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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…


Still unable to open the secret door in the fortress where they believe Aeyr is hiding, Gar and his companions head to Sauvaxera, the ancient land where civilization started in Valorae.

There, the sirens dwell, in the ocean to the east of Sauvaxera. Dayra found a book in the Great Library with the same symbol of the sirens’ royal house etched above the secret door they’re attempting to open. With the sirens’ abilities with voice and song magic, Gar hopes the aquatic people can help them unlock the book and, in turn, the secret door.

To prepare for meeting the sirens, the group searches the Great Library, where the vast collection of books allows them to find a recipe for a water breathing potion. After collecting the herbs required to make it, Tyra produces enough for all of them, though some are more dubious than others of going into the ocean itself.

They travel through Sauvaxera, which is unlike anyplace they’ve been through before. Sparsely populated with varied terrain and climates, the place is home to more monsters than people, and even the people there are a tough and strange breed of survivalists.

Braving bandits and monsters, they get to the middle of the region and find ethereal beings who are half in Valorae and half in another world. They’re from the famed kingdom of Tergalidon, and the city by the same name. Gar and the others prove themselves to be friends of the specters, aiding them in bringing back the city that had been cast into another dimension millennia ago. In the process, they reverse the spell that banished the specters, bringing them back into Valorae, though they reconstitute slowly.

Leaving the former Tergalidon citizens to gradually return to solid form, the party finally reaches the shore and begins looking for evidence of the sirens. The queen of the siren nation herself confronts them, and after long conversations—with Gar’s likeness to the hero Kael helping things along—they accompany the siren queen, Coralei, to one of her cities under the waves. The potions work even better than they expected, and soon they are moving through the water and breathing normally.

But the sirens have problems of their own. The former queen, Coralei’s mother, disappeared and even the Guardian of the Song, is missing. Without the sacred Song—the greatest magic of the sirens—the queendom is vulnerable, and it’s the worst time for that to be the case. The shark beastkin nation has been attacking the sirens and, in addition to the normal monsters that live in the seas, other horrors have appeared. Mutated, vicious creatures have been taking a toll on the beleaguered sirens.

Gar offers their aid to help find the missing Guardian and Song, and Coralei makes an agreement that she will open the book in return. Without the Song, not only is the queendom not safe, but Coralei won’t be able to open the book.

They find Guardian, but she no longer has the gem that is the Song made manifest. She has become Aeyr’s minion and has hidden the gem. It’s now protected by an ancient and powerful sea dragon named Jendawr. Even worse, a legion of the shark beastkin warriors guards the cave where Jendawr lives. Where the Song is.

Along with elite siren soldiers, Gar and his companions break through the shark forces and engage in battle with Jendawr and her monsters. In the end, Coralei assimilates the Song, using the powerful magic to defeat the sea dragon, who was being pressured by Aeyr to do his will. The siren queen strikes a deal with Jendawr. The dragon and her two remaining children relocate to the sirens’ territory, under the protection of a barrier created by Coralei wielding the full power of the Song.

Coralei unlocks the book and, once Dayra has defeated the ciphers within, the scholar finds the information they need. A master keystone is needed to open the secret fortress door. Cea has seen master keystones before. In Tergalidon.

Coralei tells Gar she would like to stay with them, working against Aeyr, who had shown himself an enemy of her people as well as those of the surface. After ensuring the queendom will be cared for, it’s time for Gar, the queen, and Gar’s other companions to go back to the surface. With a quick stop in Tergalidon to retrieve a master keystone that will help them in opening the secret door in the fortress, they’ll be heading north again. Back to the fortress and whatever it may hold for them.


Chapter
One



“Well, shit.”

I stood in the large paddock where we’d left the horses. It was a well-isolated area, accessible through a series of sea tunnels and with enough grass, other vegetation, and fresh water that the horses should have been fine. The space even had a gate system, proving it had been used in the past for exactly the type of thing we had done: left the equines there while we went into the water to work with the sirens. All that was well and good, but there was one minor sticking point.

Someone had opened the gate and taken the horses.

“And we’re sure the horses didn’t get clever and open the gate themselves?” I asked, pretty damn sure it was a stupid question. This wasn’t a simple gate latch we were talking about here. The gate consisted of several boards fitted into slots, making the thing capable of taking a full-on charge from a massive bull. The horses would have had to have picked the individual boards of the gate up out of the channels and done it in the correct way or they would have hung up in the tracks.

Keliana, our super hot catgirl assassin, arched an eyebrow at me. It was more than enough to communicate the sentiment. “Really?” it shouted. Thankfully, she didn’t verbalize it. Instead, she made another point.

“I just went and checked. There are footprints going through the tunnels and out on the dry sand. Strange footprints, but still footprints. Mixed in with the hoofprints. Someone took the horses.”

“Our stuff, too,” Tyra said from the little alcove where we’d stored the gear we didn’t need to bring with us, like tents and other supplies. The goblin girl wore a frown on her beautiful green face. “They’re all gone. Saddle bags and all.”

I silently fumed, glaring at the empty paddock.

Coralei called Keli over to her. “Are these the footprints you speak of?” She pointed to the ground near her. The queen of the sirens wore her legs, of course, and not the mermaid tail she did when under the waves.

“Yeah, those are the same as the ones outside the caves. It looked like they walked the horses, though I don’t know why they didn’t just mount up. There may have been too many of them. It’s hard to tell because they all overlap—with each other and with the hoofprints.”

“Crabs,” the queen said. Her tone gave me the impression she was about to spit.

“Crabs?” I repeated.

“Yes. They are beastkin, though more bestial than the more human types that seem prevalent on the surface.” I was proud of her. She didn’t even look toward Keliana or Lirien when she said it. “Had I known they moved to this area, I would not have recommended the paddock. They have always lived north, where the coast is rockier. I wonder why they are in the area.”

“Crab people?” I asked. “Would they take the horses to ride them?”

The look Coralei gave me made my heart sink in my chest.

“No. They will probably eat them,” she said softly.

“Wonderful. How long, Keli?”

The catgirl scratched one of her furry ears. “How long what? How long to find them? How long to catch them? How long since they were here?”

“That last one.”

“A day, maybe two. Are you finished pouting? You want me to track them so we can kick their asses and take our horses back?”

I flashed her a smile. “Yeah, Keli. Let’s do that.”

The tracks near the paddock and in the cave tunnels were jumbled beyond my ability to distinguish them. I was responsible for some of that, stomping over them as we made our way to and from where the horses should have been. As we followed Keliana away from the tunnels, through the sand and soft soil, I could pick out individual tracks amid the hoofprints.

Around the outsides of the main bunch of tracks were some distinguishable as individuals. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was looking at, trying to gauge the size of the creatures by how large—or small—their feet were. Keliana and Coralei both noticed me and my quizzical expression. I knew because they both grinned like they’d just successfully pulled off the best prank ever.

“What?” I asked.

Keli shrugged. “Whatdya think?”

“I think you’re waiting to outright laugh at me.” Neither of the women responded, but now everyone else was paying attention to us. I sighed. “So, when you said they were crab people, I take it you meant they were actually crab people? I mean, their prints here…it’s like they poked sharp sticks into the ground.”

“Or like they’re pirates,” Tip added helpfully. Like most times, I had to search for the obscure meaning in what he said.

I couldn’t figure it out. “Pirates?” It hit me as soon as the word left my mouth, but it was too late to stop him.

His scruffy face grinned, and he walked in a circle with one of his legs straight. “Arrr. Long John Silver.”

“Really?” I said. “A peg leg. That’s the best you could do?”

“Aye, matey.”

Our gremlin girl, Cea, giggled at Tip’s antics, though she wouldn’t have known what the hell he was talking about.

I sighed. “Back to the tracks. Do they actually have sharp legs like that?”

Keliana did laugh then. “We’ll make a tracker out of you yet. I’ve heard of this type of beastkin. Coralei?”

The queen beamed at me, though she was kind enough not to laugh. “Yes, you are correct, Gar. It is somewhat like the shark people in that they have more bestial traits than human. They have various crab attributes, and to different degrees: claws, multiple legs, faces. They also share the scavenger personalities of the smaller animals.”

“Are they dangerous?”

“Any type of creature may be dangerous. They can be fierce if pressed, but cowardly when escape is an option. We shall see. I don’t know if these were from the tribes I’m familiar with or one from another area, perhaps to the south.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Well, they better not have eaten our horses. If so, I don’t care how fierce they are. There’s going to be a whole lot of whoop ass coming their way.”

“Don’t start no shit…” Tip said, jerking his chin at me.

“Won’t be no shit,” I finished. “Exactly right.” I put up a fist and Tip bumped it with his own.

“Maybe we’ll be eating crab for dinner,” he added.

“Ugh. Fucking Tip. That’s nasty. They’re people.”

“But they’re probably delicious people.”

Cea punched him in the ribs and Tip yowled. “Ow-ow-ow. Okay, okay. You know I’m kidding Cea.”

The gremlin girl swept her green hair out of her face and glared at Tip. “Don’t kid about those things. How are you going to be a hero when you say stuff like that? The joke is not worth the damage you’ll do to your reputation if someone else heard you.”

The satyr looked at the ground. “Yeah, I know. You’re right. But no one else is here, only our friends.”

The glower the little gremlin woman gave him could have stripped paint. It only lasted a moment, though, before her face split into a grin. “You never know who’s listening.”

Brin squeezed my hand. I swiveled my head to the beautiful moonwisp and had to hold in a laugh. With her fire red hair and her blue skin, not to mention the perfect posture she always held, reminding me that she was from a royal family, the look on her face was priceless. She might as well have screamed out, “You tell him, sister” and “It’s about damn time.”

We mostly kept quiet after that, not wanting to tip off the crabs if we were getting close to wherever they had taken the horses. Their tracks led toward the south, answering Coralei’s question of their origin. Past Skeroan, where we’d first met Coralei as we searched for clues to where the sirens might be found, and up to Chirteom, the ancient city we didn’t bother checking out, we followed the tracks of the crabs and horses.

It had been an eventful couple of weeks, spent almost entirely underwater. With the potions Tyra learned to make that allowed us to breathe and move better under the waves, we’d joined the sirens’ queen, Coralei, in what I guess could be called an adventure. Fighting monsters, a traitorous guardian, and a sea dragon seemed more like a nightmare, but you know. Tomato, tomahto.

We were ready to go back to the fortress we’d found, though, providing we got our damn horses back. Fucking crab people. Did they carve graffiti on the rocks, too?

As we entered a rocky section of the shoreline, Keliana put a hand up to stop us. She gestured for the rest of us to stay where we were and she did her disappearing thing, using her magic to fade into the shadows from the boulders and cliffs. I could track her, of course, knowing what to look for. The sun was out, after all, even though where we were wasn’t bright, but no one not looking specifically for her would notice the former assassin moving around.

When she returned a few minutes later, she brought us into a huddle.

“They’re less than half a mile in that direction. I think they live in some caves close to the water. No sign of the horses, but they’re probably in the caves. Two of the crab people are standing as sentries. I can take them out, no problem. You want them dead or just out cold?” Before I had a chance to answer, she bit her lip and gave me an uncertain look. “Umm, they’re kind of small. Not quite Cea-sized—or fun-sized, as she often says—but more like Tip’s height.”

Her revelation didn’t change my answer. “Why don’t we try not to kill anyone until we see how things go? I’d rather get our horses and go without slaughtering a bunch of people.”

Coralei nodded to me, her gorgeous, tanned face wearing a smile.

Nice. Points for not being a cold-blooded murderer.

With the difficulty crunching through sand and loose pebbles, we let Keli take care of the two sentries. She returned and led us through where they were both lying in a little crevice in the rocks.

I was shocked at first look. I’d seen the shark people, mostly human-type bodies with the heads of actual sharks on them, but these beastkin were different. One had a full-on crab face. I mean, beady eyes, armor covering it, and creepy mandibles; all of it. The other one was crabbish, but his face was shaped more like a human’s, with a lot less shell all over the place. Both of them had claws, though the first one only had one, with the other arm sporting a hand. Both had only two legs, something that wasn’t always the case, according to Coralei. Their skin was a mixture of chitin and skin, all of it with a reddish tinge. The two wore minimal clothing.

Keli set the path into the caves and we formed up in a double-file line, with me and Coralei behind Keli.

There wasn’t much to the cave we entered. Set in a rocky hill, with the opening southeast, it only extended twenty feet or so until it opened up into a massive chamber with sunlight coming in from above through some crevices or holes, and through the sides. On second thought, it was more like a picnic canopy than an actual cave, with large open areas in the supporting walls.

Within the chamber, I immediately spotted the horses. It looked like they were all there, but I didn’t have time to count them. Around them and all across the area were close to three dozen crab people. Currently, they were all facing us.

The largest of them, standing in the midst of a clump of ten others, clacked and then emitted a whistling shriek. Instantly, every crab person in sight brought up their weapons. They ranged from simple pointed sticks to more elaborate tools, some looking like Coralei’s trident and even some swords or knives. Of course, those with only claws raised them as weapons, holding no other implements.

They didn’t attack, but neither did we, both sides waiting to see what the other would do. Finally, the big one spoke. His voice had what I guess I would call an accent, emphasizing hard consonants with the occasional click.

“Why are you here? We have nothing to do with the sirens. Leave and you will be allowed to keep your lives.”

Coralei opened her mouth, but I put my hand on her shoulder. It was obvious the guy had recognized her for what she was, but I planned on cutting right to the chase.

“No. You get out of the way so we can take back the horses you stole from us and we’ll allow you to live. Do anything to piss me off, and you’ll all die.”

Silence overtook the chamber as I waited for a response. The crab people’s leader stared at me with something more than shock from what I’d just said. Like he recognized me or something.

The same was not true of one of the other crabmen. He leveled his trident—one of the weapons in the best condition in the entire force—at me, and with a scream, charged like we were jousting or something. The clack of his hard crabby feet on the stone floor was eerie, as it was the only sound in the cave.

The little fucker wasn’t bluffing, but apparently actually intended to skewer me. My eyes flicked to Coralei, who had a resigned expression on her face.

Fine, if that’s the way you want it, you crabby bastards…

I casually sidestepped the long weapon, not even bothering to deflect it. As it passed, I clotheslined the dude, slamming my forearm so hard into his face, the chitin plating on it broke with a loud cracking sound. Kneeling down to where he now lay on his back, I put the tip of my siangham, which I finally drew from the long pocket along my thigh, to his eye. One of two; he had a more humanish face than some of the others.

“Now, should I kill you or not?”


Chapter
Two



The crab leader’s frantic voice cut into my calm tone.

“No, please. Spare him. He is young and stupid. We will do anything you ask. Please do not slaughter us.”

Glancing at the crab dude with the busted face, I scoffed. My siangham went back into its place and I stood, eyeing the trident lying a few paces from my attacker. It had left his grasp with the force of my attack.

“Great. Now that we have your attention, you will give us back our horses and all our gear you stole. You better not have eaten any of them or there’s going to be hell to pay.”

“Of course, of course. Had we known they belonged to the great hero Kael, we never would have taken them.”

“You shouldn’t have stolen them anyway, regardless of who you thought they belonged to.” I didn’t bother arguing with his belief that I was Kael Serus.

“I humbly beg your pardon. We thought them abandoned. Of course, we will return all your property to you, unharmed. The beasts were not meant to be eaten, but traded to some of the scavengers who occasionally visit. We greatly need resources.” He turned to Coralei and bowed. “We meant no affront to your people, either. We have ever tried to interact peacefully with the sirens.”

The crab at my feet sucked in a wet breath, no doubt from the blood covering his busted face. He scrambled to his feet, head and eyes swiveling in different directions until they landed on his weapon.

The crab leader raised a claw. “Stand down, Kriktact.” The way he pronounced the name, it all ran together in a series of clicks. “Your injuries are your own fault. You are fortunate the hero did not end your life. Return to the others.”

The tension around us was so thick I felt like I could swipe my hand out and grasp a handful. My companions weren’t anxious, not after everything we’d faced before, but the crabs twitched and rolled their eyes, some of them shifting from foot to foot, whether they had only two or a larger number. I really didn’t want to have to kill all these people. Though the excuses the leader gave were bullshit, the crabs didn’t seem to be too malicious.

“Listen, as long as you didn’t destroy any of our stuff or hurt our horses, it’s all good,” I said. “Relax. I can understand being in sore straits. The world is a strange place nowadays.”

The crab leader blinked repeatedly at me with eyes at the end of little stalks, like he was trying to compute what I said. “The world? It’s not just us? Have you had troubles with strange, transformed monsters and magical effects as well?”

Now we’re getting somewhere. “We have encountered monsters.” I gestured toward Coralei. “We’ve fought a lot of them, alongside the sirens.”

“Is that why you’re here, in this place?” the siren queen asked. “Have you fled your homes? I was unaware of any of your people in this area.”

The leader—whose name I just realized I didn’t know—bowed to Coralei. “It is so. Groups of the monsters have attacked and decimated our tribes. Our hope is that the land creatures have not likewise transformed. We are trying to survive, staying mostly on the land, but food is not abundant, thus do we trade with the surface people, when we are able.”

Coralei’s eyes locked onto the leader. Within them, I could almost see her thoughts as she argued with herself. When a soft whine brought our attention to a few small crab people children at the back of the chamber, I knew what was coming next.

“What is your name? Are you the leader of this group?”

He bowed again, an awkward movement with his six legs. “My name is Tchitkrikt. Yes, I lead these, though I was not the leader of our tribe. I know not whether our chief still lives. We were scattered in a massive attack by the monsters and we have not been able to return to our homes.”

Again, he said his name like it was a series of clicks. It was similar to a glottal stop mixed with the clicking of the African language Xhosa. It was seriously going to be a bitch if we had to learn any more than the two names we’d gotten so far.

“Tchitkrikt of the Khuktchit. Well met.” Coralei said the name like a natural, as well as what was apparently the name of their race. If I hadn’t been looking right at her, I’d have thought it was another crab saying it. “I am Queen Coralei Aushway. You know of me?”

The crab prostrated himself before her. “I knew of your mother and have heard she is no more. My condolences.”

“Thank you. I would have you do something for me, if you are willing.”

“Of course. Anything I may do to make amends for inadvertently taking your things I will do, if I am able.”

“Good, good. You know of my queendom, where it lies?”

“I do.”

“Splendid. Take this emblem.” She held out a small token with the pike symbol of her family etched onto it. “Bring it to my people and ask to speak to General Eryfine. Tell her I want your people to be given a place within the queendom where you may stay in safety, whether temporarily or permanently. The world is growing more dangerous, and we can no longer isolate ourselves. This next part is very important. I will put a magical mark upon the emblem, recognizable by any of my people. By the authority of that magic, tell the general she is to assign troops to escort you to search for the remnants of your tribe. To them, as well, I make this offer of a safe place to live. Will you do those things for me?”

I thought the guy was as low to the ground as he could go, but he managed to squeeze his body even more fully to the gritty stone floor.

“I will. Thank you, my queen. We have ever had respect for the sirens, but I have never known them to be so kind to outsiders. Truly, you are saving our lives.”

“We all live in the same world, Tchitkrikt, and we must work together to survive the changes it is suffering. Something I recently learned.” She flicked her eyes to me and her lips curved upwards slightly. “Now, if you don’t mind, we will regain our horses and possessions. We have quite a journey ahead of us. You are sure you know how to get to the queendom?”

“Yes, we know it. We will depart as soon as we can gather ourselves. Thank you.”

“Thank me by taking care of those little ones. The rest also, of course, but the very young are not as equipped for the harsh reality of our times as adults may be.”

Tchitkrikt finally got back to his feet—after Coralei told him twice to do so—the tension in the other crab people lessened. They’d heard what had been said and relief flooded their crabby faces, shelled and unshelled alike. Weapons disappeared and the crowd mostly separated into smaller groups, leaving the large chamber excitedly while we went to check on the horses

Cea ran the last few feet, slamming into her horse’s neck and putting her arms around the mare, cooing and stroking her mane.

“I was so worried about you. I’m glad you’re all right. I won’t leave you anymore. My heart can’t take it. Such a pretty girl.”

I watched the gremlin girl, Tip next to me doing the same thing. The satyr had a smile on his face and his eyes were soft as he gazed at her.

“She likes her horse, huh? I wonder what she’d think about having kids.”

Tip put his hands up. “Shhhhh. Don’t, Gar. Please, don’t give her any ideas.”

I laughed, wondering what half-satyr, half-gremlin would look like. I patted his shoulder. “Come on, man. Let’s check the horses over, get our stuff, and get the hell out of here. Like our hot mermaid said, we’ve got a long way to go.”

After Brin healed the sentries we’d knocked out and we apologized to them, we bade the crabs farewell. Tip doubled up with Cea on her horse so Coralei could ride on Tip’s mount.

“Can’t I ride with someone else, like Tip and Cea are doing?” the siren asked as she looked dubiously at the horse. I had to admit, horses could be intimidating when you weren’t used to them. Big, heavy, and powerful, especially for someone who was used to being in the water all the time. Falling while underwater didn’t have quite the same potential for injury as doing so in the air.

“You could, but the poor horse would carry double the weight. With Tip and Cea, they’re both small, so it’s not a big deal. You’re a lot taller than them.

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you saying I’m heavy or fat?”

I barked a laugh. “You know I’m not. Don’t even act like you’re insulted. It’s not going to distract me. You’ll have to learn to ride if you want to travel with us. Sorry.”

She sighed, but acquiesced. She was strong and athletic, so it didn’t take her long to catch onto how to mount the horse, but that was only part of the battle. Staying in the saddle, learning to direct the horse without making everything a battle, and trying to relax the body were things she had to learn, just as I had so recently. Unfortunately, that last one didn’t come easily.

Though we took breaks during the day and, with making camp early, we only actually rode for half the day, Coralei was a mess when we stopped.

“You said people actually do this for fun, riding these animals?” She rubbed her ass as she said it.

I thought of offering to rub it for her but decided not to go there. “They do. You have to learn to relax. Keeping rigid the whole time is going to make it difficult to walk when you finally dismount. You’ll get more comfortable, then it won’t be so bad.”

She sneezed, and her eyes went wide like they did the several other times she’d done so during the day. Apparently, no one sneezed underwater. Of all the dangers I’d imagined Coralei might face in our travels, allergies or hay fever had not been one of them.

Brin approached the siren. “I can heal your soreness, as well as your allergies, I believe. It will make it easier for you to sleep tonight.”

Coralei directed her watery eyes at the moonwisp. “You are a blessing from the goddess, Brin. Thank you.”

By the end of the second day, Coralei still wasn’t an expert rider, but hell, neither was I. She was at least more comfortable and not constantly in pain, though I don’t think I would have chosen bikini bottoms to wear when riding. She didn’t have any other clothes and said she didn’t want them, anyway. I wouldn’t argue. If she wanted to wear a bikini all the time, who was I to disagree?

As late afternoon stretched into early evening, we searched for a spot to camp for the night. We broke out into a small clearing from the game trail we’d been following to find a large tent set up. A very familiar tent.

The weathered canvas, the green draping sections in the front that looked like a theater’s curtains, and the dark opening that showed nothing of what was inside made my heart double its rate. I jumped off my horse and ran to the opening just as a beautiful dark-haired woman in a pale green chiffon dress stepped out.

“Qamara!” I scooped the alari prophetess up in a hug, kissing her into breathlessness.

When I broke the kiss, she put a hand on my chest and said in a slightly panting voice, “It is wonderful to see you again, Garfield.”

“How the hell…?” I started, but left questions for later. Instead, I kissed her again, then allowed the others, who were lined up, to have their chance to greet the woman who had been separated from us for far too long.

We set up camp and I went to collect firewood. When I returned, I noticed immediately that Qamara’s tent was missing.

“Hey, you took down your tent,” I said.

“What tent?”

My head snapped to where the tent was. To where the tent had been. There was not so much as tamped down grass in the area, and several bushes in the middle stood proudly like they were taunting me.

“What the fuck? Hey, did anyone see that?”

“See what, Gar?” Brin asked.”

“The tent. Did anyone see what she did with the tent?”

Tip came over and patted me on the arm. “Dude, there’s no tent here.”

I stared at him. His face was totally neutral, and for a moment, I thought I was losing my mind. Until it cracked just a little and his lip twitched like he wanted to smile. Or laugh.

“Quit gaslighting me, you little fucker. Did you see what she did?”

He burst out laughing. “Damn me and my inability to keep a straight face. Nah, man, I didn’t see. The last time I looked, it was right over there. Now it’s gone and the place where I think it was couldn’t even be used for a tent that size. I was checking my horse while you were getting firewood.”

“Tyra? Sariel? Ah, Keliana. Surely you didn’t miss what happened.”

“Sorry, Gar,” the catgirl said. “I wasn’t looking.”

“…and don’t call me Shirley.” Tip said.

“Oh, ha. Ha. Ha.” Sarcasm fairly dripped from my mouth.

Our simple camp dinner seemed like a feast celebrating Qamara’s return. We didn’t push her for details, happy she had come back to us safely, though at least a dozen queries burned in my mind. She volunteered for the third watch of the night and when I woke up the next morning, she greeted me warmly from the rock she sat on. It really was great to have our prophetess back.

Tergalidon finally came into sight on the third day. The buildings we’d brought back from whatever dimensional pocket they’d been in made quite the impressive sight as the sun behind us lit up what looked like structures newly built on top of the ruins of an ancient city.

“Welcome to Tergalidon, Coralei. Oh, and Qamara.” I’d told Coralei about our adventures in the city and surrounding area, but I don’t think she was ready for seeing buildings many times larger than anything she had in her undersea world. Qamara, as always, seemed to know about the city already, nodding along and unsurprised when we mentioned it as we traveled. “We’ll meet some of our friends soon. Remember what I told you. I’m not sure how far along they are with phasing completely back into this world, but they’re likely still at least part specter.”

“To meet people who have been alive for millennia,” the siren said, her eyes alight. “I can’t wait.”

“Speak of the devil.” Tip pointed off to the side of the path we were on. “There are some of the neronevi now.”

All eyes went to the two men and one woman casually strolling toward us, all carrying weapons. They looked different than they did before. More solid, but not completely. The face of one of the men found me and he blinked. Then he broke out into a grin and waved his sword in greeting before sliding it back into the scabbard.

I waved back. “Ah. It seems we’ve been recognized.”


Chapter
Three



Coralei stared at the remnants of the city before her.

“I know you told me about the re-emergence of the city, but I had no idea it would be so impressive.”

I had to agree with the siren. I was still in awe of those sections of the city we’d brought back, and could only try to imagine what the whole city had looked like. Chatting about that would have to wait for later, though, because the trio of neronevi had almost reached us.

“Sorry,” I said. “Give me a minute. I should greet our escorts.”

The male neronevi was all smiles as he and the woman and other man approached. All three stopped a few paces away and snapped salutes at me. Not knowing what else to do, I copied them, slamming my fist to my chest in response.

“Gar,” he said, then rattled off a stream of words that were unintelligible to me. Dayra came to the rescue.

“He says well met, and he is honored to be the first to see your return. He will lead you to Serindra, if you would like.”

“Yes.” I nodded emphatically to give meaning to my word. “Tell him we appreciate it and are honored to have him as our escort.”

Dayra relayed the message and, if anything, his smile grew wider. He nodded to his companions, who saluted me again before going back the way they came from. To resume their sentry duty, I assumed.

We all dismounted to walk our horses alongside our guide. Once we were in motion, our blonde scholar speaking softly with the man, I turned back to Coralei.

“So, I agree with how fantastic this place is. Did you know of Tergalidon before I told you about how we came through here?”

“I did,” the siren said. “Read about it in the history books. A mighty nation, with powerful mages. It was destroyed utterly in some war.”

“It was, except the parts that were put away in another world. The parts of the city we were able to bring back. The neronevi have been guarding the area, and especially the secret base where Vorim Tanalus died, for millennia.

“When we encountered the specters, they presented me with the keystone to bring back the parts of the city Vorim sent away to a pocket dimension. The thing was, some great spell their enemies cast at the same time the protected structures faded away interfered with the spell. The buildings were successfully saved, but the interactions of the two powerful magics caused an unpredicted effect, resulting in twelve hundred forty-three people being trapped between the two worlds. Incorporeal, they carried out the mage’s directives, first to destroy completely the enemy responsible for the city’s and nation’s fall, and then to guard it until he or another found a way to reverse what happened to them.

“Kael actually helped with the first, fighting alongside them against the Xinathreen. The mage, using so much of his magic for the protection spell and then even more against the enemy, ended up weakening himself so much that he couldn’t fight the enemy spell. He died, but all the neronevi—a word that means ‘half-away’—continued with their duty.

“When Serindra, their leader, brought us to the secret base Vorim used before he died, we were allowed to go through the mage’s stuff. We found his diary and the keystone, among other things. When I used the keystone, three entire complexes came back. An administration area, the magic academy grounds, and a magical research institute. You’ll see them all soon. We’re entering the administration area now.

“Another unexpected thing happened, though. In bringing the structures back, the magic caused a kind of suction to carry the essence of other half of the neronevi’s bodies along with them. Serindra told us it would take some time before they were fully reconstituted. Apparently, it’s a slow process because of the difficulty of their former bodies finding and connecting to their current specter bodies. We were in a hurry to find you, so we only stayed a couple of days after the city came back.”

“Yeah,” Tip said, “and they’re looking better than when we left. More solid.”

Brin cast her glance to the man speaking with Dayra. “They also seem happy, if the three we met are representative of the others. I look forward to seeing Serindra. If we go back to Dayra’s library on the way through Teaphotria, I would like to borrow a book or two on the Ancient Osgoth language and perhaps the specific dialect they spoke in Tergalidon so I may converse with her in her own language, perhaps help to teach her ours.”

I nodded. “Yes, that’s a great idea. They’re pretty isolated here, but eventually, they’ll deal with other people, and it would be good if they can communicate with them. I wouldn’t mind trying to learn to speak their language, too. I know it would make them feel a little more comfortable. It has to be hard stepping into the world thousands of years after they were last flesh and blood, especially since they’ve had no actual contact with anyone else.”

Coralei listened to everything with rapt attention. “It is almost beyond understanding. How must they feel? At least they have each other, but it will mean much for you to make them feel welcome. I will help in any way I can. To think, they may have met some of my ancestors, perhaps gone to the Ianathi cities themselves. How surprised they will be by what we now are.”

“Oh,” I said. “There. See that large group of buildings over there, the tall ones? That’s the bulk of the administrative center. Tacked onto the edge of it are crafting areas that are not only still viable, but that look like they were just built last year. There are even a few temples that were captured in the spell. Over to the left is the research institute, and to the right is where we’re heading. It’s called the magic academy, though they trained students in other things as well, like combat. They have a respectable library and rooms enough for hundreds of people. We’ll be sleeping in beds tonight.”

It had only been a few weeks since we were in Tergalidon last, but I noticed the neronevi had not been idle. The buildings and facilities we brought back were already in perfect condition, but they had appeared in the midst of the ruins of the city. Since we left, the former specters had cleaned up some of the surrounding areas, with vegetation cut and rubble cleared. Wide paths that once were roads, and looked like they would be again, crisscrossed the terrain. They’d even started building new structures.

“Dayra, please tell him I’m impressed.” I gestured in front of us. “The work they’ve done looks great. I can’t wait to see what it looks like in a few months, or in a year.”

She translated and the man, who seemed to smile far too much for being a soldier, bowed his head toward me and met my eyes proudly.

Soon enough, we were at the main building at the magic academy, dozens of half-corporeal people scuttling around with an air of purpose. Each and every one of them, when they spotted us, stopped, snapped to attention, and saluted. My arm got tired from returning the salutes and by the time we reached Serindra, my cheeks were burning in embarrassment. Brin squeezed my hand, which of course she’d been holding the entire time.

“They are proud to see you, appreciative of the action you took to return some of their city and to bring them back to their own world,” my moonwisp said. “There is nothing to cause shame.”

“I didn’t do anything, Brin. Held a stone up and that’s about it. They’re the ones who deserve praise. They all kept to their duty for centuries. I can’t even imagine how hard that would have been.”

“Think how much it would mean to them if you told them that in their own language, as you were speaking about earlier.”

I could only nod, imagining the lump I felt in my throat being too big to speak through.

When Serindra saw us step into her office, her eyes doubled in size.

“Gar! Dayra!” Her voice, louder—more “solid”—than before, held an accent that was vaguely reminiscent of Qamara’s, but not as much Latin quality and a bit more of a Germanic bite to it. I guess it was an osgoth inflection, which in and of itself was damn cool.

Dayra mumbled, “Sure, she says your name first,” as the leader of the neronevi saluted us. Then, with only a slight pause, she rushed Dayra and wrapped her arms around the blonde scholar. The huff of air that followed confirmed that Serindra was indeed becoming more corporeal. Dayra patted the woman’s back and her hand only sunk into the leader only a little.

When the two released each other, Serindra swung her head to me, her eyes tentative. She fidgeted a bit, nervous for some reason. I smiled at her and held my arms out. She slammed into me, her body softer than her breasts would account for.

The ancient woman felt good. Even being able to hold her at all was remarkable, since she was basically a ghost when we’d last seen her. I rubbed her back and experienced what I’d seen with Dayra’s hand. It sank in a slightly, but that was all. It wasn’t too unlike an umbrenix’s body in that way, though I would never draw the comparison aloud.

“It’s good to see you, Serindra. You look great, as does the city.”

Dayra was kind enough to translate and I could feel the neronevi’s smile on my shoulder.

It was true. I still couldn’t pick out fine details, but I saw more of what her face may have looked like, along with the clothing she wore. I had questions about that, but I’d ask Dayra and Brin about it later.

We released each other, and she stepped back. This close, the changes were distinct. Before, I could see through her and she was all one color: a sort of washed-out blue, sometimes a pale yellow, almost white. Now I could not only see more of her features, but a hint of some colors as well. I was almost sure now that she had dark hair, and her skin was more of a darker tanned color than the paler skin Dayra had.

What really stood out, though, was her eyes. A bright, light green that, even as muted as it was with her still being partly ethereal, almost seemed to glow. What they would look like, especially in the sunlight, had me wanting to bring her out into the sun right at that moment. They would be spectacular.

The sentry who had led us to his commander smirked, but saluted Serindra before leaving. I’d never even gotten his name. It occurred to me that I needed to learn hundreds of names if I checked back on them often. As specters, it hadn’t seemed as important, both because of how removed they were from me and my world and because of the language barrier, but things had changed. Most likely, the next time I visited, all of these people would be as solid as I was.

We spent half an hour chatting with Serindra, introducing Coralei, telling her what we’d been up to since last we met, and hearing her reports of all the things the neronevi were doing in the city. Of course, it was all done through Dayra. It was so nice to have her with us, since otherwise we’d be trying to talk to each other using sign language or something equally cumbersome.

The commander herself showed us to a block of rooms we could use for as long as we wanted. We remembered well how to get to the dining hall, so she left us to settle in with only an invitation to join her for a meal. Dayra conveyed our affirmative response and Serindra left, most likely back to her office. If nothing else, the woman seemed an efficient and hardworking individual.

“So, we have a little time,” I told Coralei. “Anything you want to see? We don’t have to look for the keystones right away, if there’s something else you’d rather do.”

“I would like to see everything, and also speak more to Serindra, if Dayra would be kind enough to translate. Aside from that, I must admit I am curious about this place where you found with the master keystones. Why not go there first? We don’t have to try to utilize them or anything, but I would love to see them.”

“Okay, sounds good. Cea, you’re in charge of this mission. Show us where you saw the keystones and help us figure them out.”

“Yes, sir!” She executed a perfect salute, as well as the neronevi who had been doing it to me all day.

With the smallest of us in the lead, most of the group tramped toward where we would finally find what we’d come to the city for.


Chapter
Four



Cea grabbed Tip’s hand and dragged him up to the front of our group. As if he wasn’t embarrassed enough, not meeting anyone’s eyes and with a flush to his cheeks, the gremlin girl decided it was a perfect opportunity to skip.

At barely over four feet tall, the green-haired, green-eyed little cutie was stronger than she looked. With Tip being more than half a foot taller, he hunched and was forced to match her pace, which was surprisingly quick for such short, little legs. She yanked on the satyr, skipping and giggling while Tip’s goat hooves slid and clacked on the cobbled path to another of the magic academy’s buildings.

Brin, holding my own hand, grinned at the two. The moonwisp and I both knew how good Cea was for our friend. If the effect she had on his personality and happiness was any indication, she was who he’d been waiting for all his life. It seemed like the same could be said of the reverse. The pure joy the small woman displayed every day was a sharp contrast to some of the times we’d seen her being derided by others in the expedition she’d been with. Especially that asshole Grent.

Coralei hovered at my other side, close enough that I could feel her arms brushing mine occasionally. Keliana, the black-haired catgirl hottie and former assassin, was near the siren. I caught her checking out Coralei’s ass a couple of times as we walked. I didn’t blame her a bit.

On Brin’s side, Lirien, my kangaroo girl explorer and expert on all things Kael chatted softly with Dayra, our resident scholar and translator for Serindra and the other neronevi. The stunning blonde with her short hair and shorter tank top was a wet dream come to life. Just thinking about some of the things she’d said and done to me, even right after we met, made me shiver.

Bringing up the rear were Sariel, my gorgeous white-haired elf swordmaster and Qamara Enorana. The alari prophetess was the first person I’d met when I landed in this world and I was thrilled she’d stayed with us for so long. I was afraid that any time now, she would tell me once again she had to leave us to take care of some mysterious task. It tore me up with worry every time she did so, not only because of the generally unsafe condition of the world right now, but because she’d already admitted that Aeyr and his minions had taken a special interest in her. We’d seen it firsthand in the Aesturith Kingdom when umbrenix came to kill her.

Tyra, of course, wasn’t with us. Right after we arrived, she headed for one of the many forges in the crafting area of the administrative complex. If anyone was going to learn the ancient Osgoth language the neronevi spoke, it would be the goblin girl if it helped her to communicate with them about smithing. I wondered if any of the neronevi had plied the craft before they were turned to specters.

As we weaved through the hallways, getting deeper and deeper into one of the buildings in the magic academy I hadn’t been to before, I wondered both how far the structure extended and also how Cea had found the place to begin with.

Tip had gotten tired of skipping and convinced the gremlin girl to walk, though they still held hands. Between me and Brin and the two of them, we might just make handholding popular in this world. Thinking about that being my legacy, I was totally fine with that.

“It’s not too much farther,” Cea chirped, apparently noticing some of the questioning looks. “From what I can tell, it was some stuffy old master that liked to collect interesting things. Looking at his stuff, I think he probably taught enchantments or something like that. I think he probably made the master keystones himself.”

“You call him ‘he.’” Lirien pointed out.

“I’m pretty sure he was a man. His name was Pardin Sumis, which sounds like a man’s name, but also the way he wrote in his journal…I think he was a he.”

“Maybe there are books in Dayra’s library that refer to him. If we stop there, maybe you can find one or two.”

“Oooh, that would be great. After rummaging through all his stuff, the least I could do is to find out about him, especially if his treasures help us open the secret door that has given us so much trouble.”

I snorted. “Yeah. We should make a statue of him or something if it works out.”

Finally, we arrived at…a chamber.

“What exactly is this room?” I asked. The damn thing had to be more than thirty feet to a side, with three other doors leading into other rooms that themselves had no other doors. Storage rooms attached to what looked like a storage room by itself. Or some kind of museum display or collection chamber.

“It’s his office.” The way the gremlin smiled and bounced on her feet, she envied the man his stuff. “Like I said, he liked to gather fascinating things. I wish I could have met him. He seems very interesting.”

Brin strode to a huge desk near an impressively large window. “Perhaps you could ask Serindra about him. She may shed light upon who he was or what he was like. She lived in this city, perhaps even knew him personally.”

“That’s a great idea. Dayra, would you translate for me?”

“Sure,” the scholar said. “It would be my pleasure.”

Cea hugged herself and squeed, then continued to the other end of the room, where several cabinets stood lined up along the wall. She opened one, dug around on the second shelf from the bottom, and pulled out an elaborately carved wooden box, similar to antique jewelry boxes in my world, but in a size that the gremlin woman struggled with moving around.

Tip came to the rescue, taking her load and bumping her with his hip playfully. She swatted at him, but the glimmer in her eyes betrayed that she was teasing him. The satyr set the object down on a nearby table and stepped back to allow Cea to position herself in front of it.

I considered the mountain of items in the room, how long and convoluted the path to get there was, and how the gremlin girl went straight to the box that now sat before her.

“Uh, Cea?”

“Yes, Gar?”

“How the hell did you even find this place, let alone that box? We weren’t even here that long before.”

She shrugged. “I like to explore. You know how it is, Lirien, Dayra.”

Lirien shook her head and laughed. “No, I really don’t. I’ve searched plenty of ruins, but even I’m wondering how you found this room.”

“I like to find interesting things.” Cea’s face dropped and her mouth formed into a pout. “Keli, you understand, right?”

The catgirl chuckled. “I’m an assassin, not a thief. I’m not saying you’re a thief, Cea, but sifting through other people’s stuff is only one step away from stealing it.”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “I wasn’t saying that, just wondering how you happened to find a place so far off the beaten path. I doubt even the neronevi have discovered it, and they’ve been here a lot longer than we were, not even including any time they’d been here before, when the entire city was still in this world. It doesn’t really matter how you found it, but that you did. Show us what we’ve got.”

Cea rubbed her hands together.

“Just to be clear,” Dayra added, looking directly at me, “Serindra considers all the buildings you brought back, and everything in them, your property, Gar. So, if you want to take anything we find, it won’t matter. It’s already yours.”

“We’ve talked about this. She can’t just give me an entire city on a whim.”

“It’s not a whim. She’s spoken to most of the other neronevi and they all agree. Don’t be surprised to find that after she talks with all of them, it’ll be unanimous.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I grumbled, but decided there was no use complaining about it at the moment. We had better things to do.

Speaking of which, Cea opened up the box. Like a jewelry box, it had trays that stacked inside it, but instead of holding rings or necklaces or the like, each tray had velvet with little indentations, and on those depressions sat a multitude of stones.

Therein was the problem.

“Those don’t look anything like the keystone I used to bring the building back.”

Coralei’s eyes were on the keystones as she waved my comment away. “These are master keystones.”

“Yeah, but they look like gems.”

The siren queen shifted her eyes to me, her expression a long-suffering one. “Did you expect them to look like common rock?”

“Well, yeah.” I picked up one of the stones from a tray Cea had taken out and set on the table so she could pull out another one from the box. It had the shape of a river stone, but I could see light through it when I held it up to my face. A deep blue color, it had fine runes carved into it, which were softly glowing with a yellow-white light. If there was ever a magical gem, this was it.

But it was only one variety. Coralei had told us about the different colors and the keystones sitting in their little nests within the trays were of many different types. Red, blue, yellow, green; several with multiple colors each. They were in no way uniform in size and shape, but all had glowing runes etched into them.

One particular keystone caught my eye, though. It was about as big as a chicken egg, but flatter. Whereas many of the master keystones were single vivid colors, this was one of the multicolored ones. Primarily blue, it had greens, yellows, reds, and even a swirl of purple within it. The colors looked like they’d been injected into the gem, like mini-nebulae or plumes of dye.

I picked it up and twitched in surprise. It was warm. Like, a living thing kind of warm. The slight energy emanating from it felt akin to Brin’s healing. Not the cool wave I was familiar with, but the same gentle, soothing nature.

“You like that one?” Brin asked, watching me.

“I do. It’s beautiful, and it feels…right. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

“I doubt it’s that one,” Qamara interrupted. “I am checking these for the faint mana signatures, attempting to determine if they match that of the fortress. That one has no trace of the magic I sensed in that place.”

“No worries,” I said. “I picked it up because I thought it was pretty. How does all this work, anyway? I mean, do I hold the stone and focus until it dissolves as I assimilate it, like with the keystone to bring back the parts of Tergalidon?”

“It is similar, though I was not there to witness you use the other stone. As with all keystones, however, it must be used inside or near to the location where the doors to be manipulated are. Thus, we cannot go through each and attempt to assimilate them here. We will have to take a few with us and use them when we return to the fortress.”

“Oh. Wouldn’t it be safer to bring all of them?”

The alari shook her head. “It is unnecessary to carry around such a large box. I will identify a few with magic corresponding to that which I sensed, and it will be sufficient.”

“Are you sure? If we leave the one we need here—if any of these will actually connect with the fortress—it’s a long trip back.”

“We will be fine. Allow me to delve these and we will be prepared to leave any time thereafter.”

“Okay. Sounds good.”

Brin caught my hand as I reached to put the gem back in its case. She took the master keystone and held it up to the light. She winked at me. “It is rather pretty, I agree.”

I smiled at my moonwisp, then set myself to watching Qamara sort through the other master keystones.

After Qamara had selected ten of the several dozen master keystones, we packed up the others in their custom case and returned the box to the cabinet. Then we made the long trek back to the rooms Serindra had set aside for us. We’d head out the next day, hopefully ending our journey with opening the fortress door. We were coming for Aeyr. I couldn’t help but to feel the end of my quest was close at hand.


Chapter
Five



Iwatched Serindra as she and Dayra conversed, fascinated. When I’d first met the leader of the neronevi, she—like all the specters—was indistinct. Not just transparent, but like they were made up of wisps of energy. Some were grey or even with a bluish tint, softly glowing masses of energy in the rough silhouette of a person. If I looked carefully at one of the neronevi, I could just barely make out facial expressions, but only pronounced ones, not subtle details.

After the portions of the city were back and the specters started to solidify, merging with the other halves of their bodies, they gained a bit more solidity, their features gaining some clarity.

Now, though, all those I’d seen since we’d been back in the city appeared even more solid. More translucent than transparent, with some mass to them. They probably weren’t done changing. I assumed when they were back fully in this world, they would be as solid as any other person in the world. I was excited about the details I could see now, and anxious about what I’d see as they neronevi progressed.

But it was those details that had me so engrossed in watching Serindra. With her face more solid, I could really see what she looked like. She was beautiful, her face a soft oval with full lips and eyes that seemed both wise and energetic, but I had a feeling she was stunning even before the change. It was the way she spoke, the little movements of her mouth and eyes, the pure expression. I guess I may have gotten carried away with staring at her.

Both women stopped talking and turned their heads toward me. A jolt of embarrassment ran through my nerves.

Oh, shit. Was I staring hard at her like some perve?

The millennia-old woman gave me a mischievous grin, and I reciprocated. Damn, what was she going to look like when fully returned to her corporeal form?

Nothing was said about them catching me staring. At least, not by Dayra or Serindra.

“She is quite lovely, isn’t she?” Brin said from beside me. We were in a leisure area of the magic academy, awaiting dinner, taking some time to relax. I sat on a couch next to Brin, with Dayra and Serindra in two chairs nearby. The rest of my friends had scattered around the large chamber.

“Yeah,” I said. Leaning closer to Brin and whispering, I asked, “Was I staring too hard? I mean, was I being creepy?”

She treated me to her tinkling laughter. “No. You were paying close attention, however, as if someone who was trying to read the words on Serindra’s lips.”

“Oh. Whew, that’s good. I didn’t⁠—”

“Only Serindra’s lips. Not Dayra’s.” She had to add that last part. Ugh.

“I just can’t get over how much difference a little solidity makes. Before, I couldn’t even distinguish what kind of clothes she was wearing. I can now, and it’s surprising. I wonder what she’ll look like when she’s completely back to how she was before that spell all those centuries ago.”

“She will doubtless be a great beauty. As she is currently.”

“Yeah, no doubt. The neronevi I’ve seen seem to be transitioning well. They appear to be happy, though I’ve only seen a handful of them.”

“I am sure you share my opinion, Gar,” Brin said, “that I wish I could speak to them, ask them how they fare. Even asking about their day or sharing a bit of news would be wonderful. Will we stop at the Great Library on the way through Teaphotria to search for books that will allow us to learn their dialect of Ancient Osgoth?”

“We have to,” I agreed. “The next time we see them, I want to at least be able to stumble through an awkward sentence or two. I wish we could lend them some books so they could learn our language, too.”

“Books like that will not exist in Dayra’s library. When it was sealed away, our current common tongue had not even been thought of. It was not devised until approximately six hundred eighty years ago. We must assume there are tomes in the library we can use to learn through translation from another recognized language, possibly Proto-Alari.”

“Oh, right. Well, maybe you genius scholars and mages can write some books to help.” I grinned at her, thinking myself clever for the joke.

“Yes, I have thought of that before. Perhaps we will take some paper and ink from the magic academy’s stores and work on it as we travel. I could take notes as Dayra helps me with the language. If we can find books where this form of Ancient Osgoth is translated into Alari, I can manage the task myself.”

“Whoa. Really? I was joking.”

“No jest. I would enjoy creating something to help our friends to transition to this current time.”

“Damn. I really love you, you know that?”

“I do, and I love you as well, though I don’t see how translating books prompts you to tell me. Regardless of the reason, I do enjoy hearing it.”

I pulled her to me and kissed her while rolling on the couch. Her giggles tickled my lips and the sound make the job tougher for me. Kissing while smiling widely and laughing was a hard skill to master. I’d have to practice more.

“Ahem.”

I sat back up. Dayra and Serindra were standing in front of our couch. Brin and I parted immediately, sitting up straight like we hadn’t been canoodling in front of everyone.

“Sorry.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Is it dinnertime?”

Dayra’s mouth twitched as she suppressed her smile. “No. I was wondering if I could ask you something. Actually, Serindra wants to ask you something, but I’ll translate.”

“Oh, sure. Anything you want, Serindra. What can I do for you?” I looked at the half-spectral woman, though I knew my blonde scholar had to translate.

“We have been discussing the changes she and the others are going through, their bodies coming back together and gaining substance.”

“It’s pretty great. I was just telling Brin how much I’m enjoying seeing her…uh, their features and details becoming more distinct.”

Dayra allowed her full smile to shine through. “We noticed that you noticed. I will summarize. Serindra, having these changes come upon her body, is feeling anxious.”

“Is there something I can do? What’s she nervous about? Is there danger involved?”

“No, no. You misunderstand. She’s not nervous, she’s…aww hells. She’s horny.”

I blinked repeatedly at Dayra, trying to figure out if I just heard what I thought I’d heard. “Come again?”

“Exactly. She wants to do just that.”

“Uhh…what?”

“To come again.”

“Oh. Oh!”

Dayra chuckled, and I was pretty sure I heard the sound echoed by Brin beside me, but I was focusing on Serindra’s face. Her cheeks were coloring.

“We needn’t discuss her history, but she was young when the spell took her. Still is young, in truth, though she has passed centuries. In their incorporeal form, the neronevi had neither the desire nor the faculties to engage in intimacy. Since the day you brought about the change in them, she has been thinking about asking you to help her with the growing desires that afflict her. Knowing you might not be back for some time, she asks if you would help her in this respect, though she is but half a woman. Her words, not mine.”

I had no idea how to respond. Basically, Dayra was asking me if I’d fuck a ghost? Half-ghost, anyway. Before I could stutter out a response, my moonwisp came to my rescue.

“That would be a wonderful thing to grant her, Gar, if you have no arguments against it.”

My head snapped around so I could meet those gorgeous green eyes. “Are you sure, Brin?”

“I am. You can ask the others if they disagree. What do you think about it, Dayra?”

“Honestly, I think it’s sweet and a nice thing to do for her. I offered myself, of course. If she accepted, I would have talked to you all about it, too. But she says she’s uncertain about women. She never had the time or opportunity before, but she has her mind set on Gar.”

“Is this a Kael thing?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at Dayra.”

She laughed. “No. It’s the first thing I asked her. She does idolize, even venerate, Kael, but she said there was something about you from the first time she met you, and it only grew stronger when you showed what kind of person you are.”

“I…I would be honored. I’ll need to ask everyone else, though. Will it be difficult not speaking the same language?”

Dayra rolled her eyes. “Do you need to speak to perform the task?”

Now my cheeks were getting warm. “I guess not.” I looked into Serindra’s eyes. Seeing them so close, I reaffirmed that they were definitely green, but lighter than Brin’s. I wouldn’t see the true color until she was completely corporeal. They sparkled with hope, and I gave her a comforting smile. I spoke to her directly and let Dayra translate. “I need to talk to my girls, make sure they don’t have a problem with it. If not, I would be honored and thrilled to help you, Serindra.”

After the translation, her lips turned up into a smile, and she nodded. Then she gestured at the others, like she was saying, “Well, get moving. I don’t have another two thousand years to wait.” Yeah, my imagined dialog was pretty specific.

It took something like two minutes to get a confirmation from each of my girls. After I turned to the closest of them—Keliana—the others actually came to me, waving my concerns away and telling me that, yes, I should indeed have sex with the partially ethereal woman. It was enough to make me dizzy. I wasn’t sure I’d ever really understand this world.

“She has endured great trials and even before the fateful spell, she was a valiant and stalwart guardian for the city, though her primary profession was as an educator,” Sariel said. “She deserves to be showered with pleasure.”

Tyra snorted. “Yeah, and she’s really hot, too. I wish I spoke her language so I could make an argument for expanding her boundaries a little bit. I’d help her along with that.”

Keli silently nodded at what Tyra said.

Like I thought; every one of them was crazy. “Okay, I guess I’ll do as you say, then.”

“Don’t let us twist your arm or anything,” Lirien said.

“Yeah, yeah.”

Serindra stood right where she’d been the whole time, watching us serenely. I wondered what she was like. Did she have a sense of humor? Was she talkative or naturally quiet? What types of things did she enjoy? So many questions, and me without the first clue how to communicate with her. I almost asked Dayra to join us so she could translate, but even suggesting that seemed offensive, or at least insensitive, to the former specter.

Instead, I decided to do my best to demonstrate what I wanted to say, hoping I didn’t screw it up too badly that I couldn’t explain any misunderstandings when I could learn some of the language. Or at least until I could get Dayra to translate for me.

I put out a hand to the commander of the neronevi. Her eyes flared slightly, and she smiled, putting her hand in mine as if she knew exactly what to do. Brin told me that holding hands used to be a thing in Valorae, but it faded out of fashion. I wondered if the osgoth people engaged in it when Serindra was solid.

The consistency of her hand was interesting. The closest thing I could use to explain it was that holding her hand was similar to squeezing one of those super-soft velveteen type stuffed animals. It was a little cooler than room temperature, gave more than any hand I’d ever held, and was soft as silk. I squeezed it and when she did the same thing to me in response, I felt the strength in her grip.

I wasn’t sure how long she’d feel like she was covered in a soft, padded bubble, but I was looking forward to exploring it more. I’d need to do the necessary research, checking her entire body with my most sensitive instruments: my lips. My tongue, too. And probably my fingers. One had to be thorough in such things.

Not knowing where Serindra had in mind for our activities, I gestured with my other hand for her to lead. She sipped a breath, like she was fighting down nerves, and started strolling through the room toward a door I hadn’t been through before.

Well, here goes nothing.


Chapter
Six



Icouldn’t help but to let my eyes roam all over Serindra’s form. Now that she had a form. I mean, she had a shape before, but it was not too great an exaggeration to say that she’s been mostly energy, like some kind of cool, low-grade lightning moving around in a roughly humanoid shape. When she stood still before and I’d been able to study her, I could see the outline of her body, but she wasn’t distinct.

Now she was. At least, more distinct. With the clothing most of the neronevi wore, sort of a minimalist mixture between warrior’s garb and hunter’s clothes, I could now pick out the curves and lines of her body. I’d asked Dayra about it and she said Serindra told her there was no use in wearing armor, since they were incorporeal. If nothing could hit them, what use was bulky clothing? The colors were still hit and miss, but I thought most of the clothing was dark brown or grey, with a few accents of other colors occasionally. For the time being, the neronevi were mostly of basic glowing ethereal colors. In Serindra’s case, that meant an eerie pale blue.

Serindra didn’t wear the hooded cloak I’d seen on her before, but the other parts of the ensemble gave me a kind of sexy barbarian chick vibe. I wondered if I could take the clothing off her, or if my hands would pass right through them. I fully intended to take every scrap of clothing off what promised to be a spectacular body, and I didn’t want to have to rely on her to do it all.

She caught me scanning her body, and she smirked. I lifted my chin to acknowledge her catching me and she chuckled. It was imperative that I learn her language. I liked the sound of her voice when I’d heard her talking with Dayra and wanted her to point it at me sometime soon.

Through the door and into a hall we went. We passed four doors on the left side and two on the right until she stopped before the next door on the right side of the hall. With another breath, she opened the door and we went in, only to find a simple room with a bed, a few chairs, a fireplace, and a single shelf that was mostly empty. Arranged neatly on a table in the corner were her sword, a bow and quiver of arrows, and a pack which I hadn’t seen before.

Even when we traveled from where Vorim’s cave was to Tergalidon, I hadn’t seen any of the neronevi carrying stuff other than weapons. It made sense, though. They were becoming corporeal again, their bodies shifting to solid forms of flesh and blood. That meant they needed to deal with the requirements of normal living, or would shortly. Did they really not eat for two thousand years?

She watched me sweep the room with my eyes and hers met mine when my attention came around again to her. Serindra gave me a sweet smile full of nervous energy and I brought her hand to my mouth to kiss it. A shiver visibly ran up her body.

“Fire?” I said, pointing at the fireplace. It was clean enough that I thought it might have been scrubbed with a brush, or never used at all.

She shrugged. I didn’t detect any goosebumps on her, but her hand was cool to the touch. In the end, I decided to make one, not because I thought she might be cold, but because it would make the ambience in the room nicer.

Once the fire was crackling merrily, the flickering light playing across Serindra’s body making it even more alluring, I moved to her, taking her hand once again. As I kissed it, a tremor went up her arm and continued on to become a whole-body shiver.

As close as I could tell, she wore a tight top or wrap to hold in her breasts, which I was happy to see were extremely shapely. On her lower half, she may have worn some kind of small skirt, ancient shorts, or just some loose wrapping. With most of it all one color, it was hard to tell where the clothing ended and she began. I’d need to explore her by feel until the details were more pronounced.

The more I looked at Serindra, the more spectacular she was. I began to take in only the details instead of focusing on the indistinct parts of her. Defined shoulders, a trim waist, legs that started promisingly, but tapered into wisps of blue light, and a face that I prayed fervently to see clearly soon. Then there were her eyes, probably the thing I most wanted to see with minute clarity.

I wanted to tell her how beautiful she was, how extraordinary her body was, but I would never be able to convey it with speech. I’d have to show her. Without words.

Watching Serindra’s face, I kissed her hand and up her arm, taking my time to gauge her reaction. By the time I got to the hollow of her elbow, her eyes slitted and her lips parted slightly. A long, hissing breath slipped out of her, answering my internal question if she could feel what I was doing on her half-ethereal skin.

The commander’s hair, usually in a long braid, had been released and brushed, glistening in the firelight in an almost magical way. I ran my fingers through the strands, one of the softest things I’d ever felt. My other hand went to her cheek, cupping it and trailing my fingers along her skin. Her half-lidded eyes met mine and her mouth twitched. I thought she was going to smile, but instead, they stayed neutral and she swallowed. Poor thing. She’s nervous.

I leaned in and drew her in with my eyes as our lips met so softly, I barely felt hers. She released a soft hum as my tongue brushed her bottom lip just before I took it between my lips and sucked lightly on it. It felt barely there.

Her hands, hanging limply, seemed to have escaped her notice completely. That was fine, though, because mine were doing enough for two pairs. One lay flat against her cheek as the other cradled the back of her head, pulling her slightly toward me.

We experimented with our kisses. I paid close attention to her reaction, how she tilted her head to a favored angle and how her arms finally roused and went around me. We stood there, kissing and swaying together in front of the fire for several minutes, until I broke our kiss and tilted her head back so I could lick and nip at her neck.

“Oooooooh.”

I’d already figured out I liked her voice, but damn, the inarticulate sounds she was making were cutting through my clothes and skin and going straight into my middle. Just before they settled in my crotch. The slightly distant sound, not quite an echo but more of a dampening effect not unlike sound in water, started a fire within me.

“O-uhhh.” That sound came when one of my hands, purely without my permission, strayed to cup her ass, after flipping up the cloth covering it. I stared into her shocked eyes and was rewarded with a sexy smile. I squeezed her cheek and kissed her lips again, rubbing her back with my other hand. Her hips thrust forward, just a little, and we were on the way.

I fondled her, and she got into the action, too, putting one hand up my shirt to scratch at my back while the other mirrored mine and grabbed my butt. She huffed when I pulled her hard into me as I kissed her more desperately. The glimpses of her face in between kisses showed her eyes soft, unfocused, with a dreamy quality that I was sure was present in mine, too.

I started peeling her clothes off, finding that though my hand slipped through occasionally, I could manage the feat with persistence. After a moment of wary confusion, she smiled and started helping me with mine. Though Serindra’s body was soft, as in my touch sank a little into her because of her spectral nature, I could feel her toned muscle an inch or so beneath. She was, of course, a warrior, and she was in exceptional shape. As more flesh became visible, I realized how enticing her body was.

Uncovering her chest, I paused to stare at her breasts. She wasn’t huge, but they were definitely not lacking in any way. Firm, rounded, with nipples that already reached out to me, I couldn’t help but to lavish attention on them, in the form of kisses and tongue caresses.

“Mmmm-uhhhnnng.” Her long moan was accompanied by her chin raising, head going back, and her eyes closing. I had to hold her so she wouldn’t fall backward, but that only made it sexier. The ethereal, echoing quality of her sounds increased the impact they had on me, vibrating me to my insides.

“Nnngg, nnngggg, nnnggggg.”

I circled her areola with my tongue and spiraled in on her nipple, finally sucking it softly into my mouth and worrying it with my lips. Serindra’s arms tightened around me, pulling me into her. I switched to give her other side equal treatment as both hands clamped onto her tight warrior’s ass and pulled her closer.

We engaged in a kind of tug of war, our bodies swaying back and forth as I suckled her, and she continued to express her pleasure with her moans. I managed to get her skirt thing off in layers while I tasted every inch of skin on her breasts and my hands reveled at her soft, smooth butt cheeks and the crack between them. The slightest pressure on her hole and her body jerked like she’d stuck her tongue in an electrical receptacle.

“Oh-oh-oh.”

She didn’t just stand there and moan, though. Her hands made themselves busy stripping my clothes off and exploring my body, scrabbling at my back and my ass, pulling me and squeezing me. When she was down to only what passed for panties and I had only my underwear on, I moved my head up to kiss her again while putting both my hands under her ass and picking her up.

“Ooooh.” The simple sound conveyed surprise, confusion, and pleasure all at once. I would have to provoke that sound again. If I could get her to repeat it a few times, I wouldn’t be surprised at all if I came hard with no other stimulation.

But, of course, there was other stimulation. Holding her body so close to mine, skin to skin—even if her skin was wispy at the edges for now—I wondered what she thought about a certain ultra hard part of my body poking her as we pressed together. A little thrust and side grind from her told me she hadn’t missed that detail.

I laid her down on the bed and joined her, hovering over and just to the side of her body so I could kiss her face and neck. She lay back, eyes mere slits, panting softly as I kissed and licked her neck and chest.

“Huh-uh-huh-uh-huh-uh-huh.” The rhythm of her breaths was arousing all by itself, with the exhale being longer and softer and the inhale being shorter and sharper. I smiled into her breasts, burying my face between them.

My hand traced her hip and circled her junction, not getting too close. Not yet. The hitches in her breathing when I went near were enough to tell me delicious and wonderful things would happen if I continued. But I wouldn’t rush. This was the first time in centuries, maybe the first time ever, Serindra had been treated to such things. I wanted it to last.

Putting my arms around her, I rolled to land on my back with the stunning neronevi straddling my midsection, sitting up straight with a confused look. I chuckled inwardly. So, she’s beautiful, sexy, and cute. Damn.

I wriggled my body and put my hands on her hips to get her into position, scooting her back a little. We both still had our underwear on, so I wouldn’t be entering her yet, but once she was where I wanted her, I wasn’t sure that was going to matter much. Pressing the bulge of my shaft to her crotch, I was going to have to use every bit of self control I had.

I started thrusting. Slowly, softly, I ground myself into her while I pulled and pushed on her hips with my hands. It only took a few pushes before she understood.

“Oh-oh-oh-oooooooooh.”

Her squinting eyes in her gorgeous face only added to how fucking hot the whole thing was. Her tits wobbled as she began to grind in earnest, her head back and her mouth open to accentuate the sounds she made.

“Sya-sya-sya. Mmmmmmm. Uhhhhnnnngggg.”

Serindra leaned forward, attempting to kiss me, eyes barely open and her tongue darting across her lips. The unfocused gaze in the sliver of her eyes I could see was like a button she pressed to make liquid leak from the end of my dick as the wet front of her panties scrubbed on my shaft. I grabbed a tit and squeezed hard, my mouth just out of reach of her kiss.

She threw her head back and moaned more loudly.

“Uh-uh-uh-uhhhhhnnnngggg.”

The commander bounced on me, slamming herself down onto me and grinding up along the length of my shaft. She grew more and more frantic until, all at once, she went limp. Her forehead almost cracked into my nose as all her energy went out of her and she slumped forward.

I chuckled, swiping some of her damp hair out of her face and kissing her. The look of wonder in her eyes was definitely going in the stock of memories I was going to revisit again and again.

Rolling to the side to allow her to lie down, we kissed for a time while I stroked her hair and occasionally let my hands stray to her body. It didn’t take long until she joined me in the game, ready for round two.


Chapter
Seven



Serindra and I lay on the bed, on our sides so we could face each other. I teased her with little kisses on the tips of her lips, interrupted occasionally with my tongue flicking out to tickle her skin.

“Mmmmmm,” she hummed. A long, satisfied sound. It brought a smile to my face and some fire down a lot lower on my body.

I pushed the beautiful, ancient woman onto her back as I tangled my legs with hers, hanging my body over her right side to kiss her. She made a valiant attempt at passion, but I could tell she was tired from expending herself.

No worries. I have something that’ll perk you right up.

Leaning my head toward her, I watched her eyes. The pleasure in them, the soft glow of ecstasy, was palpable. She craned her neck and extended her lips, but I kept a gap as she strained to meet mine. All the while, I slid my hand up her inner thigh.

Around the wet spot on her panties, I feathered the softest contact I could, straying to the edge of the cloth but not going any further. She mewled.

“Mmmnnnnnnng-mmmnnng-mmmnnng-mmmnnng-mmmnnng…”

I closed my eyes to push away the ache in my loins. When I opened them, I found the look on her face to be almost one of pain. I trailed a single finger up the center of her panties, feeling the wetness and the shape of her engorged lips beneath the material. Her hips thrusted to maximize the pressure, and I leaned in a little, finally letting her lips contact mine. I might or might not have let loose with some moans as well. Spoiler: I totally did.

Serindra’s spectacular body writhed under my ministrations, and I kissed her off and on, randomly allowing contact or pulling away. By now, she was huffing breaths that oozed sexual energy and pleasure. I could almost taste them in the air between us.

I had locked into my memory the beautiful commander’s scent. Her breath reminded me of rich, loamy soil, but with a trace of sweetness, the tang of overripe fruit. I drew in a deep breath through my nose, enjoying her unique scent. I know it doesn’t sound appetizing when described, but her aroma triggered a pleasure reflex in me that had me grinding my hard shaft on her thigh as I fingered her. I enjoyed the taste of her kisses and some of her skin, and couldn’t wait to taste other parts of her.

“Huh-huh-huh-hough-hnnn-hrrrr…”

The neronevi’s hand clamped down on top of mine, pushing it forcefully against her crotch and dragging it up and down. I kissed her, sucking her tongue into my mouth as she moaned into mine.

I could take about ten seconds of that before I tore myself away from her and grabbed her panties with both hands to pull them off. Another three seconds were dedicated to inspecting her beautiful pussy, somehow completely clean of hair. Whether an osgoth thing, a specter thing, or she’d shaved, I set myself to worshiping it in the best way I knew how. I spread her legs and dove in.

“Oh-oh-oh-oh.” She gasped to catch up on breathing and swallowed so hard I could hear it from my position between her legs. My tongue worked overtime to lick up her nectar, but she produced more as she got more excited.

I’d never felt or tasted the consistency of her juices. So smooth, it reminded me of freshly churned cream, refrigerated for thickness, though it was as warm as her body. Her flavor shifted more toward mushrooms, sauteed in red wine with a bit of honey and a pinch of salt mixed in. I couldn’t get enough, and all indications were that she felt the same.

OH…OH…OH…OH…oooooooooh.”

Her cum, while thick and creamy, disappeared as I lapped it up, like it literally melted in my mouth, leaving a bit of her taste but forcing me to get as much more as I could onto my tongue. She came twice more, barely a minute apart, because I simply couldn’t stop licking and fingering her, sucking on her lips and clit.

The poor woman was panting so hard, I thought she might hyperventilate. With one last long lick up the length of her slit, I paused to let her recuperate a little. She pulled me with formidable strength up to kiss her so she could taste what I’d been enjoying.

“Mmmmmmmm.”

I guess she approved. I really do need to learn to talk to her.

I stared into her pale green eyes, which locked onto mine and softened visibly. The emotion in them struck me hard, like a harpoon firing into my chest and tethering me to her. My breaths stopped, as did time itself, until there were only two things in the world.

No, that wasn’t right. At the moment, we weren’t two things, but one. I felt so inextricably linked to the neronevi commander, I briefly forgot where I ended and she began.

Then time resumed its passing, but I knew we had a stronger connection now, one that wouldn’t fade. It was the strangest damn thing I’d ever experienced, but it was in no way bad. In fact, it was supremely good.

I swept a lock of hair from her face as she watched me. Her panting had subsided and her expression was expectant. She still wasn’t comfortable enough with me, I thought, to be more assertive, though I could see the hunger in her eyes telling me she wanted to be.

Deciding to help her out, I took her hand and interlaced my fingers with hers, then kissed it. I brought the other hand down to where I was pressed against her leg and guided it to the solid steel rod straining at my underwear. She got the hint and started to stroke me softly through the clothing. When we were both suitably warmed up, I kissed my way up her neck to her chin and wrapped my lips around it, my breaths hitching along the way at what she was doing.

I’d had enough of being constrained, and she was ready for more. I frantically shucked off my underwear and positioned myself above her, hovering a few inches from her writhing, glistening form. I licked from her navel all the way up her chest, between her breasts and further until my lips met hers in a huffing, rough kiss.

Then I guided my head to her sopping silken folds and slid it along her slit.

“Oh-huh-oh-huh-ooooooh.” The sound was jumbled, seeing that our mouths were locked together, but that didn’t diminish the energy it sent through me. Her body wriggled, thrusting haphazardly, trying to find an angle that would force my shaft in between her lower lips. When I pushed to squeeze between them, she gasped loudly.

I watched Serindra, not sure how painful it might be. Even if she’d had sex before, that had been two thousand years ago, with the intervening time changing her body in drastic ways. It was reasonable to believe that she’d tightened up a bit since then, maybe even healed her virginity completely.

But no, the peculiar configuration of her body, with the half-ethereal parts buffering the more solid surface, worked well to provide the perfect amount of give with firmness I was even at that moment appreciating with every fiber of my being. I slid easily into her, taking it slow, but not concerned I’d hurt or tear her. If anything, I had to hold back. With her hands around my lower back, she did her best to pull me all the way into her at once.

That wouldn’t do, however. I knew the torture of being forced to take it slow, to make love caringly when you only wanted to straight-out fuck. She’d appreciate my control by the time it was over.

“Hooo, hooo, ungghhhh. Huh-uh-huh-uh-huh-uh.”

Her head was thrown back, pressing into the pillow while her fingers dug into the skin on my back. Her body not only thrusted but also moved side to side, like she was trying to force my cock to drill into her. I opened my mouth wide and sucked in a fair amount of her left breast, pressing down with my teeth and lips. Her entire form tremored.

We locked eyes, hers barely open and she nodded repeatedly. Without words, I understood. Another inch of my shaft disappeared into the spectacular body beneath me.

In an inch, back out two, then two inches in and back out one, then repeat. I pumped slowly, gradually going farther into her and she communicated how she felt about it. Quite energetically, in fact.

“Huuuh-uuuuuh-huuh-uuuhh-huh-uuh-huh-uh-huh-uh…”

In no time, she was puffing air whistling through her mouth. Then the moans from deep in her chest bubbled out.

“Auuuuggh-auuuugh-auuuugh. Aaaaaaah. Ah-ah-ah-ah-oh.”

I bottomed out in her, the tip of my dick pressing against her half-spectral cervix. The muscles within her twitched and clamped, but her ethereal parts muffled their hard contractions. What resulted was a feeling like she was squeezing my shaft with pliers, but with an inch of silk wrapped around it.

My eyes lost focus, and I found her lips with mine by feel. She hungrily clamped onto mine, jamming her tongue into my mouth to press on mine and initiate a frantic dance while I pumped my cock in and out of her.

We were fully in the rhythm now, thrusting and slapping, slushing and tensing. Something deep inside her tickled the side of my dick and, at first, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Then a slight turn of my body lined up whatever it was with what had to be the most sensitive spot on my dick, near the head.

Without warning, cum rocketed out of me, my body nearly convulsing at the strength of the ejaculation.

“Oh,” I said. “O-o-o-o. Ooooooh.” I couldn’t help my voice from stuttering, ululating from the magnitude of the pleasure.

I wasn’t the only one with a powerful reaction, though. As soon as the first drop left me, Serindra’s entire body vibrated and not only her muscles inside her canal but also her legs clinched down tight, squeezing me from my tip to my trunk.

We kissed so vigorously, I thought I tasted blood in with her flavor. I didn’t let it stop me. Our tongues slid over each other, magnifying the feeling all throughout my body as I tried to punch my dick right through the sexy woman. In one perfect moment, we both tensed everything from our toes to our tongues and stopped. One second, two, three. Then every ounce of strength fled my body and I flopped down onto Serindra.

I managed to move enough to roll so I didn’t squash her, lying on my back beside her, my cock already deflating like it was saying, “That’s it, buddy. I’m done. It’s time for a nap.”

I nuzzled Serindra’s neck and kissed her before sinking into the bed with plans of slipping into a coma.

But she apparently had other ideas yet.

With a few grunts and moans, she slid down the bed. I wasn’t sure what she was up to, but even if she were going to kill me, I wouldn’t have—couldn’t have, in fact—stopped her. Luckily, it was something significantly less violent.

Serindra, two-millennia-old commander of the spectral osgoth force called the neronevi, licked my balls and slurped my softening dick into her mouth, sucking every bit of our combined emissions from it.

My eyes closed on their own and with a final moan of ecstasy, I passed out.


Chapter
Eight



Dayra found us in bed, holding each other, not a stitch of clothing anywhere near our bodies. Apparently, she tried to rouse us a few times, but we were resistant, grumbling and refusing to let go of each other. When I was finally coherent again, I’d taken a nice long nap.

“Hey, Dayra,” I said groggily to the dazzling woman with the cute, short and stylish, blonde hair. “Are you here to kiss me?”

She laughed and treated me to a long, sensual kiss. When she stood back, I saw Serindra next to me, eyes wide open and a smirk on her face. She leaned in and gave me a kiss that nearly matched Dayra’s, as if she was competing with the scholar.

“It’s about time you woke up. I’ve been shaking you off and on for almost an hour.”

“Oh, sorry,” I said. “You could have kissed me before. I’m sure that would have woken me. It woke something.” Two hot kisses from two extremely sexy women? Yeah, definitely enough to start things stirring.

Dayra said something to Serindra in her language and the commander sighed. She gave me a quick peck on the lips and rolled off the bed to look for where I’d thrown her clothes.

“She’s got someone waiting for her,” Dayra explained. “Sorry. I take it you two had a good time? No, don’t tell me. I want to hear her side of it first.” She licked her lips. “I’ll be talking to you later, though. Maybe asking for a demonstration.”

I laughed. “Definitely. I look forward to it. Can I just say, damn!?”

“Oh, I can tell. I think I’m really going to need to convince her to let me fuck her before we leave. Does she feel as good as she looks?”

“Oh, Dayra, you have no idea. So, so much better. That whole half spectral thing? Dayam!” My body shivered, and I was instantly ready to feel some things again.

Dayra bit her bottom lip. “Let me get her squared away. Don’t you move. I can wait until later for explanations. Right now, I want to pick up where you two left off. Tell me we will.”

I made a show of running my eyes over her body. Those tight, tiny shorts, the painted on cropped tank top thing, her spectacular body and the energy in her eyes…I wasn’t going anywhere.

“Hurry up,” I told her. “I want you now.”

Dayra did hurry, and soon it was her voice doing the moaning. It really had been too long since we played, and every moment was pure ecstasy. Though I wanted to take a long nap when we finished, I’d already been hiding from the others for far too long.

“We need to do this again before we leave,” she said to me, biting at my cheek playfully. “I also need to have Serindra. Do you think she’ll like my tits?”

“Of course she will. Who wouldn’t? They’re amazing. All of you is.”

“Oh, you’re just saying that so I’ll attack you and make you have sex with me again.”

“Uh, no. I’m saying it because it’s the damn truth. But I wouldn’t refuse more sex with you. Just not right now. We should probably get back.”

The rest of the day consisted of discussions about what we’d do, with a good part of them being Serindra’s words translated by Dayra. The spectral woman had her shit together. I guess that’s what happens when you lead a large group of people for centuries.

“They are proceeding according to the building plan and will get even faster when they’re fully corporeal,” Dayra said. “Eventually, they plan on rebuilding the entire city, no matter how long it takes. That’s not even mentioning the city underneath the city. There are extensive catacombs down there.”

“Are they going to begin mapping them out and exploring them?” Brin asked.

Dayra shook her head. “They want Gar to be there when they do. If there’s one thing every one of the neronevi I’ve talked to is consistent about, it’s that they believe the city is Gar’s and he’s in charge.”

I pleaded with Serindra, through Dayra. “Please, Serindra. It’s fine. I don’t want to be in charge of the city. Besides, it belonged to all of you first, two thousand years ago. You’re doing a wonderful job. Do whatever you want.”

I knew the answer before Dayra translated Serindra’s response. It wasn’t hard. The commander was shaking her head firmly.

“It’s not negotiable,” Dayra translated. “It belongs to you, as does the entire nation of Tergalidon, and nothing will change that fact.”

“Well, shit. I don’t accept that. I would like to explore the catacombs, but that’s going to have to be after all this mess with Aeyr is taken care of.”

Serindra seemed fine with that, judging by the smile she flashed me. It didn’t look like gloating, but I figured she’d definitely won the disagreement.

“Huh?” Dayra leaned toward Serindra. “Ah. She says she wants to go with us when we leave here, that she wants to pledge her weapon and herself to you and your cause.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. Dayra translated, and the way Serindra’s face dropped, I knew I hadn’t articulated it well enough. “No, not because…I mean, I would love to have you come with us. The thing is, your people need you here. With the change as your bodies become whole and solid again, not to mention all the building and planning to bring the city back, the neronevi need a strong leader to guide them through it all. I promise that once the transformation is complete and you all have settled in to your new lives, I would consider it an honor and privilege, not to mention pleasure, to have you join us. You understand, right?”

Serindra nodded her head slowly as Dayra translated, her eyes sad, but in the end she did smile.

“She says she is going to hold you to that.”

“Good,” I said. “I hope she does. I look forward to learning to communicate with her better.”

With that out of the way, we spent another day and a half in Tergalidon, wandering through the different buildings that had been brought back from the void Vorim’s spell had sent them to. Brin was my constant companion and, interestingly, most of the others came along for the tour. More than half the time, that included Serindra herself, acting as a tour guide.

The awe of the place hadn’t worn off from Coralei, and she gaped at the crafting areas, the magical combat arenas, the libraries, and even the offices in the administration area. All of them had magical components, them being from a highly magical society all those centuries ago. I wasn’t unaffected, either.

I had to be honest, the place was amazing, and I was thoroughly excited about what it would look like once the neronevi had done more of their planned work to clean it up and to rebuild some of it. I still didn’t want to be in charge, but I wouldn’t mind settling down there once all the craziness with Aeyr was over. If I survived it, that was.

Of course, we stopped by the forge we knew Tyra was working at. The goblin’s orange eyes went wide when she spotted us and she set the piece she was working on in the cool area of the forge and launched herself at me.

“H—” was as much as I got out before her lips locked on mine as she clung to me, literally hanging from me like a baby monkey with its monkey mom. I chuckled into her mouth and did my best to return her kiss in a way that would make her sway, if she’d been on her own feet.

It was a testament to how things were that no one else along with me—not even Serindra—blinked or reacted in any other way to our antics. She’d basically been within two or three feet of me for much of our entire around the city. I wished she was through her transformation and her people didn’t need her as much. She’d shown a lot more of her personality after we broke the ice with our sexy activities. I was going to miss her when we left.

“Didja come to see what I’m working on?” Tyra asked once she was standing on her own and not trying to tongue wrestle with me.

“We’re actually checking out the different areas of the city, but I definitely wanted to stop by and see what you were up to, and to tell you we’re leaving soon, so you’ll have to wrap up your projects. So, what do you have going on?”

“Ooh. Remember how Feordrick and Thasinia—and ooh, Magnus, too—asked me to make them some things?”

“Yeah, all the way back in the Aesturith Kingdom.”

“Right. Well, I started. I’ve got a sword for Thasinia, another for Feordrick, and am working on one for Magnus right now, along with that other sword over there.” She pointed to a blade on one of the workbenches.

“You are purely amazing, Tyra. In all kinds of ways.”

She clasped her hands in front of her and shifted, kicking a little at the forge floor. “Well, you know.”

“I do. Pretty much everyone here does. As soon as you have the time to make more stuff, everyone in the world will know how fantastically talented you are.”

She gave me a cute little shrug. I loved how she was normally so outspoken, even loud at times, but could be so shy and embarrassed when praised. God, I love this goblin woman.

“That all sounds great, but who is the other sword for?” I asked.

“Okay, so our sexy scholar there needs to hold up for a second in translating and no one should react in any way. Got it?” Tyra waited for my nod and she continued. “It’s for a certain half-ethereal hottie who I think might want an upgraded weapon once that whole transformation thing to a solid body finishes up. She’s proven she’s a badass and a great leader, so I thought it would be a nice welcoming gift. Is that silly of me?”

She squawked when I wrapped her up in my arms and squeezed her. “That is kind, wonderful, and totally awesome. It’ll be a perfect gift. We all think that person is extraordinary, too.”

“Oh,” Tyra huffed as I continued to hold her. “Sexy scholar? You can make something up to say about what we just did. Make it believable.”

“Sexy scholar?” Dayra asked, but she gave the goblin a wicked smile. “I’m going to tell her Tyra explained that she was making these weapons for dear friends and we all think you’re a generous and considerate person.”

She turned to Serindra and spoke to her in the osgoth tongue while I peppered kisses all over Tyra’s face until she giggled uncontrollably and balled up her fist to batter me away. She stood, panting.

“I’m going to repay you for that, mister. Just you wait.”

“I look forward to it,” I said. “Seriously, though, you’re the best.”

“Yeah, yeah. Go on, get out of here. Do your exploring and let me finish my work. You’ve put me on a deadline now.”

I approached her again—slowly, with my hands up—and leaned in to give her a kiss. “Try to take a break for dinner, okay? See you later?”

“You will.”

Keliana gave Tyra a kiss as well, which prompted Brin to kiss the green woman. Cea bounced up to Tyra and hugged her then gave her a peck on the cheek, too. When Tyra looked at her in confusion, the gremlin explained herself.

“You’re great and I’m so glad I’m part of your family, even if in a different way than most of the others. I love you and can’t wait to see your finished projects.” Then she turned and skipped over to Tip and grabbed his hand, tugging him after the others already leaving the room.

“Huh,” Tyra said, watching the shorter woman. “She’s delightful.”

I chuckled, watching Tip’s girl. “She is. I’m so glad she joined us, and not just because she’s perfect for Tip.”

“Yeah, who’d have thought?” Tyra swiveled her head, checking the area. Then she leaned in close to me. “Just so you know, I’m working on one more thing. A metal staff that breaks apart and has blades on the ends of the halves that connect together.”

“For Dayra?”

“Yes, like the one she has now, but better.”

“That’s awesome, Tyra. That’ll mean we all have weapons that can kill umbrenix. You’re the best.”

“Yeah, yeah. Now get out of here. I have more work to do.”

I left the room last. The sound of the steel crunching in the coals of the forge started before I even passed the threshold.


Chapter
Nine



Hundreds of half-spectral people turned out to see us off as we left Tergalidon. Lined up in ranks, all of them, even the children—who were so in form only, being two millennia old—silently watched as we said our farewells to Serindra and a few of her officers.

Dayra had told me just an hour before that the neronevi had decided to no longer call themselves by that name, which meant “half-away.” Since they were on their way back to being completely in Valorae, they had renamed themselves etsolen, which meant “the freed.” Further, they had been referring to him informally by another name: Ixetolen. It meant “the freer.” I was deeply honored and more than a little uncomfortable at the attention.

Though Dayra and Brin suggested I give a speech of some kind, I wasn’t having it. It was uncomfortable enough being observed in something so simple as leaving the city we’d only been in for less than three days. Instead, Serindra said a few words to the waiting crowd, something to the extent that their leader and savior was departing but would be back to visit again as soon as he and his companions could. It was all I could do to keep from shaking my head as Dayra translated.

Serindra stood before me, seeming even more solid than she had when we’d had our session of intimacy less than two days before. I fidgeted, never liking complicated goodbyes. I was fully aware that it could be the last time she saw me. If we found Aeyr too much for us to handle, my quest and my story would end soon.

“She says to please hurry back,” Dayra told me. She was holding the weapon Tyra had made for her, and her eyes flicked to it often. “There is more she would like to show you of the city, especially after they have cleared out more of the ruins, rebuilt some structures, and opened the ways to the catacombs.”

“We’ll be back as soon as we can,” I assured her. “I can’t wait to see it all.”

That seemed the right thing to say, because she beamed at me. Each of my companions said their own goodbyes to her, with Dayra translating between us. Brin hugged the neronevi leader, much to Serindra’s surprise and delight.

I turned to get on my horse, thinking I was done with the formalities, but Serindra took my arm and pulled on it so I was facing her. She looked into my eyes with those gorgeous pale green orbs. I was right; they did look spectacular in the sunlight. Without a word, she pressed her body to mine and gave me a long, passionate kiss. I was surely going to miss those lips and that body, though I wondered what she would feel like when fully corporeal.

She whispered something in her language that I didn’t understand, then stepped away from me. Having just started a make-out session in front of all the assembled people added to the warmth I already felt from the kiss itself, though centered more on my face. Dayra chuckled and put her mouth to my ear.

“She said she will be eagerly marking the time until she sees you again and can show you how much she missed you.” Serindra said something else, and Dayra laughed outright. “She added that you better schedule a full day for her, for she will be hungry indeed to taste all you can offer.”

I met eyes with the commander, and she gave me a wink. Then she embraced Dayra and kissed her, too. Not as passionately or deeply as me, but definitely not a simple leader-to-translator level smooch. I’d have to ask Dayra if she’d been successful in having her own sexy interactions with the neronevi.

We rode down the main street in the city, one that was still being widened and cleared of vegetation and bits of ruins, the silent citizens on either side. Without any type of command or prompting, they all suddenly snapped to attention and saluted us, all at exactly the same time. They held the salute until we reached the end of the ranks, then they all let out a cheer. I couldn’t catch what they said, but it sounded like every person there shouted the same word.

“Porexula,” Dayra said. “It means High Leader. Ruler. King. Wave to your subjects, Gar. This is a momentous day for them.”

I forced a smile onto my face and waved as an entire city’s residents chanted that word. I grumbled under my breath. “For fuck’s sake.”

At least three distinct laughs from my companions chased me out of the city and onto the cramped trail we had used to arrive in Tergalidon what seemed so long ago.

“What do you think of all this?” I asked Coralei once we’d settled into the pace we’d keep until we got back to the fortress more than two weeks away.

“It is overwhelming. I spoke a little with Serindra. Did you know she visited the homeland of my ancestors, Vanarianath? Serolan itself, where most of my family lived. Think of it. She saw our cities when they were still whole and on the surface, before the Uvanriel waged war against us and tainted us with their magic. I have dreamed of what it might be like, but my sleep visions cannot compare with what I saw in Tergalidon. I dearly wish to go back after they have completed some of their construction. The structures you brought back are fantastic enough, but I would like to see the city more…filled out.”

“I’m looking forward to that myself. I guess some of the neronevi—oh, sorry, the etsolen—were craftspeople and engineers, before the spell hit them. They weren’t always soldiers. After two millennia, they can finally work their trades again. Serindra said they’re excited about that.”

“Speaking of excited,” Keli interrupted. “What was all that, with Serindra?”

“All what?”

“You know what I’m talking about, Gar. That kiss! I mean, wow.”

“It was kind of nice, though I’d have preferred it not be in front of everyone like that.”

“Uh-huh. A little more private? A room, with just the two of you?”

I gave her a sly smile. “Not necessarily. You could join us.”

“Really?”

“Yep. If Serindra is fine with it.”

“Everyone else heard that, right? Back me up on this.”

“Yeah, yeah, we heard,” Tyra groused.

I could see where the conversation was going and decided to get back on topic. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re enjoying seeing the surface, Coralei. There’s a lot more to see between here and the fortress. We’re going to stop at Dayra’s library on the way through Teaphotria. I think you’ll like it, seeing your reaction to the libraries at the magic academy.”

“Oh, yes. I loved them. So many books.”

I chuckled. “Just wait. You haven’t seen anything yet.”

Using the path Serindra had told us about and drawn a map for, we passed through the desert of the huge monster worm things, which she had told us were called kareanim. It was as simple as being a large rocky table the worms couldn’t burrow through. To make the trip even safer, she let us take a map from one of the libraries indicating where the limits of Arkanath had been, which allowed us to travel through a magically protected area so none of those giant rodent monsters could get to us.

Back through all of Sauvaxera we went, not stopping in Prickleweed this time, continuing through the barren scrubland and finally into Ruviel in Teaphotria. We picked up supplies there, but didn’t go visit the Lightningstrike clan, anxious to be on our way. I was starting to feel bad about not visiting, but we had so much yet to do, and I felt the clock ticking.

Taking the roads in Teaphotria, we moved quickly and were soon treading the faint path we’d made ourselves, leading to the site of the library’s portal. Once we were in the general area, Dayra brought out a necklace that was firmly wedged between her breasts. I could only think fondly of being in that pendant’s place. Both Dayra and I enjoyed when my face was in that location, as confirmed by her looking at me, biting her bottom lip, and shifting her body in a way I recognized. The way she did when she was feeling amorous.

I gave her a smile that promised we could play later and she dragged her eyes from me to the simple locket that was the control for the library’s portal. She manipulated the hidden control on it. A second later, the portal appeared, hanging just above the ground, a hallway of finely cut and fitted stone visible on the other side of it. Coralei’s sudden inrush of air told me the siren had been watching as it instantly came into being.

“Do you know where the library is actually located?” Coralei asked.

Tip pointed toward the portal, but Cea slapped his hand down. She grinned at him and he chuckled, not seeming too put out that she’d ruined his joke.

Dayra answered. “We do not. Whether somewhere on the surface of this world, underground somewhere, or in another world altogether, we have not determined where it resides. Since we found it, we haven’t had a lot of time to work on that mystery, with so much else going on.”

“Too bad. If something happened to the portal, it would be nice to have another way of getting to the library.” The queen pointed to the necklace. “If that’s the only way to open the portal, what happens if it gets destroyed or stolen, even lost?”

The blonde scholar’s face got even paler than normal at her words. “You’re right. We should probably figure something out.”

“I have been thinking about it,” I said. “One thing that might help is to move all the books once we find another place that’s secure. I know part of the wonder is the library itself, but if we can’t duplicate the portal control or find another way to get in, it might be better to take the books out and put them in a more conventional library. One that can’t disappear on us.”

Dayra shook her head. “No, no, no. Don’t make me think about this now. Then we’ll also have to consider what happened before. If word gets out all the books are in another place, one where people can break in and steal them, it’ll be like it was when the library was built, the reason it was hidden away to begin with.”

“Oh, right. There’s that.” I put my arm around the scholar. “Like you say, we can think about it later. We have enough to deal with right now.”

“When we discuss it at a later time,” Brin said, “we might also want to think upon Vorim Tanalus and his work. There are books other than his journal in the hidden base his remains are still within. Perhaps if there is sufficient knowledge, or even other keystones, we might be able to move the entire library to another location or, as you say, create more ‘keys’ to open the portal. Even moving the portal somewhere else and providing a means for more access could ensure all that information is not lost.”

I hummed while nodding at my brilliant moonwisp. “Mmm-hmmm. I like where you’re going. Make sure to remind us when we get around to talking about it. For now, are we ready to go in, find some books, and rest a bit before we continue with our journey?”


Chapter
Ten



“We’re taking the horses through the portal to the library?” Coralei asked as Dayra disappeared through the opening floating in front of us, her horse following the reins that had no visible arm holding them when seen from the side of the portal.

I answered her, watching her face carefully. I’d already planned on staying near the siren so I could see what I expected was going to be an expression of shocked wonder. “Yeah, there are some stables near the portal and a nice paddock on the other side of them.”

The flabbergasted look she gave me did not disappoint, and we weren’t even through the portal yet.

“Just wait,” I continued. We purposely hadn’t told her a lot of specifics about the library, wanting it to be a surprise, just like it was to us when we first entered. “You are going to looooove this place.”

“It’s not simply a gathering of books?”

I shrugged. “You’ll see in a moment. Can I go in before you so I can greet you on the other side?”

The mischievous smile made me want to take some time to kiss her, but I wasn’t about to hold everyone else up to do it. I promised myself I’d give her double kisses as soon as I had an opportunity.

Not that the queen of the sirens had ever shown any of that “I’m too high and mighty to banter or joke around” kind of vibe, but still, it made my day how she reacted to my request. Not only was she game, but I got the definite impression that she liked a little romance, or at least chivalry. I planned on giving her that in spades. But first things first.

“Goddess!” Coralei stood slack-jawed when she got through, and we were only in the corridor leading to the library itself. Her horse, set into motion by her pulling on the reins, nudged her back with her nose.

I laughed, wondering what was going through the mare’s mind at the moment. “Here, let me take those.” Jostling her softly aside, I took the reins and led both horses to the left, where the door to the stables was. After a moment, Coralei followed me, trailing her fingers across the polished marble of the corridor wall.

“The walls are marble,” she said. “Marble. A simple hallway that leads to stables? Gar?”

I put both sets of reins in one hand. The horses behaved enough to stand there waiting patiently for the silly humans to quit standing around. With my free hand, I pulled her to me, kissing the side of her face. “I told you it would surprise you. Let’s take the saddles off the horses and let them out to relax in the paddock and then we’ll go see the main part of the library. Can your patience last a little longer?”

“Yes, yes, of course. I…”

“You don’t have to explain it to me, Coralei. I’ve seen so many things since I’ve been in this world that made me stop and try to catch my breath, I understand exactly what you’re feeling. We can share the experience, even though I’ve been here before. I want to show you everything, and I will. Right after we get the horses all set up. Deal?”

She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. “Deal.”

For the next hour or more, after our mounts were brushed, fed, and allowed to wander in the paddock they no doubt remembered, Brin and I led Coralei around the library, showing her the lower floors with the crafting and storage rooms, the kitchen and dining area, the many rooms where we could spend the night, and of course, the books. More books than she had ever thought possibly existed. I knew the feeling. Even with some of the massive libraries in my world, the Great Library still blew my mind.

“Great Library indeed,” she exclaimed. Dayra and a few of the others trailed along with Brin and me as we showed the place off, and the blonde scholar grinned at Coralei’s words. “Sincerely, though, you really must change the name. The Great Library is too generic, though fitting, and calling it ‘Dayra’s Library’ is perfect informally, but not for others who will visit, should you decide to let them.”

“Of course I will allow visitors,” Dayra said. “Once we’ve finished with all the running around and Aeyr is no longer a threat, we will all decide what to do. How we will keep from having the troubles that caused it to be hidden before from occurring. As for the name, perhaps simply calling it the proper name from when it was built would be best.”

Coralei tilted her head at Dayra. “Is it not called the Great Library?”

“Before it was hidden away, it carried the name of its designer and builder. Sen-Gerot.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that. “The Library of Sen-Gerot? Hmm.”

I chuckled. “We’ll figure it out. Other than the name, what do you think?”

Coralei nodded as she swept her eyes over the marble floors, the gorgeously carved hardwood shelves, the tables and couches, the rugs, and all the artwork. “It is the most spectacular thing I have ever seen. And there are so, so many books.”

“Yeah, that’s kind of where the ‘great’ in Great Library comes from. Hopefully we can find some that will help us learn Serindra’s language.”

“Oh, it’s Serindra’s language now, is it?” Lirien teased. “I thought all the former neronevi speak it, along with our own Dayra. Got a half-spectral woman on the brain?”

“Or on other parts,” Tyra added in. The women were relentless.

“So,” I said, changing the subject. “Anyone hungry?”

There were a few chuckles and at least one outright barking laugh, but no one pushed the subject. It was simply a good opportunity to poke at me and I took it as it was intended, as playful ribbing.

Without a formal cook to make a meal, despite the excellent kitchens we’d discovered in the library when we had stayed there before, Lirien and Dayra combined their talents to make the best meal I’d had in a long while. We’d found some foodstuffs in what I thought of as magical refrigerators that seemed to have frozen time for the food. With the vast array of supplies and spices Sen-Gerot had generously left, the two women handled the task masterfully.

“This is delicious,” Coralei said to the explorer and the scholar. “I have never tasted anything like it. All this food was stored within the library?”

Dayra nodded as she finished chewing the bit she’d just taken. “Yes. Meat, vegetables, milk and other drinks, even the spices. We found it all when we were here last, just before we left. Enough food to feed our group for a year or more without having to ration anything.”

“Yes,” Lirien said, “but the food itself isn’t the prize. The storage devices are magical and still viable. They kept it preserved perfectly all this time. We believe it’s the storage itself and not the property of being in this pocket of a world that has kept it fresh, though it could be a combination of the two.”

Right after eating, Dayra ventured out into the library to search for the books we needed. Tyra, of course, went straight to the crafting rooms on the lower floors.

As expected, everything we showed Coralei amazed and astounded her. She spent hours looking through the tens of thousands of books within the library’s walls. Apparently, she knew a little of the Late Osgoth and Early Alari languages and browsed some of the books, finding bits she could understand.

I barely spoke the modern language, so unless the books had pictures, they held no interest for me. It did get me thinking about what had to be a kind of common tongue that we all spoke. I still wasn’t sure if I actually spoke it through some magic of my transportation to Valorae, or if it was simply translated on the fly as I spoke and listened. With how complex magic was, I was almost afraid to ask. This seemed to be a perfect opportunity to relax a little, so I parked myself on a couch with Brin, with several of the others scattered around us in the same area.

Brin, unsolicited, explained the task before us. “Because of the time period in which the library was sealed away, the majority of the books are in what is often referred to as Old Osgoth, as it was the language of choice for scholarly works at the time the library was completed. Some handfuls are in Primitive Osgoth, with few in Late Osgoth. There are even some in what might be called Early Alari, since Osgoth is considered to be a proto-Alari language.

“The trick is finding books that repeat or at least compare Old Osgoth, which is what the neronevi—excuse me, the etsolen—speak, but also which include Late Osgoth or, even better, some form of the alari language. From that, we may learn vocabulary, if not grammar and syntax.”

I gestured at the massive shelves on multiple floors. “There are a lot of books here. I would imagine some would fit that criteria.”

“Perhaps, but finding them may be a problem. Dayra knows the categorization scheme, so if she can narrow down where such books might be, she could find some. It depends upon how long we wish to remain here.”

“Yeah.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “That’s the thing. I really want to learn how to talk to everyone in Tergalidon, but we have other important stuff to do. I don’t think we can justify staying here for more than a day or so before we have to leave. We can always come back after we take care of Aeyr.”

“As you say.”

About the time I was thinking about going to bed, Dayra, Lirien, and Cea joined us, four books between them.

“Found them,” Lirien announced. “These four books will be helpful in learning how to speak Old Osgoth. Three of them are compilations of stories in Old Osgoth, Late Osgoth, and very early Alari. The other one is a comparison of pieces of classic literature in Old Osgoth, with analysis in Late Osgoth. It should be enough that, with Dayra’s help, all who want to learn how to communicate in a rudimentary fashion with our half-spectral friends can do so.”

I stared at the three, my mouth hanging open. “Wow. That’s…wow. It’s damn impressive that you sifted through all these books and found those so quickly.”

Dayra shrugged, but it gave me the impression of her dusting off her shoulder with a nonchalant look on her face.

“That’s not even the best part,” the kangaroo girl explorer said. “Guess what the compilations of stories are about.”

Cea giggled. “She means who the stories are about.”

Why do I not find it hard to guess?

“Yep,” the gremlin girl said, her voice raising in pitch. “Stories of Kael the Blur Serus. The Weaponsmaster.”

“The first Weaponsmaster,” Keliana clarified. “We’ve seen a fake one, in Teaphotria, and we have our own heir to the crown, so to speak.” She gestured at me like she was Vanna White telling us what we’d won.

I sighed. Well, at least I knew the stories were going to be interesting. When all was said and done, I was surely walking in the footsteps of the man. I shrugged.

“Great. I guess I’ll learn some more stories about him, all while getting closer to being able to communicate with our friends. Fantastic job, you three. That means we can leave tomorrow, after a good night’s rest in actual beds. Mordimere Peaks, here we come.”


Chapter
Eleven



We made the long trip to the fortress in the far north of the continent. The week it took passed quickly as we retraced many of the roads we’d traveled before. Though the temptation was there, we didn’t stop to see our friends. Not Tawny in Teaphotria. Not Thasinia, her father, Magnus our mutual friend, or even Rolant in the Aesturith Kingdom.

Along the way, Dayra helped all of us who wanted to learn Old Osgoth so we could better communicate with Serindra and the other etsolen the next time we saw them. She began by giving us words, trying to increase our vocabulary from nothing to at least something. After several days of that, she taught us some phrases, aiming to teach us by rote. In the evenings, we’d share the books which, thankfully, were written in the same text as the common tongue, so we didn’t have to learn an entirely new system of characters.

Tip came up with a phrase occasionally, a memory pulled out of his brain where it had filtered in. Almost exclusively, though, those sayings consisted of curses.

Qamara, the ever-enigmatic woman she was, started up a conversation one day as we rode.

“Garfield, what will you do if you do not find Aeyr within the bowels of the fortress?”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “What do you mean? Do you know something you’re not telling us?”

“I know many things I have not told you, just as you know many you have not told all of us. How does one relate every bit of knowledge they have to another?”

“You’re being awfully unspecific. Is that your twisty seer routine?”

She gave me such a perfect expression of outrage, I almost apologized right then and there. “Twisty? Garfield, I do not believe I know what you’re talking about. I must think upon it to decide if you have offended me.”

If it weren’t for the slight twinkle in her eyes, I would have felt bad. “You almost had me believing you for a moment there.”

A smirk crept onto her face.

“Seriously, though, do you know something about the fortress you’re not telling us? Why would you ask me a question like that? My plans are to find Aeyr behind that secret door and to do my best to kill him.”

“Of course,” she said. “But if, say, you do not find him there, what will you do? Have you no ideas about what your next step will be in that situation?”

I let out a sigh. “No. Maybe I should plan for that, but it seems to me that would only be pushing out negative energy. I want to—I have to—believe we’ll find him. We’ve been searching so long and working so hard to get through that door. You said you felt his unique brand of magic, though I still don’t really understand that. Tell me straight, Qamara. Do you know that he’s not in the fortress?”

“I do not know one way or the other, Garfield. I am sorry. Having been alive a long time, I have observed that the ways of fate rarely make our tasks easy.”

I snorted. “Sometimes, my beautiful alari prophetess, you can be extremely frustrating.”

She gave me a sincere smile. “I don’t mean it to be so. You must understand that knowledge is a difficult thing. I am called a seer, not a knower. I have learned not to divulge too much information, lest I adversely affect the outcome of important events. Much of your source of frustration is not from that, however, but because I simply don’t know the answers you seek.”

“I can understand that, but you’re mighty close-lipped about things you do know. I’ve promised you not to ask about all your mysterious tasks, but those are the types of things I’m talking about.”

She absently patted her horse’s neck. “I know, and I am sorry. Soon, Garfield. Soon I will tell you nearly all, but not quite yet. Can you be patient a little while longer?”

“Yeah.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “For you, Qamara, of course I can. I know you must have your reasons, and I trust you. It’s just that you worry me sometimes.”

“For which I thank you. I appreciate your affection, that it causes you to be concerned. I will tell you that only one more time will I leave to perform other ‘mysterious tasks.’ Once more, and then as far as I can ascertain, I will remain with you for whatever may come after. I hope that will ease your mind, even if only slightly.”

“It does. Thank you. I look forward to being able to see you all the time, even if we’re still running around the world to find a demigod to kill.”

“I would rather be with you and in danger and hardship than to be apart from you, Garfield. I want you to know this.”

The conversation made me feel a little better, though my mind wanted to latch onto the news that she would leave us one more time. I was being truthful when I told her how much I worried for her when she was gone. I vowed to spend as much time with her as possible until she left again.

One night, after we’d crossed into Olliaran but hadn’t yet made it to Chesiak, we camped in a little clearing half a mile from the road we’d been on. After dinner, we all split up into little groups, chatting before going to bed or taking watch. Brin had gone off to discuss something with Qamara and Dayra, while Lirien, Keliana, and Tyra put all their heads together to chat. Sariel and Coralei continued the discussion they’d had on and off that day while on the road. Something about the structures of royal government or somesuch political nonsense I didn’t want to know anything about.

I stayed where I’d been, near the fire and leaning against a part of a fallen tree, dozing. Tip and Cea sat close to each other on a bedroll they’d laid out, deep in discussion.

“You know what I mean,” Cea said. “We gremlins aren’t treated as badly as the taranji are, but we get our share of bigotry.”

Tip patted her hand. “I know. Where does all that even come from? What did gremlins ever do to get treated like that?”

“What did the taranji do?”

He shrugged. “For us, I think it has to do with us being easy targets. We always strove to serve others. Servants are looked down on, as if we were doing it because we were so weak we couldn’t do otherwise. I think everyone confused being someone who enjoyed serving to someone who was subservient by nature.”

“We didn’t have that,” she said. “Gremlins are fiercely independent, always have been. It could be that we always isolated ourselves. Not because we didn’t like the other races. It was just that we felt more comfortable in smaller groups.”

“I could see people getting the wrong idea from that. At times, when I’ve thought about gremlins and taranji, I thought maybe all the bad treatment was because we’re smaller that the other races. But the goblins aren’t universally despised. Even if a lot of them choose to be thieves and other kinds of shady characters.”

Cea snuggled up to the satyr. “It wasn’t too bad for me, being with Firim’s expedition after my parents disappeared. He was always kind to me, and Shiree was there.”

“So was that asshat Grent. I really want to punch him in the face.”

She giggled. “Asshat? The picture in my mind is funny.”

“It’s an expression. I think it’s from Gar’s world. I have trouble sometimes keeping up with where all these memories come from.”

“It’s funny.” She continued her happy sounds for a time, but then she sobered. “So, like I said, it wasn’t bad for me with Firim’s team, but other gremlins have it a lot worse. It makes me sad that we’re outcasts in our own world. Especially your people. You were here from the start, nearly as long as the osgoths.”

“I know, right? It’s why I decided on my quest.”

“Ooh.” The gremlin bounced, nearly knocking Tip off their perch. “To become a great hero. So great that they have to respect you and, in conjunction, all the other taranji. I love that so much.”

“Then why don’t you join me?”

“I have joined you, silly. I’ll help you achieve your goal however I can.”

“No, that’s not what I mean.” Tip took one of the gremlin girl’s hands. “Why don’t you do that same? Become so important that you elevate all gremlins in other people’s eyes.”

“Don’t tease me like that, Tip. I’m not going to become some great warrior, a heroine that everyone respects.”

“Why not? You’re a holy terror with those weapons you’ve got. But you don’t have to go that route. I mean, you’re already badass, but you can be famous and respected for other things. Like, maybe, being a famous explorer and scholar. One of the world’s best archaeologists. You definitely have the abilities for it. You’re super smart, and brave, and skilled in so many things. Plus, it’s already clear that you’re the world’s expert on the Malphasic and Aeyric Eras.”

The gremlin grew still, her shimmering eyes locked on Tip. “You remember about that? I only mentioned the names of those time periods once around you, I think.”

“Of course I remember. It’s important to you.”

She threw her arms around him and kissed the satyr’s scruffy face repeatedly. “I thank the gods every day that I found you, Tiporian Zethroban.”

Tip chuckled. “I thank the gods from at least four different worlds.” He played with her fingers and caressed her hand. “You know what would be a good add-on to our quests?”

“What?” Her voice raised in pitch again, as it did when she got excited. Which, honestly, was more than half the time.

“What if we not only set good examples for our people so others would respect us, but we did something a little more active?”

The way she tilted her head at his question brought back memories of so many pets, dogs mainly, that cocked their heads like that. Purely adorable.

“More active?”

“Yeah. What if, after we’re done with saving the world from Aeyr and becoming famous heroes and explorers, we gather up some of the taranji and gremlins and bring them all to one place where they can live together and not feel like outcasts all the time. Like a colony for the abused and despised.”

“Ooh-ooh. Not only that, though. We could let other poorly treated people join us and we could all live happily without fear of being kicked out of a town or city. Everyone would be treated according to how they are and who they are, not what they are. That would be a dream come true, and not just for me, but for dozens of people. Hundreds, maybe.”

Tip put a hand up. “No. No, no, no, Cea. You have it all completely wrong.”

“W-w-what?” With her quicksilver personality, she sounded like she was about to start sobbing.

“Yeah. Wrong, wrong, wrong. Psht. Not dozens or hundreds of people. As if. It’s going to be thousands. So many. It’ll be a paradise, a haven for people who have felt nothing but prejudice their whole lives.”

“Ooooh.” She hugged him again, her rapid-fire giggle melding with the crackling of the fire. “Do you think the others would help?”

“I guarantee it. Brin? Definitely. Sariel? No doubt. Gar? If we mentioned it to him right now, he’d make it an official quest and would throw his entire soul into it as soon as we take Aeyr down. He lives for that kind of thing. The others? I’m not going to go through them one at a time, but I bet every one of them would jump at the chance. We’re traveling with the best and kindest people in all of Valorae.”

“We are,” she said with a sigh. “We really are. Should we hold onto the thought and bring it up after all our other goals are met? I don’t want to distract anyone from what’s so important. Each one of us has plans and dreams. Quests.”

“Nope. I’m not sitting on this. We’ll tell everyone when we’re together at breakfast in the morning, before we leave. You’ll see. Every one of them will think it’s a fantastic idea. Dayra, too, even if she’s in one of her ‘I only care about books’ moods.”

I listened for a few more minutes before I ended up falling asleep. I was so happy the two of them had found each other in the midst of all the danger and uncertainty. It also made me feel good that Tip knew me so well. As soon as he brought their idea up in the morning, I was going to champion it to the best of my ability.

I’d seen firsthand what living with hate could do to a person. I didn’t have to go any further than to look at what Tip had been through. The concept excited me. It was a way to help others that didn’t involve hunting down and killing. Sure, we had a lot going on at the moment, but I wasn’t worried in the least that adding this new idea would spread us too thin. If anything, it energized me to continue.

Finally, something to focus on for after we were done with all the danger and destruction. Hell, it might even become something like a legacy. Not for me, primarily, but for Tip and Cea. It was about damn time statues started to be produced that were half the height of the ones that already cluttered the world.


Chapter
Twelve



“…and that’s what we were thinking,” Tip said after presenting his pitch for the new society he wanted to bring about.

The concept was met with astounding approval, both verbal and through gestures. Brin actually clapped at the idea. “That is a wonderful goal, Tip, Cea. Technically, I am still the owner of what used to be my family’s kingdom in Teaphotria, as the only living member of the royal family. Perhaps we can start your community there.”

“Really?” Cea was bouncing a good foot off the ground, hopping with excitement.

“Certainly. I can think of no greater use for it.”

Of course, everyone acted exactly like Tip had predicted the night before. They all chattered about it, with even the normally quiet Qamara bowing her head and telling Tip it was one of the best ideas she’d ever heard. She was no stranger to being alone and a member of a scattered race, though I doubt she’d ever met with persecution like the taranji. Gorgeous women typically had a different kind of prejudice against them.

“You forgot something, Tip,” I said in a solemn voice, stopping everyone else’s speech.

“I know it’s going to be hard work and that there will be other challenges,” he said. “I still⁠—”

“Furcans.”

He did a double-take, then blinked at me. “Uh…furcans?”

“Yep. My understanding is that they’re rare, possibly even endangered. You definitely need to include a furcan reserve as part of your plans. I mean, not some kind of enclosure or zoo, but a safe place where they can do what they want in safety, whether that means hanging out in wilderness or interacting with people. What do you think, Rex?”

The lizard chicken squawked and started competing with Cea for who could hop the highest and most quickly.

“Yeah, man,” Tip said. “How could I have forgotten my little buddy? Thanks Gar. That some thinking out of the box shit, right there.”

I put a fist up. “It’s what we do.”

Tip’s voice hitched as he bumped my fist with his own. “Yeah. It’s what we do.” Turning to Cea, he winked at her. “I told you. Best. People. Ever.”

So many ideas ran through my head as we left our campsite and continued toward our appointment with the fortress and its secret door. I wasn’t the only one. Occasionally, sometimes even in the middle of a sentence on a completely different subject, one of our group would blurt out something related to Tip’s and Cea’s idea, and idea that had just occurred to them.

Seeing the joy and the excitement suffused my whole body with warmth. I think it brought us together as a family even more than before. A shared dream, a goal that we could all take part in and use as a construct to help many people in this world who had suffered their entire lives. It put things into perspective. Most of all, it demonstrated the caring nature of every member of our unorthodox collection of wildly dissimilar people.

At long last, we made it to the opening of the chasm leading to our destination. It seemed a relief in a way, guiding the horses down the gentle slope into where the walls on either side would gradually grow taller and taller. It wasn’t quite like coming home, but it was definitely a similar feeling, one of at least returning to a familiar place.

What that said about what my life had become, I didn’t want to think about.

While the rest of us were relatively relaxed, used to the dark shadows and ominous stone cliffs that looked ready to crumble down upon us, this was Coralei’s first time seeing the rift. Her eyes darted nervously about, growing wide when a pebble fell somewhere nearby and echoed along with the sounds of our movement.

I moved to the side of the cleft, which was only about fifteen feet between walls where we currently were, to wait for the siren queen’s horse to come up next to mine. “You okay, Coralei? It’s a little intimidating the first time, I know.”

“I’m fine.” She said it a little too quickly for me to take it as the full truth. “It’s rather cramped in here, isn’t it?”

Oh, shit. I understood immediately. “You’re used to being in the expansive spaces of the ocean. I mean, you’re always surrounded by water, but it probably doesn’t seem as restricting as stone around you. Are you…made uncomfortable by enclosed areas like this?” I didn’t want to say afraid, but yeah, I was basically asking her if she was claustrophobic.

“Perhaps a little. I am fine within caves under the ocean and will most likely be so in caves up here on the surface, but these walls? They’re close, but they also seem unstable. I see the debris that has fallen from them strewn across our path, especially at the sides…”

“Scree,” I said. “Or maybe rubble, since there’s not room for big slopes of the stones. We’ve been through here several times and haven’t had issues under normal circumstances.”

“What of abnormal circumstances?”

“Uh…you know how there are strange things, like those melting plants, the holes in the air, and monsters mutating? One time there was a quake kind of thing when we were in here. That was a little awkward.”

“Awkward.”

“He means it was scary as shit,” Tip helpfully stated, earning him a glare from me with the promise of an ass-kicking if he didn’t stop right there.

I lightened my voice as much as I could. “I doubt that’ll happen again. It was a freak thing. Just stay near the middle of the chasm—which is a good idea anyway because the path is firmer there—and we’ll be fine. It’s not that far. How about I tell you about when we found this place and what we’ve done so far?”

“I would appreciate the distraction.”

So I obliged her, explaining how we’d originally been told generally of the place by those abyssals we’d met and how we followed Qamara’s magical senses to actually find it. That led to us trying to explore the fortress, giving up when we couldn’t get through the door, returning, and how we were at an impasse before Cea helped us out with opening the outer door. How getting through the first door led to us exploring the entry and several other chambers, including the forge.

She’d heard some of it, especially the part about us being stuck once again with the secret door we’d found with the royal symbol of her family etched into the frame, the reason for us to search for her to begin with.

“So now that we have the master keystones, I’m hoping we can get through that door, where I expect to find Aeyr, based on the sensations of his magic Qamara has felt. Then we can…”

I trailed off as we got closer to the fortress, something prickling my senses as not being as we left it. I halted the group and scanned the chasm floor. Damn it. What was it that had me on edge?

“Gar?” Brin asked after several minutes of me scrutinizing the rocks, the walls, and the little stream that trickled down the middle of the crevice.

I put my hand up, not wanting to take any of my focus to answer her verbally. Then it hit me. Things were shifted. Rocks, fallen branches, even slight changes in the course of the water. Not like they were from one of those quakes. Depressions in the mud around the water, stones smashed into the soil.

“Keli?” I said.

“A lot of traffic, it looks like,” the catgirl answered me without me having to even ask the question. “I didn’t pay much attention to it because we’ve gone back and forth and there were the others, Firim’s group and those ‘heroes’ and assassins. Now that I look, though, a lot of people have passed through here. It took you sitting here like a lump and staring at nothing to make me see it just now.”

“Yeah, that’s it. Well, shit. Everyone be ready. There’s no telling what we’re going to find when we get to the fortress. Probably not umbrenix, or not only umbrenix. They don’t make tracks. Could be Aeyr’s people, though. Along with some new lieutenant with another stupid name.”

“The Eradicator,” Tip said. “Or the Murdelizer. Maybe the Extractor or the Vorpal Bunny. Worse yet, it might be Karl the Momma’s Boy.” He chuckled at his own joke, but his discomfort was evident in the weak sound of his voice. “Oh, snap. Maybe we’ll get lucky and it’ll be the Thundercat. Thunder, thunder, thundercats, ho!”

“Enough Tip. Be wary. Let me go first. Keep your bow handy.”

Everyone else hung back a little, except Keli. She flashed me a stubborn look, daring me to say something, but I didn’t. I could use her experience, her keen hearing, and—if it came down to it—her combat skills. Her general badassery, as I liked to think of it.

Moments later, my apprehension turned into irritation. A good quarter mile from where the so-called heroes and the group of Venom Blades had pitched their camps, more people had apparently encroached on our territory.

“For fuck’s sake.” I couldn’t be sure the people who had set their camp haphazardly near the wall of the rift weren’t some of Aeyr’s, but there couldn’t be more than twenty or thirty of them. Plus, I didn’t see umbrenix, so even if the people did belong to Aeyr, they wouldn’t last long against me and my friends.

Two men standing nearby drew their swords and moved to block the way, as if I couldn’t run them down with my horse.

“Who are you? What is your purpose here?”

“My purpose is for you to get the fuck out of my way,” I said, my irritation causing my voice to take on a sharp edge. “Don’t make me get out of my saddle to kick your ass. Who the hell are you, and what are you doing at my fortress?”

Just then, I saw a familiar figure, dressed in plate mail. Alaric Darmucian, self-styled hero and leader of one of the groups of irritants that had been plaguing us almost since we found the fortress, rose from where he sat speaking with an unfamiliar man a few dozen paces away from me. He had spotted me and now came forward.

“Ah, Lord Gar,” he said, sweeping into a bow. “You have returned.”

I didn’t know what this lord bullshit was, but I ignored it. “Alaric, what the hell is this?”

“There have been some additions since you left, others desiring to partake of your heroic quest.”

“How many additions?”

“Not a great number. Perhaps thirty or forty.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Thirty or forty people. All looking to be heroes?”

“Yes. I have taken many of them in hand, knowing you have more important things to be about.”

“Yeah, I do. None of these ‘additions’ are trying to camp inside the fortress?”

“Of course not. I am well aware of your prohibition regarding such things.”

I let out a long breath. “Well, that’s good. Thank you for that.”

“Of course. We are companions, a mighty party. I will ever strive to make myself useful.”

I was done with the conversation, tired of traveling, and not thrilled with what I found on getting back to the fortress. I waved a farewell to the knight and continued on to the ruins proper, Keliana beside me. As we went, I noted other unfamiliar faces camped along the way, but at least they weren’t trying to set up their site closer to, or within, the fortress. I’d already made my position clear on that, at least to those who were present when I was here last.

“That’s a handful of pains in the ass if ever I saw them,” Keliana said.

I snorted. Leave it to the catgirl to take the edge off a bad mood. “I love you, you know?”

“I do, and I love you. Don’t worry about all these insignificant people. They’re mostly here for selfish reasons, I bet. Not worth dwelling on.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. I can’t wait to get comfortable in our gathering room and close the door to any but our family.”

“Oooh, that does sound good,” she purred. “Maybe a little alone time with your favorite pussy. Cat.”

That dragged a smile out of me. For about three seconds.

“Oh, look,” a male voice I didn’t recognize said. “Another spectacularly beautiful cat woman. How deliciously perfect. Come here, my lovely. Meet your next partner.”

I could only shake my head. “For fuck’s sake.”


Chapter
Thirteen



The owner of the voice I heard blatantly flirting with Keliana was a tall, fit, blond-haired man that I had to admit was good-looking and charismatic, despite his words sounding like something Tip would say. Even his voice, smooth and confident and masculine, demanded attention. I had to admit he cut quite the figure with his leather armor and the twin shortswords belted at his waist.

He stood by Artina Manesso, the catgirl assassin with similar coloring to Keliana. When I say he stood by her, I mean he practically shared wearing her clothes, as tight as they were. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he were speaking with his tongue down her throat. She gazed at him with what could only be lust.

My heart skipped a beat as I waited for Keliana’s reaction. Artina looked way too much like my catgirl—though not nearly as beautiful or sexy, as far as I was concerned—and the situation doubled my irritation at the guy’s words.

“Go fuck yourself, you prick,” Keli told him. “Whoever told you you’re smooth and irresistible obviously has no self-esteem.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, and my gorgeous catgirl winked at me. How could I, for even a second, have thought she’d fall for whatever line this dude was throwing down?

Another bark of laughter caught my attention and I turned to see Dreyah Delan, one of the other Venom Blades, sitting in a camp chair and watching the situation unfold. Keli and the ferret beastkin seemed on friendly terms and my already high opinion of her only increased now. She gave me a little chin-jerk in greeting and I waved back.

As the blond newcomer paused to formulate a response, Brin, Sariel, and Qamara rode up behind me, with the rest of the party close behind. The man caught one look at Brin and his eyes went dreamy, his mouth forming a slimy smile.

“So many delectable women in one place. Good afternoon, I’m Tarren Kossik. Tarren. It’s what you’ll be screaming in ecstasy shortly.”

Brin and Sariel glanced at each other, confusion on both their beautiful faces. Then, as one, they turned their eyes to me. When I responded only with a sad shake of my head, Brin addressed the man.

“If you mean to propose that you are suitable to even so much as muck out the droppings from our horses, then you are sadly mistaken. It is plainly obvious that you are not worth the effort I take even now to describe to you how despicable and loathsome you are. Begone from this area. It is reserved for those we have granted the privilege to speak with us. You are not one such.”

“Baby, there’s no reason to pretend⁠—”

An arrow embedded itself into the hilt of one of his swords. With how the weapons hung on his belt, the shaft struck only a few inches from his crotch.

“Damn,” Tip said from behind me. “I missed. Well, I’m sure it’s very small, so I can’t be blamed. I guess I’ll just try again…” He slowly withdrew another arrow from his quiver and made a show of nocking it before he brought his bow up.

“Meet me later, Artina,” the man said. “I forgot; I am needed elsewhere.” He fairly ran out of the area, going wide around me and, more importantly, the girls behind me.

Dreyah laughed again and muttered something under her breath. Damn, it was too bad she was part of the Venom Blades group. I think I could really enjoy a friendship with her.

“Tip, you are a gentleman and a scholar,” I said. “And a damn fine shot. Your aim was perfect.”

“Nah, man, I really was trying to skewer his little dick.” He treated us to his goofy grin, and I figured there was maybe a twenty percent chance he was telling the truth. Possibly forty.

I accepted Brin’s hand on my shoulder as she moved her horse closer to me. I tweaked my neck so I could kiss it.

“Hey, Dreyah,” I said. “Nice to see you. Anything new, other than our new hangers on?”

“Hey, Gar. Kel. That’s about it for exciting news. How have all of you been? Anything exciting happen in your travels?”

I chuckled. “Maybe a few.” I made a decision on the spot that I hope the others wouldn’t disagree with. “You wanna come over to our area in an hour or two for dinner? We can tell you about some of it.”

“I’ll see if Terrigan⁠—”

“No. I meant just you. It’s not a formal thing, just dinner and chatting.”

She and I both looked at Keliana at the same time, me to gauge my catgirl’s expression. Dreyah was probably looking for approval or confirmation.

“That sounds great,” Keli said. “It’d be nice to chat without all the posturing and politics.”

“Fine, then count me in. Thanks.” The ferret girl gave us a little salute.

“Keep in mind that I want an even trade, Dreyah,” I told her. “I’d like to know more about what’s been going on here.”

“No problem, and call me Drey, if you want. All those syllables you save over time could be a whole other conversation.”

“You got it, Drey. See you in a while.”

We took care of the horses and entered the fortress. When we had first found the place, all we knew was the deteriorated entrance, crumbled or half-buried stone covered by a hill made from the dirt of ages past. It was actually Cea who helped us to open the first door, the knowledge hers through her parents and her own study of ancient history. That covered area now served as stables for the horses and a section of the chasm outside it had been converted into a paddock where the mounts could stretch out without us fearing they’d wander off.

In through the main door, the familiar sight of the entry hall greeted us. An isosceles trapezoid, the wall through which we entered was the shorter of the two. The longer “base” of the grand chamber was opposite, with the two sides connecting the parallel walls at the same angle and length. Two doors adorned the longer wall and one each nestled amid each of the side walls. The door to our left was the one that interested me most, because that led to our personal rooms and the forge. I’d locked that section of the fortress before we left.

A few people puttered around in the entry chamber, members I recognized as part of Firim Zenoo’s expedition. The one Cea used to be part of.

As if my thoughts triggered the event, a mouse beastkin woman sprinted from the other side of the room, unerringly headed for Cea like she was a guided missile. The gremlin spotted her and the two met in the middle of the room, barely stopping as their bodies slammed into each other. They expertly converted the forward motion into a spin, both women twirling around, laughing and hugging.

Of course, Cea started singing her little nonsense song she’d made up about her best friend, Shiree Shirrah.

The display erased a lot of the fatigue and irritation I’d had bottled up within me. Cea was generally happy all the time, but now she was over the moon. I clapped Tip on the shoulder and we both watched the women’s antics with expansive smiles plastered on our faces.

Firim approached us at a more conservative pace. The dark dwarf flashed some teeth through his bushy beard and mustache, his head swiveling from the two women to me.

“Gar, well met, and welcome back. Are you well?”

“Firim! I am, thank you. How could I not be, watching Cea and Shiree reunited like that?”

“Aye, ‘tis the truth, that.”

I let out a breath. “I saw there were some changes. New additions to those staying here. Any trouble from them?”

“How much time do you have?” He chuckled, but it sounded forced.

Well, shit. “Maybe I should be more specific. Any trouble with them trying to go places they shouldn’t, or with them giving you attitude?”

“Not much. I had to lay down the rules you told me to enforce when they first got here. Needed a little help from Alaric’s group and Dreyah’s because we’re not intimidating enough. It all worked out, though, mostly.”

“Mostly. Don’t tell me, that horse’s ass Tarren likes to push, doesn’t feel like the rules apply to him.”

The dwarf snorted. “Met him, have you? Did he tell you all about how he’s a god among mortals, or was he too busy trying to get his hand into one of your companion’s undergarments?”

“Damn it,” I said, shaking my head. “I was hoping he was just overwhelmed with Keliana’s and Brin’s beauty, so it seemed worse than it really is.”

“Nah. Not that Keliana and Brin aren’t sublimely beautiful, be he tried to make the rounds with several women in my expedition. I had to get the assassins to threaten his life for him to leave Shiree alone.”

I glanced at the mousegirl, talking animatedly with Cea. My anger flared hot at the thought of that asshole so much as trying to touch Shiree’s boots. “Did he do something?”

Firim didn’t miss my hand twitching toward the siangham in its place along my thigh. “It didn’t get that far. I haven’t heard any reports of him assaulting anyone, just throwing his ‘charm’ around and wearing them down. Even one of the assassins seems to have taken a liking to him. Not Dreyah; the cat woman.”

“So we saw. Well, thanks for the information. We’re going to get settled. Would you join us for dinner tonight so we can chat about what’s been going on some more?”

“Surely. I’m looking forward to what you’ve…”

Firim’s eyes fixed on something behind me. I turned to see what and found Coralei standing there regally, minding her business. It didn’t surprise me. The woman was spectacular. I was a little confused about how Firim’s eyes narrowed like he was inspecting her, or like he was suspicious of her.

“Oh, Firim Zenoo, this is Coralei Aushway, a new friend and addition to our little group.”

“Aushway,” he said in about as dreamy a fashion as I think the gruff dwarf could manage. “The Aushway family? The royal family?”

Coralei blinked at him. “Yes. You…know of my family?”

He took the ragged hat off his head and crushed it nervously in his hands. “I’m an archaeologist, a historian. I’ve spent some time in Sauvaxera, know a little about the Ianathi. It’s true, then? The sirens have not disappeared? Your people are alive and well?”

The queen’s face broke into a smile that was so gorgeous my heart ached for a moment. “Alive and well, mostly thanks to Gar and our other companions here. I will be happy to explain more fully at dinner. It is an unexpected pleasure to find that some on the surface know of us.”

“Aye, a few of us.” His mouth continued to move, but no other sound came out, until he took in a sharp breath and cleared his throat. “It is a privilege, it surely is. I have longed to meet one of your people, and to think, one of the royal family⁠—”

“The queen,” Brin clarified.

Firim’s face went pale. “Beg your pardon, Lady Brinawynn?”

“None of that, Firim. We’re old friends. Brin is fine. As for what I said, it was that Coralei Aushway is the queen of the sirens, not simply a member of the royal family, and she leads her people brilliantly.”

“Th-th-the queen? I’m sorry, I don’t know what…” He leaned to drop to his knees, but I caught him and hoisted him back up.

“As Brin stated,” Coralei said. “No need for formalities.” She stepped to within a foot of him and offered her hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Firim Zenoo. I shall enjoy speaking with you later. After we have had a chance to rest for a time.”

He shook her hand, after wiping his three times on his pant leg. His eyes grew unfocused, and I thought he might faint. “It is a privilege and an honor. I’ll leave you be for now, but look forward to listening to your tale at dinner.” The dwarf blinked himself into lucidity and gave me a nod. “I’ll see you later, Gar, and the rest of you. Welcome back. I should go say hello to Cea. I’ve missed her.”

With that, he turned and shuffled off to where the gremlin girl was gesticulating wildly, telling Shiree something at a pace and tone that exhausted me even from a distance. I laughed, satisfied at being back in familiar surroundings with people I enjoyed interacting with.

“Welcome to the fortress,” I told Coralei. “It’s good to be home. Kind of.”


Chapter
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“That man is a piece of work,” Firim said of the blond-haired newcomer we’d already unfortunately met. We sat around an actual table eating dinner, a rare occasion for us since most meals consisted of sitting around on rocks or flimsy camp chairs and eating meals that, if they weren’t simply cold rations, had been cooked over a campfire.

The table had already been in the section of the fortress we used as our own special meeting place, part of the fortress I had reserved for the use of my companions only and had locked when we left to go south. As planned, the dwarf expedition leader and the ferret woman assassin had joined us. Along with the lovely Shiree Shirrah, of course. Cea was family and there was no one outside our little group more important to her than the mousegirl. Besides, Shiree was a joy to be around, so it was an easy invitation to offer.

Firim glanced over at Shiree and the edges of his mouth turned downward. Not because of her, but for the subject at hand. “He pestered our Shiree here, insisting that he knew she wanted him but was too shy to act on it. ‘I know how much you ache for me,’ he’d say. ‘I’ll make it easy for you. Come with me now and we’ll go to a special secret place I’ve found where we can demonstrate our hunger for each other.’

“I’m not a fighter, never was even when I was younger, but I came close to challenging him. Poor Shiree took to hiding when anyone spotted him near. Until Dreyah here noticed what was happening and had a little talk with him. He left Shiree alone after that.”

I raised my cup to Dreyah. “Thank you, Drey. What did you do?”

The ferret woman shrugged her slender, but toned shoulders. “That one thinks he’s some kind of elite warrior, but anyone who is can easily see he is not as skilled as he thinks. I merely got close to him—he thought I’d given in to his clumsy attempts at charm—and put a knife to his throat. He went for his sword and I cut his pretty clothes, a long slash down the chest. It barely nicked his skin, but it demonstrated his lack of skill in a most…pointed manner. When I told him the next time I heard of him saying one word to Shiree, I would do the same, but lower and deeper, he understood. To be honest, I sometimes regret I didn’t just kill him right then, when he tried to draw his weapon on me.”

“I understand completely,” I told her. “Even if he hasn’t tried to physically force himself on anyone—yet—I bet he would have no problem with doing so. I think I’ll have a talk with him as well. This is my site, and he wasn’t invited. What about the others? How many people came here, and what are their stories?”

Firim finished taking a drink and set his cup down. “Most are looking for new ruins to explore. I’ve had four join my expedition, experienced archaeologists or explorers who are as disgusted with what’s happening in Olliaran as I am, what with the bounties and people destroying ruins and all. Ruining ruins, is what I call it.” He chuckled at that. Archaeologist humor.

“Others are here for the rumors,” Dreyah added. “It has apparently gotten out that someone is looking for something more important than bounties on artifacts or information. I’ve talked with many of them and half know it involves some powerful villain that needs to be taken down while the other half think it’s some ancient site with enemies and monsters guarding some kind of vast treasure trove. Both groups seem to think following you will be less work than digging for scraps in the recognized sites.”

It didn’t escape my notice that her own group fit into that first category. For that matter, Alaric’s group did, too, though the assassins and the so-called heroes had different aims. While Alaric and his party wanted the fame that they think would come will killing Aeyr, establishing them as heroes, the assassins wanted the power and loot that they might take from Aeyr’s headquarters and corpse.

Dreyah continued. “There are a few more than thirty that have arrived since you left. Most came in ones or twos or other small numbers. There’s no leader, though some have decided Tarren is worthy of the position. Women mostly. Another, a light elf woman, has attracted a few followers, too. There hasn’t been trouble we can’t handle so far, but the harsh feelings grow daily between some people and even between factions. I think the only thing sometimes that keeps it from blowing up is that should any of the Venom Blades, or even Alaric’s party, decide to put some down, there’s not a damn thing any of the newcomers could do about it. Even if Tarren boasts like he doubts it.”

“Great.” I shook my head. People problems were my least favorite type. “Just what we need. Well, I’m not going to put up with any of that shit. Tarren is first on my list to…”

As I spoke, a familiar figure sauntered into the room from the entry hall. He didn’t even address us at first, his head swinging back and forth to check out the room, an interested expression on his face. He finally deigned to notice us. As if he could have missed a large table of more than a dozen people eating a meal.

“This is a private area,” I said. I think I did well in keeping the edge off my voice.

“I can see that. I love private areas.” Tarren Kossik had not a hint of apology or respect in his voice. The dude must have had solid steel balls the size of grapefruit. His eyes went to Qamara and widened. “Often, they hide the most delicious fruit there.” The slimy way he said it, and the leer he cast toward the prophetess, was enough for me. I put my fork down and rose from my chair.

“Gar,” Keli said. “Let me.”

I eased back into my chair and gestured toward the moron. What Keli had in mind would most likely work out better than if I kicked the guy’s ass and threw him out of the room.

“Ah, my sweet, sweet pussy,” he said. “I knew you would search me out. Here I am. Will you let me taste you here, or are you too shy for others to watch?”

Keliana rose gracefully from her chair and swayed toward the man. The way she moved her body, hips swishing and arms positioned back to accentuate her full chest in her skintight bodysuit, raised the temperature in the large room. I heard Firim swallow and Tarren licked his lips, watching her lasciviously.

The catgirl stopped half a foot from him. “Do you know how to use those swords you wear?”

His white teeth shone as he gave her a smile that was almost impossibly wide. “Of course. Are you looking for a lesson?”

“Oooh.” The simple sound vibrated in the air. How the fuck can she invest that much sexiness into one word? “A lesson.” She tapped her index finger on her lips, and I could swear the way she pouted her lips and softened her voice into a whisper, she was channeling Marilyn Monroe. “That’s exactly what I’m looking for.”

“I can teach you many things,” he said, sliding up close enough that his body almost contacted her. His arms went up to do so, but her words stopped him.

“Take them out.”

“What?”

“Your swords. Take them out. You know how to use them?” She injected a confused tone into her speech.

He shrugged and put his hands on his hilts. Anger started to churn in me. He obviously thought this was some kind of foreplay. I knew Keli was in control of the situation, but even him thinking he could touch her had me ready to kill him.

“Ooh, they’re so big…and shiny.” I almost choked on that, a laugh bubbling up even as I maintained how pissed off at him I was. “Are you ready?”

“Ready?” The smile he’d been maintaining slipped a little. He really had no idea what was going on.

“Of course. Ready to defend yourself.”

“Defend my⁠—”

Keliana shifted her hips and fired a lightning-fast front kick into the man’s belly, powerful enough that he flew backward as all the air he’d ever breathed came rushing out of his mouth. The swords went flying and he landed on his ass on the stone floor.

“What the fuck are you doing?” he said when he caught his breath. Keli stood, watching him patiently.

“You weren’t ready.”

“You’re making a big mistake, bitch.”

My left eye twitched, and I shot to my feet. Brin, calmly sitting next to me, took my hand gently and pulled me back to my chair. “Let her finish.”

“You’re confusing your beastkin, moron. I’m a pussy, remember. A bitch is a dog.”

“You think you’re clever,” he shouted. Spittle flew from his mouth like he was frothing. “You think I’ll let some fucking wh⁠—”

“Think about what you are about to say,” Keliana said, cutting him off calmly. “You’re going to receive an ass-kicking, regardless, but if you’re not careful, there will be a corpse we’re going to have to dispose of. Try to be a man and act instead of talking. I know it’s something new for you. Take your time. I’ll wait.”

The man glanced at the table, noting how we all still sat. His eyes went to his swords, lying on the floor ten feet from each other. I saw it within his orbs, screwing his courage up to make his move, making his plans about what he’d do. Then he darted toward one sword, snatching it up, only to turn, dive into a roll, and flub picking up the other one until he got to his feet and swept his arm out again, this time successfully grasping his second blade. After all that, he took an offensive stance facing Keli.

“Ah, good,” she said. “You finally decided to do something. Come on, then. I’ll give you two seconds to engage before I’ll take the initiative.”

At least there was one thing I could say for the dude: he still had a high opinion of himself and showed it by lunging in to attack.

It was a funny thing. I was all kinds of uncomfortable before when it looked like he might touch Keli in an amorous way. Now that he was legitimately trying to kill her, my anger had faded and I calmly sat watching, waiting to see what she’d to do him.

Tarren attempted to be fancy, weaving his slashes together into what was obviously a practiced motion. The problem was that though he handled the blades well enough not to cut himself, slashing in front of him in figure eight patterns did absolutely jack shit as far as getting in to strike Keli.

I watched her eyes as she stood waiting for him, even going so far as to put a hand up in front of her mouth as she yawned. Confusion at her not bothering to act in any way was followed by anger on Tarren’s face and he finally committed. He lunged in with a thrust from a blade in his left hand while slashing from the outside with her right-hand blade.

Keli threw her left leg up, kicking the flat of the thrusted sword with an inside crescent kick, deflecting it to the side. Immediately after contact, her hips twisted and her foot rotated and shot out into an even faster side kick that slammed into his right hand, crushing his fingers against the hilt of his sword and knocking both the limb and the weapon back away from her. Again, the sword left his grip and clattered across the floor.

“Ow, you broke my hand, you⁠—”

As Keli’s foot hit the ground, she drilled a straight vertical punch into Tarren’s solar plexus, stealing the rest of his words away. Moving her right hand to catch his left, she pivoted on her right foot, into his body. The motion allowed her to tweak the wrist painfully, causing him to drop the other sword, just as her left elbow cracked him hard across the jaw, deforming his whole face. Continuing the movement of her left arm without a break, she slammed her forearm down onto the arm she held, bending the elbow and pushing with her right hand to wrench it painfully.

But she wasn’t done. Even as she torqued his arm, she pivoted further, spinning around and letting go of his battered limb to crush his nose with a vicious back elbow strike with her right arm. A simple pronation of her forearm and she snatched a handful of blond hair, then harnessed her spin to pull his head down as the catgirl’s left knee came up. Meeting his face as they traveled in opposite directions.

Keli released Tarren’s hair as his head snapped back and his entire body went vertical from the force of the strike. I wasn’t sure if she’d broken his jaw with that knee strike, but I knew for a certainty that his nose would never look the same. He slammed onto his back hard and lay there, the occasional groan finding its way out.

Keli swayed over to him and crouched down. “You and your type are not wanted here. If you ever try to touch me again, or insinuate that I would like you to do so, I’ll kill you. Grunt if you understand.”

He grunted, but whether to answer or because he was a fucking mess, lying there bleeding on the floor, I didn’t know.

“Oh, and like Gar said, this is a private area. Don’t let me find you in here again. Ever. Can I get a grunt that you understand?”

This time, the grunt was on cue and was accompanied by the man turning his head to spit blood onto the floor.

“Don’t you dare spit any more blood on this floor. We’re eating dinner, for fuck’s sake. Get up and get out of here. Take your shitty swords with you. They’re not worth us taking. Are they Tyra?”

“They’re not!” the goblin girl said, obviously enjoying herself.

It took a couple of minutes, but Tarren Kossick dragged himself to his feet, retrieved his twice-dropped blades, and left without another word. I was sure he’d have some later, but at least he showed some common sense.

Keli, for her part, swished that perfect ass and alluring tail back to sit down at the table. Dreyah gave her a chin jerk with a smile on her face and it was like that signaled the approval for the congratulations. Voices overlapped as everyone spoke at once, expressing their appreciation for the show. The catgirl sat back, raised her cup to me and then to all the others, and let the moment sink in.


Chapter
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“You know he’s going to hold a grudge and is going to try to cause problems,” I told Keli and the others later, toward the end of dinner. “I’m not arguing that what you did wasn’t absolutely perfect, but he’s going to be too stubborn to leave and won’t change his ways. I should probably visit him and tell him to get the hell out of here.”

We were, of course, talking about Tarren Kossik. The arrogant man was not one to take being humiliated lightly.

“We have more important things to do than to deal with one such as he,” Brin said. “Perhaps we should focus on opening the door we have spent so much time preparing to open first. We can deal with Tarren Kossik later, if necessary.”

Dreyah still had an amused smile on her face from Keli’s display. “I’ll talk to the others and we’ll watch for any attempts from him to enter the fortress. He’s going to have to understand that most people, especially him, aren’t allowed past the door into the fortress itself.”

“Thanks, Drey,” I said. “That’ll help. Brin’s right that we should try to get through that door to find whatever it is on the other side. I just see the man as being a problem in one way or another.”

I wasn’t going to say, “Get through the door to find Aeyr” or anything like that. We’d told her and Firim that much of our traveling had been to find a way to breach that door, but I kept the information general. I didn’t want to spread around what we thought we would find once we opened it. They only knew enough so that Firim understood there may be some exploration to do. After we checked the place for danger, of course.

“Why don’t you just lock the place up?” Tyra asked. “Hells, with what we’ve learned about keystones and the master keystones, I might even be able to make stones that you could turn into other keystones. Give a couple to people you don’t mind going in and out—like Firim—and Tarren could beat his hands bloody on the door and never get in.”

What she said made sense, but I didn’t think it was feasible. “We have enough shit to do without trying an entirely new branch of crafting and enchanting to try to make more keystones. We shouldn’t have to lock it up. If someone decides our rules don’t apply to them, they need to go. We’ll spread the word to all the new people that they’re not allowed in here and we’ll deal with him or anyone else that tries to sneak in. We’ll post watches if we have to, but I don’t think it’ll come to that. I’ve never believed in making things difficult for people doing the right thing to prevent one or two from doing the wrong thing.”

After chatting for a few hours, we said goodnight to our three dinner guests and retired to our rooms. Well, all but Tyra, who headed for the forge, mumbling something about how it had been so long…

I shared the same chamber Brin and I had when we were at the fortress before, with most of the others taking the rooms they’d been in before. Even I hadn’t planned on any playing around, tired from our travels and dealing with the bullshit earlier when we arrived. That resolution lasted exactly long enough for me to catch sight of the ravishing blue woman and, two and a half hours later, we finally slumbered in each other’s arms.

I was up early, barely past five o’clock according to my watch, ready to finally get through the secret door that had been a pain in the ass for us for far longer than I cared to calculate. Sitting down at the dining table in our relaxation room, I found I wasn’t the only one.

“Did you sleep?” Dayra asked as she sat down next to me. I’d brought some bread, cheese, and fruit out and she availed herself of a slice of apple.

“Yeah, but my body automatically bounced out of bed early. I guess I’m a little excited about finally getting through the door.”

“Same with me. I tossed and turned all night. If you hadn’t been with Brin, I would have snuck into your room so you could fuck me to sleep. You have a way of turning my whole body into a relaxed puddle of jelly.”

“How about tonight?” I said, eyeing the knockout blonde scholar. “It’s been too long since I’ve felt and tasted you.”

She snuggled up close to me. “I’ll take you up on that. I can’t wait, though I’m excited about the door, too. Don’t forget that.”

“No way I could. You have those master keystones Qamara chose for us?”

“Yes. In a box in my room. I’ll bring them out when we’re ready to try them.”

I chatted with Dayra as the others trickled in. Tyra showed up last, of course, a few conspicuous soot stains on her hands, left bicep, the top of her right breast, and along her nose. I guessed they were spots she had to scratch an itch. I was happy to note there were none around her nostrils.

“Eat fast,” I told the goblin. “We’re heading to where the door is in a few minutes.”

She showed me her pouty face, but I wasn’t falling for it. It was her choice to stay in the forge for so long. I was willing to bet she’d never gone to sleep. Still, she joined us as we moved to the door that had been haunting my thoughts for weeks now.

We all stood before what appeared to be a solid wall, with only the faint outline of a door within it, a symbol of the pike of the royal house of Aushway above it. The door lay precisely in the center of the wall, which was more than thirty feet long.

According to Cea’s information on the standard fortress design, we’d been referring to the room the reception hall, and it was attached to the entry hall with two short corridors, each with a door in the middle of the hall leading to a large room. I’d allowed Firim and his expedition to use those rooms, as well as half a dozen chambers off the entry hall.

But we weren’t there to interact with the dwarf or his people. The door was all, the problem for which we’d been chasing the solution for months. It was finally time to open the secret door and to discover what else lay in the fortress with the taint of Aeyr’s magic.

“According to the book Coralei helped us open,” Dayra said, “the master keystone will have an affinity for the magical protection system, one easily felt by one who had attuned to the wards. That would be you, Gar.”

“Lucky me,” I said ironically.

“Quite.” Dayra knew me well enough by now to know I was just being cheeky. “We brought the master stones from Tergalidon, so I guess you’ll need to, I don’t know, hold them one at a time and try to get a feeling for which one may allow you to take over full access of the place. Qamara or Cea, any further thoughts?”

Qamara had been the one to recognize the magical signature of the fortress, telling us it included Aeyr’s magic, so it was logical Dayra would ask her. That was aside from her being arguably the one with the most knowledge of magic, or at least alari magic. As for Cea, she was an expert on alari history, especially in the era in which this particular fortress had been built. Brin and Lirien were storehouses of information as well, but we’d discussed it before, and neither of them claimed expertise in either keystones or alari fortresses.

Cea shook her head, her mouth in a straight line. Her face showed irritation that she didn’t know, but Tip rubbed her shoulders, visibly easing the tension in the gremlin girl.

Qamara answered verbally. “I know little of keystones. The master keystones I helped select were chosen because I felt magical essences within them that reminded me of what I felt here. Your suggestion that Gar try to feel which one is appropriate is sound. He will have to create the resonance created between the stone and the wards to determine which to use.”

“Okay, Gar,” Dayra said, putting the box with the master keystones on a small table fifteen feet away from the door and opening it up, “it’s up to you. I’ll keep all the stones but the one you’re trying to connect with here so there’s no interference. It’s possible more than one may have resonance.”

Brin raised her hand to get our attention. “May I suggest that you go through all the stones first, setting aside whichever ones produce magical emanations you can feel? That way, you can compare them and choose the one with the strongest resonance first. My understanding is that if a stone resonates partially, it might be assimilated and destroyed without providing the access we hope for. It would be a shame to waste one and then find one more suitable afterward.”

“Yes,” Dayra agreed. “That’s a good suggestion. The book we found does discuss that briefly. We should take our time and make sure the one you use is the correct one, as much as we can, before using it. It would be bad if we ruined one, only to find out we need it for something else later.”

I still wasn’t too clear on what I was supposed to be doing. “Uh, so I just hold the stone near the door and wait for some feeling or another?”

“Yes.” Dayra nodded, as if the verbal confirmation needed the extra assurance. “I would assume the sensation will be similar to how it feels when you interact with the fortress doors since you assimilated the keystone to control the fortress earlier.”

I selected one of the stones from the box and brought it to the door, one of almost transparent grey-blue color. It filled my palm and held what looked like an elaborate clockface on it, complete with stylized arrows as hands and symbols around the edges of its circular surface.

“Here goes nothing.” I lifted it toward the pike sigil.

No magical emanation or sensation of any kind went through me. I stood for several minutes, waiting, but still didn’t feel anything.

“I got nothin’.”

“Maybe give it some time,” Dayra suggested. “You probably don’t have to hold it that close to the sigil. Maybe you should sit down and meditate, search for the stone with your mind to connect to it.”

I did as the scholar asked, but still didn’t get a response. After more than half an hour, I gave up on that stone and took another one, repeating the process. A beautiful dark blue gem with glowing white symbols, an oval rock with glyphs radiating out from an etching that looked something like a flower, a green teardrop gem shot through with sparkling blues, and a perfect sphere that could have been blue and white swirled glass all sat in my hand like, well, rocks. None gave so much as a hint of any kind of resonance. All of them I returned it to the box. At that point, everyone else sat around, mostly watching me, but also carrying on soft conversations. If it had been my world, I had no doubt that every one of them would be on their phones, texting or playing games or on social media. I reached for the next stone.

“Lirien Seck?”

I turned toward the female voice to see a pretty bunny girl dressed in the rugged clothing of an explorer, not too much different from what Lirien herself wore. The pants were just as tight, with more of an olive drab color than the khaki the kangaroo girl had on. She wore a leather corset with a cotton blouse that strained to keep in her sizable breasts. The way she stood, hands on hips and her right knee kicked in, she seemed tall, especially with the long, soft brown bunny ears protruding from her chestnut hair. Sparkling blue eyes pointed at my kangaroo girl.

Lirien squinted at the woman, then recognition dawned on her face. “Jelly?”

Cea giggled at that and put her hand over her mouth in embarrassment.

“It is you,” the bunny girl said. “It’s all true, then? You’re part of the group that found this place?” I fully turned toward her and she gasped. “Gods! He does look like Kael Serus. I’d heard, but…”

The woman stood in one of the corridors going to the entry hall, no doubt just coming out of one of the rooms I’d given Firim to use. As I thought it, he appeared behind her.

“Jelanor, don’t bother them. They’re doing important work.”

Lirien glanced at me, and I raised an eyebrow. She flashed me a smile.

“Don’t worry about it, Firim. We’re taking a break anyway.” I met eyes with the bunny girl’s blue orbs. “Jelanor, was it? Nice to meet you, I’m Gar.” I walked toward her with my hand out and she met me halfway, putting her hand in mine and shaking it. Her grip was firm, another confirmation that she wasn’t just some stuffy researcher.

“Sorry, about interrupting you and about the Kael thing. You’re probably sick of hearing it, huh?”

“Just a little. So, you must be the one Firim was talking about last night, one of the newcomers that he added to his expedition group. He says you’re a solid archaeologist and explorer.”

She flushed prettily. “That’s nice of him to say. I work hard to be like my inspiration and role model.”

“Oh. You’ve got a mentor?”

“Well, not really. Just someone I’ve met a few times, but I idolize her and hope to follow in her footsteps.”

“I’m sure she’s very proud of you.”

“I am,” Lirien said, and I snapped my head around to gape at her. “Jelly is a natural. If there was anyone I worked with before that I’d consider doing so on a regular basis, it would be her. No offense, Brin. But, you know, I was a loner.” She moved closer to the two of us, barely a pace away.

Jelanor couldn’t help herself. She launched her body at Lirien and hugged her fiercely.

“And now you see why,” Lirien said, laughing about it. “Jelanor Sellesin, these are my friends. Gar, Brin, Qamara Tyra, Sariel Keliana, Dayra, Cea, Coralei, Tip, and our furcan and honorary archaeologist Rex. I’m so happy for you that you joined with Firim. We’ll have to chat. I’ve got a few things to tell you that will make you swoon.”

The bunny girl flushed again.

Lirien put up her hands. “Uh, no. Not those kind of…well, yeah, maybe. But that’s not what I’m talking about. I’ll track you down later, okay?”

“I look forward to it. It’s nice to meet all of you. I hope we get a chance to chat later. Sorry for interrupting your work. I saw Lirien and, well, I had to say hello. She’s the reason I came here to begin with. I’d heard a pink-haired kangaroo beastkin was here and I dropped everything to come.”

I waved at her and Firim as they headed down the hall. Since the dwarf had settled at the fortress, he’d started excavating a site not too far away in the chasm, exposing some of the outbuildings that apparently were part of the fortress complex. He’d been keeping himself and his people busy with that while I and my friends had been bouncing all over the world.

“That is very sweet,” Brin said to Lirien. “Jelanor is obviously fond of you and looks up to you as a mentor. You seem to be fond of her as well.”

The kangaroo girl’s eyes were still on the hall where the bunny girl and dwarf had disappeared. “She’s great, but a little much to handle for too long. I might be able to work with her regularly now, but you know how I was before you all changed my mind about people. I always felt myself slipping closer to her and it scared me. Being part of this family, though, I bet she and I could be good friends without me being worried about betrayal. You all give me the strength to do that.”

I put my arm around Lirien and kissed her furry ear. “We’ll invite her to dinner or something. I have an idea. Maybe we can use her energy and competence to keep things here a little more organized. But that depends on what we find when we get through this door. That was a nice distraction, but for now, we should probably get back to it.”


Chapter
Sixteen



Iwent through every damn one of those master keystones. Between the long periods of time I tried with each to make sure I wasn’t missing anything, the sheer number of them, and the interruptions, it was already getting late.

The gem I currently held, the last one, gave me all the energy of a piece of rock taken from Charlie Brown’s Christmas stocking. Still, I’d expected more for a magical item with extensive runes and a name like “master keystone.”

“Well, shit. That’s the last one. I didn’t feel a thing with any of them. It’s probably that I’m not doing whatever I’m supposed to be doing correctly. I mean, I’m the guy without magic, remember? Does it seem weird to anyone else that I’m the one trying to feel magical emanations?”

“No,” Brin, Dayra, and Qamara said at the same time.

Brin explained. “Gar, you not having magic doesn’t matter. Did you not feel the magic when you assimilated the keystone for this place, or when you returned Tergalidon to this world? You were able to take the power within yourself and use it to manipulate all the doors up to this point, precisely because you don’t have your own magic. Why would you not be able to do so with a more powerful keystone?”

“I don’t know. Even if I can do it, I didn’t feel anything with any of these. This is the last one. What are we going to do?”

“It is not the last one.” Brin reached into her belt pouch and pulled out another master keystone. The one I wanted to take, but that Qamara had told me wasn’t suitable. I remembered Brin taking it from me to put back in the box we’d found it in, but apparently she hadn’t.

“You brought that one?”

“Of course. You identified it, felt a connection, no matter how tenuous. Please test it for resonance with the door.”

I received the stone from her, examining it. Even just having it placed in my hand caused a slight sensation, but it was so small I couldn’t be sure if I was imagining it. I dropped to a seated position in front of the door and cast my mind toward the master keystone in my hand.

I’d only just grasped the edges of the mental representation of the stone in my mind when a ruckus broke through my concentration, shattering my focus.

“Let me see him,” a woman’s voice said. “He will want to see me, have no doubt. I did not come all this way to be kept out in the cold and dirty camp. Do you know who I am?”

My eyes opened and I let out a breath. What the fuck is it now? Getting to my feet, I decided to find out. And to make sure I wasn’t going to be interrupted again, by friends or otherwise.

“Gar?” Brin said as I strode over to the other of the corridors leading from the audience hall to the entry hall.

“I need to address this, Brin. If I have to beat the shit out of the newcomers until they leave, then that’s what I’ll do. None of these people belong here. We have work to do.”

I entered the entry hall to find what I expected. A pale-skinned woman with very light blonde hair and pointed ears appeared to be halfway through throwing a hissy fit. A nonplussed Dreyah stood between the woman and the mouth of the corridor where we had just arrived. The ferret assassin saw us and winked, though I wasn’t sure if it was meant for me or for Keliana, who stood a bit behind me.

“Ah, there he is,” the elf said. “See, I told you he wanted to see me.”

“No,” I corrected. “I was being interrupted in my work, which takes a lot of focus, by someone screeching about how important they were. Who the hell are you and why are you even in here? No one except those specifically authorized by me or Firim is allowed inside the building.”

“I know such things do not apply to me. How could they? As for who I am, I am Verina Morningdew, of course. No doubt your servant here has told you of my presence. I have been patiently waiting for some time to speak to you, Lord Gar.”

“Have you? Been waiting patiently? It seems to me you barged in here impatiently and are making yourself a nuisance.”

The woman laughed, a fake, tinkling sound that she probably thought was appealing. “Barged? I do not barge. I merely came to inform you in person that I have taken a fair number of the rabble in hand and we are joining the crusade. No doubt, I will become invaluable to you quickly, if you but tell me what you wish for me to do.”

She twirled a lock of her nearly colorless hair around a finger and adjusted her body, throwing her shoulders back. That’s when I noticed her clothing for the first time. The entire cream-colored thing looked to be a stylized explorer ensemble, skintight pants and a fitted top with a huge cutout in the center of her chest, showing long inches of cleavage.

She did have the body to pull it off, but her face—though I thought it would be pretty without the pinched look—held a sneer even as she spoke. By the very faint lines on her skin, it seemed like that was her default expression. Despite her posturing and what amounted to thrusting her tits into my face, I had no interest in her whatsoever.

I ignored her and met eyes with Dreyah. She shrugged. “I told her. I guess we’ve done a poor job in communicating to everyone that they’re not allowed in here. I’ll take care of it. I’ll throw her out. If she resists, do you want me to kill her or just rough her up a little?”

I palmed my forehead. “I hope…Verina, was it? I hope Verina will do the sensible thing and exit. No use in spilling blood, unless the infractions get worse.”

“You won’t even owe me for it. Call it a favor.” The ferret woman’s fingers twitched. She was about ready to pull one of the many daggers she carried on her body.

“Just escort her out.” I turned back to the light elf. “Verina, please go back outside. We can talk later. For now, I have important things to do and I don’t want to be interrupted.”

She huffed. “I will do so, that you may complete your task. Are you sure I can’t help you with what you’re doing? It’s the reason I came here, to stand at your right hand and aid you in ascending the throne Kael left empty all those centuries ago.”

I was going to mention that Kael wasn’t a king and that he had no throne, but I was honestly over talking with this woman already. “No, thank you. Go back to your camp and your ‘rabble.’ We’ll talk another time.”

“Very well. I shall look forward to it.”

She swept out of the room as if it were her idea, leaving me shaking my head.

“You should just close up the main door to the place and we wouldn’t have this problem,” Dreyah said. “Or let me kill her. That would send a message.”

“Firim’s people need to come and go. They live in here. I don’t want to have to unlock and relock the doors and he shouldn’t have to, either. Thank you for being a guard dog—uh, guard ferret. After we finish what we need to do here, I’ll set up a time where I can explain it to everyone. That means issuing the appropriate threats as well.”

“Good enough. I’ll let you go back to work, whatever you’re doing.”

I watched her take up a post near the main door to the outside and turned to my friends. “I started feeling something with this stone. It’s already pretty late. I think I’ll try to get familiar with the master keystone and try to connect with it if I can. Then we can have a late dinner and get some rest. If I can attune it, we can continue in the morning to do whatever it is I need to do to assimilate it and get further access.”

“You’re the boss, boss,” Dayra said with a chuckle.

“Not you, too. Has Tip been giving you lessons in Tip-ness?”

That only made her laugh louder. “Let me know if you have any questions about the keystone. Now that you sense some kind of connection with it, I think it’s just a matter of you attuning with it well enough to command it to do what you want, but I’m not sure. The book presents it like anyone reading it should already know some things.”

“I agree,” Lirien said. “I’ve read ancient manuscripts and protection magic was so much more prevalent back then, they skipped over things they thought any reader would know. It’s like a sword manual not bothering telling the reader that the sword needed to be taken out of the scabbard before trying to stab someone with it. They assumed it was common knowledge.”

“Or common sense,” Tip threw in.

I ignored him, responding to Dayra and Lirien. “I’ll do my best to feel my way through it.”

“Mmmmm,” Dayra hummed. I did promise her we’d have some playtime soon. Maybe we could find time after dinner…

“What I mean,” I tried again, “is that I’ll try to do what you say, but I may ask some questions. Of most of you. Not Tip, because he’s a dick.”

“Hey!”

“I’m just kidding. Not about you being a dick. That’s common knowledge. You might be able to answer questions I ask. Even a blind squirrel finds a nut now and then.”

Cea giggled loudly before she put her hand over her mouth and muffled it a little. Tip flashed his grin at her. The gremlin girl could kick him in the nuts and he wouldn’t get mad at her. She had him wrapped around her tiny little finger. It was pretty awesome, really.

We went back to everyone standing or sitting around as I held the master keystone and delved into it with my mind. There was definitely a connection there, kind of like I felt with the weapons I’d worked so hard to attune with. It was similar to a part of the body. Maybe like the ears. I mean, I knew it was part of me, but I’d be damned if I could move it on command. Yeah, I was one of those: I couldn’t wiggle my ears without raising and lowering my eyebrows.

After what I estimated was damn close to a couple of hours later, I felt something click into place, like when I tried all day long to remember a song title or lyric and then, when I’d given up and gone to sleep, it popped into my head. Except with this, the stone made it clear to me—somehow—that it recognized something about me and it would allow me to carry on whatever shenanigans I planned.

I continued to examine the connection, mentally turning the stone over in my hands and peering into it, becoming more familiar with it. Whatever magic or energy it had within it merged with me and by the time I opened my eyes and looked around at my friends, I knew I’d be able to use it to do whatever I needed to do with all the doors in the fortress. I even had a few suspicions that I could affect more than just doorlocks. I flexed the new ability a little, until I was sure I could pick up the next morning where I was leaving off now, and broke the active mental connection.

I still felt the stone I held, its aura or power or whatever. I debated whether I should go ahead and try to open the door, but decided not to. Better to do it with a whole day ahead of us. If something jumped out at me—like, I don’t know, fucking Aeyr himself—I’d rather that happen when I was rested and fed, not tired from a day of bullshit and hunger.

“I’ve got it,” I told them. “At least, I think so. I may have some questions tomorrow. I want to stop here. It could be dangerous if I went ahead and opened the door now.”

“I concur,” Brin said. “It has been a long day and if we are to face danger within, better we are as prepared as we can be.”

“Exactly. How about we eat something? My stomach is gnawing on my backbone.”

On the way back to our area of the fortress, Qamara approached me. Brin suddenly found she needed to talk to Coralei, so she squeezed my hand and left the alari woman alone with me.

“Garfield.” Qamara wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I am sorry.”

“Sorry? For what?”

“The way I disregarded your intuition when we were selecting the stones in Tergalidon. If Brinawynn would not have brought the master keystone you had selected, we would have traveled all that way for nothing. I was so sure none of the other stones would work, we would have left the correct one there. Possibly more than one.”

I took Qamara’s hand and kissed it, holding it in both of my own as I moved my head so I could meet her downcast eyes. “You don’t have to apologize. None of us knows everything about what we’re doing. You’re doing your best, like we all are. We couldn’t very well bring all those stones with us; there were too many of them. The important thing is that tomorrow morning, we will open the door and explore the rest of the fortress, possibly finding Aeyr, and I’m sure I will need your help. Nothing else matters right now. I appreciate your help so much. I just want you to know that.”

She tentatively held my eyes with hers. “I am not so sure we will find what you expect. The magic I sense would be more powerful if he hid within. I cannot be certain, however. I don’t understand much about this fortress, its wards, and the powers the Hungerer possesses. It frightens me that he might be within, or that he might not. Are we ready to face him if he is?”

“I don’t know, but I do know that the effects of his magic on the world are getting more powerful. If that means he’s gaining in power himself, I’m afraid to wait longer because he’ll only get stronger as time goes on. This may be the weakest we’ll ever be able to confront him. We have to try.”

“Of course, you are correct. We will find out in a matter of hours. Until then, eating dinner does sound nice.”

I laughed. “It really does. Thank you, Qamara, for all your help. Without you, I’d have never even gotten started figuring most of this out. I can’t wait until you’re done with your mysterious tasks and can stay with us all the time. I don’t ever want to have to say goodbye to you again.”

She leaned in and gave me a soft kiss. “Nor do I. Once more and then you will need to have others tear me away from you, I will stick so closely to you.”

“I look forward to it.”


Chapter
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Istretched my back, reaching toward the ceiling with my arms. Though I was a little apprehensive about the day, it wasn’t enough to keep me from sleeping well and waking rested. So what, we’d been waiting for this opportunity for months, almost from the first time we’d opened that outer door to the fortress with Cea’s help. It seemed like years ago, but also like it had just happened yesterday.

So, yeah, there was a little pressure on me, but I was confident in what I felt the night before. I was sure I could have opened the door then and there, but it was only smart to wait for today. Some breakfast in my belly and I’d be ready to tackle whatever we found within the rest of the fortress. Whatever or whoever.

Dayra woke more slowly than I did; she was still lying in bed like the goddess of scholars. That was possibly another reason I slept so well. Damn, but the woman could do things to me that…

“Is it time to get up already?” she said from the bed, where I’d made sure to tuck her in snugly in the blankets when I got up.

“Yeah, gorgeous. You can probably laze around for a few minutes, but then we should get this show on the road.”

“Hmmm. Instead of lazing, maybe you can join me for a little good luck lick…among other things.” She squeezed her tits and let loose a little moan.

I checked my watch. A good luck lick. I like the sound of that. “Okay, but we only have time for a quickie. Sorry.”

“Mmmm. Sometimes I like it quick. As long as you play with my tits while you fuck me.”

“Psht. As if there’s any circumstance when I wouldn’t.” I’d noticed we’d gone from a little lick to full on fucking. I was fine with that.

Twenty minutes later, I kissed Dayra on her glistening forehead. “Damn, girl. When I said quickie, I meant just a few minutes. Why do you have to be so fucking sexy?”

She shrugged, her bare shoulder making me check my watch again, hoping we had a little more time. “You didn’t have to make me come three times, you know. I would have been happy with one.”

I returned her shrug. “I know, but I love it when you climax. True, I might have gotten carried away, but like I said, it’s your fault. Maybe you should try to be less hot.”

“Right. I’ll get right on that.”

“I wish we had the time you could get right on me.”

“Again? Don’t you want some variety? Didn’t I ride you hard enough?”

I rolled my eyes. “You did. So hard that I want more.”

“Me, too, lover. You’re right, though. We need to get that door open. Maybe we can finish up later?”

I rubbed my chin. “That’s a definite possibility, though there are a few other ladies who might argue with that plan.”

She flashed me an evil grin as she put her glasses on. “They can join us.”

“Ah. There’s always that. That’s why I love you so much. So damn smart.”

“I know. I told you that when we first met.”

“Yes, you did. Now come on, get that fantastic ass moving.”

We joined the others and ate quickly, chatting about opening the door and exploring the fortress beyond. Cea said that although the general form of the fortress was standard, that was mostly related to the front portion of it, which we’d already seen. Since the type was dug into the stone and mostly underground, the plans varied within depending on how the tunneling went.

“I honestly can’t tell you what the floor plan is,” she said. “There are some basic similarities in different individual fortresses, but those are shared by all plans, not just the Ravenform series. Each individual fortress had unique aspects to their designs, even if that was only things like where privies were or how traps and other defenses worked. Sorry.”

I wasn’t too disappointed. I was only talking about it to keep my mind off what was simmering deeper in the back of my brain: is Aeyr in there or not?

We rushed the meal and were soon on the way out the door to the entry hall and into the corridor to the reception hall. I was only two steps in when my body froze up with the sensation like I’d just plunged into icy water.

The secret door lay open. The slab of stone a little larger than the other doors in the fortress, stood ajar with a two-foot gap between it and the wall.

I drew my chain knives and shifted into a ready stance, eyes scanning the chamber. No one other than my companions was in sight.

“How the hell did someone sneak in here and open the door without anyone noticing? Maybe a better question is how they figured out the trick to opening it. Do you think someone opened it from the other side? Brin…?”

“I see nothing through my Lunar Light sight. No umbrenix, no other hidden creatures, and I sense no strange magic.”

“Okay, thanks. Can you give us some light? Our schedule has just been moved up for exploring the place. Cea, I know you said that past the standard room configuration we’ve already seen, the fortresses varied, but any ideas what might be ahead?”

“Sorry, Gar,” the gremlin girl said. “They all have common features, but what’s through that door might be an audience hall, a main corridor from which many others split off, or even a guard station. Not many of these were found intact. Because of being tunneled out and completely self-contained underground, many of them collapsed over the centuries, and that’s just from the few we found.”

“Okay. Got it. Spread out, everyone. If there are more umbrenix in there, make sure you’re using magical weapons. Remember that we’ve seen ones with armor and weapons they keep hidden in the shadow stuff of their bodies and some can cast spells. I’ll go in first. Brin, stay behind me and use your light. Tip, get your bow ready and stay right behind me. Keli and Sariel next. I’m assuming it widens out on the other side of the door, even if it’s just a main hallway. Ready? Follow my lead.” I took exactly one step before stopping and facing Tip. “No shooting me in the ass.”

Tip lifted his right hand to salute me and let the arrow slip a few inches through the fingers of his left hand. I brought my chain knives up to deflect, but the little asshole just laughed. It was the “string with barely any tension on it slipping and looking like the arrow was going to launch” gag. A classic.

“Very fucking funny. It’s serious time, now.”

“Sorry, boss. Won’t happen again.”

Changing my mind about my weapons, I sheathed the chain knives, pulled my three-sectional staff from the case on my back, and formed my spear with the siangham spearhead before I reached the door. Using the long weapon, I pushed the door open, letting Brin’s ball of illumination light up the other side.

Immediately past the door was a corridor, about ten feet wide. Easily enough for two of us to fight side by side, if necessary. Brin still stayed behind me and over to my right, while Keliana sped up to take position at my left. The hall only extended for fifteen feet or so before it widened beyond the circle of Brin’s light.

A grunt behind me had my body backing against the wall so I could flick my eyes to watch to my right and left with my peripheral vision. Tip had made the noise, apparently, as he was on one knee with his right hand keeping him from falling completely prone. He still grasped his bow in his left hand, though, even if the pained expression on his face clearly said he was in agony.

“Back out,” I hissed. “Everyone, go back out.” I watched the room I’d just been about to explore, waiting for an attack while scuffling and scrambling behind me confirmed my friends were doing what I said.

I stood still for more than a minute, shifting my gaze occasionally to check the progress of the others. Keli stayed by my side, watching everywhere at once, even as I was. When the short stretch of hallway was clear, I jerked my head for the catgirl to retreat.

I went through the door after Keli to find Tip taking a drink out of a cup someone had given him.

I scrutinized him. He had that expression people suffering from a really bad headache or back pain wore. “What’s up, buddy? You okay?”

“Yeah. Sorry. I just…as soon as I walked through the door, it felt like someone had put firehoses up to my ears and nose and turned the damn water on. Seriously, I thought my head was going to explode. It only lasted a handful of seconds, but damn.”

“It doesn’t feel like that now?”

“No.”

“Did it stop when you came back through the door?”

“No, it wasn’t like that. It already lessened when my knee hit the floor. It still throbs a little. Oh! I mean, my head. Augh, damn it. My skull or brain or whatever, not…”

Cea tried her hardest to keep the sound of her giggles from leaking out, but she failed miserably. Tip turned his head slowly from me to her, then a smile stole onto his face. He got exactly one single sound of a laugh out before he winced, his eyes clamped closed, and he groaned.

“Yeah,” he said. “Probably best not to make me laugh right now, even if I did ask for it with how poorly I worded what I said.”

The gremlin girl kissed Tip on the side of the face and held her breath. Her face turned red from the effort, but she eventually swallowed her giggles and got more serious.

“My point was,” Tip continued, “it just hit me quickly and then started to fade. Another couple of minutes and I’ll be fine to go back in there. As long as it doesn’t hit me again.”

I shared a concerned look with Brin. “Maybe you should⁠—”

“No way. I’m not staying out here. Let me try. If it happens again, I’ll stay out here. If it doesn’t, we continue on like before. Deal?”

I paused, watching his expression and his body language, noting his breathing. He was less hunched and squinty than a moment before, not like he was trying to act like the pain was lessening, but that it was in truth.

“Sure. You let me know if it happens again, okay? There’s no reason for you to be subjected to that.”

“There is if Aeyr is in there.” He saw my eyes shift back toward the door. “A couple of minutes and we’ll try again. I’m sorry, Gar. It was like someone was force-feeding information into my mind. I’m sure it’ll be fine.” He gave me his trademark goofy grin and a thumbs-up, hardly showing the pain in his eyes.

We waited five minutes and repeated what we’d done before, except that I turned to watch Tip as he carefully stepped across the threshold into the hallway. His entire body tensed, waiting for something to happen, but then he relaxed and let out a breath.

“We’re good boss. I don’t feel a thing.”

I was soon at the location I was at when Tip has his issues earlier, with Brin’s light moving into the wider area. I watched as the globe of illumination floated into a large circular chamber with a diameter of well over thirty feet. My eyes searched for enemies, but found nothing as the Brin adjusted her light to be brighter. She’d moved up to stand next to me while Keli stood on my other side.

“Stop!” the moonwisp said. “There are wards ahead. Traps. We must be…oh, my.”

As she reached the end of what she was telling us, I saw what caused her to finish her sentence so oddly. Bodies—six of them—lay on the floor.

I recognized at least one of them.
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The six corpses within the large round chamber were obviously dead, with enough holes in them to have soaked the stone floor several feet around them with blood. In fact, the floor looked to have cleverly disguised channels in it specifically made to channel the blood to one side of the room where a slight depression held it like the world’s most fucked up kiddie pool.

“Traps,” Brin said. “With my Lunar Light sight, I spotted the edges of the mechanisms.”

“Why would there be traps?” I asked. “Was the door forced open? If so, how the hell did they do that?”

“They would not have been able to break open the door. We tried brute force, even attacking it with picks, but got nowhere. On further thought, I have perhaps come to understand what happened. Should we retreat into the reception chamber again and discuss it?”

“And just leave them there?” I asked.

“They will not go anywhere. I, for one, would like to ask Cea about traps the fortresses had. I am afraid I am ignorant of what was standard practice in the time period this fortress was built.”

I took one more look at the bodies. They looked like they’d gone up against an entire platoon of pikemen, holes punched through them multiple times. “I guess it would be better to sit and talk about these details rather than to stand here staring at bodies.”

Once we settled back in the reception room, everyone still holding their weapons, we all turned to Cea. I wasn’t the only one to keep one eye on the door as the gremlin girl cleared her throat.

“As I said before, traps were an individual thing. The owners of the fortress had them built, either during the main construction, or afterward. Not all had them. In fact, I’d say less than half did, if this style was the same as some of the other fortresses popular around the same time. The MF3C types were the most secure, as we discussed. They were used for more sensitive installations, where security was of utmost importance. For others, the fortress itself, with its walls and gates and murder holes was enough.

“One thing I do know is that for traps in a fortress with door wards, in every case I’ve seen or read about, they were disabled when a door was opened in the appropriate way. By someone with the authority to do so. Unless specifically activated and manually kept viable.”

“Oh,” I said. I’d been toying with an idea since we first saw the door open, but now it didn’t seem likely.

Brin, ever observant, put her hand on my arm. She had wisely not tried to hold my hand since we were still on alert and I might need to use my weapon at a moment’s notice.

“I think you have had the same idea as I, Gar. My opinion is that last night, when you connected to the master keystone, you did more than you believed. Your contact was enough to unlock the barriers on the door, but not enough to fully inactivate the wards. Thus, when those unfortunate half dozen-people within pushed on the door, it opened, but the traps were still active, as their fate proves.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “That is what I was thinking, that I unlocked it on accident. So, I’m responsible for their deaths. Though, to be honest, if they hadn’t been snooping around, they never would have experienced those traps.”

“Exactly,” the moonwisp said. “They knew they should not be here, yet they went through the door anyway. Pardon me. What I mean is that I know for a fact that one of them knew they were not supposed to be here.”

“Yeah. I’m not sorry about that one at all. The others, though?”

Sariel scoffed. “Everyone was told they should not be inside the building. I do not recognize any of the six as being part of Firim Zenoo’s expedition and thus they had no reason, nor any right, to be anywhere near this chamber and that door.”

“Serves the fucker right,” Tip agreed. “Just for what he said to Brin, Qamara, and Keli, he deserved that. Tarren had that shit coming to him. You know he was going to try to steal whatever he could. He was just waiting for an excuse to stab someone in the back and take whatever treasure he could find.”

I frowned toward the door. “True. Well, what’s done is done, as far as they’re concerned. So, Cea, if I get what you’re saying about the traps, if I connect correctly with the fortress, I should be able to turn them off? How will I know that I’ve done it? I didn’t feel anything that told me I unlocked the door, not like when I lock and unlock the other, less secure, doors.”

The gremlin put her hands up and shrugged. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know anything about how it should feel. All I know is you should be able to turn the traps off. What kind of place would this be if the master of the fortress could unlock doors but people still got killed by the traps?”

“You’re correct,” Dayra said. “In the book on the master keystones, it does mention manipulating other parts of the fortress as well as the doorlocks and wards. Magical lighting, if installed, water sources that used magical pumps, and other features of the buildings. Of course, that was quite a lot of time prior to when this fortress was built, but we have to assume it would have remained the same.”

I could only shake my head. “Okay, I’ve got it. I’ll need to do what we have planned for today: getting control of the fortress through that master keystone. Meanwhile, I guess the rest of you will have to guard me as I sit near the door and try to figure it all out. Uh, should we tell someone about the people in there that were killed? Like maybe Dreyah?”

“We can take the bodies out after you deactivate the traps,” Keli said. “They’ve probably been there for hours already, so what’s a couple or three more? Hours, I mean. Not bodies.”

“It might even be safe to take them out now,” Cea said. “The traps may not have reset.”

“Wait a minute.” I didn’t want anyone else hurt. “Let’s not take a chance. I’m assuming it was some kind of spear trap, or spikes or something similar?”

Brin nodded. “Judging by the injuries and the parts of mechanisms I could see, I would say that is a correct assumption.”

“Then where are the spears or spikes?”

“Perhaps they retracted.”

“Yeah. If they retracted, wouldn’t you think they would have reset? Why retract them if they weren’t prepared for another go?”

“Your point is valid. We should wait.”

I laughed and patted her hand. “Let’s get set up to do this. We’re even more on a timer now, with the door open and bodies lying in the next room.”

I tried to settle my mind and focus on the tenuous connection I had with the fortress’s defense wards and locks, but it kept going back to the bodies in the next room. Tarren Kossick, that slimy asshole who Keli had given a lesson to less than a day ago, was the only one of the six I recognized. We’d have to ask around to find out who the others were.

It was probably true, what Brin had said. Maybe I had inadvertently unlocked the door the night before, allowing Tarren and his friends to sneak through into the part of the ruins we hadn’t explored yet. Served the fucker right that he got killed for it. I couldn’t say I was sorry it happened to him.

But that wasn’t the point. What bothered me was that if the door was unlocked, what if Aeyr had come to investigate, or some of his minions? A few umbrenix could easily take out all the people in the camps outside. They could even have killed some of my friends, or me, by surprising us as we slept. We didn’t keep watch while in the fortress.

I couldn’t let something like that happen again. It could have been catastrophic. I was sure that if Aeyr was in the fortress, it was by choice, that he was hiding. But it was possible he was trapped inside, working through his minions, and with my mistake, he could have escaped. We simply didn’t know enough yet about what was going on.

Once I wrangled my thoughts under control, I set my will to the task. The new connection I’d made with the master keystone was different than the one I had with the doors in the front of the fortress, but as I delved deeper, I realized they had similarities.

Since I’d come to Valorae, I’d learned a lot about my mind and about focus and concentration. I was no meditation master, but I’d been able to link two seemingly disparate things before, like when I attuned my weapons compared with forming a link to use the keystone in Tergalidon. This was merely another facet.

Visualization always helped me and this time wasn’t any different. Creating an image of the master keystone and overlaying it with the points of power I sensed on it was the first step. It wasn’t too hard because the runes etched in the gem seemed to be the center of different lines of power.

I started to understand how the runes worked together, with each one contributing its own individual type of magic, merging with the magic of the other markings to create the whole. I was just another input, though elevated above any single rune. As I explored it, tasted the different flavors of power, I began to see where I fit in the overall scheme of the magic infusing the fortress.

When I felt like I had a firm grasp on the entire control scheme, I exercised the connection by manipulating parts of the system. Using only my mind to command it to happen, I made the door swing closed and lock.

I chuckled inwardly as my friends reacted, most by drawing weapons. Brin, after a little hop and a soft gasp, stared daggers at me. I opened one eye just early enough to catch her doing so.

“Was that you playing around?” she asked me in a voice that was not playful at all.

“Yeah, I wanted to test it out. Sorry. I think I’ve got it now. I can feel something in the room where the bodies are, and I’m guessing it’s the trap controls. It’s still all new, but I think I can stumble through disabling them as I learn more about how to control everything. We’ll just need to take it slow at first.”

“Slow and steady progress is better than reckless action,” Sariel said. “As the corpses we found can attest.”

“I agree. Keli, Tyra, and Lirien, you three probably know the most about traps. Can one or all of you carefully check once I think I’ve disabled the traps before the rest of us go barging into the room and end up like Tarren in there?”

Keli flipped her hair. “I’ll do it. Defeating traps and defensive wards was part of the job description for me.”

I nodded, but a wave of cold soaked through me. If the Venom Blades had gone in instead of Tarren and his friends, how far would they have gotten? I needed to get hold of the concepts to control the fortress and we needed to explore it first, before anyone else. Both for their safety, and for that of the rest of us.


Chapter
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When all was said and done, turning the trap off in the large circular room didn’t end up being too hard. I commanded it to go dormant and after Keliana thoroughly examined it and judged the trap to be inactive, we moved forward, first with removing the bodies and then with exploring.

We enlisted Firim’s help to wrap the bodies and store them temporarily up against one wall of the reception chamber. I didn’t want to deal with the assassins and the faux heroes at the moment, and the longer we kept the newly opened section of the fortress a secret, the better.

All that preparation went right out the window when we opened one of the two identical doors on either side of the round room. We started with the one on the right and even as I sensed for traps and commanded the door to unlock, Brin staggered.

I held the moonwisp up so she didn’t fall. “Brin, are you all right? Is it like what happened to Tip?”

“No, it’s…Gar we must open the door. Now. Please.”

“Is there danger behind it? We should⁠—”

“Garfield Hailey, please open the door immediately or I will do so myself!”

Oh, damn. Shit just got real. When a mild-tempered and extremely kind and polite moonwisp breaks out your full name and shouts at you, you know you better do as she says. I wasn’t sure what the deal was, but I trusted Brin and she was obviously in distress. So, against my better judgment, I pushed the door open and stepped inside as Brin brightened her light so we had a clear view ahead.

The wash of the illumination from Brin’s sphere revealed a room no more than ten feet on a side. In the center stood a slab that looked a lot like an examination table, but angled forty-five degrees from vertical. Strapped to it was a woman.

God! The exclamation was the first thing to enter my mind. It seemed that Brin was on the same page.

“Goddess!” My moonwisp threw herself at the figure on what looked disturbingly like a torture rack. She tore at the leather straps, frantically trying to free the person secured there.

I almost pulled her back. The person before us had to be a corpse, though she didn’t look it. Her bedraggled hair, long enough to reach past her waist, had an unusual color; a bluish-silver. She wore simple clothing, if revealing ones, that had seen better days. Pale blue, they had the look of garments a genie in the myths of my world would have worn. Her face, spectacularly beautiful, looked like that of someone alive, and it radiated a slight glow that, especially before Brin increased her light, had a very pale blue tinge to it.

When her lids fluttered open to reveal shining pale blue-grey eyes, my breath caught in my throat. How the hell is she alive? How long has she been in here?

“My Goddess,” Brin said, dropping to her knees while still holding the woman’s hand. I finally caught on.

Oh, fuck. It can’t be. Can it?

“Here,” Brin continued. “I have just the thing.” She opened her belt pouch and pulled out the ring we’d found all the way back in Razormaw’s little horde of treasure. The chaotic reliefs on the outside, along with the pale green glow and the sharp protrusions that looked like they were designed to harm the wearer, were something I’d never forget. The Ring of Sacrifice.

Dayra had showed us an entry in one of the books in her library about the magical item. It allowed the wearer to sacrifice their own life force, transferring it to another.

“No Brin.” I reached toward her, but she’d already slipped the ring on her finger and stretched her hand out to the woman on the table. The goddess on the table.

I wasn’t fast enough. The air grew heavy, like a massive thunderstorm had instantly appeared. The hair on my arms stood up and I thought for sure a lightning bolt was going to strike out of the blue. Instead, the bound woman’s body jerked and her eyes opened wide at the same time as Brin’s eyelids fluttered. Then my moonwisp collapsed. I caught her just before she struck stone, her body limp in my arms. She forced her eyes open, just barely, and reached toward her goddess again.

I shouted at her. “No, Brin. Stop! You’re killing yourself.”

“Do…not…” the goddess croaked. “Hear me, Brinawynn. Do. Not.”

Toward the end, her voice got firmer, but still laden with so much exhaustion, it was almost painful to hear it. To make sure Brin obeyed, I pulled her arm to me, hugging it to my chest as I shifted my grip on her.

“I must,” she whimpered. “I must. My Goddess…”

“Brinawynn, my beloved servant,” Auryana said with effort. “No. You must calm yourself. I will explain. Obey me. Remove the ring, replace it in your belt pouch, then come to me.”

Brin sobbed, but did as Auryana commanded. She was far too weak to stand, so I brought her to the goddess. I should have taken that damn ring and thrown it into the ocean when we first got it. It was aptly named, as it took the life force of the user and transferred it to another, healing them at the expense of the wearer.

The problem with that? It was too easy to overdo it, to bestow too much—even all—of the energy available. In essence, the magical item made it possible to give all of your own life to another, in effect killing yourself to save someone else. It was too close to what the umbrenix—what Aeyr—did.

“My Goddess, I am too weak. I would heal you. I only need⁠—”

“Shhhh. Silent, now, my child.” Though in slightly better condition than when she first opened her eyes, Auryana still sounded like it took a monumental amount of energy even to produce simple words. She was just as stubborn as Brin.

“Goddess,” I said. I assumed that was the correct way to address her and hoped I wasn’t being insulting by using the term Brin had already repeated more than once. “Please, rest. Brin can wait until we unbind you and bring you to a bed where you can rest and have food and drink. Conserve your energy. There will be time enough. Right, Brin?”

The moonwisp’s pale face twisted, her emotions conflicted. Finally, she managed a nod. “Yes. You are correct. I will wait, and I will not leave your side.”

I met eyes with Tyra and jerked my chin at her. She got the hint and came forward. I handed Brin off to her. Though most of those with me could have managed to carry the moonwisp, Tyra was so damn strong that even though she was smaller, she could better handle the weight.

“Take her to the room with the two beds, the third room on the right in the hall where all our rooms are. I’ll be right behind you.” She left immediately, Keli escorting her. Tip and Cea followed right after. Auryana’s glazed eyes watched me as I drew my chain knives and carefully cut her bindings more quickly than I could have undone the buckles. I noticed her orbs flare when they saw the weapons, but whether because she recognized them or she was afraid I’d attack her, I didn’t know. “If I may, Goddess, I’ll carry you to where you can rest more comfortably.”

“Yes,” she wheezed. “Thank you, Kael.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but decided that little tidbit could wait. I picked Auryana up gently—she weighed exactly what she should have for a human her size and not like some gargantuan inhuman creature—and passed through my friends as they pressed themselves against the walls to give me room. Lirien, as Auryana’s gaze swept over her, dropped to her knees in obeisance. I remembered Brin had told me she was also a worshiper of the moon goddess, though I hadn’t ever heard her talk about it. I carried Auryana out of the room and the others fell in line behind me.

We settled the moon goddess in a bed and propped her up with pillows so she could eat and drink. The pure ridiculousness of me carrying a fucking goddess and then basically spoon feeding her was not lost on me. Brin clucked and tried to leave the bed next to Auryana’s, but she was too weak. I finally convinced her that not only could she not help, but that we were going to feed and nurture her as well. I kissed her and stroked her hair until she agreed with me, compromising a bit by moving her bed closer so she could clasp hands with her goddess. Finally, both the moonwisp and the goddess fell into slumber. I left the room after kissing Brin’s forehead and closing the door almost all the way.

“At least two people here at the doorway at all times,” I said to the others. “I’ll take first watch with someone else. It’s not just Brin in there, which alone would be worth killing every other person in a ten-mile radius to keep safe, but we are now caretakers for an actual goddess. Clear?”

Everyone stood up straight and nodded. I hadn’t had to say that, really. Goddess or not, if Brin was in any way in danger, I know every one of my friends would give their lives to keep her safe. Even as she had tried to do with that damn ring for her goddess.

“Oh, and make sure you have your enchanted weapons. If there are umbrenix in the rest of the fortress, they might come and try to finish the job. In fact, give me a few minutes before I start my watch. I’m going to close the doors and lock them. Better to be safe.”

I’d only taken one step when Sariel, of all people, snatched me up into a hug and kissed my face.

“She will be fine, Gar. Both of them will. Gods, but a real goddess…”

“I know, Sariel. Thank you. I fully intend to destroy that ring, if it’s possible. I might have to have Tyra help. It’s too dangerous. If Brin wouldn’t have fallen, she might have given all her life energy to the goddess. I will not allow someone to give their entire life to save someone.”

“Psht,” Keli said as she leaned against the wall. “As if you wouldn’t sacrifice yourself a dozen times over for any one of us. In fact, I remember you trying to do that specifically at least twice since I’ve been traveling with you.”

I glared at her, but there was no fire in it. “Yeah, well, do as I say, not as I do.”

She barked a laugh. “I love you, you fucking hypocrite.”

That got me crack a smile. “I love you too, you catty catgirl.”

“Huh?” Tyra crossed her arms under her breasts. “I carried Brin all the way back here.”

“You did, and I appreciate it. I love you, too, my strong, helpful goblin girl.”

She kicked at the stone floor. “Okay, as long as you appreciate me.”

I opened my arms to her and she shuffled in between them. “I do. Not just you, though. All my girls. I can’t believe how incredibly lucky I am to have you with me. Sariel, Qamara, Lirien, Dayra, and Coralei. You make my life a dream, even if other things in this world are nightmares. Oh, and Tip and Cea, too. I consider myself lucky to have you as my friends. No, not just friends. You’re as much family as these lovely ladies.”

“Awww, go and lock your door,” Tip said. “We all know you wouldn’t be shit without us. We all take turns keeping track of and taking care of you. It’s what we do.”

“Yeah, man.” I put up a fist as I passed Tip to go see to the door. “Thanks for that.”

After things settled down, we got into a schedule, all of us taking shifts to stand guard outside the room where Brin and Auryana rested. Lirien wanted to take more than one, but I told her no. I made another small compromise and let her doze in a chair in the room for a few hours. She may not have been vocal about her dedication to the goddess, but it was obvious she was almost as devastated as Brin.

In a day, Brin was up and around. She was maybe still a little tired, but none the worse for wear. A particularly enjoyable session where I focused on her spectacular body and injected her with a large quantity of mana—in addition to another more liquidy material—and she was good.

Auryana was another story. Despite all the food and rest, even attempts at healing from Brin, and she was still weak as a kitten and lethargic, sleeping most of the time. It was an interesting dichotomy that Brin tried several times to heal the goddess with magic that ultimately came from Auryana herself. It made me wonder if Auryana could heal herself and, if so, why she didn’t. I mentioned it to Brin, but she wasn’t sure herself. I decided to wait until Auryana was a little more lucid and energetic and then I’d ask her myself.

During this time, of course, we didn’t explore any more of the fortress. Between the deaths of Tarren and his companions and not even wanting to think about continuing without Brin with us, I left the subject alone, even if in the back of my head a little voice kept asking me what would happen if Aeyr escaped while we delayed.

Finally, midway through the third day, Auryana seemed better able to converse rather than to simply listen to us talk at her.

“It is time to address your concerns and questions, Brinawynn,” the goddess said. “You may ask your friends to attend us, if you wish. It is time for you to know why I have been unable to communicate with you.”


Chapter
Twenty



As my friends scattered to find chairs to drag into the room where Auryana had been resting, Brin and I sat on the bed Brin had been using. She hadn’t left the goddess’s side, just as she had promised when we’d first found Auryana.

“I remember calling you by another name when we first met, Gar,” the goddess said. She still sat slightly slumped, her weakness evident, but her beautiful blue-silver hair had been brushed out and glistened like moonlight. In fact, it looked like it was moonlight. Her eyes, too, were exactly the color of the surface of the moon I’d seen in pictures and through a telescope back in my world. Adding her flawless light-limned skin and, even as diminished as she was, it was perfectly clear the woman was divine. “I must apologize for that. It has been long since I have thought clearly. Even now, it is hard to focus. I do remember that face, however.”

“You knew Kael?” I asked her. The concept boggled my mind.

“I did. He only met me once. He was a great hero, but he was not a cherished servant like Brinawynn. Gods do not show themselves often to mortals. It is uncanny, though, how much you look like him. I mean no slight or diminishment with that. He was a very handsome man. You are a perfect image of him in his early career, before he grew more muscular than many women prefer.”

“It could be worse,” I said, chuckling. “I could have resembled some villain.”

“Indeed. Thank you again for bearing me from that room to this one. A new experience, that was, to be carried by a mortal. Not a story I would like repeated.”

“My lips are sealed. If anyone hears anything of this situation, it will be the privilege I have had in meeting a goddess in person. Even that will remain secret if you’d rather.”

She flashed me a tired smile. “No, by the time we are done, it will be clear that you and your friends have met me. But we shall talk of that later. For now, it will be enough for me to describe what happened to me, and what it means for the world.”

“Thank you for including me and my friends. If you would rather speak only with Brin, we don’t have to be here.”

Auryana glanced at Brin. “It is no wonder you love him so. This one reminds me of Kael in more than his looks. Such a quiet, polite man in general. Until injustice or evil reared its head, then he could be quite different. But no, Gar. I would like all of you to hear. I have been separated, unable to observe what occurred outside my little prison, but I can feel within you that you have dedicated yourself to a very important task, as well as to helping others, such as Brinawynn here. For your loyalty in helping her find me, the least I can do is to arm you with more knowledge.”

I was going to caution her not to overdo it, not to push herself in speaking for a long time while she was still recuperating, but I didn’t. Who the fuck did I think I was that I could warn a goddess, even if it was for a good reason?

She reached over and patted my hand, though I hadn’t said anything.

“I will be fine. Thank you for your concern, but though my condition may indicate I am not, I am very durable. As my story will prove out.”

Brin smirked, no doubt used to the goddess knowing what was going on at all times. I had a good excuse to be a little uncomfortable. It was my first time meeting a divine being, and this one was smoking fucking hot, which made it worse.

Auryana’s mouth quirked into a similar smirk to Brin’s.

Oh, shit. Did she just read that in my mind? The room started to get warm, but luckily the others arrived and started arranging chairs to listen to the goddess.

I couldn’t keep from staring at the moon goddess’s eyes. Even with her in a weakened state, there was power there. More power than I could ever comprehend. Plus, Auryana wasn’t just spectacularly beautiful and perfect, she was a damn goddess. I couldn’t even guess how old she was. She remembered Kael, for fuck’s sake!

That knowing look crossed her face again as she met eyes with me. With everyone seated, she began to tell us her story.

“It has been several years,” she said. “I know not how many, for several reasons. It is partly because the meaning of time is different for me than for mortals, but also because once I was trapped, I simply lost count of the days, months, and years.

“I first detected irregularities in the flow of magic in relation to the seas.” Auryana smiled at Coralei. “No doubt you and your people sensed something wrong as well. I saw the plight of your people, of your mother, but did not see how she resolved the magical anomalies that began to occur.”

Coralei bowed her head to the goddess. “She was murdered, by one of our own. By the then-serving Guardian.”

The goddess blinked at the siren. “I am sorry for your loss. That means you are now the queen?”

“I am, My Goddess.”

“I have often observed you, Coralei, and have long known you would make a fine queen.”

“She is,” I said. “We saw her in action when we visited her in her queendom.”

The goddess sighed. “Ah. I have missed significant events, it seems. Perhaps you can tell me more about them at a later time.”

“Of course,” I said. “Sorry for the interruption.”

“It is no bother. To continue, I was unsure of the cause of the magical irregularities. I am accounted very sensitive to magical fluctuations, even more so than many other gods. I have my own responsibilities and tasks to accomplish, but I investigated where I could. Magic is not constant, and slight upsets occur from time to time. I did not think much of what I’d sensed. At first.

“As time went on, more powerful changes occurred. I will not speak of detailed changes, for even the scholarly and magically minded among you would not understand a tenth-part of the explanation. Suffice it to say that it became apparent that something outside of natural fluctuations was the cause. But what? That was what I determined myself to learn.

“It was when I observed the new umbrenix that I understood a little. They are different, and it was clear that someone had resumed creating them, though it could have been someone other than Aeyr. You must understand that even gods do not know or see all. How long the shadows had been active, I do not know, but once I started looking, I saw them disappear at times, traveling to other places outside my sphere of influence and, in fact, outside my ability to see them at all. On a few occasions, I saw them return with a person in tow. Food for Aeyr, no doubt.

“The occurrences were low, at first, but enough that I thought to warn my beloved Brinawynn. While it is not specifically the job of servants of the moon to do battle with Aeyr and his creations, still we are part of the world. Is it not the responsibility of all who live on Valorae to prevent her destruction?

“Before I could contact my special servant, however, something I had never thought to occur happened. I was attacked. Still, I do not know who exactly or in what manner they carried out the aggression, but I found myself locked in stasis, trapped in a powerful magical construct that contained me and my power. No matter how mightily I tried to break free, I could not. Neither could I communicate with anyone else, be it Brinawynn, other mortals, or even gods.

“I know not how long I was encapsulated in the cocoon that surrounded me. It must have been a significant amount of time. Months? Years? I could not be sure. Over the course of that time, slowly at first but more powerfully as I was restrained, my power left my body, trickling out like it was being siphoned. Eventually, I was weak enough that when my prison cracked open, I was bound to that slab on which you found me.

“Never was I harmed or tortured. I was simply drained of all the life force that was possible to draw from me. I did not see Aeyr, but I felt his magic. Whether he took a personal role in my diminishment or it was solely his umbrenix—which I did see—is a mystery.

“As a goddess, it is difficult, perhaps impossible, for me to die. But there is no such restriction in sapping my power and weakening me to the point I was at when you found me. Truth to tell, the state in which I am currently. I live, and I will regain my power gradually over time. It will be quite a long time, however.”

“My Goddess,” Brin said.

“No, Brinawynn. I know your heart and that you would sacrifice even more to see me grow in strength. I rejoice at the love you show me, my child, but it is for naught. Even using the Ring of Sacrifice—which I caution you in using ever again—you could not return a millionth part of my power to me. Time, and only time, will aid me. It is enough to know you still thrive, despite being cut off from the power I so desperately wish I could grant you once again.”

“Knowing you are free and able to recuperate, no matter how slowly, is more important to me than any power that could be granted me,” Brin said.

“You wear the Gem of the Sacred Moon,” Auryana said. “A potent device for deepening your well of mana.” She gestured to the bracelet Brin wore, the gemstone at its center sparkling. “It will aid you where I cannot provide as much power for you as I would like.”

Brin bowed her head. “It was in Vorim Tanalus’s chambers, given to me directly by Serindra, the leader of the neornevi. It is a potent item. Please do not disparage what your very existence means to me, power or not. I ask only that you let me serve you, help you in any way I can, no matter the cost.”

Auryana smiled at Brin with such respect and love it made my chest ache. I didn’t know about all this god stuff, but the moon goddess impressed the hell out of me. She wasn’t some kind of all-powerful tyrant. She loved Brin as much as the moonwisp loved her.

“That goes for me, too,” I said. “Whatever you need from us, we’ll do, if we are capable of it.”

Auryana cocked her head at me. “Such an interesting situation. For two men to be so alike in appearance and in the core of their hearts. I look forward to seeing your role play out in this world. But that is for a much later time. What I need is simple, only to have a place to rest and pass the time as I regain my strength. You need not stay to nurture me, as I feel you have important things to accomplish. Though this place is anathema to me, I could stay here, in this little area of the fortress. It is a fortress, correct? I think I recognize the handiwork, even the feel of the magic, beneath the stink of Aeyr’s foul power.”

I tapped my finger on my chin. “Sure, we could do that. You’re right, we do have some pressing business, namely that we are hunting down Aeyr to kill him.”

“I suspected as much.” The way the goddess just accepted it not only surprised me, but also gave me a little confidence. She didn’t tell us we were crazy or unfit for the task.

“Instead of that, though, I think maybe there’s a place you might like a little better.”

“What is the place of which you speak?”

I glanced at Brin, noting her huge smile. She was already ten steps ahead of me, as normal. “Tergalidon.”

I got the sense of the goddess about ready to roll her eyes, but she didn’t. Which is good because if she had, my brain would have exploded. To have a goddess roll her eyes at me? Too crazy to even comprehend.

“Tergalidon was destroyed two millennia ago.”

“True, but not all of it. Vorim Tanalus saw to that.”

“Vorim? When Tergalidon was destroyed, I was—distracted. Preoccupied with important matters. I only knew that Kael helped the specters of those remaining of the city’s population to hunt down and destroy the perpetrators.”

“Vorim cast a spell that hid away a few large parts of the city. The magic academy, the administrative area, and the research institute. He preserved them in another world, a pocket dimension.”

Though she did it weakly, Auryana leaned forward toward me. “Truly? There has always been powerful magic obscuring that area. Interference from other gods. I never investigated because it seemed it was over and done.”

“Gar brought it back,” Tip blurted out. “The parts of the city and also the neronevi.” A shocked look leaped onto his face and he blinked repeatedly. “Sorry. I’m sorry, your goddessness. I didn’t…”

The moon goddess leaned back and laughed. “Fear not, Tiporian Zethroban. I will not strike you dead. I appreciate your loyalty and pride for your friends. Too, I have not forgotten your people. I was there, back then. Remember that.”

Cea hugged the satyr as a contemplative expression replaced the fearful one on his face.

“It is as Tiporian has stated, My Goddess,” Brin said. “Vorim Tanalus saved portions of the city and Gar aided the neronevi to bring them back. Upon Gar using the magical stone to cast the retrieval spell, the neronevi were affected as well. The halves of their bodies that were banished to the other world returned to Valorae. Neronevi no longer, they have renamed themselves etsolen.”

“The freed,” the goddess said. “Fitting. How many?”

“Twelve hundred forty-three. Their leader, Serindra Konem is in command in Tergalidon. They are slowly incorporating their missing halves and becoming more corporeal. Even now, they are cleaning and rebuilding the city. There is a temple dedicated to you there, and it seems a better place than an underground fortress where you cannot see the moon.”

“Tergalidon is a fair distance away and my power has fled.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I told her. “I wasn’t just speaking earlier to spew out empty promises. If you would like to go there, we can escort you. We still have to explore the entire fortress. I had thought that Aeyr was here, but if so, I doubt he wouldn’t have acted to keep us from freeing you. Still, we’ll look for clues as to where to go and then after that, we can bring you to Tergalidon. It seems appropriate, that you be with people no one else in this world understands. They’ll be ecstatic and you can recover in a much nicer place.”

“I would be appreciative of your help. I accept. Complete your tasks here and when you are ready, we can depart. However, I would inform you that I do not believe Aeyr is within the fortress. I doubt he ever was. I can sense his power, and the magnitude I have felt—and still do—is…lacking.”

I’d started to suspect that after we’d found the goddess, but still had a bit of hope. It might be possible. Maybe as a demigod, especially one who had captured a goddess and drained her of her life force, he could mask his presence partially. I’d still scour the entire fortress to find him, but my hope he was here had lessened considerably.

“That’s disappointing,” I told Auryana. “Maybe we can at least find information about where we should go to find him.”

“Gar,” Tip said. “You don’t have to worry about not knowing where to go. I’ve got you covered there.”

“What?”

“You know when I almost got knocked out when we stepped into the other part of the fortress and I said it felt like a bunch of things were crammed into my head? Well, they were. I’ve had a chance to recover a bit and to think about it, and I know where we need to go next. I think it’ll all work out.”


Chapter
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My eyes fixed firmly on the satyr. So help me, if he’s just joking around, I’ll strangle the life out of him.

“What do you mean by that, Tip? It’s not a great time for jokes, so come clean now or there really will be a punch line.”

“Touchy, touchy. I’m being serious. I’m still trying to sort through them, but a bunch of memories were crammed in my head all at once when I walked through that door into the other part of the fortress. I don’t know where they came from. Also, I don’t like the feeling they gives me.”

“What feeling?” Qamara asked. “Can you determine its source? Whose memory it originally was?”

“I…it feels like a couple of thoughts I had when I was in the siren queendom. The ones I think came from the aquatic umbrenix. It’s not exactly the same, but that feeling—like my hands are greasy and every time I try to wipe them off, the grime just spreads—it reminds me of those other thoughts.”

I was relieved Tip wasn’t playing the goofball. “Can you make sense of them?”

“Uh, that depends?”

“Depends on what? Tip, you said you were going to solve the problem of where we were going to go next.”

“Yeah, well, I know it’s to the east, so that’s why I said that. With all the brilliant people here, I’m sure they can figure out exactly where we need to go.”

I ran my fingers through my hair, grasping a bunch of them in my fist and tugging. I suddenly wanted nothing more than to go to bed.

“Okay, Tip, tell us what you’ve got.” I said.

His face brightened from the expectant and nervous expression to the one he adopted when he got the opportunity to help us push forward toward our goal.

“Dorecalia.”

“Come again?”

“Dorecalia?”

“That’s one word, Tip. What the hell are we⁠—”

Coralei snapped her fingers, biting at her lower lip. “It’s an osgoth word. “It’s…it’s…ah, the old name for one of the Osgoth Isles. The biggest one, in fact. Now, it’s referred to as Bounty, for some reason.”

“A dialect, at its height spoken by no more than a few thousand people,” Auryana said. “In that tongue, Dorecalia means, roughly, ‘sea’s bounty.’”

Now we’re getting somewhere. Having a queen of an ancient race and a goddess around to lend us their knowledge was not a bad perk. I turned to face the siren squarely. “Do you know where it is, Coralei?” It was hard not to let my excitement and interest reflect in my tone.

“Thank you, Goddess,” she said. “That makes sense. Yes, Gar, I know where it is. It is the first large island south of the queendom, past Erutev, Sonlia, and Veruxin, as well as two other islands closer to the shore. I have never explored it, nor known any siren that has. It is quite a distance to swim, through unfamiliar and unfriendly waters.”

“Great. I mean, not that it’s in dangerous waters or anything, but that you know where it is. Tip, any more information, like maybe why that one word stuck in your head? If I were a demigod and knew about you and your magic, I would definitely push a thought into your head to set you and all your friends up for a trap.”

Tip gulped. He said something under his breath that sounded a lot like shit. “Nah, but hopefully as we head toward there, I’ll be able to sift through the other information pushed into my noggin.” He wrung his hands. “Do you really think it’s a trap?”

I shrugged. “Dunno. I don’t know if Aeyr knows about you and your abilities or if he can even push thoughts into your brain. Considering it’s the only clue we’ve got, it’s a good place to start, though. After we thoroughly search this fortress. I still haven’t given up on the idea that Aeyr might be hiding here. Qamara sensed his magic, after all. Or maybe there will be other clues we can find if we need to go somewhere else?”

I caught the surreptitious glance Auryana threw toward Qamara, but the goddess didn’t say anything. I wondered what that was about. She had said herself that gods weren’t omniscient, but even if they didn’t see or know all, she had seen a lot of things in the centuries and millennia she’d been around. Was the scrutiny about Qamara being able to distinguish Aeyr’s magic, or something else?

“I am afraid I will not be with you when you reach Dorecalia.” The alari woman waved her hand gracefully, like she was shooing away the world’s slowest flying bug. “It is nearly time for me to depart from you once again, for a short time.”

I wasn’t about to argue or even question her in front of everyone, especially the goddess, but I’d be having a long conversation with her very soon. For now, I didn’t need to say anything, not with the others reacting to her words. Several aww sounds broke the silence, shortly before Brin spoke.

“Are you sure you must leave, Qamara? I thought you would stay with us now. Can we not go along with you and aid you?”

Qamara met eyes with Brin for a moment, but then dropped her gaze. “I am sorry, but no. What I have to do, I must do alone. It means a great deal to me that you would volunteer to join me. I will strive to rejoin you as quickly as I can. Please know that.”

Interestingly, Qamara glanced at Auryana with what I’d have to call apprehension. I tracked their interaction out of the corner of my eye and saw the goddess gave an almost imperceptible nod, which resulted in Qamara releasing a breath she’d been holding. What the fuck was that about?

Not for the first time, I thought about the woman sitting amongst us. The goddess sitting amongst us. Even if only considering the sheer amount of knowledge and experience Auryana had, it defied any attempt for me to guess what she thought or knew. She must know about Qamara and her mysterious missions. Brin could probably ask her goddess…but no.

I’d already promised Qamara I wouldn’t press her on the issue. Decent people did not try to convince goddesses to spy on or reveal information about those they cared for, even if it did seem like it would ultimately be for Qamara’s benefit. I had to trust she knew what she was doing.

“Qamara,” I said, “remember that no matter what your tasks entail, we will do anything for you, be it little or very large. Please know that.”

The alari prophetess blushed at me throwing her words back at her, but she got the point. I’d leave it at that.

“So,” I continued. “Does anyone want to explore an ancient fortress that may or may not contain umbrenix, traps, other hazards, or even a wrathful demigod? I still feel like we’re on a timer here.”

Cea bounced on her toes, her arm as high as she could stretch it upward, waving it as if I’d miss her frenetic actions. I chuckled. The gremlin girl was not only adorable, but such a treat to deal with.

The others all responded affirmatively as well, all but Brin. She swiveled her head back and forth, mostly from me to Auryana. The goddess addressed her moonwisp’s reluctance.

“Brinawynn, your friends need you. Your ability to notice hidden things with your Lunar Light sight is invaluable. I will rest here, worry not. Perhaps you can spare Qamara. I would enjoy speaking with her, if it would not adversely affect your ability to search the fortress for a time.”

Qamara gave me a nod. It actually might work out well because if there was fighting, our alari wouldn’t have to be involved. Plus, I thought she probably needed the conversation with the goddess. My curiosity burned at thinking about what they’d discuss, but if it was important for me and the rest of the group, I’m sure we’d be told later.

I tried not to show how much I wanted to know what was going on with those two. “Of course. If we find a puzzle that fits into Qamara’s expertise, we can return to it another time with her. We’ll probably mostly be wandering through empty rooms and disabling traps. Is there anything you need before we leave?”

Auryana shook her head. “No. As I said, I will rest after a short conversation with Qamara. You’ll find that I need little in the way of comfort. While I enjoy eating, I do not need to do it. Enjoying the comfort of my bed will suffice for me. Thank you for offering.”

I gave her a little bow, kissed Qamara, and left the room. The others followed me, Brin last as she lingered to say goodbye to her goddess. I took her hand when she joined us and we started toward the secret door we had so recently opened.

Two days it took us to explore the rest of the fortress. In that time, we found only two other umbrenix, both of the older variety with no weapons, very few spikes on their body, and no ability to cast spells. They fell quickly, one to my siangham and one to Tip’s arrows before any of us could even get close.

Cea was the shining star of our exploration. While I disabled all the traps from a distance, she recognized right away the style of the layout, calling out to us where different things would be and in which direction.

Past the circular room off of which we found Auryana, the hall quickly intersected another. To the right was the great hall. The kitchens sat connected to the great hall on one of its sides and to a large dining hall on the adjacent wall. To the left of the intersecting passages were sixteen chambers off the main hall and a massive barracks at the end. More significantly, the barracks held another secret door Brin detected and, when I’d opened it with the affinity for the fortress I’d gained from the master keystone, we discovered that there was indeed a rear entrance to the fortress.

As if that wasn’t enough, the rear entrance tunnel split just before a heavy door, with the side passage leading to the rooms of the fortress master. Through the heavy door, the tunnel went on for a quarter mile and finally ended in what looked like a plain stone wall, though it was really another hidden door that led outside.

The rest of the fortress, after another intersection of main hallways, comprised of nearly a dozen utility chambers, a fifty-foot by fifty-foot room for unknown use, and a large circular audience chamber preceding the fortress master’s rooms. Of course, there were privies, closets, and an entire separate floor of storage rooms, too.

None of them held Tyra’s interest like the workshops we found, though. A smaller forge, a woodworking shop, and a multipurpose work area that Cea said would have been used for leatherwork—though not the tanning and dyeing because of the smell—and even tailoring. My goblin girl was kind enough to only require me to lock up her original forge and one other of the workshops for her exclusive use, moving some of the remaining tools into that one. It paid to be the lover of the new fortress master.

When all was said and done, we didn’t find Aeyr, or even any indication that he’d been there for the last thousand years or so. The residual magic with his own specific signature on it was because he had spent so much time in the fortress centuries ago, Qamara explained, though she never did answer questions about how she could be so sure what she sensed was Aeyr’s magic.

Satisfied the place was safe, we prepared to leave. But there were a few more things yet to do.
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“Are you sure, Keli?” I asked my catgirl.

“Yes. I talked to her. If there were any of them I trust, it would be her. She gave us an oath to do as we direct. What did you think when we met with her?”

With most everyone staying, for one reason or another, things were going to be tense. We needed someone, or a few certain someones, to keep things under control. Thus, we came up with a plan to do that.

“I kind of liked her from the start.” I put a hand up to forestall what I knew what she was going to say. “Not just looking at her, so don’t even go there. Yes, she’s slinky and sexy and pretty damn good-looking. But, I mean how she acts and thinks. This is a big deal, though. I don’t want to make a mistake with this. I feel almost completely comfortable with it, but you’ve known her a long time, so I’m relying on your opinion.”

“Dreyah Delan is entirely too good to be part of the Venom Blades. I realized that soon after I’d first met her and everything I’ve seen of her since reinforces that.”

“Okay. That’s good enough for me. Thank you for talking to her and getting her to meet.”

“Psht.” The catgirl rolled her eyes. “All I had to do was to tell her you wanted to talk to her. She likes to look at you, too.” She booped my nose, then kissed it.

We set up a meeting for everyone who had come to the fortress. Venom Blades, self-described heroes, archaeologists, explorers, scholars, and whatever it was the other people who showed up called themselves. For most of them, it was the first time they’d ever been through the door from the foyer into the entry hall, which is where the meeting was organized.

Though there were enough chairs if we moved some of the furniture left in the newly opened part of the fortress, I didn’t want to deal with that, so all but a few stood. My friends and I took our positions between the two doors leading into the reception area through the twin corridors. I also had a surprise hiding behind one of those doors.

I looked out over the people gathered in front of me. The largest single group was Firim’s expedition, which had grown by two recently, the only newcomers he judged suitable of being part of his group. Fifty-six people all together, aside from me and my friends. It could be a manageable number; I hoped it was. In the end, though, it didn’t matter much to me personally.

“I’m leaving the fortress,” I said plainly. Whispers sprang up in the different groups. “You should have heard about the deaths of Tarren Kossik and his five companions, which came about through a simple cause: he didn’t follow the rules. There was no foul play involved, no punishment. What happened was that those six people decided the rules did not apply to them. They snuck into the fortress against my specific prohibition to do so.

“They were cut down by the fortress’s traps. Such a stupid way to die, something that never would have happened had they followed the rules. I didn’t know the others, barely knew Tarren, but I recognized that he generally thought himself as special, above any rules. Now he’s dead. I hope that makes you all think.

“I’ll be honest with you here. If I make a rule, I expect it to be followed. I don’t create them lightly, but are most often to protect others; me, my friends, even all of you. Though it was Tarren’s stupidity and pride that killed him, I would have done the job myself had I found out about him doing what he did. He was trying to sidestep the rules to loot the fortress.

“I’m not sure if I’ll be coming back soon, or even at all. For those of you searching for treasure, there is none here. We have scoured the fortress, both for danger and for anything valuable and by far the largest riches here involve the information about the fortress and the period of time in which it was built.

“That being the case, I am assigning stewards to take care of the fortress for me when I’m gone. If you plan on staying, for whatever reason, you will follow the rules they set. If I find out about any troubles, I will certainly return, and this time it won’t be the traps that get the job done.

“Foremost, I am assigning Firim Zenoo overseer of the entire site. He may direct all the activities at the fortress to best utilize it as a historical edifice. Similarly, for those not part of the expedition or the Venom Blades contingent or the group with Alaric Darmucian, you will be under the management of Jelanor Sellesin.” I gestured to the dark dwarf and the recently-arrived bunny girl, standing next to each other.

I’d spoken with the dwarf and bunny girl earlier, telling them what I intended to do. Firim was a no-brainer, but Lirien’s glowing opinion of Jelanor made me decide to give her the job of keeping track of all the strays in the group.

“Finally, as a third member of leadership, I appoint Dreyah Delan. She will cooperate with these other two in making decisions, but she will also act as an enforcer. Don’t be misled. There will be rules in place and should she decide someone breaking them deserves punishment, including death, she will carry it out swiftly. I don’t know why everyone is here, but if you believe that there is easy loot or an opportunity to take advantage of others here, I suggest you leave now. If you don’t, you will be weeded out eventually. It would be a shame for you to experience the expertise of a Venom Blade assassin.”

Alaric took a breath, and I already knew what was going to come out of his mouth. I cut him off.

“Also, for those of you who think they can find glory or riches by following me to where I go to fulfill my quest, think again. I don’t care if you stay here, I don’t care if you leave, but what you will not do is follow me.”

“You can’t tell us where we can and can’t go,” a man I didn’t recognize said. He wore ragged but serviceable leather armor and a sword belted at his waist.

My eyes drilled into his and he held my gaze for close to three seconds before he dropped his head to look at the ground.

“That may be true, but let me introduce you to someone who can.” The door to my right opened and Auryana glided out, looking every bit the goddess she was. Chin up, shoulders squared, and her flowing clothes trailing in a breeze that no one else felt, her skin literally glowed, even more pronounced because I kept the lighting in the hall low for this meeting. About a quarter of those present went to a knee or completely prostrated themselves.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked, and I could swear an oppressive aura washed out from her to fill the room. It wasn’t tyrannical, but the power there was evident, felt deep into my bones. The goddess was weakened, nearer to death than to her normal condition, but she was still a goddess.

Brin, standing near me, strode over to Auryana and stood a step behind her, facing the audience. “You have heard of my goddess’s presence here. You have the privilege of seeing Auryana, Goddess of the Moon, in flesh and blood. Count yourselves fortunate, but also heed her words. For who of you would put themselves in opposition to a goddess?” Brin bowed her head and took a step back, face toward the ground in supplication.

“Thank you, Brinawynn,” Auryana said. “As my moonwisp, my special servant, has said, you are now among the few ever to see a god in fleshly form. You may not be one of my followers, but it matters not. My command needs not your presence among the ranks of my worshipers. If instead you want the simple truth, I will speak plainly. You are not to follow this group including my moonwisp. To do so would be to forfeit your life. I care not who you are or what your reason. When we leave this fortress, I will keep careful watch over these who merit my special consideration. Any who trail them I will destroy utterly. No warning, no mitigation, only annihilation. Nothing else needs to be said on the matter.”

Auryana swept her gaze over the crowd, then spoke one final time. “The moon’s blessing upon you, should you act appropriately.” With that, she floated back through the door from which she came, closing it.

“So there you go,” I said. “If you don’t take my word for it, maybe a prohibition directly from a goddess will do. Like the goddess said, there will be no warning and no second chances. Try to follow us and you will be killed. To think Auryana couldn’t do it from even thousands of miles away would be stupid. I hope none of you are reckless enough to test her.”

The biggest concern I had about leaving the fortress was that it was going to turn into a chaotic mess. I knew a lot of the people there had come to follow me around, to “gain glory in defeating Aeyr” or whatever, but those people weren’t going to be trailing after us. Not after Auryana offered to make it clear to them that to do so would displease her. There were definitely advantages to having a goddess on your side. Luckily, no one tested her, though from Auryana’s assurance, I was pretty sure she could easily destroy any number of them with a thought, even being as weak as she claimed.

“Now that that’s taken care of, let me tell you what’s going to happen. Within the next day or two, my friends and I will be leaving, turning over the oversight of this place to Firim, Jelanor, and Dreyah. I will give them the means to control the doorlocks, and the three of them together can make whatever assignments they think appropriate. The fortress is a big place and there’s plenty of room for everyone so you won’t have to camp outside any longer. If that’s what the three decide to do. Stay or leave, it doesn’t matter to me, but if you stay, you’ll do as they say. Now, are there any questions?”

Alaric raised a hand and I sighed. Why is it that when you ask a group of people if there are any questions, there’s always someone who has one, or several? I pointed to the knight.

“I and my party will no doubt get our pick of the finest rooms in the fortress.”

I caught Dreyah shaking her head and she winked at me. For fuck’s sake.

“I didn’t hear a question in there, Alaric.”

That was only the start of more than half an hour of time I would never get back.
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After the last of the inane questions was answered, I spent nearly three hours showing the three new leaders around the fortress. We’d found a box of keystones in the master’s rooms and with some coaching and practice, I’d been able to manipulate them to give the three access to the fortress security wards and doorlocks. The traps I left dormant and did not give them the ability to change that.

“It’s too dangerous for those to be activated,” I told them. “If you’re attacked, you’ll have to defend in the way mundane fortresses do, with the doors and with strength of arms. The important doors are stone and this place is so far out of the way, the chance of that happening is basically zero.”

I didn’t tell them about the back entrance and didn’t give their keystones the ability to manipulate the doors to the tunnels even if they found them. While I was tinkering with permissions, I finally got around to giving my girls, Tip, and Cea complete control of the entire fortress as well, something that had been on my list for some time. They had to use keystones, whereas I could control the fortress without a physical keystone, but it was the best I could do.

“I appreciate you taking this responsibility,” I said to the three new leaders. “It was either that or just lock the entire place up. I hope your study of the fortress will yield some discoveries, Firim. You, too, Jelanor.”

The bunny girl swept back her ears with a hand. “It’ll be great to study it, but don’t forget your promise. After your quest and everything is done, you’ll let me join you and Lirien in whatever your next big adventure is.”

“I won’t forget. Lirien won’t let me.”

“That goes for me, too,” Dreyah told me. “The other Blades aren’t happy with the arrangement, not being able to loot Aeyr without risking the moon goddess’s wrath. I was never in it for the treasure or the glory, but more for the excitement and being part of history. I think I can still find that if I stick close to you people. Promise me.”

I took the ferret woman’s hand and kissed it. “I would be thrilled to have you join us for whatever is after what we’re doing now. Fair warning, though, it might be something boring like sitting around, relaxing, and trying to live a normal life. Do you think you can handle that?”

“Boring? Normal? Ha! I very much doubt it. I’ll take my chances, though. Keliana is smart and she’s thrown her entire being into staying with you. That’s enough for me, right there, but I’ve also got good instincts. I won’t be disappointed.”

We had the three—and Shiree—join us for dinner where we chatted and basically relaxed in preparation for yet another very long trip. I made sure to explain to Shiree that we would love for her to come with us, but that I couldn’t justify exposing her to so much danger for no reason. I still slightly regretted bringing Cea along. Not because she wasn’t helpful; she had more than proven her worth both in combat and in her other abilities. I just didn’t like the thought of her getting hurt any more than my other companions.

“The offer is open to you, too,” I told Shiree. “Once we finish with this mess and we’re not running from danger to danger, you’re more than welcome to join us and be reunited with Cea. I’m not sure where we’ll be or what we’ll do, but I won’t keep you two apart.”

Cea cooed and hugged her friend, chattering a thousand words a minute about how much fun they’d have and what they’d do.

As our social outing came to an end, I realized that we didn’t have anything else we needed to do at the fortress. Everything was taken care of as best we could manage.

Brin must have seen my expression and, knowing me so well, put my feelings to words. “Perhaps we should depart in the late morning or early afternoon tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess so. It kind of snuck up on us, didn’t it?”

“Perhaps you underestimate how efficiently we planned and prepared for our departure.” Brin bit her lower lip. “Gar, may I speak with you about something, privately?”

“Sure. Our little party is breaking up, anyway.”

My moonwisp took my hand and led me into one of the rooms not being used in the one-sided hallway off our relaxation area. I thought for a moment the whole thing was contrived and she wanted some physical attention, but it was quickly clear that hadn’t been the reason she wanted to talk.

“I…have been speaking with my goddess.”

I waited for her to continue, but she seemed to be waiting for something.

“That’s understandable. You haven’t been able to talk to her for a long time. Years, if I recall correctly.”

“Yes. We have discussed many things recently.” Another pause.

“Brin, what are you trying to say? At this rate, we’ll have to postpone our departure because we’ll still be trying to get through this conversation.” I was almost afraid to say it because a tiny seed of an idea was forming in my mind, one that said Brin had decided not to continue traveling with us once we brought her goddess to Tergalidon.

“Ah. Yes, of course. During our discussions, I noted time and again how weak Auryana is. Not compared to a mortal, perhaps, but she is severely diminished. I spoke to her of how you infuse me with mana…”

My head jerked of its own volition and I blinked at her. Then I snorted a laugh. “Oh. Whew. Shit, I thought you were going to say you didn’t want to travel with us, but instead wanted to stay close to Auryana.” She gave me a look so serious, it caused an involuntary gasp from me. “You’re not saying that, are you?”

Her green eyes drilled into me for another few seconds and I could almost hear droplets of sweat pop out of my forehead. Then she smirked. Damn you, Brin. Well played.

“Of course I am not,” she said. “You have aided me in my quest and I will do so with yours, until it has been completed.”

“Good. Then say what you wanted to talk to me about, though now I think I know where you’re going.”

“Would you try to help my goddess by infusing her with energy, like you do with me? Like you do with Qamara?”

“You want me to see if the pure mana or whatever it is I can transfer to you will help a goddess?”

“Just so.”

Fidgeting, I ran my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know. I mean…first of all, it might not even work like that. How could I even make a dent in what her magic usually is like? I’d have to hold her hand for like a thousand years for it to even move the needle.”

“I speak not of holding her hand. You have far more efficient ways of achieving the transfer.”

“Brin, you’re talking about kissing, holding, and doing other things with a goddess. A goddess. I don’t want to sound like I have low self-esteem, but I’m so far below her in terms of strength and power and everything, it would be insulting to even propose⁠—”

“She likes the idea and approves of me asking you.”

I found my hands on either side of my head, rubbing my temples. When did I even move them?

“It’s not that simple. I’m game, of course, but I’d have to talk to⁠—”

“I already talked with each of the others. They all agree it would be wise to try, even if it has little effect. Like the understanding we have between us about sharing you, they all agree that to be of service to the goddess in such a way would be appropriate, even recommended. Especially Lirien is a proponent of the idea, of course.”

“You…you talked to all the other girls? When did you manage that?”

“In the two hours before dinner. Auryana approves, the rest of our family is amenable, and I would see it as a personal favor for you to do as I ask. Besides, Gar, do you not find my goddess supremely alluring?”

“I…well…fuck yeah, I do. But still, are you sure?”

“I ask you to do this, not only to help my goddess, but I believe you would both enjoy it. She even suggested that I take part, but I will not. It is my gift to you, that you and the goddess alone will test out if you can ‘move her needle.’”

A laugh exploded out of my mouth and continued for a good two minutes. I thought I might be having some kind of breakdown, that I’d finally snapped, but damn. Move her needle. It would have been as funny as shit coming from Tip, but for her to take my words and twist them into a joke—innuendo at that—it was too perfect.

“I love you, Brin. So much.”

“And I love you. Does that mean you will do as I ask?”

“I will do as you ask. I still don’t think it’ll help her, but I’m willing to try.”

“You must also remember, Auryana has been locked in solitude for years, being tortured and drained of her very life force. She deserves a little pleasure, do you not think so?”

“I would say so.”

“Then even if the transfer of magic does not work, it will still be worth it. For both of you, I think. Have you ever interacted in such a way with a goddess?”

I shook my head, finding it hard to believe we were even talking about this. “No, I have not.”

“I hope it is all I would expect it to be. In half an hour, Auryana will join you in this room. We thought it better you are not in close proximity to where everyone’s rooms are. I expect delicious sounds will permeate the walls, even as thick as they are.”

I pulled her to me and kissed my moonwisp. “You are something else, Brinawynn Tolsen. I want you to know that I would rather be in this room with you.”

“So you are, even as we speak, though I will not take any of your precious energy or fluids before your appointment. You can expect me to do both when you return to our room later tonight.”

It seemed like I had a tiring night ahead of me. Damn, how I loved this world.

After another long kiss, Brin left me to tell her goddess it was on. I took the time to bathe, brush my teeth with the reeds we used to do so, and to change into cleaner clothes. I generally wasn’t as squeaky clean in this world as I was in mine—taking showers or baths every day was not only abnormal, but sometimes not even possible—but I’d be damned if my first close contact with a goddess would be with me filthy and stinking.

I got back to the room with plenty of time and sat in the chair waiting. I only checked my watch fourteen times in six minutes, my right leg bouncing on its toes. Finally, exactly on time, a firm knock sounded at my door. I nearly tripped getting up and going to open it, my body suddenly uncoordinated. Sudden fear that I was going to be awkward and flub the job I needed to do grabbed me by the throat and my hand shook madly as I reached for the door latch.

Don’t fuck this up, don’t fuck this up.

I opened the door to get an eyeful of a literal goddess.

“Good evening, Gar. We have an appointment?”

I opened my mouth to say something suave, but what came out was anything but.

“Bglaah.”

Fuck. I hope I survived the night, though death was sounding pretty good right now.
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The moon goddess Auryana gaped at me and my botched attempt at speech. A genuine goddess, the object of fantasy for thousands of men and women, maybe even millions, and I couldn’t even muster up the ability to say a real word.

Her eyes widened fractionally and her mouth twitched, but then she gave in to the temptation and laughed out loud. She neither barked nor snorted, but emitted an achingly beautiful musical laugh that, while it embarrassed me because it was my idiotic actions that prompted it, also soothed me somehow. Coupled with her inhumanly gorgeous grey-blue eyes set in a perfectly beautiful face with lips that must have been the mold for all the sexiest women ever to have lived, the entire experience was enough that I would have accepted death at that moment with no regrets. It also loosened the chokehold my nervousness had on my mind and voice.

“Sorry. It’s…I’m a little anxious, I guess.”

“Understandable.” She stood there, smiling. How could such a simple thing make my chest ache so? “May I come in?”

“Oh! Yes. Please.”

It took every bit of willpower I had to keep my eyes from tracking the movements of her swaying body. The internal pressure from my battle felt like it might make me burst open at any moment.

“Gar?”

I jumped. “Yes?”

“Do you like this form, my body?”

“I do, of course. I mean, look at…uh, you’re…that is…”

She faced me squarely. “Forget I’m a goddess for a little while. Can you look at me as an attractive woman, for at least our time here this night?”

“I’ll try. In my defense, though, it’s not just that you’re a goddess. A human woman as spectacularly gorgeous as you would have most guys acting the same way. I think it’s hardwired into us.”

“Do your best. I would have you relaxed so that you, in turn, may relax me.”

“Yes. You’re right. I like the sound of that.”

“Good.”

Seeing her, standing there, it was a lot easier said than done. I was being truthful. Someone that looked like Auryana, if I’d seen her on the street, would immediately make me refer to her as a goddess in my mind. It being true didn’t help with my nerves. But what it all came down to was that the living, breathing epitome of sensual beauty before me was still a person. A super-powerful and ageless person, but still…

“Gar, are you still not convinced? Please, look at me.” I did as she asked. “Do you enjoy what you see? Does it make you want to touch me?”

“Yes, and yes.”

“Then will you please do so? Even without your transfer of energy, I welcome the intimacy. I was trapped in that room for so long, with no contact but with my jailors and torturers. I would like to enjoy being appreciated.”

That was enough to snap me out of my silly anxiety. I’d been focusing so much on me, I hadn’t realized that even a goddess could use a hug—or something a lot more intimate—now and then.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “It’s the classic case of being intimidated by such perfection and not realizing that you’re a person, too.” I belatedly stepped up to her, put my arms around her, and pulled the moon goddess into a tender kiss.

Auryana felt like a woman, her skin perfect and smooth and her lips soft and silky. I put a hand up to caress her cheek as we kissed in slow motion, time freezing as the warmth of her body sank into me.

When the kiss ended, I backed up a step and took my first really good look at the goddess’s body, and what a body it was. She wore a fancy bikini top kind of thing with a skimpy flowing partial dress that honestly looked like one of those fancy swimsuits with the removable skirts that left almost as much of her flesh—strangely tanned for a moon goddess who had been trapped in a room for years—visible as if she were wearing bikini bottoms or panties. Gold and silver jewelry adorned her: a tiara, an elaborate choker, bracelets, and even a belt of woven gold that attached to those skirt strands. All the fabric was a soft, silklike blue; pale and azure and luminous. Like an actual blue moon, not the seasonal one of normal color, but one that actually appeared azure.

The body within those minimal clothes, though? Spectacular. Toned shoulders and arms, breasts that would make an eighteen-year-old girl jealous, slender enticing legs, and her beautiful face floating on a neck that begged to be kissed and nibbled. Her blue hair matched it all perfectly, falling in gentle waves down to her firm ass. I know it was firm because during the kiss, I’d dared to slide my hand down to cup it.

“More comfortable now?” she asked with a sexy smile on her face.

“Absolutely not. You’ve got me all kinds of uncomfortable. So, so, uncomfortable.”

Her lips turned upward more sharply. “Let us see what we can do to alleviate your discomfort.”

I dove in for another kiss, pulling her body in to smash against mine as her arms encircled me and one of her hands slid up my neck to run her fingers through my hair.

I backed the goddess up to the wall where I could be sure we weren’t going to fall over. I’d been surreptitiously admiring her slender neck since I’d first seen her, and now I wanted to taste it. Trailing down her jaw to kiss first, then lick along the length, I reveled in the feeling of her supple flesh. Auryana leaned her head back against the wall, closed her eyes, and hummed.

“Mmmmm. I have always loved attention to my neck and throat. You do that well.” She moved her hips like a belly dancer, grinding on me as I traveled from the base of her throat all the way up her neck and to her ear, nibbling on her lobe. I hadn’t missed that her clothes looked like that of a belly dancer or a genie, so sensuous and flowing. She sure knew how to move those hips.

My hands couldn’t help but to slide up her sides, the muscles flexing under her soft skin. The way they slid and twitched as she ground on me had me getting harder by the second, something that didn’t avoid her attention.

“Your hands feel so good on me, Gar. Do we really need all these clothes?”

At her words, my hips automatically thrusted and she let out a satisfied little squeak-moan.

“Can I⁠—”

“Take off anything you like. Everything. I want to feel you, skin to skin.”

She didn’t have to ask me twice. I started with her fancy belt, which had a simple clasp I could unhook with one hand. The little trailing skirt things was indeed attached to it and I tossed the whole thing onto a chair, revealing that she did have only a panty-like bottom barely covering her treasure.

The next thing I took off was the large choker, which was interfering with my playing with her neck. Once I’d set that down on a nearby table, I went back to her neck with a vengeance, nipping at it and sucking it strategically. I wouldn’t give the goddess hickies, at least not where they could be seen, but dancing the edge ramped up the warmth in my body. If I made a mistake, we could probably have Brin heal them before anyone else saw the marks, right?

She was way ahead of me. “Put as many marks upon my flesh as you desire. They can be healed, and the placement of them is so delicious.”

Oh. My. Fucking. Goddess. My dick actually twitched when she’d said that. I wasn’t about to contradict her, so I latched onto her neck and sucked hard.

“Oh. Yes, yes. Like that. I can feel the magic, Gar. Though even without it, I would perform miracles just for you to continue.”

I stopped sucking just long enough to answer. “With that body, I think you can perform miracles, even aside from all the magic you have. I fully intend to find out.”

Her own response was interrupted as I bit down on the side of her neck, Dracula style, and she moaned loudly onto the side of my head.

The goddess spread her arms out at her sides and closed her eyes, head back against the wall, humming her enjoyment of what I was doing. With no choker in the way, I was able to trail my tongue down her throat, to her upper chest, and to the tops of her breasts.

“I know it probably goes along with being a goddess and everything, but you have the most amazing and sexy body,” I told her as my hand skimmed around her navel in circles.

“Mmmmm. Have you seen Calantis?”

I lifted my lips from the inner swell of her breasts to answer. “No.”

“Nnnnggg. She is the goddess of agriculture. She has a face like a cave troll and her body could be compared to a pregnant osgoth terror.”

A laugh exploded from my mouth onto her chest, some spittle spattering on her perfect tits. “Sorry. That caught me off guard.”

“It’s fine. A large amount of your fluids will be on and in my body before the night is done, and the same of mine and your body. She is actually a very nice person, but being divine does not necessarily entail attractiveness of face and form.”

“I understand. It’s like with mortals, then. Everyone looks different. It doesn’t change that you are inhumanly sexy.”

“Thank you. I am glad you enjoy my appearance.”

“Not just your appearance. The feel of you, the taste of you, all of it.”

“Then why are you speaking instead of demonstrating?”

I took the inside of her left breast into my teeth and pressed down on it.

“Uhhnngg. Yes, like that. More, Gar.”

Here’s a tip: when a smoking hot goddess tells you to suck and bite her more, you fucking do it. No questions asked. And so, I did.

Her top was the next thing to come off. After I’d licked every inch of her breasts that was uncovered, I peeled the blue material from Auryana to find that it was doing exactly zero work to hold up her tits. They were perfect and full and so firm, they settled into exactly the same place they were in when her clothing covered them. They, like the rest of her body so far, glowed slightly, and her nipples had a bluish tinge that brought Brin’s to mind. Plump and rigid, my mouth was on them before I’d even realized I’d moved my head.

The crackling energy the surface of her skin generated felt as good inside my mouth as it did on my tongue and lips. I might have sucked a little too hard, but the goddess wasn’t complaining. In fact, her moaning had grown louder and the movements of her body more energetic.

“Nnnggghh. Uhng-uhng-uhng.”

My hand slid down to her thigh as I sucked her nipples far into my mouth, teasing the thin, tight cloth that covered her sex. I’d seen a small dark spot on the cloth a moment before, but as my finger skimmed upward, it encountered a trail of wetness along the contour of her lower lips. The damn panties were so tight, I could easily trace the slit between her engorged folds.

“Oh, yes. That feels so good, Gar. Say my name.”

I paused for a half a second, not sure what this was. “Uh.”

“I don’t want you to see me as a goddess right now. I want you to show me your lust, make me understand that you want me, that you desire to take me. Say. My. Name.”

I was getting mixed vibes. She wanted me to treat her like a woman, not a goddess. Yet she commanded me to speak on cue. The entire thing confused my mind, but my body reacted with certainty. My impossibly hard cock got even harder and a bit of pre-cum dribbled out. I just went with it.

“Auryana.”

“Mmmnnnnngh. Yes. I like the way you say it. Again.”

“Auryana. You are so fucking sexy, Auryana.”

“Yessssss. I do enjoy your teasing, Gar. I know I’ll enjoy what it progresses to.”

Impulsively, I put my mouth on hers and kissed her hard, pressing her even more firmly against the wall. She responded with her tongue flicking out, searching for mine. Within seconds, we were competing for the most passionate and hungry kiss, sucking each other’s lips and tongues, grinding our bodies. My hand, trapped in between my thrusting hips and hers, wriggled against the wet panties, pressing on her mound and stroking the upper edge of her slit and the nub of her clit.

Auryana enclosed me in her arms, then did some kind of divine wrestling move. One second I had her pressed against the wall as we heated each other up and the next, my back was to the wall and she had her heavenly body smashed against me, gyrating her hips so that the back of my hand—still trapped between us—rubbed on the lump in my pants with every thrust either of us made.

Almost. I almost shouted out, “Oh, goddess” as I’d heard Brin and others say so many times. But I was able to refrain, mainly because my tongue was busy. I was glad for it, because after the whole say my name thing, it probably would have been awkward. Still, the sentiment applied. Auryana had me ready to explode. And I still had my clothes on.

Something she apparently noticed.

Pale blue-silver hair danced as she sucked my tongue, then released it and leaned back. Like a pro, she had my shirt over my head and my t-shirt following before I could even react. Then she was biting me. Her teeth applying the perfect pressure to my chest and even my nipples. Right on the edge of pain, but so, so enjoyable. It might have had something to do with her hands quickly defeating the clasp on my pants and plunging into my underwear to wrap around my dick.

“Mmmmm. I will want that in me soon. Is that acceptable to you?”

All I could do was to release a strangled grunt and nod my head. I was still three or four steps behind and all I knew was that once I caught up, the pleasure she was administering might damn near make me blow my load.

Again, like magic, my pants and underwear were gone and the only scrap of clothing between us—her panties—was rubbing up and down on my shaft as Auryana did some kind of freaky squat movement to slide her body up and down mine.

“Oh, fuck. Auryana. That feels so…aughh!”

She bit down on my chest, just beside my right nipple, and grabbed my ass with both hands, pulling me against her. The front of her panties was soaked and I deposited a bit of my leaking juices on top of them. My hands mirrored her own, taking two handfuls of tight ass as I accepted her lips on mine.

Turnabout was fair play, so I reversed our positions, with her against the wall again. Though I could have thrusted against her panties all night, I really wanted to see what she was hiding under there.

Having no magic, a quick yank had to suffice to remove the offending garment, revealing what was truly a divine pussy.
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The goddess had her head back against the wall again, her blue-silver hair splaying out behind her like the most beautiful cushion ever created. Lids closed, sealing off those spectacular pale bluish grey luminescent eyes, she still looked like every wet dream that had ever been had by anyone. A visible shiver ran through her body, no doubt partially because of her glistening folds being exposed to the cool air.

If I didn’t know better, I would believe that Auryana knew about customs in my world. She was partly shaved, bald on and around her slit, but with a small, heart-shaped bit of closely trimmed hair above. Pale blue hair that matched what was on her head, but a lot finer, and even softer.

As for her slit, the delicate, thin lips were glimmering with her moisture, two little drops forming as I watched, slowly navigating their way down the soft folds.

“Goddess!” Okay, so I said it. Whatever.

“Woman,” she corrected, then hummed a soft moan that dragged another pearl of pre-cum from the tip of my dick.

“Perfection,” I amended, dropping to my knees, fully intending to see exactly how perfection tasted.

I took my time, inching my way up her inner thigh at a glacial pace, stopping along the path to suck hard, creating yet another red mark on her pale skin. As I drew closer to her junction, the sweet aroma of her heated liquids caused my mouth to salivate.

I reached my goal—after no fewer than three new marks on the goddess’s legs—and licked up the whole length of her slit. Syrupy sweetness exploded in my mouth, the flavor similar to flat soft drink that had been let breathe for several hours. A slight lingering…bite remained. Almost like I’d licked a handful of Pop Rocks.

“Yum,” I said into her folds. “You taste good.”

“Take my lips into your mouth, Gar. Suck them.”

I flicked my tongue out, catching the edge of her paper-thin folds and carefully slurped it into my mouth. Though her inner lips were thickened, engorged with blood, her delicate outer ones were almost ethereal in nature. There would be no powerful suction on these for fear of causing Auryana pain, but that was fine. The soft taking of them into my mouth and the gentle strokes of my tongue across them seemed to do the job.

“Oh-oh-oh. Yes, Gar. Yes. Divine or mortal, there is nothing to compare to—ahhhhh.” She huffed several breaths before continuing. “Tap my little button. While you lick and suck me, tap it.”

I raised an eyebrow she couldn’t see but did as she requested. It was her clit. If she liked it being tapped, I was game. From the first soft, tentative contact with my fingertip, I recognized the power of what she asked me to do.

Her body thrashed as she put her hand in her mouth and bit down on it, moaning through her own flesh in her teeth. As I worked out the ideal pressure I tapped out on her clit, my tongue plunged into her pussy, the creamy nectar being produced there tingling on my tongue. Sizzling, almost, with some kind of magic or pure energy.

I’d compared her taste and the sensation of the energy inherent in her body as being like Pop Rocks before, but it was even more apt in the current situation. The vitality sitting just below her skin, mixed with her fluids, had my tongue not only awash in sugary sweetness, but it felt like I had low-voltage electricity playing across my taste buds. As the goddess moaned, grunted, and gasped, my eyes closed on their own to keep me from sensory overload.

Then her hands went to the back of my head and she thrusted her hips while assisting with her arms. I could swear that she was actually splashing her fluids into my mouth. But that wasn’t even the most unusual thing.

My knees left the floor. I felt nothing but the cool air underneath them as I did my level best to wring the first orgasm out of the goddess of the moon. My eyes snapped open and confirmed that I was, in fact, floating—we both were.

“Don’t…fight,” she panted. “Relax…oh-oh-oh…relax…your…body. Enjoy…it.”

I was glad I was pleasantly distracted at the moment, because in normal circumstances, I would have given in to my body’s desire to tense up and take control, trying to keep from being levitated and moved around the room. As it was, the handfuls of perfect goddess ass and my tingling tongue, added to Auryana’s obvious ecstasy, allowed me to push those reactions away and forcefully relax most parts of my body.

There was one outstanding exception, and that one grew harder and harder as the airborne seconds ticked on. It was right at that moment when Auryana’s body gyrated and a wash of her nectar flooded over my tongue. I glanced upward as we lazily spun in the air to find her pulling so hard on one of her nipples, it was almost painful to watch. Her half open mouth, head thrown back, with her eyes slitted in a look of such pleasure I could hardly comprehend it changed that potentially painful image to one of the most erotic things I’d ever witnessed.

“Oh, Gar,” she panted. “I can feel the mana Brinawynn spoke of. Such a delicious taste on top of the delectable activities. Will you continue to play with me in our new weightless state?”

I was going to say something about her using magic to float us around when she was so weak, but then told myself to shut the fuck up. She was a grown-ass goddess and didn’t need me to babysit her. Instead, I nodded dumbly before giving her a verbal answer.

“Not even a god could keep me from it. From you.”

She pulled me up to her mouth—by my hair, no less—and kissed me desperately, her tongue scraping my face and searching every surface within my mouth to lick up the residual taste of her creamy goodness.

“I taste wonderful mixed with your own flavor,” she said.

What followed was seriously the strangest sex I’d ever had. It took several minutes to relax completely, but once I did, our two bodies twirled in the air as I licked, sucked, and put marks on so many parts of her body, I lost track. Laying down hickies on her tight ass was a joy—interspersed with some tongue action on her hole that had her coming again, with the help of some fingers in front—but that was just the start. Neck, tummy, thighs, calves, shoulder, upper arm, I got to the point where my tongue and lips were aching. Worse, it felt like I was giving myself a hickie inside my mouth. I finally had to stop at something like twenty-five or so marks all over Auryana’s spectacular body.

She never seemed to tire of receiving them and the pure pleasure of not only her feel and her taste, but the reactions made me wish I could create just a few more without pain.

“I have climaxed seven times, Gar,” she said. “It has been some time since I have felt anything close to this much pleasure, but I fear I am being selfish. May I mount you? I would peak one more time, along with you.”

With all the spinning in the air, I still wasn’t an expert at doing complex movements without any obvious support. I had no problem with the goddess taking the reins for a finale. I’d been on the edge of coming for so long as I brought her to orgasm time and time again that my balls must have been more blue than her hair.

“I would love that,” I told her. I’d barely finished speaking when she grabbed hold of me, twirled my body around and straddled me as I lay floating on nothing, frontside up.

Her soft, delicate hand wrapped around my cock and she gave me a look so incredibly sexy, I almost released in her grip.

“I would like to do a proper job of sucking you as you have been so wonderful at doing for me, but I would really like to feel you within me down lower. May I entice an orgasm out of you with my mouth another time? I feel there is too much I would like to do for so short a session tonight.”

My head reeled. Short session? We’d been at it for something like three hours. I wasn’t complaining, but damn, I’d need to start training if I was expected to survive a long session. The other thing that took my breath from my body was that the goddess currently grasping my dick and about ready to mount me as we floated in the air wanted to have another go ‘round at a later time. My inner voice screamed the answer: fuck yes! I was a little more formal. “Yes. A thousand times, yes. Whenever and however many times as you wish.”

“Mmmm. It will be a long trip, riding horses all the way to Sauvaxera.”

She left it at that, but that was enough. Leaning forward, she licked the tip of my shaft, swiping the bit of precum off the head. Then she floated above me, turning so I got a picture-perfect view of her amazing ass, more than half her slit clearly visible…and it levitated closer. I’d just stuck my tongue out to give her a long lick when it was like a strong wind blew her away from me. She turned in midair, like a gymnast or world-class diver in slow motion to smirk at me.

“Tease.” I said it before remembering it was the fucking goddess of the moon I was talking to. That was some real bullshit, though. Such a perfect pair of cheeks and pussy, so close…

“No more teasing, I promise,” she said. “I have been craving you inside me, Gar. You will have me now.”

Her twisting and gyrating landed perfectly in position so all she had to do was to release my shaft and her lips were pressing against the head of my dick. With no muscular movement of her own, her body simply pressed at the perfect pressure and my cock split her lips and pressed into her waiting pussy. And stopped.

The goddess shook out her blue hair, throwing her shoulders back to press her spectacular tits toward me. Spots all over her body like she had the strangest case of measles ever, she looked dignified, even regal, but mostly ball-bustingly hot.

Auryana barely moved in a conventional way, her body—and mine as well—moving by the force of the air around us. My hips thrust a little, mainly by reflex, but whatever control she had over the magic that caused us to levitate, pressed our bodies together at the ideal pressure and my head entered deeper into her soaking, waiting folds.

I was looking into her eyes when they crossed, which of course made mine go all blurry, the ecstasy of plunging into her below and the sight of how much she enjoyed it too much for my mortal body to take easily. Before I could wrestle my eyelids open—they’d apparently decided to close to keep me from getting dizzy or something—a soft, warm hand pulled mine to a firm globe with a hard nub stretching out of it like it wanted to cross the distance between us.

“Mmmmmm. Do you like this motion? No getting tired from all that delightful thrusting. Just relax and focus on what’s happening inside.” At her words, the quarter of my dick that was inside her was caressed and massaged by what had to be ten or more different muscles, tearing a gasp out of me.

“Oh. Auryana. That feels…goddamn, you’re going to make me come.”

“As is my plan. But you will not do so alone.”

She maneuvered the two of us with her control of the air or flight or whatever the hell it was so her tits were suddenly in my face as the power pressed the two of us together, forcing me farther into her. I started sucking by reflex, one hand on her other tit and the other on her completely unobstructed ass. It was only a couple of seconds until my finger found her hole and pressed into it.

“Yes-yes. More of that. You feel so good inside me, Gar. Do you want me to move us faster?”

“Y-y-yes.” I could barely get any breath into my body. The feel of her, the taste of her, the way her pussy sucked my cock into her and kneaded it like she was giving me the most perfect blowjob, it all built until my release was imminent.

Suddenly, the slushing sounds of my shaft sliding in and out of her mingled with her breathing and panting moans. We engaged in a song that included no words at all, but we both knew the lyrics precisely. Auryana’s body molded to mine, even as her canal molded to my member intruding into her. Each thrust built until we were both ready.

An explosive ejaculation felt like it forced my body away from hers through jet propulsion. Her magical pressure kept us linked, pausing the thrusts so I could feel the sweet, sweet release without distraction.

If you call my mouth on a perfect breast, my finger in a perfect ass, and my cock within what had to be the most divine pussy in the world being without distraction.

Mid-orgasm, I pulled my mouth from her tit with a pop and brought her head to me with the hand that had been on her other globe and I kissed her, deep and hard, as my cum continued to fill her quivering, slavering pussy.

My dick did the twitching thing six times after I’d emptied my balls into the sexy goddess. Each tremor caused a little hitch in her breath or a moan that had me wishing there was magic to turn my dick hard instantly with no refractory period.

“There is magic…” she said, guessing my thoughts—or maybe reading them. “But it would not be the same. The feeling, the passion, the desperate longing, it needs rest to rebuild as well.”

“Yeah,” I said as we remained floating in the air. “Besides that, it might very well kill me. But damn, what a way to go.”

She giggled. The goddess giggled! For fuck’s sake, I needed to get a grip. For a second there, I thought I was going to fall in love with the goddess of the moon. I was sure I wouldn’t have been the first, but damn. Sexy and cute? Too fucking hot.

“Remember your promise, Gar. I will have you again, and you me.”

“I can’t wait.”

She kissed me again and we descended, touching down lightly on the rug on the cold stone floor.

“Lie with me and let me feel the mana oozing from you?” Auryana asked.

“That sounds perfect.”
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We napped for several hours, Auryana, the goddess of the moon and me. It seemed like it couldn’t be real, but each time the thought crossed my mind, I opened my eyes to see the beautiful woman in my arms and I couldn’t help but smile.

We may or may not have played around a little more, off and on, until the morning. I’ll never tell, but damn, what a night! When we finally roused in the morning, she stretched and stood, the bright red marks I’d placed all over the goddess’s marvelous body enough to make me wince. It was like spraying graffiti on the statue of David.

She noticed my reaction and smirked at me. I hadn’t remembered her smirking so often before, but that was like the fourth or fifth time since we’d met for playtime the night before. With barely a wave of her hand, all the hickies disappeared.

My mouth dropped open, which elicited a laugh from her.

“I can’t very well walk around with your marks all over my body, Gar. It is regrettable, but I will not be renamed the Whore Goddess or something less palatable. Please take no offense. It is the giving and receiving of them that is the pleasure. I promise you that at some time in the future, I will leave one or two, proudly bearing them for inspection by only you and me. Perhaps another one or two important people, like Brinawynn.” She winked at me.

“Of course you can heal,” I said, mainly to myself. “Brin actually gets her power from you.”

“For the most part, but not completely, or she would have no magic at all at the moment. This simple healing uses little mana, so don’t be concerned. I have a bit more magical power now than when we started last night. All the pleasure, plus a bonus of extra mana. Brinawynn was fortunate to find you, and she is very kind to share you.”

“She’s wonderful,” I agreed. “don’t have to tell you how happy she is to have found you and to be around you. You chose so well when you made her your special servant.”

“I did.” The goddess locked eyes with me. “Will you allow me to accompany you to breakfast with your companions? I think the simple pleasure of eating will be a fitting way to end our night of mortal enjoyment.”

“Of course. It would be my honor, privilege, and pleasure to eat breakfast with you. The others are probably gathering by now.”

I wasn’t sure if there was some kind of etiquette involved in walking a goddess to breakfast, so I simply walked next to her. Soon after we left the room, she laced her arm in mine, like we were simply strolling along in no particular hurry and like I wasn’t arm-in-arm with an actual fucking goddess.

When we reached the recreation room where we did most of our cooking and relaxation, Brin saw us from across the room and was suddenly in front of us like she’s used some kind of magic to get there.

“My goddess. Good morning. And to you as well, Gar.”

We greeted the moonwisp; Auryana verbally and with her taking Brin’s hand in hers and me with an embrace and a kiss. The three of us sat down and were soon eating breakfast, which had apparently been made by Tip and Cea.

We all chatted, enjoying conversing with our friends in many separate exchanges, until the topic shifted to one that interested everyone.

“I think it’s about time,” I said. “We need to head back to Sauvaxera to follow up on Tip’s…uh, tips. I think tomorrow morning is when we’ll leave. That gives us all of today to take care of whatever we need to take care of before our departure.”

Tip nodded. “Not gonna lie. I’m not really looking forward to being on the road all the time again, camping in the wilderness and eating food cooked over a campfire. But we do need to get back to work. If I can get more information, maybe we’ll finish this thing soon.”

“If we’re going to Sauvaxera,” Dayra said, “does that mean we’ll stop in Tergalidon?”

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who wanted to stop by and check on the former neronevi. “Unless Tip or Qamara get more knowledge about where we need to go and it makes us change course, I think we should go there and see how things are going.”

“You just want to see Serindra again,” Tip said.

“Of course I do. She’s all kinds of awesome.”

“And hot. For a half-ghost.”

I was going to respond, but Auryana spoke first.

“I would like to go with you,” the goddess said.

All other sound stopped, everyone else present freezing, only their eyes moving toward her.

Brin was the first to speak, once she got over her surprise and confusion. “You want to go with us to face Aeyr?”

“No. I meant I would like to accompany you to Tergalidon. It has been many centuries since I’ve been there and I would enjoy seeing the heroic wraiths of the former city. Because of my lingering weakness, I would travel as a mortal, keeping this form and experiencing the journey as one of you.”

Brin blinked several times and I couldn’t help but to think of all the wheels spinning in her head, trying to come to grips with what Auryana was proposing.

I quickly tried to generate a pro and con list, not really seeing of any important reason why she couldn’t come with us. “It’s a long and somewhat boring trip. It’ll take us two weeks or so to make it to Tergalidon.”

“What is two weeks to me?” Auryana asked.

“Oh. You have a point. I have no objections. We have an extra horse. Location allowing, we can stop at an inn occasionally, but for the most part it’ll be long days in the saddle and sleeping in a makeshift camp on bedrolls. Are you sure you want to do that?”

“I do. I have never done such a thing, remain in this form for a long period of time while traveling in such a mundane manner. It will be fun.”

I snickered at that. She may change her opinion a few days in, but who were we to tell her yes or no anyway? Auryana was being polite and asking, but even weakened, she could force the issue.

“Well, then,” I said. “Welcome to the party. This will be interesting for everyone involved, I think.”

After breakfast—and the cleanup—the group split up. Tyra, of course, went to her forge to squeeze out the last bit of work she could get done, with the others disappearing to see to their own preparations for the journey. Auryana went to her own room, after giving me a quick kiss that surprised and pleased me to no end. That left Brin and me.

“I missed you last night,” the beautiful moonwisp told me.

“I missed you, too.” At the incredulous look she threw at me, I qualified the statement. “It’s true. I mean, yes, I was busy and had my hands full, but at least every third thought was of being with you. Just the fact that I was with your goddess made me think of you.”

“You are very sweet. I do not doubt you, though what you just said is evidence that you are a very special man. You spent the night with a goddess, Gar. Not just spent the night, but…my cheeks warm just thinking about it.”

“I’m sorry…”

“No. You misunderstand me. I am pleased that you could pleasure each other. The thought of such gratification is what causes the warmth. Will you…will you tell me about it? Every little detail?”

I stared at her for a moment, then had to chuckle. “I so love you, Brinawynn Tolsen. Yes, if you’d like, I can tell you about it.”

“Every. Single. Detail,” she clarified.

“Every single detail. But only if you let me create some delicious details with you as well.”

“Of course. I would have it no other way.”

She took my hand and led me to the room we shared. Through the open door on the way, I saw Auryana’s head turn to face me. She smiled and gave me a wink. This world is so incredibly crazy and wonderful.

The day went quickly, with some quality time with my moonwisp and several meetings with those I would leave in charge. Before I knew it, the next day had come and after our earlier than normal breakfast, we departed.

Of course, we couldn’t do so without there being a kind of celebration or send-off. We’d revealed we had an actual goddess among us, and if there was one thing that seemed consistent in Valorae, it was that the gods were a big deal. Auryana was especially loved, but if it was more than how fucking hot she was, I wasn’t sure. I mean, how many devotees of Aphrodite were men in ancient times?

Though Auryana had said many times how weak she was, that weakness was not evident. She mounted her horse like an experienced rider and sat in the saddle with perfect posture. Even through some of the difficult terrain within the chasm, her horse never faltered, never balked, and didn’t even seem to rely on the reins. Whether through pressure of her knees or some kind of telepathic direction, the goddess rode effortlessly and elegantly.

As we left the chasm, then found our way to the road and headed south, Auryana seemed fascinated by the terrain, the conversations around her, and any animals we encountered.

“It all seems so different, viewing it from down here on the surface,” she said as we headed out of the Mordimere Mountains. “It has been a long time since I have walked about in Valorae.”

“It is a great privilege to share in this experience with you,” Brin told her goddess. “I never dreamed of such an opportunity.”

“Oh, that reminds me.” I suddenly remembered something I’d been meaning to ask the goddess. “During your…ordeal, did you happen to see Temarian?”

Auryana frowned, but even doing that, she was sexy as hell. “Temarian? Why would I have seen him? It has been a few centuries since I have interacted with the god of merriment.”

My eyes darted to Brin. Uh-oh. She hasn’t heard.

My moonwisp answered her goddess. “He has disappeared as well. As you had.”

“Oh, my. I have not seen him. It appears Aeyr has taken more than just me. Temarian is not as powerful as me, but I do not think Aeyr can kill a god. Not yet. No doubt Temarian is imprisoned somewhere, even as I was, the victim of Aeyr’s servants draining his energy for their master.”

“Hopefully we can find him in our travels, too,” I said, my eyes on the path ahead of us. I didn’t think anything of the silence that followed, only broken by the scrabble of horse hoofs on wet stone and gravel. When I passed into a clearer area, I looked around to find everyone’s eyes on me. “What?”

Tyra looked about ready to burst out in laughter, while Tip had his chin raised like he was going to swagger while sitting in the saddle. Auryana shared an incredulous look with Brin.

“Yes, my goddess,” Brin said. “That is indeed how Gar is, all the time. He learns of someone in trouble—a god who has been outmatched—and his first thought is of rescue. It happened much the same way when I first told him of your absence.”

Auryana laughed. “How wonderful. How like another I once knew. It is more than appearance you share, Gar. I would have doubted, had I heard a mortal make such a proclamation before, but now that I have met you? I believe I will see our errant god of merriment again.”

I didn’t have much to say about that, so I continued riding my hose, warm cheeks and all.

Time passed as we retraced our path from the fortress through land in Olliaran where we’d had adventures. After staying the night in Chesiak, sleeping on actual beds again, we reached a major crossroad late the next morning. We stopped at an often-used campsite at the side of the road to rest and eat some snacks.

Qamara approached me as I sat with Brin and Auryana. The alari woman wore her pack. I smiled at her, but the serious cast of her face made it drop off mine. No. Oh, no.

“I must take my leave of you one last time,” she said, getting right to the point.

I sat in stunned silence, as did not only Brin and Auryana, but the others around us. Her words echoed through my mind. She’s leaving again. But wait, did she say “one last time?”

“Qamara?” I managed to squeak out.

“I am sorry, Garfield, but I must depart, though it pains me to do so.”

Brin met eyes with Qamara. “You said ‘one last time.’”

Qamara forced a small smile. “I did. There are things I must do, but when I return to you, I will at long last be able to share some of the information I been unable to tell you before. I believe this will be the last time I will have to part with you by choice.”

That softened the blow of her leaving, but didn’t erase it. “Can’t we go with you, Qamara? Help you in your task? Together, we can finish it more quickly.”

“No, Garfield. You must continue on your path, as I must on mine. I will return to you before the end of your quest. I will stand with you at the end. Know that I will miss you all and will hurry to return to you as quickly as I can.”

She said it was the last time. Once more watching her leave us and then never again. I clutched at the idea like it was a life preserver in a turbulent sea. “Will you take your horse this time?”

“I should not⁠—”

“Please, Qamara,” Brin begged. “Bring your horse. You will return that much faster to us.”

The alari prophetess grimaced. It wasn’t just tough for us. She didn’t want to leave us, was on the verge of breaking. If I pressed her, I might even be able to keep her from going, or at least almost. Of course, I’d never do that to her. It seemed like a betrayal.

“I will take her. As you say, it will speed my tasks and my return to you.”

We all crowded around Qamara to say goodbye. Her eyes held deep emotion, so strong I almost did ask her to stay. It felt more like this was a permanent goodbye rather than another temporary one.

At one point, just as Qamara had accepted her last hug—from Cea—and her last kiss from me and was mounting her horse, she and Auryana met eyes. The goddess gave the prophetess a sharp nod, which Qamara returned, and then she wheeled her horse to depart to the south.

I watched her, pale green dress flowing in the wind as she rode at a leisurely pace, and prayed to every god in Valorae I would see her again soon.
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For two full days after Qamara left, the collective mood of the group was suppressed. Being who we were, we still conversed, even joked and laughed, but there was an edge to us collectively that persisted. Auryana, being a goddess, picked up on it right away.

“You all love the alari woman,” she said as they rode the lonely road dipping into the northern limits of the Aesturith Kingdom. “Worry not, for her affection for all of you is as strong and she will return as quickly as she can.”

“You have seen this?” Brin asked her goddess.

I knew that she meant “Have you had visions of this?” I still wasn’t sure what Auryana’s powers were now with her weakened, let alone when she was in her full power.

“Not as such. I have seen and sensed the strong emotions swirling around you all, however. It is…pleasant to bask in such feelings. Almost as good as the devotion of devout servants.” The goddess chuckled at that, lightening the serious mood and making me respond in kind.

Instead of passing by Vowtoken, we stopped there to sleep. Tawny greeted us with hugs and her unique feline smile and accepted my invitation to have dinner with us. Throughout our interactions, she darted looks at Auryana, who had directed us to refer to her as Anna. Some sense Tawny had apparently told her this was not a simple companion, but whether a hunter aspect or her beastkin nature wasn’t clear. She didn’t ask about it, though.

We left far too soon, but promised to stop by for a proper visit when we were able. If we survived what we were about.

Though we crossed Ruviel as well, we didn’t stop to see the Lightningstrike clan. I, and my companions, felt that time was growing short, though we didn’t know how we knew.

Along the way, Tip received a few more snippets of memories, but nothing that gave us a clear path for where we needed to go. The most significant struck him as we entered into Sauvaxera, long before we reached the area where Prickleweed was located.

“I’m still not sure who—or what—exactly the memories come from, but I’m pretty sure we need to go to the largest of the Osgoth Isles. What we’ll find there, I don’t know, but it’s almost a craving, a powerful urge to go there.”

“You speak of Dorecalia?” Coralei asked.

Tip pressed both hands to the sides of his head. “The name does sound familiar, but I don’t know. All I know is we need to go to the largest of the islands.”

“I see. Yes, that would be Dorecalia. As far as I know, none of the Osgoth Islands are inhabited, nor have they been for many centuries. Though, to be fair, my people have only frequented the three nearest the queendom recently, so that condition may have changed. If we must go to Dorecalia, we will need a ship. Swimming there would be quite the journey, even for the sirens.”

“A ship?” I said. “Where are we going to find a ship? I didn’t see any when we were on the eastern shore of Sauvaxera.”

“There are one or two south of where I first met you. They are owned by a family of explorers and treasure hunters.” I raised an eyebrow at that and Coralei rephrased what she’d said. “Scavengers, I think. I have not interacted much with them, but they seem the type that could be bought.”

I groaned at the revelation.

Brin, however, didn’t seem too put out by the thought. “We can try to negotiate with them. If we cannot, we would likely have to charter a ship from southern Sauvaxera, perhaps even the former Duskmist Kingdom, if they have any ships left.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “First things first. We’ll head to Tergalidon and see Serindra, then we’ll go on to the shore. If we can’t get the scavengers to help us, we’ll figure out something else. I’m more concerned right now about crossing the Knath desert. We got lucky the last time we crossed, not encountering those huge monsters. I don’t know if our luck will continue.”

“You speak of the Arkanath region and the monsters that dwell there?” Auryana asked.

“Yes. The first time we went through the area, one of them almost caught us, but we made it into the boundaries where the city was and it wouldn’t follow us.”

“It is a small thing. I know the boundaries, can see the residual protective magic of which you speak. I can easily lead you on a path that takes advantage of the protections.”

“That would be much appreciated,” I said. “Tergalidon isn’t too much farther on the other side of Arkanath. We’re almost there.”

As Auryana said, she had no problem directing us where to go through the seemingly unending desert whose every inch looked the same. We saw one of the large monsters emerging from its burrow to follow us with its eyes, but it didn’t come withing a hundred yards of us as we kept a measured—though nervous—pace.

The terrain changed slowly, from desert to sparse vegetation to light, and then heavy, forest. Our anticipation grew, conversation becoming more lively as we reached the area in which we’d first encountered the neronevi. Of course, none of them were there any longer, all having gone to the city, but the feeling that we were approaching one of our homes was strong.

“Over there is the cave where Vorim Tanalus directed the neronevi until he died,” I told Auryana as we passed the place where Serindra had shown us the skeletal remains of the great archmage. “The hideout where we found his book and the keystone that allowed us to bring back parts of the city.”

“Vorim was a good man,” the goddess said. “Such a tragedy that his life was cut short like it was. I spoke with him once. Very impressive for a mortal.”

I don’t know why, after all this time, it surprised me when Auryana said things like that. It wasn’t a revelation that she was a goddess, that she was thousands upon thousands of years old, but traveling with her, I sometimes forgot just what that meant. I hadn’t had any interactions with other gods, so I wasn’t sure if it was the same with other gods, but had I not known of her divinity, I would have considered her a friend. Thinking deeper on it, I think I still did. How arrogant did that make me?

The goddess flashed a mischievous smile at me. I still wasn’t sure if she could read my mind. That, even more than the power she wielded, intimidated me a little.

Half a day before reaching the city of Tergalidon, two figures appeared from the surrounding vegetation to stand before us on the faint trail we were on. Both of them, a man and a woman, held bows loosely in their hands, quivers full of arrows on their backs. Both of them wore grins.

“Ixetolen,” the woman said as they both bowed toward me.

I bowed back from my saddle, then dismounted. Dayra was already on her own feet by the time I finished, emitting strings of words I couldn’t understand. The pair conversed with her in voices much stronger than those the neronevi had spoken in previously. As they did, I observed them.

I could still see some fraying of their forms at the edges, light striking and passing through it strangely, but they were much more solid than any of the neronevi were the last time I’d seen them. Their weapons especially had an ethereal quality, but I didn’t doubt the arrows could harm corporeal targets.

The newly named etsolen were nearer to having their solid bodies back. The thought made me smile.

“They are almost fully back,” Brin said from my side. “If they are representative of all the others, the renewed community of Tergalidon is well and truly on its way to normalcy.”

I snorted at that. “Yeah, normalcy. As normal as millennia-old people who until recently were specters can be.”

Dayra turned toward us. “These two are Evenia and Irilan.” She pointed to the woman first, then the man. “They’re rotating sentries. They’ll escort us to the city.”

I nodded at the two. “Is it okay for them to leave their posts like that? Have they been having trouble with intruders?”

“No, nothing like that. Several pairs of them patrol. Serindra decided to start getting everyone accustomed to it before any trouble started. If, while on patrol, they spot game, they double as hunters, now that the etsolen are solid enough to require food again again.”

“Good thinking.” Once again, I was impressed with Serindra and her intelligence and practicality. “Please tell them we appreciate their help and to lead on.”

After Dayra translated, both Evenia and Irilan smiled and ducked their heads at me. The excitement in their eyes was a little uncomfortable, like they were meeting a celebrity or something, but I tried not to let it show.

“They treat you like you’re a visiting king or something,” Keliana said.

“No,” Sariel answered. “Not a visiting king, but their king. Do not forget Serindra and the rest of them have unanimously agreed that the city and the entire region belongs to Gar.”

“Something I’ll need to do something about,” I said. “I’m no king, and they’re not going to give me an entire city, let alone a country.”

Brin patted my shoulder, but thankfully didn’t say anything to me.

Tyra snorted. “Don’t worry about it. When we get to the city, we can introduce Auryana. I think a goddess outranks a king.”

That very nearly brought a smile to my face. Yeah, she’s right. I shifted my eyes to the goddess, and she gave me a cute shrug and a sympathetic smile.

It only took a few hours before the city came into view. It hadn’t been too long since we left the last time, but the change was remarkable. The streets that had been part of the areas brought back from whatever world they’d been in were pristine, of course, but that condition had spread out, with swaths of the forest cleared for roads and the vegetation remaining trimmed into neat borders. In several places, structures were being built, though I couldn’t guess if they were residences or utility buildings.

There was no way they needed more structures for the former neronevi to live. The living spaces in the magic academy and in the city administration area could hold many times the number of people they had, but it still felt good to see that the survivors of Tergalidon were settling into their newly renovated city.

When we got closer, more people became visible. They were working, training, even wandering in what looked to be the start of a market district.

I stopped and looked at it all in awe. “This is amazing.” Dayra said something in the ancient Osgoth dialect they used and our two guides beamed. Their smiles were not the only ones in evidence, either. Besides the ones worn by my companions, the expression adorned many of the faces we saw, on those who had noticed us as well as those focused on their tasks or conversations.

A figure raced down the street as we approached the city administration district. When she got closer, my heart leapt. Though she had more color and substance than the last time I’d seen her, I would have recognized the beautiful leader of the etsolen anywhere.

I couldn’t help but to happily shout her name. “Serindra!”
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The former leader of the neronevi and current leader of the etsolen and the returned city of Tergalidon ran toward us, the happiness evident in her face and her rush to get to us.

The last time I’d seen the woman, she was still partly ethereal, her form mostly solid but still kind of misty around the edges. Now, she looked like she had gained back most of her solidity, and instead of the pale image of the woman she was, she now seemed so vibrant.

I thought of how she felt when we last spent some time together and part of me became sad. The consistency of her body had been so unique and remarkable. I was sorry such an extraordinary thing was gone from the world. Of course, she still looked—and felt, too, I was betting—incredible, so the sorrow passed quickly, replaced by my desire to find out how her body felt now.

Dayra moved to greet Serindra, but the commander deftly dodged her and slammed into me, immediately wrapping her arms around me. I huffed at the collision, air rapidly leaving my lungs, but it was totally worth it. My arms went around her body and I used up some of her momentum by spinning her around before setting her back down. Yeah, her body was almost as solid as an extremely fit normal human and it felt wonderful.

The hugging was surprise enough, but then she went one step further and pulled me in and kissed me. I reciprocated and stroked her hair. I thought I heard something that faintly sounded like a cheer from someone, but was too busy focusing on her to be sure.

When she stepped back from me, I swept my eyes over her now that she stood still in front of me. I’d been told that many of the osgoth had darker skin, but for the first time, I could see it on the commander. A coffee-like complexion and bright blue eyes were a spectacular combination. Before, when Serindra had been a specter, her eyes had glowed, but now they were bright in a more human way, though no less stunning. I knew she had a killer body, but it somehow looked even more delectable being solidified somewhat.

We locked eyes for what seemed like a lot longer time than was appropriate, but I couldn’t tear myself away from them. Serindra finally averted her gaze when Dayra started speaking to her. Then everyone else gathered around Serindra and hugged her, some literally pushing Dayra out of the way to get to the other woman, though not in a rude way.

Finally, after everyone else settled down, Dayra rattled off something in ancient Osgoth. After a few sentences, Serindra’s eyes found Auryana and she froze, her cheeks rapidly reddening.

Then she dropped to her knees in front of the goddess, jabbering in her language until Auryana spoke over her. I wasn’t sure what she said, but she put her hands out to help Serindra to her feet as she spoke, and soothed the commander.

Once Auryana had calmed Serindra, she turned toward where the etsolen who were near had gathered together. Some kind of magic or aura blasted out from her, and everyone else went to their knees. Serindra spoke, obviously explaining who Auryana was. As if that was necessary after whatever that power spike was. She finished speaking and Auryana gestured for everyone to return to their feet.

The entire thing was awkward but interesting to me. The way it had been explained to me, people back when the Osgoth Empire was in power were more used to gods. There were fewer people in the world and the gods took a much more hands-on approach to their interactions with mortals. So though the former neronevi showed respect to Auryana, they weren’t fainting in the streets or anything like that.

Serindra said something in my direction and Dayra translated for her.

“She wants us to come with her. She’ll lead us to a place we can sit down and chat instead of carrying on a conversation on the street.

Serindra called out to one of the guards nearby. She explained something to the man and he nodded, his eyes shifting toward Auryana. He swallowed, then took off running. No doubt to prepare things for the goddess.

Speaking of the goddess, she and Serindra spoke rapidly in whatever ancient language they were using—it sounded a little different than what the etsolen normal spoke. The commander didn’t seem too starstruck, though she was respectful. I guessed living for thousands of years probably allowed her to be calm and taking things as they came, without too much emotion. What has that woman seen and experienced?

I occupied myself with gaping at the work Serindra’s people had done since we were last in the city. It had been some time since I wandered around to explore it, but everywhere I looked, there were etsolen cleaning, building, or maintaining parts of the city.

“Are we supposed to call them etsolen, like we used to call them neronevi, or would it be better to refer to them as Tergalidonians? Tergalidonese? Something like that?”

Brin squeezed my hand, because she was holding it. Of course she was. When we weren’t in combat or other such activity, our hands were almost always clasped. “We should ask Serindra. I know not the opinion of her people about what identity they would prefer. It may come down to what the city, and thus the entire region, will be called.”

I cocked my head at her. “What do you mean?”

“These structures, the portion of the infrastructure you brought back, it belonged to the ancient city of Tergalidon. But no longer. Serindra is the type of leader who will listen to what her people want. I am sure some of them would like to harken back to when they walked the land as physical bodies, but some will also want to look forward to the future. To make their own choice about what they will name themselves.”

I scratched my head with my other hand. “Oh, that’s a good point. There’s plenty of time for that later. For now, calling them the name they chose before, etsolen, is as good as any other. Maybe they’ll even want to rename the city after that, call it Etsolenia or something.”

Tip snorted behind me, but I didn’t pay attention to the little fucker.

Brin patted my hand. “Perhaps you should leave the naming to someone else.”

“What?”

“Oh, look, we are at the stables.”

Brin dropped my hand and led her horse to one of the men coming toward us to take our mounts. I followed mechanically, handing off my horse to another of the etsolen.

I’d been so focused on speaking with Brin, I hadn’t even noticed we had entered the administrative area of the city. But instead of taking us to one of the buildings where Serindra had taken her office, we wended toward a section I hadn’t explored before.

Brin nearly danced, her energy overflowing and her eyes sparkling. I was about to ask her what was going on when Serindra stopped, Auryana on one side of her and Dayra on the other. The commander and the goddess exchanged comments as they looked at a distinctive building. Some kind of temple, by the look of it.

I noticed the carved face of the building at the same time Dayra told us what was going on. The scholar had a massive grin on her face as she pointed to the structure with a large stone face with the image of a crescent moon carved into it.

“The temple of Auryana. Many of the etsolen are devout adherents to the moon goddess. The thought of her staying in the temple has many of them extremely excited.”

The goddess spoke to Serindra as Dayra explained. Auryana turned to us when they finished, and smiled. “I will rest for a time. Thank you for escorting me here. I will be seeing you later.”

I nodded to her as most of the others around me either bowed or went to a knee. Then Auryana followed a small contingent of the etsolen to the temple and disappeared inside.

Serindra gestured for us to start walking again, speaking in her language.

“She’s got a surprise for us,” Dayra translated. “When the spell that phased away the parts of the city Vorim wanted to protect, it wasn’t an exact thing. It was more like opening a sphere around the three sections to be sent away. Because of that, though the buildings intended to be saved were all taken, parts of surrounding structures were also included in some cases. One is where we’re going now.”

We’d passed by the administration building where Serindra had her office and headed to the limit of the buildings I’d helped to bring back. I spotted where I thought we were going immediately. It was easy to see that only part of the structure had been encapsulated in the spell but work was being done on it to extend it. What looked like scaffolding surrounded the unfinished edge, and a swarm of people worked on rebuilding it.

It wasn’t a small structure, either. In fact, if I were to put a name on it, I would probably call it a mansion. The architecture matched the other structures nearby, all in the classical osgoth style, with pillars and sharp, sweeping roofs.

Dayra continued to translate Serindra’s words. “The king’s palace was close to the administrative area, but not close enough for any but tiny parts of it to have been taken. However, a large part of this building was caught up in the spell. It was the prime minister’s estate. Much of the grounds are gone, as well as part of the home, but they can be recreated if some of the forest is cleared.”

The place was huge. I wondered how many people lived in it, with it being as large as some hotels I’d seen. It didn’t make much sense why they were working so hard to rebuild it. Is Serindra going to take it as her home?

The commander was chattering more rapidly to Dayra, her tone displaying her excitement. Dayra listened while smoothly translating in real time.

“It’s almost finished. We can stay here tonight.”

“Oh,” I said. “That’s nice of her. Tell her we’ll only be here tonight and then we’ll leave tomorrow, so we won’t hold up any of the work or impose on who lives here.”

Dayra gave me a quizzical look, but told Serindra. The etsolen woman’s eyebrows rose and she questioned the scholar, then she and Dayra traded short words, some of them questions based on their inflection.

The blonde scholar finally seemed to understand. “Ah. I think there’s been some miscommunication here. You won’t be inconveniencing the owner because the owner is you.”

I’d been watching Serindra but after what Dayra had just said, my head snapped to her. “The owner is who?”

“You, Gar. They’re rebuilding it for you. Because most of the home was caught up in the spell, it’s fully furnished. Other than the missing parts they’re rebuilding. So we’ll stay here tonight and whenever we come back, it will be waiting for you.”

“But this place is massive. I don’t need a place this big.”

Brin, standing next to me, explained. “Gar, we know you have refused to accept this place as your own. However, Serindra and all the etsolen consider this your city. Your nation. Were the king’s palace still here, you would be given that place, but since the best of what remains is the prime minister’s abode, it is yours. Whenever you are in the city, it is your home. There is no talking them out of it. To continue to do so might be considered rude or insulting. Please do not insult our friends that have waited millennia to return to their physical forms.”

I closed my eyes for a moment and shook my head. All I could think was, That’s not playing fair, Brin.

Brin continued. “Dayra, please tell Serindra how much we, and Gar, appreciate them and that this is a truly wonderful gift they have given us.”

I knew when I was beaten. “Yeah, tell her thanks.” I forced a smile at Serindra, which prompted her to respond with a radiant smile herself. I couldn’t argue that withstanding my discomfort at them trying to make me a king wasn’t worth that expression on her beautiful face.

“Now,” Dayra said after relaying the message, “Serindra said they are organizing a feast tonight for celebrating your return. Hunting has been good, and they have the fruits of the small gardens they have nurtured so far. In a few hours, we will dine. In the meantime, she will show us your new home and we can rest and take baths, if we want.”

“Baths,” Brin said dreamily.

It was at that point where I knew for sure I had completely lost the fight to argue about the new house I apparently owned. I would never try to get between my girls and a nice, relaxing soak in a bathtub.

“Sure,” I said. “Lead on.”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



The feast the etsolen set up for us that night was like a damn festival. Only about a hundred of the highest-ranking members of the group actually ate with us in the former prime minister’s home, but the streets near the estate held dozens of assemblages for the other eleven hundred or so who remained.

With Brin’s and Dayra’s urging, I walked around the tents, soaking in the party atmosphere, smiling, and graciously accepting the hundreds of salutes thrown my way. It was honestly like I was running for office or something. At least there were no babies to kiss.

After the first two groups, I started teaching the former neronevi how to shake hands and even greet each other with the salute used in Ruviel—the same one used in historical China in my world; the fist cradled in the palm, held out in front of the chest. They seemed to eat it up, their smiles so huge I thought they might hurt themselves.

Dayra and Serindra chatted as we made the circuit. I even heard a few words of English, or whatever it was we spoke daily, that had apparently stuck when Dayra was conversing with some of them. One word I heard more than any other, though, was Ixetolen. The freer.

I sighed. There was zero chance I wouldn’t be called that by these people for the rest of our lives.

Sariel pressed her mouth up to my ear so I could hear her over the noise around us. “It is a great honor they show you. To them, you are already as famous and important as Kael Serus, all on your own merit.”

I gave her a smile, even if I didn’t agree. Not my own merit. Because of me using the stone Vorim created, something I was only able to use because of looking like Kael to begin with.

I wasn’t going to ruin their feast by trying to convince anyone, though. If anyone deserved to choose who they would hold up as special, these people did. Sariel was at least right about how great an honor it was. To imagine that the twelve hundred forty-three people who were mostly minding their business a couple thousand years before and were drafted into warfare that lasted all that time were showing respect to me made me want to weep for joy and sob in sorrow at the same time. If I was any kind of hero, I’d find a way to show them how much respect they deserved.

For now, that meant having a feast with them. A paltry, feeble act on my part.

“They deserve better than me,” I said to Sariel.

“I’m sorry, what was that? The noise…”

I shook my head. “Nothing. It’s not important.”

When my companions and I settled back into the dining room in my new home, I was exhausted in a way I could only be from having to be social for such a long period of time. We ate, and I enjoyed listening to conversation both from my friends who I understood, and from the translated words of some of the etsolen.

I refused sitting at the head of the table, having no desire being in a place that felt so visible. Instead, I asked Brin to sit there. I was at her elbow. Serindra sat directly across from me, with Dayra next to her.

The commander said something while meeting eyes with me.

“Serindra asks if, when we leave, she can accompany us this time,” Dayra translated.

Before I even answered, Serindra’s expectant smile dimmed. She must have noticed my expression. My shaking head probably didn’t help.

“No.” I kept eye contact and spoke directly to the commander, knowing Dayra would translate. “You are transitioning nicely, coming to grips with getting your physical body back and becoming accustomed to living in the world like you used to all those centuries ago. But you’re not finished yet. It will be better if you have finished the transformation before you jump into too much danger.

“Where we go is very dangerous. I would not risk you. Besides, all your people are also changing back and I think they need you as the strong leader you are for a little while yet. When we come back, after we have finished our tasks, then maybe you will come with me to explore more of this world? I’ve seen much of it, but there is still a lot I haven’t seen.”

Serindra nodded as Dayra told her what I said. She spoke, but still looked disappointed.

“She understands, and will do as you say. When you return, she expects she will be fully her own physical person again and she will have put in place a command structure that will allow her to explore with you.” Dayra smirked as Serindra said something else with a wry grin. “And she will have your house finished where you may rest in comfort.”

Coralei, sitting next to me, laughed. “You’ll not get out of owning this estate, it seems, Gar. You have met your match in stubbornness.”

“Really?” Dayra said in response to something the commander said, then switched to speaking the ancient osgoth tongue. “Gar, Serindra says they’ve run into some mutated beasts and monsters. She never saw any before the city was brought back. It’s only been in the last few weeks. They killed the mutations and burned the bodies, but they gave her an uncomfortable feeling.”

“Did they see any of those holes in the air we’ve seen?” I asked.

“No. Just the mutated creatures.”

“Tell her to be careful. Some of those monsters can be a handful. We’re hoping when we take down Aeyr, that will stop, but it may be awhile before the balance of magic is back to where it should be.”

“They’re keeping vigilant, patrolling and making sure nothing dangerous penetrates the boundaries of the city.”

As the feast went on and the hour got later and later, the etsolen attendees left to go back to their homes. Most of them still lived in the many rooms at the magic academy, but some had either received houses in other parts of the city that were brought back collaterally, or stayed in new ones that were being built. Soon enough, it was just my companions, Serindra, and me.

Dayra retrieved several books from her pack and presented them to the commander, speaking in the ancient osgoth language for Serindra, and then in the common language for the rest of us.

“We have worked on compiling these tomes so any of the etsolen may learn the common language used throughout Valorae at this time. They are guides with instruction in your language as well as that used currently. We’re sure you want to keep your own language alive, but as time goes on, you will likely want to interact with others from outside Tergalidon, and we hope this will help you with that. When we return, I would like to give you and your people personal instruction, but this should keep you busy while we finish our tasks.”

Serindra’s eyes widened at the books and when Dayra handed them to her, she skimmed through the pages. Her mouth turned upward in a happy smile and she spoke to the scholar.

“She says it is a great privilege and honor to be treated thusly, and even more so to be the recipient of these wondrous gifts wrought from our own hands. She promises to study them, and to allow any who want to do likewise. When we return, she will greet us properly and speak with us in our own language, as far as she will be able.”

The commander pulled Dayra into a hug, then did the same for Brin. She only paused for a brief moment before looking at me expectantly before I moved in next and embraced her. I was going to have to dedicate a little time each day as we traveled to learn some of Serindra’s language, too. I was sure it would go a long way to showing her how much we appreciated her and her heritage.

Though we needed to leave in the morning, I ended up pushing my bedtime out and staying up late to spend some time with the extraordinary woman. Dayra was kind enough to translate, with Brin helping her with what she had learned of the language while helping Dayra with writing the books.

As the others went to their own rooms—there were twenty-one of them in the home, along with twelve bathrooms and an abundance of other chambers, including multiple libraries and studies—there remained only me, Brin, and Dayra sitting on ancient couches in a large sitting room. Serindra became more comfortable, snuggling against me as we all talked.

Brin nudged me from my right side, and I turned my head to her. She motioned with her eyes and head in a way that was completely clear to me what she hinted at. She was suggesting I spend some time with Serindra. Some sexy, quality time.

Dayra, of course, saw it and knew what Brin was suggesting. She looked me in the eye and gave a small shrug.

I thought it was a good idea, considered asking the moonwisp and scholar to join us, but didn’t want to make Serindra uncomfortable. Though the commander didn’t understand our language, she was more than capable of picking up on the vibes we were all putting out. She took decisive action, as would be expected from a woman who commanded more than a thousand people for centuries.

The former specter tilted her head and put her lips on mine, giving me a kiss that, if anything, supported the idea that we should spend some of our remaining precious time together reacquainting ourselves with each other’s bodies. The kiss lasted for at least two minutes and it proved to me that her current almost purely corporeal body felt just as good as the half-spectral body she had the last time we’d been so close to each other.

After the kiss, she spoke softly while gazing into my eyes. Dayra paused and cleared her throat softly before translating.

“Serindra says she longs to repeat what you two did the last time you were here, but not now. Though she cannot bear the thought of putting it off, she will not rush, and it is not fair her keeping you up all night when you must leave in the morning for your important task. She asks that when you return, you grant her the privilege of spending an entire day with her, at which time she will show you her appreciation and affection for you. She will be thinking upon many pleasurable activities you two can share and will count the days until you return.”

As Dayra translated, the steamy, smoky look in Serindra’s eyes had my body vibrating. I almost decided to talk her into keeping me up all night, but realized I’d be cheating her—and myself—out of something truly significant. She was proposing a date with me when I returned. Something to look forward to and anticipate.

I took her hands and kissed them. “I accept your suggestion, and look forward to when I can fulfill it.”

After the translation, Serindra smirked at me, patted the books Dayra gave her that hadn’t left her grasp all night, and leaned in to kiss me again. Then she rose, saluted me, waved at the other two women, and left.

I watched her go until the door closed behind her, leaving only Dayra and Brin with me.

“Holy shit,” I said. “How did she learn to be so fucking sexy?”

Brin laughed and Dayra shook her head, still watching the door the commander had gone through.

“Sometimes,” Brin said, “instinct is keener than any education. If I were you, I would do my utmost to finish our task and return quickly. You have quite an adventure waiting for you when you return.”

I could only nod.


Chapter
Thirty



Iheld Serindra, my arms wrapped tightly around the commander, as we gave our private goodbyes in the entryway of the former estate of the prime minister. I ran my fingers through her dark brown hair and kissed her hungrily.

We thought it better to conduct our farewells out of sight of the etsolen arrayed outside. Serindra was their commander, after all, and that required a certain amount of etiquette. Making out in front of her troops probably wasn’t the most appropriate thing for her to do. After I pulled away from her and returned for “just one more kiss” three times, I let the others say goodbye to her, mostly with hugs. She even hugged Tip, though she only patted Rex. Both of them were thrilled.

Exiting the manor house, we found our horses already nearby. They’d been brushed and they exuded nervous energy, having been fed, watered, and allowed to rest and roam in a large paddock. The other etsolen cheered when we showed our faces and we waved at them, even though it kind of seemed silly to me. I understood saying goodbye, but cheering? People were strange.

Serindra said some words, mostly telling them we were on an important mission but that we would be back to visit when we were finished. Auryana had come to say her own goodbyes, appearing in the dining room earlier as we were having breakfast. It still messed with my mind that a goddess would do such a thing, but I was glad she did. I’d planned on stopping by her temple on our way out.

Once we mounted and waved for the thousandth time, we slowly clopped down the street toward east and then out of the city. When we were finally alone—just me, my companions, and our horses—I looked back toward the city glistening in the morning light, cradled in the lush forest surrounding it. I missed it already.

“We will be back soon enough,” Brin said. “Until then, we have a duty to fulfill.”

I brought my horse closer to hers and reached out to take her hand. “We do. Let’s get to it.”

Instead of taking the route we used the last time we headed for the coast, this time we headed more south than east, aiming for the ancient village of Skeroan, where we first met Coralei.

The forest we traveled through was thicker than when we’d gone east. Not even close to as difficult to push through as the jungles in Teaphotria, but we did have to ride in single file for much of the time. Keli and Lirien took the front positions while I stayed close to them in the third spot. During one stretch when we were able to ride two abreast, Coralei guided her horse up to me. The siren had really gotten the hang out of riding. Surprisingly so.

“The ships we’ve spoken about are south of where we found the crab people,” she told me. “I will accompany you there, but then must check on how the queendom is faring. You may come with me if you would like to.”

“Hmmm. It would be nice to see everyone again, and we do have some of the underwater breathing potion left, but…” I stopped talking, something striking me as odd. I thought maybe it was me just being paranoid, but something inside me was screaming, Danger, danger!

I pulled my triple stick from the case on my back, scanning the forest around us while forming the weapon into a long shaft to put my siangham on to make a spear.

“Gar?” Sariel said from behind me in a normal speaking voice.

“Shhhh.” I put a hand up to call for silence.

Everyone’s eyes were on me now, but I didn’t pay attention. Instead, I was searching my mind even as I did so physically with my eyes on the surroundings, trying to figure out why I got a sudden sense that a hazard was near. It finally hit me. There’s no noise.

“Something’s wrong,” I said. “No birdsong, no squirrels chittering, no sound at all.”

Keli was the first to draw her knives, followed closely by assorted other weapons leaving their sheaths, scabbards, or cases. The soft rattle of arrows in a quiver told me Tip had chosen his ranged weapon. Good choice, buddy.

Cea looked around in confusion. Tip, in barely a whisper, explained it to her.

“When there’s a predator around, the forest goes silent. The small animals aren’t afraid of us; they’ve been making noise all this time. Something else is around. Something dangerous.” The satyr’s eyes never stopped scanning as he said it.

A crashing in the brush drew all our eyes. In between the sporadic noise, I heard Tip’s bow creak. He not only had an arrow nocked, but he’d at least partially drawn it.

The sound of something breaking through bushes and trampling vegetation came from ahead of us, to our left. It got louder and louder, the sound of heavy breathing or grunting mixing in occasionally. Then a massive shape broke through a dozen paces away. A bear, I thought, and bigger than any I’d ever seen.

The beast was frantic, running at top speed, not bothering to look around itself. I didn’t even think it noticed us. It got halfway to us, but was angled to pass by. The horses danced, but my friends didn’t panic. Tip didn’t even release an arrow, probably knowing he wasn’t going to do much but piss the creature off if he shot it.

More movement came fast behind the bear, but not what I’d expected. It wasn’t another animal, a predator, chasing the monstrous mammal.

It was a mass of vines.

One of the plants grabbed hold of the bear’s back leg, tripping the beast. It slid for a few feet, then scrambled madly with its other legs, trying to escape. The huffing turned to growling and then to a keening kind of moan as more of the vines snatched at the bear’s other legs. Once its other back leg was trapped, all forward momentum stopped. The vines pulled, and the bear started backward. Into the embrace of even more vines.

I watched in horror. The plants dragging the bear weren’t simple, smooth vines, but thick, woody appendages with thorns several inches long protruding from them. As they attacked the bear, the thorns cut and punctured the beast until its blood flowed freely.

The animal let out a plaintive cry, struggling to get free as it was dragged back where it had come from. Just after it was out of our sight, the screaming suddenly stopped. The noise of something heavy dragging through the undergrowth continued for a time until that, too, stopped.

I waited several minutes before speaking in the silent forest. The small animals hadn’t returned to their normal noises and activity.

“What the fuck was that?” I asked. “Actually, you know what? Let’s wait to talk about it. We should get out of here. Keli, angle toward the right and go wide of where those viny tentacles came from.”

“Very wide,” Tip said.

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Keli answered, and led us forward and to the right. Hopefully away from whatever it was we’d just witnessed.

The normal sounds of the forest returned five minutes later, but we didn’t stop or talk about what we’d seen for another fifteen.

“Anyone know what we saw back there?” I finally asked.

“Another form of corruption, I believe,” Brin said. “I could feel magic of some type, but it had the flavor of other forms of corruption we have seen. The holes in the air, the mutated monsters, the dying and transformed vegetation. It would seem the magical imbalance is either getting worse or has affected some areas more than others. The sensation was so strong…I think an entire section of the forest was affected. Those vines were part of a greater whole.”

I glanced back, thinking of how easily that bear was taken down. “Should we try to do something about it?”

“I do not think so,” Sariel said. “If it was closer to Tergalidon or another city, it might be necessary. But here, out in the wilderness, I believe it is not worth the risk currently. It is not as important as our other task. We search for Aeyr, the originator of the problem, if what we have discussed is correct. The sooner we finish him, the more likely the corruption will lessen or reverse itself.”

“That’s a good point. I don’t like it existing at all, but if it’s way out here, in an area dangerous by itself, I could agree to waiting until later to try to destroy it. As long as it doesn’t move. I don’t want it to go to Tergalidon.”

Dayra adjusted the glasses on her face. “Judging by how it attacked the bear, I would think it was stationary. It merely stretched its vines out to snatch the animal. It didn’t send mobile plant creatures after it. While it’s obviously powerful and dangerous, I don’t think we have to worry about it traveling. Spreading, perhaps, but not moving its main mass. I would venture to guess it can’t spread fast enough to reach Tergalidon anytime soon, even if it did know of the city and that was its intent.”

That made me feel a little better. “Okay, fair enough. Let’s remember how to get back here so we can take care of it after we’re done with our other tasks. I don’t like the idea of something like that existing, let alone being in Tergalidon’s forest.”

The rest of the day brought a few glimpses of other beasts in the forest, ones I hadn’t ever seen before. As expected, most walked on four legs, with varying similarities to either canine or feline creatures. Though one huge armored wolf-type thing stood and glared at us for half a minute before huffing and melting into the forest, that was the closest we’d come to being attacked. I wasn’t sure if they sensed our strength or if it had something to do with the magic Brin and Coralei projected. I was just happy not to have to fight our way through to get to our destination.

I had a feeling there would be enough combat when we reached the end. Wherever that was.

We set up camp an hour before darkness and Tip and I engaged in some training. It felt good to move.

“Any other stray thoughts pop into your head?” I asked him as we prepared to spar.

“Nah. It’s been weird lately. I got used to having memories that weren’t my own in my mind, but the last few, like the one that convinced me we need to go to that island, are different. Not as much like memories; more like I’m intercepting thoughts. I’m not even sure anymore if they’re from umbrenix, though the thoughts do seem inhuman. I wish they would either be clearer or they would stop completely. Sometimes I think I’m going crazy.”

“I would probably have to agree with that.”

“Dick.”

I laughed. “Seriously, though, that has to be rough. It’s bad enough to have no control over what ends up in your head, but you have to sort through all the memories to figure out what’s important or just frivolous.”

“Ha! Yeah, frivolous. You know what appeared in my mind earlier today?”

“There’s no telling,” I said.

Tip narrowed his eyes at me, but apparently decided not to take it as an insult. “I was just minding my own business as we rode and something occurred to me. Do you know the best way to defend against a gang of evil clowns if they ambush you?”

“Evil clowns?”

“Yeah.”

“Ummm, blow up the tiny car they’re all crammed into? Beat them with their own floppy shoes?”

The satyr chuckled at that. “Good guesses. No, if a band of evil clowns tries to kill you, you go for the juggler.”

I barked a laugh so loud that three of the girls nearby all snapped their heads toward me. Brin and Keliana shook their heads and ignored it, while Tyra’s mouth formed a small smile.

“Nice one,” I told Tip. “I doubt it’ll help us in any way, but I’ll keep my eyes open for clowns.”

We continued to chat as we sparred, not going hard but mainly enjoying the feeling of stretching our muscles. It occurred to me how nice it was to simply take the time to hang out and to work on refining our techniques. It was fun to face off with someone who knew as much as we did about each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Totally better than playing basketball or golf, though I thought it was the same type of bonding as when people engaged in those activities with their friends.

We settled down to eat dinner, chatting with our other companions. If I didn’t think about what our purpose was and what we’d face soon, I could imagine we were just a family, hanging out and traveling, enjoying our interactions. Keli had to go and bring all that other stuff back into my mind.

“We should get to the coast tomorrow,” the catgirl said. “We can go where the crab people’s village was and follow the coast south to where Coralei said the ships are. I guess none of us know what we’ll face when we find the ships?”

Everyone else remained silent, but Coralei answered after a long pause. “They’re humans, but I don’t know much more about them. That area is far out of siren territory. I’ve heard they do some trade in Sauvaxera, though I don’t know who they do it with. I have spotted their ships a few times, but they travel mostly to the south and back. That’s all I know.”

I shrugged. “It’ll just have to be a surprise, then. We’ve got gold, so if they’re in business to make money, it shouldn’t be too hard to charter a ship. No use worrying about it now. We’ll be there soon enough.”


Chapter
Thirty-One



The village of the crab people, the Khuktchit, looked the same as it had when we followed our horse’s tracks there all those weeks ago. This time, though, there was not even one of the strange beastkin anywhere to be seen. The large cavern where we’d confronted the crabs and demanded our horses back was a lonely place of echoes and sand.

“Do you think they all made it to the sirens?” I asked.

Coralei scanned the room, then swung her head toward me. “I would think so. There should not have been too many monsters or beasts between here and the queendom. With their number, they would not have been attacked.”

“That was kind of you to offer refuge for them,” Brin said. “They had young with them and I would not like them to be attacked by the monsters that are becoming more numerous.”

“We are all connected,” Coralei said with a smile. “Our battle is with Aeyr, not each other. Maybe when we are done, the crab people may return to their home safely.”

The sun was already on its way down in the west, plunging the crab village into shadow. The cavern we were in seemed like a good place to camp.

“How far do you think it is to the ships?” I asked Coralei.

“Several hours at least.”

“We should make camp here, then. If we get up early, we can make the trip and arrive in the middle of the day. I’d rather be able to see what I’m walking into and I don’t think it’ll make a good impression if we bang on their door in the middle of the night.”

After eating and going to sleep early, satisfied with only one person being on watch at a time, we got up early as planned and headed toward the water. It took longer than I’d hoped to navigate the rocky coastline, but we finally found a road we followed to what had to be the shipping company we were searching for.

“Huh,” I said, looking ahead at the jumble of ramshackle buildings hugging the shore, only parts of them visible over the equally ragged wall. Three sailing ships were moored at a wharf that was slightly less shabby than the structures around it. We weren’t close enough to see a lot of detail, but from the distance we were at, some of the buildings looked to be pieced together from driftwood and scavenged materials. I hoped the ships weren’t in similar condition. I was glad we had more water breathing potions. In a pinch, they might save our lives if the ship we were on sank.

“Indeed,” Sariel said, no doubt feeling the same as I did about the appearance of the—village?—ahead of us.

I let out a sigh. “Let’s go ahead and say hello. If anyone is watching us, they’re going to get nervous if we stand here and talk.”

As we approached, I inspected the attempt at making some kind of wall. It was a patchwork thing, using materials that seemed to have been rejected for use in the houses, if that was possible. Yeah, they were that bad. I mean, salt in the air could do a number on wood and stone, not to mention metal, but damn, I felt like I was at the border of a junkyard.

“They are supposed to be scavengers,” Tyra said. I wondered what she saw when she looked at—and into—the materials the wall and buildings were made of.

I saw movement through one of the pieces of the wall, a section that had fallen apart and left several fist-sized holes. By the time we reached what I thought was the gate, a man appeared over the top of the wall, his breathing from having to climb up. He did not look like he was in climbing shape.

“Who…are…you?” he panted. “What…do…you…want?”

“We need to talk to someone about chartering one of your ships,” I said.

The man puffed like a bellows for a few breaths, then answered. “No.”

With that, he started climbing down, disappearing in increments as he descended.

“We have gold.”

The man paused just before he was completely out of sight and I thought I heard a sigh. He climbed up again. “Gold?”

“Yep. I told you, we want to charter one of your ships. You do take gold, right?”

He didn’t answer me, but instead called down to someone else. “Go ahead and open it up, Themus. Take ‘em to Claribelle.”

The gate swung open. Or, rather, it tried to swing open. It only made it about two feet until it scraped on the ground and got stuck. Two hands grabbed hold of the edge and pulled, wobbling the entire thing, before another man’s head appeared.

“Dammit! Come on, you all’re gonna have to squeeze through.”

I led my horse to the gate. There was no way I was going to try to make the horses slide through the small space. “Here, I’ll help you open it more.” I handed my reins to Brin and moved up to aid the man.

It only took a few minutes of me lifting the gate up and pushing it to get a gap of more than five feet. I kept my eye on the crooked surface of the portal, afraid the door might fall completely off any hinges that held it together. I decided five feet was enough.

The man, Themus apparently, nodded at me, his dirty blonde hair swaying with the movement. “Thanks.”

He did not fit my idea of a gate guard, or any kind of guard, really. Until I thought of security guards in my world; then it clicked. The lumpy, ill-postured body and apparent lack of hygiene did remind me of many security guards I’d witnessed in my world.

“Don’t mention it.”

He did a double-take, then another one. “Hey, are you⁠—”

“No, just a coincidence.”

“Oh.”

Inside the wall, I could see more details of the structures around me. Though some of them looked as bad as I’d thought, those were mainly on the outer edges, near the wall. As we wended through the spaces between them, I spotted structures that were a bit sturdier. By the time Themus halted us in front of what looked like a manor house, I thought I understood. The center of the village must have been built with materials they’d brought with them when they first established the place. Then, as the village grew, materials must have gotten scarcer and they built with what they could get their hands on.

I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse.

“Here ya go,” Themus said. “You can tie your horses up to those rails. Go right in and tell ‘em you’re here to see Claribelle. I need to get back to my post.”

The man didn’t even wait for my confirmation, just turned and hurried back toward the gate. Strange folk.

I traded looks with Brin and Sariel, then shrugged. The man had said to go in, so I guessed the building was set up more like an office than a home. I opened the door and entered.

A pretty young woman turned, her eyes flaring in surprise. She held a book in one hand and looked to have been on her way back to a desk a few feet away. Her appearance surprised me. Her long sandy blonde hair, arranged in a long braid that sat across her shoulder, framed a face that would snag attention anywhere, even in a gathering of supermodels. The white blouse with puffy sleeves she wore was mostly covered by a snug brown leather vest that allowed a glimpse at a bit of cleavage and accentuated her narrow waist. For a moment, words left me due to the shock of how attractive she was.

I recovered quickly, though, and gave her a smile. “Good afternoon. Are you Claribelle?”

The woman blinked at me, seeming a bit flustered herself, and not just because we surprised her. I saw in her eyes what it was. The Kael thing again.

“Claribelle? Oh, no. My name is Rose.”

“What a beautiful name,” Brin said from beside me. “Fitting for such a striking woman.”

Rose’s blue eyes widened again, her attention now on Brin. “Th-thank you. I…”

“Themus, from the gate,” I said. “He said we should talk to Claribelle. We’re looking to charter a ship.”

Rose wrestled herself under control. “Yes. Yes, of course. A moment, please. I’ll see if she’s available.”

She set her book on the desk and exited the room through a door in the back. I watched her go, not missing Keliana’s hum. I didn’t blame her. Rose’s pants were even tighter than her vest, and she had the form to make the view spectacular.

Rose appeared again after a few minutes, fidgety and with slightly trembling hands.

“Mistress Claribelle will see you, if you’ll follow me.”

I decided to try to put her at ease by distracting her. A group of people carrying weapons, led by a Kael look-alike and a moonwisp, was not something most people saw every day.

“Do you run the office for the company?” I asked, provoking a reddening of Rose’s cheeks.

She waved the question away. “No. I’m just a clerk. I do the books for grandmoth—I mean, Mistress Claribelle.”

“Sorry to have suddenly appeared and broken your focus. We’ll try to make it quick and get out of here before we cause too much more trouble.”

“Oh. Uh…he he.” She chuckled weakly, seeming even more nervous than before.

“I’m not him,” I finally said. “Kael, I mean. I just look like him a little. My name is Gar. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Rose.” I leaned toward her and put my hand out.

She took it in her own and let out a long breath. “Thank you. I was wondering…”

“Yeah, it happens all the time. Sorry to disappoint you. Brin here, though, is a genuine moonwisp, so there’s that.” I was going to mention other interesting things about my companions, including that Coralei was queen of the sirens, but thought better of it. It’ll probably overwhelm the poor woman.

A soft scratching on the floor gave me an idea.

“Rex, come say hello to Rose.” I put my hand out toward the furcan and beckoned him closer. He did so, slowly and casually. Once again, I underestimated just how smart the little chicken lizard was.

“Awwww,” Rose said, and I knew it was the right choice. “Your name is Rex? My goodness. You are the cutest thing.”

That broke all the tension. Rex happily pranced toward Rose and let her pet the ruff on the top of his head, squawking softly. He did love head skritches.

The clerk led us down the hall to another door, Rex happily walking alongside her. Rose knocked, then opened the door to an office larger than the reception area where we’d found Rose. “Here they are, Mistress Claribelle.”

The older woman sitting at a massive desk rose and clucked her tongue. “Rose, how many times to I have to tell you? None of this ‘Mistress’ stuff. I was there when you were born, changed some of your diapers. ‘Grandmother’ is more than good enough for me. I appreciate you trying to be formal, but you wouldn’t want to insult an old woman by calling her by some stuffy title, would you now?”

“No, Grandmother. I’m sorry.”

“Think nothing of it, but don’t do it again.” The woman winked at Rose, then turned her attention to us. I wasn’t great with ages, but I pegged her at being at least seventy.

If I hadn’t seen the twinkle in her eyes as she talked with her granddaughter, I would have thought Claribelle to be nothing but a hardened old matriarch. Her grey hair was arranged neatly in a bun and she wore an elaborate dress of dark grey with brocade of soft golden thread. Like, the kind of dress you’d expect on a portrait of the Queen of England. Her angular face seemed made to intimidate, her lips set into what I hesitantly thought of as a resting bitch face. With her posture perfect and her head erect, the eyes that were a subdued image of Rose’s own orbs swept over us.

When they found Rex, her mouth twitched, threatening a smile, but the expression disappeared as quickly as it had started to form.

“I am Claribelle Glyngar,” she said in a perfectly measured voice. “Matriarch of the Glyngar family and owner of the Glyngar Shipping Company. I hear you are interested in chartering a ship?”

“We are,” I said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Miss…Missus?...Glyngar.”

The woman rolled her eyes at me. “Did you not just hear me chastise my sweet granddaughter about being overly formal? Call me Claribelle or turn around and go back to where you came from.”

“Yes ma’am.” I hadn’t even realized I’d said the words until they came out. “I mean, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Claribelle. My name is Gar Hailey, and⁠—”

“Not Kael Serus?” she asked.

“Uh, no. Fortunately, or unfortunately, I just happen to look a little like him.”

The woman snorted. “I bet. I like you, Gar Hailey, and you keep interesting company. A moonwisp, a goblin—a Tyswix, perhaps—varied other folk, including a renowned scholar and explorer, and even…could it be that you are an Aushway?” That last part was directed at Coralei.

The siren smoothly manipulated her trident and dipped her head slightly at the old woman. “I am Coralei Aushway, yes.”

“Natonia’s daughter, no doubt?”

“Yes.”

“She’s the queen of the sirens,” Tip added.

Claribelle shook her head. “She has stepped down, then?”

“I am afraid not,” Coralei said. “She is dead. Very recently.”

“I’m sorry. I spoke with her a few times. She was impressive. I wish I had known her better.”

Coralei’s eyes flared. “You spoke with my mother?”

The old woman chuckled. “Yes. Many years ago. I started this company when I was young and wild, traveling the isles of the Toreniol Ocean, having adventures. I met your mother on Erutev, where she was lounging on a rock, enjoying the sunlight. We chatted. I had the opportunity to do so a few more times over the years. I always wanted to visit the queendom, but seeing as I can’t breathe water, never could do it.”

She clapped her hands. “But you didn’t come here to reminisce. You wanted to charter a ship? I hope you know that is not really our business. Shipping, moving cargo from place to place, that’s our business. That and finding interesting things.”

“We have gold,” I said.

“Gold? Hmmm. Most folk trade for our services. Gold is…interesting. What exactly do you want, and where do you want to go?”

My eyes went to a large, framed map on the wall. I jerked my chin toward it. “May I?” She nodded and I stepped up to it. It covered the entire west coast of the continent, all the way down to the Zixuris Steppes. Fanning was clearly visible, as were the former Duskmist Kingdom, Iseldar, and a number of islands, including the three bordering the siren queendom. I pointed at the largest, south of the queendom and due east of Teaphotria.

“Bounty? Why would you want to go to Bounty?”

“Our reason shouldn’t matter. That’s where we need to go. We know it by its ancient name. Dorecalia.”

“I’ve heard the name before. As for your reason, what you say is true, to a certain extent,” she said. “However, if my ship and my crew are to take you there, I need to know what kind of danger they will face. Not only because the price depends upon it, but because I am not in the habit of putting my family at risk. This shipping company is my family, and I mean that literally.”

I was completely unprepared for the question. “We…don’t know how dangerous it will be.”

“I see. I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you go rest. Rose can show you where the inn is. You discuss it amongst yourselves and try to figure it out. I’ll consult with my son about which ship we might have available. He all but runs the business for me now. We can meet again tomorrow and you can explain to me what you can. I’ll decide if the information is enough.”

“That’s acceptable. Thank you. We’ll see you tomorrow then.”


Chapter
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Rose Glyngar brought us to the inn in the Harborage. Luckily, it was well-built and not one of the ramshackle structures we’d seen at the edge of the village. She arranged for our horses to be taken to the stables even before we left Claribelle’s office. She seemed very efficient.

“I don’t want to waste our traveling time,” Coralei said to me when we sat down in the common room after dropping our things off in the rooms we rented. “I assume you’ll not join me in visiting the queendom, Gar?”

“I don’t think I will, though I’d love to see everyone again. With how much I’d slow you down because I can’t swim as fast as you, it would probably be better if I stayed here. I take it you’re planning on leaving soon?”

“Yes. There is no need for me to be in the negotiations for the ship and if I leave now, I can make it to the palace in a few hours, then get back here by this time tomorrow.”

“That is a good use of our time. I’m anxious to get to that island, but it’s clear we’re not going to have a ship until tomorrow sometime. If Claribelle will even let us charter it. Stick around for a little while so we can discuss how much we want to—or need to—tell her?”

“Of course.”

We had an early dinner at the inn and discussed what we’d tell Claribelle. The others agreed that we should try to give her enough information to convey to her how urgent our task was, but not so much that we would overwhelm her. After all, telling her, “We’re following the trail to the demigod Aeyr so we can find him and kill him” probably would push her into thinking we were delusional, if not outright insane.

Coralei shared her opinion with us, then prepared to leave.

“I’ll go to the dock and leave from there,” she told us. “No use in going around through the gate only to have to circle around the wall to get to the water.”

I embraced the siren and kissed her. “Be careful, and return to us quickly. Also, say hello to everyone for me. Even Eryfine.”

Coralei laughed at that, knowing how much the general of her army hated me. After saying her farewells to everyone else, she left, only her trident in hand. There was no reason for her to take her pack or saddlebags. They would be waiting when she returned.

As we relaxed, I engaged in a little people-watching. The majority of those around us had the same dirty blonde hair we’d seen on Themus and on Rose, though I hesitated to even think of the two of them in the same thought. While Rose was beautiful, poised, and seemed intelligent, Themus…was not. Still, it was obvious many of the people in the common room were related.

“Do you think they marry within the clan?” Tip asked after looking around to make sure no one else could hear. I knew what he was asking. “I mean, are they a bunch of inbred hillbillies?” Okay, way to be on the nose about it, Tip.

Unfortunately, I’d been taking a drink of my ale when he asked it. Some came out through my nose as I struggled to keep from spraying the drink over everyone at the table.

When I finally coughed out the liquid that his question had made me breathe, I glared at him. “Dude. First of all, don’t talk about that where just anyone can hear you. Second, that’s kind of hateful, isn’t it?”

“What? The inbred part or the hillbilly part?”

I put my head in my hands while Cea smacked Tip’s shoulder.

“It is likely they have several wings of a much larger family,” Brin said. “I have been to other places where such situations exist. For the most part, any marriage or reproduction is done only with those not closely related. Though I cannot answer if that is true here. I see no obvious malformations that occur with such close pairings, but we have only a handful of people with which to use as an example.”

Dayra lifted a finger and opened her mouth, but I stalled her.

“Hey, if you must talk about this, let’s do it somewhere else, and at some other time. Please. Let’s try not to insult an entire village if we can help it, especially since we have yet to come to an agreement about chartering the ship.” How was it that I was the one cautioning people about being sensitive? It was like the entire universe had flipped upside down.

Dayra’s mouth closed, but she didn’t seem to be insulted by my words.

Brin was right, though. There were some unattractive people around, but they didn’t look to be suffering from the “malformations” she spoke about. There were also some attractive people. To be fair, we didn’t know how many of those around us were locals having dinner at the inn or people who were visiting. None of it really mattered. What did matter was getting the use of a ship.

“So,” I said. “Since Claribelle didn’t specify a time, I’m thinking we should get to bed early, then get over to her office early so we can get this agreement made. I’d like to have everything set up and be ready to leave when Coralei returns.”

Lirien gave me a wary look. “Right. That sounds good. Umm, what’s it like to sail on a ship?”

“You’ve never been on a ship before?”

“No. Have you?”

I guess she had me there. “Not one like you have in this world. I’ve been on ships—or boats—in my world.” One time, Lucas and I had gone to Catalina Island. I thought the Catalina Express was probably as big as the ships I’d seen in the harbor.

“I have memories of ships,” Tip said. “This’ll be the first time I’ve experienced being on one myself.”

That started the others talking about it as well. It turned out that no one had been on a ship except Brin.

“There are herbs we should procure before leaving,” the moonwisp said. “They will help in case of seasickness. I am sure⁠—”

A deep boom interrupted her. She looked toward the inn’s door.

It came again. Boom! Boom!

I could feel it now, the ground vibrating with each sound. What the hell is that?

The door of the inn flew open, and a man yelled before it had even hit the wall.

“Run for your lives. Monsters are attacking. One is breaking through the village wall.”

The other patrons all stared at the man, silent and immobile. He stood there breathing heavily. A few seconds passed as he swept his eyes around the room. Then he turned and ran toward the docks.

Like his motions had broken the trance, shouts erupted and people scrambled like ants on hot asphalt. Soon, we were nearly alone in the common room. Even the innkeeper had run out with the rest of them.

Boom!

I blinked at the empty room. “Uh, maybe we should go see if we can help?”

Tyra snatched her sticks out of the case on her back and hopped to her feet. “Yeah. If the reaction to monsters is the same with everyone as it was in here, they’re going to need help.”

Cea was already up, slipping her hands into her fist knives, while Tip was checking the tension on his bowstring. Brin, Dayra, and Lirien also got to their feet. Luckily, we’d kept our weapons on our persons and not in the room, mostly out of habit. Keli was the last one to rise from her seat, taking a final drink and then stretching, her hands clasped and reaching toward the ceiling.

“Time to be heroes?” she asked.

“Time to be heroes,” I agreed. “Come on, it sounds like the commotion is near the front gate.”

Outside the inn, people were running around like dozens of Chicken Littles. Most seemed to be heading toward the docks, though that seemed a dubious decision to me.

I scratched my head. “You’d think they wouldn’t go toward a place where they have to make a choice about facing a monster or jumping into the ocean.”

It wasn’t really a question, so I didn’t expect an answer. Instead, I started jogging toward the front gate. Despite the warrenlike configuration of the village, the widest path went straight to the gate. We were there in no time, all the while the ground shaking with the booms.

When we got to the wall, I could see it visibly shuddering and pressing inward each time the sound came again. It was louder here, of course, and the vibration in the ground was stronger, too. Clouds of dust burst off the wall with every resounding crash and a few small rocks danced on the ground in front of it.

I caught sight of Themus’s pudgy form. The man held a cudgel that immediately brought the word shillelagh to mind, as lumpy and gnarled as the man who held it. He flinched every time another boom sounded and his eyes darted around like he was looking for someone to give him orders.

“Themus, what is it?” I asked. When he didn’t answer, I grabbed his shoulder and shook him until he looked me in the eyes. “What’s happening?”

“M-m-monster. A big one. It’s bashing the wall.”

“Do you have archers? Guards with other weapons?”

“They’re not here. Maybe they ran or don’t know…”

It was clear I would get no useful information out of him. I scanned the wall, watching it buckle inward, but stay upright. For now. “Is there a small door we can use to go outside the wall?”

The man pointed a trembling hand to the left of the main gate, about twenty feet from it and maybe twice that from where the wall was being struck. “Y-y-you’re going to go out there?”

I didn’t bother answering, racing toward the door. Before we could do anything, I needed to see what we were up against.

The others followed me, with Brin pausing long enough to tell Themus to gather what fighters he could before catching up.

I removed the cross brace on the door, undid the three latches, and swung the door open before darting outside. I’d only made it a few feet before sliding to a stop. Tip, right behind me, slammed into me before he could stop himself. We both stared at what we found.

“Holy shit!” he said. “That is one big horny guy.”

Not the words I would have used, but it was an adequate description. A large beast—and by that, I mean one standing on four legs and at least twelve feet at the shoulders—slammed against the wall again. If the sound and the impact was strong on the other side of the wall, it was doubly so now that we were so close.

The creature had long fur the color of stone, and a flat snout with massive tusks sweeping up from its jaw, and horns like a water buffalo. It was using those horns to tear at the wall, charging it and slamming into the protection. I wasn’t sure what it had against the barrier, but it seemed more than a little pissed off.

Brin’s tap on my shoulder caught my attention and she pointed beyond the massive beast. At the edge of the forest a few dozen yards from the monster were five other creatures, different than the basher. I could only see their heads sticking out of the foliage, but they kind of looked like dinosaurs, though smaller than the gargantuan animals I’d seen skeletons of.

They had rough skin, almost like bark or dragon scales, an impressive pair of long horns and several smaller horns, spikes, or bony plates like on a stegosaurus—to keep with the dinosaur analogy—across the top of their heads and necks. They were smaller than the shaggy water buffalo monster, but not by much. Like maybe the size of an American bison.

“Are those fucking stegosauruses?” Tip asked. “Or is it stegosauri?”

I shook my head, trying to think. “Keli, keep an eye on the ones in the bushes. Hopefully they won’t attack. I need to take care of the one hitting the wall.”

I drew my three-sectional staff from its case on my back and straightened it into a staff. With another look at the big monster, which had backed up to charge at the wall again, I thickened the shaft of the weapon to double its diameter. I didn’t think the siangham was going to cut it this time, so instead of making a spear, I opted for the chain knives and quickly melded them to the ends of the staff, then lengthened the blades themselves to make a hefty—and heavy—double-bladed staff.

Checking to make sure the other monsters hadn’t moved, I started running toward the beast ramming the village wall.


Chapter
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The massive furry monster lowered its head and rammed the wall of the Harborage, its curved horns deforming the surface of the barricade like a wave traveling from side to side. I was honestly surprised the construct hadn’t collapsed already, with how flimsy it looked. I guessed it was like a willow branch moving in the wind. There was something to be said for rolling with punches.

Still, despite not crumbling, the wall wasn’t going to take much more. At the speed I was approaching the monster, it wouldn’t strike again before I reached it. Unless it ignored me completely, which was possible, considering its size and my own.

The Harborage was no castle or fortress, so the barrier wasn’t dozens of feet tall. As I approached the monster, I realized that if it reared up on its back legs, it would easily be able to see over it and into the village. It also occurred to me that the main bulk of its body was too high for me to do serious damage to.

I’d have to set my sights a little lower.

The smell of the beast struck me when I was a few paces away. My own scent must have wafted toward the monster, too, because it sniffed loudly, then turned it mammoth head to look at me with huge, black eyes.

Uh-oh.

A snort blew dirt away in a circle as the gargantuan turned its attention back to the wall, backed up to stamp its front foot, and prepare to slam into the wall again.

Let’s see if this makes you change your mind about disregarding me, I thought, not sure about my own sanity at the moment. Before it could charge again, I was at its legs. With a lack of something better to do, I slashed as hard as I could with my pole blade, cutting into the fur and flesh of the monster.

At first, I wasn’t sure if I’d done any damage at all. The hair on the thing was so thick, I could have easily grabbed hold of it and climbed up the side of its body like it was rope. In fact, I was thinking that’s probably what I should have done, so I could reach a more vital target.

It took nearly two seconds for the beast to realize I had actually cut it and it was bleeding. It bellowed and huffed. Then it swung its head down to the insignificant fly that had injured it.

The good news here is that the monster seemed to have forgotten about charging the wall. The bad news, of course, was that something else occupied its mind: me.

I dove out of the way and rolled as it stomped its injured leg, trying to squash me with a claw that was as big as me. On my feet again, I slashed at the same leg, with similar results to the first attack. It bled a little more, screamed at me, and tried to flatten me. It barely moved its body around, attacking solely with its injured leg.

This was no way to conduct a fight, though. It would take hours to whittle the monster down at the rate I was going and all it needed was to hit me once and I’d be a goner. I had to up my game.

An arrow stuck in one of the behemoth’s horns, only a foot or so from its eye. I doubted it had even noticed it. While hitting its eyes might help, I had real reservations that Tip could do enough damage with an arrow to blind it. The thing was too big. That eye locked onto me and for the first time, I really got the monster’s attention. It turned its body to bring its other front leg into play.

I sprinted and dodged the two limbs trying to squash me, weaving in and out between all four of its legs. When I ducked behind one of its back legs, I noticed something. Something that might not seem pertinent in the middle of combat.

It was a male. How did I know this? Uh, it was pretty damn clear, based on the massive, hairy, swinging log of flesh and a more flexible protrusion I had to dodge to prevent receiving the worse teabagging in history, if not being knocked off my feet in probably the most ignominious of ways.

Much as I hate to admit it, I decided my new discovery was important information. I utilized it immediately. Evading all the limbs searching for me, I thrust my bladed weapon into…well, into the hanging sack near the hairy, cylindrical object.

The monster didn’t like that at all. Go figure.

I have to say here that I didn’t think I did much damage, though I did puncture the sack wall. From the response, though, I had to have hit some type of nerve bundle within said sack. Maybe the nerve bundle.

The goliath went apeshit. It bucked and stomped and bellowed, head swinging around to inspect itself to find the source of its discomfort. I ran for my life, not stopping until I was a dozen paces away.

I watched the monster carefully, wondering what it was going to do. I would be insane to run around underneath it again with the way it was spinning, twisting, and hopping.

Then it let out a lowing bellow, turned, and ran into the forest, taking down several trees with its long horns as it went.

I stared at the retreating monster, disbelief causing my mouth to drop open. “Huh.”

“Yeah, Gar!” Tip shouted. “If you can’t fight fairly, stab him in the dick!” The laughter from the satyr washed over me, but I wasn’t in the mood to celebrate. With the exit of the mammoth creature, the other five monsters that had been minding their own business at the edge of the forest started forward.

Oh, fuck.

The smaller beasts—relative to the one that left—stalked out of the forest together like they were in formation. Their movements reminded me of documentaries I’d seen about how wolves cooperate to surround their prey. It was not a comfortable thought.

As they emerged, I caught more detail on the creatures. Their dark, rough hide looked more like wood to me than scales or skin. Like reptiles, they didn’t have any hair or fur, their bodies and heads masses of ridges, with sharp parts everywhere. From their two long, straight horns on their heads to their backs and sides that looked thick enough to withstand any weapon we had to their massive paws and the curved claws at the end of them, they looked built for destruction.

The one thing I could be happy about was that there only seemed to be the five I’d spotted earlier, though that was a poor consolation. I wasn’t sure how to fight one of them, let alone five.

“Time to bring out the big gun,” I said absently. Starting with Kael’s sword, I quickly started to attach all my weapons and arrange them into the ultimate weapon my friends had helped me design. Celestial Judgement.

A twinge of embarrassment ran through me as I said the name in my mind, part of it imagining some kind of magical light or sound effects as I constructed it. In moments, I held the polearm-sized weapon by the thick haft, the two axe blades spreading out from the center of its head. I spun it around my body to reacquaint myself with the feel and balance, then mentally tweaked it a little to shift the center of gravity slightly back toward the butt of the weapon.

What was apparently the alpha of the group of monsters let loose a liquid growl. That bad boy was significantly larger than the other four and the sound it made was eerie and scary as hell. Not something one wanted to hear when alone in the forest. Or standing in the open near a village wall either, for that matter.

Two of the monsters glanced to their side, but didn’t stop fanning out to surround me. I saw the reason a moment later as Sariel, Keliana, and Lirien joined me, all with their blades out.

“Hi girls.” I kept my eyes on the leader of the monsters. It felt like if I relaxed my attention for a second, all five would attack. “When they charge, leave me a little space, yeah? This weapon you all wanted me to make has a long reach.”

“I’ve been telling the other girls how much I love the length of your weapon,” Keli said. “You should be able to swing it freely.”

“You’re not going to try to stab these in the dick, are you?” Lirien asked.

I snorted at both of my beastkin girls and the monsters took the opportunity to charge.

Everything happened in an instant. All five monsters tore toward us at a surprising speed. Just before they reached us, though, one of them screeched and slid to a halt. It swung its head toward my friends, who were waiting near the door we came out of.

In its yellow eye was the shaft of an arrow.

Good job, Tip, I said in my mind before the lead monster and one of its companions got to me.

The wood-armored dinosaur things attacked me together. The alpha leaped while the other one continued running at me while slashing out with one of its claws. Between the distraction of Tip’s attack and the monsters being faster than I thought, I had to make a split-second decision.

With the butt of my long weapon on the ground, I wrenched it to aim the blades at the airborne monster, letting go of the haft and diving to my right side at exactly the right time. I hoped it was angled enough for the alpha to skewer itself on the weapon while I evaded the other monster’s claw, but things didn’t happen as well as I’d like.

The alpha, rudely not simply allowing the two large blades of the weapon to sink into its chest, swatted it away with its right paw. The movement upset its balance, causing it to land awkwardly, but uninjured. Its companion’s claw caught a piece of me, tearing into my left leg as I dove.

On a more positive note, my polearm was thrown toward me, so as I bounced to my feet, I was able to reach over and take up the weapon again. It was a good thing, because my leg hurt like a bitch and, for a moment, I had to lean on the weapon to remain upright.

Sounds that were a mixture of steel hitting stone and wood being chopped told me the three women with me were fighting the other monsters, but I still had the two trying to put an end to me. They both turned, facing me, those gurgling growls bubbling up from their throats.

Both threw out paws at me, using a technique more like a tiger than a wolf. I batted at them with the butt of my weapon as I got used to how much weight I could put on my injured leg. They circled me, and I responded by pivoting on my good leg.

The alpha lunged and I cracked it on the head with the end of my weapon, then changed direction instantly to slash with the axe blade on the other side as the second monster tried to slip in and land a slash with its claws again. It blocked my strike with the armored leg, the blade biting into the limb with a dull thunk. I had to jerk the weapon to remove it.

Great. Now I need to be a fucking lumberjack.

There was no way I was going to take both the monsters if I played a defensive game, so I attacked. Backing up a step—away from where the girls were fighting—I forced my two enemies to follow me. Before they took the second step, I shuffled in, thrusting Judgement at the alpha. With the way the long double-bladed axelike blades on the weapon were situated, with a space in between them, it looked as if both points would miss the monster, but my siangham, in the form of a spear tip, was affixed between them. As I pushed the weapon forward, I mentally commanded the siangham to elongate.

I’d practiced the technique, but it still surprised me how fast the materials obeyed my commands. It was almost like a spear shot out from the shaft of the weapon. It punched into the top of the alpha’s head, right between the eyes, and sank into the wooden armor. I twisted the haft, forcing the point in further like it was a drill, then slashed sideways, using my hips and legs to generate power. The razor-sharp inside surfaces of the crescent axe blades sheared off the top few inches of the monster’s long, straight horn. The movement wrenched its head in the process, making it stumble.

The other attacker side-stepped to stay away from the swinging blades, keeping just out of reach. As far as I was concerned, that was a good thing. It gave me a chance to try something that popped into my head. As the blades passed by the creature, I continued with the momentum I’d built up. When the butt of the weapon swung toward it, I commanded the materials of my weapon to change again.

This time, the rope dart, which made up the striking surface of the end of the weapon, released with the centrifugal force built up and flew toward the monster that thought it was out of range. After nearly ten feet of the rope spooled out, I jerked the weapon back the other way. The rope dart changed its direction and looped around the horns of the monster, holding it fast.

The alpha, recovering from its stumble, turned its head back to me, then lowered it in a motion much like the behemoth had used to ram the village wall. I watched its legs flex as it started to charge me.

I darted to the side like a matador, letting out more of the rope from the end of my weapon. As I narrowly dodged the alpha, I swished and circled my pole weapon, tangling its horns up, too.

It was enough to tie the two up momentarily, as they both bucked and thrashed their heads to escape the net I created for them. Circling halfway around the alpha, I brought the axe blade side of Judgement back around and slammed it as hard as I could into the alpha’s head, with the outer edge of the axe blades this time. The force of the blow staggered it, but I couldn’t break through the armor. Trying another approach, used the spear point again, lining up my attack for when the monster turned its head just right.

My timing was good and I plunged the spear into the alpha’s eye, angled back from its face. The monster dropped to the trampled vegetation.

With the alpha now an anchor to the other monster, the rope still tangled in both their horns, I easily finished that one off as well, though it took three tries to strike it in the eye to push the speartip into its brain.

When I turned to look at how the women were doing, I found Lirien and Keli cooperating to fight one while Sariel hacked at another that had several horns shorn short. Even as I watched, the elf swordmaster rammed her sword into the creature’s mouth as it snapped at her. A choking, screeching sound came out of the monster and it stumbled, taking two staggering steps before it dropped. By the time I untangled my rope dart from the two I’d killed, Sariel joined the other two women and they killed the other monster. I silently thanked Tyra for the magically sharp and durable weapons she’d made for the others.

“Where’s…?” I said, but spotted the last one before I could finish my sentence. The monster Tip had shot in the eye had apparently charged him, the shaft not going deep enough to reach its brain. He, Brin, Cea, Tyra, and Dayra had battered and cut the thing to death.

I let out a long breath, then my leg promptly gave out on me. Oh, right. I almost forgot about that. It was funny how one could ignore things when adrenaline was pumping, and how quickly it all came crashing back when it waned.

“Any others?” I asked loudly. “Especially that big one?”

Tip waved at me. “Haven’t seen anymore. I don’t think that one will come back here. You don’t go back to a place where you get stabbed in the dick.”

“You would think.” I leaned on Celestial Judgment and started laughing uncontrollably.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



When my stress-relief-induced laughter subsided, I noticed a small detail I hadn’t before. On the other side of Tip’s group, at least two dozen people stood outside the small door we’d come out through. I didn’t know how long they’d been there, but by the looks on their faces, it had been long enough to see some of the action.

“You need some help?” Keliana asked me, eyeing my bleeding leg.

“Nah. That’s one good thing about this monstrosity of a weapon. Makes a good crutch.”

Despite my words, Brin rushed to me and before I knew it, the cool, familiar feeling of healing magic washed through me.

“Thanks, Brin.”

I took a final look around to make sure no more monsters were about and we all walked back to the door together. The people parted so we could go through, all of them silently watching us. As soon as the last of us crossed the threshold, conversation broke out. It was all a jumble, and I didn’t try too hard to listen to any of it. I needed a bath, some food, and some rest. I was sure we’d hear what everyone was saying soon enough.

I was right. I’d barely cleaned myself up before Rose showed up at the inn looking for us. The beautiful young woman spotted us right away and stepped up to the table where we sat.

“Claribelle would like to speak with you.”

“Now?” I asked. “It’s kind of late.”

Rose bit her lip and swayed nervously…and cutely. “She says it’s urgent.”

“Okay.” Turning to my companions, I asked, “Do you all want to go, too? Or would you rather stay here and relax?”

They all chose to come with me. When I followed Rose out of the common room, she stopped and looked at me quizzically. Specifically, she seemed to fixate on my back.

“What is it?” I asked her.

“That weapon you had earlier. Where is it?”

I laughed. I’d broken down the weapons back into their natural forms. The siangham was in its pocket, the triple stick was in its case, the rope dart in a belt pouch, the chain knives in their sheaths strapped to my lower back, and Kael’s sword was in its smaller version in the holder we rigged up on the outside of the triple stick’s case.

“It’s here, just in pieces. If you’d like, I’ll explain it in more detail for you later, and show you. How did you know about the weapon I used?”

Her face flushed. “I saw most of the battle, even with the big monster that was ramming the wall. From the guard tower near the gate. I ran there when I first heard the noise. This isn’t the first time we’ve had monsters attack the wall.”

Brin smiled at the blonde woman. “You heard the sound of the monster breaking the wall and you ran toward where it was happening?”

“Y-yes.” Her cheeks were burning red now.

“You are very brave.”

Rose blinked at the moonwisp, then she dropped her eyes to the ground. “Some people would say it was stupid.”

“It depends on the reason,” Keli said. “I think you did it in the line of duty, so you could give an accurate account of what happened, not because you sought out the thrill of the thing.”

Rose didn’t raise her eyes, but her mouth did turn upward slightly. I thought Keli had hit the nail on the head. The clerk had impressed me with her work ethic in the short time I’d known her, and my respect for her had increased again with this new revelation. She hadn’t flocked to the sound of battle like others did to gawk. She took a measured approach and used a watch tower that, while it was close enough to be able to observe what was happening, wasn’t directly in the danger area.

We got to Claribelle’s office and found her sitting at her desk like she hadn’t moved since we left her more than two hours before. We all filed into the office, and she waved Rose away.

“Let her stay,” I said. “I’d like to hear what she saw, and what she thinks about it. If you don’t mind.”

Claribelle narrowed her eyes briefly, then nodded. “It’s fine. You may take a seat, if you like, Rose.”

The younger woman curtsied, but remained standing.

“I’ll ask you what I thought to ask earlier,” the matriarch said. “Are you Kael Serus?”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “No. I just look a little like him.”

“A little?” Rose’s hand went to her mouth. I didn’t think she’d meant for the rest of us to hear that. Not that I hadn’t heard exactly the same thing more times than I could count.

Surprisingly, Claribelle smiled at that. “My thoughts exactly, dear.” She turned back to me. “Well, if you say so, though the accounts I’ve heard of your fight earlier make me wonder…”

“Sorry, but I’m not him.”

“I understand. I would like to thank you for what you did, however. We have faced monsters before, but nothing so dangerous as the one you chased off. Or the ones you killed.”

“Have you encountered many monsters?” Brin asked.

The older woman’s lips turned downward. “More than I care to. There have always been a few monsters and wild beasts. This is Sauvaxera, after all. Lately, there have been more, and there have been unusual creatures we haven’t seen before.”

“Are they changed?” Lirien asked. “Similar to familiar monsters, but mutated in some way?”

“Yes. You know of this?”

“We do.” I sighed. “It’s part of why we need a ship. Aeyr has returned, and he’s doing something to affect the magical balance of the world. We’re…hunting him.”

For the first time, the stoic older woman showed emotion. Her eyes widened and his lips thinned into a straight line. “You’re hunting an ancient demigod? And you want me to let you do it with one of my ships?”

I put my hands up. “It’s not really like that. We’re still searching for clues as to where he’s hiding. We don’t mean to have your ship sail into combat with Aeyr, but just to help us get to the island—Dorecalia?—so we can try to piece together where he might be.”

Claribelle’s eyes locked onto mine as she tapped her lips with a finger. “I don’t know. The Harborage, the shipping company, it’s my family. I’m not being figurative. Literally, all the people here are Glyngars. It’s bad enough we ply our trade in a dangerous part of the world, but this? I don’t know. I’ll have to discuss it with my son, Ryland. He runs the business for me. He should be back tonight, or early tomorrow morning. Can you stay for a day or two?”

“Yes. Coralei went to check on her queendom. She’ll be back tomorrow. If it means being able to charter a ship, we can stay for a day or two.” I saw Rose bending down to pet Rex out of the corner of my eye. It was the third time I’d seen her pay special attention to the little lizard chicken. He seemed to gravitate toward her and it was clear she enjoyed interacting with him. I suppressed a smile. You could always tell a good person by how well they got along with animals.

Claribelle stood up. “Good. I will discuss it with Ryland and we can speak again tomorrow afternoon. We do appreciate your help earlier, with the monsters. I assume the situation with the magic causing more monsters will get worse if you don’t find the demigod?”

“We can’t say for sure, but we believe so.”

“And you also believe you can defeat him?”

“We do. We’ve already killed many of his agents, even rescued a goddess from imprisonment by him.”

The older woman shook her head. “This is all too much for an old woman. I will meet with you tomorrow. I’ll send Rose or someone else to find you and tell you when. In the meantime, you needn’t worry about paying for your rooms or meals. Your actions in our defense more than make up for it.”

“Thank you. I look forward to our conversation tomorrow.”

As we filed out of Claribelle’s office, the matriarch gave Rose instructions. “Rose, dear, please go to the inn and notify them of what I just said about them not needing to pay for meals or their rooms while they’re here.”

“Yes, Grandmother.”

I let the others go through the door first, then waited for Rose to go ahead of me as well. It was just something my mother taught me when I was growing up and it had become habit. The blonde woman gestured for me to go, but I swept my hand toward the doorway. It appeared we were having a competition, with me trying to be polite and her trying to be professional.

“Please, go ahead,” I told her with a chuckle. “I’m stubborn and will definitely wait you out until you’re too embarrassed and give in.”

“Wanna bet?” her eyes popped and she put her hand to her mouth. “I mean…”

“No worries. I appreciate your feistiness. You go through first this time and I will go through the front door before you in return. Fair enough?”

She narrowed her blue eyes at me, but nodded. “Fair enough.”

“Expect him to open the door to the inn and make you walk through first, though,” Tyra said.

I threw a mock glare at her. “Shush, you.”

As a group, we walked to the inn. Just as we arrived and I—predictably, I guess—went to open the door for the others, Brin turned to Rose.

“Would you eat dinner with us? I would enjoy chatting with you, Rose.”

The clerk’s eyes went frantic, and her body tensed. “I should probably go back to the office. There’s always more work to do.”

“You must eat. Have you done so already?”

“N-no.”

“Then please join us. It may be helpful to your grandmother. You may ask us questions if you like, but I desire to know more about you and the Harborage, even about the shipping business, if you would like to converse about that. I know little of such things and do so love to learn new information.”

“I guess I can join you,” Rose said. “Thank you for inviting me.”

After her initial hesitation, Rose settled in nicely and was soon chatting with everyone in the party. She answered Brin’s questions about her upbringing, her work, and the Harborage and told stories with an excitement that was contagious. I liked the woman. She was sincere, observant of how we all reacted to what she said, and was just a joy to be around.

“Rose,” Tip said. “Have you lived here all your life?”

The clerk answered without pausing. “Not yet.” Her lips twitched up into a smirk, but smoothed so quickly it was like she hadn’t.

“Ooh, nice one.” Tip sounded impressed. I know I was.

Rose was in the middle of telling us some of what she did each day in the shipping office when a young man with the trademark blond hair of the Glyngar clan swaggered up to the table.

“Good evening, cousin. What are you up to? The old woman let you out of your office?” He laughed, confirming he was just teasing her.

“Oh, Zane. Hi. I’m just eating a meal with some new fr…uh, clients. She smoothly pointed us all out to her cousin. This is Gar, Brinawynn, Tyra, Keliana, Sariel, Lirien, Dayra, Cea, Tip, and…where is…ah, over there, peeking out from under the table, is Rex. Everyone, this is my cousin Zane Glyngar.”

I pegged the guy at being in his mid-twenties, around the same age, or a little older than Rose herself. With his rakish good looks and his stylishly wavy hair, I figured he was probably a hit with the young ladies in the Harborage. If there were any he wasn’t related to. I didn’t get a romantic vibe from him with Rose, though. More like a brother and sister dynamic.

“Have you eaten, Zane?” I asked. “Would you like to join us. Your cousin is kind enough to chat with us, but you’re welcome to join in.”

I noticed how his eyes had bugged out when he saw Brin and her exotic blue skin, then with each of the other girls as his gaze reached them. I hoped he wasn’t going to try to throw some lines at them, because it was likely one or more of them would kick his ass, but it was only polite to invite him to sit.

“I wouldn’t want to be a nuisance,” he said. One point for Zane.

“You won’t be a nuisance. If you are, I’m sure Rose will put you in your place.”

Rose blinked at me, then flashed me an absolutely perfect smile. She winked at her cousin. “See, they already know me so well. Sit down and eat something. Maybe they’ll let you tell one of your lies…oh, I mean, your interesting tales.”

“No way,” he said. “I’d much rather hear about the fight earlier. I’ve heard about it, but wasn’t there to see it. Did you really fight off those monsters?”

Tip scooted his seat over and dragged an empty one into the space. “Come on over here, I’ll tell you all about it, starting with how Gar stabbed the big monster in the dick…”


Chapter
Thirty-Five



“He actually stabbed the big monster in the testicles,” Rose said as her cousin Zane took the seat Tip offered to him. “I saw the whole thing from the watchtower.”

“What?” Zane swept his hair up and out of his face. “I thought Themus was making that up.”

We found Zane to be as genial as Rose herself was, though he required a lot less to warm him up to us. As we sat and talked with the two, we found out he was actually a fairly accomplished man for his age, which ended up being twenty-seven. His easygoing attitude made me think at first that he didn’t take much seriously, but we found out he had taken to sailing at a very young age and sometimes captained one of the smaller ships. It was clear Rose was proud of him, though he continually shifted attention to her and how smart she was or to asking me or my companions about ourselves. When the two finally left, Rose to check on a few last things at the office and Zane to the docks to see if anyone needed him for anything, I was ready to go to sleep.

After a late breakfast, we explored the docks a little. There were three ships moored there, all different sizes. I didn’t know much about nautical history, but seeing actual sailing ships like the ones in all the old stories—from the Mayflower to pirates tales to great armadas engaging in massive conflicts at sea—was interesting.

“Pretty cool,” Tip said, looking up at an absolutely massive ship, and it was only the middle-sized vessel. “I have some memories of ships, but it’s not quite the same as standing here in front of one.”

I let out a low whistle at the monster of a ship. “I’m with ya, buddy. Hopefully Claribelle and Ryland will let us charter one of these and we can experience firsthand what it’s like to sail on one.”

We wandered around for a little while, then returned to the inn. Rose would find us to tell us when we could meet with Claribelle, so it would be best to be where she could find us. We entered the common room to find a pleasant surprise.

Coralei stood at the counter, speaking with the innkeeper. At the sound of the door opening, she spotted me and a smile leaped onto her face. She waved whatever conversation she’d been having away and I caught the end of what she said.

“…they are. Thank you for your help.”

She strode toward us, but not alone. I hadn’t even noticed four others near her, but as they all followed her, I did now.

Four women, radiant and gorgeous but as different from each other as could be, swaggered behind Coralei. Two blondes, one with black hair, and one redhead.

“Irinia, Deema, Vivia, and Ruiel!” I said. “How great to see you again.”

Of course, it wasn’t so much that the women actually swaggered. Being sirens, and probably unaccustomed to spending much time with legs out of water, rather than their natural mermaid tails, their unusual strides would likely fade soon as the got used to moving around on land.

The three Dragonfish—special forces sirens—and the elite scout were a sight to behold. I mean, the women were spectacularly gorgeous under water, but if anything, they were even hotter in their minimal clothing above the surface.

I snatched up Irinia in a hug, making her eyes go wide and squeezing an “oh” out of her. The scout had been nervous around me from the first time I met her, always having had a thing for Kael, but we’d become more comfortable while battling monsters together when we were in the siren queendom.

Coralei smirked as I ended my hug with Irinia and gave the same reception to the three badass special forces women. “I mentioned danger and adventure and these four begged me to take them along. Captain Nyissa approved for the Dragonfish and I made an executive decision with Irinia. It’s handy sometimes to be the queen. I figured they could be useful.”

“Yes,” blonde Deema said. “And that’s not all…”

Coralei threw the soldier a stern look, and she stopped talking.

“It’s fine,” I told the queen. “They are definitely welcome. I know how skilled all four are.”

“Do we have a ship?”

“Uh, not yet. We’re supposed to meet Claribelle anytime now. I’m hopeful. How is the queendom? Did the crabs make it there? How’s Eryfine doing?”

Coralei smiled at me. “Eryfine actually asked about your welfare. I think she’s finally coming around. The crabs did make it safely to the capital and they have been given a complex of caves while they wait for news of their leader and the rest of their community. Things are calm and peaceful. The sharks have tested the barrier a few times, but are not able to get close enough to cause trouble. Jendawr and her children have settled in. Serolani is doing wonderfully in her new position as liaison to Jendawr and the two have become fast friends.”

“I’m glad. It’s nice that you won’t have to worry about your people as you help us with what we’re doing. Have you eaten? We were going to have a late lunch while we wait for Rose to tell us Claribelle is ready to talk.”

“We have not.”

“Good. Come on, let’s sit down and we can all eat together.”

While we ate, the four sirens Coralei had brought to us tried to keep their eyes from darting around them, but I watched them carefully, wanting to see how they reacted to the common room full of humans. Well, mostly humans. There were a few other beastkin present besides Keliana and Lirien, even if there weren’t any other goblins or moonwisps, and definitely no taranji or gremlins. I counted three elves.

“Is this your first time in a surface settlement?” I asked the Dragonfish and scout.

Vivia answered, which I expected, since she was the squad leader. “Yes. We’ve all been on the surface before, of course, but that was mostly on the islands near us or on the beach where there’s nothing but ruins of our cities. It’s all strangely familiar. No murder, no theft. Just people eating and speaking to each other.”

I laughed. “Yep. The same kind of stuff the sirens do, even if the surroundings aren’t as pretty. It’ll be fun for all of us to experience sailing on a ship together. All us surface dwellers aren’t used to being on the water, and for all of you who are accustomed to being under the surface, it’ll be a new situation as well. I’m assuming so, anyway.”

Ruiel tossed her red hair and bit her bottom lip provocatively. “Ooh, I can’t wait.”

I barely caught Coralei’s eyeroll. In our time in the queendom, I hadn’t found the redheaded Dragonfish as being too flirty when I’d been around her before. To be fair, though, we had been in the middle of a mission and her commander was nearby. I wondered if she was joking around now or if this was her normal personality. She was definitely built to tease. I’d have to ask the queen later. As for now, Rose had just entered the inn and was walking toward our group.

“Is she ready?” I asked the gorgeous clerk.

“Almost. We have half an hour.”

“Great. Join us? We’re still eating, and there’s plenty of food. You can tell Claribelle that you had to keep an eye on us to make sure we got there in time.”

Rose shook her head at me. “You are all conspiring to make me fat, feeding me like this.” She did sit down, though.

After some introductions to the other sirens, we finished our lunch and followed Rose back to the shipping office. This time, we didn’t go to Claribelle’s office, but to a meeting room that was more than large enough to hold us. A massive table dominated the space and while everyone else was finding their seats, I joined Claribelle and a middle-aged man at the front of the room. He had a head of the trademark blond hair, though it was mixed with some grey, and had the body shape I’d expect of the man who ran the business. A little hefty and soft, but wrapped up nicely in a professional looking outfit of tailored trousers and tunic, giving him a distinguished air.

I put my hand out to the man. “Hi, I’m Gar.”

He did a double-take, something I was well used to and totally over since I got to this world. He recovered quickly from thinking he was meeting with Kael Serus and shook my hand. “Ryland Glyngar. A pleasure to meet you. Shall we get started?”

We all sat and Ryland put his hands in front of him on the table. I noticed off to the side that Rose had stayed and taken a seat along one wall. Good for her. I hope they’re including her in more meetings like this. She’ll be running the place in a few years.

“First,” Ryland said, grabbing my attention, “I would like to thank all of you for what you did yesterday. We occasionally have monsters trying to get through the wall, but the way it was described, our guard force wouldn’t have been able to handle the situation. That giant monster with the horns would have been beyond us. I’m assuming its hide was tough enough that arrows couldn’t hurt it?”

“Yes,” I told him. “Arrows, swords, even my double-bladed halberd couldn’t get through its skin.”

“Yet you found a way to harm it and make it flee?”

“I…did.”

Tip interrupted. “He stabbed it in the⁠—”

“Tip.” I said it with as much threat in my voice as I could. He wisely shut his mouth.

Ryland laughed. “Don’t worry. I got the account of the battle. From one in a prime location, no less.” He gestured to Rose, who blushed. “Quite innovative thinking. You battle with monsters often?”

I shrugged. “Monsters, people, beasts. It seems to happen a lot.”

“It’s what we do,” Tip said. He flinched when I turned my head to look at him. I didn’t think I had a sour look on my face, but maybe I did. I hadn’t meant to spook him.

“Yeah,” I agreed, giving Tip a smile. “It’s kind of what we do.”

“Which brings me to the point of this meeting,” Ryland continued. “As I said, we appreciate you doing what you did. We are in your debt.”

“We didn’t do what we did to be paid or gain favor. I don’t expect anything for what we would have done anyway. There are a lot of people in the Harborage and if those monsters got through, some of them were going to be hurt or killed.” I sighed. “Listen, why don’t we forget about what happened with the monsters? I’m not one to hold something like that over someone else’s head. Just talk straight with me and I’ll do the same.

“As I told Claribelle yesterday, we are hunting Aeyr. Have been for months, since he sent his umbrenix after me and killed my best friend. If you didn’t know he was back…well, surprise! We’ve been all over Valorae, killing his captains, monsters, and minions. We’re getting closer to finding where he’s hiding, and we need to get to him to finish him off. All these problems with mutated monsters, strange magic, even holes in the air—have you seen those yet?”

“We have. Once.”

“Ah. So, yeah, all of those problems are because of Aeyr and how he’s affecting the balance of magic in the world. When he reveals himself to everyone, it’s going to be like it was before. He’ll kill a lot of people and try to take over the entire world. I don’t think that’s something most people would like.

“We simply need a way to get to the big island Dorecalia. I don’t know what we’ll find there. It could be a clue to where to go next or it could be that we find Aeyr there. We’re not sure, though I seriously doubt Aeyr will be waiting at the shore for a ship to visit. We’re not asking anyone else to join us on the island or to risk themselves. It’s merely that we need transportation.”

Ryland steepled his fingers and tapped his lips, humming softly. “I understand. I’m glad you understand our concern. Sailing these waters is dangerous at the best of times. It’s why we’re the only shipping company who does it. We’ve been doing so since my mother blazed the trail, so to speak, all those years ago. Your guarantee that you don’t want to involve our personnel in making landfall does ease some of my concern, but not all.”

Claribelle chimed in. “The circumstances of a journey make a lot of difference, you must understand. People have tried in the past to charter our ships for illegal activities, smuggling or evading the tax authorities, and we have declined to do business with them. We would not like to have a sea battle because we took a charter to ferry you to the island.”

“I don’t expect something like that to happen, but I also didn’t expect to stab a gargantuan monster in its nuts yesterday, either. I have no idea if Aeyr has a navy, though if he did, you would no doubt have seen some of his ships before now. I’m afraid I can’t give you any guarantees about what will happen, simply because we don’t know. All I can do is promise to keep your people as safe as we can and not to involve them in any fighting.”

Ryland and his mother shared a long look. Finally, the old woman gave him a slight nod.

The leader of the shipping company cleared his throat. “Having a ship damaged or destroyed isn’t something I am comfortable with, though as I said, just doing business here is something of a risk. But I can’t ask my captains and crew to do this job. Ordering men into what might be a very dangerous situation is not something I’m comfortable with.”

I heaved a heavy sigh and opened my mouth to thank them for their time.

“But,” Ryland said, “I could allow one of my captains to use a ship if he volunteered to take the job, along with volunteer crewmen.”

Rose, struggling to keep a smile off her face, got up from her seat and opened a different door from the one we came in through. A moment later, Zane Glyngar swaggered in and sat down at the table.

Ryland turned back to me with a wry smile. “We have some conditions.”
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After almost another hour of discussion, we settled on the details to charter a ship. Surprisingly, the easiest part was the price, which was well within our capability to pay after collecting so much gold and expensive items from Aeyr’s minions. I thought we were done, but Ryland tacked one more condition on at the end.

“Also,” he said, “Rose is going with you.”

I thought I heard him wrong. Surely, I must have heard him wrong.

“What was that?”

“I said that Rose will accompany you. She’ll help Zane and be our representative.”

I rubbed my temples. “You just spent over an hour talking about how dangerous the trip was, that you wouldn’t make anyone go but would rely on volunteers.”

“I did. Rose was the first to volunteer, even before Zane. Are you implying that the voyage is too dangerous for her?”

Fuck. He had me there. If I said yes, we’d go back to square one. I’d told him the truth, that I didn’t think the crew would be at risk any more than their normal trips. Maybe I was just a chauvinist asshole, but I didn’t think so. I think it was more that I had already decided I liked the young woman and I couldn’t stand the thought of putting her in harm’s way, even if it was unlikely it would be too dangerous.

“No. I just…I don’t know. Rose likes her books and she is so content in the office. I don’t want her to have to be uncomfortable on a ship and…”

Claribelle barked a laugh. “Gar, how many times have you sailed on a ship?”

“In this world? I haven’t.”

The old woman cocked her head at me, obviously confused about my reference to this world, but ignored it for now. “Rose has been off and on ships since she was seven years old. She’s been to many of the islands and she’s made the journey to the south—the Aesturith Kingdom and Zixuris—many times over. Not to put too fine a point on it, but she’s more prepared for this trip than you and your companions are. Unless there is some danger you haven’t told us about.”

Well, shit. Now I really felt like a dick. “No. I told you the truth.” To Rose, I said, “I’m sorry if I underestimated you, Rose. I didn’t mean to insult or minimize you in any way. You really want to go?”

She smirked. “I do. Besides, someone needs to keep track of Zane. He’ll spot a sea dragon and decide to follow it to adventure if someone’s not there to slap the side of his head.”

For some reason, Coralei twitched at that, but I didn’t pay it much attention.

“Fine. I welcome your presence and your help. And I hope to learn something about sailing from you. I have no idea what to do until we get to the island.”

She gave me an ironic curtsy. “I’ll do my best to whip you into shape, too.”

We ended the meeting by shaking hands with the shipping company personnel. Zane’s smile hadn’t dimmed the entire time we were talking. He was nearly dancing from foot to foot.

“I’ll have a crew ready, don’t you worry,” he said. “Meet me at the dock in the morning.”

I smiled at how excited he was. “Will do. Oh, about our⁠—”

“I’ve already made arrangements to board your horses here in the Harborage,” Rose said. “We can load them onto the ship, but since we’ll be setting anchor and rowing you ashore in longboats, we can’t get them onto land, so there’s no use in bringing them.”

“Damn, you are good. Thank you.”

She shrugged. “It’s my job.”

We headed back to the inn, discussing our arrangements.

“I like her,” Keli said, sliding up next to me and rubbing her shoulder on me. “I’m glad she’ll be going with us.”

“She’s very competent,” Lirien agreed. “I have a feeling she can take care of herself.”

Brin squeezed my hand, which was clasped with hers. “I, too, believe she will be a good addition to the party.”

I stopped and turned to my moonwisp.

She chuckled. “The expedition party, not our party. She will no doubt be useful in making sure the trip runs smoothly. Zane seems competent as well, though perhaps a little too headstrong and interested in adventure. She will temper him, restrain him, if necessary.”

“Oh.” That’s all I had to say. At first, I’d thought she meant…

Tyra made a squealing sound as we approached the inn, interrupting my thoughts. The hot goblin sprinted forward and collided with a figure standing by the door.

A figure in a pale green chiffon dress.

“Ooh!” Tyra said. “Qamara. You’re back.” She proceeded to wrestle with the taller woman, looked for all the world like she was trying to squeeze all the blood and air out of her.

Of all people, Sariel was next in line. Then came Brin, Keli, Cea, Lirien, Dayra, and Tip. Coralei waited patiently until everyone but me greeted the alari prophetess, then she hugged the woman as well. Which left only me.

I locked my eyes with the pale tan orbs of my first friend in this world and swept her into a hug and a kiss.

“Qamara. I’m glad you’re safe, and that you’re back with us. I missed you.”

“Hello, Garfield. Thank you. I have missed you as well.”

“How did you know we were here?” When she quirked a perfect eyebrow at me, my face burst into warmth. “Oh, right. Stupid question. Come on. Let’s go in and sit down. No use standing out here.”

“Are you not going to ask me how my tasks went?” she asked.

“I…I…can I?”

“You may. In fact, as I promised, it is time for me to tell you what I could not before. That is, if you would like me to.”

The thought that this might be a test ran through my head, but I rejected it immediately. Qamara didn’t play games like that. I held her at arm’s length, my eyes drilling into hers. “Are you saying it’s time? Time for us to know what you’ve been up to and why you couldn’t tell us about anything you were doing when you left us before?”

“Yes. It is time. We have suffered enough and keeping secrets is no longer necessary. Most secrets, anyway.”

I pulled her into another kiss, then surprised her by sweeping my arm under her legs to lift her into a princess carry. Brin was already there to open the inn’s door and I walked in carrying the beautiful alari woman, the smile on my face so wide it hurt.

“Are you going to tell us about your tent?” Tip asked. Rex jumped up and down at his side as we searched for an empty table in the common room.

“Not right now,” Qamara answered calmly. She took me picking her up in stride, though her pale cheeks were slightly red. “Perhaps later. My tent—should I have a tent or know what it is you are referring to—is not important at this moment.”

“Awww. I have a bet with Cea about it.”

The gremlin girl gave him a flat look, but she couldn’t keep a straight face when dealing with Tip. Like always. She giggled, but didn’t deny the bet.

I really wasn’t interested in Tip’s antics at the moment, not in the face of Qamara telling us just what the hell was going on with her and all the mysterious tasks she sporadically left us to perform. Finding a large table tucked into the back of the common room, I set the prophetess down in a chair and took the one next to it.

“Is this okay?” I asked her. There was a fair amount of space around the table, but we were still in the common room. “Actually, hold on.”

A few words and some gold coins later and I swept Qamara up again and headed up a short flight of stairs to a private dining room. Before going in, I checked to make sure everyone was present. My eyes landed on the Dragonfish and Irinia.

“We’ll go back to the common room,” Vivia said. “It seems like you’re going to talk about subjects strangers shouldn’t know about.”

Qamara put a hand up. “No, Vivia Tovinar. You and your companions are welcome. You have fought and bled with my family and I would not hide this information from you, especially if you will be traveling with us for a time.”

I blinked at the black-haired siren. Tovinar? Is that her last name? I’d never heard the full names of the Dragonfish women I’d, like Qamara said, fought with and bled with. It reminded me that the alari woman knew way more than I did, about pretty much everything.

“You heard her,” Coralei said. “Come on, you four. I hope you understand what an honor this is.”

The three Dragonfish and the scout all snapped salutes at the queen.

Once we settled into the dining room and closed the door, all eyes went to Qamara. Many of us in the room had been waiting for some kind of explanation for months. Not that we were desperate for her secrets, though. It was more that we all felt the pain and worry of Qamara leaving the safety of the group, carrying on activities we had no idea about, but that were undoubtedly dangerous. Especially when those umbrenix came for her in the Aesturith Kingdom, it tore me apart every time she left us.

But now that was done. She would tell us why she had to leave, and she’d already promised this would be the last time. Now all that remained was to hear about what could make her take the risks she’d been taking.

Though the prophetess was never anything but cool and composed, I could see some cracks in her façade. Just a little, but enough to know she was terrified. Her eyes, dilated and occasionally darting around her, her hands clasped below the table, her left leg vibrating as if it wanted to bounce.

I leaned over and kissed her cheek, then took her hands in mine and kissed them, too. I tried repeatedly to find something to say, but decided words would only make things messier. My actions would have to do the job.

She forced a weak smile at me and took a breath. “I must tell you a tale. It will provide background that you will need to understand what I reveal afterward. Some of you are historians, but I do not believe you have heard what I will say. Pardon me if I delay or have trouble explaining clearly. I…”

“It’s fine, Qamara,” I said softly. “Take your time. Tell us whatever background or tales you want to. We have the rest of the day and all night, if necessary. We all love you and appreciate you sharing with us.”

“Ah,” she said. “Yes.” She cleared her throat, and I handed her a cup of water. She nodded her thanks and took a sip. “One thousand years ago, the alari were at the height of their—our—power. We had successfully accepted our role as the preeminent race on Valorae and had settlements not only in what is now Olliaran but also in Sauvaxera, with a few even scattered in other parts of the world. The change of power was smooth, our relationship with the former Osgoth Empire strong.

“The capital city of the alari was called Akaideisen, which roughly means ‘Gods’ Glory’ or ‘Glory of the Gods.’ It was a wondrous place of magic and beauty, and it promised peace and happiness for not only the alari, but the other races sharing the world.” She glanced at Dayra and Lirien, sitting together, then at Cea. “You may have heard it referred to as Iomalphas. ‘Malphasar’s Seat.’”

Cea was the first one to gasp, but Dayra followed her in half a breath.

“Yes, you have heard of the city, no doubt wondering if it truly ever existed. It did. I will not spend time telling you details on how history was…manipulated to erase the city. For now, you will have to accept my words that it was truly the capital, the height of alari civilization.

“Soon after King Malphasar began his reign, there was a time of turmoil. Several prominent figures, some from the highest and most noble of families, began to study forbidden magic. Magic that could tear at the very heart of the balance of the world.

“The king assigned dedicated forces to search out these individuals and end their activities. But by the time they were known, it had been decades, and some had developed truly frightening power. None so much, however, as the ability to siphon off the very life of others.
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“Of course, all know of Aeyr. The Ever-Hungering. The All-Engulfing-One. He is known by what he became some three centuries later, by how he nearly conquered the world. But during this time of which we speak, he was not the all-powerful demigod for which he is now known.

“Aeyr the man had a rare magic, one that allowed him to draw energy from other things, but none so powerfully as people. His gift was not what defined him, however. What did that was his intellect, his drive, and his capability of doing whatever was needed to fuel his ambitions.

“It was not something he was born with but rather developed over a long period of time. In that time, he studied everything he could, occasionally took teachers, and engaged in torture and other methods to wring from the world the technology to magnify what his magic could already do.

“Obviously, he was too clever to be found out, either by the king or his forces, or even by his family. So it was that he slowly gained knowledge, understanding, and power. In fact, his power and influence was so great, what is called the Malphasic Era, after the king, phased out and the start of what historians call the Aeyric Era began, only to end with the Selontic Era, named for the final alari king.

“In all that time, nearly two hundred years, Aeyr kept his activities hidden. Mages knew something was happening in the world because of the magical imbalance, but it wasn’t until Aeyr was ready to fight in the open that what he had been doing became clear.

“It was a bit of happenstance that revealed him completely, perhaps too early for his plans to have been solidified. That small miscalculation was the tiny foothold the alari as a nation used to eventually defeat Aeyr. But I am skipping through time.

“Aeyr has always been a supreme planner, no less now than in the past. On his own timetable, he would reveal himself when his power was at its highest and there was little or no chance of the world resisting him. He worked to corrupt or outright destroy any powerful influences that might stop his ascension. But he made a mistake.

“That mistake was underestimating his brother. Aqamar was just as clever as Aeyr and he knew his brother as well as himself. He’d noted how Aeyr had changed over the decades. They were small deviations, actively worked on by Aeyr to keep from being found out, but his brother began to suspect Aeyr was doing dangerous things.

Aeyr’s brother, in an elaborate scheme to find out what his Aeyr was doing, risked himself and infiltrated a stronghold no one knew existed, a fortress history has forgotten. There, he found the evidence he needed. He brought the matter to his father, the family patriarch, and to the king himself.

“In a twist of fate, Aeyr found out about his brother and fled his fortress to another secret location, therefore evading the literal army sent after him. But he had been revealed, along with records and accounts of many of the heinous things he had done.

“Thus started the war against Aeyr, earlier than he himself had anticipated. It took nearly another hundred years until the Shadowstalkers were created, in large part made up of those of Aeyr’s now-disgraced family. Many heroes sprang from the family, but no heroic acts could erase the taint to the family that Aeyr had become. In the end, Aeyr’s brother died in combat with Aeyr himself when he and his Shadowstalkers found the demigod in a desolate area in Sauvaxera.

“It is said that Aeyr stared at the body of his brother for some time before fleeing the area, not even deigning to finish off the handful of Shadowstalkers left there, injured and unable to put up any offense. Thus ended the heroic life of Aqamar Enorana, to his brother. Aeyr Enorana.”

Qamara paused, her trembling hand bringing the cup to her face, but not able to control it to her lips. I steadied her hand and helped her take a sip, my eyes locked on her glimmering orbs.

I didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know if I should say anything. The room was totally silent, quiet enough that I could hear the whisper of the candle flame on the table and the harsher sound of the wall lamps. I wasn’t the only one at a loss.

Fucking hell. Aeyr is her family?

I missed Qamara setting her cup back down, too inside my own head. She began speaking again.

“History tells us how few of the Shadowstalkers remained after they’d killed all the umbrenix and—supposedly—Aeyr. You can imagine what that meant for the house of Enorana. We had been in the top handful of noble houses before our errant son brought us to ruin. Those mages who spent their lives, burning out their magic to create the Shadowstalkers and the spell to inhibit Aeyr? Most of them were my family.

“I was named after Aqamar himself. Of course, I was born long after the events of Aeyr’s rise and his fall, but the backbone of my family, what little remained of it, was our deep shame and dishonor at birthing such a monster. Every single Enorana, of which I’m not sure any other are living currently, has been trained from infancy for one thing: to destroy the one who turned our family into a weak string of pariahs. For we knew, almost since the time he was reported to be destroyed, that Aeyr still lived. Well, perhaps not known, but highly suspected.

“I have one goal for my life, and that is to see the end of Aeyr Enorana, erasing all vestiges of him from the face of Valorae. My frequent tasks have been related to that objective. So, too, is it easy to see why he might send his minions after me. Victory was snatched from him before by our family and he is nothing if not careful. That is why I say I fear no other member of my family lives. While he has been carrying out his other plans, he has ever been hunting us, even as we hunt him. Rather, his minions have. He has been indisposed, concerned mostly with increasing his power.

“As I said before, Aeyr is clever and he is patient. Gar, you have said more than once that he is waiting until he has the power to completely overpower any opposition. That is true. It is also why I agreed to facing him as soon as we could. I did not know if he was present in the fortress in the north, but I had hoped. I have a suspicion that is the very fortress where Aqamar found out Aeyr’s plans. It is imperative that we find him before he is ready to show himself to the world, for when that happens, I fear we will be too late to stop him. I can only pray to the gods that he is not so already.”

Qamara slumped in her chair, looking exhausted. “In the beginning, when I first became acquainted with Gar, and with each of you, I had hoped I could manage my mission alone, without involving you. Especially when I developed affection for you, stronger than any family I have ever known, I wanted to keep you away from searching for the Hungerer. Alas, I know now that I am not sufficient for the task. I need your help. Rather, I need to offer my help to you. I have failed in the only task of my life, but I may be useful yet.

“I ask that you forgive me for leaving you to search for information. To hunt Aeyr alone. I did not wish you all to die in a problem of my making.”

“No,” I said, probably a bit too forcefully. Qamara winced at the sound. I continued in a softer voice. “No. Not of your making. That stuff happened long before you were born. You’re not responsible for those events. I understand your family’s honor and all that, but you have done nothing wrong. I wish I would have known this earlier, that I could have helped you or at least begged harder for you to stay with us, but we know now.

“If you have more information, you can share it with us. We’ll also tell you everything that’s happened to us, though you usually seem to know most of it without our commentary. The main thing is that you’re back with us, Qamara, and have promised not to leave us again. We’ll find Aeyr, we’ll destroy whatever plans he’s got going, and we’ll kill him. For good, this time. After that, we’ll see if we can find more of your family so they can be at our wedding. And we will have a wedding, Qamara Enorana. We’re going to be together for the rest of my life.

“Now, let’s discuss some of what you’ve learned, how we can help each other, and what we might find when we get to the island of Dorecalia. I’ve had it with running around searching for ghosts. We’re getting close, I know we are. With you back with us, there’s nothing we can’t do.

“Oh, but before all that, come here.”

I pulled the beautiful alari prophetess into a hug, kissing her neck and rubbing her back. She sunk into me, her entire body trembling. “I love you,” I whispered into her ear, and listened to her soft sobs and shuddering breaths.

The rest of those around me stayed completely silent for at least ten minutes, until Qamara pushed herself away from me. Her eyes were a little red, but she was still as gorgeous as ever. No sooner had there been space for it than Brin took over, speaking softly in Qamara’s ear, kissing the side of her face, and holding her.

It was a déjà vu thing, with each person taking turns embracing the alari woman. Even Rex got in on it, rubbing against her leg. Coralei, hardly knowing Qamara, also offered a long hug, saying something to her I couldn’t hear.

When all the hugging, crying, and consoling was done, Qamara sat in her chair with a dazed look on her face. Poor thing.

“Why don’t we eat something?” I suggested. “This is a dining room, after all, even if it’s private. I asked the innkeeper to hold off on sending one of the barmaids until I asked for them to come in, so let’s do that now. Maybe we should get some wine and ale, too. I think I could use something to take the edge off. What do you think, Qamara?”

“I agree with all of that.” She tilted her head and that mischievous smile she so rarely wore marched onto her face. “Perhaps while we eat, I will tell you about my tent.”
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The information about Qamara’s mysterious tent ended up being a case of anticipation being more powerful than reality.

“That’s it?” Tip asked.

Qamara grinned at the satyr, obviously enjoying his reaction. “That is it. My tent is an enchanted structure, allowing me to carry it in this small stone in my belt pouch. I can activate its magic and it will erect itself where I will it to do so. Then, I can instantly store it away again, provided nothing living is within it. It has no other magical capabilities. It is simply an item to keep the rain off me when I travel. My tent is one of the last remaining magical items I have.”

“I guess it is pretty cool,” Tip admitted. “I mean, having ready shelter in a moment’s notice does seem handy. Still, it’s like a magic trick someone just gave me the secret for.”

“Do not fret, Tiporian. I have some secrets yet. You do not know all there is to know about me, even if you now are aware of most of the important things.”

The mood shifted with Qamara telling us about her tent. I sat next to her and hung on every word she said as she told us about parts of her past, and we filled her in on what we had been doing as well. As the night progressed, conversation shifted to a slower pace and some of my companions grew tired. I was feeling it myself, after the emotional bombshell my alari prophetess had dropped.

I stared into Qamara’s eyes, knowing I needed sleep but not wanting to part from her just yet. I’d really missed the fair-skinned woman in the flowing green dress.

When Coralei grabbed Qamara’s attention to speak with her, Brin leaned in and whispered in my ear.

“You should take Qamara to your bed tonight. She is reeling still from her revelation and would no doubt appreciate some comfort. Besides, you have not seen her for some time.”

I pulled the moonwisp to me and kissed her. “I’ll talk to her. You can join us.”

She put her finger on my lips. “No. Better you concentrate on her alone. There will be time for the three of us later.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am.”

“Okay, fine. Thank you. I would like to have a little more time with her before we start on our sea voyage.”

As first Tip and Cea, then the Dragonfish, then Coralei said goodnight and headed to their rooms, I took Qamara aside and asked her if she would spend the night with me. She considered me, her beautiful light tan eyes locked on mine.

“Yes. I would enjoy that. My absence from you has been difficult.”

Those still remaining rose to their feet, as if by design, and I hugged and kissed my way through, saying goodnight to them all. I let them go ahead, waiting with Qamara until we were the last to make our way to the door. We’d only just passed through when I almost ran into Keliana, leaning against a wall.

“Can I join you?” she asked in her sultriest voice.

“Join…me?”

“Oh, don’t play coy with me. I could smell the anticipation from you two from across the room. Can I join you in your playtime?”

“N—” I only got that one sound out before Qamara calmly answered.

“Of course.”

I blinked at the alari.

Qamara put a hand to my cheek. “I do wish to spend time with you alone, Garfield, and I fully intend to converse with you and you alone on our journey, but I understood your invitation to mean you wanted some closeness and pleasure with me. It is how I feel, but you can correct me if I have made a mistake. If we are to join in pleasurable activities to gain a release from the tension of what I told you earlier and my abrupt homecoming, would it not be even more pleasurable with the addition of Keliana? I have long wanted to experience her. With you. If you would rather me pursue that at a different time, I would understand.”

Keli’s face split in half with a hopeful smile. I wanted some one-on-one time with Qamara, but that didn’t necessarily mean sex. I mean, I did want to feel her body tangled with mine, but those were two separate things. Sex with her and Keli, then individual conversations and interactions later would satisfy all my desires regarding Qamara.

“Uh, sure. If you want that, I would never say no.” Then I thought of Brin, who had excluded herself so I could focus on Qamara. I looked down the hall to find the blue woman already watching me. One shoulder raised in a sexy shrug and she smiled and winked at me. Then she kissed the air at the three of us and headed for Keliana’s room. Apparently, she was going to sleep there tonight. I so loved my moonwisp. I’d need to figure out when the next full moon was because I was going to blow her mind with what I’d do to her.

“So?” Keli asked, bouncing on her toes and looking at Qamara lewdly. “You’ll really let me be with you two?”

Qamara crowded the catgirl, pushing her against the wall with a hand on Keli’s chest. Then she leaned in and gave the assassin a kiss so hot, my dick twitched violently in my pants. The humming, moaning, liquid sounds the two made was enough to make me wonder if we could get away with fucking them right there in the hall.

Then they were done, and Qamara backed up a step. “Is that sufficient for an answer?” she said. “Or do you need further convincing?”

Keli licked her lips, her hungry eyes drilling into Qamara. “Let’s get behind a closed door, or I’m going to have you out of that dress in this hallway before you can speak again.”

I laughed at my catgirl thinking exactly the same thing I was. I took their hands in mine and pulled them toward the room where I had no doubt magic was going to happen.

The three of us entered the room with quick steps. I closed the door and set the latch. When I turned back to the two women, I found them standing apart and staring at each other. Almost like they were going to have a shootout or something. A sexy shootout.

Keli’s yellow-green eyes searched Qamara’s form, from her black hair and down her body shrouded in the wispy cloth to her short boots, then back up, drinking in every detail. In turn, Qamara’s tan eyes caressed Keliana’s body that was constricted by the tight leather of her full body suit, lingering on her hips, chest, bare arms, and neck.

Both women formed smiles that could have caused a roomful of men to put their hands in their pockets to adjust themselves discreetly. Keli’s tail flicked behind her, almost like she was stalking prey.

Exactly like she was stalking prey.

The two stepped closer to each other, the sudden sound of purring breaking the silence like a vase hit with a hammer.

“I have long admired your form,” Qamara said, stopping half an arm’s length away.

“And I have inspected the shape of your body through that magnificent dress of yours,” Keli responded.

Qamara licked her lips. “Oh? I would like you to inspect it more closely. Perhaps with more senses than your eyes?”

Keli’s purring doubled its speed and volume. “I’ve been hoping to do so. Do you like being licked?”

The way Qamara’s chin raised and her eyes slitted, it was like she’d already started to have an orgasm. The soft, slow exhalation strained the fabric of my pants.

The two closed the distance in an instant, wrapping their arms around each other and doing their level best to ram their tongues down the other’s throat.

My catgirl grabbed Qamara’s ass hard through her dress while the prophetess snatched Keli’s ear and rubbed it like she was trying to make it come.

“Mmmmm. Mmm-hmmmm. Mm-hmmm.” Mixed with her purring, Keli’s humming sent vibrations through the room, straight to my crotch.

Qamara’s answering moans only made it worse. “Nnnnngggg. Mmmmmm.”

I let the two do their thing as I reached down to straighten my cock, then pulled off my shirt. They could enjoy their foreplay for a moment, but then I was going to interrupt them. The two women were way too sexy for me to sit on the bench for long. I was ready to get in the game.

Surprisingly, it was Keliana who broke the kiss, backing up half a step while trailing her hand up Qamara’s hips and to the front where she tweaked the alari’s nipples. “Gods, I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time.”

“I would be lying if I said I had not as well.” Qamara glanced at me, then back at the catgirl. “Though at times I do like the feel of leather, I think I would rather feel your skin. May I?”

The assassin opened her arms wide and leaned her head back. “Please.”

“Garfield, would you like to help me unwrap our precious present?” The prophetess smirked at me.

I covered the three steps to the women in an instant, surprising Qamara with a hard kiss before turning to Keli and giving her the same treatment.

The catgirl wriggled, shifting her legs and moaning. “Uhhhhnnnng. Hurry and strip me. I’m so wet right now. Don’t make me soak through my leathers.”

I pivoted around Keli, letting my hands linger on her abs, sides, and lower back. “Qamara, will you get the clasps? I’ll peel her suit from back here.” I slapped the assassin’s tight ass. She probably didn’t even feel it with the leather covering her, but it’s the thought that counts, right?

Qamara did as I asked, but with a bit of flair. As she opened Keli’s sleeveless suit at a glacial pace, she kissed every inch of skin as it was revealed. Down her upper chest, between her breasts, and lower to her abs until she’d widened the space on the suit so she could put her tongue in Keli’s navel. All the while, the catgirl squirmed, hummed, huffed, and purred.

I got into the act, peeling the suit over her left shoulder and down her arm, uncovering the toned muscle of her shoulder and back. Taking a page from Qamara’s book, I kissed her newly naked flesh, but added something of my own. When I’d extracted her arm from the suit, I bit down on her shoulder and shook my head like a dog worrying a toy.

“Ooooooh.” Keli’s moan brought to my attention that Qamara had timed her own attack with mine. While I nipped at the shoulder, the prophetess had taken a mouthful of Keli’s breast and sucked it.

A cat tail lashed and slapped at my leg. I caught it and brought it to my mouth, biting down softly on the end.

“O-o-o-o-oh. Gods, Gar, Qamara. Get me out of this suit before you make me come. I want one of you—both of you—there to lick my juices.”

Fuck yeah! I released my catgirl’s tail and stripped her suit off the right shoulder and arm more quickly than I had the left side. Still licking up the center of her back and shoulder blade, I stopped to bite down on that one as well. I had to keep her motor revving, after all.

Speaking of her motor, Qamara seemed to be trying to determine exactly where Keli’s purring was coming from by using her tongue and lips as a divining rod. She licked up and down the catgirl’s chest and throat, pausing with her lips pressed against the skin, emitting a few moans herself.

While Qamara occupied Keli, I pulled the leather suit down further, being careful to ease her tail through the hole made for it. Revealing her perfect ass, curving hips, and spectacularly shaped and toned legs, I couldn’t help but to trail my tongue around the base of her tail. I took a mouthful of taut skin from her ass, clamping my teeth down hard enough to leave a mark before releasing her and slapping her ass where I’d bitten.

“Mmmm. Gar. Punish me some more. I’m a bad kitty, hunting after Qamara’s pussy like I am. I deserve to be held down and…well, I’ll accept whatever punishment you two deem to be…augh, Qamara!”

The prophetess had shifted to sucking hard on Keli’s right breast. I watched as she closed her teeth on the nipple and pulled back. Keliana’s head went back and her eyes rolled up. I hurried to pull her boots and the rest of her suit off. I didn’t want to miss what happened next.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Qamara released the nipple from her teeth and backed up to inspect Keli.

The catgirl assassin leaned back against me, trusting me to hold her entire weight from falling back and onto the floor. Her tail had gone rigid, sticking up behind her and bouncing off my arm. The loud sound of purring, a constant drone, vibrated the air and the sweet musky scent I recognized permeated the space.

I wasn’t the only one to detect it. To me, it smelled of freshly shampooed cat fur, but more than that. The sweet, underlying scent was reminiscent of Keli’s taste, which I could never get enough of. Like kiwi fruit that was not quite ripe, firm with a sour bite, but a sweet aftertaste. I was definitely going to taste it again before we were done.

Qamara inhaled through her nose. “That aroma!”

“Just wait until you taste her,” I said.

Keli swayed her hips. “Yes. Yes, taste me. I’m so wet.”

I swept Keli up into my arms and brought her to the bed, setting her down gently. She continued to gyrate, one hand threatening to go to her slit, but bunching in the blankets instead. I was a little disappointed, impressed by her willpower, and glad she was leaving it to us.

Qamara’s body slammed into me, trying to push me away to get to Keli, but I stood firm. I waggled my finger at her.

“Nuh-uhn. The rules.”

Qamara looked at me with irritation and confusion. “The rules?”

“Yep. No tasting the delicious catgirl pussy when you still have clothes on.”

The alari’s eyes narrowed at me, then shot to the wiggling catgirl on the bed, then back to me with pain in her eyes. She pulled her dress over her head, showing her thong barely covering her own junction and nothing else except her boots. “Fine, but you get no taste, either, while you still have your clothes on.”

She made a good point, so I raced her, stripping my own pants and underwear off as she doffed her boots and her tiny thong.

Standing there, almost face-to-face with me, Qamara smiled down at the rock hard shaft pointing up toward her head. She closed the distance between us and kissed me tenderly on the lips before wrapping her hand around my shaft.

And pulling it to force me out of the way.

I squawked, but the treatment hadn’t hurt. It surprised the hell out of me, but anytime I had the sexy alari’s hand on my cock, I called that a good day. Still, I had to chuckle as she knelt on the bed and fixed her eyes on Keli’s glistening folds. She’d outmaneuvered me and I couldn’t blame her for wanting the smoking hot catgirl.

Keli scooted up on the bed until her head was almost on the headboard, leaving enough room for Qamara to sit on her knees and hands to position her face to hover between the assassin’s thighs.

Qamara threw me a look over her shoulder. “I am sorry for my duplicitous ways, Garfield. Feel free to punish me…or reward me.” She shook her ass at me, showing off a tight asshole and wet set of lips. Then she put her attention on Keli. One hand went between the catgirl’s legs, a single finger sliding up her lips from bottom to top.

I only watched for another moment, long enough to see the shimmering of fluid on Qamara’s finger before she brought it to her mouth and sucked it.

“Oooooh, goddess. Keliana, you taste so good.”

“Rrrrrrr. Lick me, Qamara. I want to feel your tongue inside.”

Qamara leaned forward, pressing her body to Keli’s to kiss the catgirl. She whispered something I couldn’t hear and Keli moaned. The prophetess kissed down her neck, chest, and abdomen until she was poised above her sex once again. She dipped down to bring her mouth close, making her firm ass rise in front of me.

I paused only because I had to decide exactly how I would take advantage of the situation. I decided on giving the sexy alari woman something like what she was giving my catgirl.

“O-o-o-oh. Ungh. Yes-yes. Qamara, you tease me so well.” Keli’s body shuddered as the alari fingered her pussy while flicking her tongue on the surrounding lips. I could only see a little of it between Qamara’s legs, and even then, I was distracted by the pale, smooth flesh gyrating in front of me.

I took my time examining Qamara’s ass. I’d become well acquainted with it, but I could watch the sexy prophetess for hours as she flexed and jiggled, paying no attention to what she was displaying to me. The way she was working on Keliana with single-minded intensity only heightened the impact of the view before me.

The tight, puckered asshole stared at me with its starfish eye and the lips of her slit slid against each other as Qamara moved, glistening with her own nectar even as she was now dipping down to lick some of Keli’s. I wanted to stay there watching both women’s bodies moving, but I was ready to join the fun. To give Qamara a little distraction.

My hands slid along the sides of the prophetess’s hips, reveling in the soft pale flesh. Qamara didn’t pause in her task, but she did let out a questioning grunt as she felt my hands.

“Mnnn?”

I licked up the inside of her ass, following the line of her left cheek until I reached her hole. Then I pushed my tongue onto it.

“Nnnnnnnggggg.”

I loved the way she made the liquid sound without abandoning her servicing of Keli’s sopping slit. Definitely worth a reward. I grabbed the front of her thighs and pulled her hips back toward me, pressing my tongue even harder into her hole. The tip penetrated and Qamara’s ass wriggled and throbbed with her pleasure. Keli’s purring grew louder, as did her moans.

“Ooooooh. Raaaaaawwwwrrrr. What…what is Gar doing?”

I loved it when the assassin started making the growling cat noises. It meant she was getting close to climax. Of course, she wasn’t the only one. Qamara was deep between the catgirl’s legs, her tongue scraping the insides of her canal as she lapped up the fruity juices, but that didn’t stop her from grunting and moaning as she did it. I gripped her thighs hard enough that some of the skin oozed between my fingers as I rammed my tongue repeatedly into her hole.

“Keliana. Keliana! Eun senaya pora tuen anecta cresandar.”

Letting go with one hand, I slid a finger along her hot, wet slit, finding it slick and slippery. My cock ached to be inside her, but that would come soon enough. Right now, I wanted both women to come by tongue alone. Okay, maybe with the addition of a finger or two, but still…

I was pretty sure twerking wasn’t a thing in Valorae, but despite that, it was the only way I could describe what Qamara was doing as she tried to maximize the contact with my tongue. Once I slid it down to tickle her lips, she moved her hips perfectly to smear her pussy across my tongue and mouth. Opening my mouth wide, I sucked her lips in and tugged on them with my mouth. I may have used my teeth a little, too.

“Muh-uh-mmmuh-uh-mmmmmuuuuuhhhh.”

I had to close my eyes at Qamara breathing so heavily despite her tongue being rammed into Keli’s sex. The catgirl, for her part, answered with growls, her body thrashing so hard, it was making it difficult for me to keep hold of Qamara’s. I angled my head and pressed my tongue hard against the alari’s clit, tweaking my neck in the process, but it was totally worth it. A wave of fluid tasting of red wine with the bite of vinegar splashed over my tongue and I glugged it down.

The way Qamara’s body jerked was not lost on Keli, who fed off the energy and let loose with a loud, long screech like she was a cat in heat being nailed by a well-hung tom.

“Rrrrraaaawwwwwrrr!”

I had to renew my grip on Qamara to keep in place as the assassin’s body thrashed so wildly it almost knocked the alari off the bed. But it only lasted a minute or so before both women settled down from their first orgasms of the night.

Qamara darted up to give Keli a long, wet kiss, then turned on me immediately. As I sampled the taste of my catgirl Qamara had collected from both ends, said catgirl maneuvered herself to somehow get her mouth around my dick. She slurped it up and sucked while using that incredibly arousing rough tongue of hers to hit something like fifty nerve endings at a time. I moaned into Qamara’s mouth, grabbing one of her tits but missing to snatch at her arm with my other hand.

“You…” Keli panted after pulling her mouth off me with a pop. “…need to…fuck me, Gar. Right. Now.”

The assassin wasn’t messing around. She tore Qamara from me and threw her onto the bed, then crawled up against her to spoon the prophetess.

“Now, Gar,” Keli demanded. “From the back.”

On the mildest of days, Keliana was pretty forceful about wanting sex, but damn, what we’d just done must have really riled her up. She was taking no excuses. I knew better than to argue. Besides, who the fuck wouldn’t accept an invitation like that, demand or not?

I settled against the back of the sexy cat girl, her damp skin sliding as I spooned her even as she nestled herself against Qamara’s ass and back. She pulled her tail out of the way and I wondered why she was thinking clearly enough to be so considerate.

Then I realized that wasn’t it at all as she turned Qamara to face her, gripped one of her breasts hard, kissed her, and moved her tail toward the prophetess’s repositioned slit. I leaned over to watch as Keli was just able to reach the last few inches of her tail to swat at Qamara’s pussy with it.

My eyes crossed at the sight and thought of it, especially when Qamara started to huff her breaths into Keli’s mouth.

“Huh-uh-huuuuh-uh-huuuuh-uh-huuuuuhhhhhhnnnn.”

Keli pushed the tip of her now-wet tail in between Qamara’s lips and the alari woman’s eyes doubled in size as her mouth dropped open and her head slammed itself back into the blanket.

I couldn’t get my cock into Keli fast enough.

Slapping the catgirl on the ass—eliciting a sexy moan from her—I positioned myself as I spooned her and slid the head of my dick between her soaking wet, blazing hot lips.

“Yes, Gar. Yes! Like that. Fuck me hard while I do the same to Qamara. I want your cum overflowing in me.”

I understood. We were past soft and tender foreplay. Keli wanted to be straight-out fucked, and I aimed to oblige her. I thrusted my hips, ramming my rod deep into her.

“Ooooooooh.”

One of my hands went to her spectacular tits while the other fumbled for the right angle on her clit. I pumped her slowly, building speed and intensity. The slick, salty skin of her back tasted fantastic between my teeth as the slap-slap-slap of wet skin sounded between moans of pleasure. Closing my eyes, I could hear the softer sounds of slushing and slurping as Keli literally fucked Qamara with the end of her tail, pushing it in and pulling it out with her hand.

“Sie, sie, tuen espiro avoren aco mie,” the prophetess shouted. “Uh-huh-uh-huh.”

Keli’s body had mostly gone slack, occasionally pushing back when I pulled out halfway so my head dragged across the front of her canal. Each time it triggered her G-spot, little tremors shook both her body and mine. But she never stopped plunging her makeshift tail-dildo into the sexy alari.

Honestly, we lasted longer than I thought we would. From the second we got into position, I had been ready to explode. I held off, though, as did my two girls. I didn’t want it to end, and I think they shared that sentiment. Holding just on the edge of orgasm, I found it hard to speak. I tried to say a few words, but it was almost like I was naked in a snowstorm, stuttering and yammering until I finally gave up. I’d talk later. What I was feeling was too fucking good to waste my effort on words.

I threw a little hip rotation into a couple of my thrusts, just to hit slightly different nerves for both me and Keli, and that sent us both over the edge. Like it was planned, all three of us stopped in an instant, dangling on the precipice of orgasm. We didn’t breathe, didn’t make a sound, and even Keli’s purring paused for a couple of seconds.

“Aaaaarrrrrraaaaaawwwwrrrrrr.” Keli was the first to go, by about half a second. The sudden vigorous movement of her body and the sound she made, and I emptied like a gallon of jizz into her, pretty much at exactly the same time Qamara sucked in a breath and then let out something like five times as much air in an exhalation.

“Huuuuuhhhhhhhhhhhhn!”

I bit Keli hard on her upper back while stirring my dick around inside her, rejoicing in the wet slushes the action made. Qamara snatched Keli’s tail and sucked the end as if it were my cock. And Keli? She decided it was time to clean Qamara up. The catgirl tightened her ass and her internal muscles, then relaxed them and pulled away from me. She only gave me a wink over her shoulder before pushing Qamara down and licking her pussy so vigorously, she shook the woman’s entire body.

To my surprise, the catgirl’s magical tongue worked Qamara back into a frenzy.

“Yes-yes-yes. Keliana. Yes. Cresanto! Cresanto pedale emi! I…I…aaauuuuuggghhhh!”

“Damn,” I said, watching with interest. “Another one. Fuck yeah! Welcome home, Qamara. I love you both and am happy we’re together.”


Chapter
Forty



Istood on the dock with my companions, my eyes sweeping over every inch of the ship in front of us. I knew nothing about medieval sailing ships, but the thing took my breath away.

“It’s so big,” I said mindlessly, forgetting for a moment who else was around me.

“That’s what I always say.” Tyra said it so quickly, Tip was left with his mouth open, obviously about to make the same joke. I ignored both of them.

The ship was truly magnificent, a solid wall of timbers from my current vantage point on the dock, though I could see enough of the deck, the masts, and the bustle of the crew to appreciate this was truly an experience unlike any other I’d had before.

Three other ships moored at the docks were bigger, but with its three pole masts, gracefully sweeping prow, and shallower draft, the ship we’d be taking looked fast. That was a good thing.

Claribelle and Ryland stood nearby, Zane straight as a board and probably two inches taller than normal with how he puffed himself up in his pride. We’d met the three at Claribelle’s office only half an hour before. Surprisingly, when Rose let us into the reception area, Qamara was already there, walking out of the matriarch’s office. I’d given her a raised eyebrow, but neither she nor Claribelle bothered to explain.

Another mystery from my mysterious prophetess.

“Before embarking,” Claribelle said, bringing my mind back to the present, “I wonder if I might prevail upon you to do us one last favor?”

I turned to her. “A favor? What is it?”

“You see, the name of this vessel is Auryana’s Favor, coincidentally enough. Would it be too much to ask the esteemed moonwisp to bless her?”

Brin beamed at hearing the name. “I would be honored to do so. When we return to my goddess, she will enjoy hearing about it.”

“Y-your goddess?” Claribelle said. “I heard from some of her adherents that the moon goddess was…missing.”

“Yes, that was true. However, we found her and she is now in a safe place, recovering from…umm, being missing. We left her not a week past.”

Ryland goggled at Brin. “You left her. Does that mean you actually were in her presence. That you saw her face-to-face?”

Brin met eyes mine, a humorous cast in hers. No doubt she was thinking about how “in her presence” I had been. “Of course. I am her special servant. She is also very fond of Gar.”

My cheeks warmed. Thankfully, no one was looking at me. Well, except for Dayra, whose pale cheeks showed more color than mine probably did.

Brin stepped to the edge of the dock, reaching out to touch the side of the ship. I immediately positioned myself behind her, holding her around the waist so she wouldn’t fall as the ship bobbed in the water. After saying a few words, the blue woman cast her light spell, sending a glowing ball of illumination up over the ship to signify an end to the short ritual.

Zane grinned like a maniac. Claribelle put a hand on Ryland’s shoulder and sighed. Rose’s blue eyes found mine and the skin around them crinkled as she flashed a radiant smile at me.

“Thank you so much, Lady Brinawynn,” Claribelle said. “It is a great honor.”

“Please, call me Brinawynn, or simply Brin. Thank you for the opportunity. It is my pleasure not only to bless the vessel, but to travel upon it. May the goddess watch over our journey.”

I clapped my hands together and rubbed them. “Great. I guess we’re all set now. Thank you, Claribelle and Ryland, and of course, Zane and Rose. You don’t know how much your aid means. Not just for me and my companions, but for the world. I hope we can end our quest quickly and return safely to tell you about your part in eliminating the worst threat to Valorae in centuries.”

Claribelle bowed her head toward me and my friends. “We shall look forward to hearing about it. Zane, Rose, aid Gar. In any way you can and return to us safe and more experienced than you are now. Gar, we will keep your horses well until you return. Have no worries for their comfort. May the winds and the goddess’s favor be upon you.”

The crew was ready, and all we needed was to board the ship. In no time, we stood at the rail, waving to Ryland and Claribelle. My emotions were awhirl. It was the first ship voyage I’d taken, we were heading out into the unknown, we would—hopefully—find where Aeyr hid and finally confronted him, and I would miss our horses. Funnily enough, all of those things seemed to have an equal weight.

“They will be well,” Brin said, smirking at me. She always seemed to know exactly what I was thinking.

I hugged the moonwisp with one arm while doing the same with Qamara with the other as the crew pushed off the dock and our exploration of the Osgoth Isles began.

A couple of hours later, I was getting sick of watching the endless rolling of the blue-green ocean. It had been interesting to watch the Harborage grow smaller and disappear, but other than the occasional whale or pod of dolphins, the scenery didn’t change much. Sure, it was beautiful, but I’d soon started taking it for granted.

At least I didn’t get seasick. Tip and Tyra did, both of them availing themselves of a root I thought was ginger that Brin had handed them to chew. Even Rex seemed only to want to lie down and sleep, a contradiction to how he’d been when we had gone beneath the waves.

The sirens stood on the bow of the ship, staring into the depths of the water. I joined them, putting my hand on the small of Coralei’s back as I stood next to her. The breeze had her auburn hair streaming behind her.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“It’s interesting,” Vivia, the black-haired squad commander, said. “Seeing the ocean from the top like this is a new experience.”

I chuckled. “Do you want to jump in and race the ship?”

All five of the sirens swiveled their heads to look at me. It was the scout, Irinia, who answered.

“How did you know?”

“It seems logical. We’re skimming over the top of your home and with how fast you all swim, it’s natural. If I could move as fast as you do in the water, I know I’d be wanting to race.” I pointed to the side of the ship where three dolphins were doing exactly that, leaping out of the water and chittering occasionally in their play. “Like them. I’ve seen dolphins do that before and birds have fun flitting around in the air all the time. I think we all have it in us to frolic like that.”

Coralei kissed me on the cheek. “There is also the adventurous part of it. Though I understand when you say we are ‘skimming over the top of our home’ that you mean the water in general, we are far from our territory and don’t know what is below us. Are there interesting places there, perhaps even creatures or people we could encounter? It’s all very exciting.”

“Yeah, I guess I understand that. We’ll have some excitement, I don’t doubt, though it’ll be mostly on land. Even so, I’m so glad to have all of you with us. Thank you for sharing this journey with me.”

Deema loosened her blonde braid to let it fly in the wind. “Are you kidding? I’m always looking for a fight—in the air or in water. Even without this whole Aeyr thing, which is going to be a rush as it is, I wouldn’t miss the opportunity to fight monsters like this for anything.”

“And the company is good,” Ruiel added, pursing her lips at me.

The dolphins swimming alongside us suddenly started speaking all at once, insistent whistling and clicking directed toward each other. Then they peeled off the side and headed away from us to the right.

“I didn’t catch it all,” Coralei said, “but they spotted something. Something dangerous. We should⁠—”

That something bumped the ship and nearly threw me over the rail.

“Shit. What was that?” I lurched into motion, yelling for Zane as I did so. “Something just hit us. Are there sea monsters around here?”

The sirens stayed where they were, Deema going so far as to lean over the rail to find what was below the surface. I hoped to hell they weren’t going to go down there. Anything that could move such a big ship that much wasn’t something I wanted to deal with. Of course, I also didn’t want it to sink the ship.

My friends gathered on deck as Zane barked orders to the crew. The covers on the ballista-like contraptions mounted to several locations along the sides of the ship came off and the crewmembers scanned the water for whatever was down there.

“There!” Coralei shouted. She and the other sirens had spread out a little but were generally in the same place as before. They’d all retrieved their weapons from somewhere. That meant tridents for most, but Irinia actually had a bow and a quiver of arrows.

“I’ll be back shortly,” the queen said as she jumped up on the rail and dove toward the water. In midair, her legs transformed to her tail. She struck the water trident first and barely made a ripple as she disappeared.

Shit. I wondered if I should take one of the water breathing potions and join Coralei. I didn’t like the idea of her being down there alone, trying to fight whatever it was that nudged us. My imagination spun out of control, picturing a herd of sea monsters waiting for the opportunity to hit us all at one time, crushing the ship into kindling and dropping us all into the drink. That led to an image of Coralei being torn apart before the rest of us even caught a glimpse of the monsters that did it.

A fluorescent blue-green spine broke the water a hundred yards from the ship, but disappeared as quickly as it appeared. The water was so dark, it was hard to see the shadows underneath us, but whatever it was that showed itself was huge. A few other shadows cut through the water, but didn’t break the surface.

Suddenly, an area of the water boiled with underwater activity. It had to be two hundred yards across. I didn’t know what was going on, but I had one thing on top of my mind.

“Coralei!”

Like she’d been waiting for the call, the siren leaped out of the water, as high as dolphins I’d seen in shows at Sea World. Time slowed down for me as I watched the gorgeous woman as if she’d been launched out of a cannon. Her tail flicked twice, then melted and split. Tucking into a ball around her trident, Coralei turned a somersault in the air, then opened up just in time to land on her feet on the deck next to me. She slid before I caught her and held her close.

Before I could say anything, she spoke. “Wait for it.” Her incongruous smile gave me a little relief. Before I wondered if she’d lost her mind.

The boiling in the water continued for another half-minute before settling back into the calm, rolling waves they’d been before. The spine I’d seen before showed itself once again, more of it this time, and it tickled a memory in me. That color, the shape…

A massive blue and green head with glowing eyes and enough teeth to cause nightmares for a month burst out of the water.

“Jendawr?” I asked.

Deema punched the air. “See, I told you.”

The sea dragon grinned at me, if that was possible with her draconic face. She bowed her head to Coralei. “Greetings, little queen. Well met, Gar. Have no fear. I have eliminated the danger below.”


Chapter
Forty-One



“Stand down!” I shouted. I’d only paused a few seconds after seeing the kryrgish before I noticed two of the crewmembers manning the harpoon throwers swinging the weapons toward Jendawr. “Stand down. She’s a friend. Stand the fuck down! Zane!”

The two men looked to Zane, who blinked at me before raising a hand. “Yes, stand down, like Gar says. Cover the weapons again, then check for damage to the ship.”

The captain joined us where Jendawr was easily keeping pace with the ship. The rest of my companions moved toward me as well.

“Jendawr,” I said. “Greetings and thank you for your help. How is it that you’re here?”

“I accompanied the little queen and the others when they went to the place with the ships. We thought it not a good idea for me to reveal myself. Surface dwellers frighten so easily. I offered to accompany you for some time, in case you ran into…trouble. In truth, I haven’t explored this area for centuries and was curious about how much it has changed. Serolani is wonderful, and we have been happy in our caves, but I needed a little break from things. The brief fight was welcome. It’s been too long since I have visited places away from my home. Once my children are a little older, we will likely explore more.”

“That’s wonderful. Thank you so much for your help. Are you going to stay with us for our entire journey?”

“Perhaps. It depends on how long that is. I cannot stay away from my young ones for too long, though Serolani is watching them for me. I will inform you if I must leave. Until then, you need not fear any attack from below. There are few things that can pose a threat to me.”

I laughed. “I know that well. Let us know if you need anything. I can’t wait until we’re done and we can visit you and your children.”

“I shall look forward to it.” She bowed her head to Coralei again, then again to Brin. “Little queen. Esteemed moonwisp.” Her head disappeared back into the water.

Rose, who’d made her way to us as Jendawr and I talked, stood silently, her mouth moving but producing no sound. Her left knee buckled, and she started to fall, but I caught her and held her up.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Th-th-that was a kryrgish?”

“It was. Her name is Jendawr, and she’s ancient. Very powerful, too. Believe me.”

“I thought they were a myth.”

“Yeah, well, they almost are.” I looked fondly back at the ocean where the sea dragon had disappeared. “She’s amazing. She also has two babies that are adorable. They live in Coralei’s queendom right now.”

“Queendom?”

“Yep. It’s a wondrous place.” With the look on Rose’s face, I thought of something. “Tell you what. When we’re finished with all this Aeyr business, maybe we can arrange a visit?” Coralei nodded to me. “Sure, a visit. We have some potions that let us breathe underwater, and we know how to make more. Once we’re all done, would you like to see the magical underwater cities of the sirens?”

That was enough for Rose’s other knee to collapse. I laughed and picked her up in a princess carry.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I said.

Our route to Dorecalia was not complex. About twenty miles south of the harborage, according to the map Zane had shown us, were two islands. Aerilon, the smaller of the two, sat on the west, very near the mainland’s shore, while Enexen lay directly east of the other island. Our path went between them. Another twenty miles or so was Dorecalia itself.

In the afternoon, less than an hour after we lost sight of the edges of Aerilon and Enexen, pieces of another island appeared on the horizon as smudges.

“That’s Dorecalia,” Zane told me. “It’s much bigger than the two islands we passed, something like seventy miles from north to south and fifty from east to west. You’re sure you don’t know where on the island you need to go?”

“No. We only know there’s something there we need to find.”

The young ship captain scratched his head. “We can sail around the entire island and you can look for anything that may give you an idea. It’ll take us at least three days to do it, though. I haven’t been all the way around, only along the western side and across some of the southern edge. There are a number of smaller islands grouped down there. A large natural bay exists, at the southwestern part of the island. It's sheltered from the worst of the weather by another island at the mouth of the bay. If you don’t have a specific place to go, weighing anchor there will make for the easiest entry to the land. As you’ll see, there are a lot of rugged, rocky sections of the coast with a fair number of cliffs to navigate if you wanted to go ashore there.”

I valued the information from the young man. I appreciated even more that he didn’t try to bullshit me about knowing everything about the island, freely admitting he was unfamiliar with much of it.

“Have you gone ashore on Dorecalia?” I asked.

“No. My grandmother did, decades ago, but I don’t know anyone else who has. We have a few explorers who are systematically exploring and mapping some of the islands, but they haven’t gotten to Dorecalia yet. A few years ago, a small expedition set out to start exploring it, but they disappeared. There are a thousand ways to meet your end in this ocean. They were most likely lost in a storm or encountered monsters like we did earlier. They were in a ship smaller than the Favor.”

I swept my eyes over my companions, all of whom were there with me. “Well, what do you all think?” Rose, at the edge of the group, looked away from me when my gaze went past her. She even took a few steps back. “Don’t leave, Rose. That question was meant for you, too. You know more about this region and about sailing than the rest of us. What do you suggest?”

The blonde woman cleared her throat and raised her chin. “Unless you believe that what you might be looking for is close to the shore, circling the island will do nothing but waste your time. Though I would expect any camps or communities to be further in from the shore, if people interacted with those off the island, there might be a dock or at least a few buildings along the shoreline to indicate they’re here. Would those you search for want to hide their presence? If so, I would suggest taking advantage of the bay we know exists and going ashore at that location.”

I nodded. Rose was still shy about taking part in decisions, but when asked for her input, her knowledge and intelligence shone through. “Anyone else?”

“If Aeyr has a hideout here, it is unlikely there would be evidence easily seen from the ocean,” Qamara said.

Lirien waited while she scanned the others before speaking. “Going overland will be a lot slower than sailing to find a place and then going ashore as close to it as we can. Civilizations tend to grow up near the shore, both because of travel and to take advantage of fishing, but if we’re looking for a secret place, I agree with Qamara. I think we’d be wasting time sailing around the perimeter.”

“What about you, Tip?” I asked. “Any memories, information, or hunches?”

The satyr shook his head, a grimace on his face. “I got nothin’, man. Sorry.”

“No worries. Any feelings about what to do?”

“People smarter than me have already put in their opinions. I’m with them.”

“Right. Me, too. Unless someone has any objections, then, we’ll go for the bay Zane told us about and go ashore there. Does that work for you, Captain?”

The young man beamed at the title. “It does. We’ll be following the shore for twenty leagues or so once we reach the island, so we can look for any signs of…anything. If you’d like, we can anchor near the island overnight and only travel during daylight to give us a better chance of seeing anything. It’ll take nearly a day of sailing to reach the bay.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. I remembered that a league was about three miles, so it was sixty miles of shoreline. “Let’s get as far as we can before sundown, anchor for the night, and start again in the morning. If we find evidence of anyone, we’ll decide what to do. I’d hate to pass by what we’re looking for in the night and have to backtrack dozens of miles on foot to get to it. I guess we have our plans.”

My first real glimpse of the detail of Dorecalia came less than two hours later. We’d been heading directly toward a flat section of shore, according to the map Zane showed me, and we turned the ship to follow it. It might as well have been the mainland to me. For as far as I could see, the coastline stretched out with cliffs, trees, and the occasional beaches.

Forests dotted the island, but the density differed from location to location. I scanned the land and wondered if there were indeed any humans or other sapient creatures on it. Everything looked so pure, so primeval, I could see us wasting days or weeks trying to find evidence of anything at all.

If something like the hidden underground fortress was here and Aeyr was within, could we ever even find it? I hoped that between Lirien’s, Dayra’s, and Cea’s archaeological skill, Qamara’s, Brin’s, and Rex’s senses, and Keliana’s tracking abilities, we could find at least one clue. One that would lead us to others, and eventually to where we needed to be. There was also a chance Tip could receive a memory or other information through his magic. That was a lot of ifs.

We didn’t quite make it three more hours before the sun was setting and we had to weigh anchor near shore to wait out the night. It was during this time that Tyra found out something that would have tormented her had she known it when she was battling her seasickness.

There was a small forge on the ship, meant for repairs that might be necessary. After getting Zane’s permission, she disappeared into it and we didn’t see her again for hours at a time. We could only convince her to rest by pointing out that clanging away on the anvil all night would have woken everyone else.

In the morning, Zane had the crew up and ready to move as soon as we could see the shore well enough. For part of our journey, we accepted not being able to scan the coastline because of a heavy fog, but once it burned off, I was back to leaning on the rail, searching for something that would give us an indication of where to go.

“The bay is up ahead,” Zane called to me while I was still on my watch duty. I hadn’t seen anything to imply a camp or human activity.

The land gradually curved into a bay and then out again after several miles. As the captain had told me, an island lay in the southern part of the mouth of the bay, acting as a breaker for waves and storms. The crew brought the ship into a calm area between the island and the shore and dropped three anchors.

We’d made it to Dorecalia. Now all we had to do was to find out why the hell we were there.
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By the time we’d dropped anchor in the bay, it was late afternoon, so we decided to wait until morning to row ashore. We ate dinner in the captain’s large dining room that evening, as normal.

“So, you’re going to stay here and wait for us?” I asked Zane.

“Yes. We may go ashore to look around a little, maybe do a little hunting in one of the forests or get fresh water, but otherwise, we’ll be here until you come back or we run out of food.”

“How much food and water do you have?”

“Easily enough for two or three weeks. With fishing, hunting, and getting water from a river or stream, we can go even longer. You should be able to cover a lot of the island in that time. The forests don’t look too thick to impede traveling significantly.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I noticed that. Hopefully, it won’t be anything close to that long, but we’ll see. If we have to find ruins or something like we did back in Olliaran, it might take some work, but we can come back and let you know if it looks like we’ll be here for more than a week or two. Maybe you can go and resupply if necessary. I hope not, but we’re going in blind right now.”

“Understood. We’ll do whatever you need.”

After dinner, Rose approached me as I stood on deck looking at the stars.

“Hi, Rose. How are things?”

“I am doing well. I wanted to talk to you before you embark on your search tomorrow.” She took a slow breath, then let it out. “May I go with you?”

“Go with me? Go ashore, you mean, join us in searching the island?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Be assured, I will do as you say. I can work hard, will be an asset to the group. I have spent time in the forest, camping and living off the land.”

I smiled at her. “Oh, I believe it. You’re very competent and smart. It’s not that, though. What we’re doing, it’s very dangerous. I’m not even sure myself what we’ll encounter. Wild beasts and monsters, definitely, but maybe umbrenix and possibly Aeyr himself.”

“Umbrenix? You think you will find one of the shadows?”

“Nope. I don’t think I will find one of the shadows. I know that eventually, we’ll encounter dozens of them. We’re accomplished at killing them, but they’re still dangerous. I wouldn’t want to bring you into that.”

The blonde clerk stared at me, motionless. I thought I might have broken her.

Finally, she spoke. “You have killed them before?”

I scratched the back of my neck. “Yeah. The first thing I met when I entered this world was an umbrenix trying to drain my life force. I killed it. Since then, I’ve kind of made a habit of killing every one I’ve seen. I don’t know what the count is, but I’m pretty sure I’ve killed more than a hundred of them. We hunt them. Which is only fair because Aeyr has them hunting me, too. So, though I’d love for you to join us, I can’t let you do that. It’s just too dangerous. I will do what I offered before, though, and bring you to see the siren cities. After all this is over. Maybe Tergalidon, too, if you want.”

“Do you mean that you’ll show me where Tergalidon was? Are there ruins there still? I’ve read a little about the ancient nation and the city with the same name.”

I leaned in closer to her. “Can you keep a secret?”

She blinked at me, then nodded.

“Some of Tergalidon city has been returned to this world. Not only that, but over a thousand people who used to live in it are also back. I’ll tell you the whole story another time if you want, but let me just say that the three sectors in the city that are back are magnificent, as are the people living there right now. It’s where we left Auryana herself.”

Rose squinted her eyes like she was having a migraine, only further confirmed as she put her hands to her temples.

“He is telling the truth,” Brin said, joining us. “My goddess has temporarily taken up dwelling in the temple within the restored section of Tergalidon. I, too, would enjoy showing it to you after our tasks are complete. You have the disposition to appreciate the wonder of the city and of the etsolen people. I also agree that though you would be a fine addition to our expedition, I would not like to expose you to such danger. Please understand that this is not in any way an indication that we believe you unsuitable for the task, only that we promised your grandmother we would not subject you to extreme danger and we are bound to keep that promise.”

Rose’s head moved up and down slowly. “I understand. I am a fair shot with a bow and can use a shortsword to defend myself, but I am not a warrior. Thank you for considering my request. And yes, I would love to see the siren queendom and the ancient city of Tergalidon partially restored. I’ve dreamed of being a scholar and explorer, like Lirien, Dayra, and Cea. It would be a dream come true to see those places.”

“Great,” I said. “I can’t wait to show them to you. You know, if I survive finding and killing Aeyr.”

Rose laughed, but it trailed off when Brin and I didn’t share her humor. “Wait. You’re serious? Your quest is to find Aeyr, the thousand-year-old demigod, and kill him?”

“It is, though please keep that secret for us as well. Did you think I was kidding about how dangerous what we’re doing is?”

“N-n-no. I just didn’t think you were completely crazy, either.”

This time, I laughed. “Well, now you know for sure.”

I felt a little bad sending Rose off to bed with all that rattling around in her head, but she had shown she was discreet and reasonable and I really did want to show her a few of the wondrous places we’d visited. She reminded me a lot of my more scholarly companions and I could see her doing great things in the future, given a chance to expand her experience beyond simply being a clerk in a shipping office.

Brin kissed me after Rose left us. “She will do well. I believe showing her Tergalidon will change her life and lead to more happiness than she ever thought possible.”

“Yeah, me too. We’ve met so many exceptional people in our travels, even beyond those still with us. I’m so glad those umbrenix chased me to the edges of that slaver camp where you were a prisoner. I couldn’t have even taken the first steps on this path without you. Are you ready to get some sleep and get up early tomorrow? We’ve still got a bad guy to find.”

“Of course. I am excited to set my feet in yet another strange place with you, Gar.”

An hour after sunrise the next day, I sat in a boat, being rowed ashore by two crewmembers. Along with me were Brin, Qamara, Tip, and Cea. Gliding alongside the boat were the three Dragonfish, Irinia, and Coralei herself. The sirens had piled their gear in the boat and transformed their legs to tails as they all executed perfect dives into the water. I still wasn’t sure how their clothes worked, but it was a treat to see them in their natural element. Rex wasn’t too far behind. Zane and Rose stared wide-eyed at them.

I could only laugh as Coralei’s head easily kept time with the surges of the boat every time the crewmen rowed. “Showoff,” I told the gorgeous queen. She flashed me a smile, disappeared under the water, then shot up out of it to do a graceful flip before splashing down several paces in front of us. Rex imitated her, doing his own impressive, if lower, jump out of the waves.

We waited for the boat to return to the ship and bring the rest of our group over.

“Thanks,” I told the men. “We’ll see you soon.”

I’d told Zane that if it looked like we’d be gone longer than two weeks, we’d go back to the shore and flag them down so we could discuss what we’d do. That meant we were on a timer. I hoped it didn’t take that long, but on foot in a new place, especially an island as big as Dorecalia, it could easily take a lot longer.

I hitched my pack. “Anything, Tip? Qamara?”

The satyr shook his head at me. “I’ve still got nothin’, boss. It’s always been more of a feeling than an actual memory with this. I’ll let you know if something pops into my head.”

“I am sorry,” Qamara told me. “I have had no visions of this place. I will focus on sensing any magic in the area, however. At the moment, I feel nothing other than the normal background mana one would feel in any location. There is much life here, whether it be flora or fauna.”

She wasn’t kidding. Being closer now than when we were on the ship, I could appreciate the verdant forest. It wasn’t as congested as many of the places we traveled through, but there were definitely a lot of plants and trees. I heard birdsong over the sound of the waves lapping the shore at our feet as well, and caught a few flashes of movement in and around the trees. Small animals, but I was sure there were some larger ones around, too.

“Okay. I didn’t spot anything on our way south along the shore, so I don’t have a preference. Should we just pick a direction?”

Keliana sauntered to the front of the group and for a moment I got caught up and watching her hips sway. She waved a hand to catch my attention. “My face is up here, Gar.” That didn’t stop her from wiggling her ass in my direction. She gave me a throaty chuckle. “I can scout up front, see if I can find tracks. It’s the best I can do. Maybe our explorers can keep an eye out for signs of civilization or will sense something as we go.”

“If you find a river or stream,” Lirien said, “we can follow it upstream. If there’s any kind of settlement or camp, whether ancient or recent, it’ll be somewhere near fresh water.”

“Excellent point.” Dayra winked at her friend.

I was so happy with how skilled and smart my companions were. There wasn’t much of anything I could imagine we couldn’t handle between us.

It almost felt like we were out for a leisurely stroll. The forest, though heavy in some places, still allowed us to get through without having to bushwhack or go too much out of our way. Enough space existed between the trees that our way was well lit and the temperature was pleasant, with a constant breeze from the ocean for the first several hours. I began to wonder if we’d find anything on the island and how long we’d be there, but it wasn’t even noon when Keli stopped us.

“Stay here for a moment. I want to check something.”

The catgirl disappeared for nearly half an hour. When she returned, she was smiling.

“Come on. I found a faint trail. It led to a river and paralleled it for a time. It’s too good a lead for us to ignore. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

Tip mumbled something I couldn’t hear that made Cea slap his arm and giggle. I wasn’t going to ask, having long ago realized never to ask about anything Tip said that in any way involved the words “get lucky.”
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“What is it?” Garfield asked.

Qamara looked at him, but he did not say anything further. They were all hunched down in some thick undergrowth in the forest they’d been traveling through for the last day and a half. Looking at…something.

“A farm?” Brin guessed.

It did look like a farm, but it also didn’t. Carved out of the forest on relatively flat land, a group of buildings huddled together as if for warmth. Or safety. No large fields surrounded the structures, which Qamara would expect if it were a farm, but from the glimpses of animals moving within the buildings and some enclosures closer to the middle, it could have been some kind of ranch.

“Has anyone seen any people?” Garfield squinted at the compound, but Qamara could only see creatures on four legs. They looked like cows or buffalo or something similar. No people, however.”

Sariel scooted up and nudged Garfield to the side a little. “I do not like the look of it. Why would someone keep such animals if they had no way to feed them?”

Tyra shrugged. “Maybe they let those creatures out to eat the plants of the forest. They could be raising them as food. You know, fatten them up on forest plants, then slaughter them for meat when they get bigger.”

Garfield scratched his chin absently. “Yeah, maybe.”

The group had followed the trail signs Keli had found and ended up finding the place they were currently looking at. The river was a short distance away. This was the first significant evidence of of civilization they’d seen on the island. It was not what Qamara had expected. She’d thought they would find some kind of ruins or expedition camp, or something similar.

“There could be other settlements or farms nearby,” Brin whispered. “Perhaps they grow vegetables and grains, providing food for these beasts.”

Lirien nodded, her long ears flapping. “I was thinking the same thing. We should go around, see if we find other trails and follow them. It’s obvious this is not some isolated place. It wouldn’t be sustainable. Not unless the owners are beastkin that eat only meat.”

Qamara nodded. That could be correct. She I hadn’t even thought of that. Maybe it wasn’t even beastkin. It could be monsters keeping a herd of animals for meat.

After skirting the ranch, Keliana easily found other tracks and the rest of the party followed her for the next several hours. As predicted, they did find a farm. It was set off farther from the river, but it had fields of vegetables and grains. The place sat empty, though. No people and no livestock were in evidence, yet it didn’t look abandoned. It was well kept, not overgrown.

From the farm, the road continued on the other side, threading through another section of forest. After deciding to stop for the day before following it, the group traveled a mile into the forest, away from the road and farm, and set up camp. Already, with the ranchlike property and the farm, there was more on the island than Qamara had expected. The road continuing on was wider, better maintained than the portions they’d seen already. Something significant lay in that direction. Qamara agreed with the decision to pass the night in the forest and begin their exploration anew the next morning. Exploration by daylight would be the superior choice.

The next day, Qamara fingered the hilt of the knife Tyra had given her—had made for her—as the group hugged the side of the primitive road they’d found. She was no tracker, but even she could see some of the faint marks left from wagon wheels. It had been some time since a wagon or cart had traveled the road, but they had done so.

Cocooned by her friends, the prophetess didn’t need to scan the surroundings for hazards, but she did. That wasn’t what took the larger portion of her focus, though. The magic did that.

She couldn’t quite figure it out. There was a touch of Aeyr’s signature within the ambient power of the place, easily recognized because of her family affinity, but it was faint. Not enough to make mention of it, not until she was able to decipher what the other types of mana and residual magical traces were on the island.

One thing was a certainty: this was no uninhabited island. That was clear just from what they’d seen so far, but since they had been in proximity to the structures, and now this road, she’d been detecting more and more strange flavors in the ambient mana.

Garfield had asked them to remain silent unless speaking was absolutely necessary, so though she desired to tell him what she’d sensed, it could wait. She merely wanted to communicate to him as much as possible, to prove to him—and herself—that she wouldn’t keep secrets from him any longer. Not many, anyway.

Keliana’s hand went up ahead of Qamara and the entire group froze where they were. The cat woman gestured vigorously to the forest and provided the example, ducking into the undergrowth herself. Once they all hid within, they waited. Soon, two riders appeared on the road. A human and a dog beastkin, both males, mounted on the most unlikely of creatures. The beasts were long and lanky, slender legs almost like a horse but with a more triangular head, like that of an oryx. Slim, straight—or slightly curved—horns protruded from their heads, though there were two or three on each side instead of only a single pair. On these particular creatures, the shaggy fur on their bodies was ragged, mixing with what looked like moss or lichen. Especially along their legs, all the way down to their claws—not hooves—the covering looked more vegetative than furry.

Qamara’s eyes goggled at them, noting details she thought would not mean to the others what they meant to her. She remained still and silent, of course, as the two riders passed at a leisurely pace, only trading a few words as they went.

Once the road had been clear again for several minutes, Garfield called the others to him and Keliana. Before everyone was arranged, Qamara blurted out what she was thinking.

“Veliosan. Those were veliosan, but not.”

The others stared at her quizzically. Brinawynn, thank the goddess, seemed to understand.

“You speak of the domesticated beasts called veliosan,” the moon goddess’s special servant asked. “I have never witnessed one. From what I know, they haven’t been seen for hundreds of years, thought to be extinct.”

“Yes, that is true. The most recent sighting I know of was around two hundred years ago. My mother made me a carving when I was very young and told me tales of the kind beasts. I carried that figurine around for some time, hoping I would one day see the creatures it depicted.

“However, these were not the veliosan that once roamed the plains and were pressed into service as mounts. Did you note the plant matter intertwined with the fur, the sallow faces, and the dark look in their eyes? These have been corrupted. They smell of the corruption we have seen before. The stink of the tainted, unbalanced magic.”

Dayra nodded along. “Yes, I have read they were gentle. Though not extremely fast when carrying a rider, they were strong and persistent. I’ve seen pictures in books. They appeared cleaner, their fur more lovely than what we just saw.”

“But what does it mean?” Sariel asked. “The riders seemed normal enough.”

“I do not know.” Qamara turned her head toward where the riders had disappeared. “The taste of the magic has become more a mélange of wrongness, natural magic from the forest and a tinge or Aeyr’s power. Not enough that I believe he is anywhere near, but this place has his touch upon it. We must be wary.”

They continued on the road, skirting the edge so they could retreat to the vegetation should it be necessary, Keliana, Garfield, and Lirien in the front watching everywhere at once. They saw no other riders or walkers before they reached yet another unexpected sight.

If the livestock ranch they’d seen earlier was a surprise, what they saw before them now was a revelation. Five huge structures, surrounded by pens with high fences, stood out in the biggest forest clearing they’d seen yet on the island. Several types of creatures meandered in the enclosures, some freely but others with restraints. Also, unlike the previous facilities they’d seen, humanoids also roamed, doing work that made clear they were the administrators of the place. Or at least the labor that kept it running.

Many of the people were beastkin, though a few humans and even elves also made up part of their number. Aside from the large structures that were obviously kennels or stables for the livestock, another building, set off from the rest, sat as a hive of activity. Some sort of lodging, contrasted with the barnlike appearance of the others.

Qamara blinked at the different beasts and—she had to admit, monsters—in evidence.

“Goddess,” she whispered, catching Garfield’s attention.

He turned to her. “What? Do you know anything about…this?” He gestured toward the operation.

Qamara glanced around them. They were hidden well enough in the forest, viewing the creatures and their keepers at a far enough distance that they wouldn’t be overheard.

“I know a little, and can guess more.”

The others gathered closer to her and Gar rolled his hand at the wrist. “Will you tell us?”

“Of course. You can see, at the second building and paddock from the left, that there are more of the veliosan, the mounts we saw on the road. They appear to all be of the corrupted type, as well, and not ones of their natural forms.”

She pointed toward the terrifying creatures with six legs ending in sharp claws the size of daggers. They stood tall enough they could easily straddle a horse without their belly touching the equine, and their feline face glared ahead of them as if they hated the entire world. Long, unruly hair covered them and their bodies arched their backs into humps, making them look like they were constantly ready to pounce.

“Do you see those monsters in the first section on the left? Those are called bresoruntinai, or simply bresor. In the Osgoth tongue, they were called untinaxora.”

Both Dayra and Cea gasped at the name, and for good reason.

“Yes,” Qamara continued. “You have heard of them. The creatures were a bane. There were a few historical records of some of them being controlled somewhat, but most of those were simply capturing the monsters, transporting them in cages to a battlefield, and releasing them at enemies. Even so, they would more often than not inflict as many casualties upon those who set them loose as the enemy. The Osgoth Empire offered bounties for them. They were thought to have been eradicated during the Empire’s reign.”

“Are they...corrupted like the veliosan?” Gar asked, his eyes locked on the half dozen of the beasts visible.

“I do not believe so. It matters little. History tells us the bresors are so aggressive, they might as well be mindlessly corrupted. In fact, part of why they were so deadly is because of their intelligence, which was focused solely on tearing apart anything that was not them. They were, simply put, the world’s most efficient hunters.

“In the third section are shadowfangs. They are the most damning of any of the types present because they have a special connection to Aeyr. It’s believed that he created them, much as he created the umbrenix. As you can see, their form is similar to the great dire wolves, but merged with a massive hunting cat.”

The shadowfangs stood with their shoulders higher than six feet from the ground and their distinctly feline faces held glowing yellow eyes and massive fangs, large and sharp enough to punch through a person’s body. Their enormous paws carried retractable claws, but their thick, hunched bodies shared traits with wolves.

“The world believes the shadowfangs were eliminated by the Shadowstalkers, but then again, the same was thought of the umbrenix. It appears they, too, either survived or were created anew.”

“Fourth are the rare argantua. They are rare, and historically they have been used extensively in warfare.” The two examples of the beasts dwarfed elephants and their armored bodies sported spikes and horns at random locations. As the party watched, one of them pawed the ground and charged at the other. Thick chains snapped taut and held the creature back, but the poles that were the size of trees flexed at the effort. The monster bellowed, snatching bucketfuls of dirt with each swipe of mammoth claws, huffing its hatred at its fellow.”

“I see no monsters in the fifth structure or in the pens around it, but I do notice one other oddity. Do you see those smallish creatures with the russet-colored fur? I believe they are pinelt.

“Together, I believe I know what we are looking at.” Qamara looked Garfield in the eyes. “Aeyr has been breeding monsters, which he will no doubt loose on the world in his conquest.”


Chapter
Forty-Four



Istared at Qamara after she’d given us her lengthy dissertation on the monsters before us. I had questions. So. Many. Questions.

The first one was something that stuck in my head as she was explaining things. “What about the pinelt? You didn’t say anything about them.”

I fixed my eyes on the smaller creatures. People? I thought they might be some kind of beastkin, though ones I’d never seen before. They moved around well enough on two feet, though their gait was strange. Rolling, kind of like they were dizzy. Judging by other figures nearby, I thought they were maybe four feet tall, possibly a little taller. With reddish-brown fur, they looked a lot like monkeys, up until their heads. With faces like hairy, angry old men, they resembled humans or simians a bit, but it was the horns and ears that made them different. Two horns, sweeping up and back from their heads, with two ears between the horns.

“Ah, pardon me,” Qamara said. “The pinelt existed when the Osgoth Empire was at its height. They disappeared before the alari rose to prominence. It is believed they were an offshoot of the taranji.”

Tip made a hnnngg? sound, but I ignored him. Apparently, he didn’t know about the pinelt, either.

My mouth dropped open, and I scrutinized the few I saw again. I could easily see it now. The horns, the slim bodies, even the way their knees worked. That was probably why they walked so strangely; they had a pair of those reverse knees like Tip had. They even had hoofs instead of feet, something I’d missed completely.

“So, they’re like taranji beastkin?” I asked. “Are they monsters or people?”

Dayra chuckled. “It depends on who you ask. They were as intelligent as any humanoid race, though their tendencies weren’t to serve like the taranji. They were more tribal, which brought them trouble often enough. As the Osgoth Empire grew, they were pushed from their homes. Some fled to other regions, but most were too stubborn, too aggressive, to do so. They were slaughtered, of course, lacking the numbers to resist.”

I shook my head. “Shit. I can totally see the resemblance, though they’re not as ugly as Tip.”

“Hey!” The satyr’s affront was diminished significantly when Cea giggled and hugged him.

“Sorry, buddy. Low hanging fruit. So, Qamara, you’re saying Aeyr’s people are breeding monsters? For what purpose?”

Brin answered for the alari. “Is it not evident? We have spoken of Aeyr waiting until he is ready to assault the world. Perhaps he waits not only for his personal power to increase, but also his army. He used beasts and monsters in the past, sending them ahead of his troops to devastate an army. The strategy worked well before. This he knows.”

“Right. I get it.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “So, they’re training these monsters?”

“Not here,” Lirien said. “This looks like a breeding farm. Judging by the wagons scattered around, and how young many of the monsters are, they probably bring them somewhere else to be trained. That road on the other side of the farm looks busier than the one we came here on.”

“Which leads to the question: where’s the training location?” Tyra fingered one of her batons that stuck up over her shoulder from its case. “And what are we going to do about it?”

Yeah, those are the questions. I pointed further into the forest. “We’ve seen enough. Let’s get some distance from this place and we can talk about it. There’s no telling if they have sentries that walk the perimeter.”

Keliana automatically took the lead and we followed. I let Brin and Coralei go ahead of me while I scanned our surroundings one more time. I noted that the three Dragonfish and Irinia did likewise. They may have been fish out of water, but their training and experience shone through.

The forest got heavy quickly, and I started to relax. There was no way any of those people or monsters from the breeding farm would be able to spot us from where they were. Those in front of me suddenly stopped. Keli, at the edge of my vision, stood stone still, her hand still up to halt us. Her face pointed to our left.

I traded looks with Vivia, and she gave me a shrug. I carefully made my way up to my catgirl. She flicked her eyes to me, then back to where she’d been watching. I followed her eyes, but couldn’t see anything other than more forest.

Putting my mouth up to her ear, I whispered as softly as I could. “What is it?”

Her green eyes fixed on mine and she mouthed, wait. Watch.

I did as she asked. After more than two minutes, I was about to ask her again. But then I saw it. Movement. Not any shadow or silhouette of a person or beast, but of the forest itself. But there’s no wind.

A large tree, significantly bigger than those around it, swayed. Not a branch, but the entire trunk. Like a person stretching their lower back.

I blinked, but it continued to move, not just swaying now, but twisting. One of the larger branches, thicker around than my body, flexed, scratched at the ground, then returned to where it had been.

What the fuck?

By now, everyone else in the party was watching the tree as well, totally silent. After another few minutes of inactivity, the tree carried out a different kind of activity than before. Higher up on the trunk, at least twenty feet from the ground and just below where the bundle of main branches split into multiple directions to create its leafy bough, two glowing yellow orbs appeared in what I thought were knotholes or where damage had hollowed out little cavities in the rough, ragged bark.

A portion of the trunk few feet below the lights split horizontally and gaped, the opening widening into a maw full of sharp wooden teeth as the tree yawned. I’m not being metaphorical here. Even at distance, I could hear the aaaahhhhh. I had to resist yawning myself.

The tree—or whatever the hell it was—blinked, the glowing yellow eyes disappearing and reappearing, yawned once more, then settled back to how it had been. The eyes winked out, the mouth closed as if it had never been there, and the branches that had moved went back into place. Like I’d imagined the entire thing, a large tree stood in the forest, for all the world looking like any other.

Keli moved us away from the tree, angled to keep us away from the ranch and the tree thing. We didn’t stop again until we were half a mile away.

Words had been pressing at my mouth, wanting to be spoken. I’d resisted, but once the catgirl halted us again, I couldn’t stand it anymore.

“What the ever-living fuck was that?” I asked.

“Tree monster?” Keli said, calm and cool as the assassin she was.

It was Qamara who answered. “Faelient. Another creature that has not been seen for hundreds of years, though I could sense the familiar corruption even at the distance we stood watching it. The faelient were living, lumbering, ambulatory trees, related to the setuokanin. They were known to be docile, spending most of their lives in one place, simply another part of the forests they inhabited unless there was danger. If attacked, they could be fierce enemies. I know not if this one is unique or if there are others. Neither do I know if they have been corrupted by the imbalance of magic or if purposefully subjected to corruption. I shudder to think of an army of them doing Aeyr’s bidding.”

Dayra, Lirien, and Cea huddled together, whispering. I figured they knew of the creatures and were comparing notes. Brin responded in another way.

“Another thing for which Aeyr must be held to account. To twist and pervert such honorable creatures is unforgiveable. This entire island is an affront and, were it in my power, I would destroy it utterly.”

I had to agree. Being a bad guy and trying to take over the world was one thing, but what Aeyr did was another thing altogether. He didn’t just kill people and things, didn’t just drain them of their life energy, he took them and changed them into weapons to use against the rest of the world.

I asked a question that had occurred to me several times before. “Do you think the people and creatures Aeyr corrupts can think? I mean, do they know they’re being forced to do horrible things but are unable to stop themselves?”

Brin took my hand and squeezed it. “I think not. Aeyr has shown himself masterful in death and in mutating things—either purposely or inadvertently—but he has never been accounted a master of mind magic. I must believe that those who serve him, even as relatively mindless weapons, have lost their higher mental abilities. They are not prisoners, but are truly lost, though that gives me little solace.” She raised her eyebrows at Qamara.

The prophetess nodded. “You are correct, Brinawynn. Though the faelient we just witnessed is likely aggressive, as we have seen with other corrupted creatures, its mind is only a simple remnant of what it was. As with other corrupted creatures, the most appropriate response is to end their lives, their suffering.”

My shoulders slumped. This world could be so fucked up sometimes. Moving and thinking trees were wondrous, though that may have been the fantasy story reader in me. To destroy them…

“Do you think we should…?” I asked, but couldn’t finish the question.

“No,” Qamara said firmly. “Not at this time. The faelient are powerful and it is an unnecessary risk for us to attack it. It seems it is content to slumber as long as it is not disturbed. We have other problems to deal with. It, and any others of its brethren that may exist on this island, will not go to the mainland to wreak havoc. Not unless that is part of Aeyr’s plan.

“I suggest we continue investigating. Once we know more about what the Hungerer will do, we can⁠—”

I’d been watching Qamara as she spoke, but before she could finish her thought, I sprang into action. Past the prophetess, in the shadows of a clump of trees and bushes, my eyes caught a flicker of movement. A darker shadow.

I sprinted past my surprised friends, drawing my chain knives as I went.


Chapter
Forty-Five



The clearing we’d stopped in allowed me to build up to top speed quickly. So quickly that the umbrenix’s pause allowed me to get closer than I would if it had taken off running. I wasn’t sure if it was going to take the classic umbrenix response and attack me or the increasingly common choice of fleeing. Either way, I needed to get to it, and fast. Flat out, they could move faster than me.

I started spinning one of my chain knives by a short length of chain. It was something I couldn’t usually do in heavy forest, but there were still several paces of clearing before I reached the monster. I planned on taking advantage of it.

I’d only made it to within ten feet of the shadow when it started moving away from me. I only had one chance to get my attack right. Once it moved into more congested areas, there was no way I’d be able to outrun it.

Just before I released my knife a blur zipped past me and slammed into it. The familiar black and yellow fletching on the arrow pressed my mouth into a rictus grin. Fuck yeah, Tip! The arrow didn’t kill the umbrenix, but it caused the monster to wobble, to stumble. If that was even the right word with how the shadows glided. I didn’t care how it should be described. All I knew was that Tip’s attack gave me the second I needed to release my weapon.

The chain knife flew through the air, dragging the chain attached to it as if it had no weight at all. It missed the umbrenix by inches, passing by it without harm. But then I yanked on the chain, which caused the knife to flip. The weapon came back toward me and slashed the shadow just below the headlike bundle of dark stuff at the top of the monster.

It fell.

I wasn’t sure if the simple slash had killed it, but it didn’t matter at this point. I caught up to it. Ignoring the knife that had expended its momentum, I thrust with the knife in my other hand even before I stopped moving, tackling the shadow while I did so. Five savage stabs later, the umbrenix was dead.

Irinia and Deema slid to a halt beside me, their eyes sweeping the trees. The other two Dragonfish made it to us seconds later. I was still trying to catch my breath when I spoke.

“See any more of them?”

“No,” the blonde siren scout said. She didn’t even sound winded.

I yanked Tip’s arrow from the umbrenix and waited for my other friends to get to me.

“We have seen no others,” Brin told me. “I have looked with my Lunar Light sight. How did you spot this one?”

I held out Tip’s arrow as he stepped up to me. “Pure luck. Just a flicker of shadow at the corner of my eye. We need to watch for them from now on. I hadn’t even thought to look for umbrenix, though now I think I’ve been stupid. Nice shot, Tip.”

The satyr flashed his goofy grin at me as he accepted the arrow. “It’s what we do.”

The sirens inspected the umbrenix, commenting on how it looked different from the ones they’d seen. I explained that the aquatic ones were relatively new creations of Aeyr, and how many of those we’d seen recently had armor and weapons. Then I remembered what Qamara had been talking about when I interrupted her with my chase.

“Qamara, what were you telling us earlier? Sorry about leaving in the middle of our conversation.” I winked at the alari woman.

She waved the statement away. “I was merely going to suggest that we investigate and confirm what we have discussed is true, that this island is being used to breed monsters for use in Aeyr’s army. Once we have determined the veracity of that assumption, we can decide what to do. I do not think Aeyr is present, but surely there are maps or written plans somewhere. Perhaps even leaders or officers we can extract information from?”

“You’re sure Aeyr is not here?”

“I am not, though I strongly believe it is so. Comparing the intensity of his magical signature in this place to the fortress, I feel not only is he not here, but he may never have set foot on this island, at least not for centuries. What I sense is his magic from his creations. Whether that is umbrenix or other creatures, I am unsure. Magical signatures are difficult to trace accurately.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Okay. Yeah, I agree. Let’s explore some more, try to find other information that can help us locate Aeyr. Logically, that means following the wider road we saw. Keli, can you lead us there without getting too close to the road itself?”

“Sure.” The catgirl jerked her chin toward Irinia. “You wanna help me with that? You’re an actual tracker.”

The blonde siren’s cheeks colored slightly. “It would be my honor.”

Keliana chuckled. “Honor or not, I appreciate the help. I’ve seen your skills. Come on up front with me and we can get some distance behind us. It’ll be dark in a few hours.”

As we threaded our way through the trees, I split my focus, watching for more umbrenix while at the same time observing my companions. How long had I been in Valorae? Sometimes it seemed like years, but truly it hadn’t been one yet. Several months, but that seemed such a short time to have experienced all I had. Done all I had.

Qamara had always been such an enigma, but with the new information on her, her family, the quest she was born into, some things had finally fallen into place. How must it have been for her, dealing with that her entire life? The woman was a hundred seventy-two years old! She’d already lived eight times as long as I had, all of it a solitary existence, by the sound of it. I’d been irritated when she wouldn’t give me answers to her many mysterious quests, yet she was the one who had to suffer through keeping that information hidden from us. I felt like an asshole about that.

I glanced over at the alari woman. She noticed and smiled at me. My heart ached like someone had driven a spike into it. I took her hand and pulled her to me, causing her to stumble. My arms encircled her, and I kissed her, softly and quickly.

“I love you, Qamara. I just want you to know that.”

Her wide eyes took me in, surprised not only at my physical affection, but the sudden admission. Her hand stroked my cheek. “And I love you, Garfield, though we should probably be paying attention to our path.”

I laughed and released her. “Yeah, I know. I just…”

“I understand, and I assure you, I will not leave you again. Not of my own choice. We will have time for discussion later. I anticipate that time keenly.”

We quickly regained our pace. I endured the glances from the others, shrugging when Tyra smirked at me. Brin’s face was radiant as she gave me an approving smile.

My ponderings continued, watching each of my friends in turn, thinking about what we’d all been through together.

Seeing Tip reminded me of when we’d found him, eating trash and trying to flirt with Brin. Now he’d transformed into a true warrior, and a friend to me. Cea bounced along beside him, shifting her attention from the satyr to Rex, the start of a little family.

Brin, Tyra, Sariel, my early companions, each of them with their own distinct ways of doing things. How did I ever live without them? Had I known they existed, I would have quested to find them, but as it was, they fell into my life in the most unexpected of ways.

Keli, my fierce assassin, who started our journey together by trying to kill me, but not trying as hard as she could have. Lirien and Dayra, so much smarter and experienced in adventure than me, seemed unlikely candidates for my affection, but I loved them both urgently. Even Coralei, whom we’d just added to our family, already held fast a place in my heart that would be a black pit of longing if she were to decide to leave us. But she wouldn’t. She’d told me as much, just as every other of my girls had. We were truly a family.

If that wasn’t enough to make my life an unbelievably fortunate tale, I’d made other friends who, though they weren’t part of my core family, were precious to me. I would sacrifice myself for each of them. The three Dragonfish currently traveling with us—Vivia, Deema, and Ruiel—slipped into our ranks like they’d always belonged. Irinia, too, the blonde siren scout who was nervous around me at first, having a longstanding attraction to Kael, was now an integral part of the group of people who I would miss terribly had they not been with me each day.

I wasn’t sure what I had done in my life to deserve such companions, but it more than made up for the danger, the frustration, and the difficulty of the tasks we had before us. I would pay the price a thousand times over to preserve our comradery.

As I observed them, I couldn’t help but smile. Yeah, there was a lot of danger ahead. We had chosen tasks that seemed impossible. Still, we had each other now and forever, and that made all the difference in the world. I just hoped we survived to enjoy it without all the death and danger mucking things up.

Before I knew it, Keli and Irinia brought us to a place we could use to settle in for the night. It butted up against a small earthen cliff that curved to form a third of a circle. Several large trees had fallen, clearing some of the area and providing surfaces to sit on. There was even a stream close enough that we could bathe and collect water without encountering too much traffic of wild beasts and monsters.

“There’s some time before dark,” my catgirl said. “I’m going to scout ahead a little.”

I wasn’t sure how much I agreed with that. “Are you sure? It’s hard enough to see the umbrenix in the shadows of the forest. It’ll be worse when it gets dark.”

Keli patted my cheek. “It’s so sweet when you treat me like some cherished possession that can be easily damaged.” The next pat was closer to a slap. “You have to remember, Gar, that this is what I do. I can’t see them as well as Brin’s magic, but I see in the dark like there’s light and I can hide from them with my own magic. I’ll be careful.”

I snatched her hand and kissed it. “Okay, fine. I don’t want you to be hurt, is all.” I bit her hand, but not hard. “Make sure that spectacular body isn’t harmed. I have lots of plans for it.”

“Ooooh. You always know what to say to me. I have my own plans. I won’t ruin them by taking chances.”

I pulled her into a kiss, then whispered into her furry ear. “Fine, get out of here. Be careful.”

She slapped my ass and disappeared right in front of me.

I turned to find Coralei watching me.

“I love seeing your interactions,” she said.

I shrugged. “She’s a hellcat, that one.”

“Oh, I know. It’s not just her, though. It’s with everyone, each a different way you show each other the depth of your affection. Including me.”

I put an arm around her waist and looked deeply into her bright blue eyes. “What can I say? I’m surrounded by exceptional women who bring out different things in me.”

She leaned and sank into me, her head sideways on my chest. “Yes, and we appreciate it. Truly.”

Keli returned less than an hour later, flashing a smug look at me and gesturing in the air as if to say, “See, it’s still light and I’m back safe and sound.”

“We’re close to the road, thanks to Irinia’s sense of direction,” Keli said, “and I spotted the edge of the largest collection of structures we’ve seen so far. I didn’t get close, but there is a lot of activity there. We’ll find some answers there, I bet.”

“Good job, Keli.” Answers. That sounded good. We always had more questions than answers. Hopefully, the next day would help balance that out. “Brin, I hate to do this, but can you take watch tonight? Tip, you and Rex can take the other. We need someone who can either see or sense umbrenix in the dark. We’re close enough to the farms or whatever they are that we can easily be found by one or more of the shadows.”

“Of course, Gar.”

“Yeah, boss. No worries.”

“Great. Obviously, no fire tonight. Let’s get some rest and see what we can discover tomorrow. We should set out as soon as the sun’s up. I can feel time slipping away from us.”


Chapter
Forty-Six



“Fucking hell.” I shook my head at the—what? Farm, ranch, facility?—a quarter mile in front of our vantage within the forest.

No umbrenix had attacked us the night before, nor had Brin or Rex seen any. We were all up before the sun and made it to where Keli has spied the clustered buildings the day before.

If the breeding ranch and the empty farm we’d seen before were two on the scale of one to ten of how big they were, what was ahead of us was at least an eight. Maybe a nine.

One massive structure dominated the entire thing, sitting in a central location. All the buildings were simple structures, rectangular with no frills, even the big one. Those were not the most important feature of the compound.

The training yards were. And yeah, they were training yards. Even as early in the morning as it was, what I could only describe as recruits were being drilled. Though “trained” or “punished” might be better terms. The recruits were all monsters, mostly of the type we’d seen in the breeding ranch.

“They’re training fucking monsters for battle,” Tip said. He got the award for stating the obvious.

At least eight fields, from what I could see, contained regiments of monsters, along with a shitload of people. Humans, a few elves, dwarves, beastkin of all types, the drill instructors barked out orders and took swift action to dole out blows on the monsters that didn’t obey quickly enough. It was crazy.

As we watched, I noticed something, though.

“The punishments are only being given to the smaller ones.” It suddenly made sense. “The training fields from the east going clockwise are progressively occupied by larger monsters. By the time they get to the fourth or fifth field, they’re obeying the orders.”

Sariel sucked in a breath. “They are breaking the monsters’ will, then turning them into soldiers.”

“Not only through physical punishment, either,” Qamara added. “I can feel magic being used. It reeks of Aeyr’s power. Some kind of weapon to subvert them.”

“Wonderful.” I rubbed my temples. “We’re going to need to figure out how to get through those training fields and to the big building. With how many people are going in and out of it, that’s got to be where the leaders are. I think the rest of the buildings are where they’re housing the monsters.”

Keli squinted at the compound. “I can get there, even in the daylight. Three of the fields are empty, so it won’t be tough for me to use them as entry points. You want me to scout it out, see what I can find there?”

If I was nervous about her skulking around the forest where they might have been umbrenix, the thought of her going into a building with all those lackeys of Aeyr had me clenching my ass.

“What if there are—” I began, before Brin interrupted me.

“I see an umbrenix. It is in the shadow of the third building from the one directly ahead of us.”

Well, fuck.

I raised a hand to tell Keliana not to go, but she spoke first.

“Gar. Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“Do you believe in me and my abilities?”

Shit. I saw where this was going. I sighed. “Yes.”

“Let me do my job. We need information and I can get it. I’ll be back in an hour or two and then we can decide what we’ll do.”

I put my arms out and she slipped between them, rubbing her body up against mine. “You be careful. If you’re not back in two hours, I’m going to storm the place and kill everything in sight.”

She smirked and kissed me on the nose. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Irinia, will you bring them to a good place to wait?”

The siren scout snapped a salute at my catgirl, and gave her a wink.

Keli stepped away from me, waved, and disappeared.

“So fucking cool.” Tip stood beside me, looking out toward the cluster of buildings. I hadn’t even noticed him joining me.

“She is,” Cea said, suddenly on the other side of me.

“I really need to pay more attention with all you ninjas around me. You’re going to make me a nervous wreck.”

Tip laughed. “You’re halfway there. Not nervous yet, but, well, you know.”

I mock glared at him. “Shut it. Let’s go find a place to wait for Keli. I half expect her to kill all Aeyr’s people there by herself.”

My gorgeous catgirl returned a little more than an hour later, dropping her ability to blend in at the border of the clearing we were waiting in. I noticed both Vivia and Irinia putting their hands on their weapons just before Keli appeared. Good to know they’re so perceptive. I had to be actively searching for the assassin to find her when she used her magic.

Keli got right into reporting what she’d found. “They seem to have structured their little operation like a military unit, though instead of actual ranks, there’s a pecking order with the strongest on top. At the very top is a big feline beastkin called Grawlken. Grawlken the Beastmaster, if one trainer I heard is to be believed. I listened for a little while and it’s like we guessed. They’re gradually training the monsters they breed to fight. I didn’t get much more than that and one more important piece of information.

“A lot of the older and better trained monsters are going to be taken to a training battlefield they made half a day’s march away from the training facility. They’re leaving early tomorrow morning, before dawn. It sounds like a perfect opportunity to search the offices in that big building for information, maybe snatch one or two of the people still there without riling up the entirety of their forces.”

I waited for the “but…” part of it, but Keli stopped with that, so I filled the silence. “Uh. Are you sure someone didn’t know you were there and were feeding you false information? That sounds like too perfect an opportunity. Our luck has never been that good.”

The catgirl threw her hair over one shoulder and laughed. “I thought the same thing. I went to other parts of the building and heard the same type of thing in two other places with different people. They’re all talking about it. Apparently, it’s a big event.”

“It does sound like a good opportunity. I suppose you’ve already got a plan?”

“I do. The field and stables next to the one I used to get to the main building are not being used right now. We can sneak in there an hour or two before all the troops gather to go on their little field exercise. Then we wait in the building until everyone’s gone and it shouldn’t be too hard to make it to the central structure. They’re all minions of Aeyr, so we can go through the command building and eliminate all those who are still there. I don’t think there will be that many. It sounds like most of the higher-ups are going on the exercise.”

I rubbed my chin. Of course Keli would have thought of all that. “And umbrenix?”

“I saw two. The one Brin saw and one other. I assume there may be more out when it’s dark and they probably won’t be leaving with the others. You know how it is with them; all they care about is killing or spying. We’ll need to watch for them closely, and to let Brin and Rex tell us when there are some near. My night vision isn’t as good at detecting them as Brin’s magic, but I can spot them better than most. Better than they can see me if I’m cloaked with my magic.”

“Okay. You’ve sold me. Why don’t we eat something, get some rest, and head out three hours or so before daylight. Lirien, what’s your watch say right now?”

The kangaroo girl checked her wrist. “Seven thirty-four.”

“Same. Up at Two o’clock to give us lots of time to go slowly and carefully. I’ll take second watch with…”

“I will watch with you,” Brin said.

“Great. Brin and me on second watch. Keli and⁠—”

“Coralei,” Keliana said with a lecherous gaze toward the siren queen.

I looked into Coralei’s eyes, just to make sure she was okay with that, and she nodded. “With Coralei. Take your watch seriously, Keliana. No trying to…well, just keep sharp and no funny business.”

The catgirl put a hand on her chest and gave me an innocent who, me? expression that had me chuckling. I knew how much she loved playing with Coralei. We both did.

“Okay, good. Let’s hope we can get information on where to find their boss. Our job is to end him before he ever has a chance to gather all these monster troops together and assault whoever it is he’s going to start his war with.”

As per the plan, we all got to sleep early other than Keliana and Coralei. The catgirl woke me with a kiss when it was my turn at watch, then moved to Brin and kissed her awake as well. As soon as the moonwisp and I got up from our bedrolls, Keli and Coralei dropped into them and pulled the blankets over them both.

I still wasn’t completely awake and stood there blinking as they wriggled and settled together.

Keli blew me a kiss. “We’ll get some sleep. Don’t worry.”

I wanted to scold her about not taking the mission seriously, but couldn’t bring myself to do it. If they wanted to engage in a little playtime, it was up to them. They were both responsible enough to get some rest. My thoughts went to the time I shared with the two of them in Coralei’s room in the palace, and I felt a little left out. Until Brin took my hand, her tinkling laugh tickling my ear.

“Come, love. We have a duty to perform. Perhaps we can play after we have learned where to go next.”

Two in the morning came a lot more quickly than I expected, after a few hours of nothing bothering or attacking us. I’d noticed Lirien waking every ten minutes or so for the last hour, checking her watch by moonlight, so she was already rising when Brin and I went around shaking and—in my case—kissing our friends awake. Not all of them, of course, though Irinia did pull me into a kiss, only for her eyes to go wide when she felt the contact. Just before her cheeks flushed so hard I could see them by the light of the moon. The three Dragonfish laughed and threw comments at her, but I hadn’t minded.

We packed up our camp, hid all the non-essential items, and were on our way behind Keli in less than fifteen minutes. We were either going to have an easy day of getting the information we needed or we were going to be swarmed by an army of monster trainers and their creatures.

Either way, it was going to be interesting.


Chapter
Forty-Seven



Keliana rolled her eyes.

“Don’t roll your eyes at me,” Gar said. He was guessing; must have been. It was too dark for him to see, and besides, she faced away from him. “I’m not letting you and Brin go scouting ahead by yourselves. I’m coming with you.” She was about to make a joke, but he forestalled it. “And don’t even bother joking about me coming. It’s not the time. And don’t pout.”

She brought her lower lip back into its normal position from the pout she was forming. He knows me so well.

Keli, Brin, and Gar were at the edge of the empty training field they had to cross to get to the unused building she’d told them about. The rest of the group huddled a dozen paces back, where Gar told them to wait until it was clear there weren’t umbrenix close enough to spot them.

“Again,” Gar whispered, “I wish there was some researcher with all the answers to how the umbrenix work. Is their dark vision good enough to see us before Brin can see them? Or you, for that matter, Keli.”

Brin continued scanning the field and the areas closer to the other structures in the compound. “From what we have experienced, I do not believe they can see me at the distance I can find them if I have my Lunar Light sight active. It is clear they can see well in the dark. Of course they would. It is their home, the very stuff of which they are made. But if we move carefully, I believe I will see any who might be in the area before they see us. As to whether we can eliminate them…”

Keli had a definite opinion about that. “We can’t evade them. No, I didn’t say that correctly. We must not evade them. Even if there are only one or two out and about, the chance of them seeing one of us or moving around and showing up after we have already bypassed them is too great. You spot them, Brin, and we’ll kill them.”

Gar’s head swung to her. “Maybe Tip⁠—”

She waved that away before he could finish. “No. Tip wouldn’t be able to see it before it could either flee or notify another one. Or another five or more. If Brin sees them, she can direct me to where they are. Then I can use my magic and sneak up on them. I am an assassin, you know.”

“Yeah, yeah. You keep reminding me, but I don’t forget. Fine. That’s a good plan. I’m still coming with you.”

Keli gave over. Gar could be stubborn as a stone when he dug his heels in. She didn’t think they’d need him for this part, but it was useless to argue.

“Don’t make noise and give us away. That alone could kill all of us.” Let him think about that.

At least he had the sense to simply nod.

The three moved slowly, Brin searching ahead of them. They’d made it a little more than halfway across the training field when she stopped them with a touch on both their shoulders. She tapped Keli’s arm and pointed to their left, toward one of the buildings.

They’d found that the trainers and those monsters they were bringing to the exercises had already started gathering on the other side of the compound, preparing to depart. The particular building Brin had found the umbrenix near was one of the earlier structures that had been emptied. Keli had hoped there were no other creatures loitering near it. So much for hope.

The former Venom Blade assassin squinted her eyes and sighted down Brin’s arm, but couldn’t make out the shadow creature.

“Approximately fifty paces from us, perhaps ten from the building,” Brin whispered.

Keli nodded, squeezed Gar’s shoulder, and activated her magic. Now imperceptible to the umbrenix—or mostly so—she skulked toward where Brin had pointed. After only a few paces, she made out the silhouette of the monster, and another two allowed her to see it truly was there. It stood, as they often did, without moving, simply waiting. Or maybe searching the field where Keli’s two companions waited. There was no way it could see all the way to where the rest of the party was.

She wondered if she should unlimber the crossbow she’d gotten in Tergalidon and take the monster out from a distance, before it could even see her, but immediately dismissed the idea. In the still morning air, the sound would be enough for someone, or something, to investigate. No, she was going to have to do this at close range. Silently. She grinned, but kept her lips tight over her teeth out of habit. With her magic, they would not flash in the moonlight, but better to be safe.

The damn shadows without the glowing eyes were the worst for this type of situation. There was no telling where the thing looked. Then again, like Gar always complained, they weren’t even sure those luminescent orbs were how they saw. For all they knew, they could see out of all sides of the head mass at the top of their bodies. Such strange and disgusting creatures. She would do her part tonight in eliminating at least one more.

Despite not knowing where it watched—for all she knew, it could be asleep standing there—she circled wide and came at it from another angle. Before she got too close, she slowly and silently drew the ring daggers Tyra had made for her, her fingers in place through the rings.

Tyra, my delicious little green apple, I owe you so many orgasms for making these for me. Not only were her ring daggers made specifically to her exact needs, but they were enchanted with several augments that meant not only could they harm the umbrenix, but could do extra damage to them. The best part? They were made of shadowsteel, so it was like they were wrought from shadow itself. No glinting in the moonlight or starlight for these black beauties.

Keli moved closer to her prey and prepared her knives. One more look around her—a habit that she would never break—and she stopped cold. Not twenty feet away, tucked into the deeper shadow of the building itself, another umbrenix stood.

Shit. She took her bottom lip in her teeth. Gar is going to kill me for this.

On soundless feet, Keli glided away from the shadowman she was just about to destroy and toward the other obliquely. She triple-checked around her as she skimmed the wall of the stables, pausing almost within striking range of the new umbrenix. She looked again—twice—to make sure her original target hadn’t moved, took a slow, deep breath, and lunged.

She hadn’t had many opportunities to stalk umbrenix since Tyra had given her the weapons she now wielded, but she’d thought quite a bit about how she’d use them. Taking a cue from Gar’s method, she stabbed through the shadow’s back, to where the heart would be on a human, while swinging her right-hand dagger wide to punch it into the thing’s head mass at exactly the same time. The monster shuddered, then began dropping to the ground.

As expected, the other umbrenix sensed or heard the attack, jerking to see Keli. It moved quickly to flee, but she was already transferring her dagger to her left hand, only to draw and throw in the blink of an eye with her right hand. The throwing knife Gar had given her all those months ago flew true and plunged into the shadow’s head.

Keli let out a breath in relief that it actually worked even as she ate up the distance between her and her enemy. One step into it, she willed the knife to return to her hand and she threw it again, hitting the back of the monster’s leg. She hadn’t been sure the return enchantment would be enough magic to harm the shadows. That it did made things so much easier. Not to mention saving her the time of searching for the weapon if it had gone through the umbrenix and out the other side.

It was still squirming when she reached it, leaving the throwing knife where it was and returning the dagger to her hand. She stabbed the umbrenix repeatedly in the head and chest, then finally sawed the thing’s head off before she stopped. Her eyes swept her surroundings once again, finding nothing. Her throwing knife, she returned to her sheath, but she kept hold of her ring daggers for the moment. After checking the other shadow to make absolutely sure it was dead, she stalked back to her two companions.

When she got close, both Brin’s and Gar’s heads swiveled toward her. Huh. That’s interesting. Since when could he sense me like that? I know he can’t see me.

She dropped her magical camouflage two steps from them, sheathed her daggers, and swayed toward them.

“How’d it go?” Gar asked. “Brin lost sight of you when you went past the umbrenix. Did you come at it from behind?”

She gave him a one-shoulder shrug. “Nope. Found another one up against the building. Saw it just before I was going to kill the first one.”

“And you still went through with it?” Gar’s voice had a definite hiss to it.

“Sure. Do you remember how we wondered if the throwing knife you gave me had sufficient magic to hurt the umbrenix?”

As an answer, Gar just huffed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Yeah,” she continued. “Well, you’ll be happy to know it does harm them. Yay!” The last word she said with mild mock excitement.

Gar put his arms around her and hugged her, but whispered into her ear, “Bad kitty.”

She lashed her tail and swatted his ass with it. “Let’s keep moving. We’re more than halfway there. We need to be in the empty building over there in the next ten minutes so we can settle in and hide. No telling if there will be any guards or other umbrenix wandering around soon.”

The trio snuck to their target at a measured pace. Neither Keli’s dark vision nor Brin’s magic detected any other umbrenix near their path. Once they put their bodies against the side of the structure, Keli didn’t waste any time.

“I’m going inside to make sure it’s clear,” she whispered. Not waiting for a response—or an argument—she faded from sight and skulked through one of the large doors she opened just enough to squeeze through.

Inside, she found it to be as she had assumed it would be. Four aisles separated dozens of pens of various sizes. They were similar to horse stalls and obviously served the same purpose, with containers mounted to the walls for food and water and dried grasses and rushes scattered on the floors. The smell actually wasn’t too bad. For those with senses not as keen as hers, it would probably not emit much of an odor at all. The trainers were either meticulous about cleaning the place, or it had been infrequently used.

She found no one hiding within and no creatures of any kind boarding there. This will be the perfect place to wait out the departure of the troops.

“Okay,” she said as she dropped her camouflage and appeared two paces from her friends. “It’s clear. Why don’t you two go in and make yourselves comfortable and I’ll go retrieve the others.”

Brin shook her head. “I will remain here, watching in case any sentries pass, especially umbrenix. If I detect anything, I will cast a very pale ball of light over the field to the south. If you see it, halt the others and make your way back to me in stealth so we can discuss the danger and then adequately address it.”

Keli couldn’t help but to nod her head as the moonwisp spoke. This. This here is why Brin is first wife. Keli twitched mentally. What a strange thing to be thinking at a time like this. Even so, she hugged Brin, then Gar, and melted into the darkness once more. She needed to escort the others. Their infiltration of the command building would start soon.


Chapter
Forty-Eight



As per the plan, our entire group waited in the empty stable building as, on the other side of the compound, the crowd of trainers and their monsters grew larger and louder. When clusters of officers left the central structure, we knew it was almost time for us to move onto the next stage.

Less than an hour later, the last few torches went around a bend in the road and the complete complement of those participating in the training exercises were well on their way.

I moved to the center of one of the open spaces near the doors from where I’d been watching the departing forces. “We’ll wait until it’s almost daylight, just in case some come back, having forgotten something. When we move to the central building, Keli and Irinia will go in first to scope out how many people are still left in there. They’ll choose a gathering place and we’ll start from there. If it can be done quickly, quietly, and safely, take a few prisoners so we can question them. If not, kill anyone you find. These are all lackeys of Aeyr. They don’t deserve to be spared unless they can serve a purpose for us.

“As we go through the offices, Dayra, Lirien, and Qamara will search for documents that might help us. Records, maps, correspondence, whatever will give us more information. Stay with at least one other person and keep on the watch for umbrenix. I don’t know if any are left here or if they’ll be in the offices, but better not to be surprised.”

Soft conversations sprang up, people choosing partners and discussing what they think we might find. The time passed quickly and our two scouts went to do their job. Irinia came back to lead us to a large room near one of the side doors of the building. It looked like it was used as a meeting room, with a large table and ten chairs dominating the room.

The command structure was built to be a warren of rooms used for a variety of purposes. Many seemed to be offices, though there were sections with living quarters or utility rooms as well. We split up to search it as quickly and efficiently as we could.

I ended up being in a group with Keli, Brin, and Sariel, moving toward where the catgirl said she’d seen many of the higher-level officers the day before. We ghosted through the hallway, clearing rooms as we passed. My mind went to movies I’d seen of infiltrations and squads working together to move through a building, but did a reality check and realized what the four of us were doing was mostly searching empty rooms. Keli had been right on point when she said the majority of the higher-ups would be part of the training exercises.

It didn’t matter much to me. If anything, I was a little relieved I wouldn’t have to go through and kill handfuls of people, even if they were Aeyr’s puppets. I was so tired of all the killing. I wanted to get the information we needed, find Aeyr, then I’d gladly kill the hell out of him. All these others? They’d have to be taken care of in some way, but as far as I was concerned, that could wait until after we took their boss down.

I hissed my displeasure when we searched the eighth room we’d found, most of which had been offices of some sort.

“I guess Aeyr’s troops don’t run on paperwork like a lot of armies. We haven’t found a scrap of a document, let alone something else useful. Half of these offices seemed to be sized for those pinelt. Can’t they read?”

Keli, as calm as ever, shrugged. “Don’t know. We’ll find something…or someone. It’s a big place, and we’re not the only ones searching. I can’t say we’ll find the information we really want—where Aeyr is hiding out—but we’ll learn something before we leave. Or we’ll whittle down his monster troops and kill a lot of his servants at the very least.”

I crossed my arms across my chest. “Yeah, I guess. Come on, let’s finish our section and get back to the others. Maybe they found something more than we did.”

The rooms after that progressively got larger until we were closing in on the final handful in our section. Instead of the straight hallway we’d been checking, the corridor widened into a cul-de-sac type of thing with doors around the curve and empty space in the middle, like it was set up for impromptu meetings. Six doors left to check before we were done. By now, we’d settled into a routine, opening doors and clearing rooms with ruthless efficiency. Just as I put my hand on the next door, at the edge of the wide area, a bellowing voice rang out from across the space.

“Dirun! Get in here.” The deep voice was almost a roar.

I immediately flattened myself against the wall, as did my girls. Whoever the shouter was, his voice sounded to be coming from the office at the end of the hall five doors away from where we stood. Keli jerked her head toward the last empty room we’d inspected but before we could move toward it, the door I’d had my hand on flew open and one of those pinelt creatures ran out.

Though he—I thought it was a he—was in a panic to get to the boss, he didn’t miss seeing us. His furry face stretched into a surprised expression and his body jumped. His mouth opened, but I couldn’t let him give us away. I drew my siangham and struck in a blur. The point punched through one of his wide eyes and he dropped immediately.

I felt bad about it. This was a distant relative of Tip and for all I knew, the ones we’d seen earlier were all that still existed in the world. That he’d been Aeyr’s minion helped ease my conscience a bit, but not too much.

“Dirun!”

“Damn it,” I hissed. “We’ll have to risk these other offices having people in them, or we’ll have to make a stand in this more open area.”

Sariel shifted her stance. “Fight here. These last offices look like they’ll be bigger, based on this one, but a little room to spread out would be ideal.”

“Good enough.” I pocketed my siangham, pulled my three-sectional staff out, manipulated it into a pole, then affixed my chain knives to it. As an afterthought, I shortened its length so it was only five feet long. We’d have some space to fight, but not that much.

Only one of the doors opened, the one I thought the yell had come from. A weasel beastkin walked quickly through the door and froze when he spotted us and, more importantly, the dead pinelt at our feet. He drew a slender sword and ran at us with a scream.

Idiot.

A bolt from Keli’s crossbow took him in the face, ending his battle cry abruptly. But the damage had been done. The sounds of scrabbling and the ring of swords leaving scabbards filtered from the room before we saw our enemies.

A dog beastkin woman, cat beastkin man, and a large human man rushed out. Three umbrenix followed them. Then came the one that had obviously sent the bellow through the office.

The dude was massive, like one and a half times the size of me; maybe twice. That’s both height and width. He was a feline beastkin, too, but one the likes of which I’d never seen. All I could think was, he’s a fucking sabre-toothed tiger beastkin.

Bro totally looked ‘roided out. Though he was covered with fur—tiger-striped at that—his huge and toned muscles visibly twitched as he moved, especially when he flexed the claws extending from his hands. Shoulders broad enough that he had to turn sideways to get through the large door melted into a neck that looked like he could probably lift several hundred pounds using a head harness. That wasn’t the craziest part, though. His head and face were those of a vicious wild cat with extra long fangs hanging out of them. His small eyes, at least compared to the size of his head, were a yellow color so bright they seemed to glow. He growled, his muzzle peeling away to show that he had more than just the long teeth, but a whole mouth full of shorter ones just as sharp.

This had to be the commander Keli told us about. Grawlken the Beastmaster. Why the hell is he here? We thought he’d go with the troops.

We had our work cut out for us.

Keli dropped her crossbow in the hall as the dog beastkin slashed at her with a sword. The classic battle of cats and dogs.

Being in front as I was, I charged the regular cat beastkin and the human. They both swung their swords at me—shortsword for the cat and longsword for the human—and I whipped my bladed pole around to bash first one, then the other blade away from me so I could keep running past them.

As expected, Sariel and Brin engaged with the two before they could turn to strike me. With the umbrenix hanging back a bit, Grawlken was next in line, rushing at me even as I was doing the same toward him.

For the size of the saber-tooth beastkin—or whatever the hell he was—the dude was fast. His claws came at me like a boxer’s jabs and as I slid to a stop in front of him, he threw no fewer than five attacks at me. I twisted, fully attempting to parry the blows.

It didn’t work out quite the way I thought it would.

Grawlken was not only big and fast, but he was strong, too. Incredibly strong. His first slash nearly tore my weapon from my hand as I parried it. I could only wonder what would have happened if I’d tried to block it. I did manage to evade all his opening blows, but I felt like a child being thrown around by an adult.

New tactic. No blocks, no parries if I can help it; only evasion and attack. I need to put this fucker down fast.

At least the umbrenix held back from the whirlwind that was their boss. With them in the mix, I would have been in real trouble. Of course, the moment I thought that when I spun away to put a little distance between me and the catman, two of them circled around to attack me from my left side. The other one headed toward Brin and Sariel.

Grawlken wore a smirk on his feline face. At least, I think it was a smirk. A soft chuckle emitted from his mouth, so I was pretty sure he had already decided he would beat me. I needed to show him how wrong he was.

I spun my bladed pole and slashed with both ends at the umbrenix coming toward me. It was only meant to be a warning, but these were apparently some of the better trained shadows and they put some distance between my weapons and them. Grawlken came in right on cue, weaving his arms in a loose figure eight formation, claws reflecting lamplight as they searched for my flesh.

I reacted the way the umbrenix had, by backstepping. Unlike them, however, I didn’t have to worry about an ally being in the way since my friends were carrying on their battles on the other side of the space. So as I moved back, I slashed at the catman’s legs. My weapon had a longer reach than his claws and he stumbled slightly, dancing to prevent me from hitting his lower extremities.

That gave me my first opening. Whipping the opposite end of the pole upward in a vertical cut, I caught a part of the boss’s shoulder. A bit of fur separated and moved through the air, but it was the line of red on his tawny fur that I was most interested in. That and the growl he sent at me. It seemed the beastkin didn’t like to be cut. Who’d have thunk it?

I smiled at him and I could swear his eyes turned colors, going more toward red. He lunged, almost dove at me, both claws flying. I spun to my right, cutting at him with both sides of my weapon alternately but he was more cat than human. The way he maneuvered his body had me gaping at him. If I didn’t have the reach advantage, he would have cut me open as he twisted, bent, and slashed all at the same time. He almost did anyway.

I’d succeeded in placing Grawlken between me and the umbrenix, so I could focus on him, but all those fast strikes were starting to tire me out. I dodged and weaved, mostly keeping from getting hit, but his speed was now more than before, rage-fueled as it was. It was the classic case of being angry negatively affecting defense, but his offense was so fast, I didn’t have a chance to counterattack.

Once, only once during his flurries did I start to respond with my own attack, but as I began to make an awkward spinning slash, something inside me told me it was all wrong. I aborted it and pivoted toward the left, only to watch both his claws slashing through where I would have been had I finished my attack. He would have torn my fucking head off.

I decided to stick to defense, trying to tire the monster of a beastkin so I could attack him later. But he kept going. Slash after slash, including some with the claws on his feet, had me panting and sweating enough that drips were getting into my eyes and affecting my peripheral vision. I made the mistake of spinning around him to attack his back and nearly got an umbrenix sword in my face for the trouble.

Think. You have to think. He’s going to tire you out. Spin, slash, parry sparingly, dodge, throw out a few feints and very few actual attacks. That was what my life comprised for I don’t know how long. I watched, and after a time, I noticed a pattern.

The catman was good, but he did lean on a few of the same combinations. He changed them up, but I noticed how he would dip his shoulder when he prepared to change a horizontal slash to a vertical one and he turned in his knee, just slightly, when he prepared to change direction on an already in-motion strike.

He also relied heavily on his strength. Several times, he manipulated me into a position where I needed to use a hybrid kind of parry-block as a last resort. When I did, he struck the center of my pole weapon and basically launched me several feet. I think he was trying to break the weapon, but he didn’t seem to understand that my communed weapons were unbreakable by force applied to them. His grunts and growls indicated that he was frustrated, but I was less so.

In fact, it was all I could do to keep from smiling. Gotcha, asshole. Now to close the trap.

I began to dance with the beastkin, dipping in to slash at him and then retreating as his claws swept out at me. Keeping one eye on the umbrenix, which seemed content to stay back and watch for the moment, I circled and traveled to the corner of the open space. Flicking my blades to make the barest of contact, my attacks were mostly feints as Grawlken got progressively more irritated at me.

“Tell me where your boss is,” I demanded while lashing out at his leg, then swinging the other end of my weapon around to cut at his forearm, “and maybe we won’t kill you.”

That was the last straw for the catman. He pounced at me, becoming airborne, claws slashing at me so blurringly fast, I rethought my plan for a moment. I’d left myself some space to backpedal—away from where the umbrenix waited—swinging my bladed pole frantically to keep his strikes away from me. But it was a monumental effort to do so.

The closer I got to the wall, the more energy I saw in Grawlken’s eyes. His mouth even started turning upwards. The attacks gained in power, the boss trying to completely overwhelm me with his strength. Any parry that was not perfectly angled, tossed my body out of balance, threatening to cause my defense to fail completely.

Then I saw it. Grawlken had delivered three powerful and fast strikes, but his anticipation won out and he shifted his body, tensed his shoulder and his right arm, and went in to overpower me. My body was not in an ideal position to accept his strongest attack and I could see in his eyes he thought he would break me with his next slash, a downward diagonal that threatened to rip my torso completely open from neck to groin.

As I was expected to do, I hastily threw my pole blade up, hands in a wide grip to accept his blow in the middle of the shaft and shunt it off at an angle to dissipate its force. Of course, he knew that with enough behind the strike, I could never deflect the claw enough to keep it from hitting me, even if partially. Just like he knew that even catching a piece of my chest with that claw would ruin me.

My face held a grimace of exertion and concern, something I didn’t have to fake at all, and it seemed to feed him. Dedicating all his strength in the one blow, his left hand inadvertently moved outside and slightly back.

I threw my weapon up, not like I was going to deflect, but was going to block. His smile grew. Then his lightning-fast claw struck my weapon.

Or so Grawlken thought.

With a mental command, my bladed pole separated, splitting in the middle, right where the claw would have contacted. At the same time, I took half a step to my left side.

The claw whooshed past me, a fraction of an inch from tearing into my skin. The lack of resistance caused the catman to stumble, but only slightly.

It was enough. Holding what was essentially a bladed fighting stick in each hand, I cut into my enemy’s body. Right shoulder first as I spun tightly around Grawlken. Then I launched a fast flurry of strikes, using the same techniques Tyra often did with her stick. The difference? My weapons were sharp.

I only had a second or two to do as much damage as possible, so I pushed the limits of my strength and speed. Downward cut on the shoulder, horizontal slash across the ribs, downward diagonal slice across the entire length of his back, a cut to the backs of his legs to hamstring him, and one final strike as I moved out of range that took off the catman’s right ear.

I ended up in position along his left side, with him still between me and the umbrenix. Kicking one knee, which was wobbly from my cuts to his legs anyway, he crashed to his knees, his arms flailing to catch himself. I didn’t rest, utilizing my hips, shoulders, and arms to lash at his left wrist with both weapons, striking twice with each in rapid succession in exactly the same place. On the final blow, his hand separated from his wrist and spun off to skitter across the floor.

Spinning the stick in my right hand, I stabbed downward and punched almost half the blade into Grawlken’s shoulder.

“It’s not too late,” I said. “Tell me where Aeyr is hiding and you might live.”

“Awwwwwrrrrrr.” The catman swung his right claw at me, but being on his knees, it wasn’t nearly fast or strong enough. I struck it hard with both sticks, batting it to the ground, then transformed the motion into two horizontal strikes to cut deeply into his neck.

Blood poured out and Grawlken put his one hand over the wound, but it was too late.

“You should have talked.” I rammed both blades into his face with as much power I could generate. The wide blades savaged his eyes, parts of his snout, and crashed through sinuses to cut into his brain. I yanked them out, turning to meet the umbrenix as they attempted to do what their boss could not: kill me.


Chapter
Forty-Nine



Ihad to admit, I was kind of pissed off. Not only was much of my fight with Grawlken frustrating, but he’d decided not to spill the secrets I was hoping we could get from him easily. He’d been too dangerous to try to take captive. Now, as the umbrenix came at me, I could only think how we might have lost the chance to get the information we needed quickly and without unreasonable effort.

Yeah. I was not in a good mood. Thankfully, there were two perfect opportunities in front of me to vent my irritation. Keeping my weapon in the form of the bladed fighting sticks, I stalked toward them even as they closed in on me.

It was saying something that I didn’t even bother to see what my companions were up to. It wasn’t simply that I was burning with anger and wanted to kill the two shadows, but also that I knew the few enemies they faced would be no obstacle to them. Even the other umbrenix, which had gone to fight with the others, didn’t concern me now that all three women had weapons capable of harming the shadows.

So, when I reached my prey, I felt a chuckle trying to escape as they drew two shortswords each from the mass of their bodies. I didn’t give in to the urge to laugh, but I did flash a wicked grin at them.

Approximately five seconds later, the shadows lay dead on the floor. They’d thought their four swords would be a problem for me, but I’d juked to my left, struck the umbrenix on that side with five blisteringly fast strikes with the blades on my sticks while keeping it between me and its twin, then pivoted around to attack the other one. It tried to cut me from either side with horizontal strikes, but I batted them away easily. They didn’t have a fraction of the strength as Grawlken had and, honestly, I was a bit disappointed I wasn’t going to face a challenge.

After pushing aside the swords, I didn’t waste any effort, just continued the movement of my sticks and arcing the ends around to thrust them into the shadowman. One blade went into the center of its head mass and the other approximately where a heart would be, if it had that organ. Its arms flailed, requiring me to extract my sticks and slam them into the weapons it held, but that gave me the time to stab several more times and then cut nearly halfway through the monster’s head with my right-hand weapon. For good measure, I stabbed its head again once it fell.

I turned to find my girls leaning against a wall, watching me. I panted, not so much from exertion but from how severely pissed off I was.

“Aren’t there any more?” I asked.

Keliana snorted.

“I did not see much more than the end of your fight with that beastkin,” Sariel said, “but I wish I had. It looked like a fine battle.”

Brin’s eyes locked onto mine. “Are you…well, Gar? You seem angry.”

My shoulders slumped as I let out a heavy breath. “Yeah. Just not happy that asshole cat made me kill him instead of giving up any information about where Aeyr is. You’re right, though, Sariel. It was a good fight. That fucker was insanely strong and fast.” I scanned the area, and the bodies littering it. “No troubles with any of yours?”

Keli scoffed. “Sadly, they weren’t much of a challenge. Don’t be mad about not getting information from Grawlken, though. The others may find someone that can give tell us something and we can check these offices. I’d bet there are at least some maps in the commander’s room over there.”

What Keli said was right on the money. We went through all the offices around the little cul-de-sac and found some documents, even a couple of books. These were the officers of the compound who did their work there, after all. Even if the records turned out to be mundane accounts of the training work that was being done, it gave me hope.

Hope that was rewarded in the largest room of all of them. Grawlken’s office.

“Yes!”

It was Keli who said it, and I shifted my attention from a map of the training facility to the gorgeous catgirl. She held several pieces of paper up triumphantly. I went over to her, reaching out for the papers, but she held them away from me as she leaned forward with her lips pursed.

I laughed and kissed her, stroking her cheek with one hand. “So sexy and adorable. What did you find, my catgirl queen?”

“A few letters between Grawlken and someone called Polanto Trexin. Apparently, this Polanto is in charge of another training facility, but it sounds like it’s a lot bigger and is meant to train troops. Soldiers, not monsters. I’ll read you the most important part:

You have two weeks before the master wants the majority of your monsters trained and ready to be assimilated into my army. The time is growing near and we will need to train the soldiers and beasts together in the squads they will be fighting in.

The ships will arrive to transport your monsters from Dorecalia to Ianarsus on the twelfth of Euristis. Have them ready. Delays will be punished.

Supreme Commander Polanto Trexin.

I’m not sure where Ianarsus is, but that date is five days from now. We have that long to prevent the two parts of the armies from getting together. More importantly, if we can find this commander, I’d bet he knows where his master is. He sounds like he’s at the top of the chain of command.”

Keli handed me the papers. I glanced at them, but I would have to read them more carefully later on.

“Great job, Keli. Sariel, Brin, do you know where Ianarsus is?” Both women shook their heads. “That’s too bad. Let’s finish up here, see if we can find anything else, then we can go meet the others. They should be done with their sections by now. Let’s see what they found.”

We were the last group to make it back to the staging point. Three officers had been rounded up and were in the corner of the room, all of them bleeding but alive. None of them admitted knowing where Ianarsus was, and neither did my companions.

“Not even you, Dayra?” I asked.

The scholar gave me an apologetic shrug, her cheeks reddening a little. “I don’t know if that’s an ancient name or a modern one. If the former, I might be able to find it in the library, but I haven’t ever heard of it before.”

Vivia tossed her black hair over a shoulder. “I’ll interrogate the prisoners. You should probably let me take them to another room. I don’t think you’ll want to see this.”

I glanced over at the three officers. I knew what Vivia was suggesting, and I didn’t like the idea of torture, but we needed to know where the bulk of Aeyr’s army was staged. Absently, I tapped a finger on my temple, the urge to form a fist and knock on my head strong. Then I remembered what we’d seen of the monster training, and the experiences we’d had before with Aeyr’s people. Fuck. I hate what this asshole has made me do.

“You have one hour. We need to get out of here before we’re found out.”

The Dragonfish squad leader and her other team members returned to where we waited after an hour had elapsed. She shook her head at me, her mouth set in a tight line.

“They can’t have known. There’s no way they could have kept from saying something. I’m sorry.”

“Damn. Okay, well, thank you for trying. We should probably leave. Are they…”

“Dead.” She said it with such finality and so emotionlessly, I could only blink at her, processing what she’d said. “Even if only for what Aeyr’s pawns have done to the sirens, they deserved that, but after hearing what you and your people have gone through, there’s no way they should have been left alive. Believe me when I say it was a relief to them, after what they’d already suffered.”

I was definitely not going to ask the badass special forces sirens about the details. “Good enough. Let’s get back to the ship. There’s no reason to take the time to try to destroy all the compounds on the island. Without their commander, it’ll take a while until they decide to do anything. The monsters can’t leave the island unless those ships get here, and that’s not supposed to happen for several days. We can come back and finish the job after we take Aeyr down.”

Knowing where we were and where we’d come from, it was an easy matter to travel the forest and get back to the ship. We only met a few of the island’s native monsters, so it was a quick trip. In a day and a half, we stepped onto the beach in sight of where the Favor was at anchor. Within half an hour, the boat came ashore to ferry us back to the ship. It seemed they had been keeping watch.

Zane was waiting for us when we climbed aboard. The young captain’s eyes were alight with excitement.

“Well? Did you find what you were looking for?”

I shrugged. “Yes and no. We found several compounds, all cooperating to raise and train monsters for Aeyr’s army.”

Rose nudged her cousin out of the way to stand in front of me. “Monsters? What…kind of monsters?”

“The scary kind. Ones that haven’t been seen in hundreds of years. Shadowfangs, bresoruntinai, veliosan, argantua, even falient, if you’ve ever heard of those.”

“They’re training them to be beast troops for some army?”

“Exactly.”

Zane edged his way in again. “Did you destroy them?”

I shrugged. “Uh, no. There were way too many for us to do that quickly. We killed the commander and some officers and got some information. We need you to take us somewhere else. We think.”

The captain eyed me, then returned my shrug. “We figured you would need to go to more than one place. Where do you need to go?”

“Ianarsus.”

Zane waited for me to say something else. After I stayed silent, he prodded me. “Anything else? That name doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“Damn. I was hoping it would be another island near here. The documents we found said ships would be coming from Ianarsus to Dorecalia.”

“There are a lot of islands on the Toreniol Ocean and not all of them have names we know. I’ve never seen that name on any map, but we can search the maps I have. I could have forgotten it.”

“No,” Rose said. “I believe I heard that name once. Claribelle told me that a lot of the names the osgoth had for these islands have been forgotten and they’d been renamed. Ianarsus was the name of what’s now called Ithexera.”

Zane barked a laugh. “Of course it is. Ithexera is the second largest island in the Osgoth Isles, only below Dorecalia itself in size. It’s due south of us, maybe fifteen leagues or so.”

I smiled. Well, that was easier than I thought it would be. “Great! That’s where we need to go. Oh, and just for your information, we have less than five days to take care of this before ships are going to bring the monsters to Ianarsus to combine them with what sounds like thousands of soldiers so Aeyr can send his army out into the world.”

“That’s…wonderful,” Zane said. “So no hurry, right?”

“Right.”


Chapter
Fifty



Rose Glyngar sat transfixed as we took turns describing our adventures on Dorecalia during our dinner that evening. She barely blinked and her wide eyes nearly glowed in the dim light of the dining room.

We’d decided to shelter in the bay another night and leave at first light to go toward Ianarsus. It was the same thing as when we’d explored Dorecalia: there was no way to know where on the other island the base was and searching for it in the dark was not going to cut it.

“Did you find their dock?” Zane asked after we’d given a summary of our exploration. “If they are shuttling ships between the two islands, they wouldn’t be ferrying with boats. I wouldn’t think the monsters would sit still for it, regardless of how well trained they are.”

I took a drink, shaking my head. “No. We’re not sure how close we got to the opposite shore of the island, but it’s probably along the eastern coastline.”

“It makes sense. Less likely for ships passing by to see it. There’s occasional traffic between here and the mainland, but rarely do ships go further east, not unless they’re exploring or searching for resources, which is rare.”

“Zane, what do you think about Ianarsus?” Lirien had been having her share in the conversation for the evening. Despite being as new to ships as the rest of us, she was taking our searching as seriously as any expedition she’d been on. “Should we sail around the island looking for their dock? If the ships are supposed to go to Dorecalia, that means they’ll be at port on Ianarsus waiting to leave, right?”

The captain rubbed his chin, playing the part of a wise, experienced sailor. I had to suppress a chuckle. It didn’t mesh well with his young face and youthful exuberance. “That’s a good question. We’re talking about a military base. If we casually sail by, at a distance where we might spot their facility, we’re likely to be chased down or fired upon. Probably both. We need to find where the installation is, but we don’t want to tip them off that we have found them.”

“Then what’s the answer?” Tip asked.

“I…I don’t know.”

For a handful of seconds, the only sound was eating utensils on plates and seats creaking as those sitting on them fidgeted. Rose took a drink from her cup and cleared her throat.

And said nothing.

Another interminable silence occurred as I watched the pretty clerk.

“Rose,” I said, “did you have an idea?”

She glanced around the table, her cheeks flushing slightly. “I do, though I don’t know how practical it is.”

“Will you tell us?”

“Of course. I was wondering if we could search for the docks, but in a way that we didn’t present ourselves as enemies. If we skim along the coast, no doubt we will be spotted and, being so close, the soldiers will assume we have seen them, even if their docks are hidden. On the other hand, if we stay far out in the ocean and search, they will not only assume we can’t see them, but they would be less likely to pursue us. We would also be far from any attack they could mount, even if it’s magical.”

Her cousin nodded. “That’s a fine idea, but staying out farther, we would likely not be able to see if they have hidden the docks cleverly. Even if they have ships moored, it would be easy to overlook them within miles of coast.”

“I agree. If we relied on our eyes, or even on a simple spyglass.”

My heart jumped at that. We still had the telescopes we took from the bandits we killed in Sauvaxera.

“We would still have to be close to shore to use spyglasses,” Zane said, dashing my hopes.

Rose smiled, causing Zane to do a double take.

“Do you remember what Claribelle gave me for my last birthday?”

The captain’s brows furrowed and one eye half-closed, then both eyes opened wide. “Oh!”

“Yes.” Rose turned to me. “Last year, I spent some time studying constellations and watching the sky for other worlds. My grandmother gave me a powerful refracting spyglass so I could better view the moon and other objects in the heavens. I thought it might be useful and so, I brought it along when we left the Harborage. I have tested it and have found it to enlarge things considerably more than any other glass I’ve looked through.”

Dayra sat straight up. “May we see it?”

“Of course. There may be daylight enough to test it against the shore. Then you all can decide if it will be suitable for the task we’re speaking about.”

We finished dinner quickly and Rose retrieved her telescope. It was a beautiful thing, with tubes made of bronze and mechanisms to move the lenses smoothly inside it. All of us went up on deck and took turns looking through it.

When I had my turn, I pointed it at the northern edge of the bay we were in. It had to be ten miles from us, but even in the low light I could pick out details that frankly shocked me for something made with medieval technology. I wasn’t sure if there was magic mixed in with it, but the contraption definitely would do that job. If we could stay ten miles from shore and still find a camouflaged dock, that would do the trick. As long as Aeyr’s people didn’t have a similar telescope.

“What do you all think?” I asked. As if the oohs and aahs I’d heard while the others looked through the device weren’t indication enough.

“I think it will work fine,” Zane said. “Well done, Rose. It’s no wonder you’re grandmother’s favorite.”

The young woman pushed at his shoulder, but she couldn’t hide her smile.

I reached over and hugged Brin. “I guess we have our plan, then. In the morning, we’ll head south toward Ianarsus and, using Rose’s telescope, we’ll look for any sign of the army camp. Then we can find a way to get to it without tipping them off to what we’re doing.”

A ripple in the water turned into a wave as a massive head surfaced next to the ship where we stood.

“Jendawr,” I said. “You’re still here.”

“I am, and I heard what you just said. I am afraid I will not be going with you when you continue on your journey. My younglings have been without me for some time and I need to go home.”

“That’s understandable. Thank you for your help with those monsters. Say hello to your children for us. We’ll come visit when we can.”

The sea dragon’s mouth split into what I think was a smile. It was kind of terrifying, with the dozens of long, sharp teeth on display like that. “I will tell them. I bid you a swift and safe journey, wherever you travel.”

We all said goodbye to the dragon, even Rose and Zane, who were still a bit wary of her. I’d miss our guardian, but hopefully we wouldn’t need her help. From what Zane had said, monster attacks were not common, though they did occur. I liked to use the logic that we’d already encountered monsters, so we’d filled our quota and wouldn’t see more. It was ridiculous, but made me feel a little better.

We set out as the sun threw its first rays up from the east, threading the narrow channel to go south between Dorecalia and the small island that guarded its bay.

It was almost midday by the time we spotted Ianarsus on the horizon. Zane piloted Auryana’s Favor to a distance of seven or eight miles from the coast and Rose set up her telescope on deck. We would have been visible if someone on land had a similar device, but both of the Glyngars assured me that there were few as powerful as the one Rose had. Claribelle had apparently spared no expense for her favorite granddaughter.

An island off the northeast coast of Ianarsus presented a problem for our search. It was as large as any of the landmasses bordering the siren queendom, though dwarfed by the one we were searching, but it was the proximity to Ianarsus that was the problem.

“I’d like to sail between the two,” Zane said, but it looks to me like there are only four miles between them. It’s a perfect place to trap a ship and destroy it. Even if not, it will be easy to spot us and send a ship out after us. If there are at least two ships, we could easily be blocked in and boarded.”

I looked through the telescope at the two islands and could easily visualize what he said. “Yeah, it’s too risky. Can we go wide around the smaller island, then come around back to eight miles from the eastern edge of Ianarsus to continue searching?”

“That’s what I was thinking, too. We might miss being able to see some areas of the coast well, but it will be safer.”

Rose had been letting whoever wanted to help search take turns on the telescope, and it was me who was currently using it. Zane turned the ship to round the smaller island, as we discussed, but before he’d turned completely, something caught my eye.

“Zane, can you slow us down?”

In answer, the young captain started barking out orders to manipulate the sails. I didn’t pay much attention to the exact terminology because I needed my entire focus on what I saw in the telescope. It wasn’t easy keeping it trained on one location with the movement of the waves, but I managed to find what I’d seen before.

What looked like the edge of another sailing vessel and, more importantly, a structure of some kind.

“I think I found it,” I said. “It’s on the shore across from the smaller island. That was a good call, not going through there. It probably would have been the end of us. Keep going around and when we go back toward the eastern coast of Ianarsus, I’ll see if I can spot it from the other side.”

I saw even less of the obviously deliberately hidden port on the other side, but it was enough for me to believe we’d found our destination. We sailed ten miles south from the location, scanning the shore but finding no other evidence of a port or a compound.

“That has to be it, right?” Tip said. He, as well as most of my other companions were gathered around me and the telescope.

“I think so.” I scratched my head. “What do you suggest, Zane and Rose? Is it safe for you to row us ashore within half a dozen miles of where that port is?”

The captain nodded. “We can. I saw a few places we could manage it. I’m not sure about anchoring, though. We’ll be easily spotted sitting there offshore.”

“We could drop you off, then retreat to another place, maybe farther south around the curve of the land,” Rose said. “Then we could sail by once or twice a day at a particular time to see if you’re ready to leave. It won’t allow you to escape quickly if you’re in trouble, but it will be less likely the ship is attacked.”

I looked at each of my companions, one at a time. I got a few nods, but no one shook their head or disagreed.

“I guess that’s what we’ll do. Is everyone ready for a hike of ten miles or so? And that’s just to the port. Who knows how far inland whatever it is we’re looking for is.”

“It’ll be easier than most of the workouts you’ve made me suffer through,” Tip said.

“That’s the spirit, buddy. Of course, once we find what we’re looking for, I expect there’s going to be plenty of hard battle. Maybe we’ll even skip training for a day or two.”

Tip showed me all his teeth, though it looked more like a feral animal baring them than a smile.

Hell, I’d take what I could get.


Chapter
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Captain Zane suggested we wait until dark to go ashore, since we didn’t know where all Aeyr’s people were located and there was a risk of us being spotted. I wasn’t sure at first.

“If we don’t start until it’s dark, won’t we have to wait until sunrise to start searching for the port?” I asked. “Why not just go ashore right before dawn in that case, even though I don’t want to delay too much. I mean, I know Keliana has great night vision and all, but to navigate seems like it’ll be dangerous. We could run into a whole camp of soldiers.”

Keli waved the concerns away. “We could simply follow the shoreline. There will be a half moon tonight, light enough for all of us. I’ve traveled like this many times in unknown terrain in the dark.”

“Plus,” Zane said, “if you started off now, you’d only have a few hours until dark anyway. It’ll give us a chance to go down the coast and see if we can find anything else. They may have more than one port or compound.”

“Another reason to go ashore when it’s dark is that we can do so closer to where we need to investigate, saving us miles of travel by foot,” Lirien added.

I scratched my chin. They had me there. “Fair enough. Let’s see what else we can find like you suggest, then go from there.”

We didn’t find anything along the eastern coast of the island. In the end, we decided to sleep for a few hours and then go ashore a couple of hours before dawn at an area significantly closer to the hidden port than where we would have rowed ashore in the daylight to prevent detection.

As Keli said, the moon put off enough light both for Zane to navigate closer to shore than he’d anticipated and for us to follow the shoreline once we made landfall. She, Lirien, and Irinia took turns near the front as scouts. The first hour, silence prevailed. Only a few soft comments mixed with the sound of our footsteps and our bodies moving through the bushes at the edge of the forest we traversed.

When the sky started lightening, it was like we all woke, daring to speak a little more and then a little more. By the time the misty morning light illuminated their path, conversation sprang up.

I found myself walking next to the Dragonfish. Not only Vivia, Deema, and Ruiel, but also Irinia, who had moved back from the front to allow Keli and Lirien to take point.

“Hey, you four,” I said. “How have you been doing? I haven’t spoken much with you on this trip. Is this as strange to you as it was for me visiting the queendom?”

Deema shook out her blonde hair. “I haven’t had a chance to kill much up here on the surface. That’s different for me.”

I chuckled, but it was a bit forced. The woman was gung ho and an adrenaline junkie. It made her damn good at what she did, though. Which, as I thought about it, was pretty much killing things.

The other blonde, Irinia, swung her excited blue-green eyes to me. The way they sparkled was more than sunlight. “Everything has been so interesting, ever since we joined you at that town. I’d been up on the islands before, of course, but I never experienced anything like this. The ship, the fighting with no water in sight, this forest…” She let out a sound that was damn close to a giggle.

Vivia laughed. “It has been interesting. You always take us to the nicest places.” She gave me a flirty wink.

“What about you, Ruiel?”

The red-haired siren knockout pursed her lips. “It’s been fun, but I haven’t been able to have sex in the open air yet.” Her eyes nailed me in place. “I still have my hopes, though.”

I heard a soft groan from behind us. It kind of sounded like Tip. After a soft giggle sounded, I had my confirmation it had been the satyr. I shook my head at the absurdity of it all.

The sirens went suddenly quiet and straightened their posture. Two seconds later, soft hands snaked up to knead my shoulders, rubbing them in a familiar way.

“Hi, Coralei,” I said, turning my head just in time for her lips to meet mine. “I haven’t been able to spend much time with you, either.”

“We’ll have to fix that soon,” she purred at me.

“Yeah, we will.”

On our way through the forested area of the island, Brin and Qamara pointed out several plants that had the melted wax look like the ones we found in Olliaran. I didn’t remember seeing too much of that kind of corruption in our travels, though we saw other evidence of the magic of the world being imbalanced. The sirens observed the plants and seemed interested, though we didn’t really discuss it.

Until we started to see the animals.

“Is that a normal animal here on the surface?” Vivia asked when we found what I could only describe as a mutated lizard squirrel.

“No. No, it is not.” I glanced at Brin. “Most of the mutations we’ve seen involved monsters. This is the first time we’ve seen it with smaller animals. Smaller than those monkeys we saw in Sauvaxera.”

Brin frowned at the creature. It didn’t seem like it was well, crawling along as if in pain. “Is the corruption perhaps growing faster, or is it this particular place simple more tainted by whatever machinations Aeyr is perpetrating?”

After seeing several other examples in the next few miles, the answer seemed clear. If this one island was being affected more than other places, it was a snapshot of what the entire world would look like sooner or later if Aeyr wasn’t stopped.

“It’s as we discussed before,” Coralei said. “The world as a whole tends toward balance and unity, unless something acts against it. I can almost hear the discordant song of this place, like a terribly performed melody drifting on the wind. It’s more difficult to hear in the air than it is in the water, but it’s similar to what I’ve been hearing in the queendom for months now. We must try to correct the imbalances or the effects will cascade and amass until everything breaks.”

Qamara closed her eyes and raised her chin. Her posture gave me the impression that she was listening to something, or sensing it. I watched her as the others spoke more about what the presence of the mutated creatures meant. When the prophetess opened her eyes, they locked onto me.

I waited a moment for her to say something, then prompted her when she didn’t. “Qamara?”

“I can feel the magical alterations of this place. It tastes of Aeyr, but only faintly. I do not think it’s something he does purposely. The presence of his minions, touched lightly by his power, perhaps makes the magical imbalance more pronounced here. We should tread carefully if that is the case. I know not what ramifications that may have on this island.”

“Thank you. If I haven’t told you before, I’m happy you’re back with us, even if it means you’ll be facing danger with us. Better to do so with us than alone, as far as I’m concerned. We can look out for each other.”

The smile the alari woman gave me was worth a thousand hazards, even if part of me still wished I could make sure she wouldn’t get hurt. On second thought, though, I realized that was the same way I felt about the rest of my strange and ever-growing family. No matter how skilled they were in combat, I worried for each and every one of them. We were trying to find a damn demigod to kill him.

Conversation fizzled out as we moved through the forest, growing closer to the port with every step. I turned inward and thought about what the whole magical imbalance thing meant. It wasn’t just a personal thing—the possibility of us facing mutated monsters and holes in the air—but what it could mean for the entire world. After all, we were used to fighting monsters and beasts. What about those who weren’t?

Even the Harborage, populated by people who were used to the dangers of Sauvaxera, was at a loss when monsters like what had attacked their walls appeared. What about some poor village somewhere else in the world where strange magical things happened? One monster like some of the ones we’d seen could destroy an entire community, even if it was done one or two people at a time.

We needed to find the information we needed, to find where Aeyr was hiding, before it was too late. We had to end whatever plans he had for taking over the world before he was ready to move. Though we hadn’t seen the army he was building, we knew there was one. We had seen the monster farms and training camp. What if we took too long and he sent his army out to sweep across the world, destroying things as they went? No one would accuse us of being at fault, but it sure would feel like it to me.

Through chasing Aeyr’s minions, I’d traveled so many places, met so many people. Some were with me still, but others had their own lives to lead and were still at their homes. Master Ilias, Rolant, Magnus, Thasinia and her father Feordrick, Trisse, Tawny, Shiree, even the kids Benni and Samantha we met in the Aesturith Kingdom. They were all friends and would all be affected by whatever catastrophe Aeyr visited upon Valorae.

I found myself clenching my fists, my anger building up inside of me. Aeyr. That motherfucker! Wasn’t it enough that he almost dominated the entire world centuries before, destroying many peoples’ way of life and even ending the alari nation? He had been beaten down, but did he disappear, die out, or at least change his mind about ruling over everyone? No. He decided to build up his armies again and give it a second chance.

One thing was for sure. We needed to not only defeat him. This time, he needed to die for good. He needed to be destroyed utterly, with no chance of ever coming back. Somehow.

“It will be well,” Brin said, peeling my fingers open and slipping her hand into mine. “We will do what we must and it shall be enough. It must be so.”

I looked into my moonwisp’s green eyes, my own feeling heavy and liquid. But what if we can’t? I didn’t voice my concern, though. I squeezed her hand and did my best to force a smile. “Yes, you’re right.”

Keli stopped us in the afternoon and gathered us together.

“As far as I can tell, we’re getting close to where we saw the ship. Why don’t you all take a rest here and I’ll scout it out? Once we have more information, we can decide what to do.”

I wasn’t going to even argue with her about this anymore. I knew as well as anyone else that she could sneak onto the ship and probably sail the damn thing away from the port without anyone catching her. She must have known what I was thinking because she flashed me a huge grin when I remained silent.

“I’m going with you,” Vivia said.

Keli swept her eyes over the dark-haired siren soldier, lingering on her curved, karambit-type knives the Dragonfish called “fangs” before pursing her lips and nodding. I wasn’t sure how skilled the woman was, but if she could infiltrate when underwater, she could probably keep from being spotted on the surface.

“Don’t take any chances,” I told the duo. “We just need to find out where to go next to find the army camp, if it’s not right there at the port. Don’t kill anyone you don’t have to.” I narrowed my eyes at Keli. “And don’t go and eliminate all the officers. We’re looking for information to find Aeyr. Hopefully he’s on this island, but if not, we need leads to where he is.”

The catgirl kissed the air at me. “Don’t worry. We’ll leave you some of Aeyr’s lackeys to kill.”

As the two disappeared into the foliage, I heaved a forlorn sigh.


Chapter
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“Alone at last,” Keliana said to the hot Dragonfish squad leader. Vivia wasn’t as magnetic as the redheaded siren on her squad, but she was still badass and sexy. She chuckled inwardly. Badass. She so loved the way that word sounded and what it meant. It was another thing she had thanks to Gar. Some of the terms from his world were so…delicious.

Vivia didn’t flirt like Ruiel, the fiery red-haired Dragonfish. She only settled her calm, knowing gaze upon Keli. “Yes, quite. So, you were an assassin for hire before?”

“I was.”

“That seems…dishonorable. No offense intended.”

Keli laughed. “It was and it is, no offense taken. I still kill, and I do things much like this”—she waved her hands about—“but the difference is that I do them for reasons other than being paid.”

“To aid your friends in preparing for battles, ultimately meant to destroy the demigod.”

“Yes.”

“That is honorable. I do similar things. The Dragonfish are specialists, much as you are. I have killed, many times and often, though always to protect the queendom.”

“See, we’re not so different.” Keli tossed her hair. “We even both have beautiful ebony hair.”

That finally prompted a smile from the hardened soldier. “We do.”

Foreplay done, Keli switched to her serious persona. It wouldn’t do to be chatting like an amateur and run right into a patrol. She could almost feel the port close by.

It didn’t take long for the two to ghost through the forest and find the port that was mostly hidden from discovery by ships at sea. A hook-shaped bay held a dock with room for several ships currently held two. Both were slightly smaller than Auryana’s Favor, but not by much.

Five large structures huddled near the dock, hidden by the trees and the curvatures of the bay itself. People scrambled around them like confused insects. Most seemed to be moving crates, but others busied themselves with other tasks like repairing the dock or cleaning the ships. A few groups of two to four people appeared to be guards as well, all outfitted with weapons but not wearing uniforms. Clothing varied and more than a few sets of armor adorned the obvious soldiers.

Keli and Vivia scanned the dock area for a handful of minutes, committing details to memory before turning their attention beyond the dock and the buildings to a wide road heading to the southwest through the forest. The former Venom Blade nodded to the siren, and they slinked toward the road, noting the few sentries posted in the vegetation.

They’re not too concerned about guarding the place, Keli thought. A minimal number of guards on the dock and barely any on the road. They’re relying on being unseen. That and no one being crazy enough to attack or steal from Aeyr’s army.

The road had no traffic on it currently, though it looked well used. With the dock being the only lifeline to the mainland, Keli imagined it would be busy when ships came or went, but not otherwise. Not unless they stored their supplies in those buildings at the dock instead of wherever that road led.

“Not too difficult to sneak onto the ships,” Vivia pointed out when they were far enough from the port that no one would hear them. “Going from the water, I could get onto one of them with my eyes closed.”

“They’re not too concerned about visitors,” Keli agreed. “We’ll see what their camp looks like.”

The camp turned out to be closer to a compound or even a village. Permanent structures had been built in some semblance of organization within a large area cleared of the surrounding forest, with streets between them. Warehouses were there, too, answering the question about where they stored supplies. More people were out and about, a large number of them training at some fields set outside the main grouping of buildings. Like the dock, the soldiers wore no standard uniform. Unless the uniform was reinforced leather armor of different shades of brown.

From their vantage point on a slight rise within nearby trees, the siren pointed to a section of structures that were bigger and apparently better built than the others. “That’s where we’ll find the important people.”

The catgirl absently nodded, focusing on individuals. No one she could see really stuck out from the others, but the buildings Vivia referred to would definitely hold those higher in the chain of command. Even scrutinizing the organization and the specific structures, she couldn’t find anything that stood out too much. Nothing like a palace or fortress or any other structure that would indicate Aeyr was present in the compound.

“I’m not impressed,” she told Vivia. “Not by the layout, by the quality, nor by the number of soldiers. What do you figure? Four hundred or so?”

“A few more, but not five hundred.”

“Not much of an army, though I guess with the monsters added in, it could be a formidable force.”

“Maybe it’s not the only one.” Vivia gestured to the narrower road branching west from the compound, snaking off through the forest. “Check that out, too?”

“Yes. We need to be thorough.”

Three quarters of an hour later, Keli stood within the forest, looking out at a much bigger base that had been carved from the vegetation. It was at least double the size of the first camp and in the middle of the other structures similar to the smaller location, a significantly larger building loomed. It was made of wood still, but the thing fairly screamed “fortress.”

The two women cataloged the place, committing the details to memory, before heading back to where the others were in a more direct line than the roundabout way they’d come. There would need to be some discussion and a bit of spying, but they had enough information for now.

“Let’s see what everyone thinks about this.” Keli threw one more look at the larger compound. “I have a feeling I’ll be visiting that big building there soon. I’m curious about what it holds.”

Vivia snorted. “Such a cat.”

Keli chuckled, leading the siren toward their friends.
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Keli and Vivia returned from their scouting trip and explained to the rest of us what they’d found. They even drew diagrams in the dirt to illustrate the configuration of the buildings at the three locations.

“There wasn’t another road from the bigger encampment leading to another one?” I asked.

Vivia shook her head. “No. It’s just those two and the port itself, unless they’re separated with no roads in between them. We’re still talking about anywhere from six hundred to a over a thousand soldiers, all told.”

“Yeah.” I scratched my head, looking over the diagrams scratched in the dirt. “Do you think Aeyr is in that big building, that fortress type of structure you saw?”

Both Keli and Vivia shrugged.

“If I can get close enough, I will be able to sense him,” Qamara offered.

“How close? I’m not about to say yes to you sneaking through an entire village to the fortress in the center and then have you go inside of that, too.”

“I believe if I could get near the limits of the village, I would be able to sense him. Remember that I could sense the residual effects of his magic at the fortress in the north for miles, and he has not been there for many centuries.”

“Point taken.” I thought about it for a moment. “We really need to know if he’s here. If he is, we’ll need a plan to destroy the entire army before we take him on. Fighting him will be hard enough. There’s no way we can do that and fight hundreds of soldiers as well.

“On the other hand, if he’s not here, our goal will be completely different. We’ll need to get information on where the demigod is, as we planned. We don’t even necessarily have to kill anyone, if we can get the information sneakily and leave without the army being none the wiser.”

Brin nudged me with her shoulder. “It is clear, then. We must bring Qamara to where she can attempt to sense Aeyr’s magic. Once it is clear if he is here or not, we can craft our designs for what to do next, whether that be attacking soldiers or infiltrating the camp to obtain information.”

There were enough nods within the group that it was clear I didn’t need to ask for agreement. “Okay. Keli or Vivia, do you need to rest or should we follow you to the bigger encampment?”

Keli scoffed. “Psht. As if walking a few miles and scouting out some buildings would make us tired. Let’s go. The sooner we do this, the sooner we can end this irritating hunt for the demi-dick so we can move onto things that are more fun.

The smoky look on her face raised the temperature around us by like twenty degrees. I didn’t need to ask what “more fun” things she was talking about.

We still had nearly two hours of daylight left when we got to the compound with the fortress. Keli had taken us directly there, so we didn’t have a frame of reference to compare the size of the encampment.

“That’s like a town,” I said.

My catgirl gave me an incredulous look. “We told you it was.”

“You did, but…wow. Having you tell me about it and actually seeing it are two different things.” I turned to Qamara. “Do you sense anything?”

“I do not. I am sorry. Perhaps if I were closer? I believe that if Aeyr was there, even within the fortress, I could detect his magic. There is a taste of it, though it is probably due to his underlings, or perhaps any umbrenix that might be near.”

“We didn’t see any of the shadows,” Vivia told us. “Though maybe we wouldn’t in the daylight.”

Brin squinted at the town from within our cover in the forest. “We can wait until darkness falls and bring Qamara to the edge of the town and see if she can sense anything from there. I will go with her to use my Lunar Light sight in case there are umbrenix about.”

So we sat and rested and passed the time doing little else than watching people move around between the buildings. I hated every minute of it. Waiting was generally not something I enjoyed, but especially with all the things happening and the clock we were on because of the army and the trained monsters and even how each day seemed to make the magical imbalance thing worse, passing the time doing nothing was excruciating.

Finally, after an interminable transition from afternoon to twilight to evening’s darkness and then something close to true night, we escorted Qamara to where she could try to sense if the one we’d been chasing almost since I entered this world was where we could reach him. Brin was with us, of course, but so were Keliana and Sariel. The first because of her sneakiness and dark vision, but the second merely because she had asked to come and I would never turn down having her sword beside us. Even if we had to throw Lirien’s cloak over her to keep her bright, shining armor and hair from acting like beacons in the night.

We dared to go within spitting distance of one of the structures. As far as I could tell, it was some kind of warehouse, with no windows I could see. I scanned the surroundings, but I had to admit I was out of my element. I could see in the dark about as well as any other non-magical human, but compared to my girls—even Sariel with her keener Elven eyes—I wasn’t much use unless something attacked us in melee range. Because of that, I spent half my time watching Qamara’s face as she cast out her senses.

Her pale skin almost glowed in the light of the stars and sliver of the moon. Eyes closed, she faced the town, focusing. A few head tilts and even a twitching of one eye gave the impression that she had detected something, but I doubted it was Aeyr. If it was, I would expect a lot stronger reaction. I wanted to ask what was going on, but we’d made it clear before we left the forest that none of us would utter a sound until we got back to a couple dozen paces from the town.

When Qamara opened her eyes, they freaked me out a little, with her pupils filling up almost the entire area of her orbs. She smiled at me and, as she focused, they contracted a somewhat. Then she jerked her head back toward where we’d come from and we made our way as silently as we could.

Once safely nestled in the trees again with the rest of our companions, not having seen a single umbrenix, Qamara answered our unasked question.

“I did not sense Aeyr within. Unless he is behind powerful magical wards to prevent detection, he is not here.”

I considered what that meant for a moment, but I had another question. “Qamara, I watched your reaction as you tried to detect him. Some of your expressions…did you sense something else?”

The beautiful alari woman stared at me for a moment and I wasn’t sure if she was going to answer me. “I…I thought I sensed other magic, but am unsure. It is not important enough to worry about. What is important is that Aeyr is not present. What shall we do?”

Her answer didn’t satisfy me. It felt like she was going back to keeping things from us, which I thought we’d gotten past. I shook my head. It wasn’t time for me to get hung up on that.

“I think we need to find someone at the top of the hierarchy and shake him or her until secrets fall out. I’m assuming that means infiltrating the fortress.”

“If I may,” Vivia said. “I agree that the best chance of finding someone with information we need is that fortress. But I would like to suggest something to help with what we have to do.”

“I’m listening. Infiltration is kind of your specialty as a Dragonfish, right?”

She gave me a wide smile. “It is. What I suggest is to aid whoever goes into the fortress. If the forces are already off balance, they won’t react as efficiently. I’d like to propose a distraction.”

I rubbed my chin. “Hmmm. Do you have something specific in mind?”

“Yes. Yes, I do.”


Chapter
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“Iknow I probably don’t need to say this, and I hope it’s not insulting, but be careful.” I pulled Vivia into a hug, then did the same with Deema, Ruiel, and Irinia.

“Dragonfish would usually take it as an insult, but I’ll let it pass. We prefer, ‘Go kick some ass and come back safe.’” The black-haired Dragonfish squad leader winked at me. “The hug is a nice touch, though.”

I laughed. “I’ll have another one waiting for you when we meet back up. Go kick some ass and come back safe.”

“If we do, will there be kisses, too?” That was from Ruiel, the red-haired knockout who I was pretty sure was going to get sex before we finished this mission, from one person or another.

Keli’s little purr motor started and stopped like it was trying to turn over. Yeah, one person or another.

It almost made me sad that Tip didn’t immediately step forward to offer himself, only to be shot down. It wasn’t as much fun since Cea had taken him, heart and soul. That didn’t stop him from waggling his eyebrows at me, though, the little fucker.

The four sirens left after Coralei had a few words with them, and the rest of us hunkered down to wait. The plan was that the distraction would be very evident—it was kind of in the definition—so we’d have to hang tight until the sirens did their job so we could make our move.

We decided to go in as a small group, since even with all of us, we probably wouldn’t outnumber any opposition we encountered. Better that we keep it trim and stealthy. That being the case, we settled on Brin, Keli, Tyra, Sariel, Lirien, and me. Though Cea could probably sneak better than I could with her agility and her small size, Tip was a horrible choice to go with his hooves that would clack and scrape. Dayra had no desire to go, and Coralei didn’t think her weapon of choice was a good fit for skulking through corridors. Qamara…well, she wasn’t really a combatant.

“May I go with you?” the prophetess asked after we’d been waiting for more than half an hour.

I goggled at the alari woman. “You want to go with us to infiltrate the fortress?”

“I do, if you will allow me.”

I thought I heard something in my head sizzling. “Why?”

“I would like to investigate the odd sensation I had when I was trying to find Aeyr’s magical signature.”

“It’s going to be dangerous in there. Chances are good that we’re going to see some combat.”

“I am not afraid of danger. I regret that I may be a liability to the group, but I would not ask if I didn’t feel it important.”

I glanced at Brin, more than a little worried about bringing Qamara along. She met my eyes. I don’t think she actually nodded, but her eyes seemed to communicate the sentiment anyway. I shrugged. “Okay. Stay in the middle of our little group, though. We’ll keep you safe.”

“I know you will, Gar. You and the rest of our family. I know you will always do your best to keep me from harm.”

No more than forty-five minutes later, bells started ringing. It was distant at first, but then other bells, closer, took up the pattern. It wasn’t late, only a couple of hours after dark, and the response was impressive. Lights bloomed in the encampment, whereas they were few and far between prior to the alarm bells. Now, there were people with lamps and torches, all of them streaming out toward the northeast. I only saw a few horses, the rest of the soldiers on foot as they headed toward the other camp and the port.

“I guess that’s our sign,” I said. “Let’s get to work. Keli, if you will.”

My catgirl gave me a quick kiss and led us from our hideaway in the forest, our four remaining friends waving a goodbye to us.

It was a little dicey at first, with soldiers still moving about in the streets, but a little patience and twenty minutes, and the place was mostly empty. At least outside the buildings. There was no telling how many were inside the structures, let alone the fortress itself.

“Go, Keli,” I told my catgirl. “We’ll follow your lead.”

Though I expected a comment or at least a nice wiggle of her tight ass or tail, she was in pure professional mode. It didn’t stop me from looking, of course, but it also made me feel more self-assured that we were in good hands.

She threaded through the spaces between buildings, finding those with the deepest shadows, and we strung out into a line. When we bunched up in front of a side door to the fortress, Keli broke out some tools and had the door open in no time. Putting a hand up to tell us to wait, she slipped in through the door. It was only seconds until her hand thrust out and crooked a finger for us to enter.

That’s not much of a fortress if we could all sneak in that quickly. Of course, we’d only been calling it a fortress. It was merely a sturdy building that loomed over all the others surrounding it. There was no wall or anything. It sat in the middle of the encampment like a fat spider waiting for prey.

We ended up in a storage room, a few stacks of crates and not much else. Keli closed the door behind us and gathered us in to whisper.

“I’m going to scout around a little, see if I can find any officers. If I can find one alone, I can incapacitate them. Any more than that, I’ll come back and get you.” She put up a hand when I opened my mouth. “I know. We’re here for information. Records or a high-ranking officer who might have the answers we need. No killing unless it’s necessary. Don’t worry.”

I smiled at her and she gave me a nod that clearly said, “Yeah, I thought so.” Then she was gone and the door seemed to close again on its own.

As we waited, I watched Qamara in the barely-there glow of one of Brin’s balls of light. It wasn’t enough to leak under the door—in fact, we could see light coming in from the hallway—but it made it a little more comfortable sitting on crates in the room.

The prophetess seemed tense, though somehow I knew it wasn’t fear. It seemed more like anticipation. When I took her hand, she jerked in startlement. I brought her hand up to kiss it, and continued to hold it. I could feel the vibrations running through her limb.

By the time Keli came back, I was climbing the walls. I leaped to my feet when the door moved, but she dropped her magical ability and appeared before I tried to attack the empty air.

“As far as I can tell, the place is cleared out,” the catgirl whispered to us. “Whatever those alarm bells meant, it must have been really important. I hope the sirens didn’t bite off more than they could chew. I found what I think is the commander’s office, but couldn’t find anything with a quick search. Do you want to go and do a more thorough job of it?”

I nodded. It was good there weren’t too many people in the fortress, but I hadn’t expected there to be no people. If the best we could do was finding records, then that’s what we’d have to do.

We moved as a group, heading to the other side of the building. Keli stopped us at a set of stairs and pointed up, but before we set foot on the first step, Qamara darted down the hall to another set of stairs, one that went down. Without hesitation, she descended them.

Goddamn it, Qamara! I swept an irritated look to my other companions and went after the woman. She and I would be having a conversation after this was all over and done, but for now I needed to make sure she was safe.

Trying to be as light on my feet as possible, I ran after her and took the stairs at a reckless speed. I caught her arm just as she hit the landing at the bottom. I had to hand it to her, though, she didn’t make a sound other than a soft umph as I pulled her arm to stop her forward momentum.

She ignored my glare and pointed down the corridor in front of us, tugging her arm to try to get free. I shook my head and pointed back up the stairs, where Brin, Tyra, Sariel, and Lirien came down before Keli brought up the rear. The alari prophetess, pointed insistently down the hallway.

A few wall-mounted oil lamps lit the corridor, but not too brightly. I could barely make out Qamara’s face, since she was between me and the nearest lamp, but her eyes pleaded at me as she continued to try to free her arm.

“Please,” she whispered so softly that I didn’t even think my other girls could hear.

My eyes closed and I let out a breath. This has something to do with what she sensed. I was sure of it.

I gestured to the hall, then pointed to myself, then back to the hall. If we were going to do this, I was going first. At her nod, I moved up in front of her, finding Keli had already slipped by the others and taken point. That was fine, but I threatened mentally that I’d spank Qamara’s pale, perfect ass if she tried to hare off ahead of us again.

The section of the fortress we were in was mainly one long hall. There were a few doors, but they seemed like those belonging to storage or utility rooms we’d passed before. Some even had padlocks on the outside. We passed them all by. After a few turns, we reached an intersection. Qamara gestured to the left and Keli stalked down that branch. For about twenty feet, until she stopped on a dime and put her hand up.

I could hear sounds of speech, so faint I wasn’t sure if I was imagining them. I moved as slowly and silently as I could up to Keli. She pointed to me and to the ground where I stood, then moved forward. I obediently waited as she suggested. As she disappeared, skirting a corner in the hallway.

I turned my head to try to hear better, still only getting snatches of soft voices. One of them raised before being abruptly cut off. Seconds later, Keli appeared and motioned us forward.

Three soldiers, or maybe guards, lay on the floor dead. Blood from their wounds had started to pool in a low spot on the floor. I gave Keli a stern look and she performed an adorable half shrug that made me want to kiss her until she couldn’t breathe. Damn sexy catgirl!

She held out a keyring she snatched off a peg on the wall. When I raised an eyebrow, she shook it, not toward me, but toward Qamara. The alari stepped past me, careful not to drag her dress on the blood, and accepted the keys.

“What the fuck?” I mouthed, but Keli just pointed toward Qamara and stepped aside so the other woman could walk toward the third door down the hall. She took a deep breath, fitted the fourth key she tried into the lock, and turned it with a click. Then she swung the door open, just in time for a figure to leap out and bodily slam her into the wall of the corridor.


Chapter
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Isprinted toward Qamara, my heart pounding hard enough that I thought it might punch through my chest. I mentally kicked myself for not stopping the prophetess as she unlocked the cell door. What the hell was I thinking? What the hell was she thinking?

The prisoner was all rags and sinew, stringy black hair hanging limp as her body collided with the alari. I thought for sure Qamara was going to crack her head against the corridor wall, but she didn’t.

Instead, she twisted and maneuvered her body, expertly redirecting the force from her attacker so that her opponent crashed into the wall instead. The whoosh of air leaving the other woman’s body made me wince. That had been a hard hit.

Without skipping a beat, though, the prisoner snatched an unlit torch from a sconce, swinging it at Qamara as she circled to put the prophetess between her and me. I’d almost reached them when Qamara yelled at me.

“No, Garfield. Leave me be. Please. You as well, Keliana. Do not throw.”

She didn’t turn her head, instead focusing on the woman with what amounted to a club. I saw Keli near me, her throwing knife already in her hand. I shook my head at her, though I felt uneasy about it. Qamara was in danger, but I had to trust her and do as she asked. Standing and watching was like fighting a tidal wave with my bare hands.

The prisoner, her eyes frantic, swung at Qamara, and I was sure Brin was going to need to heal the alari. But again, she surprised me. Like a boxer slipping a punch, she weaved to evade. As she did, she said something, a sentence or two in the Alari language, but I didn’t hear it well enough that I’d know what she said, even if I would have understood it. The woman ignored her and continued to try to pummel Qamara. Was that a spell of some kind? I didn’t think Qamara was able to cast spells like that.

It soon became evident that the torch couldn’t be dodged continuously, not in a narrow hallway. My heart rate spiked again when Qamara drew the dagger Tyra had made her, which was belted at her waist. She said something else I couldn’t hear, like she was trying to talk down her attacker, but the prisoner was having none of it.

Then Qamara started to…flow. That’s the only way I can describe it. She flipped the knife into a reverse grip as smoothly as anyone I’d ever seen and, instead of evading, started to parry the wooden weapon as it came at her over and over again. Her breathing was steady and even. Unlike mine at watching her fight.

The wild-eyed woman kept trying to bash Qamara. Head, arms, even a few swipes toward her legs, she grunted and puffed and did her level best to crush my alari prophetess. All the while, Qamara calmly parried or even blocked the strikes, gradually whittling down what had been a substantial chunk of wood.

As the aggressor overreached slightly, Qamara executed a picture-perfect deflection with the flat of her blade, lashed out with a lightning-fast punch to the other woman’s wrist, then kicked her leg out from under her with an impressive leg sweep. She followed the woman’s body down to the floor and put her knife to the prisoner’s throat. I noticed that it was the flat of the blade she pressed to the skin.

“Astena. Astena! Esango di esangame, sorenemi e travo deisare.” Qamara slapped the woman’s face. “Astena! Sorenemi.”

The woman’s eyes snapped to Qamara’s and all the fight left her. “Ie etrasorie. Q-Q-Qamara?”

“Yes, Astena. It is I.”

Qamara dropped her knife as the other woman threw her arms around my prophetess and did her level best to squeeze the life out of her. Both women’s eyes leaked tears.

I stood and stared for the few minutes the women embraced. Aside from the soft sobbing, there was not a sound in the hallway. If the other cells held prisoners, they didn’t shift or utter a word. Finally, Qamara climbed to her feet and put her hand out to pull the other woman up to hers. When she turned to me, she wore a huge smile.

“Garfield, let me introduce to you my cousin, Astena Enorana, perhaps the last of my family.”

As Qamara introduced all of us, I looked the woman over. She was in rough shape, but beneath the grime and shredded clothing and frazzled hair, I could see the resemblance. I’d have bet the woman had been a knockout before her rough treatment. I mean, she was still beautiful, if haggard and filthy. After meeting her, I stepped aside to the others could have their chance. A small table in an alcove held leftover food and water for the guards. They wouldn’t need it any longer.

I brought the pitcher and a cup of water to Astena. “Drink? How about you sit down while you meet the others. Unfortunately, we’re going to need to leave soon, so rest for a little while and, if you want, Brin can heal you. Both of you. That was some rough fighting.”

Astena gave me a genuine smile and accepted the cup as she sat down. Brin immediately started healing and I bent to retrieve Qamara’s knife, still lying on the floor. When I straightened, she was standing in front of me, a guilty look on her face.

I handed her knife back. She took it and slipped it into the sheath. We looked into each other’s eyes for a few seconds before I pulled her into a hug.

“That was some fighting.”

She chuckled into my shoulder, but didn’t say anything for a handful of seconds. “I am sorry. Another thing I could not tell you. My life, and my responsibilities…”

I kissed the top of her head. “I understand, and I’m glad you can fight. That has always worried me. That you might get hurt, especially when you left us to go on your errands. I’m also glad Tyra made you that knife. You’re amazing.”

She started softly sobbing. “My cousin, Garfield. I have not seen her for more than a century. I knew not if any of my family still lived.”

“You sensed her, from outside the town.”

“Yes, but I was not sure. Even outside the cell, I was not certain. Not until she attacked me. She was always a fighter.” She laughed, but it died quickly. “I don’t know what they did to her, how long she has been here. You saw how long it took for her to recognize me. I want to take her away from this place, bring her somewhere she can safely recover.”

“We will. She’ll come back with us to the ship and then anywhere she wants to go. She can go to Tergalidon if she wants. There’s a goddess and more than twelve hundred warriors there. She’ll never be in a cell again if we have anything to say about it.”

Qamara tilted her head up to kiss me. “Thank you. I must check on Astena.”

The cousin was a mess, no small part because she used so much of her precious energy to attack Qamara, thinking only of escape. If Astena was anything like my prophetess, she wasn’t accustomed to acting so rashly, which told me her actions were a last-ditch effort. A risk.

“I’m sorry, Astena,” I said when we got to her. “We’re going to have to move. I don’t know how long the situation that caused the alarm is going to last, so people might start coming back at any time.”

“I understand.” The woman had the same accent as Qamara, though her voice was deeper. That may have been hoarseness caused by her situation for all I knew. She grunted as she rose from the chair, her face not showing pain but plenty of weakness.

What has she been through? This is after being healed by Brin.

“Please pardon me if this is inappropriate, but may I carry you? I don’t want you to wear yourself out. You need to rest.”

Astena shifted her eyes to Qamara and raised a single eyebrow. My alari smiled, prompting a soft snort from her cousin. It made me feel warm inside to see Qamara with an actual relative, someone she’d known since childhood. Their interactions showed their connection.

“I would be most appreciative. As you say, I am weak. I would not put you at risk by holding you back. Thank you, Garfield.”

I scooped her up into a princess carry and she looped her arms around my neck. God, she’s so light!

Keli smirked at me but didn’t say anything. Thankfully. After sweeping her gaze over the rest of our party, though, she did chew her lower lip a bit. “We might have just enough time to check the big office I told you about. We won’t have another chance to search it, not unless we decide on a total assault.”

I was torn. We did need information, but not at the cost of getting caught in the fortress when the soldiers returned. We could fight our way out and probably escape, but it would be dangerous for Astena. She, like her cousin, must have read me like a book.

“Yes. Go to the commander’s office. I will tell you the little I have gleaned while imprisoned here, but do not waste this chance. The most important thing is for us to find where Aeyr is. Nothing else matters. You can leave me somewhere so I will not slow you down.”

“Not a chance of that happening,” I said. “You’re leaving with us and until we get on the ship, you are never going to be out of my sight. Don’t bother arguing. It’ll do you no good.”

She nodded, her eyes locked onto mine. I noticed for the first time they were not quite as light-colored as Qamara’s, a darker hazel color to the prophetess’s pale tan. When we’re back on the ship, I need to ask her for stories of when Qamara was a child. That should be fun.

I must have shown at least a shadow of a smile at the thought because she blinked at me and her own lips moved fractionally from the neutral line they’d been in. Her arms tightened a little as she readjusted.

“Thank you. I won’t argue.”

We spent as much time as we thought we could get away with searching the large office after Keli brought us there. Though there was a lot of information on troops counts and even schedules for supplying the monster farms on Dorecalia, we found exactly zero useful documents that could help us find Aeyr.

“Keli,” Lirien said and the catgirl’s ears pricked up. “Yeah, voices and movement in the street. We need to go.”

“Shit.” The assassin’s tail lashed. “Come on. I’ll find a path. Keep up. We’ll have to come up with another plan to get the information we’re looking for. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find an officer we can abduct on the way out.”

I absently swept a stray lock of hair out of Astena’s face where she sat slumped in a chair dozing. Her eyes opened and focused on me. A tiny smile crept onto her face and she cleared her throat.

“Time to go?”

“Yeah. Sorry. We have to move quickly. The soldiers are coming back.”

She nodded as I hefted her and she wriggled, putting her arms around my neck again and settling her head on my shoulder. Her eyes closed as we followed my catgirl through the halls and out of the fortress.

Qamara stayed next to me the entire way out and into the forest to group up with Tip and the others. His brow furrowed when he saw me carrying yet another woman, but for a change, he didn’t comment.

We’d made it out without being seen and we only had to go back to the meeting location we’d agreed upon with the sirens. Our urgency waned, and we settled into a normal hiking speed.

“Would you like others to take a turn at carrying Astena?” Qamara asked. “Unfortunately, I myself lack the strength to bear her for very long.”

I shook my head. “Nah, I’m good. She doesn’t weigh much. Besides, she’s sleeping. Let her rest.”

Qamara treated me to her tinkling laugh. “For a wonder, she trusts you. Even before whatever horrors she has suffered, she did not trust easily. None of my family did, not for several generations.”

“She probably saw that you trust me. I’m glad. She’s your family, Qamara, which means she is our family as well. Any danger we face is going to have to go through me before I’ll let it even get a look at her.”

Astena shifted, letting out a little groan, and Qamara beamed at us.

I glanced toward the northeast. “Now that we’re heading toward the others, I’m wondering what exactly they did that made the entire camp empty out. I hope they’re okay.”
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Two hours earlier:

Vivia jerked her chin toward the left and Irinia moved off in that direction, hand over hand along the edge of the ship’s deck. They had taken the easy way to the vessel, swimming to it from under the surface, only to climb up a mooring rope until they could dangle from the lip of the deck. So far no one had spotted them, and they didn’t intend for anyone to do so.

It was a different sort of infiltration than the squad leader was used to, if she were honest. But wasn’t that the job? To do different creative things to achieve the objective? So what, it was above water and involved climbing, which was not something typically done underwater. She thought her plan had been good when she proposed it, and she still did.

Vivia hopped lightly up onto the deck of the ship. The training the Dragonfish did in dry rooms and air-filled caverns was coming in handy now that she’d had legs for days at a time rather than her natural tail. Even her current mission was good training, something that would develop another aspect of her combat skills. But that wasn’t the only benefit she enjoyed from her time on the surface, and on the ship as she traveled.

Ever curious for more information, she has pestered her surface friends and the crew of the ship relentlessly, learning such interesting things. Things she’d known little about living in the queendom, but which she could immediately see the benefits of delving into.

She motioned to Irinia and the scout slinked along the crates tied to the deck to meet her at an opening where steep stairs disappeared down under the deck. Navigating the cramped corridors was easy enough with no one aboard. Though she had to think twice about it, she left her trident in the first closet-sized room she saw. The long weapon wouldn’t be as useful in the cramped quarters as her fangs—the curved and wickedly sharp knives that were the trademark of the Dragonfish. Her blonde companion likewise stored her trident, retaining a knife and that bow she’d been carrying since they’d been on the surface.

The two ghosted through the lower decks, searching for a particular place the sailors she’d talked to on the Auryana’s Favor called the hold. When they found it—it looked just like the one on the other ship—she gave Irinia a wicked smile.

“This is it, Irinia. Have you been marking the time?”

The scout nodded. She’d been training with the Dragonfish since the battles with the sharks and Jendawr herself, back when Gar and his friends had been in the queendom with them. The blonde siren was doing well; well enough that Vivia was going to recommend an offering be made to her to become one of the her sisters in the Special Tactics Force of the siren army.

“I have. We have half a mark left until the time to implementation.”

“Correct,” Vivia said. “Let’s look through these supplies and prepare things. It’s crucial we initiate the distraction at the same time Deema and Ruiel.”

When the time came, Vivia allowed Irinia to do the honors. Using a lamp and a flint kit they’d stolen above deck, the scout started a flame and touched it to the dribble of lamp oil they’d laid down. It burned along the trail and down toward the hold and lower decks. The stairs had been a puzzle at first, but they’d solved the problem with some old rope they found in the corner of the hold. Soaked with the lamp oil, they’d bridge the decks and deliver the flame to where they needed it.

To the puddles of lamp oil and piles of oil-soaked rags surrounding more casks of oil in the main hold.

Vivia picked up her trident on the way out to the main deck and nearly ran into a short man. A dwarf.

“What the hells are you—” was all he got out before she knocked him on the side of the head with the flat of her trident. The man dropped bonelessly to the deck.

She frowned toward Irinia. “Help me with him. I guess we’re taking a prisoner.”

It was an easy matter to pitch the man over the railing, though he was heavy for his size. Once in the water, Vivia handed her trident to Irinia and dragged the dwarf along, his face just above the surface of the water so he didn’t drown. Going wide around the other ship—where the other two members of her squad had gone to do what she and Irinia had done—she headed for the meeting place.

Before she left the water, the strong smell of smoke filled the air, soon joined by flickering light in the ship she’d left. Then, the same dancing yellow and orange light flared on the other ship.

Ruiel and Deema swam up to them as Vivia dragged the dwarf out of the water.

“Souvenir?” Ruiel asked.

Vivia smirked. “Yeah. I always wanted a dwarf. Do you think the queen will let me keep him? Help me move him. He weighs as much as a boulder.”

The four sirens stayed in the forest south of the port long enough to watch both ships burst into flame after the fire had reached the lamp oil supply and started combusting so aggressively there was no way the fire would be put out. Soldiers swarmed the ships to try to fight the fire anyway as a series of loud bells broke the night.

“I guess our job here is done.” Vivia considered the dwarf. “I suppose we should wake him up and question him. I’m not dragging his heavy ass all the way back to where we’ll join up with the others.”

With a simple snippet of song magic, the squad leader woke the man. His eyes flew open, and he tried to leap to his feet, but three sharpened tridents placed against his neck stopped that action immediately.

“What’re you…who are you? Do you know who I am?”

Vivia shrugged. “We don’t, but you’re going to tell us. Along with anything else we ask about.”
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We made it to the designated place to meet with the sirens. My nerves were a little jangly as we approached. Whatever the four had done, it had cleared out the encampment with the fortress and, I assumed, the smaller one as well. I hope they made it out of there.

“You picked up a stray, too, it seems.” Deema stepped out from a cluster of bushes between two large trees. She took several seconds to look me up and down as I held Astena. “I think I like yours better than the one Vivia took.”

“Deema.” I let out a breath. “I’m glad you’re okay. What did you four do to rile up the soldiers so much?”

She winked at me and turned to walk away, her luscious siren ass swaying. “Follow me. We’ll share stories.”

We found the other three sirens sitting comfortably and waiting for us in a little clearing. I asked them to speak first as I laid Astena down on a patch of moss at the edge of the cleared space. The woman roused and mumbled, but settled into slumber again within seconds. Qamara sat next to her sleeping cousin.

“You burned them down?” I asked after Irinia explained what they’d done. “Both ships?”

Ruiel grinned. “We did. They both had lamp oil in the holds, so we splashed it around and then concentrated a lot of it into one place and lit it all on fire. They made a very pretty light. I never understood the surface dwellers’ obsession with burning wood as a social activity, but I think I understand now.”

Tyra slapped her hands on her thighs. “That was a great idea. No problems getting away? Almost everyone from the bigger camp left when those alarm bells started ringing.”

Irinia laughed. “There were a lot of people there, but not until after the fires had really started burning and they were seen. By that time, we had already gone into the water to swim along the coast until we got back on land.”

“Great job, you four,” I said. “It worked like a charm. We were able to get into the fortress without a problem.”

Deema jerked her head at Astena, who had sat up to listen to the conversation. “Worked so well, you stole a person.”

I was about to launch into the story of what we’d done, but Vivia still had more to say.

“We took a person, too. A dwarf.”

I wasn’t alone in looking around the clearing to see where they’d hidden the dwarf they found.

Vivia watched me, a smirk on her face. “He’s not here. I got what information I could from him and threw his body in the ocean.”

After all I’d been through, dealing with Aeyr’s people for months, I was disappointed to note that what she said didn’t really bother me. “Please tell me you got something useful. We weren’t able to find anything that can help us find Aeyr, so unless you were able to get information from him, we’ll have to plan how we’ll take an officer or two and squeeze them for what we need.”

The black-haired siren shrugged. “He was the captain of the ship we found him on. I asked—nicely at first—about where his master was, but couldn’t get much.”

“You tortured him?” Sariel asked.

“Not as such. We’re sirens, after all.” The swordmaster looked confused, so Vivia explained further. “Some of our voice magic is good for persuasion. Not much help in combat, but in a controlled situation, it can help us to convince people to share what they know.”

“Oh, I see. Outstanding.” I would have expected that from Sariel, seeing that her magic allowed her to be efficient in questioning others because she could magically distinguish truth from lie.

“Yeah,” Vivia continued. “Apparently, he had gone to wherever Aeyr is a few times, but he and the crew are put under some kind of magic that makes them navigate to where it is without actually seeing or remembering their course. He said that each time, he only remembers leaving the port and then when he’s about to make port after they’re done. Even the deck hands that offload the supplies they bring don’t remember moving the crates and barrels.”

“They don’t remember anything?” Lirien asked. “Not even which direction they go from port?”

“Oh, sure, he knows that. From port, they go west, but that doesn’t tell much. Of course they go west. The rest of the surface world is west of this island.”

I rubbed my eyes. “Well, damn. He didn’t have anything that could help us?”

The squad leader shrugged. “A word. A name, I think. He doesn’t even remember where he heard it, but he figured it was from during one of his episodes when he was under the spell because he doesn’t remember hearing it otherwise.” She looked at me, as if it was my turn to talk. I put my hands up and raised my eyebrows. She chuckled and told us. “It’s Golantroksia.”

Cea’s breath hitched.

“Cea?” I said.

She put her hand over her mouth and flushed, her eyes sweeping over everyone else present. Even Astena. When no one else commented, she stood and cleared her throat.

“Golantroksia is an old word. It’s from Proto-Osgoth, a language that many don’t think ever existed. Apparently, it morphed into Golantroxis, in the more recognizable Osgoth style. My parents found some etchings that had been collected in an ancient osgoth ruin during the Malphasic period by an alari archaeologist. The word means Whisper’s Home or Home of Whispers, maybe even Origin of Whispers.

“As the legend goes, it was a place of wonder and high magic. Unfortunately, the etchings were partial and didn’t explain exactly what that meant, or where it was. I’m sorry I don’t know more.”

“Do not be sorry, Cealifonam,” Qamara said. “You have once again proven your knowledge of something the rest of us know nothing about.”

Dayra shook her head. “I wouldn’t say nothing...”

My head snapped to the blonde scholar. I had thought she was over that bullshit about constantly needing to prove that she was smarter than anyone else. She must have noticed, because she actually flinched.

“No, I don’t mean it like that. It’s just that, when I was researching information about the siren’s royal seal when we first opened the library, one of the books I skimmed spoke of a place of Whispers. Capital W. That’s what struck my interest. Whispers. It involved a location that was in plain sight yet also unfindable, through the use of obfuscation or camouflage magic.

“It was in that book because the mage responsible for the spell was Ianathi.”

“Ianathi?” Coralei asked. “That means the magic was song magic.”

Dayra gave the siren a definitive nod. “Exactly. That’s my point. If there is a hidden place that relies on old song magic to stay hidden, could your magic find it? Reveal it?”

“Even if our normal magic cannot, I believe the Song could accomplish it. The Song is our highest form of magic. It’s worth a try.”

“Yes!” I punched the air. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Tip, any bites on any of this stuff in your memories?”

“Nah, man. Sorry.”

“No worries. We have a path forward. If that dwarf was bringing supplies to more of Aeyr’s people and it’s completely hidden—even from Aeyr’s own people—then it’s possible that’s where the demigod is hiding. Right?”

“Fuck yeah,” Tyra said. “Makes sense to me.”

“Nice work, Vivia. Also, Cea and Dayra. Let’s get back to the ship and figure out how we’ll do this.”

“Nope.” This time it was Irinia, which honestly surprised me. She was usually too nervous to disagree with me. “We’re not leaving before you tell us about what you all did.” She waved at Astena. “You haven’t even introduced us to your new friend.”
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Deema and Ruiel left their packs with the rest of us and swam out to the Auryana’s Favor, which we saw anchored in a little alcove near our pickup point. Watching the two beautiful sirens’ legs morph into their tails was always a treat and they made quick work of fetching the boat for us. Soon we were all back on the ship and sailing wide of the island, to the north and around toward the west.

I couldn’t see too much when we passed where the hidden port was, but I did spot the charred remains of a ship and the smoke that still streaked the sky. I assumed the other ship farther into the bay looked the same.

“I’ll say it again, girls. Wonderful job.” I beamed at the sirens. “I don’t like leaving an army here without trying to cut down their numbers, but if they can’t get off the island, I don’t feel as bad going to find Aeyr first before figuring out what to do with them.”

We met with Zane and Rose and told them what happened, and about the place we were trying to find.

“If that captain you talked to said he sailed to it, it must be another island.” Zane said. “I doubt a port could be completely hidden along the coast of the mainland. I hope it’s close, because we’re getting low on supplies.”

“Can you not resupply at a nearby port?” Qamara asked. “Perhaps the Duskmist Kingdom? Oh, pardon me, I meant Sorrowsedge, the former Duskmist Kingdom. There is no telling how long it will take us to find this Home of Whispers.”

Zane cocked his head at the prophetess. “That is a fine idea. I would rather have the stores full before searching for an unknown location. Gar?”

“Yeah, I agree.” Nodding my head at Qamara, I continued. “I’d like to find the place as soon as possible, but if it takes a little time, I’d rather resupply before we start than to stop in the middle and start up again. How far is it to…Sorrowsedge? More importantly, how much time are we talking?”

Zane checked his map and eyeballed the distance. “Maybe thirty leagues. With decent wind, it’d take us three-quarters of a day to get there. It’s straight west from Dorecalia.”

“So, in two days we could be back to where we are now?”

“I’d say so. If they have supplies. It’s not the most reliable of places since…well, you know.”

“Since the whole Lifevine War thing.”

“Yes.”

I thought about it for a moment, shifting my attention to Coralei. “Did you plan on trying to sense song magic to find a direction and go from there?”

The queen nodded. “Yes, to start. Once there is something to latch onto, I can follow the magic. The hope is that as we do so, I could home in on the source and it would get stronger as we grew nearer, finally finding the hidden location.”

“Good enough. Will you try to sense it before we leave? If you can do that, we’ll have a place to come back to as a starting point.”

“I will. Even if I can sense it where we are now, I will continue to try occasionally as we go to get our supplies. It could be that where we seek to go is closer to the city we will visit to resupply, saving us time.”

“Great thinking. Thanks, Coralei. Do you need anything from us to help you?”

She smiled at me. “No. I will go up on deck and cast my senses wide.”

“I’ll go with you.”

As it turned out, everyone followed the queen up to the foredeck to watch. It wasn’t very exciting, with Coralei merely standing in one place with her eyes closed, lips barely moving as she sang something so softly I couldn’t hear what it was even standing next to her, but within half an hour, she turned to us.

“I found a faint echo. If you would, Zane, can you move in that direction?” She pointed to the southwest. “We only need to go a short distance. I want to determine if the magic gets stronger as we go farther in that direction.”

It didn’t take Coralei long until she confirmed it was the correct direction. She gave Zane the word, and he turned the ship about, threading it between small islands and then Dorecalia itself, aiming for the former Duskmist Kingdom.

Zane’s estimate was pretty damn accurate. Seventeen hours later, we sailed into the bay at Sorrowsedge. When we were in Teaphotria, we had only passed by the formerly grand city, not going in to check it out. From the ocean, it didn’t look quite as bad as it did from the land. I figured it was because the little money the devastated city had was from trade through ships, so any renovation projects would happen there first. Well, there and the homes of whatever merchants were making all that money.

It wasn’t a busy port, by any means, but there were a handful of other ships there, even at midmorning.

“It’s been a few months since I came to port here,” Zane said. “They’re still rebuilding, but it’s slow. Each time, I see improvements. A rebuilt inn, another rare shop. They’ll be a respectable city again someday, but it will be a long time until people forget about what happened here.”

I narrowed my eyes at the city. “Good. I hope they never forget. Another example of asshole rulers chasing power at the expense of not only other nations, but their own people. If they have something like hell in this world, I hope the former royal family suffers in it for eternity.”

Brin’s hand found mine along the rail and she gave it a squeeze.

“You might not want to voice that opinion too loudly if we go into the city,” Keli said. “We’ve got enough fights ahead of us without causing a riot or a tavern fight.” Her amused expression didn’t give me the impression she was dead set against the idea, though.

“Yes.” Qamara scooted up closer to Brin and me. “An inn. Could we, perhaps take the time to eat at an inn while the supplies are being loaded?”

“Yeah, boyee!” Tip said. He’d been quiet lately. I needed to ask him what was up with that. “I could go for a big meal without having to worry about the table moving while I eat.”

“I know of one inn where the food is good,” the prophetess said. “It’s called the Noisy Fowl.”

Rose joined us as the ship drew closer to port. “Mmmm. I’ve eaten there. They do have good food.”

“It’s also one of only three decent inns in the city,” Zane added. “At least, the last time I was here.”

With the excitement in the eyes of my friends, including even the sirens, there was no way I could shoot down the idea. A good meal did sound nice.

I raised an eyebrow at the young captain. “Do you need our help with the supplies, Zane? I don’t want to go off to eat if there’s work we can be doing.”

“No. In fact, if you wait an hour so I can arrange the purchase, I’ll join you. My men can help with the loading. Being captain does have advantages, one of which is being able to eat in port while cargo is loaded.”

I laughed. “Good enough. I guess we’re going to the Noisy Fowl Inn, then. Rose, will you join us?”

The blonde clerk beamed. “I would love to. Thank you for the invitation.”

It didn’t even take Zane the hour he asked for, finding what we needed at one of the dockside warehouses. He paid for the supplies and we all followed him and Rose into the city.

I’d expected more ruined buildings and ramshackle structures, but the areas we passed through, at least those closer to the docks, weren’t in bad shape. I’d seen how large the city was from the water, but at street level, all I knew was that I saw city streets and buildings everywhere I looked. It could have held a thousand people, or a million.

I was curious about it, though. I’d seen ruined cities and viable cities, but not ones that had been mostly destroyed so recently. “How much of the city is in this kind of shape? When we glimpsed it from a distance when we passed by on the road, it seemed like there was more rubble and severely damaged buildings.”

“Maybe a sixth of the city is in this condition,” Rose answered. “The sections nearest the road, including where the main part of the wall was, are in the worst shape. When the troops entered to tear down the castle and kill all the royals, they rampaged through, still angered by the attack and the armies they crushed on the way. As Zane said, the money—what there is of it—is near the port. It’s slowly moving inward toward the city center, but it has been a difficult process. As you would expect, aid from surrounding areas is hard to come by. It would be different if Iseldar still stood. They were always willing to help others, as illustrated by what happened to them.”

Most of my long-time companions gave Brin sympathetic looks, but the sirens and the Glyngars didn’t know she was the sole remaining heir to the Kingdom of Iseldar. I squeezed her hand and pulled her close enough so I could kiss her on the cheek.

The inn looked like any one of several dozen establishments I’d seen in our travels: a sprawling wooden building with three stories. I didn’t hear any music coming from it as we approached, but it was the middle of the day, so I hadn’t expected much. When I opened the door for Brin and the others, the droning sound of multiple conversations met my ears.

“I will inquire about a private dining room since we have such a large number of people,” Qamara said as she passed by me in my duty as door-holder.

“Good idea. Thanks.”

I don’t know what the prophetess said to the innkeeper, but by the time I entered after the last of my friends—Tip, who had apparently picked up my habit of letting others goes first—one of the barmaids was already leading us down a short hallway to our own room.

The place was huge, enough for double the number we had. Must have been the only private dining room left, I thought. While we settled, the door was left open and the more subdued sound of the din in the common room filtered through the hall. It was quiet enough so it wasn’t distracting, though. I sank into my chair with a sigh. I was really looking forward to relaxing and enjoying lunch with my friends.

“So, once we get all our supplies and have a nice meal, we can get back to trying to find that hidden place of whispers,” I said. As I chatted with Brin, who was next to me, and Coralei, directly across from me, my eyes registered movement in the hallway. “I just hope…”

My words caught in my throat as I saw a woman in the hall that reminded me of someone I knew. Coralei turned to see what I was looking at, but I could only focus on who I’d seen. When the woman met eyes with me and winked, my mouth dropped open.

“Thasinia?”

I could hear Sariel’s abrupt movement, the swordmaster turning in her seat toward the doorway. Then she let out a squeak that while totally out of character for the stoic swordmaster, was at the same time exactly what I would have expected. She leaped out of her chair and charged the other woman, wrapping her arms around her.

Then, as if my hallucination wasn’t enough, another figure stepped into view. She was so unique, I knew there was no way I was mistaking someone else for her. The dark furred feline muzzle curved into that unique smile and her extraordinary body in the familiar posture that spoke both of relaxation and imminent danger struck me like a physical blow.

“Tawny, too?”

My mind was reeling as I rose from my own chair. A flash of white teeth to my side snatched my attention, and I found Qamara grinning like the Cheshire Cat. Suddenly, it all became clear, even as more of my friends sauntered into the room from the hallway.

A great bear of a man, seeming out of place without the huge sword in his hands, an olive-skinned swordmaster who didn’t need a blade to seem dangerous, a red panda beastkin in robes that recalled memories of Ruviel, an orange tabby catgirl assassin whose wink increased my smile threefold, even an understated man in similar robes whose eyes and relaxed stance made me want to bow.

I darted around the table even as several of my other friends got up to greet the newcomers. I threw Qamara a look, one of confusion, certainty, and a promise of an imminent conversation. Then I was in a crush of all my old friends, trying to hug each one of them while pretending I was in control of myself.

As unlikely as it was, it seemed right, though I never would have suspected it could be true. My friends had come, and I unexpectedly had—as small as it was—an army.
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Ikissed Tawny again as Keliana did the same with Trisse. Then we repeated the actions, Keli with Tawny and me with Thasinia. Before settling down, I hugged Trisse myself and found her mouth on mine. I didn’t fight it, kissing the gorgeous orange-furred catgirl for the first time ever.

It took several minutes until we settled down, during which I hugged Feordrick, Rolant, Magnus, and even Master Ilias, though I think we were both uncomfortable doing it. I finished up with a sharp bow toward the master while saluting him with my fist enfolded in my left palm.

“Qamara,” I said, and left it at that.

The prophetess had a wry smile on her face as she shrugged her perfectly shaped, smooth shoulders. “That is nearly all my secrets now, Garfield.”

I was still a bit overwhelmed. “How?”

“The last time I left you, my tasks were more of a personal nature. Thank you, Brinawynn, for pressing me to take my horse. I was able to cover much more ground, as you told me. I searched out your companions, Garfield, those who you have created bonds with. After I explained to them what was happening, they accepted my invitation to meet us here.” With a look to each of the others, she said, “I hope you have not been waiting long. My ability rarely allows me to know a precise time when something will happen.”

“Thank you, Qamara,” Master Ilias said in his soothing voice. “The earliest of us has only been here for two days, a trifling amount of time to be reunited with our friends to offer our aid.”

I blinked several times. Something must have gotten in my eye. “I can’t believe you’re all here. You are amazing, Qamara, which we already knew, of course. Before we go on, let me introduce everyone.”

Just the introductions took more than half an hour. I couldn’t help but to include a little information about how I’d met each of them and there were occasionally questions. By the time I was finished, my cheeks were hurting from smiling too much. The food arrived as we were finishing with the last of them.

“And this is master Ilias Lightningstrike. He trained me for a short time and is part of the Lightningstrike clan in Ruviel. His father the grandmaster and his mother, also a master, taught me many things when I was able to train with them in that city. He is also one of the heroes who came to the aid of the Jungle Claw Collective in the Lifevine War.”

The master bowed his head to the others, but I didn’t miss the sadness in his eyes. The last time he’d been in this city was probably when he was part of the army who tore the castle down and eliminated the royal family.

“Something I do not enjoy speaking about,” he said. Turning to Brin. “I am sorry we had not come earlier, Brinawynn. Your family were models of honor, and it is clear you are as well.”

Brin gave him the Ruviel salute. “Thank you for your kind words, and thank you for fighting against the tyranny of the former kingdom.”

We moved back to less emotionally charged matters and then, finally, to what was ahead.

“So, Coralei can use her song magic and hopefully find this hidden place where we believe Aeyr has been hiding. We don’t know if he’s got another army there with him, but there’s the one we found on Ianarsus and the monster legion we found on Dorecalia. The priority is Aeyr. Once he’s gone, those armies will have to be taken care of, but he’s the source of power here. I don’t want to ask you⁠—”

“You don’t need to ask,” Feordrick said. The swordmaster waved his hand in front of him. “We knew much of this when we came here. We have our weapons and we will go where you do, fight who you fight. Let us not waste time or effort trying to convince any here to refrain from going forward. We are all committed.”

That damn hair or piece of dust or whatever it was in my eye was irritating me again. I swung my liquid eyes to each of those who had been here, at this very inn, waiting to join us. I didn’t know what to say. I stuck with something simple. “Thank you. Truly.”

“We are bound to you,” Rolant said. “By honor and affection.”

“We are,” Ilias agreed. “But also by duty. It is nothing short of the survival of all on this world which is at stake. It is our responsibility to take action if we have the power to do so. Even more so than you, Gar. We were born here, have family here, whereas this is not the world of your birth. You have no obligation, yet you have not only gathered those in whom you have inspired confidence, but you have done more than any other in weakening the Hungerer by your actions. All here share your conviction and the desire to make the world safe. I only hope I may make a small contribution and aid you in this cause.”

“Hear, hear!” Magnus said in his booming voice, holding up a mug of ale. When everyone else hoisted their drinks and tapped them to his and others, he let loose his laugh, vibrating the entire room. “Now let’s finish this meal, go find our enemies, and destroy them.”

Our meal stretched on for longer than another hour. I watched as multiple conversations started, my friends all getting to know each other. Rolant gravitated toward Master Ilias, of course, totally fanboying over the master. Lirien joined them, no doubt talking about combat, and even Dayra engaged with them. Thasinia and Feordrick chatted with Sariel. Tawny and Keli spoke, occasionally touching the other’s arm, or shoulder or face while Trisse joined in whatever they were talking about. Interestingly, Cea took part in an animated conversation with Magnus, the largest and the smallest of us enjoying their interaction, punctuated by giggles and booming laughs.

I caught Tip’s attention and he flashed his big, goofy grin at me. I know I wore one that was similar. It was a good time, a happy one. I watched, keeping pretty much to myself as I thought about what was ahead of us. I could feel the smile dimming.

“Don’t think about it too much.” Thasinia had broken away from her discussion, it seemed, and had made it to me without me noticing. She sat next to me.

“It’s hard not to,” I said.

“I know. Still, enjoy what we have here. This is…it’s incredible. I just met most of these people, yet I already feel a kinship. They are heroes, each one. Not the puffed up pretend heroes of the Brotherhood who loudly proclaim all the wonderful things they’ve done, but real, true heroes. I would bet that if I asked each of them what they’ve done, they would to a one minimize their part in it and no doubt praise their companions. These are people who live the tenets, Gar. People the likes of which I have searched for all my life.”

“No, that’s not true Thasinia. You’ve had your father and you yourself are exactly as you just described. What you’ve searched for is a place and people who are like you. You’ve been searching for a home, just like me. We both have found it in these. You belong with us. I’ve missed you, but I didn’t realize until now that one of the reasons I do is that you belong with us. Not in the Brotherhood of the Stupid Gilded Sword.”

She laughed, leaning into me with a sigh. “I missed you, too. Do you know how many times I kicked myself that I didn’t go with you when you left the Aesturith Kingdom? I don’t plan on letting you slip away again.”

“I don’t plan on letting you. After we finish this, I’m not sure what I’ll do, but you’re welcome to come along. I have some ideas, but right now I’m just focused on finishing Aeyr. Plenty of time afterward to figure it out, if I survive.”

“You’ll survive. It’s what you do.”

That made me chuckle. Tip would have gotten a kick out of hearing that. “Yeah, it’s what we do.”

As we were finally wrapping up lunch, I pulled Zane aside.

“Hey, Zane, I’m sorry not to have asked you before, but is it okay if these seven join us? I mean, it’s your ship. I don’t know if there’s space for them or if⁠—”

“They’re welcome, Gar. We have plenty of room, and by now we have plenty of supplies on the ship. Master Ilias Lightningstrike? Do you know how excited I am to have met him? And another swordmaster of the Brotherhood. I didn’t even know Sariel was one until you mentioned it in your introductions. I knew you were important, running around with the queen of the sirens, but I had no idea.

“Most of all, though, it’s what you’re doing. I still don’t understand it all, but I wish I could go with you to whatever final battle you’re heading for. I’m not a master warrior or anything like that, so I know it’s not reasonable, but it’s an honor to sail you to wherever it is all this will happen. Thank you for letting me be part of it.”

“I feel the same way,” Rose said from beside us. “Even if it means my death, I still think the best thing I ever did was to beg Claribelle and Ryland to let me go on this journey.” She smirked. “Just so you know, I’ve been keeping a detailed journal about this. After it’s all over, if I’m still alive, I’d like to get all the details on everything you’ve done. This needs to be recorded.”

“Oh.” Why did I never think about that? “I’ve been concentrating on staying alive and didn’t consider that we’re probably making history. Sure, you’ve got a deal. If we both survive, I’ll let you interview me until my voice goes hoarse.”

By the time we got back to the ship, all the supplies Zane ordered earlier had been delivered and stowed. We were finally ready to find Aeyr.

But Qamara had one more secret to reveal to us.

“I must ask your forgiveness for one other small act of deception,” the prophetess said. Interestingly, she didn’t only look at me, but at Tyra, too. “Please stay here. I will be back shortly.”

“What’s that about?” Tip asked before anyone else.

I shook my head. “I have no idea, dude. The more that woman reveals, the more I see that she could totally be a con woman. She’s got more twists and turns than a pot of spaghetti.” Of course, no one else present knew what the hell spaghetti was, but I was kind of proud of the metaphor anyway.

Tyra, meanwhile, stood there with a confused look on her face. At least until Qamara poked her head out from the stairwell to the lower decks and got the goblin’s attention. She waved the green woman to her and they both disappeared.

No. The thought that popped into my head had me wanting to slap myself for even getting my hopes up. No fucking way she…

The two women returned, Tyra wearing a grin that didn’t seem possible to fit on her face. Both stood near the entrance to the stairwell. She cleared her throat and clapped a couple of times to get the others’ attention.

“The amazing Qamara has notified me that she did another magnificent and unanticipated thing besides bringing us all together again. I don’t know how she knew…no. Actually, she’s a prophetess, so forget what I just said. Anyway, Thasinia, Feordrick, Magnus, Trisse, and Master Ilias, would you please come over here?”

It was my named friends’ turn to be confused, but they shuffled through the others and joined Tyra.

The goblin continued. “I had some time when we were at the fortress in the Mordimere Mountains to do a little work. I finished several projects, though I left them at my forge. In her travels, Qamara stopped by the fortress and took them from the forge, allowing me to finish the delivery. I’ll explain each of them, but let me hand out my projects first, then do the explanations in a moment.”

Tyra and Qamara made a good team, with the alari bringing out wrapped items and feeding them to the goblin so she could give them to our friends. Until the first one was unwrapped, we weren’t sure exactly what they were, but even the most unsuspecting of the recipients learned quickly just how awesome my girls were.

Trisse stood dumbstruck as she opened her package and found not only a shortsword, but a pair of exquisite daggers. Thasinia and Feordrick got longswords. Magnus got a greatsword, of course, and Master Ilias got a spear as well as a case like mine to keep his three-sectional staff on his back.

“Rolant, I wanted to make you another sword, one with enchantments on it, but I ran out of time. I’m sorry.”

The red panda beastkin bowed to Tyra. “I understand and I am pleased you did not create another sword for me, which would have created a dilemma. I love the one you made me and would not like to choose between the two. Also, I found an enchanter and paid a not insignificant sum to have several enhancements cast upon the sword you gifted me. She said she has never had the opportunity to work on such a fine blade and bid me to introduce you to her when possible.”

“Oh. That’s great, then. Where we’re going, there are probably going to be umbrenix. I’m glad you’ll be able to harm them with your sword.”

“I fully intend to do just that. I have been working hard, training with this magnificent blade.” Rolant stroked the scabbarded sword that hadn’t left his hand since I’d seen him.

“Great!” Tyra addressed the other recipients. “In general, I enhanced your weapons for durability, sharpness, and light or life magic. There are a few more that are specific to the different weapons, but I’ll tell you about those individually later.” She snickered as she watched Magnus hold his sword in one hand as he scratched his head with the other. “For you, Magnus, I made your sword lighter, yet it still hits with the weight a sword that size should. It’s an enhancement that preserves mass and momentum, but allows the sword to feel lighter in your hand. In effect, it takes some mana from the surroundings and nudges it with momentum in any direction you move it. I’m kinda proud of that one.”

For once, the huge, boisterous man was silent. His eyes shimmered as he held his sword to his chest and bowed deeply to Tyra. “I am honored, Tyra Tyswix. I shall do my best to be worthy of wielding it.”

That started an explosion of conversation and more than a little show-and-tell. I snatched Tyra and Qamara into a double hug and alternated kissing their faces until I had to let them go to share them with others.

I had absolutely the best family in the fucking universe, hands down.


Chapter
Fifty-Eight



“Ican’t believe you actually traveled all over the damn world and even went to the fortress to bring those weapons here.” I was talking to Qamara as she sat on my lap after the group broke up into twos or threes to discuss the new weapons we’d just seen.

Qamara’s shoulder rose in a half-shrug, threatening to spill her breasts out of her dress. The anticipation was delicious, even if the dress had always tenaciously hung on. Even when she was in the middle of hard combat with her cousin, I recalled.

“Tyra did all that work and created those spectacular weapons. The least I could do was to make sure they got to their intended recipients before they needed them.”

I just stared at her. “I am so glad you’re back with us. You’re amazing, but even more than that, I so love you, Qamara Enorana.”

“We all do,” Brin said, sitting down next to me. “That was a wonderful thing you did, Qamara. Well done and thank you. Now we all have weapons capable of harming Aeyr’s most powerful minions. All except your cousin, that is.”

“Which is fine,” I added, “because Astena isn’t going to be going with us. She’s been through enough.”

Brin and Qamara traded looks. It was Qamara who spoke, though. “Garfield, you cannot keep her from going with us. She, like I, has lived her life in preparation for this. She will not be left behind, and I would advocate for her to go as well. She has been through much, but so have all of the rest of us. Please, do not prevent her from joining us.”

“But she doesn’t even have a weapon that⁠—”

“There’s a small forge on the ship,” Tyra said, nudging Qamara aside to sit on one of my legs so she could sit on the other. “It’s not ideal, but I can make her a weapon or two. It won’t be my best work, but I do have some ingots and some materials in my pack. I wasn’t going to leave all that with the horses.”

I sighed. “Fine. Make sure Astena eats and gets as much rest as possible before we find that place of whispers.”

Qamara kissed my cheek. “She has eaten and she is resting now. Her eyes were wide when she saw the weapons Tyra made. She will be most pleased to receive another of your pieces. Thank you, Tyra.”

“Nah, you don’t have to thank me. Thank you for being so smart and bringing those weapons from the fortress. When I first saw everyone at the inn, it made me sad that I hadn’t brought them with us. How did you manage to get them aboard, anyway?”

Qamara grinned. “I had them strapped to my horse. When we were at the Harborage, I spoke with Claribelle and asked if I could steal them aboard before the rest of you went to the dock. She is a delightful woman. The weapons have been in the hold, a place Zane allowed me to hide them, lest the rest of you catch wind of what I had planned. I do love to provide welcome surprises to others. I rarely have the opportunity to do so.”

“Sneaky, sneaky,” Tyra said. “I wasn’t sure I would like you when I first met you, demanding me to confess to holding back information from Gar and the others, but I love you to pieces now. Not just for this, but for everything you do. I am proud to be in your family.”

Tyra hugged Qamara while they balanced on my legs. I tweaked my neck to look at Brin and found her beaming at me. I rolled my eyes just as the two women sitting on me turned their attention to me. They caught me in the middle of the action and, as if there was a spoken command, attacked me at the same time with kisses. I laughed so hard I almost fell off the bench I sat on.

I spent a little time with each of my friends who we’d just found again, and took a closer look at the weapons Tyra had made for them. They were all incredible pieces of work. Magnus was still a little choked up about his. It was kind of funny, but it was also endearing. The man looked like a hardened brute, but I’d found him to be a caring and genuinely nice person. Not that it made him less of a monster when it came to combat, but I was happy to see how much Tyra’s gift meant to him.

“I can’t wait to show this to Vionetta. She will ask me a dozen times if I thanked Tyra enough and I will tell her no. I could never thank her enough. I expect she will want to make a big dinner and invite everyone so she can make sure Tyra knows how much I appreciate what she did.”

When I was able to sit down with Master Ilias, it didn’t seem like it had been months since we’d first met and trained. I checked out his spear and showed him how I created mine from my three-sectional staff and the siangham. Then I showed him some of the other weapon combinations, from my double-bladed staff and bladed sticks to Celestial Judgment. He stared wide-eyed at Kael’s sword when I broke them all down to their component parts.

“I don’t know if anyone told you, but we stayed for a few days with your family in Ruviel. I met Lenot and then Tason first, and then your mother and father a little later.”

“Please tell me Lenot didn’t challenge you to a duel,” the master said.

I snorted. “He did. That’s how we met. He picked me off the street because I had my triple stick in the case on my back. He accused me of poisoning you and stealing it. Then, when I did a demonstration of the forms you taught me for it—requested specifically by your father—he challenged me to a duel again in front of a hundred of the clan members.”

“You did not kill him, did you?”

“No, though he tried his best to kill me. I think he’s still in trouble. I didn’t see him again the whole time I was there. Your mother taught me how to use the rope dart.”

Master Ilias smiled. “Ah, yes. She is amazing, is she not?”

“So, so amazing. Your father, too, but some of the acrobatic stuff your mother can do…wow! I like them both. I loved watching them interact. Oh, that reminds me. Your mother wants you to visit, and to bring Sivelle.”

Ilias groaned, but I didn’t feel too bad for him. His parents were awesome, Sivelle was awesome, and I hoped as much as Wennolan did that Ilias and Sivelle would get together permanently.

“I do need to visit. Perhaps you could return with us, take some of the attention from me?”

“Of course,” I said. “I’d be honored. I want to visit again anyway. Once all this stuff is over with.”

Ilias got a contemplative expression on his face, even going so far as to rub his chin. “I have this new spear. We will not be going anywhere soon. Perhaps I should practice with it?” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Would you, by chance, need to do some training, with spear or three-sectional staff, even with Celestial Judgment?”

I grinned. “You had me at spear. It should be interesting, doing it on the deck of a moving ship.”

“Good balance training,” he agreed.

“Let’s see if we can find some space. Try not to get too much of my blood on your new spear.”

“I will do my utmost not to do so.”

After talking to Zane about it, we were able to section off part of the deck to do a little training. I kind of kicked myself I hadn’t thought of it before. I mean, training on a ship! All that time traveling, and I’d missed out on so much balance training. I needed to get Tip involved in that. After I got my own ass kicked thoroughly by Master Ilias.

We started out slowly, unarmed at first to warm up, then moving to triple sticks. By the time we both held spears, most of my friends and even a few of the crew were sitting on the deck surrounding our makeshift dueling area.

I hadn’t ever experienced Ilias with a spear in his hand. Tyra had told me it had been his preferred weapon until she made him the three-sectional staff. The man was amazing. Faster than any striking snake, more precise than a laser, he would have been a joy to behold, had it not been me on the other end of that weapon.

I’d heard stories in my world about spear masters who from a seated position could flick out their spear and skewer a fly, but not even damage the rice paper the insect had been perched on. I’d always taken those with a grain of salt. No longer. Master Ilias touched me with the razor-sharp point of his spear more than a dozen times. I felt a light pinch, saw maybe one drop of blood, but nothing more than that.

Not that I was totally inept. When we rotated to some closer combat, both unarmed and with three-sectional staff versus siangham, I landed some blows as well. I even stopped a strike with my bladed staff that would have been a serious injury had it continued. For the most part, though, his deceptively calm yet lightning-fast movements left me wondering if it was more magic or just plain skill.

“It’s no damn wonder they call you the Flash. I’m glad you’re on our side.”

As was typical, Master Ilias saluted and bowed to me, though he did laugh at my comment.

As we cooled down, I scanned the others watching and picked out Rolant. He could barely sit still, bouncing with excitement.

“Would you be open to bringing in some of the others to train?” I asked Master Ilias.

“Of course. It’s good training for all.”

I turned my head. “Rolant. You wanna take my place for a little while?”

I thought his eyes were big before. After that question, his orbs took on cartoonish proportions. He leaped to his feet, bowing at me, at Master Ilias, at Zane who was standing nearby watching as well, and basically to everyone around. “Yes, please. What an honor it would be to train with Master Ilias Lightningstrike.”

That started it off. For the next several hours, just about everyone got a taste of sparring on deck. Zane let us open up even more area on deck so several pairs could spar at a time. He even allowed me to help him with some half-speed sparring with his sword.

It was great to see, but I think my favorite part was when Qamara tapped me on the shoulder as I watched Tip and Cea in a bout.

“Would you spar with me, Garfield?”

My smile at that hurt my face. “Absolutely. Siangham versus your knife?”

She nodded, drawing the weapon Tyra had made for her. The one she’d fought her cousin to a standstill with. It had been the first time I’d seen her actually fight and I have to say, I was impressed. It was even better when she directed that combat prowess at me.

By the time we got to sleep that night, I had the comfortable fatigue one only gets with hours of pleasurable workouts. I had my friends, we all had our weapons, and by the time I woke up, we’d be near where we could finally find our enemy. What more could I ask for?


Chapter
Fifty-Nine



The night was clear and the stars brighter than I’d ever seen when we anchored in the shallows of the small island that acted as a storm break for Dorecalia. I lay on deck, the gentle bobbing of the ship under my back nearly putting me to sleep.

“It’s beautiful,” Thasinia said, sitting down next to me. I hadn’t had a chance to speak much to the swordswoman since she appeared with the others at the inn. At least, I hadn’t been able to speak with her alone.

“It is,” I agreed. “I could almost believe there’s nothing threatening the world and there was peace and happiness everywhere.”

She grunted as she rolled back and mimicked my position, lying flat on her back. “Why don’t I believe that for a second?”

I chuckled. “Okay, fine. You’re right. I’m far too paranoid for that.” My head lolled to the side so I could look at her. “I’m glad you’re here, Thasinia…and I’m not.”

She blinked at me, her neck also twisted so her face was only a few inches from mine. “What?” She saw my smirk and her jaw tightened. “Explain yourself, and it better be good.”

“Or else?”

“Or else you’ll have hurt my feelings.”

That struck me harder than I thought it would. “Well, the first part is self-explanatory. I missed you, have done so since we left the Kingdom. Plus, having you and your sword at my side is always a good thing when there are enemies about. As for the second part, I wouldn’t wish being part of this quest on anyone. It’s dangerous. Very much so. I…I’m not sure I’ll survive it. That’s fine, as long as the rest of you do, but I’m under no illusion this will be an easy thing.”

“Hmmmm.” Her eyes locked onto mine and I could have sworn energy transferred between the two of us. I could almost hear crackling. “Fine. I’ll accept that. You have to understand something, though, Gar. The rest of us, at least those I know, feel exactly the same way.

“True, we’re mostly here because it’s the duty of those with the ability to help to actually do so. Many thousands of lives are at stake, perhaps millions. But don’t think that even a bigger part of why we’re here is not to aid you. You’re important to all of us and we will gladly face danger with you.”

“Thanks, Thasinia. That’s wonderful to hear. It doesn’t stop me from worrying, though.”

Half her mouth turned upward. “You could send us away, shelter us and coddle us. Keep us from being hurt.”

“Psht. Yeah, right. That would be dangerous for me to even try. One of the drawbacks to having friends and family who are all outstanding warriors.”

She absently stroked my arm with two fingers and let out a relaxed sigh. “Don’t you forget it. Which one am I, then?”

“Huh?”

“Which am I, friend or family?”

“Ah. You are beyond classification.”

She chortled and placed her palm on mine. “Very wise of you, but I’m serious. Where do I fit into your life and your group?”

I curled my fingers around hers and they automatically found the gaps, slipping between her digits so we were holding hands. “Wherever you want. I’m being serious. I missed you terribly, even after only knowing you for a short time. Who knows what will happen? But if I survive what we do, I’d like to spend more time with you. I don’t even know what I’ll do after everything is finished. For the most part, all my thoughts and plans stop with completing what I’ve started. Until Aeyr is gone, I don’t have the luxury of hoping for anything beyond that.”

“You’ll survive. If I have to shadow your steps the entire way and kill the demigod myself, you’ll survive. Then we’ll spend some time together. Whatever that means and wherever that takes us.”

I wriggled to scooch a little closer to her, until our held hands and arms were squeezed between us and our shoulders and legs touched. It also put our faces close enough so I could crane my neck toward hers. She did likewise, meeting me in the middle.

Our lips brushed, so lightly it was more like a feather had wafted in front of me. We stayed like that, our lips simply touching, without movement. The tension built within me, the passion I had for the swordswoman, and I had to push toward her a little more, even as she did the same. We pressed into a more legitimate kiss, skin sliding over skin, huffed breaths leaking between us.

It was one of the most unusual, chaste, and at the same time extremely arousing things I’d ever experienced. I flexed my fingers, squeezing her hand, but wanting to put my arms around her, to sink into her, to go deep inside.

But I didn’t.

Instead, we engaged in the slowest, most intensely passionate kisses while the rest of our bodies remained still. I didn’t count the time and for all I knew it was almost sunrise by the time our lips parted, by only the span of a few inches.

“Mmmmm,” she said. “If you were trying to chase me away, you have done exactly the opposite Gar.”

“I would never chase you away, Thasinia. I wish we could stay here, just like this, forever. I know we can’t, but I can promise much more of this. Once we’re finished with our duty.”

“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. Will you kiss me again, or would you rather lie here and look at the stars?”

“The first, of course. Why would I want to look at plain old stars when you’re so near to me?”

“I’d like to be nearer.”

It was time to rearrange. I released Thasinia’s hand and slipped my arm under her so I could hold her close to me, then took her hand again with my other one. With her settled in the crook of my arm, I pulled her into another kiss, though this one wasn’t tentative and slow.

That’s how Brin found us some time later, alternating kissing and speaking softly, holding each other on the swaying deck of the ship.
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After the excitement of the day, reacquainting with the friends they’d made in their travels, and the workouts on the deck of the ship, Tip was worn out. He’d settled into his bed, Cea snuggled up against him, and fell asleep earlier than most of his friends did.

Suddenly, he was in another place, one he didn’t recognize at first. The scene before him had a grainy quality, like only dreams and very old memories had. Huh. This is new. I can’t remember having a lucid dream like this before. Why now?

He stood in what looked like a construction site. A massive construction site. Like, someone was building a damn castle or a city neighborhood or something. Stone block lay everywhere, as well as lumber, carts, tools, and people. Lots of people. He also saw what he was pretty sure was an ocean at the edges of his vision.

They wore clothes he couldn’t quite place, but he knew they were ancient. Memories of seeing carvings and reliefs of people in similar robe-like garments flashed in his mind. Old, old styles. Definitely.

Tip looked around at the people closest to him. A tall man with black hair and dusky skin wearing robes of a rich blue fabric stood nearby, tapping his finger on his thigh while shooting a look at the man next to him that could only be called condescending. Tip thought he was human, but something in his mind whispered that he was osgoth.

The other man, a little lighter of complexion but still tanned seemed content as he ignored the other. His robes were still of good quality, though not as flashy as his companion.

As he surveyed the scene in front of him, Tip caught sight of a petite woman approaching. He had to do a double take when he first spotted the horns coming from the top of her head and then the hooves he saw flashes of under her long robes as she strode purposefully toward the two men.

“Th-that’s the Superintendent of the project,” another man—one standing next to Tip—said. He wore the rough clothing of a laborer and filled his garments with a body thick with muscle. “Vasaloria Zethroban herself.”

Though Tip wasn’t actually present—all of this was taking place in his mind, his dreams, after all—he could feel his mouth drop open. “Are you talking to me?” he asked, that being the easiest of the two questions burning in his mind currently.

“Don’t go blank on me, Torus. Of course I’m talking to you. It must be a great honor to work directly for the Superintendent. Stay sharp.”

Mind whirling, Tip considered the other question. That being, how the fuck…? Her family name is Zethroban?

“Ah, Vasaloria,” the haughty man with the black hair said. “It’s a pleasure to be working with you. I have heard many great things about you and your abilities.”

“Thank you, Arxolinum. The project is an important one. The emperor is paying close attention to how it progresses.” She turned to the other man. “Mylesor Waustan, I presume? I am happy to have you with us. Ianathi skill with magical defenses is known throughout the Empire and your name is at the top of the list of mages skilled in the discipline. Well met, indeed.”

The auburn-haired man bowed. “I thank you for your kind words. I only wish to be of service. It is an honor to be working under the esteemed superintendent.” When he spoke, it almost seemed like the man was singing. Tip had no doubt that should he actually sing, he could put Tip to sleep in an instant. He meant it in a good way.

Ianathi. Those are Coralei’s people, when they still lived on the surface. The song masters and the ones who made those keystones and the defenses in the fortress they’d found.

Vasaloria continued and Tip couldn’t help but to stare at the woman. The taranji. She was older, her hair dark, but with a heavy sprinkling of grey, yet she still had a mature beauty. I’d totally do her. He instantly felt like an asshole for thinking it, but what could he say? She was hot in a cougar kind of way.

“Have you met my assistant, Torus Ardnamilum? Torus, let me introduce you to Arxolinum Vilnisen, grand mage and the head of all the magical activities involved in the construction. Next to him is Mylesor Waustan, acclaimed song mage and expert in all things involving defense and security. You three will be working together quite a bit.” Turning to the other men, she continued. “You can assume that anything Torus says is as if I had said it. If there are any questions, you can ask them of him. He will decide if there is a need to present them to me.”

The grand mage kept a far too neutral face, obviously not pleased with having someone else put above him. The Ianathi mage, however, smiled and gave Tip—in his guise of Torus, apparently—a bow and a smile.

“Good, good,” Vasaloria said. “Let us tour the site and then sit and discuss the schedule. I know we are all anxious to break ground and begin the construction of the Birthplace of Whispers.”


Chapter
Sixty



Tip’s entire body jerked as he sat upright, nearly throwing Cea off the bed entirely.

The Birthplace of Whispers?! Holy shit.

“Hey,” Cea groused. “What was that about?”

Tip looked down at the groggy gremlin girl and couldn’t help but to smile. “Sorry, sweetie. I had a…that is, I got a…oh, shit. What time is it? I need to tell Gar and the others about this.”

He decided to take the time to describe what he’d seen. Cea nodded along sagely and didn’t interrupt. When he finished, she adopted the look of focus she wore when solving problems.

“That’s amazing and wonderful,” the gremlin said. “But other than a distant ancestor of yours being the boss and finding out the correct name for the place, is there anything in there that would require you to tell everyone about it right now?”

Tip goggled at her.

Cea put her hands up. “No, I’m not minimizing what you saw or anything. I’m just thinking that…I don’t know, maybe you can concentrate and try to see more. Sleep a little and see if you can pick up where that dream left off. Does it work that way?”

Tip let out a breath. Okay, she’s not saying it’s not important, just that more information would be good. I can agree with that. “Umm, I’m not sure. I’ve gotten memories before, thoughts that seem like mine but aren’t. This is the first time I’ve had something like this, though. The dream was so real. It was more like a vision, I think. I probably need to ask Qamara or Brin. You’re right, though. If I’m already primed, it might be easier to slip back into that dream now so I can have more information to tell the others. You’re smarter than me.”

Cea shrugged and Tip enjoyed the way her body moved doing it. “About some things, maybe. Everyone is smart at their own things.”

He chuckled. “Sure, if you say so, though I’ve met people that I didn’t think could put together even one coherent thought. I’ll take your advice and see if I can get more information.”

He tried. He really did. But even with Cea massaging his shoulders and relaxing his entire body, he couldn’t get back to sleep, let alone into a state where he could dream. When daylight slithered through the small spaces from above, he finally gave up.

“Nope. Not gonna happen.”

“It was a good try, though,” she said. “And now it’s a more reasonable hour to talk to the others. I’m sorry you couldn’t get much rest.”

He reached up toward the ceiling, stretching his arms and back. “Nah, it’s not a problem. All we’re going to do today is sit around on the ship while Coralei leads us to where the magic is. I can always take a nap if I get tired. Maybe I’ll dream again then. Let’s see who’s up. I need to tell someone about this.”

It was more than an hour before the others were up and gathered so Tip could tell them all what he’d seen.

“You saw not only your ancestor, but one of mine as well?” Coralei asked. Tip appreciated that no one had questioned the significance of the dream. No one had suggested that it was anything less than a magical truth he had received from his born ability.

Qamara looked him in the eyes like she was drilling into his soul. “I believe it is a vision. Fueled by your unique magic and thoughts somehow preserved for you to view, but a vision nonetheless. Perhaps the magic of the Birthplace of Whispers is so strong, it has captured events for you to see.”

“I agree,” Brin said. “If, indeed, the magic of the place is aiding in your receiving of the memories, then perhaps it will only get stronger the closer to the source we travel. I would be surprised if you did not see more as we progress.”

Gar nodded, his eyes alight with energy. “I don’t know how you’re all being so clinical about this. I mean, how fucking cool is that? Tip’s ancestor, a woman that carries his family name, was in charge of creating this anomaly, this magnificent magical place that has stood for thousands of years. And she did it by working with Coralei’s ancestor. That alone is awesome, but it also means that Tip has a connection to this place. That has to be helpful, doesn’t it? Besides, buddy, it means that not only is all we’ve learned about taranji true, like the one we saw the reliefs about who made that project in Dresatoria, but she was like the second-in-command only below the emperor. Your family was the shit.”

Tip had to grin at that. He’d been so caught up in what the dream would mean to their quest, he hadn’t concentrated on what it meant to him personally. Cea put her arms around him and hugged him tight.

“Thanks, Gar. Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Not as cool as seeing more of those memories, though. I just want to help with what we’re doing.”

“Don’t worry. Like Brin said, you’ll probably find out more as we get closer to the place. For now, we know more than what we did when we woke up this morning.”

Dayra had been watching everyone as they conversed, but Tip could see in her eyes that she was done being silent, even before she spoke. “Based on your description of the clothing, I would put the timeframe in the early part of the Osgoth Empire. We now have names, not only of your ancestor who was in charge of the project, but the mage responsible for the magical construction and the Ianathi defense expert.

“It’s clear that the project was important to the emperor, as the conversation expressed how there did not appear to be limits to his support. But what exactly were they building? You saw vast stores of building materials and many laborers. Your view of the ocean tells us the site is most likely an island as well. A grand project in an isolated location with the emperor dedicating a high-level person to oversee it all. It’s a good start.”

“It is,” Gar said. “How about we get started narrowing in on where the place is. If you get more memories or a vision, Tip, let us know. I don’t think we’ll need you to figure out where the place is—Coralei has that handled—but you can probably do something even more important. You can learn what it is, or at least what it was. That could be the key to everything.”

Tip nodded, but couldn’t help but to feel like his heart had just dropped down into his stomach. Yeah, no pressure or anything.
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Zane trimmed the sails—whatever the hell that actually means—so the ship didn’t move as fast as it was capable. Coralei had told us it was difficult to gauge which direction the magic led her, so traveling more slowly helped her to guide us.

I mostly stayed near the siren queen during the day. There wasn’t anything I could do other than to provide moral support, but I wanted her to know I was there for her. That didn’t stop me from keeping an eye on Tip whenever he was around, though.

The satyr’s revelation still ran through my head. True, there wasn’t a lot of substantial information there that could help us yet, but I believed it was just the start. His magic had evolved during our travels, or at least that’s how it seemed to me. From just knowing things he shouldn’t and coming up with facts without real provocation, he’d started to receive memories or thoughts from the current time, even from umbrenix. This new thing, though, it kind of blew my mind. He was basically reliving the past through those visions.

And what a past it was. A distant ancestor, important personages from thousands of years ago, a grand project that resulted in the place we were searching for; it was a real mind fuck. I wondered how it was affecting Tip.

“How ya doin’, dude?” I asked when he stepped up to the rail and looked out over the ocean at midday.

“I haven’t had any other visions or memories or anything.” He sounded down, more depressed than I’d heard him in a long time.

“Don’t sweat it, man. Relax. Anything that comes to you will be helpful, I’m sure, but we’re moving forward. We’ll find the place and we’ll figure it out. I mean, it’s what we do.”

“Hmph. Yeah, it is what we do. Still, I can almost feel that there’s more, if I can only reach it.”

“I don’t know much about this kind of stuff,” I said. “I mean, it’s magic, right? Still, from what I’ve seen, this isn’t something you reach for. It’s something that comes to you. Don’t stress on it and just open yourself up to it. If you get more visions or memories, cool. If not, no sweat.”

“You’re sounding awful New Age. Next, you’re going to tell me to have some ganja and meditate on it. Be all copacetic.”

“Nah. I just don’t want you to stress on it. Take a nap, rest up. Once we get to where we’re going, there’s going to be fighting to do.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.” He went silent for a moment, both of us looking over the endless waves. “Thanks, Gar. You know, for not telling me I’m full of shit with these visions, and for believing I can achieve my dream of being a hero and stuff.”

“Oh, I think you’re full of shit. Just not about this. As for the hero thing, I mean look at it this way. Your ancestor was one step from the fucking emperor. You’ve got it in your genes and you have worked hard to make what you want a reality. What taranji is not going to look up to you when we’re done with taking down Aeyr? I appreciate you sticking with us, man. The end of all this is in sight. We’re almost there.”

“That’ll be a trip, huh?” he asked. “We’ve been working toward this point for so long, it hardly seems real. I should get a little training in.” He cast a look at Coralei as she focused on the horizon. “Can’t let up now, right?”

I put a fist up and he bumped it with his. “Right. Keep loose and relaxed. Things are going to start jumping soon.”

“Port, if you please, Zane,” Coralei said, arresting my attention.

I glanced at the siren. She’d been at it all day and I could see the strain from concentrating all that time. “We should probably stop for the day and let you rest.”

She gave me a tired smile. “I can go for a little while longer. It’s hard to tell because it’s gradual, but I think the magical sound is getting stronger, easier to recognize. By the time we find what we’re looking for, it should be a veritable shout, making it easier to detect. I won’t need to focus so intently on it.”

I finally convinced the queen to call it a day while the sun was still above the horizon. The way she talked about it, we were only a day or two from our goal. What we would find there, I had no idea, but it was at least another step in the right direction.


Chapter
Sixty-One



“Your mages need to work faster,” Vasaloria Zethroban said to the lead mage Arxolinum. “The emperor is monitoring the schedule closely, and he is anxious for his project to be completed.”

The mage, whose face had proved to have only two expressions—condescending pride and outright hatred—scowled at the statement. Not at Vasaloria, of course. He was an arrogant wretch, but he knew better than to balk at her authority. “I will make sure they work faster.”

Tip was present, as the assistant of Vasaloria within the vision. He’d taken a nap on the ship and immediately been thrown into another of the strange scenarios where he lived out scenes from the ancient past. At the moment, he rode along in Torus’s body, attending a regular meeting of the leaders of the project. Mylesor, the Ianathi mage was also present, but his work hadn’t truly started yet. That would come later.

Tip wasn’t sure how he knew that, whether it was some comment he heard within the visions or simply from the memories being pushed into his brain. It was all a blur to him. One thing he was sure of, however, was that he needed to pay special attention to everything in the visions so he could accurately relay the information to his friends.

“Thank you,” Vasaloria said. “We are not far behind the schedule, but we must be cognizant of the work before it becomes so, yes? How many mages do you have working on the tunneling?”

Arxolinum answered without pause. “Thirty-two, plus fifty-nine mundane workers who either aid with the digging or follow and complete the final finishing work, where necessary.”

That was another thing Tip knew about the project, though something that had appeared in his mind only with this vision. The numbers of workers was staggering, and all of them except a very few at the top of the chain of command had been put into a magical sleep during the journey to the location. They’d been rendered unconscious at the staging area in Sauvaxera and had not woken until they were housed in the tent city to begin their work.

The magnitude of the project, and the efforts that had gone into moving the people and materials while keeping the entire thing secret, was mind-boggling. It was no wonder nobody had ever found the place. Well, almost nobody. It surprised Tip that there were even whispers of it. No pun intended.

The vision flitted through time with no apparent purpose. He’d already seen some of the work on the site, observed a few personal conversations that he wasn’t sure were important, and attended three meetings like the current one. If there was a reason for any of it, he couldn’t find it.

For the first time in the meeting, Mylesor spoke. “Is the reason for the delay the large vein of dragonsilver found by the excavators?”

Arxolinum sneered at the Ianathi, though the other man was only helping his position. Reluctantly, the lead mage answered. “Yes. It was quite a find, but removing it proved to take more time than shaping the stone would. Such things happen. We may use some of the metal during the project, but there should be plenty to send back to the empire as well.”

Vasaloria nodded sagely. “It will be useful, though I will likely keep much of it here. Once the project is finished, it will be beneficial in making weapons to aid in training, not to mention actual combat. The strongest combatants in the empire will be refined here and it is fitting that they have weapons worthy of them.”

Arxolinum’s face looked like he’d eaten maggoty, rotten meat. Tip chuckled inwardly. No doubt the guy was expecting to get some accolades for finding the metal, or even some of the profits.

The meeting went on, providing details on the project that Tip didn’t think too important. Soon, the vision changed once again, this time to one with only him and Vasaloria. He hung on every word, not only to glean what he could to tell his friends, but because the woman was compelling. Though she was older, she was attractive, much more so than him. But her presence! Gravitas. When she spoke, even softly, Tip paid attention, and he saw all those around her doing the same. He’d never seen a taranji like her. So like a queen herself, it threw everything he’d ever known into a spin. When he thought of how taranji were servants, this wasn’t what he’d imagined.

They walked through the opening of the tunnels. It was little more than a rough hole in the ground, though a massive one. Tip wondered what it would look like when the project was complete. Would there be a gate, some kind of structure built above the surface to cover it? He’d seen plans in some of the various meetings, but he had no control over the body he was riding in and each time he thought he might get a good look at them, his attention was diverted or the scene was switched to another.

Seriously, it was kind of pissing him off. If he could see the layout of the place, that would be a great help for when they actually arrived at the Birthplace of Whispers. He still wasn’t even sure exactly what the place was for, though Vasaloria’s most recent comments gave him a hint.

“What do you think, Torus?” she asked him. Despite her position and the sheer weight of her presence, she had always treated her assistant with respect and kindness.

“Think about what, Vasa?” Tip smiled. Yeah, their relationship was more like a revered older sister to her younger brother than a boss and her employee. He had nothing but respect for that kind of arrangement. People who demanded their titles were dicks. That Torus called her by a nickname, one she obviously didn’t object to, told him a lot about his ancestor.

“The project, as a whole?”

“The emperor wants it done. Isn’t that enough?”

“Is it?”

Torus-Tip laughed. “You’ll get a scolding with words like that. My opinion, though, is that the emperor is not wrong. This is an important effort, one that may become necessary. Things aren’t running as smoothly as in the past and building strength is something that must be started early, lest events surprise us.

“As for the project of building it, I am both honored and amazed to be part of it. Such scope, so many things that have never been done. Even the way information is being controlled is awe-inspiring.”

Vasaloria smiled. “It is quite something, isn’t it? Come, let’s see some of what has been accomplished.”

The two of them walked magnificent tunnels, carved out primarily with magic and easily large enough to drive wagon trains through. They chatted, even joking about Arxolinum and his attitude. Tip wanted so badly to tell her what the phrase “stick up his ass” meant, but of course, he was only a spirit nestled in Torus Ardnamilum’s body.

Tip tried to remember the different turns and cross-corridors, but soon lost track. The place was simply too big, and it was still expanding. He wasn’t sure what it would look like when finished, whether the corridors would be finished with stone block like the fortress they’d found in the north was, or if it would remain a collection of simple spaces cut out of the rock of the ground, but it was fascinating to explore.

“I hope you’re correct,” Vasaloria said at one point. “About it being necessary and also being completed in time for it to be useful. I trust Selarctus—oh, pardon me, Emperor Galoxin—but just because I trust him doesn’t mean he can’t be wrong. I dearly hope he is not in this case. It could be a dangerous precedent. If…”

The words faded even as the image around Tip. Shit! It’s ending.

Tip, back in his own body, gasped sharply, feeling like he hadn’t breathed in all the time he was having his vision.

“Motherfucker, I hate that.” He put his hands on his temples, the familiar headache the visions had been causing pounding in his skull.

Cea was there, her face hovering over him. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks for being here with me.”

“Of course. We’ll always be together, through anything that happens.”

He put his arms around her and pulled her into a hug. “Yeah, we will be.”

“So…?”

“It was a good one. How long was I out?”

“Only a couple of hours. A nice, restful nap.” She giggled at that, and he had to smile in return.

“Do you want me to tell you about it or wait until I gather the others?”

She nuzzled his chest with her head. “I can wait. You can too, if you want. Maybe get a little more rest?”

“Nah. Let’s go tell the others before I forget any of it.”

Tip had timed things perfectly, apparently. Coralei was tired from her constant focus on sensing where the song magic was coming from and Gar had convinced her to quit for the day. The sailors were already in the process of stowing the sails to let the ship simply drift during the night, the ocean floor far too deep to anchor.

“Okay,” Tip said when everyone was present at the dining tables. “I had another dream. Or vision. Whatever. Actually, it was a series of them. I’ll hit the highlights first and then repeat everything I can remember.

“First of all, that lead mage Arxolinum is a total dick. The Ianathi mage is pretty chill. Vasaloria, my ancestor, was a badass and a genuinely nice woman to boot. And smart. And commanding.”

Gar laughed. “It sounds like you have a crush on your great, great, great—however many greats—grandmother.”

“Nah, it’s not like that. It’s like…I don’t know. She’s like a queen, but a really good one, like Coralei. She doesn’t take any shit, she’s smart, and she gets the job done. I’ve never seen a taranji like her. I mean…oh, never mind. All that is just background information.

“Here’s the thing. The Birthplace of Whispers—I still think that’s kind of a stupid name, but whatever—is mostly underground. At least, at the point where I’ve seen it in visions. There are a lot of tunnels and chambers carved out of the ground with magic. Oh, side note: they found a huge deposit of dragonsilver during their dig. And they kept a lot of it for use onsite.”

Tyra’s eyes lit up at that, but Tip waved the comment away and continued. “Not that there would be any left after thousands of years. From some statements Vasaloria made, it sounds like the place was going to be used as a fortress and training facility. She said the emperor, whose name was Selarctus Galoxin, by the way, was expecting trouble and this place was something that could help the empire meet the dangers.”

Dayra grunted when he said the name of the emperor, so she must have known something about him. She could tell them after his recap.

“I’m not sure if I’ll get more information on the Ianathi mage Mylesor, but it seems like his entire reason for being there was to handle the defenses and security system, which we kind of already knew, but at the point I’m at, he’s still kind of sitting around, waiting for when he needs to do his thing. I don’t know if further visions will be in chronological order like these first two have been, but if so, maybe I’ll get more information on that.

“Oh, and one other interesting thing is that with the massive numbers of workers and mages used for the project, almost all of them were put into a magically induced sleep so they only know they left Sauvaxera and then woke up already at the site. Other than a small handful of people at the very top, no one knew where the place was.”

Even after describing the visions in detail, Tip still felt like he hadn’t contributed a lot to what they knew about their destination or what to expect as far as hazards went. It left him with a bit of an empty feeling inside, like he was throwing breadcrumbs at a hungry whale.

“Good job remembering all that stuff and giving us the Reader’s Digest version,” Gar told Tip as he slapped his shoulder. “I can see you don’t think it’s important, but it is. It would be awesome for some memory to pop into your head and tell us all we need to know about where we’re going, but that shit doesn’t happen in real life. Getting what you have is amazing and I have a feeling you’ll still see more as we get closer. If nothing else, just being able to see your distant ancestor in action is pretty fucking cool. Now you have a real-life example of what you can be if you want that. It’s all good stuff.”

Tip took a really good look at Gar. They’d been friends for less than a year, but he honestly couldn’t imagine being without the man. The way he could do that, make Tip feel content and proud even when he was trying to feel down, was nothing short of incredible.

“It is pretty cool,” he said, smiling. “I wish you could see her, Gar. I mean, I never thought I’d see a taranji like that, even after we read the account of the one in Dresatoria.”

“Nah. I don’t have to see her. All I have to do is stick around. You’ll get there, man. I have no doubt. Keep doing what you’re doing. Even Vasaloria started somewhere. What you’re seeing of her is what she became after years of pushing for excellence. Don’t sell yourself short. Uh, no offense.”

Tip laughed. “Dick. You had to ruin all that with a short joke?”

“A not-short joke. I said no offense.”

“You can’t just say offensive things and then subtract them by saying ‘no offense.’”

“Sure I can. People in my world do it all the time. That, and saying ‘bless your heart’ after insulting someone.”

Tip searched the memories he’d inherited from Gar’s world. “Shit. You’re right. Your world is kind of fucked up.”

Gar shrugged. “I never said it wasn’t.”


Chapter
Sixty-Two



Coralei Aushway stumbled as she moved down the rail to reposition herself on the deck. After another full day of focus on the strange magic she believed belonged to the mysterious Birthplace of Whispers, her body and mind felt wrung out, though she’d done little physically but stand or sit and relay directions to the captain.

She hadn’t had the use of the Song for very long, and was still becoming accustomed to it. True, there were facets of the powerful magic that allowed her to use it instinctively, a byproduct of assimilating it into her very being. But there were deeper layers, those she’d never heard of, never even dreamed of.

One such was what she was using currently. The mere thought of being able to trace the residual effects of magic thousands of years after its inception was difficult enough to comprehend, but that was what she was doing. It made no sense, but here she was.

“You should probably call it a day,” Gar said, hovering over her like a mother hen.

She smiled at that. The man would throw himself into a river of lava, but complained when any of his companions suffered any kind of discomfort. “I’m fine. The strain is much less than it was when we started. I think we’re close, Gar. We will find our destination today. Before darkness falls.”

“Do you really think so?” Brin, like Gar, had been with Coralei the entire day, only leaving to fetch food and water so Coralei didn’t have to leave her post.

“I do. There is something…Captain Zane, please angle the ship slightly more than a quarter turn to port, please.”

“Turning,” the captain said, manning the wheel himself. After a moment of the ship heading in the new direction, he asked, “Is that enough?”

“Yes, that is perfect. Thank you.” Coralei turned back to Brin. “As I was saying, yes, I believe we are close. I don’t know why I know. Maybe it’s better to say I feel we are close or even that I hear that we are.”

“It is the Song that connects you with the magic that hides the place?” the moonwisp asked.

“Yes. I still don’t understand how it has lasted so long, but the magic is familiar. I do not doubt it’s as Tip says, that my ancestor is the one who wove the spell. It has a familiarity that could not be explained any other way. When I say ancestor, I mean that in a general sense, of course. I don’t know if we are truly related, but he was of my people, and that seems to be good enough.”

The queen had been thinking about it quite a lot since Tip told them of his visions. He had shared with her conversations he—or the taranji he had been inhabiting in the visions—and Mylesor Waustan had. They were few, and not very extensive, but she hungrily ate up every detail, fascinated at not only the magic but the man who had wielded it. She wished she could have met him, though of course that was plainly ridiculous. In a way, she envied Tip, interacting with those figures from the past, no matter how indirectly.

A sudden chord vibrated through her, like a musician had strummed an instrument the size of the Auryana’s Favor. If her minor loss of balance earlier was her stumbling, this was being staggered.

It did not go unnoticed.

Gar was there immediately, arms around her to prevent her from falling. To prevent her from moving, truth to tell. “Coralei! Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

She closed her eyes, putting a hand to her forehead. “A moment, please.”

Blocking out all the distractions, Coralei listened. The sounds she’d been following had increased, like she’d crossed some threshold that kept it muted. She knew the very moment she had crossed that invisible boundary; it had been when that deafening chord had played.

With her eyes still shut, she began to sing.

There were no words, not really. That wasn’t how the Song worked, not for its most potent magic. The notes were the words, an entire language that she knew but snippets of. Despite that, the sounds she made came out perfectly, understandable to her only after they left her mouth and were freed into the air.

The queen of the sirens didn’t know how long she sang, whether a minute or several hours. Stray noises from around her told her that others had gathered around. They sounded excited, though she didn’t know why. She paid them little heed, continuing her song until it felt right to stop.

When that time came, it did so abruptly. She let out one final note, one which hung in the air for far too long a time to be anything but magical, before absorbing into the soft whistle of the wind, the snapping of sails, and the creaking of timber.

She opened her eyes and was glad for Gar’s arms around her. Directly ahead of the ship spread, all across the horizon, was the dark mass of land.

“You did it,” Gar said to her. “You found it. There was nothing there, but when you started singing, it was like something covering it dissolved. The land slowly appeared. That has to be what we’re looking for, right?”

She smiled at him tiredly. “Yes. That is what we’re looking for. I can hear the magic around it sing. We have found the Birthplace of Shadows.”
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“We have a decision to make,” I said to those gathered around me. In fact, I think everyone was there, except maybe just a few of the sailors. Zane had the sails stowed and he tied off the wheel so the ship drifted straight while he joined us. “Zane, how long will it take us to get to that land?”

“Maybe two hours?”

“Okay. Then yeah, opinions. Should we go for that land now, arriving when it’s dark, or should we stay away until tomorrow morning and then try to find a place to go ashore? For the sake of discussion, let me point out that if that’s the place we’ve been looking for, there will be umbrenix. They can see better in the dark than we can, with maybe the exception of Brin when she uses her Lunar Light sight. On the other hand, if there’s a legitimate port and we sail around the island to find a suitable place to land, we’ll probably be spotted.”

We spent far too long looking at each other before anyone spoke. The first one to say anything was Tip.

“I still haven’t seen what the finished project looked like from the surface,” he said. “Almost all of it was underground, though. That I do know. What I don’t know is what that means for the presence of umbrenix or sentries or anything, but I wanted to be clear about it.”

“I think going in under cover of night would be ideal,” Keli said. “I can’t tell from here if it’s heavily forested, but if so, landing like we did on Ianarsus seems like it would work.”

“I don’t know.” Dayra wore a contemplative expression. “I can see the edges of the island, so I think it’s smaller than Ianarsus, but that’s still a significant area to search for the opening to an underground facility. Landing at the first place we come to may put us on the other side of the island from where we need to go. If we sailed around it in the daylight, we might spot something that tells us where we should focus.”

“Except that if there is a dock there, or any lookout structures, we could be spotted,” Zane said. “They might even send out a ship or two to attack and sink us.”

“Could we use my sight glass from afar again and sail around the island at a distance where, even if they notice us, they will think we’re merely passing by?” Rose asked.

“I like that idea,” I said, “though if I created a hidden complex like that, I would put the entrance inland at least a bit and hide it well so no one could see it on casual observation. Even if the island was magically hidden, it doesn’t sound like the kind of oversight Vasaloria and her crew would make.”

“Perhaps I could help with that,” Qamara offered. “I can sense the faintest taste of Aeyr’s magic from here. I must assume that I will feel it more strongly when we are closer to the island. It should be enough to allow me to lead you to where he is, much like I did with the fortress in the Mordimere Peaks.” She glanced at Astena, who nodded her agreement.

“Also,” Lirien added, “if it’s not time passing that you’re concerned about, but rather being seen, we could always compromise. Stay here tonight and sail closer to the island when there’s light. Use the glass like Rose suggested to scope out sentry towers or docks and the like, move in close so we can row ashore, then settle in and wait until dark to make our move, with Qamara guiding us to where we can land so we’re close to where the underground place is located.”

Tawny shook her head. “It would depend upon what they have outside of the complex. If there are troops or a camp on the surface, striking at them or slipping past them would be best at night. If there are negligible forces above, it might be advantageous to take them out in the daylight to ensure none escape to a backup position and betray our presence.”

We were going around in circles, with none of the suggestions without flaw. I tapped my finger on my chin, thinking. It took a few minutes for me to notice everyone else had gone silent. When I looked up, they were all focused on me.

They’re waiting for me to make a decision. Well, shit.

“Okay,” I said. “There are no real good options, it seems. How about this? Let’s stay away from the island tonight. I’ve got a bad feeling about approaching in the dark. Whether it’s rocks or sea monsters or another hazard, I’m not sure, but I’d rather be as careful as we can. Hell, they may even sense us somehow and wait for us to go ashore so they can ambush us.

“We can sail around the island and see what we can find with Rose’s telescope. It’ll also give Qamara a chance to sense where we should go. With that information, we’ll find a place to row ashore and, depending on the terrain and what’s on the surface, we’ll decide how to proceed. We can’t really make any decisions that far in advance until we know what we’re dealing with.

“It’s bad enough we’ll have to come up with something on the fly once we get into the caverns. I do feel like we need to act quickly, but not so fast that we put ourselves in more danger than if we spent a little time analyzing things. None of us know exactly what we’ll find once we get underground, so we need to do this intelligently. Methodically.”

“I believe you have the right of it,” Feordrick said. “Control things where we may until we’re put in a position where we have to react.”

Vivia gave me a firm nod, which made me feel pretty good about things. The Dragonfish were experts in infiltration and sneaking around enemy strongholds. If the squad leader agreed with me, that was saying something.

Tip moved closer and nudged my side with his elbow. “See that? You just won me some money. I bet that you could not only talk yourself into a noose, but could talk yourself out of it, too.”

“Thanks for the moral support.”

“I’m here for you, man. I did bet on you and not against you. At least in this bet. Don’t ask me about the others.”


Chapter
Sixty-Three



Iwoke more than two hours before dawn, anxious about what we would do when the sun rose. Extricating myself from Brin, I stole up onto the quiet deck. The ocean was calm, almost as if it were holding its breath, and the rolling of the ship was almost negligible after spending so much time sailing recently. I nodded toward a couple of sailors standing watch and made my way toward the spot on the forward deck I’d been sharing with Coralei for the last few days.

I found Qamara sitting there, bundled up with a blanket around her in the chill morning air.

“Hey,” I said. “Good morning. Couldn’t sleep?”

She smiled at me as I sat down next to her. “I could not. If she were not still so fatigued from recent events, Astena would be awake as well.”

“It’s going to be an interesting day.”

We sat silently, staring out at the dark skies over the dark ocean. It seemed they had lightened a bit, but I was well familiar with that anticipation of dawn and waiting for the sun. Even if the color was a very dark grey where it had been black minutes ago, there was still some time until we’d see actually light.

“This,” Qamara said softly. “This thing we do…it is what I and all my family back to when Aeyr first revealed himself as the enemy of Valorae have waited for all our lives. For so long, it has been the most important thing. The only thing.”

I put my arms around the prophetess, blanket and all, and could feel her trembling. Whether from the cold or the magnitude of what we faced, I didn’t know. It didn’t seem the proper time for me to speak, so I let what she’d said linger. After a few moments, she continued.

“I—as well as Astena and all the others—was trained and educated about what we should do, how to react, when we finally found confirmation that Aeyr was gathering power again as he moved toward another bid at dominating the world. I had not thought it would happen in my lifetime. Perhaps that is how all my family felt. If it did come, I thought, I would know what to do.

“When events started to indicate that the time of his reappearance was nigh, I…began to doubt. There is something about reality and danger that awakens one’s understanding. I am afraid, Garfield.”

I debated whether or not I should tell her I was terrified as well. She’d appreciate my honesty, I was sure, but I held back. Someone who had fear didn’t need others who were just as afraid. Yet she also didn’t need me to minimize how she felt.

“I have to admit I’m a little apprehensive, too,” I told her. “We don’t know what we’ll face. We’ve learned a little, but not nearly enough, as far as I’m concerned. I do know that there is no other group of people I would rather be facing Aeyr with than those we have on this ship. We’ve confronted danger before. I don’t know what the future holds, but together, we can do amazing things. Have done amazing things.

“One more time. That’s all we need, Qamara. ‘The parts are stronger together than ever they could be individually. Unite.’ That’s what one of the wisest—and I have to admit, sexiest—people in Valorae told me one time. Right after I first met her, in fact. Thanks to you, in so many ways, you have made sure that happened.

“Here we are, twenty-three of the most competent and powerful people there are, standing together to fulfill our shared quest. The number may be small compared to what Aeyr has gathered, but I’d bet on us every time. I’m not saying it’ll be easy or that it’s not going to hurt, but we can do this. Somehow, some way, we can finish what your family started the last time Aeyr tried to pull this shit. He’s not going to get another chance. We’ll end him.”

Qamara sighed and sunk into my embrace, the tension in her body releasing, at least a little. “Yes, I can dare to believe it. I can feel him, you know? It is like with the fortress, though newer. The magic gives me the sense that is not simply some residue, but is more dynamic, that we may well find the Hungerer on that island we are so close to. I believe I will be able to follow it to where he hides, though I know not what we will find on the way and when we arrive. I don’t think it will be a simple matter to get to him, whether because of mundane troops, umbrenix, monsters, or other magical hazards.”

“We’ll find out, and we’ll do what we need to defeat those hazards. Soon now, we’ll start moving. When we do, there won’t be time to dwell on wondering. I think that’s the worst part: the anticipation. Let’s just sit here, enjoy the silence and the sunrise, and the next thing you know, we’ll be finished with our task and we can get to living our lives as a family.”

“Mmmmm. I do like the sound of that.”

Qamara closed her eyes and soon, her breathing told me she’d dozed off. I held her and watched as the sky truly did lighten. Sounds from all over the ship grew, others waking up, some even joining Qamara and me in our front-row seats to a beautiful sunrise that splashed orange and red, then pure white light over the glittering ocean and the ship that bobbed upon it. I found the island, too, on the opposite side of the ship, a little farther away than it had been before darkness had claimed it the evening before.

“Gar,” Tip said, his hard hooves clattering on the deck. “I had another vision. You want me to get everyone else together and tell you all?”

“Yeah, that sounds good.”

He looked around me, finding several of the others close by. Brin had sat down on the other side of Qamara and had her arm around the prophetess. Tyra, Sariel, Thasinia, and Trisse were in a clump with Keli, chatting softly. Tawny and Irinia, of all people, were also engaged in conversation no more than ten paces from where I sat.

“I’ll find the others and tell them to come here,” the satyr told me.

“Cool. Thanks, Tip.”

For it being early in the morning, Tip was able to round up everyone pretty quickly. Once they were all there, including Zane and Rose, Tip jerked his chin to me.

Okay, I guess I need to start off. I kissed the side of Qamara’s face—she’d woken up even before Brin had started cuddling us—and stood.

“It’s time,” I said. “We’ll set out and do as we discussed last night, but first Tip has some more information for us. Once we get underway, we can have breakfast and prepare, then circle the island and decide how to make landfall. Tip?”

The taranji cleared his throat. “It’s not a lot, but I had another vision. It was a quick one, but it did give me a little more information that I think will help. Aside from learning more about those involved, I mean. I’ve come to grow fond of my ancestor, the taranji whose body I inhabit during the visions, and the Ianathi mage. In fact, Torus and Mylesor have become good friends during their work.

“I’m more familiar with the layout now, which I’m hoping will help once we get inside the place. It’s huge, so we’ll need all the help we can get. Anyway, the two things you should probably know are both about the main doorway into the place.

“I now know what it looks like. The entrance is set into a series of cliffs, which I’m sure I’ll be able to recognize when we get close enough. They didn’t just set the entrance in some cliffs, though. The mages actually created a whole cliff face to hide the surface entrance. I didn’t see how they did it, but from conversations, it seems that some of the mages could not only carve through rock to make tunnels, but manipulate it to amass it and sculpt it.

“The second thing is what the builders did about security for the front door. There are two watch stations high up on the cliffs. They’re rooms accessed from inside the cliff from below by a series of stairs in the facility itself. Not only are they camouflaged so that they can’t be seen unless you know exactly where to look, both stations have openings so anyone in the watch stations can attack those in front of the cliffs at range.

“I think that’s the most important stuff. I hope it helps.”

Vivia bobbed her head at what Tip said. “We’ll need to take out those watch stations first. Even if we go in at night, they’ll probably have sentries that can see in the dark. I’m thinking the ideal way is to come down from above, accessing the watch stations from those attack openings. Are they large enough for that?”

Tip nodded. “Yeah, that’s why I mentioned them. They’re not just arrow slits, but cleverly hidden openings the size of large windows with overhang kinds of things built into the cliff face. There’s no danger of enemies getting in through there to infiltrate the rest of the place because there are a series of metal doors that would have to be broken through.”

“What’s on top of the cliffs?” Keli asked.

“At that time, which was thousands of years ago, it was like the surrounding area. Trees and rocks.”

“Both of which we can use to anchor ropes to go in from above,” my catgirl said.

“Yes. Unless the terrain has changed completely,” Tip said. “Which could have happened after all that time.”

I clapped my hands, then rubbed them together. “Great job, Tip. That info is definitely valuable. So, everyone, are we ready to get this started?”

I received enthusiastic responses to that, though I could tell some of them were contrived. As Qamara and I had discussed, it was kind of a nerve-racking thing. I accepted the response for what it was: an opportunity for moral support.

“Captain Zane, let’s circle the island and see what we can see and sense what we can sense.” I winked at Qamara. “Today is the day Aeyr finds out he can’t just take over the world.”

From the start, I could tell travel was going to be challenging once we got on the island. It was all forested, and heavily so. The dense trees were unbroken, as far as we could see. That could be a good thing, preventing those on the island from finding us once we made landfall. On the other hand, they also might be watching us from those trees, even with us as far as we were from the land. With a normal telescope, they’d have a hard time finding any details of us or the ship, but they’d be able to see it circling.

Our circuit around the island gave us no visible clue about where we should start our search. Thankfully, Qamara—and Astena to a slightly lesser extent—sensed the direction of the highest concentration of Aeyr’s particular magic.

We’d circumnavigated the land in a counterclockwise direction and when we reached the southern tip, Qamara jerked as she stood by the rail.

“There!” The prophetess pointed toward the island. More specifically, toward a notch in the land, just before it swelled outward in a protuberance too small to be called a peninsula. “I can feel it, a distance inland, perhaps half a dozen miles. That is where the emanations originate.”

Astena, next to her cousin, nodded in agreement.

“Should we finish our circuit?” I asked. “Just to make sure there’s no bay or camp or anything nearby, or to see if there are roads?”

Qamara didn’t take her eyes off the place she pointed to. “Yes, that would probably be wise. More information will be good. But that is where we need to go. That small beach, there is where we need to row ashore. I am certain.”

Another four hours to complete the circuit and we confirmed what Qamara had said was true, at least so far as not finding another entry point she preferred. Throughout the entire trip, we hadn’t seen one sign of civilization.

Zane turned the ship and headed back to where the prophetess said we needed to disembark. One more step. We had a destination now and we could all be rowed to shore before it got dark. Before the umbrenix’s preferred time of day.


Chapter
Sixty-Four



“What’re you going to do?” I asked Zane. The sailors had lowered the long boat and even as I spoke to the captain, the first group of my friends were climbing down a rope ladder into it. “I don’t recommend staying this close to the island and anchoring.”

“We’ll do a few soundings. Judging by the color of the water, I think the shelf extends quite a way out. It’s probably enough to keep us away from cannon range. Not that I think they have mobile cannons set up. The bigger danger is if they have ships hidden somewhere they can send out to attack us. The better question is, what do you need us to do? How are we going to know when you’re done and ready to leave?”

That brought a smile to my face. It may have just been him being diplomatic, but I did like that he took it for granted that we’d survive, and maybe even win.

“Maybe you should keep your distance. Go far enough away so anyone looking won’t notice you. It’s too bad we didn’t see any other islands around where you could hole up. Hopefully, you won’t run into sea monsters.”

Zane shrugged. “It’s always hit and miss. I’ve done long trips where we never saw one and I’ve been on short trips where we ran into monsters multiple times. All we can do is hope it remains quiet, as far as monsters are concerned.”

“Fingers crossed. So, how about you come by once a day, maybe at dawn or thereabouts? We can wave you down and you can send the boat out.”

“No.” Rose butted in. “An hour before dawn. We’ll light a few lanterns and put them on the rail. If you see them, signal us. Lantern, torch, bonfire…”

“Oh, I’ve got it,” I said. “Even better, Brin can cast her spell that makes a ball of light, or even the one where she can shoot lightning. Then you can send the boat out when it gets light enough to see.”

Zane put his hand out toward me. “That’s what we’ll do. Every day, we’ll do that, for as long as we have supplies to do so. Should be at least two weeks. After that, we’ll need to resupply and come back.”

I shook the captain’s hand. “Sounds good. Uh, after two weeks, you probably shouldn’t bother coming back. If it takes us that long, we’ll most likely have failed and all be dead. If that happens, go back home and let everyone know there’s a shitstorm coming. You can try to find enough people to attack Ianarsus or Dorecalia, or both, and cut into Aeyr’s army, but it seems unlikely. It could help, though the world will still have to deal with him.”

I hated to say that in front of most of my friends, but I had to be honest with Zane and Rose. They’d been a great help, and I didn’t want them to risk themselves unnecessarily.

“We’ll see how it goes,” the young captain said.

I got a hug from Rose and waves from the crew before I climbed down into the boat with Brin, Qamara, Astena, Keli, Sariel, Tyra, and Lirien. I asked to swap places with one of the sailors, paying my way by rowing in his stead. Honestly, I didn’t know how those guys did it. Rowing was tough.

Soon enough, our entire party was on the sand, Keli and the Dragonfish already scouting the area as I waved to the Auryana’s Favor.

“I hope we see them again,” I said to nobody.

With little more than an hour of daylight left, we headed through the forest toward where Qamara and Astena could feel Aeyr’s magic.

“You said half a dozen miles?” I asked the prophetess.

“Yes, approximately.”

“Keli? What do you think? Hike closer in the dark or camp when the sun goes down and start again in the morning?”

My catgirl shrugged. “I’m fine with scouting at night. If we get to within a mile or two, we’ll be in good position to see what we’re up against in the morning, then have all day to do what we need to do to go in. Those watch stations need to be taken care of in the daylight. If they’re hidden as well as Tip says, even I might not be able to find the openings in the dark. The moon is going to be a sliver tonight and won’t give much light, even if the sky is clear.”

“Okay, let’s do that. When it gets dark, I need everyone watching for umbrenix, especially Keli, Brin, and Rex. We also need to keep an eye out for monsters or beasts. We don’t know what’s on this island. Qamara, you are responsible for keeping us moving in the right direction.”

For a group of twenty-three people, we made very little noise going through the forest. Of course, some made more than others. I was no stealth expert, but neither were Feordrick, Rolant, Ilias, or Thasinia. Magnus was exactly the opposite of stealthy. The man was like a bull elephant clomping through the brush. Overall, though, it could have been worse.

We didn’t see any monsters, only some smaller nocturnal animals scuttling around. The lack of sentries, even as we approached where the cliffs were—according to Qamara’s senses—had my eyes darting and my ears pricked, waiting for something to come down on us. But it didn’t. For all I could tell, we were passing through an ordinary, non-dangerous forest.

That probably made me more paranoid than anything else.

Keli stopped us and we gathered around her.

“I went ahead,” she said. “The forest ends less than half a mile from here. There are still trees and bushes up to the cliff, but it feels like they’ve been stunted to preserve visibility without it looking like a cleared area in front of a fortification. The placement of the trees is suspicious; too ideal.”

“Have you seen any sign of sentries, or of any movement through the area at all?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No, which is also suspicious. Everything I see tells me if there is a hidden compound, it’s been abandoned for years, at least. No footprints, nothing.”

“The magic I sense is in that direction,” Qamara said, pointing a bit off to our right.

Keli put her hands up. “I’m not arguing that it’s not. I’m just saying that they did a good job in hiding the place, and keeping it hidden. If they’re getting supplies or anyone is going out and in, they must do something to magically hide their passing.”

“Okay,” I said. “So we’re here. Why don’t we back up another half mile and settle in to get some rest. In the morning, we can look around more and deal with those watch stations. Sound good?”

Keli nodded, but looked to Qamara, even as I did.

The prophetess took it in stride. “Yes, that seems the best course. Once we determine if there are watchers, we can decide how to enter the place. Maybe Tiporian can explain to us again the details of the door and the entry system so we will be ready to move quickly when it is time.”
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Keliana scanned the terrain below as she lay on her stomach at the edge of the cliff far above where her friends waited in the forest below. She and the sirens had scouted out the area thoroughly as soon as the first rays of sunlight illuminated the place…and found nothing. No sign of any intelligent life at all. If she didn’t trust Qamara so much, she would have thought the entire thing was a joke. Sure, manufactured cliffs, a secret underground complex, and a demigod in hiding.

Then Tip pointed out the watch stations. Four times. At first, she thought he was fucking with her, that nothing existed high up on the cliffs. She’d finally seen an edge in the shadow that didn’t belong, a piece that didn’t quite fit into the folds of the rock. She had to stare at it for more than a quarter of an hour before she could make out the opening the satyr had been trying to describe.

She didn’t feel too bad, though. It took the others a lot longer than her. Even the Dragonfish. That helped her feel less useless.

But now she was on top of the cliffs, double-checking the area below to make sure no one would see what she did next. She rolled onto her hands and knees and crawled back toward Irinia, winking at the blonde siren scout.

Both looked two hundred yards along the top of the cliff to where Vivia and Ruiel were doing the same thing, getting ready to rappel down to the other watch station. The black-haired squad leader raised her hand to let Keli know she was ready.

“Okay, Iri,” she said. “Keep track of the loose end of the rope so it doesn’t dangle down as I rappel. I’ll flick the rope three times when I go off the line and then when I’m done and ready to come up again.”

“Got it. Be careful.”

Keli smiled at her, showing way too many teeth. “Always.” She activated her magic and though she was in the sunshine and wouldn’t have disappeared completely, Irinia’s breath hitched. That never gets old, people’s reactions to me fading from sight.

Checking her harness and rope one final time, Keli eased herself over the lip and down the vertical rockface. A glance toward Vivia showed that the combination of the cloak she’d come up with and what she described as “magical song camouflage” did a good job of breaking up her form and making the siren a lot less noticeable. Not as well as Keli’s magic did, but she doubted even her friends below would be able to track the Dragonfish’s progress.

Once at the right height, Keli only had to shuffle horizontally a few feet to get to the opening at the watch station. It was as Tip described, large enough to slip through and big enough for several archers to stand side-by-side to shoot at enemies below. She paused, leaning her head to scan the darkened interior and finding no one within.

The assassin glanced at Vivia once more and saw she was also primed to enter. One hand rose slowly, followed by a nod. They were ready. Bending their knees, Keli and Vivia kicked off the cliff while swinging to the side, entering the watch stations feet first.

It took only a second for her body to clear the opening and land on the floor within. As her feet struck, Keli already had her ring daggers in her hands, ready to end anyone she found.

The place was empty.

The room wasn’t much, maybe twenty feet wide and ten feet deep, if that. A single door broke the end of the wall opposite the opening, dark stained wood with iron banding painted to match. No doubt that was to keep any stray sunlight from striking it and flashing to give away the location. Two chairs sat near the doorway at the side of the room.

Keli disconnected from the rope, flicked it three times, and tied it loosely around one of the chairs.

Well, that was anticlimactic. Let’s see if we can find our way into the complex. Things will be much easier if I unlock the front door for the others.

Her conscience pricked at her over that. Gar had told her no fewer than three times not to try to infiltrate the place. She wasn’t, not really. She just wanted to see if Tip was right about those doors. All she would do was open the front door. It wasn’t infiltration, not really.

Whistling within her mind, Keli engaged the latch—there was no lock—on the door and ghosted into the short hallway leading to a set of stairs.


Chapter
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“She’s totally going to try to get past those doors and into the facility,” Tip said to me as we waited for Keli and Vivia to finish dealing with the watch stations.

I was still watching the cliff face. Because of the sunlight, I was able to make out the two women entering the openings, but just barely. If I took my eyes from the locations I knew the watch stations were, I completely lost track and had to find them anew. I was wishing for Rose’s telescope, or even one of the ones we took from those bandits back in Sauvaxera. They were on the ship, though. We had to pack light for this mission.

“Nah, she agreed not to infiltrate,” I said, chewing on a fingernail.

“Did you define ‘infiltrate’?”

I sighed. “Shit.”

“Yep.”

“She will be fine,” Brin told me. “Keliana sometimes presses the limits of caution, but she will not put herself in harm’s way. Not too much. She is a professional.”

Movement caught my eye, but not from Keli’s location. Vivia climbed out of the watch station she’d gone into and began her climb up the rope to the top. I alternated watching her and the opening Keli had gone into. I didn’t see a trace of the catgirl.

“Son of a bitch.”

Brin patted my hand, but I heard a couple of soft chuckles behind me. One was obviously Tyra, but I wasn’t sure about the other one. Tawny, maybe?

Fifteen goddamned minutes later, Keli emerged and climbed up her own rope to the top. I couldn’t see where they’d secured the ropes, so I had to wait half an hour before all four women rejoined us.

I had a finger up and my mouth already open when they got close enough for me to say something, but Keli headed me off.

“I just went down to check the doors.”

My mouth clicked closed and my hand dropped as I let out a dramatic sigh.

“I know, I’m kind of a bad kitty sometimes.” She smiled at me in a way that reminded me of how even on the worst of days back in my old world, a cat video would start me laughing. I couldn’t withstand the intense cuteness factor of my sexy assassin. “For the record, Tip was right. I got onto the stairs and to the first door. It was a beast of a thing. No latch, no handle. Solid metal that fit so perfectly into the frame that I couldn’t even get a tool between to try to lift up the bar. And I’m sure there was a bar. I tried to pry it open, push it, even carefully knocked on it. I’m betting it actually had two solid metal crossbars placed on it. They’re serious about no one getting in that way.”

“Ahem,” Tip said, eyeing the catgirl.

She winced. “Damn it.” She handed him a few coins. “You’re right. There’s no way short of magic to get through those doors. Who in the hells locks and bars doors from the other side of where their own people are?”

“That’s only the first one. There are two more just like it. I told you. I was there when they were installed. Uh, well, you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, yeah. Good job. Keep it up. We’ll need lots more information before this thing is through.” She put up a hand, and Tip gave her a high five. “Now we need to work on the main door. Hopefully, it doesn’t have bars on the inside.”

I smirked. “Tell her, Tip.”

“Oh, yeah. While you were up there, I got hit with a memory. When I say ‘hit,’ I mean it. The damn thing felt like someone smacking my head. I’ve got a headache now, and⁠—”

“Tip.” I raised my hand like I was going to deliver the smack he was describing.

“Right, right. So, anyway, there’s a smaller entrance, a sally door—though I don’t know who the hell Sally is. Kind of a secret one. I’m thinking that’s the one we should use to get in. If we can. It’s over to the far left of the main door. I can lead the rest of you there.”

Tip did just that. As we followed, I met eyes with Keli and shook my head, though I did it with an amused smile on my face. I put two fingers to my eyes and then pointed at her.

She laughed and blew me a kiss.

The path we took to the door skirted the edge of the heavier forest. Just because we hadn’t seen anyone acting as lookouts didn’t mean we’d boldly walk out in the open. Soon enough, we got to a completely normal looking section of craggy stone with a few tenacious shrubs growing out from it.

“Here you go,” Tip said, pointing at it.

There were a lot of eyes darting, mine included.

“Okay, Tip, you’re going to need to show us exactly where it is. Another detail, also. How do we open it?”

He gave me an exaggerated shrug. “Dunno. The normal way is a keystone or magical access given to a person by the owner or administrator of the security system. I’m not even sure it can be forced, but I don’t think this one is as strong as the main door, so that’s why I suggested this one. Oh, and it’s right here.”

He dragged his finger across an unremarkable section of the stone, then stepped out of the way like he was trying to hide. I didn’t blame him.

“Ideas?” I asked.

That started the process I’d honestly seen way too many times in our travels. Brin, Qamara, Cea, Lirien, Dayra, and Tyra swarmed the place where the door supposedly was. This is going to take a while.

I still wasn’t sure exactly how magically locked doors worked. In my mind, they were like security doors in my world. That is, there was some kind of attraction—like a steel plate and a powerful electromagnet—that held a door closed until whatever signal deactivated the magnet and allowed the two surfaces to move away from each other. I’d never seen bars that came out and locked a door to the frame or latches that held it, thus my assumptions.

I guessed knowing exactly how they worked would help to defeat them, just like knowing how a mechanical lock worked allowed people to use picks or other devices to open them. So far, the most common—and only, really—answer I got as to how the locks worked was one word: magic. That was it. They’re fucking locked by magic and so the only way to get through was to unmagic them. Or some other such bullshit.

When it came down to it, the only idea that seemed like it might work was from Coralei.

“The defenses are made up of Ianathi spells, thus they are based on sound magic,” she said. “We have dealt with such locks before and they have proven difficult. Seeing as we lack master keystones that might be applied, I can only try to analyze the feel of the magic and then use my own magic to try to defeat it. It may take some time.” She looked at me apologetically.

“Anyone else have any other suggestions?” I asked. No one did. “Okay, then we’ll hunker down here. Do you need anything from any of us, Coralei?”

“Only time.”

“Take what you need. Don’t hesitate to let us know if we can do anything to help. In the meantime, how about we do another round of scouting? Vivia, is your squad up to sweeping the area to make sure we haven’t missed any sentries or anything?”

“We are. Irinia, also, if you please.”

“Sure. Thanks.”

Coralei got started. I sat down nearby, watching her. Though it might seem boring to do nothing but watch the siren queen humming to herself and narrowing her eyes at a chunk of stone, one had to remember the general lack of clothing covering the beautiful woman. Every little twitch, every subtle shift in her stance, emphasized her form, so much so that I started to feel guilty. I began to feel like a real creeper and was going to walk around, leave her to her work.

“You can watch me all you like,” she said without turning around. “I can feel your discomfort, hear your embarrassment. It’s fine. I enjoy your eyes on me and would do something about it had I not work to do. Just know that for every moment your eyes caress my body, I will have more physical attention from you when we have the opportunity. I generally do not believe in keeping tallies, but in this case, I do so with fervor.”

She did turn to me then, a sexy smile on her face.

I wriggled on the rock I was sitting on. “In that case, tally away. I can literally watch you for hours.”

Her smile slipped slightly and she let out a sigh. “I hope that will not be necessary, but we will see.”

It wasn’t quite an hour before Coralei’s humming built to a buzzing, then to an almost-song. I was afraid she was going to get louder and was going to caution her, but with a sharp, hissing note, the rock responded with a crackling sound and she went silent.

The siren’s shoulders slumped a little as she relaxed. Then, with a simple motion, she pushed on the stone before her and it swung forward a few inches. The gap showed darkness beyond.

“Hot damn,” I said. “Great job. How did you do it?”

“Without flair or aplomb,” she admitted. “I was unable to match the magical signature that would allow me to gain access to the defense system. Instead, I searched for the nature of the spell, the general tendency of the magic used to keep the door closed, then I applied brute force.”

“Uh…”

“Imagine gaining a foothold like the very tip of a fingernail, then utilizing a sledgehammer the size of a wagon to crush an obstruction into dust. I used the overpowering Song to destroy the magic holding the door closed. In this, I got lucky. It could easily have caused the magic to seal the door forever rather than to allow it to open. If the magic was stronger—as I assume the main door to be—I don’t think I could have powered through it, even though the Song is magnitudes more powerful than that used to control the door.”

“So, don’t count on you being able to do it again.”

She nodded. “Don’t count on me being able to do it again.”

“Well, shit. Okay. For now, though, we can go in. Thanks, Coralei. Do you need to rest?”

“I’ll be fine. Let’s see what rewards my work has paid.”
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Iran the blade of my weapon through the head of the bull beastkin, then spun, tearing it out as I searched for my next target.

“Fucking rewards her work has paid,” I grumbled.

“What’s that?” Tyra, a few feet away from me, brought her batons into a guard position as her most recent kill fell to the ground.

“Nothing.” I wasn’t really mad, just complaining because…well, because of course we’d end up running into a group of more than thirty of Aeyr’s soldiers moving supplies.

It had been a stupid, coincidental thing. We’d been slinking along a large corridor, after we’d ghosted through a few smaller ones from the auxiliary door we’d entered the complex through, and the enemies had come out of an intersecting corridor behind us. Lesson learned: don’t get complacent just because everything seemed to be abandoned.

“Did any get away?” I asked, scanning the bodies on the floor. We’d responded quickly—scarily so—and it had to be less than a minute until they were all down. My friends were all elite warriors, and they didn’t fuck around.

“Three of them tried,” Ruiel said, flicking her red hair over her shoulder. “We took them down.”

“Did you⁠—”

“Deema is scouting it out now to see if anyone heard us. It doesn’t matter much, though, does it? We can’t hide this many bodies.”

I cleaned my blade on the bull beastkin’s pants. “Yeah, you’re probably right.” It didn’t look like any of my friends were seriously injured. In fact, I couldn’t see wounds on any of them. That was to be expected, I guessed. Both sides were surprised, but it was plain from the start our party had the better fighters.

Tip stood twenty feet from me, his eyes unfocused.

“Tip. You okay? Hey, Tip.”

The satyr blinked and turned toward me. “Huh? What?”

“You good?”

He gave me a thumbs-up. “Yeah, man. Just…processing. I think if we take that next corridor on the right, we’ll get to the main hall and the primary door to the next section of the facility. This section holds storage, utility and crafting chambers, and…barracks. Lots of barracks. You know, unless they’ve changed things. It has been a long time.”

Qamara and Astena approached me. The prophetess bent to clean her bloody knife on a human woman’s clothes. A moment later, her cousin did the same with her short sword. It was still unusual for me to see Qamara in combat, though I had to admit she was a badass.

The prophetess gestured around her. “Garfield. What will we do about this? Tiporian says there are barracks, which means troops of Aeyr’s soldiers. We know not how many. Stealth may serve us well, though as Ruiel has just stated, we cannot easily hide evidence of our encounters with them.”

“Kill them all,” Keli said. “Systematically.” My head snapped around to her. “No, Gar, I’m not being bloodthirsty. It’s common sense. In my work, stealth and evasion served well, being a shadow until I reached my target, then killing them and slipping away like smoke. In this case, we’re going through the complex, aiming to infiltrate all the way to Aeyr, who we have to assume is deep into the caverns. If we sneak around the soldiers in this section, then we end up in combat in the next, all these will come at us from behind. We’re good, very good, but we can’t fight hundreds of soldiers at a time if we’re caught in a large area. We’ll be overwhelmed.”

Sariel put her hand on Keli’s shoulder. “She’s right, Gar. The thought of so much death does not appeal to me, but if we are to survive even reaching Aeyr, we must eliminate all we can. Even should there be a handful that can attack us from behind at the end, it could make the difference between victory or defeat, between individuals among us dying or surviving.”

I still waffled. I wasn’t concerned about ending groups of Aeyr’s minions. They’d made their choice and deserved to die for it. It was more that we’d been in this type of situation before, when we whittled down the Searcher’s forces. If we cleared every area as we went, we’d be exhausted by the time we reached Aeyr. I had a feeling we’d need every bit of strength we had to face him alone.

Master Ilias stepped in front of me, bowing slightly. “I know your thoughts, Gar. I’m sure we can agree that it is distasteful, even though all of these have chosen their side in this conflict. This is no war where innocents are trying to defend their homes. Every person in this compound follows Aeyr by their own choice. It is unfortunate that we will have to expend our energy to cut them down, but the alternative is to save our strength and possibly—most likely—have to face them all at once while trying to defeat Aeyr as well. Better we face the Hungerer a little tired but focused on him than to preserve stamina and be overwhelmed. It is your choice, of course, and we will follow your direction, but I think we must eliminate all we can before attacking Aeyr.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I was hoping to think of a way to avoid it, but anything short of some spell or poison gas or something, we’ll just have to do the work. Maybe we’ll be able to rest before we get to Aeyr. Okay, let’s do it. Tip, we’re going to need your memories. We’ll need to sweep this place to find every soldier we can and eliminate them.”

“You got it, Gar,” Tip said with a mock salute. “In that case, let’s head down that corridor on the left. We can get to the edge of the tunnel complex and work from there.”

What followed was uncomfortably like working a job. We swept the corridors, opening every door and clearing rooms with ruthless efficiency. While we did kill a lot of Aeyr’s soldiers, it ended up being far fewer than our original contact with the thirty plus would have indicated. When it was all said and done, we hadn’t quite cracked a hundred, though when I thought about it, that was still a lot of people.

During the course of our slaughter, we found enough chambers and areas to make up a village or a small town, and that was just the first section of the complex. As Tip had told us, there were storage rooms aplenty, but also forges and other crafting workshops, as well as kitchens, dining rooms, barracks, private rooms, and some offices. For being a fantastical and magical facility, our trip through everything seemed mundane, even boring.

“No,” I told Tyra for the third time. At this point, it was more a joke than anything. “We need you with us. No matter how much you want to try out the forges.”

She grinned at me. Yeah, she was just yanking my chain. The little green instigator. She did manage to lighten the mood, though, which I appreciated after all the killing we’d been doing. I absently thought that we needed to hurry up and finish our job and get the hell out of the place before all those bodies started to stink. Ugh.

We’d found three forges in our search, along with crates of weapons and armor. It was all of basic quality, nothing any of the party cared about, but it was obvious the preparations for the forces we’d seen on Dorecalia and Ianarsus included equipping all the soldiers for war. Our job wouldn’t end with taking down Aeyr. There was still an army and a shitload of trained monsters we’d have to deal with to make the world a safer place. Fun times.

After doing our best to eliminate everyone in the section, we stood before the door to the next section. Twenty feet high, thirty feet across, the double doors of thick metal were imposing, to say the least.

“Really?” I said. “That’s the door they have to go through every time they want to go from section to section?”

Tip snorted. “Nah. That’s just for moving stuff with wagons and such. Come on.” He walked us along the wall to the right where a more normal-sized door stood. “This is what they used to go back and forth. That they kept it closed and locked all the time shows how damn paranoid they were about this place. It’s like the fucking Pentagon or something.”

I brought out the keystone we’d taken off a particularly nasty human officer whom I had killed myself. “So, you think this will open the door?”

“One way to find out,” Tip said, gesturing toward the portal.

I shrugged and stepped up to it, waving the stone around like it was some kind of magic talisman. Exactly like it was some kind of magic talisman, in fact. A thunk from within the door sounded, and I easily pulled it open. “Nice.”

“Don’t get too excited,” Tip told me. “If they kept the same scheme as when the place was built, the guy we took that from probably didn’t have access to get through the next section. This one was meant for regular grunt soldiers and support personnel. The one through that door was where the people this place was built for did their thing. Their training.”

“Yeah, well, one thing at a time. Vivia?”

The black-haired siren saluted—a legitimate one, not one of Tip’s comical versions—and slipped through the door. Keli glanced at me questioningly and I nodded. She pursed her lips at me and followed after the Dragonfish.

“Anything else we need to know, Tip?”

“Not that I can remember. There are some living quarters, a lot of training halls, some offices, and…other stuff? I’m not sure.”

“No worries,” I said.

“Same thing as the last section?” Tawny asked. “Sweep the whole area and get rid of whoever we find?”

I nodded to the leopard girl. “Yeah. You ready for that?”

The unsettling, but still attractive, grin formed on her muzzle. “Of course.”

Keli poked her head back through the door. “Big main hallway. It looks like others come off it along its length. We only went to the first intersection, didn’t see any⁠—”

The sound of metal striking metal echoed through the doorway and Keli disappeared. I ran through the door, finding a wall on my right side and a large entryway for the double doors to the left. The catgirl disappeared around the corner where the wall opposite my doorway ended and the large corridor she had spoken of began. I raced after her, the distinctive noise of weapons clashing still sounding ahead.

By the time I caught up with her, Vivia was blocking a black sword being swung at her by a shadowy figure while Keli savagely slashed with both ring daggers to take the umbrenix down. Another one lay nearby, Keli’s throwing knife lodged in its head mass. She plunged her daggers repeatedly into both of the shadows before disappearing.

“Don’t go far,” I said just loud enough so that the catgirl could hear me without me announcing our presence to every enemy in the vicinity. As if the sound of combat hadn’t done that already. I alternated searching the corridor ahead and surveying Vivia. “Are you injured?” I asked the Dragonfish.

“I’m good. Damn things. I really need to get a magic weapon one of these days. Mine went right through it. I could block its weapon, though. Stupid monster should have attacked me with its claws.”

“They’re not known for thinking. I was wondering when we’d run into umbrenix.”

“Now you know,” she said.
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Keli came back to us where we waited in the section of the entry by the small door we’d come in through. Where we couldn’t be seen by anyone in the main corridor.

“I looked down the halls to the left and right and didn’t spot anything or anyone.”

“Thanks, Keli. I guess we’ll be dealing with umbrenix from now on, eh? Most of us have weapons that can harm the shadows, but for you four”—I nodded toward the sirens other than Coralei—“you’ll need to be grouped up with at least one other person. If we run into groups of Aeyr’s minions, you four can attack the non-umbrenix while the others can go for the monsters first. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find some magic weapons for you. I’m not sure if any of your siren magic will be useful in attacking umbrenix.”

“Most of it won’t,” Coralei admitted. “Most of our offensive spells are things like water vortices or others using water while fighting beneath the waves. I have a little more flexibility because of the magic of the Song, but I will mostly use the trident Tyra made for me so as to preserve my mana. I may need it when we get to Aeyr.”

Our approach was much like in the last section, only made easier by the layout. With one main corridor and subsections comprised of chambers off the intersecting corridors, we barely had to think about the logistics of covering the entire area.

What we did have to worry about were the random monsters haunting the section. Their location defied logic. As far as I could tell, they simply drifted around with no apparent purpose.

“What is that?” Tip asked even as he shot an arrow at it. We’d barely started, only gone down the first intersecting hallway on the right side of the main corridor. That stretch had ended in a door, which opened into a massive stockroom. One that also held shadow monsters.

I blinked at the thing. It looked like an umbrenix. Kind of. If an umbrenix was one and a half times as tall as any we’d ever seen and had four arms instead of two. Oh, yeah, and moved faster than any we’d ever encountered. Even if it had been surprised—which I wasn’t sure it was—the thing moved like quicksilver, slipping away from the trajectory of Tip’s arrow. That it hit a more conventional umbrenix behind it was a consolation, but I was more concerned with the big boy.

Twelve of the standard umbrenix—eleven of which didn’t have one of Tip’s arrows jutting out of its chest—accompanied the larger one, and they spread out to attack our group.

I, of course, headed for the jumbo-sized shadow.

My weapon of choice at the moment was my double-bladed pole. I slashed as I ran at my enemy, meaning to end the confrontation quickly. Its arms flicked out to the sides as it sidestepped my blow, something that I’d expected. What I hadn’t anticipated was those two arms suddenly holding long black swords it used to batter at my weapon and parry it aside.

I tried to redirect, harnessing the weapon’s momentum to strike out with the opposite end, but again, it clanged off the swords, even as one of its empty claws ripped the air toward me.

I rolled to the side, coming to my feet immediately but needing to get my staff up to deflect not one but two swords already closing in to cut me down. The monster was not only fast, but strong as well. The blows nearly threw me off my feet, hitting so hard my weapon threatened to leave my hands.

“Fuck.” I shuffled to the side as the swords came back again, carving their way to me in parallel attacks. The big shadow had me on the run, pressing me in a way I was definitely not used to. I hoped to hell my friends were handling the other umbrenix because I had zero opportunity to pay attention to what was around me. One of the normal shadows could have easily cut me down at the moment, as distracted as I was.

With a thought, I broke my staff in half, manipulating the weapon into the form of two bladed sticks. Just in time, too, as the monster upped its complexity. The swords came at me from two different directions—upper right and lower left—slashing at me diagonally as if they would meet in the middle after cutting completely through my body.

I spun, slamming my blades into the oncoming weapons, parrying them just enough to keep them from kissing me. But the monster had four arms to my two and its right claw slipped through my guard, tearing into my back. Fire burned in lines along my torso and I growled in frustration and pain, but managed to get in a strong slice to take off two of the fingers of the offending hand.

Other than the size and obvious improvements to the bigger umbrenix, the thing still looked like the others. Indistinct but definitely humanoid, it had eyes of glowing red. What I didn’t know was if…

My blade clanged off a forearm as I slashed at its retreating arm. Great. The fucker has armor, too. I hope to hell it can’t cast.

As if my thought had been a prayer, nearly a dozen bullets of hardened water pelted the big umbrenix right in the face. It jerked and stumbled at Brin’s attack, giving me an opportunity I couldn’t pass up. With a hiss of exhaled air, I used a fighting stick combination I had practiced, made all the more effective by the blades attached to the ends of my weapons.

An outward strike with the left stick, inward strike with the right, both of them to the umbrenix’s arm pushed its guard away. A backhand strike with the right stick to the abdomen caused the blade to screech across the armor hidden there, but also lured the monster’s arms into moving toward that area to block, which allowed the left stick to come across diagonally from the upper left downward and cut into the base of the neck, positioning the umbrenix’s head mass exactly where I needed it for the next strike. An oblique thrust straight into its glowing eye. Tearing out the blade while rotating my forearm, I landed a powerful downward strike with the blade that cut half the head mass from the monster.

With the lack of head armor, I decided to make damn sure I finished the thing off. I circled both blades back and plunged them both into the monster, one into its face and the other in the middle of its chest. One flailing arm managed to slash at my arm as the umbrenix died, but another shallow wound was totally worth riding the monster down to the ground and tearing my blades from its body.

I stumbled a step, but regained my balance quickly, looking around. The other enemies were all down, something that I was experiencing a lot more lately than I cared for. It was all good, though. Better that than to find my friends in trouble.

“Son of a bitch,” Tip said. “That thing was big. And fast. Strong, too?”

“Oh, yeah. Definitely strong. Thanks for the help, Brin. On top of everything else, it had armor, too.”

“You are very welcome.” She was at my side, reaching out to touch me. The soothing feeling of her healing spell washed over me, and I sighed.

We didn’t bother looking through the supplies in the room, having a lot more work to do before we could even think about looting. Instead, we headed to the other corridor across from the one we took.

“It’s strange outnumbering the enemies like that,” I said as we went. “It almost makes me want to split up when we’ve got an intersecting hallway on either side.”

“It does seem to be the logical way to proceed,” Rolant said. “With the size of the corridors, half of us stood around in that last fight. If the numbers are fewer in this section, we might find ourselves in that position again.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Vivia said. “If we balance the time it will take to clear this whole section, it might be better to split up. It depends on how large the chambers are, how many enemies we face at once, and how hard they are to defeat. Remember also that four of us can’t hurt the shadows. The most we could do would be to distract them and block their attacks, if they use weapons.”

She was right about that. Four people was almost a fifth of our group. “It’s something to think about. Let’s clear what’s down this corridor and we can make a decision.”

“I think…” Tip started to say, but closed his eyes and didn’t continue for a moment. “I think there were living quarters down this way. No barracks, but individual rooms. A lot of them, though.”

We found two doors on the left side of the hallway. When we opened the first one, four umbrenix that had apparently been just hanging out in the hallway immediately came toward us. Tip took two of them down before they even reached us, and Thasinia and her father cut the others down quickly. What we hadn’t expected was what emerged from three of the doors that were open.

I recognized the creatures from our time on Dorecalia. Qamara had called them shadowfangs. The monsters had elements of wolves and tigers in them, the bulky body of the canines with the muzzle and claws of big cats, and they were all dark grey or black. They also stood about six feet at the shoulders.

“Ours,” Vivia said, setting her trident in a defensive position.

The corridor was maybe six feet wide, not the greatest amount of room to fight. The three Dragonfish moved forward fearlessly, though. I shared looks with Brin and Tip, both of whom nodded. They were onboard. If the monsters proved to be too much, they’d help out with some of their ranged attacks.

Speaking of which, Irinia brought her bow up as the shadowfangs and the Dragonfish stalked toward each other. A couple of twangs and a couple of seconds later, one of the monsters was slamming its face against the wall, trying to tear out two arrows that had appeared in its cheek and eye. Three tridents filled the air as well, each sinking into one of the monsters.

The shadowfang Irinia had softened up went down, the arrows not enough to reach the brain, apparently, but the trident penetrating more deeply. The other two, while injured, leaped to attack.

The Dragonfish spun into action. When I say that, I mean it literally. As graceful on land as they were in water, the three sirens drew their “fangs” in one smooth motion, twisting and dodging the airborne creatures and slashing along their bodies as they passed. The karambit-style weapons, though short, were razor sharp and devastating at close range.

By the time the shadowfangs landed and turned, the three women—plus Irinia, who produced two daggers of her own—covered their enemies with long slashes. It was the “death by a thousand cuts” method, but it was successful. The monsters, so confused about how they’d obtained so many injuries so quickly, never mounted a good defense, or even offense, swatting at one foe while another ducked in and laid down more injuries.

Vivia ended hers first, viciously tearing the throat out of one of the monsters. Ruiel, red hair flying, continued carving in the same path as the squad leader, nearly severing the shadowfang’s head. Irinia plunged her daggers into the other monster’s head to the hilt, with Deema hooking her fang and crunching through its skull from the side.

The shadowfang with the arrows in it lingered and Feordrick stepped forward to end it with a well-placed thrust that sent his longsword into its heart.

Scratching and pounding on the other doors in the hallway—eight on each side—echoed from the stone walls.

“It looks like they might have turned the living quarters into stalls for those shadowfangs,” I said. “What’s the chance someone is going to come and let them out?”

“Not good, I think,” Brin said. “However, if there is any chance, would it not be better to end the beasts to remove any opportunity for someone to do so?”

Qamara looked down at the carcasses. “I agree. They are creations of Aeyr, meant solely for destroying his enemies. They should all be eliminated.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Okay, yeah. I guess I understand that. What a pain in the ass, though.”

“It is all a pain in the ass.” Shockingly, it was Sariel who said it.

I laughed. “Right you are. Let’s get this over with.”

We took one door at a time and killed the rest of the shadowfangs, then did the same with the next corridor, which also had sixteen rooms. All told, we killed twenty-eight shadowfangs, mostly without injuries to ourselves. Stabbing monsters to death through a half-opened door wasn’t the most hazardous thing we’d done. Once that grisly work was done, we continued on our quest.
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We stood, once again, in front of a massive set of double doors.

“Next section,” I stated.

“Next section,” Tip agreed.

“How are we supposed to get through this one?”

We’d searched the rest of the section. At least, as much as we could. We found a cluster of training rooms, a bank of offices, a healer area, and four short hallways off the main corridor that led to doors for specific trials meant for specific testing that provided the final qualification for trainees. Those last ones we didn’t bother entering because it was clearly stated on the doors that only one person would be allowed in at any time. I was once again thankful for having Dayra with us to translate the ancient Osgoth text.

We’d tried to use the keystone on the doors—of course we had. No go, though. Coralei tried to crack the magical lock, but the security system wasn’t having it. Like Tip had warned, the doors we stood before had apparently increased security compared to the prior ones.

“I don’t know,” Tip said, answering my question. “Maybe…augh!” The satyr fell over and I had to grab him to keep him from faceplanting on the stone floor.

“Dude, are you okay? What’s up?”

He put up a finger, his face contorted in pain. I lowered him to the floor so he could sit and he grunted a few times with his eyes squeezed shut. In a few minutes, he opened his eyes and shook his head.

“Damn, that hurt. I miss the days when I just got memories slipping into my mind without me even noticing. These…” he looked around him. Cea leaned her head to his. Concern on her cute little gremlin face. “Anyway, I’ve got good news and bad news.”

Shit. Here we go.

“What are they?” I asked.

“Well, I think there’s a way to open the door. That’s the good news. The bad is that it’s kind of going to be a bitch to do it. Dangerous, too.”

“Tell us, Tip. Time’s wasting.”

He adjusted his position, putting his back against the wall. “Okay, it’s like this. Remember how I talked about the two mages, Arxolinum Vilnisen the arrogant asshole and Mylesor Waustan, the cool Ianathi guy?” He waited for a moment, but no one answered, so he continued. “Yeah, well, once the project was complete, that Arxolinum guy left. Not just left, but he was basically magically mind-wiped so he didn’t remember anything about the whole project. Kind of like the workers were at the end.

“Another guy took his place. He wasn’t a mage, but the guy who would take over operations once the Birthplace of Whispers was finally, really finished. His name was Woran Spake, by the way, but that’s not really important.

“During the building phase, there were four areas that were designated as ‘for future expansion.’ Rough chambers were carved out, waiting for when they’d be needed in the future. But here’s the thing. That Mylesor guy—did I mention he was pretty chill?—he was one of those people who always had a backup plan, a contingency. In addition to the security redundancies and all the fantastic stuff he baked into the complex, he was also keenly aware of how incompetent people could be in general.

“So, in addition to inventing band new protocols for use in case those in charge lost access to the security system for some reason, he put in a way to recover access, at least a little bit. He made a back door, so to speak. Not a literal one, but like one in a computer program. I know that doesn’t mean anything to anyone here but Gar, but let’s skip over that.

“Anyway, he hid four keystones which, after they were brought together, could be merged into one that allowed access into Section Two. Oh, I also learned that the sections are numbered. Surprise! The one we’re currently in is Section Three. So, yeah, they’re numbered from the deepest part of the complex outward. Where did he hide the keystones, you may ask?” Again, Tip paused. This time, though, he stubbornly refused to go on without participation.

I rolled my eyes. “Gee, Tip, where did he hide the keystones?”

Cea giggled and Tip grinned like a shithead.

“I’m glad you asked. He used the areas designated for future expansion. He created small alcoves, hidden by magic at the end of each of the four sections. What he didn’t know was what those sections were going to be used for. We do know, though. Individual trials required to be completed by the trainees for them to successfully pass.

“Now, here’s where it gets twisty. That new guy, Woran Spake, he was the emperor’s leader of the Information Division, which is a fancy way of saying he was a spymaster. His pet project was setting up training unlike any that had been seen before, creating perfect reconnaissance and assassination specialists. The Whispers. The whole time, that’s what this facility was for.

“Whether Mylesor forgot he’d ever hidden the keystones or he figured it was too much of a chore to remove them, he left them where they were. Personally, I think he didn’t want anyone but Vasaloria and Torus, her assistant, to know they existed. So, I’m telling you all that to say that what we have to do is get those keystones and we can move onto the next section, only one away from the deepest part, where I think we’ll find Aeyr.”

There was only one thing I could say to that. “Well, shit.”

We had so many questions, probably the most important of which was posed by Astena.

“How does one reach the end of the trial areas to find the keystones?”

Tip blinked at her. “They successfully complete the trial. There’s no other way.”

That led to a followup question, by Qamara. “Suppose someone does so. You said the keystones were hidden. How will the person locate them?”

“Oh, that’s simple enough. They are placed in exactly the same location in all four trials. Ten feet from the far-left corner of the very end chamber, there’s an illusory cover on a small hole in which the keystone is held. It’s five feet from the floor and is undetectable in any way other than simply pushing your hand through it to snatch the stone. Mylesor used something he called inverted magical covering or something like that.”

Several in our group muttered, but Tip wasn’t done.

“One more little thing. Like the signs on the trial chambers said, only one person can be in the trial chamber at a time. Mylesor also created another requirement for the keystones. If the stones are not brought together within an hour of each one being taken from its place, all that have been removed will teleport themselves back to their little cubbies. So, yeah, the four people who do the trials have to be fast, or have to figure out how to synchronize taking them all at about the same time.”

That caused the muttering to increase in volume, elevating some of it to the level of actual complaining.

“Anything else, Tip?” I asked. “Any other way we might be able to do this?”

“No, boss. That’s all I got.”

I couldn’t help but to frown at that. A thought occurred to me, though. “You said only one person could be in the trial chamber at a time, but can we open the door and look in without entering?”

Tip shrugged. “I don’t know. I think so?”

“Okay. Unless anyone else has other ideas on how to get through those doors, it sounds like we have to do the trials. Anyone?” We’d already brainstormed earlier, before Tip had his revelation, so I hadn’t expected any more solutions. “Let’s check out these trials, then, and figure out what we’re going to do. It’s obvious with the time limit that we have to have four different people running the trials simultaneously, so we’ll need to figure out who will do them.”

We toured the section as a group, starting with the farthest trial from the door we were trying to open. It was a little eerie walking the corridors with nothing else there trying to kill us. We’d cleaned it out thoroughly and though there were a few shadowfang carcasses, the vast majority of enemies we’d killed had been umbrenix, which had disappeared into oily residues as normal.

Because the hallways where the doors to the trials were placed were only eight feet wide, not everyone could see the sign posted on each of the doors. It probably didn’t matter, since they were in the Osgoth language. Dayra read them aloud for the rest of us.

“Trial of combat. A Whisper must be a master of combat. This trial includes various bouts with powerful golems. To successfully complete the trial, the candidate must defeat them all. Only one person may be within this trial at a time.”

I pushed the door open and, as with the rest of the complex, magical light filled the square room ahead. There was a single fighting ring marked out on the floor. A door to the right and another on the opposite side of the room from where the doorway we stood in were the only other things aside from the stone walls.

“Don’t anyone step in there yet,” Tip said. “I’m not sure, but I think once someone enters, the trial starts, probably shutting the door so no one else can go in.”

The next trial was on the other side of the main corridor, twenty feet farther toward the door to Section Two.

“Trial of obstacles. A Whisper will face many obstacles in their work. This trial includes a number of physical obstructions and traps. To successfully complete the trial, the candidate must reach the end without dying. Only one person may be within this trial at a time.”

Beyond this door sat a massive contraption that looked like a chain factory and a weapons warehouse exploded and merged into the perfect killing machine. Even as we looked, the lights—which had illuminated when we opened the door—faded into darkness.

“Was that to keep us from scoping out the obstacles from the doorway, or does the trial make the person navigate it in the dark?” I asked.

Tip had a worried look on his face. “I don’t know. I hope it’s not the second one. That thing looked intense, and it’s only the first obstacle.”

The third trial, accessible from the hallway another twenty feet up the main corridor, was yet another that could be expected of an assassin training facility.

“Trial of stealth. The foundation of any clandestine operative’s skillset, stealth is of utmost importance. This trial involves specialized golems with various levels of high perception. To successfully complete the trial, the candidate must pass to the end of the gauntlet without being perceived and apprehended. Only one person may be within this trial at a time.”

When I opened the door this time, the illumination nearly blinded me. a long hallway that turned to the right after fifty feet gave me the impression that it went on for a long, long time, twisting and turning. Assorted objects lay scattered about the area, from the size of a five-gallon bucket to a boulder half the size of a VW Beetle. How they expected someone to stealthily cross such a bright area, I didn’t know. I also didn’t see any of the golems the sign had referred to. Maybe they’re stealthy, too?

Keli was absolutely chomping at the bit to try it out. She took a step toward the doorway and I clapped a hand on her shoulder to pull her back.

“Let’s see the last one, then we’ll talk about who will do the trials.”

“Tch.” She knew she would be doing this trial. We would be stupid to have anyone else try it. Still, she had to be patient.

The last short hallway off the main corridor was only forty feet from the doors we needed to get through to make it to Section Two. The door looked the same as the others, with one exception. Water leaked under the door to spill into the hallway. Not a lot, only what I’d expect a bathroom door to look like if it had a badly plugged toilet. Still, it was strange.

“Trial of magic. This trial tests the ability to withstand and overcome the magic of a powerful monster, whether through magic or more mundane skills. To successfully complete the trial, the candidate must survive the encounter. Destroying the monster is optional. Only one person may be within this trial at a time.”

I opened the door and promptly got my boots soaked as a surge of water escaped. The magical lights came to life and showed part of a massive chamber that dipped downward after only a dozen feet. In the water, two stone steps were visible before the water became too dark to see under its surface. It looked like a massive underground lake.

“I don’t remember anything about there being a water trial,” Tip said, scratching his head.

Coralei leaned forward, sniffing. “I don’t think it was meant to be. I think the room descended into a pit where the monster no doubt lay. This is salt water. Over the centuries, it seems some of the ocean has intruded, perhaps even caused a breach large enough for sea monsters to enter. It’s fortunate the entire complex was not flooded.”

“I remember something about fail-safes for the facility,” Tip said. “Maybe it’s only for the main areas of the facility, not individual chambers. Either that, or we got damn lucky. Though I guess that depends on opinion.”

I wasn’t sure what the answer to the mystery was, but I was afraid I knew what the effects meant.

I shook the thought from my head. “Okay, we’ve seen what we’re up against. Let’s go back to the main corridor and talk this through. We need to figure out who’s going to do these trials.”


Chapter
Sixty-Nine



As expected, we hadn’t even all gathered around before Vivia lifted her hand, followed immediately by those of the other siren soldiers.

“No,” I said firmly. So firmly that the Dragonfish squad leader blinked and her head moved backward like she’d just been hit in the face with a strong pulse of air. “I knew the lot of you would volunteer. It’s right up your alley, after all.”

“Then why do you say no?” Deema frowned at me, even though she still managed to look gorgeous doing it.

“One simple reason. It might be unlikely, but there’s a chance an umbrenix or two have gone into the trial chambers. If that’s the case, none of the three of you—four, including Irinia—would survive, let alone finished the trials. It’s too risky. I know you could fight the umbrenix to a standstill if they used their shadowsteel weapons, but the second the realize all they have to do is use their claws, you’ll be finished. You can’t damage them.”

“We can borrow someone’s…magical…weapons. Aww, shit.” Vivia spat that last part in her frustration. Asking someone to surrender their personal magical weapon was universally thought of as being rude, from what I understood from conversations I’d heard. “Fine.”

“Sorry. We don’t want to lose you. We do have to decide, though.”

Sariel stepped forward, standing as tall as I’d ever seen her. “I will take the Trial of Combat.” Her unshakeable confidence was only cracked slightly by her left eye twitching.

“Okaaaaay,” I said. “How about we take these one at a time. You’ve started us off, Sariel. Anyone else want to vie for being the one to do the combat trial?”

Rolant looked to Master Ilias, who dropped his eyes to the floor. Tawny’s mouth twitched, but I couldn’t tell if she was threatening to smile or if it was something else. The three others from the Brotherhood—Thasinia, Feordrick, and Magnus—all traded looks as well. None of them voiced their desire to tackle the task. I could tell they all wanted to, but it was a sign of the respect they had for Sariel, the newest Swordmaster of the Brotherhood, that they didn’t.

I’d had a fleeting thought that I might do the trial of combat, but I think I was suitable for another instead.

“It looks like you’ll do the trial of combat, Sariel. Congratulations?” I wasn’t sure if that word or “condolences” was more appropriate. “How about the obsta⁠—”

“Me.” Lirien cut in. “I’ll do the obstacles and traps. It’s what I do.”

Again, no one disagreed. Personally, though I didn’t want to see the kangaroo girl in danger, someone had to do it and she was probably the most qualified. Tip said something I couldn’t make out, and Cea giggled. I was betting it was a comment about Lara Croft. Fitting.

“Moving along, we have the stealth tr⁠—”

“Duh,” Keli said, interrupting me again. “That trial was made for me. Someone thousands of years ago must have known I’d visit here one day.”

I raised an eyebrow at my boasting catgirl, but again, I couldn’t really disagree. Even if one of the Dragonfish could do any of the trials, I’d still pick Keliana for the best fit for this one.

“I guess that was a given, unless anyone disagrees and thinks they should do it? No? Okay, Keli, that one’s yours.”

There was one trial left, and it was one I was seriously considering doing myself. A trial where one would have to fight against magical enemies? I was made for it. Even if the magic could affect me, it would be lessened due to my non-magical nature. I might even be completely immune, rushing through and devastating whatever magical monster they had put into the trial.

I felt someone’s eyes on me and looked over to find Brin’s green orbs locked onto mine. She shook her head subtly. I can’t honestly say if I was disappointed or not.

“The final trial?” Coralei said into the silence. “I think I am the best fit for it. A magical monster and—possibly more important—a trial chamber that has been flooded with sea water? It almost seems to have been created especially for me.”

I let out a sigh. In a group comprised of my friends and family, anyone who risked themselves in the trials would make me worry. But I couldn’t do them by myself—shouldn’t even do one because my own duty in this place would happen after the next door. Still, it was hard that the four who would endanger themselves were so precious to me.

“Any objections?” I asked, but I could see well enough in the others’ eyes that there wouldn’t be any. If anything, the other sirens were standing straighter, supporting their queen in the endeavor. “Good enough. We have our four brave trial takers. I have a question for you four, one that you may not be able to answer because of our limited information on the trials themselves. How long do you think your trial will take?”

It was a stupid question, really, but I wanted the four to think about time, to keep it at the top of their minds. As expected, all the answers were wild-ass guesses, ranging from fifteen minutes to an hour.

“How about this? Tip, how big are those trial chambers? They seem to be composed of several chambers, but Mylesor had to know where the end was to hide his keystones, so the area available had to be set from the beginning. If not, then the keystones will have been found or destroyed in the expansion.”

“Best guess,” Tip said, “two or three hundred yards from the doorway to the farthest wall, but about half that wide. So, depending on how the different parts of the trial wiggle around the area, it could be three times that long if they had been laid out in a straight line.”

“Mm-hmmm.” I scratched the side of my head as I thought. “For something that size, I would expect it could be done within an hour. For the obstacle and trap trial, I would think the taker would have to get through the obstacles quickly, but take longer if searching for traps. For the stealth trial, it could be done in ten minutes or it could take over an hour if a particularly perceptive watcher is able to hang up Keli while she figures out how to get through. For combat, I know Sariel will likely go for eliminating each opponent as quickly as possible, though for one that’s tough, the fight could last for a lot longer. If too long, Sariel might get fatigued, whereas a magical golem wouldn’t. Finally, I have no idea how to judge time for Coralei’s trial. Fighting a magical monster that is several thousand years old? I keep thinking of Jendawr. If the Song can affect it, she might be able to take care of it quickly, but if it’s a big mage duel, with the two of them throwing magic back and forth, there’s no telling how long it could take.

“The reason I’m asking is that each of you should go in prepared to estimate how much time you spend. Some may have to wait after finishing their trial, while others may have to try to hurry. If we can have you all retrieve the stones as close to the time the others do as possible, you’ll be able to leave the trial and meet us back at the doors so we can use the stones. Knowing that, should we say you should each take the stones an hour after entering the trial, or two hours?”

“Once we remove the keystone from its place,” Sariel said, “the sand in the glass will begin falling. Better we wait longer before taking them to run out of time if we cannot finish the trial as quickly as we think.”

“Remember, too, that it will be more difficult to judge time the longer you remain within the trial focused on your tasks,” Brin said. “Except Lirien, of course, who has her watch.”

“Someone can take my watch,” I offered, “though that won’t help the other two.”

“No need for me,” Keli said. “I was trained early on to track time accurately. I will know to the minute when it has been an hour, or two, or whatever time you choose.”

Coralei nodded. “So, too, with me. The Song and, in fact, much of our magic is based upon rhythm and timing. I can correctly monitor how much has passed with my magic.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that. Nice.” I took my watch off and held it out for Sariel. After she stared at it in confusion, I chuckled and took her hand so I could strap it to her wrist. “It’s easy enough,” I told her. “See this longer hand? When it goes all the way around and back to where it started once, that’s an hour. The smaller hand will move up one number during that time. For two hours, double that. It’s almost halfway past two right now, so if you were starting at this moment, halfway past three would be an hour.”

The pleading look she gave me made me want to hug the elf. I’d explain it again just before she started.

“Are we ready?” I asked. “To give us some wiggle room, let’s use two hours as the target. Two hours from when you start the trial, take the stones from their little alcoves. Then, get back out here and meet us at the doors to Section Two as quickly as you can. I’ll go with Sariel and wait at the door to the combat trial. Let’s split the rest of you up so there’s a group for each of the trial takers, just in case something happens we’re not expecting. Brin, Qamara, Astena, Thasinia, and me with Sariel. Tyra, Tawny, Master Ilias, and Trisse with Keli. Dayra, Rolant, Magnus, and Feordrick with Lirien. Vivia, Deema, Ruiel, Irinia, Tip, Cea, and Rex with Coralei.

“Everyone ready? Have one of the group stay in the main corridor next to the hall to the trial chambers for right now. When we’re ready, I’ll yell to the ones in the corridor so all four start at the same time. Questions, comments? No? Good. Let’s get this done.”

I hugged and kissed each of the trial takers, emphasizing to them to be careful and to keep an eye on the clock, so to speak. After coaching my swordmaster again on how to read the watch, Sariel darted looks at it. She bit her lip and nervously met my eyes. I laughed as I held her.

“Don’t worry about it. You are more precious to me than any possession. If the watch gets broken but you come back to me safely, I will be the happiest man in the world. You tear those golems up, you hear?”

That brought a smile to her face, which slowly transformed into a jaw set in determination.

We split up and quickly got into position. Brin took up a place in the corridor so I could watch Sariel when she entered the trial. After a confirmation the trialists were ready, I shouted to Brin.

“Enter the trial on my count. Five.” Brin relayed the message and I heard faintly down the hall the others repeating it to the trial doors.

“Four.”

“Three.”

“Two.”

“One. Go!”

I watched as Sariel strode boldly into the trial of combat. The door swung closed on its own, cutting off my view just as my white-haired elf drew her sword.


Chapter
Seventy



Sariel Snowblossom drew her sword as the door to the trial chamber slammed shut behind her. A glance at the watch on her wrist caused her heart to flip. She noted the position of the larger hand as well as the smaller hand on the watchface.

Two hours.

It seemed like such a long time, but she’d had training sessions—even battles—that had lasted longer. Best to be done quickly and be finished and ready to obtain the keystone at the appropriate time.

It was only the matter of a few golems.

Sariel chided herself for the thought. Do not become haughty or complacent. These constructs are magical and were created to test the best warriors the Osgoth Empire produced. Or at least the best assassins.

She swept her eyes across the testing field. A ring, much like those she’d conducted her duels in when fighting to attain her elevation, lay in the precise center of the chamber. The two doors she’d seen from the hallway were as before; heavy wood and closed to her. The floor not only looked, but felt, familiar. She could tell there was the hard stone of the chamber beneath, but as she moved her feet, the crunch of gravel and sand met her ears.

All of it brought back memories of when she had first met Gar and he had accompanied her in the circuit around the Aesturith Kingdom, dueling other bladebrothers. Was this truly any different?

There had still been no movement in the trial. While she waited, she stalked to the door to her right and tried the latch. It wouldn’t open. Skimming along the wall to the other door, she attempted to open that one as well. Same thing; it was locked. She huffed. Why is the trial not starting?

A thought flew into her mind and she cursed herself for a fool. Circling back to where she had entered, she approached the dueling ring and stepped across the line into the space.

A figure materialized in front of her, though whether it had been standing there invisible or it had somehow been transported to the ring the moment she entered, she didn’t know.

It was humanoid, but that was the extent of what she could determine. Not male or female, but a rough, indistinct figure about her size. Even its head held no features, not even eyes. It appeared as if it had been made of clay, sculpted by the hand of a novice artist with a limited understanding of the human form.

Suddenly, a sword was in its hand. The golem raised the weapon to its forehead and swished it downward in salute. Sariel repeated the courtesy and sunk into a defensive stance.

Without a pause, her opponent charged in, its sword already moving to attack.
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Lirien checked her watch as the door to the trial chamber closed behind her. In front of her loomed a monstrosity of wood and metal, blunt and sharp instruments and protrusions, swinging and twirling and rotating pieces. It was a dizzying array of moving parts and for a moment she froze.

What the hells am I supposed to do with that? she asked herself. But she already knew. The contraption stretched from wall to wall, effectively blocking off the path to the rest of the trial. She simply had to get over, across, or through the thing.

For a moment, she almost regretted volunteering for the trial. She spoke truly when she said she was well-suited for such things. She’d adapted herself to getting into areas where others couldn’t pass, defeating traps set hundreds or thousands of years before in ruined fortresses or treasure vaults, even dungeons.

Of course, most of the obstacles she’d defeated were natural, a product of structures breaking down over the centuries. Few were actually meant to stop someone from passing. Well, except the traps. Arrow traps, acid traps, pits, deadfalls, stone weights to crush the unsuspecting; those were purposely placed to protect something.

But this…

You’re wasting time, Lee. Get your sweet ass to work.

She wasn’t sure why that statement to herself made her think of Gar. No, that’s not right. She did know. He loved her ass, told her all the time. She huffed. Focus. Examine the obstacles, one part at a time.

She did so, tracing the lines of the thing with her eyes, picking at any weaknesses it had, finding a path. She studied it for some time, noting quickly that there was no one easy way to thread through the hazard.

Up the wall to the left, over to the right while leaping over the…the scythe blades?! Grab the rope and swing through the rotating bundles of swords, roll under the—is that a flamethrower?—on that platform. Cut through the arms made of bundles of straw, then down to the spinning circular platform and ride it to where you can leap to the bars built horizontally…

Lirien couldn’t help but to feel a little dizzy. The sheer magnitude of the different dangers on the thing boggled the mind. It wasn’t like she could repeat her attempt, either. These were no soft parts, no landings in water or on thick pads stuffed with lambswool. All of what she looked at was dangerous. Deadly.

Fuck!

Ten minutes after she’d started, she still didn’t have a good plan for making it through the obstacle. And this was just the first part. What the hell was it going to be like after she passed this one? She would pass this one; there was no doubt. The others were counting on her. She had to get through.

Okay, Lee. You like to think you’re good. It’s time to prove it.

Cognizant of the time ticking away, Lirien moved forward, a procedure for passing through at least the first few hazards set in her mind. Hopefully, I’ll be able to take a breather after those and figure out the next series.

When she got to within twenty feet of the gargantuan contraption, the rest of it spun to life. Blades whirred, solid clubs swept out, fire bloomed, and parts she thought were stationary wobbled and danced.

“Bloody fucking hell! How is this even possible?”

[image: ]


Keliana didn’t bother drawing her ring daggers when the door closed behind her in the chamber of the trial of stealth. If she had to fight, she was already half a step from failing. She’d noted in the message that it was possible to take out the perceptive golems, but any trial builder worth their salt would make that a difficult proposition, and increasingly so as the trial went on. If she tried to treat it like a trial of combat, she had no doubt other golems would be attracted, until she was deluged and most likely murdered in short order.

No. It was called the trial of stealth, and she needed to defeat it through stealth.

No problem. This is what we do. I was born for this.

She activated her magic, her special ability to avoid eyes from finding her. She wasn’t thrilled by how bright it was in the chamber, but…

Even as she thought it, the intensity of the illumination increased. So much so that she could swear she felt the heat of the light beating down upon her, though magical light didn’t create heat like lamplight did. For the first time, she noted the actual source of the illumination. Three balls of light, too bright to look at, hovered or were affixed along the high ceiling. More than anything else, they looked like tiny suns.

Really?

She was already spitting mad. If there was one thing that minimized the effectiveness of her magic, it was light. Especially bright light.

Great. Well, time is passing. It looks like we’re doing this the hard way.

Still not seeing any of the watchers she was supposed to avoid, Keli slinked along the left wall. Ahead, several objects littered the chamber floor. Rocks of various sizes, a pile of cloth, part of a fallen tree trunk, even a stack of three wooden crates. The surface she walked on was a gritty gravel that would stymie most people.

But not her. Keliana Artuxis was more than her magic. Yes, her natural born ability to virtually disappear was helpful in her endeavors, but she had never taken it for granted. There was magic in the world, and hers was not the only type. She had trained and practiced in many various techniques for moving silently and invisibly.

There was more than one way to hide a cat.

Utilizing the slow, steady walk her mentor had called the worm shuffle, Keli moved steadily toward her goal: the end of the chamber as it curved to the right. She didn’t know what was beyond the bend, but it didn’t matter. One step at a time. Just take it one step at a time.

Three steps later, Keli’s ears pricked up at a sound so faint she doubted she’d even heard it. Had it been movement, a breath, or just the ancient rock around her settling slightly?

She engaged a slow-motion shoulder roll, ending in a crouch behind the tree trunk. No sooner had she frozen completely than she heard the sound again, coming from her right. Inside the chamber with her.
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Coralei Aushway, Queen of the Sirens, closed her eyes as the dull thump of the trial chamber door closed behind her. Motionless, hardly breathing, she focused on her hearing. Listening. Letting the sound find her, rather than searching for it.

The distant noise of waves reached her, transmitted through the stone and the water that had invaded this place. She allowed a part of her mind to register the soft lapping of the water on her bare feet. It was only inches deep, but between the sounds and the feel of the liquid on her skin, she knew the sea water had infiltrated the chamber slowly, not crashed through a large opening.

That was good, at least. She didn’t have to worry about multitudes of sea monsters assailing her. No, there would just be the one monster. A creature of magic.

She wondered if it was aquatic. Probably not, otherwise the trial chamber would have been built to be flooded, something Tip said it wasn’t designed for. What kind of creature would it be, living within the cavern for thousands of years without sustenance? Did it live by absorbing the mana of its surroundings? Truly a magical monster, then, not just a monster that used magic. It made a difference.

In the softest voice Coralei could manage, she sang. It was a simple bit of magic, a delving to sound out what was ahead of her. With it, she could almost see what was too dark to be seen with the eyes.

As they had guessed, the cavern was a mammoth bowl with stone stairs descending into it. The sides were carved into vertical walls, much like a gladiatorial arena, though there were no seats for spectators. Sand and silt caked the flat bottom, the latter likely brought in with the movement of the water. The other side of the bowl was too far for her to see unless she increased the power of her spell. Which would require her to sing more loudly.

She would not do that.

There was a dissonance, a wavering, ethereal thing. It fluctuated, danced as if it were sentient and purposely avoiding her grasp. It…troubled her.

Sirens learned of harmony and the music of the world when they first learned to understand language. As part of the royal family, designated as the heir to the throne, she had been taught more than most. Even before she could use magic, long before she had obtained the magic of the Song, she had been able to recognize the harmonious nature of life. And that which could obstruct it.

What she felt now was such an obstruction. For one of the few times in her life, Coralei didn’t know what to do. She would freely admit that the unknown dissonance concerned her. Scared her. Something waited in the water of the trial chamber. Something she imagined was poised to pounce on unsuspecting victims.

But that was what it meant to be a queen. To face her fears, to push beyond them and do her best to protect those she cared for, those she had a duty to shield.

With a slow, calming breath, Coralei stepped forward, descending the stone stairway until the water reached her mid-thighs. Then she transformed her legs to her tail and slowly sunk into the cold sea water.

Let us see what waits so patiently for us.


Chapter
Seventy-One



Sariel slid to her left, sword held diagonally in front of her right shoulder. The golem’s blade skipped along her sword with a clang and a screech of metal, shunted toward the ground. As she came to a halt, the swordmaster pivoted on her right foot, lashing out to cut into her opponent’s back. It twisted and lunged forward, minimizing the contact but still suffered a wound. Without a sound, the construct spun, bringing its weapon down at her once again.

Pivoting back a step, Sariel easily parried the attack, using the momentum from the deflection to loop her sword around to land a diagonal slash from the golem’s upper right to lower left then rotating the blade to slash upward vertically, opening up its torso. With the blade already high and nearly horizontal, Sariel lunged forward explosively to thrust her sword into the golem’s head, exiting out of the back.

Sariel kicked the golem off her sword as it began to disintegrate.

That was not so hard, she mused. Though it was only the first of the trials. I can expect subsequent enemies to progress in difficulty.

Her first fight complete, Sariel tried the door opposite the one she came in through, but found it still locked. The other, however, opened easily. She stepped through it as the magical lighting revealed a room that was exactly the same as the one she left, except with only one other door besides where she entered.

Knowing the routine now, the swordmaster stepped into the dueling ring and awaited her next opponent. She didn’t have to wait long before another golem appeared, identical to the first, but holding two swords whose lengths stretched the limits of what would be considered shortswords. A feeling of déjà vu struck her as the golem wasted no time in approaching her. This is the dueling circuit all over again, but without the travel between dueling sites.

Then the golem was there, slashing smoothly at her and weaving the two swords expertly.

Sariel backstepped, her blade flashing to parry the swords that came at her without ceasing. She used short motions, angling her sword to deflect the attacking weapons without expending too much energy. She pivoted, circling her attacker while foiling its attacks at every turn. Collecting information.

The golems moved well, this one even more so than the first, but there was still something predictable, almost mechanical, about its actions. It was fast, there was no denying, but as she paced the dueling ring while putting her sword in the path of those trying to bite her, she noted a pattern emerge.

It was almost like someone had practiced forms almost exclusively for thousands of hours, gaining skill in positioning the weapons but not really connecting to the rhythm of battle. In the end, that was what undid the golem. Once Sariel had its timing figured out, even learning the way it reacted to her counterattacks, she brought the duel to finality that she thought would surprise anyone observing the match.

One moment, the golem continued its tireless assault, cutting at her from two different directions with the swords it wielded, then it was thrown back, minus both its arms. Sariel had feinted a sidestep to the left, then actually stepped to the right. Both swords changed their direction to catch her, cutting through empty air as the elf used her entire body to lend strength to a powerful upward slash with the middle of her blade that sent the golem’s left arm spinning off to settle on the floor several feet away.

A downward slice to the construct’s leg had it shifting to block her sword, but she pulled the strike, rotated her elbows around her head and torqued her wrists, then came down with an equally strong chop that took the thing’s remaining arm at the elbow. The second sword clattered to the grit-covered stone. Lashing out with a horizontal strike removed the golem’s head from its body, finishing the second match.

Sariel brought her blade up to her forehead, then slashed downward in a salute as the claylike body fell, then began to dissolve. She was already walking toward the other door, opposite from her entrance, before her second opponent disappeared completely.

The watch Sariel wore showed that almost half an hour had passed already, but a fair-sized chunk of that had been her trying to figure out how to get the trial started to begin with. She blew out a breath. I must do better. I would not like to be the one who held up my companions in bringing all the keystones to the doors.

The next golem she faced held the same claylike appearance as the first two, but wielded both a sword and a shield. Its skill was comparable to the other two, perhaps a little faster and more refined. Not that it mattered. Sariel had more than a small amount of experience facing such armaments.

In the end, it was the construct’s legs that proved to be its downfall. Though the golems did not seem to feel pain, damage still weakened them, so cutting halfway through its lower leg caused the enemy to become unbalanced. Applying the many fine lessons Gar had given her in leverage and the application of force, the elf used the injury to upset the golem’s balance even more, turning it aside and thrusting her blade through its side at an upward angle.

Whether some mechanical aspect of the opponent or something built into the magic that caused it to act more like a human, its shield arm grew weak and she cut into the construct with abandon, chopping off pieces of it. A powerful downward strike split its head nearly in half, causing its demise.

On to the next opponent.

The fourth test proved to be different from the start. The golem still looked like the others, but instead of simply holding weapons, it had many secured around its body. Straps crossed its chest and adorned its waist, many sheaths attached to them. Others were affixed to its legs and even forearms.

As soon as it appeared, Sariel brought her sword up, a small frown marking her suspicion of what the fight would entail. The golem wasted no time in proving her right. Instead of charging her as the others had done, its hands moved in a blur, snatching throwing knives from their holders and flinging them at her, one after another.

Purely by reflex, she batted one aside, then managed to angle her sword to deflect the next. A fortunate twist of her head allowed another to pass by her, so close it cut locks of her hair off to float down to the floor. But there were still two more.

Sariel dove at the ground, keeping her sword clear of her rolling body lest she cut herself. As she came to her feet, however, the last of five knives clanged loudly off her dragonsilver armor. The power of the throw felt like she’d been struck with a club on her upper back, but she was confident the protective plate had kept the blade from cutting her.

A flash in her peripheral vision warned her, barely in time, to jerk backward. A chain swung through the space where her head had just been. It moved in a blur, but she thought she recognized a weighted—and pointed—piece at the end of the chain and sharp projections protruding from the links at abnormal intervals. Razor chain? The thought shook her. She’d seen Wennolan Lightningstrike use a chainlike weapon when she was training Gar how to use the rope dart. The weapon was unpredictable, vicious, and extremely difficult to anticipate. And that was when Sariel stood off to the side and watched it.

It was quite a bit more elusive when it was aimed at her.

The chain came back to her, and for the tiniest instant, she thought to catch it on her sword. Her instincts immediately rejected the notion, and she allowed herself to fall backward and slightly to the left side. The chain passed so close to her head, she could hear its deep whir as it went by.

Back on her feet, she raced toward the golem, angling her path at what she hoped were random intervals.

Would it be so bad to allow it to wrap around my armor? It should be able to withstand the collision. An image of her wrapped up in its coils made her reject that thought as well. If she was rendered immobile, that golem had plenty of weapons left on its straps. It would easily plunge a knife into her eye and finish her.

As she closed in, it became harder to dodge the chain. At only ten feet, the weapon came around and she knew she wouldn’t be able to dodge it. It was time to let it wrap around her sword. She raised her blade, ready for the impact but second-guessed herself at the last moment.

Instead, she kicked her legs forward and let her body drop.

The gravel that covered the floor screeches along the metal of her armor as she slid, body almost completely horizontal, the last distance to the golem. The chain whipped and struck like a metal snake at where she had been.

Her body slowed from the friction of her slide, but she retained enough energy to kip up onto her feet and swing her sword as she nearly collided with the golem. The construct’s reflexes were excellent, and it stretched out a length of the chain between two hands to catch her sword and execute an awkward parry, but it did keep her from cutting into it.

Sariel stumbled, her momentum finally spent. She swung her sword at her opponent, mostly to keep it away from her. It batted her weapon away with a doubled length of chain. By the time she regained her balanced stance, it had dropped the chain weapon and taken up two long knives. Now that she was close, it seemed they would be fighting more conventionally. With blades.

You should never have let me get close.

The golem was fast, especially with the small weapons, but Sariel was accustomed to fighting blade-to-blade. As much as the construct tried to get close enough to negate her now superior reach, she slipped aside, mostly dodging instead of parrying and counterattacking at angles. The golem’s smooth claylike body soon had rents and slashes in it and, though she didn’t think it felt pain, it was evident it couldn’t match her skill.

She baited her opponent, drawing it out, and in an error of judgment it overreached to slash at her, she punched her blade through one of its arms, then used yet another technique Gar had taught her, placing her lead leg just so as the levered its body with her sword and rammed her shoulder into its side. The golem fell.

Having only one arm available to prevent its fall, the construct landed awkwardly and Sariel took advantage by instantly slashing through its arm to bash the knife in its other hand, opening its head and chest to her.

A deep gash to its throat was quickly followed by her pushing the point of her sword through its head and using the weight of her body to keep it moving into the gravel beneath it. A raised calf blocked the knife with her greaves as she stirred her sword around in a circle to destroy whatever was within the thing’s head. Its arm dropped, and it didn’t move again.

Sariel let out a long breath and stood. The room had no other door than the one she’d come in through, which meant she was either in the last chamber, or…

No, not the last. There was the door I could not get through in the first chamber. That one I must explore first, before trying to find the hiding place of the keystone.

As expected, the door exactly opposite the one she’d come though from the hallway to enter the trial chamber was now unlocked. What will I face in there? I have taken slightly less than an hour. As long as whatever is through that door does not keep me occupied for an hour, I should be able to obtain the stone on schedule.

She pushed the door open and entered the next chamber. It was not identical to the others, only confirming it was likely the final challenge. At double the size of the others, it had a ring that was more than one and a half times the area of the others. Instead of it being empty as she had become accustomed to finding them, a figure sat on its knees on the opposite side from where she stood.

This golem also looked different. More human rather than being made of clay. It was ageless, but its body was that of a skilled warrior, all toned muscle. It looked…fast. Its head rose slowly to look at her with its eyeless face and Sariel got the impression of it smirking, though it had no mouth.

In a blur of motion, it kicked up onto its feet, producing a longsword that must have been lying on the floor behind it. An effortless leap brought it half a dozen feet in the air and it spun, executing a flawless kick followed by a horizontal slash she could hear whiz through the air even forty feet from it. It landed with no sound in a defensive stance, sword held at the ready. One hand left the hilt and performed a motion. A slight, almost trivial gesture.

It curled its fingers over its upturned palm, calling for her to enter the ring and face it.


Chapter
Seventy-Two



Lirien had already spent way too much time looking at the conglomeration of hazards ahead of her. When she got close enough to trigger it, all her careful planning had been negated. All its parts were now moving, and many of them in unexpected ways.

What kind of sick fucking mind comes up with something like this?

It was perfectly clear the thing had been made solely for training. If it was placed somewhere—to protect a fortress, for example—no one would ever use it for its intended purpose. They would simply roll siege engines and battering rams into it until the damn thing was no more than scrap building materials. But, alas, she was all out of battering rams and had to make do with what she had.

Tick tock, tick tock. She’d heard Gar say that once, and even Tip used the expression. She was pretty sure it meant time was passing, the sand in the glass falling. That she had to get her sweet ass in gear. Ugh.

She could only spend a few moments testing mentally what she’d planned on doing to see if it would still work. She had to make adjustments, of course, but that wasn’t what bothered her the most. The thing that had her nervous was that she didn’t see any places she could legitimately stop and plan for the next few obstacles. Once she started on the gargantuan thing, she’d have to make some decisions upon the instant and fully commit to them.

“Well, I’m not going to get through that thing standing here,” she said out loud. “Fuck. Me.”

Lirien launched herself into a run, angling for the far left of the obstacle menagerie. She sprinted as she turned more parallel to a wooden wall that stretched twelve feet upward and met another wall at a ninety-degree angle. She left the ground, placing her foot on the wall and pushing upward to jump as high as she could.

Too late, she noticed holes in both walls, at random locations. One right next to where she placed her foot suddenly ejected a sharp metal spike outward.

“Holy shit!” she said, but barely got the words out as she rebounded to the other wall and used her momentum to jump upward again. As she neared the intersecting wall again, her mind calculated she would be placing her foot exactly on one of the holes. Instead of doing that, she twisted her body, hoping against hope she wouldn’t break her ankle landing with force on the wall at an oblique angle. As she planted her foot, the spike shot out, missing her foot and barely scraping her calf.

Lirien successfully pushed off without breaking any bones, but too much of her momentum was lost. I’m not high enough!

For an instant in time, her body was weightless, right at the point between moving upward and succumbing to gravity to plummet down to the hard ground. Part of her panicked a little bit, she had to admit. Luckily, her reflexes were not beholden to that part. Twisting again—damn me, but I’m going to be sore if I survive this—she threw her arm out and snatched at the top edge of the wall.

Just enough to get two fingers on it.

The panic doubled as she felt her fingers scrape the rough wood and slide, but it was enough to allow her to slap her other hand onto the edge two feet away from the slipping fingers. This time, she got a solid hold and pulled for all she was worth. The rough changes in direction of her body caught up to her and she almost lost her grip again, but got the first hand on the edge as well, more tightly this time. She hung there. For about half a second. A snick sound came from the wall and she kipped her body to throw her lower half away from the wood, placing her feet precisely so she was crouching vertically from the edge. Two spikes where her legs and hips had been jutted out, searching for the flesh that was no longer there.

Fucking hell, that was close.

Before anything else happened, she scrambled up onto the top edge of the wall, which she’d found out was only two inches thick. Muscling herself onto it, she looked to where she needed to go next.

And almost got brained by a long wooden pole with spikes on it swinging right for her.

She backed up in time for the thing to miss her and almost, almost grabbed onto it to ride it away from the wall. But with the spikes covering every inch of it, she’d tear herself to shreds even holding it, let alone hanging from it. Instead, she watched the pole in her peripheral vision while she looked ahead of her along the wall. Four more of those same spikey poles swung back and forth like someone sat on an invisible platform pushing them.

Magic. Gotta be.

Taking three seconds to time the poles—and to wait for the one that almost got her to swing back away—she ran along the narrow ledge. Okay, she walked briskly along the narrow ledge. Her balance was good, but committing to running on something half the width of her palm. Nuh-uhn.

She made it ten feet before more movement caught her eye and she made a desperate hop, landing back on the narrow surface but leaning precariously with her arms flailing.

“What the fuck was that? Really? A scythe?!”

Yep, it was. A complex mechanism she hadn’t even noticed swung full-sized scythes—which she’d caught a glimpse of earlier but doubted that was really what she saw—a few inches above the top of the wall she was walking on, obviously designed to completely remove one’s feet from their legs. Between the other spiked poles and two more of the scythes, Lirien was a nervous wreck by the time she ran out of wall to run on. Walk quickly on.

But now that she reached the end, it was time to truly run. In five steps, she was going as close to full speed as she could. She pushed off and went airborne. Snatching the rope dangling in the middle of empty space nearly thirty feet from the ground.

Her speed sent her in a parabolic arc toward another section of the obstacle, one on which she had to exert some effort to keep from being killed yet again. At precisely the correct moment in her travel, the kangaroo girl kicked off a small vertical platform to change her trajectory and infuse a bit more speed to her movements. It was enough—along with her bringing her legs up horizontally—to slip through rotating bundles of swords that looked like a barrel of the weapons had exploded and sent blades stabbing out in all directions through the coopered slats.

A couple of the blades slashed at her, one on her tail and one on her hip, but the cuts weren’t deep. Considering what could have happened, she was satisfied with the result.

Through the blade swarm, she finally released the rope, freefalling for half a dozen feet to a narrow but long surface, where she allowed her knee to collapse, sending her body into a controlled roll, scant inches under a wash of fire from a flamethrower. The roar in her ears was nearly as scary as the intense heat on her back as she passed under it.

She came smoothly to her feet, drawing her shortsword to cut thin arms made of woven straw striking out at her, threatening to knock her off the platform. After four pairs of the fake appendages, Lirien sheathed her blade without looking and leaped a ten-foot gap that would mean a fall of thirty feet to land on a circular platform that was spinning. Thankfully, its rate wasn’t extremely fast, but even rotating at a moderate speed, she nearly lost her balance and fell off the edge. She couldn’t tell until she was in midair that it was slightly tilted.

The explorer rode the platform for one and a half revolutions before tackling the next challenge, lest she stay on too long and get dizzy. Timing her movement and the angle of the platform, she dove headfirst through one of five narrow, rectangular frames. Which burst into flames as she passed through it, almost causing her to flub the next movement.

Lirien snatched a long metal horizontal bar, feeling her shoulder stretch painfully as her body’s momentum was mitigated. Though she expected something to try to kill her at this point, nothing attacked. Instead, she set her eyes on a massive stone wall ten feet away from her. She knew it must have been shaped magically, but it looked like a natural stone cliff she’d have found outside. Several handholds and footholds stood out in her vision as she hung on her bar.

Well, Lee, you’re so proud of your climbing ability. Now it’s time to prove your skill.

Lirien only spent a few seconds hanging on the bar. She almost decided to climb up on top of the bar—which was eerily and obviously magically suspended in the air without support posts—and rest, but she had a feeling something bad would happen if she dallied, like the whole thing falling. Setting the image in her mind, she started her body swinging on the bar. When she had generated enough momentum, she released her hands just as her body reached above horizontal.

Flexing her midsection, the explorer flew through the air and slammed into the wall. As best she could, she mitigated the impact by absorbing it with her legs, but the more important part was what her hands did. She’d already selected and targeted the handholds she’d grasp and as she landed, and now she scrabbled for them.

Her left hand jammed painfully above the hold, but her right landed precisely where she wanted it to. For a moment, her body was suspended yet again by one hand, but then her left settled in and Lirien held there, dozens of feet above the stone floor.

There has got to be a better way of doing this.

With the array of holds and her skills, the kangaroo girl clawed up the wall and over the top, finding a nice, sloping surface she could slide down to find the ground again.

As soon as her feet touched the chamber floor, all other sound ceased. The whirring, grinding, swooshing, roaring, and cutting noises she’d become so accustomed to on the obstacles just…stopped.

“Whew. First obstacle down. Son of a bitch, I hope they don’t get harder.”

Things got harder.

Okay, maybe they’re not getting harder, per se, but damn me if the stakes aren’t increasing.

What followed weren’t exactly obstacles, but were more like traps. No, they were exactly like traps. Arrow traps, a particularly nasty corrosive magic trap, an ingenious ice trap, a pit trap, and her personal favorite, a crushing trap that involved a massive stone platform that was suspended above her, meant to be released when triggered to squash her flat.

It was evident early on that something other than obstacles was in the new section. After all, Lirien was faced with a number of chambers that consisted of plain, empty chambers with the same dirt- and grit-covered floors as the one before the first obstacle.

The sheer number of triggers was interesting, in a scholarly and totally non-lethal kind of way. Not. Pressure triggers she managed to not step on, trip wires, which were just plain silly, magical heat-sensing triggers, even what she thought might be mana-sensitive triggers. Of them all, she’d only activated one arrow trap, a corrosive trap, and the ice trap, though she had escaped most of the effects.

The ice trap scared the shit out of her, if she were honest, freezing a ten-by-ten foot section of the floor solid. In any case, she’d made it through those traps and she was still alive. A quick look at her watch brought a small smile to her face. She had plenty of time.

She passed through the narrow tunnel from her last trap into a brand-new chamber. Her shoulders slumped as she heaved a heavy sigh. Raising her head to the ceiling, she cried out. “Really? Ar you that lazy? Can’t you come up with something new?”

She looked ruefully at the set of obstacles ahead. Well, there’s nothing for it but to keep going.


Chapter
Seventy-Three



Keliana did her best impression of a stone statue. The slight sounds, the faint crunching of the grit on the chamber floor, still sounded occasionally, but not in any kind of natural way. If something was there, it should have made far more noise, and more regularly. But it didn’t. She honestly didn’t know what that meant.

The catgirl was still mostly hidden. She thought. But with how bright the chamber was and how close it felt like the observer was, she was not about to move at all. Hells, she hardly breathed. She was sooooo happy Werun Tes, her mentor, had insisted on all that stupid training where she had to remain motionless for hours at a time in uncomfortable positions. Without it, she’d surely have flinched by now. Especially with that itch that seemed to be drilling into the edge of her left nostril. Pain was fine, but itches? Those were the worst.

She could almost feel something breathing on her, looking over the top of the log she hid behind. Staring at her, grinning as it prepared to…to do what? Eat her? Attack her? For the first time, she wondered what a failure condition in the trial would look like.

For all the other trials, it was pretty clear what would happen should her friends fail. Combat? Death. Dangerous traps and obstacles? Death. Magical monster? Death, and maybe being eaten. But for her, what was the consequence of not being good enough? It couldn’t just be an observer saying, “I found you. You lose!”

Focus, stupid.

Due to her training, Keli knew exactly how long she had stayed where she was. Twenty-three minutes and counting. Son of a bitch. They’re going to stall me and make me late for picking up the keystone, which will invalidate the whole thing. I need to get moving.

Yet she remained still. Waiting for a sign, or at least for a longer period of time without those little sounds. She was beginning to wonder if she’d been imagining them.

Another crunch. Was it farther away than the last one?

At thirty-four minutes, she hadn’t heard a sound for more than seven minutes. That’s good enough. I can’t waste more time. I’m moving.

The former Venom Blade moved at a glacial pace, shifting so she could look over her obstacle to where she thought the sound had been coming from. Nothing was there. She chanced slinking along the ground at the wall.

So far, so good.

It was frankly infuriating. She’d gotten too spoiled with her magic, never really having to work to be undetectable. She was done with taking her ability for granted. It had re-earned her respect.

Continuing with her slow, steady progress, Keli finally made it to the turn in the cavern. It wasn’t quite as bright as the better part of the section, or the one ahead. Those sunlike globes weren’t in the in-between area. It was kind of a transition area, it seemed. She breathed more easily, finding a bit of comfort in the few shadows around her. That spiked her concern again, the thought that there might be umbrenix in the trial chamber. Not that she feared them, but if they ended up calling attention to her so those mysterious observers could find her…

No. Calm down. If umbrenix were here, I’d know. The observers would spot them, especially with how bright everything is here. The shadows probably wouldn’t even come in, with all this light.

Other soft sounds reached her ears. She turned her head, listening carefully. Yes, more soft crunching, but this was more regular. More than one set, as well. She inched closer to the end of the transition tunnel and the beginning of the next chamber. There were still objects strewn around. They were part of the trial, offsetting the bright light with things to hide behind. Once at the mouth of the new chamber, she spotted what was making the noise.

Two figures—they looked to be made of clay or other malleable material—paced back and forth like they were on sentry duty. They were shaped roughly like humans, except for one glaring exception.

Their heads were dominated by a ridiculously large eye. In fact, it could be said without too much exaggeration that the entire front of their heads was one big eye.

Is that what the message meant by observers? Gods, they’re repugnant.

Even as she said it in her mind, Keli saw one of them blink, its enormous eyelid closing almost audibly over the orb and then opening again. A shiver racked her body.

The chamber where the one-eyed golems paced held scattered detritus, much like the previous one, except that they were all too small to be of use, especially when trying to evade those head-sized eyes. She was going to need to come up with another way to get around them.

As Keli watched the golems move back and forth, never deviating in their path or pace, she kept alert to sounds and even feelings of her surroundings. Just because she’d passed by whatever had been looking for her in the previous chamber didn’t mean it wouldn’t enter into this one. Being surprised from behind and failing the trial was not something she cared to do.

But what about the creatures in front of her? Not for the first time, she wondered if she could simply kill them without the trial considering her a failure. She thought back to what the sign said. In order to succeed, she couldn’t be “perceived and apprehended” by the golems. And, not or. Does that mean I can be perceived but as long as I’m not apprehended, I’m good? How powerful were the constructs? Did any that found her sound an alarm, swarming her with others? If so, how fast would she have to destroy them to prevent failing the challenge. Ugh! I hate this shit. Why aren’t they clearer on the rules?

At the moment, the assassin had the most powerful urge to tap her lips with her finger. It always helped her think. She couldn’t, of course. Even that simple movement might draw those freakishly large eyes to her. There was no telling how wide the golems’ peripheral vision was.

For the moment, she was safe behind the edge of the tunnel, out of the direct view of the pacing constructs. But time was passing. Daylight was burning, so the saying went.

Daylight.

Squinting her eyes, Keli glanced at the light sources in the chamber. Four of them, bright balls of illumination like tiny suns, burning away all the shadows in the room. I wonder what they’re made of. Pure magic…or something a little more susceptible to damage?

There wasn’t time for too much deliberation. She could see no way to pass the sentries in the brightly lit space. If she was going to take a risk, better she did it now than to let more time elapse. She eyed the closest sphere of illumination, floating above her and fifteen feet away.

They were so bright she could hardly stand to even look at them obliquely. So many considerations, so many ways to fail. Aww, fuck it.

She snatched her favorite throwing knife from its sheath, sighted, and threw it hard, ducking around the corner as it flew. A crash and a recognizable dimming of the room beyond told her that yes, she could indeed damage the light. With a thought, she called back the knife and it appeared in her hand.

Keli waited, knife poised to throw if one of the cyclops things came around the corner. But neither one did. She ducked low and slid her head around the corner just enough to take a peek, but the two golems continued on their relentless pacing as if there was no sound and one of the four little suns was not now gone.

Hmmm. Maybe they can’t hear. I didn’t see any ears.

The next closest orb was still within her range if she stayed near the corner. Checking on the golems again, she let loose with another throw and hid as her knife whistled through the air. Another light source disappeared, still with no reaction by the observers. With eyes that big, they have to be able to register that half the chamber is now filled with shadows. Well, a third of it. Can they really only see people trying to sneak by them, or are they fucking with me?

She was halfway there, though this was the tricky part. Yes, there were some shadows she could use to hide with her magic active. She’d still be exposed more than she cared for, though. Scanning the area again, she shrugged. Let’s see how it works.

The third sun went dark and Keli pressed herself against the wall where the shadows were heaviest, her magic on full burn. The golems still hadn’t reacted in any way, just continuing their vigil. Before she second-guessed herself, Keli made her final throw, snuffing out the remaining light source. The chamber was now dark, only residual light from the tunnel she’d come from and the one on the other side of the chamber shedding any light into the area.

Two things intruded in her mind at the same time as Keli waited for a reaction from the golems. First was that even if the sentries in front of her had no ears and couldn’t hear the suns being extinguished with a sound not unlike breaking glass, what if there were others in the sections beyond that could hear it? That made her look over her shoulder toward the chamber she’d come from. The unseen entity she’d heard and felt might have registered the sound and might come to check it out, though after four of the orbs breaking with no reaction, it didn’t seem likely.

The second thing sent a shiver up her spine. What if they don’t need light to see? Was it possible that the two hadn’t reacted to the light going out because they didn’t need it to begin with, couldn’t even see it? Who knew what magical eyesight in those gigantic eyes could do? Shit!

There was nothing for it, though. There was still no other way for her to pass the guards. Light or not, the only options were to try to sneak past or attempt to kill both of them quickly enough that they wouldn’t spot her and sound an alarm. She had a feeling they might not be so easy to kill quickly. She tightened her hand on her throwing knife, considering trying to land it in the middle of one of those eyes, but she quickly rejected the course. Instead, she pushed a little more mana into her magic and slinked toward the center of the chamber.

Despite the sentries apparently not hearing, she moved carefully, making no sound. Along the very edge, up against the wall, she progressed at a gradual pace, watching the golems the entire time. She timed it perfectly, so she passed them when both were at nearly the maximum distance from her, and slipped into the tunnel connecting the section with the next one, being careful not to allow herself to be silhouetted against the light coming from the room ahead.

Once she made it around the turn in the tunnel, she let out a long, slow breath. Her entire body slumped, its energy dissipating with the tension.

Then she saw what was in store for her next.

Son of a bitch.


Chapter
Seventy-Four



Coralei sank slowly into the water filling the titanic pitlike stadium. Before she could react, stone walls fell from above, descending through the liquid much too quickly to be natural. While she stared at them, they organized themselves in front of her, grinding together without obstructing each other, until the entire conglomeration settled. The ripples in the water caused by the falling stone played out and then finally smoothed themselves out.

What was left was a hallway, an opening created by the walls for her to enter. Thick slabs of the stone now rested on top of the vertical walls, making a ceiling.

A maze?

She’d thought the trial would be straightforward. Combat with a magical enemy. She had expected a quick resolution, one way or another. The queen did not expect a magical maze being built in front of her eyes. But expected or not, she had no choice. Her duty was to move forward, to get to the end in time to obtain the keystone and then meet with the others to combine the four so they would gain access to the next section.

Angling her trident forward, she swam ahead at a moderate pace, searching for triggers or any hostile creatures. Just because the trial involved challenging a magical monster, there was nothing on the sign that said the monster was too large to fit into a maze. Or that it was indeed alone. Powerful monsters often had minions or companions.

The light within the maze and, in fact, in the entire chamber was adequate to see by and was omnidirectional. The siren could pick out no source of the illumination. It almost seemed like the water itself glowed slightly to provide the light. It probably didn’t matter, being enough that it allowed her to see, even within the maze.

As she progressed through the hallways—blocky squared tunnels made up from the solid stone wall that had arranged itself in front of her—Coralei wondered where the maze led. Was her destination its center or another edge? Though the tunnels were spacious, at least eight feet on a side, top, and bottom, they felt restricting. She was used to the open ocean and, more importantly, using her trident in combat. At over seven feet in length itself, her weapon was not the ideal choice in her current location.

Sure, she could thrust with the tines at the front as well as the spike at the other end, but defensive movements would be difficult. She had her magic as well, and she knew she’d have to use it. It was the trial of magic, after all.

She’d already been swimming through the tunnels for nearly a quarter of an hour before intersections began to appear. She took each left turn, scratching lines in the stone with the incredible trident Tyra had made for her. It easily scored the stone with marks that would help her find her way, now that progressing forward was becoming more complex.

Minute after minute passed, Coralei easily keeping track of them with her innate sense of the world’s rhythm. She was starting to wonder just how large the maze was. It seemed to have no end.

She pulled up and stopped, staring at marks she herself had made. How did I get so turned around? I made these marks early in my journey through the maze.

Continuing on, she passed unmarked intersections, then came to other marks scratched in the walls. No, that’s impossible. Those marks were much farther apart than that.

Another several minutes and the siren found herself at a dead end. Not just that, though, the walls on either side of her were marked with her trident. Two different scratches that she remembered being half a dozen corridors apart. She shook her head at her foolishness.

The marks could be magically duplicated, but the magic of my weapon bleeds from them. Some power is rearranging the walls.

Cursing herself for not thinking of it before, she decided she’d had enough of this trial’s games. Sound welled up in her middle, gathering magic as it grew louder. With a terse shout, she released it at the wall in front of her, powerful enough to push a whale.

A small flake of the stone separated and fluttered to the floor. Her vortex spell was one of the most powerful in the queendom, and she was practiced in its use. Yet it barely damaged the wall at all. She glared at the stone, but that didn’t do any more damage than her spell had.

She attacked it with her trident. The weapon was potent enough to scratch marks in the stone. It should be durable and powerful enough to dig her way through. Enough walls breached and she would have to be free.

But alas, the stone she so easily marred was only a veneer, it seemed. As she attacked the same place over and over, she could not scratch it deeper than an inch, as if she suddenly hit a mithril core.

Fine. If attacking one space will not do the job, perhaps a greater spell that should explode the walls and ceiling around me will suffice.

Coralei wasn’t sure if she should use the more powerful aspects of the Song in the confined space. There was a chance she could compromise the maze’s integrity, burying her in tons of rubble. But she only paused for a moment. She needed to get out of the maze and to where she could fight the magical monster. She didn’t have time to swim in circles.

Closing her eyes, she searched the Song within her. Some spells had become almost instinctual, but others, things she only thought she could do, were more difficult to bring into being. She focused on a discordant tone, a disruptive one. Fixing it in her mind, she sang, activating the Song’s potent magic.

It was almost subliminal, only a slight vibration in the range of normal hearing. She could feel it, though, down to her very core. Even as she generated it, she could feel it take a life of its own, growing and building. Attacking.

The queen was nearly shrieking by the time it had progressed, the walls and the water itself shaking violently. Just when she thought the stone would crumble and fall upon her, trapping her, the world…shimmered. Vibrated. Then her surroundings disappeared, leaving her floating in the middle of the vast space of water, the distant walls of the arena back where they belonged.

An…illusion?

Dark shapes darted around her, but when she turned to look at them, they weren’t there. Snakes? Eels? Spirits? Umbrenix? Try as she might, she could only see them in her peripheral vision. Circling. Stalking her.

Coralei threw vortices of water out at them, but if any had an effect, she couldn’t see it. She swam, touring what she thought was probably the entire arena, but nothing ever attacked her. She felt…things brushing up against her, but none ever did damage, nor could she seem to do damage to them.

In the midst of her dance with specters, her chest suddenly grew tight, constricted by strong bands that held her fast, squeezed her. Kept her from breathing. She tried mightily, sucking in to pull life-giving air from the water, but nothing would come. She’d seen fish trapped on land before, the way they panted, the frantic looks in their eyes as they knew they were dying. It was exactly how she felt right now.

It was an old fear, one from her childhood. She’d been scared nearly to her death of this very thing happening. So much so that when her mother took her to one of the islands bordering the queendom to experience the surface, Coralei panicked and refused to leave the water. She felt as if her heart was going to explode while at the same time feeling crushed.

Just like now.

If anything, the dark shapes—they somewhat looked like long strips of black cloth being dragged through the water in circles around her—increased their activity, closing in for the kill while she was fighting to survive the water itself.

Is this how it feels to drown? To suffocate in the surface air?

Sheer terror afflicted her, wringing her body out like a wet blanket in a dry room. As hard as she tried to breathe, she could not manage it.

I’m dying, never to return to my friends, my queendom. I will fail the trial.

No. It cannot be. This is the trial of magic, and it must be magic afflicting me. Suffocating in the water can only happen in a young girl’s nightmares or when magic is involved. Fight, Coralei. Fight!

Ironically, she knew the way to fight was not to exert herself, but the opposite. She closed her eyes, casting out all thoughts of the creatures surrounding her. The supposed creatures surrounding her. A soothing melody cycled through her mind and she grasped it with every mental faculty she had. Once firmly locked in place, she began to hum the tune. Somehow. Without being able to breathe.

Her chest loosened up, her violently shuddering heart slowing at her command. Her humming grew louder, then she opened her mouth to properly sound the magic of the song she infused with her magic. It took a few minutes—an eternity when believing she was unable to breathe—but her body finally calmed, her breathing becoming more regular. She opened her eyes to see the arena again. Empty of any of the spectral shapes that had been tormenting her.

“That certainly took you long enough.”

Coralei’s head snapped to her left, from which direction the voice came.

“No,” she said. “No, it’s not possible. You can’t be here. You’re dead.”

“Am I?” Calynise asked with a smirk. “Cora, do you believe everything you see?” The former Guardian, Coralei’s greatest friend and mentor, spun her trident and leveled it at the queen. “You’ve been a bad girl, Cora. I’m here to dispense your punishment.”

The siren looked exactly like she had when Eryfine had killed her in that sea cavern not so long ago. Her long, dark hair swirled in the water, her tail flicking occasionally to keep her stationary as her eyes drilled into Coralei. The intensity of that stare brought back memories for the queen.

No. This is like the suffocating, an effect of the magic being wielded against me. She’s not real. She cannot be. I watched her die.

“You no longer live, Calynise. Even before Eryfine ended your life, you were dead to me, as of the moment you betrayed my mother, your queen. I will not do you the honor of engaging you as if you’re real. Begone, foul specter of a tarnished memory.”

Coralei closed her eyes and calmed herself. The ghosts this magic created could do nothing to her. She would dispel the illusion and continue on with the trial.

The familiar sound of movement in the water caught the queen’s ears, causing her to cock her head despite keeping her eyes closed. She had trained a little in blind fighting, most of it with Calynise herself. The illusion made a noise that was uncannily like not only a body, but a trident cutting through the water.

What if this is only an illusion covering over a monster or other enemy?

She opened her eyes to find the statuesque siren within reach. The queen twisted, flipped her tail to evade the oncoming trident, but she was only partially successful. The tine on the outside of the trident’s head sliced into Coralei’s arm. A cloud of red burst from her skin, billowing in the water, stirred even more by Calynise bringing her trident around again to attack once more and Coralei thrusting with her tail to open some distance between the two.

The siren queen looked down at her wound. She could feel where the skin had separated, the pain increasing with her movement as the water pressed against the flap of skin. It wasn’t a large cut, but in the water, blood flowed more freely than in the air. She needed to finish this conflict quickly and see to the wound before she weakened too much.

“Fine,” she hissed. “You want your battle. I will grant you that. You deserve to be killed again for what you have done, whether you are Calynise or an imposter.”

Coralei brought her trident up and faced her enemy squarely, ready to end her. Again.


Chapter
Seventy-Five



Ichecked my watch, a frown forming on my face.

“I hate this shit,” I grumbled.

“Perhaps you can be more specific?” Brin said.

I gestured all around us as we sat in the hallway next to the door to the trial of combat. “All of this stuff. Having to separate, waiting to see if our friends make it out safely with the stones, the whole crazy underground facility meant to train assassins bullshit…”

“That you are not the one in a trial alone, facing danger and doing what you may to help our friends by obtaining a keystone?”

I sighed, my shoulders slumping. “It’s my quest. Others I care about shouldn’t have to put themselves at risk for something I decided to take upon myself.” I hated how whiny it sounded. I was glad Tip was waiting in another hallway and not here to give me shit about it.

“I do not like it, either.” Brin took my hand and held it to her chest. “No more than I would like it if you were in one of the trials. The choices we made, those who volunteered, it was the right thing to do. Others may have been able to successfully pass the challenges, including you, but I think those who entered are the best suited to do so. Have faith in their abilities. They will not fail us, Gar.”

“I know they’re all extremely skilled, but there’s always bad luck to account for. These chambers are thousands of years old. They could collapse—maybe have already—or something else could be living in there that will cause them problems. Hell, umbrenix might swarm them as they’re trying to focus on the trials. I…I just worry.”

“Of course you do. That is what we do when we care for others. It may sound simple, even slightly condescending, but there is literally nothing we can do to help them currently. They are in the trials alone, doing their best to pass the challenges. Worrying overmuch will serve no purpose and will change nothing. They will return, and within the timeframe we have set out, I’d wager.”

“Tch. Like you would bet on something.”

“On our friends, our family? I would do so repeatedly. The question is, who would bet against them? Surely not you.”

I laughed. “No. Not me. I’d bet everything I have—which isn’t much, by the way—on them.” I looked at my watch. “More than halfway through. They’re probably all sitting on the floor, bored, waiting until the two hours have passed so they can grab the keystones and race the others to the door.”

“That is the spirit. If it is a wager you would like, I could go to the different groups waiting at the doors and we could bet on who will return first.”

I pulled Brin to me and kissed her. “You are as amazing and clever as you are beautiful and sexy. Yes, let’s do that. I’ll go with…shit. Sariel will see it as her duty to get out as soon as possible, but Lirien, being the obstacle course queen, will probably sprint the entire way. Coralei is closest to the doors and swimming through water to get back to the beginning will probably be quick for her. Then there’s Keli.

“You know what, I’m going to go with Keli, mostly because she’ll be devastated if I don’t bet on her. I think the others would laugh it off that I didn’t choose them. I really don’t know who will edge the others out. They’re all so incredible.”

Brin patted my cheek. “I love you, Gar. I will ride along with your bet. On Keli. I will go talk to the others. I’m sure the distraction will be welcome. Regardless of who wins, we must all celebrate when we are finished with this quest. All of us. I will not allow any to miss our celebration, whatever the reason. Now, I must hurry and get the wagers locked in before we reach the two-hour mark. I have no doubt things will get quite a bit more lively for us after that.”
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Sariel strode forward to enter the dueling ring, her eyes scanning the rest of the chamber to make sure the trial did not slip in some clever machination like assassins waiting for her to commit to combat with the single figure ahead of her. True, all the fights before were with an individual opponent, but she would be careful.

Nothing was in the chamber other than her, the ring marked out on the floor, and the golem that looked more like a person than a construct. It even seemed to think, taunting her with its showy display and gesture.

“Can you speak?” she asked it as she stopped at the edge of the ring. It shook its head. So, it can understand, think well enough to answer a question, even if it cannot verbally communicate. This is the final challenge. It must be.

She brought her sword up, then swept it downward in a salute. Her opponent mirrored the action.

“Very well. We shall fight.”

It nodded.

She stepped into the dueling ring.

The construct exploded into motion, sprinting at her with a spray of gravel and sand. Sariel shuffled forward three steps so she was not backed into the edge and prepared herself for the attack. The sign had not included anything about leaving the ring being a forfeiture, but old habits were like an old friend; they comforted her when the situation became tense. And the situation had become a razor’s edge.

The construct led with a thrust, of all things, its sword shooting forward to skewer her belly. Sariel turned it aside with a circular left sweeping strike to the blade that tightly curved around to trap and control the offending weapon. The golem pulled back just far enough to prevent her from pushing its sword down and slashed upward while extending the blade far enough to reach her.

Clever. Sariel brought her elbows up, levering her blade to push the attack aside toward her right, then pivoted on her right foot to snap a kick at her opponent’s lead knee. It hopped away nimbly, resetting its guard.

The golem had already proven skill greater than the other trial golems had possessed. Its footwork was precise and efficient and the control it showed of the sword itself was impressive. This golem could have taken out Lysander Dessum without trouble. She found her mouth turning upward.

They both rushed toward each other at the same time, their swords clashing between them. They shuffled back and forth, spun and circled, blades never stopping. The familiar sound of metal on metal was only accompanied by the scratching of their feet through the sand and gravel and Sariel’s measured breaths.

The golem did not breath and did not make a sound other than its feet moving and its sword cutting through the air.

I must be cognizant of that, Sariel told herself. I can tire, my breathing become labored. It will not. I must finish this quickly.

The golem attacked with short, fast strikes from above, changing the diagonal direction with each. Sariel’s sword was a blur, her hips shifting to move her blade inches at a time, only enough to parry the strikes and send them away from her body. After the fifth attempt, her opponent committed to a heavy downward chop. She pivoted, moving forward and crossing her wrists to nestle her sword along her forearm, pointing downward. Sliding her left foot forward, she rotated while taking her right hand off the hilt, the left keeping her guard in place.

With a grunt, she slammed a reverse elbow into the golem’s face, slipped her foot farther, between its feet, then moved her sword to catch its shoulder with the sharp beaklike section of her pommel. The pointed surface Tyra had included on her sword’s design tore the golem as she dragged it away from her opponent vigorously. Twisting her sword once more, she batted its blade downward before it could come back to bite her and spun away from it. Its counterattack sent the point of its weapon whistling at her face, missing her by a fraction of an inch.

The elf took advantage of her successful attack and launched herself at the construct. As it had done earlier, she sent a flurry of short attacks at it, gauging its ability to defend. Diagonal downward right-to-left, vertical downward slash, horizontal slice, straight thrust to its chest that morphed into an upward sweeping cut, it mitigated each of her lightning-fast attacks.

With its guard high, Sariel slashed at its legs as it marched back from her, flicking out a few tentative strikes toward her. She maneuvered to the right and came at its left leg at an angle.

It executed a flawless backflip, somehow performing it so quickly she was unable to cut at it fast enough to land a blow. As it landed, it rolled back and to the side, coming up into a perfectly balanced defensive stance. Its head tilted as it faced her, almost like it was trying to say something.

Then it began to attack her with wild slashes at all quadrants. Upper body, sides, midsection, legs, it seemed the golem had become more energetic. Faster. Whereas Sariel had been certain she was ready to defeat it, now she could barely keep up with its attacks. No longer able to move her sword minimally, she had to swipe it long distances to cover her head and her legs, almost simultaneously. When she rallied, it hopped away from attacks, rolled, even tucked into a ball and flipped, only to open up and use the momentum to savagely chop down at her.

Sariel felt like she was on the run. Her arms, heavy with fatigue, didn’t move as quickly as she’d like, and her breaths came in labored pants. It was as she feared. The magical creature would not tire. But she was.

The swordmaster slammed her sword to the side, glancing off the powerful strike of the golem. The weapon narrowly missed her shoulder as it passed, swung so forcefully that it slammed into the ground beside her. It was an ideal time to strike back, with her opponent temporarily off balance, but she could not. The clash of steel sent her sword ricocheting off to the side, upsetting her balance. It was all she could do to keep her feet. By the time she turned to face the construct again, it had its sword up and on its way to cut into her.

Sariel threw out a desperate strike to deflect the new attack, letting her body lean over far enough to roll backward and back up onto her feet gracefully. The sword was there again, slicing toward her with an off-center downward cut. She sidestepped, swinging at the golem rather than trying to parry its attack. It aborted its own strike to keep from being kissed by her blade.

Now that she was fighting defensively, the golem came at her more aggressively, sending flurries of strikes with the occasional powerful finishing attack. All the while Sariel watched, mitigated the strikes where she could, and minimized the few she allowed to go through.

Her armor was a goddesssend in this, preventing her from being littered with cuts, the flexible metal turning aside almost all the landed blows. Throughout the whole time, she noted one small quirk with the golem. Within an oft-repeated combination, it paused ever-so-slightly between the fourth and fifth attack, taking the opportunity to reset the angle of its shoulder, almost as if it had an old injury and had modified its movements in training to compensate. It was a trivial thing, but something she could take advantage of. If she had the strength and speed left to do so.

When the construct came at her with a multitude of blows for the hundredth time, Sariel watched to see if it would string the same techniques together. She noted the horizontal slash, followed by an upward cut and anticipated the downward diagonal slice. She initiated the defense she had thought up so when the sword came down, Sariel positioned her sword point down, the flat of the blade along her left shoulder and drew the long knife from its sheath on her belt.

Allowing the golem’s blade to strike her sword to slide and deflect down the length, she punched the dagger under its right arm, into the armpit. The long blade, and its rapid movement, caused the point to go all the way through and out the shoulder. Leaving the knife in, her left hand joined the right on the hilt of her longsword and she swung the blade around as she stepped her left foot back, cutting diagonally into the golem’s neck so savagely it went more than halfway through.

With only one operational arm, the construct wasn’t able to get its sword up in time as Sariel tore her blade from its neck, crossed her forearms to circle the sword around and cut horizontally the rest of the way through the neck.

The golem’s head left its body and dropped to the floor. She saluted her defeated opponent before retrieving her knife and sheathing it.

The swordmaster took several deep breaths, then removed her gauntlet to check Gar’s watch. Half an hour until the designated time. She’d made it. After searching and locating the illusionary covering on the hole where the keystone was by poking around with her finger, she sat down on the ground to wait. She would check the watch every few minutes to make sure she took the stone at exactly the right time. She didn’t think she’d have a problem going back through the rooms she’d already fought in, but every minute was precious until she stood at the doors to the next section.


Chapter
Seventy-Six



More damn balance beams.

Lirien glared at the network of thin rails, almost like tracks for a railcar, if railcars needed to be suspended in midair and could roll through tight turns, bumps, and dips. It wasn’t completely rails, though. There were some tiny platforms as well, about half the size of her foot. Yay!

Why the hell did you volunteer for this trial, again?

The explorer sighed. She’d have to pass the little balance obstacles, of course. She wasn’t about to go back and try to get through that monstrosity of an obstacle again, in reverse, only to go back through the trial door to prove to everyone how great a failure she was.

She mapped out in her mind how she would tackle the new challenge in front of her. But there were two big problems with that. First, the lighting in the area was such that she could only see maybe twenty feet ahead of her. She hoped to hell that remained constant and not that the illumination suddenly ended and she’d have to try to navigate the farther thin beams and minuscule platforms in the dark. Why? That brought her to the next problem.

The rails and platforms rose slightly, from almost ground level up to maybe ten feet from the floor of the chamber. Then the floor dropped out of sight. Lirien carefully approached the edge, wincing at the thought this part of the trial would start if she got too close to the rails.

Yep, the chasm looked bottomless. Because she wasn’t scared out of her fucking mind already, she picked up a piece of stone off the floor and dropped it over the side. She didn’t hear it hit bottom.

“Fuck me!”

So, to summarize: a series of sections of thin rails, barely there platforms, crazy criss-crossing patterns stretching more than twenty feet wide—almost wall-to-wall—and going off into the darkness she didn’t know how far. Over the top of a bottomless pit for which she could not see the other side. For a moment, she thought she might have accidentally entered the trial of fear. Or at least the trial of you’re fucked.

A chuckle slipped out through her gritted teeth, loosening her bite. Dayra would be laughing at her were she here in this moment, teasing her for being a grump. So would Gar, but in a way that would melt her middle to know he did it because he cared for her and didn’t want her to be tense.

Time to stop fretting and to start moving. I’ll take it slow and steady, moving across the space at an even, consistent pace. How bad could it be?

The first dozen feet, in which she traveled upward more than ahead, allowed her to set her pace, gave her a confident feeling that she would easily best the complex twistings of balance rails and the inadequately-sized platforms that punctuated the space between runs.

Then she reached the edge of the chasm. At least she hoped it was a chasm and not simply the edge of a cliff where there was no other side. The distance she could see ahead of her did, fortunately, move with her, so it didn’t appear like she’d have to manage the obstacles in the dark, but even the twenty or so feet ahead of her she could see only showed more rails, more platforms, and an increasing complexity of twists and turns of both.

One step beyond the edge, though, and things changed drastically. Starting with a crackling sound behind her.

Lirien steadied herself, feeling a slight vibration in the rail she balanced on. She turned her head the least amount necessary to gaze back from whence she came.

Only to find the first few feet of all the obstacles crumbling and falling to the cavern floor.

It moved as if a wave of pure destruction followed her, rolling over the entire width of the cavern and utterly destroying the rails she’d just crossed.

“Motherf—”

Lirien lurched into faster motion. As she did, the sound of the faltering rails changed. The creaking, crackling, shattering noises still occurred, but one thing was missing: the sound of the remnants of the obstacles hitting the cavern floor. She didn’t need to look back to know the reason for it. The devastation had reached the edge of the dropoff.

It was closing in on her.

So much for slow and steady.

Lirien began to run, recklessly and desperately.

As she madly scrambled from rail to rail—they had changed design so most were not long stretches any longer but shorter, choppier lengths—she affirmed in her mind how much she hated balance obstacles. Give me a good old deathtrap instead, any day.

Careening from one rail to one of the platforms and onto another thin beam almost exactly perpendicular to the first, the explorer waved her arms to keep from tilting over the edge. She managed to kick off, clearing the space to another rail and leaping in another direction she regretted. Lateral movements were necessary to move at speed, but the wave of destruction followed on her heels and she needed, more than anything else, to move forward.

After an interminable amount of time, the other edge of the chasm came into view. Lirien rejoiced for half a second, until she realized that in the twenty feet left between her and it, the design of the obstacles that were the only difference between her and death by falling into the abyss had changed again.

There were fewer of them now, narrowing her choices and making selecting her targets even more important. The platforms could not even be called such any longer. Instead, they were like the end of a thick staff, maybe two inches in diameter, floating in the air.

She focused her mind, ignoring the sound of the obstacles unraveling behind her. Even after all the distance she traveled, she still hadn’t heard even the smallest piece of the structure hitting bottom in the void beneath her. She was almost there. All she had to do was choose her⁠—

Some of the rails and spots around her began to fall also. One, where she had planned on putting her foot next, disappeared into the black, forcing her to stutter step on what was left of the rail she ran shakily upon. She’d run out of time.

Lirien’s eyes darted and her mind whirred, calculating time and trajectory and angles. She stomped her right foot down hard on the sliver of a platform, throwing her body across a disappearing rail to touch another lightly with her left foot to propel her to the right again in the world’s most important bout of hopping over rocks.

So close. I’m so damn close.

She felt the placement of her right foot slip, recognizing that it meant the solid object she’d expected was disintegrating even as her foot touched it. Lirien minimized the weight she placed, like she was skipping over a piece of wood floating on water, and managed to make it to one more foot placement, a mere spot of solidity in an otherwise empty stretch of space. Praying to Auryana it would hold for one more second, the explorer put all her weight onto it and leaped as powerfully as she could.

The deep black of the bottomless abyss passed beneath her and her heart felt as if it had passed through her back and fallen into that pit. Then her right foot slammed into solid stone and her reflexes took over, folding her knee and dropping her shoulder to roll and mitigate the momentum she’d built up. It was a sloppy landing, and she pitched forward instead of coming to her feet, but another roll and a humiliating slide brought her body to a stop.

Lirien’s heart thrummed and her breathing whistled through her mouth like a sea storm, the edges of her vision dimming to allow her to see little flashes of light. Taking a quick look around for hazards, she lay on her back to catch her breath.

As ridiculous as it was to do so, Lirien closed her eyes and simply breathed. If something comes by and decides to kill me, it’s welcome to do so. As long as I don’t have to cross that damn chasm again.

Breathing back to normal and her frayed nerves not vibrating so vigorously, she finally sat up and surveyed her location. It looked remarkably like the other side of the gap, where she’d started the balance race. Twenty feet of gritty stone floor, the same two side walls, and a space in the wall that looked remarkably like the one after that last climbing obstacle she’d passed. With a huffed breath and a groan, she stood and continued forward. Her watch showed that more than an hour had passed. She needed to get a move on.

The opening was an actual tunnel, made of rough stone and approximately circular. She only went ten feet or so before a more finished square chamber opened up, this one twenty feet on a side. As soon as she passed the threshold into the room, stone materialized behind her, sealing the opening.

No getting back out that way. Of course, there’s nothing there but the chasm, anyway.

After a quick inspection of the room, then a more detailed one, Lirien slid down a wall to sit with her back to it.

Is this considered a trap or an obstacle? No way out. I can’t even see where the opening I came in through was.

The explorer swept her eyes over the stone walls, gradually moving them upward. She couldn’t see the ceiling. The illumination only allowed ten feet or so of visibility, but the walls could be a hundred feet tall for all she knew. She could be in a massive vertical tunnel. Focusing more closely on the wall she leaned against, she noted bumps, slight ridges, even divots.

Not great, but there are definitely features on the wall. Enough to climb up, if I’m careful. If my field of vision travels with me like they did on that last obstacle…

A glance at her watch made the decision for her. She didn’t have time to sit around pouting, and if there were secret doors she hadn’t spotted in her search already, she’d spend hours trying to find them. Let’s see what’s up there.

Lirien was no stranger to scaling vertical surfaces. She’d had to do it much more frequently than she’d ever thought she would. So, it was with some trepidation that she found the most likely section—the one with the most holds—and began her ascent.

From the start, it was a difficult endeavor. The holds were barely more than smooth protuberances, suitable as a foot hold but shit as a handhold, but she continued to move. Her pace would set no records, but her eyes and mind picked out likely paths as she rose, and she made steady progress. A few times, friction released or stone flaked, but each time she caught herself before plunging down to the hard floor. Her heart took some time to slow after each scare.

She was happy to see that the strange lighting did allow her to see ten feet around her—give or take—as she went, but all she saw was the wall stretching off into darkness. All four walls, to be more precise. For a change, one aspect that changed was something she appreciated and welcomed. As she got higher on the wall, the holds because more pronounced. She even found some that allowed her to get such a good grip on them that she could remove and shake out her other hand, helping her immensely with the muscular fatigue that would have already crippled her climbing progress. Or would have resulted in failure of her strength and a disastrous fall.

Just when she felt she might have the stamina to climb up and out of where she was, a curious movement on the wall near her hand caught her attention. It drew her enlarged eyes in time to see a small section of the wall melt. The next second, the green head of a snake shot out of the stone itself. At her.

Lirien threw her body to the side, the serpent barely missing her face. Its body, longer than her arm, shot out into the open air, wriggling and straining to curve back to her, and then dropping to the chamber floor almost thirty feet below.

She had seen the large fangs in the creature’s open mouth as it struck, and had no doubt it had venom. But to materialize from the wall like that? She swung her body back up, grasping a hold with her free hand, eyeing the apparently solid stone warily. Then she searched for the next holds and scrambled farther up the wall.

Over the next several minutes, the same scene played out. Lirien would move a few feet, a snake would materialize and strike out at her, and she would narrowly dodge it. Once, she thought the current attacker would have her, but she managed to slap the side of the snake’s head, batting it toward the wall. It bounced and fell like the others, but she had to pause, her entire body shaking uncontrollably. Just when she’d thought they might be illusions, she now had confirmation the snakes were real.

Then she spotted the ceiling.

“Auryana’s luscious nipples! Are you joking?”

The chamber was, in fact, not a long tunnel she could exit from at its top. Her left arm took the opportunity to cramp and Lirien almost fell. Again. With a deep breath, she pondered what she could do. She was nearly fifty feet from the stone floor, a floor that had half a dozen snakes waiting for her to join them. The ceiling was solid, and she’d found no hidden—or even visible—doors. Her arms and legs felt like overcooked noodles. She simply wasn’t going to last too much longer. To make matters worse, she angled her wrist to look at her watch.

An hour and forty minutes since I entered the trial.

There was nothing for it. She had to move, had to keep trying to find a way out of the chamber. Instead of progressing upward, she began to traverse laterally, along the wall, hoping against hope she’d find escape.

When her strength was at its end, she glanced ahead in her path around the walls of the chamber and finally found what she was looking for. A square hole in the adjacent wall, each side as long as her body. Her salvation, her escape, an end to her burning muscles and bleeding fingers. All she had to do was to get to it and climb through. Surely that was the way out.

She looked for the holds needed to move to the hole and to her horror, found that there were none. As if someone had sheered the wall with an impossibly sharp blade, the stone surrounding the hole had no features at all. No bumps or cracks or divots, no protrusions of any kind. Even climbing as close as she could to the corner of the wall she was on, she could see nothing that would serve as a hold.

There was only one thing to do. She was going to have to jump for it.


Chapter
Seventy-Seven



Keliana shook her head slowly and carefully, lest her braid make any sound as it moved across the back of her leather suit. She couldn’t believe her eyes. First, she had those two creepy single-eyed golems in the last room and now? Now she found four humanoid golems with another difference. No eyes that she could see, but ears that were at least five times larger than any fleshy ear she’d ever seen.

The shape of the lobes were strange as well, sort of a mix between a human ear and—she didn’t know—a dinner plate? Why weren’t they built with animal style ears instead? Animals, even beastkin, typically had better hearing than humans, but she didn’t think for a second that these constructs couldn’t hear every little thing.

There was one way to test it.

She picked up a pebble from the gritty floor and tossed it into the middle of the square room. The space was simple enough. Four walls, each a bit over twenty feet long, with two pairs of the ear golems pacing much like the eye golems in the last room. The difference was that each pair marched toward each other and, when they reached the opposite wall, turned and marched back, crossing its companion in the middle.

Despite the golems’ feet crunching the loose sand and stone, when the pebble landed, all four stopped and turned their heads to the middle of the room, dipping the halberds they held as if to attack the empty air.

Okay, their hearing is as sensitive as I expected. Can they see, though?

The light was as in the last chamber, two little suns floating near the ceiling, illuminating the entire room. The constructs had no visible eyes, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t see, even if it was just barely detecting shadows moving about.

Between her trained ability to move silently and the extra push her magic gave her—helping to buffer any sound she might make—Keli was sure she could make it past the pacing golems. If they couldn’t see. She could probably use the trick with bursting the light sources, but she had a feeling that throwing her knife would give away her position. She knew very well the sound it made as it flew through the air. Still, she debated. In the end, she decided not to risk it. It was one thing plunging the room into darkness, but with their keen hearing, she would be detected. No use in grabbing their attention with her whirring knife.

Keli finally decided she would focus on moving silently and try to slip past the big-eared golems.

Even though it wouldn’t hide her effectively in the bright light, the assassin flared her magic for the boost to suppressing sound. Her heart sat in the bottom of her belly as she stepped smoothly out into the open and began crossing the chamber.

The four golems continued their pacing, not showing any sign they’d detected her. With every step, Keli grew more confident that they indeed could not see, but could only hear. The slightest sound from her foot crushing a pebble, barely even loud enough for her to hear it herself, caused all four to react as they had earlier when she’d tossed the rock as a distraction.

She controlled her breathing and heartbeat, standing as still as possible as the four figures pointed their halberds at where she stood. A small drop of perspiration trickled down her forehead, then her cheek. A slow, nearly imperceptible tilt of her head caused the droplet to angle toward her chin and she extended her tongue outward at a glacial pace to intercept it, catching it before it could drip down off her to make a sound.

After a solid tense minute, the golems resumed their march. Keli timed them so none would bump into her, freezing in between the two pairs and then continuing on to the other side. When she crossed the threshold into the connecting tunnel, she wanted to let out a relieved breath, but kept herself from doing it. In fact, she didn’t breathe at all in the last two dozen yards, not until she came out the other side of the turn in the tunnel.

Her internal clock told the assassin she was pushing against the time limit, with only a quarter-hour before she needed to retrieve her keystone. An anxious, jittery feeling vibrated through her.

Speed it up, Kel. This chamber ahead better be the last one, or we’ll be in trouble.

The assassin moved forward carefully, eyes scanning the floor, walls, even the ceiling for trap triggers or anything that might make noise. The next chamber came into view, but it was lit differently than the previous ones. No bright light, no artificial suns, just an even multidirectional light much like what was in the connecting tunnels that allowed her to see everything and that even allowed a few shadows to be present. Sliding along the wall, she pushed her head past into the doorway just enough to see what the room held.

The chamber appeared to be a perfect circle with the doorway she was in and one directly opposite across the thirty-foot diameter. Sitting in the middle with legs crossed on the floor, was another golem. This one looked more human, all except the lack of hair. It even had a nose to go along with its normal-sized eyes and ears. If it weren’t for the clay-colored skin and lack of clothing or genitals, it could easily be mistaken for a human.

Though the golem didn’t breathe, it seemed to be in meditation, sitting calmly and motionlessly as if waiting. Waiting for her.

A kind of danger sense resonated within Keli’s body. Something that told her this construct was dangerous. Kill it. Don’t hesitate. Kill it, now.

Her hand strayed to her favorite throwing knife, but went no further. It didn’t feel right. Whether it was some kind of magical protective shield, some trick of the room that displaced the figure, or something else, she didn’t know, but something told her to ignore the first voice within her.

I don’t even know if I can attack any of the observers. The sign seemed to indicate that they had to apprehend her, but the wording could be unclear.

The door on the other side of the chamber beckoned to her. All she had to do was to get through it. She activated her magic and started forward, alternating watching for hazards and checking on the motionless golem. Before she was halfway across the room, she felt the eyes. The feeling that she was being watched, that she’d been noticed. It came from the seated figure, though it hadn’t moved at all.

Keli carefully picked up a small stone from the ground. The attention she felt was uncomfortable, almost a burning on her skin. She wanted out. She tossed the stone to the other side of the room, preparing to move quickly to get around the golem and through the door before it turned its attention to her.

While the tiny missile was still in midair, the golem’s eyes snapped open. And looked directly at her.

Shit!

She moved, as planned, but the golem kept its eyes on her, completely disregarding the stone even as it hit the ground with a soft crunch. It had heard the stone passing through the air before it had even landed!

The construct leapt to its feet, two knives she hadn’t seen it reach for in its fists. As she slinked along the wall toward the door, it faced her squarely, moving to keep its eyes directly on her, even though she was under the cover of her magic. It glided toward the door that was her target, and she knew what its actions meant.

I must not have failed the trial automatically, or it would have told me so, right? On the other hand, that part about being apprehended is apparently what that thing is going for. Looks like it’s time to fight.

The golem nodded when it saw Keli stop and resign herself to having to fight for her ability to get through the door. It exploded into a run, knives held up with crossed arms, the left in a reverse grip and the right in a standard position. Even at a full run, the thing made almost no sound. It’s good at stealth, too, it appears.

It disappeared.

Keli threw herself to her right—toward the door. A whisper of a blade cutting through the air very close to her tickled her ears. She came to her feet as the golem flickered into view, lunging in to stab at her midsection.

The catgirl swept her ring dagger out, smashing the attacking knife away from her. At least it’s solid and my knife didn’t pass through it.

She thrust her other dagger toward the golem’s neck, but it got its weapon up to parry, redirecting its blade to slash at her forearm. Her right foot came up, kicking the construct hard in the belly, her own body being pushed back from the force. The damn thing was so fast, it immediately changed direction with the knife and sliced at her leg, but missing by a hair’s breadth.

It relentlessly pressed forward, knives flashing as it attempted to penetrate her guard even as she was backstepping. The thing moved so quickly, all she could do was to keep her own blades close to her centerline and frantically bat the construct’s weapons away from her.

Keli circled to her right slashing with her dagger while parrying one of the enemy’s and snapping out a low kick to its leg. The golem, moving like lightning itself, turned her blade aside and lifted its leg just enough that her kick landed ineffectually on its shin. It actually used the force from her kick to pivot its body on its other leg and extend a thrust with its knife that nearly took her in the eye, were it not for her jerking her head aside at the last moment.

It faded from sight again as it began a wide strike to her side, but they were fighting close, with Keli’s dagger still in contact with the golem’s other blade. She closed her eyes, feeling its movement transferring through its knife into hers, telling her what it was going to do.

Rather than readjusting to block the strike it had started, Keli pushed with the knife already engaged, ducked her head, and darted to the side while slashing low. The sound of a knife passing just over her head was accompanied by a tug as the blade sheared a clump of hair from her scalp. More importantly, though, the resistance against her blade told her she had cut deeply into the golem’s leg.

She wondered if the thing felt pain. As it reappeared, she saw how deep a cut she had made and the same neutral look on is face. It seems not. Too bad.

Her opponent did seem to favor the leg now, though, so she had done some damage. Despite that, its blades came at her in dizzying turns and gyrations. Again, she was forced to backstep, pivot to the side to attempt attacks at different angles, and weave her own knives in ways that were painful even with her flexibility, just to keep from being cut.

She tried to flare her magic, to disappear as the golem had been doing, but its eyes tracked her relentlessly, not being fooled for even a second. As if in spite, it disappeared again, not even blood dripping to indicate where it was. She didn’t think constructs like it had fluids in their body. A pity.

This time, without being in contact with the creature, she couldn’t predict its actions. She kept moving, slashing out in front of her, hoping to intercept any attack it launched. A sharp pain in her left shoulder screamed at her to pull away, but her calm warrior’s mind squashed the impulse. Instead, she turned her body like she was going to jerk away from where the knife had cut her and thrust both knives out just to the right of the space directly in front of her.

She was rewarded with the feel of her blades sinking into…something.

The golem appeared again, for the first time with something close to an emotional expression on its face. Surprise.

Her daggers were almost hilt deep in the golem, one in its chest and the other in its forearm. She took advantage of the minuscule pause and tore her dagger from the arm and rammed it straight into the center of the construct’s forehead. For good measure, she ripped the other from its chest, causing a sizable gash in the claylike skin and cut as savagely as she could manage through its neck.

Its arms went slack as a shadow of a smile flickered onto its lips. She brought her knife back around and cut the rest of the way through its neck. The body fell away, its eerily smiling head still skewered on Keli’s blade. She swung and flicked it off her weapon. It rolled across the floor and came to rest just as the door out of the room opened on its own.

Fucking hell. Stealth versus stealth. I never would have seen that coming.

Keli glanced at her bleeding shoulder and decided she could take care of it after she found out if the keystone was through that door. Less than five minutes remained until she needed to take it and run.


Chapter
Seventy-Eight



Coralei moved to the side, her tail precisely applying the force needed for her to narrowly dodge the sharp tines of Calynise’s trident. Her own weapon shot out to puncture her opponent. The former Guardian twisted, deflecting Coralei’s thrust with the bracer on her forearm, then executing an impressively acrobatic twirl and tumble to slash at the queen again. Coralei angled her trident and parried the strike with the haft of her weapon.

As the two lunged and slashed and parried, all the while darting through the water as gracefully as any water snake, part of the siren queen’s mind cast back to other such bouts. When Calynise was a mentor and instructor and Coralei was the eager student. A wave of melancholy washed over her. Why, Calynise? Why did you betray everything and everyone I thought were so dear to you? How could you do such a thing?

Another tiny piece of her mind interrupted her thoughts, calling her attention to the thrum of the world’s rhythm, reminding her that time was passing and she had a job to do.

“You’re not real,” she told Calynise. “Even were it so, the real Calynise betrayed her queen, her people, and me personally.”

“Then punish me for my crimes.” The former Guardian emitted a sharp note and a powerful vortex shot toward Coralei.

“No.” The queen raised a hand and voiced a discordant sound of her own. The magical attack fizzled away. “I have wasted enough precious time on you. Begone.”

She sang a short snippet of a longer part of the Song while locking eyes with the fake Calynise. A wave of power spread out from her, not disturbing the water in the least, but slamming into the taller woman. Its touch unraveled Calynise, and in a few seconds, there was nothing left but the water before Coralei. All that remained was the arena around her, the walls of the trial of magic.

“Face me,” she shouted into the liquidspace. “Enough of your petty games. Swallow your fear and show yourself, coward.”

The queen floated, minute movements of her tail keeping her in place as she waited for a response. She hadn’t had time to explore all the walls of the arena. If whatever was the source of the magic didn’t appear, she would…

Two pale lights, sickly yellow and as big as half Coralei’s body faded into view. They blinked and moved closer until the siren queen could see what they belonged to. A gargantuan snake, its head twenty feet wide, attached to a body that disappeared into the dark water behind it.

“You will wish you had chosen death by something familiar, tiny trial-taker. You will rue your words when I am digesting you as you slowly fade into death.” The snake opened its mouth in a grim smile, fangs promising her demise.

“Come, then,” Coralei growled. “We shall see what transpires.”

The snake darted in, mouth as wide as a cave and fangs almost the length of her trident. She flipped her tail, the motion sending her shooting upward as the snake passed below her. Her trident came down, tines digging into the scales. The enchanted metal tore three small furrows in the snake’s protective layer and a minute amount of blood puffed out in the water. Coralei doubted the monster had even felt the prick of her attack.

I’ll not defeat this beast with my weapon. It is the trial of magic, after all.

A vortex of hardened water, shaped to a point and spinning to drill into her enemy, shot out at her command, boring a hole significantly more devastating than her prior physical attack. It was only a testing attack, impacting the snake on top of its wide body as it passed under Coralei, but it provided her the information she needed. She could harm the monster.

The serpent curled its body, bringing its head back around toward Coralei. She expected it to strike out again, to try to swallow her or bite her, but it didn’t. Instead, its eyes flashed, the yellow orbs taking on the appearance of twin suns before launching a sizzling beam of energy at the queen.

Coralei darted to her right, but wasn’t able to evade the attack completely. The barest edge of the magical energy skimmed the side of her tail and the world exploded in pain the likes of which she’d never felt. She could have sworn half the width of her tail had been incinerated, but a quick look showed a scarred section of skin that was no longer covered by her scales. Cauterized.

Movement was painful, but so was floating motionless. The queen pushed the agony out of her mind, as much as she could, and began to sing. This time, it was a soothing sound, one that promised protection and safety. A bubble of energy rippled the water around her and, more importantly, helped her skin slowly start healing. She had no outright healing spells, even with the Song, but the spell she just sang aided her natural healing.

It would have to do. The snake was preparing its next attack.

Coralei watched the monster’s eyes and, as they glowed more brightly, she aimed her trident and her body downward and kicked her tail as powerfully as possible. Another beam chased after her, but she had taken the snake by surprise, avoiding the attack completely.

The ponderous monster could strike with speed, but moving its entire body was not as quick a proposition. Coralei kept close to its body, skimming down its length and turning circles around it. The massive head tried to follow, even launched another one of those magical energy attacks, but had to abort just short of damaging itself as the queen swam behind the snake’s own body.

I can’t simply swim away. That will only put off my demise. She searched her mind, digging for information about the Song. She had received it in a most unusual way, had not even the start of training in its use. All she’d done since she got the Song was either instinctual or experimental. The normal voice magic she had use was not going to be powerful enough for this enemy.

As she evaded the snake, Coralei tried a few refrains, bits of the Song that were more powerful versions of more typical siren magic. First, she tried to charm the monster.

The lilting melody vibrated through the water, sinking into the snake’s head. Its eyes clouded slightly and its lids drooped fractionally. Almost did Coralei charge in to take advantage of its stupor to plunge her trident deep into the monster’s eyes. But the rhythm of their combat didn’t sound right. A humming, heard through the thrum of the muted aggression, made her hold back, even if just briefly.

It was enough time for the snake to reach out with an arm of pure power and try to snatch the queen’s body to crush it.

The queen shouted a coarse, violent note, shattering the magical limb, causing the snake to cry out. She didn’t think the exclamation was from pain, but rather that Coralei had thwarted its ruse, acting like it had succumbed to the charming effects of the siren’s spell.

This opponent is clever. I must not fall for its tricks.

The snake had settled into attacking physically when its head could thread around its bulk to find Coralei and magically with several different types of abilities. It only revealed a handful, mostly powerful ranged attacks that kept the queen moving, but Coralei was not misled. She knew that a beast as old as this one was—even if it had seemingly spent millennia slumbering, waiting for someone to attempt the trial—must have many types of magic at its disposal.

The most important thing to Coralei, though, was finding her way out of the arena and to the chamber at the end of the trial. Based on Tip’s description, there would need to be a final room; locating the keystone was dependent upon it. For a time she had a fear that even the arena was not as it appeared. Could it be just another illusion?

She did not like the implications of that.

“You tire,” the snake called out to her as its eye beam almost found her again. “Why don’t you stop and rest? I’ll wait for you to recuperate. I would gain no glory for killing you when you are fatigued.”

The offer tugged on Coralei’s mind and she found herself thinking about doing as the serpent suggested. A sharp, shouted clip of a song shattered the indecision in her mind. Still, it persists in trying to influence my mind, and no wonder. I am tired, and that idea lodged in my thoughts much too easily.

The snake shuddered for a brief moment as Coralei broke its mental attack, something the queen didn’t fail to notice. Her mind explored the ramifications as the monster struck out with its massive head to swallow her. Her tail launched her beneath the monster’s coils to dodge the physical assault.

Magic. My victory will only come through magic. Had I known I would be here, I would have put more effort into learning more about the Song. About ways to use it to attack. She continued to evade the snake’s offense, both magical and physical, straining her mind to find a way to destroy the monster. She knew now the only way to pass to where the keystone lay was to defeat her opponent. Escape would not allow her to be victorious.

Coralei experimented, using attacks she was familiar with, but magnified by the Song’s power. Water vortices, solidified drilling missiles of water and ice, even a type of lightning attack. None of them did significant damage to the magical snake. It responded in kind, using its beam magic while attacking the queen’s mind with other spells.

Coralei recalled the first of the Song’s magic she’d used, when she and her friends desperately fought Jendawr. It had been an instantaneous act, almost instinctual, but one she remembered. The magic had thrown the kryrgish back and drained her of energy. It should suffice for this monster as well.

Throwing her hand out, she belted out the strident music she’d used then. It manifested in a nearly physical presence, rushing through the water and slamming into the snake of the trial.

And bounced off.

“Was that supposed to produce any effects, little trial-taker?” the snake asked with its toothy grin. “If that was your most powerful attack, I’m afraid this battle has become somewhat of a bore. I shall waste no more of my attention on you. It is time for you to die.”

The snake sliced through the water, its body circling around Coralei, surrounding her with its coils. Mouth opened wide, a glow built within its gullet, magic the queen could feel increasing. The sound of it suffused the entire arena, the noise of destruction, of death. Coralei knew she would not survive its use.

Mind frantically searching for an attack powerful enough to stop the snake, the siren’s panic grew, feeding upon itself until her entire body trembled. Soon, the fear would become overwhelming. It would overpower her reasoning and she would fall to the monster. For a moment, she stared wide-eyed at the amassing illumination that would be the instrument of her death.

Then a single strain, a faint note that could barely be heard, tugged at Coralei’s ear. It was something familiar, something she took for granted in the queendom, and even in her travels with Gar and his companions. Harmony. The background music of the world as it should be.

Coralei grasped at the sound with everything she had, took it within herself, and merged all that she was with it. The abrasive notes of the power building in front of her almost made her lose the harmonic sound, but she managed to retain her hold. Even better, she made it her own in ways she’d never done before. As the monstrous snake magnified its own magic, so did the queen of the sirens increase hers, adding to the simple note, developing it into a snippet, then a verse, then a refrain of a larger song.

Just as Coralei was sure the snake would loose its magic, she sang the partially constructed song and cast it out at the monster.

The power was immense, vibrating her body and soul, but it was the sound of the world’s harmony. How it was supposed to be, not the chaotic mess it had recently become. The soothing tones washed over the snake, not attacking or pummeling it, but promoting peace and tranquility. Magic building within the monster fizzled out, the light disappearing and the massive maw closing. The snake’s eyes, wide with surprise and confusion, met Coralei’s.

Leveraging the connection she now had with the magical monster, Coralei used the least of the magic she knew. She sang to the snake. A lullaby all sirens sang to their children. A calming influence, promises of safety and comfort. Of acceptance, affection, and protection.

The snake monster, magical creature of the trial, drifted to sleep, its gigantic eyes closing.

Coralei emitted a nervous laugh that threatened to turn hysterical. All the power that could have been wielded by both of us, and it was a simple lullaby that was the creature’s downfall. After the Song realigned the world harmony, of course. It was both the simplest and most profound challenge she had ever faced.

For a moment, she contemplated striking the slumbering serpent down, ending its life when it could not possibly defend itself. She rejected the thought. Harmony was not about destroying, but about living. Sweet dreams to you, trial monster. Now, if only I could…

A section of the arena wall glowed briefly, catching Coralei’s attention. Suddenly, a door was there, in the wall. Whether it had always been there and just now was visible, or if it was created that instant, she didn’t know. Nor did she care. She surged toward it, going through to find a simple, unadorned room. The ending of the trial.


Chapter
Seventy-Nine



“Won’t they think something is wrong when they come back through the doors and find the hallways empty?” Cea asked.

“Nah,” Tip said. “They know to meet us here. They’ll be fine.”

Our entire group, except the four who entered the trials, waited in front of the double doors to Section Two of the complex. The two-hour mark had passed, and we expected my girls to come sprinting down the hallway any time now.

I rubbed my wrist, missing the familiar weight of my watch on it. Brin had been keeping count of the time, something she could apparently do precisely because of her status as a moonwisp. It made sense. The moon was used to keep track of larger chunks of time, so why wouldn’t her connection to it let her track smaller increments? Still, it felt like someone should have emerged from the trials by now.

“They will return,” Qamara said. “Trust in their abilities.”

I wasn’t going to bite. I’d already had that conversation with Brin during the long two hours we had to wait for the end of the ordeal. My mind was still trying to come up with some platitude or even change of subject when I heard scrabbling down the hall. I turned to find Lirien running her gorgeous ass off from a far hallway.

Then my eyes found bits of shadow zipping along the corridor even closer. As I was still trying to reconcile what I was seeing, Sariel emerged from her hall, entering the main one and changing direction toward us so quickly, her feet slid on the stone. Coralei appeared from the closest trial just as Lirien reached her.

Keli appeared instantly, dropping her magical camouflage that made it so hard for me to focus on her. For a second, I thought she was going to run right into me, body slamming me into the doors themselves, but she glanced over her shoulder then slowed down enough that she slid the final distance, arms open wide, to control her heavenly body as it contacted mine. We ended in a hug that smushed me against the doors, but not hard enough to hurt me. In fact, it was barely enough to cause a small huff of air to leave my chest.

“Awww, shit.” That was Tip, who had bet that Lirien would be the first to reach the doors with her keystone.

I laughed and kissed Keli, her musky aroma mixing with the smell of hot leather.

“I missed you,” I told her, “and I love you, and you just won me some money.”

Lirien made it in second, with Sariel and Coralei joining the rest of us at the same time. All four of my girls held up the familiar shapes of keystones.

Tip stepped out in front of the doors. “Before anything else, let’s join the keystones and open the doors. Unless you four want to do the trials again to get them back if they disappear.” All four were thrust toward him. “I thought so.”

It was a simple matter to join the stones into the one that opened the doors. No extra magic necessary. Tip merely accepted them all, and put them all in his two cupped hands. They clinked together like they had magnets in them, and then sort of melted, merging into one palm-sized keystone. With a wave of his hand holding the new stone, a heavy clunking sound came from the door.

Tip sketched a bow. “It’s unlocked. Do we want to talk about the trials, or go right in. I’m not sure what’s on the other side. We may not have time to tell stories.”

“As much as I want to hear about what happened in the trials, I’m satisfied that you four are all right for now,” I said. “We should get this done as soon as we can. We’ve already waited long enough. Everyone ready?”

I didn’t blame my friends for not cheering, or even answering verbally. Instead, I got solemn nods on serious faces, and weapons gripped in more than twenty pairs of hands.

I pushed open one leaf of the double doors and, as we’d become accustomed to seeing, light bloomed in the room beyond.

Illuminating more than a dozen dark shapes.

“Umbrenix,” I shouted, racing toward the closest. My friends flooded the room behind me, spreading out to attack other enemies.

My word hadn’t been totally accurate. True, there were umbrenix, but there were some of those damn wolves, too. They seemed bigger than the ones we’d slaughtered in their pens. It shouldn’t have surprised me, since there were the umbrenix hulks—as I’d started to call them in my mind—as well as the more conventional shadows we’d already killed so many of.

I chose to target one of the hulks.

The name was appropriate. As dangerous as regular umbrenix were, with their incorporeal nature, the spikes all over them, and their razor-sharp claws, they were still at least man-sized. They were also thin, wispy, not truly terrifying, especially after all this time. The hulks, though, they were a different story. More than one and a half times as tall as me, they were at least three times as thick. Though they didn’t really have muscles, it seemed like they did. Like some roid-raged gym bros painted themselves with black paint and sharpened their fingers into claws.

My spear was already in my hand, and I didn’t waste time attacking with it. I slashed at the hulk, but it evaded my first attack, then my second, and even my third. I was still trying to get used to fighting this type of umbrenix and let me tell you, the damn things were fast.

A hand bigger than my head swept out with a reach almost as long as my spear, disregarding my weapon going toward it to try to cut me in half with its claws. I had to juke to the right, transforming my thrust into a hard parry and still I got pushed away from it.

Yeah, that was another thing: they were strong, too. Duh.

I spun, bringing the point of my spear around again, but the damn shadow snatched it just below the point and almost tore it from my grasp. That’s when I realized I’d chosen the wrong weapon. With a mental command, the spear shrank, slipping through the hulk’s fingers, and I disassembled it into my triple stick and siangham, both of which I returned to their places before drawing Justice from my back. I increased it to the size it was when we found it—almost as big as my whole body—and swung it even before it had finished growing.

For a moment I thought the hulk was going to grab the blade, but it seemed to decide that was not a good move. It pulled its hand back and waited for the sword to pass, but I had other ideas.

Though Justice was absurdly large, it still felt as light as any longsword I’d used. After training with it for so long, I had broken myself of the habit of swinging it around ponderously as a big-ass weapon. Instead, I used it like the light weapon it was.

I slashed at the hulk, controlling the sword in tight arcs when the monster used its speed to evade. I caught it four strikes in, with an upward diagonal slash that was rapidly becoming my favorite technique. My blade only caught a piece of the monster, but the magically sharp blade tore a furrow from waist to shoulder. The surprised body language of the creature made me want to laugh out loud.

“Yeah,” I taunted. “Being big just means more of your shadowstuff body for me to cut into pieces.”

And I proceeded to do exactly that. With no other weapon but its own body, something it couldn’t make incorporeal to my attacks, I systematically dismembered the hulk. A few fingers first, followed by the other hand, then a massive slice that rendered its other arm inoperable. By the time I thrust Justice through its chest and then struck off its head, the monster had been trying to run.

Who says they can’t learn?

I caught the end of Cea tearing up a regular umbrenix with her knuckle knives and Tawny tearing one of the shadowfangs to ribbons with the hand scythes Tyra had made her. All the other shadowy minions of Aeyr had already been dispatched.

Tip threw me a thumbs up and I responded in kind.

“Anyone hurt? No? Cool. Tip, what are we looking at?”

“Mostly a wide main corridor with smaller hallways off the side and rooms at the end, kind of like a Christmas tree, if looked at from above. Or a fish skeleton. I don’t have specific memories of what the chambers might have held. The final door, to section one, is at the end of this hallway. It should stay this size the whole way.”

“Good enough. Thanks, man. Okay, everyone. Rotating groups of five. Two will take the offshoot hallways and chambers while the rest stay in this hall to cover them. Anyone needs help, holler and some from the center can lend aid. Then the next two hallways will be taken care of while the first two teams guard the center. Rinse and repeat until we’ve cleared this section and made it to the final door.”

I took the first smaller hallway off the right side of the main corridor with Sariel, Brin, and the two Enoranas. We found three regular umbrenix just standing in the small room at the end and crashed into them like divine judgment. The opposite side was handled by Keli, Lirien, Dayra, Tip, and Cea.

“Five of the boring old umbrenix,” Keli said with a smile when I told her of what we’d found. “Have you noticed that none of them have weapons or armor, only the same old claws and spikes?”

I had noticed, but I wasn’t sure if it had just been me. “I guess it makes sense. The ones in here have probably been here for a while. From what I understand, the metal accessories began with Dargen. Even if someone else took over after we killed him, it probably wouldn’t have spread to the ones Aeyr kept here with him. Good. It’ll be a lot easier to kill them without worrying about that damn armor.”

We systematically progressed through the section. Tip had been right about how it was set up. there were no branching passages, no turns or complex configurations that would get us lost. It was simply four-way intersections on the main corridor, easily covered by the bulk of the group while the teams of five took turns tearing up what was primarily the traditional umbrenix.

There weren’t even any more of the shadowfangs in the section. It made sense. Why would Aeyr want creature that made a mess and shit all over the place when he could have creatures he made that didn’t need food, water, or toilets?

As we tore through the scattered minions, I started to worry. It was too easy. For all that we’d been fighting for hours and were getting fatigued, it still didn’t feel like we’d met anything as dangerous as what I’d expected.

In what I thought was the last of the pairs of hallways, I and my squad kept watch in the middle of the main corridor. Brin, always noticing me and picking up on what I was thinking, did her magic again.

“You are puzzled,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “You are troubled that it seems too easy. That we have not suffered more than we have and that we have not lost any of our number.”

I hated the way that sounded. Troubled that we haven’t lost anyone? “It does seem…less than I thought it would be. You’ve healed some injuries, but the worst so far was the large burn Coralei got from her trial. I guess I just expected more opposition.”

“It is understandable, but too, it makes sense. In the early sections, the minions of Aeyr were necessary for particular duties. To care for the shadowfangs, to keep supplies, to store necessary items for troops outside the complex. As we addressed further sections, there were umbrenix and other less mundane creatures. What need for multitudes of umbrenix? The collection of wards of the complex itself is a greater proof against enemies. Little work is being done in this section. Perhaps these monsters are newly created and have not been sent off on assignments yet.

“I think Aeyr is relying on the magic of this place to keep him isolated. When we open the last door, we may find armies of umbrenix or we may find only the Hungerer himself. I would think—and I am certain he shares this opinion—that Aeyr himself is sufficient to destroy any that may come against him. Recall that it took the entire alari world power to stop him before.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Yeah, I get that. It still bothers me. We have a saying in my world. Waiting for⁠—”

“…the other shoe to drop,” Tip finished.

“Exactly.” At Brin’s confused look, I explained. “It means that it feels like whatever horrible things life has done to us so far, there’s a finishing blow waiting to stomp us out of existence.”

Brin nodded slowly. “I see. It is a good thing, then, that we have proven to be quite a large thorn.”
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Icouldn’t help but to laugh out loud at what Brin had just said. “I love you, Brin. Yes, we have been a sharp thorn to Aeyr, whether in his side or under his foot. We’ll do some damage if he tries to stomp on us. I think we’ve proven that. Good point.”

The last of the side groups returned to the central location in the main corridor. Feordrick nodded at me.

“Okay,” I said. “All that’s left is the last door. Tip?”

Despite our jovial mood a moment before, the satyr couldn’t seem to meet my eyes.

“Yeah, about that…I’m outta tricks. The only information I have on the last door is that I have no idea how to get through it. It was made to have the leader of the facility control it totally. That meant Woran Spake, the spymaster, back when it was built. Who the hell knows how many people held that position before the last time this place was used? I have nothing in my memories about how we can bypass the lock and wards. Honestly, I don’t know how Aeyr could do so. I mean, is it possible he’s not even in there?”

“He is within.” Qamara was already standing at the doors, a carbon copy of the last ones we got through. Her hand was on the metal. “I can feel his magic emanating from it, stronger than any other place we have ever found.”

I scowled at the doors. “Well, shit. Tip, what’s the layout in there? Any chance there’s another way in, some secret door or something?”

“No back doors that I know about, Gar. As for the layout, I think it was meant to be a large space, like for graduation celebrations, special contests, that type of thing. There were a few chambers for the absolute top of the chain of command, along with their offices and planning rooms, but not many of them. It was almost like a throne room type thing. I only have a couple of memories of it, though, and it was from early on. They could have changed it into a damn city, for all I know.”

“Okay. Any ideas, anyone? We’re so close.”

“I’ll look for secret doors,” Lirien said.

Brin moved over to stand next to my kangaroo girl. “I will help her.”

“Rexy and I will join them. It worked in Olliaran; maybe we’ll get lucky here, too.” Tip patted the furcan’s head. “You ready to be a hero, Rex?”

Trisse swept her orange hair back over an ear. “I’ll go check over the rooms we already cleared. Maybe there’s a trigger or something, or even more hidden keystones that could help.”

Many of the others latched onto that and split up to search as well. I couldn’t bring myself to do busy work like that. I had to sit down and think. There had to be a way to get through those doors. How much would that suck if we’d come all this way only to be stalled out by yet another magically locked door. I thought we were done with that shit. Aeyr was probably laughing his ass off beyond the doors. If he even knew what was going on. I wondered if his claiming the complex allowed him to see or hear everything within it.

No, better not to think about that. It serves no good purpose.

I sat beside the doors, flexing my mind for anything that might work to get us through them. My friends did their own thing, rechecking rooms already been through, searching just as diligently as I was, them in the physical rooms and me in my brain.

I only came out of my stupor when the sliding footsteps of several people approached, subdued voices breaking into my thoughts. I opened my eyes and looked up to find Magnus carrying Tip’s limp form, hanging off the big man’s arms like drapery. Cea wrung her hands next to him, her eyes liquid and worried. Rex didn’t look much better, his lizardy head hanging low with a soft, keening noise coming from him.

I leaped to my feet. “What the hell happened?”

“He…just passed out,” Cea said. “Collapsed to the floor. Right after he grunted and put his hands to his head.”
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Tip had been walking along behind the others as they checked one of the rooms for secret doors or hidden switches. Rex bounced along, snuffling at the walls and floor, a bounce in his step at being included in the search. Cea was next to Tip, her hand in his and a big smile on her face.

He couldn’t help but to beam at the gremlin girl. Even in the circumstances they found themselves, she still wore a smile and, even standing still, she still exuded her bubbly nature. The satyr still wondered how he’d lucked out and found her. She even liked him! Take that, fate and the general opinion of the world.

He went along with the idea to check the rooms, but he honestly didn’t think they’d find anything. If there were hidden passages that bypassed the doors into section one, he would have remembered that, right? If not, what the fuck was wrong with his whole magical receiving-memories-from-others thing? There had to be a reason for it, didn’t there? It couldn’t be completely chance.

He'd told himself that, a thousand times before.

Even the smile at seeing Cea next to him dimmed a bit. All I want is to be useful. Is that so much to ask for?

Tip chided himself. He’d done everything he could to help Gar and the others, especially with their current activities. The end of their quest. But damn him, he wished he knew something that could help them get through those doors. They were so close…

A sharp, blaring pain in his head staggered him, tearing a grunt from his lips. He put his hand to his head, expecting to find a hole there, and then he was falling.

Did someone just kill me? Or is this…

The next feeling he had with his own body was of him lying on his back on stone. He cracked his eyes slowly, the light hurting until he blinked a hundred times or so and could finally focus on those above him.

“Fuuuuuuck,” he rasped. Then he remembered, and he started sobbing.
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Tip woke up a few minutes after Magnus set him down gently on the floor. Apparently, after Tip had passed out and Brin’s attempts at healing him had failed, Lirien picked the satyr up and started back with him, running into Magnus, Feordrick, and Thasinia in the hall. The massive swordsman volunteered to haul him and easily brought Tip to where he lay now.

“There is nothing wrong with him,” Brin said. “My magic tells me as much. He seems to be dreaming.”

“Or receiving a vision?” Qamara asked. “He has complained of pain when he received them before, has he not? With the recent powerful memories and visions of when this facility was built.”

Before anyone answered, Tip’s body jerked, and the satyr’s eyes opened.

“Fuuuuuuck.” His voice sounded pained, and more than a little hoarse. I handed him a waterskin, but even as he reached for it, he started crying. Not just a little, but heaving, desperate sobs.

Oh, shit. Something broke him.

Cea threw herself onto him, getting her arms around his torso to hug him. “Tip. Tip, are you okay? What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

It took him a while before he stopped, but he hugged Cea as he leaked all the moisture in his body through his eyes. When his breathing steadied, he shifted his red eyes to me.

“You look like shit, dude,” I told him, almost before the thought actually entered my mind. I tried to claw the words back from the air, but it was too late.

He chuckled, leaving me relieved. At least he wasn’t braindead or anything.

“I feel great.”

That was a surprise. A pleasant one.

I leaned in closer to him. “What happened, man? More memories, or something different?”

That huge, dopey grin that basically defined his entire personality appeared, and I heard several of my friends let out breaths.

“You want me to tell you about it?” he asked.

“Hell, yeah. If you’re up to it.”

He sucked in a sharp breath, kind of a sob at double speed. “Yeah. I have to tell you. It was the strongest vision I’ve had yet. With a happy ending.” Tip forced a smile at that last part, but his heart wasn’t in it. I could almost feel the emotions swirling around in his small body.

Tip licked his lips, finally noticing the water skin I’d offered. He accepted it and took a drink.

“Okay, so this is a new vision, with a couple of new people in it. I’m not sure about the timing, but I think it’s after the complex was complete—or nearly so—but before it was officially opened. It was a big deal because the emperor himself visited.

“Selarctus Galoxin was a big, imposing man who wore elaborate robes. The way he stood, the powerful presence he gave off, it reminded me of the first time I’d seen a well-preserved statue of Kael. A heroic kind of quality. He brought with him an older man with simpler robes and a staff. The dude seemed humble, even kind, but damn, the power behind his eyes! It was like he knew everything, and could take on anything.

“‘You all know my chief mage and seer, Khilseth Tixanas,’ the emperor said. The only ones in Vasaloria’s office were her, Mylesor the Ianathi mage, the emperor, his mage, and me. Well, Torus, Vasaloria’s assistant through whose eyes I witnessed all my visions.

“The emperor continued. ‘This is everything I wanted and needed, Vasaloria. Well done, indeed. You will soon turn the Birthplace of Whispers over to Woran to put it to use, but there is one further thing I want done. A small thing, really.’

“‘Anything you desire, sire,’ Vasaloria said.

“‘I want another layer of wards added. Or, more precisely, one more way to get through the wards already present.’ The emperor glanced at Mylesor, who did his best to keep his face neutral. That guy treated the security system for the complex like it was his living child.

“‘Another way through them?’ Mylesor asked. ‘Sire, there are backup systems in place in case of a loss of the Director or a failure of magic. Too many exceptions will weaken the security of the place significantly.’

“‘I know, yet I would have you create one more only.’ The emperor took a breath. ‘I am a cautious man, Mage Mylesor, and a paranoid one. Upon weighing the matter, I have decided one more highly selective method of controlling the elaborate security of this place is necessary. In case the existing system is taken over by an enemy, for example.’

“Mylesor opened his mouth to protest, but the emperor put a hand up to silence him. ‘It is unlikely, granted. However, I believe it is necessary.’ He shared a look with his chief mage and Khilseth nodded.

“‘It will be a simple matter,’ Khilseth said. ‘A verbal key, as it were. Tied to a very specific group of people. Those of the illustrious Superintendent.’ The mage dipped his head toward Vasaloria. Then, for some reason, he turned to me. Uh, to Torus. He looked deeply into my eyes and could swear he was looking through the taranji assistant.

“‘It’s a way to tip the balance, should it become necessary.’”

Tip choked on the words for some reason, having to stop talking so he could gather himself.

“He…he emphasized the word tip. Heavily. He explained what he wanted to do, but everyone but the emperor was confused about the reason for the extra back door, as it were.

“‘Khilseth is not only one of the most highly accomplished mages in the empire,’ the emperor said. ‘He is also a seer, you should recall. Suffice it to say, this new measure is likely to become necessary. If not, I do not believe it will be a liability. Now, Vasaloria, I would like you to be the one to speak the phrase we shall use. Mylesor, you will incorporate the Superintendent’s words into the wards of this place, allowing it to bypass and supersede the system already in place.’

“The rest of the vision was me mostly watching. As they cast the spell and Vasaloria spoke the phrase that would allow the speaker—if they met certain conditions—to access the systems of the Birthplace of Whispers.”

Tip stopped, his breathing shaky and his eyes filling with tears again. Cea held onto him, lending her support. Everyone was completely silent, even to the point that I didn’t hear any breathing other than Tip’s.

I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Tip, do you know the phrase? How to use it?”

The accumulated tears broke, streaming down his face. “Yeah, man. It was…it…was…aww, hell, it was made for me.”

Then he promptly lost his shit. Again.

I watched him, not sure how I was supposed to react. I mean, it was a good thing, right? It was totally understandable getting emotional. Hell, I was choked up just from watching him. We needed to get through the door, but I wanted him to get through this first.

“Dude.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s great news.”

“I…I…I’m finally useful…” he got out between sobs.

Awww, fuck. I got it now, and I felt even more torn up about it. I looked at him. At my friend, my companion almost from the beginning. My vision blurred and I sniffled.

“No, Tip. Don’t even. You have been helpful—useful—almost since day one. We never would have come this far without you. Besides your help in combat and standing beside us in everything we’ve been through, you have time and time again given us the information we needed to get to this point. You have already more than satisfied what Qamara originally told me, that I needed to stick close to you. Dude, it's no exaggeration that if there is one person in this group who we couldn’t have done without, it’s you. Even I, who proposed this crazy quest to begin with, could be missing and you could have brought some random group to where we are now. And beyond.

“I totally get the emotion, but I don’t want to hear ever again any doubt that you are the heart and soul of our party. You’re just proving it again with this. I want you to remember, Tip, that every bit of bullshit you ever heard about yourself or any other taranji is just that. Bullshit. The fucking emperor of the entire Osgoth Empire, his mage, and everyone who built this amazing place somehow knew that you were going to be the hero who allowed us to do this job. To save the world. If that’s not worth a shitload of fucking statues, I don’t know what is.”

He laughed, snot and tears streaming.

“He’s right,” Tyra said. “I couldn’t have said it better. Now pull yourself together, goat boy, and let’s get this shit done. I’m suddenly feeling more energetic and ready to kick some ass.”
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It was ten minutes after Tyra’s rousing words before Tip was calm and collected enough for us to proceed. I gestured toward the doors.

“It’s your show, buddy. Do your thing.”

Tip took a deep breath, faced the double doors, and spoke in a loud, clear voice.

“Galoxi Reinutha endia nomera predisenten emi porta procederein.”

A familiar clicking, thunking sound resonated from the doors ahead. Tip slumped, as did I. I’m not sure about him, but the anticipation, and the fear it wouldn’t work, had my body so tense, I didn’t realize it until my muscles released all at once.

“What does that mean, by the way?” I asked.

Tip shrugged. “No idea, man. I don’t speak gibberish.”

Dayra cleared her throat. “It’s Osgoth. It means ‘In the name of Emperor Galoxin, let me pass.’ Kind of dramatic, but it did the job.”

“Yeah, it did,” I agreed. I swept my eyes across all my friends. We’d been through some shit already today, but I saw nothing but excited energy and raw determination in their eyes. “What do you say? Shall we check out this last section, find Aeyr, and make that motherfucker wish he’d never heard of us?”

A few laughs, a lot of smiles, and some readjustments of weapons were answer enough for me.

“Let’s fuck ‘em up,” Cea’s high-pitched voice called out.

It was exactly what I wanted to hear. I took a moment to assemble all my weapons into Celestial Judgment, the big-ass consolidation that my friends had helped me to design. The thick haft and the weight of the Swiss army axe looking weapon felt good in my hand. Without any further words, I pushed open the doors.

And found myself staring at ranks of dark monsters, all of them surging forward as soon as we appeared.

“Buddy up,” I shouted, then raced off on my own like the fucking hypocrite I was. Seriously, though, I had a good reason. Swinging that massive weapon around, I was better off keeping a little distance from my friends. Not too much, mind you, but at least a little. I was well aware any one of us could be overwhelmed with numbers.

Speaking of numbers, I came up with more than fifty at a glance. A lot more than fifty. Most were umbrenix, normal-sized and hulks, but there were shadowfangs, too. I couldn’t really see beyond a few rows of the monsters, but I had to believe that Aeyr was somewhere farther back. If not in the current room, then another one. Unless he’d managed to dig a new entrance, he couldn’t escape.

I didn’t think he would try. This was a reckoning. For all of us.

Brin, Sariel, and Coralei grouped together, heading for a clump of the normal umbrenix to my left. Qamara, Astena, Rolant, and Magnus swept off to my right, where one of the umbrenix hulks and several smaller umbrenix stomped and glided forward. Tyra, Cea, Thasinia, Feordrick, and Tip headed for another group, Tip hanging back and already launching arrows. Vivia, Ruiel, Deema, Irinia, Dayra, and Lirien angled for a pack of shadowfangs, with Irinia mirroring Tip, using some of his enchanted arrows to pick off other shadows. The most unlikely pair of Ilias and Tawny paired up as well, leaving only Keli and Trisse, who were flitting around the outside of the group ahead, barely visible as they prepared to strike from hiding.

Then I reached my targets: two hulks with three regular umbrenix coming straight for me. I grinned. It’s about damn time we’re done with all the bullshit and got back to good, old-fashioned ass-kicking.

My body felt light and free after having dealt with all the other obstacles we’d passed to get to this point. This was what I understood. This was what I was good at. To quote Tip, this was what we did.

I was already swinging Judgment when I reached the umbrenix. A short sidestep and I slashed the double-bladed axe side of my weapon while dodging nearly identical swings from the hulks. My weapon cut two of the umbrenix in half. I turned, jamming the spiked end of the weapon at one of the hulks, slashing its belly. It didn’t do much damage, not to one of those big bastards, but it felt good anyway.

The two big ones and the smaller one rallied, orienting on me and lunging in. It was so nice not to have to worry about them using weapons and, even better, not wearing armor. I batted a huge arm away from me, slipping another, and thrust the extended spike between the two axeheads to tear up the remaining smaller umbrenix. Three more joined the party, but I ducked around one of the hulks to cut down vertically, interrupting the new additions from getting to me. My axe blade bit into the hulk’s back, cutting deeply but not doing damage enough to kill it.

Shame they don’t feel pain. That injury would have definitely distracted it. I rethought that part. I didn’t think they felt pain, mainly because they didn’t react to it, but I still wasn’t sure how the monsters worked. I mentally shrugged. It doesn’t matter. They’ll soon all be extinct for good.

The lumbering hulk spun to attack me, but I got another deep slash into its leg, hamstringing it. Whether they felt pain or not, that had it going down to a knee, something important severed in its leg. With its head closer to my level I spun my weapon—and my body—as I moved away from the monster, and separated its shadowy head from the rest of it. By the time it hit the floor, I was already bringing Judgment around to cut into the smaller umbrenix.

This time, I only cut one of them in half, the blade going through it more diagonally to separate its head and one arm from the rest. I was back to having three enemies scrambling to kill me. One hulk and two of the regular shadows.

All three came at me at once, the two smaller ones slashing with both claws and the big one swinging to gash me with the spikes along its arm. I pivoted, slashing downward to cut into the smaller arms all in a bunch, then allowing my weapon to continue its arc to crack the other end into the moving arm of the hulk. It was enough to stop the arm cold, though I could feel the impact through my hands and arms.

Another strike with the spiked butt of that weapon slammed into one of the smaller umbrenix that was still trying to recover its balance from having its arms cut into savagely and the monster rocketed away from the force of my strike. A half-turn put me in the perfect position to thrust the axe blade side of Judgment into the other small umbrenix. The spike in the middle, and the two-pointed edges of the half-moon axe blades, punched through its body, shredding its upper chest. A twist and powerful tear outward and I cut the thing’s throat and half its face away.

Spinning, I brought the shaft of my weapon up into a horizontal block to catch the rapidly descending arm of the hulk. It’s strike almost had my knees hitting the floor, but I managed to shunt the blow off to my left side by angling the shaft. I kicked aside the other arm as it was winding up to slash at me, then looped the head of my weapon around to tear into the big boy’s chest and face with a quick upward slash. With it off-balance, I spun Judgment around again and punched the butt-spike into—and through—its head. Its body dropped as I got my first good look at what we were up against since we’d engaged.

Brin’s trio was busy with five of the original recipe umbrenix, Sariel’s longsword and Coralei’s trident making a good showing along with the moonwisp’s shortsword.

A dozen paces away, the Enoranas flowed around claws while Rolant and Magnus battled with one of the hulks. Past them, and a little more forward, Tyra, Cea, Thasinia, and her father cooperated to distract and cut into more umbrenix while Tip picked off individuals around them, focusing on the normal shadows that he could kill with one arrow. Ilias and Tawny moved like lightning, her hand scythes and his spear blurring with the movements to tear at two umbrenix and three of the shadowfangs. Near the leftmost wall of the chamber, the Dragonfish used a combination of tridents and their “fangs” to tear apart more of the big black wolf monsters, with Dayra and Lirien on the edges of their group taking out more of the regular umbrenix. Through it all, Keli and Trisse appeared all around the battlefield, causing death wherever they went.

They all seemed to be doing well, with no one needing my help. That was good because I needed to get through the mass of the enemies to find Aeyr. My pause to check on my friends done, I drove ahead into thicker ranks of the monsters.

But first…it was time for a weapon change.
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Brinawynn ran her sword through the middle of an umbrenix as Coralei skewered the monster from the side. Sariel removed the head from one beside it.

To think how the shadowmen had instilled so much fear before she had met Gar and began to fight them regularly. It was hard to recall that time, especially now when she was in a grand chamber full to bursting with the monsters. Wielding an enchanted sword was a big part of that, but not so large as the man ahead of Brin and her companions.

Truly, Gar had changed everything, even if only to show them all what was possible.

He had gone ahead, charging into the middle of their shadowy enemies. Not just the umbrenix they were accustomed to fighting, but shadowfangs and those bigger shadow monsters, the ones Gar had been referring to as hulks.

Four more of the smaller umbrenix slithered toward her and her two partners, but her eyes locked on Gar, even now breaking down his massive weapon Celestial Judgment into those more suitable for the cramped space he entered.

He is pushing through to find Aeyr. I must stay with him.

Before their new complement of enemies reached them, she met Sariel’s eyes, which had been on Gar as well. No words were necessary between them. The swordmaster was thinking the same thing Brin was. The two nodded and moved forward to engage their foes. They would take them down as quickly as possible and follow Gar as he plunged into the seemingly numberless dark shapes.


Chapter
Eighty-Two



Qamara spun, slashing at the claw coming at her head, deflecting the limb while cutting into the shadow stuff of which it was made. She reveled in the way the enchanted knife not only easily sliced the monsters, but how its properties increased the damage she inflicted. While she did her best to keep the shadow’s attention, her cousin plunged her shortsword into the thing’s head.

They had long ago found that putting an enchanted blade through the chest or the head were the best ways to kill the umbrenix, but until recently, Qamara had not had the opportunity to actually do so in combat. Between hiding her martial prowess from her friends and doing her best to evade the shadows when she went off on her solo tasks, separated from her friends, she had not used her combat skills.

She was happy to do so now.

Garfield’s friends, the red panda beastkin Rolant and the giant of a man Magnus, were with the Enoranas, both of them proving to be extremely skilled in combat. The two were carving through umbrenix at a rapid pace.

Even as she watched, Magnus swept his new sword in a powerful horizontal slash, cutting deeply into an umbrenix that had the temerity to come at the man with only its claws. Magnus’s response had taken its other arm off above the elbow and continued to cut into its shadowy body. Wrenching the sword out far more quickly than should be possible with such a large and heavy weapon, the swordsman arced the blade around again and split the monster’s skull, ending it.

Rolant de Mugere wore clothing in the Ruviel style, and his combat reflected that connection. The sword that Tyra had made for him—a straight, double-edged variety that was popular in Ruviel—darted to and fro like a snake fighting for its life. Every attack landed, cutting up the umbrenix he currently fought. It struck out at him with both claws, moving in the sinuous way they sometimes did, but it could not match the beastkin. Rolant slashed one claw aside, twisting his body so the other barely missed him, then lunged to drive his sword through the chest of the monster. He drew the sword out just as quickly, then slashed out the umbrenix’s throat for good measure.

As the shadow dropped, Rolant met eyes with Qamara as he searched for his next enemy. He took the time to offer her a slight bow, which immediately flowed into a graceful spin to slash at another umbrenix trying to strike him from behind.

Now that they’d killed a few of the monsters around them, her little group of four could pause to reassess before others reached them. The space around her was a mess of bodies, most still moving but those who weren’t increasing by the second. Her friends seemed to be doing well, which was good, but while she could, she searched for one in particular.

Astena engaged another shadow near her as she found who she was looking for. Garfield had, of course, pressed forward alone. Even now, he was transforming his weapon after killing a number of umbrenix, including the heftier ones. She knew what he was about. He was pushing through the rabble, searching for Aeyr. She must be there with him when he did.

A few words in the alari language to Astena, and she was back in the battle, ducking under a claw and cutting a shadowy body with her knife. She and her cousin both pressed the umbrenix that had just arrived, angling toward the center and front of the battle, where a dynamo of combat threw himself into the mass of enemies.
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Tip shot another arrow, ending another umbrenix as the shaft embedded itself halfway into the monster’s head mass. He shrugged his shoulders as he watched Cea tearing another shadow’s body to ribbons with her quick, devastating blows with her knuckle knives.

Less than half my stock of arrows left. He could tell by the weight of his quiver. Maybe I shouldn’t have given so many to Irinia. His eyes found the blonde siren scout, more than a dozen paces away from him and his group. No, she’s doing well. Irinia was surprisingly good with her bow, though he knew the weapons weren’t used in their underwater queendom. Dayra and Lirien were there with the sirens, so they handled the umbrenix, but the Dragonfish couldn’t hurt the shadows. Irinia, with Tip’s arrows, could.

The rest of that group had naturally gone directly for the shadowfangs, those huge black wolves they’d first seen on Dorecalia. They were vicious, terrifying monsters much bigger than any wolf Tip had ever heard of, but no matter how impressive, they could still be harmed by non-magical weapons.

The way the Dragonfish moved, dodging and weaving between the monsters, tearing them with their short, curved knives, was hypnotic. But he didn’t allow his gaze to linger. He was support, primarily for the group he was in—Cea, Tyra, Thasinia, and Feordrick—but to the other bunches of his friends as well. He’d been culling the regular umbrenix when they gathered too much around one of the spontaneous squads his friends had formed.

He felt like he should be doing more, but couldn’t deny that he was useful. Even with an urge to put his bow down, draw his sword, and plunge into the mass of the dark minions of Aeyr, he could recognize he was protecting his friends.

Most of them, anyway. Arrows weren’t that effective with the bigger umbrenix, and he could do nothing for Gar. That crazy asshole was, even now, charging through the thickest of the fighting, pushing forward. No doubt, he was trying to find Aeyr, probably rationalizing it by thinking once the demigod was dead, all his minions would drop instantly. Tip was pretty sure that wasn’t how it worked. Better for them to finish off all the lesser enemies and fight Aeyr together. Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do about Gar haring off like he was.

Well, nothing if he stayed where he was. The simple fact was that he still couldn’t see an end to all the umbrenix, shadowfangs, and hulks ahead of them.

He shot another umbrenix, easily piercing the ball of shadow that serves as its head as the monster approached Cea. Tip’s gremlin girl grinned and waved one hand in thanks without letting her eyes leave another shadow she was darting in to attack.

Tip smiled at his girl. She was doing great. He scanned the battlefield again, searching for guaranteed shots so as not to waste arrows. As he did, his eyes found Gar again—way up front—as he changed the configuration of his weapons. Then he spotted something half a dozen paces ahead of Gar. Something he hadn’t seen before. Something he had no doubt was worse than even the hulks.

“Shit!” He went into motion. If he could at least get within range and have a clear shot, he could help. If not…

Gar, we’re going to need to have a talk about you being too impatient. He chuckled inwardly, but it was only to hide the pure terror he was feeling. You better fucking survive!
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For a brief moment, I was going to transform my weapons from the Celestial Judgment form into my bladed fighting sticks. Charging into tightly packed ranks of enemies with a polearm was just plain stupid. The weapon relied on having space to swing it and build some momentum. But the sticks? I eyed the wall of minions in front of me and decided to go another way.

I split the weapon, the haft shortening and breaking in half longways. The half-moon axe blades I kept, but the rest of the conglomeration I reshaped into thick hafts under three feet long. Yes, hand axes seemed like just the thing.

The first two umbrenix seemed to be surprised by my quick appearance. Yeah, even the stupid shadows probably wouldn’t have guessed I’d go pressing ahead into the bulk of them alone.

They kind of had a point.

I fully expected to be scolded for my actions later, but something told me I needed to get beyond all the trash mobs so I could fight Aeyr himself. Up to that point, I still hadn’t yet seen an end to the masses my friends and I were cutting through, and I suspected I wouldn’t. I wasn’t sure if Aeyr could create the damn things faster than we could kill them, but I wouldn’t put it past him.

I needed to distract him. I just hoped I survived it.

Two savage slashes cut into the pair of umbrenix, smashing through their bodies and ending them quickly. Another two detected me and clawed at me, but I was already in motion. A jerking sidestep to the left, a rotation of my waist, and a hard parry of a clawed hand gave me the room to cut into one of my attackers with the axe side of my right-hand blade while punching the spike I’d formed on top of the haft of the left-hand weapon into the other.

My movements had a rhythm, a cadence, and at the moment, I felt invincible. No regular umbrenix could⁠—

A wriggling black mass of…something flew through the air and slammed into my chest. It hit me like a donkey’s kick and threw me off my feet. Having cleared the area behind me, I landed hard on the stone floor, but allowed my body to continue so I rolled back onto my feet.

What the fuck was that?

I took an experimental breath and found—thankfully—that I could do so without pain. Still, the blow had hurt. Tracing back toward where the strange projectile had come from, I found yet another new type of dark enemy standing with its hand outstretched. Like it had just thrown a baseball at me. Or a big mass of shadow.

“Really?” I said aloud. “A caster?”

The thing—and oh boy, was it a thing—wound up again. I thought it was a hulk at first; a big one at that. I realized as it prepared to hit me with its dark magic again that it wasn’t. Its body, more than ten feet tall, was slimmer than the hulking umbrenix we’d recently been introduced to. Worse, the way it looked at me, it seemed more intelligent, too.

I charged it. By far, this was the most dangerous thing around me, even amongst the other types of umbrenix.

It released its spell, which it strangely launched like it was actually throwing it. I executed a second-base slide that would have pleased any baseball or dodgeball fan, skidding underneath the dark magical ball thing’s trajectory. I wasn’t sure how fast it could recast the spell, but I didn’t intend to find out.

The floor was slipperier than I had anticipated and, instead of popping up to attack the monster, I ran into its legs. And stopped like I’d hit a concrete bollard. It looked down at me in what I imagined was amusement.

Until I slashed at one leg with my axe and cut deeply into its calf. I scrambled to my feet as it leaned precariously, favoring its now injured leg. Despite its balance being affected, it didn’t have any trouble backhanding me so hard I found myself on my back. Again.

Smaller umbrenix swarmed me, tearing at me with their claws. I should probably have thought this through a little more fully. I mostly kept from getting shredded, frantically swinging my axes out, but getting up was a problem. Just as I was desperately trying to think of how to get out of my predicament, the shadows above me were scattered, and not by choice. It was like they’d been hit by hurricane-force winds…

Lightning crackled above me, tearing into the few umbrenix left after the others had been knocked back and I understood. I leaped back onto my feet, waving an axe in the air. Thanks, Brin!

The new and improved big-ass umbrenix had moved up and was motioning as it had before. Getting its spell ready. I threw myself at it, cutting into it with my axes before it could hit me with its spell. It tried to evade, but I caught one of its arms, spinning it so my other axe could take it in the face. It took two more savage chops to get it to fall, by which time some of the smaller umbrenix had returned.

Thankful once again that none of these had armor, I proceeded to take those fuckers apart. By the time Brin reached me, there were twice as many umbrenix around me as only half a minute before. At least, there were twice as many pieces of umbrenix as there had been.

“Must I say it?” Brin asked, cutting down one of the remaining shadows near me with her sword.

“No,” I said sheepishly. “I’m sorry.”

“Very well. I assume you are trying to get through to their master? Let us proceed.”
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“Gar,” Tip said.

Cea stepped away from the umbrenix she’d just punched in the head multiple times with both knuckle knives. It collapsed to the floor. She shifted her gaze toward the center of the big chamber, seeing Gar in the middle of a whole lot of dark creatures.

“Go ahead. I’ll stay here with Tyra, Thasinia, and Feordrick. Be careful, Tip.”

He bent to give her a quick kiss. That was one good thing about killing umbrenix: no blood splashing all over them.

“I will. You be careful, too. I just…”

“I know. Go help him. We’ll clean up here. I’ll see you when we’re all done, okay?”

He nodded and took off, angling through the room and dodging a few of the umbrenix still moving about. There still seemed to be an endless supply of the monsters, but at least there were open spaces where they’d decimated small groups of them. Tip didn’t like the feeling of leaving Cea, but she’d proven she could take care of herself and she was with their friends. A pulsing lump in the satyr’s belly told him he needed to be with Gar right now.

As he headed toward his friend, Tip slipped his bow across his chest and drew his sword. Nothing saying I can’t cut up some umbrenix on the way, right?

Between slashing his way through the space and scanning the entire battle to see how his other friends were doing, Tip saw Brin pull Gar’s ass out of the fire. He’d been knocked down and swarmed by the smaller umbrenix and Brin had used her spells to help him out. Her Push spell and then lightning. Gar got up and charged toward that other type of umbrenix. It wasn’t a hulk, but a thinner version just about as tall. Plus, it looked like the monster cast spells. Great.

Sariel, too, peeled away from where she’d been, leaving Coralei to join Rolant and Magnus, who seemed to be losing their partners as well. Qamara and Astena. The two headed for Gar, too.

Quite the group seemed to be coming together, but it wasn’t a social reunion. Gar was set on moving forward and those who could reach him were doing so while those left over worked to thin the herd of enemies. Tip reached an empty spot and swapped out his sword for his bow. A few seconds later, he launched an arrow at an umbrenix trying to stop the Enoranas from getting to Gar. His aim was right on and the monster dropped and slid as its head was skewered. Qamara waved at Tip as they converged on what was no doubt the focal point of their mission.


Chapter
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Okay, I would be the first to admit I had jumped the gun a little bit. I wanted to explain to Brin, and to the others that seemed to have put themselves at risk to get to me, but it would have to wait. My friends were gathering around me. To protect me from myself.

Brin, Sariel, Qamara, Astena, and even Tip all got to me within a handful of seconds of each other. A lump formed in my throat, preventing me from saying anything of substance.

I didn’t need to. They all gave me firm nods, gripped their weapons, and set their eyes ahead of us. The space around us that Brin and I had just cleared began to fill up again.

“Go, man,” Tip shouted. “Let’s finish this.”

I smirked at the satyr and headed for the side of the room I thought Aeyr might be in, the opposite end from where the entry doors were. By the time I took my second step, I’d transformed my hand axes into the fighting sticks with the normal chain knife blades on the end of them. With my friends around, being able to strike faster with the more streamlined weapons seemed like the thing to do.

Two hulks and three regular umbrenix rushed me. By the time I passed them, one had an arrow in its face, two had been decapitated, and one of the hulks was missing half an arm. I left the injured and uninjured hulks for my friends to disassemble as I continued on.

I could finally see through to a clear spot on the other side of a few more of the umbrenix gathering to stop me. Beyond them, a dark tunnel loomed.

Then two of the big, casting umbrenix stomped at me from my left side as if they’d been waiting around for me. The one in the lead was already winding up to strike and the one behind it moved its arms like I’d seen the other one do.

“Casters,” I shouted, cutting into a smaller umbrenix in my way while angling toward the big ones.

“On it,” Tip yelled. “Keep going. We’ll get them.”

He punctuated his words with an arrow to the face of the one working its spell. Unsurprisingly, getting a shaft in the front of its noggin spoiled the magic, though it didn’t kill it like it would have with the regular umbrenix. A second later, Sariel’s sword cut horizontally into the monster, below its arm. The crashing sound made me wince, but I trusted my friends to get the job done. I had an appointment a little farther in.

I saw Brin join the fight with the big umbrenix, Qamara and her cousin engage some of the smaller shadows, and Tip draw his sword before I faced the tunnel ahead again and ran like all those dark monsters were chasing me in my underwear. Like in the dreams…

I shook my head and zipped through the section of tunnel, only to reach another large chamber a few seconds later. I slid to a stop when I recognized that it was set up like a throne room, with a ridiculously large chair at the other end and tapestries hanging on all the walls.

Standing a few paces in front of the throne stood…a man.

I blinked several times. The dude wasn’t any bigger than me. He had black hair, pale skin, and seemed altogether out of place in how I envisioned the final conflict of our long-running quest. I mean, he looked like he could have been Qamara’s brother. Or Astena’s.

Oh, right.

Then I noticed it. The way the light distorted around him, almost like he was wearing shadows. They moved in ways his actual shadows wouldn’t. Unnaturally. Almost intelligently.

“Aeyr,” I said.

“You think,” he said in a voice that was both soothing and too pleasant, “that since you look like Kael, you are him? That you even deserve the privilege of being in the same room with me?”

I swung my head, looking around. “I am in the same room as you.”

He waved the comment away. “For a moment. In another, your corpse will be here with me.”

With a twitch of his hand, a dark bolt that looked like anti-lightning shot toward me. But I’d been anticipating such a thing. He was a mage, after all. I dove to the side, rolling and evading the spell. As soon as I was back on my feet, I flipped my stick toward Aeyr, launching the rope dart that had been hiding in the shaft. I’d perfected throwing the weapon and it rocketed toward the demigod.

He casually batted it out of the air.

Well, shit.

I spooled my rope dart back into my stick, incorporating it again while running toward Aeyr. He’s a mage, right? He doesn’t look like a warrior. I should be able to take him.

Three steps from the demigod, when I thought he would shoot another one of those dark bolts at me, he raised both hands and swords of the deepest black I’d ever seen materialized. I struck out with both sticks as quickly as I could.

Blindingly fast, my bladed sticks rained down upon him. Downward diagonal right stick, downward diagonal left, rolling thrust with the right toward his face, diagonal from my left to right side, backhand strike with the left, looping around to bash downward at the head, thrust with the right toward his neck, another downward diagonal, and then a double horizontal slash with both sticks toward the chest and midsection. Though I could feel contact with each strike, it was honestly too fast to gauge the damage I did.

At least until Aeyr shifted his feet one final time after blocking every single one of my blows to counterattack and cut into my left shoulder with one of his swords.

I leapt back, narrowly avoiding the other sword as it arced toward my throat from his left.

The cut from his weapon burned like it was poisoned, and something occurred to me. Fuck. I’m in trouble.
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Qamara Enorana moved as if in a dream. Her entire life, she had prepared for this one moment. Prepared to face Aeyr. It had always seemed a ridiculous thing, a fantasy that was thin enough for a breath to shatter. How could she, a mere mortal, stand up to the Hungerer? How, indeed, could she even locate and confront him?

Garfield had made it possible. Him and her other friends. Her family. She was here now, though, paces away from where Garfield was engaging Aeyr.

And she was stuck fighting umbrenix.

“We must finish here and hurry to Garfield,” she said for the third time. “He must not fight alone.”

Her focus compromised, the claw of one of the minor umbrenix caught a piece of her dress and tore a slash through the cloth the length of her arm. Minor umbrenix. In what world had that description ever been possible?

She twisted, evading the other claw, then extended her reach to slash at the monster’s face. The tip of her knife scored the shadow stuff of its head mass, but that was just a distraction. Astena plunged her sword into the back of the monster, several inches of the blade erupting from its chest. Qamara swung her knife wide and drove it into the thing’s head, just to make sure it was finished.

Sariel, nearby, dueled with the biggest type of umbrenix, cutting at it so quickly, it couldn’t pause to cast a spell. Brinawynn and Tiporian whittled down one of the hulks, as Gar called them, taking turns distracting the monster so the other could carve out more of the darkness it was made of.

Two more of the smaller variety closed in on Tiporian, meaning to attack him from behind, but Qamara launched her body at them, risking herself and wildly slashing to cause them to pause. Again, Astena approached from the side and cut down into one of the monsters, this time opening up one of its arms. The other paused for the briefest moment to determine what was happening, and Qamara struck as she’d been trained. Unable to bat its arms aside with her own—because they would go right through—she short-slashed one then executed a deep lunge like a rapier fencer, puncturing the shadow and burying her knife in its chest to the hilt. Her weight upon the weapon toppled the monster and she followed it down, plunging her knife over and over again into its chest and head.

By the time she got up, Astena had disposed of the other shadow and Sariel succeeded in finally hacking through the largest umbrenix’s neck. It had taken her several full-powered swings of her sword.

Others of Aeyr’s minions headed toward them, but with a final blow from tip, his sword going through the hulk’s head from the side, diagonally upward, there were no enemies engaging them at the moment.

“Yes,” Brinawynn said, responding to Qamara’s words late, “we must go help Gar.”

All four took off running down the hallway Garfield had taken, hoping they were not too late.

They burst into another chamber, one decorated with tapestries and containing a throne at one end. None of those things mattered, though, compared to what was ahead of them.

Garfield fought with Aeyr—she would know his look and feel anywhere—using his bladed sticks while the Hungerer wielded two swords of black power that made her cringe to feel and smell them. As she watched, Garfield launched a flurry of attacks so fast, she couldn’t track where the weapons were.

Yet Aeyr deflected or blocked them all, then slashed Garfield’s shoulder and almost took his head.

“Gar!” It was Brinawynn who shouted it.

“Stay back, Brin,” he said, his eyes never leaving Aeyr. While he stood there, his shoulder dripping blood, he merged the two weapons in his hands, forming them into his familiar spear.

Aeyr, for his part, smirked at the newcomers. “Do you think adding numbers will help you? You all should have hidden. Had you done so, you might have lived a few years, cowering in the dark, wet places like rats. You have only brought about your own deaths that much sooner.”

“No,” Brinawynn said, throwing her hand out. The air between her and Aeyr rippled to Qamara’s sight, the magic of her Push spell shooting toward the demigod.

He laughed and held up a hand, the sword disappearing with a thought. He stopped the moonwisp’s spell cold. Worse, it looked to Qamara’s senses like he’d absorbed it. Brinawynn followed up with a lightning bolt, but it was similarly captured in his palm. Even more visibly so.

Garfield’s movement snapped Aeyr’s eyes to him as he approached the demigod. The sword was suddenly back, parrying Garfield’s strike. But that wasn’t a singular attack. As she’d seen Garfield do before, he relentlessly slashed, swung, and thrust his weapon at Aeyr, the variety and number of attacks dizzying, even to her warrior-trained eyesight.

Yet Garfield could not get through his guard. Try as he might, he was unable to strike the Hungerer. Neither did Aeyr damage Garfield more, the range of the weapons allowing the human to react to the demigod’s attacks quickly enough to avoid more injury.

Behind Qamara, Sariel and Tiporian engaged several umbrenix that had followed them through the tunnel. But her eyes were only on Garfield’s plight. Aeyr cocked his head, considering the human in front of him.

“I must admit, you are proficient with your weapons. I wonder if you would have given Kael himself a challenge. Tch. It is no matter.”

One of the swords disappeared again, and power built up in his palm.

“Garfield!” was all Qamara had time to say before a pillar of black magic slammed into Garfield’s chest and threw him across the room so he slid on his back all the way to where she stood.

Garfield grunted, then levered himself up with his spear as a crutch. “Ow.”

Aeyr’s eyes went wide. He glanced at the hand that had thrown the spell, then back at Garfield. The wonder and surprise in the Hungerer’s eyes made Qamara want to cheer. Before she realized simply surviving the attack didn’t mean victory.

Garfield looked at Qamara, and it was her turn for surprise. His eyes, though tinged with pain, were bright and lucid. In those eyes, she saw no sign of defeat, not any indication he was finished here.

He growled low in his throat, and she could have sworn she saw flashes of light within his orbs. He changed his weapon’s form in an instant and sprinted toward Aeyr for another round.


Chapter
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“Resilient,” Aeyr said with a sneer. “It will not save you. Tenacity will only serve you so much.”

Garfield started his strange three-sectioned weapon spinning long before he reached Aeyr. It was hard to tell, but Qamara thought he increased the length as well. When he got into range, far out of the range of Aeyr’s weapons, he lashed out.

Aeyr’s blades came up to block the attack, but the chains between the sections of his flexible staff lengthened. The last section went beyond the swords, wrapped around, and slammed into Aeyr’s head so loudly she thought the wood had shattered.

The Hungerer stumbled.

Could he really…?

Somehow controlling the weapon, Garfield brought it back again, and it went around the swords and slammed into Aeyr’s head a second time. Now it was the demigod who growled.

“Enough!”

Black lightning shot out, striking Garfield and flickering all over his body. Qamara recognized the feeling of that magic. It was a draining magic, much like what the umbrenix used, but a hundred times more potent. Garfield was thrown back to them, his weapon clattering on the floor as he retained his hold on it and dragged it along with him.

For a moment, Qamara thought that was the end. Yet, again Garfield refused to stay prone. The grunting this time was deeper, more pained, but he rolled to his knees and climbed to his feet.

“That all you got, asshole?”

The demigod Aeyr, the All Hungering, thousand-year old monster that ended the alari nation, blinked. “How?”

Garfield spat out red-tinged saliva. “It’s my good looks. You wouldn’t understand.”

He turned to his friends, the other umbrenix long since taken down, and met each of their eyes. He looked tired, oh so tired. Yet indomitable. When he spoke, his voice was soft, yet hoarse. Almost pleading.

“A little help?”

Tiporian put an arrow on his string. “Fuck yeah, man. Let’s kick his ass.”

Garfield grinned, red staining his teeth. He flicked his eyes to his weapon and it transformed back into its component parts, pieces flaking off it like it was breaking, and those stretching and becoming several different objects before melting back into a shape recognized throughout the world, even after two thousand years.

Justice. Kael’s sword.

“Fitting,” Brinawynn said, holding her sword up while raising her other, empty hand.

Garfield charged at Aeyr another time, but this time he was not alone. Tip launched three arrows before Garfield reached his enemy, Sariel on one side and Brinawynn on the other. Qamara and Astena were a step behind.

Aeyr’s head snapped up, finally taking notice of the two Enoranas.

“I recognize the feel of you. There should be none of you left.”

“There may not be after all is said and done,” Astena spat. “If today ends with no Enoranas yet alive, it will be a victory, Aeyr Enorana.”

The Hungerer threw both arms up and a wave of force slammed into all of them. Bodies flew back from him, crashing and rolling across the floor.

“There will be none of you left,” Aeyr roared. “You can be assured of that.”

Qamara noted that all of her friends kept hold of their weapons. Sariel was up first, charging back at Aeyr. Garfield followed her, with Brinawynn circling around to attack from the other side.

The first spell, one of the black beams, struck the Elven swordmaster and tossed her away like dandelion fluff on the wind. The second spell, more of the lightning, picked Brinawynn up and slung her into the wall near the throne in the back of the room. She slid down and lay in a loose pile, like a boneless corpse in a bundle of laundry.

The third spell, paused for a moment as Tiporian launched two more arrows at Aeyr—which were casually slapped away—went straight into Garfield.

Or was supposed to.

The mammoth black mass shot out at the speed of lightning. Qamara winced as she saw it, knowing she could do nothing to mitigate it. It reached him as he threw Kael’s sword up in front of him to block it.

And it deflected.

Not totally, not completely, but the spell mostly shunted off to the side. It still made Garfield slide backward several feet, but he didn’t seem to be injured by it.

The pure magical materials. Tyra had said they were absolutely pure, like nothing she’d ever seen or heard of. Could they act as a protection against powerful magic? Is this perhaps our chance?

Qamara looked at her cousin. She and Astena had both been banged up on being thrown across the room, but they could stand. No words had to be spoken. Their looks communicated it all.

It is time.

Just as Garfield ran toward Aeyr once more, Qamara and Astena clasped hands. Focusing her mind as she had been trained to do, Qamara brought up the magic that her family had developed over centuries, taught to each member, drilled and practiced until it was as much second nature as breathing. Together, the two invoked the spell that would likely cost them their lives. The final option when no other would serve.

Bright yellow light limned them for a moment, building until anyone looking at them would have to shield their eyes. They both knew when it had reached its potency and they both screamed as they cast it forward. Across the room. To Aeyr.

Absently, Qamara watched Garfield stumble at their voices, at the ray of light that joined all three Enoranas.

Do not stop, Garfield. You must take advantage of this.

She lacked the strength to speak it, only saying it in her mind. Her head lolled and she met eyes with Tiporian. His face was twisted in shock and worry. He would be able to see how the spell affected them. How it drained their very life force to fuel it.

He nodded at her, threw his bow down, drew his sword, and raced after Garfield.

Aeyr grunted, the effects of the spell likely evident to him, even if a surprise. He raised a hand, slowly and with obvious difficulty, moving it toward Qamara to blast her from existence with his power.

Then Garfield was there, swinging his massive sword to cut at Aeyr’s arm. It bit into the skin, but not nearly as much as Qamara had hoped. Their spell hadn’t weakened him enough. It stopped him from casting his magic at her, but it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

Tiporian slashed at Aeyr’s other side, making himself a nuisance but doing even less damage than Garfield. The Sariel, remarkably, limped up and added her sword to the attacks. It was enough to keep Aeyr’s attention, but still not…

“You. Cannot. Win.” Brinawynn said. Her face was bloody, she could hardly stand, but she had dragged herself behind Aeyr and now she put her hand upon him.

Qamara would have screamed if she’d had the strength. She recognized that ring on Brinawynn’s hand. The strange shapes, the images of creatures and people, the cruel barbs that plunged into her skin from it. The Ring of Sacrifice.

Was she betraying them, even when there was a slight chance of winning? How could that be possible? Why would she give her life force willingly to strengthen Aeyr? It made no sense.

A red glow emitted from her, from the ring, and settled on Aeyr. The demigod screamed.

Brin stumbled, but kept her hand on Aeyr’s arm. “Now, Gar. Strike now while he is weak.”

Garfield struck.

With a mighty shout, he plunged Justice into Aeyr’s chest, using all his body to push it farther in. At the same time, Sariel rammed her long knife into the demigod’s belly and her longsword into his neck. Tiporian angled his sword upward under the ribs to thrust it toward Aeyr’s heart.

Yet still, the demigod did not go down.

Garfield released his grip on Kael’s sword with one hand. A hand that drew out his siangham from its pocket and smoothly plunged it into the side of Aeyr’s head.

The Hungerer screamed, loudly enough to make Qamara’s ears ring from across the room.

“Get back,” Garfield shouted, and the three near him did so immediately. He yanked Justice from Aeyr’s chest, blood pouring out and down the demigod’s body. Garfield spun, bringing Kael’s sword up into a powerful horizontal strike, and the head of Aeyr Enorana rolled to the ground.
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“Fucking hell.” I dropped to my knees, bashing them on the stone floor, but I hardly noticed it. I was already racked with pain and was so damn tired, I could have passed out right then. But there were other, more important, things to deal with. “Is everyone all right?”

Tip, who had already fallen to the ground at one point, answered. “Alive. That’s about the only good thing I can say. Are…are we done, man?”

A violent snort escaped from me, halfway to a hysterical laugh. If I’d had the energy. “Yeah, dude. I think we’re done. For now. At least, I hope to hell we are. I’m fried. Sariel, Brin, Qamara, Astena?”

They all answered, though weakly. It was going to have to be good enough. I looked down at Aeyr’s body. His headless body. Holy shit. We actually did it.

I reached over and took Brin’s hand, noticing as I did that she was wearing that damn ring again, her finger bleeding from the sharp edges.

“Brin, what the hell was that? That’s the Ring of Sacrifice, right?”

“It is.” God, she sounded so tired. “Though it is…changed from when I used it to attempt reviving Auryana.”

“Explain.”

“My goddess forbade me from using it. I explained to her that in exceptional situations, like with her, I would have to utilize it if it meant the life of someone I hold dear. I expected to use it with you, Gar, to trade my life for yours.”

“Brin!”

“Do not fret. To prevent me from such an action, my goddess, in her wisdom, modified the ring slightly.”

I sighed, way too tired for this. “I don’t understand. What did she do?”

“She changed its nature so that it did not drain the user to give their life force to another, but so that it would drain another, leaching their life force so that the wearer could accept it.”

“Wait. You mean, you drained life force from Aeyr?”

“I did.”

I groaned and crawled to my moonwisp. I just barely managed to get my lips to her and kiss her. “You are fantastic, Brin. You saved all of us.”

“I merely helped,” she said. “Qamara, Astena, was that spell you cast what I think it was?”

The two Enoranas sat where they’d been, looking even weaker than the rest of us.

Qamara nodded. “It was a spell my family created and taught every Enorana since Aeyr’s defeat. It was quite a feat to craft a spell that could be cast by anyone, no matter their magical gift. To do so took years, but all my family were trained in its use, no matter how long it took each of us, and held it in reserve, assuming we’d ever have the chance to use it.”

“It utilized your own life force, did it not?” Brin asked.

Qamara dropped her eyes to the floor. “It did. Suffice it to say, the only reason we are both alive is because we joined and shared in the cost of the spell.”

I frowned. “Are you telling me, you two both tapped into your own life force to weaken Aeyr so we could kill him?”

“That is exactly what they did,” Brin confirmed. She got up, walking much more comfortably than she had before. “Luckily, I just happen to have stolen some life force through my modified ring.” She put a hand on each of the women’s shoulders and they both stiffened, then sighed, at the same time. Less than a minute later, Qamara and Astena looked much better. Still tired, but not on death’s doorstep.

Brin came to heal me, but I pushed her toward Sariel.

“Take care of them first,” I said. “I deserve a little pain for rushing ahead like I did.”

Brin laughed at that and did as I asked.

After we were all healed up, though still tired, I looked at Aeyr’s body, at the throne, at each of my friends.

“Shit. We should probably go check on the others. We’re sitting here on our asses while they may still be fighting.”

The first few steps were hard, but as I walked, my aching muscles loosened up a little. I’d be sore as hell once I stopped to rest, but for now, it was tolerable. We made it through the tunnel and into the bigger chamber without being challenged. When we got there, I almost couldn’t believe my eyes.

The massive room was basically empty. The Dragonfish were slaughtering the three remaining shadowfangs, but other than that, I saw no evidence there had ever been a battle in there besides the other wolf carcasses and the injuries on most, if not all, of my friends. One thing I did not see, was anyone dead or seriously injured.

“What happened to the umbrenix?” I asked, and all eyes went to me.

“Gar!” Coralei called. “Is it…?”

“Yeah, it’s done. I assume that when we killed him, the umbrenix just disappeared?”

Dayra leaned on her staff and huffed. “They did. Turned into smoke and disappeared. We thought that was probably you finishing things.”

“All of us finishing things,” I said. “We’re…” It suddenly hit me and a wave of emotion washed through my body. Without my permission, tears burst from my eyes and I let out a sob, trying to wrench back control of my body. “Fucking hell. We’re done.” I sniffled. “You know, other than some cleanup tasks.”

Qamara put her arms around me from behind and put her forehead on my back. “It will become more real after we have had time to think about it. You have ended a millennium of evil, Garfield.”

“We. We have just ended centuries of evil and tyranny. I think that deserves a celebration. After we get some rest. Tip, can you lock that door again? I think we should rest before leaving. If anything challenges us on the way out, I honestly don’t know if I could fight it at this point.”

“Yeah, man. I think I could work something out. Improvise, if necessary. It’s what we do.”

I put a fist up and he bumped it with his. “It’s what we do.”


Chapter
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We finished off the food we’d brought and got some rest. I thought about suggesting we eat some of the shadowfang meat, but decided I’d rather go hungry until we got back on the ship. Who knew what kind of fucked up things the monster meat had in it.

On the way, we bathed in a stream, but we were still ragged and beat up when we got back to the Auryana’s Favor. Zane and Rose sat in rapt attention as we recounted our adventures. Not just them, though. The captain weighed anchor—the island now not nearly as dangerous for us to be seen at as before—and the entire crew was in attendance for the telling.

“So, it’s done?” Zane asked.

I shrugged. “Yes and no. Aeyr is gone. For good this time. As for the other stuff, the magical balance should be regained, but who knows how long that will take? There’s still the army on Ianarsus and the monsters on Dorecalia, but those aren’t as time critical. With no ships on either island, we’ve got time to gather some forces to take care of the problem. I’m thinking I know some heroes who might want to help with the task.” I winked at Brin and she chuckled.

Rose bit her lip. “What will you do now, then?”

“We haven’t talked about any specific plans, but for now, I think I’d like to get some rest. Which reminds me, I promised someone I’d take them to see Tergalidon and the siren queendom. I’m thinking Tergalidon would be better first. We have unfinished business there. Are you up for a little adventure? Hopefully, one with far less danger than this one?”

The gorgeous clerk put a hand on her chest. “Me?”

“You’re the one I offered to take. If you have no desire to go, that’s fine. I can always⁠—”

“I’ll go. Of course I’ll go.”

“Good. I’m glad. You’ll love it. The queendom, too, but Tergalidon won’t take as much swimming to get there.”

“He’s become lazy now that his quest is done,” Coralei said, pushing my shoulder.

“I have. After all we’ve been through, I think we all deserve to be a little lazy, for at least a while.”

“Fair point. I’ll go with you to Tergalidon as well. The queendom can do without me for a little while longer.”

“If you don’t mind, Gar,” Feordrick said, “we would like to accompany you to Tergalidon. Thasinia has already sworn she will follow you, and I would not give up a chance to see the ancient city.”

Master Ilias voiced his agreement, as did Rolant, and then the rest of my friends as well. It looked like it was going to be a lot bigger group that returned to the Serindra and her city than had left it.

I slept almost the whole way back to the Harborage and was feeling more like myself by the time we docked. After another round of stories of our adventures, this time with the small audience of Claribelle and Ryland, we collected our horses—who were healthy and well-fed but still seemed happy to be reunited with us—and headed toward Tergalidon.

Along the way, things felt…different. Even to me, who had no magical senses whatsoever. Brin and Qamara confirmed it wasn’t just some kind of intuition. The forest in Sauvaxera was already starting to recover.

“It feels more settled, less chaotic,” Brin said. “I am unsure if it means the imbalance is already lessening, but I believe the occurrence of mutated monsters and beasts will lessen. Perhaps we have seen the last of the holes in the air as well.”

That was good news. I almost wanted to swing by where we’d seen that massive vine monster, but decided it could wait. Once we had our legs back under us, we could scout it out and see if it was still there and still growing larger.

When we caught our first sight of Tergalidon, a strange but welcome emotion welled up in me. I stopped in the middle of the road and took it all in with a heavy sigh.

“Damn, it feels good to be back home.” I hadn’t even realized what I said before Brin took my hand and squeezed it.

“It does feel like home, doesn’t it?” she said wistfully. “There are more than one thousand two hundred friends and family waiting for us there as well. We should not delay, no?”

“No, we definitely should not delay.”

Rose was as flabbergasted at seeing the city as we were every time we came back. They’d cleared, cleaned up, and rebuilt more of the area since we’d been gone and I had to admit the place looked better than any other city I’d seen in Valorae. Having to choose between the royal city in the Aesturith Kingdom and the partially rebuilt city of Tergalidon, I’d pick the latter every single time. The buildings, the surrounding forest, the ambience, it all had a fairy tale feel to it. It energized several thoughts I’d had off and on for months and it made me anxious to stop in one place and explore them.

But all that flew out of my head when a familiar figure ran down the road into the city to greet us.

Serindra, now fully flesh and blood, looked amazing, as always. The commander of the entire population of Tergalidon slammed into me as I walked my horse toward her. Our arms went around each other and I shared a kiss that made me really feel like I was home. Not the least of which reason was what next came out of her mouth.

“Welcome home. I missed you.” She said it with an accent—an osgoth accent?—but that was fine. Actually, better than fine. The inflection she put on it sounded damn sexy.

I leaned my head back and looked into her eyes. “Wow. That sounded great. Thank you. I missed you, too.”

The others greeted her as well, and I introduced her to Rose—who could barely speak, knowing she was in front of a woman thousands of years old—and my other friends. We entered the city, salutes and cheers following us as we went, and ended up in the former Prime Minister’s home. The extravagant building that the population had insisted was now my home.

Serindra walked with us to the house, after having our horses taken to the stables. She stayed very close to me the entire time. In fact, Brin leaned in and whispered a suggestion in my ear. I looked askance at her, but she only smiled and nodded. Taking her advice, I offered my hand to the etsolen commander.

She glanced at Brin, seeing the same smile and nod I just received, and she blushed enough to be noticeable on her dark skin. She’d seen Brin and me holding hands enough to know what it meant. In fact, Dayra told me of a conversation they’d had on the subject the last time we were in the city. Serindra beamed as we walked, our hands clasped together and swinging between us.

Though she wanted to organize a feast immediately in celebration of us returning, I asked that she give us a day to rest before having a party. I wanted to spend the evening settling in at the house and having uninterrupted discussions with her. I wanted to tell her about everything that had happened to us since we left. She agreed, though reluctantly. When I told her we weren’t even going to visit Auryana until the next day, I think she finally understood how important she was, that we’d even put off a literal goddess to spend time with her.

That being the case, dinner was a relaxed affair, with stories and laughing a relaxation. Dayra still had to translate for Serindra. We all spoke too fast for her to understand everything, especially when telling stories, but her vocabulary was impressive and she had learned quite a bit about the common tongue of Valorae. I felt bad I hadn’t learned more than a dozen words in her language, something I planned on resolving right away. In fact, I asked her if I could take up some of her time every day or two so she could help tutor me and we could learn together. The look she gave me told me it was exactly the right thing to say.

As the night stretched on and Serindra got more comfortable, she was literally hanging off me, very nearly in my lap. She felt good pressed up against me. At one point, I had to get up to use the privy, leaving her for a few minutes. When I came back, she and Dayra had their heads together, looking like they were scheming something. The looks on both their faces made it feel even more like that assessment was accurate.

By now, most of my friends hd drifted off, going to the rooms they’d selected and turning in for the night. Serindra turned to me.

“Will you…be with me? Tonight?” She spoke slowly, enunciating carefully, though still with that alluring accent.

I remembered what she had threatened when we left, that she expected to get together with me when I returned. I smiled at her. “Of course.”

“And with Dayra?”

Now, that I wasn’t expecting. I looked over at Dayra, who shrugged and blushed. It had been a while since I’d tasted my delicious scholar.

“Sure. that sounds fun.” I nodded as I said it, just so there was no question about my answer.

Serindra’s mouth turned up into a sexy smile and she got up, holding her hand out to me.

“Now?” I asked. She nodded. “Okay, now’s good.” I put my other hand to Dayra, who jumped to her feet and took it.

Serindra led us to my bedroom. She already knew where it was, of course. I let the two enter the room before me and took the opportunity to check them out as I did so.

Dayra, as always, wore a tiny, cropped tank top, this one of charcoal grey. It had tiny spaghetti straps that looked like they might break holding up her breasts. A wide V neckline show fully half those breasts, firm luscious cleavage on display. The boyshorts she wore matched the color of her top perfectly and were tight enough for me to wonder how she got them on. The thought that followed immediately was how fast I could get them off.

Serindra, though. When I first met the woman, in her full neronevi form, she was a wraith, a specter. Her body was made of light and couldn’t be touched. The color changed—though I never did find out what it depended on—from amber to blue to nearly invisible. After I used the magical stone to bring back parts of Tergalidon, she’d solidified over time, gradually gaining substance that could be seen and, more importantly, touched.

I’d already been with the commander once, when she was more than halfway solid. It had been an interesting experience, as well as a super erotic one. But now, especially with me given the opportunity to really study her body, she was just as fantastic and amazing as she’d always been, but a hell of a lot more solid. In fact, she had made the transformation completely to a flesh and blood person.

She wore a skimpy top that, had it been made of metal, would have been the classic mail bikini. It was dark cloth, though, hefting her sizable breasts and leaving her upper chest and her midriff bare. Below, a flowing series of cloth strips hung down to cover most of her loins, but still revealing what seemed like panties. I objected to how it covered her spectacular ass, but her toned legs were on full display.

As I’d been told about the osgoth people, her skin was dark, like a deep tan—though I could see no tan lines—that contrasted beautifully with her bright blue eyes. Her black hair, long and lustrous, made her eyes pop even more.

“You like it?” she said, in that sexy accent of hers. She was watching me watching her.

“I do. Always have.”

She slipped around me and closed the door, locking it. Then she took my hand and pulled me farther into the room.

“I want…thank you. For all you do.”

“You’re very welcome. I’m glad I could help.”

“No. Want really thank you.” She stepped up to me, her face only a couple of inches from mine. Her tongue traced the insides of her lips before leaning forward and kissed me.”

Yeah, I liked the feel of her fully corporeal skin.

After revving my motor up, she turned to Dayra. “Thank to you as well. For speaking me.”

Dayra stared at Serindra’s lips with a hungry look. “It is my pleasure.”

“Pleasure? Hmmmm. Good.”

Then the two of them were kissing. Not just kissing, but fucking making out. My eyes got wider and wider as they really went at it, both of them humming and letting out little moans. Dayra even cupped Serindra’s breast and with the other hand pulled Serindra’s up to stroke her own. By the time they stopped, their hips were thrusting forward and the room temperature had jumped up twenty degrees.

I also may have been leaking a little bit down south.

The etsolen commander’s eyes met mine for a moment before she dropped them shyly. How the fuck does she nail that sexy shy girl routine when she’s been a wisp for two thousand years?

Her blue eyes blazed as they snapped back up to mine and a mischievous smile splashed onto her face.

“Take me.”

Oh, fuck yeah.
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Dayra and I both lunged for the sexy commander. I got to her mouth first, so Dayra focused on Serindra’s chest. The blonde scholar had the woman’s top off in the blink of an eye and had her mouth latched firmly on a nipple. Our charge had Serindra backing up until she ran into a wall, where she put her arms around me while thrusting her tongue into my mouth, scraping it against mine and moaning. The vibration tickled a little and sent waves of palpable force down through my body.

Dayra wasn’t satisfied with sucking her tits, though. She pushed her hand between Serindra’s legs and stroked her through the cloth covering her junction. Puffs of hot air blasted my face as the commander tried to breathe heavily and kiss me at the same time. Her body thrashed, gyrating to maximize the feeling on her breasts, her crotch, and her kisses.

Hands started working at my clothes. I recognized how awkward our positions were and put my arms around both women, corralling them toward the bed. We all fell onto it together, Dayra still scrabbling at Serindra’s clothing. I heard fabric tear, but wasn’t sure whose clothes it was. At the moment, I didn’t really care.

I dove onto the bed, attacking Serindra’s other breast, smashing her hand between us. It was all chaotic and messy and so, so sexy. The feel of her nipple between my teeth made my mouth water, that loamy kind of scent mixing with her chalky, sauteed-mushroom flavor. I sucked hard and my dick twitched when she rewarded me with a sharp moan.

I felt a hand on my head, pushing me away and to the side. Not sure what that was about, I went with it and found the Serindra had done the same thing with Dayra’s head. I found myself face-to-face with the scholar and we leaned into it, kissing hungrily over Serindra’s fantastic tits. She hummed happily as Dayra and I moaned.

But the commander had an ulterior motive. As Dayra and I kissed, the dark-haired woman pulled Dayra’s top up and over her head, scraping it across our faces so we had to break the kiss for a moment. With a wrestling-type move, Serindra twisted, throwing Dayra onto her back so she could put her mouth on the pale, perfect tit she just revealed. Knowing a good thing when I saw it, I joined in.

Just like that, I was in the same position I’d been with Serindra, but hovering over Dayra’s chest. Just like before, I took the time to kiss Serindra, reaching my hands up to tweak a nipple on each of them.

Contrary to my usual method of working up to something bigger, I had no plan here and was simply reacting to the two women. I have to admit, I was kind of loving it. Especially when Dayra growled and nearly shoved me off the bed so she could grab hold of Serindra’s little panties-and-cloth-strip-thing and pull it down the commander’s legs. Another sound of tearing cloth, and Dayra couldn’t get the garment any farther down than her knees. Being the gentleman and hero I was, I manhandled the fabric and got it off the rest of the way.

And found myself staring into a smooth, bald, and glistening pussy.

Far be it from me to pass on a perfect situation. Before Dayra could get to it, I took a long lick up Serindra’s slit, savoring the juices she’d already produced. The woman’s body jerked and she let out a sound that had my cock nearly ripping out of my own clothes.

“Ahhhhh-uhhhhhhnnnnng. Gar!”

Dayra said something urgently in that osgoth language, then said the same thing again, even more energetically. Serindra actually stopped her hips from thrusting for a moment.

“Hnnn?” She followed up with a few words in her language, to which Dayra nodded.

“Yes. Yes!” the blonde scholar shouted as she threw herself aside on the bed, lying on her back.

“Dayra?” I asked. “What was that?”

She was already panting. “Sorry…Gar. I can’t…I need…I asked her to do something.”

Serindra’s hands found my head and pushed me gently away from her crotch. I didn’t understand what was going on.

“What did you ask her to do?”

She repeated what she’d said to Serindra, in the same osgoth language.

“Dayra, I don’t understand that language.”

“Oh. Oh, right. I said…”

Serindra moved, straddling Dayra’s body, just above her navel. She started moving, gyrating her hips and dragging herself across Dayra’s skin. Grinding.

“I said…I said…oh goddess. I said…fuck my tits!”

As if on cue, Serindra did just that. I watched as she move up, grinding herself on Dayra until she got up to her full, firm breasts. Then she shifted a little to the side and put her wet pussy right on top of Dayra’s plump, rigid nipple.

And she started to fuck it.

I froze for a moment, unable to tear my eyes away or blink or do anything else. I caught glimpses between thrusts of Dayra’s nipple, shining in the lamplight with Serindra’s nectar.

“Oh yes. Oh. Serindra. More, more.” She growled. “Rrrrrrr. Yes, fuck that titty. Put my big fat nipple into your pussy. Yes.”

Serindra began to breathe harder. “Huh-uh-huh-uh-huh-uh.” Then she started to whimper. “Nnnnnnnggghhh. Dayra.”

I couldn’t stand any more. Weighing my options, I narrowed things down to either playing with Serindra’s tits or with Dayra’s pussy. Since the commander was well on her way to completion, I decided I would help Dayra along. The way she laid on the bed, and with the position of Serindra, Dayra’s shorts—which had a large wet spot already forming on the front of them—were wide open. I pulled them off in one motion and positioned myself over her crotch, my knees on the floor.

I sucked up Dayra’s plump lips and ran my tongue over them. She bucked, her moaning growing louder. That made Serindra’s actions kick into high gear as well. Soon, both of them we groaning and panting, Serindra’s tight ass nearly slapping my forehead as I ate Dayra’s soaking wet pussy. I lapped up the citrusy flavor of my scholar, plunging my tongue into her to scrape between her lips and run it along the inside of her canal.

Serindra, jabbering in her own language in between heavy breaths, got moving so fast the entire bed swayed back and forth. The slapping, squishing sound and the pungent aroma of sex and two distinct body fluids had me burying my face in Dayra’s slit, digging as deeply as I could with my tongue, while kneading Serindra’s ass inches from my head.

“Oh-oh-oh-oh-oh.” Serindra’s voice got louder with each syllable before she screamed. “Oh-ooooooooh!”

Dayra wasn’t keeping quiet, either. She was only a second behind. “Waaaa. Wa-wa-wa-waaaaah.”

Both the women’s bodies bucked and gyrated, bouncing all three of us on the bed as literally everything around me tightened up. Legs, ass, pussy, abs, all of it. Dayra’s nectar flowed into my mouth, her internal muscles pumping like they were trying to trap my tongue.

Serindra rolled over, her body slumping, leaving Dayra’s bare chest visible to me. The nipple the commander had been fucking was reddened and the tit it was attached to covered in clear, creamy fluid. I decided to help clean it up.

Opening my mouth as wide as I could, I sucked in a sizable part of Dayra’s breast. Serindra’s taste, mixed with salty sweat, went down smoothly as I continued to lick and suck my scholar. She made motions almost like dry-humping, humming and moaning, her eyes barely open.

When I finished, I slid up to kiss her. She put her hands on either side of my face and pulled me into a deep kiss, somehow finding the energy to kiss me into breathlessness. I switched over to Serindra, and the commander kissed me, sucked my tongue, and licked my face of all the liquid I had gotten all over it from my messy pleasuring of Dayra.

“Mmmmmm,” she said. “Good.”

Another sentence or two from Dayra in Serindra’s language and both women’s heads swiveled to me. Serindra nodded, and both of them exploded into action. They wrestled me onto the bed, stripping my clothes off impressively quickly, then both ran their eyes over me. The twin evil grins they flashed made me nervous for a second before Dayra swung a leg over me, wrapped her hand around my cock, then sat down on me so fast, I feared she’d crack my dick.

She was so wet and warm, though, my shaft went in smoothly.

“Oooooh. That’s it, Gar. Do you like being in my pussy?”

“You know I do, Dayra.”

“That’s good. I just need a few more…uhhhnnnnggg. I want you to stay in there. But…”

“But?”

She hopped off me so abruptly, I ended up thrusting up into empty air. Then Serindra’s face was there as she took a long lick up the length of my shaft.

“Aaauuugghhh.” The sound exploded out of me without my permission as the two-millennia-old woman wrapped her lips around the tip of my dick and swirled. I may or may not have lost a few seconds there where I didn’t know who I was or what world I was in.

I wasn’t sure if Serindra had been some kind of cock-sucking savant before she was turned into a specter or if she had practiced since she gained more solidity, but goddamn, she made my entire world spin. As I approached the familiar feeling of orgasm, she changed things up and somehow made the pleasure increase while at the same time keeping me from exploding.

Seriously, by the time five minutes had passed, I was thinking of begging her to give me release. Except I didn’t really want it. Holding me on the edge like that was almost a spiritual experience.

Then Dayra gibbered something else in that language—fuck, I really needed to learn it—and Serindra clamped down on the head of my dick with her lips, almost painfully. Then, almost like tag-teaming wrestlers, she moved away and stood up on the floor.

Only for Dayra to move back into position again, hovering over my painfully hard cock. When Serindra straddled my face, I knew we were in the end game.

Both women stayed scant inches above me, allowing me no physical stimulation whatsoever other than the breeze of their movement on my sensitive skin. Their hands went up, slowly and methodically, and they began to fondle each other’s breasts and tweak the nipples. It made both their bodies sway, their hips thrusting, their eyes lidded. Soft moans flitted out from them.

Holy fucking hell.

Without stopping their tit-play, both leaned forward and their lips met. As they began to kiss, softly and gently, I could see up between Serindra’s legs where I wouldn’t be able to if she was low enough for me to lick her. Seeing, hearing, smelling, and feeling the sexual energy so close to me without doing anything was driving me fucking insane, but I endured, fascinated with the hot women above me as they made out.

Their kisses grew hungrier, more frantic, as did the sounds they made. Now they were squeezing handfuls of breast, biting each other’s lips and tongues, and thrashing their bodies enough to shake mine and the entire bed we were on.

Finally—finally!—they broke their kiss. Staring into each other’s eyes in a way that almost made me come right then, they nodded and lowered themselves.

Even if Dayra hadn’t been soaking wet from her makeout session with Serindra, I would have slid right into her with the sheer amount of precum I’d generated. Going from the cold, wet feeling to burning hot, soaked flesh made me gasp, almost choking on Serindra’s luscious pussy lips. Which were also sopping wet, by the way.

My hands went up and my fingers sank into the commander’s firm ass as I sucked her lips in and pushed my tongue into her slit while thrusting hard up into Dayra. She didn’t complain, matching my rhythm and moving her hips in circles to hit all the nerves.

While I fucked Dayra and licked Serindra, they continued to suck each other’s tits and kiss, lick and bite each other. I only lasted another few minutes—how could anyone blame me with all that buildup?—but the girls were ready, too.

I started off the chain reaction, coming so hard into Dayra I could hear the squelching change pitch. Her body launched into tremors like she was being electrocuted and as she bit down on Serindra’s breast, the etsolen did a twerking thing at a thousand miles a minute that not only made me feel like my tongue was orgasming, but had her screaming and dumping mouthfuls of her cum onto me.

When we settled down with matching heavy sighs and panting breaths, the two shared big smiles with me.

“Again?” Serindra asked with a smirk.

“Definitely,” I said. I closed my eyes. “Tomorrow.”

Both women chuckled as they nestled into me to get some rest.


Chapter
Eighty-Seven



Four days after we’d arrived in Tergalidon, I called all my friends together. When I say “all my friends,” I mean all my friends. Deserving of our rest, all those who were with me during the last push to take down Aeyr stayed in the ancient city with me. The only others I would have considered my friends from all our adventures would have been Firim and Shiree, possibly Dreyah Delan. All the rest were here, including Rose Glyngar.

The last couple of days, I’d been wandering the city and the nearby surrounding forest alone. Thinking. My entire existence in Valorae had been bent to one thing: killing Aeyr. Now that he was gone, I found myself confused about what I would do.

I mean, sure, I had all my girls and we had a lot of options, but though I wanted to settle down as a family, I wasn’t sure that was the sum total of what I wanted to be. I’d experienced so much, learned so much, since I got to this world. It didn’t seem right to drop everything and just enjoy myself.

I did want to enjoy myself, but having that as a goal seemed a bit shallow. I was no longer the guy who thought it good enough just to survive and be content. There was more to the world—to any number of worlds—than that.

“So,” I said to all my friends. We were in a big dining room in the former Prime Minister’s house. In my house. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Oh, shit,” Tip said. “Do we have fire extinguishers?”

“Very funny. Now shut it or we’ll cut this short and have a really long and really tough training session.”

“By all means, your highness, continue with your thinking.”

That got a chuckle out of me. “As I was saying, I’ve been pondering some things.” I looked over at Serindra, sitting next to Dayra as the scholar translated. I could tell by watching the commander that she picked up a lot of what I said, but it was essential she understood every nuance. This was important. “You are all my best friends in this world. You have followed me on my crazy quest and have supported me, even when I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“Like normal,” Tip added.

This time I ignored him. “We’ve been through a lot. I mean, really. A lot. I appreciate every one of you and am so thankful I was privileged to meet all of you. I’ll be honest with you. After this whole thing with Aeyr, I felt a little bit rudderless. Lost as to what I should do. There’s still more to get done on that front, with taking care of the army he was building and the monsters he was raising and training, even checking on the magical imbalances in the world because of Aeyr. But somehow, that all feels a bit hollow. It’s necessary, but that’s nothing to base a future on. There has to be more.

“I have a few questions for you, and I have some ideas I’ve been batting around. I’d like your input because, well basically, I plan on having you all as part of my life and I trust your judgment, intelligence, and wisdom.” As Tip opened his mouth, I pre-empted him. “Except Tip. He can fuck right off.” I smirked at him and he laughed.

“My first question is for Serindra, for whom I have an unending amount of respect and gratitude. She carried out her duty flawlessly for more than two thousand years and she has done wonders with the etsolen since they have regained their corporeal forms.” I bowed to the commander, and her cheeks flushed. “Almost since the time I first met you, Serindra, you have been trying to push this city on me. Trying to get me to take it as my own, to be some kind of owner or ruler. Is that what you and your people really want? Do you really want an outsider making decisions for all of you, in a place that is not only your ancestral home, but your home in truth for two millennia?”

Dayra translated, with Serindra meeting my eyes the entire time. She stood from her seat, turning her body to me. She snapped a salute and spoke to me directly in the common tongue. “You are our savior, our hero, our king. You cannot change it.” She sat back down.

“Is that what all the etsolen think?”

This time, she spoke in her language and Dayra translated for me. “She says she has personally asked every single etsolen and they have unanimously decided you are their leader. If you go to settle somewhere else, they will leave Tergalidon and follow you.”

I frowned at that, not really sure I wanted that kind of devotion. I was going to argue when the door to the dining room opened and Auryana glided in. She was, in actuality, gliding, her feet not touching the floor.

“I support that notion as well, Gar. I have seen enough of kings and leaders to know that despite your arguments against it, you will make a good one. You will have my aid, should you need it and desire it. I plan on staying in this city for some time, even after I have recovered fully. It might be time for the gods to have more interaction with mortals, as it used to be.”

Rose looked like she was going to pass out, being a few paces from a goddess. Some of the others who hadn’t been with us when we traveled with her—like the Dragonfish—didn’t look any more comfortable.

“Thank you, Auryana. Would you like to stay for a few minutes? You might be interested in what I have to say. Please.” I gestured to the chair I’d been sitting in, between Brin and Qamara. She bowed her head slightly and seated herself next to her moonwisp.

“Okay,” I said. “I also have a question for all of you. “Would you like to live here in Tergalidon, with me and the etsolen, and the goddess of the moon? I won’t be insulted if you say no.”

We went down the line. All my close friends immediately said yes. Rolant, Magnus, Ilias, and Feordrick weren’t sure. The sirens, of course, said they would like to stay for periods of time, but that they would live mostly in the queendom. That included Coralei. But I had already assumed that was how it would be.

“Thank you. Be assured that any of you can change your mind about that. I just wanted to do a survey. Here are my thoughts. All of these are open for discussion, or even for you to tell me I’m crazy or plain stupid. Well, all but one. That one I will not budge on.”

“Ooh, let’s do that one first,” Tip said.

“Ah, no. In fact, I think maybe I’ll do that one last. Just because you opened your mouth. Again.”

“Booo!”

I smiled at the satyr. He’d never change. “Serindra, I will accept your offer, with exceptions. I will be the leader of this city, but I’ll set up a council to help me do the right thing, and to keep me from doing something stupid. More about that in a moment.

“Two of our number came up with a great idea and I want to make it a reality. Cea and Tip, would you accept the responsibility to develop this city, this future nation, as a sanctuary? Gremlins, taranji, beastkin who are treated poorly, really any person who is mistreated can come here and live with others without prejudice. It’s about damn time the oppressed in this world get a chance to show they’re just as good as everyone else.”

For a change, Tip kept his mouth shut. Instead, he nodded, his eyes going liquid.

Cea answered verbally. “We accept with great pleasure. Oooh. Thank you Gar. I can’t wait to tell everyone.”

I smiled at the small woman. “Speaking of sanctuaries, we should extend those programs to others that are not what might be called people. Rex, you will be the royal mascot. We’ll come up with a crest with you on it. I understand that furcans are rare. Any we find that may want to…uh, relocate can do so. We’ll set aside an area as a preserve, if they want it. They’re welcome to live with us in the city as well, like Rexy does.

“Oh, and that goes for other endangered species. Qamara and Astena, if you can convince the setuokanin we found to come here, we can make sure they won’t be bothered as well.”

Astena started speaking to Qamara in the alari language. Apparently, our encounter with the placid forest creature was something her cousin hadn’t told her about yet.

“Moving along,” I said. “Brin, I would like to make it official. If you consent, I would like you to be my wife.”

“First wife!” Tyra shouted.

I laughed. “Yes, first wife. My queen, my advisor, and also Royal Mage.”

Brin smiled at me. “Of course. It goes without saying.”

“It does. Qamara, my first friend in this world, and my great love. I would like you to be the Royal Seer, and also be on the council of my advisors.”

“Tyra, you will be Master of Crafting, if you agree. That means you will control all those forges and other workshops in the crafting area.”

“Hot damn,” the goblin said.

“Sariel, we’ve discussed this, so I’m sure you agree. You will be the Royal Swordmaster and you have the responsibility of creating the Hero Training Academy, wherein students will not only learn martial endeavors but also how to be honorable and heroic. If you can convince Thasinia, Feordrick, Magnus, Ilias, and Rolant to help out, that would be a bonus. We will, of course, move Benni and his family, as well as Samantha—we’ll have to talk about her family—to the city so Benni can start his apprenticeship and Samantha can learn more about her tailoring.

“Serindra, you have been the leader of your people for millennia and have served honorably for all that time. If anyone deserves the opportunity to retire and start on a new phase of their life, it’s you. Do you want to take a well-deserved rest?”

The woman started shaking her head even before I’d finished my question. Dayra glanced at her with her eyebrows raised, but Serindra waved the offer of translation away. “I will serve. Whatever you desire, I will do.”

“It’s not about what I desire, though,” I told her. “What do you want to do? If I can give you anything to do, ‘to serve,’ what would it be?”

Serindra didn’t pause for an instant. “To lead the warriors.”

The woman was fantastic. I met her firmed jaw with a smile. “Very well. We’ll revisit your decision anytime you’d like. Maybe you’ll want to teach again or maybe you’ll get tired and want a break. Until then, you will be the commander of all the forces of…whatever we’ll end up calling this nation.”

It seemed that was the right thing to say. Serindra beamed at me, rose to stand at attention, and crisply saluted.

“You’ll also be responsible for presenting that choice to every one of the etsolen. They have all served well and anything they want, whether it be training, apprenticeship, retirement, or whatever else will make them happy, that will be a top priority.”

“I will make it so.”

I nodded and turned my body toward Keli. “A kingdom runs on intelligence, so there must be one who is responsible for obtaining it. Keliana, I would like you to be the Master of Intelligence or, if you want to shorten it, Spymaster. Oh, and if you would be so kind as to ask your lovely family if they would come here to live with us, I would be in your debt.” I cast a look at our orange-haired assassin. “I’ll try to convince Trisse to stay once we’re finished here. If it’s okay with you, I think Dreyah will be a great help as well. I already promised she can join us wherever we settle.”

“I have no problems with that at all,” Keli assured me.

“Lirien. If you agree, you’ll be the Master of Antiquities, in charge of exploration and expeditions. I have it on good authority that there is a fine group of archaeologists in the Mordimere Mountains who would be a good choice to start with, possibly even an elven couple with a niece who are prospects as well. Also, a bunny girl who I distinctly remember promising to join us.

“Dayra. Of course, you’re my first pick for Royal Scholar. I have two questions for you. Will you accept, and⁠—”

“Of course I will.”

“Okay, good. As I expected. The second is harder. Will you work on doing whatever it takes to move your library to Tergalidon? There must be some kind of magic to do it. Records here in Tergalidon, or even in Vorim’s tomes, might make it possible.”

Dayra’s fair skin went even paler. “Move the library here?”

“Yes. We could settle for bringing the books here, but I’d much rather have the whole thing. Brin and Qamara, do you think it’s possible.”

Auryana raised her hand. I’d almost forgotten the goddess was there, as crazy as it sounds. “I might be able to help with that. I’m no slouch when it comes to magic, and I have acquaintances who are even better.”

Dayra hugged herself. “Oh, goddess, yes.” She winced, realizing what she’d said. “I mean…”

Auryana’s ethereal laugh filled the room. “It’s fine, child. I know what you mean.”

I dipped my head to the goddess. “I’m almost done, folks. Cea! As if you don’t have enough work with setting up the sanctuary program, I would like you to be the Master of Archaeology. Obviously, you would be working closely with Lirien in this, if you accept, but you can delegate a lot if you have the right people. Perhaps you know some?”

“Oooooh. Yes, yes, yes. Thank you, Gar. Again. I would love to do that.”

“Great.” I watched Tip as he congratulated his girl. He didn’t even look down for a minute, even though he hadn’t been tapped for anything but helping Cea with the sanctuary thing. “Coralei, I would also like you for an advisor, if you’d be willing to lend me your insight. More, though, we’ll establish from the start that we will have the best of relations with the sirens, to the extent that we’ll help you to rebuild some of the Ianathi cities on the surface that can be used as centers of trade, if you want. It will make it easier to trade with the surface, even with those other than us.”

Coralei nodded her head fractionally. Like a queen. “Yes, all of that would be wonderful. We can discuss details.”

“We can also discuss more personal details, I’m hoping.”

She grinned. “Yes, those too.”

“Speaking of trade and other essential things for running a nation, Rose! Would you be interested in heading up the logistics for us? You’re skilled and knowledgeable and would do a great job. Even better, you would have an opportunity to create the system in any way you want, with the aid of others you choose. I’m afraid we won’t do a lot of shipping, being so far from the ocean, but there are rivers and other means of transportation.”

“You…want me to be the head of logistics for an entire nation?” the pretty clerk asked, her eyes wide.

“If you want the position, yes. I’ll understand if you want to stay with your grandmother, though doing trade in conjunction with the Glyngars sounds like good business. Think about it and⁠—”

“Yes! I’ll do it. Thank you.”

“Thank you.” I scanned the room. I needed to wrap things up before anyone got too bored. “Oh, I almost forgot. Sariel, maybe we can extend an invitation to Petrina to visit, even if Lirien or Cea doesn’t ask her and her aunt and uncle to help us with archaeological issues. She can try out some training in your academy, but I think she would also enjoy all the many opportunities for studying historical locations in Tergalidon, let alone the rest of Sauvaxera.”

The swordmaster smiled at me. “I believe that would be a possibility. All three would likely enjoy a visit, if nothing else.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” I clapped my hands while watching Tip. He was still smiling at Cea, thrilled that his girl got everything she wanted. “Ah, damn. One more thing I just remembered. You know, all this talk of a kingdom and building Tergalidon up to even larger than a city and having a lot more people coming in, it kind of sounds like a lot of work. One final thing I’d like to do is to really make the place hum. Put in place a system that we can take pride in, something that sets us apart from any other nation in this world.

“I really like what I’ve heard about some of the ways they did things in ancient times. So much so that I want to copy them a little. Tiporian Zethroban, you will be the new Prime Minister of Tergalidon, second only to me and the council, which you will lead. This, as I mentioned before, is non-negotiable. You have distinguished yourself as a hero and a compassionate and honorable person who takes pride in serving others. This is your chance, buddy. You’ve shown everyone you are worthy of being followed. I expect great things from you.”

Tip stared at me, dumbstruck. “I…I…”

“You do know what non-negotiable means, right?”

“I…” He burst out in tears. “Thank you, Gar.”

“No, thank you, Tip. I spent a lot of my time wondering if the whole thing Qamara told me about, with having to stick to you, was you helping me or me helping you. I’ve decided it doesn’t matter. We couldn’t have done it without you and the entire world will know that when we write out the account of what happened. There’s no one I’d rather have running the kingdom than you. I suggest asking your friend Badri Fervols if he’d be willing to work for you. He’s a town administrator, but between the two of you, I think that will translate nicely into kingdom administration. We’re going to bring about a golden age in Valorae.”

Cea giggled, though tears were in her eyes. “That’s so wonderful. It’ll be such a boon⁠—”
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