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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…


Gar and the others returned to the hidden ruins in the Mordimere Peaks after their explorations in Olliaran. They had only been there a few days until first the group of former Venom Blade assassins, then the so-called heroes who had vowed to join Gar in his “quest” to destroy Aeyr showed up. More importantly, the expedition led by the dark dwarf, Firim Zenoo, arrived, allowing Tip to reunite with the gremlin girl of his dreams, Cealifonam.

Cea quickly showed her expertise when she explained the type of fortress they were trying to open, even easily finding the method to get through the hidden door in the wall they’d been trying to breach for some time. Though they found rooms and passages in the ancient fortress, their progress stopped when they encountered a magically sealed door they could not pass, no matter how hard they tried.

Recalling the words of the Searcher, the minion of Aeyr who had been hunting the kangaroo beastkin explorer Lirien, they gave up on the door for the time being to travel to Teaphotria, where a scholar Lirien knew was the next target for the Searcher.

The land of Teaphotria, the largest jungle in the world, consisted of tangled vegetation, monsters, and other dangers, where even plants or small bugs could kill. To find the scholar, Gar contracted the help of a local guide: a jaguar beastkin woman named Tahneela, or Tawny for short.

On their search for Dayra Gesha, a scholar trying to find the mythical Great Library, the group encountered more of the strange magical effects the world had been displaying, mostly in the form of mutated monsters trying to destroy them. When they finally found Dayra, it should have been a relief, but instead they were faced with a willful, arrogant woman who looked down on everyone else who wasn’t as smart as her. Which meant everyone else in the world.

She finally agreed to let them protect her from the Searcher and his minions as she tried to find the four calibration points for a device she created to analyze ley lines. With the information from those points, she could pinpoint where the library, which had apparently been hidden for over two millennia, was located.

The group’s travels took them to Ruviel, the martially centered city where Master Ilias Lightningstrike and their friend Roland de Mugere had been raised. They found some conflict there, but also some new friends in the family of Master Ilias, including his father the grandmaster and his mother a master in her own right. The party remained there for several days, training and resting for what was to come.

As they slowly found the calibration points, with the help of Rex and his senses, they visited the ruined kingdom where Brin had been born and where her family had died in a senseless conflict called the Lifevine War. Devastated and barren, the former kingdom highlighted how greed could cause the deaths of so many thousands of people and the destruction of centuries of peace.

Another of Aeyr’s minions, a man who called himself the Weaponsmaster, hunted Gar and when the offer came for parley with him, Gar agreed, only to be betrayed and forced to flee. The Searcher, it seemed, had joined forces with the other man, with their combined forces reaching nearly two hundred soldiers. On the run now, the party found the last of the calibration points, allowing Dayra to calculate the location of the library.

On their way through miles of jungle to get to the library, the forces of the Weaponsmaster and the Searcher caught up with them. After a gauntlet of running, countless small skirmishes, and narrows escapes, they found the ruined city of Verastusia, and in it a meerkat beastkin named Badri Fervols. The town administrator was alone, the rest of his party killed, and Gar’s group rescued him from deadly gigantic spiders.

After nearly a week of hiding in the ruined city, slowly killing the forces chasing them, their enemies found their hiding place, resulting in a mad dash through the jungle, stopping to fight occasionally until the remaining forces surrounded them. They managed to defeat them, as well as Gar killing the Weaponsmaster and Lirien taking her final vengeance on the Searcher. They were finally free to go to the library without having to worry about someone else finding the location.

Manipulating the magical key they found, Gar and his allies entered the library to find tens of thousands of books in pristine condition, exactly as they were when they were locked away so many centuries ago. With information they found in some of the books, the group went back to the hidden fortress and to see if one particular tome they found was enough to open the secret door, after which Gar planned on searching behind it to find Aeyr and confront him.


Chapter
One



“Well, shit.”

I felt like punching something. Seriously. It had taken us damn near a month to go from the entrance of the Great Library, through Vowtoken in Teaphotria to regain our horses, then up through the Aesturith Kingdom and Olliaran, all the way to the Mordimere Peaks in the far north of the continent, and finally to the hidden fortress we’d found almost three months before.

We all stood before that secret door we’d found in the ancient fortress, the one I was sure Aeyr was hiding behind. The demigod who was our ultimate enemy and who had plans to seize power over the entire world of Valorae hadn’t regained his full strength yet, and I intended to kill him before he could do that.

If we could get the fucking door open.

Dayra Gesha held the book we’d found in the library, the depiction of the pike sigil of the royal family of the sirens on its cover. We hoped the magical book would allow us to open the door.

It didn’t look like that was going to happen.

“Maybe if you were closer?” I said helpfully, earning me a glare from the beautiful blonde.

“Maybe if we shoved it so far up your ass that magic came out of your eyes, it would work better,” she snapped back.

Okay, yeah. Tempers were running a little hot at the moment. Who could blame us? All that traveling…

“We should probably take a break, huh?” I asked in the softest voice possible.

Dayra’s shoulders slumped. Quite a nice sight with her chosen apparel: a skintight cropped tank top and tiny shorts that were even tighter. Today’s ensemble was white top with the neckline such a low V that I could swear her nipples were going to make an appearance, along with the tiniest black shorts, which I had to inspect closely to verify they weren’t actually bodypaint. Damn, but the woman could really fill out those clothes.

“I’m sorry, Gar. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” She stepped closer and put her arms around me, turning her head sideways to rest it on my chest. “It’s just so irritating. I feel like I’ve wasted our time.”

I stroked her short blonde hair, stylishly waved even in the worst of conditions. “No. We knew it might not work. It’s not your fault. It’s no one’s fault, except maybe Aeyr. That asshole.”

She chuckled, vibrating my chest pleasantly. “Maybe Tyra can figure something out?”

“I’ll give it a try.” My goblin girl had been hanging back, watching us do everything from putting our hands on the book to waving it around at the door. “I know more about locks since we were here last. From my father’s books.”

Tyra Tyswix was the most skilled crafter I’d ever seen, or even heard of, in this world. Armed with the tomes her father had written, detailing secrets of the smithing trade that people would kill for—literally—she had elevated her game to new heights. She’d told us she found a section in one of her father’s books on locks and offered to to use her insight gleaned from the books to try to open the door.

What followed was several minutes of cursing and hissing. I caught Tip, our resident satyr, and Keliana, our catgirl assassin, laughing silently at the green woman’s antics. Though I thought the way Tyra stamped her feet and emitted a stream of invectives was cute, I wasn’t laughing. I knew too well the frustration of trying to open that door.

She gave up after half an hour, showing me a dejected look that had me with my arms out to accept her muscular, sexy body. With the general lack of clothing, my hands felt a lot of skin during the embrace. Her tight leather cropped tank top and her tiny, painted-on leather shorts left most of her creamy, smooth, green skin for me to appreciate. Along with the curves that the clothing covered. It was not lost on me how similarly Dayra and Tyra dressed, but there was no way I was going to complain.

I kissed the top of her head, smashing down her orange and blue hair. “It was a good try, Tyra. Thanks.”

“There are no moving parts at all to that thing. The information I got about locks was completely worthless. I looked into the door and the surrounding wall with my magic, but I couldn’t see anything that would help. I’m sorry.”

“No worries. It was a long shot to begin with. This is magic stuff, so I don’t even understand it, let alone know how to manipulate it.”

Brinawynn Tolsen approached, putting her arms around both me and Tyra. The blue woman kissed my goblin girl on the face, her red hair falling down as she bent to the shorter woman. “There is something I would like to try, if you wish it, Gar.”

“Sure. Anything you can think of that may help, please try it. I’m almost ready to attack the thing with picks and iron bars. Again.”

Brin laughed. “You will have the same success as when we tried it before. That is to say, none. I thought I felt a little magical resonance when Dayra brought the book close to the door. I would like to explore that a bit more.”

Dayra moved closer, giving me a look that told me I’d better not mention that I had asked her to put the book nearer the door. She put on a smile for Brin, though. “Here you go. Or do you want me to hold the book so you can use your hands for gestures?”

“No, I can hold the book. I have no specific spells for identifying such things, unfortunately. I will simply keep my senses open and determine if I feel anything.”

What followed was almost as exciting as watching paint dry or grass grow. Almost, but not quite. Brin stood so close to the door, she might as well have been leaning against the stone. The book she raised up until it was only a few inches from the sigil of the pike above the door. The symbol of the ruling family of the sirens.

It was for that image that Dayra selected the book from the Great Library in Teaphotria. The book itself we couldn’t open, no matter what we tried. Even using a sword to pry it open didn’t work, nor did any magic we had available. I was resigning myself that we actually had to open the book to read what was inside to open the door.

“Qamara,” Brin said, “can you please come over here? I would ask your opinion on something.”

Qamara Enorana, our alari prophetess, did as Brin asked. Wearing the same pale green chiffon-type dress she always did, the woman looked like a wingless angel that couldn’t quite fly, but still skimmed over the ground like a spirit. The black hair cascading down her back contrasted so strongly with her pale skin and her light tan colored eyes, it often took my breath away when I looked at her. The first person I’d met when I got to this world, Qamara was precious to me.

“Tell me if you sense what I do, please,” Brin asked the prophetess. She moved the book close to the sigil on the wall.

“Ah. Music? Harmony?” Qamara raised her eyebrows at Brin as she spoke.

“Yes, precisely, as we have discussed. Thank you. Do you detect anything else? Perhaps a magic you recognize, like you recognized the magical emanations behind the door to be from Aeyr?”

“I’m afraid not, no.”

Brin handed the book back to Dayra. “It should be no surprise, but there is a resonance between the book and the symbol in the stone. It tastes of music. I believe this indicates that the magic which locks the book, or its ability to connect with the door, is of the sirens, as they are the undisputed masters of voice, song, and sound magic.”

I waited for more, but nothing came. “And?”

“Oh, pardon me. I thought it was clear. If we wish to open the door, or even the book, I believe we need the magic of the sirens. Of course, that may be problematic. As far as we know, the sirens are all dead and gone.”


Chapter
Two



We quickly got back into a rut of doing the same things we’d been doing before we left the fortress. Tyra went to her forge and rarely showed her face. We searched the parts of the fortress we’d uncovered yet again, hoping our experiences in Teaphotria had somehow made us more capable at finding hidden things. I even got Dayra involved, having her discuss everything she knew about the type of fortress and the era in which it was built. Nothing she said was new, proving that Cea was the undisputed master in her field of knowledge, that of the alari magical technology of the Malphasic Era.

If the tedium wasn’t enough, I had to deal with people who had gotten far too comfortable in the fortress, believing that it was theirs by right, and more. I allowed myself to be cornered into meeting with our two most prominent bands of visitors in the entry hall of the fortress.

“All we’re doing is trying to help you, Gar,” Terrigan Pollus said. The cat beastkin was one of the higher-ups in the Venom Blades and part of the group who had come searching for me when they heard I was hunting Aeyr. The man acted like he led the other Venom Blades with us, but I didn’t think he had any real authority over them. “We want what you want: to take down Aeyr to save the world.”

I answered him in my mind. I’m sure that’s all you want. It has nothing to do with you trying to loot everything from the demigod you can. Out loud, I wasn’t so straightforward. “I appreciate that, but you can’t simply follow us around, assuming we’re doing something that will bring us closer to that final battle. We have other things we need to do, like how we had to go save Dayra from that Searcher guy.”

The armored knight—or paladin, as he’d introduced himself—who acted as leader of the other group that had glommed onto us, added his comments. “Do not forget us. We are all but your humble servants, heroes all, offering our swords and our lives to the cause.” Alaric Darmucian spoke for the six so-called heroes who claimed they were in it to help others, though they talked more about the glory and renown it would give them to be part of the group to take out Aeyr.

I sighed. “We don’t know what we’ll do yet. For the time being, we need to exhaust every option for opening that door. Even if we leave to search for more help with the door, there’s no reason for either of your groups to follow us around.”

“We are a team,” Alaric said. “You with your friends and me with my allies. We must be with you when you face the Hungerer. We deserve to get our due.”

“Your due?” Terrigan asked. “You’ve done nothing to get ‘your due,’ nor have you been valuable in the least here while Gar was gone. You’re owed nothing but a kick in the pants.”

“There is no need to get rude.”

“I disagree. I believe there is much need to get rude.”

“See here, assassin. You are allowed to stay here at our sufferance. Be thankful that⁠—”

“Enough!” My voice echoed in the stone chamber. “You are all here at my sufferance. We found this place, opened the door into the fortress, and unlocked the other doors. Don’t forget that I still have the ability to lock it up again.” I put both hands in my hair and tugged. The slight pain helped me center myself. “Look, I believe Aeyr is on the other side of that door. No matter where we go, no matter what we do, we’ll have to come back here to face him.

“True, I can’t stop you from tracking me—or outright following me—when I leave here, but there’s no reason. If you want to fight Aeyr, then you can wait and once we open that door, I’m sure there will be plenty of opportunities to fight. There’s no reason for you to dog my heels as I take care of important things. Most of them will lead me back here, anyway.”

Elenya Gilyarus, a dark elf warrior with Alaric’s “heroes,” perked up at that. “Aeyr…is here?”

“Yes, I think so. We’ve detected magic that fits the feel of Aeyr’s, and it comes from the other side of the door. To tell you the truth, it’s all throughout the fortress, but feeling it through the door, it’s more powerful on the other side.”

“Then we truly do not need to follow you. You will have to come back to us.”

I looked the woman in the eyes. Of the entire group, she seemed like the most reasonable and the most heroic. “Correct. That’s what I’ve been trying to say.”

“Is there naught we can do to help you?”

“Not unless you know song magic.”

She gave me a quizzical look, but I didn’t feel like explaining.

Alaric got back into the conversation. “You must share your information with us or we are at a disadvantage. It is only right we know what you know.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. Really? “What information have you shared with me? From what I can see, all of you have hoarded any knowledge you have and have made everyone else’s life more difficult. I’ve heard of the constant friction between your two groups, with the poor expedition members being caught in the middle. I’m about an inch away from kicking you all out of here.”

“That would not be a wise move,” said Recodo Jelusin, the bull-dog beastkin who was part of the Venom Blades delegation.

“Is that a threat?”

“If it must be.”

I took a step toward him, but Tyra had taken that exact moment to come out from the hall to her forge. “Oh, good. Gar, I wanted…”

She trailed off, picking up on the mood, with me and the assassin staring each other down.

“Uh…is everything okay?” my goblin girl said.

“Yeah, fine. We were just finishing. What’s the occasion? You’re out of your forge.”

She laughed. “I wanted to show you this. It’s for Brin.” Tyra held out a beautiful scabbard with a shortsword in it.

I accepted the weapon and drew it. The black blade gleamed in the brazier light. I turned it in my hand.

“It’s gorgeous. Light, too. Is that shadowsteel?”

Tyra’s grin lit up the room. “It is. Sharp, strong, light, with enchantments for increased damage, durability, and sharpness. I also found that petals of the moonflower draw energy from the moon and infuse moonlight into the weapon. I haven’t tested it, but I think it’ll not only harm the umbrenix more than normal but also help Brin recharge her mana a little, especially at night and when the moon is fuller.”

“Wow. It’s extraordinary. Have you shown Brin yet? I bet she’ll…” I notice a mark on the base of the blade. I had to turn the sword around to catch the light just right to see what it was. “Is that a new mark?”

The goblin’s face flushed and her eyes wouldn’t quite meet mine. “Yeah, after I realized what the other one looked like, I designed a new one.”

The new mark was similar to the old one, except instead of her using her initials and the second letter of her first name to distinguish her from her father, she’d changed out where the “Y” used to be. Now, instead of the mark being “TyT,” something Tip immediately commented on when he saw it, the same two “T” letters were there, but in between was a fish.

“A fish?”

“Yeah. It’s a gar. If it weren’t for you, none of this would have been possible, and since I plan on being with you forever, I thought you should be part of my mark. So, it’s my initials and your little symbol. A gar, not a pike.” She chuckled at her subtle dig at me for thinking the fish symbol on the door and Dayra’s book were gars when they were actually pikes. “Do you like it?”

“I think it’s incredible. Soon enough, the entire world is going to know that mark. Hell, from what I’ve seen, half of it already knows about you.”

Dreyah Delan, the ferret beastkin woman who was part of the Venom Blades group—and the only one of them I had any measurable amount of respect for—came over to us. “Wait, are you talking about this mark?”

She drew a knife and I prepared to fight, but she only showed it to Tyra.

“Hey, that’s one of mine. Where did you get that? If I remember correctly, that’s one I made when we were in the Aesturith Kingdom. It was a practice piece. That’s my old mark on it.”

“Practice piece? This is the finest knife I’ve ever owned, and I’m a high-level assassin. I paid fifty-eight gold for it.”

“What?” Tyra and I said it at the same time.

“It’s a good deal. I love the balance. Did you say you make enchanted blades, too?”

Tyra held up the shortsword and the assassin accepted it. The woman’s eyes went wide. “This is phenomenal. So light. You said it’s sharp. How does it hold an edge?”

“Oho yeah, it’s sharp. I tested it a few minutes ago, cut a broadsword in half with it. Didn’t even nick the blade.”

“Will you sell it?”

“No. I made it for one of my family members.”

“How much to make another?”

Tyra shrugged. She already had so much money, gold was not a big deal for her. “I have a long list of projects I need to complete. When I’m done with those, come and talk to me and I’ll see what I can do.”

“Really?” For such an experienced assassin, the woman was getting very excited about it. I revised my assessment of her from the respect her more than the others category to I like this woman. “You let me know and we’ll talk. Whatever your price, I’ll pay it.”

She handed the sword back to my goblin girl and Tyra slid it back into its scabbard. “I should get back to work. Lots more to do.” She smiled at the assassin woman and left the room.

“That’s Tyra Tyswix?” Dreyah asked.

“It is. You didn’t know?”

I knew her as Tyra, but I’ve known several people with that name. She’s amazing. I know someone with knives made by her father. That sword she just allowed me to hold, I think it’s better.

You should tell her that sometime. Just slip it into the conversation. It would mean the world to her.

The ferret woman nodded. “Thank you, I will.”

I excused myself from what I called internally the heroes and the assassins, though technically they were neither. The former Venom Blade members had told me they were retired and the others, well, the only ones who called them heroes were themselves.

I went to where the archaeological expedition members had set up their camp in the eastern part of the fortress. Upon entering the area, I spotted Cea, seeing that she’d found her best friend Shiree Shirrah, the pretty mouse girl. I smiled not only at how the women were chatting excitedly, gestures flying and expressions lively, but whenever I heard Cea pronounce her friend’s name, that silly song Cea always sang about her ran through my head like a pop song that you could never flush from your thoughts. I literally could not think or say her complete name without singing it.

I waved at the two and they responded with such powerful waves back, I thought they might dislocate a shoulder or two. I found who I was looking for soon enough. The leader of the expedition was a dark-skinned dwarf named Firim Zenoo. I liked the man and had given him full authority to excavate around the fortress and to study anything within that he could get to.

“Firim. How are you?”

He shook hands with me, his callused grip shifting the bones in my hand. “I’ve been better, but I’ve also been worse. I’m glad to see you back all in one piece, and with Cea not only none the worse for wear but happy as I’ve ever seen her.” He nodded over toward the women.

“She’s amazing. I am so happy I stole her away from you. I apologize again, but to be honest, I’m not sorry. That woman is smart as they come, knows things no one else does, and works harder than any two other people. I’m not sure if you know, but she’s also a fair hand at fighting. Physically, I mean. She’s got very fast hands.”

“I miss her, but the look in her eyes and smile on her face, I can’t be too upset about having her taken away from me.”

“So, how have things been here?”

The smile on his face slipped. He valiantly tried to prop it up, but it wasn’t happening.

“Ugh,” I said. “That bad, huh?”

“You probably saw the excavation outside when you came in. We’re doing good work, finding a thing or two, so all that’s good. I hate to complain, but it’s the other two groups…”

“They’re acting like they own the place, huh?”

“Yes.”

“I need to think about it. That shouldn’t happen. I’d officially put you in charge, but I think that might just make things worse. Then they would try to prove that they’re superior.”

“Aye. I know the type. It’s fine. Are you going to stay awhile? We’ve had ones with horses go to a town a couple of times for supplies, but we hunt and forage and there’s plenty of water around. The place is starting to feel like a home.”

“I’m glad, but don’t get too comfortable. Once we get that door open, there will be a lot more exploring, but more danger, too. We’ll explain it all to you when we figure out how to get in there. For now, I wanted to ask if you and a few of your people wanted to eat dinner with us.”

“I would. I’ll bring Shiree, of course. Maybe a few more. Not Grent. But only if you all eat with us tomorrow.”

“Sounds like a deal. Thanks. I’ll let everyone know. If Cea is being a pest, just tell her to go away.” I winked at him.

“I will not. More likely, I’ll steal her away from you.”

I laughed. “Tip might have something to say about that.”


Chapter
Three



We stayed at the fortress for three more days, just long enough for us to confirm that we were not going to be able to open the door, to check for any other secret passages we might have missed, and to convince the groups of hangers-on not to follow us. During that time, Tyra worked like a machine in her forge. I’m not even sure she slept more than a handful of hours each day. I asked what she was making, but she only smiled at me.

The day we were to leave, the tired-looking goblin asked for everyone to gather in her forge so she could show us something.

I entered the chamber right behind Lirien and Dayra. The kangaroo girl had on her casual clothes she wore when we were in an inn or in the fortress, while Dayra had yet another set of skintight shorts and tank top.

Lirien’s understated beauty never failed to grab my attention, and her simple top, a snug tank top with a few buttons down the center showed plenty of cleavage and a good portion of the tops of her shapely breasts. Along with that, her skintight khaki pants, cut to allow free movement of her tail, hugged every delicious curve on her body. From her rugged boots to her dark pink hair and furry ears, she always took my breath away.

Then there was Dayra. I would swear she had a hundred different outfits, all similarly sexy and looking painted on. Today’s comprised the closest thing to a fine-weave net shirt from my world I’d seen here in Valorae. Seriously, I could see every curve and swell of her magnificent tits with the nipples somehow obscured when looked for through the fabric. A few stylish red swirls adorned the slinky cropped tank top, matching similar designs on the tiniest and tightest black shorts imaginable. Those were not see-through, thank God, or I wouldn’t have been able to remain calm in her presence.

I couldn’t resist stepping forward quickly and squeezing their perfectly formed asses. The women jumped.

“Oooh,” Dayra said, turning to look back while Lirien mirrored her movement exactly. “Oh, it’s you, Gar. I was hoping it had been Brin. Alas.” She let out an exaggerated sigh, but still leaned forward and kissed me. Lirien waited her turn with a wry smile on her face, then brought her lips to mine when Dayra finished.

“Sorry, girls. You should know better than to wear such alluring clothing and then walk in front of me.”

Lirien flipped her hair. “Who says we didn’t think about it?”

Brin looked on, winking at the kangaroo girl, as we entered the forge.

“Hey, everyone,” Tyra said. “Thanks for coming. I know I’ve been scarce the last few days, but I had a lot of things to work on. I’ve been trying out some new techniques and experimenting with some of the materials I’ve been collecting. If I missed out on work I should have been doing with the rest of you, I’m sorry. Thank you for putting up with me.”

I laughed at the same time Tip did. We all knew how hard the goblin labored and we all supported her being in the forge and doing what she was best at.

“Anyway,” she continued. “I wanted to show you a few things. Before I do, though, let me tell you that I wish we had another week here. I have so many things planned and I couldn’t get to all of them before we had to leave. Just know that I’m not favoring anyone or snubbing anyone else. Sometimes, my projects go according to some priority list, but at other times, it depends on what I’m in the mood to make or what materials happen to be on hand.

“I’d really love to find more dragonsilver, but in the meantime, I’ve been using shadowsteel. We’ve collected a fair amount from the umbrenix we’ve killed, and I’m getting better at working it. By the time I’m finished making the things on my list, those last pieces will be my best work. I’m improving all the time.

“That’s enough of me blabbing, though. Here’s why I asked you to come. First, Brin.” She looked at the moonwisp. “You are the heart and soul of our family. I’m sorry it took me so long to come up with a token of how much I appreciate and love you, but I hope you like this.”

Tyra brought out the sword she’d shown me a few days before. I’d wondered why she hadn’t given it to Brin, but figured she had some sort of plan. The scabbard and hilt of the sword seemed to look more beautiful even than the last time I saw it. Maybe it was because Brin’s eyes were fairly glowing as she took in the sight of the weapon.

Tyra pushed it at the moonwisp, who stood unmoving, her eyes running over the object. She finally blinked herself out of her stupor and took the shortsword. She paused, her eyes running over the shiny, black-lacquered scabbard with the phases of the moon painted down its length, hardly breathing. Drawing it slowly from its resting place pulled some appreciative grunts and oohs from the others in the room.

Firelight from the forge and braziers danced in the black blade as Brin rotated it as I’d done when I first held it.

“It has a few enhancements. Enchantments, really, created using some of the materials I’ve collected and the techniques my father invented. Modified slightly by me.” She grinned, and I beamed at her for making the technology her own. “It is basically unbreakable, perpetually sharp, it carries the power of moonlight that should make it even more damaging to the umbrenix and other dark creatures, and I succeeded in applying an enchantment on it that will draw mana from the environment and feed it to you as you hold it. Especially by the light of the moon. Maybe not as nice as holding Gar’s hand, but every bit helps.”

Brin was still speechless, moving the sword about and inspecting every inch of it. Then she looked up toward the goblin, tears forming in her eyes. “It is beautiful, Tyra. Remarkable, incredible, fantastic. A genuine work of art. Just as you are.” She handed the sword and scabbard to me and attempted to squeeze the life out of the green woman. I gave it to Dayra to look at. Brin and Tyra grunted and squeezed each other for a long moment, before they released the other woman. “Thank you so much, Tyra. I love it.”

Tyra shrugged, embarrassed. “It should help save some of your mana when you have to kill the shadows. That will put some hurt on them, I guarantee.”

“New maker’s mark,” Tip said. The sword had gone around to him and he noticed the symbol right away. “Perfect, though I did like the ‘Tyra’s tits’ mark. That’s a gar, I’m assuming?”

“Yeah, it is. My initials with a gar in between. I’m glad you like it. You know, because your opinion is so important to me.” She reached under her workbench again. “Qamara.”

The alari prophetess jerked like I’d pinched her ass. “Me?”

Tyra smirked. “I don’t think anyone else has the name Qamara. Come on.”

When Qamara stood tentatively in front of the goblin, Tyra brought out what she’d been holding. A dagger in an elegant scabbard with metal filigree along its length. The style was simple, a straight-bladed weapon just under a foot long, with a serviceable and attractive wire-wound hilt. The pommel held designs that looked like clouds strung out on a windy day.

“I…” the prophetess started, but I shut her down.

“Don’t argue, Qamara. She made it specifically for you.”

“I did,” Tyra confirmed. “I know you don’t fight and don’t carry a weapon. Still, as our experiences in Teaphotria showed, there might be times when you might need something to protect yourself. If you only ever cut carrots and potatoes for stew, then that’s all the better, but in a pinch, this will let you hurt the umbrenix. I worry when you leave us and face whatever dangers are out there all on your own. Please take it. Maybe you will find it useful.

“It carries enchantments for durability and sharpness, like Brin’s sword, but it also contains light magic, which will do even more damage to dark creatures than Brin’s moonlight enhancement. No mana regeneration, though. Sorry.”

Qamara took the proffered weapon, her face too neutral. I could see the effects of the gift in her eyes, though. She followed Brin’s lead and hugged the goblin, before even drawing the blade to look at it. When they finished their hug, she did so, revealing another black blade. It was doubled-edged with a faint blood groove down the center. A perfect weapon for when something got too close.

“One more thing to show you all,” Tyra said. “Cealifonam.”

The gremlin girl squeaked in surprise, looking around and gripping Tip’s hand as she angled her body, almost as if she was going to hide behind the satyr. She wouldn’t meet Tyra’s eyes, and her cheeks were a deep crimson. Tip nudged her forward.

The goblin handed her a lump wrapped in cloth. Cea unwrapped it carefully and when she’d revealed what was in her hands, she fixed her liquid gaze on Tyra, her eyes as wide as I’d ever seen them. Her lip quivered.

When we’d found the knuckle-knives in Ruviel, Cea had been overjoyed. Looking at the next evolution of the weapon in her hands, she looked ready to faint.

“This one was fun,” Tyra told her. “The knuckle parts are an alloy of shadowsteel and high quality regular steel, using a technique I just developed. That’s why it’s got that swirled silver and black design. With the blades, I did something a little different. It’s a technique called pattern welding. Shadowsteel is nearly unbreakable anyway, but with pattern welding, you not only get the pretty designs, but the blade is more flexible. I believe this is the first truly indestructible piece I’ve ever made, and there are two of them.”

The design of the two knuckle-knives was similar to the ones she already had, but I noted some refinements I knew were based on Tyra’s observations and discussions with the gremlin girl. Slight changes in the angles of the blades, the size, and especially the spacing on the finger holes would make for a more comfortable and efficient weapon. Plus, they just looked badass.

The swirling design on the main body on the thing looked fantastic and kind of like tie-dye, but the blades? Damn. I was familiar with pattern welding, also called Damascus steel back on Earth. On these blades, it most closely resembled the feather pattern.

I wondered with what Tyra knew now how much better she could make a sword like the one she’d created for their friend Roland de Mugere. She’d already been a world-class crafter back then, but now she’d grown by leaps and bounds. I would bet every gold coin I had that she was already better than her father was.

“Oh, and here are the cases for those.” Tyra handed Cea some thick leather objects that allowed the awkward shape of the knuckle-knives to be carried safely on her belt. That alone was quite an accomplishment with how many blades and spikes protruded from the weapons.

More hugs ensued, along with yet another weapon being passed around. Well, two weapons, really. As the recipients were sharing with the others, showing off their new weapons, I approached Tyra, who was standing back and watching with a wide grin.

“You’re the best, Tyra. Those pieces are spectacular, and you are flat-out amazing.”

“Now we have three more people who can hurt the shadows. I wish I had time to make stuff for everyone.”

“You need to make something for yourself.”

She winked at me, jerking her chin to the workbench she’d been pulling her projects out from. The ends of two batons stuck out a couple of inches. They had the Damascus patterning on them, the ladder type this time.

“I practiced the pattern welding on those first so I didn’t ruin Cea’s weapons. They actually turned out well. Made from shadowsteel and high-purity mundane steel, with durability, force multiplier, shatter, and light enhancements. The light enchantment allows me to generate illumination on the end, kind of like a magic torch, drawing ambient mana into them slowly for use later.”

I pulled the goblin to me and kissed her, stroking her blue and orange hair. “Perfect. I’m glad you did something for yourself, even if it was an experiment. Now you can bash the umbrenix, too.”

“I can. As soon as I’m able, I’ll make weapons for the rest of us, too. I almost feel sorry for the next batch of the shadows we come across.” She put on a comical, contemplative expression, her mouth twisted into a silly shape as she looked up toward the ceiling. “Nah, I don’t feel sorry for them at all. I can’t wait to crush one of their shadowy skulls.”


Chapter
Four



We were on the road again, heading south and east, our ultimate destination another place I had never gone before.

The evening of the third day of traveling, we stayed the night in Chesiak, the largest city I’d been to in Olliaran. It was also pretty close to the geographical center and in neutral territory that didn’t belong to either the light elves or the dark elves. We resupplied there and enjoyed nice meals and slept in real beds. As we headed out the next morning, the subject of the sirens and their unusual magic—and lifestyle—came up again.

“The sirens believe in harmony,” Dayra said, adopting her familiar professional lecturer tone. “That is one core concept not only in their magic, but in their very lifestyle. I believe it is why they held themselves apart from others. Conflict and disagreements were damaging to their way of thinking.”

I could only think of the heroes and assassins back at the fortress. “That appeals to me. Dealing with those people we just left, a little peace and harmony sounds good.”

“You know the Venom Blades are only in it to loot as much as they can from Aeyr, right?” Keliana asked. She’d known each of those who had come to join us in fighting Aeyr and worked with them as a Venom Blade herself.

“I know. They’re all about the money, and the others are about the glory. I don’t know which one is worse. What I do know is that I don’t want any of them to ‘help’ me.”

Sariel moved her horse up, even with mine. “But they are offering to fight with us. We should accept all the allies we can get, should we not? Fighting a demigod is not the same as fighting mundane troops.”

“True, but I don’t trust them. I welcome someone who wants to help us, to fight beside us. Lirien chose to do so, and so did Dayra. I’m thrilled to have both of them.”

Tip mumbled loudly. “Because they’re hot and you’re f⁠—"

I interrupted the taranji. “Like I was saying, I welcome those who want to help. Cea joined us as well.” I gave him a flat look, all but daring him to say anything like what he’d started to say. He kept quiet. “With those groups, though, I think there’s a good chance they will turn on us and try to kill us when it seems likely they’d get more of what they want from it. Those so-called heroes would kill us so there was no one else to share the glory with. The assassins would kill us so their share of the loot is bigger. That is the very opposite of harmony. It's chaos, and it’s dangerous.

“We can’t fight what we’re up against if we’re afraid those behind us will stick a blade into our backs. I’d rather enter combat with all of you and be sure we’re going to work together to make sure everyone survives.”

“I see your point,” Sariel said. “Perhaps I am too naïve with such things. I should know by now that honor is not prevalent in the world.”

“Speaking of honor,” Keliana said, bringing her horse up even with me and Sariel, “be careful of those Blades back at the fortress. I would allow very few of those in the higher ranks of the Venom Blades to be behind my unguarded back. What you said is correct. The most likely event if we fought together with them is that they will wait until we defeat the enemy then bury their knives in you from behind.”

“That’s what I was thinking.” Trusting assassins wasn’t something that came naturally. Nor should it. “What about Dreyah, though? The others seem to look to her as their leader, even though Terrigan acts like he’s in charge. She seems a bit more reasonable, though.”

“I don’t know her well, but I think I agree with you. To a certain extent. I do like her, and she doesn’t seem as duplicitous as her companions. I would feel more comfortable around her than the others, but I wouldn’t put myself in a position where she’s tempted to eliminate me. Better to be wary.”

I thought about that as our conversation fizzled and our horses drifted apart. Why was it so hard to deal with other people? It wasn’t an issue with my burgeoning little family, but that was an exception, I knew. We cared for each other, didn’t fight over stupid, petty things, and weren’t so immature that we refused to speak to each other if we did get irritated. But that wasn’t really the point of my musings.

With others, the world at large, it seemed to always come down to politics and selfishness. Everyone had an agenda, and for most people, that agenda wasn’t helping others. Not primarily. The harmony Dayra spoke of amongst the sirens sounded great, but how was it in real life? It was easy to write something in a book, but what mattered was how things were day by day.

In a way, the sirens’ opinion was antithetical to Aeyr’s. The sea people wanted unity while Aeyr’s emphasis was on driving people apart, the better for him to take advantage of them. Even his minions fought among themselves. The trick was exploiting that characteristic so we could win. I was still mulling it all over in my mind when I overheard Keliana up in front of me.

“Is that…?”

Keli stood from her saddle, one hand shading her eyes, peering at a group of riders on the road ahead of us. I glanced at them as well. Three cat beastkin, a human, and a dog beastkin, all with dark tactical clothing that screamed assassin.

My catgirl sat back down and waved at the oncoming group. One of them waved back, the catgirl with reddish hair and orange tabby ears. Soon enough, we were all face to face.

“Trisse,” Keli said, smiling hugely.

“Hey, Kel.” She turned to her companions. “This is where I split from your group. Good luck.”

I was confused about what was happening, but Trisse explained it.

“I heard they were coming this way and I decided to tag along. They’re looking for you, but really it’s the others they’re searching for.”

“Oh,” I said. “You mean Terrigan and Dreyah and the others?”

“Exactly.”

“Why?”

“They want to join up. Rumors of them going on a great adventure are running rampant. Some want to share in the…activities.”

“Gotcha. Well, you’ve got a way to go. Close to four days travel. Take the first main road off this one, going to the northwest. From there, the road jogs to the right for about half a mile. Take that one northwest through the heavy forest, through the town of Arisphora. Stay on it as it goes up into the Mordimere Mountains. Near where it stops, find a large crevice and enter it. They’re at the other end, in the ruins of an ancient fortress.”

“Where are you going?” the cat beastkin man asked. None of them had introduced themselves, and I had no idea who they were. Only that they were more assassins, as I’d originally thought.

“Where I want. It’s no one else’s business. You’re lucky I gave you directions, or did the rumors tell you exactly where to go?” I didn’t like the man’s attitude, his appearance, or anything else about him.

“They did not,” Trisse answered for him. “We knew we’d have to search, but Enal over there is a good tracker, so we figured we’d find them eventually.”

“Then they shouldn’t have any trouble finding them from the road. There has been more than a little traffic lately.”

The nameless cat sneered at me, then kicked his horse into motion. The others followed, not so much as a “C-ya” for Trisse. At least the dog beastkin Trisse had said was a tracker gave me a nod of thanks.

She waited until they were a quarter mile away, then sighed. “Fucking hell. I hated traveling with them even before, when we worked on missions together. Since the whole thing with Sethon, I can hardly stand to be around them. The trip was excruciating.” A grin stole onto her face. “But I’m here now, and I found you.”

She moved her horse close enough to grab Keliana and half climbed out of the saddle to hug her.

“Believe it or not,” she said, “I really missed you. How are you? What have you been up to? Running all across the world and having fun?”

Keliana rolled her eyes. “Loads of it. Why don’t we take a rest, Gar? I know we haven’t been on the road long, but we can eat an early lunch, right?”

I scanned the road and found a spot to the side with only a few trees and some rocks. “There’s a place right there. We can rest for a little while. It’s nice to see you, Trisse.” I gave the tabby catgirl my best smile and started my horse moving.

Once we were all on the ground again, Keli gave Trisse a proper hug. When the other assassin glanced at me hopefully, I opened my arms to her and gave her the same treatment.

“You look good, Trisse. Settling down and hanging out with Keli’s family agreeing with you?”

“It’s nice. They’ve all but adopted me. My nefarious plan to steal them away from Kel is almost complete. Now all I need to do is keep her from ever coming back home.”

Keli barked a laugh. “Is that why you’re here? To kill me and dispose of the body?”

All she got in return was a wicked smile. Which was promptly rewarded with a slap to her shoulder.

“Seriously, though,” Trisse said. “We’ve been worrying about you, wondering how you’re doing. The family is doing great. No problems with anyone coming after them. They have bounced back from their imprisonment and they’re wonderful to be around.”

“You traveled all this way just to check up on me?”

“Sure. Our little adventure solidified our relationship. I never thought much about having friends, but that’s what we are. More family now, actually. I’ve heard things here and there, especially about this going after Aeyr business. Others are talking about it, but that lot who just left, they’re the only ones I know of who decided to find the other Blades to join them. So far. There may be more later.”

This was definitely something I was interested in hearing about. “Trisse, what do you think about it? You know, joining me and my group to help the world out?”

She laughed. “Utter bullshit. I know those Blades. They’re in it for the loot, plain and simple. Be careful, Gar. Terrigan can talk a good game, but he’d stab his mother for a handful of coppers. Don’t turn your back on him.”

I snorted. “We were just talking about that earlier. I don’t intend to let them get too close. If what we think is true, there’s no way to keep them completely away when we fight Aeyr, but I’ll make sure there’s some distance between us, and I’ll watch for the knives.”

“Good. Glad to hear it.”

Keli pulled on Trisse’s shoulder to spin the woman to face her, her own expression one of excitement. “Did you come to join us?”

“No. Really, I only wanted to make sure you’re fine so I can tell your family. Now that I think about it, though…”

“Hold on, there,” I said. “Don’t get any ideas. You’re not like the other Blades. I trust you and I know you can handle yourself, but you should probably think twice before considering jumping on the wagon, so to speak. Let’s chat. Let Keli tell you what we’ve been facing. Even before that, though, let me introduce you to the members of our party you haven’t met yet.”

After introductions, and Cea telling Trisse at least three times how beautiful the color of her fur was, we explained everything that happened to us since we’d parted from her. For most of it, she sat there with her mouth open.

“I know I’ve asked you this before, Gar, but are you sure you’re not Kael Serus?”

I shook my head. I didn’t mind it so much when friends ribbed me about it, but damn, I was really sick of other people bringing up the Kael thing. At least it hadn’t happened for a while. Since the beginning of our time in Teaphotria, actually. When I met Tawny. I missed the jaguar girl.

“I wish we had time to go see Keli’s family,” I told her. “I love every one of them, quirks and all.”

Trisse hugged Keli again. “Me, too. First this one, and then them, they’ve turned me soft. I do more hugging than killing nowadays. What kind of life is that?”

“A damn good one, as far as I’m concerned.” I looked around at my friends—my family—and couldn’t help but to feel that I was the luckiest man in the world. “So what are you going to do? Stay with us for a little while or head back? We’re taking the next road going east, then south into the Aesturith Kingdom. We’re heading to Sauvaxera.”

Trisse bit her lip, her eyes going back and forth from me to Keli to the others gathered around. “I should get back so I can share with the family Kel’s fine. After that, though? Don’t be surprised if I come to find you.”

“It’ll be a pleasure to see you again. Like I said, Sauvaxera. After that, if we’re successful, we’ll go back to the fortress I just gave your traveling companions directions to. You can always go there to find us. We’re not sure what comes after that. It depends on how our confrontation with Aeyr goes, if we can even get through that door.”

“Be sure to give every member of my family a hug from me,” Keli said. “I can’t wait to see you again. All this living dangerously can be a real rush. There are always enough enemies for you to join us.”

Trisse hugged Keli again. “I’ll be sure to do that. Don’t die before I can make it back to you, okay?”

“We’ll do our best,” I said. “No promises, though. This is dangerous shit we’re in the middle of.”

“Now you’re making me want to change my mind and come with you now.”


Chapter
Five



Qamara Enorana had lived a long time, at least compared to most races. In her one hundred seventy-two years, she had both seen and experienced wonders and catastrophes, things that had given her hope for the future and those that had her trembling at what was to come. Through it all, she had her visions. Both blessing and curse, her power had greatly affected her life and her view of the world.

A smile tugged at the alari prophetess’s face. Trisse Geruth was definitely of a personality to join with their group. Funny, irreverent, and deeply loyal, the cat woman would be a fine addition.

She’d heard the stories of the party’s adventures in the Traisel Commonwealth. Qamara especially enjoyed hearing Keliana, and even Gar, speak about the Artuxis family. It was a tragedy that they had to suffer such hardship, being held prisoner and threatened constantly, but they emerged intact and from Trisse’s words, they were thriving now that they were back home. She would like to meet the Artuxis family, especially little Tesina, the mention of whom always made Gar’s eyes flash. At times, it seemed the girl was more his sister than Keliana’s.

Qamara had been thinking of family often of late. She had none left, but Gar had insisted on taking her in and including her in the unusual family he was building. Not conventional in any way, with no one actually being related by blood or marriage, but the bonds between each of the members was stronger than any other the prophetess had ever experienced.

She felt it, too. For one who had been alone for so very long, it was a feat to care and develop affection at all, let alone the fierce devotion she felt for Gar and, in fact, the other members of the family. She had not realized how much the others had felt it toward her, though.

It seemed a silly thing to be moved in such a way by a simple gift, but when Tyra had presented her with the dagger, Qamara had barely kept her walls up around her emotions. She longed to let go, to release the tears and sob over the aching in her heart. Not a bad pain, but discomfort springing from the love being shown her.

For the goblin to spend her precious time and the limited resources to make a gift like that for Qamara moved her, she who had long ago hardened herself to carry on her duty as a prophetess and an alari, at the expense of all else. It was difficult in the best of times to deliver unwelcome news from visions, and she had learned quickly that if she didn’t sear her feelings, they would crush her. Yet those walls, well over a century and a half old, barely held in what she felt when first Tyra, then the others expressed their affection for her.

There was no doubt about it. She was growing soft and weak. How she longed for the turmoil to end. But it would do so on the proper schedule. All she could do was to stay the course and do her duty. Then whatever would happen would happen. She needed no vision, no prophecy, for that. Her path was set.

“How are you doing, Qamara?” Gar asked. He’d ridden up beside her and she hadn’t even noticed him. Her hand was on the hilt of the knife Tyra had made for her, resting in the sheath on her belt. She’d been absently stroking it while she rode, oblivious to everything.

“I am weary of riding, but as it is a pleasant day with equally pleasant company, I have no complaints.”

He laughed. She liked it when he did, and he had the rare quality that allowed him to do so frequently, even in not-so-favorable circumstances.

“We’ll probably stop in an hour or two. If I remember correctly, there are no towns or villages on this road, so it’ll be camping again.”

She nodded to him and, after a time, he drifted off. When she was in a contemplative mood, as now, she was a poor conversationalist. As if she ever wasn’t, in any mood. Gar understood and rarely pushed her for information. He might ask, giving her a chance to share, but if she remained quiet, he let her be. Does he realize how wonderful that is? That safety and comfort?

They made camp, just as they had countless times before. After the others had done some training and all had eaten dinner, Qamara settled into her bedroll and quickly went to sleep. Only to wake again, she didn’t know how long after.

She immediately recognized the feeling, the “location” where she lay. It was somewhere between dream and wakefulness, a state where she could think and act and remember, but with little power to change anything. It was a vision state.

Crackling ovals of dead nothingness floated in the air around her, portals to unknown locations. Or to nothing at all. She had seen them before, in visions and in real life. These held no fear of danger for her, not like her first visions of them. Now, they were simply representations of the “holes in the air” that were becoming more common.

Some of them spewed twisted monsters, fell beasts that immediately went on the hunt. She was not their prey, not this time. It was something she knew, that she felt. A thing of visions and dreams she could never explain to those without the power.

In a moment, the doorways were swept clean, leaving only a familiar home. She knew this vision, and closed her eyes and ears against it. Walking directly for the door, she left the building behind her, opening her eyes to see a massive, dark shape taking up her entire view. She cowered as it chuckled.

Again, this was not new. But the next part was. Gar first, then Brin, Tyra, Sariel, Keliana, Tip, and all the rest of them stood in a formation, weapons out and ready to fight. They squared up in front of the dark shape, not realizing how much danger they were in.

Qamara reached out, only to watch her friends snatched up, one by one, by the dark entity. In moments, none were left. Only her, and the inky blackness that stretched out forever in front of her. Laughing.

She jerked away, a whimper escaping from her mouth. Before she’d taken two breaths, a hand was on her shoulder.

“Are you okay, Qamara?” It was Gar’s voice, and his hand.

“D-d-dream,” she said, hating that it came out a stutter.

Gar pulled her into his chest, sharing his warmth with her. “A bad one?”

“Not good.”

He chuckled, helping to cast out the darkness, even though they lay huddled in the night. “How about I hold you and keep you warm?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“Thank you. I get to sleep holding you.”

A smile very nearly broke through the stone her face was made of. She snuggled against his warm body and soon fell into soothing slumber. When she woke up in the morning, he was still there. Holding her. Watching her as she opened her eyes.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning.”

He held her for some time, until she was ready to rise. The sun was already doing so, and she would not hold the others back from starting their day. She kissed Gar, thanking him again, then got up to start another day of travel.

For another four days, Qamara wrestled with her scattered vision, as well as the other sources of turmoil within her. She knew exactly what the scene meant. It was another warning, a nudge, telling her she could not avoid her duty, complete the tasks she still must complete.

How it grated. If anything were to cause friction between her and Gar, it was this. She could not discuss it with him for fear he would try to reason with her, change her mind, convince her to compromise.

She wanted nothing more than to stay with him—and truly, the rest of their family—forever, but her choice mattered little compared to necessity. She would have to leave again, sooner rather than later. There were things yet to do, chores she would not—could not—expose them to. Such was her obligation and curse.

She watched the terrain change, forests and hills and rivers go past, as if she were sitting still and the world itself was moving. Jungle came next, and then, suddenly, they were in a town. One she recognized.

Vowtoken.

Instead of going to the inn, the group went straight to Tahneela’s house, where they had stayed the night on two occasions. It hadn’t been long since they had seen the jaguar beastkin woman. They’d stopped on the way out of Teaphotria only two or three weeks past.

“I hope she’s there,” Tyra said, though Qamara didn’t know why the goblin was anxious to see the other woman. She herself found she anticipated the beastkin’s presence. She was another whom Qamara had gained affection for, with her quiet way, her quick wit, and her understated competence.

With Keliana, on the other hand, the prophetess knew all too well why her eyes darted toward Tawny’s home. She was smitten with the jaguar woman and had not yet, as far as Qamara knew, accomplished her goal of bedding Tawny.

“You hope who’s there?” a voice said from above them as they prepared to knock on the door of Tawny’s house.

It was the woman herself, lounging on a branch, much as she was when they first met her. She stretched languorously, then dropped to the ground in a crouch.

“Hey Tawny,” Gar said with a grin.

“Gar. Brin, Tyra, Qamara, Sariel, Lirien, Dayra, Cea, Tip, Keliana. Oh, and hello to you, too, Rex.” The way she stressed the assassin’s name had Keliana visibly vibrating. “Did you come to visit me?”

She slinked up to Gar, who gave her a hug.

“We did,” he said, “but we were also in the neighborhood. How are things?”

“Exactly as they were when you left me last. I’ve been lounging around, relaxing. Things move slow around here. Let’s go into the house. Would you like something to drink?”

They settled into her living area and discussed briefly what had happened with them trying to open the secret door in the fortress.

“So we came back here on our way to Sauvaxera,” Gar said to finish up with the news. “I don’t suppose you know anything about the region that might help us?”

Tawny sipped her tea. “I know a little, though I’ve only been there a couple of times, and I didn’t travel far. I’d be happy to share my knowledge, though.

“First off, it’s not as uniform as here. Other than the mountains and some areas that are cleared, Teaphotria is all jungle. In Sauvaxera, it varies quite a bit. You remember seeing the swamp in the southeast of Teaphotria, yes? The one we saw when we traveled the road south toward the Duskmist Kingdom? North of that is a massive desert, bordered by mountains all along the eastern edge of the region.

“In its heart, you can find not only other deserts, but scrubland, some plains, as well as forested areas. No jungles, but some of the forests are dense. Wildlife abounds, including monsters, but you won’t find too many settlements. Those that do exist are often former bandits, survivor types, or others who do not mix well with normal society.”

“What do you mean ‘survivor types’?” Tyra asked.

“You must understand that though Sauvaxera was heavily populated two or more millennia ago, few want to live there now, for various reasons, which I’ll discuss. The survivor types of people I mention are those who spend their lives preparing for some calamity or another. Training, stockpiling supplies and weapons, building secret holds or fortified locations, they claim that when whatever catastrophe befalls the world, they will be ready for it and will survive. Have you met any people like that?”

“Preppers,” Tip said, and Gar laughed.

“Yeah.” Gar put up a fist and Tip touched it with his own. “There are people like that in my world, too. I know of a bunch of places in a desert near where I lived where they do exactly what you just described.”

Tawny rubbed her snout. “Interesting. As I was saying, any towns you find are usually unaccustomed to—and in fact, irritated by—visitors. Whether criminals or the survivalists, you’ll need to watch your backs in those places. Better to avoid them altogether.

“The deserts are usually barren of people, though teeming with monsters. Forests can be dangerous and there are creatures that don’t exist anywhere else in Valorae. Most of them are predators. Then there are the spirits.”

“Spirits?” Gar asked.

“That’s what people call them, though I think the name is a misnomer. Ethereal beings that can pass through solid matter, or have it pass through them. It’s said they’re people who were killed during the more heavily populated and violent age of Sauvaxera, but others have explained that they probably are a type of monster, or even summoned creatures from another plane. It doesn’t really matter. What does is that they’re dangerous. Even the locals don’t go where they congregate.”

“They’re not umbrenix?”

“No. The scholarly among you might be able to say more, but I’ve heard that Aeyr may have used them as patterns when he created the umbrenix.”

Qamara knew more about the subject, but would not share that information. It was interesting history, but had no real bearing on their mission to defeat the Hungerer.

“The dangers, either from monsters or people, are probably enough to keep people away, but important, too, is that few things make it worthwhile to even enter the region. Though there are legends of natural resources, none have been found in the last thousand years or so. Ruins are present, so I’ve been told, but they’re hard to find and dangerous to explore, and for most people it’s not worth the effort.

“That’s about all I know. The sirens, when they were on the surface, actually lived more in what are now the desert areas. The ruins of their cities are in the eastern section, requiring travel through all those other areas I mentioned. Are you still going to go?”

Gar arched his back to stretch. “We are. We have to. Without being able to open the book, we’ll never get that secret door open.”

“If you need my help…”

“No, it’s fine. I appreciate the offer, but you deserve to relax a little. Maybe we’ll find some local guide, but even if not, I think we can handle it. All we need to do is go east until we hit the water. No problem, right?”

The jaguar woman smiled. “Yes. No problem.”

“Good. We’re going to get some rooms at the inn so we can sleep in beds tonight. We’ll see you before we leave. Maybe have a meal or something?”

“I would like that. Have a good evening and enjoy your sleep.”

Tyra stood up and cleared her throat. “Sorry, Tawny, but one more thing before we leave. I made something for you. Well, some things.”


Chapter
Six



Tyra took off her pack and opened the flap. She said she’d made Tawny some things, but it was the first I’d heard of it. I knew she’d spent almost every hour in the forge, making all those weapons for everyone, but what had she made for the jaguar girl?

The goblin girl brought out a cloth-wrapped lump that had to have taken up half of the space in her pack. She handed it to Tawny.

“What is this?” Tawny asked. “You made a gift for me? That’s very kind of you, Tyra. How did I gain this honor?”

Tyra shrugged. “I thought they’d be useful, and I had fun making them. Also, you helped us so much when we were going through the jungle, I just wanted to thank you.”

The other woman unwrapped the cloth to reveal a pair of handles protruding from two custom leather cases. On the side, the hardened leather looked like it had been boiled and shaped, so that the cases were rigid there, but the top was a soft flap that could be secured with toggles carved of bone. The opposite side from the toggles had a sturdy strap the included belt went through so the cases could hang off the waist. Through the boiling or dyeing, the holsters had a pattern very much like what was on Tawny’s skin, the jaguar spots.

Even the handles of the weapons, made from wood but appearing as if it was dense as stone, had the patterning, though it looked like that was accomplished through burning, much like escrima sticks had patterns burned into them.

When Tawny pulled one of the weapons out of its sheath, she let out a little gasp. It was a hand scythe, of course, but different from the ones she used when fighting monsters and soldiers with us.

For one thing, they were in perfect condition, and exquisitely beautiful. The blades had a wider curve than her existing weapons, and they were more of the patterned metal that Tyra had used on some of the other pieces she’d shown us recently. The metal, between the sharpened parts inside the curve and out along the spine, held etchings and carvings. Most were swirls, but vines also appeared, as well as what looked like cat claws, curved and ready for slashing. In fact, the blades of the hand scythes resembled the shape and relative dimensions of the primary weapon of felines.

“These…these are extraordinary,” Tawny said, staring at the goblin. “Astonishing. I have never seen a more beautiful weapon”

“Well, you know. Those paperweights you carry around are going to fall apart if you look at them cockeyed. I thought you’d like some weapons suitable for your skill.”

“I don’t know what to say. Can I pay you for them?”

“Nope. They’re yours.”

Tawny set them down on the table and slowly approached Tyra. Then she pulled the green woman into a hug. Tyra reciprocated.

“Does that mean you like them?”

“I love them. I’ll need to go out into the jungle to find a monster or two so I can test them out.”

“That reminds me,” Tyra said. “There are a few things you should probably know. I put some enhancements on them.”

“What kind of enhancements?”

“Simple ones. They’re basically unbreakable. Also, they’ll always be sharp, and I mean really sharp. Be careful. I was also able to do something I wasn’t sure was going to work. Still not, to be honest. I like to call it the ‘sticky enchantment.’”

Tawny cocked her head at Tyra.

“It’s like this. I created this gem.” The goblin took a green gem from her pack. “If it works, it’ll let you attune the weapons, kind of like what Gar does, but not really. Once you connect to them, you can will them to stick to you. If, for example, you need to put them down quickly so you can use your hands or claws, but don’t have time to mess with the cases and don’t want to drop them, you can slap the handles to your thigh and they’ll stick there until you command them to let go.”

“You can do that?” Brin asked. “With what magic?”

“It’s something I developed. I’ve been thinking about it for a while and, using five different materials in the crafting, I think I got the hang of it. One of the additives is mucus from a mindeater. That’s the one that gives the mental connection. Of course, I couldn’t test it because connecting to the hand scythes, the gem is consumed. Wanna try it out, Tawny?”

The jaguar girl nodded vigorously. “What do I do?”

“Here. Hold this gem in your fist. It doesn’t matter which one. While you’re doing it, focus your mind on the weapons, or just one. If it works right, your entire body will attune to both of them.”

“Just hold it and then concentrate on the scythes? I don’t have to squeeze it or say an incantation or anything?”

Tyra chuckled. “You can if that makes you feel better, but you don’t need to. The key is to put your mind into it and make a strong connection. You can even hold one in your other hand if that’ll make it easier.”

Tawny took her up on that last part. She stood there silently, eyes closed, with the gem covered completely by one hand and the other wrapped around the handle of one scythe. It didn’t seem like anything was happening and as time ticked away, I was afraid it had failed.

“Oh.” Tawny’s eyes snapped open and she looked at Tyra with…sorrow? “I don’t think it worked. Did I break it?”

“Open your hand,” Tyra commanded, and Tawny did so.

The gem was gone.

“Excellent. Now, using your mind, tell that scythe in your hand it needs to stick to you. Then, place it on your thigh. Obviously, be careful when you position it. Don’t cut yourself.”

The jaguar girl quirked an eyebrow at Tyra, but did as she asked. When she pulled her hand away, the weapon stayed on her leg. I couldn’t help it, I stepped over to her and tugged on the handle, then I pulled a little harder. Tawny’s body leaned over from the force, but the thing didn’t come loose.

Tyra grinned. “Now, grab it and tell it to let go.”

She put her hand on the shaft and with seemingly no effort at all, she pulled the weapon from her leg.

“Yay!” Cea clapped at the display.

The goblin girl let out a long breath. “Whew. I’m glad that worked. You can use the weapons like that or you can carry them in the cases. I’d suggest the cases most of the time, otherwise you might cut yourself or others accidentally, but they’re yours to do with as you like. May they cut your enemies and protect your friends.”

We stayed another twenty minutes, with plenty of hugging, a few kisses going around, and everyone taking turns to examine the new weapons. In the end, Tawny came with us to the inn to have dinner.

“We might as well have that meal now,” I said, checking out Tawny’s new hand scythes hanging from the belt that fit her perfectly.

“Would you like me to invite Badri as well?” she asked. “He’s staying at the inn also.”

Badri Fervols was the meerkat beastkin we’d found barely before he would have been giant spider food. The town administrator was the only survivor of the expedition he had joined along with his brother to explore the ruins of Verastusia. They’d rescued him, and Tawny had brought him back to Vowtoken before he was supposed to have gone home.

“Badri’s still here? Why?”

“The elders asked him to help make the town structure more efficient. He’s been working with them to refine the way the place runs.”

“Yes, invite him. It’ll be nice to catch up. A reunion of sorts.”

Dinner was excellent, from the food to the reacquaintance with our friends. Denjil, the owner of the inn, even joined us and listened to us reminisce about what had happened the last time we were in the area.

Tip and Badri seemed to hit it off. I don’t know what the reason was exactly, but the meerkat beastkin and taranji chatted and joked and laughed in their own little corner of the table, with Cea watching with a big smile. She got involved in the conversation as well, but damn me if it didn’t make me feel good that Tip had made another friend. Sure, he had all the rest of us, but this seemed something like a milestone, the two of them interacting like schoolboy chums.

During my summary for Denjil and Badri about why we were back and what we were going to be doing, I got onto the subject of our goal for going into Sauvaxera.

“We have a book that apparently can only be opened through the song magic of the sirens. We’re going to go to the east coast and see if we can at least get some information about the sirens, though I’ve been told they may have all died out as a people.”

“No,” Tawny said. “I heard from at least three people, travelers passing through on their way back from Sauvaxera, that they spotted sirens, though none of them talked to the aquatic people. The most recent was close to a year ago, but at least as of then, there were still some alive.”

“Outstanding,” Sariel said. “Perhaps the journey across the land will not be valueless.”

Dayra chuckled at the statement. “That reminds me. Can we make a stop somewhere on the way out? I’ve been thinking of something and I want to look up some references.”

I met eyes with her, wondering why she was being so vague. She shifted her eyes toward the two men and I understood. “Sure, no problem.” I left it at that.

Half an hour later, when Badri and Denjil left the table, I turned back to Dayra and raised an eyebrow. She nodded.

“Okay,” she said. “Sorry to be vague earlier, but I don’t want information about the library to spread. We already told Tawny, but not the others. It’s like this. We’re going to look for sirens. Other than those reports Tawny told us about, they haven’t been seen for a long time. We know they live in the water, so it follows that in order to find them, we will have to go in the water as well.”

“Leave me out of that,” Keliana said. “I don’t mix well with water.”

I smirked at her. “Such a cat.” She laughed. Tawny did, too, which relieved me. I wasn’t sure if she’d take offense at me joking about cats.

“As I was saying,” Dayra continued. “If we’re going into the water, we will need to be prepared. I’ve heard of various techniques to explore underwater, but don’t know of anything that would be helpful to us. Not unless we happen to find a merchant with magical items that let us go beneath the waves.

“However, I have read accounts of methods in past eras that could accomplish what we need. I found a few books when I was looking for the history of the Ianathe. One in particular seems promising. It discusses different ways to achieve water-breathing.”

“Truly?” It was Brin again. “That would be an impressive feat. With such a skill, our chances at finding a siren would increase dramatically.”

Tawny lifted a hand. “Would you mind terribly if I went with you to search for the books? You described the library to me, but I would like to see such a thing myself. If that’s okay with Dayra.”

The blonde scholar gave the jaguar girl a beaming smile. “I would love to show you the place. You’re welcome to join us.”

“I will then. Thank you. I still expect we’ll eat our other meal tomorrow, but whenever you decide to leave, I’m excited to accompany you.”

“Do you read, Tawny?” I asked. “For pleasure, I mean.”

“I have been known to. When I can find interesting material.”

“Oh, I can’t wait. You are going to love this place.”


Chapter
Seven



With the horses, we quickly got to the site of the library’s portal. Tawny doubled up with me, and then with Keliana, much to the catgirl assassin’s delight. I watched the two, expecting Keli’s hands to stray. I wasn’t disappointed. From the look—and sound—of it, neither were the two catgirls.

As expected, Tawny could only stand and stare at the thousands of books, and that was after we were able to snap her out of the trance the appearance of the portal caused. She spent her time exploring the shelves, the lower levels, and the comfortable furniture, especially on the ground floor. Meanwhile, Dayra looked for the book she had seen before.

I occupied myself with some light “reading,” relaxing on the comfortable furniture. I couldn’t really understand any of the books in the library. They were all over two thousand years old, which meant they were in languages I’d never even seen, let alone could read. What I actually did was to flip through some picture books that I was pretty sure were for children. The art was nice, but I gave it up soon enough to watch Tyra work. Because, of course Tyra was doing work.

“You know, you could take a break and rest up a little,” I told the goblin girl, knowing full well she’d never do so.

“I love this. Why would I want a break from all the projects I’ve got in mind? Ooh, that reminds me, we need to kill more umbrenix.”

It was a little scary that I knew exactly what she was referring to. “You’re out of shadowsteel?”

“Yeah. We need to find some of the shadows with armor and weapons so we can loot them. The more, the better. These alloys I’ve been making with the metal have worked out great. It’s not just the appearance. I’ve tested it and it’s about as strong as virgin shadowsteel and its even easier to get it to a stable form where it will take enhancements and not explode and shatter to pieces.”

“Wait, what? Did that happen?”

“Meh. A couple of times.”

I will not tell her, again, to be careful. She’ll never listen anyway.

“I know that look. Don’t say it.”

“Not a word.” I kissed her, laughing as I left her little forge area.

I got back up to the ground floor just as Dayra emerged from the hallway that led to the utility room, where she’d been holed up, reading. “Water Breathing: A Practical Manual,” she read out to us after putting it on one of the many reading stands. “I have skimmed the book, reading a few sections more carefully. A few of the techniques might apply and not take decades of training and practice to accomplish. I think we might have at least one viable option.” She looked around the room. “Where’s Tyra?”

I smirked. “Where do you think? The forge.”

“She should be here for this. I think we’ll need her help.”

After I made another round trip, this time with Tyra in tow, Dayra opened the book on its stand. She opened her mouth to start reading, but then caught sight of Brin pulling things out of her belt pouch, absently organizing them.

“Brin, how long have you had that ring?” Dayra asked.

The moonwisp blinked at the blonde scholar. “This one?” She held up the ring she’d found in Razormaw’s pouch after we’d killed the dragonkin. The one with the many carvings along its thick band, with the sharp projections from it making it look hazardous to wear, and the dull greenish glow. “I’ve had it for some time, since the Traisel Commonwealth. Why?”

“Do you know what it does?”

“I do not. I can sense it has been enchanted, but no more. Do you know of it?”

“I…hold on. I’ll only be a moment. I’m going to get a book.”

Brin shared a confused look with me. I could only shrug. When Dayra came back, she opened the new book up on another reading stand.

“Here it is. The Ring of Sacrifice. There’s a drawing and everything. It says here that it allows the user to sacrifice their life force, transferring it to another. Thus the name. Where exactly did you find it?”

“A dragonkin who had been eating the local badger beastkin had it in his belt pouch. I took it when we killed him.”

Dayra tapped the book with a finger. “Strange. I would expect a healer or someone like that to have the ring, but not someone who was killing and eating others. Dragonkin aren’t known for sacrificing for others. Curious.”

“So, wait,” I said. “That ring lets the wearer actually sacrifice their own life force to help heal another person?”

“That is its purpose,” Dayra confirmed.

“Can it be overused? I mean, could someone sacrifice all of their life energy?”

“They could. It must be used with discretion.”

“Okay, Brin. I strongly suggest you don’t wear or ever use that ring. Please.”

For an answer, my moonwisp put it back into her pouch, as if me not being able to see it meant it was gone. I narrowed my eyes at her, but she only smiled and gestured to Dayra. “So, you said you found a water breathing manual?”

The blonde scholar stared at Brin for a moment, but with a shake of her head, started explaining about the book she’d found. “There are several clever methods for achieving the theme of the book: breathing and moving around freely under water. Most I threw out upon first glance. Apparatus that, as far as I know, don’t exist any longer; spells that would require a powerful mage; utilizing various abilities of monsters that I have never heard of; things like these. The most practical, and possible, method is a potion. The recipe for which happens to be included in the book.”

“That’s some cool D&D shit, right there,” Tip said.

“Yes, quite.”

I chuckled. She had no idea what he was talking about, but she’d never admit it. She’d probably, on the fly, already come up with half a dozen terms for what the abbreviation could mean.

“However,” she said. “The problem we have is that I am not an alchemist. I believe that none of the rest of us are alchemists, either. The closest thing we have is Tyra, who deals with materials in her crafting, and can see into them with her magic. I know it’s not the same thing, but do you think you could manage a potion, Tyra?”

“I do know a little about preparing ingredients and extraction. It probably depends on how specific the instructions are. I can give it a shot. Maybe more important, though, is what ingredients we need. Are they things we can get, or did they become extinct or rare? I’ve got some materials I’ve been using for my smithing, but it’s mainly minerals and a few types of plants.”

“It’s actually a fairly simple formula. Four ingredients are listed: tri-lily, Gussin’s beard, adderhead, and slatestem. I have heard of all of them, though don’t know where to find them. There should be books here that will help us identify them.”

“I know them,” Tawny said. “Tri-lily can be found in wet environments, especially swamps like the one at the southern tip of Sauvaxera, where it borders Teaphotria. Gussin’s beard is commonly found near—but not in—wet ground. Adderhead is abundant in the jungle. Slatestem, I believe, is a forest plant. There are forests to the west of Teaphotria, Aesturith Kingdom territory, and also east in Sauvaxera.”

“Can you identify the plants?”

“All but the last one. I’m not too familiar with forest plants.”

“I can find a reference book. Will you help us locate what we need?”

“Of course.”

Dayra went to find a book to identify slatestem, leaving the water-breathing book on the stand. Cea snatched the tome and placed it on one of the tables so she could read it. As she did, her eyes went wide. Then she started laughing.

Tip joined her and soon, he was chortling, too. Apparently, those memories of his allowed him to read whatever ancient language the book was written in.

“What’s so funny?” Tyra asked the gremlin.

“She wasn’t kidding that some of these don’t apply. Other than the spells people can learn, there are a lot of varied methods. Listen to this:

Method Eleven:

Summon a water monster from another plane, form a connection with it, and receive the ability to move about freely in aquatic environments, including breathing. The most promising subjects of the summons are water elementals, squidbears, water darters, and balloon babies.

Method Fourteen:

Being kissed by a water hydra with an odd-number of heads, not younger than three hundred twenty-six years, and not suffering from any of the various health afflictions that produce pus-containing sores.

Cea giggled when she read the words “balloon babies” and when she got to the part about the hydra’s afflictions.

“Yeah, watch out for those hydras with VD. Filthy, filthy creatures,” Tip said, sending Cea into another fit of giggles.

“I agree with Dayra,” I said. “The potion sounds like what we need.”

Dayra came back with the book and copied the picture of the slatestem plant onto another sheet of paper. That done, we were ready to go looking for ingredients.
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“It’s so nice to ride the horses,” I said to no one as we took the far eastern road in Teaphotria south. “This same route took us so long when we were walking it.”

“It is nice,” Tawny said. She sat in front of me, my arms on either side of her, holding the reins. Whenever she leaned back, like she was doing at the moment, her tight, warm body felt so good it was hard to concentrate. Especially when her ear twitched and tickled my face. “They don’t do well in the thick jungle, though, and many of the monsters scare even the best trained horses.”

“It’s a good thing we’re not going into the thick jungle, then. I’m not sure how they’ll do in the swamp, but we don’t need to bring them to the saturated ground. Are the tri-lily plants actually in the water, or just in the wet ground?”

“They can survive in both. When they’re in the water, they tend to root loosely in the soft ground. Their stems elongate, allowing their three large leaves to float on the water. Flowers grow from the leaves themselves. If they’re on the ground, they’re more compact, the leaves spread out and the flowers dotting their surface. They’re actually very pretty. My favorites are the sunrise colors—reds, yellows, and oranges fading from one color to another—and the spotted variety, of course.”

“The spotted variety?”

“Yes, I’ll show you. We’re almost to the location we can leave the road.”

When we did leave the road, it wasn’t too far until the ground got more and more spongy and then muddy. We left the horses with Tip, who’d had some bad experiences with muddy ground because of his hooves, and continued on foot. Before too long, I stood over a plant that was exactly as Tawny had described it.

“That’s the spotted variety?” I asked.

“Yes.” She snorted.

The petals of the flower were mostly an off-white or light tan color. Adorning them were what I could only describe as leopard spots. The pattern was a perfect reflection of the markings on Tawny’s skin. I made a show of staring at her toned legs, abs, arms, and the rest of her lithe, athletic body, and then scrutinizing the flowers.

“Absolutely gorgeous,” I said, then added. “And the flowers are nice, too.”

She emitted a kind of wheezing, growling laugh that made me tingle. “If you’re angling to get into my bed, all you have to do is ask, Gar. There’s no need for flattery.”

“No flattery here. I’ve already mentioned how beautiful you are. Those patterns are fantastic, but no flower can compare with you. It’s simple, direct truth.”

“Come on, help me pull up a few plants before you get more than you expected to get from me.”

“One can always hope.”

She shook her head and began pulling the plant up, careful to get the roots and all.

As my companions and I collected a dozen of the plants—they were plentiful and wouldn’t be missed—I spotted ripples in the water a hundred yards or so from where we were. The edge of the standing water started at only twenty or thirty yards away from us.

“What’s making those ripples?”

The jaguar girl considered where I was pointing for a moment. “I’m not sure, but we probably don’t want to find out. The swamp goes on for miles and I’ve heard of all manner of strange monsters in it. As it gets closer to the ocean, the water turns briny and some creatures of the sea frequent the area. Many people have disappeared. I want to test out my new weapons Tyra gave me, but I’d as soon do it with monsters I know. I’m not fond of being in the water.”

“I know. I remember. You and Keliana. It’s interesting, though, since jaguars love swimming.”

“It’s not a race thing, it’s a personal one,” she said.

I laughed at the assassin’s reaction to the idea of actually going into, and under, the water. That was another battle we were going to have once we got the potion thing squared away, and we got to the ocean.

“That should be enough,” Tyra said from a dozen paces away. “More than enough, really. Let’s get the next⁠—”

A violent explosion in the water far too close for my comfort had my head snapping around just in time to see some kind of water mammal swimming for its life. It looked like a beaver, but the size of a prize pig. Actually, it also kind of looked like a manatee.

As much as it struggled, though, it couldn’t get away from the horror that had come upon it from underneath. The predator was all mouth and teeth, currently mostly wrapped around the manatee thing. Blood flowed freely where the teeth had gone into the hapless creature and, though it struggled mightily, there was no way that thing was getting free. With a surge, the bigger monster clamped its jaws down and the victim jerked once, then stopped moving. That big fucker had shattered all the important bits on the other creature as easily as me snapping my fingers.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here before that thing decides to see what we taste like.”

I got no arguments.


Chapter
Eight



We hurried to the horses and put some distance between us and the monstrosity as it ate the manatee-like animal.

“Was that one of the mutated monsters or something that’s naturally like that?” I asked Tawny.

“I don’t know. I’ve heard of such abominations, but don’t know enough to say if it was changed in any way. Ugh.” I could feel her shiver as she sat in the saddle with her back against my chest. “To die like that, taken while in the water where you can’t fight back. I will have nightmares about what I just saw.”

“It was scary.”

“Yes, it was.” She went silent for a moment, followed by another shiver. “There is some forest off to the north. Let’s go there to see if we can find the slatestem.”

I guided the horse in that direction. We didn’t go more than twenty feet before Tawny told me to stop. She leaped off the horse and began to collect another plant, one with fluffy whisker-like masses at the end of thin, bladed stems.

“It’s Gussin’s beard,” she explained. “Help me gather some.”

I kept one eye on the monster, which was taking its time chewing up its prey. We were on more solid ground now, but who knew if the thing could move fast on land as well as water? I helped Tawny grab some of the plants, as did half of my other friends, those remaining keeping a close eye on the surroundings.

The slatestem was easy enough to find in the section of forest Tawny had pointed out. We’d hardly entered before we found a multitude of the plants growing in between some trees. That left only the adderhead.

“So,” I said to the jaguar girl. She’d suggested we go back to the area near ruins of Verastusia to find the last plant. “What does adderhead look like?”

“Just what it sounds like. It has a bulbous part at the top of its thick, fibrous stalk. The bulb’s shape is like a snake’s head, sharply angled, similar to a diamond. When the wind blows hard, the plants move like they’re adders preparing to strike. Fun to scare people who aren’t used to the jungle.”

I gave her a side-eye. “You didn’t do that to us.”

She sighed. “I didn’t. there wasn’t any adderhead around, or I would have.”

I wasn’t sure if she was serious, but I thought maybe she was. In any case, she’d warned me now, so I’d be on the watch for the plant.

We had to search around a bit, but found some on the outskirts of the ruins. I’d probably run past some—maybe even ran through it as we were being chased by the Weaponsmaster’s troops—but hadn’t noticed. I’d been a little preoccupied, and it had been dark at the time.

With enough of all four plants to make as much as we could possibly need many times over, we made the trip back to the library to watch Tyra try her hand at alchemy.

“It seems simple,” the goblin said. “First, I have to use the little oven in the crafting room to dry out the Gussin’s beard. Once dry, I need to grind the top, fluffy part into powder with the mortar and pestle. While it’s drying, I’ll dice the stem of the slatestem.”

She cut the top part of the Gussin’s beard plants so she could fit more in the drying oven, then started with the slatestem. I sat on a stool watching her move around the crafting room like she lived there. Occasionally, she glanced over at the cold forge and small anvil, but didn’t let it distract her too much.

“Huh,” she said. “I looked into the slatestem with my magic and I think I can use it to make weapons denser and more durable. I’ll have to experiment with some of it. Even the roots seem like they can be useful in my smithing. We don’t even need that part for the potions, so I’ve got all of this left.” She gestured at a fair-sized pile of the leftover parts.

“What about the other plants?”

“I don’t see any use for them as far as additives for smithing. I’ll probably package them up, label them, and leave them here. I might find some use for them later on, or someone else might. No sense in throwing them out.”

The grasses she’d put in the oven dried out nicely before she was finished with the slatestem. Now desiccated and and crumbly, she set me to work grinding and crushing the plants in the mortar.

“Okay,” she said, rubbing her hands together. “We need to combine the Gussin’s beard powder with the diced slatestem, add water and alcohol to them, then add the adderhead squeezings.”

“Alcohol?”

“Yes. It calls for some, one part to three parts of the water. It apparently helps with extracting the necessary compounds from the ingredients.” She mixed up the proper quantities of the book’s recipe into a large stone bowl. “Now we need to squeeze the bulbs from the adderhead plant, and withdraw as much liquid as we can, then crush the bulb itself to get as much of what remains as possible.”

She held up one of the bulbs over another bowl, then clamped it in her fist. A dirty yellow liquid squirted in between her fingers, a few drops splashing onto her face. At first, I thought she was going to start to curse, her mouth twisting into a grimace, her eyes both closing by reflex. Then she picked up a nearby towel in her clean hand and wiped at her face, shaking her head.

I barked a laugh that rapidly morphed into a fit of snickers.

“Yeah, yeah,’ she said. “Very funny.”

“Don’t waste all our ingredients. If you wanted to drink some of the juice from that plant, you should have told us and we could have picked extra.”

“We’ve got plenty.” Her voice was serious, but she did crack a smile. I’d call it a win.

“Okay, new procedure. I’m going to put slit at the bottom of the bulb and squeeze it carefully. That’s what I get for trying to show off my grip strength for you.”

“Your forearm bulged out impressively,” I said, kissing her on the side of her face. “I know how firmly you can grasp things with those hands, and the exquisite control you have over the pressure.” Just the thought of it had me staring at the goblin’s body. Until she crushed down on the plant in her hand so forcefully, it nearly made me jump.

With her squeezing the bulbs—something that gave me a little anxiety now, thinking about that grip and my own bulbs—she set me to using the mortar and pestle to crush the remains to get a few more drops of the liquid.

“That last bit is important, the book says. It’s more concentrated and holds the most valuable part of the plant for the elixir.”

With the required amount of the adderhead juice poured into the mixture, there was only one more ingredient.

“The leaves are what we want from the tri-lily plant,” she said. “We’ll put them in the concoction and let them soak for a whole day. I’ll cover the bowl with its lid and let the useful parts leach out into the liquid. I think it’s the alcohol that extracts it.”

“Where did you get the alcohol, anyway?” I asked.

“I got a few jugs of ale from Vowtoken. You know, in case we had a shit day and needed to get drunk.”

“Oh. Good. I was hoping you weren’t going to say it was methanol. Uh, wood alcohol. Or it can be made from corn mash.”

“Why would anyone ferment corn?”

“I don’t know. Nevermind. I just didn’t want us to be poisoned and go blind. Using ale is good, though you’ll probably want to adjust the ratio. Ale has more water in it than alcohol. It’s like ninety percent water.”

“Yeah, yeah. Dayra already calculated it for me, Mister Smarty Pants. The ratios I’m using are the ones she adjusted.”

“Of course, Missus Smarty Shorts would think of that.”

“Okay! So, how much of a hurry are you in with this stuff?”

“I don’t know.” I scratched my head. “I’d like to get what we need and get back to the door in the fortress as soon as we can. Why?”

“Because I’m guessing once we decant that batch, we’ll have maybe twenty vials of the stuff. One dose per vial, according to the book. I’m not sure how long it’ll last, so we’ll need more. We have enough plants for two more batches. Should we make them now or wait to see if the first batch works before going on? I’d hate to make the same mistake on all of them and ruin all the batches. We’d have to go back to get more plants.”

“True, but we also know where there are more. We can easily go get a bunch in half a day. If we make them all now and they don’t turn out right, we’ll lose half a day getting more, but we’ll have saved two or three days of waiting around to make the other batches.”

“Ahh.” Tyra tapped her temple. “Good thinking. See, there’s the reason I keep you around.”

“Oh, that’s the one, huh? My sparkling intellect?”

“Uh-huh. Wrapped up in a pretty package. With some very nice parts.”

“You’re hilarious, you know that? Come on, let’s get the rest of it prepared. Do you have more of those big bowls with the stone lids? For that matter, do we have enough vials?”

“Yes, and yes. I’m not sure what they planned on doing in this room, but there are two crates of unused vials and five bowls that size.”

It only took us a few more hours to get the rest made, after which we joined our friends in the lounging area of the library.

“All we need is time now,” Tyra told them when they asked how things went. “They’ll be done tomorrow afternoon and, if they work, we’ll be good to go on our way.”

We had a nice dinner that night. Tip had taken down a deer while we were out in the forest digging up plants, and Tawny brought us to where we could find some wild carrots, onions, and some leafy green vegetables she said were edible.

“I won’t eat them,” she told me. “I’m not much for plants. More meat sounds nice, though.” She flashed her sharp canines at me and I got a shiver. She must have noticed. “Don’t worry, I won’t bite you. Not hard, anyway.”

The jaguar girl and Keliana must have been talking when the two shared a saddle for part of the day, because they kept glancing at each other during dinner and our leisure time afterward. Keli pulled me aside as the evening stretched longer.

“Hey, Gar.” Her voice was extra sexy. She was either going to propose to stay with me that night or she wanted something.

“Hi, Keli.” I glanced at Tawny, who was talking to Brin but kept darting looks toward me and the catgirl. “So, you finally made your move, huh?” At her confused look, I clarified. “With Tawny.”

“Oh. We talked. That’s kind of what I wanted to speak to you about.”

“Okay. What’s up?”

“Are you sure you’re okay with me, and her, the two of us…you know.”

I gave her a quick kiss. “You’re so cute. I’ve never seen you flustered like that. You really like her, huh?”

“I do, but it’s not that. I want her. Badly. But I feel guilty. Will you join us? Or, if you want, you can have her first, by yourself. Please, Gar.”

I put my hands on her cheeks, framing her face. “Keli, our little family just gained Dayra. I can’t keep adding every woman I see, even if they are super hot and wonderful people besides.”

“Why not?”

I blinked at her. “Uh, because? I really need to put my whole effort and concentration on trying to find and kill Aeyr. I feel like I already don’t spend enough time with all of you. Individual time, I mean. Adding someone else to the mix would make things harder.”

“Then don’t add her. Just fuck her. Or both of us. It’s just play.”

“Keli, I already like Tawny. A lot. If I went that extra step, I wouldn’t want to just say goodbye and have that be it. I’d get attached. More attached. I think it’s better if I don’t, whether with you there or without. It’s totally fine for you to enjoy some time with her. We’ve talked about it with the other girls and they’re okay with it. Honestly, that sexy jaguar girl over there will probably end up in our family eventually, so you’ll just be ahead of things a bit, but I don’t want to create more ties for now. You understand, right?”

“I do. I’m disappointed. Even if you just had her by yourself—maybe letting me watch?—that would be incredible. I understand what you’re saying, though. I can wait, too. You and the girls are more important to me than anything else.”

“Aww, that’s sweet, Keli. But no. The tension between the two of you is making me hard from the other side of the room. I can taste the pheromones.”

“The what?”

“I can taste your excitement, and hers. You deserve some pleasure. She does, too. You have my blessing, and that of the others. Don’t think that I won’t expect some detailed information about her and what she likes, though. You know, in case I ever end up…partaking.”

That alluring, wicked grin made an appearance and I knew I’d convinced her. If that didn’t do it, then the long, passionate kiss she gave me left no doubt.

“Is it weird to say I’ll be thinking about you when I’m with her?”

I barked a laugh. “Yeah, that would be kind of weird. I’ll be thinking about you two, though. Have fun, make her come at least once for me, and I hope it’s everything you’ve been running through that beautiful, dirty mind of yours.” I tapped her head with a finger.

“Thank you.” She arched her back and stretched her arms toward the ceiling. “Oh, look at the time. I’m getting pretty tired. I should probably get to bed, huh?”

“That’s a great idea. Wouldn’t want you to lose any sleep. I know how you like your cat naps.”

“True, true.” She leaned in and kissed my ear, then whispered into it. “I can’t wait to feel that tongue.”

“Go on. Have fun. I’ll see you in the morning.”

She trailed a finger cross my cheek and down my lips, then turned and slinked away. Watching her tail swish over her curvy ass almost made me change my mind. Almost, but not quite. I smiled as I watched her, noting that both Tyra and Brin caught me and seemed amused. I gave them a shrug. What’s a guy to do? That woman’s body begged to be looked at.

Tawny was going to have her hands full tonight.


Chapter
Nine



The two feline hotties surprised me by coming back to talk to me together. I figured they’d have made a beeline for one of the rooms as soon as possible.

“Hey, Gar,” Tawny said, not hiding in the least that her eyes were running up my body. “I have a question for you.”

“Sure, Tawny. What’s up?”

She leaned in, her cat whiskers tickling my ear as she put her mouth to it. “Please, please, please fuck me and Keli.” Then she leaned back out and fixed those gorgeous blue eyes on mine.

“I…don’t think that would be a good idea…”

She put her face to mine and her tongue flicked out, licking up the side of my face, pressing onto my lips. I opened them by habit and she entwined it with my tongue.

The sensation was fucking awesome. It was rough and soft and gentle at the same time. My hands automatically went to her slender waist, reveling in her smooth skin. Her smooth, jaguar-spotted skin. God, I loved how those patterns looked on her. I wondered if they were everywhere…

“Change of plans,” I said a little breathlessly, and a bit disappointed I’d caved so easily. “Maybe I should join you.”

Each of them took one of my hands and led me to Keliana’s room.

No sooner had we entered the room than the two women dropped my hands. By the time I closed the door, they already had their arms around each other and were kissing passionately. Desperately. Aggressively.

The little moans and hums the two emitted merged, and I wasn’t sure which they’d issued from. Not that it mattered. The sight of them, and the sounds they made, already had my heart racing.

Tawny didn’t seem to have any trouble kissing conventionally, even though technically she didn’t have lips. Her muzzle opened enough that her larger-than-human tongue went into play and fenced with Keliana’s. Immediately, purrs echoed in the room, ratcheting up the heat even that much more.

I thought that Tawny might shred Keli’s draping camisole and her panties with her claws since she was so energetically feeling all over my catgirl’s body, but nope. Though I’d seen them tear flesh to tatters when she was fighting, she had perfect control of them, even using them to scratch lightly along Keli’s back without causing even a minor abrasion.

I watched the two for a couple of minutes, enjoying the show. They broke their kiss, and both gazed at each other with electric eyes, panting slightly. When they looked at me, two things happened. First, any restraint in my lower regions shattered and my dick went to full hardness instantly. Happily, I had adjusted it so it wasn’t bent as they focused on each other. The tip of it was sticking up out of my waistband on my underwear and my pants, though my shirt still covered it.

The other thing was that I noticed something I’d missed earlier.

“You’re purring,” I said. “Both of you.”

Tawny gave me the sexiest shrug, shifting her amazingly firm tits up, making her entire barely-there bikini top of soft red and black cloth jump. “We’re happy.”

I laughed. “Oh, I know. I am, too. What I mean, though, is that I didn’t know you purred. Jaguars, the animals, don’t purr. Mostly it’s just the smaller cats.”

“Are you complaining?”

“Fuck no.”

“Then maybe you could shut up and kiss me?”

I didn’t waste time with a verbal answer, instead lunging at the sexy jaguar girl and doing my best to increase her purring.

Mission accomplished.

The texture and shape of her muzzle, not to mention the soft fur and the whiskers, was still unusual to me. I’m not complaining, not at all. Kissing her felt amazing, as did stroking her tight, perfectly shaped body. I thought at first I might have a problem with her tongue being too rough, but I didn’t. It was rougher than Keliana’s, but still soft somehow. Between the two of them, I might end up with some chapped parts, but that was so worth the price.

While I kissed the jaguar girl, Keli moved up behind her and put her arms around to squeeze Tawny’s tits.

“Mmmm. Do you like them?”

Both Keli and I answered at the same time, with the exact same words. “Fuck yes.”

“Will you suck them for me?”

It was like my catgirl and I had practiced it. Keli untied Tawny’s top and tossed the mere handful of cloth onto a chair near the door. We hadn’t even taken more than two or three steps into the room.

As soon as Tawny’s perfect, firm, round globes were bared, I began kissing the inner side of her right breast. Keli came around, pushed the jaguar girl back a couple of steps so her back was against the wall, then joined me, taking a long lick from the upper abdomen, across the left breast and nipple, and all the way up past the top of her chest, only to tilt her head and go back downward until she could take Tawny’s nipple in her mouth.

“That’s what I’ve been missing,” Tawny purred. Literally. “That, and a few other things.”

I stopped pressing my teeth together on her nipple to comment. “We’ll get there.”

Tawny threw her head back against the wall and moaned as Keli and I sucked her tits raw. Still not enough, she took one of my hands in hers and guided it down, past her etched abs, past the bit of cloth that hung down, barely covering her junction, to her treasure itself. Once it was close, I took over and crooked a finger to rub her lower lips.

“Nnnngggg. Huu-huu-huuu.” The sound she made sent vibrations through me, planting within my body an almost irresistible urge to bite down hard on her, to take her flesh in my mouth. The sound she made was a chuff, sort of an extreme exhalation from her nose. It was primal, and animal, and completely fucking sexy.

“Do you want to taste me?” She asked.

“I do.” Again, the exact same words at the exact same time, voiced by Keli and me.

“Gooooood.” Somehow, she purred the word. “I want to taste you, too.”

I’d had enough of talking for the moment. My heart was pounding, my dick was throbbing, and I wanted to lick the jaguar girl to orgasm so badly, I would have done anything. I jostled Keli, swept Tawny up into my arms, and charged toward the bed. A pace away, I literally threw her toward it.

Tawny laughed, twisting enough in midair to land perfectly on her back, like she’d been lying there waiting for us for half an hour. She flapped the draping red and black cloth that covered her crotch, giving me a glimpse of her slit.

It answered my question about her patterns and how far they extended. I’d already seen close up that her tits continued the markings over every inch. Well, her inner thighs and her pussy did the same. In fact, it didn’t surprise me at all. But one thing did.

“No hair?”

“Mmmm. Keli tells me you like it bald.”

I thought of how my catgirl shaved herself bald down there and I nodded. “Definitely.”

“Good, because other than my head, ears, and tail, I have no hair anywhere on my body. I don’t need to shave. I’m always bald and ready for you, Gar. Do you want to inspect me?” She dropped the cloth back in place to cover what she’d teased me with, but that only lasted for a second or two. I scrambled to get to her, racing Keli to the prize.

I got there first, and I had the cloth off and away to expose what I’d only have brief glimpses of up to that point.

“Goddam, that is spectacular.” I said.

Every little line and curve on the jaguar girl’s lower body seemed ten times sexier with her orange coloring and the black spot patterns. I stared at her toned legs for a moment, tracing my eyes up and along them to her spotted flesh and her slit, glistening even more than should be possible in the magical light in the room.

Her lips, full and wet, met along her tight slit, the gentle curves of her mound causing me to lick my lips. She opened her legs a little wider and shimmied her body, raising the tight ass I’d stared at and pictured in my mind so, so many times. Her purring increased as she looked into my eyes with her ice-blue orbs.

Keliana dove in, with me having lost my advantage by standing there staring like a rube. We met in between Tawny’s legs and jockeyed for position as we extended our tongues to taste her.

The jaguar girl’s scent was kind of a musky version of what I could only classify as the smell of a hot day in the forest, with hints of green plants and pure oxygen. On top of that, she had a bitter, tart taste, like licking an old grapefruit that had already been squeezed of its juice. My tongue glided over her wet lips and my eyes closed on their own as a long moan escaped me.

“Ooooooo. Tawny, you taste sooooo good.”

Keli, lapping at Tawny’s slit and half the time contacting my tongue as well, grunted her agreement.

I took the catgirl’s head in my hands and turned her toward me, then kissed her deeply, sharing the taste I’d just experienced. Keli’s rough tongue danced across mine as the put a finger into Tawny’s slit so as not to neglect her.

“I’ll let you enjoy her for now. I’ll work the upper half.”

“I love you,” Keli said, licking the side of my face and my chin.

“I love you,” I responded.

I kissed up Tawny’s body to her breasts, spent some time nipping at them, and arrived at her face. By now, her body was writhing as Keli worked her magic tongue, and Tawny’s powerful arms pulled me into a kiss that threatened to take the enamel off my teeth. Her tongue was a dynamo, darting and scraping inside my mouth, even threatening to go down my throat. I’d known it was longer than mine, but damn, I think it was longer than Keli’s, too.

As we kissed and I fondled her tits and tweaked her nipples, she moved more and more vigorously, her hips thrusting into Keli’s face and her moans vibrating inside my mouth. Her chuffing continued, puffing air from her nose into my face as we kissed.

Her purring, breathing, and low-level moans increased in pitch until they became a keening, moaning growl sound.

Then her body bent completely backward. Her head stayed on the bed, and her ass mostly did, too, but the whole middle section of her rose in the air, impossibly flexed, as all her moaning and other sounds—except the purring—stopped.

Keli made a liquid gurgle, and she tried to hum as Tawny’s juices flooded her mouth. The whole thing had me basically dry humping the bed as I kissed her, my body deciding it didn’t need my permission to get itself off on whatever was nearby.

“Gods, Keli,” Tawny said. “That felt so good. I want to return the⁠—”

Keli smacked her lips a few times and her long tongue snaked out to lick the residual juices off. “No, let Gar. I want you to do to him what we talked about.”

“Oh?” the jaguar girl said. “Oh! Yes. Gar, will you do to Keli what she just did to me? I have something I think you might like.”

“Sure.”

“Take your clothes off first. Both of you.”

“Uh, okay.” Once again, my catgirl and I mirrored each other. I didn’t know what the hell was going on with that, but I thought it was pretty cool.

Seconds later, a very naked Keliana lay on her back, far up on the bed, legs spread to display yet another perfect, bald pussy. I didn’t hesitate, but dove in. While I took my time to drag my tongue around her slit and tickle her lips, I grabbed her tits and worked to heat her up even more. I’d been with my catgirl plenty of times at this point and knew what she liked.

As I got started, I felt something I hadn’t ever before. A rough, wet, warm object molded to my ass crack and dragged up the length of it.

“Aho-o-o-o,” I said into Keli’s crotch. It sounded like a muffled, stuttering machine gun. My body sagged, all the strength gone out of it. It was a damn good thing I was on my knees, otherwise I would have collapsed completely.

“Do you like how my tongue feels?” Tawny asked.

“Fuck yeah, I do.”

“Mmmmm. Then hold on, because we’re going to double or triple what you just felt.”

She dove back in, that magical instrument of a tongue she had tickling nerve endings I didn’t even know I had. When she pressed it on my perineum and slid it slowly from ass to balls, I nearly exploded. The jerking reflexive motion my mouth made on Keli’s pussy sent her over the edge, as she’d been getting closer and closer just by virtue of observing what Tawny was doing to me.

“Aaaaaah. Oh-oh-oh. Okay, stop. I am one hundred percent certain that if you did that again, I would shoot cum so strongly, it would punch through the wall. That’s fine, but an orgasm that hard will ruin me for the rest of the night. So let me ask you first, are you done with me? Because there is no chance I’ll be able to go through what you just did again without going all the way, and probably slipping into a coma.”

“Awwww. Such a tough choice. I have been looking forward to your cock inside me, Gar, but I want both.”

Keli, caught up in recuperating from her own orgasm up until now, helped us. “It’s not a problem. Gar, fuck Tawny now. We’ll wait for your cooldown period and then she can finish what she just started. I’m sure if it’s as powerful as you say, you won’t be ready again until morning, so do a regular orgasm and you can finish with her tongue play.”

Like an expert pit crew, we nodded at each other, then shifted positions again, no words necessary. This time with me on my back.

“What will you do, Keli?” I asked. “I don’t want you to miss out.”

She shot a smoky look at Tawny. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got something in mind.”

No sooner had she said that than I had jaguar girl pussy smearing against my face. I licked and sucked her lips, enjoying her flavor again, but as quickly as she appeared, Tawny slid back to straddle my hips. With a playful cat sound, she leaned forward so her tits were within sucking distance of my mouth, as she grabbed my cock and positioned it below her pussy lips.

“Mrrowww.” With no other warning, she lowered herself onto me, my dick plunging into her hot, wet folds.

My eyes crossed and then shut on their own. When I dragged them open, I found something else above me.

Keliana.

She faced the same way I did, but halfway between the position that would allow me to kiss her or to lick her slit. She rubbed her wet pussy on my abs, shaking her ass at Tawny, then bent enough to kiss me.

“You want a lick or two?” Tawny said between soft moans as she slowly pumped me in and out of her.

Keli grinned. “Mmmmm. Please. I want to feel that tongue.”

The jaguar girl shifted, if anything intensifying the feeling of me being inside her, and began to lick Keli. As if mirroring what she was getting, my catgirl licked up my neck, face, even my forehead. I didn’t think she was paying much attention to what she was doing, so lost in the feel of Tawny’s tongue on her. Or in her.

Within seconds, Keli’s body bounced and writhed and she made her Bruce Lee cat yowl sounds. Damn, not only had it been quick, but it was a powerful orgasm, too.

Tawny never stopped her thrusting rhythm, which was building up pressure inside of me. Her tight canal was the perfect combination of friction and internal muscular action. Her purrs and moans nearly reached a crescendo, and I knew we would come together, but then she paused, freezing where I was inside her and she let out a long, plaintive moan.

“I want… to do… one more thing,” she panted. “Keli… stay where you are.”

Keli giggled and kissed me, obviously feeling some of the post-orgasm crazy emotions. When she jerked violently, I wasn’t sure what had happened.

“Gods! Gods, Tawny. Is that your tail?”

Tawny chuckled and started pumping me again. I got a view of what was going on behind Keli and finally understood. The jaguar girl’s tail was thicker and heavier than Keli’s. As I watched, Tawny pushed the end of her tail into Keli like it was some kind of hairy, living dildo.

It made my catgirl go apeshit.

Keli’s body spasmed, and she moaned loudly into my face. She attempted to kiss me, but only succeeded once in four tries, each time yowling and unable to control her body.

It was one of the sexiest fucking things I’d ever seen. Of course, I didn’t need the extra impetus. The super hot jaguar girl chuffed and panted and moaned, thrusting her hips harder and deeper until my cock bounced against her cervix repeatedly.

All any of us could tolerate was half a minute. Keli came first, screaming an inarticulate, stuttering string of vowels.

“Oh-oh-o-o-o-o-o-o.”

She sounded like she was riding in a car over very bumpy, vibrating roads. Meanwhile, Tawny hissed and chuffed, her internal muscles vibrating my dick a thousand times a second.

As for me, the world spun, possibly from lack of oxygen. I grabbed hard onto Keli’s tits, drove my hips hard into Tawny, and tried my best to get one more second of the ecstasy one feels just before the orgasm.

And then cum rocketed out of me and into the jaguar girl.

I kind of lost all sense of time and motion as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me. By the time I knew where I was, my two feline lovers had settled down. Well, not completely.

A loud smack that turned out to be Tawny slapping Keli’s perfect ass was the last thing before we all melted into a puddle on the bed.

“Fuck me raw,” I said. “That was amazing.”

“If I didn’t do that just now, wait until you’re ready again, and I’ll lick you raw,” Tawny said. “I’m looking forward to you shooting your emissions through a wall.”


Chapter
Ten



Tawny did, in fact, continue on with her magical licking once I felt physically able to withstand the results of it. As expected, the orgasm she caused within me was of epic proportions. I was going to have to do something special for Keli for having dragged me into our night’s escapades. Like conquer the world for her.

Of course, I wasn’t the only one to have another world-shattering release. Each of my two favorite cats each came twice more. You gotta love the multiple O ability. After it was all said and done, I decided to let my partners spend some alone time.

“I should get back to the room I share with Brin,” I said. “I didn’t tell her anything about being gone all night.”

“I’m sure she saw you leave with us,” Keli said.

“Yeah, but I feel bad about leaving her alone without saying anything. Besides, I thought you two might like some time to hang out together, without anyone else.”

Tawny yawned and stretched. “I do want to spend some time with my favorite domestic catgirl, but you are always welcome, Gar.”

“I will count on that. You two have fun. I’ll see you in the morning.” After getting dressed, I kissed each of them and left the room. I’d told them the truth. I didn’t want to be the guy who just ditched his best girl and didn’t even give her a heads up. Besides, if the two felines pulled me into even one more sexy liaison that night, I wasn’t sure I could survive it. I was exhausted.

As I headed for my room, Qamara met me in the hall.

“Gar, could I speak with you for a moment?”

Something in the prophetess’s tone told me this wasn’t a casual conversation to be had in the corridor.

“Sure, Qamara. Have you been waiting for me all this time? We can…” I tried to think of where to go. Dayra would likely be in the utility room for at least an hour or two before going to bed—if she did so at all. Not all the rooms were taken, so we could use one of the spares.

Qamara smirked. “Brinawynn can be part of this conversation. We can speak in the room you two share.”

I shrugged, and the prophetess and I went to my room. Once the door was closed, Qamara’s eyes darted around, finally locking onto a chair. She sat in it, facing the two of us. We were still standing. I sat on the bed, and a moment later, Brin joined me.

“I,” Qamara started, “must leave you for a time.”

My heart sunk. I’d thought we were over that. I opened my mouth to speak, but couldn’t compose the words, instead freezing as my eyes pleaded with her.

“Must you?” Brin asked.

The pain in Qamara’s eyes stuck a red-hot dagger into my chest. It seemed her departures affected her like they did us. She lurched to her feet and all but tackled Brin onto the bed, hugging the moonwisp.

I watched them as they writhed like they were wrestling. It lightened the news she’d given us, but only a little. After Qamara kissed the blue woman, they sat up, the prophetess in between us.

“I’m sorry, but yes. I must go. I have…”

I took her hand. “We know, Qamara. “You have things you need to do. We won’t ask you about them. I won’t even ask if we can help you, like I always do. It’s hard not to, though. I want you to know that.”

“I do, Gar. I wish I could stay.” She averted her gaze and her fair cheeks reddened. “I wish I could stay with you and never leave again, even for a moment, but that time is not now. I love you, and you as well, Brinawynn. These tasks must be completed, however, and by me alone. Please understand. I must…”

My heart stopped for a brief second. She was anguished, ready to tell us the secrets she’d been keeping for so long. I could sense it. If I pushed, even lightly, she would start talking and probably wouldn’t finish until she’d told it all.

I kissed her hand. “Shhh. It’s fine. Know that we will worry for your safety, and that we will count the days until you’re back with us. If there’s any way we can help, please let us know.”

She slumped, no doubt exhausted from fighting herself to keep from sharing what she told us she couldn’t. “You have already helped me, more than you know. I carry you in my thoughts always. I will return as quickly as I am able, perhaps with the answers you have waited so long to hear.”

“You come back to us safely as soon as you can and that will be all I can ask for. When are you leaving?”

“You will go to Ruviel and enter Sauvaxera from there?”

“Yes.”

“Then I will stay with you until then,” she said. “A day or two if Tyra’s potions work, longer if she has to remake them.” Qamara kissed me, then turned to kiss Brin, then got up. “I am sorry I continue to be a burden in this way. Thank you for understanding, and for…not pushing.”

“Hey.” I grabbed her hand again. “Would you stay the night with us? You know, like the good old times?”

She gave me the first genuine smile since we’d gotten into the room. “I would like that very much.”

As it turned out, I might not have been quite as drained as I had thought.
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We didn’t get as much sleep as I thought I’d get earlier in the evening, but I had no complaints at all. Neither of the women needed a mana infusion, but if they had, I would have filled them up.

In fact, I did fill them up, but more in a physical sense than a magical one. Waking up tangled in a pile with my beautiful moonwisp and my gorgeous alari prophetess was an outstanding way to start the day. After getting up late, eating breakfast, reading, and discussing our plans with the others, it was already time for Tyra to check on the potions.

This time, everyone joined the goblin girl and me in the crafting room. As Tyra prepared to finish up the potions, I scrutinized the two catgirls, standing close together, both with exaggerated neutral expressions. I walked over to chat.

“Hey, girls.”

They both grinned at me, but smoothed the smiles away quickly.

“Hi, Gar,” Tawny said. “Have a nice night?”

“I did. How about you two?”

“A great night,” Tawny said. “Spectacular.”

“Stupendous,” Keli added.

I took one hand from each of them and squeezed. My smile came naturally. “I hope it was everything you dreamed of. I’m glad to see you so happy.”

Without a pause, Keli said, “We weren’t sure at first if it would be everything we dreamed of, but it ended up that way.”

I kissed Keli first, then Tawny. Not super deep and passionate kisses, but there was some heat there. Damn, I loved my catgirls. It suddenly struck me that Tawny was now one of my catgirls. At least, I thought so. I guess I’d have to wait and see. Surprisingly, I was totally okay with it, my previous apprehensions dissolving like mist in the morning sun.

“Okay, I’m ready,” Tyra said in a loud voice.

My head swiveled from the catgirls to Tyra and back again before I understood the words. I winked at Keli and crossed the room to help Tyra. She wore an amused leer. I tried to cast out the questions of how much she’d heard or seen. Those catgirls had put me solidly on my back foot.

“My lovely assistant here,” Tyra said, gesturing to me, “will help me decant the solution. We don’t want crunchy stuff in there. As it is, I don’t know what it’ll taste like.”

“Probably like fermented ass…I mean, rear end,” Tip said. “Why would it taste like anything else? We have to drink them, so it’s going to be foul.”

I chuckled. He had that right. Necessary things like medicine hardly ever tasted good. Except Dimetapp. That shit was great. And grape.

The goblin girl carefully poured the liquid from one of the big bowls into another, this one with a spout at one end so she could easily fill vials with it. The bits of slatestem and some other sediment remained in the first bowl, leaving a greenish-brown liquid that surely looked like it tasted of ass.

After nineteen vials were filled—Tyra would filter the last bit to try to get the whole yield—the goblin looked at me.

“What?” I said.

“I thought I just heard you volunteer. As my lovely assistant, you don’t even need to. You automatically have the honor of testing out the potion.”

“If you messed it up, can it kill me?”

“Umm…no?”

“That didn’t sound all that convincing.”

“How the hells am I supposed to know? I’m not an alchemist. You’re the one who decided I should try to make it. Will you stand there and let someone else possibly die a horrible and painful death, their hair falling out and their skin bubbling while their internal organs turn to soup?”

“Wait, what?”

“Ahem. I mean, thanks for volunteering. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

I glared at her, but her only response was a shrug. I thought she was joking around with me. Hoped, anyway.

“Fine, but if I die, you’ll feel bad.”

“I will. For a little while.”

A growl rumbled up in my throat. “So, I’m just going to drink it so we can see if I die? How do we know it’ll work the way it’s supposed to. It’s an underwater breathing potion, right?”

“It is. Don’t worry. We’ve got those amazing bathtubs up in the rooms. In fact, let’s go there now so we can push you under the w…I mean, so you can dunk your head to make sure it works.”

Cea giggled at the goblin’s antics. She was definitely in rare form today. Probably because she knew what the catgirls and I, and what Brin, Qamara, and I, got up to the night before. Payback is a bitch.

I snatched the vial from her hand and stomped up the stairs to the largest of the baths, the one in the room Brin and I shared. Everyone followed behind, chatting and laughing.

To be honest, I wasn’t too put off by it all. Given a choice of who would take what might be poison, I’d definitely want it to be me instead of my friends. Besides, none of them were so frivolous that they would allow anything bad to happen. I was guessing that if Tyra hadn’t produced the potion correctly, it simply wouldn’t do anything but maybe make me have diarrhea. At the most. I hid a smile as I continued to grumble and clomp. They were having fun.

I took my time filling the tub, checking the temperature every minute or two, clucking over it and adjusting the spigot’s output. By the time it had enough water to do what we needed, most of my friends were laughing out loud. I took off my shirt and undershirt so I didn’t soak my clothes.

“Yeah, baby,” Tip said. “Take it all off. Damn, this world doesn’t have dollar bills. I guess I’ll have to settle for dropping a coin down your pants.”

“You do and you’re going to be testing the water before me, headfirst. From a distance.”

“Aww, you’re no fun. Here, Cea, go put this coin in his pants.”

The machine gun giggling from the gremlin girl had me completely breaking my angry act and laughing along with them.

“Okay, enough screwing around.” I narrowed my eyes and scowled at Cea, doubling her glee. I could only shake my head. “Lirien, will you note the time when I take it, using your trusty watch? If we’re going to do this, we might as well test how long it lasts, too, though I don’t know if that’s a constant or if it’s different for every person.”

“I’ve got you,” the kangaroo girl said. She absolutely loved it when I gave her tasks that required her to use the watch I’d given her.

I didn’t know why I was in such a playful mood, what with Qamara leaving soon, but it just seemed to flow. It had been so long since we’d been able to goof around, it did me good. Hearing my friends laugh helped me to believe that everything would turn out all right.

“Here I go,” I said, testing the water with my hand once more before pulling the cork from the vial. I winked at Tyra and tipped the thing into my mouth. I replaced the cork and handed the vial to Tyra as I smacked my lips. “Alas, earwax.”

Tip burst out laughing. Everyone else stared dumbly—not Dumbledorely—at me. I sighed. I probably felt like Tip often did, wasting jokes on those who would never get them.

Brin craned her neck and looked into my eyes. “Do you feel anything?”

“Despite what I said, the taste is not quite as bad as I thought it would be. A slight ale flavor, which is not unexpected, but chased by what I think slimy, wilted lettuce would taste like. Definitely how it smells. As for feeling something, it tingled a little going down, but that went away quickly.

“Hey, Tyra, I forgot to ask before, but will it make me breathe exclusively water? Will I die if I don’t go in the water and try to only breathe air?”

“Oh, shit.”

I started sweating, but didn’t know if it was because of her words or the potion’s doing. Is that my lungs tightening up? It was hard to tell. Like it was a gradual change. I might have to stay under the water in the tub for hours and hours, however long the potion lasted.

Dayra chuckled into Lirien’s shoulder and I knew I’d been had. I looked right at the blonde scholar and she guffawed, exploding with heaving, wheezing laughs.

“I take it that means it’s not a problem?”

Once Dayra got herself under control, she shook her head. “No. I believe it allows you to breathe in both media, despite how unlikely that seems from a physical standpoint. It is magic, after all.”

Now it was my turn. “Oh, shit.”

Brin realized it at the same time I did. “If the magic is not blocked. Depending upon the mechanism, it may not affect you at all. If it relies on the magic around you, then perhaps it will, but if it utilizes your internal magic, it will have nothing to feed it. Your body’s method for absorbing pure magical energy cannot be used in the way people’s specialized magic does, as far as I know.” She looked over at Qamara, who nodded her agreement.

“I guess Tip might need to drink one and do the testing,” I said. “Hold on.”

I figured I might as well try. I bent over the tub and put my head in the water. It seemed an easy thing to do to simply take a breath, but I couldn’t force myself to do it. I tried over and over, but couldn’t manage it. Finally, as my lungs burned for oxygen, I pulled my head up and gasped.

“Did it work?” Tyra asked.

“I don’t know. It’s hard to breathe in water purposely. Let me prepare myself and try again.” I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, like when I meditated and communed with my weapons in training. When I thought I was ready, I dipped my face into the water again.

It still took me three more false starts before I gave myself a count. Okay, you’re going to do it now. One, two, three…

I inhaled water, waiting for the burning, choking pain. What I got was…nothing. I got nothing. I took another breath, then another. Checking to make sure I was still underwater, I continued breathing. Water. I was breathing water. What the actual fuck?

I pulled my head out and flipped my hair, spraying water over everyone. Serves them right.

“Well?” Tyra said.

“That’s not a well,” Tip fired off. “It’s a bathtub. No wonder you’re never clean.”

Tyra mock cackled, then smacked Tip on the head. She looked at me. “What is it?”

“A bathtub?” Tip asked. “It’s a basin big enough to sit in where people soak in the water to clean themselves. Don’t you know anything?”

Another slap to Tip’s head from Tyra sounded, but he didn’t relent. “Surely you know that.”

I had to jump in. “And don’t call me Shirley.”

Tip gave me a fist bump with one hand while he rubbed his head with the other.

“Joking aside, it works,” I said. “That’s some scary shit, though, taking that first breath. I guess I’ll check every fifteen minutes or so until the potion wears off. That should give us an idea of its limit. A rough one, at least. It looks like we’re going to be going swimming folks. You know, once we get to the other side of Sauvaxera.”


Chapter
Eleven



Saying goodbye to the library again was kind of sad, and if that’s the way I felt, I know that Dayra suffered it twice as much. I watched the scholar as we headed out of the main section of the library. She glanced longingly at the books, trailed a finger across one of the tables, and let out a sigh. I pulled her into a hug and kissed her cheek.

“We’ll be back. You can stay here, you know, if you want to.”

She turned to kiss me on the lips. “No. I want to go with you. It doesn’t stop me from missing this place, though every memory I have of it is tied to you, so it’s not as bad. When this is all over, I expect you to spend some time with me in here.”

“You’ve got it. We haven’t even checked for hidden doors.”

She gasped and looked back. I smiled at her and tugged her along with me.

There was more sadness to be had, though. After a quick trip to Ruviel—it was so nice having the horses—it was time for Qamara and Tawny to go their own way, to the west.

“I will accompany her back to Vowtoken and then take my leave,” the prophetess told us. “I will enjoy the company.”

I was glad the two would be together at least that far, but then Qamara would take off on her own errands. By herself. “Are you sure you don’t want to take your horse? You’ll travel much faster and if you need to run away from something, it’s more likely you’ll escape.”

“No, but thank you. Take care of her so I may be reunited with her as well as the rest of you. Where I must go is not suitable for her.”

That started me worrying all over again. I hugged the prophetess like I’d never let go, then kissed her for a solid minute. “I’ll miss you. Be safe.”

I hugged Tawny, too, and even got a kiss from her. She softly head-butted me and rubbed the side of her face against me. The soft fur on her face felt wonderful. I had a cat growing up that loved to headbutt me like that, which confused my feelings when Tawny doing it turned me on. It was better to think of feline beastkin and feline animals as completely different species, which they were. I was definitely looking forward to seeing the jaguar girl again.

The others traded hugs and kisses as well, and then it was time to go. I watched the pair until they disappeared around a bend in the road, then turned to the others. “Let’s get going. Lots to do and see.”

The potion ended up delaying our departure from the library. It lasted nearly two days, but at least that gave us time to finish the other batches and Tyra was able to get some more smithing in. All told, we ended up with fifty-three potions. I hoped it would be enough.

We didn’t even take time to stop and visit Vidar and Wennolan Lightningstrike, Master Ilias’s parents. I felt a little bad about that, but an urgency had come upon me and I didn’t want to waste any more time. We had a long journey ahead of us and the sooner we finished, the sooner I’d see Qamara again. At least, that’s what I told myself. There was really no telling when the prophetess would rejoin us.

From the back side of Ruviel, the east side, a small path wound out from between farms toward the trees, splitting into three just before reaching them to go off into the vegetation at different places. None of us were sure which of the three new paths went through which parts of the last bit of jungle of Teaphotria, so I randomly chose the middle way.

The jungle had a different feel than what I’d gotten used to. Like it was barely holding onto its existence and didn’t bother to use up its energy for maintaining dangerous monsters and plants. It almost felt like a regular forest, rather than the dreaded Teaphotria jungles. We passed through the five miles with no problems and the landscape opened up wide.

The scrublands seemed to go on forever after spending so much time in the jungle lately. The mountains bordering Teaphotria and Sauvaxera loomed in the north, creating a wall slanting northeast. Somewhere in all those peaks were the dwarven cities, including their hidden fortress that kept the edge of the domain secure.

Though it seemed contradictory to the dry-looking landscape, we spoke of our eventual intention to travel underwater.

“Nope. Nuh-uhn. Not going to happen. I’ll stay and watch the horses.”

Keli had the intense look on her face she had in combat. All because Tyra mentioned using the potions she’d made so we could search underwater for the sirens.

“She does bring up a good point,” I said. “What are we going to do with the horses?”

Tip started cackling and I already knew what he was going to say. I sighed and let him go ahead.

“We can give them a potion and ride them. They’ll be sea horses.”

Ha. Ha. Ha, I thought, but didn’t react externally. Cea seemed to appreciate the joke, her giggles set free.

“We will find a way to ensure they remain safe as we venture into the water,” Brin said. “We will not force you to go, Keli, but we would benefit from your presence. There is no telling what dangers we might face or even how the potions affect us. Do they make it easier to move and fight? Does it affect if we float or sink? There are many unresolved questions the books did not address.”

“You sound like you want to go under the surface of the ocean,” Keli said.

“I have no fear or dislike of it. As a moonwisp, I have a connection to the waters, especially the oceans. If we must search there to find what we seek, I have no objection.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Lirien added. “The chance to explore a new environment is exciting. I haven’t spent much time around the big bodies of water like that. I can swim and have even done some diving to search for entrances to flooded places in ruins, but the entire ocean! With the potions, we can go as far and deep as we like. What wonders are down there for us to find?”

“The wonder of whether or not we’ll die watery deaths, all while being uncomfortably wet. And not in a good way.” The catgirl crossed her arms under her breasts.

I tried to soothe the assassin. “Come on, Keli. You’ve told me several times that you like to be wet.”

She turned her laser beam eyes on me, attempting to burn me to cinders with a glance. Her mouth twitched and eventually formed a crooked half smile, ruining the tough act, though. “Not fair. Do you know what being soaked in salt water is going to do to my leathers?”

“You can always take them off,” Tyra said. “In fact, I insist on it.”

“Your clothes are leather, too.”

“Then we’ll be naked and wet together.”

“Again,” I clarified.

“Both of you shut up.” The catgirl spat the words, but she’d given in to a happier expression. “I’ll tell you this, Gar Hailey. If I do end up going along with your ridiculous plan, you are going to owe me. You’ll owe me big.”

I shrugged. “It’s a chance I’ll have to take so you’ll be with us.”

She continued to grumble for a while after that, but didn’t argue with the rest of us. I caught Brin’s smirk as we continued our ride.

We went generally eastward, though there weren’t any established roads to follow. A few faint paths in the dirt between the scrub brush and the stunted trees could have been created by people, or they could have been animal trails. It didn’t matter. With few real obstructions, it was easy to head in one direction and eat up the miles.

I was a little concerned about our water and food situation. For now, we had plenty of both, but even if the travel was as quick as our current pace, we’d still be at it for at least three or four days before getting to the coast. With little knowledge of what to expect, we could run into terrain or dangers that doubled or tripled that time, or even stopped us from proceeding at all. This was true exploration, entering places where we might encounter anything.

One nice thing about the terrain was that when we needed to set up camp for the night, we could simply stop and do it. Since we’d been using the horses to travel, we had bought tents not practical to carry in our packs but that could be strapped to our mounts. We still didn’t use them more than half the time, since the weather was temperate or even warm, but having them, we could weather any storms we ran into without getting soaked to the bone. We were getting soft.

With plenty of space around us, we did a little training in the evening. I worked with Tip, but spent some time alone, too, strengthening my connection to my weapons and experimenting with different configurations to put them in. When I opened my eyes after working on it, I found Sariel standing near me, eyes locked on my face.

“Hey, Sariel. How long have you been there? You should have spoken or nudged me.”

“I did not want to disturb you.”

“It’s a pleasure for you to ‘disturb’ me. Did you need something?”

“I would like to talk to you, if you have the time.”

“Of course. I always have time for you.”

She nodded at me, then picked a spot on the ground in front of me and folded her legs up to sit there.

“I would like to discuss my…feelings,” she said.

That got my attention. I sat up straighter. She was always reticent about talking about her emotions. This was a big deal.

“Great. What’s on your mind?”

“I think I am changing.”

I waited, but she didn’t continue. “Changing? What do you mean?”

“Several things. I’m confused. When Master Galen was alive, I was always sure of what I wanted, what I would do. Now that he’s gone and I have experienced so many new things, I feel I might have outgrown the person I was, though I hate to phrase it like that. I am still the same inside, I think, but my priorities and how I look at the world have transformed.”

“That’s to be expected. We’ve been through a lot, the types of things that change people forever. Are you afraid that the changes aren’t good?”

“No. I don’t think so. Before I lost my master, before I met you and became a Swordmaster, I always knew what I would do with my life. I would continue with the Brotherhood of the Gilded Sword, perhaps attaining the title of Swordmaster. I would strive to be a good example of one of the Brotherhood. I would help others, as per the tenets.

“But that isn’t enough for me anymore. I look at those goals and I wonder how I was so lazy and complacent. We have spoken many times of the failings of the Brotherhood and the poor performance of its members. Especially when it comes to acting according to the precepts. The system seems to be designed to allow members to advance in rank without really moving forward as virtuous people, to aid others without truly exerting oneself or sacrificing any comfort or necessity. I find the entire structure sadly lacking.”

I chuckled. “I can agree with that. You’ve come to realize that the Brotherhood wasn’t as important a thing in your life as you used to think. But what happened to the zeal, the commitment you had to the Brotherhood? I know you, Sariel. You wouldn’t have dropped it without replacing it with something else.”

She smiled at me. “You do know me, and you are correct. I have been thinking about it a fair amount lately. About my future, any legacy I might have. About family.”

“I hope when you say that you’re talking about our family. I know you’ve already considered your legacy. You have Benni waiting in Generosity until it’s time for you to take him as an apprentice. A master creates their legacy through students. But what else?”

“Yes, Benni. As you say, there will probably be others. I would like to continue Master Galen’s work with running a school, even running the school he had set up. That is not the most important part of my musings, however. The Brotherhood will never do as much as you have already, and we will do more in the future. I want to dedicate myself to helping as many as possible, and what better way to do that than to help save the entire world?

“I have told you I have made your quest my own. I would affirm that. At the cost of my life, I will aid you in defeating Aeyr and make the world safer. More than that, though, I have been pondering what comes after. Once Aeyr is dead and the peril—at least that peril—has ended, what shall I do? Train others in the sword, most certainly, but is that all?

“My answer is no. I have learned what it is to have a family, Gar. A family with you, and Brin, and Tyra, even Tip. I don’t want that to end. In fact, I want it to increase. Not necessarily in the number of others, though that is fine with me. How do you…”

“How do I? How do I what?”

“What are your feelings about expanding the family in more traditional ways?”

“Huh.” I thought I could follow where she was going. “Traditional, as in, children?”

“Yes.”

“With you?”

“Yes.” Her voice seemed faint as she said it.

“I think that’s a fantastic idea. What better way to create a legacy than to create other little people? Just so I understand, you’re talking about some time in the future, having offspring?”

She nodded.

“That sounds perfect. Little white-haired people with cute pointed ears? Hell yes. As soon as we’re safe, we can work on that any time you like.”

“Truly?”

“Yep.”

“Outstanding. I look forward to it.”

“So do I, Sariel.”


Chapter
Twelve



The relatively flat scrublands folded into a rough, textured tableau of sharp hills, clefts, and shadowed ravines. It was like the ground was a blanket that some god or another tossed into a pile and it solidified into dirt and rock permanently.

We sat on our horses, looking over the land ahead of us. I shook my head.

“That’s going to be a bitch to get through. Is it weird that this changed so quickly?”

“Perhaps not,” Brin said. “I have seen rapid changes in terrain before, though in Valorae, one must never discount magic. The land has history. All civilization started in Sauvaxera.”

“I’ve seen worse,” Lirien added. “We’ll have to pay closer attention to what’s ahead so we don’t end up stuck on this side of a ravine we can’t get across. Backtracking can be a real problem if we don’t consider what’s several miles ahead of us.”

“At least we’ll have some shade.” Cea stood in her stirrups to get a better view of the rugged land ahead.

Eyeing the increased vegetation from what we’d been traveling through, my mind went to something else. “With more trees, even if they’re still small and twisted compared to forests and the jungle, do you think there are monsters and other dangers?”

Tip nodded his head. Really, he bobbed it, like he was listening to music. “Definitely. That stuff up ahead, it screams monster breeding ground. Ah, yes. Sweet, sweet monster sex.”

All heads turned to him as one.

“Oh, did I say that out loud?”

Cea chortled. Great, he’s ruined her.

I clucked my tongue to start my horse walking. “Okay, well, keep an eye out, everyone. Both for a good path to take through all those twisting hills and crags, and for monsters. We’ve still got a long way to go until the coast.”

Keliana grumbled something under her breath, probably about having to go in the water, but she followed me as I moved ahead.

Two hours later, I halted my mount and sat blinking ahead of us, trying to figure out what I was seeing. Movement had caught my eye, and it resolved itself into what I thought were two…things coming toward us. The sun was still climbing to its zenith, which didn’t help, but the shapes were also too far for me to pick out any details.

“Can anyone see what that is up ahead?”

Sariel brought her horse up next to mine, shaded her eyes with her hand, and gazed at where I pointed.

“Two figures,” she said. I’d gotten that much right. “Humanlike, though even I cannot see enough detail to say more. They are coming toward us, moving awkwardly. Perhaps injured? I will tell you when I can see more. Shall we wait for them or move toward them?”

“We’ll wait. That’ll give us time to identify them and react. Can you scan the rest of the horizon in case there are others moving around out there?”

“Of course. Other than the space between them and us, however, the folds in the ground, the shadows, and the trees and bushes will make perceiving anything difficult.”

I patted her leg. “I know. Just do your best. Thank you. Your eyes are much keener than the rest of ours.”

A few minutes later, Sariel had the detail she’d been anticipating. “Two women. Beastkin. One is a rabbit, the other I cannot determine. Smaller ears. They wear dresses, not appropriate clothing for traveling in this area. The rabbit woman is limping, leaning on the other. They occasionally look behind them.”

I took my lip in my teeth, considering the situation as I watched the shapes that were still little more than blobs to my vision. “Have you seen anyone or anything else around them?”

“No.”

“What do you think, everyone? Some kind of trap?”

Keliana flipped her hair. “It’s not an unknown tactic for bandits to use. Lure us to help the bedraggled women, only to be ambushed. You’re right to ask Sariel to look for others around, though if they’re accomplished bandits, they’ll stay to the trees.”

“If I were to ambush someone,” Lirien said, “I’d watch the potential victims with a spyglass. They likely would have seen us before we saw them, though why they would expect anyone out here is beyond me.”

“Hmmm. Yeah, all good points. What do you think? I don’t have it in me to ignore someone who might legitimately be in trouble, but I also don’t want to be slaughtered by bandits.”

“We must not forget about Sariel’s magic,” Brin pointed out. “If we allow them to come to us and watch to make sure others don’t surround us, we can determine whether they are engaged in deception or if they are truly in sore straits. Any lie and Sariel will know.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Will it be as easy as that, Sariel?”

The Swordmaster nodded, still keeping her eyes on the two women getting closer to us. “Yes. We won’t even ask them direct questions. If they tell us of some hardship and they are lying, I will know immediately.”

“Handy.”

“I have found it to be a boon—” Sariel winced and she gritted her teeth, knowing what was coming.

As expected, Tip hadn’t even hopped off his horse before he shouted his dreaded response to the word. He coordinated his screeching while he was in midair on the way to the ground.

“BOON! Boon-boon-boon-boon. Oo-oo. Boon-boon-boon-boon-boon.”

The dance this time started out like a crazy, shimmying gyration, as if the satyr had been hit with a taser. When Cea hopped from her horse to join him, they started doing the jitterbug. How the hell did she even know how to do the jitterbug?

I had no words, staring at them with my mouth open. When the hell did Tip teach Cea how to do that dance? Even Rex, bobbing his head and darting in between and around the two, seemed to be choreographed.

“My apologies,” Sariel said, her cheeks flushed. “As I was saying, it is a useful skill, one that will serve me well in this situation. Will we continue to wait?”

I eyed the three dancing figures, still at it. “Are they badly injured? Can you tell from here?”

“I can see them better. The other woman is a squirrel beastkin, I think. They are dirty, with their dresses ragged, but I see no blood on them.”

“Okay, then we’ll wait.”

It was harder than I thought it would be, sitting on my horse and watching the women as they got closer. If it wasn’t some sort of ploy, letting them cross the entire distance was kind of a dick move. I sighed. It was necessary. At least until we figured out if they were setting us up.

Finally, they got close enough that I couldn’t wait any longer. I’d gotten off my horse minutes before and led it toward them, splitting the last hundred yards between us. Sariel was on one side of me with Keliana was on the other. The rest of the group hung back so as not to scare the women. The three of us could handle whatever the strangers might do.

“Please, can you help us?” the bunny woman said. Her dark hair had been arranged in a bun, though half of it had escaped and now stuck out in every direction. Her dark ears lay half-wilted, matching the exhausted look on her face and the bags under her light-yellow eyes. The limp wasn’t too pronounced, but she winced when she took a step after the squirrel woman stopped.

The other beastkin had dirty blonde hair tied into a ponytail with a length of string. Her blue eyes darted, frantic, taking in the three of us in front of her and the others behind us. I expected her to bolt at any moment with the fear I saw in those eyes.

Both of them wore simple dresses, as Sariel had said. They were of a style I think was called a peasant dress on Earth, short-sleeved and with a square neck. They’d seen better days, both the dresses and the women.

“What are you doing way out here?” I asked. “Is there a town or village near?” I felt bad about reacting so coolly, but we still hadn’t determined if they were playing us.

“Our wagons were attacked by bandits. They killed many of us, taking the rest captive. Mostly the women.”

I glanced over at Sariel. She nodded.

“How are you here, then? How did you escape?”

The women traded looks. I didn’t need Sariel’s power to pick up on how nervous they were. The squirrel girl’s eyes bounced back toward where they’d come from.

“We…” the bunny girl started, but didn’t finish. She burst into tears.

I sensed more than saw Keliana tense next to me. Subtly, I shook my head at her. I didn’t want us to overreact.

The woman sobbed while her friend stood as still as stone, blinking like she was trying to get hold of what was going on. When it didn’t look like we’d get any answers, I decided to push a little.

“What are your names?”

“I-I-I’m Vissa,” the bunny girl panted.

The other woman was staring now, at least having stopped blinking, but her eyes were unfocused. I snapped my fingers to get her attention. “What about you?”

Vissa answered for her. “Sherin.”

“Okay, Vissa and Sherin. I’m sorry if it seems like we’re being apathetic. Two beautiful women showing up in the middle of nowhere, with a tale of being taken captive and escaping? I don’t think it’s unusual to wonder if you’re trying to lure us into a trap. So, I’ll ask you plainly, are you trying to lure us into a trap?”

Now the other one started crying. I met eyes with both of my companions, pleading with them to help. I, like most guys, didn’t do well with blubbering women. Of course, my two girls took this opportunity to be completely silent. Thanks, girls.

“I’ll need one of you to answer me. I’m not sure what the crying means. I’m sorry.”

“Yes,” Vissa said.

“Yes?”

“Yes. W-w-we are bait.”

It was my turn to blink. What the fuck? The last thing I’d expected was for them to admit to it. Sariel’s nod told me the woman was telling the truth. Why would she do that?

“You’re telling me that yes, you are leading us into an ambush?”

“Yes.” Vissa had at least stopped sobbing uncontrollably. She cried still, but could at least speak. “They’re watching us now. We were told to go near you and tell you a story. A true story, partially. We were attacked, most of the others killed. They let us out of the cages to bring you to where they could attack you. There are three other women, including Sherin’s mother. They told us they’d kill them if we didn’t do what they said.”

Sariel confirmed the woman’s story. Son of a bitch. What do we do now?

“Okay,” I said, running my fingers through my hair. “Okay. Vissa, are you injured?”

“What?”

“Are you hurt? You’re limping.”

“Yes. They hit my leg with a club. Hard. They laughed, said it would make it look more realistic.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay. They’re watching, you said?”

“Yes. They have spyglasses.”

“Any magic that lets them hear what we’re saying?”

“I…I don’t know. I heard nothing about it.”

Confirming with Sariel that Vissa was telling the truth, I made my decision. I put my hand out to her. “Come on. We have someone that can heal you. We’ll figure this out. Keep acting in a way that they would expect if we believed your story.”

The bunny girl looked at my hand, and back up into my eyes. She took a step forward, but her knee took the opportunity to buckle. I caught her and held her up in a kind of half-hug, half carry.

“Got you. Sherin, are you okay to walk with us back to my friends over there? We’ve got water and food. We’ll sit down and talk until we can figure out how to save you and the others.”

The squirrel girl nodded, then dropped her gaze to the ground. I jerked my head toward her and Keli put her arm around the woman, pulling her along with us.

I swept a lock of hair that had fallen into Vissa’s face. Her eyes locked onto mine. “Come on. Uh, do you mind if I carry you? It looks like your leg is in pain.” She nodded, not breaking eye contact, even as I put my arm under her legs and lifted her into a princess carry.

“I’m sorry we had to put you through that, but we had to be sure. Thank you for telling the truth. We’ll do what we can to help your friends.”

Vissa closed her eyes and in seconds, her head lolled and landed on my shoulder, already asleep.


Chapter
Thirteen



The bunny girl Vissa didn’t wake up, even as I lowered her onto a bedroll Brin had kindly placed on the ground. When the moonwisp healed her leg, Vissa settled into even deeper breathing after a couple of sighs. I’d seen the dark purple and brown bruising when Brin lifted her dress up just enough to inspect the injury. That had been a hard hit. I bit my tongue and tried not to let Sherin see how truly pissed off I was.

It only took a minute for me to smooth my face so I could turn to the squirrel girl without scaring her. She was already standing rigid, hugging herself and trembling.

“Are you cold, Sherin?” I asked. She nodded, and I went to get a blanket out of my saddlebags, but Tyra had one in hand and gave it to me. I wrapped it around the beastkin. “Do you have any injuries?”

She shook her head, but Brin stepped up to her and put her face a few inches from the woman’s. Her voice was soft and soothing when she spoke.

“Sherin, I’m going to heal you. Even if you suffered no harm, walking all that way in this difficult territory probably has you sore, possibly with blisters? You don’t have to do anything but stand there. Once my magic heals you, maybe you’d like to sit down and eat or drink something?”

She nodded again, slowly. I realized I hadn’t heard the woman’s voice yet. The healing was over in a flash and, despite her tension, Sherin slumped and emitted a sigh to rival Vissa’s.

It took the squirrel girl more than half an hour to allow herself to close her eyes after we’d set up a bedroll for her to use. Brin arranged the blanket over her and stroked her hair, trying in vain to bring some order to it. With another look at the other sleeping woman, she joined me a handful of paces away, near where the hobbled horses were doing their best to find delicious plants in the sparse environment.

“Neither of them ate or even accepted water,” she told me. “They must do so to regain their strength.”

“They will. Once they trust us a little more. They’re scared, especially Sherin. They’ll come around.” I gestured for the others to join us. They were spread out, either sitting on rocks or the ground itself or, like Tip and Rex with their game of fetch, occupying themselves to while away the time. They gathered around me.

“Okay,” I said. “I didn’t want to say much while they were awake and listening. They’re afraid, and I don’t blame them. Thanks for not pushing me to explain before.”

“It was clear they were nervous and that you would tell us in time,” Dayra said, as if it were the most logical thing in the world. I guess it was just that simple.

“Right. Well, those two were with others when their wagon was attacked by bandits. The brigands killed most of the men, then took the rest. Mostly women. The captives are kept in cages and, though they didn’t say and I didn’t ask, it’s obvious they’re not treated well. They bashed the bunny girl’s knee with a club so she would limp and make their ruse more realistic.

“Vissa and Sherin admitted that the bandits sent them as bait to lead us to an ambush. Apparently, they’re watching us now. Sariel confirmed all this was true with her magic. They said the others are still with the bandits, including Sherin’s—she’s the squirrel girl—mother, and that the thieves threatened to harm them if these two didn’t do what they were told.

“I don’t know how reasonable the bandits are. They⁠—”

“Reasonable?” Tip asked, his voice hard. “What, are you going to negotiate with them? They’ve already killed innocent people, and who knows what they did with the survivors? People don’t take only women prisoners for no reason.”

I cocked my head at the satyr. His sword hand was clenching and unclenching, straying near his hilt. The dude was seriously pissed off. I got it, though he obviously didn’t understand what I had been trying to say.

“Shh. Tip, please, try not to show anger around the two women. They’re freaked out as it is. No, we’re not negotiating with them. I agree with what you said. What I meant was I don’t know if they’ll consider that even if we were fooled, we wouldn’t start out right away. We would feed the women, let them rest, before even thinking about following them somewhere. If they recognize that, we have a little time. If they’re unreasonable—uh, impractical, or not analytical?—then they might take it as failure if we delay too long. In which case they’ll go back to their camp and possibly harm the others, if that wasn’t all bullshit just to get these two to do what they said.

“I’ve got an idea, but I wanted to run it past all of you. Then if you’ve got a better one, we’ll talk about it. I’m thinking that if we put on a show for the bandits watching us with their telescopes, act like we believe the women’s story and are following them, they’ll go set up their trap. I’m assuming it’s not too far away, probably in some small box canyon or other place where they can attack us in force. Most likely with ranged weapons, from a distance.”

Lirien stared at me like I’d lost my mind. “Are you suggesting we go with them, pretend we’re oblivious, and then enter their snare?”

“Kind of.”

“Have you been struck in the head? That’s daft. Just because we know they’re going to gang up on us and kill us doesn’t mean they can’t. Those arrows are going to fly just as well toward ignorant us as if we know what’s happening.”

“Yeah, I know that. However, if they’re ‘reasonable,’ the watchers won’t begrudge the women a bit of rest before we start moving. It’s already afternoon. If Vissa and Sherin sleep for a while, as I think they will, it’ll be dark before they can lead us. We’ll have to do it in the morning. Meanwhile, if I can convince a supremely sexy and amazingly talented assassin type person to go scouting, we might get some valuable information.” I glanced at Keli and found her chuckling to herself.

“I’ve got no problem with going for a nighttime stroll, Gar. Do you want me to kill them?”

“Not yet. See what we’re up against, find their location, and see what the terrain is like on the other side of them. If you plan on sleeping in camp tonight, you’ll have to go back tomorrow to where you find them so you can follow them once we get started and they follow us. They’ll likely send one of their number to report to whoever is waiting to spring the trap. Then, when the women lead us to our ambush, you’ll be ready to throw a wrench into the works.”

Keli raised her hand and waited for me to nod at her before she spoke. “First off, what’s a wrench?”

I rubbed my temples. “Never mind. It’s a tool that…you know what, forget about that part. What I meant was that you’ll be ready to interfere with their plan. You know, by killing their archers or setting fire to their camp, or something assassiny.”

“Assassiny?”

“Assassin-like?”

She snorted. “I love you, you silly man.”

“Thank you. I love you, too. Well, will you do it?”

“Of course,” she said. “Not only because you asked me, but because it sounds like fun.”

“Great. Once we take all the ambushers out, maybe saving one or two alive in case we need more information, we’ll go to the bandit camp and rescue the others they’ve captured.”

“How many are there?” Tyra asked.

“I don’t know. We can ask Vissa and Sherin when they wake up. There’s more information to get, more specific planning to do, but that’s the bones of what I suggest. Anyone have something better?”

“Other than calling some army and letting them take care of it?” Tip said.

“You can’t say something like that after your outburst earlier. You know you want us to go in there with guns—uh, bows—blazing. Huh. It doesn’t have the same ring. Anyway, what I mean is that this is something we can do. I mean, how many people could they have in their hideout? I don’t even know how they survive if this is what they do. We haven’t seen anyone except these two for the two days we’ve been in Sauvaxera.”

“I like it,” Cea said. “I think it’s a good plan.”

I looked at the gremlin girl in disbelief. She’s been speaking up more lately than she had before, and that was a good thing. But to agree to a plan where we chose to subject ourselves to an ambush and then kill a bunch of people? I couldn’t reconcile it with the cute, innocent face that, even at the moment, looked at me and the others.

I gave her a smile and a thumbs up. “Anyone have anything better?”

Lirien scratched her chin. “Do you think we could find where they’re setting up the ambush and sneak up to take them out before we have to put ourselves in a trap?”

I turned to Keli, raising my eyebrows.

“I’ll take a look around tonight. If the ambushers are close and they make a fire, it’s possible I’ll be able to locate them. If I do, do I have to come back to get the rest of you or can I go ahead and take them all down myself?”

I didn’t show a reaction, even though some internal voice was screaming, “She’s such a badass!” With my outer voice, I wasn’t as much of a fanboy. “If it’s reasonable, sure. Don’t put yourself at risk.”

“What if I poisoned the lot of them? Not fatally, but enough to make them sick?”

“Keli, if you find them, you can do whatever you want, if you can do it safely. It all depends on what you find tonight. I trust you. Don’t take risks, but the specifics are up to you. I’m not trying to tell a high-level assassin how to do her job. You’re the expert. And you’re the best.”

That slow, feral smile stole onto the catgirl’s face, making me almost feel sorry for the ambushers.

As expected, the sun dipped below the horizon with the two women still sleeping. Despite wanting to wake them to ask questions, though, I felt bad for them, so I let them sleep. Since our watchers knew where we were, we made a fire, as we had each night so far in the region. With hours to waste with us not wanting to train, both so we didn’t give the bandits looking at us any idea of how we could fight and because we didn’t want to make noises that would wake the sleepers, Tip and Cea went hunting. They came back with an animal that looked like a small deer. After dressing it a fair distance from the campsite, we added it to the menu.

The smell of the cooking meat, along with some vegetables we baked over the fire, reached into Vissa’s slumber and it must have reminded her she hadn’t eaten. With a jerk, she snapped her head up and looked around. It took a moment for her to focus, and then more time for her to get over the panic of being in a campsite with a bunch of strangers, but she put a hand on her chest and slowed her breathing, the panic subsiding.

“Hi, Vissa. We tried not to wake you, but now that you’re up, do you want something to eat and drink?”

“Yes.” Her voice was raspy, and she cleared her throat. “Yes, please.”

Her talking must have cut through Sherin’s slumber, too, along with the smell of the food, because the squirrel girl opened her eyes groggily and blinked at us. Once her own brief panic was done, she also answered affirmatively to my question.

The two ravenously devoured all we gave them. By the time they slowed down, we had all finished eating as well. I introduced everyone. Putting names to faces seemed to help to mitigate their fear a little more.

“Okay,” I said. “If you two don’t mind, I’d like to ask you more questions about the camp, the bandits, and the role you were supposed to play. I told you before, and I’m confirming it now: we’ll help you free your friends and family. To do that, though, we need more information. I’m sorry to do this to you so soon after you arrived, but after we get answers, you can get more rest. With full bellies, you should be able to sleep until morning. Let’s get started.”


Chapter
Fourteen



Vissa and Sherin answered all our questions, and in doing so became more comfortable with us. Really, I think it was Rex that did it. He came over to investigate the women, and they took to him right away. Before long, they were taking turns petting him and then tossing a stick into the darkness for him to chase down and bring back. Sometimes he ate it, but they’d find another and continue the game.

The question-and-answer session didn’t take long, and once we were done, both beastkin settled into the bedrolls and blankets they’d vacated a short time before and went right to sleep. We’d explained briefly what we planned, but they seemed satisfied that we were going to help and the details didn’t seem to matter to them.

Keli stayed around to listen to the answers, even asking a few questions herself, but left as soon as the conversation ended’. None of us were sure if the bandits could see us by the light of the fire or even in the darkness around it with some kind of magic, so Keli walked to a grouping of trees, then activated her own magic, all but disappearing from sight. Then she was on her way with a kissing noise close to where I was sitting.

“Good hunting,” I said. “And be careful.”

I’d had first watch, so when the first rays of the sun dispelled the darkness and ended my slumber, I roused myself to find Keli curled up against my chest, with Brin’s body snuggled up against my back. I kissed the catgirl between her ears and stroked one of them a couple of times, just because I loved the feel of them.

“Mmmm. Don’t tease me like that,” she grumbled, and pushed her body so hard into mine that Brin squawked from behind me.

“What happened last night?” I asked.

“Give me a few minutes. I’ll tell you when…” She yawned and stretched, arching her back and letting loose a happy moan. “When I get up.” The catgirl pressed her body to mine again, closed her eyes, and the rumble of her purr vibrated into my body. I put my arms around her and held her until she woke up a little later.

“I didn’t kill any of them. I easily found the three watching us, though the others were harder. They were in a cave, with two of them standing guard. I could have taken them, but you made me promise not to take a risk. I probably would have taken a few hits. No problem with Brin around to heal me, but I did as you asked, as much as it irritated me.”

I pulled her to me and gave her a big, sloppy kiss. “Thank you.”

“If they weren’t in that cave, I would have done it, but all bunched together like that, it would have been chaotic.”

“So we’re going to let them go through with the ambush. They have bows, I assume?”

“Almost all of them. Don’t worry, though, I’ll sneak my way over to where they are before they put a bunch of arrows in you. My magic isn’t as good in bright sunlight, but I’ll be able to stay out of sight.”

“No, Keli. That’s too dangerous. You should have woken me up. We could have put a few of us where they could attack them, throw them into confusion.”

“Oooh,” she said. “That’s a good idea. Who would you use for something like that?”

“Tip, definitely, so he could take some out from a distance. Lirien with her crossbows, maybe?” No, actually, crossbows are too slow to reload. Probably Sariel, then. She’s a monster with that sword. If she came up from behind, I bet she’d take half of them down before they even knew what hit them.”

The catgirl grinned so widely, you’d think I just told her she won the lottery. I arched an eyebrow at her. “Why are you so happy?”

“Because I brought Tip and Sariel to a place near the ambushers. They’ll follow at a distance and I’ll join them in a little while. I heard the three watchers talking and one of them is going to go ahead of the others and warn the ambush group once they see us follow the women. I told Tip and Sari let that one through. I’ll leave soon.”

“You are a wonder, Keliana. I guess I should just stand around and look good, letting you all do the work and planning.”

She winked at me. “It’s not the first time I’ve considered it.”

“I guess all we need to do now is eat some breakfast and head out. Do you think the bandits with the spyglasses will notice two or three people missing?”

“After listening to them, I doubt it. They didn’t sound like they were the most intelligent of people. Even if they do notice, I doubt they’ll think of us going on ahead and preparing to ruin their party.”

“Okay. Good job.”

The two beastkin women ate as much for breakfast as they had the evening before. They didn’t look malnourished, though they did still look tired. Who knew how much the bandits fed them, though?

“Are you two ready for this?” I asked.

For the first time I’d heard, Sherin spoke. “We are. Thank you, Gar. We were scared you’d kill us. It didn’t seem likely you’d fall for our act. I’m glad Vissa told you the truth.”

I didn’t mention anything about Sariel’s magic. They didn’t know how close they’d come to disaster.

“I knew you would help us,” Vissa said. “You look like Kael Serus. How could you be anything but a hero?”

I laughed at the ridiculousness of the statement. I’m sure there were people who had used their resemblance to Kael in the past to take advantage of others.

“Well, we’ll see about that. Let’s get going and we’ll see what we can do. When we get to where the trap is going to be, stay back. I don’t want you to get hurt accidentally.”

Vissa and Sherin led us toward where the bandits’ ambush spot was supposed to be. Their captors hadn’t given them much information, only that they were to bring us to a particular place and that they should stay out of the way. Knowing what we were facing, because of Keliana’s scouting, the plan rankled even more. There was no way the women would be safe with so many arrows flying around.

“I have a better plan for you,” I told them. “When we get to where they’ll be attacking us, you won’t go into the area at all. When I tell you to stop, don’t go any further. It won’t save you if they’re specifically targeting you, but it should let you avoid any accidental injuries. I doubt they’ll go out of their way to kill you, since you obviously have a use, even if it’s just leading poor, stupid heroes to their demise.”

I’d said it with a smile, but neither woman seemed in the mood for jokes. Sherin had her lips in a tight line, and Vissa gritted her teeth. Their eyes had regained some of the nervous energy from the day before.

“Sorry,” I said. “I know this seems like no time for joking. Don’t worry. If things go right, they won’t even get a chance to shoot their arrows.”

Keliana had faded into the terrain before we even left earlier, skittering through the shadows and the sparse cover to go meet up with Tip and Sariel. The situation would be fluid, so there was no telling if they would kill all the bandits before we even got to the ambush point or if they would assault our ambushers at the last minute when they were preparing to attack us.

I trusted all three of them, though. I knew Sariel could probably tear through more than half the group by herself, Keliana could do as much, or more, if she could surprise them, and Tip had truly developed into a terror with that bow. They were all smart and were accustomed to working together. They wouldn’t let us get killed.

Cea walked nearby. We’d opted to walk the horses, hoping the jumble of bodies would keep our watchers from noticing we had people missing. The gremlin didn’t have the usual bounce in her step, or the infectious smile she almost always wore.

I moved closer to her. “Hey, Cea.”

“Hi, Gar.”

“He’ll be fine.”

She sighed. “I know.”

“Really, if those three are smart, which they are, they’ll take advantage of him and his ranged ability. He probably won’t even see close combat, just picking off people from a distance while the other two carve up the group. Even if he does have to use his sword, though, it’s no problem. I’d pick him over any bandit I’ve ever encountered. He’s really gotten good with both his weapons, and even with unarmed fighting.”

Part of her smile reappeared. I counted it as a win. We were all a little nervous.

“You’re right,” she said. “Thanks.”

“We’ll be back with him soon. Then we’ll have to put up with him strutting around like some kind of hero. Which is fine, because he is.”

That finished the job, the woman grinning at me like she normally did. I patted her on the shoulder and moved up in the line. Toward the front, where I could take the brunt of any attack that might come.
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Keliana watched from the shadows of a small cleft in the ground as the two bandits—the ones that had the spyglasses—skirted a small copse of trees, heading toward their accomplices. None of the bandits she’d listened to had seemed particularly intelligent, which told the assassin this wasn’t the first time they’d pulled this trick on passersby. Some leader back in their main camp must have come up with it and they just followed orders.

The way they unerringly took the path that was not only easiest, but that kept them covered from where Gar and the others walked, their route had been planned out and used before. The third of their trio had gone ahead to prepare the ambushers while the other two shadowed Keli’s friends in the more open area within sight. She assumed they’d continue to mark their progress, only to join the others as the attack was going to begin.

Scouting the area where the rest of the bandits had camped in the cave, she knew where they were going to lead Gar and the others. A small flat space, relatively clear of trees, butted up against hills on two sides and several massive boulders on another, was the perfect place to set a trap like the one Keli was expecting. She told Sariel and Tip as much, but they were to stay near the ambushers as they moved toward the trap.

As she followed the two watchers, she debated what she would do. They weren’t hurrying to get ahead of her friends, so she guessed they planned on showing up at the end of the ambush, or even after it had happened. That meant no one would miss them until after the excitement. She tried to think of a reason she shouldn’t kill them. Having two fewer aggressors, even if late ones, was nearly always a good thing.

Keli kept close to the men, easily able to listen to their conversations. It allowed her to hear things that could help make up her mind about what she was going to do.

“Almost all women,” one of them said. He was a lanky human with long, greasy hair. “It’s a great find. Fordan is going to be happy about it, if we can keep from killing too many of them.”

“I still can’t get over it,” the second man, a dog beastkin with dark hair and spotted ears. “Only one man with them? Who would go through lands like these with only women?”

The human grinned. “I’d do it. All those women! There’s also the taranji, but I doubt he’s getting any loving.” He chuckled as he stopped and brought his spyglass out from a leather case he kept it in. He swung it to pan the clearer area where Gar was. “I wish I could find that catgirl. The last few times, I haven’t been able to pick her out in the middle of all those horses. Why aren’t they riding?”

“Because they probably don’t have horses for our bait. They’re being polite, not riding when our two are walking. It doesn’t matter, and the catgirl doesn’t matter. Why do you have such an obsession with cats? It’s disgusting.”

The human took his eye from the glass and gave his companion a quizzical look. “Catgirls as so sexy. You’re just sore because dog girls don’t look that good. I hope she survives. Maybe I can get Fordan to let me have her for a little while.”

“Keep dreaming. Those cats are all fighters. They’ll kill you in your sleep, just like everyone says. Stick with your sick fantasies. If she does survive, she’ll stab you in the eye if you try anything.”

“Ha. Stab me with what?”

Keli had heard enough. She approached the men from the other side as they argued, daggers in hand. Two quick, soundless steps, and she reached around and rammed one into the human’s eye. He dropped to the ground, never knowing who had attacked him.

The dog beastkin finally noticed her as she came for him. He reached for his sword, but there was no way he’d be able to draw fast enough to stave off Keli’s attack. Just before she slashed his throat out, he mumbled.

“I told y…”

The catgirl cleaned her daggers on the human’s clothes, then snatched both the spyglasses and continued slinking toward where the ambushers were. The glasses were an excellent find. They would have been useful when they first spotted the two women. They would be useful again, she thought. Probably soon.

She found the cave empty, though the bandits’ supplies were still there. It wasn’t hard to tell where they’d gone. With a dozen people, the tracks were obvious enough that even Gar could follow them. She chuckled at that.

Of course, she didn’t need the tracks anyway, since she knew where they were going. Tip and Sariel would be somewhere behind them, keeping at a distance to prevent being spotted. Keli was sure the bandits wouldn’t bother with a scout or a sentry to make sure they weren’t followed. After all, there was no one around. It was pure chance that her party happened along.

Where are you, Tip, Sariel? You couldn’t have gone too far. The prospective ambush point is just up…ah, there you are.

Sariel’s white hair and armor were not the best things for sneaking around, whether day or night. Honestly, if Tip’s hoofsteps were loud enough to preclude him from sneaking around, the elf’s protective clothing was worse. Creaking, jingling, even a bit of stomping made her the worst choice for stealth. She was smart, though, and didn’t get too close. At least, that’s how it looked.

The assassin faded into the shade of the trees and stepped between her friends. She reached out and touched their arms at the same time.

Sariel had her knife out in a blink while Tip muttered a curse and swung a fist at the catgirl. Keli evaded the knife and slapped the punch away. Both realized it was her before the strikes would have landed, but she negated them just to be safe.

“Sorry,” she whispered as Sariel slid her knife back in its sheath. “I didn’t want to make noise. Just letting you know I’m here. I’m going to go up farther and listen to them. I’ll be back.”

Both nodded to her, and she faded into the background again, creeping up to where she could already hear people talking.

As expected, they were on the upper part of one of the hills making up the restricted space she’d picked out as good for an ambush. No doubt they had a person or two out watching for Gar’s arrival so they could spread out to the other hill and the rocks. Then they would either tell them to surrender or they would pepper them with arrows until Keli’s companions begged them to stop. Or were dead. The words of the two she’d killed replayed in her head. They’ll probably try to injure the women, keep them alive. That made her want to growl, but she only did so in her mind. Noise was not her friend at the moment.

“Where are your worthless friends?” a bulky, human man with a two-handed sword asked someone Keli recognized. The man who’d been with the spyglass bandits. “They need to get ahead of the women and the ones they lead so we can get set up.”

“I don’t know. I’ve been here with you. They were going to keep the others in sight to make sure they didn’t go somewhere else. They’ll be here. The ones on watch will tell us when to get ready.”

“They better not have fucked this up. You said the group is almost all women?”

“Yeah. They wouldn’t let me look through the glasses—bastards are jealous of their toys—but the way Dinnet kept staring, they’re probably something to look at. At least one catgirl, if I know that fucker.”

“Catgirl, huh? I’ll need to tell everyone to be careful and not kill her. It’s been a long time since…” He shook his head. “Those two better get here. That’s what I’m telling you.”

“You know the boss, Alain. He’s not going to let you touch any of those women, at least not until he has. Fordan don’t share. Not at first. He still hasn’t been through the ones we just caught.”

“I’ll talk to him. Even getting a catgirl second will do.”

Surrounding the two men speaking were the bulk of the rest of the ambushers she’d seen in the cave. Nearly all of them had bows, which was to be expected for such an operation. Keliana slipped back through the trees to her friends, then motioned for them to go further away.

“Okay, you two, we need to talk about how we’re going to play this. I know Gar expects that we won’t be able to take all these guys out safely, but I don’t like the thought of them actually suffering through an ambush. Too much can happen. A stray arrow could kill someone. Better if we severely whittle down their numbers, if not eliminate all of them. I have an idea.”


Chapter
Fifteen



Tip listened to Keliana as she laid out her plan. It sounded fine to him. All he really cared about was that they eliminated, or at least seriously reduced, the risk to their friends. Not just their friends, though. Cea was down there with them, heading toward the kill box below. He’d throw himself in front of all the archers they had if it meant keeping her from taking an arrow, even being scratched by one.

“I agree with you,” he told the catgirl. “We need to take these guys out now. If it’s risky, well, that’s fine. We can’t let them shoot arrows down into them from here. I’ll go completely medieval on their asses to stop that.” He thought about that line for a moment and realized it was pretty stupid, no matter how good his memories of the movie were. They were in a medieval world. Everything anyone did was going medieval. He sighed.

It was a burden knowing things that others didn’t. Things about worlds they had no idea even existed. If he wasn’t around, Gar would probably feel a lot more out of place. Like Tip had for most of his life. Yes, Cea’s safety was his top priority, but he didn’t want anyone else to get hurt, either. Especialy Gar. That crazy asshole would probably jump in front of everyone to give them time to run away or take cover.

A small smile stole onto his face. This. This shit right here. That was the hero stuff he’d always dreamed he’d do. It wasn’t as glorious as he’s always thought, but it was a rush.

If you could call being scared enough to nearly piss yourself a rush.

Things were so different now, ever since he’d met Gar and Brin. He had been eating trash off the ground, for fuck’s sake. Uh, for goodness’s sake. Driven to it by a life of being ostracized, beaten, even hunted, but still. He’d never owned anything except the torn, ratty pair of pants he’d found when he and Replus were still trying to find a safe place in the world.

Now look at him. Carrying magical weapons, being able to actually use them, and part of a group that was closer than any family he’d ever had. He even had a girlfriend! She was absolutely perfect in every way. He’d be damned if he was going to let her get hurt. Not that she wasn’t brave and a badass all on her own, but a guy had to worry about his girl, even if she could punch a knife into an enemy five times in a second.

“Okay, Tip?” Keliana said.

Oh, shit. I did it again. My mind wandered.

“We lost you, huh?” the catgirl said, half her mouth turning downward. That halfway thing, it was worse than a regular whole frown.

“Sorry. I was just thinking about where the others are right now.”

She reached out, and he flinched, but she only patted him on the shoulder. “I get it. Cea will be fine. She’s a terror with those knuckle blades. Besides, they won’t be dodging arrows if we have anything to say about it.”

“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. So, what was your question?”

She re-explained a few things and Tip paid attention this time. When she was done, he nodded at her.

“Yeah, that sounds good. How long do you think we have?”

“Not long. We need to get set up before they move to their positions. Between when their sentries spot the group and when they’ll be in place won’t be more than five or ten minutes. You’re clear on what we need to do?”

He gave her a thumbs up and she chuckled, putting her fist up for him to bump. Then, in the eerie—and completely awesome—way she did, the catgirl disappeared right in front of them.

Sariel looked over at him, something going on behind her eyes. Her mouth twitched, but he wasn’t sure what any of it meant.

“Do not shoot me in the ass,” she finally said, and he had to slap his hand to his mouth to keep from barking a loud laugh. They’d moved back from where the bandits were, but that would have definitely drawn attention.

Sariel finally let the smile come through and she put her own fist up for Tip. He bumped his to hers. Damn, I’ve got the best friends!

Tip checked his bow over, like he did a dozen times a day. No cracks, the string was in good condition, his arrows arranged in the quiver on his back so he could pull them out without looking and get the proper type. The largest number were regular arrows, with some magical arrows that did a little better damage, and then another group that were his most potent shafts. Those were the highest quality, perfectly straight with fletchings that kept them so stable as they flew, they almost aimed themselves. They also did the most damage, enchantments placed on them to punch into people with not only the physical points, but with magic that tore through flesh more effectively than they ever could have without the magic.

He pulled his sword out a few inches, making sure it was clear in the scabbard. Their strategy didn’t require him to use his blade, but there was always the thing about plans turning to shit as soon as a battle started. He needed to be ready.

Sariel had already checked her gear and was waiting for him to finish. When he did, he gave her a nod and they moved closer to the bandits, their steps slow and careful. This time, they went closer than they were before, near enough to see that big guy who was the obvious leader. Alain, the others had called him.

Keli should have been in place already, so the two hunkered down to wait. Over the course of more than a minute, Tip took four of his normal arrows from his quiver. Three he kept in his left hand, while the fourth he nocked on the string. He’s trained diligently with the technique, and he could launch all four in under two seconds. Gar didn’t have a stopwatch, but he’d timed Tip with the sweep hand of the watch he wore. If he was on top of his game today, that could very well mean four bandits dying before the others even recognized an archer was targeting them.

One of the bandits came from lower down the hill they were on. From where the mouth of the trap was.

“They’re here, not more than five minutes away.”

Alain made hand signals, and the bandits all shuffled off to their positions.

Keliana had reasoned that with the configuration of the trap, the bandits would split up, groups going to each of the three vantage points so they could catch Gar and the others in a crossfire. Tip watched as they did exactly that. Five remained on the hill Tip shared with them, the one that would be on the right-hand side in relation to the victims entering the kill box. Four went around, passing over the bundle of boulders to reach the other hill, which would be to the left of Gar. Three placed themselves on the rocks.

All the bandits except the leader had bows or crossbows. Alain had only his huge sword. As Tip watched, the archers and crossbowyers nocked or loaded their missiles.

Tip picked up the spyglass Keliana had given him, plants woven around the outside so it wouldn’t flash in the diffused sunlight. He trained it on the hill across from the trap.

While Tip had him in sight, one of the archers disappeared. He shifted the spyglass just in time to see another one being pulled down and out of view. The other two followed in the next half minute, the last one’s eyes bugging out as a hand went across his mouth and his body jerked as Keli plunged her knife into him from behind.

Just like that, a third of the bandits were dead. The women is a fucking monster. A super hot monster, though.

Tip held out a thumb while he moved the glass to the bandits on the rocks. He wasn’t sure if they saw something, or if they were merely anticipating, but all three brought their weapons up to aim. The two archers hadn’t drawn yet, but they looked ready to. The satyr swung the glass to the opening of the trap, but still didn’t see his friends.

“What the hell is…?” a voice sounded, and Tip brought the spyglass down to see the bandit that had been with the other watchers pointing toward where Tip crouched.

An arrow struck a tree next to him, deflecting off the trunk and skittering off through the bushes.

Shit, shit, shit.

He dropped the spyglass, drew the string smoothly to his cheek and released, nocking the next arrow before the first slammed into the arm of the archer who’d almost gotten him. The man was no good for shooting his bow anymore, so Tip shifted his aim to the next bandit…only to find a wall of flesh and a massive sword in front of him, the latter swinging down to cut him in half.

Tip jumped to the side, skirting a tree as the slab of sharp metal slammed into the ground where he’d been standing. How the big leader of the bandits had gotten to him so quickly, he didn’t know, but that swing had been too close. He needed to drop his bow and⁠—

“Continue your work, Tip,” Sariel said calmly, slipping in between Tip and the horizontal slash from the sword that shouldn’t have been possible. The dude was faster than his size would indicate.

The elf performed a beautiful parry, more escorting the blade away than clashing with it. It cut into the tree Tip had gotten behind, shaking the trunk and bringing down twigs and leaves onto his head.

Breathe, Tip. Breathe. You have a job to do.

He tried to control his breathing, steady his shaking hands. Too close. I just almost fucking died.

“Tip!”

He mentally slapped himself. Right. Sariel could handle the giant. A casual glance showed four other archers bringing their bows up. Pointing them at Sariel. Tip didn’t think they’d loose the shafts, not with their boss so close, but there might be at least one who thought a lot more of his aim than warranted.

It was up to Tip to thin the crowd.

Hands still shaking, he started releasing arrows. The first three were slow, making Tip curse and tense up. Which, of course, made his aim even worse. None of his shafts hit the bandit archers, who were now taking cover. Their return fire zipped past the tree Tip hid behind as he kept one eye on Sariel and the leader, fighting just a few feet from him.

Tip paused, trying to calm himself. He took several long breaths, focusing his mind. Okay. Yes, I’m a little freaked out right now. Suck it up, you fucker—uh, you idiot. If you don’t, one of these assholes is going to put an arrow in Sariel. You wanted to be a hero. Do. Your. Job. Oh, and don’t fucking worry about fucking cussing. Cea is not going to hear you. It’s in your mind, you stupid shit stain.

The time it took for half a dozen deep breaths and to center himself was indeterminate. Excruciating. Finally, though, his hands barely shook and he didn’t feel like he was going to pass out from lack of oxygen.

While he’d been panicking, the bandit whose arm Tip had injured decided he could help his boss in fighting Sariel. He was almost to the two when the satyr spotted him slinking across the empty space to gank she swordmaster.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Tip said softly.

He darted out from behind his tree and launched two arrows in rapid succession. The first winged the bandit, cutting but not sticking in the shoulder of his already injured arm. The second, though, that was the money shot. It punched into the guy’s belly, spinning him around. Before he got his bearings, one last shaft flew from Tip’s bow, nailing the bandit in the side of the throat. The arrow went through and protruded a couple of inches out the other side.

Tip admired his shot for a second before realizing where he was. He darted back behind the tree as an arrow zipped into the space he had been filling.

He proceeded to play peek-a-boo with the three remaining archers, all four of them poking their heads out to launch an arrow before returning to cover. His earlier panic forgotten, Tip chuckled at the medieval version of a shootout in so many of the movies he remembered but had never seen.

After more than a dozen arrows, Tip had killed two of the bandits, leaving only one persistent bastard hiding behind some rocks. He averted his gaze to Sariel, who it seemed had been mostly defending against the behemoth she was fighting. As he watched, he recognized she was manipulating the man, always keeping him between her and the archers. Has she been just fucking around the whole time?

Almost as an answer, she shifted her eyes to him, an eyebrow raising. He lifted one index finger up, telling her how many archers remained. She nodded.

The two-handed sword came down again. This time, though, Sariel didn’t simply evade it as she’d been doing. She shifted her stance, bringing her right foot back and sliding her left forward and to the left, and struck at the sword itself, hard enough to adjust its trajectory despite the power with which it’d been swung. As the blade passed within an inch of her right side, her sword smoothly described a tight arc to deliver a beautiful upward slash, using her hips and legs to lend it power.

The sword carved deeply into the big bandit leader, slicing several inches into him from groin all the way up his abdomen and chest and continuing to split his face. He grunted and wavered for a moment. The expression on his split face showed confusion. Until Sariel converted the motion into a savage thrust, plunging her sword into his ruined visage.

She tore the sword out and, before the bandit’s body hit the ground, darted behind the tree with Tip.

All he could do was stare at the woman, knowing she could have done that from the beginning.

“You just bided your time until I took out the archers, huh?”

She winked at him. Monsters. I’m traveling with monsters. And yes, every one of them hot.

Tip shifted his focus to the remaining archer. He was a cautious, slippery one. “Maybe you can help me? Distract that guy or something? I haven’t been able to…uh…”

As he watched, the small piece of the man that had been visible from behind the rocks increased. He moved like he was having a seizure or something. Tip raised his bow, ready to launch an arrow, but realized he didn’t need to. Keliana stepped into view, letting the man’s corpse fall in front of her, a deep red gash in his throat. The catgirl raised a hand, then motioned them to come to her.

“Yep,” Tip said aloud. “Fucking monsters.”


Chapter
Sixteen



Ihadn’t spotted any of the bandits watching as we followed the two women to our appointment for the ambush, but I was certain they were monitoring us.

“The two of us with the best eyes had to be the ones missing,” I grumbled. Tyra laughed, while Brin shot me a consoling glance.

“It shouldn’t matter,” Lirien said. “What are they going to do, other than watch?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Glancing up ahead a few paces at Vissa and Sherin, I wondered what was going through their heads. My friends and I were used to this kind of stuff, being in danger and having to fight. They weren’t. I sped up to come even with them. “How are you two?”

“Fine,” Vissa said, but it sounded like a reflex.

“Really?”

She traded looked with her friend. “Maybe a little nervous. There are a lot of them. At least thirty.”

“Don’t worry. Not all the bandits from the camp are taking part in the ambush. Keli said there were only a dozen of them. Just focus on getting us there and then, when I tell you, hide somewhere. Trees, rocks, even behind the horses. As much as we can, we’ll keep you out of danger. I know it’s scary, but it’ll be over soon. Then we can rescue your friends and Sherin’s mother.”

The squirrel girl twitched at that last sentence. She must have thought we didn’t pay attention to that part. Or that it wasn’t important enough for us to remember.

We moved into rougher terrain, small hills scattered about, what looked like water-carved ruts, and a few more trees. I spotted the place they were leading us to from a distance. “Is it that place up ahead to the right? In between those two hills?”

Vissa nodded. “Yes.”

“It’s boxed in on three sides, huh?”

“Yes, but I don’t know much more about it. They showed me where to lead you to the opening, but I haven’t been farther in than the front of those hills.”

I had to admit, it was a good setup. The hills on either side had sharp sides and, though I couldn’t see everything yet, it looked like there were a bunch of rocks, or even a crag on the other side from the opening. No doubt the ambushers would be up on the hills, maybe even the rocks, so they could pepper us with arrows from several directions. Not the best situation for us. I hope those three came up with a good plan.

With the trap so obvious, I changed my strategy a little as well. I called a halt to everyone about a quarter mile from the opening of the ambush site.

“Vissa, Sherin, play along with me. I’m assuming they’re watching us right now, so I need you to act like you’re pointing out the area ahead. Use gestures like you’re describing what we need to do. Then you’re going to stay here with the horses as we go ahead. Not the best archer in the world could hurt you from there.”

Though their actions were kind of wooden, the women did as I asked. I pointed toward the horses, then them, and swept my arm out to indicate we’d be going forward. That ought to give us a little more time before they attack.

“We’re going to go ahead, right into the mouth of an obvious trap?” Dayra asked.

“I am. If you want to wait here, that’s fine.”

“Do you think you can dodge a dozen arrows?”

“Nope. I have faith that Keli, Sariel, and Tip came up with some strategy and that they’ll keep us from being slaughtered. I trust them.”

“You’re trusting them with your life. With all our lives.”

“Yeah. Like I said, you don’t have to go. No one else does, either, though I’m not sure how the bandits act with only one person going into the trap.

“I’ll go.”

I gave her a sloppy salute and strutted forward, like some ridiculously arrogant hero on his way to attack a bandit camp. Brin strode at my heels, with Tyra, Lirien, Dayra, and even Cea close behind.

My pace slowed as I got to the mouth of what looked to be a naturally perfect killing zone. The hills provided walls maybe fifty feet apart, with only a few saplings in between. From where we stood to the jumble of massive boulders arranged so they might as well have been a cliff was another sixty feet.

I felt an itch right at the center of my back, one I couldn’t possibly reach. The feeling of where an arrow might sprout in the next few minutes. Scanning the hills and rocks, I didn’t see anyone. Apparently, they were waiting for us to go further in.

Three steps later, an arrow punched into the ground a few inches ahead of my foot. I had my three-sectional staff out, spinning it. It was the best I could do. Maybe I’d get lucky and the weapon in motion would deflect an arrow or two.

Then I noticed the arrow that had landed.

“Shiiiiit.” I let the triple stick stall as I started laughing.

“Gar?” Brin said as her gaze darted around, trying to find out where the missile had come from.

I bent down and carefully pulled the arrow from the ground. “You’re lucky the ground is soft here, you little dick. These things were expensive.”

I held it up for the others to see the fletchings clearly. Blue and green. The enchanted arrows we’d gotten in Equity. Brin and Tyra joined me in laughing. Lirien and Dayra looked at the three of us like we were crazy. Cea shaded her eyes and looked toward the hill on our right.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” she sang, and like mentioning the devil, Tip appeared, waving at the gremlin.

“Nice one, Tip,” I said. “Come on down. We’ll wait here.”

Tip and Sariel made it down to us, but not before Keli did.

“I come bearing gifts,” she said, pushing a human man who had his arms tied behind his back. “Figured you’d want one to talk with about their camp.”

I embraced Keliana and kissed her. “You got all of them?”

“We did. No problem, just like I told you.”

I released her to kiss and hug Sariel, putting a fist up for Tip to bump before he picked Cea up in a hug and twirled her around. The gremlin girl’s giggle was music to me after the tension from before.

Keli snuggled with me while Brin, Dayra, and Lirien went to fetch our two guides and the horses. “Their temporary camp is close. The cave I mentioned before. We can go through their stuff and see if there’s anything useful.”

“Sounds great.” I glared at the lone bandit. “Whether you survive this depends on you. We can already get to your base. You’ll need to prove you have some value, or we’ll leave you here with your friends to feed the local scavengers.”

We went through the pockets of the corpses the trio had made and found some coins, but not much else of value. Tip grabbed about another hundred arrows and some bowstrings, since all the bandits had bows, but nobody wanted their other weapons, other than Vissa and Sherin. The bunny girl took two knives and the squirrel girl took a bow and some arrows. The cave provided us with some food and gear, like the two pots we took. You could never have too many pots.

Keli told us the story of what happened with all the bandits, the ones with the spyglasses and the ambushers.

“Those two spyglasses will be handy,” I said. “You three did a great job. Only a few minor injuries and we didn’t even have to dodge arrows. Well, except the one Tip shot. With his piss-poor aim, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was actually trying to shoot me in the face.”

After making the bandit sit through us catching up with each other, I turned my attention to him. “So, tell me all about your camp and all your friends.”

“I-I-I didn’t have nothing to do with it. I was only watching for when you came.”

“That’s interesting. I don’t care. You were keeping watch so you could let the others know when we got here so they could kill some of us. Me, most likely. I saw the dead. All men. They were planning on capturing the women, right?”

“I…don’t know.”

Sariel shook her head, though I didn’t really need for her to tell me he was lying.

I grabbed the man by his shirt and pulled him close, keeping my eyes on his. “Listen, I’ll give you that one for free. Have I made it clear that we don’t really need you? We’re going to go to the camp—which these two lovely ladies know how to get to—and we’re going to kill every single one of your friends. There’s no reason to keep you alive, but I’m offering you your life if you give us some information. Lie to me one more time, and I’ll take you outside the cave, slit your throat, and dump you with the rest of the scum who were going to ambush us. Understand?”

“Y-yes.”

“Good. Now start talking, and make sure it’s something worth me listening to.”

“There are thirty-seven of us. Were thirty-seven.”

“Okay,” I said. “So there are twenty-two left in the camp.”

“Uhhh…”

“Don’t worry about it. I can do the math. Go on.”

“W-w-we have ten people we captured.”

“Are they all from the same place these two are from?” I gestured toward Vissa and Sherin.

“No. We had a few from other places.”

“What kind of camp is it? Do you have walls, a palisade, something like that?”

“Kind of a fence. There’s no one out here and the monsters don’t come around too much with how many we are.”

“Guards or sentries?”

The man looked over at Keliana for some reason. “There’s a schedule. Half the time the guards are asleep, though. Doesn’t seem to be a need. Who’s going to attack a bandit camp?”

I flashed a feral grin at him, and he swallowed loudly. We wrung all the information we could get from him. Between Sariel’s magic and the two former captives confirming everything, we had enough information to move on the bandits.

“Okay, that’s about all we’re getting out of you, I guess,” I told the bandit. Keli drew one of her ring daggers and started toward the man. “No, don’t. I said I’d let him live. We’ll take him with us, tie him to a tree, and pick him up afterwards.”

“Are you sure?” the catgirl asked. “Less trouble to just dispose of him now.”

“I’m sure.”

After sleeping near a fire in the cave, we departed the next morning to go find the bandit camp. It was less than half a day’s travel and we found a nice little copse to make camp out of sight of the ramshackle site. Keli, Lirien, and I went to check it out while the others bided their time. I wasn’t impressed.

Like our captive had said, there was a fence around the bandits’ home. The damn thing looked like it would fall down with a stiff breeze, and it wasn’t even continuous, with chunks missing where we could easily walk through. The buildings, cobbled together from scrap material and with more than one being a converted wagon or cart, were one step from a trash pile. No doubt the wagon the two women had been in was one of them.

Then there were the cages. Basically just irregularly shaped conglomerations of tree branches tied together with rope. They didn’t look all that sturdy, but with guards around them, it would be difficult for the captives to escape. I saw at least half a dozen people in three different enclosures, not a man among them. That little fact reminded me of what our captive said and what Keli told us the others had talked about. Though it didn’t sound like the women were assaulted right away, they did get unwelcome attention, eventually. I planned on getting them out before that happened to any more of them.

We went back to the others and discussed what we’d do. There was no disagreement.

“Good,” I said. “A couple of hours after dark, we’ll get those people out. That, and exterminate this little bandit group.”


Chapter
Seventeen



“Istill don’t understand why a group of bandits would be here,” I said as we waited for the sun to go down. “How many people could there be for them to rob?”

Vissa’s long bunny ear twitched. “I don’t think they’re here to rob people. From what I heard as they talked, they’re here because they’re being hunted in several areas of the world. They’re hiding.”

“But that doesn’t stop them from taking advantage of people coming through the territory,” Sherin added.

Lirien shifted on the rock she sat on. “Are there any communities around? We haven’t seen anyone but you and the bandits since we crossed the border from Teaphotria.”

The squirrel girl nodded. “One of the prisoners is from a settlement somewhere near. It’s made up of those survivalist types. She seems nice.”

That’s handy information, I thought. “We’ll talk to her when we rescue everyone. Maybe she can tell us more about what’s around.”

The former captives had calmed down considerably since when we’d first met them. They were still a little jumpy, but I thought they trusted us enough now to know we were going to help their friends.

“So, we’re clear on what’s going to happen, right?” I asked the two. “You’ll stay here and we’ll go rescue the prisoners, taking down the bandits while we’re at it.”

The bunny girl and the squirrel girl traded looks. As usual, it was Vissa that spoke. “We’d like to be closer, so we can be there for the others. They’ll be scared, and seeing us will help.”

Brin’s mouth formed a straight line. She and I had talked about this. I didn’t want the women to see what we were going to do to the bandits. They’d already seen enough violence. What they said made sense, though.

“It’s going to be dangerous,” I told them. “You can’t come with us into the camp. You could hide nearby, but any of the bandits running away might see you, and they may either take you as hostages or kill you outright.”

“We’ll hide,” Sherin said. “We have the weapons you let us take from the ambushers. If they find us, we’ll use them. Please, Gar.”

“Fine, but you are not to go to the camp until we tell you it’s safe. You’ll do your friends and family no good if you get captured as a hostage or get cut down in front of them.”

Two hours after it got dark, we moved as a group toward the camp. We left the horses and our packs at the site we’d made and went in on foot, Keli sweeping out ahead of us to look for sentries. We had found none earlier in the day, but who knew if they put them out at night?

Soon, we were within sight of the bandit camp, the flicker of campfires leaking out through the openings in the fence.

Keli led us to a place where Vissa and Sherin could hide, a heavily treed depression with abundant bushes. I bound our bandit prisoner tightly to a tree, checking to make sure the gag was secure.

“If you make a sound or do anything to try to bring attention to these lovely ladies, I’ll kill you. No questions, and it won’t even matter if you got them caught. Do you understand?”

The man’s widened eyes locked onto me and he nodded.

“Good. We’ll be back after we kill your friends and release their friends.” I turned to the two women. “Keep an eye on him, okay? If he tries to escape, you can kill him if you want, though cutting his legs will probably keep him in one place. We’ll be back as soon as we can so you can reunite with your friends and family.”

They fidgeted, obviously not comfortable with the thought of hurting someone else, let alone killing them. I smiled at them to comfort them a little and joined my friends.

We’d already talked about how we’d handle our infiltration of the camp, so there was no need for long conversations. We all silently followed Keli through the trees toward the fence and the flickering fires.

At the treeline, we stopped. I stood next to Keli and nodded at the rest of my friends. With that, the assassin and I continued toward the bandits. I’d only seen the movement of a couple of people and as I got closer, that didn’t change. The fires threw off quite a bit of light, illuminating most of the camp, but no one was in sight.

Huh. They must be inside those ramshackle structures. It’s not even cold out here. Weird.

I wanted to go in with my catgirl, though I wasn’t the best at stealth. No sooner had we crossed the perimeter through a gap in the fence than Keli disappeared. She reappeared a few seconds later, emerging from the shadows to slit a bandit’s throat. I hadn’t even seen him until she ended his life. She pulled the body into the shadowed area next to one of the leaning structures, then came back to me.

We skirted the circle of firelight, keeping close to buildings and tents, heading toward the cages on the other side of the camp.

In our discussions, we’d talked about doing the least damage possible and focusing on only saving the prisoners. At first, more were for doing that than preferred killing all the ones who had captured Vissa and Sherin. It could have been that my view was skewed since I’d come to this world, but to me, it was clear. These men—and they were all men, not a woman in their ranks—killed and captured people as a matter of course. If we took their prisoners, it would be a blow, but it wouldn’t stop them from trying to take the next group of people who came by.

No, they needed to be eliminated. These were hardened criminals that had been doing despicable things for so long, they had to come to Sauvaxera to escape being hunted down. As far as I was concerned, none of them would survive the night.

As we passed some of the buildings and tents, Keli faded in and out of sight, slipping into the spaces to check for people. None of them were occupied. I started to wonder what was going on. Did we happen upon a big poker night or something? Where the hell is everyone?

The cages were basic, saplings or branches tied to each other to make the structure and the “bars.” At maybe ten feet in diameter, the cylindrical structures could hold a dozen or so people without them being packed tight. The firelight was bright enough that we could see the prisoners within. In one of the cages, the captives mostly leaned back against the sides, unable to lie down to sleep because there wasn’t room. There were three such pens, two with fewer people than the other.

Again, no guards were visible near the cells. I worried this was another trap, but Keli didn’t seem fazed by it. She stood as still as a statue for a few minutes, staring at the prisoners like she was trying to memorize every one of them. Finally, she gestured and I followed her, far enough around the cages that they wouldn’t see us.

The catgirl passed by the largest building without a glance. Then we repeated what we’d done with the others we passed by, checking inside for bandits. We came up empty again. Keli scratched her chin, sweeping her gaze over the camp, but then she locked onto the big building. Mind made up, she strode toward it, still keeping to the shadows, but not bothering to blend is as much as earlier.

What was undoubtedly the leader’s house, probably doubling as the bandits’ meeting place, if they were organized like that. It was a lopsided wooden structure built mainly of logs. It had a single door, which appeared to be made of wood taken from a wagon or cart, with a glassless window on each of the two sides flanking the door. Ratty cloth hung down in the windows, allowing us to see only the faint lamplight that leaked out.

Keli peeked in one window, then went around to the other and did the same. She was shaking her head when she returned to where I waited near the door. We were going to have to barge in and hope there weren’t all twenty or however many bandits remained. It was so silent, I could hear the fire crackling from twenty feet away.

I met eyes with the assassin and clenched my fists. She stepped back to allow me room to kick the door in and I prepared myself to do just that. Then the door swung open and a human man walked out. It took a moment until he raised his eyes to see me, time I took to slam a front kick into his chest with enough force that he left his feet, landing on his back inside the building and sliding.

Keliana darted in and I surged forward on her heels. My eyes flicked in every direction, taking in information on what we’d face before I chose which weapon—if any—I would use.

We found the man I’d kicked and one other bandit, just now rising from the chair he’d been sitting in.

As she charged forward, Keli threw the knife I’d given her at the man getting to his feet. It was almost a lazy lob, though it closed the distance quickly and plunged into the man’s chest. The blade appeared in her hand again just as she reached the man I’d kicked. She dropped to a knee and slid, ending the movement with slashing his throat out without even looking.

The one on the ground was done, but the bandit that had been in the chair lingered. He’d die soon, but for the moment he hung on. Until Keli walked up to him and cut his throat with the same throwing knife. Taking more care this time to clean the weapon completely, she slipped it into its sheath without a sound.

“That’s it?” I asked. “The whole damn camp and there were only two bandits? What the hell is going on?”

Keli shrugged. “Maybe the bandit we captured lied to us.”

“No, he couldn’t have. Sariel said he was telling the truth.”

“Are you disappointed we didn’t find more opposition?”

“It’s not that.” I still felt like it might be a trap. “I don’t know. Vissa, Sherin, and the bandit said there were a lot more of them. Where did they go?”

“Who knows? Do you want to explore the area better by the cages, or should we get the others? The captives will see us if we search more.”

I glared at the two dead men in front of me like it was their fault. “Let’s get the others. Actually, do you want to check out the space by the cages while I’ll go get everyone? With your magic, you could step right up to the bars and they still wouldn’t see you.”

She smirked. “Sounds good to me.”

I brought back not only the rest of our party, but also the two former captives and the bandit, explaining what we’d found on the way. Lighting a few torches once they were all present, we brought the bunny girl and squirrel girl with us to open the cages after tying up our bandit prisoner in the large building. Holding one of the torches, I let the two women go first.

The reaction was immediate. The women in the cage started weeping.

“Thank the gods you’re still alive,” one older beastkin woman said. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again, Sherin. Did they harm you?”

“No, mother. I’m fine. These people helped us, though the men wanted me to lead them into a trap.”

Keli worked on the lock hanging from the chain that held the cage closed while I moved closer with my torch to give her enough light to see. Several women gasped. Oh, here we go.

“Kael,” one whispered to the woman next to her.

“It’s Kael Serus. He’s returned.”

“Do you see? Just like the statues.”

I stood silently, until Sherin’s mother addressed me directly.

“Are you Kael Serus?” she asked, wonder in her voice.

Tyra barked a laugh. “He’s not, though he probably could have fooled the Blur’s own mother. He can fight like him, too. Those bandits are no match for him.”

I was glad the only light source near me was a torch, because my cheeks were getting warm. I hadn’t done so much as slap any of those bandits. It had been Keli, Tip, and Sariel that had done all the work. I decided to keep my mouth shut, though. They’d move onto something else soon enough.

“Pardon me,” Brin said. “Do you know why there were only two of the bandits in the camp?”

“They left,” a human woman said. “They took that girl from Prickleweed and went to ransom her to her father.”

“Which girl?” Vissa asked.

“The local. Addy. Turns out that her father is the leader of Prickleweed. The men argued about it, what with almost half of them out to capture you lot. That leader of theirs, though, he put a stop to it and took all but a few of them to go to Prickleweed. We didn’t hear exactly what they were doing, but anything that gets them out of the camp is fine by me.”

Keli finished with the lock and it snapped open. She pulled the chain through and opened the door, then went to the next cage to open it as well. Sherin’s mother embraced her daughter and two other women did the same with Vissa.

“Do any of you know where Prickleweed is?” I asked loudly so they could hear me over their conversations. The only response I got was heads shaking. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing we kept that other bandit alive, huh? Sariel, will you come with me? We need to find out if he knows where his friends have gone. We have some unfinished business.”


Chapter
Eighteen



“Ido know where it is,” our captive told us. “Half a day’s walk to the southwest. I can take you there if you let me go.”

I stared at him. He couldn’t maintain eye contact for more than a few seconds, dropping his head to study the floor of the building where we’d so recently killed two more of his friends. “We’re not making any bargains. I already told you I wouldn’t kill you if you cooperated. Don’t make me change my mind.”

I caught Sariel winking at me from behind the man. She knew I wasn’t going to kill him, though whether because of her magic or because she knew me so well was anyone’s guess.

“We’ll be back,” I told him. Sariel and I motioned the others to join us away from the former prisoners, who had brought out pots and pans, along with some foodstuffs, so they could make dinner. Based on how Vissa and Sherin devoured their food when we made dinner for them, the captives probably hadn’t eaten much.

I shared what I’d found out about Prickleweed and asked a simple question. “What do you all think? Should we sleep here tonight or should we try to catch up to the bandits? They only left a few hours ago, according to the prisoners. It doesn’t sound like they’re going to attack the settlement, so they’ll most likely wait until daylight to do whatever they’re going to do with the ransom situation.”

“Let’s go after them,” Tip said.

Sariel swiveled her head toward the group of people making dinner. “What of the prisoners?”

“The only brigands left are the ones we’re chasing. They should be fine here until we get back.”

Tip’s idea sounded good to me. “We can check with them. If any want to leave—something I wouldn’t suggest because it’s dark—they can. Otherwise, they can use the buildings and the tents and get relatively comfortable. I can’t imagine they slept much being so cramped in those cages.”

“I agree with Tip,” Keli said. “Let’s go take care of the rest of them. They still have a captive, that girl everyone was talking about earlier.”

That was the tipping point. Within minutes, we’d all agreed to chase the bandits. I explained everything to Vissa and Sherin, who would disseminate the information to the rest of the group. Half an hour later, we were riding toward Prickleweed, following the instructions of the bandit, who doubled up with me on my horse.

The survivalist town was worlds better than the bandit camp, with a serviceable palisade—with no huge gaps in it—and a legitimate front gate made of two doors built of smaller logs than the walls lashed together tightly. Some light oozed over the walls from inside. We looked on from a distance.

“Do you think they’re in there?” I asked. We’d been watching for signs of the bandits over the last few miles, but with the closest thing to a forest we’d seen in Sauvaxera so far, they could have been a few hundred yards from where we passed and we never would have known it.

“There’s no telling,” Tyra said. “It looks awfully calm for bandits to have just delivered a ransom note.”

“I agree” Keliana swung her head from the town back toward where we’d come from. “I’m thinking of either going inside or searching for the bandits.”

“It’s probably best not to go sneaking into the place,” I told her. “Not that you’d get caught, but that’s no way to start a relationship. I was hoping we could ask some questions of them. Do you want someone to go with you to look for the brigands?”

She leaned in and kissed me. “No. I’ll work faster alone. After seeing what we passed through, I have some ideas where they might stop to rest.” She tapped a finger on her lips. “Do you want me to kill them all and bring the girl back?”

I couldn’t help but to chuckle at that. “No. Just find them. We have all night to decide what to do with them. Meanwhile, some of us can catch a few hours of sleep. Be careful, Keli. You’re skilled, but sometimes bad luck can come up and grab you.”

“I will. See you in a little while.”
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Keliana blended into the night. At times, she wondered if she would miss being an assassin. Not for the killing, of course, though she didn’t mind that. So many other assassins she knew were drawn to the job, to the act of ending peoples’ lives. She wasn’t. Neither was she squeamish about it, however. Though sometimes she had thought she was too cavalier with others’ lives, she usually came to the conclusion she wasn’t.

Some people needed killing. Plain and simple.

But the killing wasn’t the thing. Most would disagree, because from the outside, it did look like it was the sole defining part of the job. To her, though, it was everything leading up to that final, deadly point. The preparation, the training, the risk of being found when you infiltrated a location. All those tests of skill were what Keliana lived for. She’d be just as happy doing the same thing, but with the result being that she tapped the “victim” on the shoulder. No death required. Though she did love the combat aspect of it as well.

Maybe she should become a bandit. Huh, there’s a thought. She’d still sneak around, maybe beat a few people up, and then she’d get her reward immediately, with no need to go to someone else to get gold for her work.

Ugh. This has nothing to do with what I’m about. Then again, I’m going to find bandits, so it’s tangentially related. That brought an ironic smile to her face.

She covered the ground at a rapid clip, dashing between trees and over obstacles, and doing so with hardly a whisper of sound. The assassin knew where she would make camp if she were preparing for a visit to Prickleweed the next day. Not too far from the town, but not close enough that the residents would likely see them.

It took her a little over an hour to find where the bandits had set up camp, helped along by the fire merrily burning in the center. They’d picked the spot she would have, a hill on one side, a sizeable clear area, and forest around them. If it weren’t for the smell of smoke, it may have taken her longer to find it.

She slinked closer. One of the men stood watch, but it was obvious from the bored look on his face that he didn’t think it was necessary. Even had he been looking for her, the way he was positioned, near enough to the fire so it ruined his night vision, would have let her stand almost in front of him without him noticing. Even without using her magic.

“Is he asleep?” a different man whispered to another. The two stood half a dozen paces from the only tent in the camp. Bedrolls dotted the clearing, especially near the fire, more than half with men lying unmoving in them.

“He is,” the tall, gangly bandit said. “You ready?”

The first man rubbed his hands in front of his protruding belly. “You bet. Come on.”

The two walked to where a young woman was tied to a tree. Untying the rope around the trunk, Belly grabbed her by the arm and dragged her toward the edge of the camp, while Lanky watched.

He held a knife up with his other hand. “You make one sound and I’ll slit your pretty throat. Don’t test me on it. Cooperate quietly and there won’t be no trouble.”

The girl, her matted blonde hair hanging down over her face, nodded. Keli could see the firelight flicker in her eyes, which were wide with fear.

Lanky darted looks at the slumbering bandits. Only a couple of them, besides the one on watch, were still awake. The two were in the middle of a conversation, though, and didn’t notice the pair dragging the woman away. The sentry was too busy picking his nose and inspecting his finds to see.

Keli skirted the camp, heading for the side the men had gone. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what was going on. That didn’t mean she would allow it to happen. With a silent apology to Gar for getting involved, she stalked the men who were making her job much easier than it would have otherwise been.

“Hold her there, Jerald,” Belly said. “I’ll take my turn first, since it was my plan. Then I’ll hold her for you. She’ll be good and lathered up by the time you have a go.”

Lanky—or Jerald, apparently—chuckled wickedly.

Really? How stereotypical. At least throw some variety here.

Jerald took his position while Belly moved closer to the girl. He lifted her dress and licked his lips. “I’d kiss you, but you’d probably try to bite me or something, so I’ll have to use my mouth enough for both of us.” With that, he pulled down the top of her dress to expose her breasts as she whimpered.

The girl’s arms were suddenly free of both Jerald’s grasp and of the ropes that had held them together. They pushed at Belly as he leaned his face in toward her chest.

“What? How the fuck…?” He glanced toward Jerald, behind the girl. But he wasn’t there. As his eyes dropped to the ground to see the still form of his friend, he opened his mouth to shout an alarm. Keli’s leather glove clamped down on his mouth, and her knife plunged into his kidneys first, then into the center of his lower back. His legs gave out and she followed him down. Jerking his chin up, she sawed the knife across his throat. The hissing, bubbling sound lasted for nearly a minute before he stopped moving.

The girl, frozen in place, didn’t make a sound. Good girl.

“Addy, I assume,” Keli said softly. The young woman nodded. “Are you all right? Did they hurt you?”

“N-n-not just now, no.”

“Good. I’m Keliana. Come on, we need to get you out of here so I don’t have to kill them all. I kind of promised I wouldn’t.”

Addy nodded, her face blank and staring at nothing.


Chapter
Nineteen



Tip and Cea took the first watch, so I caught a couple hours of sleep before getting up on my own and relieving them of their duty. This close to town, we decided not to have a fire. No telling if some of the citizens patrolled outside their palisade. I doubted it, but better safe than sorry. I didn’t want to make the townspeople nervous.

In the third hour from when Keliana had left, I heard soft noises from the north. I stood, ready to meet whatever was coming. It wasn’t Keli, that was sure. She never made that much noise in her life. As I still listened and watched, I caught a flicker of shadow from my peripheral vision. I swung my fist out, only to find it being slapped away. Before it went two inches outside of its original trajectory, I circled it back around to strike again, my eyes desperately trying to focus on the darkness.

“Stop,” Keli hiss-whispered, as we traded three more attempted blows. I got the image in my mind of two children standing face-to-face and slapping at each other. Or playing patty cake.

It finally registered and I dropped my hands. Only to have her slap me softly on the cheek.

“Gotcha.”

I was about to launch into a rant, but the rustling noise was still present, and coming closer.

“What is⁠—”

Keli kissed my cheek, just where she’d patted me. “This is Gar, Addy. He’s a friend.”

A wide-eyed young blonde woman stomped out of the foliage, blinking at me as she emerged into the little clearing. She leaned in, looking carefully at me in the moonlight.

“You’re—”

“Gar,” I said. I put my hand out to shake hers. She clasped mine woodenly.

“No, but…”

“I’m not him, just Gar. I just look a little like him. Especially when it’s dark. Are you the one who lives here, in Prickleweed?”

“Yes.”

“It’s nice to meet you, though the circumstances could be better. Are you hurt? Come, sit down. I’ll get you some food and water.”

She sat down on a blanket I’d spread out on the ground. “Thank you. I’m not hurt. A few bruises and some scratches, that’s all.”

I dug through one of the saddlebags for some food while Keli picked up a waterskin. Our eyes met, and I rolled mine.

I whispered to keep Addy from hearing me. “You weren’t supposed to engage. Are they all dead?”

“No. I’ll explain in a minute. Let’s get her settled.”

“Fine. Here, take this to her. I’m going to wake Brin. I can see the marks on Addy’s wrists. Rope?”

“They had her tied up.”

“Fuckers.”

Once my moonwisp was up and soothing Addy, Keli told me what had happened.

“Wait,” I said. “So the bandit leader was keeping them from, you know, taking advantage of Addy? They waited until he took a nap to assault her, thinking no one would find out?”

Keli shrugged. “They weren’t the smartest people I’d ever seen.”

“Weren’t?”

“Yeah, I killed them both. I wasn’t going to put up with that shit. They’d taken her outside of camp, so there wasn’t much risk. There were only two of them and they were busy.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “They didn’t…?”

“Not tonight. I took care of them before they could. I don’t know if anything happened in the camp. From what our friend the captive bandit said, the leader allowed them to use the women eventually, though I don’t know if they did with any of the most recent ones.”

“Okay. Thanks, Keli. I would have done the same thing. I probably would have attacked the entire camp if it meant stopping that shit.”

“I know you would have. That’s why I’m smarter than you.” She turned and walked back toward Addy, flashing me a sexy smirk over her shoulder.

After feeding Addy, we set up a bedroll and let her sleep until morning. I was afraid she wouldn’t be able to get much rest, but she was asleep as soon as she was horizontal, all healed and fed.

When she woke up, most of the rest of us were already starting our day, packing everything in our saddlebags except for breakfast. Addy walked tentatively toward where Keli and Brin were conversing. Of course she’d go toward them, the only things that could comfort her. Keli the savior and Brin the healer.

When I joined the three women, Addy gave me a long look. Then she started chuckling.

“What’s funny?” I asked.

“You said that you look a little like Kael in the dark. It’s light out now and you look exactly like all the statues I’ve seen of him.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Luckily, Keli did it for me.

“He’s a little bit self-conscious about looking like the ancient hero, especially since he’s more handsome. Don’t mention it, and everything’ll be fine.”

I wasn’t going to question Addy about what she’d been through. The important part was that she was free now and she was indeed from Prickleweed. Despite my decision, though, she offered details.

“They caught me outside the town,” she said. “I was collecting herb and edible plants. I thought I’d be safe this close. They took me to their camp. I wasn’t treated as badly as some, since they had always planned on using me against my father, who is the leader of Prickleweed. They even took two of the women out to act as bait for a trap a few days ago. I don’t know what happened to them.”

“Vissa and Sherin, you mean?” I asked.

“Yes. How did you know?”

I chuckled. “They were the bait for us. We helped them. The bandits who were going to ambush us are dead, as are all the rest who were in the camp. Sherin and Vissa are there now, with all the other captives, who we released. They’re waiting for us to get back.” A thought struck my head like a lightning bold. “Oh, shit.”

“What is it?” Sariel leaned in, eyes narrowing at me.

“The bandits that had Addy. Now that she’s gone, they won’t go to the town. They’ll head back to the camp. Where all the former prisoners are. We need to get back there. Keli, do they have horses?”

“No.”

“That’s good at least. Addy, is there anything we need to know about bringing you back to Prickleweed? I don’t want any surprises.”

“No. We’re simple people. My father is the leader and he’ll give you anything we have for you rescuing me.”

“No, he doesn’t need to do that. If you don’t mind, I’d like to escort you back. Then we can go and catch the bandits before they can get to the camp. Are you ready to go home?”

“I am.” She darted a nervous glance at our captive bandit, who was tied to a tree much like she had been the night before. She said nothing about him—or to him—but it was easy to see how nervous she was about his presence.

“Don’t worry about him,” I told her. “Come on, let’s get you back to your father.”

Because of the time crunch, we had Addy double up on Keli’s horse while I continued to ferry around the bandit. We got to the front gate in no time and dismounted as a few men standing on a platform behind the wall called out to us.

“Who are you, and what do you want?”

“We don’t want anything,” I said. I didn’t feel like explaining the same thing several times, so I gestured for Addy to take over.

“Willem, it’s me. Addy. These folks rescued me from the bandits that captured me. Let me in.”

Willem was wary of opening the gate, which I didn’t disagree with at all. I called up to him. “We’ll back off so you can let Addy in. If I could, I’d like to talk to your leader for a few minutes. Whatever you want me to do to prove we mean you no harm we’ll do, but we are kind of in a hurry. There are other women to rescue.”

We moved fifty yards away from the palisade as Addy waited at the gate. When it opened, a man rushed out and swept her into his arms. I couldn’t hear what they said to each other, but I didn’t really need to. The man’s daughter, whom he thought was dead, was back. That was good enough for me.

Instead of being called to talk with the man alone where the archers could cover me, he walked out to meet us. He told Addy to stay at the gate, but she stubbornly accompanied him. I swore I caught his eyes rolling even at a distance. The man was obviously related to Addy, his hair a bit darker blond, but built the same as her slim frame. While she was slender, he was wiry. Though I pegged him at mid- to late-forties, his skin was more weathered than it looked from a distance, groups of wrinkles concentrated around his eyes and mouth. He wasn’t smiling at the moment, but I think he did so often to form those.

“Greetings, heroes,” he said, before stopping in his tracks and staring at me. The damn statues again. He blinked, then regained his composure and continued. “I’m Callun Willan, leader of Prickleweed. Thank you so much for bringing Addesin back to me. We thought they’d killed her…or worse.”

I shook the man’s hand. “It’s good to meet you, Callun. My name’s Gar. I’d do full introductions, but to be honest, we don’t have time. I freed the other prisoners, but now the chief brigand and about half his men are on their way back to the camp, where the women wait for us. Addy can tell you the rest of it. We only wanted to see her home safe before leaving. Oh, and I have a present for you.”

I pulled the bandit to me, then pushed him toward Callun.

“What? What is this?”

“This is one of the bandits. I told him I’d let him live, but I thought you might want to talk to him. Before the day’s out, he’ll be the only one left alive. Do with him what you want. Addy can tell you how he acted with the captives.”

I noticed the nervous look the bandit gave me and the drops of sweat rapidly forming on his forehead. That didn’t bode well for his chances. I was done with him, though. He was now a prisoner of Prickleweed. They could do what they wanted to him.

“If it’s okay, we’ll come back after we take care of the rest of the bandits and can escort the other captives here.”

“Yes. That would be fine. We’ll help them however we can, and then you and I can talk some more.”

“Great.” I shook the man’s hand again, winked at Addy, and got back on my horse. “I look forward to it.” We wheeled our horses around and made for the bandit camp. Again.


Chapter
Twenty



“What do you think?” I asked Brin as we picked our way through the forested terrain. “Should we hunt them down or get to the camp as fast as we can and either leave with the captives or make a stand there?”

“If we attack on the way, we will be at a disadvantage. They are more numerous than we are and we will not have surprise on our side, not with the horses. However, if we go to the camp, we will likely not be able to get everyone clear before the brigands arrive. Though our position would be somewhat more defensible, the others may be at risk unless we put them inside the main building.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too. But you didn’t say which plan you prefer.”

“If we can find them,” Keli interrupted, “we can set up an ambush for them ahead in their path. They like that tactic so much, it’d be nice to see them fall to it.”

I fiddled with the reins, considering. “That’s not a bad idea, but it hinges on us finding them without letting them know we’re near.”

The catgirl scoffed. “Psht. It’s not going to be a problem. We’re following their trail now. When we get into the more open terrain, they’ll head straight for the camp. In fact, there was that place, where the little copse of trees is, near those two hills that look like mirror images of each other?”

“Yeah, I remember that vaguely, though I’m not sure what it looks like in the daylight.”

“My night vision is good. Magic, remember? I know exactly what it looks like in the light.”

“Do you think they’ll go through there?”

“They have to. With the ravine on one side and those scattered little hills on the other, they wouldn’t waste time trying to use those paths. It’s only a few miles from the camp, so they probably won’t even be paying attention, anxious to get home.”

Brin nodded along. The others in our party didn’t voice any objections.

“I guess we have our plan, then. Can we go around this little forest, where the horses can move faster and we can get ahead of them without them seeing us?”

“I believe we can,” Keli said with a smile. “You know, when we go back and talk to Callun, we should see if he has a map, or at least if he can describe the area surrounding their town enough so we can draw our own.”

“Another great idea. Maybe we should draw one of this area, too, though I doubt we’ll ever come back this way.”

“After we’ve found the sirens, we’ll come back through here,” Tyra pointed out.

“True. Okay, Keli, lead us to where we can pick up some speed. We have an ambush to set.”

More quickly than seemed possible, we came upon the place Keli described. I didn’t have her magical dark vision, so I hadn’t seen many of the details in the dark. Now, in the light, it did look like the perfect place.

I studied how the hills and the trees cooperated to make a funnel. “It’s too damn bad we don’t have more ranged weapons. With half a dozen bows, we could probably take them out long before they even got to us. Instead, we’ll have to pick a few off and channel the rest where we can fight them face-to-face.”

Keli shrugged. “I can take a few out, too, before they get to anyone else. I think it’s better for me to slink around and kill them up close rather than to have to load my crossbow over and over. My knives will be quicker. How many are there again? I mainly focused on the ones trying to assault the girl.”

“Almost twenty,” Lirien said. “According to our pet bandit. Vissa agreed with the number.”

“Doable,” Keli said.

“Okay, let’s go look at our battlefield.” I led the others into the trees. “I doubt it’ll be long until they get here. Let’s plan and have someone take a position where they can see as the bandits get close.”

Keliana performed the bird whistle she’d learned from Tawny in Teaphotria. “Recognize it? I’ll go watch for them. When you hear that bird call, they’re here. I doubt those birds live here, so we don’t have to worry about a false alarm.”

Less than twenty minutes later, we heard the whistle again. Damn, we really cut that one close.

“Everyone ready? Tip, take out as many as you can when they get in the narrow part.”

The satyr nodded and took out four arrows. “Yes! Finally, I can be Rambo.”

“Rambo? That’s what you go with? Not Robin Hood, not Green Arrow or Hawkeye?”

“What’s Robin Hood got? ‘Welcome to Sherwood.’ Rambo’s got the good lines. ‘Yo, Adrian.’”

“That’s not even the same movie.”

“Meh. Same dude.”

“Just get ready, Tipbo.”

He flashed his teeth at me and nocked his first arrow.

The rest of us went down to hide in the trees as the sun was coming up, deciding that if Lirien used their crossbows, it would be better for her to take her shots, then join in melee combat rather than to take the time to reload. We watched the bandits as they filtered into the space between the hills.

“…and it’s a damn good thing they’re dead, because I would have killed them for fucking up our whole plan,” a large man said to two others walking near the front of the group. “All because they couldn’t keep it in their pants.”

“But Fordan, both of them had it still in their pants.”

“Only because whoever killed them and took our prize didn’t wait another minute. You know as well as I do what they were up to. I knew I shouldn’t have gone to sleep. At least not without having someone watch them. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Let’s get back to the camp and see what Alain and the others brought us. I hope he didn’t kill all the ones he set the trap for.”

They’d gotten far enough. I nodded to Tip, who was watching me for the sign. He smoothly launched the first arrow, and the second, third, and fourth that he’d stuck in the ground in front of him. Once those were loosed, he started pulling arrows directly from his quiver, but only got three more out before shafts started flying back at him.

As soon as the arrows started hitting the bandits, they scattered as much as they could. Which wasn’t much since they were in between the hills and Tip was a little behind them. Those who didn’t unlimber their bows and start shooting back at Tip ran toward the trees. Where we were waiting.

At least four of the bandits were taken out immediately, arrows in their heads or necks. Two or three more were injured. Not bad for a start. While those who ran for it came closer, I prepared for them. It must have been my lucky day, because the leader ran right at me.

We let our enemies enter the trees. As soon as there was some cover between us and their archers—still trading arrows with Tip—we attacked. One of the faster bandits ran ahead of the leader, neither of the two drawing their weapons. Fucking morons. I darted in from the side and punched my siangham into the first man’s head, the sharp point going straight through. He dropped immediately, his body skidding on the pine needles covering the ground.

The leader had better reflexes. He juked to the right as he drew his shortsword, even attempting a quickdraw slash at me as he passed. I parried the blade and chased him down. For a bigger guy, he moved well, but dodging trees while being chased by another person and holding a weapon wasn’t easy.

He swung his sword awkwardly behind him, but I was in no real danger of being cut. I closed the distance and, as he changed direction to go around a tree, I kicked his leg to the side. It threw his whole body off and he stumbled, then slammed into the trunk. He bounced off it, but his blade had been trapped between his body and the tree. He fell to the ground, his leg and hip bleeding from his own weapon.

I pounced on him before he could get up, drawing my knife and slashing his throat as I punched my siangham into his ear. The feeling of cartilage crunching as I forced it into his head made me wince, but I didn’t stop until the weapon was deep enough that the point became visible as it pushed out the other side. I yanked it out and put the man out of my mind. He was dead, from one wound or another, and there were still more around.

An arrow passed a couple of feet from me, skipping off a branch and sticking into another. The archers had realized we were killing off their friends and were firing blindly into the trees. Their stupidity surprised me, something I thought I was beyond. Some of their fellow bandits were in with us.

Another set of yells told me Keli had shown herself. Glancing through the trees, I could see the catgirl, whirling and cutting into the bandits with bows, who were currently facing away from her, toward where I was.

With the pressure off him, Tip went back to picking off individuals. There were only six archers—oops, now five, as Keli killed another—and not even that many bandits amongst the trees.

I spotted three men near me, but each time I went to take a step, someone else was there first. Brin knocked one aside as he ran, her Push spell slamming him against the tree, stunning him long enough for her to run her sword through the man. Tyra battered another as he tried to get the knife and shortsword on his waist into his hands. Dayra slammed her staff into another’s legs as he ran, making him faceplant into a prickly bush. He tried to get to his feet, but Lirien slashed savagely at him and he was soon dying on the ground.

As the three archers—Keli had taken two more while I was trying to find someone to kill—turned their bows toward the catgirl, one took an arrow in the face while the other two suddenly found themselves bleeding or missing part of a limb. Sariel, lacking someone to attack, had run toward the bandits and cut them down with ruthless efficiency. Tip finished the last one.

Just like that, it was over.

I called out. “Any get away?”

“Nope,” Lirien said. “I was watching. We got them all. Nineteen. I think Tip took down almost half.”

“Yo, Adrian. We did it!”

“Shut it, you crazy fucker.”

Tip cackled as he came down the hill to recover his arrows and to give Cea a hug. The gremlin girl’s knuckle blades were red with blood. She was so small, I hadn’t even seen her during the fight.

“Well,” I said. “That was anticlimactic. Anyone injured?”

A few minor cuts were all my friends suffered. We checked the bodies and found a few more coins, but left them and the rest of what they had where they dropped. We retrieved the horses where we’d tied them a short distance away and made it back to the camp fifteen minutes later.

Vissa and Sherin were waiting as we bypassed the gate and went into the camp through one of the larger gaps in the wall. A few of the women, and the two young men the bandits had left alive, stood guard, all holding weapons.

I addressed everyone in the camp. “We rescued Addy and brought her back to her home. Prickleweed is the closest town we know of, a good place for you to rest safely after this ordeal before you decide what to do. Let’s get these wagons and carts that are left and go. I’d like to at least get most of the way there before it gets dark.” We would be traveling significantly more slowly than we had riding the horses hard.

Sherin stepped up to me. “We’re already prepared to go. We got the wagons set up, put all the supplies we could find on them, and have already eaten and rested. If it’s okay with you, we’d like to get out of this place.”

“I understand. Good job organizing all that. I’m not sure how they are in Prickleweed, but the leader, Addy’s father, seems to be a good man. In Sauvaxera, it’s probably good to join forces in case some other dangers arises.”

“Gar?” Vissa said. “Do we have to worry about bandits attacking us on the way?”

“No. We killed the rest of them. All but that one guy we captured. I handed him over to Prickleweed. I imagine they’ve probably hanged him by now. I don’t know if there are monsters around here, but you won’t ever have to worry about the men who captured you again.”

A collective sigh sounded, and I even spotted a couple of smiles in the crowd.

We took a different route this time, going around the forested area since we were pulling the wagons and carts. We didn’t make it to Prickleweed before dark, so we camped several miles from the town so we could approach it when it was light outside.

The next morning, we stood in front of the palisade again. This time, however, the gate opened immediately. They’d been watching for us. I stood by as everyone else filed into the town. I hoped the next step in whatever journeys they had would be safer.


Chapter
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Callun Willan, unfortunately, did not have a map of Sauvaxera, or even of the immediate surroundings around Prickleweed.

“I can describe it to you, but it’ll only be good for a day or two of travel, at most. None of us has gone too far to the east. We came through Teaphotria and when we got here, we stopped.” His mouth twisted a little. “Actually, that’s not exactly true. We did try to go farther, but the desert stopped us.”

“Desert?” I asked.

“Yes. Almost a full day’s travel from here toward the east, you’ll run into a desert. I’m not sure how far it goes, but it seems like it spreads out forever to the north and south. There are monsters there. We lost more than a dozen people when we first tried to go through the desert. After that, we decided here was good enough.

“It’s not bad here. We’re isolated, but there are enough resources to survive. We don’t see many folks, didn’t even know about those bandits who took Addy. They can’t have been there too long.”

“They’re gone now. We didn’t destroy their camp. If you want to see it, head due north. I’m sure Addy could tell you where it is. There may be materials that could be useful. Are there any other, uh, survivalist communities around here?”

“Not that we know of. There’s one nearer the mountains, far north of us, but that’s it. I can tell you what I’ve heard from the few people we talked to who had traveled past the desert. All three, individual survivors of different parties or expeditions, told me the same thing. They thought that once they got through the desert, they’d passed the most dangerous part. They realized that wasn’t true. On the other side are some kind of evil spirits.

“They can drive a person insane, even shutting their brain down so their victims drop dead on the spot. They can do things to weaken a person, too, like they’re sucking the energy from them. I’ve never had the desire to personally confirm or deny if that’s true.

“I do know that the mountains to the south and east follow the coast all the way up to the tip of Sauvaxera. It’s possible to get over them to reach the ocean, but not practical. There are monsters there, too, and the weather is unpredictable. If you really mean to go all the way to the water, you’ll have to find the one gap in the mountains. From what I understand, if you go directly east from here to the mountains, as a bird flies, the opening should be to the south of where you hit the mountains.”

“Sounds like fun,” I told the town leader. “Would you happen to have any supplies to sell? It’s probably best to load up now if we can. I doubt we’ll find much to eat or drink in the desert.”

Callun laughed. It was nice to hear. Now that his daughter was back and he’d had a chance to talk to her, his demeanor was a lot more casual than when they’d first met. “We do, actually. We’ve got a small farm and raise some livestock, self-sufficient. It’s why we’re out here to begin with. Survive when the rest of the world ends in a big war or some magical cataclysm. We’ll give you good prices. It’s the least we can do for bringing back my Addy. I wish I could give it to you, but…” He shrugged.

“I get it. No problem. Let me figure out what we need and we’ll talk about it. Though I’d like to stay around and chat, we should probably get that taken care of and head out. We’re already several days behind schedule because of those bandits.”

After filling our saddlebags with durable foodstuffs and plenty of water—and handing over much less gold than we thought it would cost—we left the forest to a clearer terrain. It was much like what we’d been traveling since we got into Sauvaxera: sparse trees, scrub brush, and a lot of dirt.

Evening approached as the gradual change to a desert like climate stopped being gradual. Suddenly, a vast expanse of barren landscape was before us for as far as we could see. It stretched off to the left and right as well.

“Looks like we’re here,” I said. “Let’s set up camp and start crossing this thing at sunrise.”

“Is that how we’re going to do it?” Tyra asked. “Shouldn’t we travel at night, when it’s cooler? We don’t know how far we have to go to get to the other side and we may run out of water.”

“I think it’s more important to be able to see, at least to start. We’ve got enough water for a week, so we should be fine. I didn’t ask Callun, but does anyone know the name of this desert?”

“Knath,” Dayra said, pronouncing it like kanath. “Spelled K-n-a-t-h. Derived from the kingdom that included much of the area in western Sauvaxera, Arkanath. In fact, most of the area we have traveled through until now in Sauvaxera is the Knath region. The center of it, where we are now, where this desert is, was called the Knath Forest. It was the jewel of the kingdom, providing lumber and other resources that made Arkanath a wealthy and powerful nation in the Osgoth Empire.”

“This was a forest?”

“Yes, when Kael walked the land, two millennia ago. Time changes things.”

“I’d say.” I scanned the desolate landscape. “Any more current information than two-thousand-year-old names?”

The scholar smirked at me. “Not about this region specifically.”

“Okay. Thanks for that, anyway. Knath. It’s nice to put a name to something that’s trying to kill you.”

“Have we been attacked by the land?”

“Nah, not yet. I expect this desert is going to have some dangerous aspects to it, though. We’ll see.”

We started across the desert the next morning. I’d been afraid we would be treading through endless miles of sand dunes, but it wasn’t that kind of desert. There were parts that were sandier than others, but much of what we crossed the first day was harder dirt with some sand on top of it. The low bushes, many of them prickly or straight-out thorny, reminded me of desert plants in my world. There were even squat, spiky, plump succulent plants that I figured were this world’s cactus species.

Toward the end of the day, when we were on the lookout for a place to camp, we started to see holes in the ground.

I inspected one. It looked like a groundhog’s or squirrel’s tunnel. “I guess it’s good this isn’t one of those deserts made up completely of sand, otherwise whatever made those holes would have no way of creating dens. Anyone know what made these?”

“There are many species of ground dwelling rodents,” Brin said, “though I have also seen holes similar to this that are made by spiders.”

“Spiders?” Tip asked, then he chuckled and repeated the word in a different voice. Patrick Star’s voice, from the SpongeBob SquarePants cartoon, to be exact. “Spiders! Spiders! Get ‘em off me. Ahhhh. Spiders!”

I chuckled. That brought back some memories from my cartoon-watching days. The others ignored the satyr.

“Perhaps we will see the denizens later, when the sun goes down,” Brin continued. “I doubt they are too dangerous.”

I wondered how anything lived out here without water and with barely any vegetation. They probably ate the succulents and got their water from those plants.

With nothing to use as cover and no road, we simply stopped for the night where we were, pitched some tents, and called it a campsite. The sparse, short, twisted trees didn’t block any wind, and there certainly wasn’t anything to hide under in case it rained. If it ever did in this place.

As Brin said, after we made camp and settled down, a few furry heads popped out of some of the holes. Honestly, I was glad it wasn’t spiders. Sleeping in the midst of holes in the ground and thinking of the arachnids crawling all over me in my sleep would not have been conducive to resting soundly.

“Oh, look at them,” Cea said, sitting on her pack and watching the little animals scurry around. “They’re so cute.” They kind of looked like large hamsters, except their legs were a little longer and had bigger claws that seemed perfect for digging. Their fur was also different; not soft and fine but heavier and wiry. They almost looked like quills, like the kind on a hedgehog or porcupine.

Rex went over to investigate one, and they slowly came nose to beak, sniffing. Both animals lost interest at the same time, Rex retreating to sit near Cea and the other little creature continuing its exploration of its surroundings. The gremlin girl threw pieces of food out and laughed when the rodent snatched it up, sat on its haunches, and nibbled at the treat.

“Please don’t feed them,” I asked Cea. “They’ll get a taste for the food and they’ll tear into our packs as we sleep. There aren’t any trees we can hang our packs from.”

“Sorry.” Her mouth turned down, and I felt like a dick, but I knew how insistent wild animals could be about food.

Cea tossed rocks near the animals—a few more had come to see what the commotion was—but they got bored quickly when they couldn’t eat what she’d thrown to them.

The night was almost completely silent when everyone went to bed. I had the middle watch and sat back, watching the lights in the sky, even spotting some shooting stars. A few of the curious rodents came near, but I shooed them away from the packs and they moved on to do whatever it was they did.

The terrain was inhospitable, but the sense of peace I felt sitting there with nothing but my thoughts to keep me company was something I thought I could get used to. We’d been running around for so long, never really stopping, it was nice to just be. No one chasing us—that I knew of—and nothing to do but wait until the next morning so we could continue our journey.

I wondered what was ahead. Our goal, of course, was to get to the ocean, find the sirens and have them help us by opening the book Dayra carried. They’d do it with a song. How crazy is that? Would we be able to go straight through the bulk of Sauvaxera to get there, without having to deal with more bandits or monsters or anything else that would hold us up? I hoped so. It would be enough trouble finding the sirens.

I got to sleep after I kissed Lirien goodnight when she relieved me for watch duty, and we headed out the next morning as the sun was coming up.

“More holes,” Tip said. “How many of those dirt rats are there?”

I laughed. “Dirt rats?”

“Yeah, those crazy hamster-slash-gopher groundhog things. Do you think any of them are named Phil?”

“We’ll ask one if we see it pop out of its hole and get scared of its shadow.”

As he’d said, though, the number of holes was increasing. I still had no idea how the terrain sustained that many of the critters, but it didn’t matter. I was more concerned with getting out of their territory and back to something less exposed. Like a forest. I wished I knew what the rest of Sauvaxera looked like. Were there any forests left between us and the ocean?

Midday, we saw something different from we’d experienced since traveling the desert.

Tyra shaded her eyes with her hand. “Is that a cave?” She pointed to a dark area ahead of us.

“It appears to be so,” Brin said. “If we are entering territory that has caves, we might be able to use one to camp this evening. I see nothing on the horizon that tells me we will exit the desert today.”

We dismounted and went closer to the hole. It did look like a tunnel opening, but I got a creepy feeling about it. Like a cold trail of slime slithering up my pantleg. “I don’t think I’d want to stay in a cave like that. It looks too much like a⁠—”

A rumbling came from behind us, to my right. I spun, looking for what made the sound. In that direction, the ground vibrated like we were having an earthquake.

A section of the ground eight or ten feet in diameter buckled, then exploded outward, raining dirt all around us. A gnarled, pointed nose erupted out of the ground, followed by a massive claw.

“Oh, shit,” I cried. “Run! No, actually, ride!”

Following my own advice, I swung into the saddle and kicked my horse into motion. As it ran away with me on its back, I swiveled my head to make sure the others gained their saddles as well. They did, and they were fleeing the emerging monster. The thing snapped at Tip, who had taken an extra few seconds to mount because he had to pick up Rex. The satyr ducked and held on for life, squashing Rex onto the horse’s neck with his chest.

Then the beast showed its full form. It looked like the Mister Hyde to the Doctor Jekyll of the rodents we’d been seeing. Times about a hundred. Instead of the spiky follicles in the smaller animals, the big one chasing us had spikes, but it was the same color as the little ones, with its body shaped similarly.

My last look back at the monster and the hole it created told me that cave we’d been looking at was a burrow for our pursuer, or for another monster just like it. We needed to get the fuck out of Dodge.

When we urged our horses into a gallop, I thought what would be all there was to it, that we’d outrun the monster and it would give up and go back to its tunnels. Instead, as I glanced occasionally back over my shoulder, I found it gaining on us.

Oh, no, no, no. It was the old joke about not needing to outrun a bear, but only needing to outrun the others around you. It suddenly didn’t seem so funny.

I slowed my horse a little, letting Tip pass me. Cea was just ahead of him, with most of the group arrayed across the width of the area, riding side-by-side. My mind spun up, desperately trying to come up with a way I could slow down or kill the thing. It had to be at least thirty feet long and half that high as it bounded after us, sniffing as it went. I could shoot my rope dart at it, but I doubted it would do much damage unless I got it in the eye. Even then, I doubted I could kill it, even if I increased the size of Kael’s sword and chopped at it.

I would have to try, though. It moved too fast. It was going to catch us.

As I rode, I pulled the three-sectional staff from the case on my back, straightening it into a staff as I bounced in the saddle. I got the siangham stuck to the end after three tries, the weapon almost bouncing out of my hands to fall to the ground. I had my spear now. Maybe if I could get its eye, that would be a start.

Of course, to do that, I had to stop and get off my horse.

I pulled back on the reins to slow the horse down without flipping over the front of him.

“Gar, what the fuck are you doing?” Tip imitated my action, his horse sliding a bit.

“Keep going, Tip. Shoot at it from the saddle if you want, though I doubt arrows will do any damage to something that large. Get going. Make sure everyone stays together.”

He opened his mouth to argue, but he never spoke whatever words he’d planned. His eyes opened wider, and I twisted, trying to see what the monster was doing. I half expected it to have been in midair, mouth open to eat me. But that wasn’t it at all.
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Twenty-Two



The nightmare groundhog monster thing had stopped. Like, on a dime. A furrow where it had skidded rent the ground underneath it and it danced in place, teeth gnashing and a keening screech erupting from its mouth.

My first inclination was to keep riding until I didn’t see the monster anymore, but it was obvious something was keeping it from going forward. We had a lot of desert left to cross. Who was to say it wasn’t just the area right in front of it that held it back? If we kept going, would it figure out to circle around and pick up our trail again? I’d rather not have it catch up to us when we camped for the night. It had proven it was faster than us.

I slowed my horse to a walk and turned to go back. Not all the way to the monster—I wasn’t a complete idiot—but enough to investigate.

My companions eventually noticed I had stopped and, more importantly, the monster had as well. Tip was already near me, having seen the whole thing. By the time the others came back, Tip and I were talking about a rock I’d found. Or, to be more precise, a large chunk of stone peeking up through the dirt and sand.

“Cut?” I asked him

“Why, yes. Yes I am. Thank you for noticing.” He flexed and posed, his goofy grin wide on his face.

“Hardy-har-har.” I turned toward Brin as she arrived, then pointed to the piece of stone visible near me. “Does that look like cut stone to you?”

Lirien was off her horse and on her knees in front of the object before I could blink, her tail swishing behind her. “It is cut stone. Very old. Depending on how windy it gets here, I’d say early alari or even late osgoth. Cea?”

The gremlin leaped from her saddle and stuck an impressive landing. “Ooh. Arkanath?”

“That’s what I was thinking, too. By the time the alari rose to prominence, they’d mostly moved to Olliaran. I can’t remember any of their settlements here, though there could have been.”

Dayra joined the two and the three women chattered about a bunch of names that meant nothing to me. They didn’t so much as glance at the monster still relatively close to us. It had calmed down. A little. The predator’s instinctual response to fleeing prey seemed to be waning.

“While they’re debating that, Brin, can you answer some questions?”

“Of course, Gar. What would you ask?”

“The way that monster stopped, it has to be magic, right? I mean, if this stone indicates there are buried ruins here, I could see that it wouldn’t be able to—or want to—dig through the ground, but it was on the surface. It stopped like it hit an invisible fence.”

“It is possible some form of magic deters it. If, as Lirien said, this is the site of Arkanath, not the kingdom but the actual capital city, it would fit. Arkanath was a center of powerful magic. The osgoth were particularly gifted, as much so as the alari. There are legends about the city. There could be lingering enchantments. It is surely a boon for⁠—”

“BOON!”

Shit, Tip’s at it again.

“Boon! Boon-boon-boon-boon.” He was going all out on this one, whipping his body around in J-Sette dancing. He legitimately looked like he should have been in a Beyoncé video. I could only stare. Cea even jumped over to him and moved her little body like they’d practiced the moves a hundred times.

I watched the two—actually, three; Rex got in on the action, too—until they finished their rendition, before I turned back to Brin.

“It is fortuitous,” she said, wincing cutely for having loosed the dance monster that was Tip. “If there are enchantments, we are safe from the beast. Until we cross outside the area of effect.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. It’s why I stopped.” I started poking my spear into the ground as I had been doing before they all came back to me. A solid thunk not only sounded, but traveled up my spear. I thrust it a few more times until I was sure. “There’s more stone here. Do you think it’s worth checking to see if we can find an opening somewhere? We still have our shovels and picks.”

Sariel, still giving Tip a side-eye, jumped in. “Until the monster leaves or we have discovered the extents of the ruins or the magic, we should set up camp. There are maybe four or five hours until sundown, so we won’t be losing too much time. If we can find a way into the ruins, though, it might be advantageous. If the entire thing isn’t buried and filled up with dirt. Or other types of monsters.”

I nodded and faced Lirien, Dayra, and Cea. “What do you think, girls? Want to camp here and try to find a way into the ruins?” All three started speaking a mile a minute, but it was clear they agreed. “Good enough for me.”

I helped look for more stone, though it was clear from the start that there was no way we’d find an opening. The ground was too sandy, even if it wasn’t completely sand. Without the protective bubbles like the ruins in Olliaran had, we were not going to find an easy way into any building. For all we knew, the stone we found was the top of a tower. We didn’t have the time, the people, and the tools to excavate an entire city. Though the three explorers continued into the night, I gave up when it got dark.

“That monster,” I said. All but the three women still searching sat by the fire we’d made. The massive beast had finally gone almost two hours before. “Is it just me or does it look like those little rodents we saw before?”

“It looks like them,” Tyra agreed. “Like a thousand of them merged together to create a big one. With attitude.”

“The shape, those spiky things, the nose and face; they’re definitely related.” Keli looked back to where the monster had been. “Is that magic, too?”

“The same magic we’ve been running into,” Tip said. “Like it’s another one of the mutations, like those monsters we fought in Teaphotria. Like those spiders.”

I tossed another chunk of nearly petrified wood into the fire. “Yeah, the wonky magic because of Aeyr messing with the entire world’s magical environment. As much as I hate to say it, I think I’d rather encounter another of those portals. At least they don’t chase you, though I guess the creatures that come out of some of them will. This stuff with the magic can’t be good. We need to get to Aeyr and end this.”

Lirien, Dayra, and Cea finally joined us an hour later.

“Anything?” Brin asked.

The kangaroo girl shook her head sadly. “If we could⁠—”

I cut her off. “Nope. Sorry, but we need to get out of here. The magic and mutations are getting out of hand. We have to get moving to end this. Maybe we can come back, after we’ve finished everything, and you can explore to your heart’s content.

“The question I have is how hard it’s going to be to leave. The monster went away, for now. It doesn’t seem too intelligent, but if we leave this protected area, will it be smart enough to run around the sides and meet us as we get back into territory where it can attack us again?”

“Arkanath was a massive city,” Dayra said. “We don’t know what part of it we’re in, or for that matter, if this is truly it. We may have chanced upon some mage’s estate. With no way of reading the magical protection, we can’t know if it extends until the end of the desert or if the limit is twenty feet away from where we sit.”

“None of you can sense the magic? Brin?”

“I am afraid not, Gar. I’m sorry.”

“Tip? Can Rex sense it? He’s shown he’s able to see or feel things we can’t.”

“Sorry, man,” the satyr said. “He’s not reacting to anything. He doesn’t even seem curious about our surroundings, other than a few small rocks he found and has been playing with.”

“Damn. We’re going to have to go for it in the morning. We’ll look around first to make sure the monster isn’t sitting and waiting for us, then we’ll have to make a run for it. I wish we knew how far it was to the end of the desert.”

After a quiet night, we packed everything up and prepared to leave, desperately looking around us for some assurance the monster was not going to start chasing us as soon as we left the area. However big or small it might be.

With nothing other than a hope we’d slip the monster’s notice, we started toward the east again. My head swiveled back and forth, expecting the huge creature to come up out of the ground and attack, but seeing nothing but unending sand and dirt. The terrain ahead looked exactly like where we’d traveled the day before. There was no way to tell if the ruin was underneath us or if we’d passed out of its vicinity with the first dozen steps.

Something bothered me as I scanned our surroundings, though. A thought was playing hide and seek in my brain. It seemed important. It struck me ten minutes into our trip.

“The rodents!”

My companions turned to look at me. Brin, beside me, blinked.

“What are you talking about, Gar?”

“Those little creatures we saw, the ones that made all the holes everywhere.”

“Yes, I remember. Why are you thinking of them now?”

“That big one looked like them, right? Like the magical corruption affected one of the small ones and turned it into that gigantic creature.”

“We discussed that yesterday.”

“I know. The thing is, they were everywhere. Their holes were everywhere. Do you see any holes now?”

The moonwisp looked around. “I do not.”

“What if the magic affects them the same way it affects the big one? What if it keeps them away? Couldn’t we use that?”

“The holes,” Dayra said. “If there are no tunnels dug, then we are likely still inside the magic that keeps them away. If we see holes again, we’ll know we’re not within the protection.”

“Exactly. It doesn’t solve our problem completely, but it may help us stay inside the magical ward for as long as possible.”

“If your assumption is correct,” the blonde scholar said, “we will not be taken unaware by the monster. As long as the magical protection lasts. There will still be the matter of trying to escape. Not only is the edge of the desert not in sight, but even if we leave, there’s nothing saying it won’t continue to chase after us into the next area with different terrain.”

“It is a start,” Sariel said. “We will look for the holes indicating the homes of the little animals, and as we define the safe area, perhaps we will think of a way to increase the safety of our travel.”

We spread out and moved forward carefully. It took less than half an hour before we spotted more of the holes.

“Here,” Cea shouted, pointing off to our left. She and Tip had taken the outer position.

Sure enough, a scattering of the burrows dotted the area. None of the big monsters were there, but that didn’t mean they weren’t dug in somewhere, waiting for someone to come close enough for them to attack.

The line of the holes moved in as we continued, until finally they curved around to meet other holes coming from the other side. Though they were far less frequent than before we’d found the ruins, they still indicated the end of the magic, now that we knew what to look for.

The horizon still showed nothing but the same endless desert. We stopped and ate lunch while we discussed it.

“Okay,” I said. “If everything we talked about is correct, we’re at the edge of the protective magic. We haven’t seen the big monster, but that doesn’t mean much. I don’t even know if that’s the only one or if there are a hundred more waiting to eat us, hiding in the ground. Any suggestions on what we’re going to do? As far as I’m concerned, the only choice is to leave Arkanath—if that’s what the ruins are—and go as fast as we can. The more miles we put between the monster, or monsters, and us, the better. Our biggest advantage is to leave before it knows we’re here and chases us.”

“A sound plan,” Keliana agreed. “As long as the monsters can’t hear us from afar.”

Oh, shit. A shiver ran from my ass up to my neck at that thought.

“The movie?” Tip said. I gave him a flat look. “Tremors? You know, giant worms, can hear footsteps on the ground. Scary as shit in our current circumstance.”

“Yeah. That one and another movie, more recent. A Quiet Place. Dammit. I think we’re going to have to make a run for it and hope one doesn’t hear us or spot us. We need to get out of this fucking desert.”
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We did, indeed, get out of the desert. Without encountering any other monsters. I don’t know if we were lucky or if that big mutated one had eaten all the other dangerous creatures. Whatever it was, we rode for nearly a day and a half without stopping, eating snacks while we moved and hoping we weren’t working our mounts too hard, even keeping a moderate pace.

After we passed through the transition from the desert to an actual forest, which lasted several miles, we found a clearing ringed by trees, set camp, and went to sleep. All but the first to take watch duty: me. I walked around, practiced some forms, and groomed several of the horses to stay awake for three hours, at which point I woke Tip to take the next watch so I could fall into my bedroll and into slumber.

We stayed in place for almost a full day and a half, gradually erasing some of our fatigue from our sleepless trek. It had been a while since we were near running water. The stream passing through the trees near our camp was not only convenient for filling up our water containers, but a section not too far downstream formed a slow-moving pool that was perfect for cleaning ourselves off.

Over the time we stayed in the area, we took turns utilizing the natural bathing area. I was last, always having something else to do, but finally went to take my turn. I stripped and brought my clothes into the water to wash them. With that done, I set them on some rocks to dry while I scrubbed at my body with some of the fine sand at the bottom of the stream.

I’d almost finished, just dunking my head in and out of the water to scrub at my hair, when a familiar green form showed up, striding toward me.

“Hey,” I said to Tyra.

“Hey.” She stopped where my clothes were, then started taking hers off.

“Didn’t you already have your bath?”

“Yeah. I even rubbed one out, thinking of you, of course. But it wasn’t enough. I came to…well, come. If that’s okay with you.”

My eyes flicked down to check if my rapidly hardening member could be seen through the water. It could, and the grin on the goblin girl’s face told me she’d noticed. She dropped her shorts, then pulled off her tiny top and stepped into the water. She danced a little at the cool water, and the motion bounced her tits in the most delectable way as goosebumps erupted on her arms and shoulders.

I realized I hadn’t answered her, but it seemed she didn’t need me to. She walked toward me, her spectacular body disappearing into the water a step at a time. When she reached me, only the tops of her breasts and up were visible.

“Awww, you covered your body. How ever am I going to maintain this hard-on.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that. You’ll just have to do things by feel. Do you think you can handle that?”

“I think I want to handle you.” I snatched her arm and pulled her toward me, her warm skin contacting mine and combatting the cool water. My hands ran up her back as I kissed her.

She sighed into my mouth and I pinched her ass.

“Ow. What’s that about?”

“Sorry,” I said. “I do love the feel of your ass. All of you, really.”

“Mmmm.” She wriggled against me, grinding her abs on my dick. “That’s the worst part about all this traveling. We don’t get enough time to play.”

“I know. I’m sorry. We can play now, though.”

“We can. But it’s not enough. I want you to fuck me later.”

I leaned back and looked into her eyes. “I can fuck you now.”

“You’re going to, but I want you later, too. I’ve been thinking about something. When I took my bath, I fantasized about it. I came twice.”

My cock twitched. Her eyes softened. She must have felt it. “That sounds delicious.”

Her hands went to my ass, and she grabbed both cheeks hard. “It was great, but nothing compared to how hard you’re going to make me come later.”

“Oh, do tell.”

“I will, but I’ll also include a little demonstration. No one likes lectures.”

“I have a feeling I’ll like this one, even without the performance part of it.”

“Are you saying you just want me to talk dirty to you, Gar, and not be dirty with you?”

“We are bathing. How dirty could you be?”

She bit my chest and proceeded to show me.

We stayed in the water for way too long. Part of it was that I hadn’t been inside my sweet goblin girl for too long. Part was that I couldn’t leave it at just two orgasms for her. Then part was also me not being able to leave the water until my dick had deflated enough that it wouldn’t be pointing at the sky as I walked to my clothes. Later that day, though, after we’d all retired to our bedrolls, the plans she’d explained to me finally started to come to fruition.

As always, Brin was next to me on our bedrolls. Sariel was on the other side of Brin from me, while Tyra was on my other side. I loved my Brin and Tyra sandwich, though we rarely got up to anything serious in camp. It was due both to me not wanting to do those things in front of the person on watch and also the thought of waking the others who were trying to sleep with my activities.

Still, Tyra had a fantasy and she was excited about it, so I decided to play along. I had to admit, even as I settled down in my blankets, the thought of what she wanted started my blood pumping and certain parts rising to the occasion.

I kissed Brin, then turned to face Tyra. The moonwisp knew something was up. It could have been intuition, but I thought maybe the goblin had told her. The girls were surprisingly free about sex talk among themselves. Even freer than with me.

I felt Brin’s hands move and thought she might be getting ready to grab my ass or something, but once they were in position, they didn’t move much more. Did she just put her hand between her legs? The thought caused my pants to get tighter.

Tyra, who’d been lying on her side and watching me, flashed her teeth at me, stroking the lump in my pants once before unfastening them and pulling the zipper down. We were under one blanket and it was already getting warm inside it. By the time she pulled my pants and underwear off, grunting at the awkward positioning, I was beginning to sweat.

Her panties came off next. She was wearing a thong and a severely cropped and supertight tank top she often wore when sleeping at an inn. As she gyrated to get the thong off, she kissed me. Her scent reached my nose, the metallic but still tangy aroma I’d come to recognize and love. She lifted the blanket enough for some firelight to show the silhouette of her body, bare from her abs down. She put her face right in mine and licked her lips, softly smacking them.

Then she rolled to her other side and backed into me.

The feel of my dick slotting so perfectly between her tight ass cheeks had me struggling to keep a moan from escaping. She did a little slow twerking motion that dragged her hole across my shaft and I had to settle for transforming the sound of my pleasure to a sigh.

“Mmmmm,” she said so softly I wasn’t sure anyone else could hear it. I swear I could feel the vibration of the sound through our touching skin.

I put both arms around her, lifting her halfway off the ground to get the lower one in place, and kissed her neck. She wriggled, pushing herself more against me, and I bit down on her shoulder. It caused a tremor to go through her.

My hands roamed, tracing the muscle on her legs, up past her hips, to settle on her abs. She clenched and unclenched her core muscles, and I spent some time tracing the etchings between the striations. Her breath huffed and carried a shadow of a whimper.

Her breasts were still covered, but I massaged them through the thin cloth, pulling her body close as my hips thrust between her cheeks. She was not only grinding, but also moving her ass in circles. The contact was amazing, my shaft hitting not only her hole but the insides of her muscular glutes, giving my dick three points of contact over nearly the entire length. I had to close my eyes, the sensation was so powerful.

I couldn’t handle her being covered for a moment longer. I wrangled her top over her head and put my hands back on her uncovered tits. The firm, warm skin felt like it was part of my body that had taken a vacation. It was back now, though, and I welcomed it with open hands, stroking her globes and circling her rigid nipples.

“Oh, Gar,” she whispered. “I love the feel of your touch.”

I kissed her pointed goblin ear, put my tongue inside the lobe, and responded.

“Your body feels so good, Tyra. I want to show you how good you feel to me.”

My arms tightened and I pulled her into me powerfully, but slowly. A soft release of air hissed from her mouth and her back cracked. I continued to kiss the back of her neck and shoulders, taking some of her soft flesh in my teeth as my hands stroked up her legs in sync. I used a light touch, barely skimming Tyra’s skin in spirals, edging up and in until they reached her sex.

I skipped over her treasure with barely a touch and continued up her abs until I reached her breasts.

“Ooooh. Why are you teasing me?” For as loud at the goblin could be, her voice now was barely discernible. She was superb at this stealth sex stuff.

She didn’t get an answer, only more soft touches before I tweaked one nipple hard. Her body shook and a soft moan escaped. I bit her neck, almost hard enough to leave a persistent mark, and moved my other hand down. After her tremors subsided, my finger curled up and slid across her wet slit.

With one hand on her tit and the other stimulating her lower lips, Tyra’s body began to vibrate, like she was holding in all her normal noises and it was setting up resonating tension. It felt good against me, like lying on a vibrating chair or bed.

Her breathing changed to short, intense panting. The sound was different, though, the air almost whistling. She was biting her lip. An involuntary thrust of my hips came from the realization. With my shaft firmly lodged in between her tight ass cheeks, the stimulation of the move was almost enough for me to lose control.

I focused my mind totally on the exquisite body nestled against mine and what I could do to make the sexy goblin climax. Squeezing her breast, the finger of my other hand entered her canal, sliding across her lips and against her internal walls.

Tyra was so wet, her skin so slippery down below, my finger skated like it was on ice. Hot, wet, ice. I touched a spot and her muscles tightened and jerked so powerfully, it moved my whole body. I took the opportunity to pinch her nipple between two fingers and pull. It was enough to finish her. Her silky internal walls clamped down on my finger and her entire body shuddered.

“Such a good girl,” I whispered into her ear. “You’re doing so well in not making any sound.”

A rumbling, moaning vibration that I recognized as a stifled whimper leaked out of her and she pressed her ass to me and wriggled it around. Her hand snatched mine and she pulled it out of herself to bring it up to her mouth. She sucked it in, swirling her tongue around it and biting down softly. I enjoyed the many delicious sensations, closing my eyes and just feeling it all. While she sucked each of my fingers individually, her other hand darted to her slit, fingering herself with soft slushing noises that seemed far too loud in the quiet campsite.

“I need…” she said softly, and turned to face me, putting her wetted finger in my mouth so I could taste her. As I did, she pushed me down so I was lying flat on my back.

For a moment, she was completely silent, her breathing returning to normal as she watched me treat her finger to the same ministrations that she’d provided for mine. Another sound caught my attention, though, one beside me.

Turning my head just enough, I caught a glimpse of Brin’s half-lidded eyes, her lips parted. Sariel’s slender hands roamed over Brin’s body, much as mine had with Tyra just moments before. I met the moonwisp’s eyes and she smiled at me, her mouth opening more as one of the elf’s hands plunged between the moonwisp’s legs.

The pressure in my cock grew to the level of pain. Between my goblin girl and my elf and moonwisp showing such excitement, I was about ready to erupt. Tyra grinned at me, her lips meeting mine as she climbed onto me, her legs straddling my abs. She rubbed her wet pussy on me and I moaned a little into her mouth.

“Don’t move,” she whispered. Then she lifted and slid back, holding my shaft down with her body. Slowly, so delectably slowly, she moved up and down, dragging her sopping lips over my dick, from my balls up to the head. The pressure was almost too perfect for me to endure, her soft skin hitting pleasure points all along my member.

I reached up to grab both Tyra’s tits, kneading them. Her firm globes felt like they were made for my hands. Almost as perfect as her grinding on me. She changed her angle slightly, moving her mouth up to kiss me again. Speaking almost too softly for me to hear, she ratcheted the tension up even more.

“I’m going to fuck you, Gar. Very, very slowly. Don’t move.”

That was it, the only warning she gave me before she shifted her body again, this time to line herself up. My head bumped up against her creamy lips and she described circles with her hips, pushing it slowly into her.

I had to put one of my hands in my mouth and bite down to keep from moaning. Brin’s breathing, next to me, hitched at the same time. No coincidence. She—and probably Sariel, too—was watching.

That gave the experience a whole new aspect and I prepared to thrust into Tyra as hard as I could. But I remembered what she’d said. Don’t move. Damn her and her teasing. It was only fair, though, since I’d just done the same to her.

As promised, the goblin girl took her time in pushing herself farther up my shaft. Each fraction of an inch made my body blaze in the anticipation, wondering if I was ever going to get my release. I almost gave in, but the promise of even more pleasure kept me focused on keeping my cum inside me. For now.

There were no more words, not even labored breathing, from Tyra. Only a single-minded dedication to gobbling up my cock with her pussy as slowly as possible. The way her insides twitched told me she wasn’t having an easy time of enduring it, either. I gazed up at her, her tits bouncing softly as she bit down hard on her lower lip, and I had to clench all the muscles in my abs and groin to keep from exploding. Reaching up, I played with her breasts, squeezing, caressing, massaging them.

Beside us, Sariel’s little moans added to Brin’s. My head lolled to find the two now facing each other, kissing desperately while their hands sought out spots to stimulate on each other’s bodies.

I couldn’t take too much more of this. I needed to hurry it along.

One of my hands snaked around Tyra’s body, slipping down between her cheeks as she continued her slow thrusting. My dick was a bit over halfway into her and as she moved, her eyes were now completely closed. When my finger pushed on her hole, they snapped open and she blinked at me before her lids started to droop again.

We maintained the slow rhythm for a blissful eternity before I finally felt the head of my cock press against her cervix. Tyra sighed, holding it for a moment before backing off at a glacial pace, only to take the next two minutes to slide down me again.

I finally started moving, tilting my hips up to increase the friction.

“Uhhhnnnng.” It was the first sound she’d made in a while, and it sent energy directly to my member. I pushed my finger farther into her ass.

Her reaction was like I’d hit a turbo button. Tyra’s body shook and her arm collapsed. She fell onto my chest, still squeezing her glutes and thrusting. The new angle seemed as good for her as for me, because a soft, keening whimper escaped from her as her motions got more powerful, though still as slow as before.

The sounds were enough to nearly make me shoot my load. The soft slushing, along with Tyra’s hissed breaths and the soft sounds of lips and bodies sliding across others right next to me were almost as loud as my heartbeat in my ears.

On the next downstroke, Tyra tensed all her internal muscles and pressed down, causing the most incredible friction along my shaft. Just before I bottomed out, again, she hit a powerful nerve ending and my body sent every bit of energy into shooting my cum as far into her as possible. The way it felt, I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had punched right through her and continued out of her body.

“Unnnnnk.”

I wasn’t sure how to classify the sound, but I knew the cause. Tyra’s body jerked and shuddered, in full-on electrocution mode as her body squeezed and relaxed, squeezed and relaxed, milking me for every drop of liquid.

With a final sigh from both of us, Tyra’s head tilted up to mine and we shared a tired, passionate kiss. Brin and Sariel were both breathing heavily, but they were on the way down, too. I could hear their kisses in the darkness as well.

Four orgasms and no one was the wiser. Not a bad night at all.
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In the morning, when we finally roused ourselves from our slumber, I found Keliana sitting nearby, a huge grin on her face.

Okay, maybe “no one was the wiser” was a a slight exaggeration. When Lirien winked at me, Dayra blushed when I looked at her, Cea giggled, and Tip rolled his eyes, I realized I’d completely overestimated our ability to engage in stealthy sex.

Well, fuck. Embarrassing, yes, but totally worth it.

I rose from my bedroll, trying my best not to wake Tyra and Brin, whose arms were tangled around me. No sooner had I made it to my feet than Keli slinked up and kissed me.

“That was very arousing,” she said. “Your little adventure last night. How do I get on that list?”

Her body felt good against me, but I leaned my head back to speak to her. “Was it that obvious?”

“Oh, yeah. Don’t worry about it. I’ve wondered since I started traveling with you why you didn’t do that every night with one or two of your lucky girls.”

I sighed. “I don’t want to bother anyone.”

“Well, I’m very bothered. You probably didn’t notice because you went to sleep so quickly after your show, but I fingered myself into a nice orgasm after watching you. I want some stealthy sex with you. I’m very good at being quiet…and other things.”

“I’ll see what I can do. For now, we need to get moving. We have some sirens to find.”

We picked our way along through the forest, which got denser and darker as we progressed. The trees, which had been many times larger than the scraggly, low plants we’d seen for most of Sauvaxera, soon reached higher even than the forest near Prickleweed. Not just taller, though. They were also thicker, some of them twisting, attaining more character than the uniform, straight trees of the other forests we’d passed through.

“Some of these are very old,” Brin said. “Hundreds of years old, possibly thousands.”

“Tergalidon?” Dayra asked Lirien and Cea. The three had apparently bonded as they searched the soil for the city of Arkanath a few days before.

“It’s possible,” Cea said. “All accounts I’ve heard put it in about the center of Sauvaxera. We should be in the center by now, right?”

Lirien scanned the forest. “I don’t know. It’s been two thousand years. Look at Knath. It was a forest and now it’s a desert.”

“What are you girls talking about?” I asked. I hadn’t ever heard of that name they mentioned.

They looked at each other, communicating with their eyes and eyebrows. Lirien cleared her throat. “Tergalidon. It was a great city during the time of the Osgoth Empire. Maybe the greatest city. A center of learning and magic. It’s not too great an exaggeration to say that Tergalidon held the empire together.”

“Not everyone looked at it so favorably,” Cea continued. “A small nation called Xinathreen was jealous of Tergalidon. The council of sorcerers that ruled Xinathreen tried to prove themselves superior at every turn, working to gain renown for their magic, but they always were mentioned second to Tergalidon. What started as jealousy turned to hatred as they were never able to capture the adoration of most of the empire.

“While they worked hard to increase their magic, they did everything they could to undermine that of Tergalidon’s mages. Over decades, they built an army of magical warriors, and finally attacked, using powerful spells cast by the members of the council themselves to soften the city while they sent in their troops to devastate their enemy.”

Dayra took over the narrative. “Though it is generally believed that Tergalidon could have withstood the attack because of their superior magic, they hadn’t paid attention to Xinathreen and they were taken totally unaware. By the time the conflict was over, the capital of Tergalidon had been utterly destroyed, the nation itself a shambles.

“After the attacks, Kael himself got involved and, with a remnant of mages and warriors, pushed all the way to the capital of Xinathreen, where he promptly destroyed the entire council of sorcerers. He and his small group tore down their castle and killed every soldier and governing official. The common people he let live, though in the following years, they all but fled, not wanting to be connected with the aggressor nation at all.

“With both nations gone, a great hole in the magical structure of the empire formed. Scholars mostly agree that was the beginning of the Osgoth Empire’s fall.”

“The forest in and around Tergalidon was considered a wonder. The trees, massive and older than any other in all of Valorae, were believed to have magical properties. It wasn’t enough to help the people within, but legends abound concerning them.”

I nodded. “Good story. What is it with all the warfare between different nations in the Osgoth Empire? Didn’t the emperor or empress or whatever keep them all under control?”

“The emperors did,” Dayra said. “At first. There is a lot of history there, spanning hundreds of years. Suffice it to say that the Osgoth Empire is as any other world power. They all eventually find their end, in one manner or another.”

Thinking of the world powers in my world’s history, I could understand that. Sometimes it was decisive battles and extraordinarily gifted strategic geniuses and sometimes it was other, less visible things, like lead water pipes and goblets that contributed to a slow demise. Plus, we didn’t have magic, which I’m sure was significant element in Valorae.

“Okay, I can see that. So if we’re where Tergalidon was, what does that mean? More ruins?”

“Sadly, no,” Lirien said. “The magical attacks of Xinathreen devastated the city, and surrounding cities. There was nothing but rubble left, and that was millennia ago. Unlike in Olliaran, and even Teaphotria, other settlements were not built upon the ruins of previous cities in Sauvaxera. After the Osgoth Empire declined, this area of the world was mostly abandoned, becoming the haunt of beasts and monsters. We are merely interested in it from a historical perspective. The land is rich in history, even if we won’t find artifacts demonstrating it.”

“That’s kind of sad, really,” I told her. “Right now, though, I’m more concerned about another part of history: that of the sirens and where they went. Even better, where they are now.”

That stopped the conversation, though I hadn’t meant it to. I appreciated the women’s interest in history and being excited about where we currently were, but what I’d said was true. More than anything else, we needed to focus on finding the sirens. Ancient conflicts didn’t have anything to do with us. Not unless those “spirits” Callun told us about were the dead from all those battles and could hurt us in some way. I laughed at the thought, but wisely kept it to myself. The historically minded among us—especially Dayra—wouldn’t find it as funny as I did.
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Dayra pondered their conversation from earlier. It was a fascinating mental exercise, posing the question about Tergalidon and if there were, in fact, any ruins left. Perhaps not of the capital city itself, which bore the brunt of all the attacks, but perhaps one of the outlying towns?

It had always interested her how Sauvaxera had been neglected as a site for historical study and archaeology. True, the terrain could be unforgiving and there were reports of monsters roaming the region, but that could be said of other places where historical digs had been started. From what she’d seen, details of the Osgoth Empire were scarce. She’d noted many fine books in her new library that would likely shed light, but she hadn’t had time to peruse them. Yet.

Even finding the bits of stone that had probably been part of Arkanath was exciting, especially to Lirien and Cea. Dayra had always focused more on the scholarly side of history, rather than what others called the more practical, physical part of study, but she imagined the other two women were more anxious about it. For them, setting up a camp and digging for weeks to find shards of broken stone or pottery was the height of enjoyment.

She smiled and looked over at Lirien. Her friend watched the terrain, most likely looking for anything to justify stopping to dig. The kangaroo woman, while a fine scholar, had always been more about getting her hands dirty. Other than her overriding goal of finding the cache that belonged to Kael, things had always been more about the search than actually finding whatever treasure was at the end.

That attitude was something that had brought the two together, where the basis of their friendship lay. Dayra herself had been wrapped up in her search for the library, so they were kindred beings.

Now they’d both found what they had expected to spend most of their lives pursuing. They both had to face the reality of no great goal in their lives, driving all their actions. Is this how most people feel? Just passing day after day with no landmark to steer by?

She looked at Lirien again. That smile might not be solely for the chance to find another ruin on their way to the east. Dayra hadn’t spent a great deal of time with the other woman before, but it had been more than she’d spent with anyone else. The beastkin seemed happier now, more at peace. Like she was enjoying herself. How much was the new quest she’d been pulled into and how much was the people with whom she pursued it?

Dayra had always been a loner. She worked with others when necessary, but for the most part, her life had been toiling at finding the Great Library and doing so in her own way, without the complications of others. The scholar had assumed that once she found it, she would spend years utilizing the information within. Not necessarily for fame or fortune, but simply because that had been her goal all along. Yes, it could help the people of the world immensely, but that wasn’t her driving force. It was the knowledge itself, the gaining of it, that excited her.

But what had she done once she found it? Immediately left it to follow Gar on his own quest. To kill a thousand-year-old demigod. When did I decide that was a good idea?

She couldn’t help but to smile at that. Her days as a solitary bookworm were over, she thought. Not only was she having fun with adventuring with the strange group she now belonged to, but she was finally doing something significant to help others. The surprise was how much pride that engendered in her. Who would have thought?

Of course, she couldn’t discount her emotional attachment to those she traveled with. Lirien, that went without saying, but the most powerful feelings were toward Gar. The enigma that he was, he’d set hooks into her that he probably didn’t even realize.

It wasn’t all emotional of course. The man didn’t just look like Kael Serus, but his effect on the world around him was similar to the hero as well. He’d so easily changed her mind about a number of things, she thought he might have some magic after all.

“Why are you smiling?” Lirien asked, and Dayra noticed she’d been riding along without thinking about where she was going and who was around her.

“I think you know.”

Lirien’s eyes crinkled as she beamed at the scholar. “Yeah, I think I do. Welcome to the club.”

Dayra chuckled, knowing Lirien wasn’t talking about physically being with the small gathering of people.

Another day of riding through the forest and evening came upon them. So far, they hadn’t run into any monsters in the trees. There was plenty of wildlife, though they didn’t seem dangerous. Unlike Teaphotria with its venomous flora and fauna and the vast array of predators. Dayra could almost forget that nearly everything they did was dangerous.

Gar and Tip ranged out from the camp to hunt down deadwood for the fire while the others searched for stones for the fire ring and prepared the camp for dinner. As Dayra dug out some of the soil for the firepit and placed some stones around it, a wash of cold air blanketed her.

It wasn’t the wind exactly, not possessing any feeling of motion, but her teeth started chattering and her body began to feel sluggish. She rubbed her arms, considering her minimal clothing. She thought it wouldn’t have mattered if she’d been wearing heavy winter gear.

What is that? How could the temperature change so quickly?

She looked up to find Lirien and Keliana near her, their faces pointing toward the east. Following their line of sight, she understood their fixation.

More than a dozen shapes crossed the distance. Transparent shapes, roughly in the form of people. The cold seemed to be emanating from them.

They’d found the spirits Callun had warned them about.


Chapter
Twenty-Five



The ethereal figures glided toward Dayra and the others at the speed of a slow jog. The scholar blinked at them, trying to reconcile what she saw with what she knew.

“Are those umbrenix?” she asked.

Lirien, Keliana, and Sariel already held their weapons, heads swiveling to take in the numbers of whatever it was closing in on them.

“No,” Sariel answered. “We have seen many of the shadows and they all look the same. Dark masses, solid until they are engaged. Even when they become insubstantial, they still appear to be made of the stuff of shadows. These are something else, or they are a new kind of umbrenix, though I doubt that is so.”

The elf closed the distance and slashed at one of the figures. Her sword—her enchanted sword that could harm umbrenix—passed through with no apparent damage. The specter slashed with the misty sword he held and Sariel hissed, backing off. A line of red on her arm began to ooze blood.

Keliana and Lirien tried their own weapons, resulting in the same failure as with Sariel’s sword: the weapons passed through the spirits without causing the slightest harm. The two women dodged the counterattacks, backing away.

Brin, who had been checking the horses, appeared. She threw her arm out, her hand open and her palm toward the attackers. It was a gesture Dayra recognized. Brin used it to cast her Push spell.

A slight shimmer in the air moved outward from the blue woman and Dayra expected the transparent figures to blow away as if in a strong wind. Instead, they continued onward without so much as a flicker.

“Even my spells cannot affect them,” Brin said. “Everyone, get back. We must flee, with no way to damage them.”

Tip launched two arrows into the lead specter. It held the form of a woman, though the details were hard to make out. Both of the shafts passed easily through the leader, and through more behind her.

The shouts from the group, both of surprise and with Brin giving instructions must have caught Gar’s ear. He sprinted into the clearing, sliding to a stop, no firewood in his arms.

“What is it? What’s going on?”

“We cannot hit them,” Brin said as she healed the cut on Sariel’s arm. “Even my magic failed. They can strike us, though. We must leave. With no way to harm them, they can kill us at will, even if it takes many small cuts and us bleeding to death.”

“Go to the horses,” he said. “Get ready to ride. We’ll see if I can hurt them.”

Gar dropped into a defensive stance and drew his siangham, waiting for the spirits to approach. One got close, another woman. She was fixated on Brin and didn’t seem to notice Gar. He lashed out at her. His weapon passed through her body without so much as a reaction, other than her head moving as she noticed he was there. She slashed with her long knife.

Rather than evading or being struck by it, Gar brought his siangham up and parried the blow. The thunk that sounded made his eyes go wide. But he wasn’t the only one.

All the specters stopped, their transparent faces regarding Gar, the transparent sockets with the faint shimmer of their eyes widening. As one, they bowed their heads to him in a collective show of respect.

Gar considered them, then turned his head toward Dayra, who hadn’t fled when he told her to. “What the fuck. What is this?”

The creatures—thirteen of them now that they were stopped so Dayra could count them—all stayed still. They waited for…something.

Gar slid his siangham back into the long pocket on his pant leg. “Anyone know what’s going on? Even a wild guess?” No one answered, though Dayra tried her hardest to come up with an explanation. Gar reached out, tentatively, toward the woman who had attacked him. “Please, we mean you no harm. Can you hear me? Understand me?”

The woman’s head came up and met Gar’s eyes for little more than a second, then she cast her ethereal eyes to the ground.

“Kael,” Dayra shouted out as an idea resolved itself from the morass of her mind. As one, the spirits’ heads came up. “Gar, they think you’re Kael.”

“Is that it?” he asked the transparent woman. “Kael? You think I’m Kael Serus?”

She looked up again and her mouth moved. She repeated the same thing three times. Her lips, though indistinct, were still easy to read. She was saying, “Kael.”

“No, I⁠—”

“Gar!” Dayra said. “Don’t. Please, don’t say what you were going to say. Please join me over here?”

Gar swung his head back and forth from the woman to Dayra. Addressing the spirit, he put a finger up in front of her. “A minute, please. I need to go over here to talk. Uh, hold on.”

Her ethereal head nodded and Gar stepped over to Dayra.

“Gar, it’s obvious they’re familiar with Kael, whether personally or from seeing statues and the like. They seem to have respect for him. Please don’t tell them you’re not him. It’s the only edge we have right now.”

He ran his fingers through his hair, as she’d seen him do when situations got very tense. “I’m not going to pretend I’m someone I’m not. What happens when they figure it out?”

“Would you have us flee, turn and go back from whence we came? You don’t have to pretend you’re the ancient hero, but don’t be too quick to correct them, either. If we are to believe Callun, the spirits are abundant. If there is a chance of us passing through their territory, we can’t have them attacking us. Even your lack of magic won’t let you hurt them. Sooner or later, if we’re enemies, they will kill us. Unless we leave and find a way around them.”

“Okay, fine. I’ll, I don’t know, see if I can talk with them. I can’t read lips, though, so it’ll be tough.”

“Even harder, I think. Now that they have stopped and I can see their clothing, it reminds me of the little information we have of this area. Do you see how their robes are designed, the way they are folded and clasped with multiple belts? More importantly, did you notice the hairstyles and the elaborate braids and webs to keep it in place?”

“I…no. Fashion doesn’t seem important right now and I can’t make out too many details with being able to see through them.”

“She’s right,” Cea said, approaching us. “Those are recognized styles of the middle to late eras of the Osgoth Empire. Especially in certain important cities where the citizens wore the height of so-called fashion.”

“You’re saying that what Callun told us was true? These are spirits of osgoth people who died a couple thousand years ago?”

“I would not have believed it if anyone told me, but I see them, insubstantial and dressed as the ancients would be,” Dayra said. “It defies everything I know. There must be an explanation, but I brought up the subject to illustrate a point. Even if they could speak, I don’t think they would understand you, or you them. They would speak the osgoth tongue, not the common language that has developed over the last two millennia.

“I suggest we—you—communicate with them using gestures, maybe drawings. If all we can accomplish is to prevent them from attacking us further, that should be good enough to allow us to pass through and leave their domain.”

“Yeah. Anything else any of you smart people have that can help me? Brin, Lirien, anything to add?”

Tip raised his hand. “I have one thing.” Gar rolled his eyes, but motioned for the satyr to continue. “Just so you know, there isn’t an eternal soul or anything like that here in Valorae. Whatever these people are, they’re not spirits of someone who died. I know that not only from all the different memories of people in this world, but it includes scholars and mages who spent their lifetimes studying, searching for such a thing, and eventually finding no evidence for it. They found plenty against the idea.”

“Cool. Thanks, Tip.”

Gar stepped back to the woman, waving a greeting. She now kept her head up and her eyes on him. Her posture and the attention she paid him reminded Dayra of an attentive servant, waiting for an opportunity to help her employer.

“Hi,” he said. “So, you probably don’t understand me, so I’m not sure how this will go, but we need to go that way.” He pointed toward the east. “May we please go through your territory? Our mission is urgent.”

As Dayra watched, she was better able to see the details of the woman’s face, and of the others. It was subtle enough that she second-guessed herself, but at the moment, she could clearly see the frustration and confusion on the woman’s face.

The specter turned to speak with a man behind her, though Dayra heard no sound. Their exchange was brief before she turned back to Gar. She motioned with her hand as she took a few steps away from him.

“Follow you?” he asked. “You want me to follow you?” He stressed the words “me” and “you,” putting his hand on his chest for the first one and pointing at her for the second.

She nodded enthusiastically.

He put a single finger up in the air again. “Just a moment.” Turning to the rest of their party, he shrugged. “She wants me to follow her. I think I’m going to do it. They don’t seem violent anymore. Do you all want to wait here or go with me?”

As an answer, everyone went into motion, collecting their supplies and stuffing them into their saddlebags. Brin put Gar’s away while Dayra took care of her belongings. In a few minutes, they all stood, holding their horses’ reins, looking at Gar expectantly.

He reached out to take his horse, but Brin shook her head. “I will lead your horse. Focus on following your new friends.” She winked at him, and he chuckled.

“Okay,” he said to the ethereal woman. “I guess we’re ready. Lead on.”

Dayra placed herself next to Gar and Brin, at the head of the column, as the spirits encircled them. It didn’t feel like they were guards; more like an escort. The woman took her place just ahead of Gar, looking back occasionally to ensure he was still there.

“Do you notice how the others are acting?” Dayra asked him. “Look at their faces. They appear excited.”

Gar and Brin glanced around. Brin answered. “You are correct. They do seem somewhat anxious, but not in a malevolent way. Where do you think they are taking us?”

“Maybe to their leader. The woman seems to lead the squad, but she might have a superior.”

“If they find out I’m not who they think I am,” Gar said. “They’re not going to be happy about it. If their first reaction is to attack, like they’ve already shown us, what’ll happen when they realize they’ve been duped? The rest of you should have stayed behind.”

Brin patted Gar on the shoulder. “Don’t be ridiculous. Without you, they would have killed us or driven us off. I know not what we can do if they decide to attack again, but at least we will all be together.”

Gar grunted at that, and the conversation was at an end.

While they followed the woman, the sky became fully dark. It didn’t seem to hinder the specters, but Brin created a ball of pale light to help the others navigate.

Four hours they trekked through the forest, and by the time they halted, Dayra didn’t know which direction they were facing. Judging by the moon, it might have been north, but where they were in relation to where they started was a guess she couldn’t begin to make.

A strangled noise, something like a gasp, came from behind, and Dayra turned to see Lirien with her hand over her mouth. Unlike Keliana’s eyes, a few feet away from the kangaroo woman, Lirien’s didn’t reflect light, but they were wide enough to almost seem like it. Following where she was staring, Dayra’s heart beat faster as well.

A slash of darkness, barely discernible even in Brin’s light lay before them. Around it were dark, blocky shapes. Cut stone, arranged in what was once obviously a doorway.

The woman spirit waved them toward the opening. Gar put a hand on his chest again.

“Me? Go in there?”

The woman nodded.

“Alright. Why the hell not?” He strode toward the darkness like it wasn’t a mysterious hole surrounded by the ruins of an ancient doorway.

Before he’d gone two steps, Brin looped the reins of both her horse and Gar’s to a tree branch and followed him in. Dayra did the same, as did Lirien and Cea, then the rest of their companions. If they were going into danger, it seemed they would do it together.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



Iwasn’t sure what the hell was going on. The spirits, or whatever they were, pointed to the cave opening and gestured for me to go on into it. As I got closer, I realized it wasn’t so much a cave as part of some ancient ruin. Worked stone, weathered and almost indistinguishable from other darkened, crumbling rock nearby described a faint arch.

If it hadn’t been for all the buried ruins we’d been through in the last few months, I might not have noticed it, but I did so. That probably explained why Dayra, Lirien, and Cea followed us in.

Brin came to support me, nothing more and nothing less. I was glad of her presence, and also of her magical light. Five steps into the dark and we were suddenly on stairs made of stone. That could have been bad if I couldn’t see.

I blinked as the woman who’d been leading us appeared up ahead of me. Did she pass through all of us, or did she teleport ahead? I shivered a little at the thought. The other specters had stayed outside, at least. Being surrounded by them and their silent, skimming movements was kind of eerie.

When the stairs emptied into a corridor and leveled out, doorways appeared set into the stone walls. Most of them had no doors, and even the ones that still existed looked to be in less than functioning condition. I dragged my finger across one and it fell apart at my touch, dust and a few small pieces falling to the floor with a whisper.

“Sorry.” I winced. Lirien gave me a disappointed look, shaking her head. The spirit woman ahead of us either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

“No windows in any of the rooms,” Cea said in a quiet voice that seemed too loud in the dim corridor. “This wasn’t a structure that was buried, but something built underground.”

The chambers we passed were mostly uniform, small spaces that could have been anything from personal rooms to storage. With no furniture remaining, I doubted there was a way to tell. Finally, after passing by twelve of the doorways, alternating sides of the hallway, the corridor ended at a massive door. Our spirit guide looked me in the eye—something she had apparently gotten comfortable with—and gestured toward the slab of thick wood that seemed to be immune to the passage of time.

“I sense magic,” Brin said. “Perhaps preservation enchantments to keep whatever is within from disintegrating? It looks to affect the door as well.”

I nodded. The underground complex suppressed my mood little, making me less talkative. Contemplative. I was tempted to call it reverence of some type, though I didn’t know why that would be.

Forcing the words out, I asked the moonwisp. “Is there some magic that is making me feel like I’m in some kind of holy place, or one that’s very important? Even where Kael’s cache was and in the library, I didn’t feel it this strongly, just a hint of it. It’s like something outside of me is influencing how I perceive things.”

“I feel it as well. It might be magic, though I think it unintentional. What is beyond that door may simply be that important. Worry not about it convincing you to make choices based on it. The effect is far too weak for that.”

“That’s good.” I jerked my head toward the door, facing the transparent woman. “You want me to go inside, huh?”

She nodded.

I reached out to touch the door, running my hand across it. Though banded with metal and sturdy, it wasn’t rough. The surface had been planed and sanded, smooth to my fingers. I knocked on it, the sharp, crisp sound of it indicating how solid it was.

“She already told you to go in,” Tip said from behind most of the others. “Do you expect a butler or someone to let you in? Open the fucking door.” He glanced at Cea. “I mean, open the dadgummed door.”

I chuckled. Leave it to the satyr to resist the serious mood of the place. I did what he suggested, grabbing the latch and pushing the door open.

The room was larger than the others we’d seen. At first I thought it was circular, but realized it was more of an octagon, with straight sections of wall and wide angles between them. Doors were set in five of the straight sides, so including the one we’d just come through, there were six total. Like the place was a terminal or something.

Another interesting detail was that in addition to the size—probably forty feet from opposite walls on any side—furniture abounded. Chairs, divans, even a desk and what I thought might be a dining table populated the room. With two fireplaces, on the walls without doors, the chamber had a homey feeling. That was only magnified by the tapestries on the wall, some with elaborate designs and others with scenes of battle or the hunt.

“Wow.” I dragged a finger over the desk. “There’s remarkably little dust in here.”

The woman glided over to one of the other doors, waving at me to get my attention. She gave me a familiar gesture, indicating where she wanted me to go next. Tip fell into a padded chair, the sound drawing everyone’s eyes. He smiled, motioned for me to carry on, and gave me a thumbs up.

Behind the door the specter indicated was another large room, though this one looked like a study. Bookshelves—with still viable tomes on them—a larger desk, two wardrobe-like cabinets, and more chairs still left a fair amount of empty space. Sitting in the chair at the desk was a skeleton, somehow held together, though all trace of flesh was gone. It wore robes that appeared to have been just produced.

With the magic to keep things undamaged, why is this guy a skeleton?

Dayra’s quickened breathing snapped me out of my musings. Of course she’d be excited. No doubt she would want to take these books to add to her already massive library.

The transparent woman wasn’t satisfied yet. She went to the desk at which the skeleton sat and pushed the large tome a few inches across the surface, the sliding of the leather against wood the only sound other than Dayra and the soft footsteps as my companions and I shifted to take in everything.

“The book?” I asked the specter, pointing at it. “That’s what you brought me here for?”

She nodded more vigorously than she had before.

I considered the tome. It wasn’t one of those massive books shown in all the fantasy movies, though it was impressive. The cover, made of thick leather, was sewn tightly and even included one of those locking flaps on it. It had been elaborately painted, mostly in yellows and reds, but with bits of blue and green as well. Some sort of coat of arms or other insignia took up much of the front cover, along with what I assumed was the title. I couldn’t read a word.

Dayra stepped up beside me. “A very old osgoth script. If written when the language was in common use, that book is nearly two thousand years old.”

Fuck. That was like me finding a pristine book in my world from when the Roman Empire was at its height.

“Can you read it?”

She stared at the tome with wide eyes. Hungry eyes. “I can.”

“Will you?”

A slow smile stole onto her face. “May I?”

“Hell yes. What’s the title say?”

“The Fall of Tergalidon.”
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I dragged a chair over so Dayra could sit at the desk, opposite the skeleton guy.

I spun the book around to face her. “Is that okay? Sitting and facing him?”

She blinked at me, confused, her eyes on the book. She raised her gaze to consider the skeleton. “Oh. Yes, it’s fine. I’m assuming that is our author, though it’s curious that if he died sitting there, his body decayed despite the enchantments that obviously infuse the place.”

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing.”

The rest of us took seats as Dayra opened the front cover. The scent of leather wafted up. Damn, those enchantments are powerful. Smells like it’s brand new. The spirit woman leaned in closer, looking over Dayra’s shoulder at the first page. The blonde scholar was so entranced by the book, she didn’t notice the ethereal figure literally breathing down her neck. If she did, in fact, breathe.

“Vorim Tanalus,” Dayra pronounced. “He wrote this.”

“That name,” Cea said. “I know it, but from where?”

Dayra grinned. “He was a famous and powerful mage in Tergalidon. He was one of the powerful magic users who cast the enchantments on my library. The concealment, the preservation, all those powerful spells were, for a good part, his doing.”

At the mention of the mage’s name, the spirit woman bowed her head and made a sign with her hand toward the skeleton. It reminded me of how Catholics crossed themselves. She had a lot of respect for the mage, no doubt the guy in the chair.

Dayra turned the page, the crisp parchment making a soft swishing sound. “If it’s okay with you, I would like to read some of this first, without having to do so aloud. I can read faster silently and then will summarize.”

“Oh. Yes, of course,” I said. “That’s a good plan. We’ll occupy ourselves, even if it’s just resting.”

Of course, Lirien, Cea, and Brin went straight for the bookshelves, though I wasn’t sure any of them could read something from all those centuries ago. I wanted to rummage around in the desk or the cabinets, but it seemed a disrespectful thing to do, at least until we found out what the specters expected of us. Instead, I went into the other room to sit down with Tip, Tyra, Sariel, and Keli.

I told the four what was going on. “There’s a skeleton guy in there, a huge book that Dayra will probably sleep with for the next couple of weeks if the spirits let her, and some books and cabinets. Dayra’s going to read it and then summarize it for us. It’s in an ancient language, about that Tergalidon place they were talking about before.”

“Can we go through the other rooms and see if there’s anything useful?” Keliana asked. Right to the point, that one.

“It would not be right,” Sariel answered. “I have the sense that this place is sacred to the spirits. It would not do to insult them.”

I glanced at Tip, but he didn’t have anything to say about it. “I was thinking the same thing. Let’s wait until Dayra gets more information about what’s going on and then we can decide. Trapped down here, if these transparent people, whatever they are, suddenly turn on us, we’ll never escape alive.”

Tip finally spoke. “There’s a cheery thought.”


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



When Dayra called my name, I leapt out of the chair I was dozing in. As I passed Tip, I kicked his leg, waking him up. There was no specific reason for doing so, but if I wasn’t going to sleep, neither was he. I chuckled as I joined the scholars of my group in the study.

I stopped two steps into the room at the sight of Dayra and the ghostly woman with their heads close, the scholar speaking softly to the other, who seemed to be listening carefully. Then, even more extraordinarily, Dayra tilted her head so her ear was closer to the specter as soft murmurs came from her transparent mouth.

Dayra noticed me and said a few more words to our guide. None of them recognizable.

“Were you just having a conversation with her?” I asked.

Dayra shrugged. With the clothing she was wearing—today it was a tiny black tank top with buttons down the front, with two red splotches like someone with crimson paint on their hands had grabbed her tits, along with tiny red skintight shorts with black splotches that looked a lot like handprints on her perfect tight ass—the gesture was enticing, but it didn’t in any way minimize what I’d just witnessed. “I was, though it’s strained. The particular dialect of Ancient Osgoth is difficult and I’m not as good with it as I like. Better with reading and writing, but speaking? Well, we make do. Let me introduce you to Serindra Konem, a captain with the remnant army of Tergalidon.”

I waved at the spectral woman, and she dipped her head at me respectfully.

“Please, sit down I have read most of the book. Skimmed it is probably more accurate, but I can summarize it for you. It’s quite something.”

I did as she suggested, noting that the others had joined us as well. Even Rex, who had been sleeping when I left the previous room, slipped in and laid down on the floor near where Tip sat on the chair he dragged in.

“The Vorim Tanalus who wrote this book was indeed the same archmage who lived in Tergalidon and who helped Sen-Gerot to cast the spells to protect the Great Library. In fact, he was the main architect of the magic used to accomplish that feat.

“As we believed, Xinathreen did indeed attack Tergalidon, the capital city itself. What we did not know was that the council of sorcerers had planned to an even greater extent than history recorded. Vorim believed they prepared for well over twenty years and when they attacked, they did so with most of the major cities simultaneously. Of course, the focus and most of the might was targeted to the capital because the majority of the nation’s elite mages resided there.

“When word of the attack reached Vorim and the king, the king charged Vorim with coordinating all the mages to protect the city. He immediately increased the normal magical protections over Tergalidon. But the Xinathreen had prepared well. Not only was an unheard of amount of magical power thrown at the city, but the armies of warrior mages also attacked en masse. Large numbers of people were killed in the first hour of the attack, before the mundane army for Tergalidon could even respond.

“Worse than that, though, the sorcerers had created a magic unlike any that had ever been used in war before. Here, let me read this excerpt:

I felt the magics the sorcerers wove, an accumulation of energy the likes of which I had never experienced. It was reported later to me that the spell had been cast in at least three other cities, where it was successful. In Tergalidon City, the protections mitigated the effects somewhat. It was not enough for us to declare victory, but it was also not a complete defeat.

The nefarious magic spread across hundreds of people, wrapping them up in arcane power the sole purpose of which was to transport them away. To another plane of existence. Our protections kept the citizens in our world, but not wholly. As far as I can surmise, it imprisoned them between the two worlds, neither fully here nor there. Trapped in an ethereal state where, though they could interact with our world physically, they belonged no longer to either.

One thousand, two hundred, forty-three souls fell to the spell in that way, compared to more than five thousand who were successfully transported to the other plane from the other cities. I myself resisted it and remained physically in this world. My own unique protections, however, changed the nature of the attack, poisoning the very stuff from which I am constructed, slowly and irrevocably killing me.

“The Xinathreen armies succeeded in destroying all the other cities, though they took heavy losses and the sorcerers themselves were weakened from their unexpectedly high usage of magic. The army of Tergalidon City, and its resident mages, held the forces off for a time, though it was clear the city itself would fall. Vorim gathered the last of the powerful mages still alive. Based on his work with the Great Library, the archmage led the others in casting a spell to save some remnant of what had been the most important city in the world. Here’s what he wrote about that:

Once it was certain Tergalidon would fall, I guided the remaining mages to cast a spell to protect the second most important of our resources. We had failed to save our people, but endeavored to preserve some few, along with a handful of places precious to us.

Alas, a final attack, one that surely used the remaining power of the sorcerers, interfered and though we were successful in saving some things, the people we tried to help were lost. The backlash from the spell killed the other mages in the circle with me, weakening me even more than the first spell had.

“The spell Vorim and the others cast whisked away a few important buildings before the sorcerers’ magic destroyed the city. As with the library, he hoped they could be reclaimed someday, to the benefit of the empire.

“Vorim gathered the people who had been turned into what he called neronevi, from an even older osgoth language, meaning ‘half-away.’ With their ability to strike corporeal creatures but not susceptible to damage themselves, whether from physical or magical attacks, he formed them into an army. Though he gradually got weaker himself and so couldn’t go out with them, he put in place a command structure and sent them to seek justice against the Xinathreen.

“At the army’s head, he placed a woman he knew. A competent organizer, a passable warrior, and as honorable and dependable as anyone he’d ever met, she became the commander of all the neronevi. Her name was Serindra Konem.”

As Dayra paused, I looked over at the spirit woman—no, the neronevi woman—and nodded to her. The thought that the book, the story, and she herself were all two millennia old made my head swim.

Brin, whose eyes had taken on a misty quality as she heard what happened to the neronevi, impulsively reached for Serindra’s hand as she looked into the commander’s eyes. Of course, she couldn’t grasp it, simply going right through, but Serindra smiled and mouthed something that had to be a thank you.

“Yes,” Dayra said. “The very same one who stands before us. The troops had only gone on a handful of missions, hunting down the sorcerers and their allies and returning to report to Vorim, when Kael Serus himself showed up. Some of the neronevi watched as he dropped to his knees upon first seeing the city, his anguish plain. They brought him to Vorim in his hiding place. This hiding place.

“Kael argued that the mage needed to seek healers, that he was too great to be lost, but Vorim knew magic, knew what afflicted him. He would not survive long.

“‘What would you have me do, then?’ Kael asked the mage.

“‘Work with Serindra. Lead the neronevi and eliminate all traces of the sorcerers and their allies. Make sure such a thing will never happen again, not from them or their successors.’

“Kael did as he asked. He and the neronevi engaged in a campaign to eliminate the sorcerers and their ilk from Valorae. To Xinathreen itself they went, creating a trail of blood to the gates of the city. There, they crashed their way in, hunted down every leader and every sorcerer, and left none alive.

“Meanwhile, Vorim wrote the account and prepared for his demise. He used an old hidden bunker as his base, a place safe enough to leave the book he wrote. When Kael came back, he marveled at the changes in Vorim. The flesh had melted off him, turning him into what appeared to be one of the undead. His magic allowed him to move, essentially a skeleton and nothing more.

“Vorim thanked Kael, handing him a box with the keystone to return the structures he’d saved with his spell and entrusting him to do as the hero thought was right. But Kael refused.

“‘Until the tremors from this atrocity cease, this world is not ready for the secrets your hidden locations will reveal. In the future, people might be ready, but that time is not now. As with the library of Sen-Gerot, there must be some time before such power can be loosed upon the world again.’

“Vorim died, in this very room. The neronevi vowed their eternal duty to Kael Serus, as well as the solemn task of protecting Vorim’s resting place, until the world was ready once again for the secrets they kept safe.”

Dayra closed the book and slid it a few inches away from her. Toward Vorim.

Damn, this world was certainly full of drama. I felt embarrassed by the thought as soon as it entered my head. Still, it was kind of a lot to deal with. Holy shit.

“I have discussed it briefly with Serindra,” the scholar said. “I told her you’re not Kael Serus.”

My eyebrows shot up. “But…”

“Don’t worry. She had already figured it out. She’s been alive for two thousand years, after all. She sees it as a sign, that maybe now is the time Kael and Vorim spoke of. They won’t attack us. She is convinced we will do what’s right.”

“Okay. That’s good. The question is, though, what is right? What do they expect of us?”

“Nothing. They are prepared to help. Starting with this.” She pointed to Serindra and the neronevi woman opened one of the cabinets and took out a small, carved wooden box. the object seeming to slip into the stuff of her hands so she had to keep readjusting it. She brought it over and handed it to me.

Not to Dayra, but to me specifically.

I opened it to find a somewhat familiar object. A keystone made of a blue gemstone, runes carved in its face. It pulsed with power.

“Is this…” I said, trailing off.

“Yes. The keystone to replace the structures Vorim transported to…wherever he transported them to. My understanding from reading the book is that they would have been protected. Much as the library was, much as the items in these rooms are.”

“How am I supposed to use it?”

Dayra spoke that language again. It didn’t resemble any Earth language I’d ever heard. I leaned in and finally heard Serindra’s voice. It was faint, not because she whispered, but probably because she was only half in this world. It was pleasant, strong. No surprise there. This woman had been commanding troops for hundreds upon hundreds of years.

“Ah,” Dayra said. “Simple enough. In order to use it, we have to go to Tergalidon. The site of the actual city. They can show us where it is.”

I sat down on the desk at the thought. Did this mean I had my own personal army? What couldn’t we accomplish with over twelve hundred soldiers that couldn’t be hurt but that could attack? I wondered if they could harm the umbrenix, or if they could even carry fully corporeal weapons, for that matter. And if the umbrenix could hurt them.

“Uh, we should probably eat and rest first. Also, are there other things here that might help us?”

Dayra asked, stumbling a few times at the ancient language. Upon Serindra’s response, she translated, her eyes alight. “Anything here is ours to take, if we wish it. Including all these books.”


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



After eating and getting some sleep, we systematically searched through the rooms within the preservation enchantments, including the study where Vorim still sat after all the centuries.

The historians among the group became excited over the simplest of things. Clothing, blankets, trinkets, and of course, the books. Perfectly preserved specimens of simple items those in the Osgoth Empire used were essentially nonexistent. I understood, but had a hard time drumming up enthusiasm for a pair of socks that didn’t even look like they’d stay up without garters or something similar.

We even found foodstuffs, two-thousand-year-old rations that apparently were used by the soldiers of that long ago era.

“Oh, will you look at this,” Keliana said from one of the rooms. I joined her to see what she’d found, as did Serindra and Dayra.

The catgirl held a sleek, almost fragile-looking crossbow. Compared to the normal blocky shape of the weapons, it almost looked like a futuristic sci-fi version, like a bowcaster.

I guess I wasn’t the only one who thought that. Tip poked his head in the room to see what we were doing and immediately did a startlingly accurate rendition of Chewbacca’s trilling shout. Then his head disappeared back into the other room.

I shrugged to the others, not feeling like getting into the discussion about Star Wars.

The spectral commander said something to Dayra, which the scholar then translated for us.

“Serindra says you may take it. There are quarrels in the cabinet beside you. They are enchanted. The crossbow itself is very strong and holds a magical enchantment that greatly increases the speed of reloading the weapon, using the lever on the side of the stock.”

“I…I can have it?” Keli asked in a disbelieving voice. “What about all of them? They use weapons. Don’t they want it?”

Dayra listened to Serindra, then explained. “Ah. They cannot use corporeal weapons. They can manipulate items, as when she brought us the box with the keystone in it, but it is difficult and cumbersome. They cannot achieve fine movements, even loading or aiming ranged weapons. It is useless to them.”

“Pardon me,” Sariel said. “Where did they get the weapons they use?”

“She says some who were warriors before had weapons when the spell affected them. For the others, they found some. When the sorcerers’ spell fell upon the city, it covered an area many blocks wide. Within the area of effect, items were transformed as they were, halfway between corporeal and incorporeal. Vorim had them collect what was useful before they embarked on their campaign of justice.”

“Oh. I never would have thought about that.” She raised the crossbow toward the commander and bowed. “Thank you, Serindra. This will help us with our task.”

The transparent woman nodded to Keli and the catgirl grinned as she checked the cabinet for the promised ammunition.

Dayra went through a wardrobe in the same room, holding up different pieces of clothing.

“These are beautiful, but none in the style I like to wear, unfortunately.”

I had to suppress a laugh. I wasn’t even sure where she got the many outfits that all consisted of different types of tiny, skintight shorts and cropped tank tops that looked equally painted on. It was too bad, really. Seeing her in clothing like that, many centuries old, would have been welcome.

“Outstanding!” Sariel’s voice came from yet another room, one I hadn’t been in yet. I rushed in there to see what she’d found.

The chamber looked like it had been someone’s bedroom. Someone important, not only by the size of the room, but by what Sariel no doubt had made the exclamation about.

Aside from the bed—with a chest at the foot of it—and wardrobes, a desk, three chairs, and two bookshelves, one item just outside of the center of the room drew my eye. A stand with a full suit of probably the most gorgeous armor I’d ever seen dominated the space. I whistled.

I hadn’t even noticed Cea standing beside Sariel, a wide grin on her face. She must have explored the room and called Sariel in. The swordmaster had been beside me just a few minutes before.

“It looks your size, Sariel,” I said. “Try it on.”

“Oh, I couldn’t.” She took her bottom lip in her teeth. “Could I?”

I pulled her to me and kissed her. “You are extremely cute when you try not to be appear greedy. Yes, you absolutely can. Serindra says we can have anything in the place. That armor looks like it was made specifically for you. Right Serindra?”

The commander glided up to Sariel, pointed to the elf, then pointed to the armor, a smile forming on her ethereal lips.

“Do we need to say more?” I asked. “Okay, come on, everyone. Let’s get out so she can change. Do you need someone to help you with the straps and everything?”

Sariel started to shake her head, but then noticed Cea holding her breath and bouncing on her toes.

“Yes. I believe I could use assistance. Perhaps Cea would agree to aid me, if it’s not too much trouble?”

“Yes!” The word exploded out of the gremlin girl’s mouth, about five times louder than necessary. “Ahem. I mean, yes, I would love to help you. It’s so beautiful, and you’re so beautiful, and it’s from the Osgoth Empire!” Her voice raised with each word until she was nearly screaming. Her eyes wide, she put a hand over her mouth and looked up at Sariel.

“Great,” I said. As I turned to leave the room, I almost ran into Tip. He stared at the small woman and I imagined little cartoon hearts bouncing around his head. I winked at him. “Come on, buddy. You can catch up with her in a few minutes. It’s girls only in here right now.”

We didn’t have to wait long. If nothing else, Sariel was practical and efficient. There would never be long waits for her to get dressed, as the cliché with girlfriends went. Honestly, though, if she’d taken five hours, it would have been worth every minute.

“Goddamn.” It just slipped out, but I stood by my exclamation. “You look like some kind of warrior goddess. Do they have one of those in this world?”

She chortled, her face flushing. “Stornos is the god of war. I know of no such goddess.”

“Well, someone get the woman a mirror. Seriously, Sariel, that armor looks like it was made for you. Is it comfortable?”

She turned in a circle, and the armor hardly creaked or clanked. “It is so comfortable. Like sleeping on a feather bed. Can I truly keep it?”

“It’s yours. Wow, it really is spectacular.”

Tyra walked into the central room, no doubt busy searching for a forge or something similar. “Whoa. Stop the bellows and bank the coals. Is that dragonsilver?”

The goblin ignored the rest of us and stomped up to Sariel, putting her face mere inches from the swordmaster. She poked and prodded, ran her hand over parts of the armor and lifted some of the plates. She even articulated some of the joints, moving Sariel’s arm or leg to check on the hingeing. When she put both hands on the elf’s breasts, I had to put a stop to it, though I did so laughing.

“Tyra. Umm, maybe not fondle the swordmaster’s tits in front of everyone?”

“Huh? What?” She looked up to Sariel’s red face and blinked. “Oh, shit. Did I…uh. She darted in and gave the elf a quick kiss on the lips. “Sorry. You just. Damn, woman, are you some kind of goddess?”

“A war goddess,” I said, chuckling.

The suit looked unlike any armor I’d ever seen. Seriously, it kind of reminded me of one of those mechs, if they were as forming to an elf’s spectacular body as spandex. Metal covered most of Sariel, which one might think was a shame compared to the bit of skin she showed with her current armor. But no, when I say it formed to her, I mean it really formed to her. I was intimately familiar with every curve on Sariel’s body, and the armor accentuated them all. Seemingly thin, flexible metal with designs that called to mind hearts swirling around her breasts, with a kind of wreath that looked like real flowers on the upper part of her torso. Beneath the metal was navy blue fabric holding it all together and making it look more like a bodysuit than anything else. A tactical bodysuit. Like in all the futuristic spy movies. She looked badass and so fucking hot it was hard to take my eyes off her.

“A war goddess,” Tyra repeated. “Exactly. It’s better even than dragonsilver, an alloy of dragonsteel and radiant steel. Enchanted, of course. You see these parts that look like cloth? Nuh-uhn. Metal strands so thin and woven so tightly, it’s more flexible than linen or silk clothing. Feel it. So soft. An entire suit of armor. Is it very light, moves well?”

“It is, and it does,” Sariel answered, twisting her body and smiling hugely. “I hardly feel as if I’m wearing armor at all.”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh. It’s strong, too. Not that you get hit often, but this will take a lot of punishment and barely get scuffed. You’re keeping it, right? Tell me you’re keeping it.”

“I am keeping it.”

Tyran put her arms around Sariel and her muscles bunched up as she squeezed the other woman. Then she planted a wet, sloppy kiss onto the swordmaster’s lips.

After I peeled Tyra from Sariel, we found some metal ingots for the goblin in a storage room. More dragonsilver. It was Sariel’s turn to hug and kiss the goblin as the green woman danced around in joy.

I addressed everyone. “How about we leave the metal and the books here. We’ll be going underwater, after all. We can pick them up on the way back. Is that fine for everyone?”

Sariel’s mouth drooped down.

“Oh, no,” I said. “Not the armor. You’ll be wearing that. With the potions we made, it shouldn’t be a problem. I was talking about carrying around stuff in our packs. You’re fine to never take that armor off again.” I thought about it for a moment. “I mean, well, not never. You know what I mean.”

That brought her smile back. The expression fit so perfectly with the armor, I was pretty sure whether or not this Stornos guy sanctioned it, the world definitely now had a warrior goddess.

“Oh, Brin,” Dayra said. “Serindra wants to show you something in the study, if you will.”

We all followed the moonwisp, the spectral commander, and the scholar. In the study, Vorim sat placidly, not seeming to mind at all that we were scavenging stuff from his headquarters. Serindra went to the desk and opened a drawer beside the archmage. I hadn’t seen a desk with drawers in this world before, not that I could remember. When she straightened, Serindra held a smaller box than the one the keystone came in, even more elaborately carved and painted than the first one. She handed it to Brin, having the same trouble with keeping it from sinking into her hands as she had with the other.

“For me?” Brin asked, to which the commander nodded. “Thank you, Commander. What is it?”

Serindra smiled and pushed the box toward Brin.

The blue woman held it reverently, bowing her head over it before lifting the hinged lid. She gasped, her wide eyes meeting transparent orbs. Serindra’s smile increased.

“Goddess. I have heard of such things, but…goddess.” She bowed more formally to Serindra.

Dayra listened to the specter for a moment. “She says she has seen three moonwisps in her long life, but none were as beautiful as you, or as genuinely caring. It is meant to be with you.”

Brin set the box down carefully and took Serindra’s hand in both of hers. The limbs fuzzed together, the commander’s sinking partially into Brin’s as the moonwisp brought the other’s hand to her mouth and kissed it.

“Thank you,” she said. “Truly. Not only is this a potent magical item, but I can feel my goddess’s touch in it.”

The commander’s eyes shimmered. Could the ghostlike people actually cry?

“I wish I could embrace you, Serindra. Please, will you help me?” Brin said, lifting up what had been in the box. It was another bracelet, simple and elegant. Fine gold and silver chain, woven into a band, held a setting with a single gem. Dark blue, almost black, the oval stone had a white crescent moon within it, like the gem had formed that way.

Dayra translated Brin’s words.

Serindra manipulated the bracelet the best she could, wrapping it around Brin’s proffered wrist and closing the clasp. The jewelry fit perfectly, snug enough not to move but not so tight as to restrict any movement.

“Thank you so much,” Brin said. Serindra’s mouth moved, but whatever sound came out was so soft, the words wouldn’t have been understood even if they were in the standard common tongue.

“Gem of the Sacred Moon,” Brin said proudly, showing the jewelry to the rest of us. “Aside from the connection to Auryana’s magic, the item acts as a storage unit for mana. With it, I can double the amount I hold, allowing me to cast more spells before I have depleted my reservoir. It is quite the boo…I mean, it is a blessing.” She glanced at Tip, having almost set him off again.

“That’s fantastic,” I said, “and useful. Thank you, Serindra. For everything. Are you ready to show us Tergalidon City?”

The spectral woman nodded, then stood at attention and snapped a salute. I saluted back, and we headed up the hallway to where the horses grazed above.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Iwalked out of the underground compound, over the crumbling stone stairs and through the narrow cavelike opening and froze. Rubbing my eyes, I wondered if I was imagining what was before me.

“What the…?”

Tyra pushed me forward. “What’s the holdup. Move your cute ass.” When she was able to get around me, the goblin girl halted as well, staring.

Our horses were where we’d left them. For the almost two days we were in the underground headquarters of the last of the citizens of Tergalidon, we’d checked on our mounts several times, making sure they were safe grazing and drinking from the nearby stream. Now that we were going to leave, though, the view was different than it had been before.

All around us, for as far as I could see into the forest, were the transparent shapes of the neronevi. I knew there were over twelve hundred of them who were affected by the spell the sorcerers cast two thousand years before, but I hadn’t really thought about there being that many now. Of course, with their nature being half in this world and half in another, being able to stand while anything trying to harm them passed right through, it made sense that none would die. If age wasn’t going to do it, then I don’t think anything else could. Even magical attacks didn’t affect them. The best anyone could do, as far as I knew, was to block their weapons, and I think that was probably just me.

All that seemed reasonable, but still. Over twelve hundred people. That was a lot. I mean, a lot, especially in a cramped, forested area. But even that wasn’t what really had me standing like a fool with my mouth open.

There were children in there. Ethereal, transparent children. Fucking hell.

“Kids?” I said. “They have kids here? They’re holding weapons, too.”

Dayra squeezed between me and Tyra, leading both of us away from the entrance so the others could get out. “Of course. The spell was indiscriminate. It affected all in a specified area. The sorcerers’ attacks were a surprise, so no one had been evacuated to a safer location.”

“But they’re carrying weapons,” I said.

“Gar, you must remember something. These neronevi you see before you, they have been alive for two millennia. Those children there, they have lived nearly a hundred of your lifetimes. They have the form of children, but they have seen much and have done much. They have lived longer than even Aeyr himself. Do not let their appearance deceive you.”

That put it in perspective. Though they still looked like kids, compared to me, they were ancient sages and I was an infant. It didn’t stop me from mourning the loss of their innocence and childhood, though.

Serindra spoke to Dayra, and the scholar translated. “Serindra says that the children were not part of the group that hunted down the sorcerers. They were raised as any child would, for longer than they normally would have. Some enjoyed more than two decades of childhood, though everyone had to acclimate to being incorporeal. Eventually, they—adults in mind, if not in body—joined the others on guard duty to prevent any from defiling what was left of their city and nation.”

“Okay,” I said. “I get it. Thank you for the explanation.”

We all mounted, at Serindra’s suggestion, and started off toward the east. Many of the specters went on ahead, gliding over the ground faster than a person could run. Others stayed with us, and the rest followed.

“They’re all coming with us?” I asked.

Dayra nodded. “Yes. The compound will be safe enough. They closed and locked the doors in the preserved section. There is nothing anyone can do to damage the aged parts. All the neronevi want to witness you bringing back the missing buildings.”

I wondered about the transparent people. They’d been alive for so long. All that time, the only real duty or responsibility they had was to protect the compound, maybe parts of the city, if any of it was left at all. They lived day after day, century after century, never aging and never dying. I wondered how many of them wished they could be killed.

While some might think that living essentially forever would be cool, I felt sorry for these remnants of a lost age. Did they still play games, get together for meals, show affection to each other? Hell, did they even eat? I wished I could do something to help. I guess, in a way, I could. They all seemed excited about bringing the few city buildings back. Serindra and Dayra hadn’t explained which buildings they were, though I figured libraries, workshops, or important civic structures would be the ones sent off for protection. I hoped they brought these people some kind of enjoyment, closure, even entertainment.

On our way, we encountered a few monsters. For the most part, beasts fled from the procession, but twice we were accosted by large creatures that resembled boars. With sharp tusks and teeth, their squat bodies moved alarmingly fast through the underbrush. The specters didn’t bother with them until the beasts came close and charged us.

In a frightening display of their abilities, small groups of the neronevi intercepted the animals and cut them down so quickly, it was hard to see what they did. We stopped after each battle to dress the kills and construct litters of branches and rope to drag the carcasses along with us. They’d make for a feast when we finally stopped for the night and made a fire.

With our escorts, it didn’t seem like anything was a danger to us, at least not in the forest. I revisited the thought of asking Serindra to help us with Aeyr. With more than a thousand troops like these, we could sweep over any of the Hungerer’s minions we found and destroy them quickly. It wouldn’t help us to get into the fortress where Aeyr was—we would still need the sirens for that—but it would make everything else easier. Dayra had already told me they couldn’t pass through solid walls, for some reason. After we finished using the keystone in Tergalidon, I’d bring it up with the commander and see what she thought.

It was far enough to the city that our slow progress through the forest had us camping one night. After eating far too much boar meat and getting some sleep, we finished the journey before noon the next day. I started to see bits of stone, then bigger chunks. When shapes recognizable as the remains of ancient structures appeared, Serindra stopped us and explained, through Dayra, what we needed to do.

“We’re close,” Dayra said. “The others will stay here and Serindra will lead us to where you can use the keystone. This is as momentous an occasion as finding the library, Gar. To be part of both in the same lifetime is an honor.”

“I just hope it gives them some closure. How must it be to have outlived their families, not to mention their own race? How do they endure it?”

Dayra spoke to Serindra. I hadn’t meant for her to translate. The commander of the neronevi floated to me and picked up my hand with what looked like considerable effort. The feeling was…different. Soft, fluffy, but muted, like she was touching me through a cushion of air that had somehow barely solidified. She brought my hand to her cheek and put her other hand on mine. It had the weight of a ritual. As her eyes met mine, I understood. It was merely an expression of thanks. For thinking about them and their feelings. For caring.

“I’ll do whatever I can to help you in any way you want and that I’m capable of, Serindra. Once we take care of Aeyr, you will have my entire focus. You’ve endured enough.”

After Dayra translated for her, she gave me a sad smile, released my hand, and gestured for me to follow her. Brin’s hand found mine and squeezed it.

We followed Serindra through the primeval forest, treading a path I wouldn’t have been able to pick out. Here and there, evidence of something more than trees, grasses, ferns, and bushes existing here peeked out. A stone, a stretch that was too flat and without trees, irregular humps that I imagined to be what was left of a structure that was buried under the soil and vegetation.

Our group wended its way up onto a low hill before the spectral commander halted. She and Dayra conversed in soft tones as the rest of us looked out over the endless forest.

“There is power here,” Brin said, her hand absently stroking mine. “I believe we stand in what was the city of Tergalidon. Their magic must have been potent indeed for me to still feel it after so many centuries.”

Lirien and Cea were having their own conversation, words like “stone” and “ruins” and “preserved” filtering over to me.

“What do you think will happen?” I asked Brin. “I mean, it’s magic and all, but once I use the keystone, are those buildings going to plop down on the trees and bushes like they were dropped from the sky or will they somehow merge, weakening whatever the structures were built of? That would be bad if, after all this time, I called the structures back here only for them to collapse because what exists now weakened them. If I can even bring them back at all.”

“I don’t know. Magic such as this is so much more powerful and inscrutable than any I am familiar with. Vorim Tanalus was a great archmage. He would have accounted for such things. Have faith, Gar, and witness something no one has had the privilege to observe for millennia, if ever.”

“So you’re saying it’ll be even better than when we brought back the Great Library?” I winked at her.

She considered me for a moment. “Ah. Well, that was revealing a doorway to enter into the library, whereas this will be calling entire buildings back into being. Your point is taken, however. We have seen some interesting and significant things, haven’t we?”

“Yes. Yes, we have. Something tells me we’re not done with that, either. Plenty more wonders of the world in store for us, I think.”

“Just so, my love.”

Dayra finished her conversation and turned to me. “Serindra says this is the best location to use the keystone. There are three buildings, constituting the most important parts of the city’s makeup. The main administration building, the magical academy and research institute, and a trade building that acted as a kind of trade hub. Trade as in professions, not as in commerce.

“A center of trades?” Tyra said. “Like a crafting complex?”

“Exactly. When I say ‘building,’ it is probably more accurate to say ‘complex’ or ‘compound.’ A portion of the administrative complex also included training facilities for soldiers.”

“Outstanding.” Sariel’s hand went to her sword hilt, but not because of danger. It was something I’d seen in the Aesturith Kingdom, and with her since we’d left it. Some kind of “I swear by my sword” kind of sentiment. She was as excited as Tyra was about the crafting place.

“That sounds like a lot of stuff,” I said.

Dayra nodded. “Yes. All the more reason for us to be in a location apart from where the structures will be called back. Even Serindra doesn’t know what would happen to anyone standing where a building will be recalled. She wasn’t a mage.”

“She was a warrior, right?”

Dayra smirked. “No. She was a teacher before she became neronevi and had to learn to fight. She taught children.”

I looked over at the transparent woman, sadness washing over me. That was so much worse than when I thought she’d always been a soldier. “I’m sorry,” I whispered to her.

Sorrow passed over her face, but she cast it off quickly and nodded to me.

Brin’s eyes went liquid and she made a sort of growling, moaning noise in her throat. She reached for Serindra’s hand, but of course, it went right through. The neronevi’s eyes met the moonwisp’s and I could tell they understood each other perfectly. Brin cleared her throat, a sniffle finding its way in.

“Shall we?” the moonwisp said, bringing my mind back on our task.

“Yeah. Let’s do this. One more thing, though. Dayra, if you can translate for me?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you. Serindra, do you want me to do this? We don’t have to. If it will be too painful for you or any of the others, we can leave things as they are. You’ve already gone through so much.”

Dayra paused, her eyes drilling into me so intensely I thought I might have said something insulting. She averted her gaze, but not before I saw how her bright blue orbs glimmered. She spoke to Serindra, and the commander listened intently. The she turned her ethereal head toward me, gave me a brilliant smile, and snapped a salute.

“Okay, good deal. I just wanted to check. What do I do?”

They gave me instructions to use the keystone, but I didn’t really need it. As it turned out, it worked exactly like the one I had for the doors at the fortress in the mountains. All I needed was to connect to it with my mind and command it, no magic necessary. Well, at least no magic from me. The thing itself was magic. I still wasn’t sure why I needed to do it rather than Brin, who actually knew magic, but I figured I’d just go along. It was an honor, and I didn’t have the heart to argue about it.

Serindra, Dayra, Brin, all the rest of my friends, as well as a vast crowd of spectral warriors all faced toward what had apparently been the center of the city. Though not necessary, I held the keystone up. Then, with a thought, I commanded it to activate.

Winds whipped through the trees, like a storm had appeared from nowhere. They were powerful enough to bend large trees, casting leaves and twigs and other materials about. But it didn’t affect us in the least. Then the eerie glow started to appear and spread out, like someone had upended an entire vat of pale blue paint. Within the areas of the luminescence, things started to disappear. Whether bushes or rocks, dirt or trees, it all faded, swept clean by the magic, but only in three main locations. Everything in between, though still buffeted by the wind, remained.

For a moment, the areas looked like a new construction site, the ground excavated and raw stone revealed. Then the fading happened in reverse. Portions of cobbled streets, trees and lawns, and most importantly, looming structures appeared.

Though I had thought in all the talk that what would be brought back was three separate buildings, it was soon clear that wasn’t correct. Dayra used the words “compound” and “complex,” and those were accurate. True, three enormous structures did fade into view, like great warehouses or even malls, but things other than huge buildings came back as well. Parks, outbuildings, training fields, all the many things that would have gone with something like a magic academy. I could only stare as it became clearer and got more solid with each passing minute.

Brin’s hand nearly crushed mine as we watched in wonder as the jewels of Tergalidon gradually came to being before us.

Then Serindra threw her head back and screamed.


Chapter
Thirty



The commander of the neronevi wailed, and I recoiled from the pain in my ears. Less than a second later, the sound repeated all around us as the spectral warriors screeched in pain as well, many of them falling to the ground. Serindra dropped to her knees, panting.

I dropped my arm and disconnected my mind from the keystone. Bringing the parts of the city back was harming the specters. My thoughts were muzzy from the pain and ringing in my ears and from the anguish I observed in the neronevi, but I pushed through, trying to come up with the only thing I thought to do.

I needed to reverse what I’d done. Send the buildings away. Hopefully that would undo whatever was being done to the remnants of Tergalidon.

Serindra yelled something and Dayra, clasping my arm in an iron grip, translated.

“No!” Serindra yelled more words, hardly breathing, and Dayra continued to tell us what she said. “Do not stop. Continue. Trust me. Bring them back all the way.”

I met eyes with the commander; hers pleading. I closed mine, afraid of what I might be responsible for doing to the people who had already suffered so much, but did as she asked. Through the keystone, I commanded the buildings to come back completely.

It took another ten minutes, time in which it seemed that some of the neronevi were so assaulted with whatever magical effects were afflicting them that they lost consciousness. At least, I hoped that was all. If they were dying, this was definitely going to fuck me up for a long time.

But then, it was over. Three extraordinary stone buildings, along with many other connected to them, loomed over what had been nothing but forest. I slumped, feeling like I’d pushed a car for a hundred miles. With the parking brake engaged. After a few breaths, I forced myself to move to where Serindra had crumpled several feet away. I took her hand, though it constantly slipped through mine until she looked up at me and she willed them to partially solidify.

“Are you all right?” I asked, knowing she couldn’t understand the words. The exhausted smile she gave me removed a heavy weight pressing on my chest. I leaned over and fell onto my back, still holding her hand. “Good. I’m glad. Sorry about that.”

We stayed there, motionless, for several minutes, until Dayra sat down next to me and started talking to Serindra.

“What?” the scholar said. “Are you sure?” She shook her head and repeated it in the commander’s language. After the response, Dayra let out a sound that was very close to a sob, then she started chuckling. “Thank the gods.”

She got up and put her hand down to me. “Come on, Gar. We need to get all of them somewhere they can rest.” She switched to the obscure Osgoth dialect to say something to Serindra, then back to language I could understand. “The academy. There are rooms there, and large open areas where many of them can stay together if they want.”

I took her hand and pulled myself up. My knees wobbled a little, but I’d been tired before. It would be fine. “What’s going on, Dayra?”

“Something with the spell. Oh, we can talk about it later. Help me to help them. They’re coming back, Gar. Serindra says she can feel it. She’s becoming more corporeal. They’re regaining their bodies!”

The beautiful, though exhausted, smile on the commander’s face told me it was true. When her hand, still in mine, wriggled, I realized it felt a little more solid, too. I hoped it wasn’t just in my mind. She tugged on my arm to get my attention and then I noticed it. Starting with the tips of her fingers, only going down to the second knuckle at the moment, flesh color and solidity inched its way upward, as if she’d dipped it in paint.

“Damn, it’s true. You are coming back. Come on, Dayra, everyone else. Let’s help them get to the academy where they can rest.”

It took me four tries to help Serindra up, her limbs sinking through mine when I tried to pull her. We finally figured out that if I grasped her fingers, I could pull her up, though it probably didn’t feel great. I wished I could have carried her, but it was probably better I couldn’t. She was the commander, after all, and she needed to set an example. Be strong. After a gesture that brought her hand from her heart outward that I thought might mean thank you, she went to the neronevi around her and started helping them down the hill and toward one of the complexes of buildings.

It took us hours to get all the specters to a huge hall in the magic academy. My concern was for the transparent—though slowly becoming less so—people until they were all settled. Then I finally took a good look around. Unlike any ruins we’d been in during all our travels, the academy was in great shape. It looked lived in, well used, but nothing was falling apart and everything, from the doors to the lamps, to the ovens in the kitchens, worked perfectly.

My whole party sat in the great hall, the horses already having been put in the stables and fed and watered, and the neronevi resting in groups.

“How?” It was the word that had been whirling through my head since Serindra’s fingers had shown color.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Dayra said.

“Magical impetus.” Brin still wore the look of someone who had gone through an impossible experience. We all shared the frazzled appearance. “A theory. I wish Qamara were with us. Her insight is sorely missed.”

Dayra leaned forward. “What do you mean, magical impetus?”

The moonwisp sat up straighter. “I am not expert in this field of magic, but the little experience I have with things going from one world to another says that the journey is…energetic. We have seen it in the portals that randomly occur, even with the Great Library. Also with the winds that developed when the keystone was used.

“My assumption is that when such large objects are transported back and forth, there is a rushing, a flowing, much like water. If we use a whirlpool as an example, perhaps when the structures came back from whatever world they had gone to, they created suction. This dragged other things along that were not part of the original spell.

“By chance, the place where the neronevi were half-trapped might have been along the path of the returning structures. Their essences could have been swept up and carried back here, to this world, latching onto the magical energies that felt like their home. Once here, they would naturally move toward reuniting with their lost halves, thus the changes occurring in them as we speak.”

“You’re saying that it happened accidentally, a happy but unexpected coincidence to bringing the parts of the city back?” Dayra tapped her finger on the table in front of her, a contemplative expression on her face.

“Yes. I do not think Vorim Tanalus knew this would happen. If he did, he would have brought the structures back solely to give these people he had known in their normal lives their existence back. He hardly seems the type of man who would leave them straddling two worlds like that if he knew there was a chance of bringing them back. In fact, had he lived longer, he might have designed a spell to accomplish just that feat, even unknowing about what we have just witnessed.”

All this magic stuff got complicated. I thought I followed Brin’s logic, but I had no idea whether it was true or not. If it was a non-magical world, I would say it was the Venturi effect, but who knew if physical laws like that applied in this world? “So we have the academy, the crafting place, and the administrative complex, but we also have over twelve hundred people who are becoming more solid as well? There aren’t going to be side effects, dangers?”

Brin shrugged. “I don’t know. This is unprecedented, as far as I am aware. Perhaps there is useful information in the Great Library, or even the library here in the academy, if it is still here. From my observations, the process is slow, however, no doubt because of the other halves of their bodies needing to find its way to them and then reestablishing the connection to that part already existing in this world. Depending on where they were, their ethereal bodies may be in myriad pieces.”

“How long until they’re back to normal?”

“Who can say? Let them rest. We will speak with Serindra and decide on a course of action. You were kind enough to bring back places for them to recuperate and reconstitute.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Yeah, I guess. We’ll need to figure something out soon. We still have to get to the ocean, find the sirens, and open that secret door in the fortress.”

We stayed for two days in what was left of the city of Tergalidon. Tyra, of course, went straight to the crafting complex and found herself one of the number of forges they had. It was stocked with fuel and an assortment of metals, which meant she disappeared until I hunted her down when it was time to leave.

I did some exploring, too, both in the academy and the administrative complex. Of special note were the training fields. Spacious and in excellent condition, I hadn’t seen anything like them since the ones at Rolant’s tower. We used them immediately, with Sariel, Keliana, Tip, and me getting some training in.

Most of all, though, I found myself standing at the edge of the city parts that were brought back, looking out at the forest. Something about the place—city and forest both—connected with me. I couldn’t really explain it, other than to say it kind of felt like home, something I hadn’t experienced before in this world. My heart ached when I thought of leaving it. I guess I was just getting sappy and sentimental.

The more scholarly among us holed themselves up in the libraries at the academy. They were impressive, would have been the most fantastic collection of books I’d ever seen, were it not for finding the Great Library first. Still, there were more than enough tomes, scrolls, and other written records for Dayra, Brin, Cea, and Lirien to keep busy. It was unfortunate for some of us that everything was in ancient languages, but at least a large number of tomes were in that academic language Dayra had told us about, so my scholarly girls had plenty to read.

Then there was Serindra. Many among the neronevi were still weakened, doing nothing but resting, but the commander seemed to be made of tougher stuff. She interacted with us, conversing through Dayra so we could coordinate.

“She says she is tired, but not harmed,” Dayra said. “She can feel the changes within her, sensations she hasn’t felt in a very, very long time.”

I’d made a game of fiddling with the woman’s fingertips. She didn’t mind. In fact, I prompted her to giggling a few times, something I had never thought I’d see from the hardened veteran. Manipulating her fingers, squeezing, stroking, and pressing them, I could snatch at them as my hand went through the parts of her hand that were still incorporeal. It almost seemed like they would separate, but she said they felt as whole and connected as always. The the sensation on the parts that were now flesh was a distant memory that now came to life.

Unfortunately, it didn’t look like the rest of her was coming back quickly. That concerned me because after getting her hopes up, the thought of them crashing down had me tense and anxious.

“No,” Dayra said. “She assures me the change is progressing. Not just with her, but with everyone else she has talked to. The area coming back is increasing, but very slowly. She figures it will take months until she is wholly flesh, perhaps a year or more. In the meantime, they still don’t need to eat.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s good. I’d wondered about that. Eventually, though, they will have to eat. What then?”

Dayra chuckled. “Then they’ll go out and kill some game and forage for food. There’s plenty around. They’ve been using their weapons for hundreds of years. Hunting will not be a problem. There’s plenty of water, too. It’ll be fine.”

After explaining everything to Serindra about what we were doing—and her apologizing she couldn’t aid us in our quests—we made plans to leave. There was no way I would risk any of them getting hurt fighting Aeyr’s minions as the neronevi became more corporeal.

“Are you sure you’ll be all right?” I asked her as Dayra translated.

Serindra gave me a smile. The ones she’d been flashing since the buildings had come back were more natural, happier. At least, it seemed like that to me. They were still transparent, but they made me feel good all the same.

“She says not to worry. They will be here, regaining themselves. When we come back to visit, they may be ready to help you with your tasks.”

The commander turned to me, her eyes meeting mine. I wondered what color they had been. I looked forward to finding out, once she was fully flesh again.

“Thank…you.” She gave me her gesture, hand coming from her heart as she said it.

“You’re very welcome. We’ll come back soon. Maybe I can learn some of your language, too.”

We bade her and the other neronevi farewell, mounted our horses, and continued toward the east. Where we had sirens to find.


Chapter
Thirty-One



Iglanced back toward Tergalidon as we threaded our way through the forest toward where the sun rose on the other side of all the trees.

“It is a remarkable thing, what you have done,” Brin said, her horse beside mine.

“What we did,” I corrected. “Really, it was more what Vorim did. That kind of magic…incredible. Are there mages around still who can do things like that, sealing away a big chunk of a city and bringing it back millennia later?”

“I do not believe so. Even during Vorim Tanalus’s time, it was extraordinary. In his own way, he was as unique as Kael Serus himself. To meet such an ending, and to spend his last weeks exerting himself on behalf of the city. Truly, he was a hero as well.”

“Yeah.” I turned my head to look back again. “Something else. Serindra, and those with her, they’re heroic, too. I hope what you explained will go to completion, allowing them normal lives again. They all seemed to have wanted it. We need to check up on them when we can. They deserve all the aid they can get.”

“You are not disappointed they will not remain spectral warriors? A fighting force like that would be a great advantage in the work we will do in destroying all of Aeyr’s followers. Even in defeating the demigod himself.”

“That would be great, but not at the expense of them dealing with even one more day of the half-life they’ve been forced into. No, I want them to be able to enjoy being whole again.”

The moonwisp beamed at me. “I thought you might.”

“But now we must focus on our other task,” Sariel added. “We must find the sirens. How will we do so, Gar? They have been gone for many years.”

Lirien crashed through some of the brush to our right to circle around and then slow so we could catch up to her. “Yeah, about that. Some of us didn’t waste time sight-seeing when we were in the city. I have two things that might interest you.

“The first is something I read in Kael’s diary. In typical fashion, he was brief and completely underplayed his actions in it, but it resolved something I’ve been wondering about. It’s a story about a life force vampire he hunted down and killed.

“There were apparently blood vampires during that time, but this one was much more dangerous. Instead of drinking blood as sustenance, it drained life energy from people. Sound familiar?”

I blinked at my kangaroo girl. “Aeyr?”

“Not him, but like him. Kael caught him early in his career, before he’d figured out a system like Aeyr later came up with. The details are light, but Kael found him, killed him, and burned the body to ash to make sure there was no coming back.”

“And that helps us how?”

“It doesn’t, but it may explain finally why Aeyr wanted me dead. If he knew the story of the vampire, he might have been afraid there were details within Kael’s writings that would allow us to harm him. Turns out Aeyr completely misjudged how casual the hero was about the powerful things he killed.”

“Huh. That’s a good point, Lirien. Too bad there wasn’t more information about it.”

She shrugged. “Yeah, those are my thoughts, too. As for the second thing, well, I found this in the academy’s library.” She held up a book.

“You took a book from the academy?” I asked.

“Of course. You brought all those buildings back. As far as I’m concerned, they all belong to you. Normal archaeology rules: the one who uncovers a treasure owns it.”

“Serindra did give you the keystone,” Keliana said from behind us. “Right Dayra?”

I twisted in my saddle to look at the catgirl. “That doesn’t mean she handed the city over to me.”

Dayra looked quizzically at the book Lirien held, but commented to me. “Serindra and I talked about it. She, as well as all the neronevi, sees it as your property. Much like I consider myself the owner of the Great Library, you own the remaining structures of Tergalidon, even the expanded ruins themselves. It is all yours to do with as you wish.”

I wiped my hand down my face. “Great. One more responsibility. I plan on giving it away as soon as I can. To Serindra and her people. It’s theirs by right, their home. Anyway, we were talking about the book you stole, Lirien.”

“Borrowed,” the explorer said. “From you. But the book.” She lifted it up again. “It’s about the Ianathe. This was long before they went into the water, but there’s some excellent information about them from before, as close as I can tell. Dayra will have to read it and confirm, since I’m not great with the ancient osgoth languages. Most importantly, there are several maps. The different cities are marked. I thought we could visit them. You said you wanted to start looking for them in the ruins of their settlements, right? Not just take the potions and jump into the water?”

I halted my horse. “That’s good thinking. Let’s take a break as soon as we find a suitable clear area. You can show us the maps and tell us what you think.”

Not soon after, we all sat around Lirien as she showed us a map of the eastern part of Sauvaxera between Tergalidon and the mountains. Included was the location Callun told us about, where the break in the mountains was that allowed us to more easily access the shore.

“The entire area from Tergalidon to the mountains in the west and from the northern shores to the ocean southeast is called Vanarianath. There are four sites of cities we can check,” she said. “The one farthest north, near the big bowl valley by the mountains, is called Serolan. Two flank the access to the water, the eastern one Dorelana and the western Skeroan. West of that, nestled in between two mountains, is the location of Chirteom. We’ve no idea what condition they’re in, of course. Nothing may exist in those areas anymore; it’s been so long.”

I tapped the map. “How about we start with Serolan and work our way south and then west. We’ll make a big arc, checking out all four. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find some carvings or something. Do you think they continued to live in those cities up until they fled to the sea?”

“They did, but they’re still very old. After this book was written, turmoil broke out in the area. The Ianathe were attacked relentlessly by the Uvanriel, who made their homes in the northern area of Vanarianath.

“The Uvanriel had a special kind of insidious magic that left a strong residue. Even after a battle, it affected anyone in the area. Some of their battles seemed to have been designed not to defeat the Ianathi troops, but to spread their dark magic, which continued to attack the very bodies of the sound mages.”

“They used chemical warfare,” Tip said. “I have memories that make the chemicals they used on Earth look like whipped cream. The magic changed the Ianathi people. Mutated them.”

“Yes,” Lirien confirmed. “It took about a century for the Ianathe to flee to the oceans, several common mutations allowing them to do so. Letting them adapt to a life under the waves.”

Another story of aggressive ancient people. “So the Uvanriel, jealous of the Ianathe’s land and fame as mages, attacked them until they essentially wiped out an entire people, changing them into a new race?”

“Yes.”

“But they didn’t enjoy the land they stole from the Ianathe for long,” Cea said. “The Ianathe held a special place in the Osgoth Empire, and when it came out what the Uvanriel had done, the Empire hunted down the Uvanriel, and slaughtered every one they could find. So, two peoples were eliminated, not one, even if those who were Ianathe continued to exist in another form.

“All of this was fifteen hundred years ago, as the Osgoth Empire was declining, so there’s no telling if there is anything left to find of the cities.”

I huffed. “It’s no damn wonder this entire region is uninhabited. What a shitshow. Well, there’s nothing we can do about the past. Let’s try to find them. Any information we can get will be helpful. It’s like trying to find a needle in a haystack. Underwater.”

Brin patted me on the shoulder. Tyra and Tip chuckled.

[image: ]


Another day of travel and the forest ended in the space of only a few miles. I looked to the northeast to find my view of the massive mountains there unobstructed.

“This place was lush during the time the Ianathe lived here,” Dayra said. “Now it’s like the areas we passed through before Prickleweed. Dirt, small, twisted trees, and prickly bushes. Not quite desert, but not not desert, either.”

“Tell me one of you knows which way we need to go,” I said, not commenting on what the scholar declared.

“Serolan is described as being in the foothills at the border of the mountains,” Lirien explained. “The map shows it as such, but there aren’t any landmarks to find its exact location. With the terrain like this, at least it’ll be easier to search for it, even if it does mean what’s left of the city is probably buried.”

I cocked my head at her. “Did the book tell you that?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t know you understood the language. I never saw you talking with Serindra or any of the other neronevi.”

“Different language.”

“Huh?”

“Right, so let me see if I can explain it. The language this book is written in is more of a formal language, suitable for educational writings. Though Vorim most likely wrote his treatises in High Osgoth, he used the more common language with the book Dayra read, probably to make it more generally understandable.

“I never learned that one, though I am familiar with other dialects and languages from that time. As an explorer and researcher, I did learn High Osgoth because most of the preserved tomes are in that language. I don’t believe the more formal language was spoken, only written.”

“It was spoken by select groups,” Dayra clarified. “But you’re right, it was mostly for written works. I would expect many of the books in the library of an academy of magic were written in High Osgoth.”

“They were, from the sampling I looked through.”

I put a hand up. “As long as it helps you find the city, it’s all good.” I thought about it for a moment and shook my head. “This is going to mean digging, isn’t it?”

Lirien’s smile was the only answer I needed.

Shit.

It took the better part of two days to get near the mountains. They were deceptively far away, massive things that seemed to retreat even as we chased them. In the afternoon of the second day, just about the time I was thinking we should find a place to camp that gave us some shelter from the wind, nature decided to assault us.

The wind suddenly picked up, rushing around us and turning to swirl in a circle. I’d been caught in the middle of a small dust devil before and was familiar with the experience, but this was bigger than anything I’d ever faced close up. As the twister formed, it picked up bits of wood, leaves, even some small stones, but mostly dust. Instantly, I couldn’t see anything through the thick dirt in the air.

I jumped down off my horse, grit and sand pelting me on every piece of exposed skin. Silhouettes of my friends doing the same thing became visible as I cupped my hands over my eyes.

The wind only grew faster, filling with even more dust. I pulled my shirt up over my mouth and nose with one hand and put my other arm and hand across my horse’s eyes to protect them. Even filtering the air, I found myself getting light-headed, not able to get enough breath in me. I hung on, trying to keep calm while unable to breathe, hoping it would all pass soon.

I tried not to think about if the thing became a legitimate tornado, ramming random objects through my body or picking us up and throwing us against something, crushing us.

Time dragged as I attempted to take air in while keeping hold of the horse. While I guarded his eyes, his body sheltered me a little from the wind. Bending down with my face next to his coat, I found I was able to inhale shallowly without choking on what sand got under my shirt filter.

It ended before I died or passed out, which is always a plus. As it passed us by, I checked on my friends, most of them huddling into their horses with something over their mouths and noses as well. All except Brin, who stood tall, confusion all over her face. Her uncovered face.

“Brin,” I said. “Are you all right?”

“I…I am, yes. Thank you.”

“You didn’t cover your face?”

“I did not. Didn’t need to.”

“Oh. Did you use some kind of magic to keep from choking on all the dirt?”

She still seemed kind of out of it. She blinked at me. “No. I breathed as easily as if there was no wind or dust at all. Something…aided me, though I know not what. I saw nothing, needing to cover my eyes, but it did not affect my respiration at all.”

“Huh. Some kind of special moonwisp effect?”

“I think not. I have never had such a protection before. Curious…”

Other than having sand in our clothes—poor Tyra—we hadn’t suffered from the twister.

“Let’s find a place to camp on the lee side of some obstruction,” I said, noting Tip with an expression I could only classify as “whiny.” “You okay, buddy?”

He grimaced at me. “Okay, you win. I just found the first good reason to wear a shirt. I’ve got little rocks embedded in my nipples.”

Cea giggled, patting him on the shoulder.

I shook my head. “TMI, dude. TMI.”


Chapter
Thirty-Two



“This is it,” Lirien said. “It has to be.”

We found what we thought were the remains of a city or town the next day. Surprisingly, there were still viable structures standing, or at least parts of them. No roofs, but plenty of walls, though I imagined they were much shorter than they had been when the city was built.

“I’m surprised they held up this well,” Dayra said. “Are we going to excavate?”

Everyone looked at me.

“What? I’m no archaeologist.” I pointed at Lirien, Dayra, and Cea. “You three are the experts. Do you think there’s anything here that would give us more information about the sirens…uh, the Ianathe? I wouldn’t expect there to be any books around, but maybe stuff etched on stone?”

“Doubtful,” Dayra said. “We could sweep the area, looking for anything that might indicate something could be underground, but I suggest we not spend too much time here. In this condition, as old as it is, I doubt we would locate anything worth the time we spend.”

“I agree.” The kangaroo girl started unwrapping some of the shovels and picks from the horses. “Why don’t we spend the rest of the day searching, and if we don’t find anything promising, we’ll move on after camping here tonight?”

We didn’t end up finding anything even remotely promising, so we left just after sunrise the next morning, heading south, skirting the edge of the mountain range. Travel was easy, with a few more trees popping up as we headed toward the ocean, but still open enough that nothing slowed us down. As darkness fell, the faint smell of salt in the air gave us hope we were near the edge of the continent.

Dorelana was better preserved than Serolan, though I would have thought it would be opposite. The ruins of the second city were buffeted by an onshore breeze that should have been damaging with its salty moisture-laden air. Yet, structures remained, recognizable as homes and even utility buildings or shops. A few roofs topped buildings, but they looked sketchy. I certainly wasn’t comfortable going inside those buildings, not more than a few minutes at a time.

We camped alongside a double set of walls that seemed about as sturdy as anything else in the area and began searching the next day. The city was spread out, but didn’t seem to be too big. We split up to look around. We hadn’t seen any kind of monsters, or even large beasts, since the forest near Tergalidon, so other than going in pairs or trios, we didn’t take any precautions. When we met halfway through the day to check in, we ate lunch and discussed what we’d seen.

“I found what I think was a civic building,” Sariel said. “A library or a classroom, perhaps. The stone of the wall itself was carved, but with characters I do not recognize.”

“I’ll go with you after lunch and see if we can make sense of it,” Lirien said. “I didn’t find anything interesting. Blank stone walls with nothing left inside. I don’t know if it’s a good use of our time to look around here.”

No one else had found anything, either before lunch or after. Lirien and Dayra determined the etchings did refer to the Ianathe leaving the land for the water, but it was only a mention of it and not much else.

“‘We pray that Euristeni will bless us in our migration, keep us safe from the dangers beneath the surface,’ was the gist of it,” Dayra told us. Her next words were for me, since she rightly guessed I was ignorant about the different deities in this world. “Euristeni is the Goddess of Waters.”

We decided to look for the next city, named Skeroan. It was less than a day’s travel across the gap in the mountains. We traveled close to the shore, and I kept looking to my left to watch the waves as they lapped up on the beaches less than a mile from where our horses clopped along.

Skeroan was also easy to find and, curiously, also wasn’t being used as dens for animals or hideouts for bandits. In fact, other than some birds and rodents, we didn’t see much animal life as we searched the new city.

Our investigation was cut short after barely half a day of trying to find some clue about the sirens or anything regarding the song magic that was the reason for us trying to find them.

“Who is that?” Tyra asked. The rest of us turned toward where she pointed.

A figure approached us from the east. From the waters. An armed stranger that didn’t appear too happy to find us there.
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The waves lapped gently against the rock, far enough out from shore to watch them break dozens of yards away.

Coralei Aushway sighed, watching a pair of dolphins at play nearby. It’s nice to get away from people for a little while. If only it were as easy to escape the turmoil. She swept her hand through the water, splashing it up in an arc, watching as it glittered in the sunlight.

Shaking out her long auburn hair, she glanced back toward the shore. To where the people were rummaging around in the ruin there. It irritated her more than a little, them stomping through what was essentially her ancestors’ homes. Not that anything remained for them to take, but it still rankled.

Coralei had been watching them off and on for over an hour now, but it looked like they were finally leaving. Good. Go and get eaten by a monster.

Her relief turned to shock when they rode their horses directly across, parallel to the shore. Right to another one of the ruins of the Ianathi cities. This one Skeroan.

“What are you doing?” she said aloud to herself. “What are you looking for?”

Coralei turned, looking further out to sea, throwing her head back to let the sun kiss her. The ones digging through the city were no concern of hers. She had plenty of other things to occupy her mind.

Yet she continued to cast looks at the group. Stomping around and scratching on the stone. She even saw one of them bring out digging tools.

“What in the hells are you doing?” The growl in her voice was clear. Those people, in that place, it was like an urchin in her undergarments. Why can’t I let it go?

Giving up all pretense of disinterest, she glared at the intruders. With the waves and the distance, she couldn’t hear them. She wondered what they discussed as they defiled the ancestral location of her people. The tension within her built, like one of the vents at the ocean floor before it suddenly released. If it continued, she would explode.

“That’s it.”

She snatched her weapon up from beside her and dove into the water, heading inland. As she zipped through the waves, she tried to control herself, thought of how she would address the people, how she would answer their response. In no time she was in shallower water, and she stepped up onto the sand, getting used to legs again. It only took a few steps to do so, and then she was striding across the wet sand toward the ruins of the city.

Halfway there, one of the people, a green woman, saw her and pointed. Everyone turned to look at her, but she was undaunted. Continuing until she was a few mere paces from them, she stabbed the pointed butt of her trident into the sand and glared at them. Before she could speak, a man did so first.

“Good afternoon,” he said with a smile on his face.

Coralei blinked at him. She’d seen him before, hadn’t she? Her mind whirled and it came to her. Kael Serus? He looked exactly like the statues she’d seen of the hero. In fact, within throwing distance of her trident, there were at least two partial statues, though they were so worn that they literally resembled any warrior.

Almost all the fire she’d felt, that had driven her to swim in and stomp up onto the shore, fizzled in her chest. She had to stop, take a breath, and plan what she would say carefully.

“What are you doing here?” she snapped. Well, so much for plans.

“We’re just looking around, hoping to find something about the sirens.” Another one of the humans, a blonde wearing incredibly tight and skimpy clothing, cleared her throat. “Oh, right. I mean, the Ianathe.”

Coralei gripped her trident until her forearm burned. “Why? Are you hunting them?”

The others had gathered from the other buildings, ten of them altogether. A varied bunch, with a goblin, a gremlin, a cat beastkin, an elf, a taranji, and—she rubbed her eyes with her empty hand—is that a…moonwisp? Again, her reasoning fled, her righteous anger trying to slip away.

“No, nothing like that. We’re…” the man said, but stopped, noticing Coralei’s eyes locked on the blue woman.

“You are of the Ianathe, are you not?” the moonwisp said. “I can feel it within you, the mark of the sea. I’m Brinawynn Tolsen. May I ask your name?”

Coralei rallied, snatched and held some of her anger, but she could not wield it against the chosen servant of Auryana. She had often been accused of being impulsive, but even she would not go that far.

She bowed her head in respect. “I am Coralei Aushway.”

“Well met, Coralei Aushway. I believe it is you who we have been looking for.”


Chapter
Thirty-Three



The woman marched out of the sea like she owned the whole damn beach, and at least half the waves. She was obviously spitting mad when she reached us, her blue eyes like frozen fire, but I had no idea why. The way she held that trident told me she was no stranger to using it. I hoped she didn’t do anything that would require me to defend myself.

The weapon itself was remarkable. Elegant, but powerful and deadly. The three tines at one end carried severe barbs, leaving no doubt that anyone skewered by it would receive even more damage as it was pulled out than when it went in. The opposite end was a spike, but the only reason I knew was because I’d seen it briefly before she plunged it into the sand like she meant to bleed the ground itself.

But the woman. Goddamn, but one sight of her made all other thought dissipate. Her perfect, smooth skin was dark, tanned to golden perfection. She wore what amounted to a bikini, dark green with patterns that looked like a cross between soft, smooth scales and seaweed. Long auburn hair, stylishly messy in the manner of someone who had just come out of the water, wavy without being frizzy.

And her body? Spectacular. Toned and supple, with plenty of curves but also visible muscles that jumped as she shifted. Her light blue eyes fairly glowed with her tanned skin around them, and though her face was set in a scowl, she was stunningly beautiful.

I could feel the heat in her, the anger. Her eyes flashed with it and her mouth twitched, ready to give voice to it.

Until she spotted Brin.

Something occurred then, throwing her off-balance. Like seeing someone you know in a large crowd of strangers. Her mouth moved, but no sound came out. After Brin introduced herself, the woman bowed her head to the moonwisp and answered with her name. Brin, ever in control, responded.

“Well met, Coralei Aushway. I believe it is you who we have been looking for.”

“I…I am who you were looking for? How is…goddess, your belt.”

Brin cocked an eyebrow. “My belt?”

“You wear the Belt of Breathless Wonder. I was told none existed any longer.”

“You know of my belt? All I know is that it is enchanted. I know not what it does.”

Coralei shook her head, as if she were trying to break out of a trance. “Pardon me, but you are a moonwisp? The moon goddess’s servant?”

“I am.”

“Please.” It was a deep, heartfelt plea. “Why would you be looking for me?”

“Perhaps we can sit and talk? We have food. Are you hungry?”

“I will sit, but I need no food. How do you come to be looking for me within the ruins of my ancestors’ city? Surely you mean you were looking for any of the siren people.”

“Yes, of course.” Brin walked over to what was left of a wall and sat down on the stone block. “We did not seek you specifically, but one of your people. We decided to look through the ruins first before taking to the waves to find you.”

Coralei seated herself near Brin. “Why? Don’t we have enough problems without being hunted?”

“Hunted? No. We merely wanted to beg your aid in an issue most important. I will go straight to the root of it. Aeyr the Ever-Hungering is back and is growing in power. We are trying to prevent that and are hunting the demigod, killing his servants whenever we can. We believe we know where he is, but we are at an impasse, unable to breach a magically locked door.”

I realized that the rest of us hadn’t introduced ourselves, with Brin and Coralei going right to business. All we could do was to stand by silently. I’d noticed the woman’s reaction when she first saw me. It didn’t take a genius to understand why. There were at least a few of the ubiquitous statues in the ruins, though they were in such bad shape I didn’t know if they were actually of Kael. Shit. Who am I kidding? They’re Kael. But what Brin was telling her now was more important.

“If you’re looking for someone to open a door, find a locksmith. You won’t find that among the sirens. We have no need of locks.”

“Yes, but it is not necessarily the lock we need help with. Dayra, if you please?” Dayra took the book out of her pack and handed it to Brin. The moonwisp held it out to Coralei. “We believe this book will give us the information we need to open the door, but it itself is locked. With magic that feels like voice magic. A type of power your people are known for possessing.”

Coralei accepted the book and ran a finger over the cover. “This has the royal symbol on it. The sign of the pike.”

All eyes went to me. I rolled my eyes. “We’ve already been through this. How was I supposed to know?”

Coralei’s mouth tightened into a line, apparently not liking that she didn’t understand what was happening.

I explained. “When we first saw it, we thought it was a gar. My name is Gar, short for Garfield, so they find it funny.”

She stared at me for a moment before her face cracked and she started laughing. It was a good minute before she composed herself, every second of which I felt like someone had a flamethrower aimed at my face.

“My apologies,” she finally said. “Thank you for that, though. I haven’t laughed in far too long. I am sorry it seemed to be at your expense. I meant no disrespect.”

“Coralei,” Brin said. “Do you know how to open the book? We have traveled far to find you to ask that question.”

The siren handed the tome back to Brin. “I know the magic needed to open it, but my question to you is this: why should I do so?”

“I don’t understand. Are you referring to payment of some kind? Tell us what you desire and if we can give it to you, we will.”

“You don’t understand. My people, the Ianathe, were renowned crafters and mages. They were happy in their lives, taking no part in the empire’s politics and being kind to all. The Uvanriel hunted us down, killing some and making some into things they had not been. Then they chased us to the edge of the land and forced us to flee to the ocean.

“Even then, we were not left in peace. Our hunters could not go into the water in search of us, but any who went up onto land were as wild game. Not just for Uvanriel, but others as well. We found more adversaries beneath the waves as well. History you know nothing about tells of centuries of hardship, and it has not ceased. Even now, my people are in turmoil, teetering on the edge of being no more. All of this, and you come here asking favors of me?”

“No,” I said. “We did no such thing. What we’re facing, it’s a danger to everyone in Valorae. Aeyr’s magic is already causing strange things in the world. Holes in the air, mutated monsters and beasts, not to mention all his minions running around killing people. It will affect your people too, if it hasn’t already. But all that aside, we’re not asking for charity. Like Brin said, we’ll pay for your help, or trade. Whatever we have or can do is on the table. This isn’t just for us. It’s for everyone and everything living in this world. Name your price and if we can do so, we’ll gladly pay it.”

“You said you were going to search for me, for my people, but you know full well we live in the water. Do you all have Belts of Breathless Wonder? You will not go far in the realms beneath the waves without the ability to breathe.”

“We do not,” Brin answered. “I hadn’t even known what this belt did, though now it explains how I breathed easily during a dust storm that had everyone else covering their faces and choking. We made potions that allow us to breathe underwater.”

“I…see.” Coralei tapped her finger on the shaft of her trident. “I must think. Will you stay here for some time?”

“We will likely camp here tonight. We thought to search Chirteom, but based on the previous three city ruins, we probably won’t find anything promising.” Brin looked over at me and I nodded. “We will stay here as long as necessary if we can gain your aid.”

Coralei looked up at the sun. “I will be back within two hours and we can discuss this further.”

She nodded at Brin, then at me, got to her feet and treaded toward the ocean. I watched her every step of the way, not the least reason of which was the spectacular view of her body. When the water was at her knees, she leaned forward and her legs changed. Over about two seconds, they joined and became a tail, covered in scales with a fluked end. She flapped it powerfully and shot out to deeper water, her trident held in front of her, cutting through the oncoming waves.

“Holy sh…uh, crap,” Tip said. “I had some memories of that, but I kind of didn’t believe them. She’s a mermaid. A real fu…freaking mermaid.”

I nodded, feeling exactly the same way.

“I don’t like her,” Keliana said.

“What? Why not?”

“She’s a fish. I’m a cat. I should be eating her.”

I felt Tip’s eyes on me and I knew better than to look at him.

I looked at him. We both cracked up.

Keliana rolled her eyes. “Not that type of…oh, forget it. She’s also kind of a bitch, if you didn’t notice because you were too busy staring at her tits.”

I hadn’t been, but the desire to do so had definitely been there. “Give her a break, Keli. It sounds like she’s had it rough, and she found us scavenging around in the ruins of her peoples’ city. You have to expect at least a little anger or frustration. She seems to have a lot of respect for Brin, though, so maybe she’ll help us. What is the deal with that, anyway, Brin?”

The moonwisp was busy inspecting the belt she’d been wearing since we found it. It was great that Coralei had known what it was. Even better that it would help her breathe underwater. “The sirens revere the moon goddess Auryana. There has always been a strong connection between her and the oceans. The goddess of the waves, Euristeni, is Auryana’s sister. Coralei’s people honor my goddess and transfer that honor to me.”

“Nice. I’m glad you were here to soften her up. She did not look happy when she stalked up the beach toward us.” I cast my eyes back to the waves and sighed. “I guess we might as well make camp. Hopefully, she’ll come back with good news. And less attitude.”


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Coralei returned before sunset, emerging from the water and striding more calmly up to our camp, which we’d set up just outside the edge of the ruined city. Our conversations all stopped as she approached, and we waited for her to speak. Without the anger from earlier, she seemed empty, almost depressed. She sat down without a word, her gaze distant.

It took several minutes until she spoke.

“I will help you if you provide aid to me in return.”

“That works for us,” I told her. “We appreciate it. What can we do for you?”

She considered me. “That is your response? Not when I will provide service to you, no talk of limitations, only how you can help?”

“Sure. If you need our aid with something, I don’t expect you’re going to give us what we want first. You don’t know us. We might take what you will do for us and then renege on our agreement.”

“I may do the same thing. You do not know me, either.”

I shrugged. “We’re willing to trust you. From the little I know of your people, or rather, your people before going to the water, you were honorable. I’m willing to take a chance that you still are. What can we help you with?”

She swept her hair back over her shoulder. “Are you Kael Serus?”

I laughed. “No. Here I thought I’d finally met someone who hadn’t seen any of those damn statues. You could never have figured out his face from these.” I pointed to the eroded examples near us. “How do you know what he looks like?”

Her mouth twitched. I thought for a moment she might actually smile, or even laugh, but I was disappointed. “We have statues in our cities. In the water.”

“Really?” Lirien said, leaning forward.

Coralei gave the kangaroo girl a quizzical look.

“Oh, I guess we should tell you a little about ourselves,” I said. “That’s Lirien Seck. She’s an explorer and archaeologist. Very interested in history. She found an ancient cache of items Kael himself had hidden. In it, we found this.” I reached over and picked up Justice, where it was propped up against one of the stones. “So, no, I’m not Kael, but I do have his weapon.”

“Well met, Lirien Seck.” She dipped her head in greeting, but her eyes went to the sword. “I thought it was bigger. Can you wield it?”

I mentally commanded it to grow to the size it was when we found it. It nearly doubled in length and grew wider by half. “I can, but it’s not my favorite.”

“Gar shares other things with Kael,” Brin said. “Besides manipulating the materials of his weapons, he is skilled in combat with any object, or with his bare hands.”

I didn’t miss the way Coralei’s eyes flared. Everyone else introduced themselves one at a time, Tip handling the task for Rex. The siren stared at the furcan for a long minute, but didn’t ask about him.

Though we promised to help her, time was still an issue. We needed to move things along. “So, what can we help you with?”

“First, I must tell you,” she said. “I cannot open your book.”

Something you might have told us at the beginning of this conversation, I shouted in my mind. What I said, though, was, “Is there another of your people who can?”

“No. I will explain. The seal on the book signifies the royal family, of which I am a part. There are spells that only the royal family can cast, based on ancient magic we call the Song. I can sense from the book that it will take very powerful magic to open it, unless we can find the one who originally created the ward. The Song is the most powerful magic my people have. My mother, the queen, had not passed it onto me yet and she recently disappeared, as has the Song. We don’t know if she is still alive.

“The Song is usually kept safe, guarded by a great warrior called simply Guardian, but she too is nowhere to be found. Without my mother, I am the leader of my people, but without the Song, we are more vulnerable. There are other problems, dangers inherent in the deep, including new monsters as well as dark shapes, shadows glimpsed at the edges of our vision. We are attacked on all sides, though there is a lull in the last few days. I…should be in the capital city, but I found I needed to seek solitude, even if only for a few hours.”

She shook her head. “That is neither here nor there. The aid I seek is to find our guardian, not only to ensure she is safe, but also that the Song is secure. Without it, we may not be able to withstand those against us and our civilization itself may dwindle to nothing but memories.”

Some of that sounded familiar. I had a couple of followup questions. “You mentioned new monsters and shadows. Are the monsters transfigured from creatures you already know? Are the shadows shaped like people, but with sharp edges and claws?”

“Yes to both.”

“Do your people know of Aeyr, also called the All-Engulfing-One or the Ever-Hungering, amongst other things?”

“I do not.”

“Ah. He’s only about a thousand years old, so that’s not surprising. He must not have gotten to your people yet when he caused all the trouble before. Aeyr is a demigod whose favorite trick is to drain people of their life force and take the power into himself so he becomes stronger. He almost conquered the entire world before, but the Alari destroyed his minions and weakened him, thinking they’d killed him as well. Now he’s back.

“He created creatures of shadow called umbrenix. They’re the ones that do most of the work in draining life energy for him. They look like I just described. Apparently, he’s taking an interest in your people, or in underwater communities in general. We’ll help you find your guardian. We’ve fought mutated creatures and are experienced in killing the shadows, which can only be harmed by magical weapons. Mostly.”

Her face got paler as I explained, but at the last sentence, her eyes flicked to mine in surprise. “You would still help me? We have struck no deal.”

“Maybe you’ll find a way to help us with the book. In the meantime, helping you and taking out more of Aeyr’s lackeys is the right thing to do.” I glanced at my friends, finding most of them nodding at the sentiment. Keliana was not, but I didn’t’ think it was that she disagreed with helping as much as it meant her resistance about going into the water. The uncomfortable grimace on her face indicated as much.

Coralei bowed her head to me. “Thank you. I was about to mention that I believe the Song might allow me to aid you in opening the book. I don’t know it for a certainty, but the sigil is on the cover for some reason and the title does not sound like the book is about something that would interest my family. Perhaps a favor or service from one of my ancestors, using their talents to seal the book?”

“Sure, that sounds promising. Uh, just curious, but Dayra never told us the title of the book. What is it?”

Coralei looked at me curiously. “A Key to the Kingdom. A metaphor, I believe.”

“Oh. Interesting.” I rubbed my chin. “Anyway, like Brin told you, we have potions that will let us breathe underwater, so we can get started as soon as you want. We’ll need to figure out who’s going to stay with the horses and where they can set up a defensible camp, but other than that, we’re ready to aid you.”

“I have an idea that may be useful for that problem,” she said. “A cave near the water that leads to a sheltered space with grass and a few trees. I can lead you there, though it will have to be in the morning. The tide is high now and the tunnel to the area will be flooded.”

“That sounds good. Will you eat dinner with us? You can sleep here, too, if you want to.”

“I will share a meal with you, but not stay the night,” the siren said. “I must check on my people. For your hospitality, though, I will provide some fresh fish. Give me a few minutes and I will bring some back. Do you eat fish?”

“We do. I know that especially Keliana loves to eat fish. She mentioned it earlier today.” I winked at the catgirl and she stuck her tongue out at me.”

“Good. It won’t take me long.”

Before Coralei got up, Cea was in front of her. “May I ask you something?”

“Of course. Cealifonam, was it?”

The gremlin girl beamed at the other woman. “Yes, but you can call me Cea.” She clasped her hands in front of her body and twisted back and forth. “Ummm, can you turn your legs into a tail?”

“I can.”

“Does it happen automatically when you go in the water or do you control it?”

“I control the change. Would you like to see it?”

Cea bounced on her toes. “Yes, please.”

This time, Coralei did smile, though it was kind of sad. The trouble with her people was really affecting her.

The siren sat again and straightened her legs in front of her, sandy bare feet elevated in the air. In the space of a few seconds, they merged, elongated, and formed a wide tail. The surface even changed, iridescent scales growing out from the skin to cover her up to the waist. I wasn’t sure what happened to the little bikini bottom she’d had on, but I had a feeling it was still under there.

Cea clapped her hands. “That’s so amazing and you’re so beautiful. You must be very fast in the water.”

“I am. You’ll see soon enough, when you join me under the waves.”

“Thank you, Coralei. I can’t wait.”

The siren’s legs changed back, and she got to her feet again, her clothing intact. “I’ll be back shortly.” She strolled to the surf, her body swaying with the motion. I watched her and caught Keli doing the same thing. Yeah, I see my catgirl eating some fish in the future, if she’s got anything to say about it.

Coralei came back with two monstrous fish, so big I was surprised she could carry them. We cooked them over the open fire and everyone ate their fill. It seemed that the siren had relaxed slightly around us, asking questions about the surface world. I sat back and watched, no expert on this world in any way, as Brin and the three other bookworms answered. Tip even threw in a comment or two.

After we ate, Coralei bid us goodnight and splashed back into the dark ocean.

“Tomorrow,” I said to my friends. “Prepare yourself to get wet.”

“I already am,” Keliana said, prompting a few chuckles from the others.

“Do you want some help with that?” I asked her. “We can go look around in the ruins, find a nice place to…uh, chat.”

“Oh, yes. That’s just the thing. I want to chat. Chat me hard.”

I winked at Brin, took Keli’s hand, and pulled her into the ruins.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



“This is perfect,” I said, watching the horses investigate the spacious paddock Coralei had brought us to. The narrow, twisty tunnel leading from a cave at the shoreline had only allowed us to bring our mounts through in single file, but at the end, the space widened out after a gradual incline to the place we now stood.

Ringed in by stone cliffs, the area was a good forty yards on one side and close to fifty on the other, a squashed rectangle that tapered at one end. As Coralei had said, it was full of grass, bushes, and even a few trees. It also included a feature she hadn’t told us about. At the entrance, the rock had been chipped out into slots for a number of wooden beams stacked nearby. Though “beams” may have been an exaggeration. They were generally uniform branches, stripped of twigs and even bark, which had to have been there for decades, even centuries. The wood was as hard as the stone the branches slotted into.

There was even a spring at the narrow end of the paddock, constantly adding water to a small depression before trickling off into the rock on that side. I’d tasted it and it was fresh, though I didn’t know how that was possible being so close to the mammoth body of salt water. Coralei had shrugged and said maybe it was created magically a long time before, possibly even by her people.

“With the boards in place, we won’t even need to leave someone to watch the horses,” I said. “They’ve got everything they need and should be safe enough.”

“We can come back and check on them occasionally,” the siren said. “With your help, we might even be able to complete our task quickly enough that we don’t have to.”

“Hey, Gar,” Tip shouted from near one of the stone cliffs walling the place. “Check this out.”

I walked over to the satyr, Brin and Coralei on either side of me. “What’s up?”

“I know how you’re always looking for more holes,” he said, grinning. When I didn’t react after his pause, he let out a little sigh and pointed to the stone.

“Yeah, Tip. It’s rooooock. Very interesting.”

“No. Come around on this side. Right here.” He indicated the spot right next to him.

Humoring him—for the moment—I took a few steps to stand where he wanted me to. When I glanced back at what had seemed solid stone, I now saw a small alcove set in the wall. “Whoa.”

“I know, right? I thought we could put the saddlebags and stuff in here. They should be fine, eh? Better than leaving them in the open or trying to drag them through the water. Even if we can breathe down there, taking all our stuff will be a pain.”

I rubbed my chin. “Good job, Tip. It’s perfect. There’s even that rock shelf that will keep everything off the ground so it won’t get wet if it rains.” I’d been trying to figure out where we were going to keep our camping gear and the saddlebags without them getting soaked through.

“Yeah, you know,” he said. “I’m more than just a pretty face and a hot body.”

“Yes. Yes, you are.”

After we stowed everything in our secret storage area and we said goodbye to our horses for the fourth time, we finally placed the wood to close off the paddock and followed Coralei out to the water. We all kept our packs, not wanting to leave some stuff where someone could possibly take it. Most of our gear was wrapped tightly in several layers of waxed cloth to preserve it.

“I hope being submerged for a long period of time won’t let water in through the cloth and damage the book,” Dayra said. Lirien nodded her agreement. She had books, too.

“I have magic that will keep water from touching them,” Coralei told us. “In fact, I can apply it to all your items, including your clothes. With the magic, you should hardly get wet.”

“Awwww,” Keli said. Sure, she could joke now, after she’d gotten her reward for being wet and sexy the night before.

“What she means,” I told Coralei, “is thank you.”

Our next step was to take the potions. From our testing, one would last almost two days. Some of the others were not enthusiastic about that part of the plan.

“I don’t want to go in the water,” Keli whined.

“This tastes and smells like fermented…uh, butt,” Tip complained.

“What if the potion wears off and we’re deep underwater?” Tyra asked.

I turned to Coralei, who looked amused. Mostly in her eyes. She still had only smiled when Cea asked her about her mermaid tail the night before. Brin, standing next to the siren, was wearing a smile.

I addressed all three comments. “Keli, we need you. Tip, you’ve eaten stuff worse than fermented ass. Tyra, that’s actually a good question. When I tested the potions, I felt that it was ending more than half an hour before it actually did. It’s an uncomfortable feeling, sort of like heartburn or needing to burp really, really urgently. That’ll leave plenty of time to take another potion or to get back to the surface. Any other complaints?” I didn’t even pause. “No? Good. Bottoms up everyone.”

I couldn’t help but to wince when I drank my potion. It wasn’t something I thought I’d get used to. Ever. Tip had been right. Putrid, rotten ass.

We were not quite ready to be led by Coralei. The horrible taste of the potions and the odd sensations of it running through the body they were only part of it. I’d had trouble when I first plunged my head into water, a natural panic reaction taking over when I tried to force myself to breathe. I’d almost forgotten about that, but witnessed it with my friends. It was a lot easier for me because I’d gotten used to it through testing the potion.

No one was immune, though Brin, with her poise and grace under almost all circumstances, had the least problem with it. Of course, she didn’t take a potion, using her Belt of Breathless Wonder, but the natural instinct to not breathe in when underwater afflicted her like the rest of us.

With all of us splashing around in the shallow water like a bunch of children in the kiddie pool—hopefully minus the peeing—I could only shrug at the siren, who stood watching us with an inscrutable look on her face.

“What are we going to do about Rexy?” Tip asked. “Does the potion work for him? It might be poison to a furcan.”

I’d assumed we could use the potion with him, but Tip’s concern was valid. I mean, if chocolate was poisonous to dogs, magic potions could be for a furcan.

“He might not need it,” Brin said. “Furcans are known to be accomplished swimmers that can hold their breath for long periods of time, much the same as dolphins, whales, or crocodiles.”

Tip considered his companion. “But what if we need to be under longer than he can hold his breath?”

Coralei raised a hand. “I have seen furcans deep in the water. There is a plant they seem to enjoy eating, striped gillweed. I have heard it gives them the ability your potion imparts. It is plentiful. If you would like, I can take your…Rex to one and see if he will eat. Or I can pick some and bring it back while you accustom yourselves to the water.”

She didn’t say “because you’re taking so damn long,” but I could almost feel the words coming from her.

“If you can go and get some…” I said, but didn’t finish as Rex dove into the water, zipping through it like he was some kind of bumpy, feathered fish. He turned circles, did somersaults, and shot down and out of sight, seeming to enjoy himself. “Okay, fine. I guess he’s ready for you to show him where that plant is. Thanks, Coralei. We’ll be here, getting used to breathing underwater.”

She smirked at me and plunged into the water herself, her legs instantly turning into her scaled tail. With a couple of powerful swipes, she disappeared as well.

We’d just about gotten the hang of not only breathing, but moving around underwater when the siren returned. The reactions to being in the deeper water were varied, from Keliana’s face scrunched up in distaste to Cea, who was playing with the relative weightlessness much as Rex had.

I found that the potion had effects other than being able to breathe. For one, I could see clearly, without my eyes burning from the salt water. I’d been to the beach plenty of times and it had never been as comfortable to look around under the water. The other thing was that it seemed to help with movement. We weren’t going to outrace a motorboat or anything, but it almost felt like my body let some of the water through, the resistance being a lot less than normal. At least when I was free-floating and moving my limbs. When I kicked and stroked with my arms, the resistance was there to help me propel myself. I didn’t know how the magic knew to make opposite changes when appropriate, but I was glad for it. Must be the same as a thermos just knows whether to keep something hot or to keep it cold, I thought with a wry smile. True magic.

One other thing surprised me. When I saw Coralei come back and I forgot we were underwater, I spoke to her, something I’d never have tried if I remembered where we were.

“Okay, Coralei, we’re ready.” It hit me then what I’d done and my eyes flared. Damn, that didn’t even sound like I was underwater. I tested my voice again. “How’d it go with Rex?”

When she answered, I heard it as clearly as if we were on land. No distortion, no blub-blub sound, just her pure pleasant voice. “He went to it instinctively, eating several mouthfuls of it. I don’t believe it will be a problem for him to accompany us. He will likely stop to eat some occasionally, when he senses the effects are wearing off. Also, he did seem to enjoy the taste.”

I laughed, surprised again that it sounded normal. “Yeah, well, he’s tried to eat rocks before, so nothing unusual there. I think we’re about as ready as we can be. Lead us where we need to go.”

If I thought Coralei was graceful and elegant on land, watching her in the water was a shock. The way she undulated her entire body, pushing powerfully with her tail, adjusting herself in a dozen different ways to become more hydrodynamic, was mesmerizing, and more than a little sensual. It was like watching a very skilled belly dancer’s gyrations. Or watching her have sex.

Brin tapped me on my shoulder with one hand and pushed my jaw up with the other to close my mouth. I guess staring at the actual, real mermaid was not what I was supposed to be doing at the moment.

I cleared my throat, another thing it seemed I shouldn’t have been able to, or needed to, do underwater. “Rex is swimming his ass off.”

Brin chuckled at me, but was true. The furcan was almost as graceful as Coralei. Besides, I had to say something other than, “Damn, she’s hot when she’s swimming.” I think Brin got the translation, though.

We all ventured forward, going at a snail’s pace compared to Coralei, but still moving faster than I’d ever swum before. It was exhilarating, invigorating, and just plain fantastic. I looked around, checking on my companions as well as the underwater terrain. Keli’s face had gone to a more neutral expression, threatening to go even further toward content. I was pretty sure she had a smile in there waiting to come out, so I’d be watching her closely for it.

Most of the rest of us already wore one. Cea giggled as she chased after a colorful fish and Tip beamed at his girlfriend. Lirien and Dayra shared nearly identical smiles, even clasping hands to skim along the sandy bottom together like they were manta rays. Tyra was still working on smoothing her strokes out, and Sariel plowed ahead with a mechanical precision that I was sure would become more fluid as she lost the tension in her body.

I thought of Qamara, and how spectacular she would look underwater. Her wispy dress looked like it was moving with a soft ocean current more than half the time anyway. I was sure she’d be like a dream. Yes, actually. A wet dream.

Of course, she probably wouldn’t wear it. Sariel was in her new armor, which didn’t seem to weigh or slow her down. Probably a combination of the armor’s magic, the potion itself, and what Coralei’s spell had done for us. The rest of my companions had stripped down significantly, all wearing various forms of skimpy clothing. It made me wish Qamara was here all the more.

Brin slid her body alongside mine, wearing her minimal sleeping clothes, all her teeth visible as she swooped in and kissed me. “I had never thought of doing such a thing, but I’m glad I have the opportunity. Isn’t this incredible?”

“It is, as are you,” I said.

The variety of fish in the area was larger than I’d ever thought I would see. Coral beds, eels, burrowing creatures on the ocean floor I didn’t have names for, and so many other forms of life impressed on me how much I’d missed never exploring the ocean before. I caught Coralei watching me, a self-satisfied look on her face. Not quite a smile. An expression of pride in her home, maybe?

“This is beautiful,” I told her, to which she nodded. Then she held her trident before her and zipped around us, using the weapon like a rudder to change her direction in an instant. Rex chased her, more content than I’d ever seen him.

This wasn’t a vacation or recreation. We were there to help Coralei and her entire race. Still, there was nothing wrong with enjoying the new experience. We were so used to danger and trouble; it was nice for a moment just to do something fun, see something beautiful. Once we were done with our quests and Aeyr was no longer a threat, I fully intended to return to this magical place. Until then, I’d treasure the memory of this day and use it as an incentive to succeed. I kicked my legs and swam after our mermaid guide.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Coralei slowed to let me swim up beside her, and kindly matched my pace. She only had to flap her tail once every few seconds to keep up with me, each movement surging her ahead so she could relax and glide, allowing me exert myself to catch her in jerks and starts.

“We’ll head to Draisic first,” she said. “It’s the closest city. I’ll get news from some of our sentries there before we head over to the royal city of Nathiram.”

“I can’t wait to see one of your cities,” I told her. “All of this is brand new to me, and a bit overwhelming.”

“Just wait.”

“It’s so peaceful here. The soft sounds of the water cut out a lot of the background noise. I like it.”

“The sea has a harmony the surface lacks, at least in my opinion. I haven’t had many dealings with surface dwellers, but it seems to me the coherence and tranquility of the world is not appreciated by most above, whereas down here, it is a way of life. If you pause and allow the rhythm of the waves and the currents to move your mind as well as your body, you will feel a profound peace. Here, take my hand and allow me to be your eyes, you and Brinawynn both.”

She reached out and took my hand with her right, still holding her trident, then offered the left to Brin.

“Close your eyes and feel. I will tow you along and ensure you will not run into anything.”

I flicked my eyes to Brin, then closed them, as she did. Breathing deeply—still a strange thing in this medium—I relaxed, trusting in Coralei to guide us. The gentle swaying motion of her surges, pulling both me and Brin, was comforting, almost like being rocked to sleep. Once I wasn’t preoccupied by all the new sights, I felt what she referred to: the movement of the water we were within. As if our whole world was breathing softly.

The temperature wasn’t exactly warm, though it wasn’t cold either, and I’d acclimated to it. It pressed against me, moving my body to one side with a soft current that snuggled me like a hug. The little sounds of bubbles and swishes grew louder, demanding my attention, even as the rush of water from Coralei’s tail and the resulting acceleration caressed my skin.

I could almost feel what she’d been talking about. A sense of belonging I’d never found up above, surrounded by air that didn’t demand my attention like the water did. It was empty on the surface, as if the world didn’t care about those who walked upon it. But the ocean was different, more a caring parent than an absent one.

“Do you feel it?” the mermaid’s voice asked softly.

“I do,” I said.

Brin added, “It’s wonderful.”

I opened my eyes to see Coralei watching me again. “This harmony involves every part of our lives. Our sleep, our waking, all our activities, and especially battle. Finding the rhythm, working in harmony with it, that is our way. Unlike the surface, where we find only danger and strife.”

She let go of our hands and I had to start swimming for myself again, but the feeling didn’t leave me. It wasn’t as pronounced with my eyes open and my focus split, but it was still there now that I’d found it. Especially combat? I’d have to think more about that later. I’d already learned so much in this new world, but this was on a different level completely. We were here to help Coralei, but I had a feeling she would help me just as much, even without opening the book for us.

We swam for some time before suddenly, the seabed dropped sharply as we reached the end of the continental shelf. Coralei led us down, not slowing in the least. The pressure built slightly, but not as much as it should have for being more than forty feet under the surface and going deeper. Apparently, the potion helped with the effects of pressure as well.

The diffused light dimmed a little as we went, then suddenly, we passed over a section of the sloping ocean floor and a collection of fantastical buildings spread out before us.

“Welcome to Draisic,” Coralei said. “One of the cities of the Aushway Queendom.”

I stopped, hovering in the water, staring at my first glimpse of a siren city. My friends around me, all but Rex, had halted as well. He was still doing circles and somersaults.

The city wasn’t large, not from the standpoint of surface settlements, and certainly not compared to cities in my world. There probably weren’t more than twenty buildings in the whole city, though those structures were huge, obviously encompassing many different homes or shops.

They almost looked as if they grew out of the coral that was abundant everywhere. Beneath, around, and even growing on the structures that were themselves beautiful. Arches, long sweeping spires, and soft-domed roofs dominated, the buildings custom-made for shunting the currents along without affecting them too much. The epitome of the harmony Coralei had been describing.

Fish were everywhere, schools of everything from grey- or blue-colored types to gold, silver, and brightly multicolored varieties, with more shapes than I could count. Long and thin, short and thick, round and flat. The way they moved, darting to and fro in perfect synchronicity with the others in their school, was hypnotic.

I spotted my first merman near one of the buildings. He held a trident much like Coralei’s, his eyes catching sight of us and putting his body on alert. The tension left him when he saw who was with us, though, and he raised his weapon in greeting. Our mermaid returned the salute with her weapon and led us onward. As we passed the man, he nodded at us, his eyes filled with curiosity.

We swam to a large building with what looked like six floors. Entering between pillars at one of the lower levels, I dragged my hand across one of the supports. It was hard as concrete, but more abrasive. It could have been fashioned by coral, even grown into the shape of the columns. Magic was a thing here, after all.

Through a large chamber and a short hallway, we ended up in something like a stairwell, though there were no stairs needed. Kicking my legs and following Coralei upward, I noted the shimmer above just before my head broke the surface and emerged into air.

I was so shocked for a moment, I tread water, looking around. Of course, from my testing, I knew that the potion somehow allowed us to breathe both water and air, so there wasn’t a problem with air pockets like the one we seemed to be in.

Coralei tapped me on my shoulder and pointed to the side of the hole we’d come through. Two steps circled the entire thing underwater, with a lip around the edge above the water. She had turned her tail back into legs and stepped out, showing us the way.

“You have air in your buildings?” I asked. Call me Captain Obvious.

“Yes. Maybe half our rooms are air rooms, what we call dry rooms. We are comfortable with both, but I find I sleep better without needing to tie myself down to prevent the current from pushing me until I don’t know where I’ll wake.”

I laughed at the joke, but she still didn’t smile. Are things so bad that she doesn’t ever smile, or is that just how she is? I spoke, more to get past the embarrassment of laughing at a joke the teller didn’t intend to be a joke than anything else. “I have a question. Your dry rooms, is there some kind of ventilation system for them? I mean, sitting there unoccupied, the air will get stale, but people breathing in them will eventually fill them with carbon dioxide, if respiration is the same in this world as in mine. I see those little plants in pots, but that can’t be enough to keep the oxygen maintained, can they?”

“I am unsure what some of the words you used mean, but yes, the plants do keep the dry rooms in an ideal condition for breathing.” She pointed to pots scattered around the area with shrubs in them that looked like a common variety on the surface. Bushy, with thick, wide leaves of a deep emerald color. “These plants are called Breath of Euristeni, magical flora that need little water and sunlight, extracting what they need of both from nearly any condition. They keep the air fresh and breathable, and are present in every dry room, no matter its size.”

“Oh. That’s very cool.”

“They do work to keep the temperature moderate, even create slight breezes if enough of the plants are present.”

I wasn’t going to explain what I meant by cool. Maybe eventually, but now was not the time.

“Ah, Eryfine,” Coralei said. “Good.”

A tall woman stepped out from a doorway to another room, saluting Coralei. “My Queen.”

I recognized immediately that the woman was a warrior. It wasn’t the trident she held or sword belted at her waist. It wasn’t even the scar down the left side of her face that looked to have come close to have taken her ear. It was more the way she stood, how she moved, and her solid body. While a little short of beautiful, her form was a work of art. Etched muscles that didn’t need more than her taking a breath to show striation, she was the very image of power and agility.

“Eryfine Sinelox, I present you with our new allies. Gar, Brinawynn, Sariel, Tyra, Keliana, Lirien, Dayra, Cea, and Tiporian. There is also—” Rex splashed out of the water, landing on the hard floor and sliding for a good five feet. “Ah, Rex.”

Eryfine smirked at the furcan’s antics. Shit. Maybe no one smiles in the siren queendom.

“Well met, surface dwellers,” the woman said, even the smirk disappearing from her face. There was no warmth in the greeting. At all.

Coralei gestured to Eryfine. “She is my general, the one who has kept us from absorbing more losses than we have had already. Please, everyone sit down. We’ll eat something and rest for a time before we continue on to Nathiram.”

When Coralei said it, a flash of anger crossed the general’s face, though it was brief. There’s something going on there. I wasn’t sure what, yet, but whatever it was didn’t give me a good feeling.

“I’ll go have the cooks make a meal,” Eryfine said. She saluted the queen again and left the room.

Coralei sighed. “We have been moving people from the other cities to the capital city, congregating there so our forces are not spread thin. Each city still has a small contingent of guards, though we may pull those back as well. Things are difficult. Please, take no offense at the less than warm welcome. Eryfine has many things on her mind. As do we all.” She looked down at her hands for a moment before raising her head again. “But we will speak of that soon enough. How do you find the city?”

“It’s sooooo beautiful,” Cea said. “As is Eryfine, if you don’t mind me saying. She also looks like a great warrior. Is she a great warrior? I bet she is.”

There. A smile threatened to peek out of Coralei’s mouth again, but she valiantly fought it off.

“She will be…amused at your words. Yes, she is a great warrior, and a greater general. We would have lost so many were it not for her skill and wisdom. And I thank you for your words about the city.”

“What is the material of which the buildings are made?” Brin asked. “They appear to have been grown into shape.”

“You are correct. Through magic and cultivation over the centuries, my people have perfected the art of coral engineering. It is durable and beautiful. Better yet, it is alive. Much of it, anyway.”

“Truly?” Sariel asked. “This place, the entire city, it lives?”

“It does.”

I looked around at the magnificent structure. Buildings that are alive. No way anyone from my world would believe it.

Two more of the sirens brought food to the dining room for us and we ate a meal of different types of fish and other seafood. Eryfine did not join us. Though we’d just met, the woman seemed to dislike us already. I’d met people who hated me on sight before, but just because I’d experienced it before didn’t mean it didn’t bother me.

“Coralei, did I say or do anything to offend Eryfine?” I asked.

She glanced at the doorway, in the direction the general had gone. “No. You said nothing to offend. Eryfine carries a great weight on her shoulders, nothing less than the survival of our people. She has the same history as I do, the same that all the sirens have. It leaves many of us with a particular viewpoint, a certain attitude. It is not personal.”

“Sirens don’t really care for other races, do they?”

Coralei looked past me to the wall of the dining room. “It’s…complicated.”

“Will you try to explain it to me? I don’t like the feeling I’m getting, and I’ve only really met two of you so far. If we’re to help, I need to understand and be sure that someone is not going to try to harm me or my friends.”

“Of course. It’s only fair that you should be concerned, though I assure you we don’t mean you harm. It’s more apathy than animosity. But as you say, an explanation is in order.”


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



“To understand my people,” Coralei said, “you must know of our history. We have spoken a little of it, but more details will provide greater clarity.

“When we lived on the surface and were called the Ianathe, we enjoyed fulfilling lives. We were ever separate from the rest of the empire. Aloof, many said. Unsocial. Perhaps we were, though it was not for fear or dislike. We simply enjoyed being in our own place with our own people, without the need to deal with the politics and strife in the rest of the world.

“We enjoyed our art, our music, and were happy to be left to it. With no intention of expanding our domain or engaging in conflict of any kind with others, we traveled little outside our own nation. The ancient world knew us for our talent, both for entertainment and for the magical effects we could produce, and outsiders contracted many of our people to provide services. Like the book Dayra holds. Or to sing to the music we composed.

“The empire itself saw value in us and didn’t push for us to assimilate more fully. The emperors and empresses let us be over the years, seeing our value and knowing we posed no threat. Others, however did not feel the same way. The kingdom of the Uvanriel bordered our land, which at that time was called Vanarianath. Accomplished mages in their own right, still they were a jealous people.

“Seeing us doing as we liked, having the reputation of skilled artisans and mages of a rather rare form of magic, they developed a dislike of us, which quickly grew into hatred. At first, they attempted to get the emperor himself to take action against us, though nothing came of it. Then they devised plans to turn others against us, though most of the other nations making up the empire were reluctant to do so. Finally, when they could not turn others’ favor against us, they became more aggressive.

“Over many decades, they postured and pressured my people, then finally attacked. Small offensives, little skirmishes or assassinations of important people. When the emperor didn’t chastise them, they grew bolder, eventually resorting to outright war. It was a time of turmoil within the empire and most were preoccupied with other issues.

“My people, though powerful magically, were no warriors, whereas the Uvanriel trained in combat magic. We resisted, developed our martial abilities, but were no match for them. They pushed us to the east, where they claimed every bit of land they conquered.

“But it was worse than dying and losing our homes. The magic they used was powerful, unpredictable. It caused unexpected effects, not only to us, but to them. Whole swaths of land were contaminated, causing slow, painful deaths and transformations of beast, plants, and us.

“Instead of halting their advance, they embraced their newfound power, shifting from merely killing us and pushing us ever farther toward the east to making us suffer. They would raid an area, blanket it with their foul magic, then leave all life there to the effects. Many new monsters appeared, and some persisted, even reproduced. The same with plants, though most often the result was large areas becoming barren.

“With us, there were many mutations as well. Most were hideous and painful and ended in death. But a few didn’t, the primary case being a shift to an aquatic nature. By that point, the remaining Ianathe were bunched up near where I met you. When word came of a final assault, one meant to wipe every one of us from existence, those who had developed the ability to traverse the seas evacuated everyone to the ocean, where we would be safe. At least from the Uvanriel.

“For those who could not breathe in the water, potions much like those you took were produced, after months of experimentation to develop them. Our first structures were safe houses with air those could breathe. Of course, as time went on and the generations died, all born eventually had the ability to breathe in the seas, as well as others talents that aided our life here. Our tails among them.

“We thought then we would finally be left alone to live as we desired. But no. There are other peoples here, and we found that selfishness, greed, anger, and violence were not restricted to surface dwellers. Twice were we dragged into war, facing dangers as great or more so than when we were on the surface. But we had learned. Our magic had changed, and the experiences had taught us to fight.

“We survived, not in small part to the magic of my family. The Song. It not only aided us in battle, but the existence of the one—and only one it could be—who wielded it was a protection in itself.

“During all that time, things changed on the surface. For their heinous acts, the Uvanriel were destroyed by other nations once they found out what had happened in our small corner of the empire. Vanarianath was never resettled to the extent it was when we lived there. There was even talk amongst my people of going back, but all those ended when we began to trade and engage with those on the surface.

“Whereas before we were valued for our magic and our entertainment as masters of song, we had become prizes to be plucked when encountered. Many of us who ventured to the surface never returned, killed or taken as slaves.

“Still, we did some little trade, though carefully. Even that faded, though, as the population of the land near us dwindled and the only people in the areas above were scavengers and bandits. We’d given up our identity as Ianathe long before that, allowing the surface dwellers to name us as they willed. What they willed was to call us sirens, referring to our song magic. It was better than being called merpeople.

“But our disappointment in those of the land was not all we faced. As I said, we were dragged into war even down here. Recently, another power has arisen. The shark people to the northeast have eyed our location and have been ramping up hostilities. Not just to steal our homes, but because they enjoy the taste of our bodies. It was amongst all these things that my mother decided it was time for me to learn the Song, for me to take her place in leading our people.

“Then she disappeared, as did the guardian of the Song itself, the one we name Guardian, a name and title both. As if it was a signal, the sharks intensified their attacks and the infrequent sightings of new monsters increased. The very harmony of the ocean has been affected and is waning. My people are besieged and are being decimated and at this crucial time, I dare to bring surface dwellers to our cities. Eryfine is not the only one who will be unhappy, after all we have endured.

“You must understand, Gar, that throughout our history, my people—as Ianathe first and now as sirens—have been attacked and mistreated, when all we ever wanted was to be left alone to live our lives. You will have to forgive me for my apathy at your plight, another problem from the surface world that has nothing to do with us. I find you and your friends honorable, though I’m sure that is a rarity on the land above.

“Unfortunately, you will find that nearly every siren you meet will have the same attitude I have, if not more extreme, like Eryfine’s. That we have learned our lesson and the best course is not to care about any but ourselves. We have tried to be kind in the past, but we have been bloodied time and again. If this pattern continues, we will either cease to exist or be broken as a people forever.

“I don’t believe Eryfine has any hatred for you as a person, but as a surface dweller and the face of those we have been subjected to before, she likely would prefer you to go back to where you belong.”

I’d hardly blinked during the entire explanation. Neither I nor any of my friends had made a sound while Coralei told us of her history. What the hell can I say to that?

Brin, as always, showed me how it should be done.

“That is terrible, Coralei. I knew some of your history, but to hear you speak it, to understand the feeling of an entire people, it is saddening and humbling. What you explained does not recommend us well, as those living upon the lands above.”

“Thank you, Brinawynn. Most of us realize that, intellectually, the surface dwellers are no worse than those living in the seas. We have suffered at the hands of those down here as well, and do so currently with the sharks and the ever-increasing number of monsters. However, those from above were the first cause that cascaded the other events to what we face now.”

“Please, call me Brin. I’m happy you make the distinction, though I still feel guilt and abhorrence at what those before have done to you. I only hope we can change your mind about us. This group here, not all surface dwellers. There is good to be found on the land, as well as bad. Just as it is down here under the waves, I’m sure.”

“Perhaps, Brin. I’d like to believe that, but I beg your pardon if I put my people first and let the rest see to their own problems.”

My moonwisp said all the right things, as normal, but one thing still bothered me. I hated to bring it up, afraid it might touch some nerves, but I felt like I needed to get it out in the open.

“Coralei, you do realize that what we’re talking about, what my friends and I are working toward, affects you just as much as anyone on the surface, right? Aeyr is affecting the entire world with his minions and gathering magic to himself. Those mutated beasts and monsters are one result of him unbalancing the magic in the world.

“Even more directly, though, you said your people have seen umbrenix recently. That means he's taken an interest in things down here. You can probably expect he’ll send minions and more umbrenix if he decides it’ll help with his plans to control everything. Hell, he may be the one who has the sharks coming after you. Can you imagine if he could have the shadows drain you of your life and song magic?”

Coralei let out a long breath. “That may be, or it might not. As we discussed, there is a certain rhythm to the world, from the smallest space to the entirety of Valorae, above the water’s surface and below, and there should be a harmony throughout. However, I’m not convinced that your quest is mine, or that I should care about it. We have an agreement, you and I. You will help me find what happened to the Song and I will open the book for you, if I can. For now, that will suffice. I mean no disrespect for you or your goal.”

“No disrespect taken. Like you say, that’s good enough for now. We’ll do all we can to help you and your people and we’ll see how it all goes. Maybe if the sirens see that we care about them and want to give aid, they won’t hate us quite so much.”

The shadow of a smirk pushed its way onto the siren queen’s face. “We can hope.”


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Eryfine joined us on our trip to the capital city, Nathiram. I glanced at her often as we swam, half the time finding her looking back at me, a puzzled look on her face.

I decided to take a chance at some conversation. “No,” I said.

The woman winced as if I’d slapped her. As if I’d try. If she looked badass with legs, she looked doubly so with her mermaid tail. I’m not sure why. Maybe it was her mastery of every little movement as we headed toward our destination, or how she held her trident with such familiarity and skill. Whatever it was, there were few people I’d ever seen that looked more like an elite warrior.

Once she got over her shock, she responded. “What?”

“I said no. I am not Kael Serus.”

Her mouth almost turned up in a smile before she clamped her jaw to prevent the movement.

I did smile, knowing the half action for a win. “It’s coincidence that I look like the statues. I was as surprised as anyone else.” I’d seen a couple of statues in Draisic, and I hadn’t even gone that far into the city.

“Many would want to test you, if only for the opportunity to brag they bested one who looks like the hero,” she said.

I shrugged as well as I could while swimming.

“Some have tried,” Tip said, unnecessarily coming to my defense. “I wouldn’t recommend it.”

I’d never heard a scoff underwater. I could check that off my list now.

Our stunted conversation didn’t stop the general from glancing at me occasionally as we continued, but it did reduce the frequency. It was going to take some work to warm the woman up, but I was determined to do it. Eventually, she’d realize we were there to help Coralei, to help her.

I busied myself with looking around at everything. The endless varieties of fish, the plant life, crawling and creeping things on the ocean floor, it was all interesting.

Then I spotted something coming toward us that looked like a legless alligator. Instead of the normal tail, it had a fluked one, much like the two sirens with us. Like a whale’s.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked, more to myself than anyone else.

But Eryfine had already seen it. She produced a loud whistling sound that cut through the water like a fart in church. Coralei’s head snapped to her, then to the creature. Both women surged toward it, their tridents held before them as if they were lances.

The sirens were a lot faster than the rest of us, but their speed had nothing on the monster. It charged at them, maneuvering so quickly and precisely, it passed between them without being skewered. True, it hadn’t been able to use what looked like its most powerful weapon, its jaws, but for the thing to move that fast…

It seemed like half the beast’s length was its elongated jaw, filled to the brim with knife-sized teeth. As if to break up my thoughts and remind me it wasn’t a one-trick alligator, it swept its tail as it passed the women, batting Eryfine to the side. The general took the hit with a grunt, and it was almost hard enough to make her drop her weapon.

“Shit. They need someone to distract it.” I pulled my three-sectional staff from my back, straightening it into a staff as I swam toward them. Before I was halfway, I put the siangham on the end and affixed it. A moment later, I manipulated the material more and changed the point from a regular spear to a three-pronged tip, then added barbs. With my own trident in hand, I finally reached the two.

Coralei’s eyes were wide, having seen me create the weapon as I moved. She didn’t say a word, though, not even to tell me to back off, which I honestly expected.

“I’ll distract it so you two can convince it to leave?” I said.

“It will not,” Coralei told me as the monster took a wide, arcing turn and headed back for us. “This is not a natural beast. I have seen one like it before, a mutation. They are mindless and will fight until all their foes or dead, or they are.”

I started swimming toward the monstrosity. “That narrows our options. Okay, death it is.”

I got an idea and quickly pulled out the rope dart and affixed it to the butt of the trident, then flipped the weapon around. I began to swing the end in a circle, building up momentum. It felt weird to me I could even do so under the water, but part of the magic of the potion let me do it. It made my brain hot trying to figure out how magic broke the laws of physics, ignoring friction and drag resistance, but now was not the time for pondering.

As the monster bore down on the two women—who it rightfully decided were the true dangers amongst the rest of us—I mentally released the heavy rope dart from the staff. It zipped toward the creature like a missile from a speargun. It struck just beside the eye, cutting into its tough flesh, but doing no actual damage. Two inches to the left and I could have blinded the bastard, at least on one side.

One thing I did accomplish, however, was to piss it off. It immediately turned to come after me, ignoring the mermaids for the moment. You better take this fucker out, I admonished them in my mind. It’s going to be tough to dodge that mouth.

In the blink of an eye and with a wash of bubbles, the monster was there in front of me, its mouth opening wide to snap down on my body. I kicked as hard as I could and swung my trident around, hoping I’d have a chance to prop it in its mouth, but things didn’t look good.

Two grunts and the sound of sharp metal punching into meat came from the sides, but it wasn’t enough to stop the beast. I turned to face it, grasping my weapon with both hands, preparing for a last-ditch effort.

The massive jaw inexplicably shunted to the side, just enough to miss me. God, Brin. I love you! I had no time to thank the moonwisp and her Push spell, though. I had a golden opportunity and I couldn’t squander it.

As the monster skimmed by me, its rough hide bumping me away, I kicked at the water again, going upward, just barely above its passing. With both hands, I rammed my trident down into the top of the creature, just behind its head and before a horn that looked like a stalagmite sweeping back from its front. The sudden acceleration threatened to pull my arms out of their sockets, but I hung on as the creature took another wide turn to head back to where it thought I was.

It occurred to me it probably didn’t even feel my trident stuck in its flesh, that it thought I was still back where it last saw me. I grinned as I checked my options.

Once it was on the way back toward the two sirens, I noticed that Eryfine had drawn her sword, her trident still stuck in the monster’s side. Coralei still had her weapon, though the billow of blood on the other side told me she’d struck it and torn the barbs out.

With my speed the same as the monstrosity, I wriggled toward its front. All the rough edges and protuberances helped me make some progress, though the most stable foothold ended up being my trident, which I left hanging solidly with its barbs in place. I crawled up as the sirens attacked again, inflicting minor wounds. The monster tried to swipe at Coralei with its tail, but she expertly dodged it, even spinning her trident around to slash the tailfin with the sharp spike on the other end.

The monster’s head swept back and forth, and I chuckled inwardly. Looking for me, asshole? Another turn and I was finally in position. With it traveling straight ahead, I drew my chain knives. One I manipulated to form a wicked barb like a fishhook and grasped it tightly in a reverse grip.

One, two, three!

I plunged the barbed dagger into the monster’s flesh, next to the right eye. As soon as it was in, I pulled on it with all my might and punched the other dagger into the eye itself, while elongating the blade to more than three times its normal size. I wasn’t sure if even that was long enough, but at the very least, I would make the massive creature sorry it had fucked with us.

The monster screamed in pain, thrashing its head back and forth. I held onto my knives for dear life, though I probably shouldn’t have worried. We were in water, after all, so if I fell from a speeding mutation the size of a Greyhound bus, it wouldn’t matter. Not unless it saw me and came after me.

Of course, that would be harder than normal with only one eye.

Apparently, the thing didn’t have a brain I could reach from its eye. It looked like I was going to have to do it the hard way.

Thankfully, my foe was manic, thrashing back and forth and not addressing the pest attached to its body. There were not a lot of obstacles around, but it could have scraped me off on the ocean floor, if it thought to do so. Before it did, I elongated the chain between the two knives, wrapping it around me like a harness, keeping me in place. I took out my sword. Kael’s sword. Justice.

Holding the blade in both hands, point down, I found a spot where the scales looked thinner than those around it. With a scream, I jammed the blade down, growing it to its ridiculously large size. The magically sharp edge and point sliced through the hard armor plating, tissue, and bone, into something, I hoped, was vital.

The frantic motions of the monster more than doubled in intensity. I held fast to the hilt of the sword, mentally tightening the chains holding me and growing out several large crosspieces to act as barbs on the sword itself.

Then I went for a ride. For at least a couple of minutes.

Finally, the monster’s writhing slowed and then stopped completely. When it was merely floating in the water, I changed my weapons back to their normal forms, retracting the barbs and easily removing the blades from the carcass. I kicked off from the back of the gargantuan and glided to the sandy sea bottom to scrub the remaining flesh and blood from my weapons.

When I finished, I looked up to find everyone staring at me, Tip with a grin that told me he had some joke to tell.

“Well, that was a little more involved than I thought it would be,” I said before he could say anything. “Everyone okay?”

No one answered for a good half a minute. Then Tip threw up his fist.

“That was fu—ugh, freaking awesome! Did you change your knives on the fly? It looked like they got longer. Did you make them like the tridents and put barbs on them? And when you tied yourself down and made the sword long enough to reach its tiny little brain? Dude!”

I laughed along with him. “Yeah, I was hoping it would work. Brin, thank you for saving my ass. Again. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Probably die,” Tyra said.

The sirens weren’t joining in on the fun, though. They weren’t even smiling. In fact, both wore the same expression. Jaws slack, eyes slightly unfocused, almost like they’d been hit on the head.

Oh, shit. Did they get hit in the head?

“Are you two okay? I saw Eryfine get walloped by that tail. Brin can heal any injuries you might have gotten.”

“What in the hells are you?” the general asked, making it sound like an accusation.

“He’s what Kael wished he could be,” Tip said. Cea giggled next to him.

Way to kill the mood, Tip.

“I’m just a guy taken from his world who has learned a lot from his friends. I’ll explain the trick with my weapons when we get to the city. For now, I think maybe we should probably leave?”

I’d noticed shapes approaching in the water. Sharks. I hoped they were the normal kind, just investigating the blood coming out of the monstrous mutated alligator thing and not the ones Coralei said had been attacking her queendom.

“Yes,” Coralei said. “We should go. But we will have that discussion when we get to the city.”

“Sure. I can’t wait.”


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Before reaching Nathiram, Coralei brought us to an outpost so we could rest and she and the general could get news. A squad of eight sirens—five females and three males—stood guard, all of them snapping salutes at the two important women.

It seemed strange to me that all those in the entire race were called sirens. In my mind, that word still signified women, from the old legends of beautiful women singing to lure sailors to their deaths. I couldn’t quite bring myself to refer to the men by that name. Especially since they wore not a stitch of clothing when in their merman form. As with Coralei and the general, the scant clothing they wore to cover their lower parts was not visible—or not present—when their tails and scales covered everything from the waist down. Fucking magic.

While the queen and general spoke with the officer in charge of the squad, one of the soldiers led us to a building so we could rest and eat. As we followed her, I couldn’t keep my eyes off the woman. Long, red hair, glittering tail, beautiful face, and the same type of bikini top I’d seen everywhere, the woman was striking. It only took a single look toward Tip to realize he was thinking the exact same thing I was.

“Ariel,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.

He’d nailed it. The woman was exactly as I pictured the little mermaid after she’d grown up. Larger chest, ripened beauty, and all the curves anyone could want.

She noticed me watching, but instead of being shy or embarrassed, she met eyes with me and ran her tongue over her top lip, though that was admittedly a strange thing to do underwater. She gave me a wink before turning her head toward our destination.

Well, that was a nice departure from the hostile initial greetings I’d gotten from both Coralei and Eryfine. I contented myself with staring at what amounted to exactly the same shape as a woman with a great ass wearing a tight skirt, but with scales affixed to it. Brin squeezed my hand, drifting close enough to kiss me, a smirk on her face.

Yeah, yeah, you caught me.

The soldier left as soon as she delivered us to what I guessed was a mess hall or relaxation area. It was another of the chambers filled with air and despite it being a little humid, it was comfortable.

“Damn,” Tyra said.

“You found her alluring as well?” Brin asked the goblin.

“Who wouldn’t? Gar, I think we need to investigate that maybe your lack of magic or the way you can store mana or something else you do affects us all. I’ve never been so horny in my entire life. I want you so badly right now. Or her. Maybe both?”

Keli laughed. “I thought it was just me. And you, too, my little green apple. Hells, for that matter, I’d fuck each and every one of you right now, if I wasn’t afraid that it would start a war or something.” She only paused a moment before adding, “Except you, Tip. No offense. Oh, probably not Rex, either.” She gave him an exaggerated grin.

Tip only shrugged and tightened his arm around Cea. It was something else. Before, he definitely would have jumped on what she’d said, but now it was just a joke to him. The satyr and gremlin were so ridiculously cute together.

Of the entire group, only Sariel even blinked at our current discussion. She didn’t grimace as she once would have done. In fact, she let her eyes roam over the catgirl, something I’d never seen the elf do before with any other woman. I knew she teased about getting with Qamara, but as far as I knew, she hadn’t yet. Another thing I had to arrange when I got the chance.

Coralei showed up first, with the Eryfine joining us ten minutes later. Once both women were there, they turned on me as one.

“Your explanation,” the general said. She wasn’t one to waste words, apparently.

I was pretty sure I knew what she was referring to, but I decided to fuck with her a little to see if she had any semblance of a sense of humor.

“Of what, exactly.”

I learned something important in that moment. The stance, body language, and ability to cast a stink eye from across a room for siren women were identical to my world and the surface of Valorae. Feet wide, hip cocked, arms crossed beneath her breasts, and a glare that could have removed paint, Eryfine was the perfect picture of womanly disapproval.

Tyra chuckled from beside me. It didn’t change the general’s face one iota.

I waited, but she was dug in. It probably wasn’t a good idea to let it escalate, so I moved it along. “You’re wondering about manipulating my weapons? Or is it something else?”

She let out a sigh and looked at Coralei, like she was seeking solace. “How is it that you, a surface dweller who has never been this deep in the ocean, destroyed a monster strong enough to withstand both our weapons and our magic? Also, yes, what did you do with your weapons and how did you accomplish it?”

I gave her a smile. “First, I’d like to ask you a question. You all have song magic, right? Why didn’t you use it when fighting that thing? I didn’t hear anything or see you use any magic.”

Coralei answered. “We did. Kind of. We merely used subaural songs to enhance our physical abilities. Using fully audible songs, though more powerful, has one major drawback: the magic can be felt. If there were other magical creatures or enemies nearby, it would have drawn them and we would have been assaulted on at least two fronts. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

“Not entirely. So, you can enhance your abilities. Like strength or speed, things like that?”

“Yes.”

“What else can you do with it?”

Eryfine growled, but Coralei raised a hand to forestall the general. “Any category of magic can be vast. I will not list out dozens of ways our magic is used. Some of the practical uses involve manipulating water and moisture, as with the spells I cast to keep your belongings dry. We can project magical power similar to what Brin did to push you out of the way of the monster. Devastating sound attacks that can injure enemies or break things. Some of us have limited abilities to call underwater creatures to us, even encourage them to do what we wish. Those will have to suffice for now. The magic of the Song is a completely different subject, one I will not delve into at this time.”

“Can you call sea creatures and make them fight for you?” Of course, I was totally thinking of Aquaman here. It seemed a reasonable ability in this world of magic.

“No. Outright commanding creatures is unheard of. If, for example, I call creatures to me and there happen to be other beasts or monsters that are their natural enemies, I might be able to convince them to fight with us, but they would not be fighting for us.”

“Got it. Thank you. As for your question, well, I guess the first thing is that I’m a fast learner. It’s not too hard. I mean, the potions we took let us move quickly in the water. If I was swimming regularly, I couldn’t have moved fast enough even to survive the first rush from that monster.

“As for the weapons, they’re made of magical materials, and I’ve learned to manipulate them to do what I want. I can change their shape, their makeup, and add them to others made of magical materials.”

“That sword.” Eryfine pointed toward the weapon on my back. “That looks much like the blade Kael Serus used, though smaller. But you made it larger before plunging it into the monster’s head.”

“Yeah. This one is the actual sword Kael used. It’s called Justice. He was a master at manipulating his weapons into forms that were ideal for the circumstance. I’m getting better at it. It all worked pretty well in that last battle.”

“You said you were not Kael, yet you wield his sword and change your weapons as he did?”

“He also can use anything as a weapon, or can use his body alone as one if he wants,” Tip said. At this point, I expected as much. He’d become my official cheering section. It was kind of cool, I guess, though a little uncomfortable. I was no damn celebrity.

“You…manipulated your weapons during the fight?” the general asked. “That quickly?”

“Yep. I grew barbs from the blades I stabbed into the creature and I changed their lengths and shape. I also put three together, as you saw.”

She nodded, but didn’t look like it was the most comfortable thing she’d heard that day. “Including a projectile you were able to launch at the monster.”

“Yeah. That’s my rope dart.” I took it out of my pack and showed it to her. “It took me a lot of practice to get that one right. I had to absorb the rope into the shaft of the trident I made, then swing it around and release the dart at the right time while unspooling the rope as it flew. If my aim was better, that would have been a different battle.”

The general turned to her queen. “What have you brought upon us, my queen?”

The glint in Coralei’s eye was as good as a hearty laugh to me.

“Whoa!” Tip stumbled, Cea pulling on him to keep him from falling over. He leaned against a table, one hand on his head. “I’m never going to get used to that.”

Brin rushed to the satyr. “Are you ill, Tip?”

“Nah, it’s fine. Give it a minute.” He squinted as he continued to rub his head. “Another one of those intrusive types of memories, like I described before. I don’t think these are like most of them. It’s like my mind merges with another for a second. Not fun.”

“What did you see, Tip?” I asked. “Anything important?”

“Yeah. No. Maybe? General, did your guards say anything about seeing one of those moving shadows around?”

Eryfine flashed the queen a nervous look. At Coralei’s nod, the general answered. “Yes. Two days ago.”

“Over near the other side of the outpost, closer to the guard building?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“I just saw it, the building. From outside the perimeter. The only memories that have felt like this are ones I think are from the umbrenix. I guess that accounts for why they hurt. They’re so foreign. It was scouting the area. I don’t have much more, maybe a small feeling of the thing just doing its job to bring the information back to…someone.”

I swept some of the hair from my face, groaning. “Aeyr has already taken an interest if he’s sending the shadows around to spy on you all. I wonder what his plans are.” I waved the idea away. “One thing at a time. Let’s get your problem solved first, then we can worry about aquatic umbrenix. Are we about ready to go?”

“Yes,” Coralei said. “Let us go. The sooner we get to Nathiram, the sooner we can get started in searching for Guardian.

The royal city of the sirens, Nathiram, was an hour away from the outpost. Unused to so much swimming, I was starting to get sore in places that I didn’t know I could get sore. Little muscles in my legs, my core, and even in my groin. Those last ones were much too close to sensitive parts for my taste.

When we got close enough to see the capital, it would have taken my breath away, if I’d been breathing air. For some reason, that thought made sense to me.

Built in a depression or crater—maybe even a kind of valley?—it filled my eyes all at once. It was everything Draisic was, and more. Even more elaborate buildings, spires, arches, and pillars were everywhere. Light shone out of windows and doorways, and people abounded. Most were colored like Eryfine, lighter skin with glittering green scales on their tales, but I saw a few with darker skin like Coralei as well. Only a small handful had the bluish green and gold iridescent scales like the queen, and I wondered if that had any significance.

I’d estimate that half of the merpeople I saw carried weapons, the vast majority long pointy ones, like tridents or spears. As we moved closer, a squad of six closed ranks around us, all of them saluting the queen and general as they propelled themselves with their tails. An honor guard.

Eryfine nodded at Coralei and swam off toward an official looking building that had a couple dozen weapon-bearing people around it. The queen headed toward the center of the city, my group and the guard maintaining a perimeter around us.

Getting a closer look, the siren citizens weren’t quite so glorious as they’d seemed from afar. They somehow slogged along, even though they were swimming, and I didn’t see one smile or even a contented look on any of the faces. Eyes cast about, unfocused and uninterested. Brin’s voice beside me startled me with its intensity.

“No. What is this? Some of those people are injured. Gar, I must…” she didn’t even bother to finish, but swam through the guards toward a collection of twenty or so people. One of the guards looked ready to stop her, but a sharp gesture from Coralei made him freeze.

“She can heal,” I told the queen. “She won’t take no for an answer. I should probably join her.”

“No. I don’t think that’s wise. My people know of the moonwisps. They will accept her, especially as she starts healing. For the rest of you, I’m afraid you look too much like what you are: surface dwellers. Better if you come with me. Unless you can also heal, your presence will cause more problems than it will solve.”

I was going to argue that I needed to be there to help her replenish her mana, but with the Gem of the Sacred Moon, she would have enough to heal a lot of people. I didn’t want to start a riot.

“Fine, but can you send a guard or two to tell her where we’ll be and to help her out?”

“Of course. The rest of us will go to the palace. You must be tired, possibly even hungry again? Follow me.”

She sent two of the honor guard to help Brin and the rest of us went into motion again, heading straight for what could only be the royal palace.


Chapter
Forty



As Brinawynn took in the sight of the sirens’ capital, she suppressed a smile. The mood since they had entered the water had been a serious one, even somber. She would not insult her hosts by smiling outwardly at something so simple as seeing their beautiful architecture and their living buildings.

When they grew closer to the people moving about, she noticed a child, no more than ten years old. He grimaced in pain, which was enough to catch Brinawynn’s attention. Looking more carefully, she saw the reason for his discomfort. He held his arm with the other, close to his body, and it hung at an awkward angle.

Another siren near him also snatched her attention. This one, an older woman, had blood slowly leaking into the water around her from a bandage on her side. These people were injured.

“No. What is this? Some of those people are injured. Gar, I must…” She didn’t bother finishing, turning her body to kick toward the injured child and woman. As she moved, she saw other injured sirens as well.

One of the guards around them moved to intercept her, but a motion from Coralei in Brinawynn’s peripheral vision stopped the man. She continued toward the group.

Even before she reached them, two of the guards had left their positions. They easily caught up to her with a few powerful swipes of their tails and they flanked her. “We will aid you,” the man who had almost stopped her said.

“Thank you.”

She reached the group of sirens, approximately a dozen and a half of them, and went first to the child. A young woman pulled him close to her, jostling his arm and causing him to cry out.

“Please,” Brinawynn said. “I can heal. Please allow me to help. You are the boy’s mother?”

The young woman nodded, but didn’t remove her arms from her son, her eyes concerned. The older injured woman whispered into the mother’s ear and her eyes widened. She released her son and bowed to Brinawynn.

“Pardon, my Lady Moonwisp. I didn’t know…”

“It’s fine. May I heal his arm? He looks to be in pain.”

“Of course. I’m sorry.”

Brinawynn gave her a smile. “I understand. I know I am an unfamiliar sight here in the depths. She touched the boy’s arm and sent her healing magic into him. He gasped, but then relaxed as her magic repaired the damaged tissue. She turned to the older woman and healed her as well.

“Are any of the rest of you injured?”

Two more approached her, a man and a woman. Both had bandages, one on the arm and the other on the head. As she used her magic, she questioned them.

“Why are you injured?”

The boy’s mother, who had stayed by Brinawynn’s side, answered. “The shark people and their pets attacked us as we evacuated. The soldiers covered our escape, but some of the pets got through and hurt us. Killed some of us.”

“Are there more, then? You have been evacuated from your home cities to stay here?”

“Yes. All the cities have been emptied, or are being so now. I have seen others with injuries.”

The moonwisp growled in her throat. “Have you no healing magic? Potions?”

One of her guards answered. “We are overwhelmed, my Lady Moonwisp, and our magic is made for other things.”

“Then you must gather the injured in one place so that I may see them and aid them.”

The other guard saluted. “Some of the worst have been gathered so we can do what we may. I can take you there.”

“Yes, please do.” She finished healing the man, the last of the injured in the small group. She turned to the first guard. “Please inform everyone that if the have injuries, they should go as well. There is no need for people to bear the pain and wounds if I can be of service. You know where the others are being kept?”

“I do. I will alert a guard lieutenant to order the news to be spread, and I will return to your side shortly.” With another salute, he swam off while his companion gestured deeper into the city.

Brinawynn took the mother’s hand and kissed it. “We hope to eliminate the danger you’re facing. I’d like it if my healing magic was unnecessary.”

She swam beside the guard, scanning other people they passed. She saw no seriously injured individuals, though there were probably some suffering minor wounds. Trusting the soldiers to do as they said they would, she would leave those people be for now. She was most needed where there were more grievously injured people.

“What place are the injured being gathered?” she asked.

“A temple.”

“Ah, the goddess of waters. Euristeni.”

The man smiled. Actually smiled. It was the first genuine one she’d seen on a siren since they’d entered the water. Though it carried a tinge of sadness, or at least seriousness, it lightened her heart.

“No, not Euristeni.”

“Not?” That was curious. What other god would have a temple amongst the sirens?

“Three centuries ago lived an extraordinary woman. Her name was Dominia Jolu. Her heart was as big as the ocean itself and she filled her years with good works. The only thing more important to her than her own people was her goddess. Auryana.”

Brinawynn stopped moving, staring at the man in disbelief. “Auryana? The temple you speak of, it is dedicated to the moon goddess?”

“It is. Dominia had it built, here in Nathiram, to honor her goddess. But that’s not all. Domina Jolu was as you are. A moonwisp. The only one ever to grace the numbers of our people. It is an honor to once again have a moonwisp among us, My Lady Moonwisp.”

Brinawynn laughed in joy. “A temple to my goddess. Commissioned by one of her special servants. In a city dedicated to her sister goddess. Let us hurry, then, so I may see this temple. So I can aid your people. Oh, and please call me Brinawynn. I am no longer of a noble house.”

The man gave her a dubious look, but nodded and continued to lead her to their destination.

When she arrived at the temple, Brinawynn stopped and took in the sight. As with most of the sirens’ structures, it was a beautiful, elegant, fluid design, with fluted columns, sweeping archways, and the striking colors and textures of the living coral building material. It had another feature, though, that made her heart ache within her chest.

The entire front of the structure formed a massive crescent moon that she could swear was actually casting light. She imagined that those living in the city rarely witnessed the moon in the sky, but the depiction was perfect, stirring her magic within her. It was more than emotion washing over her, though. She could feel the presence of her goddess, the familiar magic of Auryana imbued within the temple itself.

She felt a tear form, though it disappeared into the water around her. She recited a short prayer in her mind that her goddess was well and entered.

Inside, within a large dry room above the entry, at least thirty of the siren people were lying in cots. The scent of sickness and unwashed bodies struck her as she rose into the air-filled room from below. So many, and these were just those with serious injuries. She nodded at the guard who had escorted her and got to work.

After inspecting those already in the temple, Brinawynn healed the most seriously wounded. With the rest stable for the time being, she called the guard to her. He had been helping in other parts of the room, doing what he could to comfort the injured.

“I must speak with my companions and the queen. Will you tell me where they are?”

“Of course, My Lady Moonwisp…ah, Brinawynn.” He gave her an apologetic shrug. “They are at the palace. I can take you there.”

“Thank you. I will speak with them and return to begin more rounds of healing. The others are being brought in?”

“They are. We have staged them in one of the lower rooms. We only found three who had serious wounds, and they were brought up here. The rest have minor injuries.”

After telling the healers she would return, she followed the guard to a magnificent palace, though after witnessing—and feeling—the temple, it interested her less than it would have otherwise. She found Gar and the others with the queen in a large sitting room.

“Brin,” Gar said as soon as he spotted her. “How are the injured? How are you doing? Have you used up all your mana?” He embraced her and gave her a long kiss. It might have been slightly inappropriate considering where they were, but her companions all knew of her gaining mana from such activities and they could explain it to the queen later. Even more than the mana, being held just felt good. Comfortable.

“I have treated the most serious, but there is much work yet to do. I wanted to let you know where I was and what the situation is. And that I could also use some aid.”

In an instant, Tyra, Sariel, Tip, Cea, and Keliana were at her side. It took Lirien and Dayra a moment to rise and join them.

She smiled at them all. “Thank you. I appreciate your willingness to help.”

“Tell us what you need, Brin,” Gar said, “and we’ll get to work.”

“I am overwhelmed by your gesture, truly, but I only need a few. Perhaps if I could utilize Lirien, Dayra, and Cea? No doubt, you have much to discuss with the queen, Gar, and Sariel, Tip, and Keliana would be advantageous to include in strategy meetings, would they not? Tyra, no doubt, had already spoken to a smith or two and has a rare opportunity to do some necessary work?”

The goblin woman grinned at her, though Gar darted looks back and forth between Brinawynn and the queen.

He held her hand. “Are you sure? Injured people are more important than planning meetings.”

“I am sure. There are healers and others who will aid me. I only need these few.”

“Okay, but you let me know the instant you need me to help you regain your mana or if there’s anything else I can do.”

She cupped his cheek. “I will, my love. Thank you. We should be finished this evening.”

He kissed her again, holding her tightly. Her eyes closed, enjoying the feel and relaxing so completely that she would have no trouble falling asleep in his arms. But she had work to do.

“Plan well,” she whispered. “Perhaps engage in a little rest? Or other activities? The queen has not taken her eyes off you for half the day.”

He stiffened. “What? I don’t…”

“Spend some time with her. Her pain is evident. She appears steadfast, but inside she is turmoil and nervous tension. Help her, Gar. My heart goes to her and her people. They are in dire straits.”

“I love you. Brin. I’ll show you how much when I get a chance to replenish your mana.”

“I look forward to it, though the gem is incredible. I may not drain my mana, even with all the injured. It seems to aid me in regaining my power more quickly as well as acting as a reservoir.”

He put his bottom lip out. “You’re going to replace me with a gemstone?”

“Never. It helps me with my mana, that is all. You are still my favorite thing to hold.”

That set him to kissing her again, though she was beginning to feel uncomfortable. Not because she didn’t like it, but because they stood in the midst of all their friends and the queen of the sirens herself.

She pushed away from him and gestured to her three helpers. They made for the doorway. “I will see you soon.”


Chapter
Forty-One



Iwatched as Brin led Lirien, Dayra, and Cea to help her with the injured. I’d heard the other girls talking on occasion and they all viewed the moonwisp as the unofficial second-in-command. Tyra had even said the words “First Wife” once. I wasn’t sure about all that, but her royal upbringing was definitely evident. Compared to only a few months ago when she felt like she didn’t have a purpose with them, it was great to see her being more decisive.

It also brought to mind what I’d been thinking about a lot lately. Though we didn’t really speak of it as a group, I’d been in conversations individually with each of my girls and they’d all used the word “harem” more than once. The stigma attached to the word in my world made me feel a little uncomfortable, but there wasn’t a need to label it anyway.

What I’d been pondering was making everything official. I’d talked with Brin about marrying her, even joked about it with Tyra, but though agreeable to it, they didn’t seem to think it strictly necessary. Every one of them had expressed to me that they were with me forever and no ceremony would change that. How damn lucky was I that I found so many smoking hot women who were also caring and kind, and who also got along well with each other?

I mean, we couldn’t go more than a day or two without one or another declaring how much she loved the others. I’d always thought a harem situation would be a den of contention, with backbiting and jealousy and stupid mind games. But no, not with these women. Was it the world, or had I just lucked out and found the most spectacular people I’d ever met, who happened to fit together like fine gears?

So, yeah, whether officially married or not, Brin was my First Wife. As such, I tried to do everything I could to make her happy, like following her suggestions. The one she’d just made to me did strike my interest, though I wasn’t sure if she was totally accurate about what she was implying.

Glancing surreptitiously at Coralei, I found her eyes on me, as Brin had said. Maybe I’d talk with her. If she was having as hard a time as I—and Brin—thought, maybe having someone to listen to her vent could help out. It was only right, since we were helping each other with our current problems. It seemed a convenient way to get started with aiding her, with no searches for missing guardians or fighting mutated monsters necessary. For now.

I turned to find Tyra standing right next to me.

“Hey, gorgeous. What are you doing?”

She clasped her hands behind her back and kicked at the floor. Damn, I love it when she does the bashful girl act for me.

“Nothin’.”

I scooped her up and tried to squeeze the air out of her. “So damn cute while being so devilishly sexy. God, I love you.”

She huffed, then wrapped her muscular arms around me and did as good, if not better at crushing the air out of me. Then she kissed me as if in apology.

“I love you, too, of course. So, what do you think about what Brin said?”

“Uh, about the injured sirens?”

She slapped my shoulder. “No, dumb ass. About finding a smith and…”

“Oh. Right. Yes, definitely. Come on, let’s talk to Coralei.”

“Yeah. Then she can stare at you from close up instead of across the room.”

I narrowed my eyes at her.

“What? Do you think no one else noticed? She looks like she wants to eat you. Or like she wants you to eat her. Probably both.” She glanced over at the queen, who started to study her hands. “Definitely both.”

I picked up the goblin, nibbling at her fantastic abs as I carried her over to Coralei. She giggled and cursed and threatened me, but she didn’t use her formidable strength to stop me. I finally swung her down to her feet in front of the queen.

“So, Coralei. I’m not sure if we mentioned it, but Tyra here is an expert smith. With us traveling all the time, she misses her forge. Do you have people here who work metal?”

“Of course.” The queen lifted her trident as proof. “Do you want to share knowledge between craftspeople, or would you like to use a smithy to do some work?”

Tyra’s eyes went large and she bounced on her feet. “Both, if possible. I know things are rough with all the evacuees and⁠—”

“Think nothing of it. If anything, the smiths have more work than usual, producing weapons for upcoming battles. I think one or two could use a rest for an exchange of information. Even better if you would be willing to help with their workload. We know little of how things are done on the surface.”

Coralei called a guard over. “Please escort Tyra to Ardus Fresen’s smithy. Tell him that she is a famous crafter and smith on the surface and would like to discuss their craft, maybe get a little time at the forge.”

The guard saluted and gestured for Tyra to follow him. She gave me a quick kiss, bowed her head to the queen, and followed along.

“Thank you,” she said as she went.

I smiled at Coralei. “Yes, thank you. That was kind. We didn’t say she was famous.”

“Brinawynn and Sariel showed me their blades. Both are the finest work I’ve ever seen. Both were made by Tyra, I understand. If she’s not famous yet, she will be.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, I agree. She’s amazing.”

She watched me, her eyes going from mine to my mouth.

“What?” I asked.

“You love them. All of them. Even the furcan. You are like a family. It’s…not what I expected of people from the surface.”

“People are people. I’m sorry you and your ancestors had such rotten luck in dealing with others. There are a lot of good ones up there, too. As well as a lot of bad. I’m sure it’s the same down here. You, for example, are remarkable.”

“Remarkable?”

“Definitely. I mean, yeah, you’re a queen and a skilled warrior and can use magic and all that stuff, but that’s not what I’m talking about. You care so much about your people, it’s tearing you up inside.”

Her expression changed, and I thought I’d said something terribly wrong. The anger she displayed had my hand twitching to find a weapon to defend myself. Then she slumped, if only slightly.

“Would you be opposed to having a quiet conversation? Without others around?”

“Not at all. I would love to chat with you. We haven’t had a lot of time since we met.”

“Wonderful. Please follow me.”

I gestured with my hand for her to go ahead and I followed her out of the room, down a short hall, and into what I thought at first was a random sitting room. Once we were within and she closed the door, though, I saw it was a little complex of four rooms, one being a bedroom, one a bathroom, and another a study, with several bookshelves. I was going to ask about the books and how they transported them, but she sat down on a couch and began to speak.

“Is it that obvious?” was the first thing she said.

“What, that you’re one small crisis away from exploding? Maybe a little bit. You hide it well, though the fact you haven’t smiled once since I met you is a dead giveaway. Well, except at Cea’s antics, but no one can resist her cuteness factor. It’s more that every new thing I hear or see makes me wonder how you’re even staying on your feet. It’s a lot, and I don’ even know everything.”

“It…is. Would it be too inappropriate if I were to relax. Really, really relax?”

“It would not only be appropriate, but I highly recommend it. Listen, all this stuff with royalty and leading people and showing no weakness and all that doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. As far as I’m concerned, you can say anything, do anything, and feel as comfortable as you want around me. I’m no one important. There’s no reason for you to try to impress me with how tough you are.”

“Said by the man who looks like Kael, fights like him, and carries the ancient hero’s sword.”

“Meh. It’s just a hunk of metal. And you’re one to speak, the gorgeous queen of an entire race who can swim at speeds I didn’t know were possible, fight like an ancient hero herself, and can cast magic with her voice.”

“Ha.” She actually almost smiled as she barked the laugh. “When you put it that way, I suppose we can both relax. I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”

“Then we agree.” I slumped on the couch on the other side of the table from her. “Oh, yes. That’s what I need.”

She watched me, the laughter still in her eyes. Then she slouched and sunk into her couch as well. A long, soft breath oozed out of her. “Goddess, it feels good to do that. I could never do such a thing with any of my people near. It would be unbecoming.”

“Peaceful relaxation is never unbecoming. How you are now, even more so than before, you are the very picture of strength, beauty, and tranquility.”

Coralei scoffed, but then her face grew more serious, leaning toward me.

“You are unlike any thoughts I had about how surface people would be.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that earlier. Uh, is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“A good thing. If anything, I think I prefer you to most of my people as well. Especially lately, there is little laughter or levity.”

That made me snort. “Yeah, I’m always good for a laugh.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. Not only are you unlike others we have dealt with in the past, but you are so…carefree. No, that sounds wrong. Comfortable? You exude comfort. I’m already more relaxed than I have been in years, simply by your presence. Thank you. I dislike being tense and stern all the time.”

“I agree. Being like that is no fun. When my best friend was killed by the umbrenix, I became dark and humorless for a little while. Brin and Tip helped me to come out of it.”

“Is that why you chase after the shadows, and their master?”

I fiddled with a loose thread on my shirtsleeve. “Originally, yeah. Not only for killing him but for bringing me to this world to do the same to me. The umbrenix, they go to other worlds, ones without magic. They abduct people and bring them back here to drain their life force for Aeyr. I think he’s found a way to do it with people in this world again, too. It has to stop. I will make it stop.”

“You will battle with a demigod?”

“Looks like it. If there was another way to destroy him without fighting him, I’d do that, but so far, I haven’t found anything like that.”

That twinkle in her eyes reappeared, along with an almost-smirk. “Who is the stern and serious one now?”

I chuckled. “Yeah, you’re right. There will be enough time for being serious later. For now, talk to me. Tell me about yourself. You must have been a beautiful child to grow to be such a stunning woman. How is it to travel the ocean, to cast magic with your voice, to be a princess, a queen?”

“You…you want to know about me? As a child?”

“Definitely. I figure you were not only adorable, but you were probably in trouble all the time, too.”

Coralei looked at her hands, but when she raised her head, she wore a mischievous look. “I was rambunctious. Slightly.”

“Ha! I knew it. Tell me. What kind of mischief did you get into?”

So she did. She started with little things, stories of simple, innocent childhood activities, then to more mischievous behavior. Somehow, that led her into less humorous tales, even sad ones.

“My father was killed in a battle against monsters many years ago. His bravery saved the lives of his squad, but that didn’t make his sacrifice any easier to take. My mother, strong as she was, lost some of herself after that. Our discussion has made me see that my attitude is becoming much like hers had. The weight of the crown.

“Have I told you she was ready to step down, allow me to lead? We had planned the ceremony for me to receive the Song. Then all this trouble began. Guardian disappearing, as well as the Song, the monsters increasing, the shark people, now the shadows. I…” She sighed.

“It has to be tough, needing to appear so strong and in control all the time,” I said. “I think you’re doing a great job, but it can wear on you, huh?”

“It can.” Her eyes went unfocused and I let the silence hang. After a moment, she blinked. “Thank you, Gar. For listening to me, for letting me have a few precious moments in which I can let down my defenses and pretenses. It is immeasurably valuable. I am more comfortable with you than anyone else I can talk to. Tell me, do you like fluids?”

I could have sworn I heard crackling and sizzling as my mind tried to parse what she’d just said. “Uh, fluids?”

“Yes. Particularly body fluids.”

“I…ummm…oh! Are you saying…I mean, are you asking…?”

“Because I do,” she said. “I would like to taste yours, if you would let me.”


Chapter
Forty-Two



What the fuck?

I was still wrestling with what Coralei had said. Not that it bothered me at all. At least, not in a bad way. I was triple checking everything from our conversation so far, making sure it meant what I thought it meant. Maybe Brin was right. Again.

“I’m sorry,” the queen said. “Is that inappropriate for surface dwellers? My apologies. I didn’t mean⁠—”

“It’s fine. Better than fine, really. You just surprised me. Are you suggesting what I think you are?”

“I would like to feel you. To taste you. If that’s what you’re thinking, then yes. By your shocked expression, though, I fell like it is somehow inappropriate.”

“No. Well, sort of, but no. With some people or groups, it’s forward, even aggressive. It doesn’t bother me, though. Is it normal for your people?”

She shrugged. I watched her skimpy bikini top as it raised, distracting me. “We are free with physical affection, with those special to us.”

“Am I special to you?”

“You could be. I would like you to be.”

“Then yes, I would love to, uh, swap fluids. And maybe do some other things.”

“Ooh. Surface things?”

“Surface things.”

“Will you kiss me?” she asked.

“Absolutely. Can I do it now?”

“When else?”

I moved over to the couch Coralei was sitting on, getting on my knees on the floor. The situation was strange, shocking even, but forewarned by Brin, I got used to the idea quickly.

I stroked her smooth cheek. “Your skin is so soft.”

She didn’t have time to answer as I brought my lips to hers. I had to admit I’d spent a little time looking at them over the past day and thought about how it would feel to kiss them. They felt as good as they looked.

“Water lily,” I said after a slow, tender kiss that lasted a solid minute.

“What?”

“Your scent, and your taste. Water lily. Sweet and aquatic, with a hint of…something. Sour. Lemon. Yeah. Just a tiny bite of lemon flavor.” I licked my lips. “You taste good. I thought you might taste like chocolate.”

“Chocolate? Why?”

“Because your skin is almost the color of chocolate. It’s a very pleasant surprise, though. You taste even better than chocolate.”

She gave me the first real smile since I’d known her, even if it was a little wicked. “Wait until you taste the rest of me.”

It was like a starter’s pistol had gone off. We surged toward each other so fast, I was afraid we were going to crack our teeth together. What followed was a session of desperate, hungry kisses.

She enjoyed flicking her tongue out of her mouth to meet mine between us before pressing in and continuing the wrestling inside our mouths. Hers was dexterous and felt like it was made of silk. We wielded them like weapons, dueling and emitting soft moans.

She sprang to her feet, pulling me up with her, then maneuvered me to the wall, slamming my back against it while pulling off my shirt. I grabbed her and turned her around, pushing her against the wall, with my body sandwiching her.

Just kissing the siren had me getting hard faster than I’d have believed. I clasped her right hand in my left and ran the other over the bare skin of her back. The firm muscle covered by her flawless skin brought even more urgency to my motions.

We broke apart, gazing into each other’s eyes. Her bright blue orbs crackled with excitement and I found myself falling into them. I panted, still caressing her back.

“God, you’re sexy. You turn me on so much.”

She dropped her left hand and wriggled it between us, rubbing along the length of the lump of my shaft in my pants. “I can tell. Are you leaking fluid?”

My breath hitched, fluttered. “Y-y-yes.”

“Let me taste you?”

My left knee weakened, causing me to nearly fall. She held me, her mouth curving even further upward. I nodded, not trusting my voice. I didn’t know what had gotten into me. It wasn’t like this was my first time with a woman.

She put her mouth on mine and kissed me again, her hand working at unhooking my pants. After only a few seconds, she growled into my mouth, shaking her other hand from mine to help the first in getting me stripped.

With two hands working on it, she had my pants and underwear off in no time. She dropped to her knees, wrapping both around my shaft, cooing at it. Before I could so much as put my hands in her hair to keep it out of the way, she licked up along my cock while humming. She swept her tongue across the head, cleaning up the pre-cum that had drizzled out.

“Mmmmm,” she said. “I like your juices.”

“Unnnnggghhh. I…uhhn…like your tongue.”

Coralei opened her mouth and slipped it down over my dick. Her lips provided the softest pressure as her tongue flicked at the tip while it went in. My hips thrust forward automatically and my eyes closed on their own.

“Can I suck you until you climax?”

“NO!” I hadn’t meant it to come out so loud, but this was an emergency. The siren stopped, though she didn’t take me out of her mouth. “I mean, no. Please don’t.”

“You don’t like it?” The way she was understandable even with her mouth full like that impressed me.

I pushed her gently away while pulling myself out of her. “I do. I love it. But if you keep it up, I’ll last maybe another ten seconds at the rate you’re going and then I’m going to come really hard.”

She smacked her lips. “I don’t see the problem.”

“With how strong the feeling is, I’ll be wiped out coming that powerfully. Then I won’t be able to do what I want to do to you, not until I can recover. I might fall right to sleep, and even if I don’t, there won’t be the urgency to enjoy you and make you come. I don’t want to cheat you.”

“Hmmm. What do you want to do?”

“I want to explore your body. I want to taste you, and other things.”

“That sounds fun. Will you make me climax?”

“I’ll do my best to make that happen,” I told her. “I want to feel your body releasing and want to taste your nectar.”

She squeezed my rod. “Let’s do that.”

Coralei shot to her feet, grabbed my hand, and dragged me to the bedroom. There, I found a beautiful king-sized canopy bed. She let go of my hand as she reached it and slid along one of the support posts, pressing her back to it with her hands above, holding onto the cross post.

With her legs crossed below and her arms crossed above, she looked like a virgin sacrifice to some monster. She positioned her slender body—replete with enough curves for a month’s worth of wet dreams—perfectly to evoke a reaction. In this case, it was more pre-cum oozing out of me, an occurrence she didn’t miss.

Her eyes locked onto the tip of my dick. “Can I lick it up? I promise not to go any further. As long as you do more than stare at me.”

I nodded. “Sorry. You’re just so fucking sexy. Go ahead, then it’s my turn.”

She did lap it up, but did so by pressing her lips around the very tip of my head and giving me a firm lick from inside her mouth. Then she went back to her pole pose.

“Take my clothes off,” she said. “I want to feel you, skin to skin. Do you like my tits? My body?”

I put my hands on her bikini top. “I love them, but I think I need to get better acquainted with them.”

“Uh-huh. You should.”

I slipped off her top and took a moment to appreciate her perfect breasts. They weren’t huge, but they were perky and round and amazing, with nipples already coming out to play. Not a tan line was visible, though I’d thought her color was a tan. I wondered if I’d find any when I took off her bottoms.

“Are you going to stare at me or are you going to fuck me?” she asked, dropping one of her hands to swipe at her crotch. “Don’t you want me?”

Instead of answering, I put a hand on each tit and started to rub them, massaging both and tweaking her nipples as I kissed her. “Sorry. I do want you. Just looking at you has my mind going blank.”

Moving my mouth to her left nipple, I took it in my teeth and pulled on it as my hands went to the only clothing she had left.

“Ooooh. Uh-huh, uh-huh. That’s better.”

I slipped off her bikini bottoms, and she kicked them away from her. When I switched to her other tit, she grabbed my hand to place it on her bald pussy. There wasn’t going to be any long, slow buildup with this woman. If she wanted it that way, that was fine by me. I slid a finger into her. Though she was tight, she’d already made plenty of lubrication.

Her breathing hitched, a soft moan escaping from her mouth. Both her hands went to the top of my shoulders and rested there, leaning against the bedpost. I’d only fingered her for a handful of seconds before she pushed down. I looked at her face and she returned my gaze with her eyes lidded and her mouth partially open. She gave me a slow, confident nod.

I smiled and followed her suggestion, dropping to my knees in front of her.

My mouth latched onto her upper thigh, taking some of her firm flesh between my teeth. Coralei let out a satisfied groan and put both hands on the crossbeam, stepping away from the post. The height was perfect to keep her arms up, but without the need to hang from the wooden support. Her body swayed as she circled her hips, pressing her crotch into my face.

The water lily scent was so much stronger there, I couldn’t help but to lick up along her thigh and straight across her soaking wet lips. The siren’s body shuddered when I did it.

“Mmmmmmm. Uh-huh. More. I want more of that.”

I reached up to squeeze both her tits and plunged my tongue into her slit, surprising her and making her body jump. Readjusting her legs, widening them, I began to flick my tongue along her lips, dipping it inside, then going outside, teasing her clit with barely any contact.

“Uh-huh, uh-huh, uh-huh.”

Leaving one hand on her chest, I put the other on her lips, squeezing them between two fingers. I slid them up and down, pressing in hard.

“Yes, like that. Uh-huh, Gar. Uh-huh.”

With her outer lips squeezed, I licked along their length, sucking them and pressing hard on them in turn. Her body reacted as I’d hoped. She thrashed around, almost her entire weight supported by the cross post she was hanging on.

“Oooh. Ooooh, yes. Uh-huh, uh-huh, uh-huh.”

She was getting wetter by the minute, my mouth nearly frothing while I tried to lap it all up. I slid a finger into her, then two, and tickled her inside while my mouth went to her clit.

Flicking my tongue back and forth horizontally on her clit, I clenched my fingers to stimulate the walls of her canal. Her moans turned into musical hums that shot electricity into my body.

“Aaaaaaah. Gaaaaar. Uh-huh.” She sounded like she was singing the words, and it brought a whole new energy to our activities.

I pressed my tongue down hard on her clit and pushed my fingers farther into her. She suddenly went completely silent, not even the sound of her breathing evident. I realized my own breaths were coming harsh and heavy. Then a soft sound cut through the staccato noise I was making.

“Uhhhhhhhhhhnnnnnnnnngggggghhhhhhh.”

It was a long, rising moan, but a whispered one, and it maintained the musical quality her humming had. The damn thing lasted for something like half a minute, during which her internal muscles began to dance. Fencing with my fingers, striking, fading away, and attacking again.

Finally, the muscles inside snatched at my fingers as I sucked hard on her clit. The rest of her body remained completely relaxed. More relaxed, in fact, than when she had been slumped on the couch.

A wash of her nectar oozed from her and I sucked it all up. Before I’d cleaned her completely, she gasped in a breath and wriggled her body, giggling. Giggling!

I licked my lips. “Are you okay?”

“Mmmmmm,” she hummed tiredly. “I am wonderful. That was...oooh. Thank you. Can I suck you now?”

I rose, trailing my tongue up her abs, stopping to suck the outside of each breast where I knew it wouldn’t show under her bikini top, and arriving at her mouth. Where she proceeded to pull my tongue into her mouth so forcefully I choked for a moment.

After some intense kissing, I answered her. “Yes, Coralei. You can suck me now.”
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Coralei wiped a bit of moisture off her lip with a finger, freezing me with a predatory stare. Then, without telegraphing her movements, she grabbed me around the waist and fell backward onto the bed, twisting during our fall to slam me down on my back, where she promptly attacked me with her mouth. Kissing, nipping at my neck and ears, then moving down to suck on my nipples. She was a bundle of energy. When she moved to leave the bed so she could do her nefarious work on me, I grabbed the hand she didn’t have wrapped around my cock.

“I have a better idea,” I told her. “Come over here, sit on my face.”

Her lower lip went out slightly in a pout. “But you said…”

“Trust me. Please, Coralei.”

She did as I asked, straddling my face and wiggling to settle her pussy onto my mouth. I grabbed her ass and kissed her engorged lips.

“Now,” I said, a little muffled with her on top of me. “Lean forward.”

She didn’t even have to lean before she got the idea.

“Oh, Gar. I have never done such a thing. It looks like it will…”

With my vision obstructed, I couldn’t see exactly where she was, but when I found a warm, wet presence around the head of my dick, I knew she’d gotten the hint. As was her habit, she started right off, like she needed to make up time.

“Oh, God, Coralei. That…uhhhnnngg.”

I sunk my fingers into her tight ass and pulled her down onto my face, pushing my tongue up into her slit. My eyes closed; there was too much distraction. I focused on the thrusts of her body and the feel of her wet lips as my tongue rolled around on them. It was all I could do to distract myself from how fucking good her mouth felt on me. I quickly got light-headed, both from not enough air and because of the pure ecstasy she was administering to me.

The woman was an expert at finding every nerve ending on my shaft and putting her tongue on each with exactly the right pressure. She started her humming musical moans and my dick jumped so violently in her mouth, she gagged a little. Not only did the sound affect the rest of my body but also vibrated my cock from root to stem, doing its best to drag an orgasm out of me.

She wasn’t having an easy time ignoring what I was doing, either. Her hips swung wildly, grinding on me in four different directions as she pumped up and down. A veritable flood of her juices overwhelmed my ability to suck them all down and some was dripping down my cheeks.

Then she touched me just below my balls, on my perineum. Oh, my fucking God!

“Aauuuuuggghhhh!”

I may or may not have bitten down a little too hard on her lips as I bucked so hard I felt her nose strike my balls. Cum erupted out of me like my name was Vesuvius at the same time Coralei slammed her pussy down on me with enough force to push me a few inches into the bed.

“Uhg-uhg-uhg.” The noise she made was an underwater sound, though it was being caused by her coming while throating my entire cock. She pulled up, sucking powerfully on my member, eating every bit of cum that came out of me.

When my body relaxed, she climbed off me, another beautiful smile on her face.

“Your smile is gorgeous. I’m glad I finally convinced you to show it to me.”

“You can convince me anytime you want, Gar. Goddess, that was spectacular.”

“Yeah, it was. I—” A knock on the door interrupted me. Coralei and I looked at each other. “Uh-oh. Who do you think that is? One of your servants, or maybe the general?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ll get it. You’re a queen, after all. Can’t expect you to open your own doors.”

She gave me a flat look, but it fizzled out as the smile came through again.

I put my pants on quickly—without my underwear—and padded to the door with no shirt and no shoes. In fact, my shoes were still in my pack, unnecessary when I was swimming. When I opened it, the last person I’d have thought was standing there.

“Uh, hi Keliana. What’s going on?”

She pushed her way into the room and closed the door. Coralei was still on the bed, naked.

“I’m sorry for interrupting. I did wait until you finished, though. Umm, I was looking for you to…I mean, I needed…anyway, I tracked you here and heard all your delicious moans and I waited until you finished the first couple of rounds.”

I’d been watching Coralei for her reaction, and once Keli stumbled through that bit, the siren’s eyes lit up.

“You came to join us?” the queen asked.

I’m not sure who that surprised more. I blinked at the queen and the catgirl’s mouth dropped open. She regained her composure before me.

“Can I?”

The siren flashed that wicked smile again. “I would enjoy that. Gar?”

No fucking way was I going to say no to the idea. I’d been with Keliana and others at the same time and it was not something to be missed. There was only one problem.

“I’m pretty wiped out, as you no doubt heard.”

Keli gave me a peck on the lips. “Yeah. Do you know how wet that made me?” Coralei licked her lips at that. “It’s not a problem, though. I’m sure Fishy over there and I can entertain ourselves, and you, for long enough to get your little soldier standing at attention again. ‘Little’ being a relative term, of course. To Kael’s sword. In its ridiculously large form.”

Coralei, instead of answering, spread her arms and legs, then crooked a finger at the catgirl. Keli made a little hop and raced for the bed.

The catgirl crawled up Coralei’s naked body and kissed the other woman tentatively. The siren still didn’t seem to be in the mood for soft and slow, though. Her arms went around Keli’s body and she pulled the catgirl into a desperate, hungry kiss that had me staring. Coralei either hadn’t had sexy times in a while—besides what we just did—or she was a raging nymphomaniac.

“Mmmmm. Ooooh, your tongue is so wonderfully rough,” Coralei said when Keliana pulled her mouth away to breathe. “I want to feel it all over me. All over.”

Keli growled and attacked Coralei’s tits, her tongue flicking and licking one breast as her hand pawed at the other. The auburn-haired siren wriggled and moaned, scratching at Keliana’s leather catsuit.

“Off. I need you naked, Keliana.”

The catgirl didn’t argue, but hopped up and stripped her leather suit off, stumbling as she got it down to her waist and gyrated to get it off. Meanwhile, Coralei opened her mouth wide and sucked up Keli’s breast so hard her cheeks hollowed out. That only caused Keli to fall over onto the bed, abandoning her work at removing her clothes.

As a dutiful observer, I picked up where she left off, peeling the leather off her as the women wrestled. The catgirl was finally naked, and the two squirmed against each other and kissed. I stepped back to watch.

Keli’s hand darted between Coralei’s legs and a slushing sound started.

“Ooooh, Keli. Yesssss.”

The energy between the two was frenetic, like they were fighting. Keliana pushed Coralei hard, baring her teeth and dragging them down over her tits, stopping at her navel to nip at the skin around it, then went straight for the siren’s pussy. One long lick up the slit and Coralei got louder.

“Oh, yes. Uh-huh, uh-huh. Oh, your tongue. Keli, lick me again. Please. Lick me some more.”

Keliana obliged. She tried to hold Coralei down by gripping her tits so strongly the flesh oozed through her fingers like she was squashing a ball of clay, but the siren didn’t seem to mind as she writhed under that rough tongue.

I was getting some life back in my lower region. How could I not? When Coralei’s body suddenly jerked and she adopted that slack expression on her face, my dick twitched and, as if it had broken some restraint, rapidly swelled.

Keli’s tongue slushed and slapped at the siren’s wet lips, her soft humming almost inaudible with the purring that sprang up in her chest.

“Oh, goddess. You’re purring? Ooooooh.”

Keli continued to lick up Coralei’s juices, then slid her face up to kiss Coralei’s mouth. A few hot kisses later and she continued to move her body up, trailing a line of liquid as she dragged her own wet pussy across the siren’s body, ending up hovering just above Coralei’s face.

The siren licked her lips. “Yes. Lower yourself down. I want to taste you,”

Watching the orgasm, and now my catgirl getting licked and sucked by Coralei, my dick was back to its diamond hardness. I paused for just a moment, running my eyes over the pink lips of the siren, and her breasts bouncing as she breathed heavily. Keli’s perfect ass jiggled a little as she ground her slit into Coralei’s tongue and lips, her muscular back flexing and relaxing as she moved and her tail jerking to the side. The catgirl played with her own tits as she sat upright, purring and moaning at what the other woman was doing to her.

I bent down to get a good taste of Coralei’s juices, but I had something better I wanted to do. Grabbing my cock to aim it, I positioned myself in front of Coralei’s sex as she lay on her back, servicing Keli. I pressed forward, wedging the head of my dick between Coralei’s lips.

“Uh-huh. Fuck me Gar. Put it all the way in.” I could understand her, but barely, with her liquid servicing of Keli’s slit.

I did as the lady asked—she was a queen, after all—thrusting hard and entering her tight canal. Her soft lips surrounded my shaft as it went in and she let out a long moan into the catgirl’s crotch.

As I built up to a strong rhythm, plunging in and out of Coralei, I snatched Keli’s tail, which was bouncing and lashing in front of me. She smacked me in the face with it once and I put my teeth around it and pressed down.

“O-o-o-o-oh.” I loved it when the catgirl made that ululating sound, like the world’s sexiest machine gun. Her purring increased as well, somehow vibrating my whole body.

Coralei and I had synced and were thrusting together to increase the ecstasy. The pressure started to build within me. I was close. I put my attention on Keliana. Not only did I continue to bite on her tail, but I slipped a finger into her asshole, pressing it in and out along with the rhythm Coralei and I were keeping.

Then the siren started her musical humming.

“Auuuugggghhhh,” Keli screamed, making the odd screeching noises she often did when getting ready to climax. “Rowwwrrrr.” It sounded like when cats fought, but it was so sexy in this context. She frantically tore at her own breasts and ground harder onto Coralei’s face.

The siren’s humming reached a crescendo, and Keli was the first to go over the edge. Her body whipped like a snapped towel and she huffed her breaths. The sound of it, not to mention the motion transferring through her tail and her ass, caused my body to jerk uncontrollably. Coralei’s internal muscles fluttering and massaging my dick a thousand times a minute caused us both to eject our own brand of moisture, mixing it within her body in the most delicious way.

I didn’t have much cum left in me since she’d guzzled it down earlier, but whatever I had held rushed out of me into her.

The resonance of our orgasms lasted for more than a minute, bouncing back and forth between all three of us. By the time it finished, we all slumped for a moment.

Coralei blew out a breath. “I am soooo glad I found you on the surface. You are both amazing. I have never felt so satisfied.”

“This is a typical day with Gar,” Keli said proudly. “Just wait until tomorrow.”
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After almost half an hour of lounging around, Keliana roused herself, rolling off the bed with a sighing moan.

“I should probably go back out there with everyone else.” She gave Coralei a warm kiss, slower and more relaxed than the urgent ones they’d shared earlier. “I wasn’t sure about you when we met, but I think I really liking eating fish.”

We watched Keli as she stretched and made a show of getting her clothes back on. When she was done, she kissed me, too, gave me a wink, and left the room.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Mmmmm. Fantastic. I have not been so relaxed in years. Thank you.” She twirled a length of her hair around her finger. “Was I too…I don’t know, aggressive?”

I pulled her to me and kissed her face. “No. My girls and I often like it slow and methodical, building up over time, but we’ve had our share of desperate, urgent sex, too. Especially Keliana. I knew the two of you would fit perfectly together.”

“I’m not always like that. I do enjoy it slow sometimes. You made me comfortable with you and then how you were so kind, it started my mind going.”

“You don’t have to explain. I loved it. I think I’d like it just as much slow with you. We can try sometime, if we get the opportunity.”

“We could?”

“Sure, if you want to.”

“I want to. I’ll keep on the alert for a chance.”

“I can’t wait. For now, though, I need to check on Brin. There was also going to be a meeting to decide how we’re going to go about finding your Guardian?”

“Yes. I will notify Eryfine. We will have it here.”

“In bed?” I opened my mouth into a wide O and raised my eyebrows.

She chuckled. “No. In the palace, I mean.”

“I know.” My finger traced along her lips. “I just like to hear you laugh and to see you smile. Please don’t go back to that stern expression all the time.”

“Are you mad? With what you and Keliana just did to me, I’ll be smiling like an idiot all the time. People are going to think I’ve finally cracked.”

“I’m sorry about that.”

She shook her head. “No, don’t be. I’m thinking more clearly and for the first time in quite a while, I have hope for the future. It’s not only the pleasure we just shared. Your mere presence helps me to be more confident about what we can do. Whether or not you are Kael, you are a hero, if for no other reason than what you have done for me during the last day.”

I took her hand and kissed it. “I’m glad to help. Now all we have to do is to go find your Guardian, get rid of the monsters and umbrenix, and then take care of the shark people. Then we’ll be golden.”

“You’re not required to do all that. Our agreement was that you would help me find the Guardian and the Song.”

“I know. While we’re here, though, we’re not going to leave all that stuff in place without at least trying to fix it.”

“How could I have been so wrong about surface people?”

“Uh, yeah, about that,” I said. “There are plenty who are like you expected. We’ve killed a lot of them. Like I told you before, people are people, with good and bad in any group. I’m glad we’ve changed your mind from thinking everyone on the surface deserves to be killed, though. Come on, you sexy, beautiful queen. We have work to do.”

One of the guards was kind enough to bring me to where Brin was. Tip came with me to see how Cea was doing. Meanwhile, Coralei prepared for our meeting, which is to say, she issued commands to get a room set up and to bring Eryfine to the palace.

We found my moonwisp in a beautiful temple with a huge crescent moon on the front of it.

“Auryana?” I asked when I found her.

She flashed a radiant smile at me. “Yes. The woman who had it built was a moonwisp. I can feel the goddess’s blessing here.”

“That’s awesome. It must be comfortable for you, sensing her like that.”

“It is. It also helps with my healing. I haven’t used even half the mana I thought I would. With the gem, I still have a fair amount left, though I wouldn’t refuse an infusion from you.”

I gave her a long kiss. “I plan on filling you up tonight.” At the expected shocked and embarrassed expression, I clarified. “Fill up your mana, I mean.” The next part, I whispered. “And the other way, too.”

She had finished dealing with most of the injuries while I’d been playing around with Coralei and Keliana. I felt a little bad about it, but I was helping our new friend. Brin herself had told me to do so.

I gathered up my companions, having to search for Cea. Tip had sought her out and they were canoodling in a hallway off the main chamber. Once we collected those two as well, we went back to the palace for the meeting.

“We must find the Song.” Coralei started the meeting off without mincing words. “Not only can I not open your book without it, but our people have lost a great deal not having it. Until a member of the royal family is able to utilize the magic of the Song, we will be even more at risk from the shark people and the monsters that are becoming increasingly more numerous.”

Almost since I met the siren, something had been bouncing around in my head. Something that didn’t make sense to me. “Uh, Coralei? I know we’ve been talking about it a lot, but I have to admit that something puzzles me. Every time you mention the Song, you refer to it like it’s a tangible thing, like something you can grasp and see, that you can lose. I don’t understand that.”

“My apologies. From when we learn to listen and speak, we hear of the Song and it makes sense. In what I have said, I assumed it was common knowledge, though you would have no way to possess the knowledge. The Song is an actual song, highly magical and powerful. Its magic is such that only the royal family can learn and use it, and only one person at any given time can know it.

“In practical terms, however, it is solidified in the form of a gem. Because the Song is actually the gem and the gem the Song, we refer to both simply as the Song. Were I to hold it in my hand and utilize the magic to learn the Song, the gem would dissipate into pure magic. Then, my first usage of the Song would be to recreate the gem for use with the next royal family member who would need to learn.”

“Thanks. That makes a lot more sense now. So when we’re talking about finding the Song, it’s the gem manifestation that we’re searching for.”

“Correct. The gem is kept within the Vault of the Song, which is in a hidden tunnel system. The Guardian of the Song lives there, and it is her sole duty to protect it. We will go there first. From the stories you have told me, it is possible that the skills or magic some of you possess could aid us in finding Guardian.

“If not, we will search the other cities, not only to find any who may not have evacuated, but to see if there is any trace of Guardian. I can only assume finding her—or her remains—will allow us to locate the Song as well. I have no other ideas on how to proceed.”

“You have reason to believe that Guardian may be near one of the other cities?” Brin asked.

Coralei looked a little uncomfortable, almost embarrassed. “We have looked in the Vault of the Song and have scoured the areas in and around the other cities but have found nothing. I hope that one of you can sense a magical signature for either Guardian or the Song itself. We don’t know what happened to Guardian. She may have been captured or even killed, with her body being taken. Short of searching every inch of the ocean, I don’t know what to do. Because I haven’t learned the Song, I have no affinity for it to search it out. I believe there might be some resonance, but I would have to be close to it. Only once did I see it, when my mother took me to it when I was a child. I remember sensing something when I was within twenty paces or so, but that was before I had developed my voice magic.

“There are five cities besides Nathiram. Draisic you have seen. To the northeast is Ferulee. To the north is Linoresae. South is Kryctos. Zerun is to the east, the closest city to the domain of the shark people and to the great deep of the Toreniol Ocean. I propose we search the Vault of the Song and, if necessary, visit Ferulee, Linoresae, Kryctos, and Zerun, in that order. If we still can’t find the Song, we will have to decide how to proceed from there.”

All that didn’t seem too promising. It sounded like we were back to searching for a needle in a haystack. I thought we were done with that after finding the Great Library, and Coralei.

“Your magic,” Dayra said. “It is similar to the magic of the Song itself?”

“Yes. Similar in the sense that they are both voice magic, though it’s the same as saying a candle flame is similar to the sun in the sky. Or that a cup of water is similar to the ocean.”

I caught onto what Dayra was getting to. “Qamara, one of our other friends, isn’t with us. She’s alari and can sense magic. Brin can, too, though. Maybe if you use some of your magic, she can see if she might be able to sense it. When you cast the spell to keep us dry before, it was so fast, I’m not sure she had a chance to feel it.”

Brin nodded at the idea.

“Yes,” Coralei said. “That is a good idea. I will cast a protective spell. It is more powerful than the simple one I cast on your items.”

The siren opened her mouth and sang softly. I didn’t understand the words, but the melody was hauntingly beautiful, her voice somehow producing music along with the words. I didn’t detect anything—not that I thought I would, anyway—but the sound of it made me think of solidity, of protection. I watched Brin until Coralei stopped singing less than a minute later.

The moonwisp addressed the siren. “I could sense the use of mana, though for all that I knew you were casting, I would not have been able to say what type of magic it is. If there was no other power around, then perhaps I could sense a spell had been cast, but it could have been any other caster or magic type. I don’t know how valuable that will be.”

Coralei sighed, disappointment clear on her face.

“Can you do that again, just for half a minute or so?” Tip asked.

“Of course.” She started singing again and Tip pointed toward Rex.

The furcan swayed slightly, almost like he was in a trance. I figured it was the soothing effect of the music, but then he reached his head out and started sniffing toward Coralei. When the song ended, Rex continued to sniff around, like he was trying to find where the magic had gone.

“Huh,” I said. “Do you think he actually smelled it? We’re still not sure exactly how he sensed those hidden doors and magic in Olliaran and Teaphotria.”

“I think he does,” Tip assured me. “It’s worth a shot. He’s found stuff for us before.”

“Yeah, you know what? You’re right. So, Rex, what do you say? Will you help us out again, try to find the Song and Guardian?”

Rex squeaked affirmatively and gave a little hop.

“Okay. I guess we’re ready to go to the Vault of the Song.”
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“It might be better to wait until tomorrow morning to go to the Vault of the Song,” Coralei said.

I glanced out one of the windows. I’d noticed that those in the dry rooms were special, thicker with what looked like several panes of glass. If it was even glass. I could easily see through the material, but I had a feeling it was some kind of magical gemstone or something. The lighting seemed the same as it had every other time I looked out. I didn’t know if it was day or night, so little light came through the water.

“Sure, that’s fine.”

Eryfine glared at me for some reason. I had no idea what I’d done, but her resting bitch face was back with a vengeance.

“We can rest and have a nice meal. I would also like to talk to you about some things, Gar.”

Keli raised an eyebrow at that. Coralei’s eyes flicked to her, but didn’t linger. Nor did she say anything else about it.

“Any of the rest of you who would like to join the conversation, feel free,” the queen added. Keliana actually looked a little disappointed. I chuckled internally.

We moved to another part of the large sitting room, one with fewer couches and chairs and with a large empty rug-covered space in between. Brin and Keliana joined me and Coralei as the others watched from afar.

Unlike what I thought might happen when Coralei asked to speak with me, she actually started speaking, instead of initiating more of the sexy shenanigans we’d engaged in earlier.

“We discussed the harmony of the world, and of magic, along with the rhythm of battle. Since then, I have been thinking of you and your unique talent for combining your weapons. Tell me, Gar, have you made any plans or practiced the concept of harmony and unification in regard to your weapons?”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I said. “I’m familiar with combat rhythm and timing and I always strive to be ‘one with my weapons.’ They’re more like a part of my body than something added on.”

“Yes, I noticed that, even in the short battle against the transformed monster we fought. What I mean is, have you thought about what it means that you have come upon the weapons you have? Is there a larger purpose than solely using which one you think would be most suitable in a particular situation? In other words, have you considered all of them as building blocks from which to construct a grand weapon, one utilizing the benefits of all the parts?”

“The ultimate form,” Tip said. I hadn’t noticed him and Cea joining us. “You know, the final evolution. Just like in video games and anime.”

I rolled my eyes at the satyr. “Dude, we’re not in a video game.”

“We’re not?”

Coralei continued, though her eyebrow raised at the curious things Tip had said. “For example, what are the specific benefits of each of your individual weapons? What qualities do they possess that would make you choose them over others?”

“Hold on.” I grabbed my pack and Kael’s sword from where I’d set them down and brought them back. I already had my triple stick case on my back, as almost always. “Okay. All the weapons share the traits that I can transform them and manipulate their materials. Also, that they’re damn near indestructible. Individually, though, the siangham is small and easily carried and concealed. It’s ideal for very close fighting, especially against weapons like knives.

“The three sectional staff is good for fighting a littler farther out, the sections great for blocking and also for tricky strikes because of the flexible nature of it. I can whip the sections around and past an enemy’s guard.

“The chain knives are even more flexible and able to attack at a greater distance when I swing them around on the chains. Even using the chains themselves, I can tangle an opponent or their weapons.

“The sword is good for attacking a lot of foes who are surrounding me. Especially if I make it as large as how we found it. I can keep enemies at bay and can cause a lot of damage with big strikes, even cut limbs off.

“The rope dart is the most flexible, but the key part is how I can fling the dart at great speed and do a lot of damage to vital points or tangle opponents so I can close in to finish them. When I use it with my staff form—or trident form—I can launch it like an arrow, doing damage and then pulling it back.”

“Yes,” she said. “Very good. I saw you change them into the trident, giving you reach. What other combinations do you make?”

I went through the different ways I used my weapons in combination. The spear, a simple staff, the double-bladed pole, the fighting sticks with blades at the end, how I added the rope dart so I could launch it from the end of a long weapon, and how I changed their lengths according to the situation. I was proud of how I’d adapted the different forms to fit my needs.

“Those are all very good. But what if you brought them all into one combined weapon, putting them together into a harmonious whole? What would be the advantages? What if, with one weapon, you could have the capability for massive damage, you could adapt to different fighting styles, ranged attacks were possible, as well as hard defense and the ability to engage in close combat? What would that look like?”

I rubbed my chin. “I don’t know. Any one weapon probably couldn’t do all that. I mean, if it was long enough and sturdy enough to perform hard blocks with, it could never be small enough for truly close-quarters fighting.”

“It could if it was easily broken down,” Keli said. “If an enemy pushed to always stay inside your guard, maybe you could shed parts of the weapon off to use close up. Maybe like peeling off the chain knives so you could just use those.”

“Hmmm. It’s possible, I guess. Let me try some things.”

I spent a good two hours cycling through different ways to combine all my weapons into one form. Tip and Keliana had comments on just about everything I made, pointing out opportunities to improve the design while highlighting the benefits and drawbacks of each. Of course, Sariel got into the game as well, with her warrior’s eye and her experience in combat.

“That form seems too bulky for your fighting style, Gar,” the elf said. “Your great advantage is your speed and precise movements. Perhaps if you stretched it thinner in the middle and balanced it by adjusting some of the material to the other end?”

Brin watched the process for speed of transformation and her comments were mostly to optimize how the weapon could be manipulated and changed within combat.

Tip’s suggestions were the most creative. With his vast memories of things he never could have experienced all in one lifetime, he had references the rest of us didn’t. Many of them were from my world and, not surprisingly, a lot were from video games.

Dayra and Lirien weren’t left out, though. Both had practical ideas, the scholar from her storehouse of knowledge on many different subjects and the kangaroo girl explorer from her experience in tackling obstacles and just being a badass.

Of course, Tyra had the knowledge not only of magical materials, but also experience in making weapons and other items for most of her life. All together, the group made for great brainstorming partners.

While we worked, Eryfine watched from the other side of the room. When I glanced at her, I saw the interest in her eyes. We were talking about weapons, after all. But when she met my eyes, that scowl came back to her face. I didn’t know what the hell was wrong with her, but I felt like it had something to do with how Coralei acted toward me.

Does she think I’m disrespecting her queen, or is she just pissed off that Coralei seems comfortable with me and seeks my approval on things?

Regardless of the general’s displeasure, I enjoyed the process of designing what could be the perfect weapon from scratch. It was a true collaboration, and it made me feel closer to every one of my friends.

At the end, I stood in the midst of everyone, my new Frankenstein weapon in my hand, its butt on the floor. I looked over its sleek design, a chill tingling my back and shoulders.

It was long, taller than I was as I held it. Nearly seven feet in length, it was obviously not a close quarters weapon. The shaft, made primarily by my three-sectional staff, tapered slightly from the butt to the top, thicker at the bottom end, with a mass that had come from my rope dart spooled tightly into a lump of something halfway between metal and wood. At the top, the hilt of the sword smoothly grew from the shaft, its blade splitting into two pieces seamlessly melded into half-moon type halberd blades made from the chain knives. In between them, the stretched out siangham thrust up, an exaggerated spearhead that could extend on my command to puncture or that could be used in slashing along with the two blades flanking it.

Overall, the weapon provided striking, cutting, piercing, and defensive sections that made it ideal for midrange combat or for massive damage to surrounding enemies. I could, during combat with a flexing of my will, separate different parts as necessary. The two knife blades I could release with a swing of the pole, spooling out the chain to use them as I did the knives alone. The same with the rope dart. Though I hadn’t figured out how to do it yet, I thought it would be possible to fire the siangham straight out from the top of the weapon. When I needed to fight more closely, I could split the staff right down the middle while shortening it and the blades to make bladed fighting sticks or something like hand scythes, or even a form of hand axes.

“That is badass!” Tip exclaimed, and I had to agree. “What’s it called?”

I cocked my head at him. “What?”

“What’s its name? You have to call it something. Like Kael’s sword. He called it Justice, right?”

“It looks a little like an executioner’s axe,” Cea said. “You could call it Judgement.”

I wasn’t sure about that. I mean, who was I to pronounce judgement on anyone?

Tyra nodded. “Yeah, I like it. It’s not enough, though. It almost sounds like you’re trying to copy the name for Kael’s weapon. Final Judgement?”

I liked that even less.

“Nah,” Tip said. “Bigger. It has to be grander. Universal Judgement? No. Ummm, how about…ah. Celestial Judgement!”

Talk about a tacky name. I raised my hand, but my friends were all oohing and aahing over it.

“It is fitting,” Brin said. “My goddess would approve, I believe.”

“It does have a certain appeal,” Sariel agreed. “It sounds like the weapon of a king, or a great hero. Perhaps both.”

“I, too, support naming it Celestial Judgement,” Coralei said.

Tyra gave me a thumbs up. Keliana crossed her arms under her breasts and nodded proudly. Cea giggled and hugged Tip while Rex did a little happy dance around them. Dayra and Lirien gave each other a high five. Well, shit.

“Fine. If I refer to it by a name at all, I’m only going to call it Judgement, but you guys can do what you want.”

“There we have it, then,” Coralei said, a natural and beautiful smile on her face. “A momentous occasion. Now you have but to train with it.” Eryfine looked fit to eat rocks over it, but she didn’t say anything from her corner of the room.

“We have a little time after dinner,” I said. “I can dull the edges with a thought. Anyone want to spar a little bit before bedtime?”

Every hand in the room but Eryfine’s shot up. Even Rex’s.
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After dinner and our sparring, we were shown to a number of dry rooms in the palace. Brin and I shared one, of course, as we typically did whenever we stopped at an inn during our travels.

By the time we got to sleep, her mana was full again, and we both wore smiles, cuddling in the large bed that looked remarkably like the one Coralei, Keliana, and I had shared earlier that day. We still got a decent night’s sleep. I awoke refreshed and ready to start on our day’s plans.

Soon after breakfast, though, what started as a mild discomfort turned into the sign that our water breathing potions were running out. A tightness in the chest, a warm, tingling feeling, with a bit of stomach upset. I recognized it and told the others what it was. We were still in the dry area of the palace, since eating a meal was messy and not enjoyable at all when things got waterlogged and floated away with the current. We all took another potion, generally happy at their duration.

Starting out right after breakfast, Coralei and Eryfine swam slightly ahead of the rest of us. On the way, I watched Keli intently staring at Coralei’s slender, curvy form. I recognized the glimmer in her eyes. I’d seen it with cats when a toy dangled in front of their faces. She even licked her lips a few times, though doing that underwater seemed like a silly thing to do. When she caught me observing once, I jerked my chin at her. She flicked her eyes to Coralei, ran her tongue over her upper lip, and winked at me.

“She is quite taken with the queen,” Brin stated, not a bit of question in her voice.

“Yeah, she is.”

“Was she enjoyable?”

My head snapped over to the moonwisp. The woman was amazing. Had someone else told her or had she figured it out herself? For all I knew, she could have sensed it on me, like someone else’s scent. I adjusted my glide through the water and pecked her on the mouth, nodding in answer to her question.

The short trip was uneventful after that and then there we were, in the tunnel going to the Vault of the Song. The one tunnel split into three and we passed a number of rooms. Then we reached a dry area and stepped out of the water. As normal, the breath plants were present in their typical pots.

“To the left is Calynise’s room and some utility chambers,” Coralei told us. “To the right is the kitchen and some other rooms. We will go straight ahead.”

I noticed she referred to Guardian by her name this time. Was that because when speaking of her bedroom, she thought of the woman more as a person than the icon that her Guardian name represented? What does the woman mean to her? Are they related in some way?

We passed through an antechamber with tapestries of some type of cloth I’d never seen, probably a waterproof or mold-proof variety invented by the sirens. The scenes included not only battles with different types of undersea monsters but also grand processions and celebrations. One held the image of what looked like a coronation, with a siren with hair and skin color like Coralei’s accepting the crown. I hadn’t seen a crown yet, but I imagine Coralei had it somewhere. It probably wasn’t the thing to wear while fighting or searching for survivors.

Weapons adorned the stone walls as well. Mostly, they were tridents or spears, but there were a few swords, some weighted nets, even a few short blades that looked to be balanced enough to be thrown weapons, though how that worked underwater I didn’t know. Two shields flanked what we had come to see.

A massive door that looked to be made entirely of stone.

Looking more carefully, I amended that thought. It was coral, but even denser than what I’d seen the different buildings in the cities constructed of. A handle that appeared to have grown out of the door rather than attached to it was the only thing interrupting the completely flat surface. No banding, no hinges, and no keyhole.

“Though we call this whole complex the Vault of the Song, behind this door is truly the vault itself. It is where the Song—pardon me, the gem that is the Song—resides when it is not being used to impart the Song to the queen or being formed after being assimilated by the queen. A moment.”

Coralei sang softly, a clear, beautiful tune with more unknown words. I still wasn’t sure which language the words of the song magic were in, but it was unlike any I’d heard anywhere else.

The door glowed briefly, and Coralei pulled the handle. The massive slab of dense coral swung open at her touch and the chamber beyond flooded itself with light. It seemed that the walls themselves glowed.

In the very center of the ten-foot by ten-foot room sat a pillar with a green cushion atop it. A slight indentation in the middle of the pad looked to be the resting place of the gem. It was, of course, empty.

Coralei turned to meet my eyes. Hers were filled with sadness and a longing. Or pleading. I could read easily in them her desperate hope that one of us could sense something about where the gem had gone. I stepped to the side to let Brin go in.

My moonwisp stepped up to the pedestal and put her hand on the cushion. Eryfine hissed from the doorway.

“Eryfine, be at peace,” Coralei said. “I asked Brinawynn to see if she could sense the magic of the Song. She is doing what I asked of her.”

The general quieted, but she did not look happy. Seriously, I thought she might want to try to relax a little. Her damn blood pressure was probably through the roof. She glared at me and I gave her a smile, careful not to make it condescending or gloating in the least bit. As if it mattered. I half expected her to spit at me with the expression she wore.

Brin closed her eyes and concentrated while the rest of us watched helplessly. After a time, she walked around the small chamber, then back out into the antechamber. Finally, she shook her head.

“I am sorry. I could sense nothing other than the soft magic of the Breath of Euristeni plants arranged around the room. Tip, has Rex shown any signs that he has detected something?”

“No. I’ve been watching him, but all he seems to care about is going back out to play in the water.” He turned to the furcan. “Come on, Rexy, go into the room and tell me if you can smell anything. Or see, or taste, or whatever else you do that senses things like before. Can you do that for me, buddy?”

Rex cocked his head at Tip, then hopped, emitting his affirmative squeak. He strode into the room on two legs, his front legs held up and out of the way until he reached the pedestal, at which point he dropped onto all fours. He made a circuit around the pillar, his eyes scanning and his nose sniffing. Then he sat down and turned his head to Tip, before lying down and closing his eyes.

Tip chuckled weakly, but I could feel a pressure from the other side of the antechamber, like Eryfine was going to explode or something.

“Okay,” I said. “I guess that means he can’t sense anything. Come on, Rex, time to go.”

The furcan opened his beak wide and yawned, but he climbed to his feet and padded back to Tip with a scratching of claws on stone.

“What now?” I asked Coralei. “Sorry, but none of us seem able to sense the Song’s magic.”

She closed the door to the vault. “I understand. It was a desperate hope in any case. Now we will start with the cities to see if we can find anything that might help us locate Guardian and the missing Song. We will start with Ferulee, the northwestern city of the queendom.”

We’d been swimming enough that it was a little more natural than when we’d first plunged into the ocean a couple of days before. I still had to use my arms and my legs to move at a decent speed, but I could talk now as I was cutting through the water. That gave me a chance to chat with Tyra a little on the way to Ferulee.

“How did your work go in the forge?” I asked the goblin girl after I slowed myself to drop back to where she swam.

“It was great. I thought they’d do it under the water and had been wondering how they kept the metal hot enough to shape with the water constantly trying to cool it. I mean, it would be like hammering while quenching. They don’t, though. The forges are in dry rooms, which also answered my question about how they could keep the flames going underwater. I had imagined all kinds of magical things, but nope, it was a forge not too much different from others I’ve been in.”

“Are you disappointed?”

“Not at all. Forges are all pretty much the same because it’s a time-tested design. I was hoping to see magic, but I didn’t get that with the forges themselves. They do have a metal I’ve never seen before, though. They refer to it as sea ore, but its real name is ianathium, named after their land-dwelling ancestors. It’s interesting, something like a mixture of tin or aluminum and steel. But it’s not an alloy. As strong or stronger than steel, it’s lightweight and doesn’t corrode or rust, even in salt water.”

I smiled as she leaned in closer, speaking a little faster at the end. I’d seen her that way before. It was the same energy and intensity I got when someone wanted to talk about combat or weapons. “Did you get to play around with it?”

She smiled hugely and a small creature—a bug or worm or giant plankton or something—slammed into her teeth. She spat and rubbed her mouth, but didn’t lose her enthusiasm. The goblin girl put her hand in front of her mouth and kept smiling, ready to tell me all about it.

“Uh, you have a…”

Her eyes went downward, as if she could see her own teeth.

“Come here.” I grabbed her and pulled her close. “Hold still.”

It was kind of gross, doing what was essentially scraping bug guts off, like if she had been riding a motorcycle without a full-face helmet. I picked the main mass of the thing from her mouth, though, and we started swimming harder to catch up to the others.

“Anyway,” she said. “Like I was about to say, Ardus—he’s the head smith in Nathiram—he gave me an ingot and told me to do what I wanted. Then he sat back and watched me. The metal is a dream. Shaped as easily as clay. Or butter. Butter clay, even. I almost finished a project. I’m hoping to complete it when we get back.” She looked around to make sure we were far enough from the others. “I’m going to do the enchanting part when no one’s looking. I don’t want to give that secret up just yet.”

“That’s awesome, Tyra. Pretty soon, you’re going to be a famous crafter even in the ocean. You’ll be the most famous smith ever. Even your father couldn’t say that people down here knew who he was.”

She flushed a little, but nodded. “Yeah, it feels good. I’m starting that think that maybe how you and Brin gush over me⁠—”

“Not just me and Brin. Everyone else in our group, too. Plus, almost everyone we’ve met along the way. Rolant, Feordrick, Magnus, Thasinia. Really, anyone who has seen your work.”

“I guess. I’m starting to feel a little more confident, though sometimes I feel like I’m fooling everyone and it’ll all come crashing down on top of me. Then I’ll be laughed at and banished to the wilderness.”

“Nah, never happen. You’re the real deal. But even if it did, it wouldn’t matter. I’d take you away to a place where we can be together and you can make things to your heart’s content. Then when someone comes begging to pay you a fortune for your work, you can tell them to fuck off because you don’t need their validation or their money.”

She laughed, bubbles coming out of her mouth. “It’s good to know there’s that option.”

We made it to Ferulee without mishap. In fact, the ocean seemed a little deserted when Tyra and I stopped talking and I just swam and let my mind wander. There were still schools of fish occasionally, but none of the larger or more exotic sea creatures. I would have thought with how paranoid I typically was, that would have put up a red flag for me, but nope. I was oblivious.

Until I saw a strange shadow rippling through the water.
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The somewhat familiar shadowy shape glided through the water like there was no resistance at all. On second thought, I realized there probably wasn’t any. If it was an umbrenix, which it most assuredly was, could it move through the ocean as it passed through solid objects on land? I didn’t see why not. Did it take too much energy, like when they passed through walls and doors? Even if it did, it wasn’t a pleasant thought.

Not good news at all.

“Umbrenix,” I shouted.

Most of my companions had already seen it and were bringing out their weapons. The problem was, the monster wasn’t coming toward us. It was heading away. Fleeing toward some of the buildings.

I kicked for all I was worth, pulling myself through the water with my arms as well. I might as well have been wearing a bib, sucking a Binky, and crawling on the ground. The dark creature accelerated away from us like we hadn’t moved at all.

Brin threw her hand out to cast the one spell she had that might work: her Water Spike spell. Though I would have thought the aerodynamic projectiles would cut through the water, aerodynamics were not necessarily equal to hydrodynamics. Though the spikes did move rapidly, they were much slower than when they flew in air. The umbrenix didn’t even have to dodge. It literally outpaced them.

Brin’s frustration was evident on her face, but I appreciated that she didn’t try to use her Push spell, or even worse, cast lightning at the thing. Push would have probably swept the rest of us aside—slowly—but lightning? In salt water? Yeah, no. That couldn’t possibly go wrong, eh?

Coralei and Eryfine took off like torpedoes, angling their bodies to cut through the water while they did the elite form of the dolphin kick. Their tails acted like a turbo boost. It was the first time I’d seen them go all out, as far as I could remember, and it was spectacular.

Unfortunately, even though they could move faster than the umbrenix, there was the minor matter of what they’d do when they got there.

“No,” I shouted. “Coralei, Eryfine, come back. You can’t harm them unless you have enchanted weapons.”

They either didn’t hear me or they ignored me because, as the shadow made a beeline toward one of the buildings, the sirens caught up to it. Eryfine was the first to attack, throwing her trident from ten paces away.

The weapon flew through the water, straight as an arrow toward the monster. Then it continued onward, through the umbrenix to stick into the side of one of the coral structures. Nope, not enchanted. After watching it happen, Coralei still launched her own, though I had no idea what she was thinking. Like Eryfine’s weapon, Coralei’s was aimed expertly. It zipped through the thing’s body as well.

Both sirens kept up the chase, Eryfine drawing her sword and Coralei managing to let out snatches of song between her exertion and the water that had to be pushing into her mouth. Barely visible vortices in the water appeared, corkscrewing their way to the dark target. The umbrenix easily dodged them, never slowing.

Coralei gave up on the spells and surged forward, swimming for all she was worth, Eryfine falling behind.

“No, don’t…” I said, watching the queen close in. The shadow bent itself in half and slashed at Coralei, its claws uninhibited by the water. At the last minute, they darkened, like they solidified, and Coralei screamed in pain. A billow of crimson spread out from her, but I couldn’t see where she’d been hit from the angle I was looking. “Shit. Brin!”

The moonwisp was already on it, swimming as fast as she could toward the siren queen. Eryfine’s head swiveled back and forth from Coralei to the umbrenix, but it only took a second for her to make a decision. She went to her queen, sliding her sword into its scabbard, and reached Coralei just before Brin did. The general put pressure on the wound to slow the bleeding.

A lot of blood swirled around the three women. Eryfine spoke softly to Coralei as Brin cast her healing magic. In a handful of seconds, the flow slowed, then stopped completely. I reached them shortly after that.

“It got away?” Coralei asked before I could check on her.

“Yeah. It’s too fast for us, and you two can’t damage it unless you get some enchanted weapons. You shouldn’t have attacked like that.”

“I’m sorry. You mentioned they are difficult for most people to harm, but I hadn’t thought that it could allow my trident to pass through it and then it could make its claws solid. They’re sharp. They tore through my skin like thin seaweed.”

Eryfine swam over to retrieve hers and Coralei’s tridents. She had a murderous glare on her face, though this time I didn’t think it was aimed at me. She cast glances toward where the umbrenix had gone.

“Unless that sword is enchanted, there wasn’t anything you could do anyway,” I told her. It was an attempt to console her for letting the creature escape, but I don’t think she took it with the intent I said it.

“I have been a warrior for longer than you have been speaking. Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.”

I put my hands up. “Whoa. Calm down. I’m not saying you’re not a fine warrior or soldier. How many of the shadows have you killed?” She scowled silently at me. “That’s my point. I know the umbrenix. I’ve killed dozens of them. Without magical weapons, you can’t harm them.”

“Though you can,” Coralei said. Not a question, but a statement.

“Yes, but that doesn’t matter if I can’t catch them.”

“He speaks sense, Eryfine,” Coralei told the general. “We were unwise to engage it. It was fast and agile. Did you see how it dodged my spell? We will need to make plans and tactics for how to deal with the monsters. Thank you, Brinawynn, for healing me.”

I noticed Tip off to the side. He didn’t look any happier than Eryfine did.

“What’s up, buddy?”

He gritted his teeth. I thought for a moment he was going to spit. Another silly action when underwater. Though it did make me think for a moment about if all these sirens peed in the water as they moved around or performed their tasks. Weird. But peeing in the “pool” wasn’t the issue right now.

“It’s not your fault, Tip,” I told him. “Even if you had your bow strung and it worked underwater, that thing could easily have dodged any arrows you could shoot. You’re no more at fault than I am that I couldn’t swim fast enough to get to it.”

“Or that I could not hit it with my magic,” Brin added from behind me.

“That’s right. Don’t worry, man. I’m sure you’ll have more opportunities to take out more shadows. It’s kind of what we do.”

He finally cracked a smile. “Yeah. It is what we do. Among other things.”

“You got it.” I put a fist up and he bumped it with his. It struck me that what I first thought to blow off as unreasonable frustration was something much more. This wasn’t the childish, self-centered satyr we’d first met back in Fanning. This was a man who took his self-imposed hero tasks seriously. He wasn’t throwing a tantrum; he was pissed off at himself that someone in his charge was injured.

You know, Tip, I don’t think you’re far off from your goal even now. I was proud of the guy, even if he still resisted wearing a shirt.

I shifted my attention back to the others. “Now, I don’t know if umbrenix being here has anything to do with the Song or Guardian or anything else, but we need to stick together and keep our eye out for more. There have only been a few sightings?”

“Yes,” Coralei said. “We have only three sightings reported from the entire queendom.”

“That’s good, though it means they’re spying. For what and for whom, I don’t know. All we can do is what we came here for. If we get a chance, we’ll kill any we see, but it’s more important to find the Song. How about we get started looking around the city?”

“Yes, that would be good.”
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While Tip was wrestling with his own perceived failure, Coralei chastised herself as well.

That was a foolish thing for me to do, she berated herself. I could have been killed if the monster bothered to stay and finish the job. I was completely helpless before it. No, not helpless. I have more magic I could have used while close, but still, an unnecessary risk.

She followed Gar for a time, until she was able to force the thoughts of her failure from her mind. Eryfine had been irritable since the evening before. The general had no doubt intuited what she and Gar—and Keliana—had done, which was enough for her sour face, but that wasn’t the worst of it. She knew the woman and when Coralei hadn’t demanded to be in charge of all things, Eryfine had taken offense.

The queen understood. They had spoken of it before, when in the past she felt that Coralei hadn’t been decisive enough. As if that were an easy thing in the current situation. Her mother missing, the queendom in shambles, the Song and Guardian gone, all crises on their own, but magnified by all existing together. Still, whether or not Eryfine liked it, Coralei was the queen. If she took comfort in Gar and his abilities, if she respected him enough to follow rather than to guide or command him, that was her prerogative. He and his friends were helping her and the queendom, after all.

Gar continued to ask questions, to lean on Coralei’s expertise. It was so easy to work with him. He was commanding when he needed to be, but had no great ego that required him to take charge at all times or to shun others’ ideas. Even now, he nudged her into leading them in their search of the city, eliminating the need for him to act as an intermediary. How she wished her ministers and military leaders were so reasonable.

By the time they finished looking through Ferulee, Coralei was sure there were no holdouts that had not evacuated and that there were no more of the umbrenix in the city. She was also confident that no one in Gar’s group could sense Guardian or the Song, if either had been near.

“We should go back to Nathiram now,” she said after several hours of finding exactly nothing. “We can search Linoresae and Kryctos tomorrow, leaving only Zerun for the day after, if we haven’t found what we seek by that time.”

The swim back to the palace was quiet and uneventful. Coralei couldn’t help but to feel time had been wasted, but no. She would resist that temptation to dwell on it. Searching for the Song was of the utmost importance and they must leave no urchin undisturbed.

When they finally entered the palace, they settled into the large sitting room, as the day before. Brin went to check on those of the formerly injured that remained at the temple, Tyra went to do work at the forge, and Gar took up position at the edge of the chamber to practice manipulating his weapons and training with them.

After eating only rations for lunch, dinner was welcome, both for the food and the company. Eryfine saw to her duties, though Coralei told the general they needed to speak before day’s end. A conversation was overdue about attitudes and duties and the pressure of command.

When all those things were done and she had a surprisingly restful sleep, the party prepared themselves the next morning to search the two cities they’d discussed. The queen noticed Tyra was not with them for breakfast, but the goblin appeared soon after the food was brought out.

“Sorry I’m late,” Tyra said. “I needed to finish something.”

Gar frowned at the goblin. “Tyra, did you stay up all night working in the forge?”

The guilty look on her face almost made Coralei laugh, but she refrained.

“I had to finish my project.”

Gar rolled his eyes and chuckled. “I don’t want to hear any complaints about swimming all day and you better be able to focus. Going without sleep could put us in danger.”

“I know.” She looked down at her hands for a few seconds, then raised her face with a smile plastered on it. “You wanna see what I made, though?”

Gar put his arms out to the goblin and she went to him, accepting a hug. “Of course, crazy goblin girl. Seriously, though, you’re sleeping tonight. No excuses.”

“You bet. I’m sure I’ll be tired enough to fall right to sleep. Hold on, let me get it. I left it in the next room.”

Tyra came back a moment later, holding the most wondrous trident Coralei had ever seen. Sleek and perfect, it fairly glowed in her sight. When the goblin walked up to her, bowing over the weapon and holding it out to her, she wasn’t sure what was happening. Much to Eryfine’s disgust, Coralei looked to Gar. The man smiled and gestured for her to take the weapon, which Tyra was holding horizontal with both hands in front of her.

The magic was evident as soon as the queen held the trident. “This is the most magnificent weapon I have ever held. You made this, Tyra?”

“I did. Ardus let me use some ianathium and I used some special techniques and materials I have.”

“It is…how did you do such a thing? Have you used the sea metal before?”

Tyra shrugged. “I played with it a little yesterday, but I did the forging toward the end of the day and then the enchanting last night, along with the finishing touches.”

Coralei’s mouth dropped open. “Enchanting?”

“Yeah. It’s kind of a special technique. I can explain it later if you want, but I just wanted to give this to you and then eat something so I don’t make us late to leave.”

She looked from Gar to Tyra to Eryfine. “Give it to me?”

“Of course. I made it for you. You’ll be able to kill umbrenix with it. I put enchantments for durability and to add a little light damage to it. Specifically, moonlight magic, like I put on Brin’s sword. The next time you encounter one of the shadows, you’re going to kick its ass.”

It was as if Coralei was wrapped in thick layers of silk, buffered from the situation that was happening in front of her, not feeling it fully through the barrier. She handed the weapon to Eryfine, who had been leaning closer and closer to look at it. The general actually let loose an “ooooh” as she held it.

“Tyra, you learned to forge a metal you’d never seen before, created a masterpiece of weaponry I have never seen the like of, and worked all night to imbue it with magical enchantments, and you did so only to give it to me?”

The goblin woman looked genuinely confused. She answered in the simplest, most understated way. “Yeah. Why, don’t you want it?”

Coralei found the room going blurry and only felt the warm trickle of tears after a sudden bout of confusion. In a fit of complete unpredictability, she lunged forward, took Tyra’s hands, and kissed them. Then she embraced the green woman.

“Thank you.”

“Sure. My goal is to make weapons and other useful things for all of my friends.”
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It took several minutes for Coralei to compose herself. I watched the exchange between my goblin girl and the queen and could only smile. How I loved that green woman in the fun-sized package.

Once she wrenched the trident from Eryfine’s hands, Coralei passed it around as we finished breakfast. I had to admit; it was the type of work I expected from Tyra. Every piece she made seemed to be better than the last. I wasn’t sure there was a limit to her skill.

The thing was light and perfectly balanced and it felt dangerous. Somehow, she had crafted the spike at the back end so it counterbalanced the much larger triple-pronged head so it could be balanced on a finger at the very center of the shaft. I even spun it a few times like a staff and the thing seemed to want to move. That strange metal was something else, also. I doubted the sharp tines and spike on the weapon would be damaged if they were plunged into solid stone. The form, though similar to the trident that Coralei had already been carrying around, was slightly different. More stylish. The tines and the barbs on them were beautiful, if wickedly dangerous. I noted the maker’s mark on the shaft just below the hip where the tines spread upward. Coralei noticed me running my finger over it.

“That’s a gar?” the queen asked.

I smiled at her. “It is, with Tyra’s initials flanking it.”

“Fitting. Don’t be surprised if this mark becomes famous in the queendom. Any who see or are privileged to hold this weapon will clamor for another product of Tyra’s forge. You may not be able to leave.”

I laughed. “Well, they can get in line. She’s already got orders from people all across the surface lands and the list is getting longer all the time. Lucky she’s stubborn enough to forgo sleep and knock this out in a day.”

“I don’t suppose you will let me pay you for it?” she asked Tyra.

“Nope. It’s yours. I made it for you. Besides, it’s your metal. You can work it out with Ardus, if you want. I’m just happy that you’ll use it. Kill some of those fucking shadows with it for me and we’ll call it even.”

We traveled to Linoresae first. The city to the north of the royal city was larger than Ferulee, with grander buildings, though not quite so much as Nathiram. We searched for half the day, Tip trying to get Rex to take an interest in anything but playing and Brin trying to sense magic herself. It ended up being another waste of time. We didn’t even see any umbrenix this time, though Coralei fiddled with her new weapon, practicing thrusts and other strikes with it as we moved. The queen almost seemed disappointed that none of the shadows showed up.

The city of Kryctos was at the base of a dip in the ocean floor. To the south of the city was a gradual incline, like a mountain, that ended in a ledge much like the one we’d come down from the mainland, a slighter upward slope evident on it. A continental shelf.

“There is an island there, approximately thirty miles long from east to west and ten miles wide from north to south. Erutev. Residents of Kryctos often go up onto it or sit on rocks in the shallow water to bask in the sunlight or the moonlight. They did, anyway, before we had to evacuate them. The island is volcanic in nature and caves abound around it.

“The same with the other two islands. Veruxin is to the southeast and Sonlia is southwest. They make up the unofficial borders of the queendom. All are uninhabited, by people at least. There is abundant wildlife.”

The buildings in Kryctos were arranged roughly in a horseshoe shape, following the base of the mountain that was apparently the root of the island itself. Looking out over yet another evacuated city, I realized something.

“Coralei,” I said. “None of the cities other than Nathiram have any kind of defensive walls. Even the capital city’s fortifications don’t seem like they would do much good for enemies that can swim right over them. How do you protect yourselves? Is it just with soldiers stationed around? How does that work for mass attacks?”

“You are correct.” She waved her hand toward Kryctos. “Walls make little difference down here, where people and creatures are not bound to the ocean floor. The simple answer is, we rely on the Song’s magic to protect our cities. When the Song is assimilated by the queen, it may be used to create a barrier against enemies around each of the cities.”

“All the cities? That sounds really powerful.”

“It is, though the energy for the barrier comes from the mana from all life beneath the waves. The Song’s spell harnesses the harmony of the entire underwater realm and applies it to the barrier. Once cast, it does not need to be maintained consciously by the wielder. As long as the Song lives in her, it will continue, even should she leave the area.”

“That is incredible,” Brin told the queen. “How came your people to have such magic?”

“Two particularly powerful and clever mages and the Goddess of Waters, Euristeni. Our goddess aided my people when we first fled the surface to come here. Without her blessing, we would not have survived. It frightens me to my core that something may happen to her, as with your goddess. I don’t know if even the Song could save us if that happened.”

Brin’s face took on a serious cast. “Pray that it does not, whether or not it involves the Song.”

Coralei took the moonwisp’s hand and wrapped it in her own. Her sympathy was clear. After a moment of silence, she cleared her throat and released Brin’s hand.

“We should search the city. Kryctos was second-hardest hit by the shark peoples’ attacks. They have been plagued by monster attacks as well. The many caves in the area, as I explained, have always presented desirable dwellings for monsters. That has not changed with the increase in the mutated beasts.”

“I’m surprised monsters or other creatures haven’t moved into the cities.” I knew how opportunistic animals could be. At least, it was that way with rats and mice and other land critters. I wasn’t sure if that was the case with underwater denizens.

“They likely will. The people were evacuated only a few days ago, as evidenced by the number of injured Brin was kind enough to aid. My goal is to mitigate the threat so my people can return to their homes.”

“That would mean finding the Song and restoring the barrier, wouldn’t it?” Dayra asked.

“Yes.”

That killed the conversation. Focusing on the city in front of us, I followed Coralei and Eryfine, watching for any shadows or signs of life.

It was looking like we were going to strike out again. Neither Brin nor Rex sensed anything and each area or building we searched showed nothing that would help us locate the Song or Guardian.

“Stop,” Keliana said. Her left ear twitched, which was right up near the top of my list of the cutest things I’d ever seen. She turned toward a building we’d passed, leaning her head toward it. The assassin, despite her initial aversion to water, swam as well, or better, than the rest of us. Sometimes it even seemed that she used her tail in steering, like a rudder. I smiled at the thought.

“Catfish,” Tip said from beside me. In a softer voice, he said, “Grade A red snapper, am I right?”

I didn’t bother pointing out red snapper was not catfish. His point was clear, if inaccurate.

Keli glared at the satyr. I waved his words away. “It’s a good thing. I’ll tell you later. Why did you stop us?”

“That building,” she said, pointing. “I heard something.”

I pulled out my three-sectional staff, morphing it into a staff, and put my chain knives on it to turn it into a trident. Merging my weapons was becoming easier, and I was getting faster at it. Holding the finished trident within a few seconds, I swam alongside Keli to check out what she’d heard. I was surprised to find Lirien on my other side, with Coralei and Eryfine flanking the two women.

I jerked my chin at the kangaroo girl. Her long ears flapped back from her head as she swam, but I’d bet she had hearing as good as Keli, or better. It was no wonder she was already primed to join us with her sword already out.

My catgirl opened the door and she and I went through first. She had her ring daggers with her fingers through the rings so she could cup her hands and swim normally while being able to flick the blades into a ready grip in the blink of an eye.

Nothing moved in the entryway. Keli put a finger to her lips and listened for a second, then headed into a hallway off to our right. She passed by a door on the left and then one on the right, stopping again at the third. She met eyes with me, glanced at the others, and threw the door open, darting into the room beyond.

I chased her and arrived just in time to lock my trident with another similar weapon as it speared toward Keliana. Or, at least, as it was thrust to where the catgirl had been. She’d kicked off a wall to dodge and was in no danger of being struck.

Sliding my hand up the shaft of my trident, I slammed it to the side, trapping the offending weapon, tines with tines, against the wall. I glanced at the attacker and froze.

“Serolani!” Coralei rushed past me to the woman holding the trident. She was a siren, but though we were in the water, she had two legs, not a tail. And they were messily bandaged with cloth dyed red. The young woman had tanned skin, like the queen, though her face was pale from either pain or blood loss. Her hair, floating in matted strands, was a brighter red than Coralei’s, crimson to the queen’s ruddy auburn. “We thought you lost.”

“Coralei?”

I didn’t like how much effort it took her to do something as simple as say a name. She slumped, floating listlessly.

No one had to say a word. Brin was there in an instant, her hands hovering over the woman’s legs.

“Be still, Sero. Brin is a friend, a moonwisp with healing magic. Are there others?”

“N-n-no.”

I unslung my pack and pulled out some wrapped dried fruit. I’d gotten used to eating it in the water, something that hadn’t been natural at all when I first tried it. In addition to it getting instantly wet, it also became salty if it wasn’t eaten right away. Serolani accepted it from me and started eating while Brin took care of her wounds.

Waiting for her to regain a little of her strength was excruciating. I handed her nearly all the rations I carried, along with the special waterskins the sirens used. The containers carried fresh water and had a tube for drinking so as not to take in too much salt water. She drained the entire skin.

“You will be fine, though you are obviously fatigued,” Brin told the girl. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen. Poor thing.

“Coralei, how did you find me?”

The queen hugged her, trying unsuccessfully to run her fingers through the matted red hair. “A happy accident. Keliana there heard you and we investigated.”

Serolani nodded to the catgirl and Keli smiled at her and gave a little wave.

“Oh, pardon me,” Coralei said. “These are new friends of myself and the queendom. Gar, Brin, Keliana, Sariel, Tyra, Tip, Cea, Dayra, and Lirien…and Rex the furcan. Everyone, this is my cousin Serolani Aushway. She and her entire squad were reported missing. One evacuee said that he witnessed some of her squad fall against the shark people. Thank Euristeni you survived, Sero. What happened?”

“We fought shark squads to give the people time to evacuate. We did well, taking down many, but then a monster, a living shadow, appeared. It was impervious to damage, our weapons passing right through it. I received deep wounds from its claws and I fled, hoping to lure it away. It cut down half the squad before it became distracted by another of our squads nearby. When it chased them, I was able to get away as the rest of my squadmates fell one by one to the sharks. They didn’t come looking for me, no doubt believing I would bleed out. I nearly did.

“I found cloth in one of the homes and bandaged myself as best I could, The wounds would not allow me to use my tail and when I transformed them to legs, with difficulty, they refused to shift back. I was too weak to attempt to swim to Nathiram, afraid I would be found. My hope was that one of our patrols would find me.”

Coralei grimaced at the wall. “We have pulled back all the patrols. I’m sorry, Sero. If I would have known…”

“No. It’s not important, My Queen. But now I can tell you what I saw. Among the sharks and the living shadow and the monstrous beasts was one I recognized. Fighting alongside them, directing the monsters to attack. Calynise. Why was Guardian working with the sharks? She was fighting against us.


Chapter
Forty-Nine



“Calynise?” Coralei asked, her eyes frantic. “Are you sure, Serolani? It was Guardian herself? It wasn’t someone who looked similar to her, but she herself?”

“Yes. I know her, can easily recognize her. Why is she not in the Vault of the Song? For that matter, why have you not erected the barrier again?”

Eryfine hissed. “Watch your tone, soldier.”

Serolani bowed her head to Eryfine. “My…my apologies, general. My Queen.”

“It’s fine, Sero. Stand down, general. A little leeway is not too much, considering the bravery displayed and hardship endured. Calynise and the Song are missing, Sero. I have not been able to assimilate it, so I am unable to cast the spell. Did you see the Song, sense it? I would not think Calynise would carry it as if it were a common gem, but who knows what she would do after betraying her entire nation? After betraying me.”

“I did not see or sense it. I’m sorry.”

“None of that. Come, we will take you back to Nathiram, where you can rest. Tell us of anything else you can think of, or remain silent. Either way is fine. We can speak later. We will bear you to the capital city. Fear not, however. When we get within sight, we will allow you to swim on your own power. I would not force you to show weakness.” She winked at her young cousin and took her hand as Eryfine took the other.

Once back in Nathiram and Serolani had a chance to rest, we asked for more details about the tragedy that befell her squad and the others who sacrificed themselves to give the citizens of Kryctos a chance to evacuate.

“You saw her fighting with our soldiers. Actually taking up arms against them?” Coralei asked her cousin. “Calynise herself?”

“Yes. Only a few, personally, but I did see her strike down three with her own weapon. She didn’t even use her magic, only her trident. Then she waved her arm, and the monsters charged the squads.

“They did her bidding. I had never seen any of the monsters coordinate their attacks before recently and in this case, they took commands from Guardian.”

The queen shook her head. “No. Not Guardian. She does not deserve the title. Call her by her name, Calynise only. Do not even include the family name she gave up when she took the oath of her duty. She has become the worst kind of betrayer, turning against everyone in the queendom in truth. It’s good she is not of royal blood, or she might have tried to make the Song her own.”

Serolani fidgeted with her hands. “What will we do? How can we stand against the shark people, all the new transformed monsters, as well as Calynise herself?”

“We will do what we have to do. Your duty for now is to rest and recuperate.”

“But…”

“No, Sero. You will do as I say. You needn’t worry. There will be plenty of opportunity for you to engage in battle in the future. Make sure you are prepared for it.”

“Yes, My Queen.”

Coralei’s stern face softened, and she hugged her cousin. “That’s better. I will hand pick a squad for you to lead. Meanwhile, we will do our part.”

The young siren, who I’d found out was actually nineteen years old, looked completely different than she had when we found her. Brin had healed her completely, but the rest she’d had taken had a noticeable effect. Hair brushed, face washed, and a fresh bikini made all the difference in the world. I could really see the resemblance to her cousin, the queen. She flicked her eyes to me. They were a darker shade than Coralei’s ice blue, but they were still dazzling against her bronzed skin.

“Excuse me, Gar,” she said. “Are you Kael Serus come again?”

I gave her a smile, though I was pretty sick of hearing that question. “No. I look like him, that’s all.”

“More than look like him,” Coralei said. “He fights like a hero as well. But he is not Kael, Sero. In my opinion, he’s better. He has offered to help us, he and all his companions. They are our secret weapon.”

The younger siren leaned back on the couch, releasing a long breath. “I hope you are all as powerful as you seem. We have a great number of enemies.”

“We’ll do our best,” I told her. “Rest up. Like Coralei said, there’s plenty of fighting ahead.”

We left Serolani to her recuperation. In the large room that had become our default meeting place, we all took seats.

“So,” I said. “Zerun is the last city for us to check. With what Serolani told us, we can also scout out where she and the other squads fought the enemies, including Calynise.”

“Don’t expect to find much,” Eryfine said. “With all the scavenger creatures around, and even just because of the currents, corpses don’t last long. We likely won’t find any evidence that will help us locate Guar…I mean, Calynise.” Her mouth twisted into an angry glower. Again.

“Do you think she’s close enough to Zerun or to where they fought that she’ll see us and it’ll flush her out?”

The general seemed to realize she had started a conversation with me, and she gritted her teeth, refusing to respond. I met eyes with Coralei, raising an eyebrow. The queen answered the question.

“Who could know? First thing in the morning, we will go to Zerun and see what we can see. Personally, I would welcome an attack. That seems better than to search miles around the city for Calynise.”

“You’ve got a point there.”

We engaged in a little training that evening, along with more conversation about what we might encounter the next day. After a nice rest—with only a little playtime with Brin—we gathered in the morning and made the trip to the last city. Our last chance to find evidence of the former Guardian’s location, and that of the Song itself.

As we performed our last-minute checks of our weapons and our packs, a siren I hadn’t seen before approached the queen, giving her a crisp salute. I’d seen a number of sirens, servants and soldiers, during the time we’d been with Coralei. This one was definitely in the second category. Coralei brought her over to us.

“Everyone, this is Irinia Vorishin, likely the best tracker and scout in the entire queendom.” I noticed the scout’s cheeks flush slightly. “I saw no need for a scout in the other cities, for what we were looking for was magic and not physical evidence. Now that we have connected the monsters and shark people with Calynise, her talents will be useful. Your opinion, Gar?”

I couldn’t help but notice Eryfine’s eyes burning with irritation at the queen’s words. Yeah, that’s what it is. She’s pissed off that Coralei doesn’t simply command me to do things. She sometimes even asks permission, or at least values my opinions. I definitely needed to have a talk with the general, and Coralei.

“That’s a fantastic idea,” I said. “I’m Gar. Welcome, Irinia.”

The scout, like most of the siren women I’d seen, was a knockout. Her blonde hair and lighter skin color than Coralei’s were more of a norm from what I’d seen, but her eyes, which she reluctantly allowed me to see, were a striking shade of blue-green in opposition to Coralei’s light blue.

Irinia didn’t instill a lot of confidence in me when she merely bowed her head at me and gave me a soft, “Well met, Gar.” I’d always thought of scouts being independent, strong, and assertive. Well, we’d see how it went.

As each of the others introduced themselves, I watched the new member of our party. She acted more comfortably with them, though she warily darted a few looks at me during the process.

“Ooh, that one wants to fuck you, bad,” Keli whispered in my ear. “I bet she’s even wetter right now than she is when out in the ocean.” Her hissing laugh and that rough tongue licking my ear had my body shivering, but it was her words that were on my mind.

“What? What do you…?”

Introductions were done and Coralei headed for the opening to the water areas of the palace. Brin and Tyra shared some words then looked straight at me, both with grins on their faces. Irinia gave me one more glance, sighed, and followed after her queen. Great. Is this another Kael thing?

The trip to Zerun was the same old thing, with the three sirens having to slow themselves down while the surface dwellers basically dog-paddled their way along. We made it to the city, though, and Irinia took the lead.

Gone was the tentative woman I’d seen. Replacing her was a siren, a warrior, that obviously knew her shit. She went straight to a location outside the city. After swimming around for a few minutes, she came back to where the rest of us waited.

“This is where the battle occurred,” she said, her voice clear and confident. “Over there near that coral was where the bulk of the fighting. Serolani’s squad was there.” She pointed to a clearing within the coral. A decent-sized forest of seaweed wrapped around the side of the coral, creating a hundred-foot-long swath forty or so feet wide. Being able to hide in that was probably the main reason Serolani was still alive.

“According to what Sero told me,” Irinia said, “Calynise, many of the monsters, and some shark people were staged there. The significant damage to the coral supports that assumption. Unfortunately, the bodies are gone, which is to be expected. Also, few of the combatants put legs on the ground. I saw evidence of a few, but they don’t go far. No doubt the monsters were killed here. What I’m saying is that there are no tracks to follow. I’m good, but I can’t follow a trail of someone swimming through water that is probably a hundred miles down current from us right now.”

I laughed, earning me a chuckle and an elbow jab from Keli. “What? She’s funny.”

Irinia must have heard me because she hid her face with her hand, almost covering up her flushed cheeks.

I was about to ask what we were going to do when Irinia’s head snapped to the side, all evidence of her shy actions of a moment ago gone completely. “Prepare yourselves. Monsters approach.”

I’m not sure how she detected them. I couldn’t hear or see anything out of the ordinary, but I trusted her expertise. Coralei told us she was the best scout in the army, and I wasn’t going to argue. In seconds, I had my weapons formed into a trident not too unlike those carried by the three sirens. True, the one Coralei held, the one made by Tyra for her, was stylish and more beautiful than mine, but all four had the pointy tines and a striking surface on the butt of the shaft.

Tip must have really been missing his bow at this point, and Lirien her crossbows. Both of them drew their swords instead.

Soon enough, I saw what Irinia had warned us about, though I still couldn’t hear anything. A mass of shapes, some with a multitude of colors, appeared near the edge of the seaweed forest. Small, medium, and large creatures of all shapes approached in what looked like loose ranks. There had to be at least thirty of them, with more appearing by the second.

“Keep close,” I shouted. “Cover each other. This is going to be a legit battle.”

As one, the monsters charged.
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As the monsters bore down on us, I couldn’t help but to wish we’d had some ranged support. When we weren’t surrounded by water, we could always count on Lirien to release at least a couple of crossbow bolts and for Tip to fire off arrows like he was Legolas. Now, though, it was me and the three sirens up front with our longer weapons, with the others arrayed just behind and to the side of the front line.

It was going to be messy.

I’d barely completed the thought when all three of the mermaids swept their arms out and eddies of water shot toward the monsters as harsh commands erupted from their mouths. The vortices slammed into the attackers at the front and cast them away like driftwood.

A chain reaction from the monsters veering off and colliding with their companions interrupted the charge of a number of the aggressors, but there were plenty more who slithered around the obstructions and continued toward us.

Thankfully, most of those coming against us were small, the size of large dogs. They looked fierce, ranging from smaller facsimiles of the alligator-type monster we’d fought before to fish with too many limbs and spikes all over them to long, graceful eel kinds of creatures. With long teeth, claws, spikes, and even blades on fins and the surfaces of their bodies, they were custom-tailored to take us down by attrition.

Just another battle.

Until I saw pieces of much larger shapes behind the horde facing us. Okay, maybe it wasn’t going to be as easy as the small size of the front-swimmers would indicate.

I got one more look at the three women using their magic and three of the monsters were upon me. A wicked looking dark eel monster with glowing blue eyes and spikes everywhere, a deceptively cute attacker that looked like a baby alligator, and what honest-to-God appeared to be a murloc from World of Warcraft came at me all at once.

Underwater combat was still unusual and awkward to me. Whereas if I was on land—or at least in a place where air surrounded me rather than water—I would easily evade strikes. That wasn’t easy when I had to swim to do it. So, instead of defending or evading, I decided a strong offense was best.

The sea snake eel thing slithered around my initial lunge with the trident, but I’d expected as much, transforming the motion into a swipe at the murloc. It screeched as its evasion wasn’t completely successful. One of the tines of the trident snagged some of its flesh, tearing into the webbing between the spikes on its head. Meanwhile, Baby Alli slashed at me with its front claws.

Not needing my legs to stand turned out to be a benefit in this case, as I brought my right limb up and, timing Alli’s attack, kicked its paw out of the way. Unfortunately, that allowed the eel to sink its teeth into my other leg, at the calf. I screamed in pain and anger, swiping at it with the butt of the trident. I only caught a piece of its large head as it tore its teeth from me and slithered away.

The eel was lightning fast, though I had no idea how it propelled itself like that. The spiky protrusions on its body, with the membranes in between, undulated to allow it to move, but it didn’t seem possible it could accelerate like it did. Fucking magic!

The murloc, a roughly humanoid and creepily cute bipedal creature with big eyes and a big, tooth-filled mouth, came at me again, chittering as it lunged to bite at me. Two attempts at stabbing the little bastard yielded me exactly nothing, so I went back to arcing, swiping movements. With the magic Coralei had cast on our possessions, my weapon slid through the water with little resistance, allowing me to move it fast enough to finally lay down a more substantial cut on the little monster.

Without a break in my motion, I bashed the butt of my trident into the head of Alli, sending the monster spinning off to tangle itself with a puffer fish type monster Sariel was fighting. At the same time, I spun in the water, bringing my injured leg up to deliver a hook kick to the eel, which had come in for another stealthy bite of me. My heel came down on top of its head—up and down having little meaning in the water—slamming its jaw closed.

The force of my kick made my body tumble, but I’d accounted for the reaction. Tucking my legs to speed my somersault, I kept my eye on the fishman and brought my trident down as I opened up to slow my turn. The surprise thrust did its job and all three tines punched into the monster’s head. Its limbs twitched a few times before it stopped moving. I tore the weapon from the carcass in a slow-motion spray of gore.

Alli came back, dodging a slash from my elf swordmaster. It had only just reached me and swept its tail out to attack when I bashed it with the butt of my trident again, striking it so hard on top of its head, a few of the fins there were crushed and its eyes crossed.

Taking advantage of it being dazed, I changed the end of the trident from a blunt object to a sharp spike, like the one on Coralei’s weapon. I kicked to move my body upward, then bent in half to generate force and plunged the new pointy part of my weapon down with such force it went completely through Alli’s head, into its torso, and out the bottom of its chest. I had to kick down with my foot to slide out the two feet of weapon I’d plunged into it.

I only had the eel left to deal with now. Or so I thought.

A larger monster, the size of a lion but with a fish’s body and four legs it used to walk on the ocean floor, dove at me as I pulled my weapon from Alli’s corpse. A mouth large enough to wrap completely around my head, full of dozens of needle teeth, came at me while the dark body of the eel slithered into range behind me. I couldn’t dodge both.

I chose to handle the new monster, knowing already the type of damage the eel could do. I brought my trident around to skewer the legged fish, but watched as two blades punched through the thing, one in its head and the other into its main body mass. Dayra’s short blonde hair on the other side of the monster explained what had happened.

I turned just in time to see the eel’s gaping mouth coming directly at my face. I jerked my body and brought the trident up. As the slender length of the monster passed by, barely missing its strike, I made an awkward upward thrust with my trident and two of the tines sank into the eel, midway down its length. It wriggled, the head coming back to try again to eat me.

I let go of my trident and grabbed the hilt of Kael’s sword, which was strapped on my back. A quick mental command decreased the size of the weapon to that of a long knife, freeing it of its straps, and I rotated my entire body to generate the power I needed for a chopping strike. By the time the weapon’s edge contacted the eel, the blade had doubled in length. The razor-sharp edge cut through the monster’s body just below the head, separating it from the rest.

With the mouth snapping and the body wriggling around my trident, the thing was done. I raised my sword to Dayra, who was using her bladed sticks now to make sushi with one of the puffer fish creatures, and surveyed the battle, looking for my next foe.

I replaced my sword on my back and retrieved my trident. The injury on my calf still hurt like a bitch, but it wasn’t bleeding much. I could take care of it later. A surprising number of the smaller monsters were floating around, dead or severely injured. Cea and Tip were systematically tearing a group apart off to my right while Sariel and Dayra were still to my left. The general and our scout were laying about them with their tridents, while Coralei was still using magic of various kinds, tearing at monsters with vortices or blasting them away with a spell not unlike Brin’s Push.

One of the bigger monsters was being finished off by Lirien, Keli, and Brin even as I spotted the women, with Tyra taking on a few of the smaller varieties nearby. Then I saw a truly huge creature as it stomped toward us. From the slack-jawed expression on its face and the ridges on its head to the webbed hands with claws, the thing looked like the Creature from the Black Lagoon, but much, much bigger. Like, thirty feet tall kind of bigger.

It seemed to have fixated on Coralei, and as it moved closer to her, I swam as quickly as I could to join the queen. The other two sirens saw it approach and finished their current enemies quickly to go to her as well. The four of us came together just as the monster reached us.

Irinia and Eryfine fired off more of those water vortex spells, though they didn’t seem to do much to the massive monster. As its hand came down to squash all four of us, Coralei sang something and the limb stopped. The monster grunted in confusion and tried to force its claw down farther, but was unable to.

“Hurry,” Coralei said. “I can’t hold this long. The monster is strong.”

The other two women immediately surged forward, going around whatever invisible barrier was keeping the gargantuan creature from smashing us. They led with their tridents. I followed, but couldn’t swim nearly as fast as they could.

Both of the sirens’ weapons punched into the scales on the monster, causing it to bellow. It didn’t attack them, though, still trying to push its hand down to reach the queen.

My slow-swimming ass finally reached it. I opted for a more surgical strike. While the massive creature focused on its hand, I swam for its head. At the best speed I could achieve by only kicking, I torpedoed into its left eye, trident first. Sadly, I lacked the momentum to thrust the weapon all the way into its brain, so I tore the weapon out instead.

The monster didn’t seem to like that.

Forgetting about the barrier and the queen, the massive monster trained its one good eye on me and swept its hands out to crush me. There was no way I would be able to dodge, not with my legs so unsuited for moving quickly in the water. Still, I tried, kicking frantically as the motorcycle-sized paw came at me.

My body lurched suddenly, causing my head to snap back in a whiplash that left me uncertain which direction was which. At first, I thought the monster had sped up and slammed its claw into me, but then a strong current of water had me flipping head over heels. When my acrobatics slowed and I had a chance to blink and shake my head, I saw the big-ass creature finishing its swing.

More importantly, I caught sight of Brin, just now lowering her arm from the familiar gesture. Push spell, I thought. Damn, Brin. You saved my ass again.

I waved weakly at her, still a little disoriented. Our enemy seemed to have lost interest in me. Maybe it thought it had squashed me. In any case, it had more to worry about as the three sirens made nuisances of themselves. Coralei sang something in her strange language. It was a beautiful melody that had me pausing to listen before I mentally kicked myself for staring like an idiot in the middle of a battle.

I wasn’t sure what she was doing, as I didn’t see any effect on the monster. She cut that song off and started another spell, moving her arms in sweeping gestures as she sang something else. Two seconds of that and a powerful jet of water erupted from her hands and rushed toward the behemoth. The stream was thin and powerful. Even at a distance it made an impression, cutting into the thing’s scales and some of the flesh underneath.

The monster roared again and aimed its one eye at the queen. It was the perfect distraction, allowing the other two sirens to zip around from behind and both ram their tridents into the one intact orb.

The speed at which the creature swatted at the two attackers scared me that he had crushed both, but once the bubbles settled, I saw Eryfine and Irinia cutting through the water like spears from high draw weight spearguns. Damn, but those women could move.

The monster swiped around itself for a few more seconds, then paused, cocking its head. Listening? Then it turned around and stomped away from us, grumbling and growling as it went.

At the biggest mo-fo on the block leaving, the other monsters that had stopped to watch what happened went back into motion.

Then, like someone had blown a whistle, the remaining smaller monsters fled as one.

“Irinia,” I shouted to the tracker. “Can you follow them safely, let us know where they go?”

The blonde siren snapped a salute and swam toward where the remaining monsters had fled without hesitation.


Chapter
Fifty-One



After Brin healed our wounds, we retreated to the closest building in the city, leaving Sariel to stand first watch for when Irinia returned. The rest of us gathered in one of the dry rooms to eat and rest. I ate a little, then joined Sariel outside.

“You can go in and eat,” I told her. “I’ll keep watch.”

She hesitated, looked at me as if she was going to say something, but eventually nodded and joined the others.

I floated near where the battle had been, watching all manner of scavenger creatures going after the carcasses of the monsters we’d fought. Most were smaller fish, hundreds of them swarming in and nibbling on the available meat, but some animals emerged from the sand as well. I couldn’t tell if they were insects or something else, maybe relatives of crabs, or even lobsters. Some larger creatures also came, though. The sheer number and types boggled my mind. All these things had been so close to us, hiding in the coral or the seaweed, but I’d never seen them.

It was strangely peaceful watching the ocean take care of itself. A few of the bigger beasts—or maybe monsters, I don’t know—eyed me. One even moved toward me, walking along the ocean floor until I flicked my hand at it, startling it. It scuttled back to snatch the carcass of one of the smaller monsters in its mouth and disappeared into the long strands of underwater grass.

“Hi, Gar,” Cea said, swimming to me.

I’d noticed how natural she looked in the water. I didn’t know much about gremlins, but I guessed they had an affinity for swimming. She seemed to be made for it.

“Hey, Cea. How’s it going?”

“Great. Can I sit here with you?”

“Sure.”

She did actually sit. Kind of. She pulled her legs up to her, like she was some kind of yogi meditating while levitating. The gremlin woman watched the scavengers and giggled softly.

“They are very industrious,” she proclaimed.

I chuckled. “Yeah, they are. They’re doing a good job cleaning stuff up. In a few hours, this place will be picked clean and no one will ever know there was a fight here.”

“Thank you for letting me join your group. I’ve never been so happy. It’s not just Tip, though I am very thankful for finding him. Everyone is so nice and wonderful. It feels good to have a family again.”

“Everyone loves you, Cea. You fit right in, and you’re also a big help. I’m glad you like it. I know what you mean, though. It’s a special group of people we have. It’s just too bad we were all brought together because of Aeyr and everything he’s doing.”

“Meh. It’s fine. Once we take him down, we’ll still be a family and then we can decide what we want to do instead of chasing things and people around. Maybe we can even explore some of those ruins in Sauvaxera. There are a lot of them. Ooh, and Serindra and all her people are there. It’ll be nice to see them again. And Tergalidon, too, now that you brought those buildings back. It’s so exciting.”

The woman was something else. I loved the optimism, the pure energy, she displayed. Just having her around made it nearly impossible to keep from smiling. The way she and Tip fit together was pretty cool, too. Like love at first sight.

“How are things with you and Tip?”

“Sooooo good. He’s like a hero in a story. He’s brave and strong and so handsome.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. Well, two out of three isn’t bad.

“We get each other, too,” she continued. “Our people are both not treated all that well by many. But he cares so much about others, it doesn’t seem to have ruined him. That takes a very special person.”

“Yeah, it does. He told you about his quest?”

“He did. To be a great hero so all his people can hold their heads high. I told him they’ll search him out and they’ll all flock to him. Maybe they’ll make him king of all the taranji. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

“You know, it would. What did he say when you told him that?”

She giggled. “Oh, you know.” Cea cleared her throat and adopted a scratchy voice that sounded a lot like Tip. “Oh, hell no. I ain’t gonna be no king. Not unless you’re gonna be my queen.” She broke down into a giggle fit.

“Wow. You do a good impression of him.”

“I know my man.”

I watched her from the side of my eye as she sighed and gazed back out over the scavengers eating the treasures they found. I couldn’t help but to smile. Tip lucked out when we found the small woman. Just like I lucked out when I’d found all my companions. I honestly didn’t know what I’d do without them. I hoped I didn’t ever have to find out.

“Oooh, over there.” Cea pointed to the southwest. Irinia swam toward us at a pace I could never have matched, even for a short sprint.

The tracker gave me a shy smile, then blinked like coming out of a trance and straightened to snap a salute.

“Iri, please don’t do that. You don’t have to salute me. Not only am I not in the army, but I’m not even a siren.”

“Iri?”

“Oh, sorry. I tend to do that, shorten people’s names.” I looked to my side. “Like Cea. I’m too lazy to say Cealifonam all the time.” I leaned forward and put my hand up to my mouth like I was being secretive. “But actually, she told us to call her that.”

The gremlin treated us to her joyous, high-pitched chortle.

“I didn’t mean any disrespect,” I told the scout. “I won’t call you that if you don’t want me to.”

“I…I…no, please do. I like it. Thank you.” Her mouth kept moving, but the sound trailed off. She jerked and her eyes flared. “Oh, I followed the monsters. They went to a cave. I didn’t go inside, but there were things in there, moving. I thought it better to come get everyone before going in. There seemed to be a lot of them.”

“Great. Let’s go inside so you can eat something. Do you want to rest for a while?”

“No, I’m fine. They didn’t move that fast, and it wasn’t too far. I won’t say no to some food, though.”

Irinia saluted the other two sirens when we got back inside. The general returned the salute, but Coralei waved at the woman instead.

“What did you find, Irinia?” the queen asked.

“There were other monstrosities near and within the cave where I followed the monsters that fled. Of the recognized types, I saw jargul, belil, and zoqash, but many are unfamiliar, like in the battle.”

I put a hand up. “Hold on. You’re saying that you didn’t recognize some of those monsters we fought earlier?”

The tracker looked toward the general for permission before speaking. At Eryfine’s nod, Irinia answered. “Some are familiar. There are many types of creatures here that are recognizable. Some you no doubt know, like different types of common fish—gar, for example.” She grinned at me and I laughed at her joke, though she kind of ruined it by averting her eyes in embarrassment. The general cleared her throat, and the smile dropped off Irinia’s face. “Ahem. Yes, like I said, you would probably know fish, regular sharks, whales, squid, and other such creatures that appear in most oceans of the world.

“There are monsters as well, perhaps from the magic in this area. Or it could be that they are abundant all over the world, but are elusive. Whichever it is, we know of their types, the hazards or other qualities of them, and how they will act. Then there are the numbers of previously unknown monsters that are rapidly increasing. These are mutations or transformations of both mundane beasts and types of familiar monsters.

“With these, we don’t know them as well. They tend to be more powerful, even possessing special skills or attacks that can devastate someone fighting them. Of those we fought earlier, less than half were familiar. That big one, at the end, I’ve never seen or heard of it before. We were fortunate it had only its size and strength and not offensive magic.”

“Okay,” I said. “Got it. So you identified a few types at this cave?”

“Yes, though I didn’t get too close, so I have no idea what else might be within the tunnel. It could be a simple chamber with only a few of the monsters I saw, or it could be an elaborate complex of tunnels and caverns. I’ve explored caves in this area and some can be…impressive.”

“Can you be more specific?” Brin asked.

“Of course. The nature of the volcanic rock, especially because it is underwater, makes it ideal for tubes, tunnels, and large or small chambers. I explored one that went on for miles, with no fewer than thirty wider areas. Some were formed so perfectly into rooms that it seemed someone had built it that way. Adding a door, these would make great living chambers. There is no way to tell from outside if a cave is simple or extensive, however. It would have been too much of a risk to check the one I just found.”

Coralei watched the scout carefully, and when she said that last part, the queen laughed. The general, beside her, adopted what I was beginning to call her default expression, AKA her resting bitch face.

“Pardon me,” Coralei said. “Irinia, I appreciate the decision you made. It was the correct one. However, I must point out that now that you have delivered your message and we know about the location, you no doubt want to scout the cave despite the danger.”

Irinia stared at her queen, her posture still rigid. The perfect soldier. Then a smile cracked her face and she let loose a chortle. Her hand went to her mouth, but her queen only joined her in laughing.

Irinia’s mischievous smile barely dimmed, even with the general glaring at her. “I am interested in what is in there and how the cave is configured.”

“Yes,” Coralei agreed. “Of course you are. Why would you not? Have some food Irinia. We will rest here for a little longer, then we will see what we can do about sating your curiosity.”

The scout saluted both women again, then went to her pack, which she’d left on one of the couches in the dry room.

I chatted with Irinia as she ate. Forcing her to endure my presence helped to soften the nervousness she showed when around me. Coralei and Eryfine went outside to talk about something, but if it was important to me, I was sure the queen would tell me later.

“Why is it that you’re so jumpy around me, Irinia?”

She jumped. “Me? I’m not jumpy.”

I laughed and tilted my head at her.

“Well, maybe a little.”

“Why, though? Like I said before, I’m not an officer or anything. I’m not important at all to your people.”

Brin sat down next to me. “Gar, you know better than that. You speak with the queen like she’s an old friend and, even more importantly, she speaks to you in the same way. To say you’re not important is not accurate.”

I ran my fingers through my wet hair. “Fine, fine. So the queen is kind enough to humor me, but still, that’s no reason for you to be nervous around me, Iri.”

She swallowed the fruit she was chewing. “I’m sorry. You…you look so much like Kael Serus. How else am I to act? I see statues of you everywhere I go. I⁠—”

“Whoa. No, no you don’t. You see statues of Kael, the great hero from two thousand years ago. There are no statues of me.”

“Yet!” Tip shouted from the other side of the room.

“Quiet, you. No one’s talking to you. If I want your opinion, I’ll beat it out of you.”

The satyr didn’t miss a beat. “If I wanted to take shit from you, I’d scrape it off your teeth.” He paused for a moment. “Sorry, Irinia. I couldn’t help myself.”

The scout had frozen, food halfway to her mouth, eyes as big as golf balls.

“See, that’s how you should treat me. Okay, well, maybe not quite like that. Still, you don’t have to be nervous around me. I’m not the great hero the statues depict and I’m no king or lord or anything. I mean, if anything, I should be in awe of you. Being a tracker underwater? How awesome is that?”

“Pretty awesome,” Tip yelled out.

I shook my head. “So, yeah, relax. I’m easy enough to get along with. Here, let me teach you something from my world. Then, when we’re back in the company of other sirens, like in Nathiram, we can use it to show that we’re good friends. Sound good?”

“O-o-okay.”

“Great. Here, it’s pretty easy. It’s called a high five.”
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Coralei nudged her general’s shoulder when she had dismissed Irinia. She jerked her head toward the door and began moving, Eryfine following her with a sigh. Once outside the home they’d been resting in, the queen turned to the other woman.

“Eryfine, you are a wonderful general. You manage troops, tactics, are an accomplished warrior, and have been a great and loyal help to me from the second I accepted the task of protecting our people.”

“But?” the general said.

“But I’m a little concerned. As a high officer, I realize you must be strict with your soldiers. I know you have a sense of humor, but I understand you not displaying it with ones like Irinia, people under your command who must have the highest respect for you. To act such is your choice and I will not tell you otherwise.

“However, I do wonder what your thoughts are about the situation we are in. Specifically, why have you held a face like you have just eaten toxic urchin since we got to Nathiram. No, let me finish before you answer. It’s clear it has something to do with our new allies. I would have your explanation.”

One side of Eryfine’s lip raised, almost like she was going to sneer, but then it settled. “I’m sorry my queen⁠—”

“There’s no need for that here, Eryfine. We’re alone. Before the tragic death of my mother, you called me by my name other than when we were in public. That doesn’t need to change. I am not scolding you, simply asking why there is friction when I think it unnecessary. Pardon my interruption. Please continue.”

Her face lost come of its tension. “I’m sorry, Coralei. As always, I see it as my responsibility to uphold your elevated position. Which is also why I have been…uncomfortable. These allies do not show proper respect. Most are within reasonable limits of what could be considered acceptable accounting for their ignorance, but not all.”

“You have a problem with how Gar treats me,” Coralei said.

“Yes. I understand that he looks like the great hero Kael, but he is not that man. The way he speaks and acts in such a familiar fashion. It is inappropriate.”

Coralei laughed, something she hadn’t done for a long time before Gar and his companions had joined them. “Oh, Eryfine. Do you know of what Gar and I have done?”

The general’s face flushed, something Coralei didn’t realize was possible.

“I do.”

“And do you mean to tell me that I, as a woman, as a queen, cannot make a choice to interact with anyone in the way I wish to do so?”

“No, but…”

“Eryfine. I do not treat Gar—and allow him to treat me—the way I do because of what we did. We shared intimacy because of how we treat each other. Do you see the distinction?”

“I…no.”

“I know he’s not Kael. For that matter, I have never had the attraction toward Kael Serus as many young women do. Gar is a different kind of person than I have ever met. Not only has he shattered my conception of what a surface dweller could be, but also of any of our people. He is strong and capable, yes, but that is not why I feel affection toward him. He treats everyone the same way. Everyone. From you to Irinia to his companions to a queen. It would not surprise me if he treated a goddess in the same manner. He cares nothing for titles or social class, either of others or of himself. Have you noticed he doesn’t act like he is superior, even when interacting with the furcan? He noticed my tension at our situation and he talked to me. Sat down and talked to me! Me, a queen.

“In our discussions, I found that he is not unlike the kindest people I have known in my life. That does not make him weak, only caring. For the first time since my mother died—we must admit she must be dead after being missing for so long—I could say anything I wanted without fear of being judged for it. Do you understand how important that is?

“I was ready to burst. Everything that is happening felt like it was too much. Without his aid, I’m afraid I would have made some terrible decisions. I’m thinking clearly and—for a wonder—I’m feeling moments of happiness amongst the tragedies we’re dealing with. So yes, I did partake of his charms. I enjoyed it immensely, but it also allowed me to relieve much of the tension afflicting me.

“I say again. I don’t allow him to speak in a familiar way to me, even in front of others, because of what we did. Had I never touched him, still I would let him—no, beg him—to treat me as he does. Gar is not afraid to argue with me, to tell me he doesn’t agree. In fact, I already trust him so much, I would turn over the task of running the queendom to him.”

“He wouldn’t accept it,” Eryfine said, something close to pleading in her voice.

“I know, and that makes all the difference. He doesn’t want power or authority. He wants to do what is right. I have no doubt he would sacrifice his life for me, for the queendom, simply because he cares about others that much. It rankles you that I follow his suggestions, that I ask for his advice. I ask that you understand something. We both do what we do for the queendom. If we—no, when we—find the Song, it will be because of him, Eryfine.

“All I ask is that you understand all this. He will not take my throne and he in no way shows disrespect to me. Perhaps try to keep an open mind and watch? You may see that your preconceptions have been coloring your judgment. I don’t like to see you in constant turmoil, Eryfine. We must all work together for the good of the queendom and all our people.”

“I will try.”

“That’s all I can ask. Thank you for looking out for me. I trust that you will continue to do so?”

“It is my honor, duty, and privilege to do so.”

Coralei gave her general a smile. “Good. Now, let us see if we can find our wayward Guardian.”

When they returned to the sitting room, Coralei noted Keliana and Brinawynn off to one side of the room. Everyone else, including Irinia, were together where she had left them, engaged in conversation.

“Is everyone prepared?” she asked. “Irinia can show us the cave the monsters fled to. Based on Serolani’s report, we might find Calynise there, and where she is will be where we can find the Song as well.”

“We’re ready,” Gar told her. “One thing has been bothering me, though.”

Coralei cocked her head at him. “What is it?”

“When we fought those monsters, they seemed, I don’t know, organized? Do they usually fight so well together like that? I was thinking that being monsters, they would all just charge in, but they worked together to distract and take us down individually.”

“Goddess. Something has been niggling at me about the battle and that is exactly it. No, the monsters we are used to encountering do not fight in units. These seemed almost like they had been trained.”

“Yeah, that’s what I mean. Calynise, I assume?”

“Undoubtedly.”

“We’ll have to watch out for it, I guess. The sooner you assimilate the Song, the better. There are still lots of monsters and shark people to take care of, right?”

Coralei beamed at him, glancing quickly at Eryfine standing by her side. Had the general noticed? Gar had said nothing about getting his reward according to their agreement, not one word about her using the Song to open the book they came to her queendom to have opened. No, only confirmation he understood what the sirens faced, and how regaining the Song was crucial.

They decided to leave their packs in the city. If the cave ended up being extensive, they could return and get them before they explored further. Better they go in unencumbered and ready to fight.

An hour passed before they reached the cave opening Irinia had described to them. Coralei, Eryfine, and the scout could have made it in a third the time, but despite the high opinion she had of her new surface dweller friends, one could not say they were speedy in the water.

On the eastern edge of Erutev Island, a crescent-shaped contour on the ocean floor made a large depression with the western side of Veruxin. The walls consisted of the very volcanic rock from which the islands were made. Numerous caves of various sizes existed in the area, and it was in one such that Irinia led them.

The opening was unremarkable, even disappointing. A slash that, from a distance could have been a mere fold in the ocean floor or some shadows bunching up along the inclining surface of the terrain. Except for the half dozen monsters loitering about outside.

Coralei recognized only a zoqash, with its long colorful body, ribbed spine, and long tail. The length and thickness of a man’s leg, it was a fish, though it looked related the tadpoles she had seen in fresh water on the surface. The other creatures, of similar size, were unknown, though she could see facets of common varieties of fish in their appearance. Mutated sea creatures, no doubt.

“It saddens me we will have to kill the creatures,” she said softly. “Their crime is only existing in this time and place, and being susceptible to the control of others.”

“Maybe not,” Gar said. “That magic you described to us, the one that lets you call for the aid of sea creatures, can’t you use that on them?”

“My magic does not control creatures, only creates a link between them and me. From how Serolani described her experience, the control Calynise has over her monsters is too powerful for me to counter with my spell. It makes me wonder if she somehow found a way to assimilate the Song after all.”

“But what if you don’t try to contradict her commands? She wouldn’t keep track of every monster and exert her control over them constantly, would she? What if you can create your link and suggest those little monsters go away, either to go find something they want or because they get a sense that danger is going to find them and that they should swim away from it? That way, they don’t alert the other monsters and we don’t have to kill them.”

Coralei liked the idea. Not all monsters were aggressive. Some merely did what most of the other sea creatures did: try to survive in the world. Indeed, the only thing signifying them as monsters was that they were unnatural, not of the indigenous types of beasts in an area.

“I can try,” she said. “This ocean has seen far too much death lately.”

She motioned for the others to remain where they hid, within view of the cave opening, and she glided closer to the monsters. When she was within twenty yards of them, she sang her spell softly, watching the creatures as the magic seeped into their bodies, encompassing their entire being.

The zoqash responded first, pausing in its lazy swimming and lurching slightly. Its head turned to her, large dark eyes locking onto hers. Its companions, be they fish or tentacled or a strange combination of fins, spines, limbs, and even soft pliable bodies, gradually came to the same state until all six floated in silence, watching her.

She sent a thought through the connection they now shared. Go, there is food to be had. Eat your fill of the results of the battle. Along with the suggestion, she included the location. She didn’t think these were part of the battle earlier.

With halting motions, they oriented themselves to the north and swam off to find the promised food. Within a few minutes, they had gone, leaving the front of the cave opening clear.

She chuckled, happy that at least those handful of creatures wouldn’t need to be slaughtered.

“It’s a start,” Gar told her when she swam back to them. “There will be plenty of violence once we get in the cave. At least those little guys won’t be part of it.”

Coralei nodded, a lump in her throat inexplicably making speech difficult. All she could think was, Was Kael like this? Did he care this much about even the little things in the world? She would never look at statues in Gar’s likeness the same again.

He cocked his head at her, no doubt seeing the emotion in her eyes. Flashing her a crooked smile, he rolled his shoulders. “Are you ready to find out what Calynise’s excuse is and to get the Song back?”

She nodded and gripped her trident firmly.

“Good. Let’s get this done. We still have other things to do to make your people safe.”
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Irinia glided through the water easily with barely a flick of her tail. She adjusted her body, making it visibly more hydrodynamic, and tilted her hips every few seconds to propel herself forward at a speed I could barely have kept swimming full out. The small gyrations of her hips had me feeling warm.

Keep your damn mind on what you’re doing, I scolded myself. Watch her body later, when everything is done and over with.

Coralei and Eryfine stuck close to me, so close I could feel the water from their actions moving against my skin. I held my trident, made from my combined weapons before we entered, straight ahead so as not to accidentally hit one of them with it. It may have been presumptuous—even unwise—to be in front like that, but it was ingrained in me. I was usually the most durable or unhittable amongst those I traveled with and I always defaulted to being the first target. They could sue me if it was a problem.

The cave turned abruptly to the left after only a few feet, preventing us from seeing farther in. Unlike what Irinia had told us before, no creatures loitered in the front of the cave, not that we could see. The scout glanced back at me, her feelings clear from the flat line her mouth made.

Yeah, it seems weird to me, too.

Though wide enough for three of us to pass side-by-side, or four if we crowded, it didn’t go on for very far. After forty feet, it emptied into a grand chamber that was used for gathering monsters together. I knew that because at the moment, it was full of monsters.

With one non-monster in the middle of the congregation.

A statuesque siren with dark brown, nearly black hair down past her waist. Though at the moment, it was floating around her like a big, hairy bubble. She leaned against a large stone table, a few stone chairs sitting nearby.

The creatures around her were unusually still, based on what I’d seen so far in the queendom. Those with eyes had them fixed on us, but other than small motions that kept them generally in place in the water, they didn’t move at all. It was eerie.

I couldn’t even begin to catalog all the different creatures within the large cavern. It was, if anything, even bigger than the battlefield we’d fought in only a few short hours earlier.

“Coralei,” the woman said, her beautiful face as expressionless as the monsters around her.

She was, like most of the other female sirens I’d seen, alluring and fit, wearing the same type of bikini top Coralei did. With her fish tail, her iridescent scales covered where other clothes might be. She held a trident not too unlike others I’d seen, maybe a little fancier with etchings and scrollwork, especially at the hip where the tines met the shaft, and the butt of the weapon.

“Calynise,” Coralei answered coolly.

“You would not address me by my title?”

“You did not address me by mine. More importantly, you have no title. You have been reported as fighting against those of the queendom. You are Guardian no longer, only Calynise.”

“I see. I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, for I do not wish to do you harm.”

Coralei glared at the other woman. “You do not wish me harm, yet you kill my soldiers? Citizens of the queendom? You have a strange way of not wishing to do harm. Where is the Song, Calynise? Where is my rightful inheritance?”

“Coralei, go back to your palace.” Calynise swept her arm out. “Do you see the smallest part of my power, of my soldiers? Don’t make me kill you. I care for you still. Do not force my hand.”

“You were Guardian, Calynise. Entrusted with the sacred duty of seeing the Song safe. Why? Why did you betray me and all your people?”

“Go, little queen. I will not say it again. There has been much death, and there will be more. I would prefer you not to be included in the number of corpses. Not yet.”

“I will not leave without the Song. Do as you will. I am not afr⁠—”

Calynise chopped her hand down as she sang a snatch of song. All the monsters around her immediately rushed forward with teeth, claws, tentacles, and other parts seeking our flesh.

Oh, shit.

Looking out over the mass of squirming bodies, all I could do was to grip my trident a little tighter and brace for the impact. There had to be over a hundred of the monsters, from the smaller dog-sized creatures all the way up to at least three or four massive beasts. While those enormous creatures couldn’t get to us easily without smashing their allies, they would get their turn. If the smaller ones didn’t kill us first.

A group of mutated fish monsters locked their huge dark green eyes on me and shot through the water, their many appendages flapping with their motion. Off to one side, one of the sea snake monsters with luminous lines along its body also seemed to take a liking to me. It raced a long, spindly humanoid that I swear could have been the cousin of the Area 52 aliens, with bright glowing eyes, long fingers, and three legs that somehow propelled it quickly through the water.

Those were just the ones targeting me. All around were so many different varieties of attackers there was no way I’d be able to sort them. Not during the fight, anyway. Maybe after we killed them all, we could sift through them. Yeah. Kill first, sort through them later.

I chuckled at that, earning me another glare from Eryfine.

Before the monsters got to me, I changed my mind about my weapon. I manipulated it and as I prepared to defend myself, it transformed from a trident to a shorter shaft with straight blades on either end. Slashing and stabbing with it wouldn’t be any more difficult than with a trident, and I doubted a longer weapon would work with us being mobbed like we were. Tridents were best for stabbing, not slashing.

Just before the first of the zippy fish got to me, a visible wall of force passed through the water, so close to my head my hair washed forward. It struck all of my aggressors at once, other than the alien-looking one, which dove under it and flattened itself on the floor of the cave.

Brin’s Push spell, from behind and to the left of me.

Another similar spell fired, this time coming from Coralei off to my right. Hers threw a school of a dozen or so wide, bulky fish with jaws of sharp teeth that were half the thing’s total volume off their trajectory. Some of those vortices fired off, too, from the other two sirens. Unlike the force wave magic, the moving whirlpools did damage, tearing at skin as they impacted, almost like drills.

The magic was nice to sow a little chaos, but it only delayed the inevitable. Though shuffled, the monsters and beasts finally reached us and the battle began in truth.

“Cooperate,” I shouted. “Cover each other. Make a circle or at least fight back-to-back. One at a time, we’ll whittle their numbers down.”

My alien friend finally made it to me and swung all its limbs to try to…do something. Cut me, pummel me, maybe inflict poison or something? Whatever it was, the thing’s body moved like it was made of rubber, bending in unnatural ways as I evaded, parried, and slashed with my weapon.

The monster was adept at pinwheeling in the water, not needing to settle to the ground like I’d done out of instinct. While I had trouble getting leverage to strike when free-floating, it didn’t have any such problem. It had no expression on its narrow, oval face, but I sensed it mocking me with its eyes.

I didn’t like being mocked.

An arm and a leg, both with clawed ends on them, came at me, slashing at my face. I twisted, barely dodging the arm, and brought my short, bladed staff around to block the leg with the edge of my blade. I expected it to carve through the skinny appendage, but it only left a small cut, barely more than a scratch. Its blood shone in the dim cave, nearly the same color as its eyes, a dull, glowing blue.

An involuntary shiver racked me, which almost allowed what I could only call a massive underwater centipede with the head of a mammoth moray eel to latch its many teeth on me.

I slammed part of my weapon into its head, unfortunately too close to cut it with the blade, and the force of my blow sent me spinning. For a world where the laws of physics were more suggestions, in the ocean Newton’s laws were alive and well.

“Watch it,” Tyra squealed, deflecting my blade as it came close to her while I was doing my uncontrolled cartwheel.

“Sorry.” A few flutter kicks later, I regained control.

Just in time for three tadpole-looking fish to twist as they got to me, presenting the rigid spines on their backs. My body contorted as I evaded two, but the third scraped its fins across my back, easily cutting through the leather armor I was wearing.

“Aaaah, fuck.” The spines weren’t only sharp, but with the ribs held together with membranes in between, they worked like a saw blade, tearing flesh as the monster passed.

I’d had about enough of being batted around. Ten feet from me was the wall of the cave. I had an idea about what to do.

“Moving to the wall, Tyra. Coming with me?”

“Right behind you,” the goblin said. She wasn’t having much better luck than me, walloping the monsters around us.

Once I arrived, I settled with my feet on the ground, my hip against the wall. The fish, the centipede, and the alien all decided they were having too much fun with me to let me go. Fine. Come and play then.

Without worrying about my body moving around without my permission, I went on the offensive. Two of the three fish tried the same thing they’d done to cut me. This time, though, I broke my weapon into two pieces, almost the same size as Tyra’s batons, but with a nearly foot-long blade on the ends of them. I hadn’t realized it then, but they were damn near duplicates of Dayra’s weapons when she broke her staff down into their smaller form.

As the fish twisted, I didn’t bother with evasion. I timed their twirls and just before they got to where they could slice me with their spines, I jammed a blade into each of them. Paired with their bodies turning around, my move resulted in corkscrew cuts that spiraled almost completely around their bodies.

With them already going into death throes, I used them as blunt weights, kicking off from the wall while swinging them outward. Right into the face of the alien. It made a sound, something like a trumpet with a head cold. Pulling both my blades out of the nearly dead fish, I slashed at the lanky creature that was distracted by a face full of bloody flesh and spines. My blades bit deeply into its throat, causing it to screech like a train whistle and put its hands up to stem the flow of blood I just released from it.

“Where the fuck is that centipede?” I asked, already writing off the three attackers that were as good as dead.

“To your left,” Tyra told me, using my technique of utilizing the wall for stability as she bashed a—shit, I don’t know, a floating brain with eyes and a mouth?—sending it down to bounce off the stone beneath it.

“Thanks.” I locked in on the centipede. The thing was pretty badass the way it gyrated like a snake in the water, but also used all those tiny, sharp feet, undulating to gather speed.

My weapons merged into a longer one again, at a thought. More of a spear with a sword blade at the tip this time. While I was at it, I stretched it even greater than it had been as a trident. The monster had barely turned toward me when I thrust the weapon so quickly and powerfully, it went completely through the centipede’s body. Unfortunately, I didn’t get its head, missing to stab it half a foot down.

No worries, though. Gripping the weapon tightly, I torqued my hips and used my entire body to slash. The blade I formed on the end of the shaft cut through more than half the monster’s neck, if that’s what it was called. Before it could get away, I reversed it and cut back into the same place I’d torn out, going all the way through to separate its head from the rest of its body.

“There,” I said. “What n—aaaaah.” I was suddenly spinning again, having barely gotten my weapon up in time to hard block a claw aiming for my throat. A black claw. Attached to an arm with spikes. The whole thing black as a shadow.

“Umbrenix. We’ve got umbrenix.”

I adjusted my weapon again, already swinging for the monster as the two pieces shortened a little and grew blades.

The umbrenix flipped and repositioned, doing a hell of a lot better at the complex movement than I could have. The shadow cocked its head at me, confusion oozing out of its body language.

It has probably never met anyone that could block its strikes before. Well, buckle up, buttercup. Your day just started to go downhill.

“Gar!”

The voice was Coralei’s, but I wasn’t sure where she was. It was such a mess, with monsters and people all bunched up, clouds of blood swirling in the water, and the dim light on top of it. Motion from behind me had me twisting, though, trying to keep an eye on the umbrenix I was fighting as well as whatever this new situation was.

As it turned out, she was above and a bit to the left of me. I hadn’t known she was near, but now I saw her, holding her trident at the very end, with the pronged pointy side impaling another umbrenix.

“Fuck, yeah,” I said. Tyra’s enchantments on the trident seemed to have worked. The queen has skewered the thing through the head as it tried to attack me from behind. My full attention went to the one I had been fighting. “See that, you bastard? You’re not going to simply phase through attacks here. Say goodnight.”

I kicked off the cave floor, straight for the shadow. It was still apparently trying to figure out what happened to its buddy, because by the time it got its claws up to defend itself, I’d already cut deeply into one arm, moving it out of the way as I rammed the other blade straight into its chest. Its other claw came around and I let go of the weapon still stuck in it and grabbed its wrist.

“I said, say goodnight.” I rammed my other blade into its face, the point going all the way through and out the other side. When its arm went slack, I let it go, snatched the weapon in its chest, and kicked the body away from me.

As it floated away, I finally got a good look at the umbrenix. This was not one of the types I’d seen before. It was still dark, made of shadow stuff, and it still had its claws and spiky bits in random spots on its body, especially its arms and legs. Its feet, though, were heavily webbed, as if someone forced steel spikes through a pair of flippers to act like claws. Even its hands were webbed, I noticed now. The biggest difference, though, was its head.

Most of the umbrenix were fairly featureless. Some had different colored glowing eyes, but some didn’t have eyes at all. Or a mouth or nose. Their heads were formed like soft balls of shadow and not even real skulls. This one, though, had finlike things coming off the top of its head. In fact, its whole body looked hydrodynamic, like it had been made specifically to move like a torpedo.

I guess Aeyr made a variety just for this underwater world. That didn’t bode well. At least none of them seemed to have the armor or weapons of that black metal.

I turned to check on Coralei. She worked to extract her trident’s barbed tines from the other umbrenix. It seemed strange to me, in that moment, that I wasn’t being attacked. My proximity to the wall, being outside the center of the battle would account for not being swarmed before, but through the murky, bloody, silty water, I didn’t see a lot of action anywhere I looked.

What the hell is going on? Aren’t we in a battle?

“Now, Coralei,” Keliana shouted from across the chamber.

The queen of the sirens barked out some discordant tones that, to me, were as bad as fingernails on a chalkboard. Figures across the cave fled. Not like they were afraid. It was more like someone had let loose with a hellacious fart in a crowded arena and they simply wanted to be somewhere else. A few creatures tussled, growling in the strange liquid way they did down here in the drink, but within a couple of minutes, most had gone. Even the big ones that hadn’t, as far as I knew, taken part in the battle.

When the blood was diluted and some of the silt settled, Keliana was finally visible. She had Calynise against the stone table, knife to her throat, resting against a metal collar around the former guardian’s neck.
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I’d seen the collar Calynise now wore before. It had been my second day in this new world, possibly my third, depending on what time of night it had actually been. It was the wide metal choker Brin had been wearing, the one the little key I’d retrieved from the goblin leader opened. She called it a null collar. It blocked magic.

“Why you sneaky, beautiful pussy,” I said to my catgirl. “Well done. I won’t even feel left out because you and Brin didn’t bother to clue me in, though you apparently told Coralei.”

Keliana shrugged her shoulders, which moved the knife enough for Calynise to grunt as it pricked her. “A girl’s gotta have some secrets.”

“Fair enough. So, I’m assuming that with her magic blocked, she wasn’t able to keep control of the monsters and whatever you did, Coralei, sent them away?”

“I don’t have control of them, precisely,” the queen said, “but the magic I cast is like an urchin on the surface of the brain. Uncomfortable. The creatures will no doubt fight with each other or even find other prey to hunt, but having control end abruptly like that, they are likely disoriented and irritated, so they left.”

“Well, that seemed a lot easier than it probably should have been.”

“Speak for yourself,” Tip said. “I had to kill another one of the finny shadows while you were messing around. Did you see the claws on those things? On their feet?”

“Uh, yeah. Good job?”

“Yeah, whatever. It caught me with a claw. I’m bleeding.”

“So am I, Tip. Congratulations. It’s a damn battle.”

The satyr muttered something, but I stopped paying attention. Instead, I locked my eyes on Calynise. I had no doubt she was an elite warrior even without her magic, but with Keli holding her with a literal knife to her throat, surrounded by her enemies, it didn’t seem likely she’d cause much trouble now that her minions were gone.

Coralei managed to saunter though she was suspended in water. Little movements of her tail propelled her along while she was completely vertical, chin high and with perfect posture.

“Are you ready to speak now, Calynise?”

Unlike Coralei, Eryfine showed no intent to be polite. I’d seen her repertoire of dirty looks, but the pure hatred in her eyes as they drilled into Calynise had me thinking the former guardian would soon burst into flames. The general gripped her trident so hard, every little muscle in her forearm stood out, striations etched within them.

Calynise began to raise her chin, but stopped when the knife at her neck didn’t move to allow it. Another little cloud of red water puffed out and dissipated in the water. “What will you do with me?”

“I don’t know. Let us be more concerned with the present than the future for now, shall we? I will ask you what I asked before you decided to command your pets to attack us. Where is the Song?”

“Do you care nothing of anything else?” Calynise asked. “Is the Song the only thing important to you?”

The queen closed her eyes, breathing slowly. I expected her to blow up at the woman in front of her. I sure would have. After a few careful breaths, Coralei’s eyes opened again.

“You ask if the Song, the ancestral magic of my family that allows the ruler of our people to keep everyone safe from all the dangers surrounding us, is the only thing I find important? I will be as clear as I can, Calynise, former Guardian of the sacred Song. Yes! The entire queendom is in danger, many having been killed already, as you well know. With the power of the Song, we would not have evacuated our cities, but would have stood firm to repel any invaders that could have made their way through the protective magic. You carelessly throw the lives of our people away, but I do not. Nothing matters more right now than the Song. Where is it?”

Calynise slumped as much as she could without cutting her throat further. “You have to understand, Coralei. I had no choice. I could do nothing but go along.”

“Speak sense, woman! I care little for your excuses. Tell me where the Song is.”

“I had no choice,” she continued as if Coralei hadn’t even spoken. “She came to the vault and confronted me. Things grew heated. She attacked me. I had to defend myself.”

“What are you…?”

Eryfine swam closer to Calynise. “Say it, murderer. Tell her.”

Coralei stared at the woman Keliana held under her knife. Her mouth moved without sound.

“I hadn’t meant for it to happen,” the former guardian said.

“Then it’s true. You killed my mother. Your queen. You killed her to keep your secret and then what? You hid her body so no one would find it? Where is she, Calynise. What did you do with my mother’s corpse?”

“It’s gone.”

“Tell me! Tell me, or so help me, I will bury my trident in your heart.”

“She’s gone. Eaten by one of my monsters.”

For a moment, I thought Coralei was going to carry through with her threat, but instead, she settled. Her body, so tense a few seconds before, relaxed. The calm before the storm.

“I have had enough of your games. Tell me what you did with the Song. If there is any decency or affection for any of our people left in you, you will tell me.”

“Coralei, it won’t do any good. Forget it. It’s done. The sharks will take your cities, even without my monsters to aid them. Take the sirens. Find another place you can call home.”

“Then I suppose you are no use to me.” Coralei nodded at Keli and the catgirl tightened the arm holding Calynise and shifted her other to cut through her throat.

“Wait. You don’t have to do that. Can’t you see? I’m trying to help you.”

“The only help you can provide for me is where you hid the Song. I know it’s not here. I could sense it were it this close to me. It’s very simple. Tell me or my friend will saw your head off. Abandon your illusion that you have any control over what happens here.”

“Jendawr. The Song, it is with Jendawr. Now do you see? As if that isn’t bad enough, it is also surrounded by shark troops.”

Coralei froze, then her head dropped. I didn’t know what they were talking about, but whatever it was, it wasn’t good. “Oh, Calynise. Why? Why did you betray my mother, me, all our people? Did Aeyr promise you riches and power?”

Calynise jerked her head so quickly to meet eyes with Coralei, more blood seeped out. Keli cursed at the motion and moved the blade slightly to keep the stupid woman from cutting her own throat more deeply.

“Yes,” the queen continued. “Do you think we are so stupid? We killed three umbrenix in our short battle. We know the significance of their presence. You betrayed us, joined with the sharks—no doubt they are proceeding according to Aeyr’s plans as well—working to cause our extinction. Why?”

“He fears the Song. His shadows can’t even approach it, or it would be with him now. It is anathema to him, and to them.”

“Where is he?”

“I don’t know. None of those I have spoken with have ever seen him in person, though it’s clear they spoke for him. They command umbrenix, as do I.”

“No longer,” Eryfine said, lunging too quickly for anyone to react. As Coralei had threatened, the general’s trident punched into Calynise’s chest. The former guardian’s body jerked, giving her a deeper cut in her throat, but it didn’t matter. Eryfine let go of the long weapon, drew her sword, and slashed halfway through the woman’s neck.

Keli backed off, drawing her other knife and bringing both up in a guard position. The general dropped her sword and raised her hands.

“I have no quarrel with you, Keliana, only with that murderous traitor.”

Keli looked at me, and I shook my head at her. What was done was done. Even Brin couldn’t help the woman now. She was well and truly dead, floating lifeless in front of all of us, adding yet more blood to the water.

“Well, shit,” I said. “No more information from her, eh?”

Coralei waved my statement away. “It doesn’t matter. Eryfine, we will discuss this later. For now, we have more important things to do.”

I shook my head. “Hold on. I don’t understand. She didn’t tell us where the Song was.”

“She did, Gar. Unfortunately, she did. There is a type of creature, a powerful monster called a kryrgish. They are the subject of legends, and for good reason. It could be said, not inaccurately, that the kryrgish are sea dragons, massive beasts that live for centuries. Claws and teeth, tail and spine, they are dangerous enough, but they also use magic. No one knows how many exist, but all in this area know there is at least one. Jendawr.

“Ancient, powerful, occasionally prone to fits of rage that culminate in the slaughter of hundreds of creatures at a time, Jendawr is ever a threat in this ocean. We know where she lives, precisely so we will not accidentally go into her territory. If what Calynise said was true, then the Song is lost.”

“She spoke truth,” Sariel said.

“Oh, right,” I said. “Sariel’s magic allows her to detect deception. If she was lying, then Sariel would know. So at least that part is clear. This Jendawr has the gem.”

The despair in Coralei’s eyes was painful to see. “Then our quest is at an end. We must decide on another course. Perhaps even fleeing as Calynise suggested.”

“No.”

Both Coralei’s and Eryfine’s eyes flashed in anger at me.

“No,” I repeated. “I’m not going to let that happen. Tell us where this dragon is. We’ll get the Song from her, whether by stealth or through battle. If you want to join us, you’re more than welcome, but I don’t like giving up.”

“You don’t know what you are putting yourself against.”

“Don’t care. I’m not going to stand by and watch Aeyr manipulate people and monsters into destroying your queendom.”

Brin raised a hand at Coralei, who opened her mouth to argue more. “Please, Coralei, do not. We have all learned that once Gar sets his mind on something, the best thing to do is to accommodate, for he will never back down. This is your first opportunity to learn that. He will go and confront Jendawr alone if he must, but nothing anyone can do will stop him. I, for one, will not let him go without at least one ally.”

“Nope,” Tip said. “He’s not going to have the fun in fighting a dragon without me. He’ll be all famous and everything and I’ll miss out on all that sweet, sweet hero street cred.”

“My sword will also be with you, Gar,” Sariel said.

The others all talked over one another so exactly what they said was unintelligible. The meaning was clear, though: my friends were all with me.

“A wise woman told me recently how there is power in harmony,” I said with a smirk. “There’s room for a few more. Or, if you’ll allow me to make a suggestion, maybe room for a lot more.”
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The man was crazy. There was simply no other explanation for what, even now, Gar explained to Coralei. And if he was mad, she was for listening to him as well. Doubly so because she actually nodded her head at his words.

After Brinawynn healed the wounds taken in the short battle and they searched the other handful of chambers within the cave complex—not finding the Song or anything of use—the group swam back to Nathiram. On the way, conversation was subdued. Coralei glanced at Eryfine several times, finding the general moving as if she were in formation, head straight ahead and paying no attention to anyone.

The queen had until they arrived back at the capital city to think about what had occurred. Calynise was lured to betrayal, wooed by the very same Aeyr Gar and the others had been talking about. The woman had become a traitor to her own people! How anyone could turn about so completely, she didn’t know.

Scenes of Guardian throughout the years paraded in the front of Coralei’s mind. She had looked up to the woman, had become close to her over her formative years. Dedicated trainers had worked with Coralei. Some taught her to fight, others educated her in strategy and other abilities she would need as an adult, but the most cherished memories of her learning involved Calynise.

The older woman was a dynamo, one of the most skilled warriors in the entire queendom, and she shared every bit of her knowledge and battle wisdom with Coralei. They trained, they sparred, but they also did things together completely unrelated to the violence that both knew would be in Coralei’s future. Not because there was an inkling of mutated monsters, dark creatures, or the shark people waging all-out war with them. No, it was simply that life in the sea could be dangerous and ultimately, Coralei would have a larger part than most in protecting her people.

That didn’t stop the two from doing more entertaining things together. Exploring, enjoying conversations or reading, even trying their hands at preparing food dishes in Calynise’s home within the Vault of the Song. They had been friends. Hadn’t they?

Coralei’s heart and mind ached, like both were being squeezed. How could it all have come to this?

Lirien, the kangaroo woman, paddled up alongside Coralei, breaking her out of her thoughts. She put on her neutral face, one that she had practiced with Calynise when she was young. “You must, above all else, be a member of the royal family,” Guardian had told her. “A representative and a symbol for all to see. For all to take comfort in. That is one of your most important tasks.”

“Are you all right?” Lirien asked tentatively.

“Yes, thank you. I am merely thinking. It has been a momentous day.”

Lirien chuckled, eyes darting at Coralei’s, then away. “Gar didn’t mention this when he told you about how we all came together, but I’d like to tell you something important, if you’ll allow me. You’ll understand why.”

Coralei raised an eyebrow. “Please, tell me.”

“I first met him, as he said, when he and the others found me searching for the archaeological treasure I’d been searching most of my life for: the cache of items from Kael himself. He told me a man was after me, an agent of Aeyr, and that he meant to kill me to keep the knowledge of where to find the cache from anyone else.

“I didn’t believe it, of course, and for more reason than a group of strangers suddenly appearing with the news seemed…unlikely. I’d had problems previously, mostly relating to one who I thought I would spend the rest of my life with.

“We made great plans when I was young. We would be married, working together to unearth ancient history to benefit everyone in Valorae. Fame and fortune would be ours, and at the top of the list of what we would accomplish was finding Kael’s cache.

“Until Eldrin lied about me, costing me my opportunity for a patron. Instead, he secured the benefactor himself to pursue his own goals, most of which involved gaining wealth. For years I carried around the scars of that betrayal, until Gar showed up to protect me. I was a horrible shrew to him, yet he persisted. In the end, I found that everything he said was true. The man, called the Searcher, did eventually find us. He, along with more than a hundred minions, tried to kill us. Kill me.

“Imagine my surprise when I saw the face of my hunter. Eldrin, it turned out, wasn’t above joining anyone for a chance to get his glory and wealth. His betrayal became complete when he sought me out to end my life.

“I’m telling you this because it helps me to understand what you might be feeling. That aching, torturous, painful realization that someone you cared about and trusted turned on you completely. I’m sorry all that happened, with Calynise and her betrayal. It seems Aeyr is good at using tools in that particular way.”

She trailed off, seeming embarrassed for the story. Coralei forced a smile. It did help, even if just a little, that Lirien understood something of what she was facing. Both tales were tragic, but they could cling to each other, sharing similar pain.

“Thank you for telling me. That must have been hard, suffering a double betrayal like that. How are you? I wouldn’t think your experience was something that is easily shaken off.”

Lirien shared her own strained smile, shaking her head. “I’m…better than I was. Gar, as well as all my other friends here, showed me that it wasn’t me who was the problem; it was Eldrin. They are all remarkable people, caring and selfless. Any one of them would sacrifice themselves for me. Some have done so, taking wounds meant for me. It also helped that I ended my interactions with Eldrin decisively.”

“How so?”

“When we fought against Eldrin, another minion of Aeyr, and their troops, I killed Eldrin. That gave me some finality, what Gar calls ‘closure.’”

Coralei let out a soft chortle. Decisively, indeed.

“Anyway,” Lirien said. “If you want to talk, either to distract yourself or to hear your thoughts out loud, I am a good listener. With these ears, I have to be.” She winked at Coralei, running one of her long kangaroo ears through her hand.

“Thank you, Lirien. Truly. I may take you up on that, once there is time to stop and think.”

“I’m glad. I’m not hard to find.” Lirien bit her bottom lip. “May I hug you?”

Coralei blinked at the other woman. The pressure around her eyes told her if they were in one of the dry rooms, she might very well shed a tear or two. “Please.”

They stopped swimming long enough to embrace each other. It felt wonderful, like a warm ocean current that caressed her body.

“Thank you, Lirien.”

“Of course. Let me know if you want to talk.”

“I will.”

The kangaroo woman swam off and Coralei also went back into motion. She could feel Gar’s eyes on her, as well as Eryfine’s. She wanted to go speak with him, as well, but knew her next conversation would be with the general. There was still the matter of Calynise’s execution to discuss.

No sooner had they reached the city than Coralei gave Irinia orders to inform her top officers that they would meet in the palace war room in one hour. Without words, solely by the jerk of her head, the queen also let Eryfine know they were to spend some of that hour having their own private conversation. The general sighed and followed Coralei down the hall from where the others rested into a small lounge.

As soon as both of them were in the dry room, Coralei wheeled on the other woman.

“I have never seen you so uncontrolled and undisciplined, Eryfine. Your actions are a disgrace to the army and to the crown. What are you, some street tough who thinks with your weapons?”

The general withstood the assault at first, head raised and looking like she would argue. In the few seconds of silence after Coralei’s question, though, Eryfine slumped forward, then continued the motion until she was on her knees on the floor in front of the queen.

“I am sorry. I-I-I know I acted inappropriately.”

“Inappropriately? No, Eryfine. Eating your soup with a fork at a state dinner is inappropriate. Telling a saucy joke to a temple priestess is inappropriate. You killed a woman in cold blood. More, you killed Guardian in cold blood.”

“Guardian no longer,” the general said. “You pronounced her as such moments before…”

“Before you murdered her in the sight of your queen, an army scout, and our friends. No, don’t you even think about saying they are not your friends, too. They have done nothing but help us since I met them. We are not going to revisit that argument. You are in enough trouble without us dealing with that.

“I find myself in a difficult position, Eryfine. Shall I remove you from your post, punish you? It’s a poor time for such a choice, on the eve of going to the biggest battle our people have had in hundreds of years. Can I trust you to stay here and act as if your position is important to you?”

“My queen! I am no traitor. You can trust me, as always.”

“I trusted you to comport yourself as a general of the army, Eryfine, and you plunged your trident into a woman I have known all my life, right in front of me.”

“She killed your mother, Coralei. She killed our queen. That is an offense punishable by immediate execution.”

“It is. The manner in which it is carried out, as well as the timing is the purview of whom?”

“Of the new queen.”

“Yes. Not the general. Not an emotional bystander. The queen. Are you the queen, Eryfine?”

“No, My Queen.”

“We are not done talking about this. We have a strategy meeting to prepare for. I would have your insight for this most important of fights. No less than the retrieval of the Song itself. This is possibly the most important mission anyone alive in the queendom has ever taken part in. Without the Song, we will perish as a people. With it, we may survive. I would know that you will act appropriately during this important operation. Do I have your assurance?”

Eryfine snapped a salute, her eyes sad but determined. “Yes, My Queen.”

“Very well. If we survive this, we will discuss the topic further. Now, get up. My general should not be on her knees.” She gave the other woman an ironic smile. “Unless there is pleasure involved. See there? That is inappropriate.”


Chapter
Fifty-Six



Iwatched Coralei lead Eryfine to another room where they could speak privately.

“She’s in for an ass-chewing,” I said to no one.

“Eryfine should not have taken it upon herself to execute Calynise like that,” Sariel said. “She will no doubt face punishment, though Coralei Aushway will not enact it immediately. We will need the general’s abilities for what is to come.”

I nodded but was distracted as Lirien passed me to get to a couch near me. Before she got out of reach, I took her arm and pulled her to me, wrapping both mine around her.

“Hey, Lirien. How are you?” I stroked her long hair and gave her a quick kiss.

“I’m doing well, considering having been underwater for days and strange new monsters trying to kill me.”

I snorted. “Yeah, well, I did warn you it would be dangerous to hang out with us. What did you tell Coralei on our way back here? It seemed like it did her some good. Things must be tough for her right now.”

She squeezed me tight, letting out a happy rumble from her chest. “I told her about Eldrin and commiserated with her over being betrayed by someone she cared for. I hope it helped, at least to let her know that she’s not alone in how she’s feeling. That woman not only tried to kill her, but she did actually kill Coralei’s mother, and betrayed the entire queendom while she was at it.”

“Yeah. That was nice of you, to go and talk to her. How are you doing? With everything else that’s been happening, I haven’t asked for a little while. All that bullshit with Eldrin was a bad deal, too.”

The kangaroo girl nuzzled my chest, tickling my face with her long, soft ears. “I’m happier than I’ve ever been, even when I was with Eldrin. He never made me feel as important and cared for as you do, not to mention all the lovely ladies in our family. I love you, Gar, and all of them as well. I still think about all those years carrying the burden of what Eldrin did, and about how he tried to kill me. But those thoughts are not as often and they don’t have the force they once did. Now, I think more of our future, how I will spend it with you and my other cherished ones after we finish this quest to kill Aeyr.”

I cupped her chin and gave her a long, soft kiss, then proceeded to put my hand on her ass.

“Ooh. Do we have time before going off to fight that dragon to, you know?”

“I wish, but no. I can hold you until then, though, if you want.”

“Mmm. That will be nice.”

We moved to the couch and snuggled while we waited for Coralei to finish with Eryfine. When they came back to the sitting room, neither of them looked happy, but their faces held less tension. It would have to do. I had a feeling none of us were going to be close to happy until Coralei had the Song.

“Please accompany me to the war room,” the queen said, meeting my eyes.

I gave her a smile and my friends and I were soon in a room almost as large as the sitting room we’d been haunting since we’d come to the palace.

The war room was everything I would have expected it to be from the fantasy stories and movies I’d seen. It was a dry room, of course, even the best of maps not doing well submersed in sea water. Plenty of books lined shelves along the edges of the room, which had to be ten paces wide and at least fifteen long. A fireplace at each end kept the place warm, but it did bring up questions in my mind about how they handled smoke with the city being underwater.

More than a dozen chairs crowded around a conference room style table, but in the center of the room was where all the action happened. A massive table at standing height not only had maps strewn across it—both rolled up and laid out—but the table itself had a map painted onto it.

I spotted the siren cities marked clearly on it: Nathiram, Zerun, Kryctos, Linoresae, Ferulee, and Draisic. The islands were also marked, a figurine already in place between Veruxin and Erutev. That was the location of the cave where we fought with Calynise and her monsters.

While I checked out the map, four other people entered the room—three women and a man. The man was shirtless, wearing only shorts that looked a lot like cycling clothes. The women were decked out in the standard female siren fashion. That’s to say, they had bikinis on, though of different colors and styles. Including the ten in my group, along with Eryfine and Coralei, that made sixteen people in the room.

“Very well,” Coralei said. “Let us get started. First, some introductions.” She proceeded to identify me and my companions, the called attention to the four people I didn’t know.

“These are my captains. Sereia Drauv, Captain of the Magic Division of the army. Her spellcasters do much of the ranged work in battle.” Sereia was a pretty woman with dark brown hair and blue eyes so bright, they seemed to have a light source behind them.

Next she pointed to a siren who had Coralei beat hands down for the darkest skin I’d seen since we traveled the underwater queendom. She kept her black hair in a tight tail and one look at her face told me she didn’t put up with any shit. Not that she wasn’t attractive, just that she exuded badassery. “Yardenah Saelen. She is in charge of all our standard troops that don’t fit within the others’ purview.”

“Cyreus Farus.” Coralei gestured to the man. Maybe an inch or two taller than me, he had a similar body type: fit but not too bulky. His hair was the same color as Sereia’s and his eyes were a light brown, maybe hazel. It seemed to me that the sirens didn’t care for short haircuts, which seemed strange seeing that they were in the water all the time. His was as long or longer than any of the women’s, but in a single braid. “He is the Captain of the Guard for the queendom. It’s a separate force from the regular army.”

“Finally, we have⁠—”

Two others rushed into the room. Irinia and Serolani. Coralei nodded at the scout. She must have sent Irinia to go get Coralei’s cousin.

“Apologies, my queen,” Serolani said. The queen waited a moment, like she was expecting an excuse, but none was forthcoming. She gave a slight nod, and continued the introductions.

“The last of my captains is Nyissa Bessan. She commands the Special Tactics Force, affectionately called the Dragonfish. She will be accompanying us, along with two of her squads. The others will remain here.”

Nyissa stood comfortably, with no indication that she was tense or ready for action, but I could sense that if shit went down, she would end it. Fast. Her body, maybe even more than the other sirens I’d seen, was custom-made for kicking ass. Muscular, but in a way that I had no doubt she was fast as a damn snake. She was elegant even just standing there. Her bright red hair hung free down her etched back, nearly to her waist. It was something to see, considering she had two swords in scabbards crossed on her back. I tried to look carefully without seeming to do so, trying to spot if she had chunks of hair missing from drawing her swords like that. Her mouth turned up into a smirk. Damn. Does she know what I’m thinking?

“Captains, you are here simply because I wish to keep you informed. We, just hours ago, found Calynise, along with a great many of the monsters she has been using to kill our people.”

It was saying something that not one of the four flinched, though the skin around Nyissa’s and Sereia’s eyes did tighten.

“She confessed not only to stealing the Song, but killing my mother as well.” That caused a couple of clenched jaws. “She betrayed our people and joined with the shark people and an even greater foe who we need not talk about presently. Before she died, she revealed where the Song is. It is being guarded by Jendawr.”

Sereia gasped softly. Nyissa’s eyes grew hard. Cyreus closed his eyes for a long blink before opening them again.

“With that in mind, perhaps I was too hasty in what I said a moment ago. Nyissa, I will not order you to accompany us, nor will your troops receive such a command. Volunteers only. This is perhaps the most dangerous mission any of you have ever seen, or even heard of. You know of kryrgish, and of Jendawr specifically. These surface dwellers, my friends, will accompany me and Eryfine to retrieve the Song. I would have other troops with me, if possible. No doubt there will be other monsters about before we even get to Jendawr’s lair, which apparently has troops of sharks stationed around it.

“We will not take a large force. If I were our enemies, I would take advantage of the timing of this mission and attack Nathiram. I expect you will need every soldier you can muster to defend the city. Cyreus, you will work with Yardenah and Sereia and ensure that, should I return, there is a place and people to return to.

“It’s really as simple as that. We know where the dragon lives. We will go, retrieve the Song in whatever way we can, and endeavor to return alive. Before departing, we will rest for a time, then camp in one of the safecaves and reach Jendawr’s domain tomorrow morning. If you have questions, ask them now. Time is short.”

Nyissa’s hand raised, and Coralei nodded at her. A wicked grin crossed the redhead’s face. “How many can I take? I bet good gold that nearly all my troops will beg for the assignment. I also would not miss out on this opportunity.”

Coralei’s eyes drilled into the captain’s, then a wry smile graced her own face. “Twenty. I would not take too many from the city’s defense. Sareia and Yardenah, you may ask for volunteers from your forces as well, ten to fifteen from each.”

Nyissa snapped a salute and started for the door. “I will have them ready in half an hour, my queen.” The other two captains looked like they wanted to leave to inform their troops as well.

The queen watched her captain stride out of the room and shook her head. I knew what she was thinking. Crazy fucking special forces soldiers.

“Ah, Serolani. I sent Irinia for you to ask if you would like to come with us. I did not exaggerate the danger, so think carefully before you choose. In truth, I myself am torn about you joining the mission, but you have shown yourself capable and spending some time working with Nyissa would be good for you, to learn from one of our finest officers. Irinia, we could use your expertise as well. I am not ordering either of you to take part, only allowing you to do so if you desire. There is no shame if you decide to stay and help defend the city.”

“I will go.” Both women said it at the same time.

“A chance to learn how the elite soldiers do things, and from another red-haired siren at that?” Serolani added, grinning. “I can’t pass this up.”

“Very well. You will both report directly to Nyissa. Please do not adopt the captain’s attitude about the mission. You have many years ahead of you before you are so far gone that you smile in the face of such a task. Take this seriously and perhaps you’ll have that time.

“As for you other captains, we must plan for the city’s defense. Eryfine’s procedures she has been working on the last few weeks will be the basis, but let’s discuss the finer details. The lives of the entire population of the queendom depend upon you three.” She turned to me. “You may stay if you like, but none of you will be in the city, so if you would rather rest and prepare, feel free to do so. We will leave in three hours.”

I looked at my watch, silently thanking Coralei once again for casting the magic that made our gear waterproof. Three hours. Not a lot of time before we were on the move again. I met eyes with each of my friends and we silently agreed we’d take that time for ourselves instead of listening to the plans of the city’s defense.

We were going to fight a fucking dragon. There were words we needed to share with each other before heading out.
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Hundreds of sirens turned out to watch us as we departed the city, on our way to retrieve the Song, or to die trying. Fifty-three siren troops, plus Coralei, Eryfine, me, and my stalwart companions.

Coralei had made it clear to each of those taking part that she would not feel slighted or betrayed if anyone changed their mind before we left. I’d had a similar talk with my companions, though I knew none of them would back out. We faced death on a regular basis, though maybe not against the odds we were facing now.

Most of what we’d struggled against before consisted of large numbers of regular fighters, most often Aeyr’s lackeys. It was different this time. We were going to fight a fucking dragon! Aside from that, we expected there to be monsters around the dragon, either working directly for it or there simply because the magical energy was high. It was the reason Jendawr made her lair where she did, after all. I still wasn’t sure what that meant for us, other than that it probably gave the dragon an advantage. Another advantage.

As expected, no one changed their mind about going. They were all volunteers, so they’d known the risks before assembling in front of the palace.

From the moment I’d gotten to the city, I noticed how all the sirens dressed similarly to Coralei herself. For the women, that means bikinis, and for the men it meant bare torsos. What I hadn’t realized was that they went into battle like that as well. I mean, I loved seeing female warriors’ bodies as much as the next guy, but the entire army, fighting barely more than nude?

Coralei laughed at me when I mentioned it, just before we started out. “You must understand, we are sirens. We live in the deeps, where the pressure and environment have made us tougher. Our skin may look soft⁠—”

“It is soft,” I said, checking to see if anyone else was close enough to hear.

She treated me to a smile for that. It was true. I had checked thoroughly when we’d played our sexy games, and sliding my hand—and my lips—along her body had proved without a doubt her skin was silky smooth and soft as a baby’s ass.

“Thank you. My point, though, is that even if it doesn’t seem so, our skin is very durable, at least as much so as leather armor. We could wear chain or plate, but our fighting is based on agility and speed and the armor would negatively affect that. Logically, we wear what restricts us the least. What reason is there to wear many clothes when they slow us in the water. Be happy we wear anything covering us at all. Some don’t.”

I had seen a few bare breasts while in Nathiram. Not that I was complaining. “I understand. I can feel the water dragging at my clothes, even with the magic you cast for us that keeps them from actually getting wet.”

She raised one shoulder in a sexy half-shrug. “You could wear nothing, but then I would be wet.” The queen said it with a straight face, though her eyes twinkled when she did.

“We can get together and talk about it after all this. I think I might be able to help you out with that.”

“I know you can.” Shortly after, she commanded the troops to move out.

As planned, we traveled for a few hours until Irinia scouted out some hidden caves the sirens apparently kept for when their army was on the move. We all easily fit in the three large dry chambers accessible through the watery tunnels. It wasn’t fancy, basically natural caves with some supplies such as blankets and bedrolls kept in stacked trunks. Like a finely tuned machine, the soldiers hopped to distributing the bedding and starting fires to make dinner.

A large number of portable chairs, stored within the chambers of the cave, allowed us to avoid sitting on the cold stone. Coralei pulled one up near me and sat down in it. The expression on her face indicated that she wanted to talk about something important, and not of trivial subjects.

“Gar, I want to thank you and your friends once again. Without your presence, I don’t think we would have found Calynise, or defeated her. Keliana’s use of the null collar was brilliant and saved us many injuries, perhaps lives.”

“It was Brin’s idea,” the catgirl said. She and Brin were sitting near me.

“Just a whisper of an idea,” Brin admitted. “Keliana and I came up with the plan together. I am glad it worked out as it did, though the conclusion of the matter was perhaps unexpected.”

“It was great thinking and a flawless execution,” I told the women. “I’ve said it before and you can expect to hear it again. Great job.”

Coralei continued. “I wanted to check one more time. Are you sure you want to complete this mission with us? It will be very dangerous and the likelihood of death is immense. Had I the power to do so, I would open Dayra’s book now so you could leave and tend to your quest. I’m sorry I can’t.”

I chuckled, which resulted in the queen’s mouth pressing into a tight line. “Coralei, do you forget that it was my idea to do this? I’m not backing out. I knew the risks when I suggested it and I’ve heard you warn all the others here about the danger more than once.”

“But do you truly know the risks? You hear ‘dragon’ and perhaps you think of a lesser beast. The kryrgish are the apex predators of the ocean. Even more so than people. They are intelligent and cunning, as well as supremely powerful. Jendawr is very old and will likely have troops of lesser monsters in place. I don’t know if survival is possible, let alone victory.”

“We’ll find out together. We’ve talked it over and my friends and I are going through with this, even if the rest of you don’t. Let’s not speak about quitting again, okay?”

The siren let out a long breath. “Very well. I had to ask one last time.” Her mien grew wistful, and she almost smiled. Almost. “I have pondered and challenged my thoughts more since I met you than at any other time in my life. Do you recall our conversation about harmony? Unity?”

“Oh-ho-o-o, yes. I definitely do.”

“I think your opinion is correct. My entire life, I heard and read about our history. We have had few interactions with surface dwellers in recent years, but most of those I have had personally only confirmed what I believed. That my people are better off without associations with others, especially those on the surface.

“You have made me see something very important. Harmony, by its very nature, is not restricted to one select group. The thought that my entire nation could keep to ourselves and not engage with others is ludicrous, now that I look at it with new eyes.

“Aeyr is a threat to all of us, as are so many other things. In the face of the calamities surrounding us, I realize to be truly harmonious, we have to think of those other than ourselves. I told you the world seeks harmony, that nature’s very existence is balance. The Hungerer threatens not only that balance, but all life.

“I don’t know how many other people on the surface are like you and your friends, but even should you be the only ones, still I would believe we would be better fighting Aeyr together than apart. Not only because he is so powerful, but because if we don’t cooperate with others, we make our highest ideals a lie.

“Know that should we survive this, once I have stabilized the queendom, I will help you in any way I can with your quest to destroy Aeyr. We are strong individually, but even more powerful together. It’s a great lesson you have taught me.”

“Nah,” I said. “I didn’t teach you anything. You saw what was happening, and you came to a decision. One I agree with. Mostly. There are still people, even large groups of them, that I wouldn’t want to cooperate too closely with. I’ll tell you about some we’ve had to deal with lately some other time. But you, and your people? I would accept and appreciate any aid you can provide. I honestly feel like I’ve taken far too large a bite and expect I might choke on it with this whole Aeyr thing.

“You made me see how important the harmony you always talk about is. Like with my weapons. When I combine them, I can do things I’m not able to do with a single one. I think it works the same with your people and mine. We’ll work together, get the Song, and maybe even take down Jendawr. That’ll put us one step closer to getting to Aeyr himself.

“I’m not sure how the sea dragon is involved with the demigod, but I feel like there’s more of a connection than just both knowing Calynise.”

The queen nodded. “I suspect you are correct. I would still rather get the Song first before trying to engage Jendawr in combat, if we do so at all. Even united, I fear she might be too much for us.”

Our conversation trailed off and Coralei roamed around the three chambers, speaking with some of her officers or just being seen by the soldiers who had volunteered.

I hunkered down in my seat and pondered what we’d do the next day. I’d fought large numbers before, such as when we whittled down the Searcher’s troops or carried on our running battle with the followers of the so-called Weaponsmaster in Teaphotria, but this was the first time I marched—or swam, rather—to battle with numbers on my side. I’d have to trust Eryfine and Nyissa to handle strategy with the larger group, but even being in the midst of battle with so many allies would definitely be something different.

I guessed I had experienced something similar when I helped to defend villages in the Traisel Commonwealth, but that had been regular troops fighting regular troops, not a mass of allies swarming a more powerful enemy like what we were doing. It reminded me too much of videogame bosses.

“Going on a raid tomorrow,” Tip said.

“Yeah, I guess.” I chuckled about him thinking the same thing I was.

“We’ll be fine. We have to be. Too much work left to do for us to drop the ball now, you know?”

“I suppose. Are we doing the right thing, Tip? Getting involved in this, I mean. Like you said, we have things to do. What if we’re risking too much and we don’t survive to take down Aeyr?”

The satyr rubbed his stubbly goatee. “I was thinking about that. What finally decided me was something I imagined you saying to me. Something I’ve heard you say before. Why are we going after Aeyr? I know it started out as vengeance for you, but I don’t think it is anymore. Seems to me you’ve decided we’re doing what we’re doing, hunting Aeyr, because he’s a threat to everyone. The world needs him gone. This world.

“If that’s the case, then it’s the same thing we’re doing here right now. An entire nation of people who have been shit on almost as much as the taranji. Without the Song, they’re going to be overwhelmed and possibly wiped out completely. You won’t let that happen if we can do something about it, and neither will the rest of us.

“Besides, it’s all connected. Calynise was another of Aeyr’s minions, though I don’t think she had some corny name. Other than Guardian, but she already had that before dealing with Aeyr. It’s not too much of a stretch to expect that Jendawr has ties to Aeyr. So, yeah, if we want to be heroic and save people, I think we’re doing the right thing.”

“Huh. That’s actually a nice, logical argument. Thanks, man. When did you get so wise about all this stuff?”

“Meh, you know. My personal quest is to be a hero. Fake it until you make it, am I right?”

“So right. It’s what we do.”

His face broke in two with his signature goofy grin. “It’s what we do. Besides, it’s my personal motto to help save hot mermaids whenever possible.”

I put my head in my hands and let out an exasperated sigh. “Oh, Tip.”


Chapter
Fifty-Eight



My girls and I took up a large section of the cave chamber for sleeping that night. It started with me placing my bedroll, then Brin adding hers so they formed a double-sized makeshift bed. Keliana drifted over, setting hers so it was touching mine on the opposite side. Tyra joined in next, along with Dayra. Lirien squawked and jockeyed for a place with Sariel. Soon we had carpeted the location with bedrolls, on which all of my girls squirmed, settling in with me as the anchor.

At one point, Dayra’s tightly constrained breasts pushed against my face on one side with Lirien’s on the other as the two shared a slow kiss around my head. Tip rolled his eyes at me and Cea giggled, but that didn’t stop them from snuggling a few feet away from the rest of us.

Coralei watched it all unfold, a look of longing on her face. Eryfine, of course, huffed and gave us all a stink eye.

Nothing too serious happened, but needless to say, I didn’t need a blanket that night, with all those warm—and most definitively hot—bodies surrounding me. I woke without a backache, which was a surprise, and with the precision of a military unit, everyone ate breakfast, put the gear back into their storage containers, and prepared to depart.

Though we didn’t need to do so right then, we took more potions before leaving, knowing the current ones would wear off soon. Coralei was kind enough to renew the spell to keep our stuff from being waterlogged as well, though we left all our equipment that was unnecessary for the battle back in Nathiram.

The domain of the shark people lay to the northeast of the queendom. Jendawr’s lair was due east, almost directly south of the shark people. As we got closer, the light grew dimmer.

“You might not have noticed, but the ocean floor is slanting downward slightly,” Coralei said as we swam. “Jendawr’s home is not too much deeper, but the amount of light passing through the water will be less than you have become accustomed to. I expect the sunlight to hurt your eyes when you get back to the surface.”

I noticed she said when we got back to the surface, and not if. She likely did it for my—and others’ who may be listening—benefit, but I was satisfied she was at least trying to stay positive.

“I’ll gladly deal with that problem once we’re finished with this one.”

We passed through some deep-water forests of seaweed, extensive coral reefs, and rock formations that reminded me of some I’d seen when I visited Yosemite National Park. Fish and other denizens swam or crawled or in some other way propelled themselves, all oblivious to the danger and violence we were heading toward.

“It’s so beautiful down here,” I told the queen. “I’m glad I had the opportunity to explore it a little. It puts things a little more into perspective. Don’t worry, we’ll get the Song and you can ensure your people are safe so you can enjoy your life in this watery wonderland.”

Her dazzling blue eyes, bright even in the low light, peered at me and she smiled. I was so glad for it. I much preferred when she showed emotion, especially happiness, rather than the stoic and stern visage she showed us when we first met.

“My queen.” Irinia swam up to us and Coralei put a hand up to halt the troops swimming in loose ranks. The officers relayed the silent command and in seconds, all forward motion had stopped.

“Have you scouted ahead, Irinia?”

“I have. Amoria took my place up front so I could report what we have found. The way is almost suspiciously clear. We spotted a few monsters, mostly zoqash and jargul, but fewer than I expected. A shark man hid in the seaweed, but fled when I turned toward him. I can only expect that the enemy knows we’re here. If the shark people are working with Jendawr.”

The queen nodded. “That’s to be expected. We are at the edge of their territory. If there are large numbers of troops nearby, they may engage us, but it’s doubtful. Nothing worth protecting is nearby.”

“My thoughts as well. I estimate less than another hour, if my reckoning on the location of Jendawr’s lair is correct.”

“Thank you, Irinia. Be careful up there. Anything more than one or two monsters, return immediately.”

The redhead grinned and snapped a salute. “I will, My Queen.”

Half an hour later, Irinia returned and the assault force stopped again.

“There are more monsters than we’ve been seeing, though they move around normally,” the scout told the queen. “More concerning are the shark people. I spotted three groups of three or four each. Two were stationary but one was patrolling.”

“The sharks are involved with Jendawr, too?” Coralei asked rhetorically. “I thought Calynise’s words were fabricated and meant only to frighten us. By association, that would mean all of them are serving Aeyr, doesn’t it?” That last part was directed at me.

“Probably. Irinia, did you see any of the umbrenix? Those shadow creatures?”

She shook her head.

“Even if they are hidden,” Sariel said, “some will be present. Aeyr seems to have expended no little amount of effort to keep the Song where no one could reach it.”

I nodded. “Sariel’s right. I’m assuming that you’re going to want to take out some of these guards and patrols?”

“Of course.” Coralei gestured to Nyissa. “Captain, your people are the obvious choice. Please select small squads and clear the way for us.”

“One more thing,” I added. “I would like for one of us to be with each squad. Even if you have enchanted weapons, we’ve fought the umbrenix before and are accustomed to it. We all have the ability to hurt them, mostly from Tyra making weapons capable of doing the job. If one surprises a squad, it could wipe the squad members out and you won’t be able to touch them. In case you don’t know, Nyissa, any non-enchanted weapon goes right through them without damaging them, generally speaking.”

“So I have heard,” the captain said.

“Don’t worry, though. We’ll stay back and do whatever you tell us unless one of the shadows appears. We’re not stealth specialists…oh. Okay, none of us but Keliana is a stealth specialist, so we will do our best not to call attention to ourselves.”

“Thank you, Gar. You don’t know how irritating it is for others to join an operation when they don’t have the expertise to keep from ruining the mission. I see no problem in having one of you to guard us against those strange dark monsters.”

It only took a few minutes for the captain to assign squads to go out and hunt the sentries. I was assigned to one and Keli, Brin, and Tip filled out the other three teams. Coralei looked longingly as we prepared to leave.

“Wishing you could go?” I asked, already knowing what the answer was.

“I have this new weapon, custom-made for killing the shadows, but it’s unheard of for the queen to scout ahead like that. Not to mention impractical and dangerous. Still, I wish I could.”

I laughed. “I get it. For what it’s worth, I think Nyissa is feeling the same thing, judging by her expression. She’s too important to the command structure to go ahead of the rest of us like that. Don’t worry. You’ll get plenty of opportunities to use your new weapon. More than we thought, or you wanted. The presence of the sharks guarantees it.”

“Be careful. I’ll see you in a little while.”

“You will,” I said.

After hugs and kisses with Keli and Brin, and a solid fist bump for Tip, we split up into our squads and headed out to hunt shark people sentries.

Irinia was with my group, along with three of Nyissa’s special tactics soldiers. The Dragonfish. I thought it was a pretty cool name. The thought of working with what amounted to siren special forces made my head spin, even if I was just there to hang back and watch for umbrenix. How badass was that? Special forces mermaids. Even after all this time, sometimes this world took my breath away.

Not that all the soldiers with us were female, just most of them. Of the fifty, there were only three mermen. Some of that was due to the low percentage of men in general among the sirens, but it also said something about their society. Those with us were not only volunteers, but they were the top tier of the siren forces. More than half the soldiers in the entire army had volunteered, so Coralei had her pick of who would come. The simple fact was that siren women kicked ass.

Of course, all four of the sirens in my squad were drop-dead gorgeous. I was already well familiar with Irinia’s beautiful face and rocking body, but I half suspected the squad had been composed specifically to test my ability to withstand hotness. Vivia had black hair, Deema was a blonde with hair a bit darker than Irinia’s, and Ruiel was the stereotypical sex-goddess red-haired beauty.

The four sirens moved through the water so gracefully, I felt like a water buffalo trying to swim beside them. With the constant background sound of water and all in it moving, stealth consisted more of moving smoothly so as not to draw eyes or cause disturbances in the water that people and monsters could feel. The women in the squad excelled at that technique, though Irinia to a lesser extent. I hadn’t even seen them fight yet, and I was convinced they were the real deal.

As we’d discussed earlier, the squad leader Vivia motioned to me and then to a coral formation. I peeled away from the group to hunker down as they addressed something I hadn’t noticed. Once in place and watching closely, I saw the reason: three shark people on patrol.

It was the first time I’d seen this type of beastkin and, in fact, any kind of aquatic beastkin at all. Other than the sirens, of course, but I didn’t know if they could be called beastkin. Each of the sharks carried a simple spear, with one of them also wearing a sword hanging from a baldric made of some woven fiber instead of leather.

Their appearance was…surprising. All three had the heads of sharks, complete with gaping mouth and dozens, if not hundreds, of teeth. I wondered if they forwent the weapons at times to attack with their mouths. Being attacked by a shark wasn’t a pleasant thought anyway, but one that was intelligent and still ripped parts of the body off? Absolutely horrifying.

Two of the shark people had heads that looked like those of great white sharks, while the other looked more like a bull shark, brownish grey opposed to the dark upper part of the great white types.

The most pronounced difference between them, though, was their lower parts. One of the great white types and the bull shark type had legs, but they ended in fins instead of feet. The remaining one had the lower body of a shark, with a thick body tapering down to a tail with roughly similar-sized top tail fin and bottom tail fin. Other than those sharkish parts, the three were obviously men, have muscular humanlike torsos with no clothing on other than small shorts to cover their loins.

The trio moved easily through the water, but not nearly as elegantly as the sirens. It was the difference between powering through the liquid and gracefully slipping through it.

The sharks hadn’t noticed the sirens yet, my squad having moved into some seaweed that was in the path of the patrol. How the sirens had even known the sharks were coming, I had no idea, but the two groups were going to meet in a moment. I locked my eyes onto the sentries as they drew closer to the women.

The sharks got within range of the sirens, and the women exploded in a flurry of motion. Tridents suddenly punched into the patrolling shark soldiers, the shafts cutting through the water like the missile from a speargun. Two struck the body, but the other punctured the gills on the bull shark man.

The attackers weren’t done, though. With powerful thrashes of their tails, all four women were suddenly there among the sharks. Irinia was a few feet behind the other three women and by the time she completed a thrust with her trident, blood billowed out from all the sharks. The Dragonfish moved so quickly, I only registered the actions of Ruiel. Two smallish curved blades in her hands slashed repeatedly in two seconds, cutting at vital locations, including the throat and eyes.

Before the copious amounts of blood emptying out of the sharks’ bodies could inundate the women, they swam away, joining me where I floated with my mouth open.

It was so damn fast.

Vivia winked at me, swishing her blades through the water to clean the blood off them.

“Can I see one of those?” I asked her. She gave me a proud smile and flipped the knife in her hand before offering it to me, handle first.

I hadn’t seen their blades before, but as the others put theirs back in their sheaths, I realized why. The gear belts they wore were just full enough with compact pouches, slings, and even small vials, that they mostly kept the small knives hidden.

“Huh.” I examined Vivia’s knife. I’d seen blades like the one I held in my world. They were called karambits, a viciously effective close-quarters weapon originating in Indonesia. Curved like a cat’s claw, they were razor sharp inside the curve, with a wicked point at the end. The handle, also curved, ended in a ring that the wielder used to spin the weapon for different grips. They were used for tearing flesh, especially in vital areas.

“What?” Vivia asked.

“Oh, they have weapons like these in my world.”

“Your world?”

“Yeah. I’ll explain it to you later. You all moved so fast I didn’t notice, but do you spin them on the ring like this?” I performed a couple of basic flips with the weapon, finding that the blade moved more quickly through the water than I’d expected.

“We do. For very close fighting, these are our favorite weapons.”

I nodded. I hadn’t thought of it before, but the flipping of the weapons was similar to what Keliana did with her ring daggers. There were obvious differences since her blades were straight and the karambits were curved, but they were related.

I handed her weapon back and she slipped it into her sheath.

“Come on. We have the rest of our assigned territory to clean of the sharks,” she said with a feral grin. “I want to get the job done and get back before the others for bragging rights.”


Chapter
Fifty-Nine



To Vivia’s delight, we made it back to the main body of troops before the other squads, even if just barely. Less than a minute after we arrived, the team Keliana joined came back.

The catgirl was enthusiastic about the work. She beamed at me—once she released a small sigh that we’d gotten there first—and she swam to me while her squadmates joined their fellow Dragonfish.

“Did you see them use the knives?” She hadn’t even reached me yet before she asked the question, her eyes glittering.

I snatched her to me as she glided to a stop and kissed her surprised face.

“I did. I couldn’t wait to get back here and talk to you about it. Their techniques are similar to what you do with your ring daggers.”

“I know.” She squirmed in my arms, her body vibrating from her excitement. “Some of the strikes that utilize the curved blades make me a little jealous. I may ask Tyra if she can make some for me. So many possibilities…”

“What about Tyra?” the goblin asked as she joined us. She gave me a long kiss and squeezed herself in between me and Keli to do the same for the catgirl.

“Mmm,” the assassin said. “If I knew all I had to do was mention your name to get a kiss like that, I’d be saying it all the time.”

Tyra didn’t miss a beat. She smirked as she answered. “I’d rather you scream it out, if you know what I mean, but I do like to hear my name on your lips. In fact, I like anything of mine to be on your lips, or the other way around.”

Keli dove in and smooched Tyra’s green neck. “I was saying I wanted to talk you into making me some new weapons.”

“Those curved knives the Dragonfish use? Hells, yeah. I’ve already got some ideas. I can’t wait. When I get the time, I’ll make a pair especially for you. I think Tawny might like them also.”

Keliana mocked melting, even putting a hand on her forehead. “Oh, Tyra. My love. How I adore you. And yes, Tawny will fuck you raw if you give her knives that look like a claw.”

“I’ll write a list of how you can show me how much you adore me. Don’t expect the knives soon, but I’ll make them for you. You’re my favorite pussy, after all, though I think Tawny could definitely be a close second.”

“Damn, girls,” I said. “You’re making me feel left out.”

“Nope.” Tyra shared a look with Keli. “You’re always welcome to join us, Gar. You should know that.”

“I’ll try to remember.”

Brin’s and Tip’s squads arrived at the same time. The satyr swam toward us like his pants were on fire. “Keli, have you seen⁠—”

“The knives?” she asked, her excitement not diminished even the slightest from when I’d first talked to her about it several minutes before.

“Yeah. Awesome, right? You should bribe Tyra to make you some. I’m sure she’ll work for sex.”

Both women burst out laughing, leaving Tip scratching his head.

“Don’t worry about it, dude. They’re just ahead of you. That conversation started and concluded right after Keli got back. It’s nice of you to think of her, though. I did the same thing.”

He shrugged. “No one else I’ve ever seen uses knives with rings on them, so she came to mind right away. I pay attention to my friends.”

Keli surprised us all when she hugged the satyr, himself included. “That’s sweet, Tip. Thanks. How did your scouting go? Those Dragonfish are something else.”

“Navy SEALs have nothing on them.”

“Seals?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “They’re special forces in my world. Badasses, every one of them, like the Dragonfish. So, any of you see umbrenix? We didn’t.”

“My squad did not,” Brin said, slipping up beside me and side-hugging me.

“Nope,” Tip said.

Keliana shook her head. “Me, either.”

I knew there probably weren’t a lot of them, but if they weren’t out patrolling or guarding, that meant they were probably closer to where we were going, maybe with Jendawr itself. “Damn. I was hoping we could take them out before we get there.”

Coralei called us to her, and we joined the queen, her general, Captain Nyissa, and the rest of my friends.

“We’re clear,” Coralei told us. “Amoria is scouting up ahead. We’ll be moving out in a few minutes. I expect we’ll run into more concentrated troops. It’s obvious the sharks have a presence, so I would be surprised if we don’t have to cut our way through dozens of them before we can even get to Jendawr’s lair. I had hoped they relied on the dragon’s might alone.”

When Amoria returned, she was more subdued than I’d seen her before, with a stern, worried face. She saluted Coralei, the general, and the captain before giving her report.

“Shark people troops are arrayed in front of the entrance to Jendawr’s cave. At least a hundred of them, with some of their trained monsters. I couldn’t get close enough to see into the cave, but I expect there are more enemies inside. Not shark people, but other monsters. I don’t think Jendawr would allow the sharks in the cave.”

Coralei’s expression was what I expected. Her eyes radiated her worry and she bit at her lower lip. “Thank you, Amoria.” The queen turned to the rest of us. “This is our last opportunity to change our plans. If we engage the sharks, there might not be an opportunity to flee if things go badly. Are you sure there aren’t other enemies in the area, hidden in the seaweed or the folds of the land, perhaps in another cave?”

“I skirted the forces,” the scout said, “and found no evidence of others. They could be hiding in another cave, but I don’t think so. It feels like the sharks are a deterrent for a small group going into the cave. If they were expecting an assault by our full army, they would have fielded a larger group. They are probably nervous about using some of their troops here when there’s a chance our army might attack their city.”

I watched the captain as Amoria spoke. Nyissa didn’t seem to be too concerned. “Nyissa, I’m assuming you can take the sharks, even though they outnumber us two-to-one?”

“The Dragonfish prefer to avoid large scale head-to-head fights, but yes, we will tear through them as if they were tender kelp blades. Going into the cave is more in our area of expertise, though.”

“Understood,” I said, “but I expect there to be umbrenix in the cave, so my friends and I will need to go.” Scanning my friends and seeing their nods, I turned to the queen. “Coralei, we’re going ahead. If the sirens can at least cause a distraction, if not engage the shark troops completely, we can probably slip into the cave and see what we find there. If there’s an opportunity, Keli might be able to sneak in and take the Song without us having to fight Jendawr.”

“Don’t count on it. If Jendawr indeed was tasked with protecting it for Aeyr, she will have it near her at all times.”

I gave her a little shrug. “Then I guess we’ll have to kill her, and any other monster who is in there with her. But we need that distraction so the shark forces won’t follow us in and trap us between them and the sea dragon.”

Coralei glanced at her officers. Eryfine waved her questioning look away, but Nyissa spoke.

“We will ensure they are too busy to deal with the likes of you. I said we prefer to stay out of large scales clashes. We’re not going to mindlessly charge their ranks. You say distraction? We’ll distract them, soften them up and confuse them and close the noose around their necks. It’s too bad really…”

I raised an eyebrow. “What’s too bad?”

“That they don’t have necks. That noose analogy doesn’t work well.” The captain of the Dragonfish smirked at me. “What I mean, Gar, is that we will give you your chance to get to the cave. If you take some of my soldiers.”

“Nyissa, I don’t⁠—”

“Not many. How about the squad you worked with before. Irinia is an exceptional scout, though she’s not one of my specialists, and the other three are top-notch operatives. They can help with more than just fighting. Their skills will be a b⁠—”

“No!” I shouted so quickly and loudly that the captain had her hands on her knives and looked ready to defend herself. I patted the water in front of me. “Sorry. Please, don’t use the word you were going to use. I’ll explain it later.”

It was her turn for her eyebrows to go upward, but she relaxed her tense stance. “It better be good. Try not to do anything that makes me or any of my troops bare their blades. Training and reflex may cause you or someone else serious injuries simply from surprising us.”

“Sorry. I’ll try not to. As for what you were saying, I agree. I don’t want to take any of your troops, but three or four will help us a lot and won’t affect your number or efficiency much. Thank you.”

“We are set in this, then?” Coralei asked.

“It’s what my troops and I are here for,” Nyissa said. “To be honest, I expected there to be complications like this. There always are.”

“I agree,” Eryfine said. “I don’t like it, but we will not live long if we can’t get the Song.”

Coralei sighed. “Very well. Then I have one more stipulation. Gar, I’m going with you.”

Eryfine’s head snapped up and her eyes drilled into the queen’s. “You cannot.”

“I certainly can, and I will. I know what you’re going to say, Eryfine, and I appreciate it, but I can sense the Song, can lead Gar and the others right to it. Also, I might be able to assimilate it. If more sharks come, there are an abundance of monsters in the cave, or we need help to defeat—or even escape—Jendawr, we could use the power the Song will give me. I’m the only one who can do that.”

“But…”

“There are no buts. I’m going.”

Eryfine’s face was pale. “Then I will accompany you.”

Nyissa nodded, though I half expected her to say the same thing.

“Captain, I leave the decision to you. Would you like the general to command the troops or are you comfortable with doing it alone?”

Nyissa shrugged. “It’s only fifty sirens, and most of those won’t even need me to babysit them. We’ll be fine if the general wants to watch your back.”

“Then I will be honored to have you join us, Eryfine. Let’s discuss your plans, Nyissa, then get started with this. Before we are assaulted by common sense.”


Chapter
Sixty



The ocean floor was eerily still and silent, as if the entire sea was holding its breath. Small schools of fish still glided through the water, though fewer than usual. I scanned the terrain ahead of our little army.

A few more than sixty people, combining my own party of friends with the siren soldiers, we had come here for one reason: to get the sacred Song of the siren people. All that stood in our way was the presence of a larger shark people army and an unknown number of monsters. Oh, and a massively powerful sea dragon guarding the treasure.

No problem.

We passed through an abyssal plain area, consisting mostly of sand and rocks, which allowed a view of the rock formations ahead. Past the stone shapes, we found ourselves in a kind of sheltered valley. The blank ocean floor transformed into a muddle of jagged rocks softened by the moss growing on it, coral structures, and a small kelp forest.

Once within the space between the formations, we continued slowly until Coralei halted us. She gathered my group and the two officers.

“The sharks are up ahead. Scouts have taken care of the sentries, so they don’t know we’re here. The main body will set up and attack per Eryfine’s and Nyissa’s plan. Once they’re engaged, those of us who will go into the cave will do so, trying to keep from being noticed.

“There’s a large coral reef to the right. We will use it to hide most of our approach, but a few dozen yards of open terrain lies between the coral and the cave. Ideally, we won’t be noticed, or some of the sharks will come after us. It’s anyone’s guess what will be within the cave. We know Jendawr will be there, though how far into it we’re not sure. There may be another army waiting inside.

“We’ll try to take the Song by stealth, if possible. Fighting with Jendawr is the last option. One we’ll try hard not to have to use. May the blessings of the goddesses Euristeni and Auryana be with each of us. What we do here will save our people or doom our entire race.”

Nyissa gave her troops their commands and about half their number swam off in small squads, disappearing around obstacles or fading into the seaweed. After several minutes of waiting, the remaining troops and the officers glided forward to confront the sharks directly.

Coralei had Irinia lead us to where we could see the ranks of shark people, waiting fifty yards in front of the cave. We were hidden well enough in the rocks and seaweed that even should the shark soldiers look toward us, they shouldn’t spot us.

All at once, the sharks, who had been floating mindlessly, obviously bored, snapped their sharky heads in the same direction, directly in front of them.

It was showtime.

Just like the sharks I’d seen when we were hunting sentries, almost all of the troops had a trident or a spear. More than half also had swords, though I couldn’t see any ranged weapons. I wasn’t even sure they existed down here, though I thought spearguns would be a plus in a battle like this.

The shark officers barked commands, and the soldiers solidified their ranks, waiting for the sirens to get closer. Just when they were poised to charge, the other sirens who had flanked the sharks closed in, launching their tridents with the same skill I’d seen Vivia and her squad do it. Nearly as fast as the weapons flew, their throwers surged forward, their swords and—in the case of the Dragonfish—curved knives already out and ready to feast on the shark flesh.

From one second to the next, the scene changed from bored and calm soldiers biding their time to full-on battle.

I watched, fascinated to see underwater combat the way it was meant to be performed. It was graceful and agile, but also brutal. Swords, knives, tridents, and spears clashed and people died. Then the sirens started casting their magic. The spells ranged from beams of light or projectiles of water or stone to purely sound-based attacks that scattered small groups of the sharks with their force.

“Gar,” Coralei said, and my mind snapped into focus.

Right, we had a job to do. We unwieldy surface dwellers tried to keep up with the sirens among us, following Irinia and Coralei toward the cave. From the last of the cover, the coral reef probably sixty or seventy yards from the cave, we rushed across in groups of three so as not to provide too large a profile for the sharks to notice. I was in the last group with Sariel and Dayra.

I smiled at the scholar. I hadn’t had a chance to talk with her for a little while, something I needed to remedy. But not now. We took our turn and made it to the cave mouth. It was a legit yawning opening, a portal of darkness more than twenty feet wide and fifteen tall, with rough stone edges that looked capable of tearing skin. I huddled with the two women, looking back toward the fighting. No one had noticed us, not that I saw. With the billowing blood in and around the battlefield helping to obscure the battlefield, I hoped we were in the clear.

I turned my attention to the rest of our group. Vivia and Ruiel were already carefully scoping out further down the tunnel. The rest of us were against the tunnel wall, waiting for them to scout things out.

The large tunnel we were in was a typical cave passage, if an underwater corridor could be called typical. I was surprised at first how big it was, but then realized something. This was the home of a sea dragon. The beast probably needed every bit of the twenty-foot diameter of the passage to get through herself.

What the hell am I doing here? I thought. Going in to fight a fucking dragon.

The two Dragonfish came back. Black-haired Vivia gave us the scoop.

“The tunnel goes on for a while until it splits. Both forks have monsters. Not knowing what’s beyond, I don’t know which one to choose. I’m afraid we might have to clear both to even have a chance at stealth going forward.”

“How many and what type?” Coralei asked.

“That’s the good news. From what I could see, twelve in one, eleven in the other. They’re normal monsters, not the mutated ones. Belil, zakla, and a one girgosh. No shark people and none of those shadows. That we could see.”

I still wasn’t sure what all those monsters she mentioned were. I’d probably seen them, even fought them, but the names meant nothing to me. Coralei must have noticed the looks on my face and those of my companions.

“The zakla are the ones you need to watch out for. They are in the shape of a floating skull with dozens of eyes of different sizes and multiple spiked tentacles extending from the main head. Don’t confuse it with a glarcyk, which looks like a moving head of an octopus, which also has tentacles, but many of them have what looks to be leaves of trees or blades of seaweed growing out of them.”

I stared at her blankly.

“They didn’t say there were glarcyk, so the floating head things with tentacles, they’re zakla. Be wary. The thorns on their tentacles can cause paralysis, at which point they will attack you with their wide mouths full of prodigious teeth. They also carry venom, but one that will dissolve you from the inside out. They are fairly easy to kill, though. The other two types of monsters are straightforward. They will attack with spines and suckers, attempting to latch their mouths on you to chew chunks from you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, got it. Kill the zakla carefully, at a distance if possible, and the rest of them I can just attack normally.”

“That’s one way to say it,” Ruiel said dryly, winking at me while pushing some strands of red hair from her face. “Are we ready? Be aware that the noise of our fight may bring others. Be on your guard for additional monsters.”

I took out my triple stick and formed it into a modified trident, one end with the three tines and the other with a blade. Vivia watched as it changed shapes.

“That’s a neat trick,” she said.

“Yeah, it’s handy. I’m thinking I should sometimes transform my knives into those claws you carry. Maybe when we’re done with this you can teach me a few techniques with them?”

Her beautiful face split into a wide smile. “It’s a date.”

I chuckled. I hadn’t been trying to hit on her, but hey, I’d take it. Keliana and Tyra, both close enough to hear, laughed, and Tip shook his head. Cea wrapped her arms around him and peppered his face with kisses. It was nice to see the two of them interact, even if it wasn’t the best time for it.

But I needed to be thinking about other things right now. “Let’s do this.”

All fourteen of us—and a well-behaved furcan—surged into the chamber off the tunnel we were in. When I say surge, I mean that the sirens cut through the water like they’d been shot out of a cannon while the rest of us inefficiently paddled and kicked, being left behind from the very start. By the time I’d made it the twenty yards to get around the stone wall to see, five tridents were already on their way to the monsters gathered in the center of the room.

I took a few seconds to scope out our enemies. I’d only seen one of the three types of monsters, and it wasn’t that zakla type. The zakla were just as Coralei described them: an exaggerated skull shape, the size of a human torso, with a massive mouth at the bottom, dozens of eyes of different sizes that looked all too intelligent, and more than twenty tentacles with spikes or barbs on them. The appendages extended outward, waving like a fucked-up children’s picture of a nightmarish sun.

The monster I’d seen before was a fish…kind of. To me, it kind of looked like a piranha, but that may have just been the teeth. Blue and green, they were the size of a cocker spaniel with a huge head, eyes as big as a fist, and a mouth that wouldn’t surprise me if it unhinged and opened to a hundred twenty degrees. As if the teeth weren’t bad enough, the things had all those weird thick whiskers that catfish have, but some with fine hairs like cilia growing along their length, making the creatures look puffy and almost furry. They were also fast as hell, darting around like gigantic minnows.

The other type of creature, of which there were only two, was, quite frankly, scary as shit. With a human-sized body shaped kind of like a moth’s but instead of wings it had a tail and four arms, most of its body with the ever-popular tentacle like growths. Their heads comprised an empty maw with what looked like baleen within and bright blue glowing eyes above. Some sort of shroud, like a cobra’s hood, puffed out on either side of their heads like a kind of sail. The creepiest part? Their dark bodies had glowing lines that almost looked like runes all over their bodies, a radiant red on the internal sections and a bright luminescent blue along all its limbs and the tentacles protruding from the top of their heads.

“Shit,” Vivia cursed. “That other girgosh must have entered after we’d scoped the place out.

We charged the monsters, the sirens drawing their auxiliary weapons. That meant fangs for the Dragonfish and short swords for Coralei and Irinia. I had the privilege of being closest to one of the zakla, so I thrust the weapon at the monster. It evaded the strike easily, moving more fluidly in the water than I did. I didn’t waste the movement, though, using the momentum of the already moving weapon to spin the other side around to slash again. The creature didn’t expect that, apparently, because I cut off a few pieces of tentacles from the thing. I’d taken the opportunity to modify my trident to have sharp edges on the sides of the tines in addition to the points. Slashing worked well in these situations.

I don’t think it liked that. It whipped at least half a dozen of the spiky, rubbery appendages so quickly, it almost caught me. I used my trident to push myself away from it, laying down a small cut on its rugged skin. Damn water. If we were in air, there’s no way this thing would be faster than me.

It continued swiping its limbs at me, getting closer with every one as I swung my weapon at it and kicked frantically to swim away.

While I was busy with one of the zakla, Brin pelted the other uninjured one with her water spikes. The monster went into a frenzy, lashing its tentacles around as it made a beeline for the moonwisp. Before it could get to her, though, Sariel put herself into its path and then cut into the floating head thing with her sword.

But the swordmaster had underestimated just how fast and how pissed off the creature was. The bubbles from its tantrum obscured the entire area around it. Whether it was that or how damn fast it was, Sariel was struck by several of the spiky appendages. Some harmlessly pelted against her new armor, but one or two struck skin, including one that slapped her across one cheek, tearing it and, more importantly, applying its poison to her. Within seconds, her limbs locked up and she floated helplessly, until all that moved was her eyes. Watching the monster that had paralyzed her as it opened its mouth wide to savage her with its teeth.

Brin fired off another volley of the water spikes, but though it acted like the attacks hurt, it didn’t seem like the zakla was too injured.

Then Tip was there, somehow swimming fast enough with his hooves to put himself in between the zakla and the swordmaster. Her eyes flared, but she was unable even to speak. Tip, barely bigger than the frantic monster, wearing no shirt and short pants, yelled at the creature bearing down on him.

“Go swing your fu…freaking tentacles at someone else. You shall not pass!”

Corny as hell, but his actions were nothing but serious. He waited the two seconds it took the monster to shake off Brin’s attack and rocket toward him.

He evaded the thing. Not only that, but as it passed, somehow not striking him with its spikes, he laid down a beautiful slash that cut at least four of the bigger eyes in half, and went further into its body. Whether the power of the strike or the enchantment of the sword, or both, the satyr had damn near killed the thing.

Then a few of the tentacles latched onto him, tearing at his bare skin with their spikes, and his body froze as well. But he had delayed the creature long enough for Brin to get within range. Before Rex could even attack the zakla, she rammed her sword into the writhing monster all the way to the hilt. With an elegant acrobatic movement, she kicked it off her blade, turning a full backward somersault as it whooshed away from her and her two paralyzed companions. Cea showed up right then to help her drag the afflicted elf and satyr away from the battle.

Another zakla Coralei had injured was set upon immediately by Dayra and Lirien. Dayra’s staff was in one piece, nearly as long as the tridents, so she kept it busy, bashing at it and poking it as it tried to figure out how to get around the weapon. Meanwhile, Lirien slashed at it with her sword from the sides, harrying it and then backing off in turns.

Things were heating up. I said a little prayer to whatever god or goddess might be listening that our fight didn’t bring even more monsters to the battle. At least not until we put more of the current ones down.
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On their way to someplace a little safer than the middle of the battle with their two paralyzed charges, Cea and Brin ran into three of the fast fishy type of monsters. I was still dodging the tentacles of the zakla I’d slashed, but I needed to wrap that up to help the gremlin and my moonwisp. Rex hovered around Tip, ready to attack the fish, but Brin cast her Push spell to force the trio of monsters back from her. Meanwhile, I finally got the timing down on my opponent.

Though I didn’t think the zakla was all that intelligent, it had a rhythm it used. Groups of its appendages, when not reacting directly to an attack from me, moved in a certain order. No doubt, it was a learned behavior, a type of training or conditioned response, the way some of its feelers would probe and slash to set up a reaction it could take advantage of, immediately striking with tendrils on the other side of its body. The way it integrated those attacks with lunges with its teeth was respectable.

As long as its opponent didn’t solve the pattern. Which I now had. Tracking what others in the battle did through my peripheral vision, I put my newly learned information to use.

I likened the motions of the monster to a boxer, the way a fighter might use combinations to set up his opponent for a knockout blow. Except, you know, it was a skull-shaped monster with venomous tentacles instead of two hands in gloves.

Top left tentacles, bottom right, very top of the head, a half-spin with strikes from the left, the zakla came at me as it had several times before. Any thrusts or slashes I aimed at it the thing would slip, but it continued with its technique, its routine.

The thing was, the monster was faster than me, so my reactions could avoid most of its attacks, but only to a certain extent before time caught up with me. It hadn’t actually made contact with me yet—obviously, since I wasn’t paralyzed—but it had gotten damn close. I frantically pushed at it with my longer weapon, but that was no way to fight. It was time to go on the offensive.

Though juking and slipping attacks were harder in the water than in air, knowing the sequence gave me the extra edge I needed. A clockwise twist of my body, a downward slash with my weapon, a sidestep to my left, and a hard cut with the blade end of my trident would work perfectly. As long as the monster wasn’t smart enough to notice I had clocked it.

What the hell. This thing needs to finish one way or another.

I executed exactly as I’d planned it out in my mind, ending with a mass of tentacles separated from the thing’s body. Well, maybe not ended, because the final blow happened as something like two dozen eyes widened on the zakla’s ugly head. That’s when the triple-pointy side of the trident punched into said eyes and nearly all the way through its body—which was really its whole head anyway.

I tore the trident out of the thing as it released more blood than it seemed like it could hold. Once the barbs had mostly ripped free, I pulled the monster toward me and kicked it hard, tearing it the rest of the way off the tines as it floated away, all its appendages swaying in the water.

I didn’t have time to waste, so I didn’t bother seeing where the body went. I swam as fast as I could toward Brin and Cea. The two had pushed Sariel and Tip so they drifted to the cave floor behind them, allowing them to meet the advance of those freaky fish monsters.

The fish were way too focused on what they thought would be their next meal. I came upon them quickly, from their left sides. By the time they realized I was there, I’d skewered one and, with it still on my trident, swung the whole thing around and cut deeply into another with the bladed spike end of my weapon. To compound their failure, the uninjured one turned in a circle to see what had just taken out its friends, allowing Cea to close the distance and slash at the monster with her knuckle blades. The fish flipped around, its mouth going so wide I thought it could probably chomp Cea’s entire head off.

Then Brin thrust her sword into the twice-distracted fish monster. Just like that, the three were dead.

“Good work, Cea. You too, Brin. Are Tip and Sariel going to be all right?”

“They will. I will use my Soothe spell on them. It will not cure their ailment, but the paralysis is temporary and they will recover quickly. We will guard them.”

“Cool. Thanks.” I turned to see where I could help and found things mostly under control.

I jumped a little when I turned, finding Ruiel’s pretty face inches from mine, a thick lock of red curling around to caress my face. Why the hell don’t they tie that shit down?

“I was coming to help with the belil, but you took them down fast. There’s not much left for me to do.”

She was right. As I watched, Coralei tore her trident from the zakla she, Dayra, and Lirien had injured, using the motion to throw the zakla’s corpse away from her and to position her for her next move. Without a pause, she jetted through the water toward one of those human-sized, eerily glowing monsters while Vivia went toward the other.

Keli faced down the other piranha-looking fish monster—belil, Ruiel had called them. Though she was literally a cat in water, she moved with the grace I was used to seeing, somehow dodging the belil’s quick, jerking movements. It went after her like a dog, charging in to bite and backing away, though I had no idea how it did that with only a tail and all those weird tendril things. It was over quickly, the catgirl dodging a few attacks then actually heading off one as if she knew where the monster was going to be. Her ring daggers shredded the thing and that was that.

“So those big glowing ones are the girgosh?” I asked Ruiel, who didn’t bother charging in but nodded at my question. Deema was already fighting the girgosh Vivia was moving toward and Irinia had joined Coralei. All four women used their auxiliary weapons. For Coralei and Irinia, that meant a short sword; for the Dragonfish, it was those exotic knives they called fangs.

It was a foregone conclusion, one that quickly played out. The girgosh, it turned out, bled glowing red and blue fluid. I don’t know if it was simple luminescence or if it was some kind of magical thing. Either way, it made their deaths even creepier than they were when alive.

With all the monsters in the chamber we were in dead, the Dragonfish took up positions to watch for any other enemies while Irinia scouted the tunnel continuing out of the room.

It took Tip and Sariel a few minutes until their bodies thawed and they were able to regain their movement a little at a time.

“That was frightening,” the elf said to all of us. “I could see and hear and think, but I could not move or make any sound. I kept fearing that the paralysis would stretch to my inner organs and stop me from breathing. I thought I might die, even had the monsters trying to rend our flesh not reached us. Thank you for your help.” She turned to Tip. “Thank you, Tiporian, for so bravely putting yourself in the way of the zakla trying to finish me off. You saved my life.”

Tip shrugged. “You’ve saved me plenty of times. It was my turn, that’s all.”

“No. I have never put myself at great risk, as you just did for me. It was a truly heroic act and I will not forget. You have stated your desire to be a hero. I believe you have achieved your goal.”

Tip grinned, though his red cheeks ruined it a bit. Cea wrapped her arms around him and squeezed.

“She’s right, man,” I said. “You keep that up and they’re going to start putting statues of you up all over the place.”

When Irinia returned, she reported what she’d found. “There are a lot of tunnels that split from this one. Smaller, so I think this is the one we need to follow. Are we going to clear the smaller ones so we don’t get attacked from behind?”

Vivia nodded. “We should. My Queen?”

“Yes, I agree, though I don’t like being in here longer than necessary. It’s too much of a risk to leave the smaller ones unexplored. We must hurry, while still taking due caution.”

The squad leader scoffed. “This is where we live, in situations like this. Let us go a little ahead. Unless we face more at a time than we just did, it should go quickly.”

We did as the badass special forces siren squad commander suggested. Why wouldn’t we?

As we ghosted through several corridors, it became painfully obvious this wasn’t just some simple cave, but an entire complex of shafts and chambers. The main tunnel remained wide and tall enough for three of us to travel it side-by-side, but we didn’t. Instead, when we were in it, we slinked near the walls.

The scouting sirens took down more than half the monsters we came upon, with no need for the rest of us to concern ourselves with them. The remainder, where we had to help, weren’t that tough. By the time we headed down the main corridor, with no other side passages left to check, I’d learned how to identify some of them.

The zoqash were the tadpole-looking monsters I’d seen before. Glarcyk, as Coralei had said, looked like an octopus’s head or an elongated skull with fern or palm frond type things dripping off the edges of their main bulk. Seriously, they looked like someone had chopped the head off a D&D mind flayer and the thing had learned how to swim.

Then there were the jargul, which were so completely adorable I was glad I hadn’t had to fight any. With big, pleading eyes and a body like a puppy—if the puppy had webbed fins for paws and sail-like ears—with a beautiful combination of blues and greens complemented by some lighter colors splashed on their webbing, they were apparently not very aggressive. But the others took a few down anyway. They were still the enemy and “not very aggressive” wasn’t the same as being peaceful.

Vivia herself scouted ahead of us, the sirens taking turns with being point. She didn’t mince words when she spoke.

“This is it. Up ahead, beyond a couple of turns, the tunnel tips upward. I couldn’t see well because the water ends, but it looks like a massive cavern full of air. I think I glimpsed what has to be Jendawr. There’s no way to emerge from the water without being discovered. We have only this chance to turn back.”
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“It’s a good thing,” I said. We’d backed up a little in the tunnel to discuss what we did next. “If the cavern is in the air, most of us will be more effective. Why would the sea dragon be in a cavern with air, though?”

Coralei’s eyes flicked to the part of the tunnel Vivia had just returned from. “Treasure, most likely. The myths of dragons keeping hoards of valuables have some basis, at least as far as I’ve heard with sea dragons. Gold and jewels may get wet, but other types of treasure don’t do well staying in salt water indefinitely. Rumors abound that dragons often collect books, as they are interested in all types of knowledge.”

“If they’re that smart, maybe we can negotiate with her,” I said.

The sirens all shared looks that made me feel like I had said something profoundly stupid, but they were polite enough not to comment.

“If we are all agreed to see this through, there is no reason for delay,” Coralei said. “Waiting will not make the situation better.”

The surface of the water in the air-filled cave shimmered above us, the indistinct silhouettes of figures above waiting for us to emerge. The cavern sloped like a beach and as our heads broke the dividing line between water and air, we switched from swimming to walking, the sirens’ tails splitting and forming into legs.

Before anything else, my eyes found the creature I had heard spoken about so much, but that I knew little about.

In a word, Jendawr was magnificent. My breath hitched as I caught sight of her, sitting calmly, her own orbs taking us all in. The glowing plants, some kind of aquatic moss I thought, gave off a cool light with a slightly yellow tinge. The illumination reflected off the kryrgish’s eyes, bigger than my head, and for a moment I got lost in them. Ice blue, with a band of color changing gradually from orange at the center to a nearly-white, pale yellow before being encompassed by the azure color. Starbursts radiated outward and the vertical pupil in the center was a fat slit that promised doom to all who opposed the beast.

Fifty feet long, about eight in diameter, Jendawr more resembled Chinese dragons than the typical European ones that littered fantasy novels. Sinuous and slinky, the kryrgish had thick scales of differing colors, from a light grey on the front of the body blending to a golden shine, with reddish orange mixed in. Instead of the wings I expected, appendages with individual fins extending out like fronds on a fern stem flicked in the humid air.

Though the chamber was massive, it felt crowded with such a large beast sitting in front of us. I barely noticed the rough natural walls, as even simple movements by the kryrgish were significant, and possibly deadly. She had all my attention.

Massive claws flexed and tore furrows in the stone below the dragon as she wobbled her head, the flowing tendrils—or soft spikes—attached there stretching and giving the movement a sense of a woman shaking out her hair. When her snout split and she spoke, I could do nothing but blink.

“You have come for the gem, little queen?”

Her voice was pleasant. More, it was pleasing. The kind that I could listen to for hours, if she were a narrator for an audiobook or a lecturer. Hell, with that voice, she could have been reading the damn phone book and it would have seemed interesting. Soothing, confident, and—somehow—kind. I wondered if the dragon had some sort of mind magic she used to mesmerize.

Coralei, confident herself, dipped her head to the monster. “Great Jendawr, Lady of the Ocean, it is an honor to meet you, to see you with mine own two eyes.”

“Do not play coy with me, siren. Did you think I was so isolated I did not recognize you were skulking about my caverns, killing those lesser creatures who inhabit this place, occasionally proving useful to me? Time is not so precious to me as to you of stunted lifetimes, yet I desire not to squander it for no good reason. This is what you search for?”

The dragon pointed a claw toward the edge of the chamber. A small rock formation stood there, like it had grown up from the floor, resembling a plinth. On it was a glowing transparent gem, almost the size of my fist. That wasn’t the most surprising part, though. Nestled alongside the sea dragon’s bulk were other creatures, more or less of the same form as Jendawr, but smaller. They were not quite a quarter the size of the kryrgish, eight to ten feet in length and their bodies less than three feet in diameter.

A lump formed in my throat and dropped deeper, making me feel like I might choke. It was never good when a beast or monster had offspring nearby.

“Please,” Coralei said. “There is no need for us to squabble. I only want what is mine by right. What was stolen from me.”

“Stolen? Is not Calynise one of you, duty bound and entrusted to protect the sacred item of your religion?”

“She was a betrayer, stealing it from its rightful place, where she had a sacred duty to keep it safe for my use when I ascended the throne. Please give me back my family’s property.”

A great booming laugh emitted from Jendawr. “Tch-tch-tch. So disappointing…and typical. You should be more aware of whom you trust, little queen. But that is not important. Truly, I would cast the thing off as a bauble, if I were not bound by agreement to secure and protect it. I am afraid you cannot take it.

“I have watched your kind for hundreds of years. You seem more pleasant than the sharks outside my cave. I hold no grudge against you, but you will not take my treasure. Unfortunately, I will have to kill anyone who tries. I will allow you to turn and leave.” She cocked her head and shadows around the edges of the chamber moved inward, presenting a half circle in front of us. “Though these creatures are apparently eager to destroy you, I will not attack if you retreat. This is your only opportunity to leave alive.”

I eyed the umbrenix. Four of them were the modified kind, the underwater umbrenix with the webbed hands and feet, while the other six were the more familiar kind, humanoid bundles of shadow stuff with spikes protruding from them in random places.

Jendawr glanced down at her young, squirming around alongside her as if they were trying to get warm. “Take my mercy and go. If you…” she trailed off and her eyes flicked to her left. Without so much as a wind-up, she slashed through the air with her claws at great speed.

Keli appeared suddenly, frantically jumping out of the way of the claw, succeeding in dodging it. Barely. She wore frustration on her face as she retreated.

Oh, Keli, I thought. This is not good.

I didn’t have time for more introspection. As one, the umbrenix came forward, as did all four of the younger dragons. While they charged, I scoped out where my companions were.

Shit. This is going to be a mess.

“Leave the umbrenix to those with enchanted weapons,” I shouted, solely for the benefit of the sirens. I’d mentioned it before, but it bore repeating. I’d found the members of the elite Dragonfish contingent to be supremely confident and didn’t want them to…

Damn it!

While the other sirens engaged the young kryrgish, Deema went straight for one of the shadows. I launched myself at my own umbrenix, two that happened to emerge from the dark spots in the room near me. I only saw the Dragonfish slash at the monster with her fangs, the weapons pass harmlessly through it, and then a claw swiping out at her. She mostly evaded it, but one nail caught her on the upper arm and sliced a few inches of her flesh.

I could only hope she backed away or one of my friends with an enchanted weapon went to help her. I had my own enemies to deal with.

My two umbrenix didn’t waste any time in rushing me, both swinging claws at me in typical fashion, chest height and from the sides.

I slipped a limb, shifting to my left to go under the attack and away from another claw coming at me from my right. Pushing on the shoulder of the monster that missed me with my right hand, I drew my knife with the left and rammed it into the shadow’s torso. Its limb tangled up with the other umbrenix and I twisted around the injured enemy’s body, thrusting my knife and siangham—which I drew half a second after I’d left contact with the shoulder—repeatedly. I finally reached around and slashed the shadow’s throat from behind as I cleared the body, ready to fight its companion.

It tried the same old tired technique of hitting me with wild, brutish swings of its arms, claws curved to tear my flesh. It must not have gotten the memo about me. I expected at least a weapon, maybe a little armor, that it pulled out of its body, but nope. It was like the good old days when the umbrenix had no training, no weapons, and mindlessly engaged in aggressive offense, not even worrying about defending.

Good enough.

I parried its spiky arms, even stopped its momentum with a hard block as it slashed downward diagonally at me. Then I rammed my siangham into where its eyes would be if I could see them and at the same time punched my knife into the side of its head. The monster dropped without a sound.

Taking a few seconds to gauge what was going on around me and to form my trident, I wasn’t too disappointed. The sirens had congregated where the four young kryrgish were, with Coralei and Sariel near them, fighting with the umbrenix to keep them away from the other women. Scattered pockets of my friends were also putting the weapons Tyra had made them to use. The umbrenix that was trying to kill Deema was down, the shaft of an arrow sticking out of its head. It looked like things weren’t going too badly.

Then a massive claw entered my field of vision and I realized I was mistaken. Now, Jendawr herself had entered the brawl.

For something the size of a Greyhound bus, the sea dragon was very precise in her movements. Slithering around the chamber, she lashed out precisely, attacking individuals without putting her offspring in danger. The rage in those huge eyes didn’t diminish the skill with which she protected her young with calculated strikes.

Though from her speech she obviously didn’t care for the umbrenix, even they were safe from her rampage. I swallowed some bile, thinking of how she would react when there were fewer of her allies. I’d been told that, like many of the myths I’d heard of their land-based cousins, sea dragons had breath weapons.

But that was a concern for later. Now it was time to figure out how to meet the threat of a pissed off sea dragon using its claws. Normally, taking out the minions was a good idea, but if we cleared the battlefield, then Jendawr wouldn’t have to hold back.

An arrow ricocheted off the sea dragon’s neck, barely missing the huge eye Tip was obviously aiming for. I couldn’t blame him for the missed shot. The monster moved like lightning.

An enormous claw shot toward Vivia as she was slashing at one of the young dragons with her sword. She only had time for her eyes to widen and to start twisting before it struck. Sariel, standing nearby, dove at the squad leader, body slamming the woman just as the monster’s talon slashed. Both women fell toward the ground, but caught an off-center blow from the claw. The force was enough to throw both of them clear, hitting the cave floor and rolling several feet before stopping.

Vivia shook her head, her eyes unfocused. Sariel had been the one to take the brunt of the attack. The elf groaned and pushed herself to her feet. The backplate of her armor looked like it had taken a cannonball, stoved in by the blow. If she hadn’t been wearing the enchanted armor she got in Tergalidon, she might have been crushed to death.

Thankfully, Jendawr was more concerned about her young than in finishing the job with Vivia and Sariel. The dragon didn’t bother going after the women, but targeted Ruiel and Irinia instead, since the two sirens were still engaged with the smaller kryrgish.

One of the young dragons lay on the cave floor, blood leaking out of it from several serious wounds. Irinia and Ruiel backed off, letting Jendawr check on her offspring. The rage in the adult sea dragon’s eyes did not bode well. She drew in a deep breath, a massive rumbling from the center of her body sounding almost like an earthquake.
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“Breath weapon!” I shouted. “Take cover.”

Every one of my allies, including Rex, moved quickly to get behind the odd rock formations and corners of the awkwardly shaped chamber. For a change, my fellow land-based friends made it to relative safety before the sirens.

No sooner had I dived behind a squat boulder that seemed to have grown up from the chamber floor than Jendawr let loose with a blast of superheated water like the stream from a firehose. It steamed and as she sprayed it near me, I could feel the temperature change. A few gallons of it splashed over the rock onto me and it felt like I was dissolving.

I have no shame at screaming in pain, only finding out later it was only the temperature and the pressure that made the attack dangerous. It wasn’t acid and I wasn’t truly melting. I just felt like it.

A few other yowls of pain sounded in the cavern, but I thought they were from splashes like mine. If someone had been hit squarely with the attack, those screams would have been cut off, no doubt. It was that powerful.

The damn umbrenix didn’t even bother to move, except to chase us at what seemed a leisurely pace. The breath weapon must not have truly been magical because it went right through them. Now we had to deal with both the possibility of being cooked and cut with high pressure water as well as fighting the shadows. The hell with fighting the young kryrgish. None of us were stupid enough to be out in the open.

At least, so I thought.

Our combat had shifted and now we fought umbrenix in small pockets, hiding in case Jendawr started spraying again. For now, she seemed to be preoccupied by checking on her injured offspring.

It almost seemed like a good thing when three more umbrenix came at me behind my boulder. Two were the normal types, with the other being the aquatic variety. Like before, there was not a weapon among them. Stupid asses.

I was not happy with the shitshow our mission had become, so when the three shadows of Aeyr came at me, I took a quick look back toward Jendawr, found her still preoccupied with her young, and tore into them.

I had broken my trident down and now held my chain knives. Surrounded by the three umbrenix, I did the logical thing.

I attacked.

Going in low toward the aquatic shadow, I dodge one umbrenix’s slash at my head while twisting to slip just out of reach of the other one bringing its arms together like it was trying to clap with me in the middle. The fish-shadow didn’t move as smoothly as the normal monsters in the dry air, so it was barely any trouble at all to slash at one arm while ramming my other knife into its chest. I continued forward, spinning and tearing the blade from its torso, only to plunge it into the center of its back while bringing the other one around and slamming its point into the back of its head at an upward angle from where the neck met the skull. If umbrenix had skulls.

It was effective enough, dropping the first of three. I kicked its body toward another of them and charged the third. This time, I pushed both the monster’s arms outward as I landed a flying knee strike into the abdomen of the unlucky shadow, bending it in half.

Before the one I pushed the body into recovered, I slashed at my current adversary six times with the wide, curved blades of my knives. Both upper arms, one side of the throat than the other, then both sides of the back of the neck. With that last savage slice, the shadow’s head left its body, and both dropped to the cave floor.

That left only the one, which came at me aggressively, swiping its claws at me.

“I’m sick of your caveman bullshit,” I told it, then proceeded to block its claws with my knives. The edges of my blades. We passed each other, then spun to face our opponent again. The difference was that most of the fingers and claws of both the shadow’s hands were now missing, sliced off in our exchange.

The monster raised its hands. If it had visible eyes, I’d say it was looking at its ruined claws. It was hilarious to me, but I was in no mood to stand and laugh at it. While it was momentarily stunned, I went sewing machine on its ass, punching my knives repeatedly into it, starting with its upper abdomen and moving up until I’d perforated its chest and neck and then finally sank my weapons hilt deep into its face. At which point it teetered and fell.

I tore my knives out and disregarded it, instead looking around to see how my friends were doing.

Just at that moment, the tide turned once again.

A scream of anguish that felt like it was bursting my eardrums reverberated in the cavern.

“My child!” Jendawr screamed. “You killed my child. You will all follow him in death.”

Another deep inhalation replaced her voice, and I knew we were in deep shit now.
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Keli could have told those Dragonfish what would happen if they killed the smaller sea dragons. In fact, she tried to do so, but those women were used to going for the kill at all times. Just like most assassins she’d known.

When Jendawr stopped her pursuit of Sariel and that mermaid to take care of her child, it had been their chance to escape. Instead, the crazy dragon had sprayed boiling hot water everywhere. Were it not for her agility and speed, Keliana would have been cooked alive. One positive thing it did, though, was to distract everyone in the room Everyone but the sole catgirl assassin. The sea dragon, all Keli’s friends, the other small dragons, even the umbrenix. It was in chaos that Keliana Artuxis shone, and this situation was no different.

It didn’t take long for the small dragon to die. She kind of felt bad about that, though she had no hand in killing it. Using the time wisely, she activated her magic and slunk around the dragon—who was too preoccupied with her small one to sense her again—to the place she’d been trying to get to since they entered the cavern.

The plinth with the gem of the Song on it.

Just as she wrapped her hand around what they’d came there to get, Jendawr lost her shit. Her child had died and if the look in her huge eyes was any indication, no one would be leaving the cavern alive.

The sea dragon inhaled mightily, so much air rushing into her body that Keliana felt herself being sucked toward the monster. It was now or never. If Jendawr started spraying more of that superheated water, they were all fucked.

She sprinted around the sea dragon toward Coralei, dropping her stealth magic when she was twenty feet from the queen.

“Coralei!” Before receiving an answer, Keli threw the gem to the siren, hoping to hell she would catch it and the thing wouldn’t shatter on the stone floor.

Coralei snatched it out of the air, closing her eyes as it made contact with her palm and singing at what seemed like double the normal speed.

All while Jendawr still sucked in air.

The sea dragon noticed the siren too late, huge monster eyes growing bigger and her snout turning toward the queen to destroy her with her breath. But as Keli watched, the gem dissolved, leaving Coralei with empty hands. Yet the tanned siren also smiled.

A burst of sound came into being just as Jendawr had finally opened her mouth wider to release her boiling breath.

Time seemed to stop. Keli blinked, seeing the water rocket out of Jendawr’s mouth, straight for Coralei. But something came from the queen’s mouth, too. Something visible, tangible. The song that accompanied it brought tears to Keli’s eyes even as it assaulted her ears.

Then everything sped up again and the visible wall of force from Coralei’s song sped forward, catching up and completely swallowing the dragon’s breath. But then it kept going, slamming into Jendawr, physically picking her up and flattening her against the wall of the chamber.

Incredibly, it left the young dragons untouched, even the corpse of the one that had died.

Jendawr screamed in pain and collapsed to the cavern floor. Her head lolled, the dragon too weak to even move it properly.

No one and no thing moved for what seemed like minutes. Then Coralei stood up straighter, addressing the prone sea dragon.

“There is no reason for this to go on,” Coralei said to Jendawr. “We are sorry for the death of your child, but we acted only to defend ourselves. Please, allow us to leave without attacking us and we will do so. The gem is beyond your grasp now.”

Jendawr shifted, strained to rise, but could not. “You understand nothing, little queen. Aeyr is not so forgiving. He will be furious I have lost the gem, and he will have his retribution. I, and my remaining offspring will be destroyed.”

“You could join us. Gar here, and his companions, have made it their quest to destroy minions of Aeyr wherever they are found. They intend to take the fight to the demigod himself. Your power, added to our own, would be formidable indeed.”

“My children.” Jendawr sighed, the pain evident in her rumbling voice. “Those remaining, they are tools to him, to be used to bring me under control. I might be able to withstand the entire army of the shark people, along with some of Aeyr’s shadows, but if only one got to my babies…”

Keli’s heart ached at that. It sounded too much like what another of Aeyr’s minions had done with her family.

Gar, somehow now right next to Coralei, pulled her close and whispered into her ear. The sea dragon looked at the two quizzically, still trying to regain her feet through her weakness.

“I could give you a solemn oath,” Coralei said, “as the queen of the sirens. We could bring them nearer our city, a nice cave where they will be safe within the ward I will create with the Song. Aeyr wanted it kept from me for a reason. While it is not powerful enough offensively to attack him, the defensive wards are strong. I don’t believe he or his minions could get through them. With your offspring safe, you could do as you pleased. Or you could stay with them. Even if you do not join the fight against Aeyr, you could live safely within the area of the magical protection of my queendom.”

Jendawr’s big eyes swayed from her three remaining younglings to lock onto Coralei. “You would offer me sanctuary even if I did not fight on your behalf? You would trust that once within your protection, I would not rampage and kill your people?”

Coralei gave a little shrug. “My mother told me tales of kryrgish, of their honor and fairness. She told me that when they are older and settled, they want only to be left alone to do as they will. You have lived near my queendom for many decades, even centuries, yet you have kept to your home and caused no trouble for those who did not introduce it. It is clear how much you care for your babies. I and my friends despise the use of innocents as leverage.” She cast a glance at Keliana. “Some of us have experienced it firsthand.

“So yes, if you give your word you would harm none of my people, I offer you whatever cavern you may find that suits you within my realm, where you and your children will be safe.”

The dragon bowed her head to Coralei, her eyes flicking back to the smaller dragons. “I give you my word I will not harm any who do not attempt to do damage to me or my offspring. Perhaps if it is possible, I will join in your futile fight against Aeyr. Know, though, that my babies come first, in everything.” She leaned over and licked one of the young dragons, one that had several bloody slashes between its scales.

“Then we have an accord,” the queen said, giving Jendawr a tight smile.

“If I may,” Brin said. “At least one of your offspring is injured. May I heal him?”

Jendawr focused her gaze on Brin. “That color. You are a servant of Auryana?”

“I am. Brinawynn Tolsen is my name.”

“I revere the goddess, though I have not felt her presence for some time in the tides.”

“She is…indisposed. We are trying to remedy that as well. However, I have the strength and the ability to heal, if you would allow me.”

“I thank you, Brinawynn Tolsen, moonwisp of the Mother. I accept your offer graciously. The wounds are not critical, but it is difficult to watch my children in pain.”

After several minutes of healing, the pain in the young dragon’s eyes cleared. He nuzzled Brin, nearly knocking her down with the inadvertent force. A gurgling sound emitted from his mouth.

“He thanks you, though he cannot speak human language as of yet.”

“You are very welcome,” Brin told the dragon, petting him on the snout.

The other two didn’t need healing, so Brin went to each of her allies, remedying any injuries they’d gotten.

Finally, all were all fit to leave. Though it would probably be a while until Aeyr would find out what happened, with all his shadows being killed in the cavern, Gar and Coralei decided it would be better to bring Jendawr now rather than later.

“What of the sharks positioned in front of my cave?” the dragon asked, a bite in her voice that told Keli she didn’t care for the arrangement to begin with.

“They should have already been taken care of.” Coralei traded looks with Eryfine. “We left the bulk of our force out there to fight. I expect the sharks are all dead or have fled.”

Jendawr nodded slowly. She was able to move around, but was still weak from what Coralei had done to her with the Song. “Might I take the time to pack some of my things? I have not the means to store or convey them, but if I am not mistaken, the sharks had several sleds they used to move supplies.”

Coralei didn’t seem to be in too big a hurry. “Of course. I will check on my soldiers and then we will help you gather them. If you have no means for waterproofing your items, my magic can aid in that.”

As it turned out, there were several “sleds” available. They looked basic enough, like a very large sled for use on snow, with staked sides items could be stacked within and tied down.

Nyissa explained. “They use a common technology down here, a simple water magic that adjusts the density and buoyancy of the sled and cargo, making the entire thing stay at the desired depth. With the leads, one or two people can tow the fully loaded sled easily. We use them to move supplies, though the Dragonfish usually prize speed and stealth more than the convenience of bringing piles of items we shouldn’t need to begin with.” The leader of the elite forces winked at Gar.

With what Keli could only guess were piles of treasure secured to the sleds, the sirens, surface dwellers, and rare kryrgish headed back toward Coralei’s realm.
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Irinia led the group to a cave system she knew. It was situated at the base of the insular shelf of Erutev Island, midway between the cities of Zerun and Kryctos.

“It’s well within the queendom’s borders and it should be large enough to suit your needs,” the scout told Jendawr as we arrived at the main cave mouth going into the system. “I don’t know if it’s inhabited. It wasn’t the last time I explored a little of it, more than a year ago.”

It was surprising how easily everyone transitioned into having the huge sea dragon as an ally. Irinia spoke to her easily, without any of the fear the very name Jendawr had engendered in most of the sirens previously. Maybe it was just an act, pretending to be tough and in control, but if it was, the scout did a damn good job of it. She seemed more comfortable than when she spoke to me.

“I am not concerned with any current occupants. I have my ways of communicating my displeasure at others’ presence.”

Coralei turned her head toward the dragon, her face conflicted. I got it. Starting their relationship with an argument was probably not the best idea, but neither was showing timidity.

Jendawr chortled, a sound much like an underwater landslide. “I read your discomfort, little queen. Fear not, I will not go through and slaughter whatever may be within. I am not averse to allowing other creatures to live in the caves as well. I’ll need servants, after all. Otherwise, you might be surprised at how effectively I can intimidate even the strongest of beasts. Or perhaps you would not be surprised. I will resolve whatever situation I find in the cave in the spirit of our agreement. Know, however, that if any beast attacks my children, they will be destroyed immediately.”

Coralei dipped her head slightly. “That is fair.”

As it turned out, there were a few monsters in the cave, though their nests didn’t look very old. All of them, upon seeing or sensing the dragon, fled, streaming out of the opening to find another place to live. One less scary than living with a kryrgish and her young.

Coralei had already explained how the entire area was dotted with caves, many of them unused. The monsters being displaced would be fine. We’d left Calynise’s home abandoned, so some of them might find their way there. The entire situation was crazy to me. Helping a big monster move in and evict smaller monsters, with me feeling slightly sorry for the latter. What the hell has my life come to?

A quick exploration of several tunnels and chambers had Jendawr nodding her huge head. Her eyes sparkled in excitement. The thought brought a smile to my face. I wondered how fast those babies grew.

“This will do nicely,” the dragon told Coralei. “I appreciate your aid.”

“I wish we could have come to an agreement before the violence and your…loss,” the queen said. “I will notify the nearby cities and, in fact, the entire queendom that you are here. Warn them upon pain of your displeasure and all that entails they are not to disturb or molest you or your offspring.”

“Yes, good. You may, if you desire, visit occasionally. You or your agents. It would be good for me to know of your queendom and what surrounds my new home.”

“I will see to it.” Coralei smiled. “I would like to see your children as they grow.”

We prepared to leave, but Jendawr had one more thing to say.

“Gar, are you indeed Kael Serus?” We’d introduced ourselves to her once we became allies, and she had no problem remembering all our names.

I shook my head. “I’m not, just look like him.”

“You do. I have seen many statues, even as they were first created, though I’m not quite old enough to have met the hero. You will really confront Aeyr the All-Consuming One?”

“I will. My friends and I, perhaps a few others. He needs to be stopped for good this time.”

The sea dragon scratched her scaled chin with her claws. “Interesting. Perhaps after I have settled here and no longer fear for my children’s safety, I may decide to join you in some small part of your quest. I look forward to seeing you again and hearing of your efforts.”

“It will be a privilege.” I gave her a little bow. “I would also like to see these young ones as they grow up.”

As before, we camped in another of the hidden caves the sirens maintained for the purpose. After getting to sleep early and even sleeping later than normal, we set out to arrive at the capital city of Nathiram before noon.

Neither the sharks nor waves of monsters had attacked any of the cities, which was a relief. While receiving reports from her captains, Coralei had sent criers out to inform the populace she would speak to them all in a few hours. Time passed quickly and the next thing I knew, I was standing on a stage with my companions. It was a huge platform at a height of a hundred feet or so from the city’s ground level, affording us a spectacular view of not only the structures of Nathiram, but also the surrounding terrain.

I stood self-consciously as the queen informed everyone of the betrayal of Calynise, the battle with the sharks, and the agreement with Jendawr. If people’s faces were excited and shocked at that, they were doubly so when she told them she had been successful in finding and assimilating the Song.

“For the first time in many decades, you are to witness the very effect for which the Song was created: the barrier. Behold.”

Coralei had consulted the records passed down by the royal family and, though she’d never cast it before, she was confident she could manage the spell. Apparently, the magic of the Song included an instinctual understanding of how to wield the powerful magic, as she had done so magnificently on short notice against Jendawr. She raised her hands and began to sing.

As with many of the uses of voice magic I’d seen and heard, the sound coming from the queen’s mouth wasn’t necessarily language or words, something I’d only recently learned. I felt them more than heard them, but something deep in my gut told me the pure magical notes were more akin to complex humming than to incantation. In the end, it was the result that mattered, and the result was astounding.

From the center of Coralei’s chest, a glowing light emerged and expanded. As it got bigger and bigger, the shimmering walls of the bubble grew to encapsulate her, then all the people around her, then continued out over the entire city. Even then, it didn’t stop. Soon, the wall of magical force spread out beyond what I could see.

That it would eventually cover the entire queendom, including all six cities and the territories around them, was enough to make my head spin. I waited, along with everyone else, silently as the queen’s song kept going. It was the same, for the most part, but also had slight variations as it progressed. Finally, she ended on a long, pure note. As soon as she closed her mouth, she slumped, her shoulders and tail sagging. I caught her before she fell to the platform or floated away.

“Are you okay?”

She gave me a tired smile. “I’m tired, that’s all. It was quite a lot of magic I channeled.”

I chuckled and continued to support her for a few minutes, until she patted my hand and “stood” on her own, minute movements of her tail keeping her in position. Taking her regal posture again, she spoke to the gathered sirens.

“It is done. The magic, once in place, will remain until I rescind it or I no longer live. We now have nothing to fear from the sharks or monsters. They will not be able to enter our realm unless they have great magic and even if they do, it will take time to breach the barrier. Time enough for our army to respond. Effective immediately, we will organize the return to your homes.”

The gathered sirens cheered, embracing each other and shouting “For the queen!” Coralei returned to me and I put an arm around her, both to support her and to congratulate her.

“That’s got to be a relief,” I said. “The queendom is safe.”

“It is. Let’s return to the palace. I need a little rest and then we will see to opening your book. It’s past time for me to do something for you.”

I watched Dayra on our way back to the palace. With everything else going on, I hadn’t interacted much with her since we’d been underwater. I didn’t think she felt neglected, though. She and Lirien had been friends—with benefits, no less—for a lot longer than I’d known her. Still, what we’d do next was significant to her. The book Coralei was going to open was from her library, found by her. It also represented a promise she’d made to us, to help us with our task in repayment for helping her with hers.

I didn’t see it that way, which I’d told her more than once, but I think she still felt obligated. The deal was that we help her find her hidden library and she would aid us in opening the secret door at the fortress in the north. It all seemed like it was so long ago. Even the thought of having to walk everywhere when we got back to the surface was strange to me after swimming everywhere as we’d been doing in the sirens’ realm.

At the moment, Dayra wasn’t chatting with Lirien. Instead, she swam a bit apart from the rest of us, her right hand twitching, no doubt anxious to pull the book out of her pack and free it from the waterproof wrapping. I swam up next to her.

“Hey there,” I said.

Her head jerked, my words breaking her out of whatever she was thinking hard about. “Oh, Gar. Hi.”

“How are you doing?”

“I’m…good.”

“Excited?”

A grin splashed across her beautiful face. “So excited.”

I reached out and grabbed hold of her arm, upsetting her stroke. Pulling her to me messed up the rest of her movements so the others quickly outpaced us. It was fine; we’d catch up. I put both arms around her as we drifted, giving her a kiss.

“Mmmm. What was that for?”

“Just because. I haven’t done that nearly enough lately. Plus, you can look at it as moral support. Coralei is finally going to open your book. How fucking great is that?”

She pressed the side of her face into my chest. “Pretty great. I don’t know what we’ll find in there. I’m nervous that it might not be enough or that I won’t be enough, won’t have the knowledge to interpret it. There’s no telling what language or code it’s in.”

I chuckled. “Where is this lack of confidence coming from? Like you have always told me, you’re the smartest person around. You’ll do fine. I believe in you.”

She was silent for a moment and I thought maybe she’d taken the little joking jab I took at her too seriously. “Thanks,” she finally said. “That means a lot to me.”

“You mean a lot to me. Really, though, just enjoy the excitement. You’ll find out how much of a challenge it is soon enough. Don’t worry. There’s no one else in this world—or mine, for that matter—I’d rather have to figure out that book. Come on. We’d better start swimming again or the book will never be opened.”

I kissed her one more time before we released each other. Her hand shot out and grabbed mine, though, and we swam the rest of the way to the palace with one arm stroking and our feet kicking.

After eating lunch, we settled into the familiar sitting room in the palace. The rest of us chatted while Coralei rested. The spell she’d cast had taken a lot out of her. No wonder, covering an entire queendom with a magical bubble like that. A couple of hours later, she stood from where she had been lounging in one of the chairs and approached Dayra.

“I am sorry for the delay,” the siren said. “Would you like me to attempt opening the book now?”

Dayra’s entire body vibrated visibly. She nodded, removing the wrappings from the book sitting on a small table next to her. Three separate layers of oiled leather and an additional sheet of supple, dry, untreated leather came off to reveal the book that, though many hundreds of years old, looked like it had just been bound. Dayra raised it reverently toward the queen.

“I’m ready.”
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For all the waiting, the work to obtain the Song, the resting to recover Coralei’s stamina and magic, and the keen anticipation, the actual unlocking of the book was anticlimactic. A short snippet of song and the siren handed the book back to my sexy blonde scholar.

Dayra’s blue eyes flared. “Uh…that’s it?”

“That’s it,” Coralei agreed. “The lock is released. There is a certain inherent understanding of the Song’s magic once it has been assimilated. I hadn’t known about that, but I do now. You should be the one to open the book, no?”

Dayra took her lower lip in her teeth and glanced at me. I gave her a smile and a thumbs up.

“Definitely. It’s your baby, Dayra.”

She accepted the book from Coralei and absently ran her fingers over the leather spine. After taking in a deep breath and releasing it slowly, she lifted the front cover. The crackling sound of the binding of a new book easily traveled the completely silent room. All eyes were on her, all ears waiting for her pronouncement.

“Shit.”

Okay, that wasn’t really what I wanted—or expected—to hear. I leaned in to see what prompted the response. “What is it?”

She grimaced in my direction. “Oh, it’s just…” she took another breath. “No problem. I had hoped it would be straightforward. That the lock was the only security on the thing. But no, there’s more. I know the language, though it’s written in some kind of code. I should be able to figure it out quickly, but, well, you’ll have to wait for the answer. I’ll get started on it right now.”

I couldn’t help it. I barked a raucous laugh. Her heated glare told me she was not amused. I put my hands up in truce.

“Sorry. Of course there would be a complication. Why wouldn’t there be? It’s also funny how irritated you look, just because it’ll take a little longer to find the answer. I’m confident you can translate it. We’ve been working toward this for a while now, so a few more hours aren’t going to kill us.”

A single blonde eyebrow rose. “Hours? No. I’ll get the gist of the thing in the next half hour. Hours!” She scoffed. “Leave me alone and let me concentrate.”

I continued to chuckle as I kissed her on the tip of her perfect, pale nose, then whispered into her ear. “You’re the best, Dayra. Have fun.”

The straight line of her mouth tipped upward fractionally. I’d take it.

Coralei watched Dayra go to a corner of the large sitting room to settle in to her translation work. The queen of the sirens sighed.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

“Yes, of course. I’m merely tired…and I have another meeting to go to. Eryfine and I need to talk about her actions with Calynise, as well as other things.”

“Other things?”

“The way she has been treating you. We spoke about it before, but we need to finish the conversation.”

“One of the downsides to being a leader.”

“Indeed.” She stepped closer to me and squared herself in front of me. “Thank you, Gar. For everything. All of your companions lent me their aid as well, but none of this would have happened without you. This I know.”

“It’s my pleasure to help my friends. I’m glad I could make a difference.”

She gave me a serious look, then her face cracked and she laughed out loud, blowing my hair back with how close she was.

“A difference, he says. Gar, you replaced an ancient magic to a newly crowned queen and saved thousands of lives, fighting with a sea dragon to do it. Don’t be surprised if new statues are erected, looking similar to the existing ones of history’s greatest hero—until now. The new ones will depict strange pants and a weapon that is wholly unlikely.”

“Please don’t,” I whined. “It’s bad enough looking like the ones that are already everywhere.”

The siren moved even closer, her breasts grazing my shirt. She patted my cheek, then leaned in to give me a soft kiss. “I need to go speak with Eryfine, but I would like to talk to you after, if that’s okay.”

“Of course. Anytime.”

Coralei turned, dragging her finger across my cheek and down my neck as she walked toward the general, waiting near a door to a smaller meeting room. Eryfine swallowed and straightened even more than she had been. The two went through the doorway and closed the door after them.

“You two have become quite close,” Brin said. She kissed me exactly where Coralei’s hand had been on my cheek.

“I like her. I think she’s going to be a great queen. She cares deeply for her people.”

“She does. Our story beneath the waves is coming to a close. Once Dayra translates the book enough that we know how to open the door in the fortress, we will depart, going back to traveling on land.”

“Yep. If Aeyr is in that fortress, my quest may be ending soon, too. Once we kill Aeyr for good, then we can move on to finding Auryana and working on whatever other quests our friends have. We might even be able to settle down sometime soon, have a normal life.”

Brin laughed. “Normal life? I think not. It is a fine thought, though. It matters little. As long as I am with you, where we are is home.”

I took her hand, kissing it. Using it to pull her over to the nearest couch, I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight.

“I feel the same, but I’d still like to have a home, a headquarters. A place where any children that you may want can have a normal life. Does that sound like something you’d be interested in?”

“It—”

“Oooh, that sounds great,” Tyra said, popping up from behind the couch. “How many babies are you going to put into me?”

Brin snatched the green woman by her shoulders, quick as a striking snake, and pulled her over the back of the couch to sprawl over both of us. She proceeded to pepper the goblin girl with kisses until Tyra was laughing hysterically, begging Brin to stop.

“I look forward to seeing cute little green babies,” Brin told Tyra, giving her a more legitimate kiss on the lips. “I will spoil them rotten.”

Tyra chuckled. “I’ll do the same to yours. We’ll have lots of kids running around, and they’ll all be perfect like their mothers. Except for mine. They’ll take after their father.”

I put my hands up. “Hey! Don’t I get a vote on if and when and how many kids there will be?”

“No,” Brin and Tyra said together. The goblin jumped onto my lap so she could reach my face to kiss me and Brin went around to my other side and sat down so she could get some of the action as well. Iriana, still with us in the room, rolled her eyes, but I noticed she didn’t stop watching us.

Some time later, both Coralei and Eryfine looked a little less stressed, but more tired, when they emerged from the meeting room more than an hour after they’d gone in. All eyes went to the two sirens, but Coralei didn’t comment or give any indication as to what had happened. She glided gracefully toward where we were standing.

Watching her move, it occurred to me how remarkable it was that she looked so elegant, even sexy, as she walked. I was well familiar by now with how many dry rooms the sirens had in their homes, but still, they spent a great deal of time in the water, with their tails instead of legs. I would have thought they’d be at least a little awkward on land, but nope. She moved like a dancer, or an elite warrior.

My eyes lingered on her legs, and a smirk formed on her lips. I hadn’t planned on checking her out as I pondered her movements, but she was so damn sexy.

The queen stopped not too far short of plowing into me. She wasn’t touching my body, but I could feel her warmth, separated from me by a paper-thin distance. The way her eyes locked onto mine, I thought she was going to kiss me. I hoped she did.

“Everything all right?” I asked.

“Yes. We had a nice talk. We made some clarifications.”

I chuckled. Yep, it was an ass-chewing.

“I would like to talk to you. Perhaps we could…” Coralei trailed off, noting the interest with which everyone around us was listening. The only people who weren’t part of my group, other than Coralei herself, were Iriana and Serolani. “We might as well talk about it here. I would like to go with you.”

“Go…with us?” I said, scratching my head. “Go where with us?”

“Wherever you go. I have realized, not in small part because of our conversations, that my isolationist tendencies may not be appropriate with the state of the world at this time. I would accompany you, join your quest to destroy the one responsible for all the troubles my people have faced in the last several months.”

“You can’t just leave with people you’ve only known for a little more than a week?”

Coralei straightened her back, seeming to grow larger, and the disdain on her face told me I’d said something wrong.

“You would tell me, a queen, what I can or cannot do?”

The urge to back away from her struck, but something about the soft sparkle in her bright blue eyes firmed my resolve to stay put.

“If the queen is being unreasonable, yes. Definitely.” I thought to cross my arms, but I would have had to either step back or push her out of the way to do it because of how close we were standing.

The haughty look of royal affront convinced me for a second that I’d made the wrong choice, but then a mischievous grin stole onto her lips and she barked a laugh.

“Fine. You caught me. I was jesting with you. However, what is not a joke is that I can decide for myself what I will do. The barrier is up and it will remain so until I take it down or I die. That applies no matter where in the world I am. My advisors, the general, and other key people are the ones who run this queendom day to day. I trust them and they will be protected.

“My duty as queen is not only the protection of the sirens, but also those connected with us. Our allies. Our friends. I am honor bound to aid you, but more than that, I want to go. I can help you and, to be completely truthful, I am not ready to part with any of you at the moment. So I ask you, Gar. Please let me go with you and help in any way I can to see your quest to its conclusion.”

I met eyes with Brin, then Sariel, Tyra, Keli, Lirien, Tip, and Cea. Hell, I even glanced down at Rex, who was staring at me as if he followed everything that was going on. Every one of them confirmed my opinion of Coralei’s request. Rex even nodded his head.

“Well, shit. Why didn’t you just say so? We’d love to have a badass siren warrior mage along with us. More importantly, we’d appreciate another dear friend to share our journey. You know, if you’re sure it won’t cause problems for your queendom or your people.”

She threw her arms around me. “They’ll be fine. Discussing it with Eryfine was the bulk of the time I spent in that room with her. Allow me a few days to put everything in place and we can go. I understand you have a door to open? Once Dayra reveals what her book says.”

“Right on all accounts. We can probably spare a day or three to rest. Or for a certain extremely sexy green woman who may be with us to play in a nearby forge?”

Suddenly, a smaller, denser body added herself to the sandwich that Coralei and I had formed.

“You’re the best, Gar,” Tyra said. “I always say it and I’ll say it again now. You’re the best. Oooh, the things I’m going to do for you—to you—when we have a chance. I love you.”

I kissed my goblin girl. “I love you, too, and I expect you to make some cool stuff to show me. But don’t stay away all the time. I’d rather see you than the best project. Okay, everyone, I guess we’re going to rest up before heading out. Then we’re going to ride hard for northern Olliaran.”
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Through the short discussion with Coralei, which had most of my companions moving in closer to listen to, Dayra stayed where she was, slouching on a couch in one corner of the large room. Occasionally, a muscle twitched in her cheek as she clenched her jaw.

I left the others to continue chatting and circled around the couch to look over the blonde scholar’s shoulder. Not that I had a clue what any of the symbols written in the book meant, but I hadn’t positioned myself there for the view.

Dayra huffed, her finger sliding across a page. She was so focused, she hadn’t even seen me approach. Or, at least, she didn’t react to it in any way. I put both hands on her shoulders and started gently massaging them, migrating up to her neck.

“How are you doing?” I asked. Her muscles were like steel cables, so tight I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had a blistering headache from the tension.

She let out a loud sigh. “I may have overestimated my ability to translate this quickly.”

I laughed and leaned over to kiss the side of her neck. “You don’t have to do it right away. Take your time. Coralei just told us she wanted to join our group, come with us when we leave. The others all agreed, and I didn’t want to bother you in your work. Is that okay with you, her accompanying us?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. It’s fine. She’ll be a lot of help. If I could only get this⁠—”

“Dayra, don’t worry about it. She needs a couple of days to prepare for leaving the queendom, so you’ve got all the time you need.” I reached over and took the book from her, closed it, and set it on the little table next to the couch. “Let me rub out all this tension in your neck and back. We’ll have dinner soon. You can work on it after. Take a little break.”

She grumbled, but it faded as I worked the muscles in her neck, shoulders, and upper back. Soon, she was sighing and taking long, slow breaths.

“Gods, that feels good. Thank you.”

I kissed her ear, nipping at her lobe with my teeth. “You’re very welcome. We’ll have to make time soon for me to do a complete job of it. Full body.”

“Mmmmm. I would like that.”

Dinner was announced shortly thereafter. I went around the front of the couch, swooped in, and picked Dayra up in a princess carry. She laughed and peppered my face with kisses.

“Come on, gorgeous. Dinnertime.”

Tip jerked his head at me as I carried my blonde scholar toward the dining room. “Oh, thanks sweetheart.” Cea, next to him, giggled at the display. I got several comments from the peanut gallery, and even Lirien laughed out loud. If it embarrassed Dayra, she didn’t show it, but she did smile, which was what it was all for, after all.

I thoroughly enjoyed dinner. Aside from all the urgent troubles being mostly resolved, I also knew I could count on one hand how many more dinners we’d have that did not consist of sitting on a rock or fallen tree until we would be traveling again. Everyone else seemed to feel the lessened pressure as well. Even Dayra, who occasionally stared blankly into space, was mostly upbeat, joking with Lirien and even Tip once.

When it all wound down and we lounged in the sitting room before going to bed, Coralei plopped down beside me on a couch where Brin and I sat. She seemed almost giddy.

“Hey, Coralei. Uh, are you okay? You’re moving around like you just had a double espresso, which doesn’t exist in this world. I’ve asked about coffee.”

She quirked an eyebrow. “I don’t know what you’re referring to, but yes, I am a little energetic. Full moon and all.”

That struck me like a hammer on a bell. “Wait, what?”

“Full moon. It’s hard to tell from down here. For outsiders, anyway. Brin surely knows.”

The moonwisp nodded, her eyes distant. The full moon. Oh, yeah.

The queen laughed at my confused look. “We are closely tied to the moon. Euristeni is Auryana’s sister and we feel the pull of the moon and the shifting tides keenly.”

“Feel them?”

“Yes, within our very bodies.”

“You mean…?”

The smoky look she aimed at me made my heart jump into overdrive. “Not as much as a moonwisp, from what I understand, but yes, there is some augmentation of emotions and other sensations.” She leaned closer to me, speaking in a breathless whisper. “Would you like to experience what I’m talking about?”

“I…uh…” My head swiveled from the siren to the moonwisp.

“Perhaps I can offer a suggestion?” Brin said. “Since we two are afflicted similarly, perhaps Gar would accede to aiding us both in—ahem—taking advantage of the situation?”

Coralei pursed her lips. “Ooh, our thoughts are the same. Gar?”

I grinned like an idiot. “Far be it from me to say no to two lunaphiliacs when the moon is full.”

Coralei leaned in even closer, her lips brushing my ear as she whispered so softly I didn’t think even Brin could hear her. “I prefer ‘nymphomaniac,’ myself. At least since I met you.”

I put my arms up and stretched, letting loose with a huge yawn. “Oh, my. I am so tired. I think I’ll go to bed.”

Both women laughed at the halting, contrived way I said it, but they still rose off the couch as I did.

Full moon night, here I come.

“My room,” Coralei said.

I nodded, heading for the long hallway that led to the queen’s chambers. Behind me, the two women made comments about how they were ready to turn in after the long day as well. I was sure everyone in the sitting room could see my huge grin from behind, but I didn’t mind.

I waited for them just inside the double doors separating the queen’s rooms from the hallway, but when Coralei entered, she strode past me without even glancing at me.

“Brin, please close and lock the doors.”

Brin did as she was asked, but shot me a look that told me she was as confused as I was. After completing her task, she took up my hand and we followed the siren.

“Wait, what is that?” I asked, eyeing the circular opening through another door off her entry. At about five feet in diameter, it sat horizontally on the floor, water lapping up to slush against the small stone wall that ringed it like it was a well.

“I have some chambers within my rooms that are not dry. Tell me, Gar, or even you Brin, have you ever climaxed from sex performed underwater?”

I studied Brin’s face, gesturing for her to answer first. Of course I never had, since I’d just gotten to this world a short time ago and the entirety of my experience underwater was when Coralei was around.

“I…have not,” my moonwisp said. Her cheeks were darker than normal. “It sounds intriguing, however.”

I had to admit, I agreed. “It doesn’t sound like some of the things we usually do would be possible, or at least not be as practical.”

“Like oral?” Coralei asked, a wicked grin on her face.

“Like oral.”

“True. But you see, therein lies the advantage of experience. I do love fluids—their feel and their taste. The key is to move in and out of the water to get the fullest experience. I would be more than happy to demonstrate it to you.”

Within seconds, Brin’s and my own mouth matched Coralei’s, curve for curve.

“Fuck, yeah. Show us the way.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Maybe we can start here,” the queen gestured to a bed a few paces from us, “then take it to liquidspace and see what we can do. I’ve never engaged with anyone else during the full moon. I’m…anxious.”

Brin lunged at the siren queen, sliding her body against Coralei and kissing her so urgently, my eyes bugged out. She’d demonstrated to me several times how powerful the full moon’s effect on her was, but damn!

Coralei, for her part, put her arms around Brin, one hand slipping down to grab her ass as both women moaned and hummed in each other’s mouths.

When their lips parted, Coralei gazed into Brin’s eyes, a little breathless. “I have thought about this since I first met you. Being with you under the full moon…”

“I anticipate much pleasure,” Brin said. “You and Gar with me at once. It will truly be momentous.”

The queen chewed on her lip, shifting her eyes from me to Brin. “I want to share with you how much pleasure can be gained interacting within the water, but I…may I request that we spend a little time in the dry room?”

Judging by what I’d experienced with Coralei before, I thought I knew why she was asking.

“You want to play with our juices,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes. Is that⁠—”

I beat Brin to the siren’s lips by half a second, smothering her mouth with my own and effectively ending what I knew she was going to say. After thoroughly kissing her into silence, I broke the kiss.

“Of course that’s all right. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Why waste the opportunity? Both of you taste fantastic. How about you have a little sample of Brin since you and I have already tasted each other?”

Coralei cupped my face gently. “I was hoping you would warm her up for me so I can watch you two. Then, when Brin is ready for me, I will gladly take over in tasting her. I’m already getting wet thinking about it.”

“You are making me produce liquid as well,” Brin said. “Gar, if you will? I yearn to feel you and to share my vital fluids with Coralei.”

No one needed to bend my arm. I swept Brin into my arms and carried her to the bed, setting her down gently. As she indicated, a darker spot stood out on her red panties. I licked my lips and lowered myself to kiss her. Even as my body got near, hers vibrated with her eagerness. God, I love the full moon.

I kissed the moonwisp softly while my hand stroked her leg. It wasn’t much more than dragging my finger along her smooth skin, but along with the kisses, it was enough that she moaned and huffed her breaths like I already had a finger inside her. When I slipped my hand between her legs to press on her panties, I could feel the wetness.

“Oh! Gar…take off my panties. I want to feel your skin on my folds.”

Taking up the tongue she extended to me, I sucked it into my mouth. It vibrated when she moaned. I forced myself to release it, promising internally to take it up again a little later. For now, I had a more important job.

Nipping down her neck and upper chest, I paused to squeeze a nipple between my teeth. That’s what it got for pressing up from under her tube top like that.

“Ooooh. Oh, Gar.”

I fumbled with her panties as I continued to extract arousing noises from the moonwisp and eventually realized I needed to watch what I was doing and change my position. Regretfully, that meant taking my mouth off her tits, for at least a moment.

“Awwwwww.” She didn’t seem to like it any more than I did.

Making quick work of taking her panties off, I rewarded her patience by yanking her top off as well and tossing it on the floor. I took a few long seconds to appreciate the spectacular blue body in front of me before attacking Brin’s chest with my mouth. Contrary to the urgency with which I was licking and sucking on her, my fingers made slow work of bringing pleasure to her lower parts.

Gentle, soft strokes around and then into her pussy lips had Brin’s body bucking and writhing. Coralei sat nearby, eyes wide and watching every movement. Her hand was between her own legs, rubbing at a wet spot on her tiny bikini bottom. With each stroke, her eyes softened and closed a little bit.

As much as I wanted to take a long lick at Brin’s slit, I didn’t want to be greedy. I’d tasted her sweet nectar. Right now was the time for Coralei to have a chance. So instead of going down, I moved my lips up to lavish affection on Brin’s neck and jawline while my fingers merely kept her warm.

“Coralei, will you taste her now?” I asked.

“I will, but only after she partakes of my fluids. Is that all right, Brin?”

“Yes! Come here, please. I would taste you now.”

The siren queen sauntered the few steps to the bed, pulling off her clothing, bottoms first and then the top. Her firm, moderately-sized breasts bounced a little as she walked and the bald skin between her legs glistened with a nearly transparent coating of milky white liquid. When she reached me, she stopped, giving me a quizzical look.

“Why do you still have clothing on, Gar? Brin and I are deliciously bare.” Even as she said it, she unfastened my pants and pulled them, along with my underwear, down to pool at my feet. “Mmmmm. I see our display has affected you as well. You are producing your creamy treasure as well.”

Without any further comment, she bent over and dragged her tongue across the head of my dick. I shivered as she hummed.

“I will have your full store before we engage in the second half—the watery part—of our activities this night. We will leave sufficient time between for you to regain your strength and your ardor. For now, however…”

The look in the siren’s eyes when she leered at Brin made my dick twitch.

“Would you place your pussy on my face, Coralei?” Brin asked, already panting in anticipation.

“I will. It’s Gar’s turn to stand back and watch for a short time.” The queen smirked at me, but I didn’t mind at all. Besides, I had other ideas.

In short order, Coralei straddled Brin’s face and the moonwisp extended her tongue to lap up the hot wetness from Coralei’s arousal.

The siren began to grind on Brin’s tongue. Slowly, methodically, intentionally, her hips shifted and thrusted, maximizing the contact for the longest possible time.

I had always thought it incredibly sexy watching a girl on top doing precisely what the queen was doing. The sounds she made only heightened that.

“Uh-huh. Brin, your tongue is divine. Yes, oh yes. Lick me just like that. Grab my ass. Pull me into your face. Uh-huh, uh-huh, uh-huh.”

I could watch their display all night, but I preferred to be a little more hands-on. I couldn’t go down on Brin like I really wanted to at the moment because I’d promised Coralei could have her nectar. So, I decided to show my appreciation for the siren’s body.

Starting with her tits.

Coralei’s breasts were not huge, but they were still substantial and oh-so perky. I’d never been one of those guys who liked gigantic tits. The sheer perfection of the siren’s pair could not be denied. They were plenty to play with—definitely more than a handful—and they were absolutely perfect when it came to their shape and consistency. Firm, alluring globes with nipples tight and hard just asking for me to suck them into my mouth and gnaw on them. They jiggled slightly as Coralei got more energetic with her thrusting and grinding.

I stared at them for a moment, appreciating them as I would a sunset. Then I brought my mouth near, opened it wide, and sucked in an appreciable amount of flesh. Her eyes had been closed as she enjoyed Brin’s ministrations, but they snapped open at my action.

“You’re way too sexy for me to leave you alone, Coralei. If you don’t mind?”

She snatched my hand and put it on the breast I wasn’t currently flicking with my tongue. “Kiss me, then go back to what you’re doing. The feeling from both locations at once is…ooooh, so spectacular.”

With me alternating kissing her and playing with her chest, and Brin making her moan, it was little more than a minute until Coralei’s body thrusted and shook more quickly.

“Uh-huh, uh-huh, uh-huh. Yes, yes, yes, Brin. Like that. Your tongue…OH! Yes-yes. Keep your finger there. Put it in my ass while you lick me. I…aaaaauuuuuggghhhhh!”

Coralei’s body went completely slack, taking on the boneless, peaceful posture signifying her climax and Brin’s slushing and lapping noises became more liquid as she met the challenge of cleaning up the released fluids. The siren climbed off Brin and they shared a long kiss, both licking around the other’s mouth.

“You are delicious,” Brin told her. “If you agree, I would taste you again in the future.”

“Of course. It’s one reason I want to travel with you. But it’s time now for me to sample your juices. You can remain as you are. Your position is ideal.”

Coralei gave me a kiss, then another, and trailed her mouth along Brin’s breasts, belly, and hips until she reached the junction between her legs. She inhaled deeply, sniffing with her nose only a couple of inches from Brin’s sex.

“Mmmm. You smell delectable. I bet you taste even better.”

“I—” Brin started, but Coralei dove in between her legs and slurped at the moonwisp’s slit. Brin’s attempted speech turned into a sharp inhale.

I barely had time to position myself and kiss Brin, tweaking her nipple as I did it. Coralei went at Brin’s pussy with such energy, the moonwisp couldn’t withstand the ecstasy. I’m sure the full moon had a big part in that, but that wasn’t discounting the sincere effort by the siren to slurp up every last bit of moisture from the sopping slit.

The familiar strong shudders raced over Brin’s body as she came multiple times. With each, Coralei’s slushing and swallowing noises took on a more liquid quality and her happy moans only seemed to drive the moonwisp on.

The two women settled, Coralei nudging me aside to crawl on top of Brin to kiss her. She included me in the play, pulling me close and coordinating a nice three-way tongue wrestling match. Hands grasped and stroked in the midst of so many objectives until Coralei met my eyes.

“Now, Gar,” she purred. “It’s time for me to taste you as well.”


Chapter
Sixty-Seven



Coralei’s words sent a shiver through my entire body. In a very good way.

“Where do you want me?”

“Let’s make it simple,” the queen said. “Lie down on your back. I’m sure Brin will find some way to add her talents to the mix.” The steamy look the siren gave to the moonwisp when she said the word had a visible effect on Brin. Her chin raised, her eyes slitted, and she let out a soft moan.

I fucking love the full moon! Have I said that before? I feel like I’ve said it a time or two.

Brin did indeed find something to do. Her pussy must have been throbbing from the thorough sucking Coralei had just given her, so she opted to position herself to kiss me from the side while the siren readied herself at my crotch.

To be honest, I wasn’t able to pay much attention to what Brin was doing, other than to know that it felt really good. Intimate lip- and tongue-play with soft, gentle kisses that provided a perfect counterpoint to the raging lust centered in my hard cock.

Coralei started slowly, kissing up my shaft and on the head, then licking, her tongue barely making contact. That progressed quickly into more tongue pressure and her wrapping my tip with her lips. A hand, lubricated by her wiping it across her soaked pussy, twirled around my dick as she circled my head and frenulum in the opposite direction. The two different motions merged into a sensation that had me moaning loudly into Brin’s mouth.

The queen added some suction and with all three stimuli at once, I couldn’t maintain control. Not after witnessing and being part of what had gone before. Coralei sucked up every bit of cum I shot into her mouth and continued to suck out what had to be every bit of sperm anywhere in my body.

“Mmmmm. So good,” she said. “I could eat that for breakfast and dinner every day if you’d let me.”

I snickered as Brin kissed me. It was one of those rare orgasms that made me euphoric and as silly as a child with a giggle fit. It took me a good five minutes to stop laughing, during which time I got a few sweet kisses from either woman before they left me to recuperate while they made out.

Ten minutes later, the queen broke from kissing Brin while fingering her ass and turned to me. Her eyes drifted to my crotch as I lay there.

“It looks like we’re ready for the next part,” she said, licking her lips.

Brin hummed as she considered my body, and especially my dick, which stood at attention from their display.

Without another word, Coralei dove through the hole in the floor with nary a splash. Brin flashed a sexy smile at me and entered the water as well. I was only a couple of steps behind her.

We ended up in another room, completely submerged. If anything, it was bigger than the one we’d just left above, and it had open windows to allow us to feel the ocean’s natural current as if passed through.

As I’d told Coralei, I had never had sexy times in the water, let alone underwater. Not unless that episode with Tyra and bathing in the river counted. Brin and I followed the queen’s lead. Floating, twirling, and flipping through the liquid medium to contort and reach vital spots on three different bodies proved to be not only fun from a strictly acrobatic standpoint but also one of the most pleasurable things I’d ever done.

Licking and sucking were different when surrounded by water, but so was caressing and stroking. Taste was obviously affected, mostly because of the salt in the water, but with the contact, the gentle currents and swaying of the entire environment magnified every little touch. The lack of clothing on key locations definitely made it better.

Coralei was the epitome of elegant and sensual with how she moved. She kept her legs, not transforming them into her tail, which was a good thing. It had concerned me that maybe it would change automatically and considering I’d seen no opening when she was in total mermaid form, I had wondered how it would change the experience. Even with legs, though, she moved through the water like some kind of sexy ocean spirit or nymph.

She demonstrated her abilities effectively as she kissed my balls and up my shaft while wrapping her legs around Brin’s head at the same time I fingered Brin’s pussy and teased her clit with my tongue. All while we twirled in a circle, supported by the water around us.

The freedom of movement, not having to worry about lying or sitting for support, heightened the feeling of what we were doing. It let us focus solely on the pleasure rather than worrying about things like gravity.

In our linked circle, Brin’s moans were muffled not only by the water, but because she was nestled in between Coralei’s legs. The unique liquid quality of the sounds, if anything, made them sexier.

“Ooooh, Brin,” Coralei said into my crotch. “Keep doing…oh…yes, play with my hole. Finger my ass.”

That seemed to have given her an idea because right after that I felt the siren’s digit pressing on my own hole. With her mouth doing incredible things I couldn’t even imagine in the front and her finger manipulation in the back, I almost lost control enough to bite down on Brin’s clit.

Instead, I tried to block everything else out and concentrate on sucking Brin while pushing my finger up into her canal. After a second thought, I decided to take the example of both women and use my spare hand that had been squeezing Brin’s ass to give her asshole some attention, too.

“Mmmmmmm. Gar.” Brin’s muffled and watery voice was somehow ten times sexier than I’d ever heard it in the air. “Yes. Yes. If you continue…oh, goddess. I’m coming, Gar. Don’t stop. Uhhhhhnnngggg.”

The moonwisp’s body juddered, which caused her to grip Coralei tighter and lick more vigorously, which of course made the siren double down on servicing me. She left off the kisses and licks and put her mouth around my shaft and sucked.

Our actions grew more frantic, like electric current was traveling through the ring made up of our bodies, going from one to the next and then building to make the circuit complete. Despite being in the water, I felt the fluids Brin ejected onto my tongue. I only got a little of her sweet, tangy taste, but it was warmer than the surrounding water. Coupled with how her internal muscles were trying to chop my finger off, it was a safe bet to say she’d had her—how many was it?—fifth or sixth orgasm of the evening.

Moon magic.

Coralei followed right behind her, clamping down on my shaft as she deep-throated me, her body tensing and then calming just before rolling tremors racked her body.

As for me, there was no way I could withstand the sexy siren’s mouth on me. Every muscle in my body tightened at once and my hips thrust my cock even farther into Coralei’s throat, my balls pumping whatever sperm I had left after my earlier emptying.

The three of us maintained our circle, riding out the small after-tremors of our orgasms. Brin had another full-on climax and Coralei had two mini-orgasms before I could even think about moving. Our awkward position transformed into the three of us holding each other more conventionally, faces and legs all matching up as we continued to be cradled by the water.

Brin gave Coralei a tender kiss. “Thank you. You were correct; I have never felt anything like that before. To enjoy it under a full moon, and with you, was truly a privilege.” She kissed me, too. “And of course, Gar, it is always the peak of ecstasy to enjoy your love.”

I was so tired, it was hard to even consider not closing my eyes. “Both of you were fantastic. That was definitely something I’m glad I didn’t miss, and something I would like to do again. For now, though, maybe we should try to get some sleep?”

Coralei laughed. “I agree. We have a bed waiting for us in the other room.”

We left the water and dried off in the room we’d started in. A few minutes later, the three of us had our limbs intertwined, we kissed each other goodnight, and the unknowingness of slumber took me.


Chapter
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Iwoke entangled in Brin’s and Coralei’s limbs. With a raging hard-on, as would be expected because of it being morning...and of course, because of the two achingly sexy naked women pressed firmly against me.

My wriggling woke the queen up.

She stretched, her arms over her head and her breasts shifted deliciously against my shoulder. “Uuuuummmmmm. Oh!” Her eyes drifted from mine to my lower region and she flashed her white teeth at me. “Morning sex?”

I nodded. “Morning sex.”

She somehow managed to slide her body even closer to me, guiding my almost painfully hard member into the correct spot. Another minor adjustment and the judicious use of some saliva and I entered her.

It wasn’t too long after that Brin woke from our gyrations, though we tried not to jostle her much, and she joined in. We were briefer than we’d been the night before, knowing there were things to do, but I like to think that we really ratcheted up the passion to make up for it. Soon, we plunged into the water to clean off before finally getting dressed to see where the others were.

When we got to the sitting room that had become our all-purpose place to hang out and meet before each meal, we found Serolani sitting in a comfortable stuffed chair, drinking tea. The pretty red-headed siren took us in with a glance and flashed a wry smile.

“Full moon,” she said.

“Fuuullll moooooon,” Coralei agreed, grinning. “I’m glad you’re here, Sero. I wanted to talk to you, and right now seems the perfect time, with no one else around.

“Is this unofficial, as my cousin? Using my nickname, it seems like it.”

“The business is official, but the tone need not be. Only Gar and Brin are here, so we can be informal. I wanted to ask you if you would like a special assignment.”

Serolani put her cup down on a side table and leaned forward. “I believe I would. What kind of special assignment?”

The queen sat on the couch facing her cousin, Brin and I taking places on either side of her. “I am impressed with your performance, especially with the difficult circumstances before we found you. Nyissa had only good things to say about your performance in the battle, as well. I have long known you to be competent and believe privileges should be extended to you. You may refuse, if you wish. This is not an assignment until you agree to accept it. Think of it as more of an offering of a placement.”

“Cora, you know how much it frustrates me when you overexplain and drag things on like that. You’re doing it on purpose.”

Coralei laughed. “Indeed, I am. The long and short of it is that I would like you to be a liaison, an ambassador of sorts.”

“To…?”

“To Jendawr.”

Serolani blinked at the queen. “Jendawr, the kryrgish, the ancient sea dragon mothers use to scare their children? That Jendawr?”

“The very same. You know the situation, where she now lives. It is important for her to feel part of the community within the queendom, to the extent she will tolerate, of course. It will take persistence, perseverance, intelligence, and more than a little bravery to do the job. I believe you are a good choice. We can make the title whatever you’d like, from ambassador to liaison to personal assistant. The responsibilities will vary, depending upon what Jendawr wants and will respond to. Oh, and her children, as well. They are part of the responsibilities as well.”

“I accept. When can I start?”

This time, it was the queen who was off-balance. “So quickly?”

“Of course. It’s not only a wonderful opportunity, but I think I would enjoy interacting with the young sea dragons. I think Jendawr has strong opinions about, well, everything, but she is intelligent and from what I’ve seen, she can be reasoned with. I can help the queendom, learn things that only an ancient being like her can provide, and prove my worth. No one will accuse me of keeping the position because you’re my cousin. They might think I was offered it because of that, but if I can become indispensable to Jendawr, those opinions will be silenced. So, yes. I would love to accept. You can call me the Royal Attache to Queen Jendawr, or something similar.”

“Perfect. I’ll notify my advisors, ministers, and the general when I meet with them today and you can start immediately. I will accompany you to Jendawr’s new home this afternoon and explain that you will be on hand.”

Serolani hopped up and hugged the queen, knocking her back against the couch’s backrest. Then she did the same with Brin, and finally with me.

I squeezed her hard, sharing the energy of her excitement. “Congratulations. You’ll be great. Learn all you can from Jendawr. It’s a rare opportunity to have that kind of information available.”

“I fully intend to,” the redheaded siren said.

Our friends trickled into the sitting room, and we had breakfast. After the meal, we split up again, with Coralei going to take care of her meetings with the government leaders, Brin going to Auryana’s temple, Tyra going to the forge, and most of the rest of us spreading out in the large sitting room. I sought out Dayra to check on her.

“Hey, sexy.” I kissed the stunning blonde scholar. “How’re you doing?”

“Fine. I’d be better with a little sex. Well, sex with you, I mean. I did have a fun time with Lirien last night.” She grinned and met eyes with the kangaroo girl from across the room.

“That does sound like a good time, both sex with you and what you did with each other. Maybe a little later, if you’re not busy?”

“I could never be too busy. I’ve almost got this book wrangled. It’s only a matter of getting through it. I’ve figured out how to read the text, but haven’t found anything but background information on the guy who was apparently known for making the specialty locks and wards. Another couple of hours should do it.”

“That’s awesome, Dayra. I’ll leave you alone, then, and talk to you when you’re done. You’re the best.” I gave her a significantly longer kiss, you know, just for motivation, and left her to her work.

Two hours later, Dayra stomped over to where I was chatting with the rest of my friends. Coralei was there, as was Serolani, the two preparing to go speak with Jendawr after the queen had been in meetings with her advisors and military commanders. Even Brin and Tyra had returned.

Uh-oh. That’s not good. Dayra’s body language did not reflect a good or even content mood. I put my arms out and the scholar stepped into them. I hugged her. “What’s wrong, sweetie? Did you finish the book?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Not what you expected?”

“Nn-unngh.”

“I’m sorry. You want to talk about it?”

She leaned her head away from me and looked me in the eye. “Not really, but I will.”

I kissed the tip of her nose, and she heaved a sigh.

She stood up straighter, taking a step to the side so she could face everyone else. They’d all stopped whatever conversations they’d been having and had their eyes fixed on Dayra.

“Sorry it took so long to finish. The book used a type of code, though a simple one. I think the author thought themself cleverer than they were. After suffering through an extensive history of locksmithing and the creation of magical wards, along with a full lineage and the accomplishments of the author, I found what I thought would help us near the end of the book. The author was apparently the preeminent expert on specialized sound wards at the time of the writing, almost two thousand years ago. Considering that we found the book in my library, it would have to be that long ago.

“The way sound wards work is that they would typically be keyed—through sound magic—to the voice of the owner of the location. Most others would use keystones, but for the few important people, the sound magic tied the wards up with the authorized entrant’s voice, allowing them to easily access each of the doors.

“I won’t bore you with all the details about bypassing the voice activation. When it came down to it, locks such as the one you have told me about have a relatively simple way of being opened other than being the person the lock was created for. They take a secondary keystone that must be combined with the magic from another keystone.

“To understand what that means, for this particular class of locking wards, there was typically a keystone for the entire structure, perhaps covering as many as several hundred doorways. The keystone for such a place could be adjusted for different levels of importance, with some possibly only able to open one door all the way up to a chamberlain key that could unlock most or all of the portals. For very special cases, such as for a vault or something similar, the locks were designed for a specific person or perhaps two or three.

“If something happened to one of those authorized to open those doors, the one it was made for could grant permission to other stone holders, in effect turning their keystone into one bound to them, with the authority to open the special doors. In the case the original owner was not available, such as if they were attacked and all the people able to open the door were killed, that’s when the part I read about would take effect.

“A keystone for the structure must be authorized through use of one of the master keystones retained by the maker of the locking wards. Without both types of keystones, there is no practical way of getting through the wards to open the door other than by brute force, which is considerable, bearing in mind the magical technology of the era. I very much doubt anything in our age could blast through one of these locks.”

The scholar dropped her head to stare at the ground. “I’m sorry for getting your hopes up. I don’t think there is a way to get through the door you want to open, short of a great mage I know nothing of crashing through the spells with brute magical force.”

Brin made a cooing sound and embraced Dayra, kissing the side of her face. “There is nothing to be sorry about. You didn’t promise the book would help, only that we would try it and hope for the best. However, I would still tell you that Gar does have a keystone, or rather, he had one but assimilated it. He has full control of all the doors in the fortress we encountered, except for the secret door with the sign of the pike above it.”

Dayra blinked at the moonwisp. “Gar assimilated a keystone for the place?”

I instantly felt guilty. “Yeah, I did. Should I not have done that?”

Dayra waved the question away. “No, it’s fine. It works the same way if you are the keystone. Still, we have no master stone.”

Cea cleared her throat. “What do the master stones look like?”

“Did you see the one that Gar found and assimilated?”

“I did.”

“They look like that, but instead of them being stone-colored, they are typically more interestingly otherwise tinted, almost like gems. Green are for the highest importance, with blue, red, yellow, and other colors for lesser or for specialized cases.”

The gremlin stroked her chin. It was adorable. “They have runes etched in them, possibly the runes or the stones themselves glow or pulse?”

Dayra’s eyes narrowed at the smaller woman. “Exactly. You know of them?”

“Nope. Never heard of master stones until just now.”

The scholar deflated, almost like she was an inflatable mannequin and the long exhalation released all the air from her body. “Oh.”

“But I did see a nice jewelry box full of them when we were in Tergalidon.”

“You what?”

“They were so pretty. Serindra didn’t mind me looking at them. They were in the study of some grand mage or another.”

“Was…was there a green stone there?”

The gremlin woman nodded and her long ears flapped with the motion. “Yep. Three of them, I think. Would one of those work?”

As an answer, Dayra picked up Cea and twirled around with her, the smaller woman giggling like a child in a bouncy house.

I watched the two, more than a little shocked at the reaction. “Uh, does that mean that maybe one of those is a master stone that can help us out?”

Dayra stopped twirling and released Cea. “There is a good chance one of them may, possibly all of them. If there were master stones there, that means a ward enchanter must have been in the city as well. There may be more books on the subject, but even if not, it doesn’t seem too great a task to determine how to use the stones based on what this book tells us.” She held the tome up.

“Great,” I said. “It looks like we’re going to visit Tergalidon again.”

Two days later, with all her tasks done, Coralei led us through her queendom toward the shore where we’d first met her. Though we’d talked about it a few times, we had never gone to check on the horses, always having more to do than time to do it, but we were on our way now to reunite with our mounts. She smiled, giving me the impression of a young woman on her first adventure, and it made me all warm and gooey inside.

One step closer. I had high hopes for being able to get the secret door in the fortress open. Then we’d see if Aeyr was within. If he was, we might be able to end his plans and our quest. All we needed was a little luck, a little more time, and the wonderful friends who had my back. In the end, I couldn’t imagine needing—or wanting—anything else.
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Story to be concluded in Weaponsmaster 8…
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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 7!


I hope you enjoyed the latest chapter in Gar’s story. With only one book left, we’re perched on the edge of resolving the his and his companions’ story, in one way or another. What will they face next, who will they encounter, and what are the answers to the many questions still lingering? With yet another spectacular addition to the team, Coralei, the end is drawing near. Stay tuned for Book 8 and all will become clear.

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 see concept art for characters in the different books, 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 8 is almost ready to go out into the world as I write this. I should have the cover art in a week or two, but don’t have a finished version to show you right now. Because I have been using short preorders, there is also no link for the book yet, so I put the link for the Weaponsmaster series page on Amazon below. When the preorder is up (or the book goes live), you’ll be able to see it there.
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