won’t tell Lakeck?”

“It would be admitting that he was spanked like an unruly child. More than a hundred soldiers and a bunch of umbrenix, with us literally trapped underground, and then he lost anyway? He won’t want anyone else to know that.”

“Ha! His pride may kill him after all.”

“No, Gar.” Her eyes turned hard. “I will kill him. His pride will just make it easier.”

“Good enough.” I looked at my watch and Lirien did the same with hers out of habit. “Five or six hours until dark? Let’s eat, get some rest, and set up a schedule for our little attacks. Small groups, taking out a few of them at a time, then disappearing again. We’ll whittle them down, reacting to what they try to do to stop us.

“Only those comfortable with ambushing and killing Aeyr’s minions will need to fight. I won’t force anyone to do so. The rest of us can stay here until we’re ready either to move on what’s left or we decide to leave.”

Tip raised his hand. I laughed and pointed to him, thought he might be volunteering to stay in the safe area.

“I’m not great at moving silently, especially on stone. My hooves make too much noise.”

“You’re good. This won’t be super silent and unseen assassin stuff. At first, I figure they’ll be using small patrols because they have such a big area to cover. They’ll move to larger groups, especially after we start killing them, but still, it’ll be more about attacking from hidden positions and less about stalking.

“There’s one more thing. As soon as we’re sure there’s an opening, Badri, I need you to leave us.”

“I…of course.” His head dropped and he let out a little sigh.

“Don’t worry. I’m not banishing you to try and survive on your own. Tawny, I would like you to help him, take him safely out of here and to Vowtoken. I’ll give you the money we promised you before you leave.”

The jaguar girl ‘s big ice blue eyes locked onto me. “You want me to leave you?”

“I don’t, but it’s the sensible move. Badri might not be able to make it on his own, and I don’t want to drag him into this thing. It’s too dangerous. It’s also not your fight. I told you I needed a guide, and you’ve done an excellent job of performing the job. You’ve even faced danger with us. This is too much, though. Us against an army? I won’t ask you to stand with us against so many.”

“What if I choose to stand with you?”

“Then you have my sincere appreciation and it only reinforces the type of person you are. The type I won’t be responsible for bringing into a war with a demigod.”

She turned her gaze on Dayra and I knew what she was going to say.

“No. Don’t say it. Where we go, it’s because of Dayra. For Dayra. Our job this whole time was to protect her and bring her safely to the library. I’d rather not have her stuck in the middle of this, either, but it wasn’t my choice. The Searcher and her quest to find the library dragged her into it.

“Please, Tawny. If it weren’t for helping Badri, I wouldn’t push you away, but I am glad that we can do two good things at the same time this way. Protect him and also not pull you into a war. After we’re done with this thing, we’ll stop by and say hello on our way out of Teaphotria. You’re too good a friend for us to say goodbye to for good.”

Finally, she displayed one of those impossible smiles on her feline face, even if just a little one. “You better, or I’ll hunt you down myself.”
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Icame back to our little base of operations with Sariel, Tip, and Brin in tow. Our clothes were getting ripe with our recent activity. There were plenty of water sources around, so drinking wasn’t a problem, but we couldn’t take the risk to bathe in the streams and rivers, lest one of the patrols find us.

“Six more,” I said, and Dayra added it to the tally. She’d kindly offered to record our kills so we would know how many of the total soldiers we’d taken out.

“Seventy-eight,” she said back to me.

“That’s all?”

“Yes.”

We’d been at it for almost a week, sneaking around when the sun was down, ambushing patrols. The one we’d just taken out was small. A couple of days ago, they started sending out bigger groups. It was about time for us to stop going out in two teams and combine them into one larger group. I was just happy we’d gone to Vowtoken to get more supplies. Hunting while carrying on guerilla warfare would have been tough.

I knew we could take out two or three times as many of Lakeck’s people as our number, but there was always a chance that we wouldn’t kill them fast enough and one could escape to get help, or even simply shout for assistance.

Keli, Tyra, Lirien, and Cea returned right after us, the catgirl saying her number as she entered the room.

“Seven.”

“Really?” Tip asked. “We only got six.”

Cea did a little dance that reminded me of ones I’d seen Tip perform. She pointed both index fingers at him as she did it, giggling. Tip broke into a wide grin and put his arms wide. The gremlin woman took him up on the invitation and they hugged each other.

“I’m glad you got back safe,” he whispered into her hair.

“I got three by myself,” she said back, laughing.

Keliana watched the two for a moment, a smile on her face. “We’re going to have to come up with something else soon. Have you noticed how their patrols are narrowing in on this area?”

I went to run my fingers through my hair but remembered that I’d done that earlier and my hand came back bloody from what had been splashed onto my head. I dropped my hand to my side. “Yeah, I’ve noticed. We probably have to move to phase two. We need to lead them on a merry chase, carving numbers off them as we go.”

The thought of it made me second-guess sending Tawny away. Keliana was just as good—better, in fact—at ambushing enemies, but the jaguar girl knew the jungle. Knew this jungle. It had been three days since our guide and the meerkat man had left. I hoped they were all right. They should be in Vowtoken by now, or pretty damn close. It wouldn’t have taken them more than half a day or so to get to the main road and then travel would have been easy and fast. If no one intercepted them on their way.

I realized that Keli had been talking, but I’d missed most of what she said. “I’m sorry, what?”

“I was saying that there are—how many have we killed now, Dayra?”

“Eighty-five, and four umbrenix,” the scholar said.

“Right. I’m still concerned by how few umbrenix we’ve seen. There have to be more. Are they keeping them in reserve? Anyway, there are at least sixty more lackeys, plus the two leaders and who knows how many of the shadows. At what point are we going to stop sniping them and take the remnants on face-to-face?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “That’s a very un-assassin-like thing to say. Do we even need to do that? If I could get a bunch of bows and crossbows with a gallon of poison, I’d say we should all sit in trees and kill them from a distance. I don’t care about honorable combat. They need to be exterminated and then we can go on to do what we came here for.”

“We came here to protect Dayra,” Lirien reminded me.

“Yeah, but that quickly turned into helping her to find her library. Anyway, we don’t have enough bows or crossbows for all ten of us. I’m seriously rethinking not taking the weapons of the ones we kill, even if it would put us more at risk to take the time to do it. What do the rest of you think of this? We bring the number of people down to fifty and then we go onto phase two?”

“That is reasonable,” Sariel said.

Brin nodded. “Agreed.”

The rest gave non-verbal grunts of affirmation, except Tip and Cea, who both gave me double thumbs-ups. Even Dayra gave a confirming nod.

“Good. Let’s get some rest and get back out there for a few hours before daybreak. We could be leaving our little hidey hole tomorrow.”

“It’s about damn time,” Tip said. “It stinks in here.”

I snorted. “Yeah, well, baths after we take out Aeyr’s minions. Okay?”

“You da boss, mang.”

We took the chance to get a little over three hours of sleep before we geared up to go out again. As I headed out the entrance with Brin, Tyra, and Lirien, Qamara caught my sleeve. Keli, Sariel, Tip, Cea, and Dayra were already outside. Rex would stay with Qamara to keep her company.

“Gar, please be careful. I have a sensation of impending tragedy. I don’t know if it is for the immediate future or something further ahead, but I am uneasy. Not a vision, only a feeling for which I can provide no information.”

I kissed the prophetess. “I will. You stay safe, too. When we get back, we’re going to change our strategy, so be ready to move.”

Joining the others outside the entrance, I couldn’t help but feel a little of Qamara’s anxiety. Whether from her words or some intuition of my own, I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of going ahead with our plan. We should be able to take on fifty with leading them into ambushes, but they’d caught on to our current hit-and-run strategy.

Brin, of course, noticed right away. She knew me so well. “What troubles you, Gar?”

“I don’t know. Qamara just told me she has a bad feeling but doesn’t know if it’s for this moment or in the future. No vision, just her senses.”

“We will change how we do things after tonight’s activities,” she said. “Instead of going out to eliminate the last few to get us to the desired number, we can rest some more and continue with our plans without trying to reduce their number immediately.”

Everyone else looked to me silently. I knew they’d abide by whatever decision I made.

“No, let’s go ahead according to plan. If we can take out another dozen of them or so, it’ll make what we do next easier. Just…be careful, okay?” Turning to Keli and Sariel’s group, I forced a smile. “Meet you back here in an hour or two?”

Sariel gave me a thumbs-up. We separated to go hunting more of Lakeck’s minions.

I glanced upward and found the moon immediately. It wasn’t full, but I’d say it was three-quarters. With no background light at all, it was hard to look at directly and it provided quite a bit of illumination. Perfect for our work.

My group found a patrol half an hour later. It consisted of seven of the typical troops we’d been facing, a mix of beastkin and humans. We’d encountered some elves as well in our fights with the soldiers chasing us, but they were few and far between. I wasn’t sure if that was because they were in higher positions in the group and didn’t go on patrol or if there was another reason. Regardless, we surprised the patrol and slaughtered them with only a few minor injuries to ourselves. Those, Brin easily took care of with her Soothe spell.

We had talked about how the umbrenix hadn’t shown much of themselves in the time we’d been in the ruined city. It kind of felt like a trap. My other companions didn’t seem to be worried, explaining that Lakeck might not have had many and kept them close to him. It could be true, but like with spiders, I was more comfortable when I could see the shadows instead of constantly wondering where they were.

I checked my watch at the exact same time Lirien did with the watch I’d given her. We traded smiles. Having nearly identical watches gave us another little happy connection. Even if the reason it was possible was because of what happened to Lucas.

“Should we try for another or head back?” I asked the women. “I’m thinking of calling it a night.”

“Yeah,” Tyra said. “If the others found a group the same size, we’re under the fifty we’re trying to get to. As far as we know.”

I didn’t need any convincing and the other two seemed fine with the decision, so we returned to our hiding place to find only Qamara and Rex there. The relief on her face made a weight I hadn’t known was sitting on my chest lighten. I scratched Rex on the head, but he barely paid attention to me, his gaze on the entrance. I wondered if his senses could locate Tip through walls and over large distances.

“He’ll be back soon, Rex,” I told the furcan. “Don’t worry.”

As the minutes dragged on to an hour, I started to worry a little bit, despite what I’d told Rex. I told myself they’d probably found two patrols and were making sure they came back with more kills than us so they could claim success in our little informal contest. They were all skilled warriors and Keli was as good as they came in stealthy ambushes. There was no reason to worry.

“You’re worried,” Brin said to me.

“They should have been back by now, right? What if they encountered the Weaponsmaster himself? I haven’t seen him fight, but he looked like he was pretty badass. Or maybe a really big group, like twenty or thirty…”

She put her hand on mine. “Worrying will do no good. It will not aid them in whatever situation they are in, and it will not cause them to arrive sooner. Do not react to information you do not have yet.”

I chuckled at that. I knew what she was talking about, had said almost those same words both to myself and to others. Still, they didn’t completely allay my fears.

Until Tip burst in through the secret door, breathing heavily. He stood aside for Cea. Then the others—all of them sporting new blood stains—followed, darting inside and closing the portal.

“Umbrenix,” Keli said. “We need to get out of here. There are some of the shadows and a lot of soldiers on our heels.”

We’d planned for a quick escape, making sure all our gear was in our packs so all we had to do was to pick them up and head out. We did that now, Tip leading the way through the tunnels. Brin came second, providing the light we needed to navigate. It didn’t take us long to get to the door we’d originally entered the catacombs through.

Rex, his claws scratching at the stone floor as we hurried, squawked. He turned abruptly, darting through our legs to go back to where we’d come from. I wasn’t sure what was happening at first, but when he stopped, he adopted his guard posture, feet spread and the ruff on top of his head sticking up straight.

Oh, shit. “Brin! Check behind us, please.”

She whirled, throwing herself against the wall and facing back toward Rex. “One, two.” A flick of her hand threw a ball of light past me, past Rex, to illuminate the tunnel behind us. Two shadows, caught out in the bright light, shrank in on themselves and paused. Then they took off, no doubt to go report or get reinforcements. Even the newer generation of umbrenix usually chose to fight rather than flee, even if they were outnumbered and outmatched. These must have had specific orders.

An arrow thumped into the slowest one, but it was in the middle of its back. Another followed, punching through the hollow of its knee. That was enough to slow it down so I could rush it and finish it off.

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit,” I spat. “The other one got away. It knows where we are, and about the tunnels. I’m afraid our plans have been moved up. And changed. We need to run. Now.”


Chapter
Fifty-Seven



We all but exploded out of the secret door into the mostly crumbled building where we first entered the catacombs. Unless the umbrenix could communicate over distances, something we still hadn’t figured out, there was no way any of our enemies would be waiting for us. That was good, at least.

“Damn it,” I snarled. “I really wish we had Tawny with us right now. Ideas on which way to go?”

“Away from the bad guys,” Tip said.

“Not helpful.”

“They’ll be coming from the north,” Keliana responded. “Maybe we should go west so we might be able to use features of the ruins to our advantage. That will be dangerous enough. Going out into the jungle proper at night probably isn’t good.”

“Right. Thanks, Keli. Let’s do that. Everyone, keep up. When they catch us, half should continue on while the other half—the fastest—will stay and distract them, bleed them a little, then get away to catch up. Once we know how many are really left, we can make the decision on when to stop and fight. Sariel, Tip, and Lirien, you’re with me to cover our rear and fight. Keli, you’re up front to lead us, but fade back when we need to fight to give the others a chance to run on ahead. Dayra, you know more about the jungle here than the rest of us. When Keliana comes back to fight, you’re in charge of leading the others. Try to go for unpredictable places where you can move fastest.”

Dayra’s eyes widened at that, and she blinked a few times, looking at Lirien. The kangaroo girl gave her a smile and a pat on the shoulder.

We stashed our packs in a corner of the ruined building containing the catacombs entrance and took off running. After we put a little distance between us and where we expected our enemies to exit the tunnels, we’d slow down. Running for long distances at a fast pace was a bad way to escape from enemies. It would tire us out and we’d prove to be no challenge to a stronger and larger group. For now, though, we had to try to snatch a chance to get away before they spotted us. Achieving that, we could regroup and hide somewhere, then proceed according to our own plans instead of those of our enemies.

It was a nice thought, and it would have worked well, except for one thing…

“They’re behind us,” Tip said. He tried to project his voice forward but didn’t outright yell it. I appreciated the caution, but if we saw them, they’d already seen us. It was time to determine how much of the group was near.

“Split. Dayra, keep going. We’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Keli came back as our fight group slowed to let Lakeck’s goons reach us. I rethought having Sariel with us. With her armor, she was carrying more weight than we were. She was light on her feet, though, so I hoped fighting and running didn’t take too much out of her. We could definitely use her sword. The rest of us could run faster than those ahead of us now.

“We’re not fighting them,” I said, only a little breathless from our run. I’d gotten into really good shape since I’d come to this world. Constant battles will do that for you. “We’re killing them. Nothing fancy. Direct, brutal attacks. Keep from getting hurt as much as you can and kill them as fast as possible. We need to take them out and run to catch the others. Maybe we can kill them in batches.”

“Umbrenix,” Tip said as he released an arrow. I spotted the shadow as it dodged the shaft. I didn’t see any others.

“I’ll take it. Focus on the people.”

I started toward the umbrenix, but it turned away from me, heading back the way it had come.

Weird. They usually don’t run, but that’s the third one of three now.

A deer beastkin man, his head sporting an eight-point rack, charged me as I looked for other shadows. He lowered his head to ram me, though he had a short sword in his hand, too. I sidestepped his charge and, as he swung his sword at me, I snatched his antlers where they came out of his head.

His momentum, coupled with my movement and the savage jerk I performed, snapped his head back violently. I heard a crack, but wasn’t sure what it was. In case it wasn’t his neck, I drew my knife with my other hand and punched it into his throat, then tore it out to the side. His sword fell from his grip and skittered by me. In another second, I’d let him go and started toward a human trailing him by a few paces.

The clash was violent and quick. A gap behind the man I disarmed and killed quickly was a perfect stopping point.

“Let’s go,” I told my companions. Sariel pulled her sword from the man she had run it though. Lirien started running from beside a woman she’d apparently just killed with her shortsword. Keli spun and swept her arms out to slash through the throats of two other men with such precision it was scary. Tip paused and glanced at the three soldiers he’d killed longingly.

“We’ll try to collect your arrows when the whole thing is done, Tip,” I told him. “Let’s go.”

He shook his head and looked at me, like he’d been in a trance. His nod came as he was already running. I took a final look around and ran after them. Now we had to find our friends up front.

I was more out of breath when we joined the others but was able to catch it as we kept their pace. Three more times, we dropped back to fight, counting on the different speeds and fitness levels of our pursuers to spread their ranks thin. I started to think that maybe we’d be able to pick them off one small group after another. If they slowed down so they could match the pace of their slower buddies, we’d get farther ahead, but if they kept up a fast pace, some of them would inevitably fall behind.

I was cautiously optimistic.

“They’re trying to flank us,” Keli said from up front. “They’ve guessed the wrong direction so far, but I can’t see all of them. They only need to be right once.”

The troops following us had learned the lesson from Eldrin’s minions. Either that, or they were smarter right off the bat. They didn’t carry light sources, which would have made it easy to pick them off. Instead, they relied on the light of the moon like we did. Since so many were beastkin, they probably had an advantage in being able to see. Beastkin eyes were almost universally better than human eyes for seeing in low light.

We’d only seen three umbrenix in our little quick battles, and they fled each time. I was starting to think Lakeck was actually more intelligent than the other minions of Aeyr. He was utilizing she shadows’ unique talents to scout for him, keep him apprised of where we were going and what we were doing. I had to hand it to him, sending them through the wall into the tunnels so they could tail us was a genius move. Brin had panted out an explanation as we ran, telling me all umbrenix had the ability to phase through walls like that, but most didn’t use it because it took a significant amount of their total energy. Much easier to go through a door more conventionally in most cases.

I did wonder how Lakeck made them obey so well. Most of the umbrenix I’d ever seen only thought aggressively, yet his orders held them back so they wouldn’t be seen, or at least engaged with.

I ran up to the front of the group to talk to Keli.

“Hey, you want to try something different this time? There are some getting closer and we’ll have to drop back again.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“Something I stole from your playbook. A little ambush maybe? Catgirl assassin style?”

“Mmmm. Sounds delicious.”

I laughed, but it came out more like a wheeze. We were running, after all.

When I gave the word, we put our plan into action. Keli and Tip had run up ahead of the rest of the group to prepare, while I darted to the side to do my part. Sariel and Lirien slowed, not dropping back quickly to charge the enemies, but to let them run up to them.

I’d slid to a stop and hunkered down in some bushes, waiting for the right moment. In seconds, several soldiers crashed through the vegetation, at least two of them passing me within a foot or two of where I sat motionless, trying my hardest to control my breathing so I didn’t grab their attention.

The sound of Lirien’s hand crossbows firing quarrels came half a second before the heftier sound of Keli’s crossbow. The sweet noise of bodies dropping to the ground and sliding brought a smile to my face. But not as much as the slap of a bowstring on Tip’s bracer. I lifted my head above the bush I was hiding in and saw a shaft with the blue and green fletching sticking out of the topmost part of a shadow that was darker than the others around it.

Yes. Take that, fucking umbrenix.

Swords clashed on swords, but more often, it was the sound of flesh and clothing being cut I heard. Still, I waited, hoping I wasn’t wasting my opportunity to fight. Just as the other noises around me ended, I finally saw what I was waiting for. Another umbrenix, and only a few feet away from me.

I leaped out of my shelter, siangham already in motion. I rammed it through the shadow’s throat, then punched it into its head repeatedly until it fell limply to the ground. Without another look, I took off in a sprint to catch up with those who’d just killed our most recent group.

“Did you get that last one?” Tip panted as we ran.

“I did. Nice shot.”

He pushed his fist at me and I bumped it with mine, not even stumbling too much as I did it. We regained our place with the group and Keli gave me a high five as she ran up to take point again. I wasn’t sure how many people we’d just killed with the last skirmish, but we took out two umbrenix at the same time, which was the only time we’d done that since we started running.

I was feeling good about our prospects, until we made another of our random direction changes and ran into a group of our pursuers. They’d made the one good guess Keli had alluded to.

Brin, up toward the front, reacted quickly and probably saved us a lot of injury or even our lives. Before she even stopped running, she threw her hand up and cast her Push spell. With her momentum and how close she was to the enemies, it blew back half of the dozen or so people and also three of the four umbrenix with them.

We were on them before even stopping fully. It was a testament to how skilled each of my companions were at combat that they had their weapons out and in motion before any of our enemies even started getting to their feet. The sickening crash of body on body sounded in the jungle, blood splashing and bodies falling. Few of the noises were weapon on weapon, and we came out the clear winner.

Tip had drawn his sword and was laying about him with it, Rex darting back and forth to harry what looked like a bear beastkin, though I had no idea how that dude kept up with the other, smaller soldiers. Cea danced around the bear, jabbing quickly to punch her knuckle-knives into his side.

With Tip using his sword, there would be no magic arrows flying. That automatically made my top priority taking out the umbrenix. Not all our group had magic weapons, so the number of us who could hurt the shadows was limited. Without the satyr, it was only me, Sariel, Lirien, and Keli, with Brin able to do damage with spells.

My catgirl must have known what I was thinking, because after savagely slashing the face and throat of one of the rare women in Lakeck’s little army, she angled toward one of the shadows, jerking her chin at it while meeting my eyes. I waved my thanks and charged three more of the monsters that Brin’s spell had pushed back.

I pulled my three-sectional staff out of the case on my back but didn’t uncoil it like I usually did. A sword made an arc toward me, and extending then controlling the triple stick would have taken too long. I juked to the left, sliding a little, and twisted, slapping the sword with all three sections bunched in my hand. The man—a wolf beastkin—turned and tried to bring the sword back around, but he was too slow. I kicked his knee from the side, crunching bone and ligaments that caused him to scream as he dropped.

Drawing my knife with my other hand, I slit his throat with a forward slash and then reversed the motion while flipping the knife in my hand to deliver a backhand thrust. The sharp metal entered his face with more crunching and a squelch, ending up in his brain. I had to kick him away from me to free my knife.

I couldn’t waste precious seconds to wipe the blade of the brain matter and blood, so I dropped it rather than muck up the sheath. I had plenty of weapons left. I continued my charge at the umbrenix while finally straightening up my three-sectional staff and fusing the sections together. By the time I reached the first of the shadows, I’d affixed my chain knives to either end and absorbed the chains into the shaft of my weapon, which was now a double-bladed pole weapon.

In a smooth motion fed by my run, I slashed at the shadow, starting my weapon spinning. It wasn’t one of the monsters with armor, so the blades bit deep. So deeply that I separated one of its arms with two quick passes of the pole. A third slash, after I modified the plane of motion to cut nearly horizontally, sliced halfway through its neck. I kicked it in the chest to help arrest my forward momentum and then stabbed down into its head.

The other two split up, one of them looking a lot like it was running away. Its braver buddy came at me with one of those black swords it took from its body mass.

I didn’t have time to screw around, so as I continued my spin with the pole. I targeted the weapon and bashed it away from me with such force, it went wide of the umbrenix’s body. That gave me the opportunity to quickly slice at its legs with both ends of my bladed pole. The distraction was enough that I could shuffle in to ram one of the knives all the way through its body.

With the blade still inside it, I levered the pole to block a half-assed slash with its sword, swept its legs out from under it with a kick, and tore out the end of my weapon only to punch it back into its head three times. The monster’s limbs went limp and I skewered it one more time through the chest, just because.

I quickly surveyed the situation. We hadn’t defeated all of the group we’d crashed into, but we’d made a dent in it. Good thing, too, because as I scanned the area, the main group that had been chasing us started to arrive. I took Justice off my back and slammed it into the ground so it wouldn’t interfere with my movement. I still couldn’t manipulate it well enough or I’d have reduced it to knife size by now. With a glance at it, I readied the weapon in my hand.

This is really going to suck.


Chapter
Fifty-Eight



“Kill them all.” Lakeck—the so-called Weaponsmaster—didn’t yell it, though I could easily hear his words over the building cacophony of the battle. There was no emotion in it, just a barked order like he was saying, “Clean the latrines.”

What the hell was it with that phrase? Did they learn it in Aeyr Minion School? The Searcher seemed to be fond of it as well.

I was torn between hating him for standing back and throwing his minions at us and applauding his good decision. I’d never have stood back, but that’s because I fought with my friends, my little family, by my side. Even if he knew his troops couldn’t kill us all, his not taking part would allow him to see our fighting styles and, more importantly, would tire us out while he would be fresh should he need to take action at the end.

My double-bladed pole started moving again and I vowed that he would need to take part. We would kill all his lackeys and then we would kill him. It was the only way to end this thing.

I just hoped we had the stamina to do it.

There were far too many soldiers to count accurately in such a chaotic space, but there had to be three or four dozen. A more valuable piece of knowledge is that I only saw half a dozen or so umbrenix. While I wasn’t going to shirk engaging anyone near me, my priority was the shadows. They needed to die, and quickly. Other than Lakeck—and the Searcher, I guess, who was standing next to the other man—the umbrenix were the biggest danger to my companions without magic weapons.

I spun my bladed pole around my body, giving it enough speed that anything smaller than a greatsword couldn’t penetrate my moving defense. The ting of it colliding with another weapon was like music, and also like a signal. Three soldiers tried to thrust swords at me, and each time the clash and clang of the weapons had their weapons leaving their centerline, it allowed me, with not too much variation from my normal spin, to slash their body.

The chain knives, which comprised the blades on my pole, were razor sharp and curved perfectly for the work. Each of the thrusts ended up the same, another sword wielder’s body with great rents in the front of it from my weapon. The third lost his head to a horizontal slash that, while it slowed down my spin, hadn’t taken all that much power. There was something to be said for speed over strength, and for ideally sized and shaped razor-sharp blades.

A dark figure on my left had me ready to turn to attack, until I realized it was Keliana. She whirled, sweeping out with her ring daggers, wreaking havoc on three different people. The dog beastkin, human, and cat beastkin didn’t have long in this world. They just didn’t know it yet.

I moved deeper into the bunching of enemies that had just arrived. Around the edges, I noted the umbrenix and I worked my way closer toward them. In all the practice I’d been doing to master manipulating my different weapons, I’d come up with something I could do with the rope dart Dayra had sold to me. I practiced a little bit with it, but didn’t see much of a practical application in combat, especially with multiple enemies. It was too easy to get the rope caught up unless I spent the thousands of hours to master it.

But now seemed like a good time to use what I’d developed. I blocked an axe swung at me by a bull or buffalo beastkin, the two weapons’ blades sparking off each other in the moonlit battlefield. The dude was strong, moving his axe quickly despite its heft, but that’s what parries were for. I let him swing at me three times, getting his timing down, then spun to slam my blade into a rat beastkin that had tried to stab me in the back. Kicking the rodent man in the face, I swept my bladed pole to escort the axe just out of its normal trajectory. My added momentum put the horned beastkin slightly out of balance, enough that when I slashed his weighted leg, he dropped to a knee.

Before he could get the axe back around—difficult when it was in motion and he didn’t have the stable base to use his core muscles—I slashed quickly up between his legs, cutting into his groin and up his abdomen. He screamed, but only until I brought the arc of my blade back down to cut into the top of his skull, right between his two horns. His eyes crossed and his mouth dropped open. I put a foot on his face and kicked him off my blade, dropping to a knee to thrust back behind me with the pole.

Right into the belly of the rat beastkin, who hadn’t seemed to have learned his lesson.

Finding myself with a little space for the moment, I absorbed one of the blades into the shaft of the pole, then brought out my rope dart. It only took seconds for me to push it against the weapon, redistribute the mass, and have my new weapon design ready to go.

Let’s see how this works.

Sighting one of the umbrenix, one that was heading toward Brin as she fought two dog beastkin with her sword, I swung my staff over my head. I did two rotations to build up some speed, then mentally commanded the rope dart to disengage from the rest of the weapon. At least, partially.

I’d learned how to not only launch the heavy dart, but had developed the way to let the rope itself spool out without any resistance. That had been the hardest part, keeping it from dragging like someone was letting the rope slide through their hand. With the leverage from the pole, the speed from the swing, and the weight of the dart, I’d found that I could throw the thing quite a distance, with no small amount of accuracy after practicing enough with it. Sort of like a staff sling. With a leash on the ammo.

All of that effort paid off now as my dart sailed through the air and pierced the umbrenix going after my moonwisp, right in the center of its chest. That’s when the other innovation came in. I changed the form of the dart slightly, adding barbs to the sharp end. The umbrenix’s head mass snapped to me just before I finished the move I’d planned.

With a mighty yank of the pole and my manipulation of the rope, shortening it like I was reeling in a fishing line, the barbed metal tore a hole in the umbrenix as big as my fist. I must have ripped out something vital because the monster dropped to the ground and didn’t move after that.

Yeah, I think I’m going to like this configuration.

I found as I used the weapon more and more, I got better at switching it from the rope dart launcher configuration back to the double-bladed pole. I’d discovered that all those silly laws—things like conservation of mass, the Laws of Motion, basically the rules of the physical world—didn’t always apply when it came to magic. I could absorb several weapons into my staff, could lengthen and shorten it, and common sense didn’t apply to how it would be affected.

For example, I could stretch the staff to twelve feet or more long, but it didn’t get any thinner. Unless I wanted it to. I could shorten it down to the size of a fighting stick, but it didn’t have to get fatter. There were limits, which I was slowly learning, but damn, there was really something with this manipulation of magical materials. I hadn’t succeeded in melding all my weapons into one thing that I could change to any form I wanted, but it might be possible. Eventually. For now, I was fine with being able to switch between the rope dart launcher and the blades, though.

After all, we were only fighting umbrenix and common soldiers. So far.

We whittled down our attackers to a manageable level. With the latest shadow I took out, I could only see four remaining, with fewer than twenty of the soldiers left. During the course of the battle, we’d shifted, expanding the fighting area, always trying to find more ground that wasn’t covered with bodies or slick with bloody mud. Fighting between trees, through bushes, even trying to use hanging vines to entangle our enemies, we’d made a mess of the place.

All my companions still stood, though some not as easily as others. Brin tried to get to the injured, and we at least loosely attempted to form a circle to protect those within, but it was battle, and things didn’t always work as planned.

Qamara had taken up a dagger Tyra had made, but she mostly stayed in the midst of the others, while I and our most skilled fighters, like Sariel and Keliana, took the brunt of the attacks. Everyone was bleeding, even me, but I didn’t think anyone had wounds that were life-threatening. Not with Brin able to heal them. I just wasn’t sure how long her magic would last. She had to be exhausted.

“Enough,” Lakeck said. “You have earned the right to be killed by me personally. Come and we will fight.”

His deep voice resonated over the battlefield, causing more than one of the combatants to pause in their individual fights. It was clear the minions stood in awe of the man, but even some on my side stopped to gape as it became clear the main event was at hand.

The dude was a fucking lunatic if that’s the way he thought things would go. I shifted my weapon with a thought and launched the rope dart at him. If I tore his heart out, I was betting his minions would flee.

A glint of shiny metal in the moonlight moved quickly in front of him and a sharp ring of steel, almost like a tuning fork at a high pitch, echoed. I squinted at him, focusing my eyes in the low light.

Yep. Sonofabitch. Lakeck, the so-called Weaponsmaster, held two hook swords, standing in a loose fighting stance. Of course. I should have predicted that. I’d seen the weapons before, even played around with them in my world.

They were made of thin razor-sharp steel, were spiked on one end, opposite the end that was curved as completely as a question mark. The handle, not much more than silk cord wrapped around the unsharpened body of the sword, protected the hands with a crescent, attached in two places to the blade. Every inch of the weapons was sharpened. For someone skilled with them, they could be devastating. Slashing, puncturing, grabbing, hooking, they could even be linked together by their hooks and swung as a flexible, longer weapon.

I was betting he was skilled in their use. With a name like Weaponsmaster, he’d better be an expert at any weapon he took up.

“Well, shit,” I muttered. “I guess if we’re going to go all traditional, we might as well go all the way.” I reconfigured my weapon into a traditional, flexible, kung fu staff, then affixed the siangham to make it a spear. “Come on, then. Now that you’ve woken up, let’s end this thing.”


Chapter
Fifty-Nine



The Weaponsmaster gestured, and the four remaining umbrenix zipped toward me. The remaining dozen and a half soldiers regrouped and charged my friends. So much for honorable combat.

Use the rest of your stooges to tire me out, you pussy, I said in my head. No use in saying it out loud, though. It was better this way. Sure, he’d be able to watch me fight—I assumed he had been already, gaining some insight I didn’t have against him—but better that than to have all the strays trying to attack me while I fought their boss. I had a feeling I’d have my hands full with him.

As I waited for the umbrenix to reach me, I took one last look at my friends. Qamara seemed the least injured of them all. In fact, I couldn’t see any wounds on her. That was a testament to our companions protecting her.

The others were a mess. Even Brin has blood on her, though I couldn’t tell how much was hers. That went for all of them, painted with red and bits of flesh and viscera, especially the close fighters. Poor Cea had flecks of what I thought might be brain matter on her face and everything from the points of her knuckle-blades down to the boots on her tiny feet were dripping with the messy result of combat and death. She still moved smoothly, if a little sluggishly. Tired but not injured seriously.

Tip, standing close to the gremlin girl, sported a cut on his left arm, another shallow gash across his belly, and the fur on his legs was matted with the red stuff. He did have a limp, though not too pronounced, as he circled Cea, preparing for the group that had paused to listen to their leader speak to me.

Dayra, side-by side with Lirien, leaned on her staff, breathing hard. Her shorts were hanging off her, a slice down the side revealing her pale flesh that seemed to have been healed by Brin. Her blonde hair, plastered to her face, had red splotches in it. With her bright blue eyes, it made me think she would make a knockout redhead. Her glasses had red splatters on them, the lens on the left smeared a bit.

Tyra bashed one of her steel batons into the head of a dog beastkin that was lingering in front of her, splattering gore as he fell. Her listless motion showed she was fatigued as well, though obviously still powerful. Sariel stood by her, her new sword the goblin had made her dripping blood, as was the swordmaster’s armor. Her face fixed on the oncoming enemies, though, as intense as it was at the start of the battle.

Just a few more. Hang on, guys. We can survive this. The hard part is over. At least for you.

The umbrenix reached me the same time the soldiers clashed with my friends, tearing my attention away from my allies. All of them attacked at the same time with a coordinated offense the likes of which I hadn’t seen with the shadows before.

Two of them had the black metal shortswords, one wielded double knives, and the last went the traditional way, with only its claws. Of course, the way the shadowsteel worked, any of them could be hiding more inside their shadowy mass. That included armor, which I might not detect until I struck them.

Well, it looks like it’s time to strike them.

The two with the swords came in from my left, Weaponless from my right, and Knives charged in straight ahead of me. I torqued my hips and slashed with my spear. My weapon had a reach advantage, but that would turn to a disadvantage once the shadows got inside my guard. I had to keep them back.

Ting. Ting-ting. The long head of my spear slammed into one of the swords, then flicked to the other side to slam into the knives. The parries didn’t do much more than slow the two umbrenix down, but it allowed me to stagger their approach, leaving the two on my outsides to continue on.

I was already moving to my left when they arrived. A bob of my body—like a boxer doing stringwork—brought me outside of the sword on my left and just out of range of Knives. My staff spun in my hands and the butt of the weapon cracked against the sword arm of the closest shadow.

As far as I knew, the umbrenix didn’t feel pain, but the attack still bashed its arm away and did some damage. It was slow to bring the sword back around, and a couple of sidesteps put me directly on the other side of the monster from its friends. The other end of my spear came down, the five-inch blade of the spearhead slashing through what would be its face and neck. As I’d hoped, it caused the monster to recoil. I arced the spear around again and punched its point into the shadow’s throat.

The other three slithered around the injured shadow and I had to sidestep again, leaning my head left just enough to allow one of the knives to miss me by fractions of an inch. My movements served another purpose, though, letting me lever my weapon so I could engage my entire core to slash it out to the side, tearing out more than half the umbrenix’s throat.

I didn’t think it was dead yet, but for now, I’d consider it out of the fight.

The remaining sword and knives sought my head and torso, while claws slashed at my legs. I backstepped thrusting my spear out and spinning the point in a circle, my legs high-stepping to evade the claws trying to rip them. The shaft of my spear forced the weapons away, but it was only a stalling tactic.

Darting to my right, I slammed the butt of my spear into the back of Weaponless. I was rewarded with a clang as the wood struck a backplate. Great. At least one has armor. I cut at its legs with the other side of the weapon and successfully caused it to stumble.

Attacks at my head from the sword and from both knives had me diving at the ground and rolling, already swinging my spear again as I regained my feet. This was already taking too long. Enough with the defense.

I needed to attack.

Launching the spear through my outstretched hand, I surprised Knives. It bashed at my weapon, but was too slow by half, only battering the shaft as the point punched through its head mass. I yanked, pulling the weapon from it, and it fell in slow motion while the two remaining enemies came at me again without so much as a glance at their downed companion.

The sword wielder pressed in, slashing at me with diagonal cuts. With my grip in the middle of the spear’s shaft, I easily kept them away from me, but didn’t fail to notice Weaponless sliding around to attack from behind me. I circled, moving to flank the sword, batting at both of them with the spear’s shaft, more to annoy them than to do real damage.

The umbrenix with the sword made the mistake of thrusting its weapon at me. I shifted my stance, brought the spear point up, and skewered its sword arm, immediately tearing it outward. A pivot later and I pushed the point into the monster’s back.

At least I tried to. Armor rose out from its body to cover and my spear skittered across the dark metal. Undeterred, I slashed down at its legs, hamstringing it. A spin of the weapon had the butt crashing down on the monster’s head, only to clang off armor there, too.

“Son of a…” I twisted, launching my spear into Weaponless, ramming right through its leg so the point protruded from the other side.

Then, I let go of the spear, grabbing the ravaged arm of the sword wielder. I pulled the monster closer, drew my second knife with the other hand, and sawed across its throat. No armor stopped the attack and I let the umbrenix fall as I dodged one claw, slashed at the other, and pivoted to give me some space. I left the spear where it was, not needing it with only one shadow left.

It swiped at me, right claw toward my face as the left came from the other side to gash at my ribs. I stepped back, slapping one arm away with either hand, then surged in to cut out the last monster’s throat. Clang.

This is really starting to piss me off. Not only were they armored, but these four were some of the best fighters I’d faced from among the umbrenix. No worries. Plenty of other targets.

The shadow’s mobility was not great with a spear in its leg, so I danced around to its right, caught the claw it was currently aiming at my throat, and attacked it. Like with mundane foes, forcing the elbow to bend opposite to what it was supposed to made the limb inoperable. There was no crack when I broke the thing, but I felt the resistance, and its sudden ceasing.

The shadow tried to get its other claw to me, but I slipped it, checked it with my right hand, and rammed my knife into where its eyes should be. If it had eyes, which this particular specimen didn’t. This time, no armor appeared. I think I was more surprised than the monster was when my blade went all the way through and the point came out the other side. I twisted the knife to scramble whatever was in there, and kicked its body away from me, grabbing the spear as it went.

With no blood on my mundane blade—a definite plus in killing umbrenix—I slid it back into its sheath and looked toward the Weaponsmaster. With the soldiers occupied with my friends, it was time to fight the big dog.

The man stood exactly as he had been when he sent his minions to fight me. He wore no expression, showed no body position to indicate what he was thinking. Only his yellow eyes, locked onto me, showed any movement at all. They went to my friends, still fighting, to the Searcher, next to him, and back to me.

Eldrin, though, wasn’t as calm. He backed away, like he was going to sneak out there before someone noticed him.

“You’re not going anywhere, Eldrin.”

I looked over to see Lirien holding her bloody sword. Two downed soldiers lay at her feet.

“You and I need to talk,” she continued. “In fact…”

The kangaroo girl threw her sword down to stick in the dirt, drew her two hand crossbows, and pointed them at her ex. Without blinking, she pulled the triggers and the bolts rocketed toward him.

Unfortunately, Eldrin had been close enough to a tree that when she raised the weapons, he had time to dive behind it. Both quarrels stuck in the bole, but Lirien didn’t seem upset by it. In fact, she laughed, already walking away from the others, all the remaining soldiers tied up in fighting with her friends. She casually holstered her hand crossbows and snatched her sword hilt up as she went.

“Too bad. It looks like we’ll have to do this up close and personal.” Lirien glanced at the Weaponsmaster, but he still had his eyes on me.

It looked like we were going to have a triple showdown. Spear in my hands, I walked toward the man with the hook swords as Lirien stalked toward Eldrin.

I gritted my teeth. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”


Chapter
Sixty



The Weaponsmaster strode toward me, his hook swords held loosely in his hands. It was so weird, us sizing each other up as others fought to the death nearby. A voice inside me screamed that we were wasting time. Every minute wasted could be one of my friends being seriously hurt or killed.

But I couldn’t go to them. The leader had stayed out of things so far, but that was done now. I’d rather he fight me than to target my fatigued allies.

“So,” I said, circling the man from a few paces away. “You’re another one of Aeyr’s minions. He finally sent someone to try to kill me, huh? Up until now, it’s been me hunting down all your buddies.”

“That is at an end, as you are. The master will sweep away all vestiges of rebellion as he implements his plans.”

“Oh? What are his plans?”

“Not for the likes of you to know.”

I shrugged. “Any more of your fellow slaves you want to tell me about? I need to figure out who I’ll hunt next after you’re dead.”

The ghost of a smile flickered onto his face. “There will be no more hunting for you.”

“You’re just hurt because I look like Kael and you don’t. You tried to steal his nickname, but you can’t even manage that. Weaponsmaster. Psht.”

“You shall see.”

Without warning, the man went from a balanced stance to a full-on lunge, much faster than I’d expected. He slashed with both swords, keeping them parallel and slashing diagonally downward, then upward, into a vertical double-chop, and around to horizontal slashes.

His footwork was excellent, his mobility top-notch. The movements, fluid and fast, were powerful as well. His overtures were meant to test me, his motive to collect more information. I was at a disadvantage here. He’d seen me fight, though I had purposely kept to more simple techniques and downplayed my skill against the others. I hadn’t had a chance to see him fight, though, which is why I weaved and evaded his opening attacks, gauging his own skill level.

I got my spear in the way of his last attack, pushing the swords aside as the blades skittered up the length of it. The smile had disappeared, replaced by his normal neutral expression as he backed off. We circled again, considering what we’d learned.

This time I closed, stepping toward him while thrusting my spear forward, circling the tip to cut at his face. He parried smoothly, but the point came back each time, the flexibility of the weapon shining through. Pushing the spear with my right hand, I launched it suddenly toward his face, letting the shaft slide smoothly through my lead hand. The attack was so quick, he almost didn’t knock it aside in time. It got to within two inches of his body, but it might as well have been two feet.

He spun, striking my weapon farther down the shaft with both swords to get closer to me. The sword in his right hand darted over the spear to snatch me with the hook on his weapon, but I got mine around to parry it, and also strike at the other sword, which he’d tried to sneak under my notice to grab at my leg. The inside of the hooks on the swords were sharpened as keenly as the outside. I could have lost a leg if he’s succeeded in his ploy.

The weapons came back up, recovering their momentum and speed to come at me from both sides. I pivoted, bringing my right foot back and circling the spearhead to catch the right-hand sword. Levering the spear, I wedged the shaft into the hook and swept it down and around to block the other sword with his own weapon. Before I could withdraw and slash at him with the metal head, though, the Weaponsmaster spun while disentangling our weapons, twisting his body to attack with the spike of one sword closely followed by the blade of the other.

A quick pivot back on my right foot allowed me to block the swords with the center of the shaft, then another back on my left foot put my body in position to sweep both swords up and around with the spear’s haft, pressing them down toward the ground. Leaving my opponent’s right side open to me. I slashed upward, cutting diagonally at the side of the man’s torso, up along his arm, and across his face. I attempted to follow up with the butt of the weapon, but he recovered too quickly and lashed out with an upward slash of both weapons, backed up two steps, and went into a guard stance, swords horizontal and parallel.

Lakeck spat out blood that dripped into his mouth, moving his shoulder to gauge the damage. Unfortunately, the cuts hadn’t been deep with the poor angle and limited space.

“Where did you train?” he asked, watching me warily.

“No place you’d know.”

“Not Ruviel?”

“Not Ruviel.”

That seemed enough for him. What followed was a flurry of attacks, each of the swords moving individually in different directions. The man had a knack for moving in closer, nullifying much of the advantage of my longer weapon. After he nearly cut my fingers off with a twisting, sliding motion of his swords down the length of the spear, I decided it was the wrong weapon for me to be using.

But which one is right?

I did my best to keep my peripheral vision active. The last thing I needed was tunnel vision while fighting this guy. We were so evenly matched, one of his lesser minions could have easily come up behind me and stuck a knife in me. I needed to stay aware of my surroundings, but I also had to rely on my friends to make sure I didn’t get ganked.

The final confirmation that I needed to shift my weapon came when I thrust my spear at his belly in between parrying his attacks. He jumped up above the strike, brought both swords down to catch the shaft, then pulled them outward while twisting the blades. The move trapped my weapon and, before I could get it unstuck, he landed a powerful side kick into my ribs.

The kick was strong enough that I left my feet, but I didn’t fly backward. Still holding tight to my spear, I pulled him out of his stance. We were both off balance for a moment, and his swords loosened up, allowing me to extract my weapon and reset my guard.

I rubbed my side. He kicks like a damn mule. My mind went to what I needed to do next. When he came in for his following attack, I was going to show him something he couldn’t possibly expect.

Seeming to take his landed kick as a good sign, Lakeck charged in, slashing at me again with a dizzying series of cuts from all angles, the blades in constant motion. It was all I could do to keep the swords away from my body. I was glad there was no thrusting with the weapons, except for the awkward spike at one end. As if that made up for four other cutting surfaces on the thing.

When he got inside my guard again, I mentally commanded my weapon to reconfigure. Breaking it in the center, shortening it a little, and bringing out the knife blades that were already within it, I turned what had been a spear into two bladed sticks just as slashes came from my enemy from either side.

I slammed the sticks against the incoming swords, performing rare full blocks, and used the hooks for my own purposes. Wrenching the sticks upward, it not only trapped the blades, but twisted them in Lakeck’s hands. My foot shot out, in between and over them, contacting the man’s face with a devastating front kick.

His head snapped back, a perfect time to finish him, but as I pulled on my weapons, I realized that not only were his trapped, mine were too. I thought to drop my sticks and attack him empty-handed, but I’d paused too long. He slammed his shoulder into me knocking me back enough for him to wriggle his blades loose from my sticks.

The way he looked at the sticks in my hands, I thought for sure he was going to ask about how I could manipulate my weapons. After all, Kael was known for doing that, too. But he remained silent, blood dripping down his face as he considered me.

I was the next to attack, coming in with my sticks moving in a similar fashion to his swords had. Striking at him with fast blows meant both to pummel with the sticks and slash with the blades at the end, I put him on the defensive this time.

I shuffled in, my sticks a blur. Downward diagonal strike from the right, downward diagonal from the left, thrust to the throat with the right stick, which rolled into a downward vertical strike, upward strike with the left stick, then two more diagonals, right and then left. Through it all, his swords were a blur, tapping or cutting at my sticks to keep them away.

Then, at the end of my flurry, he moved in closer. Too close to swing his swords. Too near for me to adequately use my bladed sticks. I wasn’t sure what he was doing at first, but I found out quickly.

He took a deeper stance, knees bent more than before. He pressed his knee against mine to limit my mobility. Then he rotated his hips and swiveled his whole torso, sword held up at almost chest height. I saw his attack too late, a fast, short movement that tore at me with the crescent handguard on the sword. It slashed across my chest before I got my stick up to block the razor-edged spike at the end of the weapon as he wrenched his wrist to steepen the angle.

I got my other stick up as he rotated to use the same attack with his other sword, pushing the blade down and out of the way before rolling my wrist to slam the stick down onto him. He’d already moved, though, leaving me bleeding from the ten-inch gash in my chest.

I kicked myself mentally for not seeing what he did before he cut me. Of course someone who had mastered the weapons would be able to use all the many dangerous surfaces on it. That was the whole reason for the design of the hook swords.

The clock was ticking now. With how heavily I was bleeding, this couldn’t go on for long. I’d weaken as I lost more and more blood, making me slower and slower. I needed to think. Dayra sprang to mind. Not her as a person, but her opinions, her thought process. She was all about thinking, being smarter. I’d been fighting like a lunkhead. It was time to analyze the puzzle.

She’d be proud of me, I thought. Once it occurred to me, what I needed to do made sense. Of course Lakeck would have ingrained defenses and offensive tactics for a spear and bladed fighting sticks. Those were common weapons in Ruviel and he’d probably fought against them hundreds of times. He also had his favorite weapons, the hook swords, which he no doubt had practiced for thousands of hours.

I could fight him empty-handed, but with his skill with the swords, that would be plain stupid. But I did have something he was unaccustomed to. I’d have to hope it would be enough to tip the balance in my favor.

He stalked me again, ready to attack with all he had. After having cut me like that, he would count on me to be fighting mentally with myself, my confidence waning. He would also expect me to want to finish the fight quickly because we both knew that I’d grow weaker.

I’d already started manipulating my weapons by the time he rushed in.

Two parallel vertical slashes toward my head stopped abruptly on the center section of my three-sectional staff. I pivoted to my left, sweeping my left hand around over the right to clear the swords. In the process, I lashed out with the end section in my left hand to bash the side of Lakeck’s head.

It wasn’t a hard strike, the travel short, but it was fast. He blinked at me, his eyes scanning the weapon in my hand. I saw some recognition in his eyes. He must at least have heard stories of Master Ilias’s strange weapon. I’d bet he never thought he’d be fighting one.

“Like it?” I said, trying to sound not only confident but cocky. “Let me get you acquainted with it.”

I started to spin the triple stick, the comforting whir of it through the air improving my mood. This time, I went to him. Stepping forward methodically, my feet in sync with the spin of the weapon alternating to both sides, I met Lakeck as he started his slashes.

The end section of my weapon bashed into both swords, clanging loudly as they were forced out of the way. The contact upset the balance of my spin, but didn’t stop me from reaching out and letting the other end of the stick whack my enemy. He moved quickly enough that it didn’t crack on his head, but it did hit him hard on his shoulder and, as was the strength of the flexible weapon, continued on to strike him solidly on his back. Enough that he stumbled forward.

I grabbed the end of the three-sectional staff, wrangling it under control, but didn’t have time to attack with it. Despite the pain I saw in his face, he brought his swords back around, the point at the end of the hooks coming for my neck. I batted at the swords ineffectually, but backed out of range just quickly enough that he didn’t get even a piece of me.

At distance now, I started the weapon spinning again, but this time I didn’t wait until he was close enough. As it spun, I shifted my grip to the end section and let it uncoil to its full length. It swung over the top at Lakeck like it was a staff ready to bash in his head. He brought up the expected defense—crossed swords—to block it.

This was where the flexible weapon shone, though. It struck his swords, but the end section continued over. This time it did hit part of his head, as well as hitting him so hard in the back, the cracking sound made me wince. It actually brought him down to his knees.

I fought the wobbling staff, yanking to bring it back so I could catch it in the air. But despite his pain, Lakeck rose, spinning. Midturn, he brought his weapons together with a clank. When he rotated around to face me again, his extended weapons were already coming at me.

The two swords were hooked together, which doubled his effective range and directed a dangerous razor-sharp spike in my direction. If that thing slashed across my belly, I’d be done.

I frantically brought my triple stick around, still fumbling with one of the ends. If I didn’t block it effectively, not just the spike, but also the sharpened crescent would do some real damage. I dropped to a knee, swinging the two end sticks up to block. At the last second, I changed my mind and flipped the sticks in my hand, presenting the center section to block the swords.

More by dumb luck than smooth technique, the center section of my three-sectional staff caught on one of the horns of the crescent as the sword struck my weapon. It damn near tore it out of my grasp, but when I had it under control, I was able to torque the entire thing by crossing my arms while holding the end sections.

The force locked the sword onto my weapon and I pulled hard. Lakeck hadn’t been expecting the pull and he lurched forward, almost falling. With his swords immobilized, I stomped them to the ground and launched myself toward him, knee first. I let go of my triple stick as my knee struck his face and drew out the only other weapon I had left. My plain old mundane knife.

Before he could rise from where I’d knocked him down, I slammed the point into his chest, angled to get past the ribs and into his heart. The crunching, squelching sound as it penetrated combined with the resistance I felt until the point cleared the intercostal membrane and easily passed into the softer, more vital organ beneath.

He gave me a surprised, wheezing huff, eyes wide. His hand, which had still been grasping his sword, relaxed and the weapon fell to the ground.

“WeaponSmaster,” I told him, hardly able to keep myself from falling on top of him. “You need to be able to use more than one to keep that name.”

“You…” He never finished. I don’t know what he was going to say, and honestly, I didn’t give a shit. I was just glad he was dead.


Chapter
Sixty-One



Idragged myself to my feet, knowing I should pick up my weapon but unable to. Fearing what I would see, I raised my eyes to look around the battlefield. Lirien was the first one I saw, still standing near where Eldrin had been the last time I saw him. He was there, too, lying motionless on the ground. Lirien had a nasty cut down her leg and a smaller one on her arm, but she was standing, albeit shakily and with panting breaths.

Shifting to scan the main battlefield, I found my friends. Tip was helping Cea up so she could lean on him. In a bout of déjà vu, Tyra was smashing another soldier’s head with her batons, both covered so thoroughly with blood dripping down their lengths, it looked like they’d been painted red. Brin and Sariel were together, the moonwisp healing a shallow cut along the swordmaster’s beautiful cheek. Keli looked best off, though it was hard to tell with her dark leather.

Dayra…where was Dayra? Oh, no. No, no, no.

“Dayra?” I said. “Dayra!”

“What?”

I turned to find her not three feet from me, leaning on her staff and looking like she hadn’t slept in a month. Justice was on the ground next to her.

I let out a long breath in relief. “Oh.” I stumbled to her and swept her up in a hug. “I thought…”

“I was nearest and was coming over to help you with that guy. That seemed like a close one.”

“Yeah.” The word came out in a stuttering chuckle. “It was tough. You were coming here to help me? In that condition? You even brought my sword?”

She shrugged. “You’ve saved me enough times. I can fight, too, you know. Just like you can think. I also thought you might want the sword. He’d never seen that strange weapon of yours before, huh?”

The woman was too damn smart. “No, I don’t think he had. And thanks for bringing the sword. You know, I was thinking during the fight, ‘What would Dayra do?’”

“No you weren’t.”

“I was. I even thought that you’d be proud. I analyzed the situation, came up with a hypothesis, and acted accordingly.”

“How’d that turn out for you?”

I pointed toward the corpse of the Weaponsmaster. “Could have been worse. A lot worse. Are you okay?”

“Sure.”

“Lirien, you good?”

“Fucking perfect.”

I laughed. “I agree. We’re all alive. Did any escape?”

Lirien dragged her feet up to us. “No, they are all dead.”

I put an arm out and she slipped into it, making it a three-way hug.

“Gar,” Sariel said as she and Brin approached. “You’re bleeding. Quite a bit.”

“Yeah, I should probably do something about that.” A wave of weakness washed through me and my legs tried to give out, requiring me to put weight on both Lirien and Dayra. “Whoa.”

Brin rushed over and healed the deep cut in my chest, even as I held her hand to try to give her some of her mana back. When she finished, I kissed her thoroughly—after wiping the blood off our faces—thanking her and promising I’d do a better job of helping her with regaining her magical energy later.

We moved fifty yards away to a spot where there weren’t so m any bodies and discussed the battle.

“I’m sorry,” Qamara said. “I was such a liability during the fight. I am probably responsible for several of the injuries sustained by most of you. It would have been better had I not been here.”

I pulled her toward me and kissed her. “No one sees you as a liability, Qamara. Your talents lie in other areas, and that’s fine. After all, we need people who are good at hitting things, but we also need people who can use their brains.” I winked at Dayra and she gave me a shy smile.

“Besides,” Tyra said. “I saw you kill a few of the ones that got through to you. It was weird. You looked like you were stumbling but ended up dodging attacks and putting your knife in them. I would say it was choreographed if I hadn’t seen it in person during a battle.”

“I was fortunate,” the prophetess said. “But truly, thank you all. I am happy we all made it through that ordeal.”

“Yeah, we did,” I said. “But we’re not done yet. We still have a library to find, and then there are other things we have to work on. I guess we should probably see if there’s anything useful on the bodies, huh?”

“Yay,” Tip said. “Grave-robbing scavengers. I’ve always wanted to be one.” He frowned at the messy death around us, and his humorous expression faded. “Not really. But we probably should search them. You know, before they really start to stink or any packs of predators show up.”

We all gathered around the corpse of Lakeck before embarking on our looting. Tip spat on the ground near the body.

“Who’s the master?” he said. “Who’s the master?”

Cea shouted out in answer, bouncing on her toes. “Gar is. Gar is the master.”

“Sho’ nuff,” Tip exclaimed.

I barked a tired laugh. Leave it to Tip to find the perfect time for a movie quote. “Nice, Tip. Now, let’s get this done so we can leave.”

It was a grisly task, but we ended up with a small pile of useful things. It was mostly weapons and coin, most of the armor and clothing being ruined in the battle.

I checked Lakeck myself, but found nothing in his robes, not even another small weapon. He truly did only use the hook swords. I wasn’t sure if that was because it was the only weapon he could use, but it seemed to put lie to his claim as the Weaponsmaster. Why not just tell the truth and call himself Weaponmaster?

I shrugged. It didn’t really matter anymore.

I caught up with Lirien as the others were finishing their looting. She was off under some trees a short distance from where we’d stopped to rest.

“Hey.”

She turned to me. “Hey.”

“How’re you doing?”

“I don’t know. I’m glad it’s finished. Happy I could be the one to end him. It brings back a lot of memories, though. A lot of pain.”

I pulled her close to me. “You’re amazing. Don’t be too afraid of that pain, of those memories. Now that you’ve resolved it, they’ll affect you less and less as time goes on. They were what made you who you are today, and I think you’re pretty fantastic. What are your plans?”

She leaned away from me to focus on me better. “What? What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. What do you plan on doing?”

“Nothing has changed Gar, not as far as that’s concerned. I want to stay with you. Always. I love you and I can’t imagine being anywhere but by your side.”

“I love you, too. I just hate to bring people I care about into…well, into this.” I swept my hand out toward the battlefield.

“I would rather be with you and deal with this stuff than to go back to living my life alone. It’s not just you. I love all of our little family.”

“Not so little anymore.”

She snorted. ‘Yeah, I guess. The point is, you’re stuck with me. So to answer your question about my plans. Your plans are mine. We have a library to find, then we have a demigod to locate and kill. After that, we’ll talk about other plans. Is that okay?”

“It’s perfect, just like you.”

I kissed her and held her for a while until the others started filtering back into our temporary campsite. I took Lirien’s hand and walked back with her.

After some discussion, we found our way back to the catacombs, stopping at a nearby stream to wash off. That, we did in shifts, a few of us standing guard to make sure we weren’t attacked naked. There still might be a few stragglers from among Lakeck’s forces, underlings who never quite made it to the battle that saw all their companions killed.

We didn’t encounter anyone, and after retrieving our packs—no one had found them in the mad rush earlier—entered what had been our home for several days. It didn’t feel safe anymore, not after the umbrenix came in through the closed door.

“Brin, Qamara,” I said, “what was the deal with the umbrenix going through the walls? I mean, it’s logical that they could do that, but I never really thought about it before. We’re not safe from them inside a building?”

Brin nodded to the alari prophetess, who answered me. “They can go through solid objects like walls, but it takes an inordinate amount of energy. The strain is enough to weaken them, allowing them to be more easily harmed. They have been known to take those actions, but reports of them doing so are few, even when there were thousands of them back when Aeyr was in his full power. I don’t think we would generally have to worry about it. I believe they are unable to pass through walls that have wards, such as the fortress up north.”

“Okay, thanks. That makes me feel a little better. Now that you mention it, the one we killed seemed to go down easily and even the one that escaped didn’t move as quickly as we’ve seen in the past.”

I was satisfied with the answer, but I still insisted on setting a watch that night. I even took the dreaded middle shift. It wasn’t too bad, since we turned in early, resting up for the next day.

In the morning, we said goodbye to Verastusia, heading for the place we’d been striving for during the last few weeks.

“You know where we’re going, right?” I asked Dayra.

Of course, the grimace she directed at me let me know exactly how much she did not appreciate me showing any doubt of her abilities. “I know the way, I know how to travel in the jungle, and I’ve got the luminar to help us. We’ll find the spot.”

I put my hands up. “Okay, okay. I was just asking. Lead on.”

The scholar took us across the ruined city, to the road where we’d fought the spiders and found Badri. Though it wasn’t much more than a game trail once it curved to head east, the travel was faster than through the dense jungle surrounding it. After little more than ten miles, Dayra stopped us.

“We’re going into the jungle now, but the place we’re looking for shouldn’t be more than five or six miles. We should easily be there before dark.”

I was starting to get a little anxious, my body vibrating with anticipation. Not only were we about to find what Dayra had been pursuing for much of her life, but it might be a place where I found some answers, too. I’d seen how much it meant to Lirien when we found her objective, and I knew Dayra would be just as moved. For me, I was hoping we’d find the information we needed to open the door at the secret fortress.

So we could go inside and kill Aeyr.

I pictured it in my mind, a powerful demigod hiding in a dark hole because he hadn’t taken in enough power yet. We would fight, I would kill him, and our quest would be complete. Then maybe we could stop traveling the world at a breakneck pace and start enjoying life a little bit.

It was a nice fantasy, but I didn’t let myself linger on it for too long. There were too many parts that seemed sappy and overly optimistic. One thing at a time. Find the library, get our information, open that door, and then we’d take care of whatever happened after that.

The main thing that nagged at me, though, was that after we found the library the next day, we might not ever see Dayra again. We’d split up, she’d do whatever it was she was going to do with the library, and that would be it.

A small sigh escaped my lips. Brin noticed and squeezed my hand. I’d cuddled with her the night before, me in only my underwear and her with her tiny top and panties so there was plenty of skin contact. She’d used so much magic during the battle, between her offensive spells and her healing, she was still in a deficit even after my boosting her.

We were stomping through the jungle one minute and then the next, Dayra stopped, looking down at her luminar.

“This is it.”

I looked around us, just as everyone else did, but saw nothing but the same jungle we’d been traveling through. Tip spoke softly to Rex, giving him instructions, but the furcan stayed where he was.

I watched the lizard. “He doesn’t look like he has much interest in doing anything, not like before with the calibration points.”

“Come on, Rexy, do your thing.” Tip eyed his companion. Find…whatever it is we’re looking for.” Turning to Dayra, he asked, “What exactly are we looking for?”

On the scholar’s fair cheeks, the red was readily visible. “I’m not sure. A door, some kind of tunnel? I assume the library is under the ground, but nothing more than that. There isn’t any information about it after the account of it being made inaccessible to others.”

We wasted several minutes wandering around the area, Tip urging the furcan to do what he’d done before, sensing whatever it was he sensed to help find what they’d been looking for.

He sat down and closed his eyes.

“Really?” Tip shouted, causing the orange eyes of the furcan to snap open. “You’re going to just sit down and take a nap? Come on, Rex, find the place. It’s getting dark.”

Rex let out a sighing breath but didn’t move.

“I guess we should make camp,” I finally said. “We can search again in the morning with a full day of light. Maybe we can come up with a brilliant way to figure out what we’re trying to find. Or maybe Rex will be in the mood and get inspired.”


Chapter
Sixty-Two



“That’s the best we’ve got?” I asked Dayra.

The blonde scholar gave me a little shrug. Her ability to be both cute and incredibly sexy at the same time gave her bonus points, but it didn’t help us in our goal to find the library.

“I thought when you said you knew where it was, you knew where it was,” Tip grumbled. “Rex doesn’t sense anything.”

“I thought it would be obvious,” Dayra answered. Gorgeous as she was, it was still a weak answer.

Why the hell would you think that? No one has found it in two thousand years. We’re only a few miles into the jungle from the road. You don’t think if someone could walk by and spot it that they would have? Of course, I didn’t say that out loud. I didn’t think for a minute that I was the only one thinking it, either.

“Okay. Well, I can’t think of a better idea right now. Let’s go with it.”

“How, exactly, are we going to dig up the jungle?” Tyra griped. “All our shovels and picks are still with the horses in Vowtoken.”

Lirien patted Dayra on the back. “Maybe we can cut some branches and use them to dig.”

Tyra stared at Lirien. “Yeah, great. Let’s use a bunch of sticks to dig in the dirt. I suppose we might as well shit in the holes we scratch out, too, getting full use our of our scratching sticks.”

I wasn’t thrilled with the idea, either, but what could we do. “Oh. Hold on. Let me try something.”

Pulling out my triple stick, I straightened it into a staff. Next came the two chain knives. Instead of attaching them on either side like I normally did to make a double-bladed pole, I affixed both to one end. The next bit was the tricky part. I not only phased the chains into the staff, but I combined the knives, too. Since I’d never tried it before, I had to use my hand to help, smoothing it along the edges as I worked with my mind to make my vision a reality.

When I was done, I held out a shovel to the others.

“Will this work?”

Dayra giggled before she put her hand on her mouth. Still, I could see her smile underneath. Tyra stomped up to me, looked me in the eye, then snatched the tool out of my hands.

“I’ll take first shift,” she said, but gave me a smile as she walked off to start plunging the new shovel’s blade into the dirt. She immediately lost her grumbly attitude. “Wow, good job, Gar. This thing is so sharp, it slices into the dirt like it’s trying to get away from me.”

We took turns for almost half the day, cutting into vegetation and soil, hoping that if we got close, Rex would be able to sense the library.

“It has to be in the ground, right?” I asked Dayra as Brin took her turn on the shovel. For some reason, it irritated me when the moonwisp and Qamara took their shift. I don’t know why, but I felt like those two should never have to do manual labor like that, even though battle was harder and dirtier. It was probably just old chauvinistic attitudes popping up.

Dayra answered my question with one of her own “Where else?” She scanned the trees, vines, bushes, and grasses. “It’s not in a tree and it’s not just sitting above ground invisible where people can bump into it.”

“Yeah.” I scratched my head. It didn’t seem right. “It would have to be really deep, though, right? I mean, we’re just digging shallow holes all over the place to see if we strike stone or something. I think we’re wasting our time. No offense to your idea. It’s still the only one we got.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“I don’t know.” Something was tickling the back of my mind, but I couldn’t figure it out. I was feeling my limitations keenly.

Dayra had brought up a valid point when she indicated that we weren’t as smart as she was. On this search, it worked out because she could be the brains to my brawn, but what about after we separated? Brin and Qamara were intelligent, in the same way Dayra was, but as sorry as I was to admit it, they didn’t have Dayra’s memory magic. Same with the others, except maybe Cea, but she hadn’t experienced as much as Dayra to remember. We all had our strengths. For example, Tyra was a genius with crafting, but creative problem solving other than in crafting situations wasn’t her strong suit.

It gave me an uneasy feeling, like I was holding something with wet hands and it was gradually shifting, ready to fall from my grip. I’d always thought it would be enough to be able to fight with Aeyr, but I now saw that we needed more. A plan, some strategy. Intelligence. This entire trip, since we’d found the scholar, had impressed upon me that we might not be as ready as I wanted to believe. With all the minions of Aeyr, the umbrenix, the crazy things happening with mutated creatures and the…

I snapped my fingers. “Holes in the air.”

Dayra blinked at me, then her eyes narrowed. She scrutinized me like I had finally cracked. “What?”

“Holes in the air. Those spontaneous portals we’ve been seeing. Well, we haven’t seen them here in Teaphotria—yet—but we saw them in other locations. Anyway, they’re portals to somewhere. Some of them spew out monsters, so there has to be another side. What if the library isn’t here, but this is where the portal shows up? To take us there?”

Qamara shot to her feet. “Yes, that’s it.” Her eyes flared and she settled herself, taking a casual posture as if she hadn’t just rocketed up from the log she’d been sitting on. “That is, I think I remember my grandmother speaking about portals used like that. It had slipped my mind until just now when you mentioned it.”

I squinted at her, and she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “The alari had portal technology? Do people still use that today?”

“In general, my ancestors did not, nor is it available today. If the osgoths used it, though, it’s possible that some alari might have been able to utilize such magic too.”

Cea scooted closer. “I heard of at least one story where portals were used to enter some sort of sanctuary, though it could be a myth. It was supposedly at a time close to when the alari supplanted the osgoth, thirteen or fourteen hundred years ago. A couple of centuries or so before the Malphasic period.

“I remember talking with my parents about it because I thought it was the most fantastic thing I’d ever heard. I watched them go back and forth, posing questions and formulating scenarios. The part that stuck with me the most was that they thought there would be some trigger, hidden in the area where the portal would appear. Otherwise, how would it work?”

Tip rubbed his temples as he watched the conversation, his eyes nearly closed.

“Got a headache, Tip?” I asked.

“No. Yes. I mean…okay, humor me for a moment?”

“Sure, whatchya got?”

“We can keep looking for the next few hours, but after that, when it gets dark, will you help me to try an experiment?”

“What kind of experiment?”

“Hopefully the successful kind. Plus, I wasn’t talking to you.” He turned to Brin. “Will you help me when it’s dark, even if it seems silly?”

“Of course, Tip. I trust that you are not trying to play a joke on me, something which I would react strongly to.”

He visibly gulped. “No joke. Just a thought. Not one of my own, if you get my meaning.”

“Then yes, I will aid you.”

“Thanks, Brin. You’re the best.”
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The rest of the group conversed as Dayra took her turn using the shovel Gar had made with his weapons. She was no stranger to digging. If anything, the task made her feel good, like she was accomplishing something, even if it was only to move some dirt. At this point, she doubted they’d find anything in the jungle soil.

Just when she had started feeling good about herself and her place amongst the others, the ground seemed to drop out from under her. The way Gar had looked at her after the battle, when he found her there near him, preparing to help him, lifted her spirits in a way she hadn’t ever felt. He didn’t see the crazy lonesome scholar, the attractive woman, or someone he could use for his own ends. He gazed at her with surprise that she’d come to his aid, and with respect as a fellow warrior.

Not that being a warrior was necessarily at the top of Dayra’s list of things to be, but she wasn’t some irritating know-it-all at that moment. She was another valued member of the party.

That emotional high lasted exactly until they got to their destination, and no longer. When they arrived at the site the luminar said was the intersection of the ley lines, Dayra felt like it would be better if the ground rose up and swallowed her whole. The library was nowhere in sight.

To compound the issue, the best she could come up with was to dig up the area around them with sticks. Her cheeks burned like a thousand suns when Tyra had called her out for the sheer ridiculousness of her plan.

Gar, ever the peacemaker in the group, not only shut down what could have been another session of people bashing on Dayra, but he came up with an ingenious idea that shattered hers into a thousand pieces.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, first Qamara, then Cea, then Tip all had something to say about another connection Gar had made. One that, she had to be honest, she never would have, even though it hadn’t been long since they’d told her about those “holes in the air” they’d seen.

For someone who was supposed to be the supreme intelligence of the group, she had performed woefully.

More importantly, though, the others had impressed her and forced her to ponder the group’s interaction since they’d met her. Gar had already all but convinced her that there was more to being successful than just knowing things. His prowess in battle had been obvious from the start, but more than that, he had brains. He might not be able to recite histories, but when it came to creative thinking and solving real-world dilemmas, he was peerless, in her experience. She was even starting to envy his mental abilities. A little.

They hadn’t found the library yet, but she knew without a doubt that she wouldn’t have gotten this close without the handful of people that had forced their way into her life and her quest and helped her without asking for payment of any kind.

“You okay, Day?” Lirien said from beside her.

Dayra hadn’t realized the kangaroo woman was next to her. How long have I been standing here, leaning on the shovel with a silly smile on my face? And when did it get dark?

“We’re ready to try out Tip’s idea. You coming with us?”

“I am.” She plunged the shovel into the dirt and was going to leave it there before she remembered that it was made up of Gar’s weapons. His magical weapons that he’d manipulated into the tool. She brought it with her, handing it to Gar when she moved up beside him.

“Okay,” Tip said. “Here’s what we need to do. Brin, can you make one of your light balls, but about as dim as you can make it. We want barely enough light to see a couple of feet around it, but it’ll still be a source of live magic.”

The moonwisp lifted her hand, palm facing the sky, and a fist-sized ball of weak illumination sprang into being.

“Now,” the satyr continued, “walk around in some kind of organized pattern. I’m not sure what the range is on this, but look for…something. From the memory I found in my head—not mine, by the way—there should be a kind of reaction. Probably another weak light or something?”

If it weren’t such a serious thing, Dayra would have laughed at the procession. Brin held up the ball of light like she was carrying a crown for a coronation, while everyone else shuffled along around her, staring at the darkened jungle outside the light.

Almost fifteen minutes later, Sariel spoke.

“There.”

Brin froze while all eyes went to where the swordmaster indicated. Off to the left, shrouded in darkness, a pale blue flickering light appeared.

“That’s it.” Tip stepped onto the spot. “Brin, can you give us some light now? Whoever is holding the…oh, Gar. You can do the honors.”

Cea giggled as Gar sighed, but he moved over to where the satyr was and put shovel to ground. When the thunk of the shovel hitting stone sounded a few minutes later, everyone crowded in to see what it was.

Gar attacked the ground like it was an enemy and in a shorter time than Dayra thought possible, he’d uncovered a large stone block the size of five or six human heads. But it wasn’t a stone block.

Before her eyes, the shovel transformed into a prybar with a flat, sharp blade. Gar pressed it into a seam Dayra hadn’t seen and wrenched the length of the tool. With the sound of crackling stone reached up at them, the top popped off, revealing it to be a chest or crate made of rock.

Gar reached in and pulled out…a necklace? He turned to Dayra, then performed a comical bow, presenting the jewelry to her. It was a simple piece, with a locket-like pendant attached to a fine silver chain.

“A trinket for my lady?”

A laugh burped out of her and her cheeks immediately caught fire. After clearing her throat, she curtseyed—though the motion was wasted with her shorts and tight cropped top—and accepted the offering.

“Thank you, good sir.” She stared at the pendant, a simple gem wrapped in a smooth gold cage. “Uh, what now?”

“Perhaps there is a stub or button or somesuch thing on the jewelry?” Qamara coached.

“Ah, yes. There’s something here on the top…” In a flash, a shape consisting entirely of blue light flashed into existence and, over several seconds, solidified into a glowing doorway before them.

“And there we are,” Gar said. “Welcome to the Great Library.”


Chapter
Sixty-Three



The glowing portal floated a few inches off the ground less than two feet from me. My instinct was to grab hold of Dayra, standing next to me, and retreat from the thing lest some monster pop out like the previous portals we’d seen. Instead, I examined it. It didn’t feel like it was tugging on me and there were a few differences from the ones we’d seen before.

First, those others had truly been holes in the air. Empty spaces that just appeared. The one before me had a border, almost like a doorframe, but without the actual door. Second, nothing had been visible in the other ones. The surface was just a hazy, silvery substance. The portal currently staring at me as I stared back allowed me to see through it into another location.

A hallway constructed of neat stone blocks and a marble floor.

Dayra stood stone still, the hand holding the pendant that opened the door shaking, her eyes stretched wide. “Uhhhh…”

I reached over and closed her fist around the necklace. Then, on second thought, I gently pried it out of her hand and slipped it over her head. It caught on her glasses for a moment, but was soon nestled between her breasts.

“Dayra.” I kept my voice soft, matching the silence of the jungle around us. “Are you ready to visit a place that has known no footsteps for more than two thousand years?”

“Uhhh…”

I laughed and took her hand. “Come on. We’ll go in first together.”

She clamped down on my hand like she was at the edge of a cliff. We had to step up a few inches to get into the opening. I angled her so she was just slightly ahead of me. To her questioning grunt, I explained. “I’m with you, right next to you, but you deserve to go in first, even if it’s just an inch or two ahead of me. Ready, and step.”

I had to nudge her, but we both passed through a slight, but not unpleasant, fizzling sensation and stepped fully into the hallway . When we dropped our feet, they landed on hard marble. I turned and put my other hand out through the opening so Brin could take it and join us.

Soon, we were all inside the hall, which was wider than the portal itself. At least six feet wide

“Are you good, Dayra?”

She was gradually becoming more comfortable, the shock slowly wearing off. Her hand loosened to a comfortable clasp on mine rather than a death grip. “Huh? What?”

“Are you good for now? I’m going to go grab our stuff and bring it in here. Okay?”

“Y-yes. Yes. Okay.”

Brin took the scholar’s hand from me and Lirien took the other, the kangaroo girl stroking Dayra’s arm to soothe her. I gathered our gear and Tip came over to help. With all our packs in the hallway, I snatched up my shovel-weapon and stepped back inside.

“You want to try to close the portal?”

Dayra swung her head to the magical opening. “What if it doesn’t open again?”

“We can all go back outside and you can try open it and close it from there to make sure it’ll work.”

She gave me a sheepish look and I handed everyone their gear. Out we went again, where Dayra promptly cycled the necklace to open and close the portal. Back inside the hallway, she closed the portal behind us. Then opened and closed it again, just to be sure.

“There we go. Shall we?”

No one moved. I waved for Dayra to go first, but she shook her head and repeated the gesture at me.

I laughed. “Okay, no worries.”

The hallway, as we’d seen from outside, was lined with perfectly cut and placed stone block, with the floor a white marble with streaks of pale blue shot through it. Not a speck of dust or dirt marred any of it and the corridor stretched on for fifteen paces before ending in double doors.

We passed five doorways—one double-wide on the left and then two normal-sized doors on each side, alternating—before we got to the massive double doors. Peeking through the doors quickly, we found that the first one led to a completely separate area that looked to be a stables with enough room for more than twenty horses. It came complete with a paddock with actual grass growing under some kind of magical light source The other spacious chambers had a bed in each, along with a desk and a bookshelf or two. We barely glanced at them, mostly making sure no monsters or anything were about.

Before the double doors, though, we came to a full stop. I ran my finger over the carvings. Swirls and edges, vines and flowers, birds and beasts were depicted in exquisite detail. The door handles looked to be made of a gold alloy, though I would have thought that too soft to be functional. Probably just plated in gold. Pushing the latch down, I found it to operate smoothly.

“Ready?”

Dayra nodded. Sariel, Tip, and Keliana all drew their weapons. After a few seconds, the others did the same. We’d already dropped our packs in the hallway, so we were ready to fight if need be.

The doors swung inward smoothly with little effort and no sound. As soon as they passed ninety degrees, the room beyond was flooded with light from more than a dozen different directions, revealing the most fantastic scholarly sight I’d ever witnessed.

The grand corridor that opened up ahead of us made my eyes go wide. At least one gasp sounded behind me. The place was massive, stretching at least two hundred yards to a glass door at the end of the twenty-foot-wide main open area. Every inch of the floor was polished marble even more beautiful than that in the hall behind us, with patterns in muted colors separated by wide lanes of white marble that looked like the world’s largest tic tac toe board had been incorporated into the design.

But that was the least of the spectacle. Bookcases separated the side areas into rectangular rooms with the front side open. What had to be thousands of books lines the shelves all the way down the walkway. Above, elaborate vaulted ceilings with paintings and gilding spread out thirty feet above, arching across to connect to the ceiling of a second floor of book cases. Within some of the rooms made of bookshelves were tables and comfortable chairs, along with a few pedestal book stands.

“So. Many. Shelves,” I said. Dayra giggled. Thousands of books adorned the heavy carved wooden shelves, and that was just what we could see from the doorway.

“Gods,” Dayra whispered, and Lirien hugged her friend.

I smiled at the blonde scholar and her glassy, liquid eyes. “Is this what you were expecting?”

“I dreamed of this, often. Nearly every night. Never did my dreams match up to this. Gods.”

“Note the doors,” Brin said, pointing to double doors both to the right and to the left of us. “I do not believe this is all the library contains. This is just the entry.”

Dayra let loose what sounded like a sob.

I smiled at her. “Take your time, but there are your books spread out in front of us. It might take a while to read all of them, so you may want to start looking around.”

The next thing I knew, I had an armful of sobbing scholar and two strong arms were trying to squeeze the life out of me. I patted her on the back, which only seemed to make her tears come faster.

“Thank you. Thank-you-thank-you-thank-you.”

“You’re welcome. We all make a pretty good team, eh?”

Dayra tilted her wet, sloppy face and kissed me. I didn’t mind the dampness too much. I kissed her back, tasting the salt of her tears, and squeezed her hard enough that she huffed into my mouth. I released her so she could repeat the hugging, first with Lirien and then with everyone else in the group, including Tip and Rex. Though her attempted hug quickly turned into a pet with the squirming furcan.

“With your permission, Library Master,” I said. Dayra nodded. “Let’s check it out.”

We found another spectacular and long section through the double door to our right. It was set up for group study, it seemed, with more and larger tables with chairs around them. Of course, bookshelves abounded there as well, plus interesting furniture that were actually short bookcases with large horizontal surfaces on top, many of them with interesting items, whether art or for writing and drawing.

But the section to the left of the main entrance was what made Dayra’s knees tremble and give out. She would have pitched to the marble floor had I not been right next to her and held her up.

As long and a bit wider than the main hallway, there was less open space here. Desks, chairs, sofas, and cabinets adorned the center of the massive space, with marble pillars along the sides to hold up a walkway that circled the edges to provide access to the second floor. And the third. And the fourth. Every level was stuffed full of bookshelves and other than the occasional platform with more furniture, the center space rose empty up to a domed ceiling of colored glass that was at least twenty feet above the highest level. Objects and figures of people adorned it, dull pressed against the stone, indicating that we were indeed underground. How would that look with the sun coming through it? The place was amazing!

For the most part, we were silent. Reverent. Tip whistled softly once, and the sound echoed softly for a moment before being swallowed up by the books.

“There must be tens of thousands of books here,” Brin said.

“The Great Library,” I told her. “The greatest library. I guess they weren’t exaggerating.” I hadn’t forgotten my wariness, but it was severely minimized. If there were monsters or people here, it wouldn’t be so perfectly spotless. Still, I had to say it. “We can explore, but keep at least one other person with you, be careful. I doubt anything alive could be in here after all this time, but if there is, it’s probably hungry. Keep your weapons close, and yell if you run into problems.”

The others laughed, but more than one of them adjusted their scabbards or weapons belts.

Stopping in the center of the huge space, between two plush couches that not only were in perfect condition, but had not one speck of dust on them, I looked up. The floors had the middle section open, so I could see the endless bookshelves above. Also, there were other doors and a set of stairs going down. I wonder how many floors there are below us.

With the sounds of oohs and ahhs around me, intermingled with surprised and delighted grunts and squeals, I climbed the stairs to the top floor, Brin at my side. I’d been to some big libraries before, but damn, none of them had been this big. There had to be tens of thousands of books, like Brin had said, maybe hundreds of thousands. But not just books. Cases of scrolls filled half of the third floor and I had a feeling that the lower levels held other forms of records. Clay tablets? Stone? Weren’t those always in the basement levels in the movies? I was going to check those out next.

Everything was in pristine condition, like the books had just been bound earlier in the day. I sat in a chair on the fifth floor, looking down onto the others scrambling all over the place and exploring, and smiled. The chair, leather covered and stuffed with padding to exactly the perfect firmness, had me wanting to doze.

We’d done it. Dayra had followed her dream, much like Lirien had, through hardship and danger, and we’d found it. What was this going to mean for the world? Knowledge from lost civilizations, possibly tomes on magic that no one had learned for millennia, the answers to an unlimited number of riddles. This library could change the world.

Or it could cause devastating wars.

The thought brought me up out of my comfortable reverie. It was a good day. A spectacular day. But we still had things to do. I’d give Dayra and the others a chance to bask in the wonder, but not for too long. We could stay for a few days, but then we had to get on with our mission. Dayra would probably stay, which soured my mood even more, but that was okay. She’d accomplished her dream. Now we had to see to ours.

I wandered the shelves, trailing my finger along the spines of some of the books. Like everything else, no dust at all adhered to them. My finger came back clean and my feet left no prints on what appeared to be freshly swept marble and freshly cleaned rugs.

Down to the first floor we went, then over to the stairs going down. I noted doors on the back of the first floor, where I hadn’t seen any on the second, but decided to explore those later. For the time being, the mystery of what lay below was tugging at me.

Brin took my hand as we descended the stairs.

“What do you think?” I asked her.

Her smile was more than enough answer, but she elaborated. “I could happily stay here for a hundred years, and still not read all that I would like. It is…overwhelming. So many books. So much knowledge. Do you realize…”

“Yeah, I was thinking about it. The good and the bad.”

“Yes. We must not reveal this place. The final decision must rest with Dayra, but I would strongly recommend keeping it a secret. Indefinitely.”

“Yep. I agree. I bet she does, too. For now, let’s see what we can find down here.”

As with the main areas above, magical light flooded the lower floors as we found them. There were three, but only the top contained records. Most were scrolls, but there were also clay tablets, etched stone, and even sheets of what looked like bark peeled carefully from some massive tree with flowing script inscribed across their surfaces.

The second floor to the bottom was filled with simple machines. “A bindery?” I asked.

“Yes. How remarkable. There is leather and thread, even pots for making glue. If I am not mistaken, those barrels contain the powder for use in making the paste. Quite an advanced operation for such an ancient place. I wonder if current scholars of the osgoth periods even know such things existed back then.”

We finally reached the lowest of the bottom floors, the largest of the three by far. A storage area. Crates abounded, as well as barrels, cloth and other goods bound in bundles, and tools aplenty. Saws, knives, shears, needles, even brushes, rasps, and scrapers. It would take a while to go through the stock, but Brin’s eyes went to a work bench near one wall.

When we got near, I saw the room extended into another whole section. A workshop. Benches, tools, stock cabinets, and probably most importantly, a forge.

“Oooh, Tyra is going to love this.”

I joined Brin at the bench we’d seen as she opened up drawers, perusing the items within. She pulled out a belt, of all things. It was beautiful, made of interlocking chain so fine I had trouble believing it was made with medieval technology, let alone two thousand years before. It shimmered as she pulled it through her hand, not a bit of rust or tarnish on it. The color was about the same as white gold and clashed subtly with gems embedded in the piece. Even the clasp on the front had a bright green gem, matching Brin’s eyes, with three red gems around it. If any accessory screamed that she should wear it, this belt did.

“It’s magical. Enchanted. Though I don’t know what the enchantment is.”

“Take it.” We turned to see Dayra and Lirien coming down the stairs. “Please. I’m sure we’ll find lot of other stuff in here. The real treasure is upstairs, though. Did you see the bindery?” Her grin threatened to split her head in half.

“We did,” I said. “This place is amazing.”

She came up and leaned against me, putting her head on my chest. I was surprised at how affectionate she was being, but I wasn’t going to complain. Brin’s eyes sparkled. She was getting a kick out of it.

“Are you sure, Dayra?” the moonwisp asked. “About the belt?”

“Absolutely. I hope we can find at least one thing for everyone here. That, and we can all read as much as we want, as long as one can read languages two millennia old. That’s not what I came down her for, though. I wanted to ask if you wanted to check out those doors to the side of the first floor.”

“Hell yes,” I said, pausing to take the belt out of Brin’s hands and slip it around her waist, then clasping it. The thing actually shortened in my hands to tight up around her, hugging her slender waist perfectly. She leaned in and kissed me, then took my hand again.

A mischievous smirk stole onto her face. “We have barely scratched the surface of this place’s wonders. Let’s explore some more.”
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The four of us went back to the first floor, where our friends were still exploring or lounging with books they’d found. We headed for a door no one had checked out yet. It was another double door, but not as large as the main entrance we came in through.

I opened them to reveal another hallway, longer than the one where we entered, with five closed doors on each side, another corridor intersecting it at the middle to form a plus sign, and one at the end of the hall. The intersecting hallway had five doors on each branch, two on each side plus one at the end. Most of them turned out to be other bedrooms, with beds, desks, chairs, and bookshelves. The shelves were mostly empty, which I could understand since they were a short walk to the massive number in the library proper, but there were a few trinkets and books on some. Each room also had a fireplace, which seemed a little dangerous to me with all the paper and leather in the place.

“Where do you think the chimneys go?” Lirien asked. “I’m sure they went up into the air when the library was on the surface, but judging by the view from the windows, we’re underground now. Maybe the same kind of system as we saw in the fortress?”

Dayra cocked her head at the one in the room we were in. “Some kind of magic? If they even work. This place was not maintained once it was hidden away. Such a shame. Sitting by the fire and reading sounds divine.”

Compared to the bedrooms we’d seen on the other side of the library, these were not only larger, but also different sizes from each other. The biggest we found had to be thirty feet on one side and even larger on the other. No doubt it was created for the lead librarian or manager. Someone important. Each room also had an attached bathroom, which seemed far too modern for me to understand how it could be so.

But it was the room at the end of the hall that had me whistling in appreciation.

“A research room?” I asked. “Or some kind of all-purpose utility room?”

The place was huge, twice as big as the largest room we’d found. Several benches stood within, with stools and chairs, even a few couches. One of the tables looked to be a drawing table, and there were even large sheets of paper on it, secured by clamps from the sides. I ran my eyes over the top sheet. Plans of some kind. Maybe yet another renovation for the library?

A smaller bindery setup was there as well. The main attraction of the space, though, were a series of tables and benches with stands designed to hold books open. One such pedestal, slanted like a drafting table in my world, had a couple of wedges that looked movable to secure an inkwell.

“That’s a scribe station,” Dayra said. “I would expect that they had people to copy books. With the bindery in here and the more complete one downstairs, it seemed they didn’t only store and catalog books, but they wrote them and duplicated them as well.” She pointed to another, almost identical table, this one with a scroll spread out and secured with more of the little clamps. A better alternative to paperweights, I thought. “It seems that they copied scrolls into books also. I would assume they did the same thing with the tablets and other records. Remarkable.”

“We talked about the fireplaces,” Lirien said, “but what about the privies that are in each room, as well as the ones off the main library? Do you think they operate, or do we need to open the portal when we need to answer nature’s call.”

I’d been wondering the same thing myself. “We’re going to have to test it out. No better time than now.” I walked toward the privy off one corner of the utility room. Dayra let out a little gasp and put her hand over her mouth. “Relax, not like that.”

A small basin set into a stone pedestal stood next to the hole with the seat above it. The configuration was surprisingly like a modern bathroom in my world, something I hadn’t seen in Valorae. I noted some runes carved above the sink, where a blocky object hung over it. The basin even had a drain hole at the bottom, like a legitimate sink.

“How do I…” I looked for a button or a switch or something else, but there was nothing like that in view. Shrugging my shoulders, I put a finger on one of the runes and water flowed out of the rectangular spigot and into the sink, only to disappear into the drain. “Huh.” I found a cup on a small table in the little room and put it under the flow of water, filling up. Another touch on the rune, and the water stopped flowing.

I tilted my head, inspecting the other runes. The one I’d used was on one side of the spigot, but a similar—but not identical—marking was on the other side. I activated that one and water flowed again. I scratched my head. Why two?

I got my answer almost immediately as the water started steaming.

“Wow. Hot running water. Nice.”

It only took a little playing to understand that I could mix the two streams for temperature, or I could heat it to the degree I wanted by leaving my finger on the rune for longer without needing to use the cold side.

“One more test,” I said, pouring the water I’d put in the cup down the hole in the seat. I could see the bottom of the opening, barely two feet below, but when I poured the water in, it didn’t reach the end but simply disappeared. “I don’t know if it’s destroying what is put in there or if it’s teleporting it somewhere else. The implications are not something I want to think about right now, but it looks like this stuff works.” I pointed toward the tub, which each of the privies in each of the rooms had. “I’m betting those operate as well. Lots of magic in here.”

That brought smiles to the faces of all three women. I had to agree. A hot bath? That sounded amazing.

“You want to go tell everyone else?” I asked. “I don’t know about you, but a bath and maybe a nap sound really good right now. Everyone else might be interested, too.”

When we got back to the main library area, we found Tyra and Keliana heading toward us.

“We need to show you something,” the catgirl said, taking my hand and pulling me along. “Come on.”

They’d found another door, at the other end the first floor. It opened up into another large room, this one with tables and bench seating, all lined up in rows. Keliana didn’t stop, dragging me to a bigger door along one wall. The room it led to had stoves, ovens, and multiple work spaces for preparing food. Three doors to the side turned out to be storage rooms, one of them with runes that made it colder.

“Nice,” I said. “A kitchen and a dining hall, even cold storage. If we didn’t have places to go, we could live here. It’s a lot nicer than even some places I paid rent for in my world.”

We returned to the library and gathered everyone. I told them not only about the kitchen and dining hall, but also about the privies, and especially about the ones within the rooms, including the bathtubs.

I called out to them as they scattered to check them out. “Claim a room. Hopefully all the privies and baths work. Those beds look comfortable, too.” Within minutes, only Brin and I were there. “We should probably choose rooms, too. There are enough for all of us, and then some.

The moonwisp ended up following me as I claimed one near the utility room. In fact, my considerate companions had left the biggest room alone. Since Brin decided we’d share one, we took that one. I checked with Dayra later, but she didn’t want it, staking out the room right next to the utility room, with Lirien in the one next to it on the other side of the hall from mine and Brin’s.

All bathed and relaxed, we met in the dining hall and ate a meal. My watch told me it was around six o’clock in the evening. At least, that’s what time it was outside in the jungle. We still weren’t sure where we were or if time flowed normally in the place.

“Okay, so here’s the deal,” I started. “We can stay here for a few days, but then we need to get going again. Dayra, I figured you might want to stay here, possibly even live here, though you’ll need to stock up on food. We all deserve a little break from what we’ve been dealing with, so consider this rest and relaxation, even if you’re going to be studying or working.” I looked over at Tyra, biting her lip in anticipation of working on the small forge we’d found.

“There’s one other thing,” I continued. “I’m hoping you can help us, Dayra. Now that we’ve finished your quest and you are relatively safe, I’ll tell you about it now. In our travels, which we’ve summarized for you, we found an ancient fortress in the Mordimere Peaks. Qamara sensed Aeyr’s magic in there and we think he might be hiding in it, gathering power. We were able to get into the fortress, but only so far until we ran into a hidden door sealed by magic. We were hoping you knew something about it or something here in the library could help.

“Above the door are some runes and the sign of a gar,” Tip said.

Dayra’s eyes narrowed. “The sign of the Gar?”

The way she stressed the word, I could hear the capital G. “Not Gar like me, but gar, the fish.”

“I see. What exactly does this gar look like? Can you draw it?”

“Oh, right.” I snatched my pack from another table and dug through it. “Brin drew it out. Here.” I handed her the drawing of the fish.

Dayra started laughing.

To be honest, I took a bit of offense at her laughter, on Brin’s behalf. “I think it’s a good drawing. It looks exactly like that on the wall above the door.”

The scholar continued chuckling. “No, I’m not laughing at that. I’m laughing at your arrogance.” She put a hand up. “That came out wrong. That symbol, the stylized fish, it’s not a gar, though I can see why you’d jump to that conclusion, maybe thinking it was prophetic in some way?” She winked at me, but continued. “That is a pike. It’s from the royal seal of the sirens, though its origin is much older. Prior to fifteen hundred years ago, it was on the crest for the great nation of Ianathe, the peoples who eventually were attacked by a highly magical enemy and forced to live in the seas.”

“A…a pike?” I traded looks with Qamara. She was already whispering what was going through my mind.

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

I slapped my forehead. What an idiot I am. “You’re right, Dayra, it was completely arrogant. Part of Qamara’s original reading for me included what she just said. All this time, I was thinking it was talking about the weapon called pike. When we saw the fish, everyone just assumed it was a gar. Because of me, I guess. Will knowing that it’s a pike help? Do you know anything that could aid us in getting through the door?”

Dayra was still laughing. “First off, you can tell the difference between a pike and a gar by the pike’s more needle-like mouth. Gar tends to be thicker, and pike longer and thinner. As far as knowledge of secret doors, sorry, but no. However, we happen to be in the greatest library the world has ever known. True, the most recent knowledge within is two thousand years old, but if your from an era closer to that time period than ours, I’m sure I can find something here. Once I figure out the categorization scheme used. I have some ideas of how the books might be arranged. Give me a couple of days, and I should be able to find something helpful.”
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Three days later, I was getting anxious to leave. Our horses were still in Vowtoken, Tawny and Badri didn’t know if we survived or not—and vice versa—and it was a long trip back up to the secret fortress. Of course, without a means for opening the door, we might be better searching for another minion of Aeyr to kill.

But if we can get the door open, we can finish this. That was the thing that kept cycling through my mind.

I fell into one of the large, comfortable chairs in the middle section of the ground floor of the library. Everyone else but Dayra, Lirien, and Tyra was there relaxing. Those first two were in their rooms, I thought, though maybe Dayra was in the utility room. She’d kind of taken it as her own, working long hours every day, studying one thing or another. Tyra, of course, was down in the lower level working at the forge. She’d been toiling harder and with longer hours than all the rest of us, but she was also energized, smiling every time I saw her.

“Anyone else find anything helpful?” I asked the room.

“I have found several fascinating books,” Qamara said, “but nothing that could assist us in opening the door in the fortress.”

“I have had the same experience,” Brin agreed. “Even with Dayra explaining the method of categorizing books, there are relatively few about the Ianathi. I have found none concerning the royal family and their sigil.”

Cea shook her head sadly. I guess she hadn’t found anything, either.

“Tip?”

“Sorry, boss. No sudden memories or anything. As much as I wish something popped into my head, there’s nothing there.”

A laugh exploded out of me, taking me by surprise. Poor Rex hopped straight up from what looked like a restful slumber on the floor, his eyes wide and his body heaving like bellows.

“Sorry Rex. Your buddy there just admitted he’s got nothing in his head. The laugh kind of came out on its own.”

“Har-har.” Tip could hardly keep the smile off his own face. He knew it was funny. “Seriously, though, you should check with Dayra. She’s been studying hard, and if the questions she’s been asking Brin, Qamara, Cea, and Lirien are an indication, it’s all been trying to find information about your fish symbol.”

“You should go to her,” Brin said. “Discuss it with her. Maybe help her relax?”

I was pretty sure I knew what the moonwisp was getting to. They’d seen how much closer the scholar and I had been since we’d mostly resolved our little conflicts. It wasn’t lost on me that someone telling me “You should go to her” was not a new thing. It’s how I ended up watching her pleasure herself.

Keliana, sitting on one of the chairs with a leg over the arm, spinning one of her ring daggers, pursed her lips. “You should. She needs…relief.”

Even Sariel got into the discussion, nodding her head. When she gave me a thumbs-up, it was clear my sneaky women had been talking.

“Okay, what’s all this about?”

“We simply want you to help out the newest member of our group,” Qamara told me. “She has been working hard. We all agree you two should help each other relax.”

They were all looking at me now, waiting for my answer. I shook my head. “I’ll go ask her about the fish symbol. Don’t get your hopes up with the other stuff.”

Brin’s smile seemed somehow accusing and also triumphant. “Enjoy your…discussion.”

I looked back over my shoulder twice on the way to the hallway, both times seeing their expectant and supportive expressions. I guess they’ve made up their minds. Tyra already told me in no uncertain terms how she felt on the matter. I guess I can consider that a green light. If I want to step on the gas.

As expected, I found Dayra in the utility room, sitting at one of the desks, reading a book. The door had been open so she hadn’t realized yet that I was there. I watched her as she skimmed the book’s contents, jotting a few notes down on paper sitting on the desk.

“Find anything?” I asked, causing her to jump. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I probably should have knocked.”

“It’s fine.” She ran her fingers through her hair and fluffed it. It was short enough not to fall into her face, which was good, because if she’d had long hair, it would be going out at every conceivable angle. As it was, her trimmed mane looked stylishly messy. “I could use a break anyway. What time is it?”

I checked my watch. “Five in the afternoon. I figured Lirien would be in here with you. She’s got a watch, too.”

She put her pen in a little holder next to her inkwell and smiled. “I know. She’s told me all about it. She loves that little contraption more than anything I’ve ever seen her possess. That was very kind of you to give it to her.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t need two and she was fascinated with it. I was glad to give it to her.”

“That’s how you are, Gar. Changing the lives of everyone you come in contact with. Which reminds me, I’m sorry about my attitude when we first met. As well as most of the time you’ve known me. I really didn’t understand how much my experiences had molded how I thought.”

“No worries. Sometimes people are all rough edges with each other when they first meet. There’s friction, sometimes even fire, but eventually those sharp points can get smoothed over. I think those people often make the best friends. We’re good now, right?”

“I like to think so. You changed the way I look at things, that’s for sure. I looked down on you for not being a scholar, yet you continually came up with creative ways to handle our problems. Ways I never could have dreamed up.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Maybe, but I thought you were just an arrogant bookworm with no practical experience and no value in a fight. You can kick some ass, though. Even better, you aren’t afraid to get hurt to help your allies.”

“My friends.”

“Yeah. Your friends. If I didn’t tell you before, thanks for coming to help me with Lakeck, even though you were tired and injured.”

“Psht. I wasn’t about to let him take you away from us. How else would we have gotten here?” She gestured around her with a grand sweep of both hands. “I don’t think we could have done this without you. Not just the fighting, but everything. Your ideas, your leadership, all of it.”

“Nah, you’d have done it, once you climbed down off your high horse and mucked around in the dirt like the rest of us.”

She snorted. “Well, I’m glad I found out that you’re not inferior, that my view of myself was inflated.”

“I’m glad that you turned out to be human. I did feel pretty inferior a few times. I always believed that we’d need to get bloody and fight to get things done, but I’m going to miss your big analytical mind.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Huh?”

“Miss my mind. Or the rest of me. I’ve been meaning to talk to you. Would it be okay if I went with you when you leave here?”

I moved my mouth, attempting to talk, but no sound came out for a few seconds. “You want to go with us?”

“Yes, if it’s all right with you.”

“But you know what we’re doing. The danger…it’s even more than we faced here. We’re planning on fighting a demigod.”

“I know. I’m smart that way.”

I had to chuckle at that. “You are. Are you sure, though? Traveling all the time, constant danger, only to end up in front of some powerful guy more than a thousand years old, with magic he’s been honing all that time.”

“That you call him ‘some powerful guy’ is exactly why I know you’re going to be successful. As long as someone that can do the heavy thinking comes along to keep you from stubbing your toes.” She winked at me.

“You think you’re that person?”

“I do. We make a good team. All of us, but especially you and me. Besides, I’m not done with you yet. There’s so much more to learn. To feel.”

“If you’re sure, we’d love to have you, even though I feel bad about bringing you into danger. Especially now, right after you found the thing you’d been searching for for so long.”

“It’ll still be here when we come back. I have the only key, so no one else can get to it.”

“I guess when you put it that way. It would be nice to be able to see you. I was a little sad about leaving.”

“There we have it. We’ll leave together. It’ll be just like old times.”

“Ha! Yeah, those old times. Last week.”

One of her shoulders raised in a sexy half shrug. “Time will pass and we’ll have lots of stories of ‘way back when…’ while we’re making new memories. That is, only if you want to.” She took her bottom lip in her teeth and I knew we were ending one conversation and about to begin another, completely different kind of discussion.

In the silence, my eyes scanned her sitting on the stool in front of me. Today’s outfit was, of course, a tiny tank top and skintight tiny shorts. What was different was that both were made of soft, dark leather. With Dayra’s body, she gave Tyra a run for her money with making that leather look good. The shorts especially were striking, the very short length of them reduced even more by cutouts so it almost appeared as she was wearing a leather bikini bottom with straps hugging her upper thighs, showing her delicious skin in between. The top had a few stylish straps and left as much bare as any of the other tops I’d ever seen her in.

“Where do you get all these clothes, anyway?” I asked. “They look so much like a style in my world, but I’ve never seen them in this world, except on you, and you have what seems like dozens of them.”

She shrugged again. My God, what that did to her chest in that top! “They don’t take much space, so I can afford to carry several around. Don’t you like the way I dress?”

“Hell yeah. I love the way you dress.”

Dayra rose from her chair, elegant and graceful, took off her glasses, and set them on the desk. She sauntered over to me, her lip still between her teeth. Her electric blue eyes met mine. “Can we kiss on our agreement?”

I couldn’t break my gaze from her, even when her mouth formed a wicked smile as I unintentionally licked my lips. “I guess that’s a good way to confirm what we talked about. You know, if a handshake isn’t good enough.”

“Mmmm. I have an idea about using our hands. First, a kiss.”

I leaned in and our lips met. She had one of those naturally pouty mouths and God, did it feel good. Like silk-wrapped cotton candy with the smoothest whipped cream slathered over it. She tasted sweet, too, but also a little sour. Like a ripe orange and a lime were combined two parts to one.

Her tongue pressed out tentatively, finding mine and caressing the surface. Her flavor intensified, as did the feeling of her body in my arms. We both let out little moans as she merged at the mouth. When we finally broke the kiss, I leaned back a little, panting.

“You taste and feel fantastic,” I said.

“You like it?”

“Definitely. We should make agreements more often.”

She giggled at that, but not a high-pitched girlish variety. It was a sultry, sexy sound and it reached out and grabbed every cell in my body and shook it.

“There’s no need for agreements,” she said. “We can do this anytime. I want to do it anytime.” She turned her head and put it on my chest. “Do you know how much I want you? How much I’ve wanted you since you surprised me and then let me perform for you that time.”

“Whew.” I blew out a breath. “That was something else. So, so sexy.”

“But you refused me.”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“Because I have other peoples’ feelings to think about.”

“But you wanted to?”

“Oh, yes. If you only knew how close I came to giving in.” I wiped my forehead. It was getting warm in the room.

“Do you still have other peoples’ feelings to think about?”

“I do.”

She frowned at that, chewing her lip again.

“But,” I said, giving her a quick kiss on the mouth. “Those other people seemed to have conspired to give me their approval.”

Her eyes lit up, then her mouth curved upward slowly. “Go on…”

I shrugged. “Brin told me, I should give you relief.”

Dayra clapped her hands so close to my face, I pulled it back so she wouldn’t slap me. “Oh, Gar, I have lots of things I’ve thought about doing with you. Let’s do some of them. Let’s do all of them.”

“Why don’t we start and see how it goes.”

She dove in to kiss me again.
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Dayra squeezed me and scrabbled at my body as she kissed me to within an inch of my life. She couldn’t seem to decide if she wanted to pull me to crush my body and fuse us together, or if she wanted to tear the skin off the side not contacting her heavenly form.

“Do you like my clothes?” she said out of nowhere when she pulled back from me. She even did a turn, holding her arms out to display the body that I’d catalogued completely in the time we’d been traveling together.

“I love them. You have such an amazing body and they’re so tight. Just like I prefer. Actually, I prefer them off, but slowly.”

“You can help me with that.”

“I can.”

She took my hand and pulled me toward one of the work benches. She was talking faster and moving more rapidly than before, like she was on fast forward, the excitement bubbling up out of her. I could feel her hand vibrating.

Dayra dropped my hand and put both of hers on the bench, facing me.

“Will you get behind me and rub your hands all over my body?” She even turned one knee in and put an index finger on her lips, almost entering her mouth.

“Fuck yeah, I will. I’ve been wanting to explore your body since…pretty much since we first met.”

“I’m here now. Do it.”

I paused behind her, taking my time scanning her exquisite form. I wasn’t sure how she got into clothes that tight. They seriously looked painted on. Especially what she had on now. How does leather mold to every line and curve and dimple like that?

Dayra’s legs were simply perfect. Toned and slender, seeming a lot longer than they really were, they transitioned perfectly in one of the shapeliest asses I’d ever seen. Even her ankles were beautiful, clearly visible as she stood barefoot on the rug, her short boots sitting on the floor nearby. Her arms, nowhere near as muscled as Tyra’s, or even Sariel’s, still looked strong, but also soft, and her shoulders had the exact right amount of toned muscle and gentle curves. The short cut of her hair allowed me to see her graceful neck and I hungered to kiss it.

But I wanted to linger, build her up. When she played with herself in front of me, she had clearly enjoyed the long, slow, soft strokes. Who was I to argue about what made her feel good?

My hands slid gently up her legs, along the outside, smoothly running up over her shorts to her bare skin above. She winced at a ticklish spot on her left side, and I noted it in my mind for use later.

“Ooooh. Waaaaa. I love your hands. Put them⁠—”

“No,” I said, nipping her shoulder. “Let me work. I’ll ask for suggestions later. For now, I need to gather data.”

“Mmmmm.”

I knew that approach would appeal to her. She was all about knowledge and experimentation.

When I first kissed her lower back, she jumped, but then settled into the feeling as I dragged my tongue up, over the leather of her tank top, and to the exposed upper back. She cooed and hummed as I got to the back of her neck.

“I love these little hairs,” I said, licking them at the nape of her neck. I took a bundle of them into my mouth and sucked. Her appreciative groan had me smiling into her skin.

I continued treating her to that while my hands slid around to the front of her, gliding over her toned abs and up to her barely restrained tits.

“You have the best breasts,” I told her, reaching up to nibble her ear.

“Mmmmm. I do. I love to suck them.”

My dick twitched hard at that. It must have remembered what was going through my mind at that moment, a vision from when I’d watched her before. “I’m going to do that soon. I imagine I’ll like it, too.”

She put her hands on mine and ground them into her chest. I went along willingly and, when she removed hers, I tweaked both of her nipples through her top.

“Oh! Yes. Now you’re getting warmer. Do you want to bite my tits? I’ve fantasized about you doing it.”

I thrust against her ass in answer, pinching her nipples with both hands. She ground back against me, her entire body thrashing and quivering. I moved my hands down.

“Awwwwww.”

“Just a moment.” I bit the side of her neck softly. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I grazed the front of her shorts, sending judders through her. Sucking her ear, I pressed harder with my fingers, dragging them across the soft leather covering her junction. For a moment I was sad she wasn’t wearing a pair of her cloth shorts, but it probably didn’t matter. I’d have them off her in a moment anyway.

“Do you like that?” I whispered.

“Aaaaaahhhh. Mmmmm. So. Much.”

I was sure she could feel my diamond hard shaft wedged in between her tight ass cheeks, especially when I pushed it forward and up. Another moan ripped out of her.

“You’re being such a good girl. Why don’t we remove some of these obstacles.”

With quick movements, I pulled her top up and over her head. Her tits fell free, bounced, and went back to the exact position they were in before. Both hands latched onto them, feeling their weight and the soft, smooth skin covering them. I closed my eyes, letting the little bumps on her areola stimulate my fingertips, like I was reading Braille. I was pretty sure they read, “Fuck me,” but this was no time for reading.

Dayra wriggled and ground her ass into me while I played with her tits. I almost turned her around, but decided against it, for at least a couple of reasons. Instead, I stroked the crotch of her shorts while kissing and biting across her clavicle to her shoulder. Her panting moved her entire body.

Next off were the shorts, freeing her completely of any covering. The slick, bald skin between her legs felt like wet velvet, the soft slushing noise trying to pull my shaft outside of my clothes to experience the sensation for itself.

“More,” she panted. “I need more. Quit teasing me and fuck me, Gar.”

I ignored her, hooking my arm to stick a finger into her wet slit. Watching her pull one of her breasts up and suck on it from only a few inches away had precum leaking out of me at a faster rate than I’d ever experienced. I don’t know why I found it so sexy when she sucked herself, but I did.

It took less than a minute after that before Dayra’s body thrashed as she sucked on her nipple, thrusting her hips forward to drive my finger farther into her. Her body jerked with each motion, her entire form tremoring deliciously. She leaned back against me so she could take her other hand off the bench and press my hand so my finger went even farther into her. Exactly two thrusts later, her body vibrated and shuddered violently.

“Oh, gods. Gar. Yes-yes-yes. Whaaa-waaa-waaa. Aauuuugghh.”

I rode out the trembling and the writhing. She rotated her hips to get the last bit of stimulation within her canal, then she slumped.

“That was amazing,” Lirien said from near the doorway. She’d closed the door and had been watching us, apparently.

Dayra swiped her hand across her soaked pussy lips and brought it up to her mouth to lick it. “Come over here, Lee. You need to join us for this next part.”

The kangaroo girl slinked over, stripping off her clothing as she did so. The pink tank top with the small buttons down the front and the ultratight khaki pants I so loved to stare at left a small trail from the door to where she joined us. She dropped her little pink thong at my feet when she arrived.

The blonde scholar smeared more of her juices on her hand and met Lirien before she got to the bench. The kangaroo girl took the offered hand in hers and licked it, then sucked each of the individual fingers.

I stared wide-eyed at the display. My mouth dropped open as Lirien wiped at her own crotch and offered her glistening hand to Dayra, who lapped it up.

“See what you two did to me?” she said, leaning in to kiss me.

Holy fucking hell.

“The bed,” Dayra said, pointing to a bed tucked in one corner of the room. “I want more.”

Lirien grabbed my hand, then Dayra’s, and dragged us toward the bed. As I stumbled after her, I couldn’t help but to admire her sexy body. I’d seen it before, of course, but I was of the opinion that I could never see it enough. Coupled with Dayra’s incredible form, I was feeling way over dressed.

Something the women cooperated to remedy quickly.

If I was impressed with how they fought together during the big battle, it was nothing compared to their team effort now. In the span of a few breaths—and they were fast breaths—they had me naked, my shaft pointing out from me like a signal beacon.

“Oh, Gar,” Dayra said.

Lirien kissed the scholar. “That’s right. You haven’t seen or enjoyed it yet, have you?”

“Give me a minute.”

I laughed, but threw Dayra down on the bed. “In a few minutes. I’m the only one here who hasn’t tasted you. That’s going to happen right now.” I dove at her, spreading her legs and going to my knees on the thick rug underneath me.

Dayra’s pussy was truly magnificent. Soft, full outer lips, tight inner lips, a gently curving mound that almost looked like a pair of smooth, tiny breasts—or a well-formed ass, I couldn’t decide—and not a hair to be seen. She must have shaved within the last couple of hours.

My tongue found her smooth, slick surface to be a pure pleasure, and her taste—oh my God! The citrusy flavor was more pronounced down there and I lapped her liquid up, stroking her lips with my tongue and taking them into my mouth to suck on them.

“Waaa. Gar. Like that. Waaaa-waaaa-waaaa. Soooooo good.”

Lirien watched for a moment, but Dayra had plans for her, too, apparently.

“Lee, you know what I like.”

“Mmmmmm. You like so many things, Day.”

“You know! Fuck my tits. Please. Do it now.”

Lirien laughed, but she moved to obey. I wasn’t sure what Dayra would do if she wasn’t given what she wanted.

I watched in fascination—while continuing my work—as Lirien straddled Dayra, but up farther on her chest. She angled her body, giving me a fantastic view of her back, her tail, and her ass. Then she started grinding down and forward. At times, her body lifted up so I could see between her legs, and she was doing exactly what the scholar had commanded. The kangaroo girl dragged her pussy lips across Dayra’s hard nipples with a squishing sound slightly different than what my tongue was making.

At times, I almost forgot to keep licking as Lirien moaned and thrashed, always pressing down hard on Dayra’s tit.

“Hough-hough-hough. Oh, Day. Mmmmm.”

“Yes. More Lee. Gar, your tongue feels so good. Put it in me.”

I did as she asked, though it spoiled my ability to watch the sexy kangaroo girl thrusting against Dayra’s chest, the kangaroo tail battering at my forehead. Both women breathed faster and faster, inarticulate moans and grunts sounding out instead of words.

The body I was licking jerked and wiggled, Dayra getting close. By the sound of Lirien, she was right there with her. I took the opportunity to put a finger into Dayra’s canal and I pressed my tongue against her clit, then sucked.

That did it for the blonde scholar. She screamed out and creamy, citrus-flavored liquid flooded my tongue. Lirien’s body bucked and then she bent forward like she’d been punched in the stomach.

“Ooooooh. Fuck yes. Oh, Day. Gods, I missed fucking you.”

The kangaroo girl slid back a little toward me, nearly putting her divine ass in my face so she could kiss Dayra. The passion and hunger with which the two went at it had my dick even more sore than it had been.

Like they’d read my mind, the women broke their kiss and turned to look at me.

“Your turn,” Lirien said, as four hands grabbed me.

In a blink, I was on my back on the bed, the two women leaning over me from either side, kissing. Lirien’s hand reached over and squeezed Dayra’s tit right above my face, while the blonde scholar wrapped a soft hand around my shaft.

“Uh-uh-uh.” The sudden touch, coupled with what I’d seen and was seeing at the moment, nearly sent me over the edge.

“Mmmmm,” Lirien said. “He’s ready, Day. No slow buildup for him. He’s going to pop.”

They leaned back from each other, their eyes on my dick, twitching as I tried to hold back the dam from bursting. I swear I could feel gentle caresses from their very eyes.

“Should we have you suck him off, you think?” the kangaroo girl asked. “No, maybe we should jack him off together and try to catch the stream as it shoots out of him. Oh, or you could squeeze him in your tits.”

The anticipation was going to be the end of me. I could feel precum oozing out of the end of my dick. Dayra noticed and, with a hum, leaned in and swept it up with her tongue.

I moaned.

“If you don’t mind, Lee, I really want to feel him inside me. Will you let me fuck him?”

“I…” I cleared my throat. “I’m right here.”

Lirien kissed me. God, I love her kisses…and the feel of her body, and her taste…

Shit. Another dollop of my juices emerged. Dayra, apparently on guard for that sort of thing, lapped it up. This time, she opened her mouth and pressed her lips on the end of my shaft. It was only maybe half an inch of contact, but it caused such a violent thrust of my hips, that I had no control of, I almost punched my cock out of the back of her throat.

“Enough,” I said. It was not a whimper. “Dayra, get on top of me. I’m going to fuck you fast and hard. Lirien…”

“On it,” she said. A quick kiss and she climbed over to straddle my face, her front pointing toward my legs.

Dayra didn’t waste any time, either, taking her position and lining up. She manipulated my dick with the skill of a fifteen-year-old video game expert and slid the head up and down her sopping wet slit. Then, with a sighing moan, she lowered herself onto me, only to stop when I was less than an inch inside her. Her deliciously tight lips hadn’t even reached the frenulum.

My eyes crossed and the world spun for a moment.

“Fuck, Dayra. Goddammit you feel so good.”

Then Lirien lowered herself onto my face and I was suddenly unable to talk.

“Ooh, Day, you look so fucking sexy on him like that,” Lirien said as she dragged her pussy up and down on my face.

The scholar’s response consisted of no words. “Ooooooh. Unnnnnghhhh.” Lirien’s hands worked the scholar’s breasts as Dayra slowly pumped me, each cycle dropping her a little more to get more of me inside.

I grabbed Lirien’s hips and pulled her down hard, sinking my fingers into her tight ass and ramming my tongue as far as I could into her, then snaking it around.

Both women moaned loudly as I hummed into Lirien’s wet paradise, all the while thrusting into Dayra and clenching everything below my waist to keep from going over the edge too soon.

The tempo increased, as did the pants and groans. I was now into Dayra to the hilt, bumping against her cervix and trying to breathe between what the two were doing to me and being suffocated by Lirien’s soft, tangy lips.

When the two leaned toward each other, trading sloppy, loud kisses, I felt my control slipping away. Both women bounced, grinding themselves against me. I couldn’t see much other than Lirien’s perfect ass, but I could imagine the sight from the sounds and the motions. That was enough to finish me.

I took my thrusting off autopilot and slammed hard into Dayra, lifting her up so her knees left the bed. At the same time, I opened my mouth wide and took in Lirien’s clit and the flesh around it, sucking for all I was worth. At the last minute, I pressed my tongue to her clit and wiggled it side to side.

“Auuuuggghhh!” Dayra screamed.

“Oh!” Lirien responded.

Dayra’s internal muscles pressed in on me, like she was trying to milk my dick. She succeeded, everything in my balls erupting out of my shaft to fill her up. Our gyrations pushed Lirien to completion as well, her apple-flavored nectar entering my mouth as she ground even harder against me.

My body worked without my conscious input, shuddering and jack-hammering my member into Dayra over and over, like I was stuck on repeat.

“Mmnnnnaaawwwww,” she whimpered, putting her hands on my abs to keep herself from falling over.

I rode it out, until my body collapsed and I regained control. Thankfully, Lirien leaned forward to kiss Dayra hungrily, providing me some space to breathe. While literally drowning in cum might sound sexy, in reality it’s scary as fuck.

Dayra hesitantly pulled herself off of me a few minutes later, tiredly positioning herself to kiss me and lick off Lirien’s juices still on my face.

“Another thing you are magnificent at,” I told the blonde scholar. “Just like Lirien is. I hope you don’t mind me taking a little nap for a minute. I seem to have shot every bit of my energy out of my dick.”

Dayra kissed me again and laughed. Then she kissed Lirien and the two women laid down on either side of me, snuggling up.

“A nap sounds good,” the kangaroo girl said. “Maybe a repeat when we wake up?”

I smiled into Dayra’s tits. “I’d say it’s definitely a possibility.”


Chapter
Sixty-Seven



We did, in fact, repeat some of what we had done. But we also tried some new things. By the time we emerged from the utility room—after the most titillating bath I’d had in quite a while—I was comfortably exhausted and at the same time energized.

Keliana smirked at me when the three of us joined them in the main library section. Everyone was there, even Tyra, surprisingly. I wasn’t sure how loud we’d been, but it was obvious they all knew what we’d been up to, looking at their faces.

Even Cea, her cheeks reddened and her eyes tentative, gave me a look that told me, while she was embarrassed, she was curious as well. I wasn’t sure what kinds of sexy shenanigans she and Tip had gotten up to, but I was confident activities like the ones I just took part in were understandable to her.

“It’s about damn time,” Tip said, giving the three of us a thumbs-up. His comment prompted a snort from Tyra, smiles from Brin and Sariel, and a squawk from Rex.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, but my face did feel warmer than it had any right to. “We need to talk about what we’re going to do. Dayra has decided to come with us⁠—”

Tip barked a laugh, but a glare from me shut him up.

“Dayra decided before I went to…uh, talk to her, that she was going to go with us. I think it’s a great idea.” My eyes drilled into Tip, warning him not to comment on that. “She’s a great complement to our group, not to mention that amazing brain of hers. All that remains is for us to figure out when we’re going to leave.”

“Where will we go?” Brin asked. “We have not solved the issue of opening the door in the fortress.”

“About that,” Dayra said. “I spent the last few days working on nothing but your request, Gar. Unless there are others miscategorized, I found only four books on the Ianathi. Only one of those seems to be specifically about the royal family.”

I raised my hand. “Wait a minute. Ianathi?”

“Yes. The people who became the sirens.”

“They became the sirens? I misunderstood when you talked about Ianathe before. I thought the sirens were mermaids or something.”

“They would not appreciate being called that, but that isn’t relevant at the moment. The people of Ianathe existed during the height of the osgoth empire in Valorae. Technically, they were part of the empire, but in truth, they had little to do with other peoples. It may have been a problem, but for their talent with magic and song.

“The Ianathi were probably identical to the osgoths, their name applying not to their race but to their national identity. They stayed to themselves, isolating their communities in the eastern areas of the continent. With their expertise in magic, particularly voice and song magic, they were too valuable for others to exploit them. As long as they heeded any call for aid within their particular expertise, the rulers of the osgoths left them alone.

“But not all did. The uvanriel, a race of people thought to have been the precursors to the elves, also settled in Sauvaxera. They were more warlike, hungrier for power and wealth than the Ianathi. The two people warred, the uvanriel with their strange nature magic and the Ianathi with their sound magic. Eventually, the Ianathi were sorely pressed, showing effects of the years of exposure to the harmful magic of their enemies. In the end, they fled the land completely to settle in the oceans, where the uvanriel would not follow.

“Over time, the refugees lost their national identity and became the sirens. Though their royal family continued in a line, they never chose another name, as far as we know. They remained aloof and isolated, as ever, and tolerated the name given them. They, in fact, were like the mythical sirens, water-borne creatures that sang magically. The names ‘mermaid’ and ‘merman’ they never accepted.

“Though apart, they still traded with who they call ‘surface dwellers.’ The uvanriel disappeared around the same time period the sirens took to the water. The osgoths swept through and decimated them for what they had done, and any survivors fled to other parts of the world, which was sparsely populated during that era.

“Nearly a generation ago, however, the sirens stopped trading, stopped showing themselves altogether. It is believed they died out or were slaughtered by yet another enemy. All we have left are memories and histories. Even finding four books on them is an astonishing feat. Before reading them, I only knew the barest of bones of the story, those things I just explained.

“The one book on the royal family is this one.” She held out the book she had in her hand.

Dayra almost always had a book or two in her hand since we’d settled into the library, and I hadn’t thought anything of it when we came out to join the rest of the group. I accepted it from her and looked it over. The beautiful leather cover and spine felt good in my hands. I ran a finger over the carvings on the thick leather. Vine-like plants that reminded me of kelp or seaweed, along with fantastical aquatic animals were depicted lightly in the carvings, but the majority of the front cover was of a larger representation of an animal. A pike. The exact same pike that had been carved above the secret door in the fortress.

I tried to open the book, but it was like the thing was a solid block of stone. I couldn’t even budge the cover. I looked at Dayra and found a small smile on her face.

“Yes. It’s sealed closed. I have no idea what it holds. I tried everything I could think of, even prying it open with a knife, but couldn’t get it to release the seal. Some magic is at play. Maybe our resident mage can succeed?”

I handed the book to Brin, who scrutinized it, her eyes flashing. Possibly glowing, though it was hard to tell in the bright light of the library. She muttered under her breath, repeating incantations and gesturing with her hands. Finally, she gave me a look of utter defeat and held the book out to Qamara.

Neither the prophetess nor our magically-sighted goblin crafter could figure out how to get the damn thing open, either.

“Thus is our dilemma,” Dayra said. “I have hope that the presence of the book and its magic will be enough to open the door, like the amulet I wear did for the library. We could spend months looking through the books here for more information, but I’ve found that everything I spot-checked is in its proper place. All except the books and scrolls that were being rebound or copied in the rooms downstairs, but I checked those and found no other information on the Ianathi. What will we do, Gar?”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I hate to waste all that time going to the north only to find we still can’t open the door. But I also have no idea where we can go now, unless we wander around trying to find rumors or reports of umbrenix or Aeyr’s other minions.”

“I have something to tell you,” Tyra said. “I skimmed ahead in my father’s tomes, to the second volume, though I’m not done with the first yet. There’s a section on locks. I haven’t read it all, but there might be something in there that can help us, too. I don’t know if any of it will apply to a magical door like the one in the fortress, but I wanted to mention it.”

“Well, even if we search for more of his minions, I still believe Aeyr is behind that door. If we are going to end up there anyway, I guess we should go back now. If the book works like a key, we can open the door, confront Aeyr before he gets any more powerful, and finish this thing. I just want to kill him and be done with it.

“It looks like we’re going north and west again. Let’s pack up. We’re heading out tomorrow.”

[image: ]


Story to be continued in Weaponsmaster 7…
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If you’d like to always be up to date 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 6!


Another interesting and fantastical part of Valorae and we’re one step closer to the final resolution of the series. There are two books remaining and I hope you enjoyed Weaponsmaster 6 enough to join me with book 7, where the story is all about the sirens (okay, mermaids, but don’t call them that to their beautiful faces).

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 7 is finished and I’m in revisions with it now. I don’t have the cover for it yet, and in my current process of using short preorders, there’s no preorder link yet, so I put the link for the Weaponsmaster series page on Amazon below.
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