
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
   Sirens of Faldion: The Final Bond
 
   By
 
   Anya Merchant
 
   Copyright © 2016 by Anya Merchant
 
   All rights reserved
 
   Kindle Edition
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or persons is entirely coincidental. This work is intended for adults only. It contains substantial sexually explicit language and scenes that may be considered offensive by some readers. None of the characters engaging in sexual conduct in this work of fiction are under the age of 18, legally unable to give consent, or related by blood.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Contents
 
    
 
   Sirens of Faldion: The Final Bond              
 
   WORLD MAP              
 
   PROLOGUE              
 
   CHAPTER 1              
 
   CHAPTER 2              
 
   CHAPTER 3              
 
   CHAPTER 4              
 
   CHAPTER 5              
 
   CHAPTER 6              
 
   CHAPTER 7              
 
   CHAPTER 8              
 
   CHAPTER 9              
 
   CHAPTER 10              
 
   CHAPTER 11              
 
   CHAPTER 12              
 
   CHAPTER 13              
 
   CHAPTER 14              
 
   INTERLUDE              
 
   CHAPTER 15              
 
   CHAPTER 16              
 
   CHAPTER 17              
 
   CHAPTER 18              
 
   CHAPTER 19              
 
   CHAPTER 20              
 
   CHAPTER 21              
 
   CHAPTER 22              
 
   CHAPTER 23              
 
   CHAPTER 24              
 
   CHAPTER 25              
 
   CHAPTER 26              
 
   EPILOGUE              
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   The 
 
   Colonized 
 
   Realm of Faldion
 
    
 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 




 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   Keaton Margellis stood in the center of his father’s palace, in the heart of the city to which his family gave its name. The throne sat on a dais in front of him, an intimidating piece of twisted metal and blue crystal, currently occupied by a corpse. Blood dripped from multiple wounds in the body of Antenon Margellis, running freely and desecrating his fine clothes, a match for the blood that dripped from Keaton’s sword.
 
   “You’ve done the right thing, Keaton,” said a soft, feminine voice. “There was no other option. Your father would have done the same thing to you if we’d acted any later.”
 
   The palace’s central chamber was wide and made from cold stone, with heavy iron forged doors and zero windows, a reflection of the paranoia of its original builder, Keaton’s grandfather, Pragia Margellis. Seven pillars, one for each of the elements, reached from floor to the high ceilings overhead, each one set with torch scones casting flickering light across the space.
 
   Two more bodies lay on either side of the iron doors, entrails leaking from massive stomach wounds inflicted during start of the fight. A third, Antenon’s personal advisor and bodyguard, sat a few paces from the stairs leading up to the throne, sword only half unsheathed.
 
   “I… I didn’t want it to come to this,” whispered Keaton. “He was supposed to accept it, to just… step down.”
 
   “We both know that he never would have done that,” cooed the voice. “It wasn’t an option for you. For us.”
 
   From behind the shadow of one of the pillars stepped Ariexa, or as she was known in the realm of Faldion, the Metal Queen. Her skin was pale and flawless, lending an eerie quality to the seductive curves of her body and beautiful, sharp facial features.
 
   Her hair and eyes were both silver in color, the kind of silver that gleamed, but held secrets underneath its polished surface. She had killed before, many times before. It was second nature for her and she was good at it. Keaton had seen as much during the fight, as short and decisive as it had been.
 
   “I could have done something else,” said Keaton. “I could have taken him hostage. Held him until he changed his mind, or something.”
 
   “Do you think he would have changed his mind about how he felt about us?” asked Ariexa. She stepped in closer to him, pushing her chest out slightly and suggestively. She wore a tight black dress that was cut low in the front, one of the new styles in the city that only the more outgoing noblewomen had had the courage to attempt to pull off.
 
   “I… I don’t know,” said Keaton.
 
   “I served him before I served you,” said Ariexa. “And I served him faithfully, back when the decisions he made were sound and reasonable.”
 
   Keaton stared at Ariexa. She was beautiful and hadn’t aged a day in all the time he’d known her, which extended back to his very first memories as a child. She was a spirit siren, an entity of magic and mysticism, rumored to have been born into their realm from another. And she was a powerful one, at that.
 
   He’d heard the stories of the Metal Queen second hand, mostly from the other noble children, rather than anyone directly involved in the Margellis household. He’d heard of the way she was on the battlefield, using her magic to control metal as though it was an extension of her body, and of the horrors she’d inflicted on her enemies without so much as breaking a sweat.
 
   “But… you serve me now,” said Keaton. 
 
   “I do more than just serve you, Keaton,” said Ariexa. “I love you. Deeply, and with all my heart.”
 
   She flicked her eyelashes at him, and a wave of lust and confusion washed over Keaton. He thought about the way she’d been there, a part of the family, no less, throughout his life. He thought of that night a few months ago when she’d entered his bedchamber and slipped under his sheets, the most intensely erotic experience of his young life.
 
   “What am I supposed to do now?” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve killed him. This is a crime. This is… insanity!”
 
   “Your father was the one that enforced the laws,” said Ariexa. “And now that responsibility falls to you. And to me, if you’ll allow me to advise you, my love.”
 
   Keaton shook his head, massaging his temples with his index fingers.
 
   “Right,” he muttered. “Of course.”
 
   “I’ll have a trusted group of servants take care of mess and ensure that they won’t say anything to anyone afterward,” said Ariexa. “And then, you can announce to the city that your father died from any number of causes, and they will accept it without question.”
 
   Keaton nodded, swallowing hard. He was past feeling anything, whether from emotional shock, or the dreamlike quality that hung in the air over the events of the past few days.
 
   “Keaton,” whispered Ariexa. “Now we can be together. We can do whatever we want, whenever we want.”
 
   Ariexa stepped in close to him, letting her breasts push into his shoulder. Arousal surged in Keaton’s loins, incongruous and somehow intensified by the gore surrounding him. 
 
   “There’s still so much we haven’t done yet,” whispered Ariexa. “Would you like me to show you?”
 
   She ran a soft hand across Keaton’s chest. He turned to meet her gaze and saw her tongue slowly gliding across her lips, flirtatious and utterly irresistible. He nodded again, and in an instant, Ariexa’s lips were against his.
 
   For all of the stories about the Metal Queen’s aptitude in battle, not a single bardic song or tavern rumor properly captured how capable she was when it came to raw, passionate engagement. Keaton felt himself melting into the spirit siren’s kiss, absorbed by the intensity of it even as a dozen thoughts screamed of the more important matters currently at hand.
 
   She lowered the two of them down to the floor, kissing Keaton’s lips and neck, her hand running across his crotch and massaging what lay underneath his trousers into excited hardness. Despite himself, Keaton let his fingers slide down her shoulders, onto her breasts, feeling the softness of them, still held tight by her dress.
 
   Ariexa pulled his pants down, smiling wickedly, her cheeks flushed slightly red. Keaton couldn’t think and couldn’t have stopped her even if he’d tried. It had been this same way with everything she’d wanted, since that first night in his chamber. He’d tried to push her away then, tried to maintain the lines between right and wrong, failing in the end to untangle betrayal and sexual ecstasy from one another.
 
   Keaton’s cock stood at attention for her, rock hard and filled with the enthusiasm of his young desire. Ariexa let out a slow, cooing breath against the tip of it, and then gave it a slow lick from the base of the shaft to the top of the head. Keaton moaned and leaned his head back.
 
   “You’re so eager,” whispered Ariexa. “Do you know how much fun that is for me?”
 
   Keaton looked up at her and fell short of giving an answer. Ariexa’s lips wrapped around the tip of his cock before he could, slowly sliding down, sending an overwhelming burst of erotic pleasure through the rest of him.
 
   He’d fooled around with some of the other teenage girls of the high families before, sure. None of them had ever taken things past kissing, and somehow Keaton knew that even if they had, it wouldn’t have compared to what Ariexa could offer him. There was magic in everything she did, whether it was killing men with dozens of years of battle experience, or giving them pleasure.
 
   Keaton reached his hand out, running it across her head. He noticed, as he had often in the recent weeks, the odd shape of her ears, usually covered up by her long, silver hair. She wasn’t human. He tried to remind himself of that fact and focus on it, understanding its importance and pushing it like a defensive wall against the pleasure she was inflicting on him.
 
   “Oh… by the heavens, Ariexa…” Keaton took a deep breath and found that he couldn’t keep himself from using the hand he had on her head to guide her, urging her to suck faster, to take his member deeper into her mouth. Ariexa seemed happy, eager, even, to comply. It felt incredible, and it was all that Keaton cared about.
 
   A heavy knock came from the barred iron doors leading to the outside hallway of the palace’s chamber. Keaton muttered a curse and leapt up. Ariexa seemed unwilling to allow him to get away from her lips and mouth, but gave up trying after a few seconds.
 
   “Uh… yes?” called Keaton, fumbling his trousers up as panic and fear took hold of him. If he opened that door, even a blind man would be able to find the bodies, the evidence of his crime, the worst crime a man or woman could commit.
 
   “Message for Lord Chosen Margellis,” said the voice. “The Meridian refugees are getting out of hand in the city’s central square again.”
 
   “I… I’ll give it to him,” said Keaton. The messenger on the other side of the door seemed to hesitate, not immediately responding or turning to leave.
 
   “The Lord Chosen is feeling a bit under the weather at the moment,” provided Ariexa. “I will make sure he receives the message and acts accordingly.”
 
   “Yes, milady,” said the messenger, recognizing Ariexa’s voice. He turned to leave, and Keaton listened to the sound of his footsteps dropping off.
 
   “The refugees,” muttered Keaton. “Ariexa… The city, what am I supposed to do? I’m going to be the one… to decide all of this now?”
 
   Ariexa reached her hand out and set it on top of his, smiling.
 
   “I’ll be here to help you,” she said, confidently. “And I know exactly what to do with them.”
 
   Keaton let out a sigh of relief.
 
   “You do?” he said.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “They’ll make excellent slaves.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   TEN YEARS LATER
 
    
 
   “That was our opportunity.”
 
   Kai stared across the old wooden slave carriage at Selene, massaging the skin underneath his metal wrist cuffs as he spoke. The morning sun was unobstructed by clouds and shone through the openings between the slats of the carriage’s wooden cage in long, golden lines.
 
   “Our opportunity for what?” asked Selene. “To get ourselves killed?”
 
   Kai scowled and leaned in a little closer to her. It was just the two of them in the back, and the driver upfront was too busy with the horses and too far away to hear anything either of them said. Still, a decade of bondage had instilled in him a number of habits that had become second nature.
 
   “Amidious is dead,” said Kai. “If we’d taken flight on the night we found him, we would probably-”
 
   “Also be dead,” said Selene. “Or be on the run, hunted by mercenaries and beasts from the Pacter’s Guild.”
 
   Kai’s scowl deepened, but despite feeling otherwise, he couldn’t bring himself to argue outright with Selene. He’d known her since the beginning, since before he and the other Meridians had been forced out of Margellis. His parents had trusted her back in the city to watch over him, serving as his sitter for countless numbers of afternoons and nights. 
 
   By chance, they’d been bought by the same owner after being captured and auctioned up on the Margellian slave stage. It had taken Kai almost an entire day to recognize her, her normally long, curly locks cut short and boyish in an attempt to pass herself off as a native Faldion instead of a sand haired outlander with diminished legal rights.
 
   “We could just as easily end up dead at the hands of our new master,” muttered Kai. “I’m not sure about this, Selene.”
 
   “Amidious was a kind master,” said Selene. “Clearly, they do exist. I don’t think it’s outlandish to assume that the person he left his two favorite slaves to will be at least a bit like him.”
 
   Kai shrugged, feeling an anxious tickle run up his spine. He looked at Selene for a moment, frowning at the thought of anything happening to her. She’d grown into a woman in the time that he’d known her. She was twenty, two years older than him, a length of time that once had seemed insurmountable, right up until he’d hit his own growth spurt.
 
   Selene’s dark brown hair was full of curls, falling across her shoulders and framing her symmetrical oval face. Her eyes were dark violet, perking up in the light. Her skin held a natural medium tan to it, much like his, but a shade darker, as a full blooded Meridian.
 
   She was attractive. Even with as close of a friendship, practically having lived as brother and sister since Kai was first enslaved as a boy, he couldn’t help but notice. Her breasts were large and enticing, even when covered by a ratty slave’s tunic. Her waist was trim, but her buttocks and legs had interesting, eye catching curves.
 
   “You’re staring again, Kai,” said Selene. She smiled at him, and something flickered in one of her eyes that made Kai feel simultaneously excited and intimidated.
 
   “Sorry,” he mumbled. 
 
   He turned his attention to the opening in the slats of the carriage’s cage, looking out across the dry landscape of the southern grasslands of Faldion. There were few trees in sight, with only a boulder here and a hill there to break things up.
 
   Kai aimlessly watched the scene pass by for a couple of seconds, and then saw something that didn’t make sense. On top of one of the hills in the distance came a flash of bright white light, as though someone had pulled out a giant mirror and glinted it off the sun in his direction.
 
   He blinked as it happened, and his eyes opened to see a human form standing in place of the flash. Kai squinted at it, making out more detail. It was a girl, or a woman, with blonde hair, wearing a scandalously scant amount of clothing. Kai felt his mouth fall open slightly in surprise. She hadn’t been there a moment before, he was sure of it.
 
   “Look!” he said, gesturing to Selene. “There’s someone out there!”
 
   Selene shrugged and responded slowly, though given what Kai had given her to spark her enthusiasm, it seemed justified. She moved across the carriage and took up a spot next to him. Kai turned to find the girl again and point her out, but as his eyes settled on the hill where she’d been standing, the same mirror bright flash of light flared, and then there was nothing.
 
   “Where?” asked Selene.
 
   “She was… right there on the hill,” said Kai. “It was like she just appeared. And then disappeared. And there was a flash of light that went with her.”
 
   Selene rolled her eyes.
 
   “Sure,” she said. “Just like that time in Amidious’s servant’s quarters when you told me that you’d seen a ghost in the middle of the night?”
 
   Kai felt his cheeks flush slightly, thought he shrugged and tried to play it off as disinterest. Selene’s opinion mattered to him, maybe more than it should have. But she was strong willed and down to earth, and convincing her of what he’d seen would be nearly impossible without evidence.
 
   And just what had he’d seen? He thought about it for a moment, suddenly uncertain of his own recollection and doubting his eyes.
 
   “I’m not sure what I saw,” he finally said. “But something about it… felt off.”
 
   Selene stared at him for a moment and then nodded, accepting his explanation. She took up a spot on the bench next to him, letting her body make amiable contact with his along one side. Kai felt her warmth and let himself relax.
 
   The two of them were still together. His most pressing fear after the death of his old master was that they’d be split up, doomed to live separate lives of slavery apart from each other. As long as they were together, he could always keep going, chin up and back straight.
 
   “It looks like we’re almost there,” whispered Selene. “We should get ready.”
 
   “For what?” asked Kai.
 
   “Anything.” She reached her hand over and gave his a squeeze.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Through the openings in the slats in the front of the carriage’s cage, Kai could see their destination. A fast flowing river at least two dozen manspan wide ran from north to south, and next to it was a small workers’ camp of makeshift tents and huts. Kai could see a couple of men with weapons standing along the edge of it, along with a few in chains, wearing clothing that made his own tunic look like the finery of nobility. He looked over at Selene, who had also noticed.
 
   “Well,” he whispered. “That’s not exactly encouraging.”
 
   “Don’t draw judgements yet,” said Selene. “We don’t have the facts.”
 
   The carriage made its way down a small aisle cutting through the center of the camp before coming to a halt. The carriage driver hopped down and came around to the back of it, unlocking the door with his key and then motioning for Kai and Selene to hop out, which they did.
 
   Kai’s muscles groaned slightly from the hours they’d spent without use. He looked around the slave camp, unsure of how to stand or act. He’d only had one master in all the time he’d been a slave, and Amidious had been relatively lenient when it came to his conduct. 
 
   The door flap of the largest hut brushed open, and a large, stocky man stepped out of it. His face was set into an expression of annoyance, though even if he’d been smiling, his features still would have been unenviable. He was bald and had a decent gut on him, though the scars on his face and fists suggested that he was comfortable with fighting.
 
   The beast following him also suggested it, a large forest wolf that must have been the weight of at least two or three full grown men. Kai had seen pacters often enough in the past to understand the relationship they shared. In fact, Amidious had been one, his bound beast a small, harmless tree squirrel that he used to collect the ripest fruit from the upper branches of his orchards.
 
   The large man slowly panned bored eyes over Kai and Selene, furrowing his brow as though already disappointed by just the sight of them. He waved the carriage driver over and held a quick, whispered conversation with the man before turning back to them.
 
   “Well,” he said. “I would have expected Amidious to pull something like this. He always had a sense of humor, even in death.”
 
   Kai suppressed a frown, unsure of how to react. Selene, on the other hand, immediately dropped into a humbled bow, the kind used by noblewomen, atypical for a slave. 
 
   The large man lurched forward and slapped her hard across the face in a single, sweeping movement. His forest wolf bared its teeth and let out a low growl. Kai did essentially the same thing, balling his hands into fists as anger flared in his chest.
 
   “Don’t!” said Selene, in a worried voice. “Kai, please!”
 
   She looked up at him, her cheek already beginning to puff up from where the man’s hand had struck her. It took all of Kai’s willpower, but he managed to hold himself back from attacking, instead helping Selene back to her feet and putting his shoulder in front of her defensively.
 
   “My name is Terrion,” said the man. “I’m your new master. I don’t know how things were on Amidious’s estate, but I think you’ll find that they work differently here, in my slave camp.”
 
   From the same tent Terrion had emerged from a few moments before came a woman of slender build, her straight black hair and striking eyebrows suggestive of Kronian ancestry, Faldion’s capital province. She took up a position next to Terrion, inspecting the two of them just as he had.
 
   “The male looks to be fit to work,” said the woman. “If a bit scrawny.”
 
   Terrion nodded.
 
   “Yes…” said Terrion. “And the girl…”
 
   “I’m sure that I can make use of her,” said the woman. “And I don’t mind if you have your fun.”
 
   Terrion’s mouth turned up into a sinister smile that made Kai’s blood boil. He took a step to put himself more directly in front of Selene, but before he could do anything, make any kind of stand, two more slavers had seized her by the shoulders from behind and pulled her away from him.
 
   “Hey!” shouted Kai. “You ripping bastards!” 
 
   Selene shot him an urgent look, one that he’d seen on her face many times before. She was telling him to keep his head down, to reel his emotions in and do whatever needed doing to get by, for both their sakes. Kai felt a sharp pain inside his chest, born not from anything physical, but from something deeper, the feeling of having emotional scar tissue poked and prodded with a knife.
 
   “Speak out of turn again, boy,” said Terrion, “and I’ll give the girl to my men to enjoy for tonight. They could use a reward for the past few weeks of loyal service.”
 
   Kai said nothing, and let his gaze drop down to the ground in front of the man’s feet. His face burned with unrealized anger and shame born from his helplessness over their circumstances. Surprisingly, the woman standing next to Terrion stepped forward, placing her hand gently on his shoulder.
 
   “My name is Mariella,” she said, her lips forming a thin smile. “And you are?”
 
   “…Malakai,” he muttered. “Kai for short. Milady.”
 
   The woman nodded.
 
   “Kai…” she said, her voice almost a whisper. “Can you swim?”
 
   The question took him off guard, and he hesitated a moment before answering.
 
   “Uh… yes,” he said. “I mean, yes, mistress, I can swim.”
 
   Mariella looked over her shoulder and smiled at Terrion.
 
   “Husband, I do believe you’ve found a new riverguard,” she said. “See? Asking questions, and being open to what they have to say does occasionally pays off.”
 
   Terrion took two slow steps forward, placing himself directly in front of Kai. He made a show of cracking his knuckles, and then slammed his fist into Kai’s stomach. The wind left Kai’s lungs in a single burst, and pain spread through his gut in tight, aching pulses.
 
   “They still need to learn the way of things, my sweet wife,” said Terrion. “Though I suppose there is something to be said for your approach.”
 
   Terrion seized Kai by the hair and pulled his head up to face him. Kai met the man’s eyes, trying to keep the fury from his expression, trying to look meek and malleable and whatever else it would take to keep from turning him and Selene into targets of abuse.
 
   “You’re my slave now, boy,” said Terrion. “You’ll follow my orders, and the orders of my men, without question. Understood?”
 
   Kai nodded as much as he could with hair still gripped in the man’s fist. Terrion threw him down to the ground, and another slaver appeared next to him, removing the shackles from his legs and wrists.
 
   “You want this one working on the dam, Master Terrion?” asked the man.
 
   Terrion shook his head.
 
   “No,” he said. “He’ll be the new riverguard. And bring the new girl to my tent immediately. I need to see all of what she has to offer.”
 
   Kai lunged forward at Terrion, throwing a punch at the slaver’s face before he could stop himself. The forest wolf moved faster than he could have imagined, slamming into his chest and pinning him back down to the ground, snarling in his face with bared fangs, drops of frothy spittle dripping from its lips. Terrion let out a hearty laugh.
 
   “So much spirit,” he said. “I’ll enjoy watching it break. You’ll be a good fit for the job I gave you, boy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   On closer inspection, the river camp was more complicated in operation than it had initially appeared to Kai. A small dam, more of a thin, floating wooden barrier than anything, ran across the width of the river a few hundred feet upstream from the tents. Hundreds of large trees that had likely been transported in from the fertile lands to the north were stacked into a massive wood pile nearby, and a dozen or so slaves worked at chopping them into usable pieces.
 
   Beyond that, Kai could see several long trenches dug into the ground, leading off toward a rice and bamboo plantation a mile or so in the distance. The operation was clearly designed to siphon water off from the river for the growing of crops. He’d seen similar setups around Amidious’s estate, but never one quite like this.
 
   For starters, the idea of using slaves to build a dam was archaic, borderline sadistic, and almost unbelievable to Kai. In most instances, the work fell to pacters with bound beasts appropriate for the job, waterhogs or river otters. It was less productive and far more dangerous to use slaves, comparable to taking a group of toddlers and training them to run an iron forge.
 
   The grass river bank was green and healthy within a few feet of its edge. Further out from the water, the ground and foliage on it took on a dull yellowish brown color, recent droughts having sapped the vitality out of the land. 
 
   Between that and what Kai had heard of the Pacter’s Guild running into friction with one of the newly formed Chosen alliances, the pieces fit. Terrion was using slaves to build the dam, probably because it was his only option, and possibly because he wasn’t concerned by how many lives he needed to throw at a job to get it done.
 
   The river, even partially dammed as it was, flowed rapidly, with sections of white water and rocks punctuating the danger already posed by the common river sharks and swimmer snakes native to the freshwaters of Faldion. Kai could also see a faint misting above the water a quarter mile or so downstream from them. He stared at it for a moment, only slowly realizing what it was and what it meant.
 
   “That’s a waterfall,” he said, looking over at the slaver guard Terrion had assigned to escort him to his work station. The man nodded and flashed a smile, revealing a couple of gaps in his teeth.
 
   “Indeed it is,” he said. “That’s why you’ll be wearing a harness.”
 
   He led Kai to a spot by the river where two other slaves stood on either side of the river. Both of them were sitting down, and both of them had sturdy branches in hand, each at least three manspan in length. The slaver nodded to the on their side of the river and pointed to a nearby boulder.
 
   “Here’s your new riverguard,” said the slaver, pointing at Kai. “Make sure he understands what the job is, and the consequences of him ripping it up.”
 
   “Aye, sir,” said the slave. The slaver lingered for a moment, as though trying to sense any deception or conspiracy in the air, and then turned and started walking back toward the camp. The slave with the long stick looked Kai up and down, spat in his hand, and then extended it out toward him.
 
   “Name’s Yancy,” said the man.
 
   Kai frowned at the man’s hand, and Yancy gave it an encouraging shake.
 
   “You’ve never done a slave’s grasp before?” he asked. “What, you some kind of indoorsman?”
 
   Kai shrugged, and imitated the gesture, spitting into his hand and matching the other man’s grip.
 
   “Kai,” he said. “Sorry. Things were… a bit different under my old master.”
 
   “Well, you’d better get used to how they are here, fast,” said Yancy. “You’ll end up dead if you don’t. Terrion is not against making an example, especially when it comes to fresh meat.” 
 
   Kai didn’t say anything to that. Yancy returned to his spot on the riverbank, watching the dam construction operation further upriver. Slaves took turns wading into the deep water, depositing a branch or log into the framework of the dam, all the while linking arms with several men in a chain that led back to shore.
 
   “Shouldn’t they be wearing harnesses?” asked Kai. “It would make things simpler, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Yancy smiled at him. 
 
   “You’re a smart one,” he said. “Hopefully not too smart for your own good.”
 
   He gestured with his finger to a large boulder near where the two of them sat. The base of it clearly went deep underground, and around the middle a thick rope had been anchored. The rest of the length of the rope was coiled nearby, ending in a man sized, x-shaped knotted harness.
 
   “The workers don’t get harnesses because Terrion thinks it would slow the building down,” said Yancy. “Instead, the riverguard gets a harness, and jumps in to grab anybody that gets caught by the current.”
 
   Kai blinked, a frown spreading across his face.
 
   “So… that’s my job?” He asked the question in a dry voice, already knowing what the answer would be. Yancy grinned at him.
 
   “Yup. You better get that harness on. A dozen or so people slip downriver each day. You’ll be good and busy.”
 
   Kai spent a few minutes adjusting the ropes to his shoulders. He was lankier and taller than its last occupant had apparently been, and took his time making it fit. Part of him looked forward to the chance to dip himself into the water. It would mean escaping the hot sun, at least for a few moments at a time.
 
   He actively scanned the area around the camp for any sign of Selene. He was just far enough away to make it hard to discern the features of the slaves, but there weren’t many women in the camp, and Selene should have stood out easily. Kai felt his frustration and concern build as he looked and failed to find her, and found himself wishing that she’d have listened to him when he’d proposed the idea of escaping after Amidious’s death.
 
   Ten minutes passed by in relatively uneventful calm and he made small talk with Yancy. A shout pulled both of their attention to the dam, where the slave who’d been placing his log had slipped on an algae covered rock and been taken by the current.
 
   “Get ready, boy!” snapped Yancy. “Me and Dogger will try to get him with the branches, but if we can’t, you need to jump in and swim after him.”
 
   “Got it,” said Kai.
 
   The water hurled the man down the river faster than Kai had been expecting. It was clear from the way the slave was flailing that he had little to no experience in deep water, his head bobbing under the surface dangerously, and most of his shouts being cut off into choked gargles.
 
   Yancy and the slave on the other side of the river stuck out their long branches, trying to give the slave something to grab onto. He got a hand on one of them, but the river shifted around a rock and knocked his grip loose. Kai moved to the edge of the riverbank and leaped into the water as the slave came within a few manspan of him, treading and keeping his head up as soon as he hit. 
 
   The slave was panicked, and his fingernails raked into Kai’s shoulder as he wrapped his arms around him. Kai shouted, trying to get him to relax, but he continued, struggling in a way that only served to make trouble for them both.
 
   Yancy moved to the rope, grabbing it and pulling backward before it’d reached its full length. Kai kicked with his legs, moving them through the water and onto the surface of the riverbank. He let out a sigh of relief as soon as the two of them were safe.
 
   “Ripping hell, boy,” laughed Yancy. “You’re a natural. Probably a good thing if you want to stay alive here.”
 
   Kai nodded. The man he’d saved was vomiting up water. Several slaver guards were approaching from upriver, and he took up a position next to Yancy, following the man’s example and keeping his gaze directed at the ground.
 
   “Back to work!” snapped the lead slaver. “You’re fine. Get back in the line.”
 
   The slave, half drowned and still coughing, slowly struggled to his feet as the slavers seized him by the elbows and began dragging him back toward the dam. Yancy waited until they all had their backs turned to him and then grimaced at Kai.
 
   “It could be worse,” he said. “I hear some of the slaves down south serve on the frontlines, against the barbarians and horse lords.”
 
   Kai shrugged.
 
   “It could be better, too,” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   The next few hours passed by at a slow, arduous crawl. Kai saved several more men, sustaining small scrapes and bruises from the rocks in the river in the process. There was no midday break, no lunchtime meal, as there would have been under Amidious’s patronage. 
 
   It was midafternoon when the break in the dam occurred. A young slave, nervous to the point that he must have had a phobia regarding water, attempted to slide his branch into a section of the structure that was weaker than it should have been. Several pieces of the dam broke loose immediately, and the slave boy, along with the man with his arm linked through his next to him, fell into the river, surrounded by loose pieces of timber.
 
   “Fix it!” screamed Terrion, his voice traveling down to Kai from upriver. “And pull those slaves out from the water!”
 
   Kai moved into the ready position and watched as Yancy did the same, extending his long branch out toward the men as they hurtled down river. Both of them were on the near side of the river, and both of them grabbed at Yancy’s branch. Kai relaxed, thinking that the situation was handled. It wasn’t until the last second that he realized just how wrong he was.
 
   Yancy hung on for his life, but he wasn’t strong enough to haul the combined weight of two slaves back onto land. He staggered forward, off balance. Kai lunged for him and found only thin air as the slave tumbled forward into the river.
 
   Immediately, Kai jumped after him, swimming down river in a desperate attempt to make up for his initial hesitation. The younger slave was screaming up a storm, the furthest downriver and clearly the one most terrified of what was coming. Yancy lagged a little behind the other two slaves, and Kai managed to reach him after a couple of seconds of hard swimming.
 
   “Yancy!” He shouted, trying to draw the man’s attention in his direction. Yancy turned and reached out his hand, trying to keep his head above water and fight against the river’s current at the same time. Kai shot his arm out just as the rope pulled taut.
 
   He was close enough to the edge of the waterfall to see the first two slaves disappear, dropping off into the haze of white water mist with desperate screams that faded after a half second. Kai’s hand clasped Yancy’s tight, and for a moment, he had him in his grip.
 
   Yancy’s hand was wet, the skin underneath slick with the oily griminess that comes with going days without a proper bath. Kai felt it sliding underneath his fingers. He looked down toward Yancy, meeting the other man’s eye and seeing the fear transition into outright terror. 
 
   Yancy was saying something, but it wasn’t loud enough, and Kai couldn’t hear him. And then his hand slipped loose, his fingers still outreached toward Kai in a desperate bid to survive against the might of the river’s current. Kai watched him go over the waterfall, sliding between two large rocks jutting out above the surface of the water just before it.
 
   “Noooo!” he screamed. 
 
   Another slave was already reeling him back in on the rope. Kai stared at the edge of the river in disbelief. Three men had just died in front him, three men that it had been his duty to save. And there was nothing he could do about it now. If he’d acted faster, understood what he was supposed to do a little better, all of them might still be alive.
 
   Terrion was already stomping his way over. Kai looked up to see the man’s face, a twisted mask of fury, rage, and hot hatred. He was prepared for physical blows, his muscles already tensing up as Terrion came within range, but none came. Instead, the slavemaster raised his finger and pointed it at him, his finger shaking slightly from his anger.
 
   “Get down there and find the bodies,” he said. “Just you. Take the clothes and anything else they have on them and bring it all back up.”
 
   “Yes, master,” Kai managed.
 
   “You’ll receive your punishment once you see what actually happened to them,” said Terrion, his voice dripping with contempt. “And don’t even think about making a break for it. Some of my guards have bound birds circling overhead, watching for anyone stupid enough to try it.”
 
   Kai nodded, and Terrion walked away from him. He glanced at the other nearby slaves, but they wouldn’t meet his eye. A few of them seemed angry, not at Terrion, but at him. He could understand that. The three slaves had been coworkers and friends, and he’d failed at saving them in the end.
 
   He lingered for a moment, scanning the camp again for any sign of Selene and finding nothing. Kai knew that it meant that she was probably inside Terrion’s hut, suffering whatever he chose to inflict on her within. He felt his teeth grit together so tight that it was painful and started downriver, toward the waterfall, knowing that his own insubordination would do Selene no favors.
 
   The waterfall was massive, far larger than what it looked like from an overhead perspective. The grasslands were split by several high cliffs, each several dozen manspan high, jagged and rocky and sudden, as though the land had decided to break and slide out of alignment in a single moment. The cliffs went on in either direction for a couple of miles, dropping off in places, rising up in others.
 
   At the bottom of it, the waterfall fed into a medium sized lake about a mile or two across. It looked as though the river, along with several smaller streams and runoff water, fed into it. Kai couldn’t see any outlets on the other side, but that wasn’t unusual, and knew that it was very possible for it to be draining through underground routes.
 
   He spent a couple of minutes finding a path down on the riverbank, staying a few dozen feet clear of the tremendous force of the waterfall’s stream. A rainbow, probably a near permanent fixture of the landscape on sunny days, cut through the mist at the point where the bulk of the water met the lake.
 
   Kai climbed down another few sections of cliff, stepping from boulder to boulder where he could, allowing himself to dangle and fall to the next section when he couldn’t. He’d have to find another way up afterward, but that was a problem for later, not now.
 
   It took him a solid half hour to make it down to the bottom. The land surrounding the lake was fertile and primed for agriculture. Kai wondered why Terrion bothered trying to dam the river above, instead of just setting up operation near the lake. He figured it probably had something to do with the land Terrion already owned, or maybe his intrinsic cruelty made it impossible to resist torturing slaves with dangerous tasks.
 
   The only thing marring the beautiful scene were the three floating lumps scattered across the surface of the lake, each one surrounded by dark crimson clouds spreading outward underneath the water, each one mangled by the rocks to the point of being almost unidentifiable as human. Kai ran a hand through his curly hair and felt a painful lump of emotions form in his chest.
 
   He sat down on the grass and took several breaths intended to be calming, each one making his body ache over the reality of his new situation. He was no different from them. Someone would fail to save him one day, or he’d fail to save his master. Or worse, he’d fail to save Selene. And that would be the end.
 
   Something flashed overhead, drawing him out of his dark reverie. Kai turned his head up in time to see the flash come a second time, recognizing it as something he’d seen before. Bright white light, as though reflected by a mirror, sparkling to life for a fraction of a second and leaving a young girl in its place.
 
   She was in the air, two dozen or so feet above the lake, and immediately began to fall. Kai watched, sure that his eyes were playing tricks on him, or his imagination was running away with him, until the girl hit the water, sending droplets of it splashing out onto the shore and onto his face.
 
   “What in ripping hell?” muttered Kai. He stood up and took a single step closer to the lake. The girl didn’t come up for air after a moment, and rather than feeling relieved at finding evidence in favor of it being a delusion, Kai felt panicked and worried.
 
   He ran forward, high stepping through the mud and water of the lake’s shallows, and then tossed himself into a dive. Kai was a decent swimmer. He’d had lessons as a child back in Margellis, back before everything in his young life had fallen apart.
 
   He reached the approximate spot the girl had gone under after half a minute, an eternity when a person’s life is on the line. Then, Kai dove under the water, pushing thoughts about the blood from before out of his mind and keeping his eyes open to try to see her.
 
   She was only a few feet under the surface, and her body was still. Kai seized her by the shoulders and kicked his way back up to the surface. He held her tight against his chest and swam backward, trying to keep her face and mouth above the waterline. She didn’t seem to be breathing.
 
   “Hold on!” said Kai. “Just… hold on!”
 
   He pulled her onto the shore and laid her flat on her back. She wore a simple white dress that was tattered around the bottom hem. Her hair was blonde, medium length, tangled and wet across her shoulders. She looked to be about the same age as Kai, though it was hard to tell at a glance. And she was dying.
 
   “No…” muttered Kai. “No, no, no!”
 
   He couldn’t take another death, another failed opportunity to save a life. Not again, not happening right under his gaze, not when he could do something to stop it.
 
   Kai remembered seeing a healer back in Margellis save a drowning man once. He leaned forward and put his hands against the girl’s chest, ignoring his body’s own reaction to her nicely sized breasts, and began to push. A small dribble of water escaped the girl’s lips.
 
   “Please…” muttered Kai, as he continued to push in rhythm. “Don’t die.”
 
   He leaned forward, again drawing from what the healer had done, and pressed his lips against the girls, exhaling fresh air into her lungs in a desperate attempt to get her breathing again. 
 
   The girl’s lips moved against his. Kai immediately flinched back, but her arms were around him in an instant, holding him to her tight. Bright white light flashed in her eyes, in the air, all around them. Kai felt an odd twisting sensation inside his body, spanning the distance between the ends of his toes and the tips of his ears.
 
   The moment went on for several seconds and then ended abruptly. Kai pulled back, staring at the girl in muted shock. She was moving now and slowly sat up to look at him.
 
   “You…” she whispered.
 
   The girl hurled herself forward and seized Kai by the neck with her hands, her strength far beyond what he would have expected. Her eyes were deep red, the color of thick blood against dark stone, and they locked onto his with an intense, ominous focus.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Kai tried to say something, to do anything, in order to let the girl know that he wasn’t the threat that she seemed to think he was. He was just a slave doing a job, and he’d saved her life, as far as he could tell. He wasn’t anyone deserving of anything like death.
 
   The girl’s hands didn’t slip away, continuing to squeeze against the vulnerable flesh of his neck, pinching his wind pipe. Kai pleaded with his eyes, and he saw something that looked like confusion flash across her face. He made no move to attack her, though it was mostly out of how off guard she’d caught him, rather than any sage appraisal of what would happen between him and her in a fight.
 
   She let her hands drop from him and took a step back in the direction of the cliff, staggering slightly. Kai coughed and rubbed at the fresh bruises on his neck, sliding himself back across the grass. His clothes were still soaked from the water, and small droplets fell down to the ground as the afternoon sun closed in on the horizon overhead.
 
   “Uh…” Kai frowned, unsure of what do or say. “Are you okay?”
 
   Logically, he knew that the best course of action would be to take off at a sprint. He might be able to make it far enough the cliff to call to the other slaves and Terrion for help. The slavemaster might even have an archer or two that could subdue the girl from a distance, and ensure that Kai lived to see another day of backbreaking work.
 
   His instincts, however, judged the girl as the farthest thing from a threat. There was something familiar about her, moreso than an old friend or lover, even. It was as though she was a member of his family that he’d come to know well enough to recognize in the dark on a moonless night, or across a crowd in a foreign city.
 
   He examined her features more closely, blinking in disbelief as his eyes met hers. They were cooling off, shifting in color from the red he’d seen before to pale purple, and then to a dull blue. Kai shook his head, sure that he must be imagining it.
 
   “Who are you?” asked the girl. “And why… were you doing that?”
 
   Kai raised an eyebrow, confused by her question. He thought about it for a moment and realized that she must have been referring to her rescue, and the kiss of life.
 
   “I was trying to help you,” said Kai. “You fell into the lake. It didn’t look like you were managing to swim on your own.”
 
   He paused, remembering what he’d seen, or at least what he’d thought he’d seen. She’d dropped out of the air itself in a flash of light. And he had seen her before, on the carriage ride in with Selene, he was sure of it.
 
   Kai saw something out of the corner of his gaze and looked up to see an eagle, one of the bound birds of the slavers back at the river camp, circling overhead. A worrying thought occurred to him, and he looked back down at the girl, and then to the cliffs behind them.
 
   “Come on,” he said. “We have to get you out of sight, right away.”
 
   There was a small cave in the wall of the cliff behind them, next to the waterfall and barely big enough to fit the both of them. Kai took the girl’s hand and led her over, somehow knowing that she’d follow him even after how close she’d come to killing him before.
 
   “I…” The girl spoke again, her voice irritated sounding and very confused. “Who am I?”
 
   “I have no idea,” said Kai. 
 
   He ducked down to make it through the cave’s entrance and was pleasantly surprised to find that it opened up a bit after that, enough for him to stand and have a bit of space. There were no signs of any animal residents, and he let out a sigh of relief as he settled down to sit against the back wall and rest for a minute.
 
   “Look, it doesn’t matter,” said Kai. “You need to get out of here. Immediately.”
 
   The girl gave him an odd look and walked over to where he sat, taking a seat across from him. It looked as though she was about to say something for a moment, but instead, she brought both hands to her temples and let out a small noise of pain.
 
   “My head…” she muttered. “I… I can’t think.”
 
   “It’s probably just from the time you spent underwater,” said Kai. “You’ll be okay. But look, this isn’t a safe place for you. There are slavers on top of the cliff behind us, and they won’t hesitate to pick you up if they think they can get away with it.”
 
   The girl frowned at him.
 
   “You’re… a slaver?” she asked.
 
   “I’m a slave,” said Kai, the words coming out with a sharp, bitter edge that he hadn’t intended. “And you’ll be one, too, if you don’t…”
 
   He trailed off. The sun had dropped low enough for the light to make it into the far reaches of the western facing cave. The girl looked different, and not just in how her eyes had seemed before.
 
   Her ears were elongated, rising up and back on a diagonal longer than they should have. Kai had never seen a human with ears like that before and there was something else, too. Poking out from the back edge of the girl’s dress, which was still soaking wet and immodest in how it clung to her eye catching curves, was a long, tail like appendage.
 
   Kai gaped at it in disbelief, flinching slightly as it moved, sliding the girl’s dress further up and seemingly seeking the fresh air as though it had a mind of its own. It was covered in fine blonde hair, the same color as the wet clocks dangling across her shoulders, and extended most of the way down to the bottom of her legs.
 
   “You… you’re not human?” Kai meant it as a statement, but it came out as a question. The girl looked at him blankly, her eyes shifting into a contemplative silvery violet as she thought about what he asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, finally. “I’m not sure, I mean.”
 
   She rubbed the sides of her head again and Kai felt a surge of empathy on her behalf. She was in a bad situation and didn’t even know it, and he could do little more for her than give her a warning and hope that she could pull herself together in time.
 
   “You’re… my master,” she said, after several more seconds of silence. “I am sworn to you.”
 
   Kai scratched at his ear and leaned in a little closer, unsure of whether he’d heard her correctly.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   The girl stood up. She didn’t smile at him, but there was something uplifted and determined in her expression, as though she’d derived a measure of confidence from her previous statement.
 
   “Who do you need me to kill first, master?” asked the girl.              
 
   Kai went still. He’d heard her clearly this time, and the way she’d spoken left no room for any doubt in his mind. She would try to kill on his behalf, if he asked her to. All of the pieces fit.
 
   “You’re a spirit siren,” he said. “That would explain the ears and the tail. And probably the way you appeared out of thin air.”
 
   The girl shook her head slightly, more out of confusion than descent. 
 
   “I… don’t know,” she whispered.
 
   “My name is Kai,” he said.
 
   “Kai…” the girl repeated. “I’ll serve you in any capacity you wish, master.”
 
   Kai had heard of the spirit sirens before, along with their masters, the Chosen. Ariexa, or the “Metal Queen” as she’d been often referred to in vogue, had been the spirit siren of metal magic and one of the players involved in the Meridian Enslavement that had destroyed Kai’s family and trapped him in his current life.
 
   “No,” he said, meeting the girl’s ever changing eyes. “I don’t want you to serve me.”
 
   The girl flinched back slightly. For a flash of a second, she looked righteously offended, like a little girl that had just been rebuked after offering to do extra chores. Her expression shifted to something harder to read almost immediately, however, and even though Kai knew she had no memory of who she was, he felt a bit wary of her intentions.
 
   “I… don’t think you have a choice in it,” said the girl. “It doesn’t really work like that.”
 
   “How would you know?” asked Kai. “You said before that you can’t remember anything.”
 
   The girl shook her head slowly. She looked as though she was thinking, searching for something in her mind to back up her argument.
 
   “I just do,” said the girl. “I can feel it. And so can you.”
 
   She smiled and licked her lips. A strange sensation spread through Kai’s chest and stomach. He could feel the connection between them, warm and reassuring, as though her body had been pressed against his. He felt her emotions, the subdued confusion along with inexplicable confidence, underlined by an edge of lust that made him suddenly aware of how exposed she was in the soaking wet, sheer white dress.
 
   “I’m not your master,” said Kai. “Only the Chosen have power over the spirit sirens. It’s heretical for anyone else to claim something like that.”
 
   He’d heard of people trying it before, mostly pacters that managed to make a blood bond with a powerful exotic creature, though there was at least one myth about a necromancer who also made the attempt. 
 
   The Chosen were handpicked by the One Master, given their spirit sirens as tools to use on his behalf. It was heretical for him to claim or even think that he could somehow be one of them, even by chance or coincidence. Kai wasn’t remotely religious and he still thought so, especially because the idea of it would get him executed if spoken aloud.
 
   “Kai,” said the girl. “You don’t have to be afraid anymore. But I’ll follow your lead, if you want to keep pretending.”
 
   From outside the cave, Kai heard the sound of footsteps against stone. He shot the girl a worried look and she met his gaze. Without anything being spoken between them, she blurred into a flash of blinding light and disappeared, sensing his intentions through their bond and acting on them in an instant.
 
   Kai took a few steps forward, dreading what awaited him outside the cave. Several slavers stood at the edge of the lake, and as soon as one of them saw him, all of them unsheathed their weapons.
 
   “You little bastard,” said the lead slaver. “Thinking you can just hang out all day and skip working, huh?”
 
   Kai didn’t say anything. He couldn’t see the girl anywhere nearby, but somehow, knew that she was safe. He bowed his head and let the men take hold of them, his mind racing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   It was early evening when Kai and his escort returned to the river camp, with the stars emerging from the sky and Vana, the teal marble moon, half full on the horizon.
 
   The slavers, in the end, had removed the three bodies from the lake and carried them back up the cliffs. Kai knew this because he saw them, mangled and unrecognizable, laid out across the ground on the way back to the river camp. His stomach twisted as he passed by Yancy and remembered how desperately the man had attempted to cling to life.
 
   Kai knew that he’d be joining them soon enough. He could feel it in his bones. It wasn’t uncommon for a slave to fail to “take” to a new master, and the standard reaction was for a slavemaster to either trade them as soon as possible or work them to death immediately. Training a slave that had proved to be insubordinate was a waste of time and resources.
 
   The two guards escorting Kai led him forward, the one in back being rough with the shaft of his spear every time he slowed down. They were taking him to Terrion’s hut, and there was no question about what awaited him there.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Kai caught a glimpse her and took a sharp breath. At the edge of the river camp, near the place where the men had designated the refuse drop, he saw the strange girl, crouched low and watching.
 
   Kai frowned and shook his head, wishing that he could shout for her to run. Anything that drew attention her way would doom her to the same fate he already suffered, and all he could do was feel a little more fear on her behalf.
 
   He thought about her condition, and the strangeness of it and her physical features. Could she really be a spirit siren? There were only seven, as far as Kai had been taught, and they were mostly in possession of the dynastic lines of the Chosen. It didn’t make sense that an eighth would be wandering around the southern province aimlessly, but there she was. And she was watching out for him. She’d picked him as her master.
 
   The spear shaft slammed into Kai’s back again and he tumbled forward, all but falling through the tent flap in front of him. The guards remained outside, and Kai slowly picked himself up, expecting to see Terrion glowering down.
 
   Mariella, Terrion’s wife, sat in a comfortable and expensive looking chair on the other side of the tent. The piece of furniture didn’t fit with the makeshift, ragged nature of the camp, and for that matter, neither did the woman sitting in it. She was smiling slightly and wore a tight green dress, the bodice of which clung tightly to her smallish breasts.
 
   “Well hello there,” she said, still smiling. “Kai, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, mistress,” mumbled Kai. He leaned forward into a deep bow, knowing all the while that no amount of courtesy on his part would save him from his fate.
 
   “Well, it’s just me and here, Kai,” said Mariella. “I’m afraid my husband has left to travel to Last Port for supplies. He took your little friend with him. She’s quickly becoming his new favorite toy.”
 
   The last few words landed on the air with a bit of venom in them, as though Mariella had already decided to hate Selene in the half day she’d known her. It was very possible, Kai figured. Terrion already hated him.
 
   He worried as he thought about what traveling with Terrion would entail for Selene. Would he force himself on her? How many days would it take them to make the trip, and how many opportunities would that leave for the fat, disgusting slave master to indulge himself?
 
   “Your emotions are written all over your face,” said Mariella. “An empathetic type, I take it?”
 
   Kai felt a flash of anger, and almost made the mistake of letting it take form on his lips. Instead, he bowed his head again, forcing himself to stay submissive.
 
   “Yes, mistress,” he said.
 
   Mariella leaned forward in her chair, watching him. She looked young, though her blue eyes and the tiny wrinkles around them suggested that she was at least in her late thirties or early forties. She was attractive, with a pretty face and a petite body, and the kind of flawless, pale skin that made it clear that she’d never done a hard day’s work in her life.
 
   “You’re still young,” said Mariella. “You’re not dirty and grimy yet like all the other slaves out there.”
 
   Kai remained silent, unsure of what to say to that.
 
   “A pity to let such a fine specimen go to waste,” said Mariella. “Your spirit is going to get you killed, you know.”
 
   Kai gritted his teeth. He could tell she wanted him to agree with her, for him to submit now, prove that he could force himself to be good and obedient. Instead, he let his gaze slide up from the floor, locking onto hers. She held it, smiling and blushing a little, visibly excited.
 
   “Take your shirt off, Kai,” said Mariella. Kai let his surprise flicker across his face. He looked at her for a moment, unsure of whether she was being serious.
 
   “Oh, come now,” said Mariella. “Here, if you insist on ripping about with it, let’s play a little game.”
 
   Mariella stood up and walked over to a small, ornate cabinet in the corner of the room. She opened it and removed a corked glass bottle and two tiny cups.
 
   “The finest lorkhey in all of Traderton,” she said, pouring some of the liquor into each cup. “You’ll keep taking shots until you feel… comfortable enough, to follow my commands.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Kai felt his mouth drop further open. He couldn’t even begin to understand what was going on. He’d felt like this a couple of times under different circumstances back when he’d still belonged to Amidious, confused by some arcane request from the old man and unsure what to make of it.
 
   “Drink,” said Mariella, rolling her eyes. “Do it. Now.”
 
   Kai picked up the tiny cup. He eyed it for a moment, and then tipped it back into his mouth. A taste that managed to be both sweet and impossibly bitter flooded his taste buds, but he forced the liquid down.
 
   “It’s good, isn’t it?” Mariella glided across the tent over to him. “It has the added benefit of perking up certain instincts in men.”
 
   She stood only a foot or so away from him, looking flushed and eager. She licked her lips slowly and nodded to his chest.
 
   “Now,” she whispered. “Take off your shirt.”
 
   Kai reached down to the hem of the tattered garment and slowly lifted it up and over his head, revealing the muscles of his chest and the relatively mild whip scarring across his shoulders and back. Mariella looked at him appreciatively and then reached her hands out, rubbing them across his pectoral muscles and smiling.
 
   “You’re still a new slave,” she said. “Of course, you’re going to need a proper inspection. A good assessment of your… abilities and talents.”
 
   “What… are you doing?” Kai shook his head in disbelief. Mariella moved in closer, letting herself rub against his body.
 
   “I’m using you,” said Mariella. “Feel free to enjoy it. Or not.”
 
   Mariella reached up to her bodice and pulled it loose from her shoulders, letting it fall to the ground and exposing her naked body underneath. She smiled at him, and Kai noticed everything about her, from her jet black hair and exotic eyebrows, to her small breasts with pink, puffy nipples, to her neatly shaven crotch.
 
   His sexual experience was limited to a few short and mostly unconsummated trysts he’d had with other slaves under Amidious’s roof. Having a naked older woman in front of him, a naked, pureblood Faldion woman, at that, was almost too much for his young male hormones to handle.
 
   Mariella took his pants by the waist and pulled down roughly. Kai’s cock snapped out and straight to attention, already harder than it had ever been in his life. She smiled at him and let her fingers dance across it.
 
   “There are some ground rules, of course,” she whispered, giving his cock a soft caress. “We have to stay quiet, and you can’t kiss me. And you can’t cum inside me, obviously.”
 
   Kai nodded.
 
   “Yes, mistress,” he said, feeling a smile spread across his face.
 
   “You Meridian men,” whispered Mariella. “Maybe it’s just been coincidence on my part, but you all seem to be so much… taller, than the men of Faldion.”
 
   She walked across to the tent, over to Terrion’s desk by the side of the room.
 
   “Granted, I could never tell my husband about that,” whispered Mariella. “Though I think he’s probably learning a thing or two of his own about Meridian women tonight.”
 
   A flash of anger spread through Kai. He frowned and tried to keep images of Selene underneath Terrion’s ugly bulk out of his mind. Mariella read his expression and brought her hand to his cheek, bringing his attention back to her. She leaned forward against the desk, pushing her butt out toward him.
 
   “Slave,” she said. “I need you to hold onto me from behind. Can you do that?”
 
   Kai felt his arousal pulling him back into the moment, and lacking any other options, allowed it to happen.
 
   “Of course, mistress,” he said.
 
   He took a step forward, letting his cock slide between the slender woman’s spread legs. He wrapped his arms around her and let his hands run up her body, feeling pleasure and excitement bursting through every inch of him as he felt her warmth.
 
   “You’ll have to hold me tighter than that,” whispered Mariella. “It’s a bit… higher up.”
 
   She arched her back and reached a hand down, grabbing Kai’s cock and guiding it forward. Her fingers and hands were enough to drive him wild on their own, but what she was doing now went beyond anything he’d experienced before.
 
   She brought the head of his cock against her cunt, letting it nuzzle there and feel her warm wetness. Kai pushed forward automatically in reaction and felt the tip of his rod spread her open. Mariella let out a pleasured gasp.
 
   “You’re very big,” she whispered. “And so young. If we were in Margellis, I’d sell you to a breeder.”
 
   Kai pushed forward a little further, gasping in pleasure as Mariella’s cunt squeezed his cock even tighter.
 
   “Of course, then I’d have to explain to my husband how I discovered your… interesting asset,” she said, leaning her head back. “I think he’d turn red in the face at just the thought of-”
 
   Mariella’s sentence was cut off by a pleasured moan as Kai pushed further in. He felt intoxicated by something other than the drink she’d given him. It felt incredible to be inside her. The pleasure was one part of it, but there was also an element of control. He had speared her through with his cock, and though the real power lay with her, in the moment, she was at his mercy.
 
   Kai pushed her forward slightly and Mariella made a pleased noise. He pulled back a couple of inches and then thrust forward, feeling the pleasure ebb and flow as he reentered her. Mariella was biting her lip, fighting to hold back her moans.
 
   He fell into a slow rhythm, sliding into her and then back out. He felt primal instincts building inside him, pushing him to go wild and fuck the slave master’s wife ruthlessly. He could sense that was what she wanted, the fulfillment of a weirdly understandable control fantasy, the young slave taking the haughty mistress and showing her a thing or two.
 
   “Oh, heavens,” moaned Mariella. “This is so bad. Oh, by the heavens!”
 
   Regardless of her motivations and how much Kai despised the idea of serving her purposes, he began to fuck her faster. He pressed Mariella down against the desk, reaching one hand around to grope at her breasts. If she wanted to offer her body up to him, he would use it. It was his turn to take full advantage of her.
 
   “Yes!” moaned Mariella. “Yes!”
 
   Books and papers fell off the desk as the two of them shifted position. Mariella lay on her back on top of it, legs spread wide. Her face was flushed red, and her expression was a mixture of lust and shame, as though she was fully aware of how lurid her desires were.
 
   Kai climbed between her legs and slid his cock into her again, watching her eyes as he put his full length in her cunt. She was quivering, shaking in response to each of Kai’s movements. He took hold of both of her breasts and, feeling slightly vindictive about it, gave her nipples a tweak. 
 
   Mariella’s quivering became full body muscle tension, and her back arched up. She let out a soundless cry as ecstasy overtook her, and Kai felt eager to reach his own release. He began rocking back and forth on top of her, sliding and jamming his cock into her cunt, grinding at the perfect angle to give himself the most pleasure.
 
   Kai watched her breasts bouncing with each of his movements, jiggling in erotic glory. He took Mariella by the waist and increased his pace, letting the sound of his body slapping against hers ring out through the tent. Mariella met each of his thrusts with a movement of her own for a few seconds, but then stopped, frowning as she looked at his face.
 
   “Slave,” she said, her breathing heavy and voice faint. “Remember, you musn’t-”
 
   Her sentence was cut off as Kai began to thrust even faster, the force of his thrusts causing her to flinch with pleasure after each one. He was fucking her as though it was a sprint to the end, and it felt incredible. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he wanted to, not even as he reached his limit and crossed over it.
 
   Kai let out a grunt as pleasure exploded through every inch of his body. He was dimly aware of Mariella squirming underneath him and slapping him on the shoulder as his cock blasted string after string of hot, sticky cum into her tight cunt.
 
   “You little bastard!” screeched Mariella. “The rules were simple! Simple!”
 
   Kai blinked, finally coming back to his senses. He mumbled an apology, feeling not sorry in the least, and moved off of her. He immediately began putting his clothes back on and watched as Mariella angrily did the same.
 
   “I guess it matters not,” she said. “There are herbal solutions for such matters. And your fate will be the same either way.”
 
   Kai paused, turning to look at her.
 
   “What did you say?” he asked.
 
   “Dead men tell no tales,” said Mariella. “And this is certainly not a tale that would do to be spread outside this tent.”
 
   Kai took a step back from her, feeling the hairs on his neck begin to prickle up.
 
   “Your fate was already sealed by my husband,” she said. “It is a pity, really. But at least I had the chance to enjoy your company, and you, mine.”
 
   She clapped her hands together and two guards appeared at the tent flap.
 
   “No…” Kai took a step away from them. “No!”
 
   He tried to run, but the guards were faster, grabbing him by the shoulders and slamming him hard into the dirt. Mariella let out a pleased laugh and leaned her face over him, smiling and shrugging her shoulders.
 
   “We all have to die eventually, Kai,” she said. “Don’t make it harder on yourself than it needs to be.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   The guards dragged Kai roughly out into the night. Most of the other slaves were already down for the night, and though he struggled, Kai knew that he had no chance of doing more than attracting attention and making a scene.
 
   “No!” He kicked a leg out hard, catching the fatter of the two guards in the stomach. The other guard had him by the shoulders, and pulled him backward while his partner recovered.
 
   “You little shit!” yelled the fat guard, still half winded. He stood up and punched Kai hard, the blow landing on his temple and knocking him into a daze.
 
   “Let’s tie him up,” said the second guard. “No sense in taking any chances if we’re moving him away from the camp first.”
 
   “Aye.” 
 
   The first guard pulled a coil of rope from his belt and set about binding Kai’s ankles and wrists. It wasn’t as bad as having his shackles back on, but of course, the only reason they weren’t using those was to prevent damaging them in the fire that would inevitably be set to his corpse.
 
   “Slavers…” Kai muttered. “You’re scum. All of you.”
 
   “Is that right?” asked the fat one. He let out a chuckle and slammed another punch into Kai’s stomach. “How’s that feel, for you? Paying you back for that kick.”
 
   The guards dragged him away from the camp and away from the river, into the dry, dusty grasslands. The only light came from the stars and moon in the sky above, just enough for him to see, but not enough to do anything for the terror surging through him.
 
   “I’ve seen slaves the master has owned for decades get killed for less than what this little bastard did,” said the guard behind Kai, the thinner of the two. “Terrion doesn’t like to waste fresh meat, but this boy has more than earned what’s coming to him.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   They came to a stop a half mile or so away from the camp, both of the guards breathing heavy from the exertion of carrying Kai. He tried to struggle out of the ropes, but they were tied too tightly, the knots designed to tighten the more he pulled at them.
 
   Kai heard the sound of a weapon being pulled from a leather sheath, probably a knife or short sword. He looked up in time to see the blade glinting in the moonlight, held loosely in the thin guard’s grip. His heart pounded in his chest, and panic fluttered up the back of his neck. He was going to die.
 
   A noise came from a small patch of overgrown scrub bush to the east of them, and the guard with the knife hesitated.
 
   “What was that?” he asked. The other slaver shrugged.
 
   “Beats me,” he said. 
 
   “Go check it out.”
 
   “Rip off!” The fat guard shook his head and made a rude gesture. “You go check it out.”
 
   The knife wielding guard swore under his breath and then took a hesitant step in the direction of the noise. He paused for a moment, and then walked further on, disappearing into the dark of the night after passing a few manspan away from them.
 
   “If this is some kind of trick on your part, you’d better tell us,” said the fat guard. “Otherwise, we’ll take our time with you. Make sure your last few minutes ain’t too fun.”
 
   Kai started to tell him exactly where he could put his generosity when a small flicker of light flashed directly behind the man. The girl from before stood within a few feet of them, her white dress contrasting against the night’s shadows. The fat guard turned around in surprise, but not quickly enough.
 
   The girl threw her hand forward in a cutting motion, chopping into the guard’s neck and knocking the man off his feet. He fell to the ground in a heavy pile but picked himself up almost immediately, assuming a fighting stance that surprised Kai in its confidence.
 
   The fat man lunged forward, attempting a grapple that would have easily overpowered a regular girl. The girl whirled, slipping out of his grasp, and flipped diagonally backward over one shoulder, kicking as she moved and finding the man’s face with her foot.
 
   The attack was something that Kai doubted he would have believed possible if he hadn’t seen it in action, the perfect mix of acrobatics and athleticism, her aim impeccable. The fat guard flew backward through the air and landed in a painful, twisted heap. From the scrub brush, Kai heard the other guard let out a shout and then break off in a sprint back toward the camp.
 
   Kai managed to get himself up to a kneeling position and twisted to give the girl access to his bonds, expecting her to immediately start untying them. Instead, she went over to the fat man, lifting his head up by the hair and wrapping her arm around his throat.
 
   “Hey!” said Kai. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Making sure he isn’t a threat.” The girl levered her grip with her free arm and tensed her muscles, preparing to twist and break the man’s neck.
 
   “No!” Kai’s voice came out with more vehemence than he’d intended. He paused and took a breath. “Stop. Don’t kill him.”
 
   “Why not?” asked the girl. “He was going to kill you. He’ll try again if he gets a chance, without question.”
 
   “Don’t kill him,” repeated Kai. “Just… untie me. There’s no time. We have to get out of here.”
 
   The girl hesitated for only a split second before letting the man go and moving over to free Kai. She loosed the knots with deft fingers, tossing the rope aside. Kai rubbed his wrists as he stood up, feeling the familiar tingling sensation of blood beginning to flow back into his sleeping extremities.
 
   “Come on,” he said. “The other guard is going to warn the camp. We have to get out of here, now!”
 
   He started running in the direction opposite of the camp. The girl kept pace easily, and he could tell that if she wanted to, she could outpace him without trying, even in her dress. 
 
   Sounds came from behind them, back toward the river camp. The slavers were organizing a search, and Kai could hear the snarls of their bound beasts, forest wolves and tusk cats, sprinting across the grass toward them. An eagle let out a call from overhead, announcing its presence as the predators closed in on them.
 
   Through desperate, determined running, Kai and the girl managed to keep ahead of their pursuers, but only just barely. The night did them a massive favor in keeping them from being easily spotted by the pacter’s animals. A single bound owl or bat would have tracked their exact location with no trouble and led the slavers right to them.
 
   They ran for what felt like an eternity, several hours at least. Kai slowed before the girl did, though he kept pushing himself forward, dead set on not being the first to drop from exhaustion.
 
   “There,” said the girl. “There’s a forest ahead of us.”
 
   Kai blinked, focusing his eyes. The southern province’s grasslands had a few small patches of thicker vegetation mixed into the dusty plains, and the two had stumbled upon one of them. Several tall trees stood out amongst the flora like massive, green pillars, branches extending outward and providing shade for plants that wouldn’t normally be able to grow on the dry, sun parched landscape.
 
   He slowed to a stop and listened, finding that he couldn’t make out the sound of their pursuers anymore. He looked over at the girl, and despite the still dire situation, found himself grinning at her.
 
   “You saved me,” he said. The girl shrugged.
 
   “It’s not as though I had much of a choice,” she said. “You’re my master.”
 
   “And you’re…” Kai trailed off, examining her. “Do you have a name?”
 
   The girl shook her head. 
 
   “If I do, I don’t remember it.”
 
   Kai thought for a moment about everything he knew of her, and how she’d come into his world. 
 
   “Sky,” he said. “Do you mind if I call you Sky?”
 
   “I don’t think you really understand how this works,” she said. “You are my master. I have to agree with you and follow your instructions, regardless of whether or not they appeal to me or make logical sense.”
 
   Kai chuckled at the feistiness of her tone.
 
   “Of course,” he said. “But what do you think of the name?”
 
   The girl shrugged again.
 
   “Sky,” she repeated. “It’s… fine, I guess.”
 
   She fidgeted slightly, as though a little uncomfortable expressing her opinion.
 
   “Alright then, Sky,” said Kai. “Thank you for saving my life. I won’t forget what you did for me today.”
 
   He reached a hand out toward her, wondering if she’d tear into the gesture in the same way she had him asking for her opinion. Sky hesitated for a moment, and then shook his hand, her palm feeling soft and yet strong against Kai’s.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Lacking a better option, the two of them climbed up into one of the taller trees, finding spots in the branches to rest for a while that wouldn’t expose them to the ground or open air. Kai climbed first, keeping himself in front of Sky and her billowing dress.
 
   It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but Kai had endured worse. He sat straddling a branch as thick as his thigh was around, shifting every few minutes to keep his legs from falling asleep. Sky took up a spot on the branch next to his, lying on it as though it were a bed, and she a cat.
 
   “So…” said Kai, considering his question. “You say that you can’t remember your past. But what’s the earliest thing you can remember?”
 
   Sky twitched her head slightly to the side. A warm breeze blew through the night, causing the leaves of the tree to ripple with activity and soft noise.
 
   “I remember the inside of a building,” said Sky. “I remember… being in chains, and hearing people speaking, people that I couldn’t understand.”
 
   “Could you not speak Faldion to start?” asked Kai.
 
   Sky shook her head.
 
   “No,” she said. “These people weren’t speaking Faldion, I don’t think.”
 
   Kai frowned at that. Most of Faldion had adopted Faldish after the One Master had unified the realm, with the exception of the Kness in Knessomar and the natives of the colonies in the Fertile Islands. 
 
   His own native Meridian tongue was only vaguely removed from Faldion in pronunciation even though Meridia was on the other side of the Firecrack Desert. The two languages were close enough that an untrained listener on either side could make out every other word or so.
 
   “It sounds like someone had you as a slave,” said Kai. “I’ve never heard of anything like that before.”
 
   Sky sat up on her branch. She shifted so that she was sitting on it sideways, crossing her legs like a proper lady in the process and looking at him expectantly.
 
   “The other spirit sirens are treated almost like deities,” said Kai. “The Chosen use them to rule their cities with near absolute power. The only time the One Master makes demands on them is to raise levies to fight the southern barbarians or the ice dancers.”
 
   Sky nodded.
 
   “That’s what I am,” she said. “A spirit siren. I can feel it. And you are my master now, Kai.”
 
   Kai gave her a slow nod. It was hard to accept, and he half expected himself to awake from a dream at any moment. But he’d seen what Sky could do with his own eyes.
 
   “All of the Chosen were picked by the One Master,” said Kai. “Technically, they’re his servants. If you actually read the histories, they spend more time bickering and backstabbing each other than serving anyone, though.”
 
   “There’s seven of them, right?” Sky looked as though she was concentrating, one hand on her forehead and the other holding her steady against the branch.
 
   “One for each element,” said Kai. “The spirit sirens all have different magical abilities, and different spheres of influence. If they could manage to work together, Faldion would be a very different kind of place.”
 
   Sky nodded thoughtfully. Kai watched her for a moment, carefully forming a question that had been burning on his tongue in a way that wouldn’t offend her.
 
   “Sky,” he said. “Do you have a range of abilities, like the other spirit sirens?”
 
   Sky kicked one of her dangling legs and shrugged slightly.
 
   “I’m still not sure,” she said. “I can step through the void. That’s all I’ve discovered so far.”
 
   “The void?” Kai raised an eyebrow at her. “But that’s just… a children’s tale, isn’t it?”
 
   Sky shook her head, smiling as though his disbelief amused her.
 
   “It’s a realm of its own,” she said. “It’s where magic comes from and returns to. And because of the way time and direction work inside of it, I can pass through the void to travel short distances here in the physical realm instantaneously.”
 
   “That’s how you teleport, then?” said Kai. “Nifty.”
 
   Sky shot him a strange look, but said nothing for a moment. The wind passed through the tree again, and a few dry leaves fell from the branches higher up, slipping through the tree’s canopy like massive green snowflakes.
 
   “What will you do now?” asked Sky.
 
   Kai didn’t have to think about it for longer than a second.
 
   “I have to go after Selene,” he said. “If what Mariella said is the truth, she’s headed for Last Port with Terrion.” 
 
    “Selene?” asked Sky.
 
   “She’s a friend of mine,” said Kai. “More than that. She’s like a sister to me.”
 
   “Your lover?” asked Sky.
 
   Kai felt his cheeks flush at the insinuation, though it was too dark for it to be noticeable.
 
   “What? No!” He shook his head, almost unbalancing himself on the branch. “That’s sick! It’s not like that. Seriously.”
 
   Sky laughed. The sound of it was like everything related to her, beautiful, and slightly anomalous, the pitch a bit too high, her voice as clear and sharp as a bell.
 
   “Alright then,” said Sky. “We can get started first thing tomorrow.”
 
   “You don’t have to come with me,” said Kai.
 
   Sky blinked at him, confusion spreading across her face.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “You’re not my slave,” said Kai. “If you have things you want to do, or places you need to be, don’t feel like you have to worry about me stopping you.”
 
   “That’s…” Sky shook her head slowly. “I don’t think that’s how this is supposed to work.”
 
   “I don’t care,” said Kai. “I won’t have you with me against your will.”
 
   Sky met his gaze, searching for something in her eyes. She smiled after a moment.
 
   “You’re a fool,” she said. “A good hearted fool.”
 
   “Thanks?” Kai smiled back at her.
 
   “I will go with you,” she said. “And I do have my own reasons for doing so, if it really does matter.”
 
   Kai nodded.
 
   “Good,” he said.
 
   Sky kept her eyes on him for another half second, long enough for Kai to feel a bit of tension creep into the air between them. Then, she looked upward, toward Vana, bright overhead in the sky. Enough of the clouds had parted to reveal its surface, an intricate mix of blue and green color that was a delight to look at, even as familiar as it was.
 
   The two of them spent the next few minutes in amicable silence. Kai leaned his head back against the tree, sure that he’d never be able to get any sleep in such an odd position, right up until the moment when he drifted off.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Kai was on the ground when he woke up, and immediately felt a flash of fear, assuming he’d been recaptured. He bolted to his feet, looking around and seeing the tree trunk behind him, and the sun slowly rising over the eastern horizon back in the direction of the river camp.
 
   “Good morning.” Sky walked over to him, carrying something in her hands. “Here.”
 
   She passed him a large, ground fruit, freshly dug from the soil nearby. Kai nodded his thanks and ran a hand through his hair, still shaking the last remnants of sleep away.
 
   “How did I get down here?” he asked. Sky looked amused by his confusion and waved a hand through the air.
 
   “I carried you down, after I scouted out the area and made sure that it was safe.” She held another ground fruit in her hands and set about wiping the dirt off it. “Sleeping in a tree isn’t good for your body.”
 
   Kai nodded slowly, though he felt a little uncomfortable at the fact that he hadn’t woken up during the night. He took a seat against the tree’s trunk and set about cleaning and eating the fruit.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “We’ll have to set off to the west as soon as we’ve eaten. They will still be looking for us.”
 
   “If they find us, I’ll take care of them,” said Sky. “Dead men won’t pose much of a threat to us, and will serve to scare off the rest.”
 
   Kai frowned, remembering how close Sky had come to killing the slaver the night before. He shook his head slowly.
 
   “No,” he said. “No killing, Sky. Not unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
 
   “It usually is,” said Sky. “And for these men, it may even be a mercy. They live sad lives, profiting off pain.”
 
   “Death is no mercy.” 
 
   He watched Sky for a moment, feeling unnerved by how confident she was in her judgement. She noticed his attention and furrowed her brow at him.
 
   “If it is your command, I will do my best not to kill,” she said.
 
   “If it’s my command?” Kai crossed his arms. “You can’t see why killing is something to be avoided otherwise?”
 
   Sky glared at him, and Kai let out a slow sigh, reeling his emotions back in. She’d been nothing but a boon to him so far. It wasn’t his place to judge her, not after everything she’d done for him, and especially not considering her apparent lack of memories and the resulting morality to go with them. He took a bite out of the ground fruit, the crisp, nutty flavor reminding him of his hunger.
 
   “There’s a small pool of water in the direction we’re headed,” said Sky. “It’s clean enough to drink. We can stop by it once you’ve finished eating.”
 
   “Sounds good.” Kai took another bite and looked back up at her. She looked tired, her eyelids drooping as she leaned back against the ground.
 
   “Sky,” he said. “Did you get enough sleep last night?”
 
   She nodded, the gesture making her look even more spent.
 
   “It’s my magic,” she said. “When I use my abilities, I end up draining some of my spirit’s reserve.”
 
   Kai thought about what he’d heard of the other spirit sirens before. There had always been rumors about the Metal Queen and how her magic worked. He blinked, realizing that it was probably the same for Sky as it was for them.
 
   “Oh,” he said. “Do you… uh, know how to replenish that reserve?”
 
   Sky glared at him, the expression looking more cute than fierce on her tired face.
 
   “I do,” she said. “I can sense that much in my own body.”
 
   A silent moment passed between them. Kai didn’t let his eyes waver from hers, and felt the tension between them like electricity. Spirit essence was generally considered to be the source of life and power amongst all living things, at least by most religions in Faldion. It was supposedly transferred through intimate contact from person to person seeding life and granting the energy needed for magic, in the case of the sirens.
 
   “Is there… anything I can do to help you?” he asked.
 
   The look Sky gave him was annoyed and catlike, and sharp enough to sting.
 
   “I’ll let you know,” she said. “For the moment, I’ll manage just fine.”
 
   “Alright,” said Kai.
 
   Several awkward, silent minutes went by while the two of them finished eating. Sky made a show of examining the area around them, void stepping her way up to the top of the tree to get a better view of the horizon.
 
   Several white, puffy clouds meandered across the sky, occasionally dimming the sun for a few moments as they passed between it and the ground. Kai waited for Sky to come down from the tree and nodded to the west.
 
   “We should get moving,” he said. “Assuming the way ahead is clear?”
 
   “It’s clear,” said Sky.
 
   They walked across the grasslands in silence. Kai could only wonder about what they must look like to anyone who saw them. He wore his ragged slave clothes, and though he had neither a brand nor shackles to mark him as one officially, nobody would be going out of their way to treat him as anything else.
 
   And Sky looked like a noblewoman gone feral, her dress now tattered to the point of being inches shorter than it’d been originally. She kept her blonde hair over her ears, but they occasionally poked out when she stopped paying attention. And her tail moved almost continuously under her dress, making it look as though the fabric had a mind of its own.
 
   “You’re going to have to try to blend in once we get to Last Port,” said Kai.
 
   Sky looked at him blankly.
 
   “Your tail,” said Kai.
 
   She turned and looked behind her, a look of surprise coming over her as she saw it, and then recognition.
 
   “Right,” she said. “I… sometimes forget about that.”
 
   She watched it for a moment, and then it pulled inward, letting her dress fall as it was meant to.
 
   “I keep it wrapped around my leg,” said Sky. “Kind of like the winding tattoos some of the southern barbarian tribe’s warriors get.”
 
   “You remember that?” asked Kai. Sky hesitated, and then shrugged.
 
   “I guess I do,” she mused.
 
   The two of them stopped by the water pool Sky had mentioned earlier. It was crystal clear, set into a section of sandy ground, rather than the baked clay and infertile dirt of the proper grasslands. Kai drank deeply from it and gave Sky a chance to do the same, and then spent a minute washing his hands and face.
 
   They continued onward. Traveling through the dry grass was easy enough. The land was mind numbingly flat in every direction, and it made for easy hiking. Unfortunately, it also left them with nowhere to run or hide in the event that the slavers looking for them managed to catch up. Kai could tell from Sky’s nervous body language that there wasn’t much she’d be able to do to save them in the case of such an event.
 
   A small footpath of pounded dirt ran in the direction they were headed, slightly to the south of them, and Kai made the decision for them to take to it. The two of them walked for about an hour, and a small wagon appeared on the horizon, flanked by one of the massive work horses that farmstead owning pacters often chose as their bound beasts. It was stationary and off kilter, one of the wheels splintered and useless. 
 
   An old man stood beside it, holding a new wheel in one hand and fingering a small dagger on his belt with the other. He waved to Kai and Sky as they approached, though Kai got the distinct feeling that it wasn’t intended as a purely friendly greeting. Kai glanced at Sky, whose face was passive and unreadable, and then waved back.
 
   “Let me take the lead here,” he muttered.
 
   “Of course, master,” said Sky, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.
 
   Kai didn’t make any sudden moves as he approached, returning the man’s smile as he met his eye. He was old, older than most of the people this far out on the roads.
 
   “Greetings,” said the old man. “The two of you happened along at just the right time.”
 
   Kai nodded.
 
   “It looks like your wagon has run into some trouble,” he said. “Are you headed toward Last Port?”
 
   “You’re already a step ahead of me, lad,” said the man. “You help me lift my cart up and get the wheel switched out, and I’ll give you free passage into the city.”
 
   Kai smiled at him.
 
   “I think that can be-”
 
   Suddenly, Sky tensed up next to him, grabbing onto Kai’s wrist so tightly that he was sure her fingers would leave a bruise. She looked up into the sky, staring at the clouds and to the north of them.
 
   A thin, well defined wake line ran through one of them. Kai couldn’t make out the source of it, but it was slowly extending southward, not specifically in their direction, but near enough to pass close by. Sky’s eyes were focused on it, her lips pulled into a tight expression.
 
   She dropped low to the ground, pulling Kai with her, and slipped underneath the carriage. The old man had his dagger out, more out of confusion than recognition of a threat. Kai took a breath and held it in, sensing how serious Sky was without needing her to say anything.
 
   “What is it?” he whispered. “One of the slaver’s birds?”
 
   “No,” she said. “It’s the Wind Siren.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   “What in the heavens is wrong with the two of you?”
 
   The old man crouched low, glaring at them underneath the cart. He hadn’t seen the Wind Siren overhead, and focused his full attention downward, at them. Kai looked at him apologetically, waiting until the fast moving figure in the sky had disappeared over the horizon before sliding back out.
 
   “Uh, sorry about that,” said Kai. “My friend has a fear of… uh, clouds.”
 
   The old man stared at him blankly. After a moment, he shrugged his shoulders amicably and moved back to what he was doing.
 
   “Whatever,” he said. “You still be needing a ride?”
 
   Kai nodded. He reached down to help Sky out from under the cart, exchanging glances with her.
 
   They spent the next ten minutes helping the old man switch out the wheels. Kai and Sky held the wagon up while the man worked, explaining how he’d hit a rock hidden by dirt on the edge of the road and lost control.
 
   “I need to be in Last Port by nightfall,” said the old man. “Luckily, Ares here does a mean job when it comes to pulling. If I can get back on the road it should be no trouble.”
 
   “That’s fine by us,” said Kai. “We’re glad to help.”
 
   The old man wasted no time getting back on track as soon as the new wheel was set into the axel. The cart was filled with luxury textiles, fine carpets and cloth. Kai found himself wondering what would have happened if he’d been found by bandits first, or even the members of Terrion’s slaver band.
 
   Sky sat across from them as the wagon made its way down the dirt path at an even clip. Her expression was thoughtful but ultimately unreadable, though Kai tried anyway.
 
   “What’s on your mind?” he asked.
 
   Sky hesitated, and then spoke.
 
   “The Wind Siren,” she said. “And presumably the Wind Chosen is also somewhere nearby.”
 
   Kai nodded, glancing up at the old man in the driver’s seat of the cart. The sound of the horse was too loud for him to overhear anything.
 
   “Have you encountered them before?” asked Kai. Sky shook her head, and then as though thinking better of it, shrugged instead.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “I really can’t remember anything other than my escape, and traveling south. I don’t have any memories of the other spirit sirens, or the Chosen.”
 
   “Why’d you react like that, then?” asked Kai.
 
   Sky took a slow, even breath.
 
   “I think they might recognize me,” she said. “Even if I haven’t encountered them in the past. I think they might be able to sense the magic in me, identify me for what I am.”
 
   “You’re just guessing, though,” said Kai.
 
   “An educated guess,” said Sky. “And my instincts, which I happen to trust.”
 
   Kai didn’t argue the point. He leaned back against the wood of the wagon’s bench and watched the road ahead of them. The dusty grasslands slowly shifted as they continued toward Faldion’s western coast. The vegetation became sparser, and more rugged in temperament. The ground slowly became sandier as well, hinting at their approach into the northern outskirts of the Firecrack Desert.
 
   Under his old master, Amidious, Kai had made one trip into Last Port a few years earlier. The city was the home of the current Fire Chosen, Mekalonius, and one of the furthest south in the realm. Kai had been put off by the fierce, almost desert level of heat, but amazed by the architecture and especially by the people.
 
   Last Port was a melting pot of culture and ethnicities. It wasn’t uncommon to see people from outside Faldion walking the streets, sometimes even coming to settle in the city in great number. He’d even heard rumors of an enclave of free Meridian refugees, protected by the city’s neutral stance on the proliferation of slavery, and able to make lives for themselves without having to worry of being taken during the night.
 
   His thoughts were drawn back to Selene, and he began to grow anxious as he thought about her current situation and condition. Terrion’s hatred of the slaves in his care was apparent to Kai, even after spending only minutes in the man’s presence. And there was a very good chance that word of his escape could have already been taken to the slavemaster, carried by one of the bound birds of the river camp’s pacters.
 
   The wagon continued traveling straight into the afternoon. They passed other travelers here and there, though the road they traveled had clearly fallen into disuse. Kai tapped his foot impatiently and almost let out an excited cry when he finally saw the city on the horizon, appearing as a smudge of white from the sandstone architecture.
 
   “It looks… familiar,” said Sky.
 
   “Does it?” Kai glanced over at her. “That probably means that you’ve been there before.”
 
   Sky frowned, as though the vague sense she had of the city was unpleasant.
 
   “Let’s just kill your slavemaster and get this over with,” she muttered.
 
   Kai glowered at her.
 
   “No killing,” he said. “We’ve already been through this.”
 
   “You’re like a child,” said Sky. “Get over your stupid hang ups and look at the situation as it stands. Do you see any real way for this to end well that leaves this slaver alive?”
 
   “Maybe,” said Kai. “Maybe not. But that can be said of-”
 
   “No, hold on,” interrupted Sky. “What about all the other slaves back at the river camp? Are you content to let Terrion go back to them after you and your lover have made your get away, for him to let loose with his rage on them?”
 
   Kai chewed his lip, holding back his frustration. He wasn’t willing to admit that Sky had a point, and knew that arguing with her would only lead to him feeling more anxious and pinned down by the situation.
 
   “My point still stands,” he said. “No killing.”
 
   Sky waved a hand dismissively at him, but didn’t object further. More travelers passed by them on the dirt road, and they drew near enough to the city for Kai to see the other routes leading into it. To the north, the road was properly paved and cared for, and filled with travelers heading to and from the prosperous cities in the heart of Faldion, including Kronia, the capital.
 
   There was no wall surrounding the city of Last Port. From what Kai had heard about the Fire Chosen, it would have been unnecessary. To the south of the city lay the golden yellow sands of the Firecrack Desert, its name reflective of the rivers of molten magma that flowed through it in places, pulsating and red like the veins of the land. 
 
   A few of them stretched nearly up to the outskirts of Last Port, the main one at least as wide as the average river, with small lines of red shooting off at points. The air over the bubbling red and orange magma wavered from the heat, creating an odd visual illusion that made the desert seem like a living thing.
 
   Kai remembered hearing about the way that the citizens of Last Port took advantage of their proximity to the natural wonder, using the underground hot springs to provide warm water for bathing, washing, and pottery. He’d also heard of how the Fire Chosen would draw upon the magma lines in times of war, using the heat of the land itself as a devastating weapon against the southern horse barbarians that ruled the desert.
 
   They drew closer, and the old man began to drive slower, weaving around the commoners on the road and falling into place behind other carriages and wagons. The city smelled of fire, salt, and sweat, and Kai felt a touch of apprehension as they crossed into it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Peddlers sold their goods in every visible direction, some of them working out in the open, others out of simply fashioned market stalls made of wooden poles and cloth canopy. There were fine dyes and spices from the south, fresh fruit and vegetables from the northern farmlands, incense and tribal artifacts claimed to be from the eastern islands, and a variety goods from in between.
 
   “This is where I have to let you off,” said the old man in the front of the wagon. Kai nodded to him, giving a small bow as he hopped down to the street.
 
   “Thank you,” he said. “We appreciate the help.”
 
   The old man grunted and spurred his horse forward, his eyes flicking from side to side as he travelled down the street, searching for a clear space to set up shop.
 
   The sound of Last Port, even where Kai and Sky stood in the outskirts, was constant and consuming, like the movement of water in the ocean. Animals of all kinds chirped, grunted, and growled, communicating with their pacters about whatever command they’d been given. Children ran up and down the street, some of them with the look of purse snips about them, others laughing and playing. People spoke, argued, and laughed with one another, lending vitality to the city itself.
 
   “Well, here we are,” said Kai, feeling faintly overwhelmed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been here.”
 
   Sky was observing the area around them with discerning eyes. With her tail hidden away and her ears covered by her blonde hair, she looked like any other pretty teenage girl. A couple of men were already shooting leers in her direction, and Kai felt a stab of possessiveness run through him.
 
   He led the two of them forward, past the city’s first official guard outpost. The guards were dressed for the weather and wore black hard leather sleeveless shirts and loose, white cotton trousers. Each one carried a short spear, though a few standing around the small, sandstone tower outpost looked like they lacked the physical capacity to actually use them.
 
   “The whole city matches its Chosen, Mekalonius,” mused Kai. “I’ve seen it in some of the other major cities of Faldion, too. Once one of the Chosen settles in a place, their magic has an effect on almost everything.”
 
   He looked over at Sky. She was watching him, though it was hard to tell from her neutral expression whether or not she cared about what he was saying.
 
   “You can even see it in some of the buildings,” said Kai. “The white sandstone ones were built using traditional southern architectural techniques. But the tan and brown domiciles, those are flame cured mud. The Fire Chosen does the last step himself much of the time.”
 
   “You sound as though you respect him,” said Sky. “Maybe even admire him, a little.”
 
   She stepped out of the way of a street urchin, slapping the young child’s hand away as he reached up to feel for her nonexistent purse, or steal a grope of her butt.
 
   “Maybe I do, in some ways,” said Kai. “Last Port is a different kind of city, much more accepting and relaxed than others in the realm.”
 
   “There is a price in blood to be paid for that,” said Sky.
 
   “What?” Kai shook his head at her slowly. Sky shrugged.
 
   “I’m willing to bet my life that if you were to look closely enough, you’d find bodies underneath the foundation of this city.”
 
   Kai opened his mouth to object, but Sky raised a finger toward his lips.
 
   “It’s a metaphor, you dolt,” she said. “But it’s also probably the truth.”
 
   “How would you know?” asked Kai.
 
   “Power doesn’t exist on an island,” said Sky. “This city has no walls, few guards, and straddles the edge of the realm. How many lives do you think the Fire Chosen would be willing to sacrifice to save his city? And how many would he deem expendable if he had to choose between making a stand, and living on another day?”
 
   Kai stared at Sky, unsure of how to respond. A group of Last Port’s noble class passed by them on the street, dressed in fine robes and tunics and speaking to each other in whispers. Kai continued forward, stopping in front of one of the city’s public bathing fountains and averting his eyes from the exposed flesh of the people cleaning themselves inside of it.
 
   “Look, let’s stay on task,” he said. “We need to start looking for Selene.”
 
   Sky met his eye for a moment and then shook her head.
 
   “Not yet,” she said. “First, you need to be taken care of.”
 
   “Taken care of?” Kai glowered at her. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Taken care of,” repeated Sky. “You’re going to need new clothes. We both will. Along with food and lodgings for the night, if we end up needing to stay.”
 
   A child within the bathing fountain splashed water from the small central pool in their direction. Sky managed to get out of the way in time, but enough landed on Kai’s tattered rags to leave the back of his shoulders soaked.
 
   “That’s not what I came here for,” said Kai. “I’m here for Selene and nothing else.”
 
   “Kai,” said Sky, in a gentle voice. “You aren’t a slave anymore. Stop treating yourself like dirt.”
 
   Kai frowned at her. He hesitated, stopping himself from asking what she meant. Her point was crystal clear, and yet it was hard for him to grasp, to fully internalize.
 
   “I… that’s not important,” he said.
 
   “It is,” said Sky. “You’ll need new clothes if you don’t want to be recognized by Terrion and his men at first glance. And you’ll need to be well fed and rested to fight at your full capacity.”
 
   “Those things cost money,” he said. “How the hell do you expect to get enough to do even one of them?”
 
   Sky flashed him a wicked smile. She took him by the hand and led him off toward an alleyway just before the next major intersection. Pushing her back flat against one of the walls, she watched and waited in silence.
 
   A pair of young noblemen passed by, both of them wearing exotically dyed clothes and walking with the kind of aloof air about them that comes from a lifetime of easy living. Kai frowned deeply, suddenly fearful that Sky was planning on calling out to them, tempting them into something that he’d rather not think about.
 
   She didn’t. Sky rubbed her hands together and disappeared in a flash of light. Kai stared at the space where she’d been and then looked down the street toward the noblemen.
 
   It happened almost too fast for him to see it. Sky appeared, patted one of them down with each hand, and then disappeared more quickly than either of them could respond. When the two men turned, they stared at each other and not her, both wearing expressions of confusion.
 
   Sky flashed into existence next to him a moment later, holding a purse pouch in either hand. She smiled, dipping into a mock bow as she handed one over to him.
 
   “There,” she said. “Now let’s go shopping.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until Sky had been leading Kai through the city for several minutes that the incongruity of it hit him full on. He took Sky’s hand and held her back, eliciting an irritated scowl out of her.
 
   “You’ve been here before,” said Kai. “I thought you said you couldn’t remember anything.”
 
   Sky hesitated, and for a split second, Kai felt a burst of paranoia directed at her.
 
   “I have been here before,” she said, quietly. “It’s odd. I can’t remember why, or for what, but many of the basic details of the city stuck with me.”
 
   Kai searched her expression for any traces of deceit and found nothing, though given how effectively Sky had shielded her emotions from him in the past, it didn’t mean much.
 
   “I’m not sure if I believe you,” he said. “It’s a little too convenient.”
 
   Sky let a small, tight smile play across her lips.
 
   “Are you scared that I’m leading you into danger?” She took a step forward, coming within a few inches of him. “Or that I might be plotting something devious? Maybe I’ve already gotten fed up with you as a master, and am looking for the easiest way to dispose of you?”
 
   She let her breasts press against Kai’s chest, meeting his eye solidly even though she was a few inches shorter than him. Kai felt tension that had nothing to do with her hypotheticals spark between them, and let it build for as long as he could before stepping back.
 
   “I don’t think so,” he said. “I get the feeling that you’d be lost without me.”
 
   He smiled, watching as her eyes lowered into an exaggerated glare. It wasn’t precisely true, and he’d said it mostly to get a rise out of her, but he could see a sliver of vulnerability revealed on her face.
 
   “If I wanted to, I could have let you die several times over,” said Sky. “Bare that in mind next time, before you open your mouth.”
 
   Kai reached his hand out and flicked one of her ears, knocking back several strands of blonde hair and partially exposing the pointed tip.
 
   “Are you done? Can we please get on with this?” He waved a dismissive hand through the air. “It’s going to get dark soon, and I don’t have time to waste on verbally sparring with you.”
 
   Sky watched him for another second before nodding and turning back in the direction of where she was leading him. The sun was setting over the ocean on the western horizon, casting a blood red streak against the water and making the city’s docks look like they were on fire.
 
   Kai followed Sky until she finally came to a stop in front of a small, well maintained building made of white sandstone and sharing a wall on either side with its nearest neighbors. She pushed through the cloth curtain that served as a door and held it open for Kai.
 
   He found himself inside a small, but adequately stocked clothing shop. A number of tunics, robes, trousers, and dresses hung from hangers on the walls and from racks spread out through the center of the room. A squirrely looking man with puffy grey hair stood behind the counter, and immediately perked up upon seeing them.
 
   “Welcome…” The man took a long look at the both of them and frowned. “I’m afraid we don’t have much in currently that can be purchased on a budget.”
 
   “Given that we have adequate funding, that will not be a concern for us,” said Sky, smoothly. 
 
   Kai looked from her to the merchant, frowning and feeling out of place. Sky’s words from before echoed in his head, and he began to realize the full implications of her assertion. He wasn’t a slave anymore. He didn’t have to bow his head or keep his gaze directed at the ground.
 
   “Er, the changing stalls are in the back,” said the merchant, still wary. “I only ask that you take only one set of garments into them to try on at a time.”
 
   Sky was already striding through the shop, examining fancy looking tunics. It had been almost ten years since Kai had worn any clothing that had been dyed or sewn together with any skill. He watched as Sky flicked through the tunics and trousers, eventually settling on a set and handing them to Kai.
 
   “Here,” she said. “Try these on.”
 
   The fabric was black with gold trim along the hem and a black and gold sash to hold it tight across his waist. The pants were dark grey and made of heavy fabric that felt like it would resist tearing and maybe even provide a small defensive boon against cutting weapons. She’d even grabbed him a new pair of shoes, brown boots made from wolf skin and padded with sheep’s wool.
 
   “Sky,” he said. “I don’t need anything this expensive.”
 
   “Of course you do.” Sky gave him a level look. “I won’t have my master prancing around in rags.”
 
   She pushed him toward the changing stall and Kai slipped through the curtain. He pulled his old rags off slowly, grimacing as the movements exacerbated a few small tears. His body was somewhat clean underneath them after all the swimming he’d done in the river the day before, which made him feel a bit better about pulling on the finery Sky had chosen for him.
 
   There was a small, battered mirror secured to the sandstone wall in the stall, and Kai stared at it in disbelief. The clothes fit him as though they’d been tailored to his body, revealing the outline of his broad shoulders and the muscles of his arms. He almost didn’t recognize himself, and began grinning like a fool when he thought about how Selene would react.
 
   Sky was nowhere in sight when Kai returned to the store’s main room. He walked over to the merchant and began pulling out coins. The outfit cost, in total, two golden drakes, eight silver bulls, and a couple of copper crows, an amazing amount of money, however, Kai felt even more amazed by the amount still left in the stolen purse after he’d handed the coins over.
 
   “Uh… this should cover it,” he said. “Right?”
 
   The merchant nodded, and Kai breathed a sigh of relief. He’d never been given money before under his old master and had only managed to pick up an understanding of the rule of ten, the math behind it, secondhand.
 
   He turned around and did a double take upon seeing Sky. She’d picked out a flowing white dress, cut low enough in the chest to reveal her cleavage. It was short and tight on the bottom, clinging to the curves of her thigh and butt. She had on a pair of tight leather leggings underneath, unusual but not unheard of for a lady in the city. Her shoes were a plain, but pretty pair of grey slippers.
 
   Kai only managed to lift his mouth off the floor when she started walking over to him. Her eyes were golden, the same color as her fine blonde hair, and she had a smirk on her face that made him feel a little foolish.
 
   “I’m glad to see that reaction,” she said. “Hopefully anyone trying to kill us will have a similar one for at least as long.”
 
   “Sky…” Kai shook his head, smiling. “You look incredible.”
 
   She opened her mouth to shoot out another quip and then hesitated, as though thinking better of it. Sky bowed her head forward slightly into a nod.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “You look rather dashing yourself.”
 
   Sky paid the clothing merchant out of the purse she’d taken for herself, and the two of them left the shop. There was an immediate difference in the way the nearby crowd treated them, with people moving out of there way, servants bowing to them out of habit as they went by.
 
   “All we did was buy new clothes,” Kai muttered.
 
   “You’d be surprised at how far that can get you,” said Sky.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Sky led him forward, weaving through the complicated patterns of Last Port’s stone paved city streets toward a group of buildings nearer to the center of the city. The buildings around them became larger and nicer, and most notably, cleaner. The people as well shifted from a mix of mostly commoners and the poor to the upper classes of the city, with guards standing on corners and patrolling into alleys more frequently.
 
   “Every city has an area like this,” said Sky. “If we weren’t dressed like this, the guards would come up with some excuse to keep us out.”
 
   “Even here in Last Port?” asked Kai. “This place is a collection of different cultures.”
 
   “Money has culture of its own,” said Sky. She shot him a sharp, almost wounded smile, and Kai again began to wonder about her history.
 
   Sky stopped in front of a door set into a clump of buildings, all of them reaching up several stories high. She pulled the door open and ushered Kai inside.
 
   A small room sat on the other side with a man sitting behind a wooden desk, reading from a massive ledger. He looked up as the two of them walked in, scanning them over from behind his spectacles, appraising them. The smile he flashed a second later was a clear indicator that they’d passed his scrutiny.
 
   “Welcome,” he said. “We have lodgings available, several in fact.”
 
   “Yes,” said Sky. “We’ll take the nicest room you have.”
 
   Kai tried to keep his face from looking shocked as he glanced between them. The old man at the desk kept right on going.
 
   “Excellent!” He paused, running an ink quill down the ledger and writing something. “That will be a golden drake and five silver bulls per night.”
 
   Sky pulled the money out and set it down on the desk without a moment’s hesitation. Her purse was looking a good deal lighter than it had originally, but she didn’t seem to notice or care. The old man handed them a key.
 
   “It’s the only door on the third floor,” he said. “Please call on me if you need anything. Fresh towels for the bath are provided for your leisure, along with scrubbing stones. If the two of you get hungry-”
 
   “Thank you,” said Sky, cutting him off. “You are ever so kind.”
 
   She reached out and took Kai’s hand into hers, pulling him quickly up the stairs. Kai felt a strange urgency in her movements and couldn’t stop his concern from perking up.
 
   “Sky?” he asked, quietly. “Are you okay?”
 
   Sky got to the third floor door, fumbled with the lock, and all but fell through to the room on the other side. It was beautiful, beyond anything Kai would have imagined being available for rent. The walls and floor were clean white sandstone. A bed with fresh sheets stood against one wall, and a sunken stone bathtub with a copper piping jutting out from the wall above it sat against the other. A heavy wooden mechanism set into the wall controlled the stream of water. Kai had seen the setup before, but never used it himself.
 
   “Sky,” he repeated. She was close to doubling over on the floor, holding one hand to her breast, and another between her legs. Kai shut the door behind them and hurried to her side.
 
   “My… abilities,” she whispered. “I’ve been using them too freely over the past few days without. It puts a serious drain on my spirit reserve.”
 
   “Oh…” said Kai. “Oh!”
 
   Almost everyone in Faldion that had heard of the Chosen and their spirit sirens had also heard at least a few scattering details of how the bond worked. All life generated an internal magical energy, or spirit essence. Spirit sirens could absorb that energy and channel it into physical forces, but couldn’t produce more than a baseline amount on their own.
 
   Kai helped Sky up and over to the bed. He felt her moving against him, reaching one of her arms against his broad shoulders, the other across his chest. Her eyes were a soft pink, and her lips quivered with excitement and need.
 
   “Kai…” she said. “I need you… to kiss me. Just a few kisses, it should be enough.”
 
   “It’s all true then?” 
 
   Sky nodded, her cheeks blushing slightly.
 
   “As far as I can tell,” she whispered. “I can feel it in me… this, this need. This hunger. I just want to…”
 
   She blushed even deeper and arched her back slightly on the bed. Kai put his hand on her shoulder and leaned in, worried that if he waited longer, she might start feeling actual pain.
 
   The moment intensified as he brought his face in close to Sky’s. She was beautiful in an odd kind of way. None of her features, from her rounded nose, to her sharp chin, or even her oddly pointed ears, were objectively attractive on their own. The way they went together as a package, however, was cute, seductive, and everything that fell in between.
 
   Sky slipped an elbow against the bed, lifting herself up to meet Kai as he moved toward her. Kai’s body hovered over hers for a moment, within easy touching distance. She looked into his eyes, blushing slightly, and Kai would have given anything to have seen what she saw.
 
   He slowly closed the last bit of distance and let his lips push against hers. Pleasure exploded through him in a singular burst. He felt her mouth moving, pulling him in. Kai could think of nothing else but Sky, of her breasts, her body, her clothes and how easily he could rip them off.
 
   There was something else to it as well, something intoxicating and insidious at the same time. Sky was sucking his spiritual essence out of him, taking it for herself. It was as though she had the power of a sexual leech, using the promise of her full, feminine body to mask the crime.
 
   Kai kissed her lips again and again, going deep on the last one and letting his tongue spar with hers. He fell on top of her on the bed, letting his body press tight into hers. His cock was rock hard within his newly acquired trousers, fighting against the fabric for a way loose, a way into her.
 
   Sky writhed and moved with him, every bit as desperate and eager as he was. Her dress had slid lower in the front, coming within inches of exposing the illicit centers of her breasts. Kai wanted to see her naked like he’d wanted nothing else before in his life. He pushed himself between her legs and kissed her on the neck, letting his palm settle over her breast as he did.
 
   “Wait…” whispered Sky. “No!” 
 
   She pushed him back with rough, unbridled strength. Kai flew a foot or so up into the air, bounced once on the bed, and then fell to the side in an undignified heap. He let out a groan and pulled himself up to face her, the erotic spell broken for the moment.
 
   “What…” He shook his head, staring at her. “What was that?”
 
   “That’s one of my powers, I think,” she said. “If I had to guess, I’d say all of the spirit sirens can do the same thing. It’s probably where a lot of the rumors come from.”
 
   “Oh.” Kai looked at her. She was still on the bed, her clothes and hair disheveled from their earlier movements, one of her legs bent at a suggestive angle.
 
   “I don’t think we should yet,” said Sky, quietly. “It might end up hurting you, Kai.”
 
   “How would it hurt me?” 
 
   Sky looked away from him, her cheeks flushing red.
 
   “You don’t understand what I am yet,” she said. “I… I don’t understand what I am yet.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   INTERLUDE
 
    
 
   Keaton Margellis sat up in bed and scanned the room around him. The windows in the Margellian Palace’s harem chamber were curtained, beyond which lay the setting sun and the gardens, leaving no direct line of visibility into the city.
 
   Cannias root smoke wafted through the air, the scent sweet, rich, and intoxicating in high enough concentrations. The bed in the center of the room was massive, easily large enough for Keaton and his three female consorts to sleep in tandem without encroaching on each other’s space. A large metal bath ran across the chamber’s back wall, sunken into the floor and continuously filled with hot water by chambermaids on request.
 
   Keaton frowned, searching the corners of the chamber with his eyes and seeing nothing but empty space and discarded clothing. Two of the three girls remained sleeping. Tania, his favorite as of late, perked her head up when she saw him rise, crawling across the bed and smiling at him deviously, her large breasts enticing and very naked.
 
   “Keaton,” she whispered. “You said you had the weekend free. We should make good use of it.”
 
   She slid her hand underneath the sheet covering him and let her fingers run across his cock. Keaton felt himself hardening under her touch and frowned, trying to keep his focus on what had awoken him in the first place.
 
   “She’s not here,” he said. “She told me that she was going to make time for me this afternoon.”
 
   “She’s probably busy,” cooed Tania, letting her tiny hand take a more confident grip around his erection. “You’ve told me about how much of the busywork you delegate to the Metal Queen. Would you rather be the one having to work late?”
 
   Keaton shrugged. It was hard to speak openly about it, even to Tania, who’d been his slave almost since he’d first assumed power and restored the rights of the practice a decade earlier.
 
   “Still,” he said. “I’m the Metal Chosen. I’m her master. This is insubordination.”
 
   “You’re my master, too,” whispered Tania. “Maybe there is something I can do? To make you feel better?”
 
   Her head disappeared under the sheet and Keaton felt her lips and mouth gliding across the sensitive skin of his cock. He let out a soft moan and put his hand on the back of her head, pushing down a little harder than he should have and jamming it deep into her throat. Ariexa’s face, her pale and flawless skin, lips the blue of cold metal, flashed in the forefront of his mind. 
 
   Tania sucked dutifully, bobbing up and down underneath the blanket. Keaton pushed down harder and felt her squirm slightly in discomfort and pull back.
 
   “Easy,” she said. “We have all night.”
 
   Keaton felt his anger surge and slapped her hard across the face before he had a chance to think about what he was doing. Tania let out a tiny cry and then moved away from him on the bed, whimpering in pain.
 
   “We don’t have all night,” Keaton said, gritting his teeth and forcing himself to calm down. “Ariexa will be here.”
 
   “Of course, milord,” whispered Tania. “I… I apologize.”
 
   The other two girls had woken from the commotion. Keaton couldn’t remember either of their names, but one of them had a particularly nice set of breasts, large and rounded, and still buoyant and young. He waved her over, pulling the sheet off himself and sticking his cock out toward her face.
 
   She didn’t need to be told what to do, and immediately went to work on it with desperate eagerness, the type of enthusiasm that couldn’t be faked and was more about lust and hunger than anything else. Ariexa had been the same way, back when she’d first seduced Keaton and ushered him into manhood.
 
   Keaton leaned back on the bed. The second unfamiliar slave girl began sucking on the shaft of his cock, lower down, as the big breasted one suckled on the tip. Tania finished nursing her face and kneeled next to him on the bed, waiting submissively for her master to tell her to join in or stay put.
 
   None of them were a match for Ariexa’s sensuality, the way she could seduce with her words, the way she’d make him look forward to her body and her touch as though it carried with it an illicit form of divinity. She’d been so eager to please Keaton, even for the first few years after he’d taken his father’s title and become the Metal Chosen and her master.
 
   Her affections had cooled as time had worn on. Now, ten years later, Ariexa would only give him a night alone with her every now and then, maybe twice a month if he was lucky. She was practically running the city of Margellis, seeing to most of the day to day busywork, leaving Keaton with not just the free time to indulge in his vices, but a growing sense of paranoia over her true activities and intentions.
 
   The big breasted slave slid her assets down the length of Keaton’s cock while Tania and the other one kissed each other, the head of his cock coming between their lips. He was sure that it was something they’d come up with in their free time, planning how they’d use it on him, hoping it would be enough to curry his favor and win themselves preferential treatment among the other harem slaves.
 
   And it was impossible for him to deny that it did feel amazing. His cock was slick with saliva and precum, and the girls kissed and rubbed along it as though bathing in his seed would give them eternal youth. He met Tania’s eyes and saw a flash of fear in them. For some reason, he felt his anger spark again and bowled forward, pushing the other two slaves aside and grabbing Tania roughly.
 
   She spread her legs for him without a word, and Keaton was inside her in an instant. Her expression shifted to one of satisfaction, with a little bit of love in it, even. This is what all of the harem slaves ultimately wanted. He was giving her a chance to take his seed properly, and perhaps bear him a child, a bastard, a chance at a life with more comfort and meaning.
 
   Keaton took Tania by the waist and slammed his cock into her, thinking about Ariexa so intently that he was all but shouting the Metal Queen’s name. Tania moaned and moaned, and Keaton’s cock pumped into her with rhythmic, animalistic ferocity.
 
   Keaton was the Metal Chosen, the Lord of Margellis and the surrounding countryside and coastlands. He could have the Metal Queen put to death, if he wanted. He could force her into service in his harem. He could do anything he wanted. It was his city by name and blood right. And she was his spirit siren, even if he’d taken her from his father prematurely.
 
   He thrust faster into Tania, the pleasure forcing him back into the moment. The big breasted slave was kissing his neck, and his impulses surged. He pulled out of Tania and mounted her instead, noting the pleased, seductive smile on her face at managing to steal him away. 
 
   He watched the slave’s big breasts bounce up and down as he ravaged her tight cunt. She moaned and dug her fingers into the bed, writhing with pleasure. Keaton kissed and licked at her nipples, groping her breasts, right up to the point where he felt himself reach and pass over his limit.
 
   His back was to the door when it opened, and the pleasurable daze of his orgasm kept him from hearing the footsteps approaching the bed until the new arrival was within a couple of feet. Keaton turned just as Ariexa cleared her throat, and he felt his heart skip a beat.
 
   “…Ariexa,” he said, feeling dumb.
 
   “If you’re preoccupied, I can return later?” Ariexa wore a short dress of dark black, making her look even paler than usual. The bottom third had slits cut into it, allowing tantalizing sections of thigh and buttock to be exposed when she took wide steps.
 
   “Slaves!” Keaton bolted upright, swinging his hands to the side and carelessly slapping the naked women about. “Get out! Get out, now!”
 
   “Keaton…” cooed Ariexa. “Put on some pants. We can speak outside this chamber, without needing to disturb the good ladies.”
 
   She smiled at them, and then nodded across the room to where Keaton’s discarded clothing lay. He bumbled over and hurried to pull on his trousers, feeling as though he was seconds away from watching her take off in front of him again.
 
   Ariexa waved the two hall guards off outside the harem chamber. She leaned against the wall with her arms crossed, one of her legs lifted slightly, as if inviting any male passerby to make an attempt at taking her, right there and then. Keaton walked over to her and leaned forward, attempting to give her a kiss. She dodged, granting him cheek instead of lips.
 
   “Keaton,” she said. “I only came to let you know that I must tend to a… pressing matter, tonight.”
 
   “We were going to have our time together,” said Keaton. “What of that? Do you just disregard the fact that you told me you’d be in the palace tonight?”
 
   “I know,” said Ariexa, her voice appeasing. “You are my master, Keaton. I would never do anything that went against your interests.”
 
   Keaton shook his head, feeling his emotions surging, the same ones he always felt around Ariexa, carried over from childhood into his life as an adult.
 
   “I came to you because of your strength,” whispered Ariexa. “You’re so much stronger than your father was, even in his prime. You’re better in every way, and you took me for your own as much as I chose you.”
 
   She gestured him forward and pulled him into a hug, cradling his head against her breast.
 
   “Just be strong for tonight, Keaton,” she said. “You aren’t done rising yet.”
 
   Keaton nodded, feeling her warmth as she wrapped her arms around him.
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I will.”
 
   “It will be ours, soon enough,” said Ariexa. “All of the realm. All of Faldion. For you and for me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Kai and Sky’s lodgings for the night came with a meal delivered to the door, and the two of them ate in a hushed, awkward silence, still affected by the events in the bed. Kai frowned, feeling a strange mixture of emotions as he contemplated the limits of his newfound luck.
 
   Selene could be anywhere in the city, and it was worse than just that. Kai thought of what her treatment must be like under Terrion. An unimaginable number of horrible circumstances could be affecting her at that very moment, and yet Kai sat in an expensive room, eating steak and roasted vegetables. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” asked Sky. She ate her food on the far side of the long oval table, watching him with a pensive look on her face. Kai shook his head.
 
   “I don’t deserve any of this,” he said. “And I’m wasting time. I should be out looking for Selene, tracking down a lead.”
 
   Sky’s eyes flashed from yellow to a more intense orange. She set the knife she’d been using to cut her food down and looked at him plainly.
 
   “You’re being stupid,” she said. “You’ll be exhausted tonight, after the spirit essence I took from you.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” said Kai.
 
   “It’s not going to help your little girlfriend if you get yourself killed in the process of rescuing her,” snapped Sky. There was an edge to her words, emotion tinting them as they fell upon the air. 
 
   “I’m not going to get myself killed!” Kai’s frustration flared over, coloring his voice. He took another bite of his food, letting his knife clank against the plate as he cut the steak.
 
   “Kai,” said Sky. “I don’t mean to question your emotions or your motivation when I say this, but you should stop and consider what you’re doing.”
 
   Kai stared across the table at the blonde haired girl, intent on letting her finish her thought completely before tearing it to shreds.
 
   “You’ve been given a new start,” said Sky. “You have money, clothes, and lodgings. You have me, and everything that comes with that. If you wanted to, you could declare yourself outright. A dozen of the smaller cities in the realm would jump at the chance to host the newest of the Chosen.”
 
   Kai glowered at her.
 
   “That’s assuming that the One Master doesn’t name me as a heretic,” said Kai. “Which he would.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “It’s beside the point!” Kai slapped his hand down on the table, shaking the plates. “I’m not leaving Selene to a life of slavery! It’s not an option!”
 
   “It is an option,” said Sky, a tad bitterly. “You’re just too foolish to consider the reality of your situation.”
 
   Kai gritted his teeth, feeling a sudden urge to fling the rest of his meal across the room. He’d just managed to calm himself down enough to take a breath when a noise came from outside the room’s window, loud enough to draw his immediate attention.
 
   He stood up slowly and walked over. From where their room was on the third floor of the building, they could see across the city and into the desert lowlands to the south. The night was young, and the stars and moon were out, illuminating several dozen tiny, silhouetted shapes on horseback moving across the sand.
 
   “Those are… raiders,” said Kai. Sky walked over and took up a spot next to him, squinting at the figures.
 
   “Horselord barbarians,” she said. “Interesting. I didn’t think that they came this far north.”
 
   “The never did before,” said Kai. “My homeland, Meridia, used to serve as a buffer on the other side of the Firecrack Desert. When it fell and my people were forced out, the nomads took control of the region, including the desert.”
 
   Sky didn’t say anything, scanning the scene carefully and considering what was about to happen. After a couple of silent seconds, she pointed to a pair of figures on foot, separate from the raiding party.
 
   “There,” she said. “It looks like those two are making a stand.”
 
   “It’s the Fire Chosen, Mekalonius, and his spirit siren,” said Kai. “It has to be.”
 
   The horseman were closing the distance toward the Fire Chosen, drawing within a hundred or so feet and moving across the last stretch with sickening speed. A tremor began to run through the floor underneath them, shaking the building. Kai frowned, and Sky nudged him with her elbow.
 
   “He’s the Fire Chosen?” she asked. “Why would the Fire Siren be able to shake the ground?”
 
   Kai shook his head.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t think-”
 
   The ground directly underneath the frontmost raider exploded into a pillar of blindingly bright molten lava, bursting up into the air and scattering white hot melted sand in the direction of the rest of the horsemen. For a moment, the features of the city’s two defenders were fully illuminated, Mekalonius, a wizened old man with tufts of grey hair, and his spirit siren, an attractive, red haired young woman wearing little more than her undergarments for clothing.
 
   The raiders faltered back, but not quickly enough. Mekalonius stalked forward, sword in hand, to finish off the man wounded by the initial explosion as he writhed on the ground, body aflame. The spirit siren of fire directed the pillar back down, arcing it through the air like a massive, molten snake, and crashed it into the center of the retreating raiders. 
 
   Kai heard the screams, loud enough to carry all the way across the city and through the glass window. He watched as one or two of the most courageous barbarians collected themselves for a final pass toward Mekalonious. The Fire Chosen was a skilled swordsman, even on foot, and he cut the horse out from one of them and parried the spear thrust of the other.
 
   The red haired woman stood back from the action. She guided the pillar of lava back down under the surface of the ground and focused on the tiny fires it had created, most of them fueled by the bodies of the fallen invaders. She held her hands up like a mystic performing a ritual, coaxing the flames to pulse brighter, which in turn, spurred the burning men to scream louder.
 
   Several of the horsemen managed to break away, galloping off into the desert at speeds that must have been unhealthy for the animals carrying them. Mekalonious did battle with the only man left fighting, slashing his sword and meeting his opponents spear attacks.
 
   The barbarian lunged forward, attempting to run the Fire Chosen through. Mekalonious whirled, cutting the tip from the spear on his first turn and then seizing the weapon in his free hand on the second. The man let go of his weapon, preparing to throw himself forward into what would have been a desperate last stand. Mekalonious had his sword at the man’s neck before he could attempt it.
 
   The spirit siren of fire continued burning the bodies until there was little more than charred black remains left of most of the men and horses. She focused on them with a strange intensity, a stark contrast to her master, who was in the process of making sure the prisoner he’d taken was truly disarmed.
 
   Mekalonious walked over to her, dragging the captured barbarian with him in a head lock. The two shared a few words and a quick kiss, and then headed back toward the city.
 
   “I’ve never seen any of the Chosen actually fight before,” muttered Kai. “That… that was unbelievable.”
 
   He turned to look at Sky, and saw her watching him expectantly, her face empty of emotion.
 
   “The Fire Chosen and his spirit siren are easily powerful enough to take on a small army,” she said. “Do you understand now, Kai? Do you understand, master?”
 
   There was a sarcastic edge to the last question. Kai frowned at her, feeling suddenly aware of how little he really knew about the girl.
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said. “And I’m not sure I want to.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Kai spent a few minutes absorbing what he’d seen out the window, and then immediately headed for the door. Sky’s comments had managed to get under his skin, and he didn’t want to think about what it meant for his future. What he wanted was to find Selene.
 
   “Kai,” said Sky, as he started out to the stairs. “Don’t. Stay here. Rest for tonight.”
 
   Kai turned around. Sky was standing in the corner of room, all of her shrouded in shadow except for her eyes, violet in color.
 
   “No,” he said. “I’ve had enough. No more wasting time. I came here to find Selene, and that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   “On your own?” asked Sky. “Do you think you can just walk out into the street, and call for her?”
 
   Kai glared at her, feeling a bit of his concern for Selene transition into anger.
 
   “You can do whatever you want,” he said, bitterly. “I’m finding her, no matter what. Make your own choice.”
 
   Sky stepped forward, scowling at him, but said nothing as he turned to head back out of the room. She followed after him in silence, and Kai didn’t look back at her until they were out on the street, headed deeper into the city. Sky shook her head at him, rolling her eyes, and pointed in the opposite direction.
 
   “I have a guess at where the best place to start looking would be,” she said. Kai nodded, and she continued. “There’s only a single brothel in town that can legally buy and sell slaves.”
 
   Kai thought for a moment and then frowned.
 
   “How do you know that?” he asked. “Didn’t you say you’d lost your memory?”
 
   “Not all of it, as I’ve already explained several times,” said Sky. “Do you want me to show you where the place is or not?”
 
   Kai nodded, and Sky started walking. Last Port was an active city even at night, though in a qualitatively different way than during the day. The people fell into two categories, either having enough money to carry a lantern about with them, or going without. Those who went without were shadowy figures, their intentions obscured.
 
   The sandstone streets were still warm, most of the day’s heat having soaked far enough into the ground to hold into the first hours of the night. The stars were clearly exposed and the moon was nestled into a corner of the sky. 
 
   “Even if he doesn’t plan on selling your friend to the brothel, the owner will still probably be able to tell you something,” she said. “I doubt he’d stop by the city without saying hello.”
 
   “It’s better than searching for her blind,” said Kai. “Thank you.”
 
   Sky exhaled sharply and shook her head.
 
   “I still think that this is a waste of time,” she said. “But I might as well make it into a slightly more efficient waste of time.”
 
   She led him forward, back toward the outskirts of the city, to a medium sized building within eyesight of Last Port’s docks. It was made of sandstone with mud crafted extensions on either side, and the scent of cannias root incense came from within.
 
   Sky held her head with confidence as the two of them entered the dimly lit brothel. Several attractive and scantily dressed women sat at tables in the center of the room. A small L-shaped wooden bar cut off the right hand corner, and a man stood behind it, tending to several people ordering drinks.
 
   An older woman stepped out from behind a curtain divider near the back of the room. She was older than most of the girls, but no less physically stunning. She wore a tight, low cut black dress and had a live snake coiled up the length of one of her arms.
 
   “Hello,” said the woman. “Can I help you with something?”
 
   Sky started to answer, but Kai set a hand on her shoulder and shot her a look. He got the sense that he would fair far better in getting what they wanted from her, even if only due to the fact that he was the one that wanted it most.
 
   “Perhaps,” said Kai. “My name is Kai. May we speak in private, for a moment?”
 
   “Of course.” A thin, amused smile spread across the woman’s lips. She had a small mole on one cheek, and stood in a way that always kept her large breasts on full display. “You may call me Mistress Varella. Please, follow me.”
 
   She beckoned to Kai and led him into the room she’d come from. It was a small chamber, with a single table and cushioned chairs. Mistress Varella gestured for them to take a seat, and they did. Kai tapped his fingers on the table and smiled, trying not to look as outside his comfort zone as he felt.
 
   “What might I interest you in today?” asked Mistress Varella.
 
   “I’m looking for somebody,” said Kai.
 
   The woman laughed. The snake on her arm slithered along with the movement, sliding up and around Mistress Varella’s neck and down to the arm on the other side.
 
   “Everybody that comes here is looking for somebody,” she said. “Please, take your pick. All of the girls in the waiting area are open for business.”
 
   Something in the woman’s tone and demeanor brought a flash of memory into the forefront of Kai’s mind. The way she spoke of the girls was casual, almost bored, as though they weren’t living, breathing people in her mind any more.
 
   “The girls?” said Kai, feeling his anger get the better of them. “The slaves, you mean?”
 
   Mistress Varella’s smile didn’t waver, though her eyes flickered with hard coldness.
 
   “Some of them are slaves,” she said. “But they have it better here, under my roof, than most of the poor freeman in the city.”
 
   “Do they really?” asked Kai. Underneath the table, he felt Sky flick him hard in the knee with her finger.
 
   “Slavery is something that occurs on a spectrum, young man,” said Mistress Varella. “As you can see, I’m a pacter. Would you call my bonded creature, Sin, who I saved from a meaningless life of jungle subsistence, a slave?”
 
   The snake on her arm slithered again, moving across Mistress Varella’s chest. She shuddered slightly, not in disgust, but out of cool pleasure, from the connection of the blood bond all pacters took to achieve symbiosis with their bonded beasts.
 
   “It’s not the same,” said Kai.
 
   Mistress Varella smiled.
 
   “Then what of her?” she asked, gesturing to Sky. Kai started, looking over at Sky and then back to Mistress Varella.
 
   “What?” He shook his head, a nervous tickle running up his spine.
 
   “I can tell from the eyes,” said Mistress Varella. “Oh, I’ve been in this business for a very long time. You may treat her as an equal, and I can only guess at your… unique circumstances, but I can see it. She is yours, as much as those slaves on display in my parlor are mine.”
 
   Kai sat up from the chair, almost knocking it backward from the floor. The snake on Mistress Varella tensed and readied itself to strike if need be. Sky grabbed Kai’s wrist and squeezed sharply, shooting him a reprimanding glare at the same time.
 
   “Please,” said Mistress Varella. “Relax. I apologize for my tongue, it sometimes leaves the rest of me behind when I get… excited.”
 
   Kai took a slow breath and nodded.
 
   “Look, I came here to find a man that might potentially be a business associate of yours,” said Kai. “A slaver by the name of Terrion.”
 
   Mistress Varella let out a small chuckle.
 
   “You are in luck,” she said. “I do know him, and I do not like him much. Far too cruel for my line of work.”
 
   Kai nodded. 
 
   “You can tell me where to look for him?” he asked.
 
   “I can do one better than that,” said Mistress Varella. “He’s right upstairs. For the right price, I’ll allow you to wait for him in my parlor, in a spot where he shan’t notice you as he takes his leave.”
 
   Kai glanced over at Sky, and then nodded.
 
   “Done.” He pulled out his stolen coin purse and began fishing out the coins within.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   Mistress Varella led Kai and Sky back into the brothel’s main chamber, seating them at a table in the corner of room where they could see patrons heading up and down the stairs without standing out. One of the girls came over and offered them both a drink, which Kai accepted after a bit of cajoling.
 
   “If Terrion really is upstairs, this might be easier than I thought,” said Kai. “We wait for him to show his face, and then if Selene is with him, all we have to do pick a moment to strike.”
 
   Two men by the bar were take deep inhales from a cannias root water pipe, the smoke hanging heavy on the air and giving the room a sweet smell. Sky had a distant look on her face and Kai frowned, remembering the comparison Mistress Varella had made.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   Sky leveled her gaze on him, meeting his eyes.
 
   “What the woman said before is closer to the truth than I think you’d like to admit,” she said.
 
   Kai scowled at her.
 
   “You aren’t my slave,” he said. “You are my equal. You’re a girl, smart, clever, beautiful…”
 
   He trailed off as his thoughts bristled with other, slightly less appropriate adjectives.
 
   “I know that,” said Sky. “And you know that. But we both also know that the bond between a spirit siren and its master is a powerful thing. If you ever wanted to, you could order me to do just about anything, and I wouldn’t have any choice but to obey.”
 
   “Sky,” said Kai, shaking his head. “That’s not… I’m not interested in controlling you. I’m not one of the Chosen, I’m not interested in anything more than rescuing Selene and living a peaceful life.”
 
   “At the moment, you aren’t,” said Sky. “But you would be a fool to ignore the power that you hold.”
 
   She crossed her arms and smiled slightly. He words cut deep at Kai’s emotions, and it almost seemed as though she was enjoying his reaction, pushing and prodding, perhaps even manipulating him into feeling a certain way. Kai took a deep breath that he’d intended to be calming and ended up getting a thick inhalation of cannias root smoke. He coughed and waved a hand through the space over the table.
 
   “Careful,” said Sky. “That stuff is pretty strong, even when you’re breathing it second hand.”
 
   Kai’s head already felt like it was spinning. He looked at Sky, seeing the soft curves of her face, and the alluring curves of her bust. A warm, tickling sensation of lust began to spread through him, and he slid his chair in a little closer to hers.
 
   “I think…” He laughed, suddenly feeling euphoric and a bit stupid. “I think it might be affecting me already.”
 
   Sky sighed and ran a hand through her hair, rolling her eyes.
 
   “You’re like a child,” she said. “All emotion and no sense.”
 
   “And you’re…” He grinned at her and reached a hand up to her cheek. “Beautiful…”
 
   Sky slapped it away, shaking her head and shooting him a severe look.
 
   “Focus,” she said. “Unless you want to end up dead. Breath through your nose and don’t look in the direction the smoke is coming from.”
 
   Kai nodded, having a sudden thought.
 
   “Why isn’t it affecting you?” he asked.
 
   “Because I’ve used a good bit of it before,” said Sky. “I built up a tolerance after a while.”
 
   “You… remember that?”
 
   Sky blinked, realizing the significance of what she’d just said.
 
   “Yes,” she said, looking pensive. “I guess I do. But it’s fuzzy, I don’t remember the details, or the context. Just the singular fact.”
 
   “You were a person before you became a spirit siren,” said Kai. “That must be what it means, right?”
 
   Sky didn’t say anything, and Kai was content to watch her sit there, the room spinning around him, his eyes drinking in the sight of her like fine wine. Coupled with the infectious vertigo was a sense of sickly sweet well-being, as though any time he ran into stress or trouble, he could just come back to the smoke, breathe it in, and take a load off.
 
   Kai almost didn’t notice when Terrion reached the bottom of the stairs and began walking across the brothel’s parlor. His emotions suddenly locked up, the sight of the slave master and what it would mean for Kai to be back under his grip ramming into his smoke induced relaxation. Terrion looked around the room, his eyes scanning directly across Kai and Sky and not stopping.
 
   “He doesn’t recognize you,” whispered Sky, her voice barely audible. Kai didn’t say anything. He almost wanted to laugh, but then his thoughts turned back to Selene, and he became deadly serious.
 
   Terrion didn’t appear to have anyone with him, other slavers, guards, or Selene. He spoke with Mistress Varella for a moment, shifting from foot to foot with unbalanced, drunken fidgets. Mistress Varella smiled at him and did a lot of nodding, and then Terrion was headed for the door.
 
   “We’re going to have to follow him,” whispered Sky. “Are you capable of doing that right now?”
 
   Kai nodded and held back giddy, cannias smoke induced laughter. He stood up from his chair and slowly headed for the door. Sky kept her shoulder pressed against his, and for good reason. It was a little hard for him to keep his footsteps even as he walked forward.
 
   Clouds had slid over the sky in the time they’d been inside the brothel, reducing the night’s visibility to what could be provided by the city’s very occasional lampposts. Sky was able to pick out Terrion from the half dozen people within line of sight of the street once they stepped outside, and Kai walked next to her, trying to act inconspicuous.
 
   The slaver’s gait was slow and uncoordinated, to the point where Kai was tempted to make a move on him early and make him reveal Selene’s location. Ultimately, he knew that it was an empty idea, and that Terrion was the type of man who’d rather spit in their faces then tell them anything, even drunk.
 
   After close to ten minutes of walking, Terrion came to a slow stop in front of a walled compound on the north side of town. Kai scowled and hoped that he was just taking a break from walking. Terrion walked up to the compound’s gate, knocked on it, and after a moment’s back and forth between him and the on duty guard, was allowed inside.
 
   “This doesn’t look good,” whispered Kai. The walls of the compound were easily a dozen feet high. He didn’t see any routes in from around back, from anywhere other than the single gate Terrion had walked through.
 
   “I can get inside,” said Sky. “I’ll travel through the void to get past the gate, get a look around, and come back to let you know what it looks like.”
 
   Kai thought about it for a moment and then shook his head.
 
   “No,” he said. “We both go in together.”
 
   Sky’s back tensed, and she looked at him like he’d just said something completely ridiculous.
 
   “That’s insane,” she said.
 
   “Could you do it?” asked Kai.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “With you, as my master, maybe. Definitely not with anyone else. The spirit essence I’d use up even just void stepping with you would be substantial.”
 
   “Then we’re doing it,” said Kai. “I can’t let you go in there alone.”
 
   “And how the heavens will we get back out?” asked Sky. “Even if we manage to find your friend without getting spotted, it’s not like we can just ask them to open the gate.”
 
   “We find a way up onto the wall and jump down,” said Kai. “And we fight anyone who gets in our way.”
 
   “You don’t even have a sword!” snapped Sky. She crossed her arms and frowned deeply at him. “I think the cannias root might still be affecting you. Please, stop and think about how much there is wrong with this plan.”
 
   “Sky,” he said. “We’re doing it.”
 
   Sky stood up tall in front of him, her eyes flashing to a deep, defiant blue.
 
   “Are you going to order me, master?” she said, her words coming out spiteful and angry. “Is that what this is going to come down to? It’s just like that brothel woman said, isn’t it?”
 
   Kai felt her words like a slap in the face. He looked away from her and ran his hand through his hair, breathing out slowly.
 
   “No, I won’t order you,” he said. “But it doesn’t change what I’m doing tonight if you won’t help me. Selene is all that I have, Sky.”
 
   Sky’s eyes shifted, losing a bit of their brightness and turning to shade of cool blue. An odd emotion flashed across her face, pain mixed with longing, with a touch of admiration.
 
   “Fine,” she said. “But, I’m warning you. You aren’t going to find this very pleasant.”
 
   “I’ll manage,” said Kai.
 
   “Stay close to me and keep moving,” said Sky. “Distance works differently in the void, but we shouldn’t have to go far to make it inside that wall.”
 
   “Got it,” he said.
 
   Sky frowned and let out a long sigh.
 
   “And please,” she said, shaking her head, “Don’t listen to anything said by the deities, but especially don’t insult them.”
 
   “Uh… what?” Kai started to ask just what she meant by that, but Sky had already taken his hand. He felt a pulse of something surge through him, along with a flash of blindingly white light, and a vague sensation of having his body turned inside out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   The transfer was instantaneous and disorienting in a way that shook Kai to the marrow of his bones. Gone were Last Port’s sandstone streets and the shadowy sprawl of its buildings. In their place was a psychedelic voidscape of pulsating colors, mist, and confusion.
 
   Kai had no sense of direction, no way of telling which way was up or down. He floated freely through the air, staring into the distance at what looked like fireflies the size of marbles, each a different color, slowly wandering through the fog.
 
   There was no horizon, and Kai could see blackness off in the distance, lit in spots by the magical fireflies and luminescent mist. Ghostly apparitions floated by, blinking into existence for a couple of moments and then flicking into nothingness after a couple of feet.
 
   “Kai!” Sky’s voice sounded far off, as though she was shouting out to him from the far end of a tunnel. “Take my hand!”
 
   Kai turned to look and saw Sky, or at least, what he thought was Sky. Her body was veiled in fantastically bright light, shifting from one color to another in much the same way her eyes did in the physical realm. She looked beautiful and pure, as though what he was seeing was what she was on the inside, her soul, her essence.
 
   He reached out and took her hand and felt the both of them begin to float in what seemed to Kai to be a totally random direction. He couldn’t stop his gaze from wandering around, noting strange anomalies below them and to the side. Massive spheres of glowing, colorful energy hovered hundreds of feet in the distance. A small group of feminine looking apparitions writhed together, all of them in a single clump, like a ball of mating snakes.
 
   It was too much for him. He shut his eyes and let out a soft sound of discomfort. He felt Sky’s hand squeeze against his, a small measure of calm coming through it. 
 
   “We’ll be through soon,” she said. “It’s okay. Just hold onto my hand.”
 
   “What… is this?” Kai felt his heart racing in his chest. The world around him twisted, and he and Sky with it, as though they were tumbling through the air. Several of the colored dots were forming into a shape behind them, or possible being drawn onto one of the apparitions too faint to see, giving it an outline against the fog.
 
   “”Close your eyes if you have to,” said Sky. “Just focus on holding my hand.”
 
   It felt as though they were moving at a cripplingly slow pace. There was no way for Kai to have any sense of scale. The space he was in could have been the size of a city or the size of all of Faldion, for all he knew. It wasn’t linear, and nothing moved through it in a predictable way, all of the lights, colors, and ghostly shapes choosing their own anchor points to orient themselves against.
 
   Something was moving toward them, however. It was a mass of pink and red lights, set into the shape of a curvaceous woman at least ten times the size of Kai and Sky. Kai could sense Sky’s apprehension as it closed in on them.
 
   “Don’t look at it, Kai!” shouted Sky. “Keep your eyes forward!”
 
   Kai felt her hand squeeze even tighter against his, and he squeezed back. The section of the void ahead of them was twisting, spiraling around to the left, and taking them with it. Kai felt a hideous sensation as something close to the core of his body knotted and unknotted, nausea flooding through him. His eyes tried and failed to compensate for the sensation. It made what he’d felt from the cannias root seem like a simple bout of dizziness.
 
   “Almost there!” Sky suddenly lurched forward, dragging Kai with her. The lights and luminescent fog around them began to fade. Kai chanced a glance over his shoulder and saw the massive feminine apparition reaching out for him.
 
   “Ooh…” it whispered. “So young, and so strong.”
 
   “Kai!” screamed Sky. “Lean forward!”
 
   Kai did so, only being able to tell which way she meant from the urging of her hand against his. He felt the reverse of the initial transition that had brought him through into void, as though going from being immaterial to existing in the physical realm, all of the sensations of his body snapping into being at the same time.
 
   They were in the shadows of the slaver’s compound, just inside the wall. The sky was reassuringly normal overhead, cloudy with a few stars poking through in choice locations. Kai spent a few moments breathing deeply and letting his heart relax, still reeling from the experience.
 
   A single large sandstone building stood at the center of the compound. The only guard that Kai could see stood on top of the wall by the gate, facing away from them. Sky still held his hand, and watched him with concerned eyes as he recovered.
 
   “Are you okay?” she whispered.
 
   Kai forced himself to nod.
 
   “You didn’t tell me that it was going to be that weird,” he said.
 
   “You get used to it after a while,” said Sky. “It’s probably harder for you without any magical aptitude to use to keep your bearings about you.”
 
   “Apparently.” He nodded toward the building. “Let’s see if we can find a discrete way to get inside.”
 
   He and Sky stuck close to the wall, taking advantage of the shadows, as they moved around to the rear of the building. A single wooden door swung open on its hinges, leading to a dark hallway. Kai could hear muffled voices coming from within, punctuated by the occasional burst of group laughter.
 
   “Let’s sneak in quietly,” he said.
 
   “How do you expect to find your friend?” asked Sky. “Are you just going to search every room, one by one?”
 
   Kai frowned. She was right, and he was fully aware of how futile it would be charge into a building full of an unknown number of assailants, without even knowing the basic layout.
 
   “I need a distraction,” he said. “Do you think you can arrange something?”
 
   Sky looked thoughtful for a moment and then nodded.
 
   “Not a problem,” she said. “But if things go sour, I’m getting you out of there, with or without the girl.”
 
   Kai felt a flash of anger and bit back his first response, knowing that there was zero benefit in arguing with Sky at the moment.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “I’ll wait here. Try to pull as many of them out from inside the building as you can.”
 
   Sky nodded and then disappeared in a flash of light. Kai was alone, and felt his anxiety flare on behalf of the wellbeing of both Selene and Sky. Seconds went by, close to a full minute, before the disturbance began.
 
   Sky appeared on top of the wall, directly behind the main gate guard. She pushed him squarely between the shoulder blades and he tumbled forward to the ground below, letting out a panicked cry as he fell.
 
   There was a questioning shout from within the building, and then a couple of men walked out front. Sky teleported again, moving outside of Kai’s view, and he heard the guard that had been watching the gate let out another terrified cry.
 
   “Markus?” shouted one of the men. “What’s wrong?”
 
   More men left the building, all of them opening the gate and flooding out to find their lost compatriot. Kai waited a beat, and then made his way over to the building’s back door, staying in a low crouch as he headed inside.
 
   He stopped for a moment to listen. The building was close to silent, all of the noise having moved outside in pursuit of the distraction. Kai chewed his lip, and then, lacking any better idea, cleared his throat.
 
   “Selene?” he called out, in a voice just loud enough to carry through the building without leaking outside. “Selene!”
 
   “…Kai?” Selene’s voice came from upstairs. Kai found the nearest staircase and hurried toward it. 
 
   “Selene!” he called again. There was no answering reply. He picked the door that seemed closest to where her voice had come from initially and pushed it open.
 
   Selene was on the other side of the room, still wearing the same rags Kai had last seen her in. She was still shackled, still helpless, and more downtrodden than he’d ever seen her before in the time that they’d know each other. 
 
   There was just enough light in the room to illuminate her face, the cut across her forehead, and the swollen, purple bruise across one of her cheeks. And her eyes, soft and brown, and now lacking any of the spark and vitality that she’d cultivated in herself under their old master.
 
   “You came back to me.” Terrion’s voice reached Kai a split second before the edge of his knife pressed against his throat, near hard enough to cut flesh. “Saves me the trouble of tracking you down.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   Kai’s entire body tensed up, readying itself to strike like a coiled snake. He felt Terrion wiggle the blade slightly against his neck, warning him off that course of action.
 
   “Oh, you are a fool, boy,” said Terrion. “A pathetic little sand haired fool. A Meridian without the ripping sense to know his place.”
 
   “You’re a bastard,” growled Kai. He flashed his eyes toward Selene, and where she lay chained in the back of the room. Her face was empty, her soul beaten, and she gave no sign of being able to help him in any way.
 
   “And you’re a slave,” said Terrion. “Oh, if you had any idea how angry I was when the bird arrived with news of your escape. I spent hours thinking about how I’d kill you, how I’d lay you alive, and how I’d make her watch.”
 
   Selene let out a tiny whimper. Kai reached a hand out toward her, only to have Terrion grab one of his fingers and give it a hard twist, almost breaking it.
 
   “No, I think I’ll keep you alive now,” said Terrion. “I want to see how you fair when I show you how me and your little girlfriend here have been getting along.”
 
   “You ripping bastard!” Kai let out a snarl and tried to twist, ignoring the pain and potential of the knife against his neck. Terrion seized him by the hair and bared his neck, preparing to give the killing slash if need be.
 
   And then, quite suddenly, Sky was in the room with them. Kai could only see her out of the corner of his vision, but she slammed forward into Terrion from the side, knocking him to the floor. Kai coughed and fell forward, a small trickle of blood running down from a shallow scrape the knife had opened up on his neck.
 
   Terrion tried to scramble to his feet, but Sky was faster, and maybe even stronger than he was. She broke his knife hand with a vicious stomp, cast the blade out a nearby window, and smirked at him.
 
   “You don’t even know what you’re doing,” she said. “You’re too pathetic, too self-absorbed to realize when you’re staring death in the face.”
 
   “You bitch!” snarled Terrion. Sky punched him in the face, her arm flashing into a blur and breaking his noise soundly.
 
   “If I had the time, I’d torture you to death,” she whispered. “It’s men like you that are the most fun. All of the bravado and arrogance melts away, and you’re left with something real, something honest.”
 
   Terrion made a noise that was a mixture of pain, and unbelievably, fear. Kai was already up and moving, pulling the key ring from Terrion’s belt and trying key after key in Selene’s lock.
 
   “Come on,” he muttered. “Come on!”
 
   Selene wouldn’t look at him. She kept her gaze aimed downward, at the floor. Kai felt a pain in his heart, and almost wanted to cry. He tried another key, and finally found the right one, the shackles opening and releasing her.
 
   “Selene,” said Kai. “Selene, can you walk?”
 
   She didn’t nod or react to having been spoken to, but slowly rose to her feet. Kai put his arm under her shoulder and helped her move across the room.
 
   “Kai!” shouted Sky. “We’re going to have to go out the front!”
 
   “Alright! I’m-”
 
   The sound of animal paws thundering against the building’s floor gave them a half second of warning before Terrion’s bound beast, a massive wolf, crashed into the room. Terrion let out a furious snarl that the wolf mirrored, and then Kai felt the creature slam into him and Selene, knocking them both apart.
 
   “Selene!” he shouted. Sky rushed forward, moving between Kai and the wolf, though her eyes flickered with fear as she faced off against it. Kai tried to move around the wolf to get to Selene, but Terrion, his nose still releasing a torrent of blood, managed to reach her first.
 
   “Stop or the girl gets it!” shouted Terrion.
 
   Kai let out a wordless yell and charged forward. He barely perceived another of Terrion’s guards stepping into the doorway, bow held in hand. The shaft ripped loose a half second later, headed directly toward him.
 
   Sky slammed into him from the side, simultaneously triggering a void transfer. Time seemed to slow to a crawl, and Kai turned in just such a way as to see the arrow heading directly toward his chest. It was a killing shot, if not for the glow that flashed around him, and the twisting, inside out sensation that beat it out by a split second.
 
   He was floating again. Multicolored lights and thick fog surrounded him, as though he hovered at the intersection of a rainbow and a cloud, surrounded by an innumerable variety of fireflies. Kai screamed Selene’s name, but the sound came out strangely, turning in on itself immediately and refusing to carry.
 
   He saw Sky floating a few feet away, reaching her hand out toward him. Kai managed to calm his emotions enough to do the logical thing, and reach for her. They had just started to drift closer together when a noise shook the very air around them.
 
   The apparition he’d seen before, on his first trip through the void, was moving toward him, fast. The various colored firefly lights stuck to its giant, femininely shaped body, pulled in by magic or some other force. Kai looked over toward Sky and saw a look of terror on her face. Her hand shook as she reached for him, a little more desperate than she’d been before.
 
   A beautiful, perfectly seductive laugh rang out through the air. The apparition’s hand reached Kai before Sky’s did, wrapping warm, ethereal fingers around him, each the size of Kai’s arm. The apparition pulled him up and away from Sky, turning him around so he was looking into its face.
 
   The lights stuck to the apparition’s cheeks, forehead, neck, even its breasts. All of them suddenly pulsed in unison, and Kai felt an intense blast of emotion, of lust and euphoria too strong to feel good.
 
   “You’re powerful, for one so little,” cooed the apparition. The words were loud enough to make Kai fear for the integrity of his ear drums, but the laws that governed such things appeared to be different in the void.
 
   The lights pulsed bright again and Kai screamed, feeling his body snap to arousal as though a lever had been pushed. He saw the apparition as it was before him, a thing of power, but of beauty and seduction as well. He felt his own sanity as a tangible thing, and felt it slipping away as the apparition’s power washed over him.
 
   “Oh,” whispered the apparition. “Where are my manners? This must be quite the experience for you.”
 
   The lights pulsed again. Kai almost wanted to sob. It was too much, the pleasure sharp and edged, the sensations tickling over his body feeling like a molestation of his soul. Sky was flying toward the apparition’s hand in a desperate bid to knock Kai loose. He watched as the apparition raised its free hand, touched it to its lips, and then blew Sky a kiss, throwing her back a distance that must have been close to a mile, by standard measurement.
 
   “Let’s go somewhere more comfortable, shall we?” The apparition pursed its lips at Kai, and then moved forward, stepping through a tear in the fabric of the void itself and taking him with it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   “There. This should be more comfortable for you.”
 
   Kai slowly opened his eyes. He was no longer in the void, or at least the section of it that Sky had introduced him to. He was lying in the center of an ancient outdoor amphitheater, with rows of white marble seating rising up and forming an enclosure around him. The sky overhead was blue and full of fluffy clouds, and the sun was out, solidly announcing that the apparition had not brought him back to the physical realm, or at least not back to Faldion.
 
   “Where am I?” Kai muttered. 
 
   He turned in a full circle, sweeping his eyes across his surroundings. Standing a half dozen yards away from him was a young woman with reddish blonde hair and petite features. She wore a loose white dress, sleeveless and cut low in the front. Her feet were bare, and she was smiling at him.
 
   “You’re here,” said the woman. “With me.”
 
   She took a few slow steps forward, exuding a sense of calm and warmth. A gentle breeze blew, and her dress blew in the wind, causing it to fly up and reveal tantalizing glimpses of leg and thigh.
 
   “Who are you?” asked Kai.
 
   “Azalea,” said the woman.
 
   Kai shook his head, frowning at her. She took another step toward him, and suddenly he found that he couldn’t take his eyes off her.
 
   “What are you?” Kai shook his head, feeling a kernel of fear crystalize inside his chest, despite the emotional force of the woman’s will pushing down on him, trying to subdue him into relaxation.
 
   “I’m a deity,” she said, a small, amused smile playing across her lips. “I represent the forces of love, lust, pleasure and desire.”
 
   Kai could only stare at her, his mouth hanging open in disbelief. He took a step back, feeling a chill run up his spine. Azalea closed in on him, her smile growing with each step she took.
 
   “I can’t be here,” said Kai. “I was… in the middle of something. Of saving someone, someone that I care about.”
 
   The details were fuzzy, probably an effect of the deity’s aura. He forced himself to think, and remembered Selene, the beauty of her smile, the kindness she’d shown him throughout the time they’d known each other. Azalea let out a shudder of pleasure and licked her lips.
 
   “Oh, you are a wonderful find, indeed,” she said, softly. “You love her, don’t you?”
 
   “What?” Kai shook his head. He wanted to sprint away from the deity, but knew without needing to be told that he’d be unable to escape from her on his own. He was in her realm, existing under her rules. There would be no leaving unless she allowed it.
 
   “You’re so full of emotion,” whispered Azalea. “I need to feel it. I need to feel you.”
 
   She took several more steps forward, putting herself within arm’s length of Kai. The sight of her, even fully clothed, was erotic in a way that nothing he’d experienced in his life ever before had been. He felt himself growing hard from the sight of her, his heart pounding in his chest, his body shouting for him to pull her in closer.
 
   “Here.” Azalea reached out and took Kai’s hands into hers. She lifted them up slowly, placing them onto her breasts. They were small, coming to a point at the nipple in the center.
 
   Kai tried to pull back, instinctively knowing that something was wrong with the situation. She wanted something from him, perhaps the same spirit essence that Sky needed for her abilities. Kai tried to pull his hands back, and instead, found himself groping her soft chest and stepping in closer to her, unable to stop it from happening.
 
   “It’s so nice here, isn’t it?” whispered Azalea. “Sunny, with just the right amount of breeze.”
 
   She leaned her face forward, letting her breath tickle Kai’s neck. One of her hands slid across Kai’s tunic and down to his trousers. He felt her palm slide across his hardness and let out a moan of pure lust.
 
   Azalea represented an intrinsic element of feminine nature. She was young, girlish in appearance, everything about her suggesting an eager fertility, open to being taken and enjoyed. She inched closer to Kai and began to plant soft, youthful kisses on his cheek and neck, slowly letting her lips slide across to meet his.
 
   Kai kissed her back. She tasted like sweet fruit and freshwater, and a tremor of sexual energy flowed out of him and into her. Azalea pulled back suddenly, letting out a soft moan, and then pushed herself more tightly against him, lifting up one of her legs to grind her crotch into his.
 
   “…No,” Kai mumbled. “This is… bad.”
 
   “It is bad,” Azalea whispered. “It’s so bad, and so wrong.”
 
   She reached down to the bottom hem of her dress and pulled it up and over her head. Azalea was entirely naked underneath, and Kai drank in the sight of her small breasts, her slim waist, the curve of her butt and her flawless, nude skin.
 
   Kai’s clothes came next, and despite himself, he didn’t fight her as she stripped them off him. In seconds, he stood as naked as she did, gritting his teeth and using every ounce of willpower he had to resist what she was offering. He knew at a deep, intrinsic level that giving in would mean the end of him, perhaps not immediately, but over time. 
 
   Azalea pushed her naked body against him and kissed him, letting her tongue lance out against his as their embrace deepened. Kai was grinding his erect cock into her stomach, wanting nothing more than to pin her against the ground and give her the hard lesson that so many young women are secretly eager to learn.
 
   He reminded himself that she was no young girl, no human, even. It made no difference to his body. It didn’t change how soft she felt against him, how hot the lips of her cunt felt as they rubbed up the length of his thigh. It didn’t change how tiny she was, and how easy it would be for him to lift her into the air and find the right angle for mutual pleasure.
 
   Azalea reached her hand down and wrapped her fingers around his cock. Kai let out a gasp. It was as though she’d taken him by the soul of his masculinity, seized the part of his being that allowed him to love and lust. She gave it a slow, soft stroke, letting her thumb run across the head of Kai’s cock and driving him wild with desire.
 
   “Time works differently here,” she whispered. “Whether it takes me minutes to seduce you, or years, it changes nothing. We will be together here, undisturbed, enjoying each other, experiencing the true depths of forbidden pleasure.”
 
   “Ugh…” Kai couldn’t make his mouth form words beyond simple moans and noises of pleasure. He felt the girl moving her hand faster along his cock, squeezing and caressing it with unbelievable softness. He was within seconds of blowing his load, and she stopped as though she could sense exactly what he was feeling.
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather put it inside me?” Azalea stepped up on her tippy toes, bringing herself up high enough to let her cunt briefly brush over Kai’s cock. “Or perhaps like this?”
 
   She turned around and leaned forward, letting her hands hang behind her, for him to grab if he so wanted. Kai’s entire body screamed with desire, and only through drawing from every sliver of discipline in his being was he able to hold himself back from going wild.
 
   “My lips…” whispered Azalea, as she dropped down to her knees. “You would like how they feel, I think.”
 
   Kai couldn’t stop what happened next, and truthfully, he did not want to. Azalea flashed her girlish green eyes up at him and then planted a soft kiss on the tip of his erection. It sent a burst of pure, intoxicating pleasure through Kai’s crotch and into the rest of his body, and his knees almost buckled from the intensity of it.
 
   Azalea giggled, the sound of it like a beautiful, high pitched bell. She extended her tongue forward, holding it out a half inch away from the head of Kai’s cock. She didn’t move, waiting for him to come to her, forcing him to give in if the encounter were to continue.
 
   Kai kept his body tense, fighting a losing battle to keep himself still, to keep from giving in. His hips moved forward as though pulled by a separate force, sliding his cock along the girl deity’s tongue, into her mouth. She immediately began to suck and Kai felt a cry of pleasure escape him.
 
   He forced himself to lean back, away from her, falling to the white stone of the amphitheater’s floor underneath them. His fall was slower than it should have been, floating him down onto his back instead of giving him the crash landing he’d hoped would snap him back to his senses. 
 
   Azalea began crawling forward as soon as Kai touched down. She planted kiss after kiss, sliding herself in between his legs, letting her lips trace their way up to his cock. With the final kiss, she took his erection into her mouth, and then even further than that.
 
   Kai reached out desperately, shouting in pleasure as the tiny deity girl let his cock slip into her the sweet depths of her throat. She showed no apparent discomfort at the act, and in fact, her mouth and throat massaged Kai in a way that went beyond what any human should have been capable of.
 
   The pleasure inside of him was like an out of control wildfire, like the flowing magma he’d seen the Fire Chosen’s spirit siren direct. Kai slid his hands into Azalea’s hair and began to pump his hips up, thrusting into her. She made tiny pleased noises each time he moved, as though she was somehow taking sexual pleasure from having him fuck her face.
 
   It was sex of a kind that felt more like a drug than a physical act. Azalea seemed to draw from every bit of arousal Kai had ever experienced in his life, feeding it back to him as she sucked lustfully on his erection and gave him pleasure with her lips and mouth.
 
   He was on the brink, close enough to an orgasm to have nearly crossed the point of no return, when Azalea pulled back. Kai felt disappointment flood through him, but only for a moment. 
 
   She slid herself up, straddling him, and carefully lowered himself onto his cock. As soon as the tip of his erection was inside of her, any semblance of self-control remaining within Kai vanished in a puff of lust and desire and raw, physical need.
 
   He set his hands on her buttocks and pulled her down onto his cock roughly. Azalea let out a cry of ecstasy, falling into rhythm, following Kai’s lead as he bounced her up and down on his cock. Her body slapped down on his, echoing off the walls of the amphitheater in the distance.
 
   Kai flipped her underneath him on the hard stone and gave her a passionate kiss as he began thrusting from the top. Her legs wrapped around him so tightly that he feared something might snap, but it was only a side consideration as he pounded the desire deity senseless.
 
   His chest was flat against hers, and he could feel her nipples pushing back against his flesh. Azalea wrapped her arms around him, urging him on for the last few seconds of the act. Kai couldn’t hold out any longer, and this time, he would not stand for her teasing him.
 
   He let his hips slam into her at a furious pace, his entire body seizing up as he reached the final thrust. Kai’s seed exploded out, flooding into the girl like a river exploding through the wall of a dam. She shuddered and shivered, raking her fingernails against has back, nuzzling her face into the nape of his neck. Kai dissolved into pleasure, his head pounding with ecstasy. The world faded to black, and he let it happen.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Kai lost track of how long it went on for, how many times Azalea put him through the same sexual routine. Each time it ended with him blacking out, losing consciousness from the intensity of the pleasure flooding through him. And each time he’d wake up, Azalea would be back at it, laughing and giggling like a school girl with a new favorite toy.
 
   Kai blinked his eyes open, at least a dozen times through the same pattern. Azalea was crouched next to his cock, slowly licking and sucking. It was a mixture of pleasure and pain, an experience that made him shudder from the contrast. It was getting hard for him to remember why he was there, and what he’d been doing in the first place to end up her captive.
 
   Azalea bounced her head back and forth, bobbing her lips up and down. Kai felt his heart speeding up to unhealthy levels, and his fingers and toes began twitching in weird motions. It was similar to the reactions he’d heard about happening to people who inhaled too much cannias root smoke, except in his case, an overdose of pleasure.
 
   “You can let yourself enjoy it,” whispered Azalea. “If there’s anything else I can do to help you along… just say the word.”
 
   She padded her tongue against the sensitive underside of Kai’s shaft, causing him to let out a pleasure moan.
 
   “Stop…” he said. “Please. I can’t take it anymore.”
 
   “You don’t really want me to stop, now do you?” cooed Azalea. “Me, to stop? With my lips? With my mouth, and the rest of my body?”
 
   A noise came from within the amphitheater behind Kai. It took him a second to recollect his thoughts enough to recognize it as something abnormal and turn around to look. 
 
   Sky stood not far from them in front of one of the white stone walls, her arms crossed and her eyes narrowed. She still wore her new clothes, the fine white dress and leather leggings that she’d bought for herself back at the tailor’s. A flood of memories hit Kai, and he remembered what he was supposed to be doing.
 
   “Get away from her, Kai,” said Sky. “It’s time for us to go.”
 
   “You harlot!” screamed Azalea. She pulled her hand back and threw forth a blast of glowing magical energy, which took the form of the brightly colored, neon firefly dots from back in the void.
 
   The energy came with a foot or so of Sky before deflecting itself off to the side. She had a cold smile on her face, and made a gesture out of running her fingers through her soft blonde hair.
 
   “You can’t hurt me, demon,” said Sky. “The void is my element. You may as well throw water at a fish.”
 
   Azalea looked as though she was about to let out a wretched scream, and then hesitated. She slid back down to the ground next to Kai and began stroking off his still hard cock. Kai moaned and looked up, feeling lust surge through him, despite how tired he was.
 
   “He’s the one who has to make the choice to leave,” said Azalea. “And right now, I do think he’s quite comfortable where he is.”
 
   Sky frowned and met his eyes. Kai felt suddenly ashamed of himself. He wanted nothing more than to get up, to walk over to Sky, and to get out of amphitheater, the prison of passion he found himself in.
 
   His body was of another mind. Azalea brought her lips down to his cock and began working them on it with more enthusiasm than she’d used at any point in their sex sessions previously. Kai’s body seemed to insist with every fiber of its being that it would be okay if he waited for another couple of seconds, for just long enough for one more powerful, mind numbing orgasm.
 
   “Kai.” Sky walked over, ignoring the presence of the lust deity, and crouched down next to him. “Quit being a fool and get on your feet.”
 
   “I doubt he can even hear you,” whispered Azalea. “And if he can, I doubt your words are a match for my lips… and my body.”
 
   Azalea took Kai’s hand and pulled it to her breasts. He tried to keep his eyes on Sky, but found himself fighting a losing battle. There was something about Azalea’s sexuality that was overpowering, refined and honed to perfection. And it was too much for him.
 
   “Kai…” Sky glared at him for a moment, and then let out a strange sigh. Her cheeks flushed bright red, and she blinked several times in quick succession. “You… don’t have to choose, you know.”
 
   “Don’t listen to her,” whispered Azalea. “Just lean your head back and enjoy it.”
 
   Kai felt Azalea push her head forward, taking his cock deep into her mouth and what lay beyond it. Still, he forced his attention toward Sky, hanging on her next words, desperate for a solution to his hard problem.
 
   “If you come back with me through the void, into the physical realm,” said Sky, “We can… have our own fun, there.”
 
   The words sounded odd, a little forced. Sky’s face burned with shame as she spoke, but she held her expression steady. Slowly, with hesitant movements, she cupped her arms underneath her breasts and leaned forward, showcasing her cleavage for him. Kai felt a pang of something in his chest, not lust, not even desire, but a powerful sense of empathy. She was trying to save him, by any means necessary.
 
   “Sky…” he whispered. A pulse of energy and willpower waved through him, and he rolled, pulling himself out of Azalea’s reach.
 
   “No!” shrieked the lust deity. “You cannot leave here, yet!”
 
   She began to grow in size, returning to the massive, ghostly apparition that Kai had seen originally in the void. He stumbled back into his clothes and Sky seized him by the hand. He felt the familiar sensation of his body being turned inside out just as the lust deity lashed her hand out in a dangerous slap.
 
   Kai collapsed onto the ground instantly as the two reentered the physical realm. He felt dry clay and crabgrass underneath his fingers, and turned his head to see the road leading toward city of Last Port a couple of miles in the distance. Sky stood over him, frowning.
 
   “It was a bad idea for you to enter the void with me,” she said. “You don’t have the same protections over you that I do, Kai. This could have ended with a far worse outcome than it did.”
 
   Kai opened his mouth to respond and let out a harsh, body wracking cough. He took a few deep breaths and focused his thoughts, remembering Selene, remembering the rescue, remembering how close they’d come.
 
   “You’re right,” he said. “I concede. But it doesn’t matter now. We have to… get back to the compound immediately.”
 
   “Look up at the sky, Kai,” said Sky. Kai frowned at her, and then glanced up at the clouds. The sun was high overhead, signaling sometime in the late morning or early afternoon. He blinked, realizing what that meant.
 
   “I was trapped in the void… all night?” he asked, in disbelief.
 
   “It’s been three days,” said Sky. “I’d almost given up finding you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   “Three days?”
 
   Kai stared at Sky, his emotions verging on disbelief. Her expression was tired and distant, and she nodded her head slowly.
 
   “Three days,” she repeated. “I moved outside the city after that... thing, grabbed you. I saw the slaver leave with your friend shortly after.”
 
   “Selene,” said Kai. “We have to go after her. Immediately. There’s no telling what Terrion’s done. It might already be too late!”
 
   Kai started heading in an eastern direction, away from Last Port and back toward the river camp. Sky immediately moved to block his path, her eyes flashing with cold, serious, determination.
 
   “No,” she said. “We can’t move on them just yet.”
 
   A thick storm cloud slid in front of the sun above them, darkening the ambient light of the area around them. Kai stared at Sky, feeling his anger and concern vying for dominance over his emotions.
 
   “I don’t have any ripping time to sit around, Sky!” snapped Kai. “Three days! Terrion’s not the type of master to just let her be for that amount of time.”
 
   “You’ll get yourself killed if you try to rescue her right now,” said Sky. “We already tried once and failed. And now we’re both exhausted, and Terrion knows we’ll be coming.”
 
   “I can manage,” said Kai.
 
   Sky glared at him.
 
   “I can’t,” she said, her voice dropping into the range of a whisper. “Kai… I used almost all of my magic to find you.”
 
   Kai exhaled through gritted teeth. His temples pounded out a painful rhythm, the headache brought on by exhaustion, worry, or some combination of the two.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “How long do you need to rest for?”
 
   Sky’s cheeks reddened slightly. Her foot fidgeted against a small patch of scrub weed, digging into the dry ground beneath it.
 
   “I need… more than just rest,” she said. “You’re going to have to give me some of your spirit essence.”
 
   Kai blinked, realizing what she was saying. He felt a strange sense of paranoia run through him, the experience of having been captured and used by Azalea still fresh in his mind. It was different with Sky, he reminded himself. She was his spirit siren, and technically, he was her master.
 
   “Alright,” said Kai. “Of course. If that’s what you need, and you’ll be able to help me get Selene back afterward, then it’s no problem.”
 
   Sky’s cheeks reddened even further. Kai couldn’t help but smile at her, and she glared at him in return, angry at her own vulnerable situation.
 
   “I have a small camp set up under the tree cover nearby,” said Sky. “We can… spend some time there.”
 
   Kai nodded slowly and followed after her to the place she’d indicated. He was surprised to find a rough leather tent hidden in the foliage, with a bedroll spread out inside and a moderate amount of food provisions.
 
   “Did you rob a traveler, or something?” asked Kai.
 
   “No,” said Sky. “I still had money left over.”
 
   “Oh.” Kai shrugged, and stood next to the tent. He watched Sky, a little unsure of how to proceed.
 
   Sky looked supremely uncomfortable. She blushed and fidgeted as though it were her first time, finally waving her hand and stepping in close enough to Kai.
 
   “Alright,” she said. “Now… kiss me.”
 
   “You’re kind of bad at this,” said Kai.
 
   Sky glared at him, and in that moment, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. A shiver of pleasure shot through him, making him tingle to the tips of his fingers and toes. He could smell Sky, like fresh air on a cool summer day.
 
   She kissed back, and Kai allowed himself to deepen it, putting one hand on her waist and pulling her into him. It was different from the way the encounters with Azalea had been. Sky’s pleasures were based in the natural world and touched with magic, lacking the sickly sweet sense of ecstasy the lust deity had projected.
 
   Sky pulled back for a moment, running her hand across Kai’s back. She was taking small, quick breaths, excitement running through her. Kai pulled her against him, kissing her neck softly, slowly letting his lips find their way back to her mouth. He was hard, and something about that felt a little wrong. Sky was Sky, his spirit siren, his circumstantial new best friend, not someone for him to be lusting after sexually.
 
   “We should… slide into the tent,” whispered Sky. “I just need to take a little more.”
 
   “How much more?” asked Kai. His hands ran down her back, resting on her firm buttocks for a moment. Sky flinched away from the touch, clearly dealing with her own hang ups in regards to what they were doing.
 
   “I’m going to need a stronger source of your essence,” whispered Sky. She met his gaze for a moment, blushing fiercely, and then tapped Kai’s bulging erection with a single finger.
 
   “Oh,” said Kai. “Oh!”
 
   Again, he felt the difference between Sky and her need and how the lust deity had handled him. Sky was nervous, conflicted, and concerned for them both. She had a stake in their friendship, in what came next, and was determined to keep it from getting any more dramatic or emotionally chaotic than it needed to.
 
   “We’ll do it quick,” whispered Sky. “And we’ll just forget about it afterward.”
 
   “Right,” said Kai.
 
   “You don’t actually have to, well you know,” said Sky.
 
   Kai didn’t know, and frowned slightly. Sky was already sliding into the tent and clearly too embarrassed to elaborate. He crouched down to follow after her and felt his jaw drop open.
 
   Sky had slid out of her clothes on the way into the tent with the ease and dexterity of a cat. She was naked, and yet still blushing, still trying to cover herself. Her breasts looked larger outside of the dress, and her body was athletic, not muscular, per se, but the best balance between muscle and soft flesh any woman could have found.
 
   She also had a hand held tightly against her crotch, tighter than the arm covering her breasts. Her naked thighs and gorgeous, pale legs seemed almost to be a third erogenous zone for Kai’s gaze, graceful and sexual at the same time.
 
   Sky cleared her throat, and Kai realized that he’d been leering at her for several full seconds. He started to slide into the tent, and then hesitated, pausing instead at the edge to disrobe, just as she had. 
 
   He pulled his tunic off and set it to the ground, revealing the lean muscle of his chest and biceps, and also the faint whip scars across his shoulders and back. Sky was watching him intently, much as he’d watched her, drinking in the sight of her partner in the nude.
 
   Kai slid his trousers down, not bothering to conceal his hard cock as it snapped into view. Sky made a small, almost inaudible noise of surprise when she saw it, and Kai smiled. He’d been told that he was on the well-endowed side before, not that such things had mattered to him much back when he’d been an enslaved man.
 
   “Alright,” he said, sliding into the tent next to her. “Let’s, uh, just take things slow.”
 
   Sky nodded, and he saw her relax a little. She was lying across her bedroll, which had just enough room left for Kai to slide in next to her, but not much more. His cock was only an inch away from prodding into her stomach, and it made the situation feel charged with erotic potential.
 
   Kai shifted, bringing his face in close to Sky’s, and planted a soft kiss on her cheek. She turned his lips to face his, and they shared a proper kiss, her mouth moving against his with more illicit urgency than it had before. They were naked and they were in the tent together. They were there to do something, and they both knew what.
 
   Sky’s hand slid down the side of Kai’s body, slowly dancing its way down to leg, and then over to his crotch. When the first of her fingers made contact with his hardness, Kai couldn’t stop himself from letting out a moan. It was intense and real, and the pleasure that came from it struck deep to his core in a way that was unlike anything he’d experienced from Azalea.
 
   “I just need… your essence,” whispered Sky.
 
   She let the tip of his cock push against the soft center of her palm, and then slowly wrapped her fingers around Kai’s hard cock, giving it a gentle caress. Kai threw his head back against the stiff bedroll, suddenly feeling all of Sky’s sexual presence and power. It was a combination of her magic and her, something irresistible, something that most men would die to get a taste of. It was Sky, his friend and protector, and now lover, out of necessity.
 
   “Oh, by the heavens,” whispered Kai. “That… that feels good.”
 
   Sky kept stroking, slowly and sensually. She’d twisted herself at an angle to keep the interesting parts of her breasts out of Kai’s line of sight, and part of him was a little furious with her for it. But her hand felt incredible, and with it, she had power over him, slowly gripping and controlling him by the point of his masculinity.
 
   “Are you almost there?” whispered Sky.
 
   Instead of answering her, Kai slipped a little closer on the bedroll, letting his cock glide across her inner thigh, close to the point. Sky flinched back slightly, giving his cock a squeeze and turning him away at the same time.
 
   “It would be… too much,” she whispered. “I can’t take that much essence, yet.”
 
   Kai almost put a protest into words, but Sky was stroking again, rubbing her hand up and down his shaft. The sensation went deep inside of him, as though she was rubbing at his arousal and emotions, pulling the lust out of him, playing with his pleasure.
 
   “Ohh…” groaned Kai. Sky let out a small, embarrassed giggle, and ran her thumb over the tip of his cock, smearing precum onto her hand and the rest of his shaft. She set the palm of her free hand on his chest, feeling his heartbeat as she continued stroking him off, her movements sensual, and a little shy.
 
   Several minutes passed by in pure ecstasy for Kai. Strange thoughts weaved through his head. Sky was his spirit siren, bound to obey his commands. If he wanted to, he could have her touch, as much of it as he wanted, at a word.
 
   He suddenly felt dirty and ashamed, no different from Terrion or any other slaver, and forced the idea away. Sky’s hand felt pure, even in the midst of an illicit act. He would never take advantage of their bond like that, or betray her loyalty to him. He couldn’t, not if he was to remain worthy in his own eyes.
 
   “How about now?” whispered Sky. “Any closer?”
 
   She spoke the words into his ear, each syllable hot and maddening. Sky kissed Kai’s neck and nibbled slightly on his earlobe, and he suddenly got the feeling that hidden underneath her stoic, hard exterior was a woman with far more sexual depth than he would have assumed.
 
   She stroked faster and faster, each movement pulling him up slightly, causing his back to arch and setting his entire body aflame with desire. Kai reached out, rubbing his hand across her soft, slender stomach. She knocked it aside as it approached her breasts, but he didn’t care anymore.
 
   “Sky!” he moaned. His hips shot up a final time as pleasure surged through him, enough to almost make him miss what came next.
 
   Sky moved with sensual speed, positioning her free hand directly in front of his exploding cock. Strings of hot, sticky seed splashed into her palm, each impact releasing a tiny, resonant glow, similar to the flash whenever she stepped into the void.
 
   Sky quivered, either from the magic rushing into her or a strange, secondary sense of pleasure from the act. Kai just watched her, feeling dumbstruck by her beauty and bowed over by his own orgasm. She took a deep breath and laid down on the bedroll beside him, still covering herself as best she could.
 
   The moment only lasted a couple of seconds. Kai remembered Selene, and began moving.
 
   “Alright,” he said. “Let’s get moving. Right now.”
 
   He slid out of the tent and started pulling on his clothes. Sky shot him an irritated look.
 
   “We can take a couple of hours,” she said. “It won’t make a difference in the-”
 
   “You don’t know that,” said Kai, the words snapping out more than he’d intended. “I’m going after her, even if I have to do it alone.”
 
   Sky’s expression shifted. During their time in the tent, there’d been something vulnerable in her eyes, as though she’d uncovered a part of herself that she normally kept guarded and secure. Kai watched it fade away, replaced by sterile, passive coldness. She closed her eyes for a moment and then wordlessly began pulling her clothes on.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   Kai moved across the dry grasslands at a solid clip, his anxiety over Selene’s wellbeing growing with every step. Sky followed alongside him without speaking, her expression unreadable.
 
   The place where Sky had set up her tent had been further out toward the east than Kai had realized. By the time the sun was settling into position to drop over the horizon, the river camp was visible in the distance, a small smudge next to the brilliant blue of the river. It was only then that Sky chimed in, grabbing his arm and pulling him back.
 
   “Kai,” she said, her voice serious. “Don’t try to be a hero.”
 
   “I’m getting her out of there,” said Kai. “I would have managed it last time, if you hadn’t…”
 
   “Hadn’t what?” snapped Sky. “Saved your life? Do understand that you would have died back there in the compound, if it weren’t for me?”
 
   Kai scowled and pulled his hand away from hers.
 
   “And on top of that,” continued Sky, “The only reason you even had a shot at success was because I saved you from getting executed before that. You are nothing on your own, Kai.”
 
   Kai clenched his teeth, fighting to keep his anger in check.
 
   “Are you going to help me, or not?” he asked.
 
   Sky took a deep breath. For a moment, the cold expression on her face flashed with pain, but she suppressed it and slowly nodded her head.
 
   “I’ll help you,” she said. “But we’re doing it my way. I won’t see you get yourself killed over this girl.”
 
   “Over Selene,” snapped Kai. “And if it comes to it, I’ll gladly give my life to save hers.”
 
   “Then you’re a fool,” said Sky.
 
   Neither of them said anything to each other for a moment. Kai turned away from her and massaged his temples, trying to come up with a better plan than the one that had failed them last time.
 
   “Alright,” he said. “I’ll stay out of the way, to start. You can scout out the camp more effectively than me. We’ll figure out where Selene is and then wait until dark.”
 
   “I’ll clear a path,” said Sky. “All you’ll need to do is grab her and get her out of there. Most of the guards shouldn’t be an issue to take out, it’s Terrion and the other pacters under his command that we’ll have to watch out for.”
 
   “And don’t kill any of them,” said Kai.
 
   Sky looked at him blankly and then shook her head.
 
   “Are you daft?” she asked, glaring at him. “You must be, to think that this is something that can be pulled off with a gentle touch.”
 
   “Some of the guards are just slaves on watch duty,” said Kai. “And even the ones that aren’t don’t deserve to die for no reason.”
 
   “They die so that you can live,” said Sky. “So that you and your little girlfriend can live the idealized life you have planned out into your foolish head.”
 
   Kai closed his eyes, forcing his anger down and focusing on what needed to be done, and how far he was willing to go to do it.
 
   “No killing,” he repeated. “Feel free to knock them out, but I don’t want blood on my hands or yours.”
 
   Sky didn’t say anything, but Kai knew she’d obey, even without him giving an official command.
 
   “Alright,” she said, after a long pause.
 
   The two of them waited in a small clump of trees just outside the effective sight of the camp. Sky left to scout the camp out as soon as twilight fell, with basic directions from Kai on where Selene would most likely be. He waited in tense silence, staring at the waterfall’s mist downriver, watching a couple of slaves and a guard milling around a fire on the side of the camp nearest to his hiding spot.
 
   Minutes went by. Kai expected to at least see a few flashes of Sky disappearing or materializing to or from the void realm, but there was no trace of her in the distance. The sun set over the horizon as Vana and the stars slipped in to take its place. Kai watched and waited, his heart pounding, his palms clammy.
 
   “She’s in the biggest tent.” Sky’s voice caught Kai completely off guard, and he flinched forward, almost knocking into a jagged broken tree branch.
 
   “Ripping hell, Sky,” he muttered, taking a breath. “Alright. That means she’s in Terrion and his wife’s tent. This is going to make things… more difficult.”
 
   Sky flashed a cold smile at him.
 
   “There’s a fire in the grasslands to the north of here,” she said. “Just a tiny one, but the strong southern winds are pushing it toward the camp, bit by bit.”
 
   Kai felt his back tense up. He frowned at her and shook his head.
 
   “I said no killing. This could end up burning down the entire camp.”
 
   “Only if they don’t react to it,” said Sky. “And they will react to it, giving us our chance.”
 
   Kai didn’t say anything, and waited to see what would happen. Several of the guards on patrol around the camp did eventually take notice of the fire, standing up and hurrying off to do what they could. Kai watched Terrion’s tent, and saw a figure stand and exit it after another minute, though it was too dark for him to make out who it was.
 
   “Alright,” said Kai. “Let’s go.”
 
   He took a step forward, only to have Sky take him roughly by the arm and turn him to face her. Her face was shadowy, but Kai could still make out the color of her eyes, a deep red, contrasting against her pale skin, pretty features, and fine blonde hair.
 
   “Let me do the fighting,” she said.
 
   “I’m not a child,” said Kai. “I’ll manage just-”
 
   “You’re my master,” whispered Sky. “And I’m your spirit siren. This is just how it works.”
 
   Kai was in no mood to argue with her, so instead, he dropped into a crouch and started off, the chaos beginning to unfold in front of them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   About half of the guards around the camp had been drawn away by the fire, enough to make it easy for Kai and Sky to slip past the perimeter without being seen. Kai adopted the hunched, vaguely submissive posture that most of the slaves naturally assumed, and tried to blend in, though with the clothes that Sky had insisted he buy, it would be impossible once they were in the light.
 
   Terrion’s tent was in the center of the camp, and at least one guard still stood at the edge of it. Kai glanced over at Sky as they approached the final stretch. She didn’t look back at him, keeping her eyes focused on the guard. In a bright flash of light, she disappeared, reappearing behind the guard.
 
   Kai saw her arm flick out to hook around the man’s neck. Surprisingly, the guard reacted as though he’d been expecting it, slamming his spear upward and getting the shaft of it in front of Sky’s arm.
 
   Sky twisted, throwing the man to the ground and splintering his weapon into wooden shards, but two more guards burst from within Terrion’s tent. Kai felt his heart skip a beat and charged forward. 
 
   The guard on the right hesitated, looking back and forth between the two of them. Kai took the opportunity to throw a hard kick into his rib cage. The man grunted and countered faster with his spear than Kai had been expecting. Kai hopped back, but the razor sharp metal tip of the weapon sliced through the back of his hand, leaving a shallow, bloody cut.
 
   Sky was whirling, void stepping from place to place, disarming the other two guards and systematically knocking them out. Kai kept his focus on his opponent, though he wanted to do nothing more than to charge into the tent and find Selene.
 
   The guard facing off against him feinted a jab with the spear and then whipped it into a spinning, overhead strike. Kai dove out of the way, the weapon missing him by the breadth of a hair. He kicked low, sweeping the man’s feet out from under him and knocking him onto his back.
 
   His opponent still held the weapon in hand, and as Kai moved forward to slam his fist into the man’s face, he found the point of the spear there to greet him rather than a lowered guard. He jumped back again, knowing that any surprise advantage he’d had to start off with had worn thin.
 
   Kai was not a fighter, not even particular skilled in violence when compared to other slaves, but he also wasn’t prepared to back down. He met the guard’s eye and took a step forward, watching his opponent sizing him up carefully.
 
   Light flashed, and in less time than the length of a blink, Sky had materialized behind the guard, slammed a fist into his head, and void stepped back to her own battle. Kai felt a flash of exhilaration and appreciation flood over him, and immediately closed on his opponent, slamming his knee hard into the man’s stomach and taking his spear from him.
 
   Kai pushed his way into Terrion’s tent without a moment’s hesitation. In the far corner, he saw a figure in chains covered by a cloak. His heart pounded in his chest as he hurried over to her.
 
   “Selene,” he said. “It’s me. I’m here for you.”
 
   “Unfortunately,” drawled the sultry, sarcastic voice of Mariella, “I think you have the wrong person.”
 
   She smiled cruelly up at him, revealing her face and reinforcing the truth. Selene wasn’t in the tent. For a moment, Kai felt his anger boil to the point of almost pushing him to thrust the spear through the woman’s chest. He stopped himself and took a step back, and Mariella took the opportunity to roll underneath the bed.
 
   A deep, animalistic growl came from outside the tent. Kai hurried back out to find Sky standing over the unconscious bodies of close to a dozen men, and a couple of bound beasts, some of which were clearly dead. Kai clenched his teeth, realizing that he’d given her no instructions about sparing the animals.
 
   Terrion stood fifty or so feet away from him, his bound wolf at his side, holding Selene by her thick, curly hair. Kai couldn’t see the expression on his face, but his posture said more than enough. Terrion was already sure that he’d won.
 
   “Enough,” said Terrion, his voice sharp with an edge of annoyance to it. “Stand down, men. The fight is over.”
 
   Sky glanced at Kai, and he returned an apprehensive look and a shake of his head. He took several steps to orient himself in the shadows of a nearby tent, out of sight of any of Terrion’s hidden archers. 
 
   Almost every slave in the camp was watching, some still in their bedrolls, others hanging just out of danger. Sky had taken out more than half of Terrion’s guards, but the one’s he had left were his personal bodyguards, the most dangerous of the rabble.
 
   Terrion stood next to the winding river, and seemed content to slow play the situation. He waited, watching Kai and Sky, letting their anxiety over what was about to happen build to a head.
 
   “You’ve put up a spirited fight,” said Terrion. “I’m impressed. Truly, I would not have expected as much from a slave.”
 
   “Let her go, or they’ll be more fighting,” said Kai. “This doesn’t have to end with you losing anything that you can’t replace.”
 
   “Oh, it doesn’t now?” Terrion pulled Selene up by the hair, and she let out a sharp cry of pain. He held a dagger to her throat and raised his gaze back to Kai.
 
   “Don’t!” he shouted. “Please… don’t.”
 
   “There’s no reason why I should have to,” said Terrion. “We aren’t so different. It’s really more of a matter of scale, isn’t it?”
 
   Sky glanced over at Kai and gave her head a twitch. She’d picked up a knife of her own at some time during the fight, and shot Kai a pleading glance. He shook his head firmly, watching Terrion and waiting.
 
   “Your new pet,” said Terrion. “The girl with the shifting eyes. I want her.”
 
   Kai blinked, the words so surprising that they almost didn’t register at first.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Give me the magic girl and I’ll give you this little slave slut,” said Terrion. “A fair trade.”
 
   Sky took a step closer to Kai and grabbed the back of his arm tightly in her hand.
 
   “Do it,” she whispered. “I can void step to safety, and we’ll all get out of this alive.”
 
   Kai hesitated, suddenly tempted by her logic. He could say the word, and it would happen. He could trade Sky, trade her like a piece of his property, a milking cow or a lamb with a fixed value and price. It was no different from any other transaction. The slaver had no problem with it, and a tiny voice in the back of his head questioned whether he should, either.
 
   “No,” said Kai, and then again, in a louder voice. “No.”
 
   Sky slapped him on the shoulder and made a sound of annoyance. Terrion flinched back slightly, as though surprised by his answer.
 
   “Truly?” he asked. “You’d rather die here, and leave both girls to their fate?”
 
   “Sky isn’t mine to give,” said Kai. “And your word isn’t yours to give, either, slaver.”
 
   Terrion let out a furious roar and did something that Kai hadn’t been expecting. He flung his arm to the side, flinging a terrified Selene into the fast flowing water of the river. Her arms flailed up in a desperate panic, and all Kai could do was watch, knowing what the end result would be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Kai sprinted down the river, keeping Selene in sight in the dark waters. The night did him no favors, throwing rocks and lumps underneath his feet to trip him up, while simultaneously limiting the distance of his sight.
 
   The sound of combat continued behind him. Kai could see the familiar flashes of Sky’s void stepping, along with brutal cries that seemed to be coming from outside of the direct conflict. It took him a moment to realize what was going on. The slaves, at least some of them, were using the mayhem as an opportunity to revolt.
 
   He didn’t stop to think about it. Kai’s focus was singular, and he sprinted like a madman, only slowing as he approached the massive boulder with the harness tied around it that he’d been introduced to on his first day in the river camp.
 
   He fumbled through tying the ropes around his chest, not bothering to double check that the knots had actually taken. Then, he charged, running toward the river and leaping out into the shadowy, wavy depths.
 
   It was cold, and the shock of the water hit him like a physical thing, pushing half the breath out of his lungs and straining his vision. He clawed his way up to the surface even as the current began to whisk him along, just as focused on what it did as he was on what he had to do.
 
   Selene was further ahead of him. Kai could hear her screams, half silenced and drowned by the crashing waves, noises of desperation and resignation. He slapped his arms down hard against the water, swimming with the current and toward her. 
 
   In the distance, Kai saw the fine white mist and accompanying emptiness of where the river dropped off into a waterfall. Selene was still five, maybe six, manspan away from him. He used every muscle he could put to the task in pulling himself forward. The waterfall was right there, straight ahead. Selene was nearing it. He could see her arms now, reaching out toward him.
 
   “Selene!” Kai lurched forward through the water and threw his hand at her. He felt it strike against something and clutched it out of pure reflex. Her warm fingers and soft palm were unmistakable. He had her in his grasp.
 
   The rope went taut without any preamble, and suddenly, Kai was fighting against the river to keep Selene in his grip. She had her head above the water, but only just barely. He couldn’t see her face in the dark, couldn’t do anything other than squeeze his hand into hers and hold, no matter what. The waves crashed against them, and the waterfall roared out where it struck the lake below.
 
   “Hang on!” he screamed. “Selene! I’ve got you!”
 
   Even as he spoke, he felt her hand beginning to slide against his. Kai bit into his lip hard enough to draw blood and focused all of his concentration on somehow making the now weaker grip into something strong enough to save a life. It was impossible.
 
   “Kai!” yelled Selene, her voice scared, high pitched, and resonant like a bell.
 
   “Selene!”
 
   “Kai…” she said again, her eyes locking onto his, even through the dark. “Don’t give up!”
 
   He stared at her for only a second, desperately digging in his fingernails, willing everything he had into the insurmountable task at hand. Selene was there, and then a harsh river wave crashed into the both of them, and she was gone. 
 
   Kai’s grip clawed at loose water, and he screamed until his lungs burned. He looked downriver, watching for only a few moments before the shadowy outline of the only person he could call family abruptly vanished over the edge of the killing falls.
 
   “Selene!” he screamed. “…Selene.”
 
   Kai leaned forward toward the waterfall, half hoping the rope would snap and save him from having to make the decision to go on. He had no such luck, and all of his despair, disbelief, and guilt harbored for only a minute in his chest before snapping into something resolute and dangerous. Terrion had been the one who’d thrown her into the water.
 
   Kai pulled himself back up the rope attached to his harness, straining against the river’s current every inch of the way. He made it to the river’s bank a few hundred feet from where the main encounter was taking place and discarded his rope harness.
 
   The fight had expanded out, now including all of Terrion’s guards and most of the able bodied slaves, much of the action happening in the shadows of night and not lending itself to a clear picture. What Kai did see immediately was Sky, fighting at the center of it, up against Terrion and his bound wolf, and struggling to hold out.
 
   Kai charged forward, speeding up rather than slowing down as he neared striking range. Terrion was taking a moment to gloat in the middle of the fight as his wolf pressed Sky back. His attention was angled as to only let him see Kai out of his peripheral vision, if at all, and it cost him.
 
   Kai slammed his knee into the slaver’s stomach, immediately following it up with a hard elbow to the jaw. Terrion staggered back, not falling down, but clearly dazed. Kai pressed forward toward the man and took a surprise punch to the stomach, hard enough to knock the wind out of him.
 
   “I’d thought that you’d chosen death along with your little slut of a girlfriend,” said Terrion. “But I guess I’m happy to see you. I’d so much rather kill you with my own hands, rather than let the river do my dirty work.”
 
   Kai snarled and swung an uncoordinated fist at Terrion’s head. The slaver knocked the blow aside and countered with a quick jab to Kai’s mouth that made blood burst out of his already cut lip. He staggered backward, forcing his arms to stay up, to keep himself protected.
 
   Sky screamed. The wolf had scored a hit on her calf, limiting her mobility. She was caught in a life or death struggle with it, only managing to hold back its snapping fangs through force of will.
 
   Terrion chuckled, also observing the scene of the other fight. He took a step toward Kai and gestured amicably.
 
   “We can still end this on even terms,” he said. “I want the girl. She’d make a good replacement for the slut I just lost, and her abilities are… rather intriguing.”
 
   Kai felt anger flush through his body, but forced himself to keep it under control. He bowed his head slightly, assuming the submissive body language that had come so naturally to him for so long.
 
   “Ah,” said Terrion. “That’s better. Tell your whore to stand down.”
 
   Kai nodded slowly. He let out a deep, hacking cough, and muttered something intentional muted. Terrion frowned at him and took a step forward.
 
   “Call her off, boy,” he snapped. “Call her off or the first thing I’ll do with her once she’s mine is-”
 
   Kai moved with more speed than he’d ever put to a task before in his life, leaping forward and swinging his foot up into a high, dangerous kick. His foot found its mark better than he could have hoped, slamming into Terrion’s chin and knocking the man up and backward. Kai followed after him as he fell, pinning him to the ground and beginning a brutal, emotional onslaught on his face.
 
   “You!” He screamed and slammed his fist into Terrion’s jaw. “You bastard! You ripping bastard!”
 
   He landed blow after blow, enough to keep Terrion from having more than a baseline awareness of what was going on. Kai threw punch after punch, his knuckles raw and wet, covered with blood and grime that was either from Terrion’s face, or his own hand.
 
   Sky appeared at his side, and Kai could hear the whimpers of Terrion’s bound wolf from behind her. She hesitated within a few feet for him, as though waiting to see what Kai would do if left unassisted.
 
   Kai threw another punch, his hand impacting off Terrion and causing the man’s head to jerk limply, near lifelessly. He stopped, realizing how close he was to actually killing him.
 
   “Finish it,” said Sky. “There is no reason behind letting him live.”
 
   Kai took a breath. He unclenched and reclenched his fist, staring at Terrion’s bloody face. He was already unconscious, his eyes rolled up into the back of his head. Kai thought about Selene and felt all of his emotions flood back through him. He heard her last words in his head, as clear as though she was right there again, speaking into his ear.
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   Sky frowned at him.
 
   “He would kill you, if the circumstances were flipped,” she said. “Selene… You saw what he did to her.”
 
   “She…” Kai took a deep breath, steadying his voice. “She told me not to give up.”
 
   Kai shook his head slowly.
 
   “I can’t give up on who I am,” he said. “I can’t give up on being a good person.”
 
   Sky glared at him, almost as though she took his words personally, for whatever reason.
 
   “You’re a fool if you think that’s what it comes down to,” she said. “Killing is necessary, sometimes. It doesn’t make you a bad person to do what needs to be done.”
 
   Kai stood up slowly and said nothing. The other slaves appeared to have won in their insurrection against the guards, and a number of them were gathering around Kai, watching him with reverent expressions.
 
   “You…” said one of the slaves. “That’s a spirit siren!”
 
   Several of the other slaves began murmuring. Kai looked over at Sky and saw that she was still tense, still ready to do battle and take lives if need be.
 
   “You’re one of the Chosen,” said another slave. “You came to save us!”
 
   “I am not one of the Chosen,” said Kai. “I’m just a man.”
 
   One of the slaves stepped forward cautiously and dropped down on a knee in front of Kai.
 
   “Tell us what to do,” said the man. “Whoever you are, we’ll follow you! You saved us!”
 
   Sky nodded to him. There was a crowd of at least twenty former slaves watching Kai, waiting for him to take charge. He remembered Selene, the dreams he’d had of the two of them eventually earning or winning their freedom, and the pain came back in a sudden stab to his heart.
 
   “No,” said Kai. “I’m not looking to lead anybody.”
 
   He turned and walked away from the river camp, into the darkness of the night. Only a single figure followed behind him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   “What are you going to do now?”
 
   Sky sat next to Kai, watching the sun slowly come up over the horizon in the distance. They were out of sight of the river camp, and for good reason. The thought of ever seeing it again, or the lake down below it where the bodies pooled and decayed made Kai feel sick to his stomach.
 
   “I have to keep going,” said Kai. “I can’t give up. That’s not what Selene wanted.”
 
   Sky eyed him skeptically and shrugged slightly. She’d been silent for most of the aftermath, providing neither her opinion nor any emotional support.
 
   “So answer the question,” said Sky. “What, exactly, are you going to do now?”
 
   Kai let out a slow sigh. He didn’t know. He thought for a moment, a painful memory coming to mind, and bringing with it an idea.
 
   “I’ll buy a house,” he said, smiling sadly. “Selene always used to talk about how once we were free… we’d find a way to buy a house.”
 
   Kai’s heart had enough ache in it to force small, lumpy bolts of pain up his throat, making him constantly feel as though he needed a sip from a water flask. He swallowed hard and closed his eyes, leaning his head forward.
 
   “It’s not that simple,” said Sky.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Sky stood over him, looking down like a reproachful authority figure.
 
   “Plenty of the slaves saw me,” said Sky. “The guards, too. They saw me, they saw my magic, and they have mouths.”
 
   She slid a lock of fine blonde hair out of her face and looked in the direction of the sunrise. Her eyes had turned the color of it, a deep yellow orange, the color of new beginnings and long awaited ends.
 
   “So?” asked Kai. “You were on the run before. You have money now, it’s not like it would be impossible for you to be on the run again.”
 
   “I’m a spirit siren, you daftling!” snapped Sky. “And unfortunately, you’re my master.”
 
   Kai glared at her, his emotions still raw, open, exposed.
 
   “I’m just a man,” said Kai. “And I’m going to make my own choices.”
 
   “The One Master will send his agents to investigate, if he hasn’t already,” said Sky. “And so will some of the Chosen. There will be attacks, assassination attempts. Sophisticated ones.”
 
   Kai wasn’t listening to her. He’d realized that he didn’t have anything of Selene’s, no object or memento to hold onto as a totem of his love for her. It was a stupid thought, but carried far too much weight with his already volatile emotions.
 
   “Kai, listen to me,” said Sky. “You need to keep moving, to keep yourself safe, and get into a better position to operate from.”
 
   “I don’t need to do a damn thing, other than honor Selene’s memory,” said Kai. “And she wanted me to keep living. As myself, as a good person.”
 
   “As a fool, apparently,” said Sky.
 
   “Shut your ripping mouth,” muttered Kai, through gritted teeth. “You’re making it sound like she died for nothing.”
 
   “If you’re too stupid to survive on your own, she most certainly did.”
 
   Kai glared at her, and saw a similar anger staring back at him in Sky’s expression. She was beautiful, but there was a hard edge to it now that Kai hadn’t seen in her earlier. She was a killer, someone willing to do whatever it took to get by. She wouldn’t spare him her thoughts, even if they were a little too raw, barbed and painful, for him to handle in a vulnerable moment.
 
   She was his spirit siren, sworn to him and him alone, for better or for worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   “She… she isn’t available currently. I’m sorry, milord chosen.”
 
   Keaton Margellis leaned forward, grabbing the girl’s chin with two fingers and tilting her face up so her eyes met his. The two of them stood in the hallway of the Margellian palace’s servant’s quarters, the last place that Tania and the other harem girls had claimed to have seen Ariexa that evening.
 
   “But she is here?” asked Keaton. “You wouldn’t dishonor your lord by lying about that much, would you?”
 
   “I… I…” The girl hesitated. She was one of the palace’s laundress’s, though Keaton didn’t recognize her. She was frail and tiny, though cute enough in a mousey kind of way.
 
   “Answer me!” Keaton whirled, slamming her up against the hard, metal reinforced wood wall. “Or if you’d rather, I could take you somewhere to discuss what happens to uncooperative members of the palace staff.”
 
   He let his free hand linger in the low cut crease of her plain servant’s dress, ready to rip it free from her if she continued in her obstinacy.
 
   “She’s in the old master servant’s chamber!” screeched the girl. “I, I’m sorry, milord!”
 
   Keaton pushed the girl aside and started off toward the end of the hallway. The master servant’s chamber had been empty ever since Keaton had transferred the responsibilities out to one of the older women in his harem, who continued to lodge in the much more opulent concubine’s quarters. It was larger and nicer than the rooms of the other servant’s, and notably, the most private room in the entire palace wing.
 
   He heard the noises as he came within a half dozen or so feet of the doorway. Deep, male grunts, accompanied by soft, high pitched moans. Keaton felt his anxiety flare up and took the last few steps in a hurry. He tried the door’s handle and found it locked, unsurprisingly.
 
   Ariexa’s moans were unmistakable. Keaton had heard her make the same noises for him many times over, though not within the past year, or maybe the past several, ever since she’d grown distant. He clenched his hands into tight fists and forced himself back under control, searching the pocket of his tunic for the master key that would open any lock in the palace.
 
   Keaton slid the key into the handle and unlocked it, and then carefully pushed it open. It caught against something after a couple of inches, and it took him a moment to recognize that it was a metal lamp holder, twisted by Ariexa’s metal magic to hold the door shut in the event that someone made a spirited attempt at getting inside.
 
   The door was open just enough for Keaton to see the large bed across the room, and the action taking place within it. Ariexa was naked, her silver hair spilling across her pale flesh and large breasts, which were dotted by dark blue nipples.
 
   She was on top of a man that he recognized. Jarvis Accliano, one of the new sub-captains of the Margellian Guard. He was around Keaton’s age, maybe a few years older and a couple of inches taller. And he had his cock inside the Metal Queen, enthusiastically pushing up into her as she bounced around on his tool in ecstasy.
 
   It was an insult to Keaton directly, to his authority and everything his last name stood for, and yet he found himself watching, completely transfixed. Ariexa’s buttocks jiggled with each movement, each slide down the man’s cock. She was in full control, dominating him and using his body, his manhood, for her own purposes.
 
   Jarvis’s face was a mask of overwhelming, all-consuming lust. He reached his hands up and touched the Metal Queen’s breasts with reverence, his head shaking back and forth slightly as though he couldn’t believe his luck.
 
   Ariexa was smiling and biting her lip slightly, rubbing her tight cunt down against the man, melting into the sensation of his cock filling her up. A tiny strip of silver hair ran a short way up her crotch. Her waist was trim, with the slight outline of her muscles showing through. She was a goddess, and Keaton was watching her in action. Watching her, when he should have been the one taking her.
 
   He was surprised by how hard he was, and by the confusing mixture of emotions spawned by bearing witness to the scene. He still felt angry and jealous, but also horny, and strangely humbled. He let one of his hands drift down to the bulge in his trousers and ran his fingers across it, watching as Jarvis Accliano, his subordinate, experienced the pleasure of Ariexa’s body, pleasure that belonged to Keaton by birthright.
 
   Ariexa began to move faster. She ran her hands across Jarvis’s chest, holding him down rather than caressing. Jarvis was moaning louder than she was, his body shaking and jerking upward to meet each of her movements.
 
   “Ariexa!” he groaned. “I… I cannot… hold much longer.”
 
   The Metal Queen laughed and pushed her breasts into the man’s face. Keaton felt his rage rise again, taking predominance over his emotions. He would not stand and watch another man cum inside his spirit siren. He couldn’t just stand there, not if he was to live with himself for another day.
 
   Keaton unsheathed his sword and slammed his shoulder into the doorway, hard. The metal lamp holder tore from the wood of the door frame it had been secured to, not coming entirely free, but pushing the door back far enough for him to slip through. Ariexa and Jarvis both looked toward the door, Jarvis with a terrified expression, Ariexa looking annoyed and murderous.
 
   Keaton took slow steps into the room, his cock still hard enough to leave an obvious bulge in his pants. He wasn’t sure what to say, so instead of speaking, he held his sword up and pointed it at Jarvis.
 
   “Milord!” cried Jarvis. “I… This is not what it looks like! I… I had no choice!”
 
   “You bastard!” screamed Keaton. “And you… you whore!”
 
   “Keaton,” purred Ariexa. “Please. Take a deep breath. Why don’t you have a seat, join us for a moment?”
 
   She shifted off Jarvis, sitting down on the bed and crossing her legs, as if retaking control of her cunt. She pushed her chest out toward Keaton, her breasts on full, seductive display. All of her attention was turned toward him, as though Jarvis wasn’t even there.
 
   Keaton walked slowly across the room, stopping a couple of paces in front of the bed. Jarvis wouldn’t meet his eye. Keaton pointed with his sword, gesturing for the man to stand and move away from the bed.
 
   “Milord…” said Jarvis, his voice scared, submissive, and weak.
 
   Keaton lashed out in strike that took all of his emotion and channeled it into physical action. His sword cut into Jarvis’s neck before the man had time to scream, parting his head from his body and spilling hot, crimson blood over the bed, the carpet, and Ariexa.
 
   Ariexa’s expression was one of pure, unadulterated shock, and Keaton couldn’t stop himself from smiling at it. She’d always been a step and a half ahead of him, always been able to conceal her emotions, manipulate him as she pleased. And now, he watched her as she realized that it had all come falling apart.
 
   If she’d wished to, she could have used her metal magic to arrest the path of Keaton’s sword and spared Jarvis’s life, at least for a moment. Keaton could order her to stop, or even to kill Jarvis at his command, if he so decided. But Ariexa made no move to defy him. She wiped a few droplets of blood off her cheek and watched him, her eyes uneasy, not quite scared.
 
   “This…” he said. “This is why you’ve been so distant. You’ve been with this man, behind my back.”
 
   Ariexa stood up slowly. She took a step toward Keaton, her bare feet stepping into the blood.
 
   “I’ve been working on your behalf, Keaton,” she said, softly.
 
   “On my behalf?” scoffed Keaton. “Fucking other men? That’s on my behalf?”
 
   The Metal Queen met his eye, a bit of intrigue reentering her expression.
 
   “Do you know who Jarvis Accliano truly was?” asked Ariexa.
 
   Keaton shook his head no, his grip on his sword staying tight.
 
   “He’s one of the Fire Chosen’s spies,” said Ariexa. “He was here in Margellis seeking information on you, weaknesses to be exploited.”
 
   “And so you fuck him?” asked Keaton.
 
   Ariexa smiled at him and nodded slowly.
 
   “He told me many things, Keaton,” she whispered. “The information I gathered from his loose lips will let us get closer to our goals. We will take on the Fire Chosen, take the power from his spirit siren for ourselves.”
 
   Keaton didn’t say anything. He felt his eye twitch, all of his anger still ricocheting around in his chest, with nowhere to release itself.
 
   “There will be more after that,” continued Ariexa. “The power from the other spirit sirens, as well. And eventually, we’ll be strong enough to press for the throne of the One Master.”
 
   “And that’s how you justify it?” asked Keaton. “Stabbing me in the back, by your logic, is for my greater good?”
 
   Ariexa took another step, putting herself in close enough for Keaton to touch her if he so wanted, or to run her through with his sword.
 
   “Do you want to achieve your destiny, Keaton?” whispered Ariexa. “Or do you want to punish me?”
 
   Keaton stared at her for a moment, admiring the curves of her body, made even more illicit and enticing, somehow, by the spots of Jarvis’s blood.
 
   “I can do both,” he said. “Get down on your knees, whore.”
 
   Ariexa’s body stiffened, compelled by Keaton’s command. She sank down to her knees, her mouth inches away from the still obvious bulge in his trousers.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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FREE EXCERPT FROM WINTER SPIRE: SORCERESS OF LUST
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   “If it wasn’t for the look you have about you, I probably woulda passed on by.”
 
   The truck driver smiled at Felix, revealing several empty gaps in his teeth. Snow fell gently outside the window as they moved along. There wasn’t a single car, pedestrian, or building in sight, nothing but mountains on the horizon and hills of white.
 
   “The look I have about me?” Felix chuckled. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment, but I’ll take it as one.”
 
   “The look you have about you,” said the driver. “The last guy I drove across the ice roads, see, he didn’t look right.”
 
   Felix shifted. The passenger seat was cold, and even with the truck’s heat on high, the outside chill managed to leak into the cab wherever it could. He wore a thick winter jacket, snow pants, boots, and gloves. It was only now that he was beginning to realize how necessary it all was.
 
   “And let me guess,” said Felix. “Something happened with him?”
 
   “He tried to mug me!” said the truck driver. “He made a good show of it! Didn’t realize that I keep a .357 under the seat. Mainly for peace of mind, mind you. Haven’t seen a bear in months.”
 
   Felix knew what the man wanted him to ask. He decided to play along, though his thoughts wandered from the conversation.
 
   “Did you shoot him?” he asked. 
 
   The man shook his head.
 
   “Nah,” he said. “Kicked him out of my truck a hundred miles from anywhere, though. That’s about as good when the weather is like this. Most people know better than to be on the ice roads.”
 
   “Most people,” said Felix.
 
   “You mind explaining to me again just what makes the North Spire a place worth visiting for a young man like yourself?”
 
   Felix smiled.
 
   “I’m a photographer,” he said.
 
   “Like weddings and stuff?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he said. 
 
   “Ahhh…” The truck driver grinned at him, a knowing look in his eyes. “I get it. There are some pretty girls up in that tower. Never figured any of em would be into that kind of thing, though.”
 
   Felix sighed.
 
   “Look, I’m just going up there to take some photos of what life in a remote outpost is all about,” he said. “300 people, living in the heart of Alaska, in a single building… It makes for interesting photography content.”
 
   The truck driver didn’t appear to be listening to him. He was staring ahead of them, frowning as the snowfall thickened, obscuring their view forward.
 
   “Are you expecting it to pay well?” asked the driver.
 
   “I’m hoping so,” said Felix. “I’m really, really hoping so.”
 
   He’d been hoping in much the same way at the start of his last two adventure photography outings, along the coast of the Great Lakes, and then up into the Canadian wilderness. He’d bought his expensive winter outer layers for that one, and the photos he’d taken had ended up on a stock photo website depository and earned him essentially nothing.
 
   The truck driver muttered something under his breath and slowed down substantially as they passed through a windblown curtain of white dust. They’d been on the road for hours, and the small talk was beginning to wear on Felix.
 
   “You’re not expecting me to wait around for you, are ya?” asked the driver.
 
   Felix shook his head.
 
   “No,” he said. “I’ll pay for a ride back from one of the locals once I’m done.”
 
   The truck driver made an inquisitive humming noise.
 
   “It doesn’t really work like that in North Spire,” he said. “The main cause of death for the people there is driving on these here ice roads during the dead of winter. I doubt any of them will be fixin to head south for a few months, bare minimum.”
 
   “Well, then I guess I’ll give you a call,” said Felix.
 
   “It’s gonna be four, maybe five times what you paid me for the trip out.”
 
   “What?” Felix frowned. He didn’t have that much. He was hoping to make money off his soon to be taken photos of the area as soon as he could get them online, but it wasn’t a sure thing.
 
   “It’s the ice storm, kid,” said the driver. “You seem like a decent fellow. Motivated, not like all those other lazy twenty somethings. I wish you well.”
 
   The snowfall in front of them slowed, and Felix could see his destination on the horizon. It looked even stranger in person than he’d expected. 
 
   All of the approximately 300 inhabitants of North Spire lived in a single ten story tower, the “spire” from which it took its name. Felix could see a few other buildings nearby, tiny and insignificant in comparison. 
 
   The town did not look especially inviting. Snow and ice coated the outside of the spire, with long icicles hanging from window outcroppings, giving off the appearance of crystalline teeth. The tower was constructed out of unornamented concrete, and aside from a large satellite dish jutting up from the roof, it looked entirely unremarkable. It wasn’t the kind of thing anyone would pay to look at.
 
   “Hasn’t changed a bit since the last time I was here,” said the driver. “Interesting people inside.”
 
   He slowed to a stop a few hundred yards out from what appeared to be the front entrance.
 
   “You aren’t going to bring me all the way up?” asked Felix. 
 
   “Nope,” he said. “Doesn’t look like they’ve shoveled their section of the road yet today. Best not to risk it.”
 
   Felix nodded and buried his frustration. He took off one of his gloves to shake the man’s hand, thanked him for the ride, and then climbed out of the cab, pulling his bag onto his shoulder as his feet crunched into the snow.
 
   The truck made a slow six point turn and then started off in the direction it’d come from. Felix’s hand felt cold, and it took him longer than it should have to connect that fact to his missing glove, still laying on the seat of the truck.
 
   “Hey!” he shouted. “Hold on!”
 
   He took three running steps after the truck, building up just enough speed to make the fourth step, the one that lost traction and threw him into an uncoordinated forward sprawl, particularly brutal. Felix landed hard on his chest, and it took a second for him to catch his breath.
 
   He heard footsteps approaching from behind him in that second.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   “Do you know where you are, son?"
 
   Felix turned around slowly, tucking his exposed hand into his jacket pocket. Through the falling snow, he could see an older man standing in the space between him and the spire.
 
   "In your town," said Felix. He smiled and raised his hand. "My name is Felix. I'm a photographer."
 
   The man didn't say anything. It only took a moment for the silence to become uncomfortable.
 
   "I came to take some photos," he continued.
 
   The old man started walking toward him. One of his legs dragged with each step, and he took his time.
 
   "Now why would you want to do a thing like that?" The old man smiled. Far off behind him, Felix saw another man exiting out of the heavy metal door of the building.
 
   "The same reason anyone would," said Felix. "Because there’s money in it. And honestly, your town is really interesting to me."
 
   He smiled, catching the man's gaze. The old man sighed and slowly shook his head.
 
   “I’m Mayor Senhaji,” he said.
 
   “Felix Honlan,” said Felix.
 
   The other man was standing at the mayor’s shoulder. He was taller and about a decade younger than the mayor, and from his hat and stereotypical uniform, Felix had him pegged as the local sheriff.
 
   “Felix,” said the mayor. “These are hard times for North Spire.”
 
   Felix opened his mouth to respond and then thought better of it. His exposed hand was beginning to feel the biting cold of the Alaskan north in throbbing detail.
 
   “We’re going to take you inside,” said the mayor. “We’re going to look through your stuff. We have to make sure that you’re a… good person, before we can allow you to do anything.”
 
   “Hurry up with it, Bart,” snapped the sheriff. “It doesn’t need explanation.”
 
   Mayor Senhaji took a deep breath and then nodded. The sheriff stomped over to Felix and seized him roughly by the arm. The mayor took his bag, and started dragging it across the snow.
 
   The area directly around the building’s entrance was clear of snow. A set of stairs led up to a metal set of double doors that looked more appropriate for a military installation than anything civilian. The sheriff heaved one open with a hard pull, and the mayor guided Felix inside.
 
   He stood in what looked like the main lobby of an apartment complex, except much more comfortable and inviting. Several mismatched couches and chairs lined the walls, and the receptionist’s desk looked as though it had been overhauled into a minibar. Doors across the back led to stairways up and down, and there didn’t appear to be an elevator.
 
   “Uh, there’s something you should know,” said Felix. “Something that I doubt either of you are going to like.”
 
   The mayor’s features looked softer and more open in the light. He met Felix’s eye and nodded his head, inviting him to continue.
 
   “The truck driver mentioned that an ice storm was on its way in when he dropped me off,” said Felix. “He said it would cost more for the ride back, enough that I’m essentially, uh, stranded.”
 
   “You little shit!” The sheriff swung, hitting Felix in the back of the head with a rough, open palmed strike. He tumbled forward to the ground, his landing padded by his thick snow jacket and the carpet.
 
   The door in the back of the room opened, and about a dozen people silently filed in. Felix pulled himself up into a sitting position, only to be greeted by a kick to the chest. He coughed hard and fell backward.
 
   “Burke,” said Mayor Senhaji. “This is not helpful.”
 
   “We don’t need another mouth to feed,” said the sheriff. “Especially not one we can’t trust. There’s no reason we have to let him inside.”
 
   Felix was dazed, but still very much aware of the conversation.
 
   “If you send me outside in this weather, it’s a death sentence,” he said.
 
   The sheriff crouched down, putting his face across from Felix’s.
 
   “I know that,” he said. The sheriff swung again, slapping Felix hard across the face. The pain burned harsh enough to bring tears to his eyes. Felix groaned and made an attempt at standing up, and reclaiming what little dignity he had left. He made it up to one knee.
 
   “Enough.” 
 
   A woman stepped forward, her attention focused on the action. She had reddish blonde hair, and an attractive, slightly freckled face. Her eyes were like emerald gemstones against her pale skin, and the tight t-shirt and yoga pants she had on outlined the interesting curves of her body, large breasts and toned butt. She was of medium height, a little shorter than Felix, and her hips swayed from side to side with each step.
 
   “This doesn’t concern you, witch!” snapped the sheriff.
 
   The woman looked like she didn’t even hear him. She walked over to where Felix was on the ground and crouched down next to him.
 
   “Can you stand?” she asked. Felix nodded.
 
   “Stella,” said the mayor. “Are you taking responsibility for him?”
 
   The woman nodded.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Dani and I will be his host family.”
 
   The room was silent and tense. Felix sensed how much was going unsaid.
 
   “If he does anything out of line,” said the sheriff. “I’ll throw him out.”
 
   The woman smiled.
 
   “No,” she said. “You won’t.”
 
   She helped Felix to his feet and started walking. He picked up his bag, grimacing at its weight, and followed behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Felix walked behind her as the two of them made their way up three uniform flights of stairs. The woman pushed through the door on the landing there into a hallway with maroon red carpeting and white walls and finally slowed to a stop.
 
   “Thank you,” said Felix. “Look, I didn’t come here to cause trouble, for myself or for you.”
 
   “Too late.” The woman smiled at him, and then reached out her hand. “Stella.”
 
   “Felix,” he said. “Does your town always greet travelers so brusquely?”
 
   Stella shook her head.
 
   “It’s not my town,” she said. “I’ve only been here for a few years.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “But to answer your question, the way you were treated, the paranoia of the sheriff and mayor, that’s only been the case for the past few months.”
 
   She started walking again, slowing to a stop in front of one of the many identical doors lining either side of the hallway. 
 
   “You can leave your stuff here, in my apartment,” said Stella. 
 
   “Thanks,” said Felix. Stella swung the door open, and he followed her through it.
 
   The apartment was sparsely decorated and clean. A couch and flat screen TV sat in the center of the living room. A small kitchen and dining room area extended off one edge.
 
   “It’s just me and my daughter here,” said Stella. “You shouldn’t have to worry about-“
 
   “Mom?” One of the doors swung open, and a teenage girl stepped out from behind it. She had shoulder length brown hair, which was slicked back into a single wet lock. Her eyes were blue, and she was only wearing a towel, a towel which was on the small side.
 
   “Uh, hi,” said Felix. The girl turned a deep shade of red.
 
   “Mom!” She stormed off, glaring over her shoulder at Stella, who let out a chuckle.
 
   “That’s my daughter, Danica,” she said. “I probably should have let her know that we had company.”
 
   Felix frowned. He glanced around the apartment a second time. Other than the room the girl had just stepped out of, which was the bathroom, there were only two other doors.
 
   “Where should I put my bag?” he asked. “And my winter stuff?”
 
   “Leave it next to the couch,” said Stella.
 
   Felix stripped out of his outerwear and dropped his bag in the spot she’d indicated, pausing to take his camera from his bag. He turned to face Stella again, only to find her watching him carefully.
 
   “You’re a photographer?” she asked.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “And you came to take a look at the crystal caves?”
 
   Felix raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Uh, no,” he said. “I don’t know anything about any caves.”
 
   “The Modrin Crystal Caves.” Stella smiled in a mischievous way. “They’re within walking distance of the town, you know.”
 
   Felix ran a hand through his hair. He’d planned on getting photos from inside the spire, and doing what he could to document the lives of the people of the town. But an undocumented cave could be an even better find, and potentially net him enough to get home in just a few shots.
 
   “How long would it take to get there and back?” he asked.
 
   “You could do it in a couple of hours” said Stella. “Certainly before nightfall, even with the limited amount of daylight we get here.”
 
    “Alright,” he said. “And the sheriff won’t stop me, or attack me, when I head out? Or come back in?”
 
   “I’ll make sure he doesn’t,” said Stella. 
 
   Felix nodded slowly.
 
   “What’s the catch?” he asked. “There has to be a reason why you’re being so helpful.”
 
   Stella’s smile spread into a full blown grin.
 
   “There is,” she said. “I’m doing some… research. Part of it involves collecting samples from the nearby area at regular intervals. I need you to bring me a crystal from within the cave.”
 
   Felix frowned.
 
   “Maybe I should hold off for a little bit,” he said. “I mean, I just got here, and I…“
 
   Felix trailed off, his eyes watching Stella as she began to move. She pulled something out of her pocket and stepped in close to Felix. Before he could react, she’d put a necklace over his head. He blinked at her wordlessly, feeling bewildered.
 
   “For good luck,” said Stella. “The caves are due west from here.”
 
   He looked down at the necklace and noticed that what he’d taken for a pendant was actually a small compass attached to a chain.
 
   “Wait, hold on!” 
 
   Stella grabbed his jacket and snow pants and pushed them into his arms. Felix sputtered, trying to think of another objection as she guided him toward the door.
 
   “I’m not used to the cold yet,” he said.
 
   “You’ll get used to it.”
 
   “What about… polar bears?”
 
   “They’re uncommon.”
 
   “Just, hold on a second!”
 
   Stella shoved him into the hallway. She crossed her arms and looked at him flatly.
 
   “I’ve stuck my neck out for you,” she said. “It’s your turn to repay the favor. And trust me, the photos you get from the cave will make the trip worthwhile.”
 
   Felix sighed and massaged his temples.
 
   “Alright, whatever.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Felix was in the process of pulling on his snow clothes in the hallway when the door to Stella’s apartment opened. He looked up, expecting to see his host there, offering another piece of dubious advice. Instead, the girl he’d seen in the towel, now dressed in sweatpants and a sleeveless blouse, stood smiling at him.
 
   “Hi,” she said. “I’m Danica.”
 
   “Felix.” He forced a smile onto his face, though he knew it probably looked as unenthusiastic as he felt.
 
   “I’m sorry about my mom,” she said. “She can be a bit authoritative sometimes.”
 
   Felix shrugged.
 
   “Yeah, well, I appreciate the fact that she’s helping me, even if it comes at a cost.”
 
   He finished tying his boots and pulling the cuff of his snow pants over them, and then looked up at Danica. She looked almost nothing like Stella, but she was beautiful in her own right. Her body was slender, petite, and girlish.
 
   “You don’t have any gloves?” she asked. 
 
   Felix blinked, remembering what had happened when the truck driver had dropped him off.
 
   “Just the one,” he said, holding up what he had left.
 
   “Wait here,” said Danica. She disappeared back into the apartment for a minute, and then returned, carrying a pair of bright pink mittens in her hands.
 
   “Oh…” Felix forced another smile. “Thanks, Danica.”
 
   “You can call me Dani,” she said. “And be careful. The snow is starting to pick up. Don’t be afraid to turn back if you have to. I’ll talk to my mom.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Felix. “Seriously, thank you. I appreciate the help.”
 
   Dani looked as though she was trying to contain a grin. She failed at it, and her face lit up, cute little dimples popping into visibility as the expression took hold on her face.
 
   “No problem,” she said. She turned to leave.
 
   “Hey,” said Felix. “What’s going on in this town?”
 
   She looked over her shoulder at him.
 
   “I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you,” she said. “Please, Felix. Be really careful.”
 
   The hallway and stairwell were empty of people. Felix wondered what everyone in the spire did during the day as he made his way back into the front lobby. He expected to see the mayor or the sheriff waiting there, but they were both gone.
 
   A strange sense of incongruity took hold of him as he pushed the front door open and stepped out into the snow. It felt as though he was leaving an apartment building or hotel, but there was almost nothing waiting for him outside. Two other buildings sat within a stone’s throw of the spire, but they looked empty, and at least for the moment, unused.
 
   “How the fuck did I end up here?” he muttered to himself. Felix walked down the steps carefully. The wind was cold, and it drew his attention to the split lip the sheriff had given him with that heavy handed slap.
 
   He wondered if there was some way he could take legal action, maybe secure himself a small settlement. It would take time, and he’d have to hang around for a while, if not in North Spire, than in some other nearby Alaskan village. And that, Felix realized, was not something that he was willing to do.
 
   Ever since he’d reached the age of majority, he’d been a wanderer at heart. The longest he’d spent in a single city had been a little over a year, back before he’d bought the conversion camper van that was the closest thing to a home that he had.
 
   He’d left the van in storage when he’d crossed from Canada into Alaska. Taking it with him seemed like a bad idea, and given what he’d seen of the weather, he was fairly confident he’d made the right choice. Getting stuck on the side of the road, or worse, sliding on the ice and ending up in a collision would be more than an inconvenience for him.
 
   Felix stopped to check the compass. The snowfall had calmed down enough for him to see a decent way into the distance. North Spire, along with the mountains in the distance, could still be seen over his shoulder. Ahead of him, he could barely make out a small, jagged patch of shadow against one of the larger snow covered hills.
 
   The falling snow did strange things as it approached the entrance of the cave, swirling into unnatural circular patterns. Felix stopped, pulling his camera out from under his jacket and carefully snapping a photo.
 
   He continued forward, making out the cave in more detail as he approached. The opening was at an angle, and large icicles hung from the upper lip of it. There were no animal tracks outside, but with how heavily the snow had been falling, Felix wasn’t sure if that was a sign he could count on. 
 
   He slowed to a stop, crouching down on one knee as he came to the edge of the cave. Oddly enough, it wasn’t dark inside. Light somehow managed to find its way in, illuminating the first cave chamber well enough for him to see its details.
 
   The walls sparkled a mixture of blue, purple and crystalline white. There was a thin layer of windblown snow across the ground, and it accentuated the smooth angles of the space. Crystals grew from almost every surface, extending outward in a variety of shapes and sizes.
 
   “Wow…” Felix aimed his camera and started snapping more photos, a grin spreading across his face. It was more than he’d been hoping for. 
 
   He stepped down through the opening, entering the cave properly. As soon as he’d passed beyond the threshold, a strange tension settled over his shoulders. It felt like there was something in the air, something powerful and intoxicating.
 
   Felix snapped more photos. In some spots, snowflakes fluttered in the air, neither rising nor descending, like motes of dust in a sunbeam. There were several other openings to his left and right. The cave was more than just one room.
 
   He decided to go a little further in, following down the small passage to his right. It angled downward, and when it finally spilled out into another chamber, Felix found that it was twice the size as the first one had been. He laughed out loud and felt a strange mirth take hold in his chest. It suddenly felt as though he was drunk, maybe even along with something else.
 
   “This is amazing!” he shouted, hearing his voice echo across the walls, into the distance.
 
   The crystals jutted from the floor and walls at strange angles, most of them bigger than the ones he’d seen originally. Felix remembered the promise he’d made to Stella and found one small enough to be pocketed. It was firmly attached to the ground, and regardless of how hard he pulled, it wouldn’t budge.
 
   “I’ll… find one on my way out,” he muttered.
 
   He turned in a slow circle, looking through his camera for another shot, and instantly froze in place. There was someone else in the caves with him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Felix stood totally still, as if by not moving, he could make himself invisible. Across from him, on the side of the chamber he hadn’t made it to yet, stood a beautiful woman coated from head to toe in crystals of ice.
 
   She wasn’t moving either. Her body was a mixture of large, buoyant breasts, a butt that curled out and then down into luscious thighs, and lips that spoke of perfection without ever saying a word. Felix thought that she was a statue, assumed that nothing that looked like her could be a product of anything other than hours of hard work and design. The woman smiled at him.
 
   “What…?” Felix flinched back, shaking his head. “What the fuck?”
 
   The woman took a step toward him. Her eyes glowed a deep, silvery ice blue. Her hips swayed as she moved, and snowflakes fell from the long strands of her frozen hair.
 
   Felix wanted to run, but found himself unable to look away from her. So he did the next best thing, slowly lifting his camera back up, and attempting to get the woman into frame. She started moving, slowly gyrating her hips, and he forgot what he was trying to do.
 
   The woman glowed bright blue for a moment, and sections of the ice that covered her crackled away, leaving only her breasts and crotch covered in crystalline underwear. The ice broke free of her face and hair. She had a flirtatious smile on her face, and her hair was light blonde, almost white.
 
   Her lips were naturally red. Her eyes were naturally blue. And she was dancing for him, slowly swinging her hips and chest around in overtly sexual circles. Felix sank into a sitting position, his arms extended behind him to keep him upright.
 
   He hadn’t noticed it before, but the ground in the large chamber was almost warm, and made of interwoven crystals and rock. Felix only noticed it because all he could think of was stripping off his winter clothes, stripping off all his clothes, and joining the woman, dancing up against her, and letting their bodies mash together.
 
   The woman had drawn even closer to him, standing only a few steps away. She ran a finger along either side of her ice bra, melting more of it away and exposing the most tantalizing curves Felix had ever seen. He pulled his snow pants off and set them beside him, hurrying to unbuckle his belt and jean zipper.
 
   A voice in the back of his head screamed for him to run. He pushed it aside, instead reaching his hands out to the woman as she finally came within reach. She straddled Felix, slowly lowering herself down while licking her lips. The rest of her bra melted away as his hands touched her breasts. They were warm, and tipped with nipples that pointed outward in anticipation.
 
   “What… are you?” whispered Felix. The woman ran a hand over her ice panties, dissolving them into steam. Her pussy was clean shaven, or rather, devoid of any potential for hair. Felix rushed to pull his jeans down and get his cock out. The woman lowered herself down.
 
   She leaned in, letting her lips meet his, and enough pleasure blasted through Felix’s body to make him shiver. He let his hands, still wearing Dani’s ridiculous pink mittens, grab her waist, and pulled her down onto his cock.
 
   He slipped inside her, feeling the lips of her pussy part for his cock easily. It almost felt as though she was sucking him in, her cunt lubricated with something magical, or demonic. Felix tried to think clearly about what was happening, but he couldn’t.
 
   All he could do was kiss the woman, grope at her breasts, and spear up into her. He was under her spell, and the knowledge of it wasn’t enough to save him. He wasn’t sure if he wanted saving, if he wanted anything other than to slam his cock into her, to blow his seed deep into her cunt, to do what came naturally and give her what she clearly needed.
 
   He was rough, but not out of anger. Each thrust sent a burst of pleasure through his body, a tiny pulse that promised more, if only he’d go faster, and fuck her harder. The woman was smiling at him, the expression dripping with smug condescension. It made Felix hate her, but her body made him love her, made him want nothing more than for the moment to continue for as long as it could.
 
   The woman pushed her breasts into Felix’s face. He kissed one nipple, and gently bit the other. She writhed with pleasure and pushed his shoulders back, forcing him down flat on the ground. She bounced her hips up and down, fucking him with passionate need.
 
   Felix rolled, flipping her underneath him. He kissed her neck and pumped his cock into her, watching the expression on her face shift. She looked amused, as though entertained by his spirited efforts.
 
   She felt hot underneath him, and Felix realized that he felt cold, colder than the room’s ambient temperature. He kept thrusting, dimly aware of the sound of their bodies slapping together echoing off the walls of the room. The woman was deadly silent, as she’d been from the start.
 
   “Why?” whispered Felix. A flash of lucidity came over him, just long enough for him to know that what he was doing would likely end badly for him. He was still thrusting into her, grabbing at her breasts in a horny frenzy. He mustered every ounce of his willpower and forced himself back.
 
   The woman let out a pained cry. She threw herself back toward Felix, walking across the ground on all fours even as he scrambled backward. Felix was in the middle of getting one of the legs of his jeans on when she tackled him, knocking him to the ground. 
 
   He winced, and then let out a moan of intense pleasure. The woman had her lips tightly wrapped around his cock, like she intended to hold him there with her mouth alone. It felt ten times more pleasurable than the sex had, as though there was even more magic in her lips than in her cunt.
 
   It felt good enough to make moving into an impossibility. Felix didn’t want to escape anymore, even though he knew that staying would very likely mean his death. The woman turned her head to the side each time she brought her mouth forward, spiraling her lips along his hard shaft.
 
   “Oh man…” moaned Felix. “Oh… wow.”
 
   He set his hand on the back of her head, letting his fingers lace through her impossibly soft blonde hair. She slowed for a moment, letting her lips and mouth suck on just the tip of his cock. Her lips seemed to throb in time with his member, pulsing against it.
 
   Felix gripped her hair tightly and pulled down, sliding her mouth further onto his cock. He kept sliding until all of his shaft was buried into her mouth and throat. The woman didn’t seem to mind, and her eyes flicked up at him with that same amused expression he’d seen before.
 
   Her tongue moved wildly against his cock, rubbing, caressing, acting as an agent of sensuality. She was going to get him off. Felix knew that it was inevitable, and both loved and loathed her for it. He was going to cum, and somehow, he knew that it meant certain death.
 
   He summoned his will and tried to focus. If he could just calm down, let himself relax, he could still escape. She had him by the cock, but if he could somehow make the situation less erotic, and go soft on her, she would have to let him go.
 
   The woman ran her lips up the length of his cock again, and Felix wanted to cry from the pleasure. He tried to focus on safe, nonsexual things, whatever came to mind that would kill his boner. The woman flicked her tongue across the head of his cock and then pulled back, letting it press against her cheek before rubbing her lips along the shaft again.
 
   Felix couldn’t make himself close his eyes. He reached for his camera, in a desperate bid to use his work to take the eroticism out of the moment. He looked through it, lining up the shot as the woman sucked with impossible sensuality. His finger wouldn’t click the button at first, but finally it did.
 
   Unfortunately, it only amplified the sexual overtones of what was happening. The mystery woman of ice, impossibly beautiful, and he was taking photos of her sucking his cock. The woman began to suck faster, as though realizing that his mistake had left her with an opportunity.
 
   “No!” shouted Felix. “I won’t! I… can’t.”
 
   She sucked faster, and faster, as though trying to assure him that it was okay for him to cum, using only her soft sucking mouth. It felt really, really good, in the way that only sexual things in the path of an imminent orgasm can. Felix focused on his breathing, unable to look away from the siren of ice as she licked and kissed his erect, achingly hard cock.
 
   She shifted again, pulling her mouth back and flashing a taunting smile at him. She was winning and she knew it. Felix was seconds away from cumming, almost at the point where he could do it without any stimulation. The woman’s breasts bounced in front of Felix’s face, hypnotizing him even during the absence of her touch on his cock.
 
   The woman brought her tongue to the base of his shaft and slowly licked upward, as though enjoying a fast melting popsicle, and trying to get a complete taste of it. Felix groaned and felt a part of him give up. She put her mouth back over his cock and bounced her lips across it once, twice…
 
   Several things happened at once. Felix let out a defeated shout as his cock began to explode in a glorious, long awaited orgasm. The woman pulled back, the ice reforming around her as though in a rush to cover herself up. And four white wolves landed on the ground around them, each one barring its fangs and snarling.
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