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 PROLOGUE 
   
 Kamira Amelion watched the grasslands below, keeping most of her body out of sight in the dry bushes on top of the hill she had picked as a vantage point. It was early morning with hardly a cloud in the sky, the sun’s heat slowly banishing the chill in the air as it rose on the horizon. Kamira was tired and dealing with a week’s worth of accumulated boredom, but managed to keep her focus on her task.  
 “How can you even be sure that they’re coming by this way?” she muttered. “They could have veered off over the river.” 
 “If the information the One Master gave us is accurate, they’d have no reason to,” said Vokdas. “And besides, they’ve been heading due north for the past three days.” 
 Kamira made a noise of frustration and shifted to eye her companion in the bushes. Vokdas was tall, muscular, and by most standards, attractive. He was one of the One Master’s Hammurabai, the trained spies and assassins that did whatever was needed to keep the realm of Faldion from tearing at the seams. 
 “So we just sit here and wait, then?” whispered Kamira. “Twiddle our thumbs and do nothing?” 
 She brushed a leaf out of her straight black hair, frowning slightly as it fell instead to the bust of her tunic, where her breasts bulged out substantially even after having been wrapped to her chest underneath. Vokdas glanced over at her and winked. 
 “Are you truly so bored, Kamira?” he asked. He let his words flow out with slow smoothness, his eyes lingering on hers as he did. Kamira felt her cheeks flush slightly. 
 She was still a novice amongst the Hammurabai, and Vokdas was her teacher and guardian. She still remembered the day that he’d chosen her, the elation and borderline disbelief she’d felt. Vokdas was one of a handful of the male Hammurabai serving the realm without having become a eunuch, and dozens of her fellow female initiates had practically thrown themselves at him when he’d announced he’d be taking on a new apprentice. 
 “I… It’s just hard to stay focused,” said Kamira. “Nothing is happening.” 
 She frowned at him and watched as Vokdas drank the expression in. She focused her attention back on the grasslands below, and pretended not to notice as Vokdas shifted closer to her through the bushes. 
 “There’s so much we could do to pass the time,” he whispered. “I think you need to examine the situation with more creativity.” 
 “Vokdas…” Kamira sighed, though a part of her felt the same little thrill she felt every time he started up with his flirtations. Vokdas would not be denied. Even by the relatively open standards of relationships back in the capital, he managed to stride into promiscuous, borderline scandalous territory in his conquests. 
 “Quiet,” he said, running his arm across her back. His fingers found the ties for the back of her tunic and quickly undid them. Kamira let out a tight gasp. 
 She was unused to it, having lived the life of an honest maiden back in Kronia. The only time she’d been with a man previous to Vokdas in all of her nineteen years was on the Night of Passion, and it had been more of a rite of passage than out of any personal inclination. 
 Vokdas was already grinding against her, his hands reaching around to grope at her large breasts. Kamira tried to stay focused as his fingers slid over her, hot and dangerous. If the One Master, or any of the other Hammurabai ever got word of this, of the way Vokdas used her, the “training” he’d encouraged, there would be nothing short of hell to pay. 
 “You’ve bouncing around up and down these hills for days,” whispered Vokdas. “I can’t help but watch. I can’t help what it does to me.” 
 “Vokdas…” whispered Kamira. She felt his fingers slide across her crotch and realized that she was wet, despite herself. 
 She’d heard stories, rumors really, about Vokdas from some of the other attractive female Hammurabai. None of it had seemed plausible until that first night after he’d taken her as an apprentice, the way he’d broken her in from the start, used her, made her feel and do things that went beyond who she thought she was. 
 Vokdas pulled her pants down roughly and shifted her to her hands and knees. Kamira made a noise that was part excited pleasure and part concern for their mission. And then his hands were on her breasts again, rubbing and tweaking her nipples as he rubbed the bulge in his pants into her butt. 
 “The mission…” she protested, whimpering the words out. 
 “It’s all on you,” said Vokdas, his voice masculine and smug. “You’ll have to stay quiet. Bite your lip if you have to.” 
 He had his trousers off, and Kamira felt the tip of his hard cock trying to push its way in between her thighs. She kept her legs closed at first, even though every inch of her body burned for him to be inside her. It mattered to her that she not give in right away, that she kept up at least a modest defense against Vokdas, against his big, hard cock, against the way he could wrap her around his finger with it. 
 Vokdas seized a handful of her hair and pulled back roughly, exposing her neck so he could plant a contrastingly soft kiss in the nape of her neck. He pushed forward again with his cock, catching Kamira off guard and managing to slide an inch or so inside of her. 
 “Kamira…” he whispered. “You want this. You’re wet.” 
 “I… I…” Kamira couldn’t deny it or manage a proper protest. She did want it. She wanted him to take her however and whenever he pleased, despite knowing of all the other girls, despite knowing that it was all a pointless game for him. 
 “You were so timid back when I first picked you to be my apprentice,” said Vokdas. “And now… you’re a dirty, ripping slut.” 
 He eased his cock forward into her and it took all of the self-control Kamira had to keep from crying out in shameful pleasure. Vokdas went slow, almost gentle, as though he wanted nothing more than to force her into being the slut he claimed she was, forcing her to escalate and make him do more. 
 “We’re practically in the open,” said Vokdas, the smugness returning to his tone. “Anyone could stumble along and see us. And see you, on my cock, shivering like one of the naked nymphs out in the Fertile Islands.” 
 “Vokdas…” moaned Kamira. It was more than just sex for him. There was always something psychological to it, bordering on cruelty in the way he teased her. 
 “Oh, but you do have a sweet cunt.” Vokdas took a tight hold of her breasts in his hands and pumped into her a little faster, letting his full length fill her up.  
 Kamira’s body pulsed with pleasure. She hadn’t been able to take all of him at first, not for the first few times they’d engaged with each other. Vokdas teased her about how he’d loosened her up and done the next man either a favor or a disservice, depending on his endowment. It wasn’t the truth, of course. It was the things he’d said to her, the way his words had gotten under her skin, making her wetter for him each time. 
 “Maybe we’ll retire early for today,” said Vokdas. “Maybe I’ll spend the afternoon seeing how many times I can fuck you before I get bored.” 
 Kamira wanted to snap out an insult at him, or at least turn and glare, but instead, she just lifted her butt higher into the air, giving him a better angle to thrust at. She hated Vokdas. She loved him. She felt played and abused, and yet protected and cherished. 
 Vokdas let out a grunt as he began getting into the rhythm of fucking, slamming his hips into her fast and hard. He was careless, and the sound of his cock slapping into her was loud enough to give them away to anyone within a hundred yards. Kamira felt suddenly sure that they were now the ones being watched, that she was the one being judged, naked at the mercy of her powerful teacher. 
 Vokdas slapped her butt hard with one hand and pushed down on her shoulders, forcing Kamira’s head down into the grass. She managed to keep an arm underneath her, preventing it from being as humiliating as it could have been, but she was still furious with him for it. 
 He fucked her harder, and she felt it deeper. Everything he did, all of the words, gestures, and movements, it always had the same effect on her. Kamira was whimpering without even realizing it, feeling the intense pleasure building in her crotch. 
 “Vokdas…” she whimpered. He let out a pleased laugh and continued slamming into her, the lean muscles of his body all focused on a single task. 
 Kamira let out a cry of ecstasy and shivered as her orgasm took hold. She couldn’t breathe for a few seconds, couldn’t do anything other than writhe and push herself back toward Vokdas’s cock. It felt too good, pleasurable in the way that only forbidden temptation can be. 
 Vokdas, despite being an overconfident braggart when it came to his promiscuity, was no fool. He pushed into her faster and faster, approaching his own release. At the last second, he pulled his cock out of her and let his cum splash out, not over her cunt, but onto her back, sparing Kamira of the risk of pregnancy and all of the complications that would come with it for someone in her position. 
 He collapsed down onto the grass next to her and threw an arm around her, pulling her into a soft hug. Kamira stifled a smile, not wanting to give away how much she enjoyed the flashes of post-coital tenderness she’d get from him every now and then. 
 “There,” said Vokdas. “You aren’t bored anymore, are you?” 
 The smile broke through and onto Kamira’s face. She let herself enjoy his embrace for another moment, and then began getting dressed. No sooner than she’d finished tying up her tunic did a small, high pitched bark come from the bushes in the next hill over. 
 “That’s Amra,” said Kamira. “He’s spotted them!” 
 She watched as a tiny tree fox, the bound beast she’d taken as her own three years ago, on her sixteenth birthday, began speeding across the grass toward them. Kamira crouched lower in the bushes, allowing the tiny, green furred creature to climb up her leg and take up its favorite spot on her shoulder. 
 A warm breeze blew through the grasslands just as two figures stepped out from the trees in the valley below. One of them was a young man, tall and lean, with the curly dark brown hair and tan skin commonly associated with the Meridians of the far south. He wore an expensive, albeit somewhat ruffled, black and gold tunic and walked with slow, confident steps. 
 Standing next to him was a pale girl with loose blonde hair falling down just beyond her shoulders. She wore a white dress over black leggings, both of which looked heavily worn for how expensive they appeared. She was attractive, attractive enough to make Kamira feel suddenly aware of the look in Vokdas’s eyes as he watched her. And more importantly, she had strange looking ears, the wind blowing enough of her hair back to reveal the elongated shape and pointed tips, along with what looked like a tail hanging from underneath her dress, covered in fine blonde hair. 
 “Finally,” said Vokdas. “I wasn’t sure how long it would take us to find her again after the last time she got away from us.” 
 Kamira nodded, raising a hand to her eyes to shield her gaze from the sun. 
 “The eight siren,” she said, softly. “She was alone the last time we saw her, Vokdas. Do you think it’s possible that the guy she’s with is the one she’s chosen?” 
 Vokdas nodded slowly. 
 “More than possible,” he said. “It’s the assumption we need to operate off of. The One Master said that she has no memory of her life before becoming a spirit siren and escaping the capital.” 
 “So she might not even have known what she was doing? She might have picked him by accident?” 
 Vokdas shrugged. 
 “I can’t think of any other reason why she’d pick a Meridian, out of everyone. There’s no survival advantage in anchoring yourself to a sand hair.” 
 Kamira shook her head. 
 “He isn’t wearing one of the Hathian robes,” she said. “He probably isn’t one of the Followers. Which means he could very well react with violence if we try to-” 
 “Look.” Vokdas pointed down at the two figures. “It almost seems like… they’re arguing?” 
 Kamira peered down at the two figures in the valley below. The spirit siren had a cold expression on her face, and was speaking calmly. The young man, on the other hand, was animated in his frustration and anger, waving his hand, pointing his finger, wearing his emotions openly. 
 “The girl looks so familiar,” said Vokdas. “I’m sure I’ve seen her somewhere before. I’ll probably remember her name once I see her close up.” 
 Kamira let out a slightly offended scoff. 
 “Are you insinuating that she was another of your former conquests?” asked Kamira. 
 “No,” said Vokdas. “I would remember her if that was the case.” 
 Kamira focused back on the siren and the young man. The two of them looked young, almost innocent, for what they were capable of. 
 “If I didn’t know any better,” said Kamira, “I would say that they’re in the middle of a lover’s spat.” 
 “Our mission is to bring the spirit siren back alive,” said Vokdas. “Let’s just wait and see how it plays out. It would be a hell of a lot easier to pull off if we could get the boy on our side and have him order her to stand down.” 
 Kamira nodded, and continued watching. 



 
 CHAPTER 1 
   
 Kai pushed his way out of the thin forest, feeling the grass underneath his feet crunch as he moved back into the open, sun parched valley. Sky followed a short distance behind him, her eyes a cool, natural blue, and a small frown set onto her face. 
 A couple of small varmint ran across the field ahead of them, effortlessly keeping their distance as they scavenged for food. Ahead of them sat a spread of hills, the bulk of which sat to the northeast, directly under the bright sun. 
 They’d set camp underneath the trees the night before and managed to get a solid few hours of rest. Since leaving the chaos of the river slave camp behind, their journey had been marginally uneventful, at least when it came to external sources. Kai shifted the bundle of supplies on his shoulders and slowed to a stop, shielding his eyes against the glare. 
  “We need to slow our pace,” said Sky, drawing up next to him. “It’s too dangerous for us to be moving so fast.” 
 Despite the two of them having spent the past three nights sleeping in the wild, Sky still looked fresh and buoyant. Her blonde hair was naturally straight, and framed the features of her pale, pretty face neatly and naturally. She’d rolled up the sleeves of her dress slightly, though Kai’s eyes tended to be more easily drawn toward the open bust and her ample cleavage. 
 “I disagree,” said Kai. “Traderton isn’t that far from here. The sooner we get there, the sooner we can relax.” 
 Sky’s frown deepened. She took a step forward, positioning herself in between Kai and the path forward. He made as though to walk right through her and almost brought his body into contact with hers. The air felt hot, and not just from the morning sun. Sky met his eye, looking at him seriously and ignoring the tension that had been building between them over the course of the journey. 
 “Kai, you need to start listening to me,” said Sky. “The Chosen will be coming for you. And the One Master probably already has his agents on your tail.” 
 “And what can we do about that, Sky?” he asked. “Because to me, it doesn’t seem as though it’s under our control.” 
 “We can prepare ourselves!” Sky jutted her chin, and incidentally, her chest, out toward him. “You can let me teach you, train you how to fight.” 
 Kai shook his head, keeping a soft, passive smile on his face. He knew enough about Sky, or at least, about her personality, to know that it would infuriate her. 
 “I don’t want to fight anyone,” he said. “It’s pointless.” 
 “You are not listening to me!” snapped Sky. “You aren’t going to have a choice.” 
 “And you aren’t listening to me.” Kai stepped away, turning his back to her. “I have no intention of dishonoring Selene’s memory.” 
 It had only been over the course of the past day and a half that Kai had let himself start thinking about Selene again, and talking openly about her. She’d been like a sister to him for the better part of his life. She’d been with him back when he and his family lived in Margellis, before the two of them had been taken into slavery. By chance, she’d been there with him in the years after, and he’d grown to rely on her, to love her, the only thing close to family he had left. 
 The scene of her death was still raw in his mind. He remembered the way she’d just disappeared over the waterfall. He remembered her last words and his own incoherent, panicked screaming. But most of all, he remembered the fighting, the violence, and the way it had led to such a pointless, empty outcome. 
 “Selene,” said Sky, “is dead. You’re still alive, Kai. Don’t be stupid.” 
 Kai glared at Sky and pushed forward, letting his shoulder bang against hers as he continued on the path north. If Sky wanted to, she could’ve used her strength to knock him over from the tiny point of contact. But she didn’t, and instead, took up her place walking next to him, the spirit siren deferring to her master. 
 “Don’t talk about Selene,” said Kai. “You didn’t know her.” 
 “I know enough,” said Sky. “She would have wanted you to keep yourself alive and not throw your life away on empty ideals.” 
 Kai gritted his teeth. 
 “She would have wanted to live peacefully,” said Kai. “She would have wanted a house on the edge of a city, and a simple life to go with it.” 
 “You’re not going to get that,” said Sky. “Why are you not understanding this?” 
 “Be quiet,” he said. 
 “No,” said Sky. “You’re not listening to me now. You didn’t listen to me at the river, either, and there’s a very good chance your stupidity is what got her killed.” 
 It took all of Kai’s self-restraint to keep from lashing his fist out, not at Sky, not even at the thin air, but at the ground or a rock, something that would hurt to punch. He remembered that moment, too. He’d been in a standoff with Terrion, and the slaver had been willing to exchange Selene for Sky. And he’d refused. 
 Sky was his spirit siren, and Kai was still in the process of learning what that meant. Her ability, void stepping, would have allowed her to escape Terrion’s clutches as easily as blinking into another realm. And she was sworn to Kai, obligated to follow any official command he gave her, and dependent on him for the spirit essence that sustained her and her powers. 
 The question of what would have happened if Kai had agreed to the trade had weighed heavily on his mind for the past three days. He found himself wishing that he’d gone along with it, while at the same time, feeling a little sickened at the thought. Sky wasn’t an object for him to trade, not even for Selene. Sky wasn’t a slave, and Kai wasn’t like Terrion or the other slavers. 
 “Enough,” Kai said, softly. “I need some time alone.” 
 “Like hell you do,” said Sky. “There’s no way I’m leaving you on your-” 
 “Sky!” he snapped. “I don’t want to see you for the next few hours. Rip off.” 
 Sky glared at him, her eyes shifting to purple, and then on to a dark maroon. 
 “Is that a command?” she asked, her voice dripping with disdain. “Master?” 
 Kai took a deep breath. 
 “Consider it to be an emphatic request,” he said, meeting her gaze. 
 Sky nodded slowly, and then took a step away from him. Her body flashed with bright light as she stepped into the void, vanishing from sight. Kai watched the space where she’d been for a moment, let out small sigh, and then continued onward. 
 He’d gone about a hundred yards when two figures appeared from the bushes atop one of the hills, heading his direction. Kai swore under his breath and resisted the urge to look around and call for Sky. He wasn’t willing to let her be right, not even if it led to a messier outcome. 
 As far as he could tell, the new arrivals were not interested in doing him immediate harm. The man in front was tall and muscular, with chiseled good looks and a thin scar above his left eyebrow. His hair was brown with a few streaks of premature grey, but cut short and straight in the style of the native Faldish nobles. 
 The girl following behind him looked to be about Kai’s age, again with straight Faldish hair that went down just above her shoulders, jet black in color. She was stunningly good looking, the outline of her breasts visible even underneath her tight combat tunic, a slender waist that curved into generous hips, and deep green eyes. Her eyebrows were long and distinctive, one of the most prized attributes of beauty among the upper class members of the realm. 
 The man smiled and held up his hand as he drew within a dozen or so manspan of Kai. He made no move to reach for his weapon, which was a small miracle, given that Kai was completely unarmed. 
 “Hello,” said the man. “My name is Vokdas, and this is my companion, Kamira.” He nodded to the girl next to him. “May we have a few moments of your time?” 
 Kai returned the man’s smile and tried to be subtle as he glanced from side to side. Sky was nowhere in sight, and though he felt a bit foolish for the situation he’d inadvertently set up for himself, he was also a little glad for it. He was capable enough, and part of him relished the opportunity to be free to decide what to do without Sky’s constant advice and suggestions competing with his own judgement. Kai held the thought in his head as he tried to keep his eyes from lingering on the man’s sword, or the double daggers hanging from the girl’s belt. 
 “Of course,” said Kai. “What can I do for you?” 



 
 CHAPTER 2 
   
 Kai walked alongside Vokdas and Kamira, keeping both of them in sight and staying mindful of how many strides it would take to put him back within the cover of the trees if it came to it. The two of them seemed relaxed enough, confident even. Kai had to force himself to stay on guard. 
 They came to a stop in front of a small grouping of smooth boulders. Vokdas made a show of stretching his back and then took a seat on one. Kai watched the girl for a moment, and then took the spot on the rock across from the man. 
 “What’s your name?” asked Vokdas. 
 “Malakai,” said Kai. “Kai for short.” 
 Vokdas nodded. Kai felt the nervousness he’d been suppressing start to sneak into his stomach. He took a deep breath and leaned back slightly, loosening his shoulders as a gentle breeze blew across the valley. 
 “Kai,” said Vokdas. “I’ll get straight to the point. My companion and I are here on behalf of the One Master. We know about the eighth spirit siren.” 
 A chill ran up Kai’s spine, validating his budding anxiety and making it hard for him to hold Vokdas’s eye. A decade serving under his old master had taught him to be very careful about revealing emotion through his face, but even as disciplined as he was, a bit of it leaked through. 
 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, somehow keeping his voice even. 
 “We’ve been watching the siren since shortly after she left the capital,” said Kamira. “And we saw her with you. You’ll have no luck stonewalling your way forward, boy.” 
 Vokdas frowned and shot the girl a look. Kai glared at her at the same time, holding a small flash of anger in reserve as he noticed that she was barely any older than he was. 
 “Kamira,” said Vokdas. “Please, we aren’t here to get confrontational.” 
 “How about you get to the part where you tell me why you are here?” said Kai.  
 He took a slow breath, running his hand through his curly hair and scanning the field in the distance for any trace of Sky. She had to still be nearby, and though he wasn’t yet at the point where her help seemed necessary, having her around would give him options. 
 “The eighth siren was a guest of the One Master,” said Vokdas. “There was an incident, I don’t know the exact details, which caused her to lose some of her memory and take flight from the One Master’s palace.” 
 “And?” Kai shrugged his shoulders and furrowed his brow slightly. “You said she was a guest, not a prisoner. And I don’t see how any of this concerns me.” 
 Vokdas’s lips turned up into a patient smile. 
 “She chose you,” said Vokdas. “She’s the eight spirit siren. You’re her Chosen.” 
 Kai said nothing, and did everything within his control to keep his thoughts from playing across his face. 
 “Kai, please,” said Vokdas. “We aren’t bad people, and we know that you aren’t either. You must know as well as anyone the trouble it will cause for you, the people that will be after you, if you continue traveling with her.” 
 Vokdas’s words carried an implication that Kai didn’t miss. People were after him and Sky, and they’d already found him. 
 “We’re doing just fine.” Kai flicked his head to the side dismissively, not breaking eye contact with Vokdas. “Whatever trouble comes our way is ours to face and none of your concern.” 
 “The only thing I’m asking for is for you to give her a command to stand down,” said Vokdas. “You aren’t a warrior, Kai. If I had to guess, I’d say you’re a former slave, with no combat training whatsoever.” 
 Kai bristled at the appraisal, accurate as it was. He tapped his fingers against his knee and shifted on the rock. 
 “I won’t,” he said. 
 “This isn’t what you want,” said Vokdas. “I can tell. You’re in over your head, Malakai. Give her the order to stand down and we’ll take her back to the capital. You’ll be free to live your life without the complications that the eighth siren will bring with it.” 
 Kai hesitated. He thought about what it would really, truly mean to be free of whatever obligations he had to Sky and she had to him. It was what he’d wanted only minutes earlier, a chance at living the kind of life Selene would have wanted for him. He could be free of the need for violence, free of any expectations other than being happy and honoring Selene’s memory. The option was shamefully tempting, and he felt his resolve wavering as he imagined it in his head. 
 “I can’t,” said Kai. “No. I won’t betray her like that, not off what you’ve told me.” 
 Vokdas sighed and shot a glance at Kamira. 
 “Unfortunately, that’s not a choice I’m going to allow you to make,” he said. 
 Kai shot up from the rock and hopped a pace back, spurred into action by the way his instincts recognized the look in the other man’s eyes. Vokdas followed after him, his hand coming to rest on his sword, fingers tapping across the hilt. He paused, frowned, and then unhooked his sword belt with quick movements, tossing it to the ground. 
 “Vokdas,” muttered Kamira. “What are you doing?” 
 “As I said before, we aren’t here to kill,” said Vokdas. “No need to complicate things by having a weapon designed for it on hand for a scuffle.” 
 Kai watched as Vokdas stepped toward him, raising his fists into a fighting stance that spoke of decades, if not a lifetime of hand to hand combat experience. He did his best to adopt a suitably intimidating fighting stance of his own and clenched his hands into fists, again flicking his eyes across the empty field, searching for Sky. 
 Vokdas moved forward fast, faster than Kai had been expecting. He saw Vokdas throw a jab and raised his guard in time only to discover that it had been a feint. Vokdas immediately followed up with another strike, his fist moving faster than Kai’s eyes could track. Kai felt pain explode against the side of his head and let out a gasp of pain as he crumpled sideways. 
 His background as a slave did give Kai one major, natural combat advantage. He’d taken blows before, everything from relatively savage whippings to angrily thrown objects. He knew how to push the sensation of pain aside and keep moving, and it only took him a second to recover and focus his attention back on Vokdas. 
 “Not bad.” Vokdas nodded slightly and moved forward without giving him more than a moment’s rest. He threw the exact same feint he’d used the first time. Kai didn’t fall for it, but Vokdas hadn’t intended him to. 
 Vokdas threw his leg into a kick that moved with the speed of a striking snake, slamming the flat of his foot into Kai’s thigh. Kai had no instincts to counter the attack, and the blow landed solidly, causing his leg to seize with pain and go numb at the point of impact. 
 The other man lunged forward in the lull that came after the impact, throwing several more jabs, all of which made contact with Kai’s ribs and chest. Kai tried to lash out with his elbow as Vokdas came within range, but all it did was give his opponent another opening. Vokdas swept his fist up into a savage uppercut, missing Kai’s chin by the barest of margins and glancing across his ear and temple. 
 Kai fell backward onto his butt, taking a sharp inhale and tasting blood in his mouth. He was dizzy, probably from the lingering effects of Vokdas’s first attack. He forced himself to one knee and then back to his feet. 
 “Just give up,” said Vokdas, contempt edging into the words. “You aren’t a hero. You’re not even capable of protecting yourself on your own.” 
 “Rip off,” muttered Kai. He spat blood onto the dry grass next to him and dropped back into his makeshift combat crouch. 
 The two of traded several more rounds of punches, with Kai managing to land only the most minor of blows. He could tell Vokdas was toying with him, holding back and drawing out the encounter. It was infuriating, but Kai was still clear headed enough to see the sense of it. Vokdas wanted the ability to take him hostage while he was still conscious if Sky showed up in the middle of their fight, so that he could force Kai to command her to stand down. 
 Kai felt the bruises and swelling on his face and forced himself to ignore it as he pushed forward into an aggressive charge, hoping to catch Vokdas off guard. Vokdas spun into a dodge, expertly seizing Kai’s wrist as he went by and twisting his momentum into a throw. Kai flipped over the other man’s shoulder and landed flat on his back, winded and left completely open. 
 “I’ve fought children that have put up more of a fight than you,” said Vokdas. “Though I suppose you aren’t many years past being one. Give up and quit shaming yourself.” 
 “You bastard!” growled Kai. He brought his hands up to his face as he saw Vokdas preparing his next attack, but it never came. Vokdas looked away from him and toward the horizon, and then toward Kamira. 
 “That’s her,” he said. “Kamira, make sure she doesn’t take us by surprise.” 
 “Will do.” Kamira jogged off across the grasslands. Kai sat up in time to see the familiar flicker of bright light of Sky’s void stepping as she moved into a new position. 
 Vokdas let him pull himself to his feet, content with the results of the encounter up to that point. Kai could barely put up a front of being able to continue on in his condition, let alone mount any kind of meaningful attack. 
 “It’s lucky for us that the spirit siren chose someone like you,” said Vokdas, the scorn in his voice contrasting against the gentle tone he’d used earlier. “You’re practically harmless.” 
 Kai clenched his teeth and rushed forward, against his better judgement. Vokdas punched him hard in the stomach as soon as he came within range and levered his arm, preparing to throw him as he had before. 
 The two of them were close to the boulders they’d been sitting on before, and one of them caught against Kai’s foot as Vokdas attempted his grapple. Vokdas fell of balance, and Kai’s weight crashed into his chest, not out of any real intention on his part. 
 The two of them fell toward the ground in a heap, with Kai on top and Vokdas underneath. The boulder was there, jutting out of the ground, waiting for them. Kai heard a sickening crunch as he landed against of Varkas’s upper body. The man went limp underneath him, and it wasn’t until Kai stumbled back up to his feet that he saw what had happened. 
 The back of Vokdas’s skull had collided with the rock, and the man’s hair was stained with sticky, crimson blood. He wasn’t moving, and his eyes were still open. Kai blinked as he stared at him, only realizing after several silent seconds that Vokdas wasn’t unconscious. He was dead, killed in an unlucky instant by their uncoordinated fall. 
 “Vokdas…” Kamira’s voice came from behind Kai, soft and stunned. “Vokdas!” 
 Kai turned around to see Sky standing behind Vokdas’s companion, the spirit siren’s arm wrapped in a tight hold around the girl’s neck. Both of them were wearing expressions of disbelief, Kamira staring at Vokdas’s motionless form, and Sky staring at him. 
 “You…” whispered Kamira. “You killed him.” 
 Kai blinked, taking a full breath in the span of time it took him to realize that she was talking about him. He started to shake his head, to explain what had happened and how it wasn’t his fault. Kamira’s scream, shrill with despair and the ache of lost, cut him off before he had a chance. 



 
 CHAPTER 3 
   
 Kamira struggled against Sky, kicking, screaming, and flailing with the desperation of someone without much of anything left to lose. The spirit siren was strong enough to hold her still, but Sky shot a glance in Kai’s direction, frowning. 
 “She isn’t going to listen to reason,” said Sky. “We’re going to have to deal with her.” 
 “No,” said Kai. “We’re not killing her.” 
 “You monster!” screeched Kamira. She twisted hard against Sky’s grip, almost dislocating her own shoulder in her wild movements. 
 “I don’t think we have a choice here, Kai,” said Sky. 
 Kai shook his head. He took a step forward, putting himself in front of Kamira, just out of range of her arms. 
 “Hey,” he said, trying to get her attention. “Hey! Listen, I didn’t kill your boyfriend.” 
 “Liar!” screamed Kamira. “He’s dead, and you… you…” 
 “He fell the wrong way and hit his head on a rock.” Kai frowned as he spoke, realizing that the words would do little for her. Kamira sank back against Kai, her head lulling forward as she continued to struggle more weakly against Sky’s grip. 
 “I’m not comfortable with leaving her alive,” said Sky.  
 “Well too bad,” said Kai. “Just… knock her unconscious.” 
 Kamira struggled to break free from Sky’s grip again, twisting and rolling. Sky released one of her hands and then lashed out in a lightning fast strike, hitting Kamira in the back of the head with an open palmed strike and knocking her out and to the ground. A tiny fox scampered across the ground nearby and leapt into position on top of Kamira, baring its teeth and growling in her defense. 
 Sky brushed her hands together as though clearing them of dirt and then folded her arms, frowning at Kai. 
 “Your face is a mess,” said Sky. “Still have all your teeth?” 
 Kai nodded, feeling the pain from the bruising and swelling more vividly now that the situation had calmed down. He let out a sigh and looked back over at Vokdas’s body, still laying exactly where it had fallen, now with a slowly growing pool of blood coating the dirty ground around his head. 
 “This was a ripping mess,” muttered Kai. “How did they find us, to begin with?” 
 “Most likely, one of them, or both, are the One Master’s Hammurabai,” said Sky. “Specially trained men and women that gather information and eliminate targets of interest, when such things are needed.” 
 Kai frowned.  
 “Is your memory starting to come back?” he asked. “That seems like an oddly specific piece of information.” 
 Sky opened her mouth to answer and then paused, as though realizing the significance of what she’d said herself. She brought her fingers to her temples and closed her eyes for a moment. 
 “…No,” she said, softly. “I can’t remember much else. Mostly just facts and information. Nothing about myself.” 
 Kai nodded slowly, unsure of whether or not he believed her. If he wanted to, he could order him to tell her the full truth of what she knew. The magic in the command might even bring facts to light that Sky wasn’t aware of knowing. 
 But even just the thought of doing that, though technically something within his power, left a bad taste in his mouth. Kai had been a slave for a decade, and he understood the pain of being forced into subservience all too well. He wasn’t interested in taking up to role of the master, in that regard. 
 Part of her condition resonated with him in a way that went back to his own childhood. Kai could barely remember his own parents outside of a few scant, specific details. Even their faces and mannerisms were vague in his memories, lined with pain, regret, and a touch of anger for the system of slavery that had stolen away his old life. 
 The sun was high in the sky, but a few long strips of clouds were making their way by it, causing the intensity of the daylight to dim and intensify as each one passed over. Kai crouched next to Kamira’s unconscious form and began checking her for weapons. The fox growled at him, but made no move to attack as he ran his fingers across the girl’s clothes. It was an odd experience, her body warm, soft, and undeniably pleasing to touch, but he went as quickly and politely as he could. 
 He found a hidden dagger in one of her boots, and a small coin purse in her pocket. Kai frowned at it, looking around the area of the grasslands nearby. 
 “Take it,” said Sky. “You have no reason to leave her with anything.” 
 Kai chewed on his lip and glanced over at the Vokdas’s body. 
 “She’s still half a day out from any settlements,” he said. “And she’ll be unarmed, and possibly still fatigued from her injuries when she wakes up.” 
 Kai slipped the girl’s coin purse back into her pocket and stood up, dusting his hands off. His own head was pounding, and a brief sense of vertigo flashed over him for a split second. 
 “You’re being stupid,” said Sky. “Take the girl’s money. There’s no telling what she’ll do once she recovers.” 
 Kai shook his head. 
 “No,” he said, simply. 
 He turned and started walking to the north, toward the path that led to Traderton. Sky hung back a few paces, waiting for Kai to pass by a tree that blocked his view back behind him. Then, she bent down next to Kamira, reached into the girl’s pocket, and took the coin purse. 
 The two of them traveled for several hours in relative silence. Kai was tired from the fight with Vokdas, though he did his best to hide the fact from Sky. The terrain was riddled with hills, and after a while, hiking up and down each one started to became too exhausting for him. 
 “Let’s take a rest in the shade of the trees at the bottom of this hill,” said Sky. She gestured to a small grove of trees and bushes at the bottom of the slanted hummock they were headed down. 
 “No,” said Kai. “I want to reach Traderton by sundown.” 
 He found it hard to gather the breath to speak full sentences, and despite his determination, slowed to a stop in front of the spot Sky had indicated. 
 “You’re being foolish,” said Sky. “And I still haven’t looked at your wounds, yet. Let’s take the night to rest and deal with the city in the morning.” 
 Kai scowled at her. He hadn’t forgotten the way she’d objected to his relaxed vision for the future, the idea of settling down and avoiding conflict. Conceding even a small point to her felt as though it gave leverage to the rest of her argument. 
 Unfortunately, Kai’s body was not on the same page as his mind. He slowed to a complete stop as they approached the trees, his eyes scanning across the leaves carpeting the ground underneath and appreciating how perfect the spot would be for setting up camp. The sun was starting to set over the horizon behind them, and without consciously deciding to, Kai sat down and rested his back against one of the thick tree trunks. 
 “Fine,” he said. “We’ll rest.” 
 Sky nodded to him and looked as though she still had something else to say. Kai scanned her face over. Her eyes were a faint pink, and she was frowning slightly, her cheeks flushed. 
 “How much did you use your abilities when you took on that girl?” he asked. 
 Sky shrugged. 
 “More than I probably should have, given how many days it’s been since…” 
 Sky trailed off, but there was no need for her to finish her thought. Kai knew the source of her power, the source of all the spirit siren’s powers. She needed the spirit essence of her master to fuel her magical talents. And the only way for her to create a store of that essence, to generate enough of it to do anything substantial, was for her to be intimate with him. 
 “Okay,” said Kai. “You can take a look at my injuries, and then… we’ll see what we can do for you.” 
 Sky exhaled slowly and nodded, her cheeks turning a deep shade of pink that matched the shifting color of her eyes. 



 
 CHAPTER 4 
   
 The two of them spent a couple of minutes setting up a basic campsite. They’d collected a few mismatched supplies over the past few days, a small leather tent along with a bedroll sized for two, dried fruit and almonds, and a fire starting kit that neither of them had had much success in getting to work properly. 
 Kai sat next to the tent and let Sky examine his face and the various bruises scattered across his body in the last remnants of sunlight. She used water from one of their water flasks to clean the wound, scowling at him the entire time as though it’d been entirely his fault. 
 “I overheard some of what you spoke to the man about,” she said, in a quiet voice. 
 “I guess your ears aren’t just for show,” said Kai. He reached up and flicked one of the pointed tips of her ears visible above her blonde hair. Sky didn’t react, distracted by the task of tending to his wounds and, presumably, her own thoughts. 
 “He offered you a way out,” said Sky. “A chance to be free of the big problem hanging over your head.” 
 Kai shrugged, noticing the way Sky’s voice sounded. There was a touch of guilt there, along with an awareness of the impact she’d had on his life. Kai began to think of what it’d been like for him as a slave, and reminded himself that he’d still be living like that if not for her. 
 “You aren’t a problem that needs solving, Sky,” he said, letting a small smile play across his lips. “You’re a person. A friend to me, most of the time. I couldn’t betray you like that.” 
 “Not even for a peaceful life?” she asked. “For the house of your dreams, and never having to fight again?” 
 Kai shrugged. 
 “Well... I mean, if the house was big enough, in a nice area, maybe.” He flashed her a grin and Sky, in return, prodded one of the bruises on his face, making him wince. 
 She continued in silence, brushing away dirt and washing off scrapes. The injuries weren’t that bad, overall, but Kai knew that they’d be visible for the next couple of days. Sky was thorough, and even spent a minute massaging his neck and shoulders as she finished up. 
 “I haven’t given up on settling down,” said Kai. “It’s still what I’m planning to do, regardless of who might be after me. After us, I mean.” 
 Sky sighed. 
 “You’re a fool,” she said. Her voice was gentle, rather than accusatory, and Kai left it at that. 
 The two of them ate a meager meal from what was left of their supplies as the last of the sun’s light faded into obscurity. It was warm enough for them to get by without a fire, but the shadows of the trees made it hard to do much else other than turn in for the night.  
 “Kai,” said Sky. “The man that you fought… Did you kill him?” 
 The question caught Kai off guard. He’d pushed the memory of the encounter out of his thoughts, along with the way the girl had reacted, the pain in her voice when she levied her accusations against him. 
 “No,” said Kai. “I didn’t kill him. I… he just… fell. He fell the wrong way, and hit his head against a rock.” 
 The words were true, but they sounded desperate and unconvincing as they left his mouth. Sky stared at him, her face shrouded by darkness, and nodded after a moment. 
 “Okay,” she said. “If you ever feel like you want to talk about it, I’m here.” 
 Kai grimaced and shook his head, as though trying to shake away the lingering emotions of the experience. He gestured toward the tent and made an attempt at changing the subject. 
 “Do you still need some, uh, recuperation time?” he asked. “For your… abilities?” 
 Sky inhaled sharply and shifted in the night, her body language taking on girlish, guarded qualities. 
 “Yes,” she said, softly. “Not much. Just enough to get by.” 
 “Of course,” said Kai. 
 They stared at each other in the darkness for a moment, and then Sky bent down and crawled through the tent’s opening flap. Kai followed behind her, not stopping his eyes from being drawn to her butt as it wiggled back and forth in front of his face. 
 He heard Sky let out a slow sigh and begin to undress. He could only see the vaguest hints of her outline, none of the sexy details he would have appreciated, but it was more than enough. Sky’s breasts were just short of being considered large, and held with shapely poise even without any support. 
 Kai also saw her tail, poking out just above her buttocks, moving as though it had a mind of her own. There was something sensually, erotic even, about it. It moved with feminine, catlike grace, rubbing against the leather of the tent’s wall, sensing its surroundings.  
 “Are you planning on undressing?” whispered Sky. Kai realized he’d been staring at her for the past few moments and snapped back to reality, noticing how hard his cock was for the first time. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “Of course.” 
 Even in the dark of night, undressing in front of Sky made Kai feel a little strange. He could feel her eyes on him, scanning over the muscles of his chest and stomach as he pulled his tunic off. He slowly slipped out of his trousers, his hard cock snapping to attention, pointed directly at Sky, eager for whatever was to come next. 
 “How much do you need?” asked Kai. “I mean, is it like it was last time, or…” 
 He left the end of his question unsaid instead of being direct. Sky had told him before that the amount of spirit essence she took from him was proportional to the intimacy of the act the two of them shared. They still hadn’t engaged in actual sex, in anything more than Sky getting him off with her hands. 
 “Not much,” said Sky. “I can get by doing it like we did before.” 
 Part of Kai felt disappointed at that, even though he knew that it was a stupid reaction for him to have. Things would never be simple between him and Sky. She was a spirit siren, and he was her master, and he was still in the process of learning what that meant for their future. 
 It wasn’t as though he could push things further with her, to demand more intimacy or pleasure. Just the thought of it made his stomach roll slightly. The power dynamic between them was vastly skewed in his direction. Kai would never allow himself to take advantage of her like that, regardless of how tempting it was, how her body called to him, her gentle curves promising a world of sensation and ecstasy that he could lean into and lose himself in. 
 “Kai?” whispered Sky. “Are you okay?” 
 “Yeah, sorry,” said Kai. “I’m totally… fine.” 
 Sky moved across the tent over to him and let one of her hands wrap around his hard cock without any preamble. Kai was sitting with his legs stretched out in front of him, and Sky straddled his thighs, her crotch only a couple of inches away from her hardness. 
 She slowly began to stroke up and down, breathing in time with the rhythm of her movements. Kai groaned and leaned back on his elbows, savoring the sensation and suddenly feeling like the luckiest man in Faldion. 
 “Is that good?” whispered Sky. Kai nodded, and then remembering how dark it was, answered out loud. 
 “Yeah,” he said. “It’s perfect.” 
 “It’s been a couple of days,” she whispered. “This probably won’t take too long.” 
 Kai grunted in agreement and exhaled sharply as her thumb did amazing things to the tip of his erection. There was something about Sky’s touch that was different from the touch of normal women. It was hot, almost electric, coursing with sensual eroticism, almost magical in the way it felt. 
 Sky was slowly, probably unconsciously, moving the rest of her body in time with the movements of her palms and fingers. Kai could feel the sensation of her crotch on his legs, warm and a little wet. He wondered what she’d do if he pressed her and took things further, consummating their relationship right there and then, in the tent. 
 Sky let out a little moan and gave his cock a soft squeeze, as though answering his question. Kai reached his hands forward, letting them slide across the side of her body, aimed for her soft breasts and pokey nipples. 
 “Easy,” whispered Sky, as she leaned back and out of his effective reach. She brushed a few strands of hair out of her face and shook her head, a movement that caused her breasts to jiggle in the dark, the movement so erotic that Kai had to bite his lip to keep from blowing his load early. 
 A sinister voice in the back of his head whispered for him to start giving her commands, right there and then. He could command her to suck, to fuck, to do whatever he wanted. The night could turn into one of pleasure beyond his wildest imagination. She’d be his to do what he wanted with. She’d be his slave. 
 The word resonated in his hard with dark finality, and he pushed the thoughts away. Sky’s hands were enough, especially when the price of getting more would be adopting the role of the slave master, selling out his ideals for momentary ecstasy. Sky was rocking back and forth on his thighs, stroking his cock up and down, and it was enough. 
 “Kai?” she whispered. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 “Yeah,” he said, leaning further back. “Sorry.” 
 “Is this not enough for you?” she asked. “I mean, do you…” 
 She didn’t finish her question, and Kai didn’t want her to. He felt a sudden flash of empathy for her and the position she was in. Everything Kai had considered over the past few minutes was known to her, as well. She knew that he could force her to do anything he wanted, if he chose to. She was living her life with her free will balanced on the edge of knife that he held in his hand. 
 “This is enough,” said Kai. 
 Sky nodded and leaned forward, letting her breasts dangle in front of his face as though offering them to him as a reward for good behavior. She began stroking faster and faster, her body grinding against his in an imitation of what real sex could be like. Kai let his hands rest on her waist and began pushing his hips up in time with the stroking of her hands, the pleasure pushing all other thoughts and considerations out of his head. 
 “You’re so hard…” whispered Sky. “Have you been waiting for this?” 
 Kai suppressed a chuckle and also felt a flash of hard, physical need pass over him. He wanted to hear more of that kind of talk from Sky’s lips. She was his spirit siren, his own personal goddess. She was his friend and companion, and in a way, his lover. 
 “Of course,” he replied. “I’m sure you’ve seen me leering at you a couple of times out of the corner of your eye.” 
 “You pervert,” giggled Sky. “You know that I’m only doing this because it’s necessary.” 
 She let her thumb slide its way across the head of its cock, smearing precum over the rest of it and lubing it up slightly. Kai slid his fingers up the crease of her lower back, feeling her soft, flawless skin. 
 “I’m only letting you do it because you need it,” said Kai. “We’re both in a hard spot.” 
 “A very hard spot,” whispered Sky. She pushed her hips forward, and for a blessed moment, the hot lips of her cunt brushed against the underside of Kai’s shaft. She made a small noise as though he’d poked her somewhere sensitive and drew back. A sudden realization hit Kai, and he frowned. 
 “You don’t have any memories of sex,” he said. “Do you?” 
 Sky hesitated for a moment, her hands stopping in place on his hard cock. 
 “I… I’ve had it before,” she said. “I think.” 
 “Yeah, but you don’t remember it,” he countered.  
 It was too dark in the tent for him to see her face, but even from just her body language, Kai could see how embarrassed his accusation had made her. 
 “That doesn’t matter,” said Sky. “I know what I’m doing!” 
 Kai chuckled and felt her hands begin to move again. 
 “Of course you do,” he said. “Hmm… You know, this all makes a lot more sense, suddenly.” 
 Sky made an offended noise and began stroking him off faster, almost too fast. She took one of her hands off his shaft, and when she brought it back a moment later it was dripping wet with her saliva. She began massaging and stroking with gentle, swift insistence. It felt really, really good, and Kai leaned his head back, letting the sensation flood over him. 
 “Oh man,” he muttered. “Sky…” 
 “What were you saying about my lack of experience, again?” she whispered. 
 “I…” Kai could barely think, let alone talk. 
 “Are you going to finish?” she whispered. “Your thought, I mean?” 
 Kai grunted as her hands lovingly caressed his tool, touching and teasing his throbbing member. He could see her breasts bouncing rhythmically, her hips sliding back and forth as she put her whole body into the movements of her hands. It was too much for him. 
 “Sky!” he moaned. His cock erupted, blasting strings of hot, sticky seed out onto what was directly in front of him, onto Sky. Each splash of cum created a small flicker of white light, similar to the aura that appeared around her when she stepped into the void. Sky made a breathless noise of either pleasure or elation as she absorbed each splatter of his essence. 
 The two of them stayed like that for several long seconds, Kai blissed out with pleasure and Sky recovering from the absorption of power. Finally, Sky began moving within the tent, pulling her clothes back on with careful movements in the confined space. 
 “You can sleep naked, you know,” said Kai. “I mean, if you want.” 
 “Are you asking me to?” asked Sky. 
 Her implication was clear. She would do it, if he asked her to, because she’d have no other choice if it came to the point of an actual command. 
 “No,” said Kai. “Just throwing it out there.” 
 He started pulling his trousers back on, still feeling the afterglow of his orgasm, along with an undercurrent of confusion. He didn’t understand Sky, and he wasn’t sure if he ever would. 



 
 CHAPTER 5 
   
 Kai slept soundly through the night and awoke to the sound of a gentle drizzle against the skin of the tent. Sky was already up and moving, pulling out the last of their remaining food supplies and partitioning it into two portions. 
 “Sleep well?” she asked, smiling at him. 
 Kai nodded. 
 “We should probably get moving a soon as we can,” he said. “Rain or no rain.” 
 “If that’s what you want,” said Sky. 
 Kai accepted the food that she handed him and did his best to ignore the tone of Sky’s last comment. She’d made it very clear to him what she thought of his intentions. There wasn’t anything she could do to talk him into committing to a different path, and there was nothing Kai could do to free her of her commitment to him. 
 “Once we get to Traderton, things will calm down for us,” said Kai. “I think you’ll see that I’m not just being naïve, Sky. We can relax there, focus on more than just surviving from day to day.” 
 Sky didn’t say anything, but the look on her face expressed her skepticism clearly enough. Kai looked down at the dried fruit and nuts she’d given him and started eating. 
 The rain let up by the time they’d finished their meal. Kai collapsed the tent and slid it into the travel sack, and then the two of them set out to the north. The grasslands felt like a different climate after rainfall, the grass taking on a deeper hue of green, and the water misting slightly near the ground as it evaporated. 
 A couple of hours passed by, and Traderton slowly became visible in the distance. The town was built on the land in front of the end of the massive Sarculon River, right at the point where it split in two. Most of the rivers in Faldion were like that, creating a web that spanned much of the inhabitable land in the realm.  
 The path that Kai and Sky had been following slowly became a well-worn road, and other travelers, some on horseback, some in carriages, took up positions on all sides of them. They passed several small campsites belonging to people who needed to be near the town without necessarily being able to afford proper lodging within. 
 Traderton was a different kind of city, its architecture and character coming as much from its geography as from creative intention. Most of the buildings on the outskirts were simple, makeshift structures, built from the wooden hulls of old ships, beached and flipped upside down. 
 Spanning the width of each of the large rivers the Sarculon twinned off into were two hulking bridges, each easily a hundred manspan high, built from expensive, quarried stone. Large, wooden lifting arms, powered by the muscles of men and bound beasts, stood at the ready, ropes dangling from their ends to be looped around heavy cargo crates unloaded from ships underneath. 
 The buildings in the center of the city were more deliberate and elegant, structures of wood with tiled roofs and painted walls. A single larger building stood at the center, a tower of modest height with a bonfire burning at its tip. Kai knew from the stories told by his old master that it was the Light Tower, the ceremonial housing of the First Trader who ruled over Traderton, overseeing all business within the city. 
 “There’s no resident member of the Chosen in Traderton,” said Sky. 
 Kai blinked. The two of them were walking up the road, headed for the first congregation of makeshift buildings on the edge of the city. Sky hadn’t said anything in over an hour, and he’d just assumed that she was irritated with him. 
 “Isn’t that a good thing?” asked Kai. “I mean, there’s no telling how one of the Chosen would react to discovering me and you.” 
 Sky shook her head slowly. 
 “It means that you’ll stand out even more, if you aren’t careful,” she said. A group of laughing children ran by, all of them dressed in little more rags, but no worse off in attitude for it. Kai smiled as he tracked them with his eyes, and did a double take when he saw where they were headed. 
 A couple of hundred yards deeper into the city, near the transition point between the outer residential and market sections of town, was a crowd of people surrounding several groups of performers. Kai glanced over at Sky, and noticing that she didn’t seem to have any more recognition of what was going on in the situation than he did, focused back on the spectacle. 
 “Donate your coin in the name of the Festival of Coin!” shouted a plump, balding man who stood on a pair of ridiculously long wooden legs. “We are the Breeze Wind Players, and we accept donations, small, large, and of course, medium sized!” 
 Next to him, a group of muscular men held a large circle of stretchy fabric in between them. Children were lined up on the second story roof of the building next to them, jumping off one by one to land in the center of the circle and bouncing a dozen or so feet in the air before landing again and coming to a stop. 
 Several musicians with fancifully decorated instruments were playing a song on a stage, the man in the center of them dancing and tapping his feet on the wood. A destiny judge sat in a small tent filled with cannias root smoke, holding her wizened hands over a divining compass. Two men wrestled for the entertainment of a group of drunkards, flipping each other into fantastical movements that Kai could only assume had been practiced time and time over beforehand. 
 “Wow…” he muttered. “This is… a lot to take in.” 
 “Still interested in settling down here?” asked Sky, her tone ever so slightly smug. 
 “Now, more than ever,” said Kai. He reached his hand down to his pocket to feel for his purse and froze in place as his hand found nothing there. Kai frowned, felt his other pocket, and then shot a furious glance at Sky. 
 “You left your coin purse out last night after we… went to sleep,” she said, her voice even. “I figured that it was better if I took charge of all things money related.” 
 “What?” Kai glared at her. “Give it back. Now.” 
 “It won’t end well if you try to barter with people in a city like Traderton,” said Sky. “You’re too new to the world, Kai. Let me handle the things that need handling.” 
 Kai felt his mouth fall open slightly. He shook his head slowly, feeling his cheeks flush with embarrassment as Sky’s words found their mark. 
 “Of course,” she continued, “if it matters so much to you, you could always command me to give you the money back.” 
 Kai gritted his teeth. 
 “This is you taking advantage of me, plain and simple,” he said. “You know I don’t want to have to do that.” 
 “And you know that I have your best interests in mind,” said Sky. “I plan on finding an appropriately priced inn for us to stay at, along with a fresh change of clothes in our price range.” 
 Kai didn’t say anything. He waved a hand in concession and turned to watch the performers. 
 “Here,” said Sky. “This is enough to get a couple of drinks at the tavern across the street. Wait for me there. It shouldn’t take more than an hour to get everything settled.” 
 Kai shook his head, but before he could object, Sky had pushed the coins into his hand and disappeared into the crowd. He felt frustrated, both by the way she treated him and his own concerns about her moving through the city on her own. Her tail she could hide easily enough, but Sky seemed totally unaware of how often her ears tended to slip up out of her hair without her noticing. 
 Kai took a deep breath, watched the entertainers for another minute, and then headed for the tavern she’d indicated. It looked nice enough from the outside, though it had clearly been a makeshift building at one time. The front section of it was the upside down hull of a ship, extended in the back with a rectangular addition. 
 He stepped into the tavern, smelling salt and cannias smoke. It was fairly empty, and Kai found a seat at the bar easily enough. The bartender was nowhere in sight, and he tapped his fingers on the wood impatiently, glancing from side to side. 
 A man was sitting one seat down on his right. He looked tall, though it was hard to tell sitting down, and maybe a decade or so older than Kai. His face was sharp and a little imposing, and combined with his blond hair and expensive clothing, Kai had him pegged as a noble of some kind or another. 
 “Malvekian,” said the man. 
 Kai frowned and raised an eyebrow. 
 “What?” 
 “Don’t bother ordering any of the beer here,” said the man. “It’s all watered down. Just ask for a Malvekian with a half cup of orange juice.” 
 Kai nodded slowly, feeling a little put off by the man’s casual attitude. The bartender was on his way back over and flashed Kai a practiced smile as he took up his place behind the counter. 
 “Uh…” Kai chewed his lip for a half second. “I’ll have a Malvekian. Half orange juice.” 
 The bartender shot the man a look, let out an irritated sigh, and went to work making the drink. Kai gave a small nod of approval to the man sitting next to him and passed the bartender a copper crow as he slid the drink over to him. It tasted of citrus and a sharp, tangy liquor. 
 “It’s a nice enough tavern,” said the man. “Good location for watching the Festival of Coin without having to put up with the riffraff outside.” 
 There were large, circular windows on either side of the doorway, and true enough, Kai could see some of the performances taking place outside. He took another sip of his drink and resolved to try to enjoy the afternoon, rather than sitting and stewing over Sky’s behavior. 
 “Yeah, it is,” said Kai. 
 “What’s your name?” asked the man. 
 “Kai.” 
 The man smiled and extended his hand. 
 “I’m Keaton.” 



 
 CHAPTER 6 
   
 “So what brings you to Traderton, Kai?” 
 Keaton had ordered another drink, and sat with one arm outstretched across the wooden bar, half turned toward the rest of the room. Kai looked down at the wooden bar counter for a moment, and then met the other man’s eye. 
 “Business,” said Kai. “I guess.” 
 Keaton nodded. 
 “I would have pegged you as one of the Followers of Hathos, if not for your lack of one of their robes,” said Keaton. “You are a Meridian though, are you not?” 
 Kai shrugged. 
 “I’m half Meridian,” he said. 
 “Interesting…” said Keaton. “And you came to Traderton on your own for business?” 
 “I’m here with… a friend of mine,” he said. “We’re looking into buying property in the city.” 
 He chose his words carefully, feeling a strange paranoia at the idea of saying too much to a stranger. The fact that he was a slave or the details of the chaos of his life over the past few days weren’t relevant, and sharing them could potentially lead to trouble while yielding him nothing in return. 
 “A female friend, by chance?” asked Keaton. 
 Kai smiled slightly. 
 “Yup.” He took a sip of his drink, and Keaton gestured with his own goblet and did the same. 
 “Good luck with that,” said Keaton. “I’m actually here with a female friend of my own. It never ceases to amaze me how complicated even the simplest of relationships can become, given enough time.” 
 Kai nodded and took a slow breath, exhaling into a sigh. 
 “Love is a choice,” said Keaton. “And at the same time, it’s no choice at all.” 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 Keaton shrugged. 
 “I’m not trying to be philosophical,” he said. “Just stating the facts. You can love someone through your actions, or love them from your heart. Or both.” 
 Keaton took a long sip of his drink, splashing a bit of it as he set his goblet down heavily. 
 “That’s deep,” said Kai. “I take it you and your, uh, female friend, are going through a bit of a time right now?” 
 “Right now and always,” said Keaton. “What about you? You said you came to Traderton to buy property? That’s pretty serious.” 
 Kai hesitated, thinking about how exactly to approach his answer. 
 “It is, and it isn’t,” he said. 
 “Now you’re the one with the double talk,” said Keaton. 
 Kai shrugged. 
 “She’s here with me less out of choice and more out of obligation,” he said. “We’re kind of… stuck together, in a manner of speaking.” 
 Keaton nodded. 
 “Oh, I know exactly what you mean,” he said. “That’s only going to complicate things further. You’ll have to develop a strong heart to handle what you have coming to you, my friend.” 
 Kai squinted at the other man slightly. He looked familiar, somehow, and he couldn’t help but think that he’d seen him somewhere before. Probing into his background seemed like a terrible idea, however, and would only lead to Kai having to reveal more about himself as well. 
 “See those two girls sitting at the table over there?” asked Keaton, nodding behind them. 
 Kai looked in the direction indicated. The girls sitting at the table were pale of skin, with deep red colored hair and faces spotted with freckles. They both wore expensive clothing, tight dresses of an exotic style that showed off curves and cleavage. 
 “Uh, yeah,” said Kai. “Why?” 
  “They’re both from the Free City of Temmuja, one of the islands outside the realm in the far reaches of the Fertile Sea,” said Keaton. “Their clothing is a dead giveaway.” 
 “So?” 
 “So…” Keaton flashed him a grin that made him look like a teenager, rather than a man easily pushing 30. “I’ve never had the chance to… converse with a woman from Temmuja before.” 
 Kai rolled his eyes and shook his head. 
 “So go talk to them,” he said. “Why are you telling me this instead of making your move?” 
 “Do the math, Kai,” said Keaton. “There’s two of them, and two of us.” 
 Kai let out a sigh and shook his head. 
 “I’m just here to have a couple of drinks and wait for my friend,” said Kai. 
 “Your female friend,” said Keaton. “She left you here, in a tavern, by yourself. While she’s off doing… what, exactly?” 
 Kai didn’t answer him, and felt the same flush of embarrassment he’d felt before when Sky had ditched him. He took a sip of his Malvekian and grimaced. 
 “Come on,” said Keaton. “Live a little. I’ll do all the talking, you just have to smile and nod here and there.” 
 A young fiddler had entered the tavern and started playing music in the corner of the barroom. There was space on the floor for dancing, and Kai noticed the two Temmujan girls looking toward it with longing in their eyes. Keaton clapped him on the shoulder and stood up from his stool, still with that boyish grin plastered on his face. 
 “Alright,” said Kai. “I guess talking with them for a bit couldn’t hurt.” 



 
 CHAPTER 7 
   
 The talking went fast. Keaton introduced both of them and got the girls names, neither of which were within the realm of pronunciation for Kai. Keaton started making jokes, the girls laughed and began joking back, and soon enough, all of them were moving to the fiddler’s music, first in a group, and then in pairs of two. 
 The girl Kai ended up with was short, busty, and very good at flashing him suggestive looks with her eyes. She spoke with a thick accent, making it hard for him to understand much of what she was saying. The dress she had on was different from anything Kai had seen before, slits cut into it at points to reveal strips of thigh or cleavage. She began to move to the fiddler’s music, dancing mere inches away from him, and Kai felt himself getting very, very excited. 
 “Do you dance muchly in Faldish country?” asked the girl. Kai smiled, trying to make his movements seem practiced, like hers were. 
 “Some people here do,” he said. “Not me. Not much.” 
 “Do you know dance of this type?” asked the girl. She pushed herself in closer to him, letting her large breasts slide across his chest before turning against him, massaging her butt into his crotch. 
 Kai was erect in under a second, the movement drawing his arousal out and making him even more aware of how attractive the girl was. Next to him on the floor, Keaton had his girl in an even more erotic embrace, his hands groping her breasts openly as he ground his cock into her ass. 
 “I… don’t think I’ve done this type of dance before,” said Kai. He felt a little flustered, and from the expression on the girl’s face, he could tell that she was enjoying her effect on him. 
 “Ooh,” she said. “Maybe I teach you, then?” 
 She leaned forward a little, and Kai felt her buttocks clamp down on the bulge in his pants, flooding his crotch with illicit warmth. She took his hands in hers and slid them across her stomach. The dress was thin, and he could feel her skin underneath it. Kai let his hands rest just below her breasts, wondering how far she’d let him take it. 
 “Now, rock forward,” she whispered. “Push with me, down here.” 
 One of her hands brushed the underside of his cock, encouraging him to dry hump her, right there in the tavern. Kai hesitated for a moment. In the corner of his vision, he could see that Keaton and the other girl had migrated into the corner of the room, where it was a little darker. Keaton was either grinding against her, or doing something that went even further than that, his hips pushing into the girl’s butt, his hands feeling her breasts. 
 The girl against Kai was moaning softly, and slowly leading him over to a secluded corner the two could have to themselves. Kai began pushing against her, his mind clouded over with lust. The girl turned her head to look at him and planted a quick kiss on his cheek, and then the lips. 
 “You are up to dance, are you not?” asked the girl. She stepped into the shadow of the corner of the room and pulled the bottom of her dress up, and up, and up, until she’d revealed to him that she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. 
 The bartender was nowhere in sight, and the only other people in the tavern were Keaton, the other girl, the fiddler, and a single group of drunkards at a table by the door. Kai squeezed the Temmujan girl against him tightly, feeling her fingers in his waist band, pulling his trousers down just enough to let his cock snap out and into position. 
 He pushed forward and felt his cock slide into her with barely any resistance. She was wet and tight and eager, and nothing else mattered in the moment. Kai watched as she bit her lip and made a soft cooing noise, squeezing a muscle in her cunt around his cock and winking at him encouragingly. 
 Kai pushed her forward, practically pinning her against one of the walls of the tavern. He tried to keep his enthusiasm in check as he started ramming his cock into her, but it was nearly impossible. 
 Keaton was doing the same thing across the room. Kai looked over to see that he’d gone as far as to pull the dress of the girl he was with down in front, exposing her big, pale breasts. He smirked at Kai and nodded approvingly, and Kai couldn’t resist grinning back at him. 
 He let his hands grope at the girl’s breasts and began thrusting, feeling her from the inside, the pleasure and excitement of the illicit act coursing through him. The girl seemed to want it as much, if not more, than he did. Kai made a mental note to eventually make the trip to her homeland and see if all the girls there shared her mentality. 
 The encounter had escalated so quickly that it took Kai a couple of seconds to realize that he was at risk of cumming early. He tried to slow his pace down, but the girl used her body to pull him back into it, keeping his hands in position on her breasts and her body tight against his. 
 She rocked back and forth, grinding her cunt on his cock as though her goal was to steal his seed. Kai frowned at that thought, realizing that given how little he knew about her, that very well could be exactly what she was up to. 
 “Ooh,” cooed the girl. “You’re so big. Bigger than the other Faldish men.” 
 “I’m not Faldish,” whispered Kai. 
 She shot him a confused look and then frowned. Kai thrust into her hard, and the confusion turned to surprise, and then a guilty expression of pleasure. Kai tweaked one of her nipples and pushed her against the wall again, pinning her and using her for his pleasure. 
 Nobody in the tavern had noticed what was going on, even as the sound of the two couples grew louder and the air began to smell of sex. Keaton was being especially blatant, slamming into the girl with him so hard that it made audible, lewd noises. 
 Kai gripped the girl he was with by the waist and began thrusting into her hard, feeling himself approaching his busting point. She started moaning, her breasts bouncing forward in back, her cheeks pink, either from embarrassment or excitement. 
 And then, a new figure entered the tavern. Kai looked over his shoulder and almost did a double take. Sky was standing near the entrance of the tavern, watching him with a cold glare set on her face. 
 He tried to pull away from the girl. She pulled him back into her, and his hips kept up with their movements. Kai groped at the girl’s breasts more out of reflex than intention and felt himself cross over his limit. He grunted as his cock began to blast hot, sticky seed into the Temmujan girl’s cunt, filling her up with his load and leaving him feeling a mixture of pleasure and sharp regret. 
 Keaton was still engaged with the girl’s friend, and didn’t notice as Kai pulled away and made himself decent. He hurried over to Sky, frowning and trying to compose a decent sounding explanation. 
 Sky didn’t say anything to him. She turned and left the tavern. Kai waited for a moment, and then followed after her. 



 
 CHAPTER 8 
   
 “You told me to wait in the tavern, Sky.” 
 Kai followed several feet behind his spirit siren, watching as she made her way through the crowded street, the last of the sun’s light dropping over the forest flanking the city’s western horizon. Sky hadn’t said a word to him, and continued to give him the silent treatment as they headed toward Traderton’s central market square. 
 “Sky,” he said, again. “If you didn’t want this to happen, maybe you shouldn’t have gone out of your way to ditch me when we entered the city.” 
 Sky shot a glare at him over her shoulder and slowed down enough for Kai to draw even with her. She closed her eyes and shook her head slowly, meeting his gaze as she reopened them. 
 “I don’t care what you choose to do with your free time,” she said, coldly. “It doesn’t matter to me. What matters is you being foolish enough to let your guard down and leave yourself open just because a flirtatious tavern floozy smiles at you.” 
 Kai scowled at her and crossed his arms. 
 “It didn’t happen like that,” he said. “I was dancing with her, and there was another guy in the tavern that, well, it’s complicated.” 
 “I’m sure it is,” said Sky. She turned around a corner, leading him into one of the nicer sections of Traderton. They passed through an open air market, most of the business slowing down for the day and the merchants packing up their wares. 
 “I have just as much of a right to be mad at you as you have to be mad at me,” said Kai. “If you hadn’t stolen all of my money, none of this would’ve happened.” 
 Sky didn’t say anything to that. She took a couple more steps and then stopped in place, turning to face him with a furious expression on her face. She seemed to think better of whatever she was about to do before letting it happen, however, instead turning and walking through a wooden door held open by a heavy rock, leading him into an inn. 
 The innkeeper smiled at Sky and waved the two of them upstairs. It was a nice place, the floor made of clean, polished wood, and most of the walls covered by beautiful tapestries depicting various historical scenes involving the city.  
 Sky led him to the door of the room, opened it with a key from her pocket, and pushed her way inside. The room was nice, with a single large bed, a padded bench along one wall, and an old wooden tub that Kai knew instinctively would cost another fee to have filled. 
 There were clothes, folded and set out on top of the bed, for both of them. Kai frowned, realizing that Sky had gone out and gotten them both a fresh change of clothes on top of a room. He looked over at her, but she wouldn’t meet his eye or say anything. 
 There was food, too, and Kai took his time eating, feeling the effects of the alcohol from before on his appetite. Sky sat on the bench across the room, silently waiting in a way that seemed natural for her and yet still made Kai uncomfortable. 
 He finished and made his way outside onto the balcony, sliding the thin door closed behind him and relaxing in privacy. It had been a long day, a long couple of days. He was tired, not just in body, but in spirit. 
 The street was emptying of people down below, at least around the area of the inn. Kai could hear the sounds of the Festival of Coin from another section of the city. He took a seat on a small wooden stool and looked up at the sky. 
 Vana was high in the sky, a full, gleaming celestial disc of deep green, soft teal, and navy blue. The stars around it seemed to be dimmer than normal, as though they were taking the night off and letting the moon have center stage. 
 “…You always used to love looking at Vana,” whispered Kai. “Selene.” 
 He felt a contradictory smile play across his lips as sharp, painful memories came back to him. He forced himself to remember her face, her curly hair, her tan skin. He wouldn’t ever let himself forget it. 
 “Traderton,” he said, still speaking upward. “It’s everything I’d thought it would be. You would have loved it.” 
 Kai tapped his fingers on the wood of the balcony’s bannister. 
 “None of the other cities seemed like they’d suit you,” he said. “Last Port was way too hot and dry. Knessomar, I mean, I still haven’t been there, but everyone says it’s wet.” 
 He smiled. 
 “Margellis, along with a couple of the others obviously wouldn’t work, given their stance on slavery,” he said. “And the capital… just seems too posh, for you.” 
 Kai took a slow breath. He only remembered bits and pieces of the last few conversations he’d had with Selene. Less of the words, and more of the emotion, the intention. How scared he’d been, rightfully so in the end, of what their new slave master would be like. 
 “I’m sorry, Selene,” he whispered. “I know… I’ve already apologized. This time, it’s not for how it ended though.” 
 He took another deep breath. 
 “I can’t remember if I ever told you,” whispered Kai. “I feel like I did, but I don’t remember a time when I’m sure that I said it, and used the word. Selene… You were always there for me. I…” 
 “She’s not there.” 
 Kai jumped out of the stool and whirled around. Sky had opened the balcony’s wooden door without making a sound and stood in the opening, staring at him disapprovingly. 
 “Sky,” he said, scowling. “Rip off.” 
 “She’s dead, Kai.” Sky’s words hit him hard, and he was sure that she’d intended them to. “And unfortunately, nothing happens when you die. She’s not up in the stars, or watching over you. She’s-“ 
 “Rip off!” Kai slammed his hand down hard on the balcony’s wooden guard rail. “Nobody asked for your opinion!” 
 “And I didn’t ask for grieving, impulsive master,” said Sky. “Too busy letting his emotions lead him to make any decisions.” 
 Kai gritted his teeth, meeting Sky’s eye and feeling hatred bubble through his chest. 
 “Oh, and I asked for you?” he said, unable to contain himself. “I asked for fate to throw my old life away, and replace it with… with this? With you?” 
 Sky’s expression didn’t waver. It was cold, unwavering, and slightly inhuman.  
 “Enough,” said Kai. “Just… enough. Leave me be.” 
 “Is that a command?” asked Sky. 
 Kai closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. 
 “No,” he said. “Just go.” 
 Sky paused for several seconds, and then turned and walked back into their lodgings. Kai collapsed down onto the wooden stool, feeling a headache coming on from either exhaustion or his anger. 
 “Selene,” he whispered. “I love you. Good night.” 



 
 INTERLUDE 
   
 There was a gentle wind on the night air, and Kamira felt it rustling through her hair as she watched the balcony and Vokdas’s killer from four rooftops over. It took all of the self-restraint she had to keep herself from making her move, from taking the revenge that belonged to her, finding a channel for all of the emotions she’d been left with after the death of her mentor and lover. 
 Amra shifted on her shoulder, digging the nails of one of his paws into her shoulder. The blood bond between Kamira and the tree fox strengthened their intuition of one another to the point where she was sure the beast could sense her emotions, just as she could sense when he was hungry or scared.  
 Attacking Kai at that moment would be suicide. Even as Kamira considered it, she saw the eighth siren, Sky, appear in the doorway behind them. She would be handed her death in short order if she tried anything, with no weapons beyond the element of surprise to use in her favor. 
 She watched the two of them as they spoke to one another, noting that they both seemed tense and full of anger. She’d seen that before, with Vokdas, and made a mental note of it for later use. 
 Kamira’s mission hadn’t changed, even without Vokdas. She was supposed to watch the eighth siren, and wait for a chance to bring her back in peacefully. She wasn’t supposed to get caught up in her emotions and murder the man the siren was sworn to, but she also wasn’t sure if she’d be able to stop herself from doing just that if the moment presented itself. 
 Grudgingly, Kamira noted the inn that the two of them were staying at and climbed back down to the street. The Festival of Coin had drawn most of the late night crawl away from the area, and nobody saw her as she began making her way deeper into the city. 
 Her most pressing problem, and what she should have been attending to over the past day instead of tracking her target, was the fact that she had no money, no weapon, and little more than the clothes on her back. Kamira had been surprised that she’d woken up at all, sure that the eighth siren and her Chosen would have had no qualms about ending her life, just as the boy had done with Vokdas. 
 It was still hard for her to think about, hard for her to even believe. Vokdas had been one of the best of the Hammurabai. She played the encounter out over and over in her head. He’d been toying with the boy, dominating him in hand to hand combat without breaking a sweat. She couldn’t keep herself from wondering what had happened, what had really happened, to lead to not just injury, but to his death. 
 She pushed the thoughts out of her head and focused on the street ahead of her, turning a corner and almost running directly into a large, elegantly dressed man with a decorative sword hanging from his belt. He grinned at her, and it was only then that Kamira noticed the women standing next to him, all of them provocatively dressed and on display. 
 “Well, well, well,” said the man. “You look like you’re new to town. Interested in a bed to sleep in for the night? A hot meal, maybe some wine?” 
 “I’m fine,” said Kamira. “Thank you.” 
 “You have a nice pair on you,” said the man. “You’d fit right in with the rest of the girls, I’m sure.” 
 One of the women leaned alluringly in Kamira’s direction, her low cut top billowing open, revealing flashes of cleavage and a hint of nipple. Another of the girls stepped around behind her, almost as though their plan was to physically take her inside, regardless of her wishes. 
 “Amra,” whispered Kamira. 
 The tree fox leapt forward off her shoulder, landing on the man’s face and jabbing him hard in the eye. The man screamed and flailed his hand up at his face. The fox moved faster than he did, allowing the man’s blow to strike his own nose. Kamira pushed passed him brusquely, gesturing for Amra to come along as she continued down the street. 
 She kept her pace even as she headed down the street, keeping her eyes forward and not meeting the gazes of any of the beggars or other, less reputable folk out that night. Kamira turned around a corner and then slowed, walking along the heavy stone wall of the Pacter’s Guild compound before coming to a stop in front of the human sized door, which stood next to another much more massive entrance meant for larger bound beasts. 
 The door was unlocked, and behind it was the guild’s entrance lobby. A middle aged woman wearing expensive spectacles sat at a curved wooden desk, browsing through what looked like a dozen different documents at once. She looked up at Kamira as she approached and nodded without smiling. 
 “Mercantile hours are six through six,” said the woman. “Unless you’re here on guild business, I must ask that you leave a written request and be on your way.” 
 “I’m here for a meeting with Senior Pacter Chalmers,” said Kamira. “He’s expecting me.” 
 “Are you a member of the guild?” 
 Kamira frowned. The Pacter’s Guild, though only recently established, was easily as rigorous in its entrance procedures as the One Master’s Legion. Kamira, as one of the Hammurabai, would not have been allowed by her own sworn allegiance to join, given the Pacter’s Guild’s much more fluid and mercenary role within the Faldish political system. 
 “I’m not a member of the guild,” said Kamira. “But I’ve been a pacter for over three years, and I’ve been on good terms with most of the members of the guild since its inception.” 
 Most of their members, she thought, remembering the pacter she and Vokdas had been forced to render unconscious on a previous job a few months back. The memory was bittersweet and she pushed it out of her mind before Vokdas’s face became visible, handsome and smiling. 
 “If you’re not a member of the guild, sworn to our charter and possessing a proven blood bond, then I’m afraid it’s out of the question for me to allow you access to Senior Pacter Chalmers.” The woman adjusted her spectacles and looked back down at the disorganized mess of papers on the desk. 
 Kamira started to tell her exactly where she could put her guild charter, when the door behind the woman opened. An older man, the hair of his head and beard gone white, stepped into the entrance lobby, followed by a smug looking warthog. His eyes lit up when he saw Kamira. 
 “Kamira,” said the man, her name sounding almost like a compliment from his mouth. 
 “Senior Pacter Chalmers,” said Kamira. “I was just telling your, uh, servant, about our meeting.” 
 Chalmers frowned slightly. The woman shot daggers at Kamira with her eyes. After a moment, Chalmers picked up on the cue and let out a small chuckle. 
 “Oh, that’s right,” he said. “Of course. I’d almost forgotten. Come with me.” 
 “Senior Pacter!” protested the woman. 
 “It’s fine, Marissa,” said Chalmers. He gestured for Kamira to follow and stepped back out through the door. 
 The Pacter’s Guild compound lay on the other side of it. Within the main wall, the place looked nothing so much as one of the prized animal collections of the traveling carnivals. Tigers, lions, wolves, and even a few elephants all paced around the courtyard, watching for any sign of intruders. Birds, mainly owls for the time of night, circled overhead, looking for threats from afar. 
 Several buildings of various size and height sat within the wall, built from heavy stone and clay, rather than the wood that most of the rest of Traderton used for crafting. The Pacter’s Guild strode the line between mercenary and military, and had been so intended to from its founding a couple of years earlier. It was a place for the pacters to pool their unique strengths, a political organization democratized and designed to rival the influence of the Chosen and the One Master, at least in theory. 
 Chalmers, as one of a handful of senior guild members charged with keeping order and providing leadership, had his own room in one of the compound’s towers. He led Kamira inside and up a winding staircase, and then into a small office that looked straight to business, except for the small, cloth bed for his bound beast in the corner. 
 “Have a seat,” said Chalmers, closing the door behind them. He walked around to his desk, leaning over it instead of sitting down himself. 
 “Thank you,” said Kamira. 
 The Senior Pacter to a deep breath, scanning her over with his eyes. 
 “I would have expected Vokdas to be with you,” he said. “Should I make inferences from the fact that he isn’t?” 
 Kamira met his gaze, forcing a small, sad smile onto her face in place of the tears that were threatening to break. 
 “Damn it,” said Chalmers, slamming a hand down on his desk. “How’d it happen?” 
 “Our current assignment,” said Kamira. “Chalmers… The One Master sent us to bring a target of interest back to the capital.” 
 Chalmers nodded slowly. He’d been a founding member of the Pacter’s Guild, and as far as Kamira knew, none of his fellow guild mates had any idea of his secret identity as one of the One Master’s Hammurabai. He chewed his lip, considering what Kamira was saying and weighing his options. 
 “Who was the target?” he asked. 
 “There’s an eighth siren, Chalmers,” said Kamira. “And she has already bonded with someone, making an eighth Chosen.” 
 Senior Pacter Chalmers inhaled sharply. He stood up pacing the space behind his desk, staring at the floor. 
 “The man, the Chosen, is the dangerous one,” continued Kamira. “He needs to be done away with as soon as possible. Then, we can worry about getting the siren back to the capital.” 
 She kept her voice steady, hoping that Chalmers wasn’t as good at detecting a lie as she was at telling one. The young man, Kai, needed to die. She didn’t care if it was by her hand or someone else’s, or what it took. She needed revenge for Vokdas, above all else. 
 “I’m not sure I’ll be able to sell the rest of the Senior Pacters on this,” said Chalmers.  
 “You shouldn’t need to,” said Kamira. “I ask only for the help of a few men, pacters with predators for their beasts.” 
 Chalmers shifted slightly, exhaling through his nose. 
 “Are you truly acting on behalf of the One Master on this?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” lied Kamira. 
 Chalmers nodded. 
 “I’ll see what I can do.”  



 
 CHAPTER 9 
   
 When Kai came back inside, he found Sky sleeping on the padded bench along the far wall of the room. He took the bed for himself, feeling slightly pleased at the fact that he got it to himself. Sky’s words echoed in his head as he tried to drift off, along with other unpleasant things, the face of Vokdas on the ground, Selene disappearing over the waterfall. 
 He did eventually manage to get some sleep. When Kai woke up, Sky was nowhere to be found. The wooden tub was full of fresh, hot water, and Kai stripped out of his old clothes and lowered himself appreciatively into the bath. 
 Less than a minute after he’d started bathing, the door to the room opened, and Sky entered. She was wearing a new outfit, a black and red tunic that ran long, along with dark leggings and black boots. Her eyes were dull grey, a color that made her face and blonde hair seem subdued. 
 Kai watched her, feeling as though he was at a disadvantage, naked and in the tub. He waited, wondering which of them would be the first to speak after the vicious barbs of the night before. 
 “Hey,” said Sky, after what felt like an eternity. 
 Kai turned away from her, back to the task of washing himself. 
 “Morning,” he muttered. 
 Sky also had food with her, along with a fresh towel, both of which she set down on the floor near the tub. Kai washed his hair and scrubbed at his skin thoroughly before climbing out, not bothering to make any attempt at hiding his nudity from the siren.  
 He dried off and then pulled on the fresh, new clothes Sky had found for him. They were elegant and loose, a flowing grey shirt with a white vest that went over it, along with black trousers with leather patches over the knees. 
 Sky was sitting on the bench, waiting for him with her eyes closed. Kai ate his food and tried to clear his head, considering each of his options carefully. 
 “I’m still going to try to settle down here in Traderton,” he said. “Nothing’s changed.” 
 “Why would it have?” asked Sky. 
 Kai resisted the urge to scowl at her, his annoyance manifesting as a small pain on either side of temples.  
 “Can I trust that you’ll help me without sabotage?” he asked, meeting her eye. 
 Sky leaned her head from side to side slightly, the gesture suggesting that she’d planned on doing just that. 
 “You’re smarter than you look, Kai,” she said. “I will help you honestly. No tricks.” 
 He nodded and then finished eating. 
 On the way out of their lodgings, Kai stopped to check in with their host. The man was awake and alert, sitting behind his desk with the poise of someone who truly enjoyed their work. 
 “Good morning,” said Kai. The man smiled up at him. 
 “Good morning, sir,” he said. “Will you be staying another night?” 
 Kai thought about it for a second and then nodded slowly. 
 “I believe so,” he said. “But I’m actually here in Traderton looking to buy property in the city. What would be the best way to go about, uh, doing that?” 
 The man thought for a second, turning his gaze up toward the ceiling. 
 “The Hall of Property, sir,” he said. “It’s in the north part of town. But it’s closed for the festival, you see.” 
 Kai frowned. Nothing was ever simple when it came to getting what he wanted. 
 “Thanks anyway,” he said. He walked out of the inn and Sky followed after him. 
 “Where are you going?” asked Sky. 
 Kai looked over his shoulder at her. It was early enough in the morning to lend a raw, orange quality to the sun’s scattered light. Merchants, beggars, and peddlers of all kinds were still in the process of setting up for the day, many of them looking as though they could have used a few more hours of sleep. 
 “To the Hall of Property,” said Kai. “There’s no harm in checking it out anyway. It’s not like I have other plans.” 
 Sky sighed and folded her arms, the movement causing one of her ears to poke out from underneath her blonde locks, and strangely, her tail to poke out from underneath her long shirt. She’d been wearing the appendage around her waist for the past few days, and Kai had grown so accustomed to it being hidden that it almost made him do a double take. Sky’s eyes were a deep, wild green, the color of healthy grass. 
 “Sky,” he whispered. “Your tail.” 
 Sky glanced down and back and then swore under her breath. She wrapped it back in before anyone could see it, but still looked a little flustered by the slip up. Kai wanted to make a joke about how it’d happened, but the emotions from their night before were still hovering over them, and he wasn’t ready to completely let them go. 
 The two of them continued into the northern section of the city, watching people of all types and ethnic backgrounds make their way by. Even new to the city as he was, Kai could sense that most of them were not Traderton natives. The Festival of Coin was a big deal. Kai had heard of it long before ever passing through the area, in songs and stories, one of the things if not the primary thing that Traderton was known for. 
 “We’re being followed.” Sky drew up next to him and spoke out of the corner of his mouth, her voice serious and emotionless. 
 Kai’s first reaction was to whirl around and look, but Sky put a strong arm around his shoulders, holding him in place. He kept moving forward, his mind racing as he thought about the situation. There were people looking for him, the encounter outside the city had told him that much. The question was, what did they plan on doing now that they’d found him? 
 “Did you get a look at them?” asked Kai. Sky nodded, smiling at him as though they were speaking of something normal, and innocuous. 
 “It’s the girl,” she said, simply. “The one you let live, with the dumb little fox.” 
 “Ripping hell,” muttered Kai. “She’s going to be out for blood.” 
 “I’ll take care of her,” said Sky. “Turn into this alley ahead.” 
 “No.” Kai spoke before even thinking about the reason behind his decision, a strange emotion pushing him away from violence. “We’re not killing her. Or hurting her, if it can be helped.” 
 “Then she’s killing us,” said Sky. “Or hurting us.” 
 Kai gritted his teeth. 
 “We wait, for now,” he said. “She can’t do anything in the middle of a crowded city street. Once we’ve reached the Hall of Property, we’ll have a chance to breathe and think about how to handle her.” 
 “You’re making a mistake.” 
 “It’s my mistake to make,” said Kai.  
 “Is it?” Sky crossed her arms again, her currently green eyes scanning Kai’s face for something. He looked away after a moment and gestured toward the street. 
 “It’s just up ahead,” he said. “Let’s see if we can find somebody that can help us.” 
 The Hall of Property was a lavishly painted rectangular building, the outside patterned with white, grey, and black designs. The roof was made of curved wood, reinforced with strips of gleaming copper. It stood out from the buildings around it, even though they were nearly as nice and well built. 
 A wide set of stairs led up to the building’s doors. Kai took them two at a time, reaching the entrance and pulling on the handle, expecting it to be locked. It opened without complaint, and he shot Sky a look as the two of them entered. 
 The inside was, as the name suggested, just a long hallway, with service desks set into either side of it. All of them were closed, save for one in the very back of the hall, which had a single man busily packing parchment paper into a wooden box. Kai walked in his direction quickly, sensing that he’d already gotten lucky just by making it inside. 
 “Act unreasonable,” whispered Sky, from beside. 
 Kai frowned at her. 
 “Act like you’re a spoiled noble,” she continued. “Like you always get what you want and they’ll be hell to pay, otherwise.” 
 She smirked at him, her eyes flickering to a mischievous violet color. Kai slowed as he approached his man, glancing down once at his outfit to confirm the appearance he’d be giving off, and then cleared his throat loudly. 
 “Excuse me,” said Kai. “I’m looking to buy property in the area. I’d like your assistance in getting the process started.” 
 The man frowned and bowed his head politely. 
 “I’m sorry, but the Hall of Property is closed today,” he said. “No business during the festival. I’m just here to-“ 
 “I won’t take no for an answer,” said Kai. “This is an urgent matter and I must insist that you, uh, help me with it. Immediately.” 
 “I’m sorry sir,” said the man. 
 Sky leaned over to Kai, whispering in his ear. 
 “Ask him if he knows who you are, and then ask him for his name.” 
 Kai nodded, and did exactly that. The man’s face went slightly pale, and he began digging through the wooden box, keeping a forced, anxious smile on his face. 
 “I… All I can do at the moment is offer you a listing of available properties in the area,” he said. “With the festival taking place, even if I filled out the parchment work to move the deal along, it would not be filed until the first day of the week.” 
 “I will take what you can give me,” said Kai. He let his expression soften a little and gave the man an appreciative nod. “Thank you.” 
 The man relaxed visibly. 
 “If you are in as much of a rush as you seem, perhaps you should ask the First Trader for the purchase directly, during the coin throwing ceremony.” 
 Kai frowned slightly. He’d only heard of the festival in the barest details before, and wasn’t sure what the man was talking about. The clerk picked up on his confusion and continued. 
 “Everyone gets a chance to make a small request of the First Trader and the city during the festival,” said the man. “It’s tradition. Even those of the highest caste partake in it. Keaton Margellis and the Metal Queen are here in the city to do as much, if you can believe it.” 
 The man handed Kai a slip of paper. Kai barely had a chance to take it before Sky started pulling on his arm, dragging him out of the Hall of Property. 
 “We have to get out of the city,” she hissed. 
 “Why?” 
 “Because we’ll both be dead if the Metal Queen finds us.” 



 
 CHAPTER 10 
   
 Kai let Sky drag him forward for a quarter of a mile through the city before he finally pulled away. The two of them stood in an alleyway, with Sky nervously looking out into the nearby street. Kai had only seen her react with such paranoia once before, when she saw the Wind Siren and her Chosen fly overhead on their way to Last Port. 
 “Sky,” he said. “I think you’re overreacting.” 
 “You have no idea how much danger you could be in from this,” said Sky. “The Metal Queen could kill both of us with a wave of her hand. She could pull the nails out of a nearby building and send them through our skulls without us even knowing she was nearby.” 
 Kai frowned at that and shook his head. 
 “The clerk said Keaton Margellis was in town,” he said, thinking aloud. “That’s the man that ruined my family. That’s the man that enslaved me and Selene, and destroyed my life.” 
 “You’ll be lucky to have a life if you encounter him and his spirit siren again.” 
 Kai chewed on his lip. 
 “I think I already have,” he said. “The man I met last night, while I was waiting for you in that tavern. He said his name was Keaton, and he was dressed like a noble.” 
 Sky didn’t turn to look at him, still anxiously peering out into the street, watching people pass by. 
 “Whether it was him or not makes no difference,” she said. “The Metal Queen is the one that will do the killing. She’ll be able to sense me, if she comes within range.” 
 “Sky…” Kai walked up behind her and set a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay.” 
 She turned to glare at him, but Kai met her gaze, trying to impart as much reassurance as he could through it. 
 “This doesn’t change anything,” he said. “I’m still going to buy a house here in Traderton. And after the festival, it will be safe for us. We won’t have to worry about this kind of thing.” 
 “You are delusional,” said Sky. 
 “Better than being scared,” he said. “Do you see anyone out there waiting for us?” 
 Sky took a deep breath and shook her head. 
 “Then let’s go.” Kai waved the list of available properties, smiling as he walked out onto the street. 
 Sky followed him, perhaps slightly more grudgingly than he would have liked, and over the course of the next few hours, the two of them made their way from property to property. A number of them were clearly the extremes on the market, opulent houses bordering on mansions on one end, and rotting shacks and hovels on the other. A few already had occupants, which Kai attributed to either a clerical error or squatters. 
 It was midafternoon by the time the two of them made their way toward a building on the outskirts of town that looked like it could suit Kai’s needs. It was a small, single story house, the architecture of which looked sophisticated compared to the rest of Traderton without being flashy or impractical. 
 “The girl is about to make a move,” whispered Sky. She’d been quiet for most of the house hunt, and Kai frowned at her as he saw the dangerous red tone her eyes had taken on. 
 “Is she alone?” he asked, keeping his eyes on the building. Sky shook her head slightly. 
 “It looks like she has at least two men with her,” she said. “Pacters, from the looks of it.” 
 “Alright,” said Kai. “I’m going to find a way into the building. Watch my back. If Kamira tries to attack me, let her, but stop the other two in their tracks.” 
 Sky glared at him. The section of the city they were in was near the eastern most river and sparsely populated, with most of the buildings and houses spaced further apart. If it came to a fight, the city’s guards would be slow to react, assuming they even noticed that anything was going on before the blood was finished being spilled. 
 “This is a bad idea,” she whispered. “Let’s move somewhere else, see if we can get away from them.” 
 “I can’t do that,” said Kai. “I like this house.” 
 Sky made a frustrated noise and crossed her arms. 
 “Remember,” continued Kai. “No killing.” 
 He didn’t wait for her objections, instead heading forward and tracing a slow circle around the building. It was made of wood that had been treated with something, but left to its natural color tone instead of being painted. The windows were inset neatly into their frames, but each one was a slightly different shade, which Kai assumed meant that they’d come from scraps or cast off batches, mixed and matched. 
 He walked over to one, looking around enough to seem concerned about being seen without seeming to notice that he was being watched. The first window Kai tried was unlocked, and he lifted it up all the way and hefted himself through. 
 The house was empty of people and possessions, with only a few shelves secured to the walls left behind. It smelled of old, dusty wood, a calming scent that reminded Kai of his old master’s summer home. He slid the window closed behind him and made his way toward the center most room, leaning against one of the walls and listening carefully. 
 For a moment, Kai let himself slide into the fantasy that had been the hope and dreams of him and Selene for so long. A house and a simple life, free of bondage, free of having to do anything for anybody but each other. 
 Selene used to serve their old master in the kitchens, mostly baking, but occasionally joining in the preparations for the rest of dinner. Kai wandered into a room that he surmised to be the kitchen. There was a fireplace in it, the potential for all of the home cooked food he could ever want. 
 A noise came from the same window he’d come in through. Kai went still, listening as he heard someone else entering the house. He leaned his back against the wall and waited, hearing each of the intruder’s steps as they creaked against the old wooden floor. 
 He waited, letting the person walk directly by him as they made their way deeper into the house. It was Kamira, as Sky had said, and she held a knife in one hand, ready to kill. She still wore the clothes he’d seen her in last, the tight black leggings, the low cut top. She looked good and dangerous. A tiny movement from behind her alerted Kai to the presence of her bound beast, a tiny fox that she had watching guard at the door. 
 “Stop where you are.” Kai spoke in a voice that demanded obedience, and Kamira obeyed, her back still turned to him. “Drop the knife and kick it behind you.” 
 Kamira looked for a moment as though she’d continue following along. Then, she turned around slowly, pointing the tip of her blade directly at him. Kai scowled and tried not to swear out loud. 
 “What trick is this?” she said, sharply. “Your siren is occupied. You’ll have no backup.” 
 “I’m well aware of that,” said Kai. He nodded to her knife. “And you came here to kill me. Not to watch, or bring my siren back to the capital.” 
 The neutral mask on Kamira’s face broke, revealing pain and anger underneath. 
 “You killed Vokdas,” she said, her voice unsteady with hate. “Death is almost too good for you.” 
 She came at him then, pushing forward with such speed that Kai fully expected the fight to be over before he had a chance to say anything else. He threw himself backward, falling through the kitchen’s door frame and rolling out of her range. 
 Kai tensed as he came back to his feet, ready to dodge again if Kamira threw her knife. She didn’t, instead approaching him with slow steps, the grim determination showing in each movement. 
 “You loved him,” said Kai. “That’s it, isn’t it?” 
 Kamira let out a high pitched snarl, full of pain and raw sensitivity. 
 “Shut up!” she cried. “You don’t get to talk about him!” 
 She moved forward, slashing the knife at his abdomen. Kai leapt back again, hitting the wall of the kitchen and bouncing back toward Kamira. He dropped into a roll and slipped by her, feeling her knife come within a hair of stabbing into his back. 
 “You want vengeance, Kamira,” Kai said. He suddenly felt as though he understood her far better than he had any right to. 
 “You know nothing about what-“ 
 “I took the easy way out,” said Kai. Kamira was moving toward him, readying her knife for more violence. She hesitated slightly, and Kai pushed forward. 
 “I lost someone I loved,” he said. “The only person I loved. And I had a chance for revenge. I didn’t take it.” 
 “...Why?” asked Kamira. “What is this? You think you can talk your way out of death?” 
 “It’s harder than I thought it would be,” Kai said, softly. “I thought… killing would just be a mechanical thing. But… it’s hard for me. It was hard to take my revenge, and I took the easy way out.” 
 “It isn’t for me!” screamed Kamira. She was upon him in an instant, and this time, Kai moved too slowly. He managed to catch her knife hand in both of his as it came for him, but she was stronger than she looked, and pushed forward until she had him against the wall with the edge of the blade to his neck. 
 Kai met her eyes in that moment. They were a deep sapphire blue, with the striking, native Faldian eyebrows arching over them and adding an exotic quality. Those eyes, and the emotion held within them, told a story that went far beyond vengeance and heartache.  
 Kai twisted his hands, breaking the knife free from her grip. He kicked out hard as it fell to the ground, knocking it out of both of their reach. Kamira cried out and twisted, sliding against him and getting one of her arms around his neck for a second. Kai moved to counter, keeping her from being able to get a solid headlock and grappling her to the ground. 
 Kamira had combat training, but Kai was stronger and heavier, which evened things out. He moved with her against the wooden floor of the house, twisting and rolling. Her body was petite, but full with feminine curves, and despite the circumstances, Kai felt a part of him getting a little excited as she twisted against him. Nearby, Kamira’s tree fox let out small, chirping barks, but made no move to intervene. 
 “Bastard!” screamed Kamira. “You monster! I will see you dead.” 
 “Probably,” muttered Kai. “But not today.” 
 He rolled to put himself on top of her and pinned her shoulders. Kamira wrapped her legs around him, trapping his crotch between her thighs. She began bucking, trying to throw him off, the movement loosening the cloth of her shirt and drawing attention to her breasts, which were large for a woman of her size. Kai tried not to notice, even as other parts of his body began to see the situation very differently. 
 “Get off me!” shouted Kamira. “You… you heathen!” 
 “Just, relax,” said Kai. “You can’t kill me now. I’m not going to kill you. It’s probably better if we resolve this without-“ 
 The door to the house slammed open, wood splintering off the doorframe where the lock broke through. Two pacters charged in, followed immediately by a large mountain lion and an equally large dog. Kai swore under his breath. 



 
 CHAPTER 11 
   
 Kai leapt to his feet as quickly as he could, given that Kamira was still attempting to wrestle him into submission. He hurried back across the living room and into the kitchen, eager to put even a small amount of space between him and his new, dangerous opponents. 
 The beasts came at him first, rushing across the floor and closing on him faster than he could get away. Kamira was screaming something, but he wasn’t sure if it was for his death or for them to hold back, to let her strike the killing blow. 
 The mountain lion careened into his legs, knocking Kai into an uncoordinated, flipping sprawl. He hit the ground hard, expecting claws and sharp teeth to meet him before he could react. Instead, bright white light flashed, and Sky slammed a kick into both of the creatures before she’d fully finished materializing, knocking them across the room and into the wall. 
 An unbelievably tense moment passed in dead silence as the pacters stared past their fallen animals, eying Sky with a mixture of fear and reverence. Kamira gestured with her hand, shaking her head firmly and urging the attack on. 
 “She’s one of the sirens,” said Kamira. “But she isn’t invincible! Attack her!” 
 “I may not be invincible,” said Sky. “But neither are any of you.” 
 She flashed a cool smile at all of them, offering Kai a hand to help him back to his feet. He felt a legion of bruises and swelling taking root all across his body and did his best to push the pain into the back of his mind. 
 “I thought you were going to keep them outside?” he whispered. 
 “There were more of them then I expected,” said Sky. “It’s time for us to leave.” 
 She gripped his hand tighter, and Kai knew that she was preparing to step into the void, bringing him along with her. Before she could, Kamira threw her newly recovered knife with surprising speed and accuracy, aimed directly at their linked hands. 
 Kai pushed Sky to the side in time to get her out of the way, but shifted himself enough in the process to feel the dagger dig into the flesh of his wrist and ricochet off to the side. The pacters were moving again, closing in on them with a surprising amount of determination. 
 “I am one of the sirens!” yelled Sky. “And he is my Chosen! If you take up arms against us, we won’t forget it!” 
 The pacters hesitated again, and the weight of the situation began to shift. Kamira closed in on Kai, but Sky’s gaze had an almost physical effect on her, making the girl glance between the two of them nervously. 
 “We’re leaving,” said Sky. She took a step toward Kai and seized his hand. Kai nodded, running his eyes across Kamira one last time. 
 “Let’s go,” he said, squeezing Sky’s hand.  
 Light flashed, and in an instant, Kai was somewhere else. The void, as it had the first time he’d entered it, was stimulating in a way that brought him up to the edge of being overwhelmed. 
 He floated, rather than stood, feeling a sensation not dissimilar to being underwater, except without the water. Pulsating lights, varying in size from singular dots up to spheres the size of houses, moved through the air in complicated patterns, nearby and far off. 
 Luminescent mist filled the air, pulsing purple, yellow, and bright pink. Soft ambient noise came from all directions, a seductive quality imbued in it, like the soft moan of a desirable woman. 
 Sky stood, or rather, floated next to him. She, like the voidscape around them, had taken on a new form, her body slowly shifting from one color to another, imitating the cycle of her eyes back in the physical realm. Kai still had her hand gripped in his and pulled himself in closer to her, like a young child clinging to their mother in a strange, new environment. He pushed the comparison aside, finding it a bit too disempowering to be useful. 
 “We shouldn’t have to go far,” said Sky, her voice carrying that same seductive, resonant quality to it that the entire ambience of the void contained. “Just keep hold of my hand and… Kai?” 
 She turned to look at him, frowning, and then looked down at his crotch. Kai followed her gaze, looking at his own body for the first time.  
 He was shadowed, blurry, almost insubstantial, nothing like how Sky or the rest of the void looked. He was an outsider, brought into the realm by Sky’s void stepping ability and her natural affinity for the realm. But there was a singular part of him that did shine with the multicolored, psychedelic essence of the void. 
 “You’re aroused!” Sky glared at him, and down at the strangeness emerging from between his legs. 
 In place of what would have been a slight bulge, a normal erection in the physical realm, Kai had a bright white pulsating rod of… something. He stared down at it, noting that it was at least twice the size of his normal appendage, and suddenly began to feel even more confused by the foreignness of the void than he already had been. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “It was… I mean that girl. The two of us were wrestling together…” 
 He frowned and scratched his head with his free hand. The sensation of being aroused in the void was borderline intoxicating, full of potential and promise. Sky was pulling him up and away from their entrance point, casting nervous glances back at his magical mark of arousal as they went. 
 She wasn’t the only one who’d taken notice. All around them, multicolored, ghostly feminine shapes were taking form, laughing and calling out to him, some of them whistling. Sky pulled him faster as a few of them began to close in. 
 Kai had been attacked into the void by lust deities before. One of them had pulled him into her own tiny, pocket realm within it, and kept him there for a confusing couple of days. The experience was hard for him to remember with any clarity, but what little stuck in his memory was enough to tell him that he didn’t want it to happen again. 
 “So strong…” whispered a soft, seductive voice. Kai turned to look over his shoulder, and one of the apparitions was on him in an instant, taking form and appearing to him as a naked, very well endowed woman, pink hair streaming behind her and red lips pouting in his direction. 
 “Kai!” screamed Sky. “Don’t let go of my hand!” 
 The pink haired apparition was already kissing, her lips running across Kai’s neck and chest. She flashed a look at him that made Kai’s entire body surge with lust, and then her mouth found its mark. 
 The apparition’s lips closed on Kai’s glowing cock, sucking an inch or two of it into her sweet, hot mouth. It went above and beyond anything Kai had ever felt before, the sensation booming through his body. Light pulsed outward from his crotch, some of dancing around the apparition’s mouth, eyes, and breasts, as though performing a psychedelic celebration in the name of pleasure. 
 “Kai,” said Sky, a forced calm in her voice. “You need to focus on calming down.” 
 The apparition wrapped her tongue around Kai’s cock and let out a squeal that tickled his sensitive erection. He moaned, watching as she twisted in a way that let her massive breasts come into contact on either side of his rod, pushing against it like soft, pleasurable pillows. 
 “It’s going to be hard,” he muttered. “Sky… I think I’m in trouble.” 
 The pink haired apparition bobbed back and forth. Kai realized that he was urging her on with his free hand, bobbing her head back and forth and encouraging her to suck harder and faster. He wondered what she was trying to suck out of him, whether it was the same spirit essence that fueled Sky, or something deeper, more fundamental. 
 The apparition girl kept her eyes locked onto his as she pushed further forward, taking more of him into her mouth and throat than any normal person would have been capable of. More apparitions were approaching on either side of him, all of them naked, perfect, beautiful women. 
 Hands ran across his chest. Fingers slid up his thighs, across his stomach. Lips pressed onto his naked skin, and hot words tickled anywhere they could. Sky was screaming something at him, but Kai couldn’t make out what she was saying. He kept his hand clasped on hers, as tight as it would go. 
 The cock sucking apparition was working with competitive determination, her mouth bobbing and sucking and giving him so much illicit pleasure that Kai found himself wanting to stay in the void, to never leave. The other apparitions began licking and kissing the bottom of his shaft, whatever was still exposed and within reach. 
 “Kai!” screamed Sky. “Once we’re out of the void, I will help you with whatever you need!” 
 Kai blinked, trying to focus on what Sky had said, and exactly what it meant. 
 “Sky…” he muttered. “Oh, heavens.” 
 The pink haired apparition had found her groove, and Kai could tell that he was close. He wasn’t sure what would happen when he came, but he knew it would be bad, potentially fatal. 
 Suddenly, Sky moved, spinning and kicking through the apparitions while still keeping a tight grip on one of Kai’s hands. Her feet collided with the apparitions, scattering all of them but the first. The lips of the pink haired apparition seemed to hang onto Kai’s cock with supernatural strength, sucking and pleasuring him with frantic intensity.  
 He watched as Sky reached down, taking his cock into her hand and attempting to wrench it free of the apparition’s mouth. It felt… surprisingly good. He saw Sky’s body shifting in color, the outline of her breasts bouncing as she struggled against the apparition for sexual supremacy over him. He felt Sky’s fingers on his cock, and the apparition’s lips on the tip, and lost it. 
 By some miracle, Sky managed to push the last apparition away just as Kai began to cum. His seed splashed out into the open air of the void, pulsing with light and vitality. The apparitions swarmed over it, scooping it up with their hands, sucking it up through pursed lips, doing everything they could to get it into themselves, by any means necessary. 
 Sky was already pulling him away. They traveled up through the air another hundred feet or so, and then bright light flashed, and they were back. 



 
 CHAPTER 12 
   
 “You idiot!” 
 Sky slapped Kai hard across the face, immediately following up with a hard elbow to his ribs. Kai let out a groan of pain and glared at her. 
 “What the hell?” He shook his head, throwing her hand away from him and stepping out of the alley in Traderton that she’d exited them out into. 
 “Tell me next time before letting me take you into the void with a… a…” 
 “An erection?” Kai glared at her, noticing how her cheeks began to redden at his use of the word. 
 “The entities there feed off emotion,” said Sky. “All emotions, but especially lust. It’s like a drug to them, but more than that. It’s power, it’s where they derive their strength from.” 
 “Just like you,” said Kai. 
 Sky glared at him, and for a moment, Kai was sure she had another slap on the way, but several seconds passed by, and the tension left the moment. 
 “We’re alive,” said Kai. “That’s all that matters.” 
 “You ripping idiot,” said Sky. “All of this, from the Hammurabai girl, to the attack in that house, leads back to your stupid decisions.” 
 Kai nodded slowly, flashing a undeterred smile. 
 “Indeed,” he said. “But they’re my decisions to make.” 
 He started walking down the street. 
 “Where are you going?” shouted Sky. 
 “To look at more houses,” said Kai. 
 The next two hours went by relatively uneventfully. Kai took a look at several other properties, not finding any that had the same charm as the one where the fight had taken place. He thought about the damage the pacters had done to the door on their way in, and wondered if it would earn him a discount from whoever was selling it if it placed a bid for it as is. 
 The sun was dropping low on the horizon, and the last day of the Festival of Coin was kicking into high gear. Kai walked with Sky back toward their lodgings, his mind entirely focused on the house, and what his next move should be. 
 “I think I know how I’m going to pay for the house,” he said. Sky shook her head at him, a look of frustration in her eyes that seemed to go beyond what could be expressed with words. 
 “What is wrong with you?” she muttered. “How can you be this insane? That girl knows you’re in the city, and the Metal Queen is here, on top of that. You’re being suicidal.” 
 “I’m going to the festival tonight,” said Kai. “The man at the Hall of Property said I can petition the First Trader for a boon during the last night. I’m going to ask him for a loan in the amount required.” 
 Sky clamped her hands over her ears and made a deeply irritated noise. She held the pose for a moment before crossing her arms and staring at the stone street. 
 “I think it’s a terrible idea,” she said, softly. 
 “You’ll be staying in the inn,” said Kai. “It will be safer this way.” 
 “Safer?” Sky shook her head, too drained by his ridiculousness to put up a proper protest. 
 “You’re right about at least one thing, Sky,” said Kai. “It’s dangerous for us to be seen together, with the Metal Queen in the city. You say she can sense you if she gets near enough?” 
 Sky nodded. 
 “She’ll definitely be there at the festival,” said Kai. 
 “As will thousands of other people,” said Sky. “Possibly including the Hammurabai girl and the pacters that attacked not three hours ago.” 
 “I’d rather risk it with them than take the chance of the Metal Queen exposing us.” 
 Sky looked at him for a couple of seconds. Her eyes were a mix of purple and red, perfectly reflecting the conflict taken place inside of her. 
 “Are you commanding me to stay in the inn for tonight?” she asked. 
 Kai sighed. 
 “It’s not a command, Sky,” he said. “Just the best course of action.” 
 “If it’s not a command, then I won’t do it,” she said. “You can rip off. I’m not letting you take that much of a risk.” 
 “Sky, you-“ 
 “I will stay out of view,” she said. “But I’m not going to let you go into that much danger on your own.” 
 Kai took a slow breath and then shrugged. 
 “Fine,” he said. “Fair enough.” 
 The two of them dropped back into the inn, getting food along the way and taking an early supper. Even from where they were, they could already hear the sounds of the festival getting under way, the singing and cheering. Kai felt exhausted from the fight and the trip through the void, but the energy in Traderton on that night buoyed him up. 
 He took a minute to check over his appearance before heading out, knowing that the more he looked the part of someone from a noble bloodline, the easier it would be to pull the plan off. Kai felt confident, even though it was really more of a tenuous gamble than anything with substance. He didn’t care, and he needed to follow it through, for his own sake and for the sake of Selene’s memory. 
 “I don’t understand you,” whispered Sky. She stood behind him, watching as he smoothed out the wrinkles his clothes had accumulated during the chaotic day. 
 “I don’t understand myself sometimes.” Kai smiled at her. “But I feel like… this is what I need to do. It makes sense to me.” 
 “Is that your threshold for doing something?” asked Sky. “For it to just make sense?” 
 Kai shrugged. 
 “It used to be that I had no threshold other than what my master wanted,” he said. “Do you know what it felt like to go from living like that to having freedom?” 
 Sky met his gaze, and Kai realized the foolishness of what he’d just said. 
 “You’re right,” she said, with a bit of venom. “That’s not something I can understand.” 
 Kai sighed. 
 “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go and try to enjoy this festival, at least.” 
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 The center of Traderton was lit by torches and lamplight, and filled with people and activity. It felt as though most of the city had come out for the festival’s final night, the crowd so thick in places that Kai had move with it, rather than through it. 
 He felt a smile spreading across his face as he scanned the center square. Dancers in brightly colored costumes twirled and spun with grace. A group of acrobats had a small strip fenced out in the middle of the street, each of them running and flipping into fantastic maneuvers through the air to the cheers of onlookers. 
 The center of the festival was composed of several stages, all of them oriented around a stone dais in the middle that contained the First Trader along with his entourage and guests. The rest of the stages had musicians and performers. A group of fire practitioners stood on one, some of them breathing massive fireballs, others swinging rope and staffs with live flames on the end. 
 It was all Kai could do to keep moving toward the stairs that led up to the First Trader and the long line of people already waiting to make their petitions. The First Trader’s dais had a large fountain built into it, marble figures within it frozen in a scene of the founding of the city. 
 A group of pale, muscular men with burn scars across their hands and arms were setting up several lightworks on top of the roof of one of the squat, stone and clay buildings around the edge of the festival. Kai looked over in time to see one of them carrying a torch up the ladder and over to the explosive devices, all of the men grinning and gesturing to each other like excited boys finding trouble. 
 Sky followed along next to him, sharing very little of the wonderment and curiosity that spread through Kai and most of the rest of the crowd. Her eyes had taken on a shade of dark grey, and though her face held a passive expression, Kai could sense something sad, something painful, behind it. 
 “Are you okay?” He reached his arm out, setting it on her shoulder. Part of him wanted to leave her to her emotions, and still fumed over the results of the friction between them for the past few days. 
 “I’m fine,” said Sky. “Just… I don’t know. I feel like I’ve experienced something like this before, but I can’t remember… exactly. It’s frustrating.” 
 Kai frowned. It was hard to keep himself from caring about her, harder than it should have been. He could feel some of her anxiety almost as though it was his own, the emotion confused and tempered with age, like a lost, unlabeled bottle of off vintage wine. 
 “You can head off on your own, if you’d like,” said Kai. “You’ll have to anyway, when I head up to request the boon.” 
 One of the lightwork devices on top of the stone building burst up into the sky, tracing a shining path across the stars, intersecting with Vama’s distant teal hues, and then exploding into brilliant scarlet splendor. Sky let out soundless cry and drew back, taking fast, panicked breaths. 
 “Hey!” Kai shifted past a rotund man in the crowd and pulled her into against his chest in an embrace. “It’s okay. It’s just one of the lightworks, they’re harmless fun.” 
 Sky tilted her head to meet his eye for a split second, long enough for Kai to see her confused pain without getting a sense of what really lay behind it. Then, her body flashed with bright light, and she disappeared without a word. 
 Kai automatically glanced to his left and right. A small beggar child was staring at him, mouth agape, but nobody else seemed to have noticed. He chewed his lip, feeling a bit of unfounded hurt from the way Sky had left without giving him a chance to be there for her. He pushed it out of his mind, reminding himself of how hard it was to comprehend what was going on in her head. A bit of the feeling lingered, despite his efforts.  
 A long line of people were patiently and in some cases, not so patiently, awaiting their turns in front of the fountain and the First Trader, each of them requesting a boon in exchange for a gold drake, the highest denomination of coin. Kai joined the line, feeling the coins in his pouch and appreciating the fact that Sky had left them there for him this time. 
 The line moved surprisingly fast. Kai frowned at that, wondering what each of the people was asking for that could be given so quickly. He listened to the music, to which the noise of the crowd lent an ambient layer, and watched the performances as they continued on. 
 Close to an hour passed by, and it was the turn of the man standing in front of Kai. He watched as the man closed the last few feet to the dais and walked up the stone carved stairs, tossing his coin into the fountain and dropping down to one knee. The festival was too loud for Kai to overhear anything, but he could see the First Trader’s expression, mild and happy. It gave him hope that he hadn’t realized he needed. 
 The man stood up, bowing deeply to the First Trader, and then turned and walked down the steps. Kai’s heart leapt in his chest as he made his way up, the gold drake in his fingers slick with sweat. 
 The First Trader was a man who clearly enjoyed his vices, his body pudgy and round in a gentle kind of way. Another man stood next to him, dressed in a gleaming breastplate with a sword hanging from his hip. The frown on the armored man’s face was the mirror opposite of the First Trader’s friendly smile. 
 Kai held his coin in the air, and then tossed it into the fountain, dropping to one knee as the man before him had. The First Trader nodded slowly, and then motioned for him to stand. 
 “What is the boon of coin that you seek, young lad?” asked the First Trader. 
 Kai took a deep breath, finding his words and trusting them to his mouth. 
 “I came to Traderton looking to buy a home,” said Kai. “I request a loan in the amount required, along with help with the proceedings.” 
 The First Trader frowned slightly, a line of puzzlement appearing across his forehead. 
 “The boon is usually treated as a ceremonial gifting,” he said. “A blessing from my family to yours. Advice in a particular matter, or consideration of an unresolved dispute.” 
 “I apologize, First Trader,” said Kai. “This is a blessing I seek for myself, but also for someone dear to me, now lost. She… wanted me to do this.” 
 The armored man next to the First Trader scoffed and moved as though to forcibly eject Kai from the dais. 
 “Hold, Karchak,” said the First Trader. “I’ve granted every boon brought before me tonight. Perhaps there is a way for me to grant this one in kind, as well.” 
 “My lord,” said the armored man. “Surely there is no need. This man presumes to-” 
 “Silence, Karchak.” The First Trader waved a hand, frowning at Kai and thinking. “Hmm… Unless you are from a noble or new merchant family, I cannot grant you a loan of such size out of good faith.” 
 Kai felt his heart sink. 
 “However, if you were to take a position working amongst my administers, over the course of a decade or so, half the amount could be earned, which I would allow to you as an acceptable down payment on one of the lesser properties within the city.” 
 Kai was already starting to shake his head when the sound of footsteps on the stairs behind him drew his attention. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a man he recognized walking up to the dais, followed by a woman with silver skin and jet black hair. 
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 “Chosen Margellis!” said the First Trader, surprise evident in his tone. “I’d almost given up hope of seeing you and the Lady Ariexa before the festival’s end.” 
 “Yes,” said Keaton. “We’ve had quite a busy couple of days.” 
 His eyes passed over Kai and then skipped back, a smile spreading across his face as recognition dawned on his expression. 
 “You’re the man from the tavern the other day,” he said. “Kai, wasn’t it?” 
 Kai let out a small, noiseless chuckle. 
 “Yes,” he replied. “It’s good to see you again, Keaton.” 
 He chewed his lip, feeling half vindicated and half terrified by the fact that he’d been right about the man’s identity earlier. The Metal Queen stood next to him, and it took all of Kai’s willpower to not ogle her openly. 
 She wore a dark grey dress that clung tight to the comely curves of her body, revealing cleavage on top and flashes of the lower edges of her buttocks on the bottom. Slits had been cut vertically into it, allowing her legs to move more easily while providing a tantalizing view of her upper thighs in midstep. 
 Like Sky, she had strange, elongated ears with sharp tips, along with a short tail, covered with jet black hair that poked out the side of her dress. Unlike Sky, she made no attempt to conceal either, and wore a small, unconcerned smile on her full, red lips. 
 Ariexa’s eyes were what seemed to be the most dangerous thing about her. They were metal grey in color and unchanging, different from Sky’s in that regard. Her gaze was almost a physical thing, sharp like the point of a sword and capable of threatening a man with the same intensity. She kept her focus on Kai, scanning him up and down, like a predator evaluating a new arrival, deciding what to do with it. 
 Keaton didn’t seem to notice his spirit siren’s reaction. He clapped Kai on the shoulder as he walked across the stone dais, presenting himself before the First Trader. 
 “Antarion,” he said. “You’ve outdone yourself, yet again. The Festival of Coin looks to be one for the history scrolls this year.” 
 “You are too kind, Chosen Margellis,” said the First Trader. He shifted slightly in the opulent chair underneath him, nodding continuously. “Please, join me. I’ll send Karchak to bring extra chairs.” 
 “Oh, that’s quite alright,” said Keaton. “Really, I just came to enjoy the lightworks. I doubt I’ll have the time to stay for long.” 
 He paused, scratching his chin as he looked back to Kai. For a moment, the gleam in his eye suggested to Kai that he might be about to bring up the Temmujan girls. Keaton seemed to think better of it, glancing at Ariexa and remembering where he was. 
 “Did you have any luck in your property search, Kai?” asked Keaton. 
 Kai blinked, a sudden idea taking root in his head, too good to pass up. 
 “That’s actually why I’m here,” he said. “I’m requesting a loan from the First Trader.” 
 Keaton waved a dismissive hand through the air. 
 “I’ll give you a loan,” he said. “It’s the least I can do. I feel like I owe you one for, uh, well, you know.” 
 “He might know,” purred Ariexa. “But I don’t. And I hate secrets.” 
 Keaton mouthed something under his breath and shook his head at her.  
 “Keaton, I’d be in your debt if you did that for me,” said Kai. “It’s something that has meaning that goes beyond a simple roof over my head.” 
 Keaton met Kai’s eye. For a moment, Kai held his gaze steadily, trying to keep his expression unreadable. He knew and hated Chosen Margellis, the man who’d seized control over the city his family had fled to after leaving Meridia, the man who’d forced him into slavery through his decisions, torn him away from parents, and destroyed his life. 
 He also knew Keaton, the man he’d met in a bar in Traderton, the good natured man who seemed eager to flaunt his generosity just because he could, a man who also lived a life bonded to a spirit siren and struggled with everything that entailed. Both men were one in the same, and it was hard for Kai to tell based off mere eye contact which one currently stood in front of him. 
 Kai turned back to the First Trader and gave him a quick nod. 
 “Is this something that would work for you, First Trader?” asked Kai. “If, uh, Chosen Margellis guaranteed my loan?” 
 The First Trader nodded quickly and deeply. 
 “Karchak!” he bellowed. “Go off and find one of the record keepers to get this on parchment.” 
 “Yes, my lord,” said Karchak. 
 “Thank you, my lord First Trader,” said Kai. The First Trader smiled slightly and gave him a tiny nod. 
 In the silence that followed, Ariexa took several steps forward, gliding across the stone floor of the dais and positioning herself directly next to Kai. She’d been watching him during the discussion, her eyes revealing nothing beyond their sharpness. 
 “You’re a Meridian,” she said, challengingly. “Most Meridians in the realm serve as slaves, or occasionally beggars.” 
 Kai felt his cheeks redden slightly, but he held his tongue, searching for a retort that would balance tact against fact. 
 “Ariexa, please,” said Keaton. “There’s no need to stereotype. Kai doesn’t seem like the Meridians back in our city. He’s one of the good ones.” 
 Anger surged through Kai’s chest, and again, it took an exercise of will to keep himself in check. Keaton was smiling at him as though he’d just given high praise. Kai wanted nothing more than to punch him square in the jaw, not just for himself, but for Selene, and for his parents. 
 “We heard rumors of a slave revolt on the way into the city,” said Ariexa. “Something to do with one of the river crews in the southern grasslands.” 
 Kai tried to keep his expression even as the blood drained out of his face. He swallowed hard, feeling his tongue sit uselessly in his mouth, unable to think of anything to divert the subject. 
 “The rumors were strange,” continued Ariexa. “Some of them spoke of anomalies, magic, from the sound of it.” 
 She was smiling, the type of smile that would befit a warrior woman preparing to either fight or fuck. Her hands were clasped to either arm, pulled under her breasts in a manner that emphasized her cleavage, and she slowly licked her red, full lips. 
 “There have been rumors of another Chosen near the city,” said the First Trader. Kai’s blood ran cold and he prayed that the sweat on his forehead wouldn’t bead too obviously. 
 “Oh?” asked Keaton. There was an edge to his question, danger mixed with anticipation. 
 “Yes,” said the First Trader. “But that’s not unusual for the Festival of Coin. We invite all of the Chosen, every year. At least one or two stop in to take in the sights of the city.” 
 “You never give up,” cooed Ariexa. “Perhaps one day you’ll manage to snare one of them to stay, but unfortunately, it won’t be us. Margellis is far too nice.” 
 Keaton laughed and flashed a smile at his spirit siren. 
 “But yes, thank you for letting us know,” he said. “I have no quarrel with most of the other Chosen, but we will be on guard.” 
 “Here we are,” said the First Trader, gesturing to Karchak as he arrived back. He took an ink quill and parchment from the man and began scratching away, setting up the page in the manner of a binding legal document. “If the two of you will just sign here?” 
 Kai signed the parchment, his name on one line, Keaton’s next to it on another, and then gave a hasty goodbye to everyone in attendance. He carried the document, his ticket to a peaceful, settled future, close to his chest as he hurried through the crowd, toward the edge of the festival. It was deep into the night, but if anything, the festivities had only intensified, all of the attendees singing a song about the Garland War along with one of the performance troupes. 
 Even before he’d made it clear of the crowd, he could sense that someone was following him. He hoped that it was Sky, that she was just waiting for a safe moment to close the distance and meet up with him. He hoped, but couldn’t let himself believe it. 
 As soon as he was out of the city center, the number of people out on the streets dropped off in dramatic fashion, outskirts of the city empty of the activities and amusement of the core. Kai cut through a few alleys and across a street or two, slowly beginning to turn and head back in the direction of the room they’d rented at the inn. 
 He was headed down a particularly dark alley when it happened. Ahead of him, the exit out into the street abruptly closed, fenced shut by what looked like a web of scrap metal. Kai spun around, turning in time to see Ariexa’s sultry outline approaching from the other end of the alley. 
 “Well, well, well,” she cooed. “It looks like we have the time and opportunity to have a little chat, after all.” 
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 Kai took a step back, knowing that it was pointless with his escape blocked by the woman’s magic. Ariexa didn’t close the distance between them quickly, instead taking the slow, sensual steps of a predator preparing to play around with her prey. 
 “A Meridian wearing a noble’s clothes,” said Ariexa. “They spoke of such a person orchestrating that slave revolt to the south.” 
 “I’m sure I’m not the only one of my heritage that can afford a decent pair of clothes,” said Kai. 
 “I’m not so sure,” said Ariexa. “And they said… that the Meridian had a woman with him. A guardian, infused with magic, beautiful beyond words.” 
 Ariexa smiled at him and then looked up and around. Kai fought the impulse to do the same. He had no idea where Sky was, and couldn’t decide whether it would work to his advantage to not have her by his side, or get him killed. 
 He took a step away from her, moving as though to continue on his way even though there was clearly no avenue of escape for him. Ariexa made a ticking noise and shook her head slowly. 
 “I guess it will take a little more to draw the eighth siren out,” she said. “A pity.” 
 She waved her hand, slowly drawing a nail out of the frame of a nearby building as though it were a living thing, a thin metal insect burrowed into the wood. Ariexa held her finger up in the air, and then flicked it toward Kai in a smooth motion. 
 The space next to him flashed with light, and Sky was suddenly there, pushing him out of the way. She let out a small gasp of pain as they collapsed down to the ground of the alley. Kai pulled himself up to his knee behind her to find that the nail had torn a deep gash through her thigh, the wound already gushing blood through the ripped fabric of her leggings. 
 “Sky!” he shouted. “Damn it, Sky!” 
 She lifted her head up, gritting her teeth as she met his eye. 
 “I couldn’t let her…” she said, faintly. “Couldn’t let her kill you.” 
 Ariexa’s laughter was shrill and triumphant, and Kai glared at her. She made no move to close in on them from where she stood, and Kai knew that there was no need for her to. With Sky wounded as badly as she was, there was no way she’d have the energy to pull both of them into the void. They were at the Metal Queen’s mercy, if it was something that existed. 
 “Ariexa,” said Keaton’s voice, from around the corner. “Stand down.” 
 Keaton rounded to the mouth of the alleyway, scanning the scene over, his posture and body language shifting in the shadows as he recognized Kai and noticed Sky. 
 “We aren’t your enemy,” said Kai. “I didn’t come to this city to fight anybody!” 
 “That’s her…” Keaton’s voice still held uncertainty in it, as though he was still catching up to the moment. “You… You’re one of the Chosen.” 
 Kai stood up slowly, putting himself in between Sky and the other two. Fear coursed through his body, ricocheting back and forth between his head and his heart like a broken arrowhead. 
 “I am nothing,” said Kai. “Just let me take her and leave. Please.” 
 “He’s lying to you, Keaton,” whispered Ariexa, as she moved to press herself into an intimate embrace against the side of his body. “He has been lying from the beginning, taking advantage of you, like all the rest.” 
 “Why?” shouted Keaton, waving a hand through the air and scowling at Kai. “Why should I believe that you won’t come around to stab me in the back, sand hair?” 
 Kai felt his teeth grit together at the slur. His hands formed into fists, though he knew that it would be tantamount to suicide to try to go up against both of them on his own. 
 “You can believe what you want,” said Kai. “But I won’t back down if you try to make more violence.” 
 The tension in the air was thick and terrifying, and its pressure made Kai’s entire body shake with anticipation. His eyes stayed locked on Keaton’s, though he knew Ariexa would be the one charged with the actual task of killing. 
 And then, seemingly out of nowhere, a cylinder of flame the thickness of a marble pillar splashed down into the alley in the space between Kai and Keaton, charring the dirt of the ground underneath and pushing out heat and light. Kai covered his eyes, only looking up as the pressure abated. A third arrival stood in the alley, a woman of average height. 
 Not a woman, Kai realized. She had the elongated ears, along with a tail that she made no attempt at hiding. Her hair was dark reddish brown, and her face was youthful, almost childlike. She wore a tight red dress with small segments of leather armor over her shoulders and abdomen, the fabric pulled tight over her slight curves, and more importantly, she met Ariexa’s gaze without flinching or looking away. 
 “Reyella,” said Ariexa. “I have no time to quarrel with you. Be on your way, I’m sure you can find some jugglers or dancers to amuse yourself with.” 
 The Fire Siren, Reyella, shook her head slowly, her lips turning into a pout. 
 “You haven’t changed, have you, Ariexa?” she asked, her voice high pitched and bubbly. “Always so rude!” 
 “Reyella,” said Ariexa, this time through clenched teeth. “This is none of your concern.” 
 “I’ve heard rumors about you too, you know!” shouted Reyella. “Half the realm has heard about your dalliances, slutting it up in the name of power!” 
 Ariexa looked as though she was on the verge of murder, but made no move to strike the first blow. 
 “Now, now,” said Ariexa, her words seething with hate. “There’s no need for you to take your anger out on me over the… modest manner in which the heavens chose to endow you.” 
 “You bitch!” shrieked Reyella. “I don’t care! Why would I… care about something like that?” 
 Ariexa shook her head slowly. 
 “Why are you here, Reyella?” she asked. “This is none of your concern.” 
 “Because my master commanded me,” said Reyella, with a touch of annoyance. “I truly was in no mood to miss the fair. So who are they?” 
 The Fire Siren waved her hand at Kai and the collapsed form of Sky. Ariexa looked at her blankly, as though she’d asked the dumbest question in the world. 
 “You truly are daft, aren’t you?” said Ariexa. 
 Reyella glared at her and then narrowed her eyes at Kai and Sky. They went wide after only a second or two of intense examination. 
 “By the heavens…” she said. “The rumors… The eighth siren is… real?” 
 Ariexa took advantage of the moment, throwing herself forward while Reyella was still processing the situation. Several nails wriggled free from the frames of nearby buildings and flew at the Fire Siren, who spun out of the way with almost prescient movements. Flames spilled out of her hands as she picked herself back up, splashing against the side of the alley and forcing Ariexa to take cover against the ground. 
 Kai was not interested in waiting for the fight to play out. He bent low, clenching Sky’s hand inside his for a desperate moment before carefully dragging her down the alley, toward where Ariexa had constructed the fence with her powers. Sky seemed to be on the verge of unconsciousness from her injury, a ghastly wound that now looked to Kai to be worse than he’d feared. 
 “Hang in there, Sky,” he whispered. The sound of superheated metal exploding against stone rang in his ears. He was scared, more for Sky than for himself. 
 Ariexa’s metal containment fence, made of bits and pieces of discarded sword blades, metal stakes, and so forth, spanned the width of the alley. Kai ran his fingers across it, feeling hopeless anger surging in his chest. He reeled back and kicked hard, slamming the bottom of his heel into the fence. 
 One of the old sword blades pushed free. He repeated the procedure, kicking even harder, and an entire section of the fence broke into its constituent parts, Ariexa’s magic no longer strong enough to keep it together. Kai threw Sky over his shoulder and pushed through it out onto the street, drawing from a well of energy that he hadn’t known existed within him. 
 “Stop!” Keaton’s voice followed him, frustrated and fuming. “This isn’t over yet!”  
 Kai unshouldered Sky for a moment, picking up one of the old sword blades and holding it carefully in his hand. Keaton was pushing his way through the hole he’d made in the fence, and made an easy target. He pulled back his arm to let the blade fly, and then hesitated as Keaton met his eye, seeing what was about to happen. 
 “Don’t follow me, Keaton,” hissed Kai. Keaton didn’t say anything. Kai bent down and picked Sky back up, hurrying down the street with her as fast as her weight would allow. 
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  Kai moved as fast as he possibly could, the adrenaline in his system letting him shoulder Sky’s weight without too much trouble. He could see a small trail of crimson lingering behind them, the wound in her leg bleeding profusely. 
 “Sky!” he said. “Sky, can you hear me?” 
 Sky let out a groggy groan in reply. Something seemed off about her injury, the extent of how it affected her more pronounced than it should have been. Kai shifted, keeping her high on his back, and kept moving forward. 
 For the first minute of their escape, he had been sure that the two of them would be pursued, either by Keaton, or more likely, one of the spirit sirens. Once they were caught, there was little Kai could do on his own to save either of them from whatever fate their enemies would choose to inflict. 
 That fear had been alleviated, at least to a degree, when the battle between the Fire Siren and the Metal Queen intensified. A booming explosion sounded from the alleyway, the flames shooting mercifully into the air instead of into nearby buildings. The sound of steel and iron scraping loudly on the stones of the street, burrowing into the wood of buildings, echoed in challenge. 
 Still, the Festival of Coin was ongoing, and Kai had the distinct impression that the response time of the guards would be delayed on that particular night. It would give him and Sky a small advantage when it came to remaining incognito, but also leave them vulnerable to attack by Keaton or either of the sirens once the battle had been settled. 
 Kai stopped behind a nearby building, leaning Sky against the wall for a moment so he could take a look at her leg. The Metal Queen’s attack had left a gash in her thigh, splitting muscle and tearing out flesh. Kai tore a strip from his tunic, already stained from where she’d bled on him, and tied it tightly around the wound, hoping he could at least hold the flow to a level where it wouldn’t leave a trail behind them. 
 “Kai…” whispered Sky. “Run. Leave me… here.” 
 Kai shook his head and threw her back over his shoulder. 
 “Not a chance,” he said. “We’re in this together, remember?” 
 He set off at the quickest pace he could, weaving through buildings, listening for the sound of their pursuers and hearing nothing. He began to grow tired after a couple of minutes, and knowing that there was no way that he could flee together with Sky unable to walk, he stopped in front of a small inn on the outskirts of town. 
 Kai fumbled the door open and pushed his way inside, slamming it closed behind him. The innkeeper sat on a stool in the corner of the common room, frowning as he looked at him. 
 “I’m sorry, lad,” he said. “I’m not interested in courting trouble. You’ll have to find somewhere-” 
 “Quiet!” snapped Kai. “Just… be quiet.” 
 He set Sky down and then leaned his ear against the door, listening for something, anything, to tell him whether they’d be safe for the moment. The street outside was empty, and after a minute or so of cautious eavesdropping, Kai let out a sigh of relief. 
 “Hey!” said the innkeeper. “I told you that you aren’t welcome here. If you don’t leave, I will fetch the guards, I swear it!” 
 “They’re all at the festival,” countered Kai. “I’ll pay you to give us a room and deny having ever seen us.” 
 He reached into his pocket only to be reminded that Sky had taken possession of their coinage. Frowning, Kai leaned over Sky’s unconscious form and began patting her down.  
 He found the coin purse in the bodice of her dress and felt a little uncomfortable having to reach between Sky’s breasts to take it. Kai stared at her, feeling a sharp ache in her heart at how severe her condition looked. He pushed a strand of hair off her forehead, already thinking ahead to what he could do to get her the medical attention she needed, and then turned back to the innkeeper. 
 “For a room,” he said, placing several coins in the man’s hand, “and any first aid supplies that you have on hand.” 
 “I didn’t agree to let you-” 
 Kai slammed forward, pinning the man against the wall with his shoulder and placing his forearm across his neck. He locked eyes with the man, his concern for Sky overpowering any sense of social propriety. 
 “I didn’t ask if you agreed,” said Kai, placing one more coin in the man’s hand. “Do it.” 
 The innkeeper grumbled, but put up no more resistance as he led Kai up the stairs. Kai carried Sky in his arms, surprised by how light she still seemed even now that the situation had calmed enough for his own fatigue to set in. 
 The room was sparsely decorated, the sheets on the bed threadbare in comparison to their extravagant lodgings the night before. There was a bath in the corner, and Kai bid the innkeeper to fill it half way up as he set Sky down on the bed and began tending to her injuries. 
 The first thing he did, before even taking a closer look at the wound, was to make sure Sky’s ears and tail remained covered. They’d already caused enough of a stir for the night, and Kai was sure that there was no amount of money he could bribe the innkeeper with that would keep the man from disclosing information related to housing a spirit siren for the night. 
 Kai accepted the bandages and basic stitching kit from the innkeeper, waiting as the man brought up a half dozen pails of hot water for the tub before shutting the door and setting to work. His knowledge of the healing arts was limited to what he’d picked up in his decade of service to his first master, only the most rudimentary basics. He knew to wash his hands and the wound thoroughly, and he could tie a bandage, but stitching the gash closed was new to him. 
 Sky remained blessedly unconscious throughout the procedure. Kai was glad for it, but also worried. He felt her forehead several times as he worked, detecting no sign of fever to explain the lethargy that had taken her. 
 “What’s going on?” he whispered, tying off the last stitch. “Sky… I don’t know what to do for you.” 
 His handiwork was crude, but serviceable enough to stop the bleeding. He tied a loose bandage around her thigh and hoped that she hadn’t lost too much blood. Kai took a minute to wash her face with a warm wash cloth before sitting down next to the bed, closing his eyes, and drifting off to sleep. 
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 Kai jerked into wakefulness the next morning, his concern for Sky manifesting as a sharp spike of predawn panic. The sun wasn’t out yet, and he stretched sore muscles as he stood up and checked on Sky in the bed, feeling her head for warmth, holding his hand in front of her noise to get a sense of her breathing. 
 “Kai…” she whispered. Kai dropped down to one knee next to her, feeling worry and relief battling for supremacy. 
 “Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?” 
 “Kai…” Sky didn’t seem to hear him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t… I wasn’t… thinking.” 
 “It’s okay,” he whispered. “Sky, I need to know what I can do for you.” 
 There was no response from the spirit siren. Kai shook her shoulder slightly, frowning and feeling useless. 
 “Sky,” he repeated. “Come on, Sky. Do you just need to rest, or…?” 
 Sky didn’t say anything. Kai gritted his teeth in frustration. 
 “You know I didn’t ask for any of this,” he whispered. “I don’t want you to die for me.” 
 He thought back to how he’d been as a slave, even in the end, at the river camp. He could have endured it, maybe, and Sky could have found someone else to form her bond with. He thought of Selene, and suddenly felt guilty for the lingering pain of her loss, distracting him from the situation. 
 “Damn it,” he muttered. “I can’t lose you, too. No ripping way, Sky. I’m not letting you go.” 
 He sat down on the floor, leaning his head back against the side of the bed and Sky’s arm. He thought furiously, considering his options. Sky’s abilities derived their power from his spirit essence, but he had no idea if she could absorb it without being lucid, or if it would even make a difference, in her current condition. 
 Another thought came to Kai then, more devious and pressing than the rest. There was a chance that Keaton and the Metal Queen would find them before he managed to do anything. He couldn’t ignore Kamira and the pacters either, foes that would be just as dangerous to him, fighting alone. 
 Kai felt a dry, painful lump in his throat, born not of fear or stress, but from sharp, gilded anger, the kind that pushes out a person’s voice after a deep scream. He walked over to the first aid kit and fumbled through it for a moment, finding a small, simple, wood handled dagger. He held it in his fingers for a moment, considering what could be done with the weapon, what would have to be done. He was no killer, but inaction was not an option. 
 He bent over Sky’s fatigued form again, feeling her forehead and frowning at the clamminess. Making sure the covers were pulled securely over her shoulders, he turned and headed out of the room, closing the door behind him and letting out a slow breath. 
 The innkeeper had no words for Kai as he made his way through the common room, and given how much he’d paid him, he thought that it was just as well. Kai stepped out onto the street, watching the morning crowd. Respectably dressed commoners walked by at an even pace, while tottering drunks and ragged beggars moved with their own, distinct gaits. 
 The only hint Kai had to go off of was the tavern he’d first met Keaton in the day before, and he started off toward it slowly. He found himself wishing that he had a cloak or at least a hood to cover his face with, though in the early hours, it would have looked rather conspicuous. 
 “There’s no need to walk so fast,” said a voice. “The point of waking up early is to allow oneself the time to take ones time.” 
 Kai frowned and glanced over his shoulder. An old man walked beside him, a pace or so behind his own step. He was bald, with a thin white beard that looked to be the result of a week or so gone without a trim. He wore a brown robe with a red tunic underneath, loose clothing that still somehow failed to conceal the ample muscles of his old body. Kai sensed something familiar about him, though he was sure they’d never met. 
 “I have somewhere to be,” said Kai. “If you’ll excuse me.” 
 “I won’t.” The old man’s hand settled on his shoulder, gripping just hard enough to imply that he could grip much harder. “Hands off the knife.” 
 Kai blinked, realizing that the fingers of his left hand had been toying with the wooden handle of the weapon from where he’d slipped it into his belt. He pulled his hand away and sighed, feeling more frustrated at himself than anything. 
 “What do you want?” asked Kai. “Money? I don’t have much on me.” 
 “A drink.” The old man smiled at him, and his eyes flickered with something devious, something that made him look a half century younger than he was. Kai suddenly realized who he was talking to, and nodded slowly, letting Mekalonius, the Fire Chosen, lead him into a nearby tavern. 
 Kai had expected it to be empty, but there were a few people already sitting at tables, some of them shaking slightly from their physical need for the alcohol. The two of them sat down at the bar, Kai keeping his eyes fixated on Mekalonius as the old man waved the barmaid over and ordered for both of them. 
 “I have nothing to say to you,” said Kai. “I don’t want any trouble, and I don’t want to be one of the Chosen.” 
 “What do you want then?” asked Mekalonius. Two goblets of red liquor mixed with something else were sat down in front of them, and he took a slow sip of his. 
 “That’s my business,” said Kai. 
 Mekalonius let out soft chuckle. 
 “I’m guessing your experience with the Metal Queen and her arrogant whelp has soured you on the prospect of interacting with the rest of us,” he said. “That’s fair enough.” 
 Kai waited for him to take another sip of his drink, and then after an experimental sniff, tasted his own. It was spicy, with a hint of cinnamon. 
 “How did you end up with your siren?” asked Mekalonius. 
 “That’s none of your-” 
 Mekalonius leaned over to him, setting his hand on Kai’s shoulder and squeezing in that borderline intimidating way. 
 “It’s just the two of us here,” said Mekalonius. “Your siren is back at that drab inn you spent the night in. And Reyella is currently watching her, keeping an eye out for any who’d intend to do her harm prematurely.” 
 “Is that a threat?” asked Kai. 
 “If you force me to, I can make it into one.” Mekalonius shrugged and took another swig from his goblet. “Come on lad, just tell me your story. If I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have sent Reyella to save you last night.” 
 Kai frowned. He hadn’t thought much on it at the time, but the arrival of the Fire Siren had done exactly that. He didn’t like the idea of owing Mekalonius a favor, regardless of how disarmingly friendly the man was presently acting. 
 “Fine,” he said. “I… was a slave, originally. My master died, and me and my friend ended up being given to another slave master to pay a debt.” 
 Mekalonius listened without looking over at Kai, but it was clear that he was paying rapt attention to the story. 
 “Sky, the uh, eighth spirit siren, showed up near our river camp.” Kai scratched his cheek and leaned his head a little to the side. “I didn’t know who, or what she was right away. I kissed her, and that was apparently all it took.” 
 “It takes more, for some spirit sirens, you know,” said Mekalonius. “Each one has their own threshold, usually emotional rather than physical. It was no accident that she bonded to you.” 
 Kai frowned a little, feeling strangely flattered by the observation. 
 “Does she remember anything?” asked Mekalonius. There was something in his voice, or rather, the lack of something, as though he was working to keep his tone absolutely steady. 
 “Not much,” said Kai. “Plenty facts about the world, but no knowledge of herself.” 
 Mekalonius stroked his beard. Kai wondered if he’d given away too much, if it would have been better to bait the man into providing context for why he was asking. 
 “Interesting…” said Mekalonius. “Very interesting.” 
 “Your turn.” Kai shifted on his stool, facing the Fire Chosen and sipping his drink. “I’ve been in the dark for too long regarding how all of this works. What does it mean for be one of the Chosen? And is there a way for me to…” 
 He trailed off, wanting to ask how he could be free of the responsibility, while at the same time knowing what the answer would be. 
 “You know, I took on Reyella as my siren when I was about your age,” said Mekalonius. “Maybe a bit older, but not by much.” 
 Kai chewed his lip, knowing that the old man was eager to tell his own tale. He decided to humor him. 
 “How did it happen?” 
 Mekalonius chuckled. 
 “Her old master, the original Fire Chosen, was a very complicated man,” he said. “He’d become paranoid of invisible threats, and punished his people for it. I was one of his people, young, brash, unwilling to yield so easily.” 
 “You fought him?” 
 “I dueled him,” said Mekalonius. “I’m still not sure why he agreed to it, even to this day. He only got a single slash in before I slipped the length my blade through his stomach.” 
 Mekalonius took a slow sip of his drink and then continued. 
 “Reyella took to me almost immediately afterward,” he said. “She was glad to be rid of him. The peasants, some of my family even, were glad of it. And I… still felt like a killer.” 
 He shrugged and gave Kai a knowing look. 
 “That’s just the way of things, I guess,” said Kai. The effect of his drink was beginning to smooth out the edges of the encounter, and he felt a kernel of sympathy inside of him for the old man. 
 “This is all just a game,” said Mekalonius. “Or at least, most of the sirens and their masters treat it as though it’s one. A game of sirens and magic, the consequences for winning, losing, or even just playing disregarded in the name of personal profit and power.” 
 “I refuse,” said Kai. “This isn’t the life I’m supposed to live.” 
 “You don’t have a choice of it,” said Mekalonius. “Death will follow you, whether you stay or go. You’ll see people die because of you… best be prepared for it.” 
 The old man downed the rest of his drink and stood to leave. Kai frowned at him. 
 “Are you my enemy?” he asked, half knowing the answer already. 
 “Not currently,” said Mekalonius. “Nor am I your friend. But the Metal Queen is less of my friend than you, and I must keep her from taking the power that you refuse to recognize that you have.” 
 Kai nodded. 
 “Sky,” he said. “The eighth siren. She’s wounded, and not healing as she should be. What should I-” 
 “You know what to do,” said Mekalonius. “She needs your essence, lad. Make sure she gets it.” 
 The old man shifted his cloak, pulling up his hood and adopting a gait that made it easy to mistake him for a drunkard or a beggar. He left the tavern. Kai finished his drink and then did the same. 



 
 CHAPTER 18 
   
  Kai walked straight back to the inn, feeling a sudden urgency descending over his situation that hadn’t been there before. He and Sky were in danger, and they had been from the start. There wasn’t anything he could do about that, regardless of whether he chose to run, fight, or settle down. 
 The innkeeper was nowhere in sight as he passed through the common room. Kai hurried up the stairs and into his room, finding Sky in essentially the same position she’d been in when he’d left. 
 “Sky,” he whispered, taking a seat on the bed next to her. He let his hand run over her fine blonde hair, feeling her ear underneath it as he stroked his fingers through the locks. 
 Leaning forward, Kai hesitated slightly, and then planted a soft kiss on her cheek. He felt the rush of energy, of his essence, almost immediately, flowing into her and giving her a sliver of extra vitality. 
 “This would be a lot easier if you were awake,” said Kai. 
 Sky stirred slightly and made a noise. She didn’t open her eyes, and after a couple of seconds, her breathing slowed down to the same pace it’d been while she was sleeping. 
 Kai sighed and leaned in again, kissing her on the cheek, and then on the neck. Her skin was unbelievably soft, and the sensation of touching his lips to it seemed to work both ways, his energy flowing into her, and a powerful, arousing, intoxicating effect flowing into him. He realized, somewhat shamefully, that he had an erection. 
 “What…?” Sky leaned her head up after the last kiss, blinking her eyes open slightly. “What are you doing?” 
 “Trying to save your life,” said Kai. “You took a leg injury in the fight. You’ve been unconscious since then.” 
 Sky frowned and shook her head slightly. 
 “Not the injury,” she mumbled. “My spirit essence… I ran out.” 
 “And why didn’t you tell me?” asked Kai. 
 “Because…” Sky blushed and refused to meet his eye. “It’s just… so inconvenient.” 
 Kai paused for a moment before slipping onto the bed beside her. He kissed her forehead and then her lips, feeling suddenly protective and tender toward her. They might not always get along, but he had a responsibility to her as solidly as she did to him, regardless of whether either of them chose it. 
 “Are you feeling any better?” asked Kai. 
 Sky yawned and slid her hand across Kai’s leg, her fingers stiffening slightly as she felt his hard cock through his trousers. 
 “I… I need more,” she whispered. 
 Kai nodded. He pulled the blankets back and then reached down to the bottom of Sky’s dress, slowly pulling it up and off her. She made as though to stop him at first, and then out of either exhaustion or resignation, allowed him to continue. 
 He’d already taken her leggings off the night before, carefully, without looking, in order to clean and stitch her wound. As Kai pulled the dress up and over her head, he saw Sky, his spirit siren, completely naked for the first time. 
 Her breasts were larger than they looked in clothing, tight and imbued with a youthful, buoyant bounce, each one dotted with puffy pink nipples, the color of tulips, the same color as her luscious lips. Her skin was pale and flawless, outside of the ugly wound on her leg. Her waist was thin and waifish, betraying little of the strength and power held within. 
 Kai was so busy drinking in the sight of her that he didn’t notice that Sky was blushing fiercely and glaring at him. She folded her arms over her breasts, ruining his view, and then nodded to him. 
 “You have to undress, too,” she said, sharply. “Otherwise, it isn’t fair.” 
 Kai smiled. He pulled off his tunic, realizing that it’d been all but ruined from the fighting and chaos of the previous day. His trousers came next, his hard cock eagerly snapping loose as they came off. 
 “There,” he said, drawing in closer to her. Sky stared down at his cock, her expression a mixture of excitement and trepidation.  
 “We can’t go all the way,” she whispered. “I… am not ready for that, yet.” 
 Kai slipped himself behind her, his hard cock pushing against her buttocks as he nuzzled her neck. 
 “You need my essence,” he whispered. 
 “Not that much of it,” she replied. “And… I’m just not sure.” 
 Kai felt as though he was dealing with a blushing virgin, rather than a siren of magic and feminine power, but he nodded slowly, respecting her wishes. He kissed her on the cheek and shifted slightly, allowing Sky’s hand to slide and curl around his erection. 
 Her hand was soft, but her grip was weak. She moved it back and forth a couple of times, her energy waning as she did. 
 “Sky…” he whispered. “Do you want me to just… do it myself?” 
 She glanced back at him, blushing, and slowly shook her head. 
 “No,” she said. “It just wouldn’t be right.” 
 She rolled over in bed, facing him in her nakedness. The sight of her breasts sent another jolt of lust through Kai’s body. He watched as she pressed herself forward into him, and then slowly wiggled lower, kissing his chest, and then her stomach, and then what came beneath it. 
 Kai let out a groan of pleasure as Sky pressed her lips onto his hard, sensitive tool. The first one was exploratory, almost curious. The warmth and wetness of her mouth was almost enough to make Kai cum prematurely, and he watched as Sky pulled back slightly, licking her lips and looking up at him. 
 “Will this help you?” she whispered. Kai nodded dumbly and watched as she brought her mouth forward, letting the head of his cock slide between her lips. 
 The sensation was unbelievable, strong and sudden, a mix of pleasure and emotion. Kai felt illicit, passionate warmth caressing him from the inside out. He wanted Sky to suck him off harder and faster. He wanted to protect her from everything in the realm that intended her harm. He wanted for the two of them to lie in bed, kissing and touching, for the rest of time. 
 Sky bobbed her head up and down slowly, the movement constrained by how tired she was, but also containing a sensual, gentle intent. She was caring for him, caring for his needs. He was her master, and she was his siren. There was a bond between them, something deeper than words or a superficial relationship of bodies. 
 “Oh, by the heavens,” moaned Kai. “Sky…” 
 She pulled back and smiled, enjoying her effect on him even as tired as she was.  
 “Looks like I found the right technique,” she whispered. “I’ll remember this the next time I want something from you.” 
 Kai was about to quip back at her when she returned to the act, her lips sliding to accept his erection, her tongue gliding across the head of his cock, massaging with hot, wet movements. He let one of his hands rest on her cheek, caressing her face, rather than trying to seize control. 
 His heart pounded in his chest, wild with desire and other, confusing emotions. He watched Sky watching him, her eyes set in an expression that seemed to mirror his own confused enjoyment. There was more to the act than just a restoration of Sky’s spirit essence, a sub level that neither of them would openly speak of, that neither of them could see nor understand properly. 
 “Sky…” he whispered.  
 She pushed her mouth further, sliding her tongue along the underside of his shaft and taking small, cute breaths through her nose. Then, she pulled back, spiraling her lips as she did and making Kai remember the unbelievable pleasure of the lust deities and the way they’d tapped into his pleasure centers. 
 Sky made a small pleased noise, and Kai realized that she was watching the expression on his face. He felt a smile creep across his lips and reached a hand down to touch one of her breasts. She didn’t stop him, even as his fingers probed and gently pinched at her nipples. 
 Sky shifted her hips slightly, orienting herself more directly toward Kai. She sped up a little with the sucking and licking, pulling back every now and then to give the tip of his erection a sensual kiss. Her eyes were a bright pink, the color of lust itself, from what Kai had seen of the void. 
 Kai let her suck him off, part of him feeling a little guilty for not taking a more active role in their coupling. He would have taken her, would have pinned her underneath him on the bed and ridden her as hard as he could without disturbing her injury, if she’d let him. He wondered if Sky knew that, and almost immediately came to the conclusion that she did, that she must. 
 “Are you almost there?” Sky had pulled back slightly, and let her hand continue to stroke as she spoke, watching him. 
 “I’m close,” he said. “Just keep going.” 
 She rolled her eyes, looking a little annoyed by the curtness of his words.  
 “Would this help?” She pushed her breasts up, shifting slightly and setting one on each side of his cock. She gave them a squeeze and looked up at him, blushing slightly and making Kai’s mouth fall open at the eroticism of it. 
 “Oh…” he moaned. “That’s perfect.” 
 “Then hurry up and… do it, already,” she said, blushing even more deeply. She stuck her tongue out, swishing it across the head of his cock while still massaging her breasts into his shaft. 
 “Just keep going with it,” whispered Kai. Sky flashed him a skeptical look and continued, her breasts stroking him off while her tongue tickled him with pleasure that was almost cruel in its specificity. 
 “I’m not like the other sirens,” she said, frowning. 
 Kai shook his head, running a hand along the side of her face. 
 “What does that mean?” he asked. 
 “I don’t remember anything,” said Sky. “But even if I did, I don’t think I’d have their… you know… experience.” 
 “I don’t care about that,” said Kai. 
 Sky nodded, shifting and beginning to kiss and suck the head of his cock. Kai groaned, feeling himself straying dangerously close to his limit. Just as he began to feel as though perfection was within reach, Sky stopped again. 
 “You know…” she whispered. “There are stories of the old Chosen. Stories of some of them occasionally being seduced by the sirens of each other.” 
 Kai shook his head, rolling his eyes as he did. 
 “Sky,” he said. “I’m almost there.” 
 She stared at him, not exactly offended, but clearly a little annoyed by his dismissal of her concern. She leaned forward again, blushing and making a cute face as she began to suck, bobbing her head down on his cock and letting it go deeper than it had before. 
 Kai watched her breasts bouncing with the movement, up and down. Her lips felt unreal against the skin of his shaft. Her tongue moved with simple, earnest movements. And her eyes watched him for approval, glowing with desire and need. 
 Kai let out a groan and placed his hand on the back of her head as he began to lose it. His seed blasted out, surprising both him and Sky in its intensity. She made a flustered noise and started to pull back, but then seemed to think better of it, and did her best to suck down his cum. A single, sticky string of it leaked out and down her chin, and Kai felt himself shaking his head at how arousing it was to see her in that state. 
 Sky continued sucking until his cock began to soften, and then rolled over on the bed. She took a deep breath, smiling and giving off the vitality and energy that she’d been lacking before. 
 “Thank you,” she said. “That was just what I needed." 



 
 CHAPTER 19 
   
 The two of them enjoyed several blessedly quiet minutes of gentle cuddling. Kai took a look at Sky’s wound and was a little surprised to find that most of the stitches were ready to be taken out, the gash healed through whatever innate powers her spirit essence allowed her.  
 Kai had just begun dressing when a sharp knock came at the door. He glanced over at Sky and saw a worried expression on her face. 
 “There’s a man outside,” said the innkeeper. “He’s requesting your presence. Says you’ll come to no harm if you meet with him in good faith.” 
 Kai frowned and ran his hand through his hair. He made to stand from the bed. Sky took hold of his hand tightly, pulling him back. 
 “Don’t,” she whispered. “This could be a trap. It’s safer if we just void step out of here, void step all the way out of the city.” 
 Kai shook his head softly. 
 “I can’t do that,” he said. “I’m not interested in letting these people, sirens or Chosen, decide my fate for me.” 
 Sky’s eyes were a deep indigo, and she closed them for a moment as she released Kai’s hand. He took a deep breath, pulled on his shirt and vest, and then headed out into the inn’s hallway. 
 Keaton Margellis a few dozen paces from the door to the inn, apparently unaccompanied by his spirit siren. The street was empty, as though all of the commoners had gotten wind of what was come in the near future. Kai walked over to the other man slowly, stopping a couple of feet away. 
 “Yes?” asked Kai, simply. 
 Keaton took a breath and flashed a forced looking smile. 
 “I wish no quarrel with you,” he said. “I thought on how the situation played out. You’re no more culpable for your circumstances than any of the other Chosen, and perhaps less, all things considered.” 
 Kai didn’t allow himself to relax. 
 “What do you want, Keaton?” he asked. 
 “Release your spirit siren into my care,” said Keaton. “Allow me to bond with her. She’ll come to no harm, and neither will you. I’ll even continue forward with the house I promised. I’ll pay for it, nothing from you required.” 
 Kai blinked. The way Keaton had phrased it made it sound innocuous and routine. The idea of Keaton and Sky “bonding” made him feel sick to his stomach. He took a moment to fold and store away the mental image of Sky’s beautiful naked body away, as though worried that it could be visible to others. 
 “No chance,” he said, automatically. 
 “And just why not?” asked Keaton. “Has your spirit siren brought you anything other than strife since she came into your life? I ask myself the same question on occasion, and am still unsure of the answer.” 
 “Why not?” Kai shook his head, feeling another aspect of his anger come into focus. “I grew up in your city, Keaton Margellis. Ten years ago… I was there.” 
 Keaton’s eyes flickered with the dawning of comprehension. 
 “You’re a slave,” he said. 
 “I was a slave,” corrected Kai. “And I haven’t forgotten.” 
 Keaton scowled at him, the fingers of his sword hand twitching slightly. Kai felt a similar urge to reach for the knife he’d taken from the first aid kit, but held off. 
 “If you aren’t willing to see reason, then we will be enemies, you know,” said Keaton. 
 Kai nodded. 
 “Oh, I know,” he said. “And I wish you the best of-“ 
 Something cut through the air less than an inch in front of Kai’s face, burrowing into the side of a wooden building to his right. He whirled to face the attack’s origin and saw Kamira, flanked by a human pacter and a wild animal, moving out of an alleyway and directly toward him. 
 Keaton’s reaction had mirrored Kai’s own, up until the point where he drew his sword and pointed it toward Kai’s chest. 
 “You bastard!” screamed Keaton. “We had a truce!” 
 Kai gritted his teeth, feeling oddly offended by Keaton’s assumed conclusion. He ducked another arrow as the pacter with Kamira loosed his bow a second time, and then took a few steps toward the building. 
 Ariexa stood in front of the inn’s doorway, smiling with evil intent. Kai flinched back, feeling his heart lurch and sink as he stared into his own death. A flash of light came from behind the Metal Queen, and then Sky’s foot collided with her head, knocking her to the ground. 
 “You bitch!” snarled Ariexa. 
 “Kai, get to safety!” yelled Sky. 
 Kai was not interested in running, and he wouldn’t have been even if the situation had allowed for it. Kamira and her pacter ally were entirely focused on him. The pacter carried a greatsword and had a medium sized cougar as its bound beast. Kai wasn’t sure which one to give his attention to as they both closed on him, ready for violence. 
 A boom loud enough to shake the earth came from the center of the chaos, and Reyella stepped out of a cylinder of flame, followed shortly after by Mekalonius from around the corner of the street. Kai didn’t know whether to cheer or curse, and didn’t have time to sort it out. 
 The cougar leapt through the air at him, claws sliding out of its furry paw, seeking his neck. Kai whipped loose his tiny dagger, sweeping it through the space between them more as a warning than a strike intended to do anything real. 
 The animal didn’t flinch back as he’d expected, instead spinning as soon as it landed and charging his leg. Kai stabbed downward, feeling the blade glance off the animal’s fur. Claws and teeth dug in through his trousers, and he let out a scream of pain.  
 Sky appeared in a flash of light, not attacking the animal, but instead going for the burly pacter that it belonged to. She had him in a tight headlock, setting her arms into the submission hold after stepping out of the void behind the man. He made a gargled choking noise and began to struggle, which only worked against him in his fight to remain conscious. 
 The cougar let out a tiny whimper and charged off toward its master. Kai had enough time to test that his injured leg could still support his wait before Kamira was upon him, attacking this time with a short sword and wielding it with expert finesse. 
 “You!” Her voice was shrill, and full of emotion. “Bastard!” 
 Kai blocked her first blow with luck, more than skill. From behind them, flames spurted forth from one of Reyella’s attacks, coming with a few feet of incinerating them. Metal hummed on the air, and Ariexa faced off against the Fire Siren with a small maelstrom of dangerous shrapnel. 
 “Enough!” shouted Kai. “Kamira, this isn’t a battle you have any part of! Leave with your life!” 
 The female Hammurabai had no intention of following his advice. She pressed forward, attacking again and again, her anger tainting her strikes, sending some of them wild, while at other times, leaving her open. Kai parried, occasionally throwing a kick or an open palmed strike, but leaving off using his dagger for anything more. 
 She was combat trained and capable, but Kai was stronger than she was, and fueled by primal desperation. He’d come too far to die at the hands of a woman half-insane from grief. 
 “I’ll kill you!” she screamed. “I swear it! You’ll die by my hand!” 
 She stepped in quicker than he’d been expecting, swinging her short sword in an upward slash that left a shallow, superficial cut in Kai’s shoulder. He took advantage of the opening she left him and slammed himself into her, knocking her to the ground and giving him a chance to finish it. Kai hesitated, and the moment lapsed. Kamira looked furious as she pulled herself to her feet, probably over both what he’d done to her friend and the mercy he insisted on allowing her. 
 “Do you even remember his name?” shouted Kamira. “Do you remember what his face looked like? Do you… do you know anything about the man you killed?” 
 “I didn’t kill him!” said Kai. “I… he… just fell wrong.” 
 Kamira attacked in a blur of motion, pushing her short sword forward, toward his gut. The attack started out faster than he could follow, but before she came within striking distance, it seemed to suddenly slow, allowing Kai time to shift to the side and trap her arm under the crease of his shoulder. 
 “You killed him…” she said, locking eyes with Kai. “I… loved him.” 
 Kai shook his head, but even refusing to meet her gaze, he could feel her eyes boring into him. 
 “I… I didn’t mean to.” The guilt of the encounter was there, carried with him, pushed out of mind as often as it could be, but Kai felt it again as though the encounter had just happened. “It wasn’t me.” 
 Kamira let out a grief stricken snarl and slammed her forehead into Kai’s face, bruising one of his eyes and knocking him back to the ground. The fight between the three sirens was heating up, in a literal sense, behind them, Ariexa and Reyella wielding elemental magic, Sky flickering in and out of existence with dodges and counter attacks. 
 “It was you!” screamed Kamira. “It was you!” 
 She screamed the same words over and over again, slowly verging into incomprehensibility, swinging her short sword at him wildly. Her dark hair flicked around her head, as messy and chaotic as her emotions. 
 “It wasn’t…” Kai’s voice was weak and unsure in comparison. “I… didn’t.” 
 Kamira got under his guard, swinging her sword at his head. She was too close, and instead of catching him with her blade, the hilt and her fist struck his head. Kai fell to the side, stars spinning across his vision. Kamira’s screams echoed in his head, along with something else. 
 He saw Selene’s face, the details of her cheeks, her smile and hair as vivid to him as though she’d been right there in front of him. He felt the weight of his loss, the anger he’d felt after her death, the lengths he’d gone to honor her memory. 
 “It was me,” he said, first quietly, and then louder. “It was me.” 
 Kamira stood over him, holding her sword, hesitating instead of striking. Kai’s eyes refocused and he saw her face clearly. She was crying. 
 “I killed him,” he said. 
 Kamira screamed and brought the sword down. Kai charged forward, fueled by a sudden deep, gripping need to survive. His shoulder crashed against the spot in between her breasts, knocking her back and loosing her sword from her hand. Kamira pulled another knife from her tunic, but Kai was faster and on his feet, crushing one of his shoes down on her wrist and pinning the weapon to the ground. 
 “You bastard!” She glared at him, eyes red and sore. “Do it, then. I’ve been ready.” 
 Kai shook his head slowly. Kamira wasn’t struggling anymore. He reached down and picked up her knife, tossing it and her short sword out of reach. 
 “Kill me!” screamed Kamira. “You’re a killer! I won’t accept your mercy!” 
 “I’m more than just a killer,” said Kai, “and I won’t let you or anyone else tell me otherwise.” 
 He took a step back from Kamira, expecting her to immediately rush him again. She didn’t, instead shifting onto her knees and letting out a full body sob that she’d clearly been holding back. Kai hesitated for a moment before striking hard on the side of her head, knocking her unconscious and sparing her from the rest of the battle. 



 
 CHAPTER 20 
   
 Kai didn’t have time to give Kamira any more of his attention. The three sirens were still fighting, and the carnage of the battle went far beyond anything he’d ever seen. Several of the buildings on either side of the street were engulfed in flames, one of them torched and charred down to its stone foundation. 
 The Metal Queen was living up to her nickname, pulling up anything her powers would allow to hurl at her enemies. Iron lampposts, nails, belt buckles and hairpins pulled from the fleeing townsfolk, all of it swirled around her in a storm of metallic death. 
 Reyella’s flames splashed out in volatile explosions, heating the metal of Ariexa’s flying weapons to a fierce orange gleam. In the distance, on either side of the street, Traderton’s guards stood holding a perimeter, watching the destruction of the battle numbly, unable to do anything more than defend in the loosest sense against the sirens. 
 Kai could barely keep his eyes on Sky, who constantly blinked in and out of existence, paying as much mind to either of the other two siren’s defensive metal and flames as she would a knee high fence. Her power was singular in purpose, nuanced compared to what the other two could do, but she used it with the precision of a razor, appearing behind Ariexa and slamming her elbow into the siren’s head, disappearing only to pop into being with a leg extended to trip Reyella on her own momentum. 
 All three of the sirens were growing increasingly exposed, their clothes ripping and tearing as the battle went on, exposing legs, shoulder, and in some cases, flashes of breast through the tatters. As enticing of a sight as it was, Kai could hardly make note of it through his concern for Sky. 
 She raged in battle, attacking the other two in a way that left the fight in her control, despite not having the flashy abilities of Ariexa or Reyella. The two of them fought each other cautiously, glancing over their shoulders, waiting for Sky’s surprise attacks. 
 A deep groan came from behind Kai and to his left. He turned in time to see Mekalonius and Keaton baring down on each other, swords clashing together in metallic harmony. Kai moved to join the brawl and hopefully bring it to a conclusion, and then hesitated. 
 He realized that if he could get Sky’s attention and time it just right, the two of them could flee the battle with all of their opponents distracted amongst themselves. Neither of them were fighting for anything other than their lives. It made sense, for him and for her. 
 Keaton broke Mekalonius’s guard with an aggressive, energetic blow. The old man, despite performing far beyond the normal limitations of his age, staggered back, leaving himself open. Keaton followed up with another fast, vicious strike, cutting a shallow gash across Mekalonius’s chest. 
 “Keaton…” said Mekalonius. “I’ve known you since you were a child. This is not who you are.” 
 “Your concern has always been unwarranted, Mekalonius,” Keaton said, his voice dripping with contempt. “Surrender your siren to me and I’ll let you live.” 
 Mekalonius struggled to stay on his feet, dropping to one knee as he fixed Keaton with an empty expression. Keaton slowly lifted his sword up, preparing to render the killing blow. 
 Kai stepped forward. He took Mekalonius’s sword from him, the old man making a low sound of protest, but allowing him the blade. 
 “You…” Keaton’s eyes burned with hatred. “You would stand with him?” 
 “I owe him a favor,” said Kai. “Today isn’t the day he dies.” 
 Keaton stared at Kai, looking for something in his expression. The sirens continued fighting off to the side, none of them gaining an advantage over the others, all of them reduced to the barest rags of clothing. 
 “Allow me to take his siren from him,” said Keaton. “And I will let you and yours leave this place unmolested.” 
 Kai acted as though he was giving the question some thought, and then shook his head. 
 “No,” he said. 
 Keaton’s first attack was blindingly fast, and Kai only managed to block it on pure instinct, knocking the sword away from his head at the very last second. Keaton salvaged the deflection into another strike, slashing low and forcing Kai to hop backward. 
 Kai recovered his balance and pushed forward, pulling the sword down in a two handed overhead cut. Keaton blocked it easily, almost twisting Kai’s sword out of his hand with the movement. The skill difference between the two of them, a former slave and a noble with the best martial training money could buy, was absolutely massive.. 
 They exchanged several more attacks, both of them maneuvering for the position that would leave the other man’s back exposed to where the sirens fought. The sirens, though they continued to battle amongst each other, watched the battle between Kai and Keaton with serious interest. 
 Keaton feinted and spun into a slash that would have opened Kai’s innards if he’d noticed it a fraction of instant later. He tripped over a loose brick in the street as he staggered out of reach. Keaton closed down on him instantly, but Kai managed to get his sword up to sweep away his strike and then step out of reach. 
 A sharp, familiar cry came from the battle of the sirens. Kai looked over in time to see Sky on the ground, Ariexa standing over her. He gritted his teeth, thinking desperately for some aid he could lend her. 
 “Mekalonius!” he shouted. The old man was on the ground, but still lucid. “Truce! Reyella and Sky can win if they fight together.” 
 “Boy…” Mekalonius shook his head tiredly. “That isn’t how this works.” 
 Keaton charged forward, attempting a diagonal cross cut that would have cleaved Kai from shoulder to hip. He blocked it more by accident then intent, getting his sword up in time to nick the slash off its killing path. 
 Ariexa charged Reyella, able to focus her full attention on the Fire Siren now that Sky was out of the fight. Reyella blasted fire left and right, working to push back hail of metal Ariexa had turned on her. She took a step backward, in the direction of an already fire ruined house. 
 In the blink of an eye, it was over. An old fire poker shot forth from the ruined house’s hearth. Kai was expecting it to pierce through Reyella’s heart, but instead, it shifted form, wrapping around the siren’s ankles and crumpling her to the ground. More metal flew from around the area, binding her hands and neck, as well. 
 “It is done!” screamed Ariexa. “You worthless whores sought to defeat me? This is the ending you created for yourselves!” 
 Keaton met Kai’s eye, his expression shifting into one of smug superiority. He shrugged his shoulders slightly. 
 “There’s no need for us to continue with this,” he said. “Really. You’ve lost. There’s nothing-“ 
 Kai flew forward, putting all of his weight into a hard side slash. Keaton blocked it, but the force of the blow knocked him off balance, keeping him from getting his guard up for the crucial split second Kai needed.  
 He let go of his sword, tackling Keaton and getting a hand into the scruff of his shirt. This was the style of fighting he knew, the way he’d fought as a slave. He had a deep suspicion that it wasn’t anything like what Keaton had been taught of hand to hand combat, if he’d been taught anything at all of combat outside of swords and dueling. 
 Keaton kept his fingers locked on his sword, at least for a moment. Kai elbowed him hard in the head as soon as the two of them landed on the ground. The blow bounced the back of Keaton’s skull off the street, dazing him. Kai seized Keaton’s sword hand and slammed it down on the ground, once, twice, knocking the blade loose. He took Keaton by the hair and slammed his head down onto the brick again, ensuring that the man would be sufficiently dazed. 
 “We’re equals now,” said Kai, staggering to his feet and bringing Keaton with him. “You may have an advantage in some regards, Keaton Margellis, but we are equals.” 
 “You…” Keaton spoke in a slurred voice, pausing to spit out a mouthful of blood. “I’ll kill you, you dirty sand haired slave!” 
 “Not today, you won’t,” said Kai. 
 Ariexa was standing over the other two sirens, her expression grave. She stared at Keaton, the two of them exchanging some measure of emotion through their eyes. 
 “You know how this works,” said Kai. “I leave her with my siren, or your master gets his neck snapped.” 
 “Ariexa!” shouted Keaton. “There’s no honor in bargaining with-“ 
 “Done.” A cold, albeit slightly amused smile, appeared on the Metal Queen’s face. “You’re very bold… and very direct. I like that in a man.” 
 Kai said nothing, instead nodding to Mekalonius. 
 “The Fire Chosen will also be taking his leave now,” said Kai. “With the Fire Siren.” 
 He glanced over to Mekalonius, who had pulled himself to his feet. The man’s expression was unreadable, but he gave a slow, respectful nod to Kai. 
 “This isn’t over!” screamed Keaton. “I will find you! I will kill you!” 
 “You can try, if you feel you must,” said Kai. “But I’m not an easy man to kill.” 
 Sky made her way over to him, bruised and cut in places, but altogether unhurt. She looked embarrassed, as though her pride had taken more damage in the fight than anything else. 
 “Are you okay?” asked Kai. 
 Sky smiled at him. 
 “I am,” she said. “Thank you.” 
 Kai waited until Mekalonius and Reyella had cleared out of the scene of the battle before giving Keaton’s neck one final squeeze and leaning in to whisper in his ear. 
 “Are you a man of your word, Keaton?” he asked. “Will you and your siren attack us as soon as I release you?” 
 Keaton gritted his teeth so hard that the uncomfortable, painful sound was audible. 
 “I am a man of my word,” he said. “But there will be a next time, Meridian scum.” 
 “Sure there will be.” Kai pushed him hard on the back, knocking him to the ground in front of the Metal Queen. 
 Sky took his hand before he could say anything and did exactly what he’d been planning on asking of her. The two blinked out of existence in the physical realm in a bright flash of light, instantly emerging in their relative position within the void. Kai smiled and breathed a sigh of relief. 



 
 CHAPTER 21 
   
 For once, Kai and Sky’s movement through the void was essentially unhindered. Kai whispered their destination into Sky’s ears, and after watching her roll her eyes for a moment, she began leading him forward. It wasn’t far, and they popped back into the physical realm after a few minutes. 
 They were on the edge of the section of the city that the fighting sirens had turned into a warzone. Seeing it from the outside made Kai far more conscientious of how much destruction had been inflicted.  
 Several dozen buildings, houses, inns, business establishments, lay destroyed, some collapsed after losing nails and other essential metal supports, and others were completely reduced to burning rubble. The city guard and a number of helpful townspeople were already on the scene, running bucket lines for the buildings that could still be saved and getting a tally of the wounded and dead. 
 Kai felt little comfort in the knowledge that he and Sky hadn’t actually contributed directly to the destruction. He may not have killed anyone this time, but he would have, if it had been needed for him and Sky to escape. He would have killed Keaton if it had come down to it, he could feel a part of him on the inside that had little doubt. 
 “This…” Sky whispered, drawing him back to the moment. “Isn’t this the house you were going to buy?” 
 Kai nodded, smiling slightly. The building was completely collapsed in one corner, and the roof was on fire, flames slowly creeping down the sides of the house. He stared at it for a moment and then shrugged. 
 “I guess it just wasn’t meant to be,” he said.  
 Kai watched the house for a moment longer, and then tensed abruptly as he heard the sound of metal armor shifting and weapons being readied. 
 “No, there’s no need for that,” said a familiar voice.  
 Kai turned to see the First Trader, dressed in a long chainmail shirt and gleaming shoulder pauldrons. Around him stood a half dozen men from the city guard, several of them holding crossbows. 
 “It’s good to see you again,” said Kai, trying to mean the words as he spoke them. 
 “The circumstances are a little different from before,” said the First Trader. He forced a tired smile in Kai’s direction and nodded slowly. The sound of buildings burning in the distance, along with people running by and shouting, filled the air. 
 “I’m sorry,” said Kai. “I didn’t intend for any of this to happen.” 
 “It’s not your fault,” said the First Trader. He nodded to the house behind Kai. “Do you still intend to settle in my city, young Chosen?” 
 Kai blinked, feeling a little confused by the question. There hadn’t been much time for him to give it thought after the fight. He felt almost as though he’d already written it off as a possibility, even before seeing the state of the house he’d wanted. 
 “I don’t think so,” said Kai. 
 “Please,” said the First Trader. “We don’t have a resident Chosen, like many of the other major cities in Faldion. This…” He gestured to the destruction. “This is what happens when they fight here, because we have no deterrent, no reason for them avoid casualties.” 
 “The Pacter’s Guild is based out of Traderton,” suggested Kai. 
 “They have their own agenda,” said the First Trader. “Please. I will give you a mansion, the title and lands on par with a lord anywhere else in the realm.” 
 Kai chewed his lip, looking over at Sky. She shrugged. 
 “I would accept,” she whispered. “It’s what you wanted, isn’t it? And this way you’d have the strength of a city behind you, if it came to war.” 
 Kai took a deep breath, the smell of smoke filling his nostrils. He shook his head. 
 “No,” he said. “I am sorry First Trader, but I must be on my way.” 
 The First Trader gave him a quizzical look. 
 “But… is it not what you wanted?” he asked. 
 “My presence was what caused this,” said Kai. “You may believe that having one of the Chosen in your city would be blessing, but I don’t think that would be the case, at least not with me.” 
 “Please, I beg you to reconsider.” The First Trader clasped his hands together and leaned forward, almost into a bow. From beside him, Sky tugged on his sleeve. 
 “Kai,” she whispered. “You should take him up on his offer. You aren’t invincible.” 
 Kai shook his head again. 
 “Neither are the people who live here,” he said. “I’m not interested in turning their city into a potential battleground.” 
 He nodded politely to the First Trader. 
 “My mind is made up. I’ll be setting out in a couple of hours, as soon as things here calm down.” 
 The First Trader nodded slowly, not bothering to disguise the disappointed sigh that escaped his lungs. 
 “So be it,” he said.  
 Kai walked with Sky alongside him through one of the unaffected areas of Traderton. They stopped to buy food, supplies, everything they’d need for the next leg of their somewhat aimless journey. 
 “You don’t have a plan for where to go next, do you?” mused Sky. Kai shrugged. 
 “I’m not sure if it would make any difference if I did,” said Kai. “Trouble seems to find us wherever we go.” 



 
 EPILOGUE 
   
 “Are you awake?” 
 Kamira blinked her eyes open. Her entire body ached, and she could feel where a tender lump had formed on her head. She shifted, feeling a mattress and sheets underneath her and realizing that she was in a soft, clean bed. 
 “Where am I?” She blinked again, turning her gaze toward the source of the voice. A man with blond hair and tired eyes sat in a chair across from her within the room. 
 “You’re in my vacation home, here in Traderton,” said the man. “Do you know who I am?” 
 Kamira nodded slowly. 
 “Keaton Margellis,” she said. “The Metal Chosen.” 
 Keaton smiled, apparently very pleased at her recognition. He leaned forward in his chair, his eyes scanning over her with an intensity that made her feel a little uncomfortable, and a little of something else. Her tunic and leggings had been removed at some point, leaving her dressed in only her undergarments. 
 “Why do you want the eighth Chosen dead?” asked Keaton. 
 Kamira started to answer and then paused. She could still feel the emotions surrounding Vokdas and his death, anger and grief intermingled, but it had a new, hollow quality to it. There was doubt there now, as well. She wasn’t sure if killing Kai would do anything for her. She wasn’t sure if she could even gather the motivation to kill someone who’d spared her own life twice over, now. 
 “He killed someone that I loved,” said Kamira, forcing the words out. It didn’t matter whether she felt like doing it or not. It needed to happen, not for her, but for the memory of Vokdas. 
 “Someone that you loved?” Keaton stood up from his chair and walked over to the bed slowly. “Does it hurt? That kind of loss?” 
 “You’ve never lost someone that you loved before?” asked Kamira. 
 Keaton stared at her, his expression strange and complicated. He shrugged. 
 “I’m a selfish man,” he said. 
 He sat down on the bed next to her and brought a hand up to her cheek. Kamira flinched back slightly in surprise, and he moved his hand back to her face, more forcefully this time. 
 “Do you want my help in tracking him down?” asked Keaton.  
 Kamira nodded, though she’d have been just as comfortable shaking her head no. Something felt deeply off about Keaton, as though he was plotting murder out of spite and bruised pride. 
 “I think we can both help each other, then,” said Keaton. He pulled the sheets back roughly and pushed Kamira down on the bed. She almost shouted out before realizing her situation. He wasn’t going to help her. He was going to own her. 
 “You…” Kamira shook her head, staring at him and trying to keep the fear off her face. 
 Keaton reached for her undergarments, and began roughly tearing them off. 
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 FREE EXCERPT FROM MAGICAL INHERITANCE: BOOK OF SINS

   
   
 CHAPTER 1 
   
 “There are no shortcuts in life, Daniel.” 
 “I’m not taking shortcuts. I’m just… finding efficient ways to get work finished.” 
 Daniel Worth leaned back in his chair, absently sliding one of his textbooks across the table. Class was over, and he was the only student left in Ms. Magdalene’s classroom. The space was clean, with smooth polished oak tables, new carpets, and an orange hue coming through the window from the setting autumn sun. 
 “That’s literally no different from what I just said,” said Ms. Magdalene. 
 “Actually, it is,” said Daniel. “The way I phrased it sounds better.” 
 He smiled across the room at his teacher, who still stood in front of the white board, arms folded across her chest. She was an attractive woman, one of the younger adjuncts brought in to replace the massive wave of retiring professors in the last few years at Icarus Community College.  
 “The paper I assigned you was on the writings of Phillip Barker,” said Ms. Magdalene. “On the value of hard work. This was the one time, Daniel, when you needed to cut the bullshit and spend some time on the assignment.” 
 She took a slow, frustrated breath, the movement highlighting the curve of her ample bust underneath her white blouse. Ms. Magdalene had chestnut brown hair done up in a bun, along with cute librarian glasses and big hazel eyes, a combination which, along with her other interesting assets, had distracted him from her lectures more than once. 
 “I did work hard on it,” said Daniel. “Ms. Magdalene, you don’t give me enough credit.” 
 “You argued against the man’s thesis, Daniel,” she said, looking over the edge of her glasses disapprovingly. “All you had to do was suck it up, acknowledge the man’s points, and expand on them with your own examples. And instead, you turned it into a personal essay, a chance for you to write off the cuff and make a point about how-” 
 “Ms. Magdalene, I get it,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 

The sooner I apologize and pretend that she’s right, the sooner I can get out of here, he thought. 
 Ms. Magdalene scanned the expression on his face, tearing into it with her eyes as though she could see right through him. A coy smile played across her lips, suggesting to Daniel that perhaps, she wasn’t as angry as she seemed on the surface. 
 “Regardless of whether you put effort into writing a paper or not, I have to put effort into grading it,” said Ms. Magdalene. “Please… don’t leave me hanging next time.” 
 She gave him a quick nod, and Daniel took it as his cue to leave. He slipped his books into his bag, watching Ms. Magdalene watch him, and then headed for the door as tension built in the space of the silence. 
 “Daniel,” she said, just as he approached the door. “We’re going to end up butting heads quite a bit this semester if you can’t learn to accept my authority.” 
 Daniel couldn’t stop himself from chuckling. 
 “Ms. Magdalene, you say that like it’s a bad thing.” He grinned at her, and was pleasantly surprised to see her smile back. 
 He walked down the hallway and out through the front doors of the Olympus Center. Most of the students at the college for afternoon classes had already left or were in the process of doing so. Daniel cut across the courtyard toward the bike racks, and only then began to think honestly about what his teacher had said. 

She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. I do work hard, just… in my own way.

 If Ms. Magdalene had known more about him, she probably would have brought up examples from his life to prove her point. Daniel was, in fact, at community college as a freshman instead of a real university because of the shortcuts he’d taken during high school and their unfortunate academic consequences. 
 He still lived at home with his stepmother even though half of his friends already had places of their own. In the 21st century economy, there wasn’t anything terribly abnormal about that, but when paired with Daniel’s lack of a job and ambition for much outside of video games and the internet, it made a compelling case for his teacher’s argument.  
 Daniel shrugged off the line of reasoning as he approached the spot where he’d chained his jet black Cannondale carbon frame road bike. It had been a gift from his dad on one of his infrequent visits home, and it was one of the few things in Daniel’s life he could truly be proud of. 
 He heard footsteps as he worked the combination into his bike lock, and looked up in time to see a gorgeous blonde girl skipping her way over. Not just any gorgeous blonde girl, either, but Shelly, the bad girl on campus.  
 She wore a pair of tight black short shorts, along with a white sleeveless t-shirt that said “SCUM” across the front, and black and white striped knee high socks. She was eating a banana with one hand, and as she bent down to unlock her own bike, she made a show of wrapping her mouth around the phallic fruit, slowly working her lips in a sensual manner. 
 Daniel tried not to stare at her openly. His best friend, PJ, had told him about a rumor that she would sext
openly with any guy lucky enough to get her number. Daniel had made several attempts to break through to that point with her through small talk, his efforts always foiled by time constraints or the arrival of her friends. 
 “Hey,” she said. “Daniel…” 
 She flashed a flirtatious smile and made a show of sucking on the banana again, this time sliding it deeper into her mouth and letting her eyes flutter shut. 
 “Shelly,” said Daniel, grinning at his luck. “Hey, what are you doing this weekend?” 
 “What are you doing right now?” asked Shelly. 
 Daniel had, in fact, been on his way home to put some time into the most recent assignment he’d been given by Ms. Magdalene for his Perspectives on Work class. 
 “Nothing,” he said. “I’m totally free.” 
 “I’m hanging out with a couple of girlfriends of mine,” said Shelly. “You should stop by.” 
 “I…” Daniel was momentarily at a loss for words. “Yeah, of course! Are you heading over right now?” 
 “Like, right right now,” said Shelly. “Here, what’s your phone number?” 
 Daniel told her, half in a daze. 
 “I’ll text you the address,” she said. “I have to meet up with another friend when she gets off work. Be there at 5:30 sharp.” 
 “Sure,” said Daniel. “Totally… That sounds like a good time.” 
 Shelly smiled at him. She leaned forward and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and Daniel had a sudden, pressing thought. 
 “Hey, I heard something about you and Brent…?” 
 If Shelly was the bad girl on campus, Brent was her partner in crime. He was, as far as Daniel could tell, in his ninth or tenth year of community college. He and Shelly had been on and off again for many moons, and the last Daniel had heard, they were back on. 
 “Let’s not talk about that,” said Shelly. “Just meet me at my friend’s house. Like I said, 5:30 sharp.” 
 She slid onto the seat of her bike, her awesome butt shifting in her tight shorts and mesmerizing Daniel as she rode off. He took a slow breath and again, found himself wondering if maybe Ms. Magdalene had had some good points. 



 
 CHAPTER 2 
   
 Daniel still had time to kill before heading over to the address Shelly sent him, so he did a lap around town. Icarus Point was on the smaller side of what could be called a city, with less than 50,000 local residents and no major landmarks of interest. Still, it was one of the central economic hubs of the rural, untapped landscape of Michigan’s upper peninsula, even though it had no direct access to the coast of the Great Lakes. 
 For the past decade or so, the city had been in vogue, with a small tech boom attracting young professionals and hipsters and giving the city a bit of a multicultural flair. It made no sense to Daniel, who’d grown up and grown bored in Icarus Point, as had most of his friends and fellow class mates. It was one of those places that everyone seemed to idealize, except for the people born into it. 
 And on top of that, it was tourist season. Hundreds of rich people with too much free time on their hands turned out every year to admire the color of the trees and the beauty of the falling leaves. Daniel watched as he rode his bike over a pile of them on the sidewalk, kicking a few up into the wake of his back tire. 
 He leaned into a turn, crossing the relatively empty street and angling his bike onto a pedestrian path that led through Boreas Park. Daniel knew, at least objectively, that he really didn’t have it so bad. He and his mom lived relatively peaceful lives in a nice house in a nice neighborhood, with Daniel’s chronically absent and away on business father sending checks to make sure the bills were paid each month. 
 It was that fact that made Ms. Magdalene’s critique of the effort he put in all the more piercing. Daniel wished that he could get it out of his head, but the easy way in which she’d pointed out what was probably his biggest flaw had really gotten under his skin. 

She probably makes the same argument to every student she wants to motivate.

 He spent a couple of minutes in the park, sitting on one of the less than comfortable park benches and browsing the internet on his phone. He texted back and forth with his best friend PJ, confirming that the two of them would meet up to walk to the class they shared the next morning. When 5:15 finally rolled around, he climbed back on his bike and headed off to meet up with Shelly, grateful that he’d have a chance to end the day on a high note. 
 The address Shelly had given him led Daniel into the rough section of town. Most of the houses were old and badly maintained, with cracked paint jobs and overgrown lawns. A dog without a collar nosed through a small pile of garbage outside one house, and several nearby cats watched and waited their turn at perusing the refuse. Daniel rode a bit further and then slowed to a stop, frowning at the house indicated by the directions. 
 “Okay…” he mumbled to himself. “I guess it makes sense that a girl like Shelly would have friends that hang out in places like this.” 
 He leaned his bike up against the house’s fence and behind a bush, where it would be mostly out of sight, and then headed to the front door. It was a step above most of the houses in the area, with no broken windows and no trash out front, but it still wasn’t a nice place. 
 The front door was already open. Daniel knocked on it three times anyway and waited for a few seconds before letting himself in. He didn’t see anyone, and the living room was essentially bare of furniture outside of a single couch that had seen better days. 
 “Hello?” he called. 
 There was a noise from the floor above him, just loud enough to give him some hope. Daniel headed to the stairs and made his way up to the second floor, following the sound to the end of the hallway and into another, bare room. 
 A raccoon sat in the corner, fumbling against the wall with a pickle jar stuck on his head. Daniel let out a long, disappointed sigh and took out his phone.  

No new texts. What the hell, man?

 He walked over to the window just in time to see it happen. A tall man in an oversized hoody was pulling his bike out from the bushes and taking off with it. Daniel gritted his teeth, feeling like a complete fool and wondering how he could be so stupid. 
 His initial reaction was to take off after the bike thief, but chasing somebody on foot when they were on a bike was an exercise in futility. He watched the bastard ride off on his Cannondale, with the knowledge that it also meant that he’d have an hour or more of walking to do to get home, unless he was interested in calling his mother to come pick him up. 
 The raccoon in the corner let out a cry that resonated with Daniel’s mood and fumbled against the wall some more. Daniel walked over to it and took a seat. 
 “I got you, little guy.” He reached out and took hold of the pickle jar. “There’s no reason for both of us to have a shitty day.” 
 It took him a couple of seconds to get it off, as the little guy had really wedged his head in there. The raccoon stared at him curiously for a moment after that, resting on its back legs and rubbing its hands together. 
 “Yeah, I know the feeling,” he said. “Having your head stuck in a pickle jar… I definitely know the feeling.” 



 
 CHAPTER 3 
   
 Daniel didn’t waste much time before starting home, giving the raccoon one last ill-advised scratch between the ears before heading out onto the street. It was getting dark, and while Icarus Point was usually pretty well lit by street lights, he was not in a section of town that would be fun to spend much time in at night. 
 It took him about thirty minutes to make it back to the road leading onto Boreas Park. He crossed the street and stepped onto the walking path, wishing more than ever that he still had his bike. Halfway across, he saw something that made him freeze in midstep. 
 Off in the distance, in a section of the park ringed by trees and to the side of the grassy central area, there was an odd, flickering patch of orange light. Daniel sniffed the air, picking up the smell of smoke immediately. He glanced around, not seeing anybody else nearby, or any sign of a warning or fire alarm having been raised. He jogged forward, frowning as he drew in closer to get a better look. 
 What he saw didn’t make any sense. A perfect circle of grass around thirty feet across was charred to a blackened crisp. A few small, smoldering flames continued to burn in a few places, but he could tell that what he was witnessing was the aftermath of what must have been some kind of explosion, or controlled burn. 
 A figure with a vague, hooded silhouette stood in front of two other people. One of them was lying on their back, and the second was crouched over them, doing what they could to shield the fallen victim from whatever the hooded figure had in store.  
 There was something deeply troubling about the sight, a sense of wrongness that made the hairs on Daniel’s arms stand up on end. He somehow knew, beyond any doubt, that being seen would probably result in his death. 

I could still double back, he thought. There’s no reason for me to get involved here.

 Daniel considered the situation for another moment, and then took a slow step forward. The hooded figure was holding something in their hands and staring at it intently. If he crept up on them slowly, then maybe… 
 One of the people on the ground, a girl, from what Daniel could make out from the shape of her body, turned to look in his direction. The black figure didn’t appear to notice, and stepped closer to the both of them, speaking in a voice too quiet for Daniel to make out. 
 He surveyed his surroundings. He was standing in a small stretch of trees. There were branches that he could potentially use as weapons, but in order to get close enough, he’d have to sprint across the distance, leaving himself exposed and vulnerable. 
 He could throw a branch, though Daniel wasn’t sure how good his aim would be, especially if he only got one try. For a moment, he pictured fashioning one of the longer branches into a makeshift spear and attempting a javelin strike. The idea was ridiculous, but it led him to a better one. 
 There were a number of large rocks on the ground nearby, too big for him to effectively throw, but still something he could work with. Daniel chewed his lip. Maybe if he picked one up and crept over to the figure as slowly as he could…? 

I’m mostly hidden, here in the trees. That’s also an advantage. And it’s not just me, there’s the girl and whoever she’s protecting, too.

 The plan crystallized in his head, and not a moment too soon. The hooded figure’s body language was taking on a threatening tone. Daniel took a slow breath, stilling his fear and anxiety, and picked up a large rock that he could barely lift up to his waist. 
 There was another one directly next to it. Daniel took a few careful steps toward it, and then slammed his rock down on the one on the ground. The impact made a loud crack, similar to a gunshot, but with less strain on his eardrums. 
 The hooded figure whirled around. For a moment, Daniel was sure that all he’d done was sealed his own fate in blood. Then, the girl on the ground moved, leaping up and charging the hooded figure. 
 Daniel broke into a dead sprint toward the circle of charred grass, picking up one of the branches he’d been considering on his way out of the trees. The hooded figure pushed the girl back and reached into his robe. Daniel closed on him, striking down on his shoulder with the branch hard enough to snap it in half. 
 The figure flinched back, but eerily, made no cry of pain. Something fell to the ground, and without taking the time to think twice about it, Daniel snatched it up and held it in front of him like a shield. 
 It was just a book. Daniel felt like an idiot, but only for a second. The writing on the front of the book burst into vivid red light, as though powerful LEDs had been worked into the leather bound cover.  

The “Book of Sins”?

 The hooded figure was drawing back from him warily, watching him with the intensity of a person staring down the barrel of a gun. 
 “Quick, over here!” The girl on the ground waved her hand at Daniel, and he hurried to her side. He glanced away from the hooded figure for less than a second, and when he looked back, they were gone. 
 “What… what the hell is going on here?” Daniel shook his head dumbly, his eyes flicking from the girl, to the old man she was standing protectively in front of, down to the book in his hands. The old man let out a pained cough and spat something on the ground next to him. The girl dropped to his side. 
 “Ixion…” she whispered, in a voice with the slightest hint of an English accent. “I’m sorry. This shouldn’t have happened. I… I let my guard down.” 
 “Kami…” whispered the old man. “How long… have we known each other?” 
 “Years,” said the girl. “Decades… Since your master first took you as his apprentice.” 
 “And how many times have I told you not to apologize to me?” The old man coughed again, pulling himself a bit more upright and clasping his hands over the girls. “I’m the one who failed you, in the end.” 
 Tears were streaming down the face of the girl. She looked to be about the same age as Daniel, but something seemed very off about her. Her hair was jet black, and she wore an odd looking, baby blue bandana over it. Her skin was pale, and bizarrely, her eyes were a deep violet hue with tiny flecks of gold, almost like two natural amethysts catching the sunlight at just the right angle. 
 “You’ll be okay,” said the old man. “You’ll have a new master now.” 
 He looked in Daniel’s direction, favoring him with an uneasy smile. Daniel couldn’t say for sure how old the man was, but what he was sure of was that he’d never seen anybody of his age outside of a hospital or nursing home. The man’s gaze flicked down to the book that Daniel still held in his hands. 
 “Do you know what you hold, son?” asked the old man.  
 Daniel shook his head. 
 “I have no idea what’s going on,” he said. “I’m… sorry. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.” 
 “Don’t you start apologizing to me, either,” said the man. “We don’t have time for that.” 
 He gestured for Daniel to come closer, and he did, feeling as though it was the least he could do for a dying man. Blood seeped from a wound in the old man’s stomach, though the pool of red surrounding him made Daniel doubt that he had much bleeding left to do. 
 “The Book of Sins is my gift to you,” said the old man. “It was given to me once, and to my master before that, and his master before that. Please… you must… read through the pages. The city… the people… Kami… they all need you.” 
 The old man reached his hand out to squeeze Daniel’s shoulder, his grip surprising in its strength. Daniel stared at the old man, watching as his eyes slowly glassed over. Kami was crying louder now. 
 There was a sudden, unexpected flash of light as the man’s body burst into flames, disintegrating into ash in only a couple of seconds. Daniel and the girl both jumped back, Daniel looking far more surprised of the two. 
 “What… the fuck?” He stared at what had been the old man, mouth agape. 
 “It’s the last gift he has to give,” whispered Kami. “This way, you won’t have to worry about the mortal authorities finding his body and getting involved.” 
 “Uh…” Daniel just shook his head.  

What the hell is going on?




 
 CHAPTER 4 
   
 “I’m going to need you to explain all of this to me,” said Daniel. “This… doesn’t make any sense.” 
 The two of them walked toward the edge of the park. Kami slowed to a stop in front of one of the park benches and sat down. They were close enough to one of the streetlights for Daniel to get a proper look at her, and it was hard for him to understand what he was seeing. 
 What he’d taken to be a bandana on her head actually appeared to be a bonnet of a style that Daniel had only ever seen in historical illustrations. She wore a light pink dress that matched the same historical period, which ran all the way down to her ankles and had oddly puffy shoulders. It was surprisingly low cut, revealing enough cleavage to catch Daniel’s eye. 
 “What is your name?” asked Kami. 
 “Daniel,” he said, extending his hand. “And I take it that your name is Kami?” 
 She nodded and hesitantly shook his hand. 
 “Daniel, the man whose life you… attempted to save,” said Kami. “He is… or was… a wizard. His name was Ixion.” 
 Daniel blinked. Even after everything he’d seen, his skepticism still remained strong. If anything, it was stronger than it was normally. He turned the book over in his hands, feeling the centuries old black leather cover and tracing his fingers over the words on the front of it. 
 “I don’t believe you,” he said. “This has to be some kind of prank, or something, right?” 
 The girl smiled at him. 
 “I was his familiar,” she said. “Well… technically I’m bound to the Book of Sins, but I served Ixion from about the time he was your age, up until…” 
 She trailed off and took a slow breath. 
 “I have a small amount of innate illusion magic, if you would like more proof,” said Kami. 
 Daniel nodded, smiling slightly and feeling like he’d managed to trap her in a lie. 

There’s no way. This is the part where the cameras come out, and some puffed up YouTube star laughs about how scared I looked.

 Kami closed her eyes. A bright pink hue surrounded her face for a couple of seconds. Daniel watched in disbelief as the glow faded, revealing the features of a blonde woman in her place, wearing the same clothing, but completely transformed. 
 “Proof enough?” she asked. Daniel nodded, and she repeated the process, returning to her original face. 
 “What…?” Daniel took a deep breath. He felt light headed, almost like he was going to pass out. He did half a lap around the bench and then leaned forward against the back of it, blinking and trying to assimilate the situation.  

I must be dreaming…

 “You’re not dreaming,” said Kami. She grinned when she saw his surprised reaction. “I’m good at reading people. I’ve had a lot of practice.” 
 Daniel chewed on his lip, unsure of what to say or do next. 
 “So he was like… a magician?” 
 “A wizard,” said Kami. “And I was his familiar, bound to the Book of Sins that you now hold in your hands.” 
 “And that hooded figure…?” 
 Kami closed her eyes, her smile fading instantly. 
 “I don’t know who that was,” she said, in a sad voice. “Someone who was out to get the Book of Sins, but not anyone my master or I have ever encountered.” 
 Daniel could see the pain in her expression. Even if he was dreaming, or hallucinating, or whatever, he still didn’t want to see this strange girl in historically accurate clothing start crying. So, he decided to change the subject. 
 “Why is this the first I’ve heard of any of this?” he asked. “How is it possible that… that…” It took him a couple of tries to even be able to say it without feeling ridiculous. “That magic is… real?” 
 Kami opened her eyes again. She was still sitting on the bench, one leg folded primly over the other. She adjusted her bonnet and then patted the seat next to her, which Daniel lowered himself into. 
 “It’s complicated, but the simple answer to your question is that you’ve just never really known how to look for it,” said Kami. 
 Daniel shook his head. 
 “Maybe I haven’t,” he said. “But plenty of people, scientists, hell, conspiracy theorists, make investigating this kind of stuff into their lives. Why haven’t I read anything credible about the existence of magic before?” 
 Kami let out a tiny laugh, the sound of it beautiful, like a bell. Daniel decided that she was far prettier with a smile on her face than with tears in her eyes. 
 “There are plenty of credible records, but they’re all from the Magic Ages,” she said. “Obviously.” 
 “The Magic Ages?” 
 “From about the fourth century BC to around the thirteenth century AD,” said Kami. “When the Dreamwalkers founded their religion.” 
 “The… Dreamwalkers?” Daniel massaged his temples. It was almost too much for him to take in. 
 “They, probably more than anything else, are why you are painfully ignorant of the supernatural world,” said Kami. “They’re either a fraternal order, a religion, or a cult, depending on who you ask. One of their god’s main tenets is to protect the civilized, mortal world from the barbarism of the supernatural.” 
 “They have a god?” asked Daniel. 
 “Well, they call him a god,” said Kami. “He’s still alive, too. There’s usually a couple of rumors about where he is at any given time.” 
 “Okay, alright, hold on…” Daniel stood up from the bench and started circling again. He stopped behind the bench and took several quick breaths. 

Am I losing my mind?

 “Look, I know how overwhelming this must be, and I’m sorry,” said Kami. “Maybe we should head back to wherever it is where you live, and get some sleep?” 
 “We?” 
 Kami shot him a puzzled look. 
 “Yes,” she said. “Ixion gave the Book of Sins to you. You’re my new master.” 
   

Magical Inheritance by Anya Merchant




Table of Contents
Sirens of Faldion: The Festival of Coin
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
CHAPTER 15
CHAPTER 16
CHAPTER 17
CHAPTER 18
CHAPTER 19
CHAPTER 20
CHAPTER 21


cover1.jpeg
SIRENS OF
FALDION

THEEESTIVALOF COIN





images/00001.jpg
sk
airs

Fertile

Ocean






