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 About Blood of the Basilisk 
 
    Kota, a sorceress who works as a detective with the Grimmani Detective Agency, is on her way to a new posting on the world of Proximus.  She’s been charged with transporting a mystical artifact called a Keystone that will allow Proximus to build a magical gateway back to Kota’s homeworld of Emake Maa.  When the Aethership transporting Kota is attacked by pirates, Kota helps fight them off, and finds herself taking care of a half demon woman, Nadani who was being held as a slave on the pirate ship. 
 
    When Kota and Nadani arrive on Proximus, Kota is injured in an attempted assassination, and finds herself embroiled in a plot involving cultists who want her dead for some reason.  Kota begins to dig into the motives of the assassin while trying to navigate her growing feelings for Nadani. Something made all the harder by more attempts on her life and the emotional minefield that Nadani’s past as a slave left behind. 
 
    When Kota learns that the assassins may be after Nadani as well, she becomes desperate to learn what they want.  Something that puts her on a collision course with a cult that wants to use Nadani and the Keystone to open a permanent gateway to hell itself. 
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 Dramatis Persona 
 
    Alborin – Captain of the pirate ship Bloody Aether. Self-styled privateer. 
 
    Bailiff Yanna – One of the bailiffs at the Crossroads City Jail.  
 
    Binti – Semidaem tailor/dressmaker who works out of the Semidaem ward in Crossroads. 
 
    Bodeya – Nadani’s former owner. A crime lord and warlock in the service of the demon Lord Urlgax. 
 
    Darracie – The senior healer assigned to the Grimmani Agency office in Crossroads. 
 
    Dura – An orc woman hired by Lou to run errands for Kota's household. 
 
    Gharol – An orc woman. One of the Grimmani detectives who works out of the Crossroads office. 
 
    Guthrie of the Bluestone clan – a dwarven woman traveling aboard the Beloniform. 
 
    Hagmarin – Male elf detective with the Grimmani Agency. Noted for his skills as a tracker. 
 
    Kota – A sorcerer who works as a Troubleshooter and Spell Blade for the Grimmani Detective Agency. Kota is a half dragon. The daughter of Kayola, a mercenary, and a blue dragon Kayola had a one-night stand with while the dragon was in human form. Kota has catlike eyes, and patches of scales on her arms, legs, and back. Kota grew up in a women's mercenary training camp. By the time she was ten, she knew more about fighting than most of the trainees did after a year on campaign. Kota was recently transferred from the city of Kodulinn on the world of Emake Maa to the colony world of Proximus to serve as the official Grimmani Troubleshooter in the City of Crossroads. Kota is rarely, if ever, seen without her feradrake Pyter.  
 
    Marchelle – A woman who works as a Grimmani Troubleshooter based in the Grimmani office on Parakmi, Nadani's home world. 
 
    Narthluinaur (AKA Lou) – Kota's housekeeper/maid of all work. Lou is an elven woman who is over six thousand years old. 
 
    Nadani – A Semidaem slave. Nadani is unusual even by Semidaem standards. Her skin is the purest white, while her lips, claws, eyes, hair, and horns are all as black as pitch. She's a striking figure, wherever she goes. Nadani has been a slave her whole life. She knows nothing of her mother or father. Her earliest memories are of being made to stoke the fires in the kitchen of the house where she lived, since Semidaem cannot be harmed by fire. As she grew older, she became the favorite plaything of her master, a woman named Bodeya. Bodeya gave Nadani to Alborin, captain of the Aethership Bloody Aether, for unknown reasons. 
 
    Norga Fordsriver – A centaur that works for the Grimmani Detective Agency in the City of Crossroads. 
 
    Pena – Semidaem. Thylius's apprentice. Former soldier. Fought in a series of bandit wars south of Crossroads. 
 
    Pyter – Pyter is a feradrake. A species of small, highly intelligent, if somewhat childlike dragons. When Kota was ten years old, she stumbled across a feradrake nest. The feradrake the nest belonged to was bleeding, its wounds too severe for it to be saved, and six of its hatchlings were already dead. The seventh hatchling had his fangs sunk into the neck of a young basilisk, refusing to let go even though the creature was clearly dead. Kota took parent and child home. Though she did everything she could for the mother feradrake, she succumbed to the basilisk's poison. Kota, over her mother's objections, raised Pyter by hand from that day on. Pyter loves Kota dearly, and hates leaving her side. 
 
    Rundek – A goblin woman who works as a detective with the Grimmani Agency. Noted for her skills as a tracker. 
 
    Shaemia Teaclock – The halfling captain of the Aethership Beloniform. 
 
    Shandal – A hobgoblin woman who works as one of Thilde's secretaries. 
 
    Shardrin – Dark elf woman who works as a scryer in the Grimmani office. 
 
    Sikudhana – Semidaem woman who works as a professional sorcerer. Hired by Kota to teach Nadani how to use her own magic. 
 
    Thilde – The administrator of all Grimmani Detective Agency activities on the world of Proximus. Kota's nominal boss. 
 
    Thylius – Semidaem man-at-arms. Hired by Kota to train Nadani in armed and unarmed combat. 
 
    Yenara – Elven woman. Aid to the lord mayor. 
 
    Urlgax – A demon lord worshipped by a radical cult. Urlgax is the demon Bodeya bargained with to gain her powers as a warlock. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Proximus Currency 
 
    Copper Coins 
 
    Farthing – 1/12 of a penny 
 
    Haypence – 1/2 of a penny 
 
    Silver Coins 
 
    Penny 
 
    Tupence – 2 Pennies. Average daily pay for a laborer or an apprentice.  
 
    Grote – 4 Pennies. Average daily pay for a journeyman craftsperson producing feeder goods, such as a spinner, a weaver, or a tanner. 
 
    Sixpence – 6 Pennies. Average daily pay for a journeyman craftsperson producing finished goods, such as a smith, a luthier, a carpenter, a furniture maker, a carver, a baker, etc. 
 
    Mill – 12 pennies. 
 
    Crown – 5 Mills 
 
    Gold Coins 
 
    Tallor – 5 Crowns 
 
    Mithril Coins 
 
    Scale – 12 Tallor. Not circulated. Used by banks, kingdoms, guilds, and companies to move large amounts of wealth.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Pyter’s Lullaby: 
 
    Sweet little dragon, sleeps on a golden bed, 
 
    Sweet little dragon, rests his weary head, 
 
    Bright little dragon, has a mighty roar, 
 
    Bright little dragon, has a quiet night in store. 
 
      
 
    Fierce little dragon, I love him the most, 
 
    Fierce little dragon, I'll hold him close, 
 
    Tired little dragon, close your eyes and sleep, 
 
    Tired little dragon, a treasure I will keep. 
 
      
 
    Brave little dragon, he fights and wins the day, 
 
    Brave little dragon, he makes the bad guys run away, 
 
    Bold little dragon, he’s not afraid of swords, 
 
    Bold little dragon, see all the treasure that he hoards. 
 
      
 
    Pretty little dragon, his scale as bright as gold, 
 
    Pretty little dragon, he’s my favorite thing to hold, 
 
    Tiny little dragon, I’ll protect him through the night, 
 
    Tiny little dragon, I’ll wake him at morning’s light. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    KOTA LET OUT A snort of laughter at the miserable little groan coming from the window seat in her small cabin. She looked over to see a pair of glowing blue eyes glaring at her, which only made her laugh that much harder. Pyter let out an indignant noise and blew a puff of smoke in her direction. 
 
    “I told you that you’d get seasick if you sat there.” Kota tucked the marker ribbon into her book. She closed it and reached up, tucking it into the pack that hung off a hook on the bulkhead. She fished around in the pack until she found her food wallet and pulled it out, setting it beside her in the hammock. 
 
    “Come here,” she said. 
 
    “No,” Pyter said. “You’re mean.” 
 
    Kota had to fight to keep from laughing again and did her best to sound contrite. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I have something that will make your tummy feel better.” 
 
    Pyter glared at her, but Kota just sat and waited as the Beloniform continued to rock back and forth. Once, twice, three times. As the ship started to shift a fourth time, Pyter leapt into the air, giving a single small flap of his wings before he dropped heavily onto her stomach. 
 
    “Oof!” she said, exaggerating a little. Only a little though. Nine pounds of feradrake to the stomach hurt, and Pyter knew better, but then, he also knew she was going to let him get away with it. She let him get away with anything. She reached up and rubbed his head just behind the eye ridges, and he pressed his head into her hand. 
 
    “Tummy hurts,” he said. 
 
    “I know, sweetie.” She reached down, slipped her hand into her food wallet, and pulled out a wrapped bundle of ship’s biscuits. She opened the bundle, took one out, and used just a touch of magic to split the rock-hard biscuit into four pieces. “Here. Eat this.” 
 
    Pyter moaned and turned his head, refusing the offering. 
 
    “I know, baby. I know, but this will settle your stomach. I promise.” 
 
    Pyter looked at her, a dubious expression on his face, but he reached out and took the biscuit. She watched as he chewed it, getting surprisingly few crumbs on her, then swallowed it. When it was done, he laid his head between her breasts and closed his eyes. She could still feel the misery coming off him, but the only thing for it now was time. She wrapped the biscuits back up and tucked them in her food wallet, leaving the three remaining pieces of the one she’d cut up laying on her chest where Pyter could get at them. She pulled the end of her blanket over his body, and then slowly started rubbing her knuckles over his head as she sang a soft lullaby, weaving the lightest touch of healing magic into the notes of the song. 
 
      
 
    “Sweet little dragon, sleeps on a golden bed, 
 
    Sweet little dragon, rests his weary head, 
 
    Bright little dragon, has a mighty roar, 
 
    Bright little dragon, has a quiet night in store. 
 
      
 
    “Fierce little dragon, I love him the most, 
 
    Fierce little dragon, I'll hold him close, 
 
    Tired little dragon, close your eyes and sleep, 
 
    Tired little dragon, a treasure I will keep.” 
 
      
 
    The gentle touch and the soft sound probably did more to soothe him at first than the ship’s biscuit or the magic, but after a bit, she could feel his discomfort start to ease. When he reached out and gobbled up another one of the pieces of biscuit, a smile spread across her face. The last two pieces followed quickly, and by the time he was done, she could feel the contentment rolling off him even without the loud purring. 
 
    “Lemon,” he said. 
 
    “No. You’ll just get another tummy ache.” 
 
    “Won’t.” 
 
    “You will,” she said. “You can have lemon after dinner.” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    “After dinner,” she said. 
 
    “Mean.” 
 
    “Brat.” 
 
    He laid his head back down and she gave it a small rub before resting her hand on his back and closing her eyes, letting Pyter’s purring, the gentle rocking of the ship, and the soft blue glow of the ship’s Crystal Sphere lull her to sleep. She was almost there when she heard the ringing of the alarm bell. 
 
    She winced as she felt Pyter’s claws dig into her stomach, but they let go almost as soon as she felt them. She threw the blanket aside, and the moment it was gone, Pyter spread his wings and flapped them, lifting into the air and sailing over the side of the hammock. Kota swung her legs over the side of the hammock and stood up. She shoved her food wallet into her pack, then grabbed the yellow trimmed blue vest that indicated that she worked for the Grimmani Detective Agency. She pulled the vest on, fastened the frog closures, and then grabbed her sword belt. Pyter hopped up on her shoulder, and once he was settled in place, she headed out the door, then up the ladder to the weather deck.  
 
    By the time she got there, the spell which made the equatorial band of the Crystal Sphere glow blue had been turned off, leaving only the Crystal Sphere itself and infinite black of the Aether. It was a little unnerving. She knew the Crystal Sphere was still there, because unlike most of the people on the ship, she could see it, but without the glow, she could also see the void, which left her feeling strangely naked to the universe. 
 
    In the absence of the usual glow from the Crystal Sphere, the deck was lit with glow stones, and crewmen were working to close the protective covers over the breathing stones. Kota did her best not to get in the way of any crewman rushing to do their job as she looked around for Captain Teaclock. It only took a moment to spot the halfling up on her pedestal on the Beloniform’s quarterdeck. Kota climbed up to the quarterdeck and rushed over to the captain’s pedestal. 
 
    “Captain,” Kota said. 
 
    “Detective,” Teaclock said. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kota asked. 
 
    “There’s something in the Aether headed towards us,” Teaclock said. She pointed off to the starboard side. Kota looked over the side of the ship, out into the Aether, but she couldn’t make out anything beyond the Crystal Sphere that surrounded the ship and held back the Quintessence. She raised her hands and brought them together, forming a circle and pouring a bit of magic into it, then spread her hands apart. The magic she had poured into the circle stretched and bent, forming a massive lens. She still didn’t see anything, so she started moving the lens, trying to find whatever was out there. 
 
    “It’s just off the third yardarm of the starboard wing sail,” Teaclock said. 
 
    Kota stepped forward a bit so Teaclock would be able to see through the lens as well, then turned and lined it up with the third yardarm from the top of the massive sail that hung off the starboard side of the ship. She spotted what she was looking for right away. Another Aethership. Only this one was a warship and Kota was pretty sure she had seen action recently. There was an unpatched hole in its belly sail. Kota wasn’t a sailor herself, but she’d spent enough time on Aetherships to know that running with a punctured belly sail or topsail wasn’t something someone did if they could help it. Even pirates would usually put into port for a patch. 
 
    “Could they be looking for help?” Kota asked. 
 
    “No,” Teaclock said. “If they needed help, they’d be flying a mercy banner.” 
 
    Kota didn’t say anything, but she looked up at the top mast of the other ship. There wasn’t a single flag or banner flying. 
 
    “Pirates?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Pirates,” Teaclock confirmed in a tone far more serious than Kota had ever heard from the normally joyful little woman. “Bring in the wing sails, and rig for battle!” 
 
    Kota watched as the massive, fin-like sails on either side of the ship folded in on themselves, and then folded back into recesses in the sides of the ship. Heavy, steel-clad doors slid shut over the folded sails to protect them. Crewmen came up on deck carrying armloads of cutlasses and started passing them out as others began uncovering the ballistae and swinging them to starboard. 
 
    “How long do we have?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Half an hour, maybe,” Teaclock said. “We have the wind at our backs. Even with our wing sails in, we’re fast. They’ve got more sail area, but they’ve also got more tonnage, and they’re having to work across the wind. Plus, with that hole in their belly sail, they don’t dare run as fast as they could.” 
 
    “Could we outrun them?” 
 
    “For a while,” Teaclock said. “But not all the way to Proximus. Better to fight them now while we’re fresh than three days from now when we’re exhausted from a hard chase.” 
 
    Kota nodded. She could see the logic in it. She reached down and checked her cutlass, reassuring herself that it was ready for the fight to come. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani knelt in the captain’s cabin of the Bloody Aether, her arms shackled to the floor. It was the third time her new master, Alborin, had restrained her this way. Each time before, the ship had attacked some other vessel out in the Aether, and Nadani had no reason to believe this time would be any different. She wondered if she would die this time. She knew nothing of Aetherships, or void sailing, but she had heard Alborin talking to his first officer about how close they had come to losing the ship in the last battle. Something about damage to the belly sail. It made her wonder if this time, Alborin’s enemies might have more luck than the last two times. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if such a thought worried her or comforted her. She’d been Alborin’s property for two months now, and she knew that she much preferred her previous master. Belonging to Bodeya hadn’t exactly been pleasant, but Bodeya had at least seemed to value her as something other than a piece of merchandise to be sold at the first opportunity. Alborin told her he already had a buyer for her. That wouldn’t bother her so much if she couldn’t see the fear in his eyes when he boasted about it, as if the boasts were nothing more than an attempt to convince himself he wasn’t terrified of his patron. 
 
    Nadani knew terror when she saw it because she saw it often. When guests at Bodeya’s manor had looked at her horns and hooves and claws, at her snow-white skin and inky black eyes, they always felt a touch of terror. They feared her because she had the blood of a demon in her. Bodeya was one of the few people who hadn’t looked at her with terror, but even she had feared her. That’s why Bodeya had never taken off the slave collar or the manacles. Fear. Even with the slave brand that magically bound her from hurting her owner, or in any way disobeying her, Bodeya had never stopped fearing her. 
 
    Alborin feared her too. She could see it in his eyes, hear it in his voice, smell and taste it in the air when he was in the room with her. But however much he feared her, it didn’t approach the level of fear he felt for whoever he meant to sell her to. Which left her wondering if it might not be better if whoever they were going to fight did get lucky, and sent them spiraling off into the Aether, out of control, and with no way to find a safe port before their food ran out or their Crystal Sphere collapsed and the Quintessence swallowed them. 
 
    Nadani had no wish to die, but she had seen the way other slaves were treated. Even those in Bodeya’s house. She had no desire for such a life. Better a quick death in the void and a return to the primordial Quintessence than to live out the rest of her days treated like an animal. If the magic of the brand and the collar didn’t prevent it, she might have snuck out some night, and committed some mischief to see to it. Perhaps deface the ward stone that maintained the Crystal Sphere and kept the Quintessence at bay, or pour barrels of vinegar over the breathing stones and let them all suffocate. It hardly mattered to her how the others died as long as she didn’t have to face the future that she saw ahead of her. 
 
    She lifted her head as she heard the turning of gears. She knew that sound. It was the sound of the wing sails being brought in. The sound that meant battle was close at hand, and that the dying was about to begin. She wished Alborin’s foes success. Perhaps they would be kind to her. A swift death alongside her captors rather than lingering in torment was probably the best she could hope for, but given the future that she was sure lay ahead, she would take it. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I hate this part,” Kota said. 
 
    “I thought this was your job,” Teaclock said. 
 
    “My job is to keep it from getting to this point. If there’s a fight, I’ve messed up.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can take the blame for this one.” 
 
    “No. I think this one is all on our friends over there.” 
 
    “You can actually fight, though?” Teaclock asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Kota said. “I can fight.” 
 
    “Good, because things are about to get violent.” 
 
    Kota looked up at Teaclock.  
 
    The halfling took a deep breath and let out a bellow. “Loose!” 
 
    The archers fired at the same time as the ballistae. The arrows and the ballista bolts passed through a spell wall the war mages were holding up, wrapping each one in a crystal envelope that protected it as it sailed across the void to the other ship. As soon as the arrows were clear, a pair of war mages cast a shield spell to protect the Beloniform from incoming fire. 
 
    The sailors on the other ship replied to the Beloniform’s volley in kind, loosing their own hail of arrows and ballista bolts. The two volleys passed each other in the void, but not without incident. When arrows or bolts came too close, the spell envelopes would touch and rupture, and the arrows or bolts would vanish as their substance boiled away into the Quintessence that surrounded them. 
 
    Of the six bolts the ballistae on the Beloniform fired, four of them made it through the Crystal Sphere of the approaching ship, only to bounce off the other ship’s shield spell, along with all the arrows that had been fired. Kota watched as the arrows and the bolts fell, passing through the bottom of the other ship’s Crystal Sphere and boiling away even as the other ship’s bolts and arrows bounced off the Beloniform’s shield spell.  
 
    “Stow bows,” Teaclock ordered. Kota wasn’t surprised. There was no way either side was going to get through the other’s shield until they were already close enough to board each other. Cabin boys and cabin girls on both sides started running down the weather deck, collecting bows and quivers while the ballistae were lowered below deck and covered with large hatches, making more room to fight. 
 
    Kota took one last look up at Teaclock, who stood on her pedestal holding a cutlass that was doing a good impression of a great sword when compared to her height. She glanced around at the orc and hobgoblin bodyguards, making sure they were ready to protect their captain before she headed down to the weather deck. 
 
    “Stay inside the sphere.”  
 
    “I ‘member,” Pyter said. 
 
    “Good boy.” 
 
    She used her thumb to loosen her cutlass in its scabbard and took up a spot in the second rank of crewmen, behind the ones holding the grappling lines, and waited. This was Kota’s first battle on an Aethership, and it was different than an ocean crossing. If they were at sea, both sides would be trying to bring down the other’s spell shields. Here, spells couldn’t pass beyond the Crystal Sphere that surrounded the ship. 
 
    She watched as the other ship’s sphere contacted the Beloniform’s and the two began to merge. At first, the two spheres overlapped, but then, with a great popping sound, suddenly there was a single, large sphere surrounding both ships. The spell shields dropped, and grappling hooks flew in both directions. Spells started to fly across the gap as both crews began to haul the ships together, pulling on the ropes connected to the grappling hooks until the sides of the ships met with a deep thump. Elves, halflings, and gnomes on both sides were up on the lines as soon as the ships touched, while humans, orcs, hobgoblins, and heavier races waited until boarding planks were laid. 
 
    “Go,” Kota said, and Pyter jumped into the air. She raised her hand and pushed a bit of her magic into it, and Pyter, normally about the size of a cat, grew to the size of a cart horse before he landed on the weather deck of the other ship. Several members of the other crew screamed at the sudden appearance of a dragon in their midst, even a small one, and Pyter proved their fear well founded as he opened his mouth and breathed out a stream of lightning. 
 
    Kota jumped, using her magic to push her up and across the gap. She drew her cutlass while she was in the air and brought it down on some poor dwarf who just happened to be in the wrong place. She threw out her hand, sending a wave of blistering cold across the deck. Four of the other ship’s crew fell dead, their bodies frozen solid as she ripped her cutlass free of the dwarf’s body. She turned, sensing a threat focused on Pyter and poured a bit of magic into her blade, swinging it at a hobgoblin that was approaching Pyter with a huge maul. She let the magic go as she swung, and it split the hobgoblin open. 
 
    She felt attention focus in on her and turned towards the source. A war mage was moving her hands, gathering magic to build an invocation. Kota made a small gesture with her free hand, flinging a mote of her own magic into the mage’s spell form, shattering it. The magic the mage had been collecting was released with no direction and no control and blew the mage and four others off the deck of the ship, sending them into the void. It also knocked half a dozen others down, leaving them with magic burns all over their bodies. 
 
    She heard a roar and turned towards the sound as a huge bear charged towards Pyter. She reached out and untwisted the spell wrapped around the bear just as it came within reach of him, and Pyter’s claws found a very surprised and unprepared elf. Kota might have felt sorry for her if she hadn’t been a pirate. As it was, she mostly regretted the time she was going to have to spend cleaning Pyter’s feet. 
 
    She turned back to the enemies in front of her and spotted an orc wearing a steel breastplate. She threw out her hand, sending a bolt of lightning his way. She drove her cutlass into a kobold while the orc was still screaming, then conjured a spray of razor-sharp icicles in a dwarf’s face when he tried to take a swing at her with his ax, before turning to the next opponent. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani listened carefully to what was going on outside. The sounds of swords clashing and people screaming and dying. She was surprised as the sounds grew closer and closer. She wondered if, perhaps, her wishes for success for the Bloody Aether’s adversaries had fallen on the ears of some friendly god out there. It hardly seemed likely that a god would listen to the prayers of a slave, especially one with the blood of a demon in her veins, but it did not sound like the battle was going well for the Bloody Aether and her crew. 
 
    Maybe some devil had heard her prayers instead, and she was soon to find herself in even worse circumstances than she was presently. Maybe all of this was a punishment for ingratitude. Maybe she should have been grateful to have a master like Bodeya who did not mistreat her. She supposed it hardly mattered now. She was a slave. She had no control over her fate and she never would. She could only accept whatever destiny awaited her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota could feel the moment when the crew of the other ship realized they’d lost. There was a shift in their mood, and almost as one their confidence turned to defeat. She wasn’t sure what it was that broke them. Whether it was the last of their war mages going down, or when Teaclock beheaded the last of their borders, but they started to surrender. 
 
    Kota started to relax, just a little. The exhaustion from using so much of her magic in the battle started to set in. She glanced over to make sure Pyter was okay and smiled when she saw he didn’t have a scratch on him. It was better than they usually made out in a battle. She was about to signal him to go back to the Beloniform when she felt something out of place. Rage, desperation, indignation, and determination. 
 
    She turned, looking for the source, and spotted it almost instantly. A man dressed much more smartly than the others, with a tricorn hat and an expensive coat, running for the doors below the quarterdeck. 
 
    “Pyter!” Kota called. “Go!” Pyter lifted into the air and sailed for the doors, and Kota twisted the magic just a bit, making Pyter shrink from the size of a cart horse to the size of a large wolf. Small enough to fit through the doors and corridors. She moved to follow, cursing the fact that her normal tricks for moving around a battlefield didn’t work out in the Aether. She didn’t have time to work her way across the deck the hard way though. There were too many ways someone could still do unimaginable damage to the Beloniform as long as they didn’t mind taking their own ship down too. So she reached out and used her magic to force people aside, creating a corridor she could run through as she followed Pyter and what she could only assume was the captain of the pirate ship. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The sounds of fighting had mostly stopped, and Nadani wondered if that meant the Bloody Aether’s enemies had won and what it meant for her if they had. Probably a trip to the auction block at the local slaver’s guild, followed by a new master. She didn’t know how she would be treated by someone who bought her at auction. Bodeya had told her that her kind was often bought up by temples so that the priests could put them down. Nadani had no idea if that was true or simply a story Bodeya had told to make her feel grateful for Bodeya’s “protection.” 
 
    Nadani glanced up at the sounds of approaching footsteps. Someone was running towards the door. She watched with curiosity until it swung open, then had to swallow her disappointment when Alborin stepped through. 
 
    “They think they can take my ship,” Alborin muttered as he walked over and grabbed the key to her chains. “I’ll show them. I’ll give them all to the abyss.” 
 
    He turned and started towards her, and she realized what he was planning. He meant to take off her chains and order her to fight off the borders. The thought only made her hate him more than she already did. The brand would give her no choice but to obey, and she would end up slaughtering who knew how many people. She had never killed anyone before, and the prospect of killing to protect someone she despised made her ill. 
 
    She lifted her head, and looked Alborin in the eyes, a small act of rebellion that the brand allowed because it had never been specifically forbidden, but it was enough to stop Alborin in his tracks. His fear of her was momentarily greater than his rage and anger. She knew that wouldn’t last, that his pride would take over before too long, but then, like some kind of miracle, something came through the door and slammed into his back, driving him to the floor. 
 
    It took her a moment to realize what she was seeing. A dragon the size of a wolf, with bright bronze scales that turned just a touch green at the edges. The dragon had a foot on Alborin’s head, with a claw pressing into his throat, and the room filled with a deep, bass growl that shook the timbers. Nadani was so stunned by the dragon that she almost missed the woman who stepped through the door. 
 
    Nadani turned and looked at her and was taken aback by how small she was. Five foot two or five foot three at the most, dressed in well-made clothes that were spattered with blood. She had warm, rich brown skin like burnished leather and black hair that seemed to shimmer with a metallic blue sheen as the candles in the room flickered, but it was the eyes that held Nadani transfixed. The eyes that matched the dragon exactly. Pupils that were a vertical slit instead of the black circle that was normal for a human, and icy blue irises that flickered and moved like a flame, giving off a faint glow in the dim room. 
 
    Nadani had no idea who or what she was. She’s never seen her, or anyone like her before, but the moment their eyes met, something inside Nadani leapt with excitement, and she felt as if her heart was trying to beat its way out of her chest to reach this strange woman who lowered the cutlass she was holding as she stepped into the room. 
 
    “Hello,” the woman said, and Nadani couldn’t stop herself from smiling. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    KOTA RACED THROUGH THE halls of the ship after Pyter, fear pounding in her chest. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him to do what she’d asked. They had fought together enough for her to trust his judgment completely. It was that she never trusted her enemies not to hurt Pyter. She had raised him damn near from the egg and loved him like a child. She would have preferred to leave him behind when she fought, but she knew from experience that if she tried, he would just follow her, so she had learned to trust him, and learned to use her magic to protect him and give him more power when he needed it, and despite his childlike demeanor, he was a better fighter than almost anyone she’d ever fought with. None of which kept her from worrying any time he was out of her sight. Even if she could feel his satisfaction. 
 
    She came to the door he had disappeared through and stepped into the cabin, expecting to find Pyter with the pirate captain either cornered or pinned down. That was exactly what she found, but it wasn’t all she found. The first sight she took in as she came through the door was Pyter, standing on the back of the pirate captain, a claw pressed threateningly to his throat, but then she caught sight of another figure in the room. A woman, kneeling in the corner, chained to the wall. 
 
    She was stunning. Kota couldn’t think of any other word to describe her. The woman was a Semidaem, that much was obvious, though given the fact that Kota wasn’t entirely human herself, that wasn’t something she would hold against anyone. She was beautiful, though. Skin as white as freshly driven snow and as glossy as polished marble. Lips, hair, and eyes as black and glossy as polished ebony wood. The horns that rose from her forehead were every bit as black and shiny as her hair and eyes. She was big, too. Kota couldn’t tell how tall with her kneeling the way she was, but she was a solid wall of muscle, with biceps easily as thick as Kota’s thighs and shoulders that looked like they belonged to a blacksmith or a stevedore. With those muscles, she would have been right at home in the mercenary camp Kota had grown up in. 
 
    She looked up and their eyes met, and Kota swore her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, and immediately wanted to kick herself. She sounded like an idiot, not that that was unusual for her when she tried to talk to women, but the poor woman was obviously a slave, chained up in a pirate’s cabin. She wasn’t some girl in a tavern that Kota could take for a tumble. 
 
    Before she could kick herself too hard for it, the woman smiled, and by the all the gods above and below, what a smile. She opened her mouth, no doubt to say something else stupid, when Pyter growled and reminded her where she was, and what she was supposed to be doing. She looked down and saw the pirate captain trying to pull Pyter’s claw away from his throat and decided to take care of him before she dealt with the woman. She waved a hand and he went limp, taken by a magical sleep that would last until Kota dismissed it. Pyter relaxed and looked up at her. 
 
    “I did good?” he asked. 
 
    “You did very good,” Kota said. She waved her hand again, and Pyter shrank down to his normal size. He let out a cheerful little chirp and hopped up onto her shoulder. Another wave of her hand to clean herself up before she slipped her cutlass back into its scabbard. 
 
    “I can have lemon?” he asked. 
 
    “After dinner,” she said. “You can have a whole pot.” 
 
    Pyter leaned in and rubbed his cheek against hers, and she turned and gave him a small kiss on the head, then knelt next to the captain. A bit of magic showed her where all his weapons were, and she carefully removed them, tossing them on his bed. She picked up the keys that lay next to his hand and glanced over at the woman. 
 
    “Can you tell me what these are for?” Kota asked. 
 
    “They’re the keys to my chains,” she said. 
 
    “Why was he going to unlock you?” 
 
    “I think he meant to use me as a weapon against you. I have a slave brand, so if he ordered me to attack, I wouldn’t have any choice but to obey.” 
 
    Kota felt a knot of rage settle in her stomach. Slave brands were a fact of life on all the worlds, but Kota hated them with a passion. There was something vile about the magic that fueled them. She’d only had to touch one once to know that it was a perversion of magic. The kind of thing no good or decent person could ever be a part of. Over the years, that hatred had spilled over onto the Slavers guild itself. 
 
    “You have a name?” Kota asked, trying to tamp down on the rage she felt. 
 
    “Nadani.” 
 
    “I’m Kota.” She reached up and rubbed Pyter’s head. “And this little scamp is Pyter.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you both,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota turned to look at Pyter. “Can you go tell Captain Teaclock that I need to talk to her, and then show her how to get here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Pyter said. 
 
    “Go on. And remember to stay inside the sphere.” 
 
    “I ‘member.” Pyter jumped into the air. He flew out the door and headed off on his task while Kota turned back to Nadani. 
 
    “Let me see your arms.” 
 
    Nadani held out her arms, and Kota felt another surge of rage. The keys were to locks that fastened the chains to the manacles, not the manacles themselves, because the manacles were riveted shut. She tossed the keys down in disgust and reached out, stopping before she actually touched the manacles. 
 
    “May I?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m a slave,” Nadani said. “And from the looks of it, I’m to be yours. You may do as you wish.” 
 
    “You’re not a slave anymore,” Kota said, but she took one of the manacles in her right hand, and ran her finger along it, controlling the magic as carefully as she could as she split the steel. Once she’d finished cutting one side, she cut the other, then let the two halves of the manacle fall away, before repeating the process with the second manacle. When Kota was done, Nadani lifted her arms, and looked at them. Kota could see the disbelief on her face, but more than that, her magic meant she could feel it radiating off Nadani. 
 
    “How long have you been wearing those?” Kota asked. 
 
    “This particular set, for five years, but there were other sets before them. My last master had me shackled when I was five, and I’ve only been without long enough to be fitted with a new pair when I outgrew the previous ones.” 
 
    “I think I’d like to meet your previous master,” Kota said. “I don’t usually enjoy killing people, but I think I could make an exception.” 
 
    “She wasn’t as bad as some,” Nadani said. 
 
    “She was bad enough,” Kota reached for Nadani’s collar. “Lift your chin.” 
 
    Nadani tilted her head up obligingly, and Kota had to bite her lip to keep from making a noise, because Nadani’s neck was gorgeous. She shook her head and focused her attention on the task. A quick examination of the collar told her what she’d already suspected. 
 
    “I can’t remove this here,” she said. 
 
    “It’s not a bother,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It is,” Kota let go of the collar. “You’re not a slave anymore. You shouldn’t be wearing a slave collar, and you shouldn’t have that brand. I just don’t have the tools I need to remove them with me.” 
 
    Nadani lowered her chin and looked at Kota. “I’m a slave,” Nadani said. “I’m branded, and slave brands cannot be removed. I’ll be a slave the rest of my life.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Kota said. “I’ll get that collar and that brand off of you before the day is out.” 
 
    Nadani gave her a sad look, and Kota could tell she didn’t believe her, but that was okay. Kota was used to people doubting her until they saw the results she got. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As Nadani watched Kota move around the room, going through Alborin’s things, confusion swirled in her mind. There was something about Kota that was compelling in a way she didn’t understand. It wasn’t physical beauty. Nadani had seen more than her share of that and it had never stirred her. Even if she was moved by such things, Kota was honestly a bit on the plain side, if you didn’t count the glowing eyes and shimmering hair. She wondered if it was the woman’s draconic heritage. She knew some people were drawn to dragons, to their power and confidence, and there was no doubt that Kota had dragon blood in her. 
 
    Bodeya had been important enough in Parakmi’s political circles to have a constant stream of people coming to her for favors. Wizards, witches, sorcerers, mages, druids, warlocks, priests, paladins, shaman, fey, and even the odd dragon. Different types of magic had different flavors. She knew most people couldn’t taste the flavors the way she could, but to her, they were as real as the food she ate. Divine magic was sweet, like honey fresh from the hives. Infernal magic was like a strong, full-bodied wine. Nature magic tasted like a fresh apple, plucked from the branch just before it fell. 
 
    Dragon magic tasted like smoked meat, and every time Kota waved her hand to work her magic, a subtle, smokey flavor washed over Nadani’s tongue. It was different from the flavor of dragons she’d met before. She wasn’t sure if that was because Kota was only part dragon, but the flavor was unique, and no less powerful than any of the dragons Nadani had been around, even if Kota lacked the haughtiness and arrogance that Nadani had learned to associate with the dragons she’d met. 
 
    If Kota’s dragon blood was the cause of the strange pull she felt, it would just make it stranger than it already was. Nadani had never felt any pull towards any of the dragons she’d met before, so she didn’t know why someone who only had, at best, a half measure of dragon’s blood would be any different. She couldn’t deny the pull was there, though. 
 
    She felt frustration wash over her at her ignorance of her own nature. She knew so little about herself and her kind. She knew she was part demon, and that people like her were common enough that there was a name for them. Semidaem. She’d only heard the name in hushed whispers from other slaves who thought she wasn’t there, but she’d never dared to ask more about it. One of the fastest ways to draw Bodeya’s ire had been to ask about her past, or other people like her. Bodeya had gone out of her way to keep Nadani ignorant of her own nature. 
 
    Kota turned towards Nadani, a look of concern on her face, almost as if she sensed the change in Nadani’s mood. 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You sure?” Kota asked. “You can tell me if there is.” 
 
    Nadani considered it for a moment. Could she really be honest with Kota? She doubted it, the same way she doubted when Kota said she would remove the brand, but she supposed now was as good a time as any to find out if Kota was being honest with her. 
 
    “What do you know about people like me?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “You mean Semidaems?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I know on a lot of worlds your people have a bad reputation that’s completely undeserved, from what I’ve seen. People assume any Semidaem who casts a spell has made a pact with some demon for power, and since all of you have a bit of magic in you, they think you’re all warlocks.” 
 
    “You don’t believe that?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I’d be a fool if I did. I got my magic from some random dragon my mother spent the night with at a tavern she doesn’t even remember the name of. The only difference between me and your people is that my nonhuman features are easier to hide.” 
 
    “People don’t notice the eyes?” 
 
    “I wear stained-glass spectacles most of the time,” Kota said. “My eyes aren’t really suited for bright light anyway.” 
 
    “I thought dragons had good eyesight.” 
 
    “Oh, they do. They have excellent eyesight when they’re in a cave underground, or an abandoned castle, or stalking their prey in the middle of the night, or looking down on their prey from above with the sun at their back. Not so much when they’re on the ground with the sun out.” 
 
    Nadani and Kota both turned towards the door at the sound of heavy footsteps. A moment later, Pyter ran through the door and leaped up, landing on Kota’s shoulder. 
 
    “I brought little Captain!” Pyter announced proudly. Kota smiled and bumped her cheek against Pyter’s snout. 
 
    “Did your dragon just call me little?” a high-pitched voice asked a moment before a halfling woman stepped through the door, accompanied by two of the largest orcs Nadani had ever seen. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. 
 
    “Yes!” Pyter said at the exact same time. “Momma wanted little Captain Teakettle. I bring you.” 
 
    “It’s Teaclock, sweetheart,” Kota said. 
 
    “Oh,” Pyter said. He turned and looked at the halfling. “I sorry.” 
 
    The halfling, Captain Teaclock, gave the little feradrake a reluctant smile. “Thank you,” she said before looking around the room. 
 
    “I take it you sent the dragon because of her?” Teaclock asked, nodding in Nadani’s direction. 
 
    “I did,” Kota said. “She’s a slave, so she’s technically part of the cargo of a prize vessel. I wasn’t sure how you wanted to handle it. I’m willing to waive my share of the prize bounty in exchange for her, or you could bill her out to my account with the Grimmani Agency.” 
 
    “You want me to give you a slave?” Teaclock asked with so much anger and bile in her tone that Nadani found herself moving away from the halfling. 
 
    “Only so I can set her free,” Kota said. “I know how your people feel about slavery, but I want to make sure that everything is done by the book so no one can try to lay a claim later.” 
 
    Teaclock looked at Nadani for a moment, then turned back to Kota. “I don’t have time to take care of some spoiled hostage that this pirate trash was holding. Since you found the hostage and you don’t have any formal duties on the ship, I’m going to ask you if you can take care of our new passenger. I’ll refund the Agency a portion of your passage as compensation for your time.” 
 
    Kota smiled and nodded her head. “I would be happy to take care of the hostage until we reach a safe port, Captain.” 
 
    Teaclock turned and looked at Alborin, who was still passed out on the ground. 
 
    “Bark, pick that up and bring it along,” Teaclock said. 
 
    One of the orcs stepped past Teaclock and picked Alborin up like a sack of potatoes. As soon as he had Alborin, Teaclock turned and marched out of the room with the orcs and Alborin in tow. 
 
    Nadani turned to Kota. 
 
    “What just happened?” 
 
    “Halflings hate slavery. Teaclock is going to list you in the log as a hostage, which means there’s no chance of anyone trying to claim ownership.” Kota offered Nadani a hand to help her stand up. “Now come on, let’s get that collar and that brand off of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    KOTA OPENED THE DOOR to her cabin aboard the Beloniform and let Nadani step inside first. She fought to keep a frown off her face at the awkward way Nadani was walking, knowing it would do no good to get angry at the captain of the pirate ship. He’d find himself at the end of a rope not long after they reached Proximus. The sailors under his command would probably face a less severe punishment, if only because experienced void sailors were valuable enough that they’d be indentured, rather than hanged. Not the justice Kota would like to see, but she supposed it was one of the reasons pirates were willing to surrender, rather than go down fighting. 
 
    “Take the window seat.” Kota moved to the spot on the wall where her bag hung. 
 
    “I didn’t think anyone other than the captain got private accommodations on a ship,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It depends on the ship,” Kota said. “The Beloniform’s business is carrying passengers and high value cargo. That’s why she’s more heavily armed than most merchantmen.” 
 
    Kota knelt, opened the chest that was on the floor under her pack, and pulled out a pair of binding cylinders, then closed it back up and grabbed her pack. Once she had that, she walked over and set them on the window seat. 
 
    “Lemon?” Pyter asked from his spot on her shoulder. 
 
    “After dinner,” Kota said. 
 
    “But I hungry now,” Pyter said. “We had big fight.” 
 
    “I know,” Kota said. “If you want, you can have another biscuit to hold you till dinner.” 
 
    “Want lemon!” Pyter said. 
 
    “I said after dinner,” Kota said. “If you eat it on an empty stomach, it will just make you sick.” 
 
    “Won’t!” 
 
    “Pyter…” 
 
    Pyter jumped down into the window seat and hung his head, pouting. It only lasted for a moment before he looked up. “Biscuits, then lemon!” 
 
    Kota laughed and leaned down, kissing him on the head before she pulled the food wallet out of her bag and unfolded it. “Biscuit now. Dinner later, then lemon.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Pyter, healing magic.” Kota pulled the biscuits out of the food wallet. 
 
    “You hurt?” Pyter looked her over, worry coming off him in waves. 
 
    “Not me.”  
 
    Pyter turned to Nadani. “White lady hurt?”  
 
    “Yes,” Kota said. 
 
    “I sorry.” Pyter bumped his head against Nadani’s arm. “Momma make you better.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Kota held out a biscuit for Pyter. “Here. Go eat this in the hammock while I work.” 
 
    Pyter took the biscuit from her hand and jumped into the air, flying over to the hammock without complaint. Kota listened to the sound of him chewing on the biscuit as she packed the food wallet back up. 
 
    “He’s well trained,” Nadani said. 
 
    “He has to be.” Kota took a sharp knife from her pack. “My job is dangerous. If he doesn’t do what I say, when I say, he could get hurt. I tend to give him his head when we’re alone, but he knows in the field, or when I’m working, he has to behave.” 
 
    “Still, it speaks to your skill and care for him,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I raised him practically from the egg.” Kota knelt in front of Nadani and set the knife on the deck. “Sorry if this seems a bit forward.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I’m going to trim your hooves. They’re overgrown, aren’t they?” 
 
    “How could you tell?”  
 
    “I grew up in a mercenary training camp. We kept goats for meat and for milk, donkeys and mules for pack animals, and war horses for the troops. Tending them was one of my first jobs. If you’ve spent as much time around goats, horses, donkeys, and mules as I have, it’s easy to spot one walking on an overgrown hoof. Now, right foot first.” 
 
    Nadani lifted her right leg and held out her hoof. Kota caught it in her left hand, supporting the back of the hoof as she looked at the two claws. There was nothing impacted in them. In fact, aside from being overgrown, they were meticulously kept. 
 
    “When were they last trimmed?” Kota asked. 
 
    “About five weeks ago,” Nadani said. “I normally trim them regularly, but after Alborin acquired me from my last master, he wouldn’t let me have a knife, or even a file.” 
 
    “Bastard,” Kota said. “Let me know if this makes you uncomfortable.” She used a small bit of cleansing magic to clean Nadani’s hoof and was surprised when Nadani giggled. She looked up at her. 
 
    “What’s funny?” she asked. 
 
    Nadani shook her head. “That tickles,” she said. 
 
    “It does?” Kota asked. She looked down at Nadani’s hoof. “That explains so much.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh. There was this surly old nanny goat that tried to kick me every time I cleaned her hooves. I knew she wasn’t in pain. I would have felt it through my magic. I thought she was just cranky, but apparently, she didn’t like being tickled.” 
 
    Nadani smiled at the story and Kota was struck again by how beautiful she was. She felt her cheeks start to heat and looked down at Nadani’s hoof again, hoping that Nadani didn’t notice her blushing. She took a deep breath, steadying herself as she lowered Nadani’s hoof to the deck. 
 
    “Just a second.” Kota picked up the knife. She carefully ran her finger along the blade, using her magic to sharpen it and hone the edge. Once she was satisfied with it, she reached down and picked up Nadani’s hoof again. 
 
    “I need you to be very still,” Kota said. “Can you do that?” 
 
    “Of course,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota very carefully used the knife to trim each of the hoof’s claws in turn, cutting away the horn until the bottom edge was even with the soft flesh pads. Once that was done, she moved back to the heel, and trimmed the horn there flat and even with the edge of the horn on the claws, as well as the flesh pads. When she was done, she set down the knife, then lowered the hoof to the floor, and reached for the other one, carefully repeating the process. When she was finished trimming both hooves, she reached for one of the binding cylinders and put all the hoof trimmings inside. 
 
    “What’s that you’re doing?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “It’s never a good idea to leave pieces of yourself laying around,” Kota said. “If we were in my office back home, or my new one on Proximus, I would just set up a brazier and go ahead and burn them in an alchemical fire, but that’s not something I want to do in the middle of the Aetheric Sea.” She held up the cylinder. “Once I remove your brand, it will go in here as well. Then I’ll seal it with a bit of magic, and you’ll be able to be sure no one can use what’s inside against you. We’ll burn it as soon as we get to Proximus.” 
 
    “Are you always so careful with the safety of people you just met?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I try to be,” Kota said. “A lot of people don’t realize the kind of horrors that someone could inflict on a person with something as simple as a spot of their blood, a nail clipping, or a lock of hair.” She stood up and set the binding cylinder down next to her bag, then put away her knife and pulled out her ritual kit. 
 
    “Go ahead and stand up and see if I did a good job on the hooves.” 
 
    Nadani stood up and walked around the cabin for a moment before turning back to Kota. “You did an excellent job,” she said. “I think you did better than I do.” 
 
    “You probably don’t trim the heel,” Kota said. “The farrier who trained me said a lot of people don’t, but if you flatten the heel, it puts less stress on the bones in the hoof.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota smiled and sat down in the spot where Nadani had been sitting. 
 
    “I hate to ask this, because I don’t want to make you feel like you’re still a slave, but getting the collar and the brand off will be a lot easier if you kneel down in front of me with your back towards me.” 
 
    Nadani looked at her for a moment with those solid black eyes. Kota waited patiently. She could feel the disbelief coming from Nadani. Sometimes she really wished that her magic didn’t let her feel other people’s emotions. It felt like an invasion of privacy. 
 
    “You really believe you can remove a Slaver’s Guild brand?” 
 
    “I’ve done it before,” Kota said. 
 
    “Really? Because I’ve heard powerful mages say it can’t be done.” 
 
    “Mages don’t understand magic,” Kota said. 
 
    “I think most mages would disagree with you.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Kota said. “A mage knows magic the way a knight knows a sword. They know how to use magic to create simple, repeatable effects.” 
 
    “But you do know magic?” 
 
    “I know magic the way a blacksmith knows a sword. I know how to select the ore, how to smelt it, how to consolidate it, how to work the metal and shape it to create the sword, but I can also make a knife, a dagger, a hammer, a nail, a sickle, a scythe, a wagon wheel, or anything else you need.” 
 
    “That’s quite a claim,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota gestured to the deck in front of her. Nadani walked over and turned her back to Kota, then knelt. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. Nadani nodded slightly. 
 
    Kota looked down at her. The dress Nadani was wearing left her back completely bare from just above her tail up to her neck, and Kota swallowed as she took in the sight of Nadani’s snow white skin stretched over well-defined muscles. It brought back memories of the women’s bath house in the training camp where she grew up. Walking in and seeing all the soldiers, their bodies toned by months of hard training, filling her younger self with feelings she hadn’t understood. 
 
    She shook herself and focused on the thing that didn’t belong there. First, she removed the scarf she’d used to cover the slave collar for the trip from the Bloody Aether to the Beloniform. It was easier to sell the fiction that Nadani was a hostage if no one ever saw the collar. Once the scarf was removed, she turned her attention to the slave brand. 
 
    It wasn’t really a brand, so much as an enchanted tattoo. Kota could feel the evil in the thing, the malevolent nature of the magic that created and sustained it. She hated it even before she had seen it the first time, and staring at it only made her hatred of it grow. The thing was a perversion of magic, and she would be glad to destroy it. Unfortunately, she had another task first. 
 
    “I’m going to start with the slave collar,” she said. “They’re easier to deal with.” 
 
    “Very well,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You’re not allergic to silver, are you?” Kota asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Silver. I need to use either silver or gold as part of the process. Silver is better. It’s a stronger conductor of magic than gold, but if it will burn you, I’ll use gold instead.” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. “I used to carry my master’s dinner to her on a silver platter. It never bothered me.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Kota said. “It will make things easier when I get to the brand. Is it okay if I touch your hair, neck, and back?” 
 
    “I belong to you now. You can do as you wish.” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “You belong to no one.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Nadani said. “But yes, you may touch me.” 
 
    Kota frowned at that, but she took it as permission. She lifted the long braid of Nadani’s hair and tucked it between her horns so it would stay out of the way. Then she opened her ritual kit and took out an adamantium graver, a small hammer, and a small block of steel. She slipped the block of steel between the slave collar and Nadani’s neck and used just a bit of magic to hold it in place. 
 
    “I’m starting,” she said. “Be as still as you can. I’m working with a sharp tool, and it will cut you if it touches your skin.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Kota started working, using the graver and the hammer to cut across each of the runes engraved in the collar, rotating the collar link by link, using the piece of steel as an anvil to strike against, until she’d marred every one of the runes. As she cut through the last one, she could feel the magic in the collar drain away until it was just simple iron links, devoid of any power. She put the hammer and the graver away, then, using the same magic she’d used to cut away the manacles, she cut the slave collar off Nadani’s neck, and dropped it in the second of the binding cylinders. Finally, she released the magic holding the piece of steel to Nadani’s neck. She put the small, makeshift anvil back in her ritual kit, and turned back to Nadani. 
 
    “You need a break?” she asked. 
 
    “I would like to stretch my legs for a moment,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Kota said. “There’s a costrel and a wineskin on pegs by the hammock.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Done?” Pyter asked. Kota looked over to see Pyter watching Nadani with worried eyes. 
 
    “Not yet, sweety,” Kota said. “But she’ll be okay. I promise.” 
 
    “Okay,” Pyter said. He turned to Nadani. “I sorry you’re hurt.” 
 
    “Thank you, little one.” Nadani took the wineskin from the peg. 
 
    “You want another biscuit, Pyter?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Please!” Pyter said. 
 
    Kota took a moment to dig out another of the ship’s biscuits and carried it over to Pyter. She held it out and he took it from her gently, holding it in his front claws as he bit a chunk of it off and chewed. He watched Nadani with worried eyes the whole time he ate. 
 
    Kota didn’t blame him. She watched Nadani too, feeling how much Nadani was fighting against the excitement she felt, and feeling how much she expected to be disappointed. Kota waited until Nadani finished her wine and hung the skin back on the peg, then headed back over to sit down at the window seat. 
 
    “This will take less time than the collar.” Kota started gathering what she would need. She took out a phial of oil, a phial of silver filings, a small mixing pot, and a brush. 
 
    “That’s good,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It will also hurt,” Kota said. “The brand is made up of small particles of magical pigment embedded in your skin. The first thing I have to do is create a binding circle. In order to do that, I will have to drive silver particles into your skin. That will feel much the same as when you received the brand. Once it’s bound, I will be able to extract the pigment, but it will fight me while I do it, which will hurt even more. If you want, I can give you a potion to help with the pain. It will put you in a trance, and you won’t remember anything that happened afterwards.” 
 
    “I would prefer to be aware,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Okay,” Kota said. “But once I start removing the brand, I will not be able to take any breaks. If I do, all the work I’ve done will be lost, and we’ll have to start over. If you want me to stop at any point, we can, but if we stop, you will have to take the potion before we start again.” 
 
    “I will not ask you to stop,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota wasn’t entirely sure of that, but she began mixing the silver and the oil, working it into a thick paste. Once it was ready, she looked at Nadani. Nadani took the signal for what it was and knelt in front of Kota again, pulling her braid forward and draping it between her horns so it wouldn’t get in the way. 
 
    Kota used her magic to pick up the brush and apply a thick layer of the silver paste in a perfect circle around the brand. Once it was in place, she cleaned the brush and put it away, along with the mixing pot and the phials of oil and silver. Then she took out a phial with a locking top and used magic to suspend it in the air near Nadani’s back. 
 
    “Would you like something to bite down on? It can help with the pain.” 
 
    “I will be fine.” 
 
    “Try not to move,” Kota said. “You can scream if you need to.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Kota braced herself. She’d done this three times before, but only one time with the person awake, and that had not been a pleasant experience. She would much rather Nadani had taken the potion, but she would never force it on someone. 
 
    She took a deep breath as she gathered her power, focusing on the silver paste, letting her magic find each particle of silver and seize hold of it. When she had all of it, she drew her power back, and then pushed, driving the silver into Nadani’s skin, forming a binding circle that went all the way through. Kota felt the pain coming from Nadani, saw her muscles tense, but she didn’t have time for that because the brand went wild, flowing back and forth, trying to find a weak spot in the binding circle. She could feel rage coming from it, like a trapped animal. 
 
    She reached for it, pushing her magic down through the layers of skin and grabbing the pigment, piece by piece. It fought her, it tried to run, tried to hide, and when neither of those worked, it dug in, trying to anchor itself. She could feel the agony coming from Nadani, but Nadani didn’t make a single sound. She just sat, still as a statue. 
 
    When Kota was sure she had every piece of the pigment that made up the brand, she pulled it all to the center of the binding circle, then went around again and again, until she was doubly sure she hadn’t missed anything. Then she used her magic to open holes in the skin, like thousands of tiny needle pricks, and she drew the pigment out of them along with the blood that came with the breaking of the skin. She pulled it through the air and put it into the lockable phial, using her power to hold it in place once it was all there. It still struggled and fought, but without its host, its power was fading quickly. Kota turned back to Nadani, and searched again and again, making sure she hadn’t left anything behind before she pulled the silver out. She felt another wave of pain come from Nadani but forced it out of her awareness as she guided the silver and more blood into the phial. Once it was all there, she closed it, locked it, and sealed it with her magic. Then she put the phial into the binding cylinder with the hoof trimmings, closed it, and with a power word, sealed the cylinder into a single piece with no opening. 
 
    With the malevolent magic of the brand locked away, she quickly turned back to Nadani, and poured healing magic into the wound in the middle of her back, knitting the damage she’d done, closing the tiny holes she’d opened, and washing away the blood. When the skin was finally whole, she used her magic to soothe the inflamed area, which drew a small shudder from Nadani. 
 
    “Sorry.” Kota reached out and adjusted Nadani’s braid, laying it down her back where it belonged. “My magic is always a bit cold.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Nadani said. 
 
    “The good news is that I got it all. The brand is gone.” 
 
    “Truly?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Truly,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani stood up and turned to look at her. 
 
    “You set me free,” she said. 
 
    Kota could feel the shock and disbelief coming from Nadani and wanted to reach out to her, to reassure her, but she couldn’t. If she did, there was too much chance that Nadani might interpret it as a claim of ownership, and Kota couldn’t risk that, so she did the only thing she could. She smiled. 
 
    “I did,” she said. “Just like I said.” 
 
    The sound of flapping wings filled the room, and Kota turned to see Pyter sailing in their direction. He landed next to her on the window seat and turned towards Nadani. 
 
    “You better now?” he asked. 
 
    “I am,” Nadani said. 
 
    Pyter stepped forward, putting his front feet on Kota’s leg, and stretched his head out towards Nadani, who looked down at him, confused. She glanced up at Kota, who mouthed ‘pet him.’ She reached out carefully, rubbing her hand over his head. He leaned into it, pressing his head firmly against her hand, and purred loudly enough that the sound filled the cabin. 
 
    “I think he likes you,” Kota said, which brought a smile to Nadani’s face, which in turn brought a flutter to Kota’s heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    NADANI BIT HER LIP to hold back a laugh as she watched Pyter try to tear off a chunk from a piece of flat bread that was bigger than he was. It would have been funny enough on its own, but the fact that Pyter normally had such good table manners made it even harder not to laugh. When dinner time had finally come, Kota had quicky set up a collapsible table and produced a pair of chairs from a small closet, then upended her footlocker as a seat for Pyter. 
 
    When dinner had arrived, it had been in the form of two large bowls of a rich, hearty mutton stew and a huge pile of flatbread. There had also been a smaller bowl filled with chunks of raw mutton. Kota set a small iron brazier in front of Pyter, and as she and Nadani had eaten their stew, Pyter had very carefully picked pieces of mutton out of his bowl and roasted them with his fire breath before eating them. 
 
    His table manners would have put more than a few of the nobles and priests Nadani had met to shame. At least until dinner was finished. Once all their bowls were empty, Pyter had looked up at Kota with a hopeful expression and asked a simple question. 
 
    “Lemon now?” 
 
    Kota had smiled and nodded. “Yeah. You earned it.” She leaned down and kissed Pyter on the head, then switched his brazier for a large plate and put a piece of bread on it before getting a clay pot out of her bag. Nadani had watched in fascination as she’d broken the wax seal on the pot and began scooping a yellow custard of some sort onto the bread, spreading it in a thick layer. As soon as she was done, Pyter had gone a little mad, enthusiastically tearing chunks out of the bread and gobbling them down as if he hadn’t eaten in years. 
 
    “It’s lemon curd,” Kota had explained. “It’s made of lemon juice, butter, sugar, eggs, and vanilla.” 
 
    “I admit, it’s not what I expected,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You expected to see him disemboweling a small yellow fruit?” Kota asked. 
 
    Nadani just nodded. 
 
    “He was about a year old the first time he had it. A nobleman who wanted to hire our mercenary company was visiting the training camp, and he brought some along as a gift. I didn’t think anything of it. I always let Pyter sample my food when I try something new, so I tore a piece of my bread off and gave it to Pyter so he could try it. When I looked down again, he’d eaten all of my bread and was eyeing my mom’s plate. I had to beg the noble’s cook for the recipe.” 
 
    “You take very good care of him,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I try,” Kota said. She reached out and rubbed her knuckles against his head. “I worry one day he’s going to get hurt in a fight.” 
 
    “Why do you let him follow you into battle then?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I don’t let him follow me,” Kota said. “I take him with me.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “If I take him with me, I know he’s there, I know where he is, I can use magic to make him stronger and tougher and more powerful. If I don’t take him with me, he will follow me, and I won’t know where he is, so I can’t protect him and help him, and make him stronger.” She reached out and gave him a small scratch on his head. “And he would follow me. You can’t lock up a creature that breathes fire and lightning.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine it would be an easy thing to do,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Try impossible,” Kota said. “The first time I tried, I locked him in my room because my mom didn’t want him coming to dinner with someone who was considering hiring the company. I had just sat down at the table when I heard him flying into the dining hall. Mom was furious. I told her I’d left him in my room, and I went to take him back, but he’d blown the door to pieces with his lightning breath. It took me two days to build a replacement. I should have been mad, but the look on mom’s face when she saw the door was worth every splinter.” 
 
    Nadani laughed. “I can imagine.” 
 
    “More,” Pyter said. 
 
    Nadani looked down and realized that all of Pyter’s bread was gone. Kota picked up another piece of bread and laid it on Pyter’s plate, then dumped the rest of the pot of lemon curd on it and spread it out. 
 
    “There you go, greedy guts,” Kota said. 
 
    Pyter turned towards Kota. “Not greedy!” he said. “You promised whole pot!” 
 
    Kota held up her hands. “You’re right. I did.” 
 
    “You say sorry,” Pyter demanded. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kota said. 
 
    Pyter huffed and turned back to his plate. “Not greedy,” he said with a little pout. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “You’re not greedy, and I’m a big meanie who’s sorry.” She leaned down and kissed Pyter on the head. “You earned the whole pot. You did really good in the fight today.” 
 
    Pyter bumped his head against Kota’s cheek and purred for just a second before he reached down and took a bite out of his bread. 
 
    “He keeps me honest, if nothing else,” Kota said. 
 
    “I see that.” Nadani looked up at Kota. “How did you find him?” 
 
    Kota’s face fell. “That’s not a good story,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kota shook her head. “It’s okay. I’ll tell you sometime when himself here is sleeping.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nadani said. “I do have another question, though.” 
 
    Kota looked up at her. “What is it?” 
 
    “What will happen to me when we reach our destination?” Nadani said. “I don’t have any money, or any family.” 
 
    “I know,” Kota said. “I was going to ask if you’d like to stay with me for a while.” 
 
    “Stay with you?” 
 
    “Yeah. When I accepted this job, I went to the scryers and hired an agent on Proximus. They had a house built for me, hired a maid of all work, the whole package. The house has a couple of guest rooms. You’re welcome to one as long as you need. I’ll help you with clothes, and we can find you some sort of work.” 
 
    “You would do all of that for me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “And so we’re clear, no strings attached. You’re not obligated to me in any way, and you won’t need to pay me back.” 
 
    Nadani stared at her for a moment, not quite believing what she was hearing. She was tempted to say so, but then she remembered what had happened earlier with the slave brand. It had shown that Kota was very much a woman of her word, and Nadani didn’t want to insult her by questioning that. Even if she wasn’t quite sure why Kota was willing to help her. 
 
    She looked down at the sound of something scraping across the table and had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. Pyter had his whole head inside the lemon curd pot, and it was stuck. He was pulling at it with his front claws, but it wasn’t coming off. 
 
    “Every single time,” Kota said with a sigh. 
 
    “Momma!” Pyter cried. 
 
    “Just a second,” Kota said. She tapped the pot, and it doubled in size. Then she grabbed it and easily maneuvered it so he could get his horns out. Nadani took one look at him, and completely lost it. His whole face was smeared with lemon curd. 
 
    “I told you not to put your head in the pot,” Kota said. 
 
    “But there was still lemon!” Pyter whined. 
 
    Kota rolled her eyes and waved her hand. The pot shrunk back down. Then she made a swirling motion with her finger, and a blob of lemon curd floated out of the pot and landed on Pyter’s plate. He leaned down and licked it up, then looked up at Kota. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” she said. Pyter did, and she cleaned his face off with a wave of her hand, then scratched under his chin. 
 
    “You happy now?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Okay. Go lie in the hammock so you don’t get a tummy ache.” 
 
    “’Kay. You come cuddle?” 
 
    “In a bit,” Kota said. “I need to clean up first.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Nadani said. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “Not a slave, remember?” 
 
    “But I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Tell you what. You can help. How does that sound?” 
 
    “That sounds good.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota lay in her hammock, listening to the faint sounds the ship made as it rocked back and forth. It felt odd to her that Aetherships rocked the same way ocean-going vessels did when there was no water for them to float in, but she didn’t really think about it too much. She didn’t know enough about the Aether to understand it, so it was easier to just accept it as a fact of life, along with the creaking of the timbers that made up the vessel and the sounds of the iron rings at each end of the hammocks rubbing the hooks they were attached to. 
 
    The faint snores coming from Pyter were more comforting than any of the other sounds in the room. He was curled up on her chest with his tail wrapped around his body and his head resting on her shoulder. She had a blanket spread over both of them with just his head peeking out and her head, shoulders, and arms free. Her hands rested on his back, holding him in place, but free if she needed to work magic quickly. 
 
    It was the way they always slept. Close together, so they could protect each other. She always wore a heavy wool shirt to bed to make up for not having her arms under the blanket, and on particularly cold nights, she would cover them with two blankets, wrap a shawl around her shoulders, and wear gloves that left her fingertips bare so she could still spin magic. If she was far enough north or south that the cold got especially bitter, she’d spin warming magic into the blankets, shirt, shawl, and gloves. 
 
    The warmth of the blanket, the wool shirt, and the tiny dragon normally lulled her to sleep pretty quickly, but not tonight. She had her magical senses drawn in as much as she dared. Beyond the cabin, she could only really feel the general mood of the crew. It was enough to alert her if something went wrong, but it wasn’t what was keeping her awake. Even with her magical senses drawn in as much as they were, she could still feel Nadani just a few feet away in the second hammock in the room, and she knew the other woman was still awake, which in turn kept her awake. 
 
    “You’re not sleeping,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Neither are you.” 
 
    “Am I keeping you awake?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kota admitted. 
 
    “I apologize. If you would like, I can go somewhere else.” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “I prefer you here, where I know you’re safe.” 
 
    “Do you have reason to think I would be unsafe if I were somewhere else on the ship?” 
 
    “No specific reason, other than my general distrust of people I don’t know.” 
 
    “Does that distrust include me?” 
 
    “It probably should, but no. You, I trust.” 
 
    “But you don’t know me.” 
 
    “I know you better than you realize,” Kota said. 
 
    “Because of your magic?” 
 
    “Yes. It tells me things.” 
 
    “What sort of things?” 
 
    “What someone is feeling. When someone means me harm. When someone is lying.” 
 
    “What does it tell you about me?” 
 
    “That you don’t believe me when I say you’re free. That you are still waiting for the hook I’ll use to control you.” 
 
    “Does that make you angry?” 
 
    “I understand it.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota turned her head so she could rub her chin against Pyter’s head, using her magical senses to make sure he was still asleep. She pushed just a touch of magic out to make sure he wouldn’t be woken by the sound of Nadani and her talking. Once she was sure her working was in place, she placed a small kiss on his head. 
 
    “You asked earlier how I found Pyter.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kota said. She closed her eyes, letting the memories wash over her. “I told you I grew up in a mercenary training camp. My mom took a job running the camp when she got pregnant with me. I was unexpected. She drank a tea every day that was supposed to keep her from getting pregnant, but something about the magic in me kept the tea from working.” 
 
    “So, you weren’t wanted?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Kota said. “Mom wasn’t perfect, but she loved me. She just hadn’t planned for me. Hadn’t planned on ever being a parent, really. When I came along, she had to reorganize her whole life, but she did it, and she never complained. 
 
    “I liked the camp a lot. I had a good tutor, so I got a good formal education, but I also learned all sorts of things besides. I learned to tend animals, I learned to work a smithy, I learned how to fight and how to be a soldier. I also loved the women. These big, powerful, beautiful women with bulging muscles and a look that dared anyone to mess with them. At ten years old, I hadn’t quite figured out why I found the women so compelling. I thought I just wanted to be like them. So every day after I finished my lessons and my chores and my time with the sorcerer my mom hired to train me with my magic, I would take a wooden practice sword, and I would go out to the edge of the camp, and I would practice the same drills I saw them doing. 
 
    “One day, it was getting on close to dusk, and I heard this agonized scream. Being young and stupid, I ran towards it, armed with nothing but a wooden practice sword and a very limited understanding of magic. In my mind, I was a hero charging into battle. 
 
    “I ran as fast as I could, but they don’t tell you when you’re ten years old that by the time you hear the screams, you’re already too late. When I got there, I found a feradrake nest. There were seven hatchlings and the mother. Six of the hatchlings were already dead, and the mother was laying there, bleeding out. The seventh hatchling, Pyter, had a young basilisk in his mouth. He’d clawed its eyes out and bitten through most of its neck, so it was only attached by a couple of tendons and a bit of skin, but he was in a frenzy, still clawing at it and biting it and trying to drag it away from his mother. 
 
    “I took the basilisk from him, and I tore the head the rest of the way off. I tossed the head in one direction and the body in another, so he would be sure it was dead, and then I knelt to get a look at his mother. I’d only meant to see if I could help, but before I could even touch her, Pyter attacked me. He bit halfway through my arm. Severed two tendons and clawed me up really badly. 
 
    “I screamed. Gods above, I don’t think I’ve ever screamed that loud before or since, but I don’t think it mattered. My mom had one of the soldiers watching me, and she’d followed me. She saw Pyter attacking me, and she raised her sword to kill him. I saw the sword, I grabbed Pyter with my good arm, I wrapped myself around him as tight as I could, and I braced myself for the sword blow. I knelt there in a ball, with Pyter clawing and biting and trying his best to kill me while I waited for the sword that would surely end my life.” 
 
    “What happened?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “My magic happened,” Kota said. “Magic is about intent. I intended to protect Pyter and my magic responded. It created a shield that stopped the sword from reaching me. It also connected my mind to Pyter’s. It let him understand that I wanted to help. He stopped fighting me, I uncurled, and I moved towards his mother. I tried my best to save her, but basilisk poison is strong magic, and I wasn’t very skilled with my power. Magic is about intent, but you have to be skilled in shaping your intent, and I wasn’t. I couldn’t draw enough of the poison out, and by the time my mother and my magical tutor arrived, the poison had done too much damage, and his mother had lost too much blood. We carried her back to the camp, and she survived the night, but she passed at dawn the next morning. 
 
    “When she died, Pyter crawled into my lap, and he cried and cried. I could feel his pain. He’d lost his mother and his siblings. I just held him as best I could with one arm and opened my mind to him, trying my best to comfort him, and promising him I’d always be there for him. 
 
    “Mom was furious. She wanted to get rid of Pyter as fast as possible. He’d hurt me, and as far as she was concerned, he was liable to do it again at any moment. I couldn’t even argue with that. It took the healers nearly a day to cast enough spells to repair the damage he’d done, and even then, I still have scars and a weatherwise ache in my left arm where he severed the tendons.” 
 
    “But you ended up keeping him,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t let go of him. I wouldn’t let him out of my sight. I had failed him. I hadn’t taken my magic lessons seriously enough before that. If I had, I could have gotten there faster. If I had gotten there faster, I might have saved his mother. Maybe his siblings. If I had paid attention in my magic lessons, I might have known enough to draw the poison before it killed her.” 
 
    “You were ten years old,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I was ten years old with the power to help, but not the skill to use it. Because I was selfish, because I was lazy, because I was more obsessed with learning how to fight with a sword than to use the gifts the gods had given me. 
 
    “I never made that mistake again. I learned everything my magic tutor could teach me, and when he couldn’t teach me anymore, I learned everything the war mage trainers could teach me, and the healing trainers, and then I got Mom to hire me better tutors and buy me books. I learned everything anyone could teach me about magic, and when I couldn’t find any teachers who knew more than I did, I started teaching myself, experimenting with my powers until I understood how to work the magic directly instead of relying on spell forms and rituals. That’s why I could remove the brand from you when mages can’t. Mages rely on spell forms, which are static. The intent is built into the spell. The slave brand had a life of sorts. Not a true life, but an intent and will of its own woven into the magic. No spell form could react to the steps the brand would take to keep from being extracted, but because I can work the magic directly, it was a battle of intent, and mine was stronger. 
 
    “Which brings us back to your original question. Yes, it makes me angry that you don’t trust me. I couldn’t have removed the brand unless my intent was to free you, but my anger isn’t at you. I understand why you don’t trust me, the same way I understood why Pyter attacked me. My anger is at the basilisk.” 
 
    “You’re different from most people,” Nadani said. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Most people would have hated Pyter for attacking them like that.” 
 
    “He was scared. He didn’t know me and he was trying to protect his mother.” 
 
    “Most people wouldn’t have cared about that.” 
 
    Kota tightened her grip around Pyter, remembering the loud screaming matches she and her mother had about him the first month or so he’d been there. The way it had taken years before her mother had really trusted Pyter not to hurt her. Kota had resented it because she had loved Pyter right from the moment she’d first seen him. The little hero, trying to save his mother. The way he’d cried that morning when his mother had slipped away and cried again when they had buried his mother and his siblings. 
 
    So many people dismissed him as nothing more than a particularly clever pet, but she knew better. She could feel the keen mind and the deep well of emotion inside him. He might seem childish, but he had a different way of understanding the world. It was simpler and more honest than most humans, but no less deep or nuanced for it. He was as much of a fully realized person to her as anyone she’d ever met, and very often more so. 
 
    She had never really understood how it was possible not to love him. She’d wondered over the years if it was because of the magical link she’d forged with him that day, if her memory of that day was accurate or colored by all the years that she and Pyter had spent with each other. 
 
    When she thought of that day, even when he had been biting and kicking and clawing her, it had felt like she was holding a piece of herself in her arms. She’d been so desperate to calm him down, to make him understand that she only wanted to help, that her magic had connected them, and the connection had never really been broken. She could always feel Pyter. 
 
    “Kota?” 
 
    She turns towards Nadani. “Sorry,” she said. “I always get a little bit lost when I think of that day.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.” 
 
    “I know,” Kota said. “But my anger is at the basilisk. Pyter needed me. He wasn’t a week old and his mother and clutch mates were dead. He wouldn’t have survived without help.” 
 
    “Is that what I am?” Nadani asked. “A helpless foundling you need to save?” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “And that was never what Pyter was to me, either. People look at him and they think he’s a pet, or at best, a working creature, but he’s family. He has been since the day we met. Magic is about intent, but we don’t always understand the full ramifications of our intent. I intended to save Pyter’s life. I thought that meant protecting him from the basilisk and the sword, but he would have died without a family to take care of him, so that’s what the magic made me. Pyter’s family.” 
 
    “Well, if not a foundling, then what am I to you?” 
 
    “You’re someone who didn’t deserve the awful things that happened to you, and someone who does deserve help, whether you need it or not.” 
 
    Nadani didn’t answer right away, so Kota laid her head back and closed her eyes, squeezing Pyter a little tighter against her chest. The memory of the day they met was always awful, even if she didn’t want to imagine what her life would be like without Pyter in it. 
 
    “You’re very strange,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You’re not the first person to tell me that,” Kota said. “I’m never sure if it’s a good thing or a bad thing.” 
 
    “I’m not sure either.” 
 
    “Well, it’s at least another four days until we reach Proximus, so you’ll have plenty of time to decide.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    KOTA STOOD ON THE forecastle of the Beloniform, with Pyter on her shoulder and Nadani beside her. The spell that made the protective Crystal Sphere around the ship glow had been turned off again, just as it had before the battle. This time, instead of Glow Crystals, the decks were lit by the light of Proximus’ sun. They weren’t riding the Aetheric winds anymore. Those had cut off at the edge of the star’s Crystal Sphere. Instead, they were riding the stellar winds. Kota didn’t really understand what the difference was, but she knew the stellar winds always blew directly away from the star, and they were much, much slower than the Aetheric winds. The Beloniform had spent most of the day tacking back and forth across the wind as they worked their way deep into the star’s Sphere, then turned and sailed across the wind as they approached Proximus. 
 
    Captain Teaclock had sent a cabin girl down to let them know when Proximus had finally come into view, and they’d come up to watch the approach. It was the fifth planet Kota had been to by Aethership, and she had to admit, it was the most unique. The world was a deep, rich blue color, broken up by the black of large mountain ranges and rock formations. The only oceans were at the poles, both the top and bottom of the planet capped with water and storm clouds. They weren’t close enough yet to see the canals that Kota knew were there. An entire planet wide network of them, some miles wide, but she imagined they would appear soon. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a planet from this high up?” Kota asked. 
 
    “No. This is my first time ever leaving Parakmi, and Alborin had me chained in his cabin when we departed.” 
 
    Kota had to fight to keep the scowl off her face. Any time Nadani mentioned Alborin or Bodeya, she wanted to punch someone. It didn’t take a lot of work to figure out why, either. It hadn’t taken her much time to realize what sort of slave Nadani had been. The way she had been dressed, the location of her slave brand, the refined manners and way she spoke. The thought of either of her masters laying a hand on Nadani filled Kota with rage. 
 
    Before she could get too worked up about it this time, Pyter bumped his head against her cheek and let out a little purr. She smiled and turned, kissing him on the side of the head. 
 
    “Ground soon?” Pyter asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “Then you can stretch your wings.” 
 
    Pyter did an excited little dance on her shoulder. She didn’t blame him. He hadn’t really had the chance to fly since they boarded the Beloniform a week earlier, and honestly, she was tired of being cooped up on the ship too. She turned back, looking at the planet they were approaching. A few moments later, she felt the ice barrier go up, and Nadani gave a small shiver beside her. 
 
    “What was that?” Nadani asked, shivering just a bit as she pulled the shawl Kota had insisted that she bring over her shoulders. 
 
    “Ice barrier,” Kota said. “It protects the ship from the heat while we land. Come on. We need to go below deck for this so we don’t get in the crew’s way.” 
 
    She led the way down the steps to the weather deck as the crew began working to furl the sails, then down a second set of stairs into the observation deck. The observation deck was something that didn’t exist on ocean-going ships, or even most Aetherships, but on a passenger hauler like the Beloniform, it was a big thing. A deck enclosed entirely by magically reinforced glass that let the passengers watch as the ship took off and landed. She led Nadani up to the table she’d reserved at the very front of the room, wishing the whole way she could take Nadani’s arm and do it properly. She didn’t, though. She was still careful not to do anything Nadani might interpret as a claim of ownership. 
 
    She sat down at one of the two tables at the very front of the room. Their table was just to starboard of the Beloniform’s keel, while the table to the port side of the keel was occupied by a group of dwarves. They must have been from a fairly impressive family to earn such a prominent table. She’d only been able to get the table because she worked for the Grimmani Agency. It was a little odd that she didn’t recognize their house crest, though. She thought she knew all the major dwarven dynasties on Emake Maa. She supposed they could have been from Proximus, but the dwarven settlements there weren’t very old. None of the settlements were. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were so important,” Nadani said, as she looked around. 
 
    “I’m not,” Kota said. “But the Grimmani Agency, the people I work for, have a lot of pull.” 
 
    “What do you do for them?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Solve problems,” Kota said. “The Grimmani Detective Agency does a lot of things. Private security, investigation, bounty hunting. I’m what they call a Troubleshooter. I go in when our regular staff can’t solve a problem and I deal with it.” 
 
    “That sounds important,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It sounds more impressive than it is,” Kota said. “The Grimmani are generally good at their jobs, but there’s a limit to the things warriors and mages can do. The jobs I usually get are things not a lot different from removing a slave brand. The kind of things where shoving a lot of magic into a spell form and hoping for the best doesn’t cut it.” 
 
    “That sounds important,” Nadani said again. 
 
    Kota turned and looked out the window, trying her best to pretend she didn’t feel her cheeks heating up. 
 
    “Why do you do that?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “You have confidence in your skills, you know your capabilities, but you downplay the value of your contribution. I don’t understand why.” 
 
    Kota stared out the window as she thought about how to answer Nadani’s question. It wasn’t an easy one, and it definitely wasn’t one she wanted to answer in a room full of strangers. Fortunately, she was saved from answering by their arrival at Proximus. 
 
    “Show’s starting,” she said. 
 
    Nadani made a slightly disgruntled noise but turned towards the window. “How rough will this be?” 
 
    “Not very,” Kota said. “Captain Teaclock is good at her job—the Grimmani wouldn’t have booked me on her ship if she wasn’t—and the crew are all skilled hands.” 
 
    Nadani didn’t respond, but Pyter jumped down into Kota’s lap and stretched his head out, watching with wide-eyed curiosity as they approached Proximus. For most people, this would be the boring part, but then, most people couldn’t see the Crystal Sphere around the planet the way she could. She wasn’t sure if she could see it because her eyes worked differently than most people’s, or if it was because of her magical senses, but it didn’t really matter. She could see it, and hear it, and feel it. To other people, the Sphere was invisible, but to her, it was an iridescent wall around the ship, given shape by the faint rainbows that shimmered across its surface. The sphere around the Beloniform was dim, faint, and quiet. It was created by the ward stone carried deep in the ship’s hull. The Sphere around the planet was bright, vivid, and loud. It was created by the magic of an entire world. 
 
    The closer they approached to that world, the brighter and louder it became, and the stronger she could feel the push against them, until it was blinding, deafening, and it felt like being pushed away by a brick wall, but then they were through it, and the sight, the sound, and the feeling vanished, replaced by the first faint glow of friction as the ice barrier around the ship hit the atmosphere. 
 
    As the ship plunged deeper into the atmosphere, the ice barrier changed, shifting from a layer of cold air to a thick fog, to a solid globe of ice surrounding them. The flames on the outside of the ice grew brighter in turn and changed from a deep red to a bright white glow as the room began to shake. She felt Pyter doing an excited little dance in her lap. She opened her senses up, letting herself taste the simple joy coming from him, but as she did, she detected a sour note. A hint of fear from close by. She glanced over at Nadani and saw her hand pressed down hard against the surface of the table as her fear grew with each vibration. 
 
    Kota reached across the table and covered Nadani’s hand with her own and began to softly hum the tune of the lullaby she always sang for Pyter, letting the same soothing, healing magic flow through the notes and down her arm into Nadani. Nadani turned and looked at her, surprise on her face. Kota just smiled and hummed a little louder, putting a bit more power into the tune. Nadani smiled and turned her hand over. Kota wasn’t sure if Nadani knew that palm to palm contact would make the connection stronger or not, but she threaded her fingers through Nadani’s, squeezing their palms together, letting the soothing magic flow as she felt the fear fading. 
 
    Kota turned back to the window, watching the dance of colors through the ice and letting herself enjoy both Pyter’s excitement and the feel of Nadani’s hand in hers while both lasted. It was a simple moment, but she could have happily stayed there all day, if it had lasted. Unfortunately, the whole process was over in about fifteen minutes from the first flicker of heat against the ice barrier. 
 
    “Is that it?” Nadani watched the ice barrier vanished and the air cleared. 
 
    “Not quite,” Kota said, as Pyter’s excitement started to build. Pyter looked over at Nadani. 
 
    “Colors!” he said. 
 
    “Colors?” 
 
    “Watch,” Kota said. “You don’t want to miss it.” 
 
    Pyter turned back to the window, once again dancing excitedly in Kota’s lap, and Nadani turned to look as well. Kota smiled as the room filled with the sound of the winches turning, then four massive, brightly colored sails stretched out in front of the ship. There was a small lurch as the sails caught the wind and filled up, spreading out like flower petals as they dragged the ship forward. 
 
    “Colors!” Pyter said excitedly as he looked over at Nadani. 
 
    Kota looked over and smiled as she saw the look of awe on Nadani’s face. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota’s first thought was, ‘so are you,’ but she kept that to herself and instead just gave Nadani’s hand a squeeze. “They’re called spinnakers.” She turned back to the window. “I’m not really a sailor, so I don’t get why, but apparently once we’re back in the air instead of out in the Aether, it’s easier to manage the ship with these than it is with the regular sails, at least until we get closer to the ground.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “We should put in at the Crossroads Void Pier in about three hours,” Kota said. “I actually need to run back and talk to the ship’s scryer for a minute, but if you want to stay and watch the sails, I know Pyter would appreciate it.” 
 
    Nadani looked over at her. “You have to leave?” 
 
    “Just for five or ten minutes,” Kota said. “I need to send a message ahead to Crossroads, and I couldn’t do that until we were inside the planet’s sphere.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota smiled and looked down at Pyter. “Will you stay and protect Nadani for me?” 
 
    Pyter nodded. “I keep her safe!” he said. He hopped up on the table and sat down on his haunches with a serious expression on his face that made Kota smile. She stood up and leaned over, dropping a kiss on his head. 
 
    “Good boy. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani watched until Kota disappeared through one of the doors at the back of the observation deck. Once Kota had disappeared, she turned back towards the front window, but stopped when she saw Pyter still sitting on the table, watching the room like he expected an attack at any moment. 
 
    “Don’t you want to watch the colors?” she asked. 
 
    “Momma said protect,” Pyter said. “You watch colors. I stand guard.” 
 
    “We’re safe here,” she said. 
 
    “Momma said,” Pyter insisted. 
 
    Nadani smiled, touched that Pyter would give up something he was obviously excited about to stand guard over her. 
 
    “It’s no use, lass,” said a deep bass voice. Nadani turned to see a dwarf woman looking at her with an amused expression. “Feradrakes are fierce loyal beasts. His mistress told him to guard you. Not even the Seven Gold Gods could make him do other than what he’s told.” 
 
    “You leave her alone!” Pyter said. 
 
    Nadani turned back to him and was a little alarmed to find him glaring right at the dwarf woman. 
 
    “Pyter, no,” she said. “It’s okay. She’s just being friendly.” 
 
    “She’s right, ye wee fellow. I don’t mean your lady any harm,” the dwarf woman said. 
 
    Pyter growled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nadani said, turning back to the dwarf. 
 
    “It’s all right, lass,” the dwarf woman said. “I take no offense. He’s just doing as his mistress told ‘em.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Of course. I’m Guthrie of the Bluestone clan,” she said, then pointed to another dwarf woman sitting beside her. “This is Droone, my coimhleabach,” she pointed at a young male dwarf, “and that’s my kinsman, Tavish.” 
 
    “I’m Nadani.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet ye,” Guthrie replied. “Are ye new to Proximus, or just returning from a trip?” 
 
    Nadani hesitated for a moment, not wanting to explain her past, or how she came to be where she was, though she was a little surprised that Guthrie didn’t already know. It wasn’t like the whole crew hadn’t seen her brought over from the Bloody Aether. She supposed, if Guthrie and her group were passengers, they might not have joined the fight between the two ships. 
 
    “I’m new here,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Well, welcome,” Guthrie said. “It’s still a bit of a rough place, but it’s coming along.” 
 
    Nadani smiled and tried to think of something to say. She was normally good at making conversation, but not in this sort of setting. She usually got along by simply nodding and asking questions, which gave the person she was talking to a chance to talk more about themselves, and after a couple of seconds’ thought, she decided to try that strategy here. 
 
    “Do you live in Crossroads?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Guthrie said. “We live in Bluerock.” 
 
    “Oh. Where’s that?” 
 
    “Tis about thirty leagues north of Dwarfholm.” 
 
    “Dwarfholm?” Nadani asked, suddenly very confused. “Dwarfholm is on Parakmi. I’ve been there a time or two.” 
 
    All three of the dwarves started laughing. 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “There is a Dwarfholm on Parakmi. There’s one on most colony worlds. Whenever dwarves move to a new world, they always name the first city Dwarfholm, and it’s always a communal city. All the clans are welcome there, and no clans can bring any quarrel within the city walls. ‘Tis a tradition to make sure all dwarves on a new world have a safe place they can go. Clans don’t start building their own cities until the Dwarfholm is established and thriving.” 
 
    “I hadn’t heard that.” 
 
    “Most people haven’t,” Guthrie said. “But then, most people don’t travel the worlds, and honestly, we dwarves aren’t the friendliest folk. Not with outsiders, anyway.” 
 
    “Why not?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Most outsiders are greedy, lying bastards,” Tavish said. 
 
    “Tavish!” Guthrie snapped, which apparently upset Pyter. He hopped off the table and into Nadani’s lap, putting himself physically between Nadani and Guthrie as he growled at the dwarves. 
 
    “Pyter, no!” Nadani said. 
 
    Guthrie looked down at Pyter and eased her chair back just a bit. “Easy lad,” she said. “I told ye, I mean no harm to your lady there.” 
 
    Pyter growled louder and spread his wings, but before he could jump towards Guthrie, the entire room filled with a large crack of thunder. Several people screamed at the sound, and more than one person dived out of their chair as Kota appeared out of thin air, lightning dancing up and down her arms with a look on her face that said she was ready to kill. 
 
    “Pyter?” Kota asked, as she looked around the room. 
 
    “Dwarf lady!” Pyter snarled. 
 
    Kota’s attention turned towards Guthrie and Nadani nearly panicked. 
 
    “Wait!” she shouted. Kota turned slightly, not taking her eyes off Guthrie. “It’s just a misunderstanding.” 
 
    Kota glanced down at Pyter. “Explain.” 
 
    “Dwarf lady wouldn’t leave Nadani alone. I told her, but Nadani said she was being nice. Then dwarf lady started yelling.” 
 
    Kota looked back and forth between Pyter and Guthrie for a moment, then turned to Nadani. 
 
    “She wasn’t yelling,” Nadani said. “She was scolding her kinsman for speaking out of turn.” 
 
    Kota looked back and forth between Pyter and Guthrie again. For a moment, Nadani was sure Kota was going to incinerate the dwarf, but instead, she lowered her hands. 
 
    “Pyter, shoulder,” she said. Pyter gave a last hiss at Guthrie, then hopped up onto Kota’s shoulder and settled there, glaring. Nadani watched as Kota turned to Pyter and whispered to him in a language she didn’t understand, then turned back to Guthrie. 
 
    “My apologies,” Kota said. “Pyter is clever and loyal, but sometimes he misses subtleties.” 
 
    “No worries. I’ve seen a few of the beasts before. I just didn’t realize the girl was your property.” 
 
    Nadani frowned and glanced at Kota. 
 
    “She’s not anyone’s property,” Kota said. 
 
    “Then why’s your beast so keen to keep her from even talking to someone else?” 
 
    “I told him to protect her,” Kota said. 
 
    “Protect her from what? A conversation?” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “From threats. And he usually has a pretty good sense of those.” 
 
    “I see,” Guthrie said before she turned back to Nadani. “Lass, if ye ever get tired of her kind of protection, the north road out of Crossroads leads to Dwarfholm. Anyone there can put you on the road to Bluerock Thanage. Someone with your abilities could name her price down in the fire chambers.” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Kota said, and before Nadani could say anything else, Kota turned to her. “Come on. We should go and start packing.” 
 
    “I thought you said we had three hours.” 
 
    “That was just a guess,” Kota said. “And I have other business to attend to before we leave the ship.” 
 
    Nadani wanted to tell Kota to go attend to her business, but she didn’t dare. Not when her future was still dependent on other people’s kindness. So instead, she turned back to Guthrie. 
 
    “It was nice meeting you,” she said. 
 
    “Aye, and ye. We’ll be in Crossroads for a few days. If ye decide ye’d like to head north with us, come to the Inn of the Burning Anvil.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’m okay.” 
 
    “If ye say so, lass.” 
 
    Nadani stood up and followed Kota back towards their cabin. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota frowned as she opened the door to the cabin that she was sharing with Nadani. She could feel something was off, and she wished she hadn’t left her behind when she went to see the scryer. She’d just wanted to let her enjoy the view. She hadn’t realized that there would be an actual threat on the ship. 
 
    “I thought you said I was free,” Nadani said once the cabin door was closed behind them. 
 
    “You are,” Kota said. 
 
    “Then why did your little dragon threaten someone for just talking to me?” Nadani asked. 
 
    Kota turned and looked at Pyter. 
 
    “Dwarf lady was not nice,” Pyter said. “She didn’t taste right.” 
 
    “Taste right?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Tasted like ash and bad meat,” Pyter said. 
 
    “You didn’t get close enough to taste her,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Did!” Pyter said. 
 
    Nadani glared at Pyter for a minute. “She was just being polite.” 
 
    “No. Bad lady,” Pyter said. 
 
    “I’d listen to him,” Kota said. “He’s a good judge of people.” 
 
    Nadani glared at her. “If I’m to be yours, don’t pretend I’m free. It’s cruel.” 
 
    “You are free,” Kota said. “I’m not trying to control you, or keep you from making friends, but if Pyter doesn’t like someone, you should stay away from them.” 
 
    “And if Pyter doesn’t like anyone but you?” 
 
    “Pyter likes anyone who gives him a bit of candy,” Kota said. 
 
    “I don’t,” Pyter said. 
 
    Kota turned to him. “Okay, but that was only one time.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “One time someone tried to give Pyter a piece of candy, and Pyter bit his hand off.” 
 
    “Bit his hand off?” Nadani asked with a vaguely horrified look. 
 
    “Well, yeah. But the candy was drugged. He was trying to put him to sleep so he could steal him.” 
 
    “And Pyter knew?” 
 
    “He tasted bad! Also, could smell opium,” Pyter said. 
 
    “Look,” Kota said. “I’m sorry if he upset you, but I’ve learned over the years that if Pyter doesn’t like someone, I should take it seriously. If he doesn’t like that dwarf lady—” 
 
    “Guthrie,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Guthrie…if he doesn’t like Guthrie, then as far as I’m concerned, that’s reason enough to consider her a threat, but you are free, and you can make your own decisions. If you would rather go with her, she’s right. You could probably make a fortune working the fire chambers.” 
 
    “What’s a fire chamber?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Dwarves do a lot of metal work. Mostly using coke to drive their forges. The fire chambers are the rooms where they burn the coal into coke. It’s a dangerous job for dwarves. They’re better with heat than humans, but not that much better. Some dwarven clans like to hire Semidaems because they can’t be hurt by fire, and they can put up with all sorts of noxious fumes that would kill a dwarf.” 
 
    “And they pay well?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Even among the dwarves, it’s not popular work, so they pay a lot, and someone who can work the furnaces without the constant breaks dwarves need would make a fortune at it, but if it were me, I wouldn’t go near it.” 
 
    “Why not?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Because it’s one of the ways dwarves punish criminals,” Kota said. “They sentence them to a life working the fire chambers. I wouldn’t want to work a job knowing the person next to me is a slave, there to work until they die.” 
 
    Nadani frowned at that. 
 
    “We can find you a better life than that,” Kota said. “Just trust me when I say I only want what’s best for you.” 
 
    “Why?” Nadani asked. “You keep saying things like that. That I deserve help. That you want what’s best for me. Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s true.” 
 
    “But why? Why do you want what’s best for me?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know how to explain it,” Kota said. “I just do. I like helping other people. It makes me happy.” 
 
    Nadani looked away from her. “We should start packing,” she said. 
 
    “Okay,” Kota said, not sure what it was she said that made Nadani so uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    KOTA SAT IN THE window seat, staring out at the landscape below. The Beloniform was low enough now that she could make out the canals that covered Proximus’s surface. Everything from the huge artificial rivers, wide enough to accommodate the wandering cites, to the narrow paths were designed to be traversed in canoes. They covered the world’s blue surface like arteries, veins, and capillaries, carrying water and people everywhere. 
 
    It was a beautiful view and she wanted to call Nadani over to share it with her, but she didn’t feel like she could. The cabin was filled with a tension lingering from their disagreement about the dwarf woman. Kota trusted Pyter’s judgment. She always did when it came to people. She’d never quite been able to figure out how, but he always knew who to trust and who not to. He described it as a taste, but she wasn’t sure if that was the right term, or if feradrakes had some sort of sense that humans didn’t have, and taste was just the closest word he could find to describe it. 
 
    She didn’t really care either way. She just knew that if Pyter didn’t trust someone, they were bad news, which meant she didn’t want this Guthrie anywhere near Nadani. She knew she was letting her attraction to Nadani influence her thinking, but she didn’t see how that was a bad thing. She wanted to protect her, and Nadani needed the protection. It wasn’t that she thought that Nadani wasn’t intelligent enough to take care of herself, but from what Nadani had told her, she’d spent her whole life as a slave in the same house, up until the day two months earlier when her former master had told her she belonged to the captain of the Bloody Aether. 
 
    That meant that Nadani didn’t have a lot of experience navigating certain types of social interactions because she’d never had the chance to make certain types of decisions for herself. Kota wanted to protect her while Nadani learned how to make those sorts of judgments and handle those sorts of interactions, but she wasn’t sure how to do that without coming across as if she were trying to control Nadani. She wanted to be able to help her while still making sure that Nadani understood that she really was free to live her life and make her own choices, and she was worried that she wouldn’t be able to do that now. What Guthrie had said was enough to make Nadani doubt any advice Kota might give her. Especially given that Nadani had already doubted Kota’s intention to set her free, right from the start. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how to fix this. She was much better at solving mysteries and dealing with cases other detectives couldn’t solve than she was at dealing with her own social life. 
 
    She felt a thump against her chest and looked down to see Pyter looking up at her, a worried expression on his face. 
 
    “Sad?” Pyter asked. 
 
    Kota wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him as she leaned down and kissed him on the head. “A little. I’ll be better soon.” 
 
    Pyter turned within the circle of her arms and stretched, putting his front feet on her chest and running his cheek along her jaw. “Love you.”  
 
    “Love you, too.”  
 
    Kota felt the ship start to slow down and she glanced out the window, watching as the ground started to get closer. She gave Pyter a scratch between the wings. 
 
    “We’re coming into Crossroads,” she said, as she looked over at Nadani. Nadani nodded but didn’t say a word. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani felt the ship come to a halt. She could see part of the void pier through the window where Kota sat, and she wanted to go over and sit next to her so she could see more of it, but she wasn’t sure if she would be welcome. The cabin was filled with a tension so thick you could cut it with a knife. She knew it was at least partially her fault, but she couldn’t think of any way to fix it, and she couldn’t quite let go of the anger she felt. 
 
    Her whole life, she’d been subject to someone else’s whims. She’d spoken to those who Bodeya commanded her to speak to. She had served those who Bodeya had commanded her to serve, and she had bedded those who Bodeya had commanded her to bed. Until Bodeya had given her to Alborin, she had literally never spoken a word to someone who wasn’t a slave in Bodeya’s house without Bodeya’s explicit permission, and Kota was the first person who wasn’t a slave that she had spoken to without either Bodeya’s or Alborin’s permission. 
 
    Kota had promised her that she was free, yet she kept her in the cabin for most of the journey, and when she did let her out, the first time Nadani had tried to have a conversation with someone else, Pyter had ruined the whole thing, and instead of apologizing, Kota acted like Pyter was perfectly justified in trying to attack someone because she ‘tasted bad.’ 
 
    What was more frustrating than anything was that she could almost believe Pyter. She’d had her own experience with the way people ‘tasted.’ She knew certain types of magic carried a distinctive taste, or at least, something her mind interpreted as a taste. Every time Kota worked a bit of magic, she could taste the smoked meat flavor of draconic magic. She also knew that not all the flavors of magic were pleasant. Bodeya had once entertained a wizard whose magic had tasted like rotting meat, and the slave masters always tasted of iron and blood. 
 
    Guthrie didn’t taste like anything. There was no magic in her at all. Nadani wondered if, being a creature of magic, Pyter was more sensitive than she was and Guthrie just didn’t have enough magic for her to taste. She wanted to believe that because she wanted to believe Kota had meant what she said about freeing her, but her own experience told her otherwise. She’d never met someone with magic she couldn’t taste. At least, she didn’t think she had. Everyone she’d ever met who had any sort of magic seemed to enjoy showing it off, and she’d never once been surprised by a display of magic. 
 
    On the other hand, Kota had taken off her shackles, her slave collar, and removed her slave brand. All of that pointed to her being sincere about giving Nadani her freedom. There was no reason to do any of that if Kota wasn’t sincere, since Nadani had been perfectly willing to accept Kota as her new owner. 
 
    Maybe she was overreacting, and maybe Pyter was right and Guthrie wasn’t what she appeared to be, but she just couldn’t get past the way Guthrie had assumed she was Kota’s slave after the way Kota reacted. It was humiliating, which was confusing in and of itself. She’d never felt anything when Bodeya had introduced her as a slave or passed her to some guest or other for the evening. It had just been a reality, but now, even the idea of being taken for a slave made her feel sick. 
 
    Kota stood up, and Pyter climbed up onto her shoulder. Nadani watched as she walked over and tapped the trunk sitting on the floor of the cabin. It shrank down to the size of a deck of cards, and Kota picked it up and slipped it into one of the side pockets on her pack. 
 
    Nadani stood up and quickly gathered up the small bundle with the handful of things she’d managed to accumulate in the last few days. A couple of shirts that Kota had bought off some of the larger crew members, and the shawl she’d worn earlier. By the time she was ready, Kota had her pack settled on her back and was waiting patiently by the door. 
 
    “Ready?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Good. I need to see the purser, and then, if it’s okay with you, we can head to my house in the city.” 
 
    Nadani stared at Kota for a minute, taken aback at what she’d said. 
 
    “Where else would we go?” she asked. 
 
    “Wherever you want to go,” Kota said. “We could go to an inn and get lunch, or to the dressmaker or tailor and get you fitted for some clothes, or we could go down to the Semidaem ward so you could meet some of your own people. If you want, we could try to find the Inn of the Burning Anvil so you could talk to Guthrie again.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t trust her.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Kota said. “Pyter says she’s bad, so I don’t want anything to do with her and if I’m completely honest, I don’t want you to have anything to do with her, but that’s not my decision to make. If you want to talk to her or be her friend, that’s your choice. If you want to go without me, that’s your choice, too.” 
 
    “Would you really let me wander the city on my own?” 
 
    “Yes, though I hope you won’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you don’t have a lot of experience navigating a city on your own. You could get lost or get hurt if you go around without an escort.” 
 
    Nadani stared at Kota for a second. It was obvious that the offer was an attempt to make her feel more at ease and more in control of her fate than she really was. If it had been anyone else, she would have dismissed it as a cynical attempt to manipulate her, but coming from Kota, it didn’t feel that way. It felt like a genuine attempt to put things right between them, and despite the voice in the back of her head telling her that she shouldn’t trust Kota, she found herself wanting to. 
 
    “Why don’t we go to your house and get settled in?” 
 
    Kota smiled and offered Nadani her arm. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota couldn’t keep the spring out of her step as she led the way down to the purser’s office. All the tension that had built up between them seemed to evaporate as they left their cabin, and she hoped that the incident with the dwarf was in the past. She hadn’t been sure the offer to let Nadani choose what they did after they finished at the purser’s was the right move, but it seemed to put a pin in whatever anger or doubt Nadani was feeling, and things felt a lot more like they had that morning. 
 
    They found a small line at the purser’s station, which she’d expected. She waited patiently as the purser took claim tickets and handed over packages to people in the line. She felt a bit of relief that Guthrie and her group weren’t there, and hoped it stayed that way. Luck seemed to be on her side as they reached the front of the line. She handed the claim ticket over to the purser, who stepped back into the vault and collected a heavy, iron shod, wooden lockbox. Kota had to remove Nadani’s arm from hers to take the box, which felt even heavier than she remembered, but she thanked the purser, and then led the way back up to the weather deck. 
 
    She was a little surprised to find Captain Teaclock waiting by the gangplank. 
 
    “Detective” Teaclock said. 
 
    “Captain,” Kota said. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I wanted to ask you that,” Teaclock said. “I heard there was a disturbance on the observation deck.” 
 
    Kota groaned internally and glanced over at Nadani, who was no longer smiling. She turned back to Teaclock with a sigh. “Just a minor misunderstanding. I left Pyter with Nadani while I went to send a message ahead to the local Grimmani office letting them know we were arriving today. Pyter thought one of the dwarfs might be a threat and called me back.” 
 
    “Was the dwarf a threat?” Teaclock asked. 
 
    Kota glanced over at Nadani again, trying to judge her reaction, but Nadani had a carefully neutral expression on her face. Kota turned back to Teaclock. 
 
    “Not that I saw,” Kota said. “But dragons are sometimes sensitive to things we’re not.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t say as I’ve had much experience with dragons, but I do have complaints about you from three rather loud dwarves, so maybe next time, be a bit more mindful of your beast’s behavior.” 
 
    Kota had to fight down the impulse to punt the halfling right off her own ship. Instead, she just glanced at Pyter, who was sitting on her shoulder, then back at Teaclock. “Pyter’s saved my life more times than I can count by warning me of danger. I’d rather a false alarm now and then, than a knife through the back.” 
 
    She could feel Nadani’s unhappiness at her words, but she wasn’t about to back down. Not in front of Teaclock. The halfling glared at her for a moment and shrugged. “Eh. You’re not my problem anymore. Off with you.” 
 
    Kota nodded, stepped onto the gangplank, and quickly crossed over to the tower that the Beloniform was docked at. She glanced back to see Nadani following her and watched to make sure she didn’t have any issues. The gang plank wasn’t really made for someone with hooves instead of feet, after all. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Kota said once Nadani was safely on the tower. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Nadani said, though from her tone, Kota wasn’t really sure she meant it. Unfortunately, they weren’t really in a place where Kota felt comfortable talking about it, so she just accepted it and led them towards the stairs. 
 
    The towers that made up the void pier were not small affairs, which meant the stairs were, mercifully, not steep even though they descended twice the height of a man each time they circled the inside of the tower. They had to make nine full circuits of the tower before they reached the exit, which let them out into a great bailey separated from the smaller baileys at the backs of the various towers that were used to unload cargo from the Aetherships. Kota felt herself breathe a sigh of relief when she saw the customary blue and yellow of a Grimmani Detective and headed for the centaur woman wearing it. The woman was tall, even for a centaur, standing nearly eight feet. She wore a blue and yellow vest over a white linen shirt and had a multi-piece garment around the joint between her humanlike body and her equine body. The garment covered her withers, part of the equine back, as well as the equine shoulders and chest and was held in place by a bright yellow sash that wrapped around her waist. She also had a pair of what looked like saddle bags slung over her withers and wore a wide brimmed blue hat with a yellow band. 
 
    The centaur woman had obviously spotted them, as she was making her way towards them through the crowd, easily pushing through the people milling around until she stopped right in front of Kota. 
 
    “Are you Kota?” the centaur asked. 
 
    “I am,” Kota said, “and this is my friend, Nadani.” 
 
    “A pleasure, ma’am. I’m Norga. Thilde sent me to escort you to the office.” 
 
    “I was actually hoping to stop by my house first,” Kota said. “I’d like to get Nadani here settled before I head to the office.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Norga said. “Thilde was very specific about getting that box you’re carrying to the office before you went anywhere else.” 
 
    Kota sighed and turned to Nadani. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It looks like we’ll have to make a quick side trip.” 
 
    Nadani smiled at her. “It’s okay,” she said. The words filled Kota with relief, and she turned back to Norga, but before she could say anything, Pyter spoke up. 
 
    “I can fly now?” Pyter asked. 
 
    Kota turned and looked at him. “Just a couple more minutes.” Pyter shifted impatiently on her shoulder, but bobbed his head in acknowledgement. Kota, reassured that he would wait until they were in the city proper, turned back to Norga. 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    Norga nodded and turned towards the crowd, making her way quickly through as everyone got out of her way. She led them through a massive gate in the void pier’s keep wall, across a drawbridge that was a good fifty feet off the ground, and towards a gate in the city walls. 
 
    “Why is the void pier outside of the city?” Kota asked. “I’ve never seen that arrangement before.” 
 
    “Seen a lot of them?” Norga asked. 
 
    “A couple dozen on a handful of worlds,” Kota said. Norga made a small noise, but Kota couldn’t really make out its meaning over the noise of the crowd. 
 
    “What was that?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Norga said. “The void pier is outside the city because of pirates. About twenty years back, a ship came in, and everything seemed all right, but once the ship pulled up to the old pier, pirates started pouring out of the ship.” 
 
    “How bad was it?” Kota asked. 
 
    “They took two of the gatehouses before the city guard could get organized, and once they had the gatehouses, they let in reinforcements. It took almost a week to completely clear the raiders out of the city. So the Lord Mayor ordered the void pier moved outside the city.” 
 
    “Were you here then?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Norga said. “I was too young to fight, though.” 
 
    They passed through the gate in the city walls, and Kota took a moment to take in the layout of the city from the elevated vantage point of the gate before they started down into the city proper. Then she turned and gave Pyter a kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Go on,” she said. “Go stretch your wings, but keep us in sight.” 
 
    “Will he be able to find you again?” Norga asked. “We can’t wait for him to come back.” 
 
    “Pyter could find me anywhere,” Kota said. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Norga nodded and led them down the ramp from the gate to the ground level of the city, then up a small boulevard that headed towards the city center. 
 
    “Where’s the office at?” Kota asked. 
 
    “We’re up on the high street,” Norga said. “Right next to the Silver Denarius Bank.” 
 
    “Good business?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Norga said. “We’ve got about two hundred detectives just in Crossroads alone. Another eighteen hundred working various jobs out of field offices across the planet. You’re our first Troubleshooter, though.” 
 
    “The home office said you were doing mostly security work.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Norga said. “Mostly caravan escorts and warehouse security. The occasional robbery or murder. I’m honestly not even sure why home office thought we needed a Troubleshooter.” 
 
    “I suspect it’s mostly security for this,” Kota said, nodding towards the box she was carrying. 
 
    “Well, seeing as you were attacked by pirates, I can’t fault their logic on that,” Norga said. “I admit, I wished they’d waited a bit longer before sending that along. I don’t like the idea of it just sitting in our vault for months.” 
 
    “I think that’s why they sent it along,” Kota said. “They didn’t like the idea of it sitting in their vault for months.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Norga said. 
 
    They reached the bottom of the ramp and started up the boulevard, and Kota glanced over at Nadani, watching as she took it all in. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s very…blue,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota laughed, because Nadani wasn’t wrong. Most of the stonework around them was made up of bright blue sandstone, the same color as the blue soil that covered most of the planet. Even the cobblestones making up the street had a blue tint to them. 
 
    “She’s observant, your lady,” Norga said, amusement in her voice. 
 
    “She’s not my lady,” Kota said. “Just a friend.” 
 
    “Ah,” Norga said. 
 
    Kota looked over at Nadani again. 
 
    “It’s different than what I’m used to,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I would imagine so,” Kota said. “The big cities on Parakmi are mostly marble construction, from what I understand.” 
 
    “In the richer sections,” Nadani said. “Though there’s a good bit of wood in the poorer sections of town.” 
 
    “You won’t find much marble or wood here,” Norga said. “It’s mostly quarried sandstone, kiln-fired brick, and tile.” 
 
    “I—“ 
 
    “Momma!” Pyter screamed. 
 
    Kota shifted the lockbox so her right hand was free as she turned around, looking for the danger Pyter was warning her about. She spotted it almost instantly. An arrow headed right for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    KOTA FELT THE MAGIC in the arrow the instant she saw it. She raised her hand, summoning her power and forming a shield on pure reflex. She was still shaping the power when she caught a streak of bronze in the corner of her vision and felt pure terror run through. 
 
    “Pyter, no!” she screamed, but it was too late. He must have dived for the arrow before he even called out the warning. His front claws were already closing around the shaft of the arrow. 
 
    The sound of the explosion rang in her ears along with her own scream, drowning out the sound of the lockbox hitting the cobblestones. She dropped the shield as she started running, even as the ball of fire spread out from where Pyter had grabbed the arrow. She pushed out through her feet with her magic, sending her up into the air, and came down on a rooftop. She jumped twice more, covering the gaps between rooftops before the fireball and the smoke cleared away, and her heart started beating again as she saw Pyter getting to his feet on top of the roof under the spot where he’d grabbed the arrow. She jumped again and landed on the same roof as him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kota knelt next to him. 
 
    “I good,” Pyter said. He turned his head in the direction the arrow had come from. “Get!” 
 
    Kota looked up and spotted the archer reaching for another arrow. 
 
    “Go to Nadani,” Kota ordered as she started forward. 
 
    “Come with!” Pyter shouted after her. 
 
    “Go to Nadani!” Kota yelled, then she started to run, leaping from one rooftop to the next. The archer fired, but Kota was ready and threw a bit of magic out. An icicle hit the arrowhead on, triggering the magic and making it explode. The fireball and the smoke hid the archer from view, so she reached out with her magical senses, trying to find them. She couldn’t feel the archer, but she could feel a hole in her perception. A place where her magical sense of the environment was being actively blocked. It was close enough to where the archer had been that she knew it had to be them, so as it moved, she followed it, and once she was through the smoke from the second arrow, she spotted the archer again. 
 
    She lashed out, sending a bolt of lightning after the archer, catching them square in the back. They fell face first on the roof they were on, arrows spilling out of the quiver on their back. It took Kota a few more jumps to catch up with them. She approached them slowly, ready with another lightning bolt, but careful not to step on any of the arrows. When she reached the archer, she waved her free hand to push all the arrows out of reach, then she knelt, and flipped them over. 
 
    The archer had a scarf wrapped over their face, just leaving their eyes showing. Kota grabbed it and tore it loose. She was only a little surprised to find an elven face staring up at her. A woman, she thought, though it was hard to tell with elves. Elven mercenaries and assassins were usually a bit harder to take down, so she hadn’t been expecting that. She wondered if maybe the elf was just on the young side, but it was hard to tell an elf’s age by the way they looked, given the fact that they didn’t age after they reached adulthood. Not until they were over five thousand or so years old. The elf she was looking at could have been anywhere from twenty-five to two-thousand, and Kota wouldn’t be able to tell. 
 
    Her age wasn’t the important thing, though. Kota needed to know why the woman wanted to kill her, and she wasn’t going to get answers while the woman was passed out. She took a moment to search her for weapons, finding a couple of daggers and tossing them aside. Then, once she was sure the woman wasn’t armed anymore, she gave her a hard shake. 
 
    “Wake up,” she said. 
 
    The woman groaned and opened her eyes. 
 
    “Who sent you?” Kota demanded. The women looked up at her, and Kota was shocked by the hate in the woman’s eyes. 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough,” the woman said. “You got in his way, and he won’t tolerate that.” 
 
    “In whose way?” 
 
    “You’ll die screaming, begging for an end to the pain.” 
 
    The woman tried to kick her, but Kota let go and jumped back, avoiding the kick, but before she could move back in, the woman reached out and one of the arrows slid across the roof into her hand. Before Kota could do anything about it, the elf plunged the arrow into her own chest. Kota snapped both of her hands up in front of her and curled them into fists, calling her magic, forming it into a spherical shield. The magic lifted her up off the roof, suspending her at its center as the arrow exploded. The first explosion set off the other arrows that had spilled out onto the roof, and the blast knocked Kota back, the shield she had cast rolling like a ball kicked by a child. She pulled in more magic, trying to stabilize it, but she wasn’t fast enough to stop it from rolling off the roof. The last thing she saw was the cobblestones rushing up towards her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani watched in shock as the ball of fire engulfed Pyter. The sight hit her like a physical blow. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen someone die but it was the first time she hadn’t been expecting it, and it felt like the ground had disappeared out from under her. She heard a heavy crunch and turned to see the box Kota had been carrying laying on the ground as Kota ran forward. 
 
    Every bit of anger, resentment, and uncertainty she’d been feeling towards Kota vanished, and she took a few steps forward, fully intending to follow her, but before she could really get started, Kota used magic to hurl herself into the air. Nadani followed Kota with her eyes as Kota leapt up onto the rooftops and watched helplessly as Kota bounced from rooftop to rooftop before disappearing. 
 
    “Hand me that box,” Norga said. 
 
    Nadani reluctantly turned away from the spot where Kota had disappeared. “What?” 
 
    “The box,” Norga said, gesturing towards the ground. 
 
    Nadani realized what Norga wanted. She felt a twinge of annoyance that Norga was worried about something so trivial while Kota was in danger, but she bent down and picked the lockbox Kota had dropped. She started to hand it to Norga, but Norga pulled open a bag that hung on her flank like a saddlebag on a horse. Nadani slid the box inside. 
 
    “I’m going after her,” she said. 
 
    “You’re not a fighter, girl,” Norga said. 
 
    “I don’t care. She’s up there alone.” 
 
    Norga sighed and looked up. “I’m not really built for rooftops, but we can try and get close in case she needs help,” she said. Then she knelt, quickly lowering herself so the belly of her horse-like lower body was on the ground. “Climb on.” 
 
    Nadani reached down and pulled the back of her dress’s skirt between her legs and tucked it into her belt, then climbed onto Norga’s back. 
 
    “Grab the straps on the back of my vest,” Norga said. 
 
    Nadani reached up, grabbing a pair of leather straps stitched to the back of Norga’s vest. Once she had hold, Norga surged up onto her feet and started down the street. Nadani looked up, letting Norga worry about where they were going while she tried to keep an eye out for Kota. They had made about half a block when the impossible happened, and Pyter came flying over the edge of the building. 
 
    “Stop!” Nadani said, and Norga pulled to a halt. 
 
    “Pyter!” Nadani shouted. The yell must have caught his attention because he looked down. Relief flooded through her at the confirmation that it was actually Pyter, but something wasn’t right about the way he was moving. He turned in a slow circle, and she spotted it. He held his right wing out straight and firm, but his left wing was bent near the shoulder, and it made his flight unsteady. She held out her arms, ready to catch him, not sure if he could handle landing without help. Sure enough, when he got close, he tried to backwing, but he let out of a screech of pain, and instead of slowing down and coming to a gentle landing, he slammed into her hard. She wrapped her arms around him to keep him from falling but had to fight to keep from tipping off Norga’s back. 
 
    She felt something warm and wet spreading over her hand and looked down to see blood covering his left side, and nearly panicked. 
 
    “Where is your mom?” she asked. “Why didn’t she fix this?” 
 
    “Didn’t let her see,” Pyter said. “Sent her after archer.” 
 
    Nadani shook her head. “Go slowly,” she said to Norga. “I don’t have a free hand.” 
 
    “Clamp your legs around me,” Norga said. 
 
    Nadani did as she was told, squeezing Norga’s horse-like lower body with her legs to hold herself in place as Norga started down an alley towards the last place they’d seen Kota. Once again, she let Norga worry about where they were going, but this time, her attention was focused on Pyter, and finding out where the blood was coming from. It didn’t take very long to find a piece of arrow stuck in his side just below his left wing. 
 
    “He’s got part of the arrow in his side,” she said. 
 
    “How deep?” Norga asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nadani said. “I’m not a healer.” 
 
    “Not deep,” Pyter said. 
 
    Nadani looked down at him. “You sure?” 
 
    “Not deep,” Pyter said. “Tried to pull out myself but couldn’t reach.” 
 
    Nadani wasn’t sure if she trusted him. He wasn’t always the best judge of what was good for him if the way Kota fussed over him was any indication. 
 
    “Should I take it out?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Norga said. “If it bleeds too much, have him burn the wound shut.” 
 
    That wasn’t a comforting thought at all, but she extended her claws, and dug them into the splinter of arrow shaft. 
 
    “This is going to hurt,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Pyter said. 
 
    “I hope so,” Nadani said. She pulled on the splinter and it slid out without much resistance. Pyter hissed as it came out, and she felt his claws bite into her dress for just a moment, but then he let go and shifted so he could pull his left wing in tight against his side. 
 
    “This is no good,” Norga said. “I can’t see anything from down here.” 
 
    Nadani looked up for a moment, then back down at Pyter. “Where’s your momma?” 
 
    Pyter pointed with his right foreclaw. “That way.” 
 
    “Keep going straight.” Nadani looked up, desperately trying to get a glimpse of Kota. 
 
    Norga didn’t say anything, just burst out of the alleyway, crossed a narrow street, and ran into another alley. They kept going straight until they reached another major boulevard. 
 
    “Which way?” Nadani asked. 
 
    Pyter pointed. 
 
    “Turn right, go down about five buildings, then turn left,” Nadani said. 
 
    Norga followed her instructions, heading towards the city wall for a bit before ducking into another alleyway. They crossed another small street and were almost all the way through a second alleyway when they heard a massive explosion. They came out onto the street just in time to see Kota falling off the roof. For the second time, it felt like Nadani’s heart stopped. 
 
    Watching Kota fall was horrifying. The whole world seemed to slow down and Nadani was aware of every detail. The gentle arch of Kota’s body as she tumbled towards the ground. Pyter’s frantic struggling in her arms. The tearing of her dress and skin as Pyter’s claws raked her chest. The subtle motion of Norga’s flanks against the inside of her legs each time Norga breathed. The harsh glare of the sun on the blue cobblestones. The cracks spreading down the side of the building. 
 
    As terrifying as it was, that sense of time slowing down, and everything pounding on her senses, was also why she noticed the smokey flavor of Kota’s magic, and as she looked, she saw a faint shimmer around Kota as she fell. It was a perfect sphere, right up until it touched the ground. When it hit the cobblestones, it bent, flatting out and compressing as it slowed Kota’s fall, but the shimmer became brighter the more it compressed, until it vanished like a soap bubble popping in the bath, leaving Kota to hit the ground with a sickening crunch. 
 
    “Momma!” Pyter screamed. Nadani winced as his claws dug into her as he tried to get free, but she held him tight, trying to keep him safe even though all she wanted to do was run to Kota. She didn’t dare. Not when the building Kota had fallen off was already starting to crumble. Norga, though, was braver than she was. 
 
    “Hold on!” Norga shouted. Nadani reached out and managed to grab one of the straps on the back of Norga’s vest with one hand while somehow still managing to hold on to Pyter. Norga ran forward and dropped down on her front knees. She hauled Kota into her arms and sprang up and wheeled around, running back the way she came just as the first pieces of the building started to fall. 
 
    Norga was fast. Faster than Nadani had expected. Faster even than the racehorses Bodeya had sometimes taken her to watch. They practically flew down the street, as people yelled and rushed to get out of their way. They were already half a block away when the building Kota had fallen from collapsed behind them, and Norga showed no signs of stopping. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Headquarters,” Norga said. “They’ll have healers there.” 
 
    Norga didn’t say that Kota needed one, but Nadani heard it anyway. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The ride to headquarters was a nightmare. She could feel the fear and grief coming off Pyter, and it only made her own fear worse. He stopped struggling once Norga had Kota in her arms, and Nadani shifted him so he could see Kota around her side. It wasn’t a good sight. Kota’s hair was wet with blood that was dripping on the pavement as they ran. Kota wasn’t the only one covered in blood either. Nadani’s front was a sticky mess of her own blood where Pyter had clawed gashes into her trying to get to Kota, and from Pyter’s blood leaking from the wound on his side. 
 
    The wounds Pyter had given her hurt more with every step Norga took, and Nadani was reminded of the story Kota had told her about the day she’d found Pyter. How he’d clawed and torn at her because he was trying to protect his mother. The whole situation felt a little too close to that for comfort, and she really hoped, both for her own sake and for Pyter’s, that he wasn’t about to live through losing his mother all over again. 
 
    She tried to focus her thoughts on that, to not be selfish and worry what would happen to her if Kota died, but she couldn’t stop her thoughts from wandering in that direction. She had no money, no family, no friends. She supposed she could go to Guthrie, but that idea suddenly had less appeal than before. If she went to Guthrie because Kota was dead, she would be powerless, beholden to Guthrie’s generosity. A thought that suddenly frightened her. She wasn’t sure why it scared her when she was already in the same position with Kota. Maybe it was because Kota was the one who removed her slave brand and promised her freedom? 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Norga said, as they rounded a corner and spotted the Grimmani headquarters from halfway down the street. There were a pair of guards outside in armor, wearing yellow and blue surcoats that matched the vests that Kota and Norga wore. One of them must have spotted them coming, because they reached up and rang a bell. Almost immediately, people in blue and yellow vests started rushing out of the building with swords in hand. 
 
    “I need a healer!” Norga yelled as she reached the building. Someone at the back of the crowd rushed inside while the other thirty or so people in the blue and yellow vests moved out of Norga’s way so she could get to the door. Inside the doors, there was a massive entry hall nearly a hundred feet long with three balconies overlooking it. For a moment, Nadani was afraid they would have to wait there for the healers, but she quickly realized the corridors were big enough for Norga to move through. She didn’t want to think about the fight she’d have on her hands if she tried to separate Pyter from Kota. 
 
    Norga moved quickly down the hall until she reached a pair of double doors off to the left side that were being held open by two women in the same blue and yellow vests. She stepped through the doors into a room that was a stark white and lit so brightly that Nadani thought for a moment it must not have a roof. Norga set Kota on one of a pair of tables in the middle of the room as a woman in red robes with a blue and yellow sash around her waist stepped up to the other side. 
 
    “What happened?” the woman asked. 
 
    “She fell off a roof,” Norga said. “I’m not sure how she’s alive.” 
 
    “She used magic to slow her fall,” Nadani said. 
 
    The woman, a healer, Nadani guessed, looked up at her. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I could see it. There was some sort of bubble around her. It cushioned her fall before it broke.” 
 
    The healer nodded and waved another woman in similar robes over. “You, take care of her,” she said, pointing to Nadani. 
 
    Norga stepped back from the table where Kota was and knelt again as the second healer, a younger woman than the first, came around. She took Nadani’s hand and helped her off Norga’s back. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she asked. 
 
    “I got clawed,” Nadani said. 
 
    “By the feradrake?” 
 
    “He was trying to get to his mother. He didn’t mean to hurt me,” Nadani said. 
 
    Pyter turned and looked at her, and she felt guilt wash through him. “I sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You, all of you, out,” the older healer said, waving out Norga and the guards who’d held the door open. “We need room to work, not a bunch of brutes with swords.” 
 
    Norga looked at Nadani. “I need to let Administrator Thilde know what happened. I’ll be right outside once I’m done.” 
 
    Nadani nodded. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “Out!” the older healer shouted, and Norga scrambled out the door, followed by the two guards. 
 
    “Let’s get that dress off you,” the younger healer said. 
 
    “Take care of Pyter first,” Nadani said. “He got hurt worse than I did.” 
 
    The younger healer looked down at Pyter with a bit of trepidation on her face. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I okay,” Pyter said. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Nadani said. She looked up at the healer. “He had a piece of arrow shaft stuck in his side.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Put him on the table.” 
 
    Nadani set him on the table. “Can you show her where you’re hurt?” 
 
    Pyter looked over at Kota for a minute, then reluctantly lifted his wing to show the wound to the healer, who sucked in a breath when she saw it, but to her credit, she pushed up the sleeves of her robe and went to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    THE FIRST THING KOTA was aware of was pain. A deep throbbing pain in her head. It felt like the worst hangover she’d ever had, which was confusing because she didn’t remember getting drunk. She tried to open her eyes, but the light felt like a knife in her skull. 
 
    “Momma?” Pyter said. 
 
    “Not so loud,” Kota said. “Momma has a headache.” 
 
    “Here,” a soft voice said. “Drink this. The healer said it would help.” 
 
    Nadani. That was Nadani’s voice. She tried to sit up, and felt a hand help her as a flask was pressed to her lips. She drank greedily of whatever was in the flask. It tasted a bit like tea with honey in it. Once the flask was empty, Nadani helped her lie back down. She felt a weight crawl up on her chest, and knew it had to be Pyter. Sure enough, he tucked his snout into the crook of her neck and started purring. 
 
    The tea, or whatever it was Nadani had given her, took just a couple of minutes to work, and she felt the pain in her head slowly fade away. 
 
    “Feeling any better?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Much,” Kota said. “Help me sit up.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Nadani said. “Maybe I should go get the healer.” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. She started to sit up. “Just tell me—” She stopped as Pyter whimpered and dug his claws into her shirt, pressing himself closer. She lay back and reached up, cradling him in her arms as she felt waves of fear rolling off him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m here. I’ve got you.” 
 
    “You got hurt,” he said. 
 
    “I know, sweetheart, but I’m okay now.” 
 
    “You almost weren’t,” Nadani said, and Kota flinched a little. Nadani’s tone was neutral, but Kota felt anger, confusion, fear, and worry pouring off her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You cracked your skull open,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota shifted away from Nadani a little bit. Nadani hadn’t raised her voice at all. She spoke in a simple, matter of fact tone, but Kota could feel the anger behind it. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” Kota said. She knew it was the wrong thing to say even as the words left her mouth. Nadani’s anger turned to rage. Strangely, though, it didn’t show on Nadani’s face. In fact, if Kota hadn’t been able to feel the emotion pouring off Nadani, she would have thought her perfectly calm. 
 
    Nadani sighed and stood up. “Stay put,” she said. “The healer wanted to see you as soon as you woke up.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kota said. “Just help me up.” 
 
    Kota felt a wave of frustration roll off Nadani, but Nadani didn’t say anything. She just turned and headed for the door. Kota tried to sit up, but as soon as she moved, she felt Pyter’s claws dig into her skin. 
 
    “Stay,” Pyter said. 
 
    “Pyter, let me up.” 
 
    “You stay,” Pyter said. “Nadani said.” 
 
    “Pyter—“ 
 
    “You stay!” 
 
    Kota sighed and laid back on the bed. She felt Pyter’s claws relax, but he snuggled in closer to her, pressing his face more firmly against her neck as a new wave of fear rolled through him. She reached out and wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tightly. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “You weren’t,” Pyter said. “You hurt bad.” 
 
    “I know,” Kota said. She turned and rubbed her cheek against the top of his head and felt his emotions settle a little. It reminded her that for all his childlike behavior and manner of speaking, Pyter understood more than anyone gave him credit for. Sometimes she was sure that was deliberate. That he intentionally played up the naïve child role so people underestimated him. If it was true, he was a better actor than she was. He never broke character. 
 
    Nadani came back in, leading a middle-aged woman in red healer’s robes. An old woman in a blue suit with a yellow waistcoat followed them into the room, but simply took up a place by the door. 
 
    “So, you’re awake,” the healer said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s have a look at you.” 
 
    “Sure,” Kota said. “Just help me sit up.” 
 
    “Sit up? You idiot child, there is more magic than bone holding your pathetic excuse for a brain in your head. I’d say sitting up is the last thing you should do, but you’d probably take that as permission to jump off another building headfirst.” 
 
    “I didn’t—“ 
 
    “You, young man. Lift that wing and let me see how you’re healing.” 
 
    “What?” Kota asked. 
 
    Pyter looked up at Kota for a minute with an expression she knew well. It was his, ‘I know I’m in trouble,’ look. He lifted his wing and let the healer look at his side. 
 
    “What happened to your side?” Kota asked. 
 
    “He had an inch-long length of arrow shaft stuck in it,” the healer said. 
 
    “Did you get attacked after I got hurt?” Kota asked. 
 
    “No,” Pyter said. 
 
    “You were hurt by that first arrow?” 
 
    Pyter nodded. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because he’s a dragon,” the healer said. “Stupid creatures, the lot of them. Never know when to admit they are hurt.” 
 
    Kota looked up at the healer. “You’ve never seen him with a tummy ache.” 
 
    “Oh, dragons will admit when they’re sick. They’ll belly ache about how time has finally laid them low and they’re going to join their ancestors in the dragon realms if they get so much as a cold, but you stick a twelve-inch-thick ballista shaft through a major artery, and they’ll insist they’re fine and need to get back to the fight while the blood runs out like a river. Almost as stupid as you, dragons are.” 
 
    “Darracie,” the old woman said. 
 
    “What?” the healer, presumably Darracie, snapped. She stared at Pyter’s side for a moment. “You’ll live. How long will depend on how stupid you insist on being, but for now, you’ll live.” 
 
    “What about Momma?” Pyter asked. 
 
    “Well, little man, she’s a great deal stupider than you.” Darracie shifted her attention to Kota and placed a thumb under Kota’s eye and pushed down. Pulling Kota’s lower eyelid away from the eye as she muttered a command word. A bright light shone in Kota’s eye and she jerked away from it. 
 
    “Stay still,” Darracie said. 
 
    “Are you trying to blind me?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to see if your brain still works. Pupil response helps with that.” 
 
    Kota lay still as Darracie held her eyes open and shone a light in each one in turn. Then she muttered a couple more command words before shaking her head. 
 
    “You’ve got dragon blood in you too,” Darracie said. “No wonder you’re so careless. A word of warning. Dragon blood or no, you can’t fly, so don’t go jumping off any more buildings.” 
 
    “Can I get up now?” Kota said. 
 
    Darracie sighed. “Idiot,” she muttered. “You can sit up, but don’t do anything stupid. If you just have to die, maybe find some way less likely to traumatize your lady friend here.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s not—“ 
 
    “Child, don’t make me think less of you than I already do. She’s a handsome woman. You should be proud of her.” 
 
    “Mind your business, Darracie,” the old woman said. 
 
    “Fine,” Darracie said. “My business says you can talk to her, but then she needs at least two weeks of bedrest.” 
 
    “Two weeks?” the old woman asked, sounding more than a little indignant, and Kota suddenly had a sinking feeling that the old woman was Thilde. Her new boss. 
 
    “I wasn’t kidding about there being more magic than bone holding her brain in her head. There were sixty-eight fractures in her skull, and she was bleeding in her brain. I’m a healer, not a sorcerer or a cleric. Unlike our new colleague here, I can’t twist raw magic on a whim, and spells aren’t divine intervention. She needs time to heal, and someone to take care of her while she does it.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Thilde said. “Can I at least talk to her?” 
 
    “I’m not stopping you,” Darracie said. 
 
    Thilde glared for a moment, then walked over to stand beside Kota’s bed. 
 
    “Do you know who was after the Keystone?” Thilde said. 
 
    Kota thought about it for a moment, trying to remember everything that happened. It was all very jumbled. She remembered Pyter catching the exploding arrow, and going after the assassin, but parts of it seemed out of order. She took a deep breath and began to hum a song of remembrance, letting the music help shape the magic as it put the pieces of her memory back in place. She remembered catching the assassin and waking her up, remembered her words before she killed herself. 
 
    “They weren’t after the Keystone,” Kota said. 
 
    “They weren’t?” 
 
    Kota shook her head, then immediately regretted it as the room started to swim. “Okay, that was bad.” She closed her eyes and worked on laying still. 
 
    “Are you going to throw up?” Darracie asked. “Let me know, so I can get a bucket.” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. 
 
    “No, what?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to throw up, and no, they weren’t after the Keystone. The assassin was trying to kill me.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “She said I got in his way, and he won’t tolerate that, and that I’ll die screaming, begging for an end to the pain. Then she stabbed herself with one of the exploding arrows, which set off the others and blew me off the roof.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Thilde said. “I figured they were after the Keystone for money, but an assassin who is in it for the money doesn’t blow themself up.” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “We’re dealing with a cult of some sort.” 
 
    “Always fun,” Thilde said. “But how did you get in someone’s way just by arriving?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. 
 
    “Did something happen on the Aethership?” 
 
    “We were attacked by a pirate ship, and I had an argument with a dwarf.” 
 
    “I know about the pirate ship. I got the report you sent by scryer. Tell me about this dwarf. What did you argue about?” 
 
    “Pyter didn’t like her, and she took offense,” Kota said. “But it happened while we were approaching the city. There wasn’t time for the dwarf to get an assassin into place, and the assassin said I’d gotten in ‘his’ way. The dwarf was a woman.” 
 
    “Anyone from your last assignment that might want you dead?” 
 
    “Plenty of people,” Kota said, “but no cults that I’m aware of.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Thilde said. “I understand you bought a house in the city.” 
 
    “I did,” Kota said. 
 
    “Well, at least that will be easier to secure than some room in a boarding house. I’ll set you up with a guard detail. Six detectives at all times.” 
 
    Kota looked at Darracie. “You’re really going to confine me to bed for two weeks?” 
 
    “Was I not clear? Your skull was fractured in sixty-eight places. If you hadn’t had that magic shield up, the city guard would be scrubbing your brain out of the cobbles.” 
 
    Kota sighed and looked at Thilde. “I have a maid of all work at my house, but this is beyond what we contracted for. I’ll need a caretaker,” she said. 
 
    “Can’t your lady handle that?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “She’s not my lady,” Kota said. “She was prisoner on the pirate ship. No family or home left after the pirates took her. I offered her shelter until she could get established here. Shelter with no obligation. I’m not going to break my word and make her look after me.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota looked over at her. “You don’t have to. I can hire someone.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Nadani said. “If the assassin was after you, you wouldn’t be able to trust anyone you hired.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. 
 
    “It’s a job that needs doing, and I’ll feel less like I’m living on your kindness if I can earn my keep,” Nadani said, but Kota could tell there was more to it by the swirl of emotions she felt behind the words. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Getting from Grimmani headquarters to Kota’s new house turned out to be a bigger production than she’d expected. Thilde insisted on a carriage, and sending a healer along, and Darracie had insisted Kota be carried to and from the carriage in a stretcher, which made Kota fuss about being treated like a child. That made Nadani angry, though she didn’t show it. Thilde also insisted on six guards for the carriage, so instead of just Kota, Pyter, and Nadani, when they got to Kota’s house, it was Kota, Pyter, Nadani, the carriage driver, six bodyguards, the healer and two stretcher bearers, and Norga. Fourteen people in the party, just to go a few blocks. And all of them in the blue and yellow of the Grimmani Detective Agency. 
 
    Kota hated the whole thing for several reasons. First, she hated being treated like an invalid. Second, she hated having a bunch of people she didn’t know in what was meant to be her new home. Third, she felt like she was waving a huge sign, telling the assassins where to look for her. She did her best not to complain. After all, they’d at least let her sit up in the carriage, but she knew her sour mood was making Pyter uneasy from the way he kept shifting in her lap. 
 
    She could feel the raging swirl of emotions coming off Nadani as well and it was starting to give her a headache. Try as she might, she couldn’t close out Nadani’s emotions the way she normally could other people. It was like someone had decided to play a resonator lute right in her ear, which only soured her mood more than it already was. 
 
    When they reached her house, Norga went up and knocked, and Narthluinaur, the maid of all work Kota’s agent had hired for her, opened the door. Norga led the old elf woman out to the carriage. 
 
    “Hello,” Kota said. “I’m Kota. We spoke through the scrying mirror.” 
 
    “I remember, milady,” Narthluinaur said. “I might be old, even for my kind, but my memory is sound yet. I wasn’t expecting such a crowd though.” 
 
    “Neither was I,” Kota said. "But circumstances have changed. Is everything with the house in order?” 
 
    “It is,” Narthluinaur said. She held out a key and Kota took it. She held it tightly in her hand and whispered the command word that had been agreed upon, and she felt something touch her gently, with an almost curious hand. It lasted for a few moments and then vanished, but once it did, she felt a sense of welcome and comfort coming from the house as the ownership of the ward stones shifted over to her. 
 
    “Let’s get inside,” Kota said. 
 
    What followed was a great deal of fiddling around and grumbling as Kota let herself be put back on the stretcher and carried inside the house. Narthluinaur had a worried expression on her face the whole time, but Kota just ignored it and concentrated on getting through the whole process without snapping at anyone. Something she only just managed. 
 
    Once she was settled in the bed with Pyter on her chest, all Kota wanted was to go to sleep, but Nadani, Norga, and Narthluinaur all stood beside her bed. 
 
    “What is it?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I didn’t tell Thilde that you dropped the lockbox,” Norga said. “I told her it got damaged during all the commotion.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Kota said. “I’m sorry I ran off and left you, but when I thought Pyter was hurt…” 
 
    “I understand,” Norga said. “Just don’t make a habit of it. I won’t cover for you like that again.” 
 
    “I understand,” Kota said. 
 
    Norga nodded and headed out of the room, her hoofs clomping softly on the hard stone floor. 
 
    “Is there anything you need, milady?” Narthluinaur asked. 
 
    “No, Narthluinaur. Thank you.” 
 
    “Oh, please, call me Lou. I know a lot of elves get a bit proud of their names, but I’ve spent most of my life around the shorter-lived peoples, so I got to prefer Lou.” 
 
    Kota smiled. “Very well then, Lou. This is Nadani. She’s our guest, and she’s to have run of the house. She’ll be my caretaker until the healer says I can get out of bed, but the rest of the household duties remain yours.” 
 
    “Very well,” Lou said. She turned to Nadani. “Pleased to meet you, Milady.” 
 
    Nadani smiled. “Likewise.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you two be, then. Would you rather a cold supper, or hot?” 
 
    “Hot, if you wouldn’t mind,” Kota said. 
 
    “Not at all. Give me an hour, and I’ll have your plates full.” 
 
    Lou didn’t wait for an answer. She just disappeared out of the bedroom, leaving Kota and Nadani alone. Kota looked at her, but she didn’t know what to say. She didn’t understand the swirl of emotions coming from her, and try as she might to fight it, exhaustion was clawing at her. 
 
    “Sleep,” Nadani said. “I’ll wake you when dinner is ready.” 
 
    Kota closed her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “For staying,” Kota said. “I didn’t want you to leave with the dwarves.” 
 
    If Nadani answered, Kota didn’t hear it. Instead, sleep took her. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    “WHAT IS THAT SMELL?” Nadani asked Lou as she stepped into the kitchen. 
 
    “It’s a creamy chicken soup with pepper oil and egg and mushrooms.” Lou stirred the large pot of soup. “I’ll use a blending spell to puree everything into a liquid, so it should be easy enough for her to keep down.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were a mage,” Nadani said, sitting down at the counter and watching Lou work. 
 
    “Mage? Hardly. In my younger years, I worked as a ranger. I picked up a few cantrips and rotes and spells, but mostly practical stuff. Healing magics, repair spells, cleaning, a bit of conjuring. I learned a bit of household magic once I got past the idea that I would be some great hero and settled down, but I never learned any of the big, flashy spells mages and wizards throw about.” 
 
    “You were a ranger?” 
 
    “Oh, thousands of years ago,” Lou said. “It seems silly now, all that running around in the woods and fighting monsters, but at the time it was very exciting.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “I don’t really remember,” Lou said. “Eight or nine thousand years by human reckoning, I suppose.” 
 
    “If you’re that old, why are you—” 
 
    “Spending my days as a maid of all work?” Lou asked with a laugh in her voice. “Self-indulgence mostly. I quit being a ranger because my liege lady needed a bodyguard for her children. I found myself a better caretaker than I ever was a ranger. I raised twenty generations of children in that house.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    “Same thing that happens to all royalty, eventually. They forgot who they were. They fell into infighting. I left rather than watch the family I’d nurtured for four hundred years slaughter each other.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, child,” Lou said. “It did teach me not to linger too long among any group of short-lived folk though. So now I move around. City to city, world to world. I pick a person and spend a few decades tending them, then move on before I get too attached to the family.” 
 
    “Sounds lonely.” 
 
    “Not at all.” Lou filled a bowl with soup. She set it in front of Nadani, along with a hunk of bread and a small plate of cheese slices. “Here, eat yours before you go in, or she’ll complain because I made hers in infant style, and let you have food fit for an adult.” 
 
    Nadani picked up her spoon and tasted the soup. She let out a small sound of surprise at how good it was, but the flavor was unlike anything she’d ever tasted before. 
 
    “It’s coconut,” Lou said, seeming to pick the question out of Nadani’s mind. “I used coconut milk instead of cow’s milk in the soup.” 
 
    “What’s a coconut?” 
 
    “It’s a type of fruit,” Lou said. “Not native to Proximus. Some sailors brought them along when they came to work the canals. They grow down to the south on the banks of the little seas where the grand canals cross each other.” 
 
    “It’s very good,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Let’s hope herself thinks so. I’d hate to be fired.” 
 
    Nadani smiled. “I don’t think she would,” she said. 
 
    “You’re fond of her,” Lou said. 
 
    “I don’t know her well enough to be fond of her,” Nadani said. “We just met a few days ago.” 
 
    “Sounds like a story,” Lou said. 
 
    Nadani frowned and looked down at her food. 
 
    “Ah,” Lou said. “Not one you want to share. That’s all right, child. Keep your secrets. I won’t take offense.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nadani said. “It’s just…” 
 
    “Easy, child. One of the most comforting realizations you will have as you grow old is coming to understand that some things are simply not your business. I learned that long, long ago, and I mean it when I say I take no offense if you don’t want to share. I meant only to make conversation.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding.” 
 
    “Finish your dinner and I’ll ready a plate for herself and the little master.” 
 
    Nadani nodded and went back to her meal, feeling a bit better about things. What had happened to Kota and Pyter still had her stomach in knots, and her emotions along with it, but Lou was a comforting presence. She reminded her of some of the older kitchen slaves who had looked after her when she was young. It felt nice. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani stopped outside the bedroom door, and took a moment to steady herself, forcing down the storm of emotions raging within her. It was normally a fairly easy task for her. One of the first things you learn as a slave is to not let your emotions show. Masters didn’t like it when they were reminded that their property had feelings and emotions, but this time it was harder for her than it usually was, because this time she was having trouble understanding the emotions. 
 
    The anger was easy enough. Kota had been careless with her own life, and if she’d died, she would have left both Nadani and Pyter in a precarious position. Nadani might not have a slave brand anymore, but she also had no skills, or at least, no skills she’d want to trade on, which meant she had no means of supporting herself. Pyter, as clever as he was, would be regarded by most people as little more than an animal, a pet of a dead woman. A particularly valuable pet. The chances of him ending up in the hands of someone who wouldn’t give him the love and attention that Kota did were high. Kota’s carelessness could have led to years, or even a lifetime of misery for both Nadani and Pyter, so the anger was easy to explain. 
 
    Harder for her to get her head around was the crushing ache she felt when she thought about Kota dying. Once, not long after Bodeya had started sharing Nadani with various people she wanted to please, Nadani had made one of Bodeya’s guests angry. He’d knocked her to the floor, put a booted foot on her chest, and stood there. She’d been smaller then, and his weight had been crushing, making it hard for her to breathe and making it feel like her heart was going to explode. The only time since then that she’d felt anything like it was the day Bodeya had ordered the old women in the kitchen beaten as punishment for Nadani angering her. The women had never spoken to Nadani again after that. 
 
    This was worse. She wasn’t sure why, but the thought of Kota dying brought her back to that moment when it the boot was on her chest, crushing the life out of her, and that feeling led back to anger at Kota for being so careless, and fear that she would do it again, and that Nadani would be just as helpless to stop her the next time. 
 
    It took longer than she would have liked to bottle those emotions up and shove them down so they didn’t show. She had to tell herself repeatedly that her emotions were her problem, and not something she could afford to let Kota see. It worked, eventually, and she opened the door and stepped into Kota’s room. 
 
    What she found there brought a smile to her face and filled her with warmth she understood even less than the feeling of the boot on her chest. Kota was laying on her back, her head and shoulders propped up slightly on a couple of pillows. Pyter was laying on her chest with his snout tucked in against her neck. Kota had pulled a blanket around both of them, but it was easy to see the way her arms were wrapped tightly around Pyter. Something mirrored in the way she had her head turned slightly so she could press her cheek against the top of his head. It was such a sweet moment. It reminded her of the way some of the women in the slave quarters would hold their children when they were still too young to be put to work or sold off to a different owner. 
 
    She honestly didn’t want to wake them. They looked so happy and peaceful it seemed a shame to disturb them. If the healer hadn’t been so clear about how much they needed food to help the spells do their work, she might have just let them sleep, but instead she walked in and carefully set the tray she carried on a small table, then went over and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Kota,” she said, keeping her voice low and soft. 
 
    Kota moaned and curled around Pyter, mumbling in her sleep. 
 
    “Kota, you need to wake up and eat.” 
 
    Kota moaned again, but Pyter shifted so he could lift his head and look up at her. 
 
    “Food?” Pyter asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. 
 
    Pyter turned to Kota and pecked her face with the tip of his snout. 
 
    “Food, momma,” he said. 
 
    Kota groaned. 
 
    “Momma, food,” Pyter said, his tone more insistent. 
 
    Kota groaned and opened one eye, glaring at Pyter for a moment. Then she seemed to sense that they weren’t alone, and slowly turned her head so her one open eye focused on Nadani. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, her cheeks taking an adorable reddish hue. 
 
    “I’m sorry I had to wake you up,” Nadani said. “Lou sent some soup for you, and a bit of meat for Pyter. I would have let you sleep, but the healers said to make sure you both eat.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Kota said. “I’m just a bit grumpy when I first wake up.” 
 
    “I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “That’s because I usually wake up before you,” Kota said. “I just lie in bed until Pyter wakes up when we’re traveling by ship. No reason to hop out of bed when all you’ve got to do is wait all day.” 
 
    “I can see the sense in that,” Nadani said. “Do you need some help sitting up?” 
 
    Kota frowned. “Yeah,” she said. “I probably do.” 
 
    “Pyter, move off your momma for a moment,” Nadani said. 
 
    Pyter wiggled a little to get free of the blanket, then moved off to the side. Nadani stood up and gathered a couple of heavy pillows and laid them next to Kota, then lifted her into a sitting position, and slipped the pillows behind her. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani nodded and went over to pick up the tray with Kota’s dinner on it. She brought it back and set it across Kota’s lap, carefully pushing Pyter’s plate with its chunk of raw goat to one end. 
 
    Kota frowned. “Soup?” she asked. 
 
    “The healers said it’d be best for a couple of days.” 
 
    Kota frowned, but picked up her spoon as Pyter let out a small gout of flame, quickly roasting his own dinner. 
 
    “It’s quite good,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota gave her a skeptical look before she lifted a spoon full of the soup to her mouth. 
 
    “Oh, that is pretty good,” she said. 
 
    “You sound surprised,” Nadani said. 
 
    “When you grow up in a military camp, you learn not to trust soup. Soup is what happens when the cooks are low on supplies.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to let Lou know you’re not fond,” Nadani said. Kota gave her a small smile and set about finishing her soup while Pyter devoured his bit of goat. It didn’t take long for either of them to finish, something which left Nadani with a strange sense of disappointment. She tried not to think too much about it, instead focusing on gathering up the dishes to take back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Just let me clear off the dishes, and then I’ll be back to help you to bed for the night.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani took the dishes to Lou in the kitchen, then went back to Kota’s room. 
 
    “Can you help me to the privy?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Nadani said. She pulled the covers back, then leaned down and scooped Kota up in her arms. 
 
    “Woah,” Kota said. “Not quite what I had in mind.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be walking,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota sighed. “I know. I’m just used to taking care of myself.” 
 
    Nadani didn’t say anything in response to that because all she could think of was pointing out that if Kota took care of herself, they wouldn’t be in this situation. Instead, she just carried Kota down the hall to the privy. She was a little surprised by how well appointed it was. There were a pair of glow stones inside to light the room, and a polished stone seat instead of the more common wooden ones. 
 
    “Do you need help?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it,” Kota said. 
 
    “Will you call if you do need help?” Nadani asked. 
 
    Kota looked at her for a second, then nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    She waited outside the door while Kota took care of what she needed to take care of, then carried Kota back to the bedroom and laid her on the bed. 
 
    “Can you hand me the book in my pack?” Kota asked. 
 
    “You should rest,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I know,” Kota said. “Reading helps me relax so I have an easier time getting to sleep.” 
 
    Nadani walked over to where Kota’s pack was hanging off a hook on the wall and looked inside. 
 
    “Should be right on top,” Kota said. She was right. Nadani found a small bound book right on top. Nadani didn’t have a lot of experience with books, but she could tell this one was both expensive and well loved. It was carefully bound in leather, and there were signs that the leather had been oiled a few times in the past to keep it in good condition. The book had a silk marker ribbon, but it was stained and slightly faded from heavy use. This book, whatever it was, was read and reread quite a lot. 
 
    She carried the book over to Kota and handed it to her, smiling as she saw Pyter was already curled up in Kota’s lap. 
 
    Kota smiled as she accepted the book. “Thank you,” she said. She opened it to the marked page. She looked at the page for a moment and frowned. Then she started squinting, and after a moment, she closed her eyes and reached up, rubbing her forehead. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “It hurts to read,” Kota said. 
 
    “Oh,” Nadani said. “Is that common with head injuries?” 
 
    “Not common, but not unheard of,” Kota said. She set the book on the bedside table with a sigh. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Not your fault.” 
 
    “Momma?” Pyter asked. 
 
    “I’m okay, sweetie,” Kota said, reaching down to rub his head. “Just a headache.” 
 
    Nadani looked at Kota, then at the book, and made a quick decision. 
 
    “I could read it to you,” she said. 
 
    Kota looked up at her. “You can?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. “I’ve been told I have a pleasant reading voice.” 
 
    “I can believe it,” Kota said, though it quickly became clear that she hadn’t meant to say it. Her eyes went wide and her cheeks once again colored red. “I’m sorry. It’s just, your voice is always pleasant.” 
 
    “You think so?” Nadani asked. “I always thought it a bit deep for a woman.” 
 
    “It’s lovely,” Kota said. “It is a bit deep, but I like that about it. It’s comforting.” 
 
    Nadani couldn’t stop a smile from creeping across her face as she reached for the book. 
 
    “Shall I begin at the page you’ve marked?” she asked. 
 
    “Start at the beginning,” Kota said. 
 
    “But you’re nearly halfway through.” 
 
    “As many times as I’ve read that book, I could probably recite it by memory. There’s no reason you shouldn’t get to enjoy the story too, so start at the beginning.” 
 
    Nadani nodded. “Very well. Let me help you get settled first, then I’ll read as long as you like.” 
 
    Kota smiled at her, and Nadani couldn’t help but smile back. She took the pillows she’d used earlier to prop Kota up and set them aside, then helped Kota lie down before covering her and Pyter both with the blanket. Then she picked up the book and opened it to the front, flipping quickly past the title page, and a page telling who printed and bound the book, until she found the first page of the story. 
 
    “Ages ago, there was a small commonwealth called Vatan on the shores of a great sea. Though very small, Vatan was also very wealthy, and surrounded by several mighty kingdoms which coveted its wealth. Each of those kingdoms longed to conquer Vatan and take its wealth and riches for their own, but none dared, for Vatan had a protector, a brave and fierce dragon with golden scales that shone as brightly as a mirror in the sun, and sharp claws that could rend the strongest armor, and breath of the deadliest flame. 
 
    “For centuries, the dragon protected the Commonwealth, though no one was ever sure why, but to the people of Vatan it did not matter. They loved their champion, and all was well, until the coming of the Black King of Xorijiy.” 
 
    Nadani made it almost to the end of the first chapter before she heard a soft snore. She looked up from the page to find that Kota and Pyter had both drifted off to sleep. The sight brought a smile to her face. She used the book’s silk marker ribbon to mark her spot in the story, having a feeling this wouldn’t be the last time Kota would ask her to read, then carefully set the book on the nightstand. She quickly quenched the glow stones that lit the room, then slipped out, leaving Kota and Pyter to get some much-needed sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    ONE THING THAT NEVER failed to surprise Kota, no matter how many times it happened, was the way her body lied to her after a fight. When the fight was over, she might have a few aches and pains, but it was rare that she felt anything that would keep her down. Not until the next day. The next day was when the pain came, and she could feel the full extent of her injuries. Bruises that hadn’t been there the day before. Sore muscles that demanded attention. Scrapes she hadn’t even realized were there leaving blood on her nightclothes. 
 
    Waking up the day after her fall was different only in scale. She wasn’t sure if she woke up to the pain, or if the pain woke her up. Only that it was the first thing she was aware of. Pain in places she hadn’t realized she had places. Shoulders that felt like they’d been pulled out of their socket, and then rather inexpertly shoved back in. Elbows that felt overextended. Wrists that felt like they had ground glass in between the bones. Hips that felt like they were still out of their socket. Knees that felt like someone had gone at them with a mace. Ankles that were twisted at painful angles that she couldn’t straighten out. A feeling like she was being held off the ground by her head, with all her weight pulling at the thin muscles in her neck. Her head pounding like someone was beating on it with a hammer. 
 
    None of it quite compared to the exquisite agony in her back. She remembered a fight once where a giant had slapped her into a massive stone wall. She’d hit it hard enough to ring her bell, and had been thankful that the other detectives working with her had kept it from coming after her long enough for the world to stop spinning. She’d finished the fight not long after with a bit of magic, but the next day, her back had been a bright purple, and the healers had said she’s sprained every muscle in her back. The pain, every time she moved even a little bit, was blinding. 
 
    This was worse. Just breathing felt like some monster was clawing her lower back. 
 
    She tried to shift, to get more comfortable, or at least ease her back a bit, but it sent a sharp, cutting pain through her, making her suck in a breath as tears welled up in her eyes. 
 
    “Momma?” Pyter asked. She could feel the worry coming from him as he sensed her distress and tried to put on a brave face. 
 
    “It’s okay, sweetheart,” she said. “Momma’s just a little sore.” 
 
    “I get Nadani,” he said. 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” she said, when really, she wanted nothing more. The only reason she didn’t call for Nadani herself was that she didn’t know what time it was. The heavy drapes on the window meant she couldn’t tell if the sun was up, and she didn’t want to wake her. 
 
    “I get Nadani,” Pyter said in a firmer tone. 
 
    She looked down at him as he started to spread his wings. “You’re not supposed to fly,” she said. Even the words left her panting in pain. 
 
    Pyter lowered his wings and looked at her for a moment, then said, “Nadani!” in a loud voice. She could feel the magic behind the words. A bit of power to carry the sound to its intended recipient. He sat down on his haunches and wrapped his tail around himself, looking smug despite the worry she could still feel coming from him. If she could have moved, she would have given his face a small shove. 
 
    The door opened quickly, and Nadani stepped inside and touched the glow stones to light them. She was wearing the same dress she’d been wearing the day before, and Kota felt guilt weigh on her. She’d intended to take Nadani shopping after she’d checked in at headquarters the day before. There was a Semidaem ward in Crossroads, so she expected to be able to get Nadani a few ready to wear outfits while she ordered her a full wardrobe. Instead, Nadani was stuck wearing the same thing until Kota could make other arrangements. Kota wasn’t even sure where Nadani had gotten the ill-fitting dress she was wearing, and that made her feel ashamed. She’d promised to take care of Nadani, and she was already failing. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Just sore,” Kota said. “Did the healer leave a draught for pain?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. “I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani left and Kota closed her eyes, breathing slowly and trying to move as little as possible until Nadani came back. Fortunately, she wasn’t gone very long. She returned with a large bottle and a small cup. 
 
    “The healer said this was a deodorized mixture of cannabis, opium, and willow bark. It shouldn’t make you throw up like laudanum.” 
 
    Kota nodded and watched as Nadani filled the small cup, then Nadani tilted her head up enough that she could take the draught without choking on it. She hissed a little at the pain, which made Nadani frown. 
 
    “Could I get something to drink?” Kota asked. “That tastes awful.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nadani said. She took the cup with her but left the bottle on the bedside table. Kota closed her eyes and waited until she heard Nadani come back. 
 
    “Lou said you would enjoy this,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota opened her eyes to see Nadani carrying a tray. There were two pitchers on the tray, along with three glasses. One of the pitchers looked to be filled with water and ice, while the other was filled with a cloudy, slightly yellow liquid and ice. 
 
    “Is that lemonade?” 
 
    “That’s what Lou called it,” Nadani said. “Would you like it, or would you prefer the water?” 
 
    “Lemonade, please,” Kota said, wanting something to get rid of the horrid taste the pain draught left. Nadani carefully sat her up, a process which brought tears to Kota’s eyes since the pain draught hadn’t taken effect yet, but once she was sitting upright, Pyter climbed onto her lap and settled down. Nadani helped her take a few sips of the lemonade and she smiled. Lou had done a great job making it. It was delicious. Just the right amount of tart to offset the sweet. 
 
    “How bad does it hurt?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Pretty bad,” Kota said. 
 
    “Can you heal yourself?” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “I could if my head hadn’t been hurt, but once the healers put their spells in place…raw magic and spell forms don’t mix.” 
 
    “They don’t?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “During the fight on the Bloody Aether, I killed one of their mages by dropping a little raw magic into one of their spell forms. It’s one of the reasons mages and wizards hate fighting sorcerers. Nothing ruins your day like having your spell explode in your face.” 
 
    Nadani looked a little frightened by what she’d said, which made Kota feel a little bad. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kota said. “It’s not something that can happen accidently. Spell forms are designed to be filled with magic, so they collect magic around them. Any ambient magic that leaks off me will just make the spell forms stronger. To blow one up, I’d have to put enough magic into it for a working, and I know better.” 
 
    “Would your healing be faster than theirs?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “With a lot of magic, I will dispel any spell forms I run into and redo the work with raw magic. You tend to get faster and better results for less magical power, but once a healing spell is in place, you don’t mess with it. You let it finish its business, then let it dissipate on its own. You start trying to unravel a healing spell, you might unravel the healing it’s already done.” 
 
    “Will the healer be able to help with the pain?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “More spell work, but they should be able to help.” 
 
    “They’re supposed to be here in a couple of hours. Should I go ahead and send for them now?” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “By the time they get here, the pain draught will be working. No need to drag them out of bed early.” Nadani frowned, but Kota gave her a small smile. “It’s okay. The draught is already starting to work.” 
 
    It was true enough. The pain was starting to dull, and she could feel sleep tugging at the edge of her awareness. 
 
    “Could I get some more lemonade?” Kota asked. 
 
    Nadani helped her take a few more sips of her drink. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Just sit with me until I fall back asleep.” 
 
    “Would you like me to read some more?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “That would be nice.” 
 
    Nadani picked up the book off the bedside table and quickly found her place in the book. She started to read, and Kota closed her eyes, focusing on Nadani’s deep, husky voice. She listened, letting the familiar words of the story carry her away until sleep took her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani sat in the corner of Kota’s bedroom, holding Pyter in her lap, and watched as Darracie and two other healers worked on Kota. They had Kota’s clothes off, and Nadani found herself feeling strangely embarrassed and uncomfortable seeing Kota like that. It made no sense to her. Given what her role in Bodeya’s house was, it was hardly the first time she’d seen someone naked, but this felt different. It felt like she was seeing something she shouldn’t, and if it hadn’t been for Pyter, she would have waited outside while they worked. 
 
    Poor Pyter was frantic. She had her arms wrapped tightly around him, but he squirmed and wiggled and tried to pull free every time Kota made a noise. She could literally feel the fear and worry pouring off him as if it were her own, and she wondered if his magic projecting those emotions to everyone, but was too worried about distracting the healers to ask if they felt it too. It didn’t help that her own fear and worry were overwhelming. She knew Kota would be okay, but the sight of the angry bruises that covered most of her back was frightening. Especially since they hadn’t been there the day before. 
 
    Darracie and the other healers worked quickly, casting spells while being careful not to get in each other’s way. Each time one of them cast a spell, Nadani would watch as the bruise they had targeted faded away. Each time, she would flinch at the pained sound Kota would make even though she was still in the full grip of the pain draught. It didn’t help that a lot of the bruises ran under the patches of scales on Kota’s body. Signs of her draconic blood. A long strip that ran from the base of her skull down to her ass, and strips along the outside of her arms and legs. It took Darracie and both of her apprentices to push the magic through the scales, and those were the moments Kota suffered the worst because of the sheer amount of force behind the magic. 
 
    Nadani knew from experience that healing spells were rarely comfortable. They often felt like the injury was happening in reverse. Blood flowing back into your veins, your skin being uncut, which hurt just as much as it being cut. It was one of the reasons people went to priests and sorcerers for healing instead of mages and wizards. The magic priests and sorcerers used for healing was different somehow. Nadani didn’t know the ins and outs of it, but she’d been on the receiving end of both mage healing and priest healing when one of Bodeya’s guests had been a bit too ‘enthusiastic.’ 
 
    “There,” Darracie said. “That’s the last of it.” 
 
    Nadani didn’t say anything. She just watched as the healers used a bit of magic to lift Kota off the bed, flip her over, and work her into a nightdress. When they were done, they lowered her down into the bed, and Nadani finally let Pyter go. He jumped out of her lap and landed on the bed, then rushed up and lay on Kota’s chest. When one of the healers tried to shoo him away, Pyter growled and snapped at him. 
 
    "Leave the dragon be,” Darracie said. “I don’t feel like reattaching your hand, and if you try to move him again, he will take it.” 
 
    The healer stepped back from the bed, and Nadani couldn’t stop herself from smiling a little at the fear in his eyes. She felt satisfaction at seeing it, even though it didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “Pack up and let’s get back to the office, before some other damn fool gets themselves stabbed,” Darracie said. The other healers started packing their things, and Nadani stood up and walked over to Darracie. 
 
    “Could I have a word?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Darracie said. 
 
    Nadani turned and led Darracie out into the hallway. 
 
    “Why didn’t you cast these healing spells yesterday when she was still out from hitting her head?” Nadani asked, and found herself more than a little shocked by the anger she heard in her own voice. 
 
    “Because we didn’t know where she’d been hurt, then,” Darracie said. 
 
    “Don’t you have some sort of spell that you can cast that would just heal everything?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I wish we did,” Darracie said, sounding a lot calmer than Nadani felt she had any right to be. “I understand why you’re upset, but it’s a bit like if the horse kicked the farrier. The horse needs new shoes, but the only person who can make new horseshoes is in bed with broken ribs. Your lady in there is a sorcerer, and sorcerers are few and far between. She could have healed these injuries all in one go, and the person she’d healed would be up and around and wouldn’t need the bedrest, but someone like her would also cost the Grimmani a lot more than me or any of my apprentices. Not to talk out of turn, but your lady makes more in a day than I do in a month because her skills are that rare. The Agency isn’t going to send more than one of her kind out here to a backwater like Crossroads. 
 
    “Me and my apprentices, we’re just mage healers. A priest, or a paladin, or druid, someone with access to divine or primal magic could do what you’re asking, too, but priests and paladins and druids are beholden to their orders. They don’t take jobs for detective agencies or mercenaries and such. At least, most of them don’t. So you’re stuck with us and with the limits of what our magic can do.” 
 
    Nadani wanted to say it didn’t seem like her magic could do very much at all, but that was hardly fair. Darracie had saved Kota’s life the day before, and at the time, Nadani had been grateful she was there, but watching Kota suffer the way she had that morning made what Darracie had done feel like it wasn’t enough. Nadani couldn’t really understand why. She’d watched other people being treated by mage healers before, even Bodeya herself a time or two, and it hadn’t bothered her. 
 
    “Look,” Darracie said before Nadani could finish sorting out what she was feeling, “I understand why you’re upset, but we’re doing the best we can.” 
 
    “Will any more injuries show up tomorrow?” 
 
    “No,” Darracie said. “This should be the last of it.” 
 
    Nadani looked past Darracie as she heard hissing coming from Kota’s room. 
 
    “You should get back in there before Pyter kills one of them,” Darracie said. 
 
    Nadani headed for the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    KOTA SET HER EMPTY soup bowl down on the tray table and looked up at Nadani, who was feeding Pyter a piece of flatbread that had been smeared with lemon curd. Nadani had a smile on her face as Pyter took the bread from her, being far, far more careful of her fingers than he had ever been of Kota’s when she was feeding him. He hunkered down and ate the bread, purring loudly enough that it actually hurt her still sensitive head a little. 
 
    The whole situation brought a smile to her face. Something about the way Pyter and Nadani interacted filled her with warmth. She had an inkling as to why, but she didn’t really want to look at it too closely, because it would make her want things that she knew she couldn’t have. Things that would only end in disaster. 
 
    Pyter swallowed the last bit of his bread and looked up at Nadani, wagging his tail back and forth excitedly. 
 
    “More?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Nadani said gently. In response, Pyter sat down on his haunches and tucked in his front feet, then wrapped his tail around them. He straightened up, doing his best version of what Kota always thought of as his ‘proper little gentleman’ look. 
 
    “Please?” he asked. Nadani’s smile widened a little as she put the lid back on the crock of lemon curd. She turned back to Pyter. 
 
    “You’ll get a tummy ache,” she said. 
 
    “Won’t,” Pyter said, sounding a little offended at the very notion. 
 
    “You will,” she said. “Besides, if you eat it all now, there won’t be any for lunch, or for dinner.” 
 
    Pyter looked at her, his head tilting in a thoughtful pose. “I can have more at lunch?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. 
 
    “’Kay,” Pyter said before curling up into a ball to take a nap. Kota stared at him for a moment, not believing what she’d just seen, because normally, that would have been at least a five-minute argument. She looked up at Nadani, who was picking up Pyter’s plate off the bed. 
 
    “How did you do that?” she asked. 
 
    “Do what?” Nadani stood up and set Pyter’s plate and the crock of lemon curd on the tray table next to Kota’s soup bowl, then lifted the whole tray table up. 
 
    “Get him to agree that quickly,” Kota said. “He always argues with me.” 
 
    Nadani looked down at Pyter for a moment, then back up at Kota. “How often does he win those arguments?”  
 
    Kota felt her cheeks heat up as she thought of all the times that she’d given in to Pyter’s big sad eyes routine. 
 
    “Do you need anything else?” Nadani asked when Kota didn’t answer her question. 
 
    “Could you send Lou in, please?”  
 
    “Of course.” Nadani carried the tray out, and Kota felt as if a bit of the room’s warmth went with her. The thought had barely passed through her mind when Pyter looked up at her. 
 
    “Sad?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “Sad.” Pyter stood up and marched into her lap, then curled up again. “Better?” 
 
    “Better.” Kota gave him a scratch between his horns. It was true, having him curled up in her lap did make her feel better, even if she wished Nadani were back. 
 
    Even if she knew she shouldn’t be wishing for that. 
 
    Lou walked into the room. 
 
    “Nadani said you asked for me,” Lou said. 
 
    “I did,” Kota said. “It’s my understanding that Crossroads has a Semidaem ward.” 
 
    “True enough. Down near the southern gate.” 
 
    “Have you engaged a runner for house business yet?” 
 
    “I have. An orc girl. Strong back, good head on her shoulders.” 
 
    Kota nodded in approval and did her best to keep her surprise to herself. She liked orcs herself. They tended to be good, hardy folk, but most elves tended to look down on them. The races had a lot of history between them, and very little of it was good. Kota was glad that Lou didn’t seem to hold that particular prejudice. 
 
     “Can you have her run down to the Semidaem ward and hire a lady’s tailor? The tailor should bring a few day dresses and at least one night dress when she comes, and be ready to fit Nadani for a new wardrobe. Have the girl pick up any basics Nadani might need, too. Hoof and horn grooming tools and that sort of thing. Tell her she can hire one of the locals to show her what Nadani might need.” 
 
    “How shall I pay for it?” Lou asked. 
 
    “Is there enough in the discretionary account I set up?” 
 
    “For this, easily,” Lou said. “You were very generous, and I’ve been very stingy.” 
 
    Kota smiled. “Pay it out of discretionary and have my banker come by once the tailor leaves. Tell him I’ll need to make some funds transfers and set up an allowance account for Nadani. Also, make a few discrete inquiries. Nadani will need an arms master to teach her to fight, and more importantly, a tutor who can teach her how to use Semidaem magic.” 
 
    Lou raised an eyebrow. “That last one might be a bit hard,” she said. “Not a lot of Semidaem will admit to having any magic.” 
 
    “I know it won’t be easy, but can you do it?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Lou said. “The arms master won’t be any trouble. I know at least three people who could do it and be discreet about it. For the magic tutor, give me a week.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kota said. 
 
    “Anything else?” Lou asked. 
 
    “Solid food?” 
 
    Lou laughed. “Not for two more days,” she said. “Healer’s orders.” 
 
    Kota sighed. “Can you send Nadani back in?” 
 
    “Of course,” Lou said before she turned and headed back out of the room. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani looked at herself in the mirror in her bedroom, taking in her new dress. She’d been a bit surprised when three Semidaems, the first members of her own species she’d ever met, had shown up that afternoon. An older woman had clearly been in charge of the small group, with a couple of girls who couldn’t have been more than teenagers lugging a trunk behind her. Lou had explained that they were there to fit her for clothes at Kota’s order. 
 
    Nadani hadn’t really known how to take that. It was hardly the first time she’d been fitted for clothes. Bodeya had loved to dress her up in outfits that showed off what she had to offer and a disappointed part of Nadani had expected more of the same, but that wasn’t what happened. The older woman, Binti, had the younger girls set up some kind of rack, and then hung more than two dozen dresses from it. All of them were different styles, and while there were some that definitely showed off what Nadani had, there were others that were downright dowdy. 
 
    The biggest surprise was when Binti told her to select whatever she liked in terms of style and told her that if she didn’t like the colors, they could make substitutions. Nadani had spent the next hour picking out the styles of dresses she thought she’d enjoy, and then selecting colors and fabrics from swatches that Binti had brought with her. A few times, Binti had advised her against certain color combinations, saying they would clash with her natural coloration, and other times, she had recommended specific colors. In the end, Nadani had leaned towards the more modest dresses, and had asked to have them cut a bit on the loose side, which Binti had agreed to with a smile and a nod. 
 
    Once she had made her selections, Binti began taking her measurements while the girls packed up the samples. When they were done, they closed the trunk, turned a knob on the front, and opened it again, revealing an entirely different set of dresses. All these were night dresses. At first, Nadani groaned because every night dress she’d ever owned had been an uncomfortable thing, designed more for the eyes of the person whose bed she was gracing than her own comfort, but to her surprise, most of the selections she was presented with looked simple and comfortable. She made a few selections in terms of style, and much like before, she was asked to choose fabrics and colors from swatches. 
 
    She had been getting overwhelmed by the choices at that point, and thankfully, Binti seemed to pick up on how she was feeling, because she called a break after the night dresses, giving Nadani a chance to get some water and breathe for a few minutes before she was asked to select trousers, blouses, waistcoats, topcoats, overcoats, a traveling cloak, and various accessories including gloves, shin wraps, and hoof boots. 
 
    When it was over, Binti had presented her with three day dresses and a night dress, telling her they were the only ones Binti had brought that would fit her, since Nadani was of a heartier stock than most local Semidaem. Nadani wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but she’d accepted the dresses as Binti had told Lou to expect delivery of the rest the following week. 
 
    Nadani had watched Binti leave, feeling even more overwhelmed by what had just happened, but before she could really get her mind around it, Lou had shooed her into her bedroom, telling her to change into one of her new dresses and to bring the old one back so Lou could add it to the washing. 
 
    Which was where Nadani found herself. Looking at the new dress she’d chosen to wear. The dress she’d been given two days earlier at Grimmani headquarters lay on the bed ready to go to Lou, while the other day dresses and the night dress were hung in the wardrobe. 
 
    The dress she’d chosen was something a maid of all work or a house manager would wear. Comfortable and no nonsense, with buttons up the front from neck to ankle, and a simple belt at the waist that keys or other items could be tied to. The fit was comfortable, allowing her a full range of motion without binding. It was a good dress. 
 
    Only one thing made her hesitate, and that was the fit across the chest. It was tighter than she’d like. Not nearly so tight as the outfits she was used to, but far tighter than the dress the Grimmani had given her, or the shirts Kota had found onboard the Beloniform to cover her slave dress. It wasn’t tight enough to restrict her freedom of movement, and the fabric was in no danger of tearing, but the cut emphasized certain assets that she would have preferred people forget she had. 
 
    There wasn’t anything for it, unfortunately. The other day dresses were of a similar cut. So much so that she wasn’t sure which one emphasized her bust more, and the dress from Grimmani definitely needed a wash. She took a deep breath and reminded herself that her new dresses would be arriving next week, and that what she was wearing was far, far more modest than anything she’d even been allowed in Bodeya’s house. That reassurance was enough for her to pick up the dress from Grimmani and take it out to Lou. 
 
    “Just carry it back to the washing room at the back of the house,” Lou said when she saw Nadani. “I’ll get it cleaned up and back to you when I do the rest of the wash day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is there one washing day a week?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Unless something special happens, yes. I told Binti to make sure you had enough that that wouldn’t be a problem, but until she brings your things, I can do an extra washing or two if you need it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Lou gave her a dismissive wave, and Nadani headed back to the rear of the house to the washing room. Like most houses, the actual washing would be done outside. The washing room was just where the washboard, tubs, and soiled clothes were stored until it was washing day. She hung her dress on the rack, and then headed back to the front of the house. 
 
    “There are some packages for you on the dining table,” Lou said. 
 
    “For me?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Bits and bobs herself thought you would need,” Lou said. “I wanted to have them while Binti was still here, so she could see if we missed anything, but if it turns out we do, I can have the errand girl go back down to the ward to pick it up.” 
 
    Nadani didn’t say anything, instead heading into the dining room to find a pile of carefully wrapped parcels. She sat down and started opening them. The first was a hoof kit, complete with various picks, knives, nippers, rasps, and brushes. The second parcel, similarly, was a hoof kit, but this one was less functional and more cosmetic, including paints and scrapers and pots of hide glue, and various paste gems. There was even a small drill with a boring bit so she could cut into the hoof horn and flush set paste gems with the surface. 
 
    The third package was two simple pairs of hoof boots. One pair covered the whole hoof, while the other left most of the hoof itself bare, simply covering the bottom, with the boots then wrapping around the ankle to hold themselves in place. The design was one she was familiar with, meant to let her show off her decorated hooves while the boots kept them clean and gave her better traction on smooth flooring. 
 
    The rest of the packages were similar. Kits to trim, polish, and decorate her horns and nails, various soaps for her skin, her horns and hooves, and her hair. There were a few small perfumes which were much, much subtler in scent than anything she’d ever been given before. Cloths for her monthlies, as well as rather dainty garments clearly meant to hold the cloths in place. Small pots of medicinal herbs meant to make her monthlies more comfortable, and to keep her from getting with child. Pots of salves and ointments for cuts, burns, and blisters. Cosmetics, wood, horn, and bone combs and sticks for her hair, and even a pot of tea leaves meant to help with restfulness. 
 
    It was the last parcel that caught her attention. A small thing, compared to most of what she’d found, but when she opened it, she found two daggers. One was small, with a sheath attached to a band that went around her forearm, and the other was a single edged bullock dagger with a thick spine. 
 
    “Lou,” Nadani called out. 
 
    Lou came into the dining room. “Problem?” she asked. 
 
    Nadani held up the daggers. “Is this a mistake?” 
 
    Lou frowned. “I’m afraid so, but I think it’s one caused by orc practicality. The errand girl is an orc, and they tend to favor thick spined single edge daggers because you can use them for things other than gutting a man. I should have reminded her to get you something more befitting your station.” 
 
    “My station?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “You’re a member of herself’s household,” Lou said. “Not quite a noble, but certainly high enough you should have a nice double edged quillon dagger. I’m sorry. I’ll have her pick you up something more suitable tomorrow.” 
 
    Nadani looked down at the dagger, something she never would have been allowed in her previous life and tightened her hand around it. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Nadani said. “This will do well enough.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Lou asked. “I know herself tends more toward workmen blades, but she’s herself. People expect sorcerers to be a bit off, don’t they?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Nadani said. She looked back up at Lou. “Show me how to fit these?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota smiled as she used a bit of magic to drag the small stuffed leather mouse around the bed. Pyter lifted his front feet off the bed and wiggled back and forth, getting ready to pounce. She watched him, making sure he kept his wings tucked in since he wasn’t supposed to fly, and spotted the twitch in his hind legs that told her he was about to pounce. She flicked her finger, moving the mouse across the bed just as he committed to the pounce, and he let out a small growl as he landed on an empty spot on the bed, but it was more of effort than of frustration, because he practically bounced off the mattress and went flying again, all four feet coming down on the stuffed mouse. 
 
    “Beat you.” Pyter turned towards her, a smug look on his face. 
 
    “Yes, you did. Come here.” 
 
    Pyter picked up the toy mouse in his mouth and trotted over to her, climbing up in her lap. She took the toy from him and set it on the bedside table. 
 
    “Show me your side,” she said. 
 
    Pyter lifted his wing, and she looked at the spot where his wound had been, trying to hold back the sigh that wanted to escape. The healers had done the best they could, but the spell was working too slowly for her liking, and it was going to leave a scar. Not much of one, but a scar nonetheless, which left a knot of guilt in her stomach. She should have checked him over before going after the archer, instead of taking his word that he was okay. He was too much like her. 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Pyter lowered his wing and sat down in her lap. “Can I fly now?” Pyter asked, hopeful. 
 
    “A few more days,” Kota said. 
 
    He sighed and lay down in her lap. “I sorry.” 
 
    “I know, sweetheart. Just don’t lie to me like that again.” 
 
    “Won’t,” he said. She didn’t believe him for a second, but that was okay. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again. She reached up and rubbed her knuckles along his forehead, getting a happy purr in return. She was about to ask if he wanted to chase the mouse a bit more when the door opened. She looked up and nearly swallowed her tongue. 
 
    Nadani entered the room carrying a tray, but despite the small hunger pangs which had started to bother her, she didn’t even notice the food. Instead, her attention focused entirely on Nadani, who was wearing a sky-blue muslin dress. The dress had puffy upper arms, with fitted lower arms and ended in lace cuffs, but it was the bodice that attracted her attention. The bodice was two layers. The outer layer was lightly fitted with a V neck, worn over a lace underlayer that went all the way up to Nadani’s throat. The dress itself opened in the front, with small pearl buttons closing the lace layer, and larger, gold trimmed, half pearl buttons that went from the bottom of the V neck down to about mid-calf. 
 
    The dress itself was hardly remarkable, something a secretary or a lady’s maid might wear, but the fit of the dress left Kota unable to look away. She’d known Nadani was beautiful from the first moment she’d laid eyes on her, but seeing her like this, without the trappings of her former enslavement or the various ill-fitting clothes that Kota or the Grimmani had been able to scrounge for her, was a completely different experience. 
 
    This was the Nadani that Kota wanted to know. A Nadani who was her own woman, beautiful and powerful in her own right. A Nadani who wasn’t beholden to anyone and who was free to be the person Kota had so far only managed to get a vague sense of. The person who was thoughtful, calculating, smart, strong, and fierce. 
 
    Something must have given her away, because Nadani looked at her and Kota could see the color rise in her cheeks, and Kota forced herself to look away. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kota said. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Nadani said. Kota turned back to her, doing her best to be more respectful in the way she looked this time. 
 
    “It is,” Kota said. “If I made you uncomfortable, then I owe you an apology. I meant no disrespect. I was just…you’re always beautiful, but that dress is very striking on you.” 
 
    The color in Nadani’s cheeks darkened a bit. 
 
    “It’s tighter than I would like,” she said. 
 
    “Then we should get you something else,” Kota said. 
 
    “The dresses I ordered are more to my liking, but this was the largest thing the tailor had readymade. She said I’m a bit heartier than the Semidaem she usually sees, so I’m afraid this and two more like it are what I have until the order is done.” 
 
    “It’s a lovely dress,” Kota said. “Even if my reaction leaves something to be desired.” 
 
    Nadani set down the tray, which had Kota and Pyter’s dinner on it. 
 
    “You caught me by surprise, is all.” Nadani arranged the tray. “I’m not sure why. I’m used to being looked at.” 
 
    Kota felt a spike of anger go through her and reminded herself to make arrangements to have Nadani’s former master seen to. She would have liked to do the job herself, but given what had happened since she arrived in Crossroads, she doubted she would have the chance anytime soon. 
 
    “You should only be looked at with respect,” Kota said.  
 
    Nadani looked up at her. “You did. I think that’s what caught me off my guard. There was admiration in your eyes, but…you didn’t look at me the way they did.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how to explain it,” Nadani said. “It was just different. I don’t know. Can we…can we not talk about it anymore?” 
 
    “Of course.” Kota nodded and reached for her spoon. 
 
    “Would you like some lemonade to go with your soup?”  
 
    “Yes,” Kota said, working hard to keep the relief out of her voice. 
 
    Nadani left so fast that Kota wondered for a moment if there was magic involved, but she felt more relief than offense at Nadani’s eagerness to get away, and took a moment to get her emotions under control before Nadani returned. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    KOTA TIGHTENED HER GRIP on Pyter, who growled threateningly as Thylius thrust his practice dagger at Nadani’s heart. Nadani stepped back and twisted, using her tail to counterbalance as she leaned at an angle that would have a human toppling over. She reversed her own practice dagger and drove a hammer blow towards Thylius’ heart, but Thylius whipped his own tail up, wrapping it around Nadani’s wrist and pulling it aside, leaving Nadani open for a killing blow from his other hand. He swung, raking his gloved hand across her neck, the thick leather keeping his talons from tearing out her throat. 
 
    “Point, Thylius,” Pena announced. 
 
    Thylius let go of Nadani’s wrist and she stepped back, cursing. 
 
    “You’re doing well,” Thylius said, giving Nadani a smile. 
 
    “I haven’t scored a single point,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota could feel the frustration pouring off her and wanted to go over and comfort her. She couldn’t. While the healers allowed her to get out of bed and move around the house, she was still unsteady on her feet, and needed Nadani or Lou’s support to get around. And there wasn’t a lot she could say. Kota remembered her own training. She’d spent so many years watching the women in camp train that she’d expected to be good at it right away. Instead, her arrogance had landed her in the healer’s tent more than once. Nadani wasn’t quite as bad as she was, but she was clearly used to being a fast learner. 
 
    “You’ve been training for a week, girl,” Thylius said. “I’ve been a weapon’s master for twenty-six years, and I was a soldier for twenty-one years before that. I’ve been doing this longer than you’ve been alive. You can’t expect to be as good as I am in that short a time.” 
 
    Nadani sighed and nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “And I know it, but…” 
 
    “But you’re still frustrated,” Thylius said. “Perhaps a more even match. Pena.” 
 
    Pena stepped out onto the training floor while Thylius moved over to the referee’s station, and Kota had to wonder if this was really a more even match. Thylius and Pena were both Semidaems, like Nadani. How Lou had found them, Kota wasn’t sure, but she’d learned a long time ago when not to ask questions and just accept results. Thylius, though a bit smaller, was built along the same lines as Nadani, a tall, solid wall of muscle. Pena, his apprentice, was built more like Kota was. Small, lean, and nimble. That, in and of itself, would have made Kota wonder about the fairness of the match, but Pena was in her mid-thirties, and had apparently fought in a series of bandit wars down south. She was as much of a killer as Thylius and Kota were. 
 
    Nadani took a ready stance as Pena drew her practice dagger. Pena took her own practice stance, and the two of them waited. 
 
    “Fight,” Thylius said. 
 
    Pena rushed forward, clearly planning to use her advantage in speed and agility to slip inside Nadani’s guard. It was a tactic Kota had used herself on many occasions, but her first thought was that Pena was an idiot for trying it against an opponent with a tail. A tail sweep, especially from a species like the Semidaem who had heavy tails, could throw off your own guard, or even put you on the floor. 
 
    Almost as if Nadani had read Kota’s mind, she spun, her tail lashing out as she did, and catching Pena in the ribs. Pena went down hard, and as she finished the spin, Nadani came down, driving her practice dagger into the center of Pena’s chest. The heavy, glue stiffened leather plate strapped over the front of Pena’s practice gambeson spread out the force of the blow, but Pena still let out a pained sound when the tip of the wooden dagger slammed into her chest. 
 
    “Point Nadani,” Thylius said. 
 
    Nadani lifted her dagger away from Pena’s chest and stood up, then offered Pena her hand.  
 
    Pena took it and stood up. "That was a good move. Where did you learn it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It just occurred to me. Rushing someone with a heavy tail like that was a good way to get swatted with the tail.” 
 
    Kota frowned at how close to her own thoughts that was. 
 
    “Well, you’re right about that,” Pena said. “I never would have rushed a more experienced Semidaem like that for just that reason.” 
 
    “See?” Thylius said. “You are learning.” 
 
    Nadani smiled and took up a fighting stance. “I guess I am.” 
 
    “Again?” Pena asked. 
 
    “Again,” Nadani said. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani dropped down into the armchair next to Kota as Lou showed Sikudhana out. 
 
    “Tired?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the chair, letting the tension in her body melt away for a moment. She felt something heavy land in her lap and knew right away what it was. 
 
    “Pyter!” Kota said. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Nadani reached up and started petting him on the head. The room filled with the sound of his purring. If Nadani didn’t know better, and truthfully, she didn’t, she would have sworn there was a bit of healing magic in that sound, because as soon as she heard it, the aches and pains in her body seemed to lessen and even the exhaustion didn’t seem so bad. 
 
    “He should ask first,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “Have you ever made him ask before climbing into your lap?” 
 
    “That’s different,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani laughed and gave Pyter a little scratch behind his horn as she watched him play with the small puzzle box he’d been working on all afternoon. “I don’t mind. Truly. It’s flattering that he feels so comfortable with me.” 
 
    “Pyter knows good people when he sees them.”  
 
    “Now you’re flattering me.”  
 
    “You did well today,” Kota said. 
 
    “My bruises would disagree.” Nadani opened her eyes and looked over at Kota. “Why did you arrange all of this?” 
 
    “It’s like I said when you asked me the first time Thylius came. They are skills you need to know.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Nadani said. “But it doesn’t tell me why you arranged all of it. You’re paying me well enough to take care of you while you convalesce, and you’ve arranged an allowance for me. You could have left me to my own devices with my other needs.” 
 
    “I promised I would care for you until you were ready to care for yourself. I would teach you myself, if I could, but your anatomy is different enough that I don’t have an instinctive understanding of the ways you can move, and the best ways for you to fight, so I hired someone who does. It’s the same with your magic. I know Semidaem have magic, and I gathered from what I could feel around you that you have more than most, but I only really know raw, draconic, and systematic magics well enough to teach them. I could no more teach you how to use the magic you have than I could teach a priest or a paladin or a druid. The power comes from a different place and works in a different way. That’s why I hired Sikudhana. She knows how to teach you what you need to learn.” 
 
    “But she says the same thing you do,” Nadani pointed out. “That magic is about intent.” 
 
    “And she’s right,” Kota said. “All magic is about intent. Primal magic, natural magic, rote magic, spell magic, raw magic. It’s just a question of whose intent the magic is obeying. What Sikudhana is doing is teaching you how to focus your will into the magic so it obeys your intent. How that works varies from magic to magic. With divine magic, the intent is filtered through a deity. With natural magic, it’s filtered through plants and animals and nature spirits. With spell magic, it’s not even truly your intent, it’s the intent of the person who designed the spell form. My magic is draconic magic, which is closer to natural magic than the kind of arcane magic mages use. Dragons are creatures of magic, who use the power inherent in who and what they are to reshape the world to their whims. Even Pyter, small as he is, has incredible power. He just chooses to use it to solve puzzles and beg for food.” 
 
    Nadani laughed and looked down at Pyter, who had his eyes closed. The puzzle box he’d been playing with was forgotten, and he was clearly lost in the attention she was giving him. 
 
    “I’m not really sure how Semidaem magic works, because I’ve never used it or studied it. From what I’ve heard from Sikudhana, it sounds a lot like the way draconic magic works, but there are subtle differences. Dragons are magical creatures, but they are very much a part of the worlds. Their existence is necessary for the worlds to exist. That’s why you find dragons native to every one of the known worlds. It also means that draconic magic draws its power from the world, from the material. That’s why dragons hoard treasures. They can draw power from their hoard. From what I’ve overheard from your lessons, Semidaem magic draws its power from somewhere else. That’s not something I could have taught you, because I didn’t know it before I heard Sikudhana tell you.” 
 
    Nadani listened to what Kota was saying, turning it over in her head. It made a lot of sense, and it lined up with what Sikudhana had told her, but the question still bothered her. 
 
    “I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I still don’t understand. It’s not that I don’t appreciate it…” Nadani said, trying to find a way to put what was bothering her into words. 
 
    “It’s that you’re wondering what the catch is,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani looked up at Kota for a moment, but quickly averted her eyes, not able to stand the sadness she could see there. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Kota said. “I understand. I just wish you could believe me when I say there aren’t any strings.” 
 
    “You desire me,” Nadani said. 
 
    “We both know I’d be lying if I said no, but this isn’t about that,” Kota said. “I’m not trying to buy my way into your bed or your body.” 
 
    Nadani looked down at Pyter, who had curled up in a ball in her lap. She wanted to believe what Kota had said, she really did, but she had never seen anyone be so kind or generous without wanting something in return. Bodeya had often been generous to her, showering her with pretty clothes, paints for her face and horns and hooves, bits of jewelry, pastries, and sweetmeats. She’d even been kind at times, but it had never been far from Nadani’s mind that Bodeya had owned her, and she couldn’t get it out of her head that, but for some whim, she would be Kota’s property now, bound to give her whatever she demanded, just as surely as she had been bound to Bodeya. 
 
    A small, nagging part of her still remembered what happened on the last day aboard the Beloniform and the way Kota had reacted when Guthrie had spoken to her. It reminded her so much of the way Bodeya would get possessive when one of her guests had spoken to Nadani without her leave. Kota hadn’t acted that way towards anyone else, but then, almost everyone they had interacted with since Guthrie was beholden to Kota in some way. Either an employee or a coworker. And from what Nadani had gathered, Kota’s employer valued her skills highly enough that if any of her coworkers had offended her, it would end badly for them. 
 
    Guthrie was the only unbiased measuring stick Nadani had for how Kota would react to her interacting with other people, and it didn’t really reflect well on Kota’s promise that she was a free woman. 
 
    “I don’t want you to be my slave, or my concubine, or my mistress,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani looked up at Kota again, surprised at how easily she’d been able to guess Nadani’s train of thought. 
 
    “I’ve been offered all those things in my life. A slave, a concubine, a mistress, even a bride or two. You would be surprised at how generous the bribes can be for someone like me. It’s one of the reasons Grimmani pays people in my position so well. We have more to lose by accepting the bribes than we do by not taking them, but even if that wasn’t the case, I wouldn’t take them. I don’t want to own another person.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Would you want to own a slave?” Kota asked. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “See?” Kota said. “Why is it so hard to believe I feel the same way?” 
 
    Nadani looked around the house, at the rich appointments, the expensive furniture, and various well made, if utilitarian weapons that hung on the walls of the training room. 
 
    “You have all of this,” Nadani said. “You have servants, Lou, the errand girl.” 
 
    “Dura,” Kota said. “Her name is Dura.” 
 
    Nadani stopped for a moment, a little surprised that Kota even knew that since the two of them had never met face to face. 
 
    “You’re right,” Kota said. “I do have servants, but I don’t have them because I feel like I deserve them. I have them because I have more money that I know what to do with, and because without them, I’ll feed Pyter, but forget to eat myself until I’m ready to collapse. I have them because the limits of my cooking skills are ‘making trail rations tolerable’ but I like good food, because I hate doing the washing but I want clean clothes, and because I like a clean house but without someone to pick up after me, I would drown in my own clutter. I use money to get things I want done but am very bad at doing myself. I use money to make my life easier and better, but at the same time, I make their lives better too. I’m paying Dura three times what she would make doing the same job for someone else. Same with Lou, Thylius, and Sikudhana.” 
 
    “And what about me?” Nadani looked down at Pyter, who had rolled onto his back and was cheerfully swatting at his own tail. “What do I do that makes your life simpler?” 
 
    “Aside from taking care of me after I fall off buildings, nothing,” Kota said. “But you’re not my employee.” 
 
    “Then what am I to you?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Can’t you just be my friend?” Kota asked. 
 
    There was a note of pleading in Kota’s voice that surprised Nadani, and she looked back up at her, and for a moment she was struck with a vast, overwhelming feeling of loneliness. Before she could react, she felt Pyter kick off, and watched as he landed in Kota’s lap. He stood up on his hind legs. He put his front legs on Kota’s chest and ran the top of his head along her jaw, purring loudly. 
 
    Kota turned her attention to Pyter, wrapping her arms around him, and hugging him tightly. As she did, the overwhelming loneliness that Nadani had felt faded, but it didn’t completely disappear. Nadani studied her for a moment, wondering about what she felt. 
 
    It was something she hadn’t considered before. Kota had money, that much was obvious. She had power, too. Magical, social, possibly political. People surrounded her, but when Nadani thought about it, it was much like she’d thought before. They were all beholden to Kota in some way. Servants and coworkers and employees. 
 
    Could it really be that simple? Could it really be that what Kota wanted was an equal? A friend? And if so, could Nadani even be that? She’d been a slave her whole life. She’d never had the power or the self-assurance, or the confidence, or the habit of freedom that Kota had. Were those things she could learn? Was that why Kota was paying for her training in fighting and magic? So Nadani could stand beside her as an equal? 
 
    She wasn’t sure, but everything suddenly made more sense to her. Kota did want something from her, just like she thought, but it was something she didn’t think she would mind giving. She just had to learn how, first. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    KOTA SAT ON THE couch with her legs stretched out and a blanket tossed over them. Pyter was sleeping in her lap as she listened to Nadani read from The Ballad of Kayola and the Dragon. She had her eyes closed so it was easier to focus on the sound of Nadani’s voice. Letting herself get lost in that rich, low timber was probably not the best idea if she wanted to be a gentlewoman and keep her thoughts and her hands to herself. 
 
    Nadani’s voice was a little too appealing for the girl who had grown up surrounded by big, burly, beautiful women, which was the problem. No matter how pure Kota’s intentions, she couldn’t completely ignore the fact that she found almost everything about Nadani incredibly enticing. 
 
    So enticing that, for the first time she could remember, she was actually dreading going back to work. Normally, if she got sick or got hurt in some way that kept her away from her job, she was restless and miserable until she could get back to work. More than a few of her past lovers had been clear about thinking she preferred her job to them, which wasn’t really a point she was prepared to argue. Now, though, she didn’t want to go back to work. She wanted to stay home and spend her days with Nadani, listening to her read, watching her and Pyter play together. She wanted to spend her evenings talking softly, telling Nadani about some of the cases she and Pyter had worked on over the years. 
 
    It was such a huge change that she sometimes wondered if hitting her head had broken something inside that the healing spells hadn’t put back to right. If that was the case, she hoped it never got put right, because she honestly couldn’t remember the last time that she felt so content. Nadani’s company, though still occasionally awkward, was a joy. 
 
    “The guards said to tell you that the boy is back,” Lou said. 
 
    Kota sighed and opened her eyes, looking up at her maid of all work. “How long has he been here this time?” she asked. 
 
    “They said he showed up about thirty minutes ago,” Lou said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. 
 
    “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything,” Lou said. 
 
    Kota nodded, then looked down at Pyter. “Time for work,” she said. Pyter stood up, a focused, determined look on his face. 
 
    “The boy is back. I want you to follow him.” 
 
    “Fight him?” Pyter asked. 
 
    “No. Just tell me where he goes.” 
 
    Pyter nodded, and Kota pulled in a bit of magic, and once she was ready, she tapped her forehead, then tapped Pyter on the same spot, forming a sense link. Once that was done, she pulled in a bit more magic and wove an invisibility field around Pyter. 
 
    “All set,” she said. 
 
    Pyter, now completely invisible, leapt into the air. She closed her eyes, letting her watch through his as he flew up to the ceiling and crawled through one of the hidden hatches she’d added for him. Once outside, he walked over to the edge of the roof and sat down, watching the boy. 
 
    The boy had appeared outside the house a couple of days after she’d been hurt. Or the guards Thilde had posted took a couple of days to notice the boy coming around. Kota wasn’t sure which. She’d prefer to think that her fellows at the local Grimmani office were up to the task, but she didn’t know any of them well enough to judge. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe to send him by himself?” Nadani asked, voice filled with worry. 
 
    Kota opened her eyes so she could look at Nadani. “Between the invisibility cloak I wove around him and the magical connection I made that will let me work magic on him from a distance, he’ll be fine. If they do manage to detect him and try to hurt him, they’ll suddenly find themselves with a very angry full sized adult dragon on their hands.” 
 
    The worry on Nadani’s face was replaced by a smile, but Kota could tell it wasn’t completely gone. Nadani worried about Pyter almost as much as Kota did. Maybe more than Kota did, given that Kota knew exactly what Pyter was capable of in a fight. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Kota said. “We do this sort of work all the time. I know it might not seem like it, but he’s good at it.” 
 
    Nadani nodded, but Kota could tell it was more about humoring her than any comfort Nadani had gotten from her reassurances. She could still feel the worry coming from Nadani and made a decision. She lifted her legs off the couch, turned so she was facing forward, and set her feet on the floor. 
 
    “Come here,” she said, patting the couch next to her. 
 
    Nadani gave her a curious look. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “You’re worried about Pyter. This will help.” 
 
    Nadani put the marker ribbon in the book and set it on the table next to the armchair she was sitting in, then moved to the couch, sitting down next to Kota. 
 
    “This will feel a bit weird,” Kota said. “If you don’t like it, let me know, and I’ll undo the working.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nadani said, a hint of confusion and trepidation in her voice. Kota just smiled as she touched her own forehead, drawing a bit of magic and stretching it out, then pressing it to Nadani’s forehead. 
 
    “Now, close your eyes.” 
 
    Nadani closed her eyes and immediately jumped, reaching for purchase. Her right hand grabbed the front edge of the couch, while her left grabbed Kota’s right thigh. Kota bit her lip to keep from making a noise in response and took a breath to steady herself before she spoke. 
 
    “Easy,” she said. “It’s okay. It’s just a simple sharing. You’re seeing through Pyter’s eyes. You can hear through his ears as well, though that will take a bit of practice.” 
 
    “How do I stop it?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Just open your eyes,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani opened her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kota said. “I thought it would help if you could see what was going on.” 
 
    Nadani looked at her for a moment and nodded. “It just took me by surprise.” 
 
    “Do you want me to end the sharing?” Kota asked. 
 
    Nadani thought about it for a second, then shook her head. 
 
    “Teach me,” she said. 
 
    “Okay. Just close your eyes,” Kota said. Nadani closed her eyes, and a moment later, Kota did the same. As soon as her eyes were closed, she could see what Pyter saw. He was perched on the peak of the roof, looking down at the empty lot across the street where a group of kids were playing. 
 
    The whole thing looked normal enough. Crossroads was a young city, and when the first colonists had arrived, they’d built the city walls with expansion in mind. Nearly a quarter of the area in the walls was still empty, and the house Kota had purchased had been built after she’d bought a plot of empty land inside the city. Well, technically it had been four plots, but she had wanted a bit of space outside for Pyter and for some outbuildings. Because it was new construction, the area around it was fairly empty, and some of the local kids used it as a play park. 
 
    The boy could have blended in easily enough if he had played with the other kids at all. Instead, he just sat off to the side, rolling a small ball back and forth and watching the house. 
 
    “Tell me what you see,” Kota said. 
 
    “I see a group of children playing,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Do you see the boy off to the left? The one with the green ball?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. “He’s the spy?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kota said. “Notice that he’s watching the house and not playing with the other kids.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “We wait,” Kota said. 
 
    “For how long?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “For as long as it takes,” Kota said. “But you don’t have to watch with me. If you want to do something else, you can.” 
 
    “No. I’ll stay,” Nadani said. 
 
    “All right,” Kota said. “Then let’s start by teaching you how to hear what Pyter hears.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    ‘As long as it takes,’ turned out to be several hours. During that time, Lou had brought them lunch, and they’d eaten together, and Pyter had even come in and gobbled down a chunk of lamb meat before returning to the roof to watch the boy some more. Sometime late in the afternoon, the boy they’d been watching suddenly picked up his ball and started walking away from the lot across from the house. 
 
    Nadani had a small moment of vertigo when Pyter moved to follow, but it hadn’t lasted. Kota had told her to expect it, and she’d blinked a few times, just the way Kota had suggested. The vertigo had passed, and she watched as Pyter flew slowly along, following the boy down side streets and alleyways as he made his way deeper into the city. 
 
    “It looks like he’s headed towards the Underway gates,” Kota said. 
 
    “What are Underway gates?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “There’re entrances to a tunnel network called the Underways,” Kota said. “The Sifa, one of the native species, are a bit like the dwarves. Not physically, but culturally. They prefer to live underground and tap groundwater deposits to get their drinking water. They built a huge network of tunnels that cover almost as much of the planet as the canals. Crossroads connects to two of the Underways. One leads to a Sifa city called Goldstone, and the other leads to Dwarfholm.” 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “When I took the job here, I spent a couple of weeks studying the history of Proximus, and I memorized a map of the city,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani wasn’t at all surprised by that answer. 
 
    Before she could think of a response, the boy exited a narrow street and came to what she could only assume was the Underway gates. There were no actual gates, but there was a great opening like a massive amphitheater sunk into the ground. There were dozens of tiers, each level with its own collection of shops and stalls. There were even a couple of inns. It was a testament to the size of Crossroads, because in many places, the amphitheater alone would be considered a city. The boy went far enough down that Nadani could see the bottom, which was clear of shops and stalls. It was just a large, flat oval with four arches spaced around the perimeter. The one on the north side of the oval had a massive wooden sign next to it that said, ‘Dwarfholm’ in common, dwarven, elvish, orcish, gnomish, and maybe a dozen other languages that Nadani didn’t recognize. To the southeast, there was an arch with a sign that read, ‘Goldstone.’ To the south, directly opposite the arch that led to Dwarfholm, was an arch with a sign that said, ‘The Quartz Barrens.’ There was a fourth arch to the northwest, but Nadani couldn’t read the sign because Pyter was approaching it from behind. 
 
    The boy stopped on the third tier from the bottom, leaving the stairs and making his way to an open-air tavern. He walked up to a cloaked figure sitting at one of the tables and spoke to them, but the words were lost in the noise from the crowds moving about the amphitheater. Nadani wasn’t sure, but she thought the figure spoke to the boy. The way the boy nodded seemed to confirm that. The boy said something else and held out his hand. The cloaked figure handed the boy a few haypence, and the boy ran off the moment his hand had closed around them. 
 
    Nadani expected Pyter to follow, since he’d been told to follow the boy, but instead, Pyter stayed where he’d perched and watched the cloaked figure. The figure sat for a few minutes, finishing their drink. When they were done, they dropped a farthing on the table and stood up. As they turned to leave, Nadani got a brief look under the hood and recoiled in surprise. 
 
    The figure under the cloak was an elf woman. At least, Nadani thought it was an elf woman. It was often hard to tell from a distance whether elves were male or female as elven women tended to be rather small busted unless they were nursing, and most often the only way to distinguish them was the makeup and jewelry. Elven men loved their makeup and jewelry, while elven woman, who were much more practical as a rule, didn’t typically wear any. Given how loose the figure’s clothes were, they could have been an elven wet nurse and Nadani wouldn’t have been able to tell. 
 
    Whoever they were, they weren’t wearing any makeup. Of that much, Nadani was sure. Their skin was a pale, translucent white. She could see the blood vessels and muscles under the skin. The figure’s eyes were hidden behind large goggles with stained-glass lenses, so there was no way of telling where the figure was looking before it turned away, the cloak once again covering it. 
 
    The figure started walking, and Pyter leapt into the air again, following carefully as the figure descended to the first tier and disappeared into an inn near the fourth arch, the one Nadani hadn’t been able to see the name of. 
 
    “Come home,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani’s view swung wildly as Pyter turned and started flapping his wings, climbing up out of the amphitheater and heading home. Nadani was surprised by how quickly Pyter moved. It had taken nearly three quarters of an hour for the boy to make his way to the cloaked figure, but it took Pyter less than five minutes from the time Kota called him home until he landed on the roof and pushed open one of the hidden hatches. 
 
    Nadani opened her eyes as Pyter sailed down and landed in Kota’s lap, though with the invisibility spell still in place, the only way Nadani could tell he was there was by the way his feet pressed into Kota’s thighs. 
 
    Kota waved her hand, and the invisibility spell broke. Pyter looked up at Kota with a proud expression on his face. 
 
    “I did good?” he asked. 
 
    “You did.” Kota leaned down and kissed him on the head. She gave his forehead a small tap with her finger, and Nadani felt the connection between her and Pyter break. She closed her eyes, and sure enough, all she saw was darkness. When she opened her eyes again, Kota was smiling at her. 
 
    “Sharing is done,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani nodded. “I noticed.” 
 
    “If you like, I can teach you once you have a bit better handle on your magic,” Kota said. 
 
    “I thought you couldn’t teach me any magic,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I can’t teach you Semidaem magic,” Kota said. “Once you master your magic, you’ll be able to do plenty of things I can’t, just the same way my draconic magic will let me do things you won’t be able to do with your Semidaem magic, but some workings don’t care much about the type of magic that fuels them.” 
 
    “So you can teach me some of the spells you use?”  
 
    “I don’t use spells, I do workings. I know a lot of people use the term spell for any sort of magic, but once you start learning magical theory, you’ll understand the difference. A spell is like a mold. You push magic into it, and as long as you do it correctly, you get the same result every time. A working is more like sculpting freehand. It’s a bit less predictable when you’re first learning, but it’s a lot more flexible at the end of the day.” 
 
    Nadani nodded. “And I’ll be able to do workings like you?” 
 
    “You should be able to. Anyone can learn spell work with a bit of study, but if you don’t have any sort of connection to magic beyond what the average person does, you have to tap into your own life force to construct a spell form. The trick is to construct the spell form so that it sucks in ambient magic, like a bucket shoved below the surface of a lake. That’s why mages and wizards tire out more quickly than sorcerers. A working shapes the magic that is already flowing through us.” 
 
    Kota looked down at Pyter, who was starting to squirm a little. “You hungry?”  
 
    “Lemon?” Pyter asked hopefully. 
 
    “For dessert,” Kota said. “Meat first.” 
 
    “Beef?” Pyter asked. 
 
    “Sorry, buddy. No cows around here, but I think Lou got some camel. Maybe a nice piece of that with some goat butter.” 
 
    “Butter!” Pyter did a cheerful little dance on Kota’s lap. Kota laughed and kissed him on the head again. 
 
    “How about this? I give you a bit of canal scorpion for a snack, then you deliver a letter for me, and when you get back, Lou will have your camel ready.” 
 
    “’Kay,” Pyter said. 
 
    Kota turned to Nadani. 
 
    “Could you bring me my writing board?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Nadani said. She got up and headed into Kota’s bedroom, where she grabbed Kota’s writing board. The ‘board’ was more of a box, really, with space inside for parchment, quills and pens, inkwells, wax, and seals. It even had folding legs, which let it stand on its own as a writing desk. 
 
    She carried the writing board out to Kota and touched a button on the side, which made the legs unfold, then she set it in front of her. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Nadani sat back down next to her. 
 
    Kota smiled at her, and Pyter jumped from Kota’s lap to hers, giving her a hopeful look. Nadani started scratching behind his horns, earning a purr as Kota opened the writing board and pulled out some supplies. 
 
    “Lou,” Kota called as she began to write out a letter. 
 
    Lou came into the room a moment later. “What can I do for you, ma’am?” 
 
    “Can you bring a bit of the dried canal scorpion so Pyter can have a snack before he delivers a letter for me, and then start cutting a bit of camel and goat butter for his dinner?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Lou said. She turned and headed back to the kitchen while Kota finished writing. 
 
    When Kota was done, she waved her hand over the letter, and the ink dried instantly. Then she waved her hand again, and the lines on the page moved, letters rearranging themselves, then twisting into meaningless symbols. Once Kota was satisfied, she cut two short lengths of ribbon, one yellow and one blue, then rolled the letter up and quickly sealed it with a bit of bronze wax with the bits of yellow and blue ribbon set into the wax. Nadani smiled at the seal. The left side of the seal was Pyter’s face in profile, while the right was the letter ‘K.’ 
 
    She was just finishing up when Lou came back, carrying a bowl that was filled with chunks of dried pink meat. Pyter stood up, wagging his tail excitedly as Lou held the bowl out to Nadani. Nadani took it from Lou, who headed back to the kitchen to start working on dinner. Nadani held the bowl in front of Pyter, who, with his usual impeccable manners, proceeded to quickly eat the chunks of dried meat. Nadani couldn’t fault him. Canal scorpion was delicious. Both she and Kota had taken a liking to it the first night Lou had served it to them. 
 
    “Ready for another trip?” Kota asked when Pyter was finished with his snack. 
 
    Pyter turned to her and nodded. Kota held out the letter. 
 
    “Take this to Norga,” Kota said. “And no chewing.” 
 
    Pyter stuck his tongue out at Kota as he grabbed the letter with his right front foot. He jumped into the air, and with a couple of flaps of his wings, he reached one of the hatches and disappeared through it. 
 
    “Does he really chew your letters?” 
 
    “Only one time,” Kota said. “It was the first time I used him to carry one, but telling him not to chew my letters is a bit of a running joke.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe to use him as a courier if people are trying to kill you?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Safe as houses,” Kota said. “Hitting Pyter while he’s flying is damn near impossible. I know. I’ve tried. The only reason he got hurt that first day is because the little idiot decided to snatch the arrow out of the air.” 
 
    Nadani felt a little relief at Kota’s reassurance. She knew Pyter was a fighter, had seen him bring down Alborin that day on the Bloody Aether, but she spent so much time around him when he was acting like a sweet, gentle, somewhat mischievous young child that it was hard to think of him as anything other than that. She knew Kota could tell she worried, which in turn made Nadani afraid Kota would take it as an insult, as if Nadani thought she wasn’t taking proper care of Pyter, but she couldn’t help it. Pyter had wormed his way into her affections so quickly she hadn’t even noticed. She hated herself for getting so attached, because she knew it would make it hard to leave if she decided that’s what she wanted to do. On the other hand, Kota had done the same thing. Nadani didn’t even like to think about leaving the two of them. 
 
    “You okay?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Fine,” Nadani said. 
 
    “He really is safe,” Kota said. 
 
    “I know,” Nadani said. “Apparently, I’m just a worrier.” 
 
    “That’s gonna be rough,” Kota said. 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” Nadani said. “What would you like to do until Pyter gets back?” 
 
    “Another game of chess?” Kota asked. 
 
    Nadani smiled. “That eager to lose again?” 
 
    Kota glared. “Keep gloating. I will beat you.” 
 
    The ‘eventually’ attached to that statement went unspoken.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    KOTA HAD TROUBLE KEEPING the annoyance off her face as she stepped into the Grimmani Crossroads office under her own power for the first time. The four guards that Thilde had sent to escort her to work that morning felt like an insult. She knew they shouldn’t, that Thilde was genuinely concerned for her safety, or at least, the safety of one of her resources if not Kota as a person, but she was used to taking care of herself. She was normally more than capable of taking care of one little assassin. What had happened that first day was a fluke. 
 
    She knew that part of her annoyance was the two weeks of imposed bedrest. She had needed it. She could admit that. She had even enjoyed it, thanks in large part to Nadani’s company, but her work was a part of who she was, and not being able to work felt like something important had been taken away from her. 
 
    Pyter, who was riding on her shoulder, let out a small chitter and bumped the side of her head with his. She gave him a quick glare, but he ignored it, sensing her amusement at his chiding the same way he had sensed her annoyance. Having a partner who could sense your every mood had its benefits, and the way Pyter refused to let her brood most days was definitely at the top of the list. 
 
    She took off her stained-glass spectacles and tucked them into a pocket as she looked around the entry hall, taking in the three balconies and the large reception desk. The building was ten floors high, but the entry hall was about four floors high, maybe a third of the building’s width, and a third of its depth. 
 
    “Kota.” 
 
    Kota turned at the sound of her name to see Norga walking towards her. She smiled and gave the centaur a small wave. 
 
    “Morning,” Kota said. 
 
    “Thilde wants to see you,” Norga said. 
 
    “I figured,” Kota said. “I was just going to drop my things in my office, and then head that way.” 
 
    “How do you know where your office is?” Norga asked. 
 
    “I don’t,” Kota said. “I was planning on asking at the reception desk.” 
 
    Norga shook her head. “Thilde won’t want to wait while you wander around the building like an idiot.” 
 
    Kota sighed. “Which way?” she asked. 
 
    “Follow me,” Norga said. She turned around and Kota followed her as she headed deeper into the building. 
 
    “So, how’d you end up with Grimmani?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I started with caravan security,” Norga said. 
 
    Kota nodded. That made sense. A lot of Grimmani’s caravan protection people were centaurs. 
 
    “And now?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Now I’m Thilde’s fixer,” Norga said. “Not quite up to Troubleshooter standards, admittedly. No magic to speak of, but when something is broken, Thilde usually sends me to fix it.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Kota said. “I suppose you have to be really happy about an actual Troubleshooter showing up.” 
 
    Norga just shrugged. “It is what it is,” she said. “I suspect Thilde will find work for both of us, assuming you don’t get killed.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a cheerful thought,” Kota said. 
 
    “You were here less than an hour before an assassin tried to kill you with exploding arrows,” Norga said. “There’s a betting pool on how long you last. Smart money says you’ll be dead before the end of the month.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Kota said. “Should I be looking over my shoulder in case anyone here decides to make sure they collect?” 
 
    “Probably not necessary,” Norga said. “Most of them would rather lose the bet than deal with Thilde’s bad mood if you actually get killed.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Kota said. Norga didn’t answer. She just led Kota down a hall to a small area where a gnome and a hobgoblin sat at a pair of desks. Behind the desks were a pair of heavy looking double doors. As they approached, the hobgoblin spoke without looking up from her work. 
 
    “She’ll see you now,” she said. “Go right in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Norga said. She opened the door and led Kota into the office. 
 
    The office was large, with massive bookcases on both walls. There were three weapons racks in the room. One behind the large, clutter covered desk at the far end, and one off to each side. In the middle of the room there were a pair of sofas facing each other over a low table, and just beyond the sofas, there was the desk with two chairs in front of it and a third, larger chair behind it. Thilde sat in the larger chair, looking at them across a sea of scrolls, sheafs of parchment, various odds and ends, and small piles of random knick knacks, with an impatient look on her face. 
 
    “Close the doors and have a seat.” 
 
    Kota waved her hand, using a bit of magic to gently push the doors closed, then walked across the office and took one of the seats in front of the desk. 
 
    “Morning,” Kota said, as Norga took up a spot beside her. 
 
    Thilde grunted. “The healers said you could come back to work.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Good,” Thilde said. “I wanted to ask you if you were sure about the boy talking to a cave elf.” 
 
    “Surer than if I saw it with my own eyes,” Kota said. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “It means feradrakes have true sight. They can see right through glamours, illusions, and other tricks. If I’d seen it with my own eyes, I might have taken it for an illusion to hide the person’s true face, but since I saw it through Pyter’s eyes…” 
 
    “It was definitely a cave elf,” Thilde said. 
 
    “Definitely,” Kota said. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Thilde said. “There aren’t any cave elf colonies on Proximus. If a group of cave elves tried to move in, they’d run into the dark elves, the dwarves, and the cave gnomes.” 
 
    “And cave elves don’t get along with any of those groups,” Kota said. “But what about the Sifa?” 
 
    “What?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “The Sifa built most of the Underways, and they still control the vast majority of the subterranean territory on Proximus. I know that on a lot of colonies, people tend to forget that the natives exist, because by the time you add in our weapons, our magic, and our technology, they don’t pose a lot of threat, but from what I’ve heard, the Sifa and the Saidee are both at least as advanced as us in terms of weapons, magic, and technology. In fact, the reports I’ve seen say that the Sifa have spring steel alloys that the dwarves can’t match, and that the Saidee have more sophisticated clockwork mechanisms than even the best gnomes craftsmen. Even the Sikhavi have smiths to rival some of our best.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “What if some cave elves went to the Sifa directly and traded for territory to build a city?” 
 
    “That’s a disturbing thought,” Thilde said. 
 
    “Why?” Kota asked. “They have as much right to be here as we do.” 
 
    “It’s disturbing because I don’t like not knowing what’s going on,” Thilde said. 
 
    “It’s a big planet,” Kota said. “I imagine there’s a lot going on you don’t know about.” 
 
    “Are you trying to make my day worse than it already is?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. 
 
    “Well, you’re doing a good job of it for someone who isn’t trying.” 
 
    Kota shrugged. “Did you send people down to the Gates to look for the cave elf?” 
 
    “Of course,” Thilde said. “They didn’t find them.” 
 
    “And the boy hasn’t been back,” Kota said. 
 
    “You think the elf spotted your feradrake?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Kota said. “I put an invisibility working around him, but some people have magic that lets them see right through it, the same way Pyter can see through a glamor or illusion spell. The other possibility is that the boy was bait for a trap, and when we didn’t walk into it, they gave up and decided on a different approach.” 
 
    Thilde stared at her for a moment, then sighed. 
 
    “Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine?” she said. 
 
    “I could go down to the gates and look,” Kota said. 
 
    “And get yourself blown up again?” 
 
    “I hadn’t planned on it,” Kota said. 
 
    “You didn’t plan on it the first time, either,” Thilde said. 
 
    “No, but I’m useless to you if I’m taking up six detectives for a security detail and can’t do my actual job. There’s also the fact that if I am in someone’s way just by being here, then whatever their motives or goals are, they are almost certainly in direct opposition to the goals of the Grimmani Agency, since my entire purpose for being on Proximus is to see to Grimmani interests. The truth is, you can’t afford to bench me, because whoever is coming for me will be coming for the rest of your agents. Probably sooner, rather than later. And no offense, but I can take care of myself better than the rest of your people.” 
 
    “You just spent two weeks recovering from taking care of yourself,” Thilde said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kota said. “But the point is, I recovered. Tell me, how many other detectives on your payroll would have?” 
 
    “She has a point,” Norga said. “Anyone else would’ve been hit by the first arrow without even knowing the assassin was there.” 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Thilde said. 
 
    Kota sat, waiting for Thilde to say something else, but Thilde just sat there, glaring. As the silence stretched out, Pyter climbed down off Kota’s shoulder to her lap, then stood on his hind legs as he set his left front foot on the edge of Thilde’s desk, then reached out with his right front foot towards a small silver object with a chain attached to it. 
 
    “Pyter,” Kota said. Pyter stopped, his claws barely an inch away from the silver object. He turned and looked at her. 
 
    “Manners,” Kota said.  
 
    Pyter immediately lowered his head and backed up, settling into Kota’s lap. He looked up at Thilde. “Sorry.”  
 
    Thilde looked at him for a moment and the sour look that had been on her face the whole meeting softened, just a little. She reached out and pushed the silver object towards him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. “You can have it.” 
 
    Pyter looked up at Kota, who could feel the excitement coming from him. She nodded, and he scrambled forward to claim his prize. He grabbed it and returned to Kota’s lap, turning it over in his claws as the chain dangled down. She watched for a second and realized that it was just a small pendulum. She wondered for a second why it had caught his attention. He usually only got that excited when she bought him a new puzzle box. Before she could look at it any closer to see why he was so excited, Thilde spoke up. 
 
    "I want you to go to the construction site and have a look around,” Thilde said. “Check the security arrangements. I want to make sure everything is safe until we get the Keystone in place.” 
 
    “Okay.” Kota looked up at Thilde.  
 
    “Norga, go with her. Explain everything.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Norga said. 
 
    Thilde waved her hand dismissively. 
 
    “Pyter, put it away,” Kota said. Pyter let out a truly pathetic sigh and tucked the pendulum in one of the pockets under his wing. Once it was out of sight, Kota stood up and looked to Norga, who led them out of the room. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You’re distracted,” Sikudhana said. 
 
    Nadani sighed and lowered her hands, letting the magic she was trying to shape fade away. She wanted to argue, but there was no point in denying it. Sikudhana was right. 
 
    “I am,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You’re worried about your lady,” Sikudhana said. 
 
    “She’s not my lady.” 
 
    “As you say.” 
 
    Nadani dropped down into one of the armchairs. “Maybe we should pick this up tomorrow.” She’d been trying a basic working for the better part of half an hour and hadn’t been able to light a simple candle. 
 
    “No,” Sikudhana said. “This is an opportunity. If you ever really need your magic, the world isn’t going to wait while you set aside distractions. You must learn to focus, no matter the circumstances.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “You have to find a way to put your mind at ease.” 
 
    “Again, how do I do that?” 
 
    Sikudhana didn’t answer. She just sat, staring at Nadani. It was the kind of response that would make most people squirm, but Nadani was used to being stared at. She waited, staring back. 
 
    “What is the source of your concern?” Sikudhana asked. 
 
    “I thought you’d already figured that out,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I assumed it was concern for your romantic partner, but you frequently inform me that the nature of yours and Kota’s relationship is not romantic.” 
 
    “Can’t someone be concerned for a friend?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sikudhana. “Of course they can, but I do not wish to make any more assumptions. I can’t help you set aside your concerns unless I know what they are. So, tell me. What is the source of your concern?” 
 
    Nadani thought about it for a moment. It wasn’t the kind of question she was used to answering, and her first instinct was to refuse to answer, or to lie. Telling people things about yourself was never wise. It only gave them things they could use against you. At least, that’s how she’d always seen it before. She hadn’t been free three full weeks yet, so she’d hardly had time to change her world view, but if Sikudhana could only help her if she told the truth, maybe she should. After all, Sikudhana did seem to truly want to help her learn how to use the magic that she’d been born with. 
 
    “I don’t how to be free,” Nadani said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t how to be free. Three weeks ago, I was a slave. I knew how to be a slave. I hated it, and I would never choose to go back to it, but there was a certain surety to it, even in the misery. Then I met Kota, and she gave me my freedom. I’m not ungrateful for what she’s done for me. I’m happy to have my freedom, but I don’t know how to be free. The things I was used for as a slave left me with no skills I would willingly trade on, which means right now, until I learn a way to support myself, I am completely dependent on someone who is out there, risking her life. Knowing that she’s not safe leaves me feeling unsure of my own position. If she dies, what happens to me? Where do I go? How do I live?” 
 
    Sikudhana didn’t say anything immediately. Something Nadani found herself oddly appreciative of. She watched as Sikudhana sat and thought about her answer, which filled Nadani with hope that when she did answer, it wouldn’t be empty platitudes. 
 
    “I see why you would be distracted,” Sikudhana said. “It will take time to learn to live as a free woman. All such adjustments do. I can tell you that learning magic is a way to ensure that you are beholden to no one. It is a skill which will help you earn your way. Focusing on learning what I am trying to teach you will help you reach a point where, even if Kota were to perish, you could choose your own destiny. However, until you reach a point where your magic does bring you coin, it might be easier to begin by giving you a way to assure yourself of Kota’s safety, so that concern for her is not a distraction.” 
 
    “How would I do that?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “You are Semidaem.” Sikudhana stood up and walked over to the chest of various magical implements that she had brought to the house the day of their first lesson. She opened the chest, and took out a large, shallow silver bowl. “That brings with it certain gifts. One of those is an inherent gift for scrying.” 
 
    “Scrying?” Nadani asked. 
 
    Sikudhana set the bowl on the tea table that was normally between the two armchairs that sat against the wall of the training room. She raised her voice, pitching it so it could be heard through the house. “Yes, Lou, would you be so kind as to bring in a large pitcher of water?” 
 
    Sikudhana snapped her fingers and the tea table grew, the legs raising it up to roughly waist height for her while the diameter of the round top nearly doubled. She looked at it, then looked over at Nadani for a moment, and snapped her fingers again, raising the table a few more inches. 
 
    “Come,” she said. Nadani stood up and walked over to the bowl as Lou entered the room carrying a large pitcher. 
 
    “On the table, please,” Sikudhana said. Lou nodded and set the pitcher on the table. 
 
    “Scrying?” Lou asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sikudhana asked. 
 
    “I’ll fix a snack. If either of you are like me, you’ll need it,” Lou said, leaving Nadani to wonder what use Lou might have for scrying. It then occurred to her that such a skill would be highly useful for a child’s caretaker. 
 
    “Focus,” Sikudhana said, drawing Nadani’s mind back to what they were doing. “Add the water to the bowl slowly. Be careful not to spill any of it.” 
 
    Nadani picked up the pitcher, pouring the water into the bowl, taking as much care as if she were pouring a cup of wine for Bodeya. When she was done, she set the pitcher down and looked at Sikudhana. 
 
    “We must wait for the water to become still,” Sikudhana said. 
 
    Nadani looked down at the bowl and waited until the ripples died away and the water was perfectly still. 
 
    “Now, look into the water, let your eyes relax and lose focus, but hold Kota in your mind. Look for her in the water.” 
 
    Nadani resisted the urge to ask how she was supposed to look for something that wasn’t there. Instead, she did as she was told. She looked into the water and let her eyes lose their focus. Then she thought about Kota. She thought of all the times over the last two weeks she had walked into the bedroom and looked at her, or the times she’d looked up at the sound of footsteps to see Kota walk into the room. She thought of the pleasant warmth of Kota’s smile and the faint, but constant blue glimmer of her eyes. She thought of how soft Kota’s skin was to her touch, and the way she always smelled slightly of smoke. 
 
    Then she saw Kota in the water, wearing her stained-glass spectacles. She saw her with Pyter riding on her shoulder, and Norga beside her. They were in another sunken area, an amphitheater-like space, like the Gates, but different. This one was nearly as big, but it was unfinished. The blue stone of the various tiers were still being worked, with hundreds of masons on each level setting huge blocks of stone in place. Kota and Norga were down in the bottom, near one end, looking at a massive stone arch. It was weird, though, because there was nothing behind the arch but blue stone. 
 
    “Setting it into the ground like this is a smart move,” Kota said. “If there’s an invasion, it would give the defenders the high ground.” 
 
    “That was the thought,” Norga said. “The Lord Mayor originally wanted to add the long bridge to the gates to save construction costs, but Thilde wouldn’t have it.” 
 
    “Smart woman,” Kota said. 
 
    “She is,” Norga said. “Grumpy and easily annoyed, but she really does know her job well.” 
 
    Kota looked up towards the top of the amphitheater. “How many of our people are among the guards?” she asked. 
 
    “Fifty,” Norga said. “The rest are city guard. This is currently our third largest security contract on Proximus.” 
 
    “When will it be ready?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Six weeks,” Norga said. “At least, if the current schedule holds. The mason’s guild is pretty confident they will finish on time. I’m more worried about the merchant’s guild. There’s already fighting over various locations for the more permanent buildings, and the bribery for better stall locations has been going on for months.” 
 
    “Will Thilde wait for the permanent structures to go in, or will she install the Keystone as soon as the stonework is done?” 
 
    “If Thilde had her way, she would have installed the Keystone the day the arch was finished,” Norga said. “But she plans on holding the installation ceremony as soon as the final ward stone is in place.” 
 
    Nadani frowned as she saw someone walking up behind Kota. Kota didn’t seem to notice them since she was busy talking to Norga. 
 
    “I think we’ll all be happier once the Keystone is in place,” Kota said. 
 
    “Look out!” Nadani shouted, unable to stop herself as the figure behind Kota drew a knife. 
 
    Almost as if they had heard her, Kota and Pyter both reacted. Kota raised her hand just as the man was about to stab her. The knife, instead of sinking into her back, slid off her clothes as if they were plate armor. Pyter spun around, lifting off Kota’s shoulders to hover beside her with his wings beating like a hummingbird’s as he spit lightning into the man’s chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    KOTA LOOKED AROUND THE construction site one more time, taking in as many of the details as she could. The stained-glass spectacles she wore cut off the glare from the sun, making it easier to pick out details. Walls with crenellations around the upper edge of the amphitheater to give archers cover as they fired down towards the gate. A fairly steep climb up the stairs to make it impossible to build momentum with battering rams. Ramps for wheelchairs and sedan chairs that were exposed to the fire lines for the crenellations. Choke points at the gaps in the walls. She was impressed. 
 
    “Setting it into the ground like this is a smart move,” she said. “If there’s an invasion, it would give the defenders the high ground.” 
 
    “That was the thought,” Norga said. “The Lord Mayor originally wanted to add the long bridge to the gates to save construction costs, but Thilde wouldn’t have it.” 
 
    “Smart woman,” Kota said. She hadn’t really needed this as confirmation. The Grimmani Agency didn’t give incompetent people posts as the head of a planetary office. 
 
    “She is,” Norga said. “Grumpy, and easily annoyed, but she really does know her job well.” 
 
    Kota felt something tugging at her awareness. That feeling she got whenever someone was watching her. She turned in the direction it was coming from, but didn’t see anything close by, so she looked up towards the top of the amphitheater. 
 
    “How many of our people are among the guards?” she asked, wondering if, perhaps, the feeling was coming from one of her minders. 
 
    “Fifty,” Norga said. “The rest are city guard. This is currently our third largest security contract on Proximus.” 
 
    “When will it be ready?” Kota looked at the guards near the top. None of them were watching her, specifically. 
 
    “Six weeks,” Norga said. “At least, if the current schedule holds. The mason’s guild is pretty confident they will finish on time. I’m more worried about the merchant’s guild. There’s already fighting over various locations for the more permanent buildings, and the bribery for better stall locations has been going on for months.” 
 
    Kota turned back towards Norga, annoyed that she couldn’t spot who was watching her. “Will Thilde wait for the permanent structures to go in, or will she install the Keystone as soon as the stonework is done?” 
 
    “If Thilde had her way, she would have installed the Keystone the day the arch was finished,” Norga said. “But she plans on holding the installation ceremony as soon as the final ward stone is in place.” 
 
    Kota felt a spike of anxiety coming from whoever was watching her, but oddly, it wasn’t directed at her, but behind her. She opened her magical senses wider and felt someone coming towards her. 
 
    “I think we’ll all be happier once the Keystone is in place,” Kota said, trying not to give away the shift in her attention. 
 
    Before Norga could respond, Kota felt a wave of terror coming from whoever was watching her and reacted on instinct, twisting her magic to make her clothes as strong as steel. Pyter reacted in the same moment, leaping off her shoulder and turning to the person approaching from behind. Kota felt the blade skate over her magic hardened coat as Pyter let loose with a blast of lightning. She turned, expecting to find her attacker dead on the ground, but instead, he was glaring at her, his shirt burned away, revealing a leather breastplate inscribed with warding runes. 
 
    The assassin lunged toward her again, knife out, pointed right at her heart. She swung her left arm in a circular motion, not to conjure any spell, but in a simple blocking move. Her left forearm slammed into the underside of his right wrist, and as the circular block continued, pushed it up and away as she drove a palm heel strike into his chest. He staggered back, struggling to take a breath. Kota reached for her sword, but she needn’t have bothered. Before she could draw it, Norga kicked the assassin with her hind legs, knocking him off his feet and onto his back. 
 
    A pair of guards rushed towards the assassin, and Kota was impressed that the guards had reached them so quickly, but she also remembered how the last assassin had reacted to being captured, and threw her hand out, conjuring shackles that pinned his wrists and ankles to the ground. 
 
    “Be careful,” Kota said to the guards as Pyter landed on her shoulder. “He’ll have some means of suicide on him. If he reaches it, he will likely take you both with him.” 
 
    The guards seemed to take her warning to heart as they quickly searched the assassin, emptying his pockets, cutting away the leather breastplate, and pulling a necklace off him. One of them readied a rope. 
 
    “When you’re ready, ma’am,” the guard said, as two more guards arrived on the scene. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Kota said. She walked over and knelt down next to the assassin. Pyter let out a hiss as she looked the assassin over. 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    The assassin smiled up at her. “He did.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” 
 
    “You’ll see. You got in his way.” 
 
    “And I’ll die screaming, begging for an end to the pain,” Kota said. “Heard it before. Still here.” 
 
    “You won’t mock him when he gets his hands on you.” 
 
    “If you’re the best he has to offer, I’ll die of old age before that happens,” Kota said. “Why don’t you save us both a lot of trouble and tell me who he is. Then I can go see him and we can settle all of this now.” 
 
    “His time will come soon enough.” 
 
    “By the dragon lords,” Kota said. She stood up and turned back to Norga. “Why are cultists always like this?” 
 
    “We don’t get a lot of cultists here on Proximus,” Norga said. 
 
    “Must be nice.” Kota walked over to where Norga stood and turned around and looked at the guards. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the Guard said. 
 
    Kota lifted her hand and rolled the assassin over, then banished the shackle on the assassin’s right wrist. She waited until the rope was looped around it and the guard gave her a small nod, then she banished the shackle on the left wrist. One guard bound his hands, while the other tied a hobble on his legs. When they were done, she banished the shackles on his ankles. Two of the guards dragged him to his feet while the other two stood back, ready to act if he somehow got free. 
 
    “Where will they take him?” Kota watched the guards haul the assassin away. 
 
    “The city jail,” Norga said. “He’ll be held there until he’s tried. You’ll be expected to testify. Then they’ll hang him in the square on the first day of the month.” 
 
    “You sound pretty sure of that.” Kota reached into her pocket for a piece of dried canal scorpion. She held it up and Pyter took it from her, gobbling it down eagerly. 
 
    “Executions are always the first day of the month,” Norga said. “They’ll hang some of the crew of that pirate ship you brought in with you the same day.” 
 
    “Oh. I figured they’d have already hung the pirates.” 
 
    “No,” Norga said. “Executions are the first day of the month. Keeps things neat and tidy.” 
 
    Kota gave Pyter another piece of dried canal scorpion as she looked over the amphitheater once again. 
 
    “So, do you want to tell Thilde an assassin slipped through her security arrangements, or do you want me to do it?” 
 
    “I would rather you did,” Norga said. 
 
    Kota opened her mouth to respond, but stopped, as she realized she was still being watched. 
 
    “What is it?” Norga asked. 
 
    “Someone is watching us,” Kota said. 
 
    Norga began looking around, but Kota closed her eyes, following the feeling of being watched. She let the connection pull her in and almost immediately realized who it was that was watching. A small smile spread across her face. 
 
    “What is it?” Norga asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Kota said. “No need to worry.” 
 
    “But if someone is watching us…” 
 
    “It’s a friend,” Kota said. She opened her eyes and looked up at Norga. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “If you say so. Come, let’s get back to headquarters.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “She saw us?” Nadani said. 
 
    “I believe she saw you,” Sikudhana said. “Or at least sensed you in some way. Others don’t smell magic the way our kind do, but that does not mean they can’t learn to recognize an individual’s power. When she reached out, it was your magic she encountered, so I believe she knows you are scrying her.” 
 
    “How do I end this?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Disturb the water,” Sikudhana said. “Nothing dramatic. A simple touch will do.” 
 
    Nadani reached out and ran a finger through the surface of the water, and the image of Kota immediately vanished. 
 
    “Does it disturb you that she sensed you?” Sikudhana asked. 
 
    Nadani looked down at the now clear water. “No.” The answer was more a reflex than anything. It certainly wasn’t the truth. She wanted to run away and hide and pretend the whole thing had never happened, but at the same time, she wanted to run out the door and find Kota and make sure she was safe. The sick feeling she’d felt in her stomach when she saw the knife hadn’t faded. 
 
    “I think this is enough for today,” Sikudhana said. 
 
    Nadani nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Sikudhana waved her hand, and the water flowed up out of the bowl and into the pitcher. Once the bowl was dry, she returned it to the trunk she’d taken it out of. Then, with another wave of her hand, she returned the tea table to its usual size and location. 
 
    “If it’s okay with you, I’ll return at the customary time tomorrow,” Sikudhana said. 
 
    “Of course,” Nadani said. “I’ll try to be more focused.” 
 
    Sikudhana nodded and waved her hand. The trunk closed and locked. Once it was secure, Sikudhana headed for the door. Nadani watched until the door closed behind her, then she turned and picked up the pitcher and carried it into the kitchen. She poured the water into the cleansing basin. The faint glow of the purification stones in the basin turned the water a light blue for a moment, and once their magic was done, the clockwork pump switched on, pumping the water out of the basin and sending it back up to the cistern in the house’s attic. 
 
    She was still staring into the bottom of the basin when she heard footsteps approaching from her right. She glanced up to see Lou coming back into the house. 
 
    “The brisket needs another few hours in the smoker,” Lou said, “but if you’re hungry now, I made a stew with the leftover hump.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Go, sit,” Lou said. “I’ll have a bowl for you just as quick as I can boil the noodles.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Nadani left the kitchen and sat down at the dining table, turning over in her mind what had happened. She’d been distracted because she was worried for Kota’s safety, then she’d witnessed another attempt on her life, but somehow, the worst part was knowing that Kota had caught her scrying. 
 
    No, the worst part was definitely the moment the knife came out. The terror she’d felt, the helplessness. She hated feeling that way. She hated that someone else’s safety mattered to her so much. 
 
    “I’ve seen that look on a lot of faces,” Lou said, shocking Nadani out of her thoughts. She hadn’t even heard Lou enter the room, but when she looked up, Lou was placing a large plate of noodles in front of her, topped with a thick red stew. Lou set her own plate down and disappeared back into the kitchen for a moment. She returned with a pitcher of lemonade, a pair of glasses, some spoons, and a bottle filled with a bright red liquid. She poured them both some lemonade, then passed over a spoon before opening the bottle and pouring the red liquid, some kind of oil, on top of her food. 
 
    “What’s that?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Dragon pepper oil,” Lou said. “I always think this stew could use a bit more bite. Would you like some?” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. She’d had a taste of what Lou considered a ‘bit of a bite’ her second night on Proximus, and it wasn’t an experience she was eager to repeat. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Lou corked the bottle. 
 
    Nadani picked up her spoon and made sure to get some noodles and some stew on it, then took a bite. The flavor was amazing, though she wasn’t sure why she was surprised at this point. Pretty much anything Lou touched tasted better than anything Nadani had eaten before arriving on Proximus. 
 
    “So, you want to talk about it?” Lou asked. 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I figured not,” Lou said before taking another bite of her stew. She chewed quietly for a moment, then swallowed. “Still, might be good for you to talk about it.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Of course you’re rather not. No one wants to talk about something that makes them uncomfortable, or that they don’t want to face.” 
 
    “Then why are you asking?” 
 
    “Because you spend a few thousand years raising kids, and you learn that sometimes people need to talk, even when they don’t want to.” 
 
    “I’m not a child,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Girl, I have lost count of how many millennia I have lived. I can’t remember the last time I met someone who wasn’t a child to me.” 
 
    Nadani couldn’t really argue that point, so she took another bite of her lunch. She sometimes forgot just how old Lou was. It was easy, because the woman didn’t belabor the point. Most of the time, she just acted like any other servant, but she’d told Nadani the day they met how old she was. 
 
    “I can understand your dilemma though,” Lou said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Finding yourself a free woman after being a slave.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “What, you think ears this big are just for show?” Lou asked. She shook her head. “I swear, no one takes elves seriously anymore. I hear everything that goes on in this house. Even the things I’d rather not.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Nothing to do with you, dear. At least, not so far.” Lou shook her head. “Also, not the point. And I don’t want to compare a life of service I chose to being a slave. I know the two aren’t the same, but I do have some experience with suddenly finding myself having to make my way on my own for the first time in a very long time. Not knowing what to do with myself, or how to live out in the world.” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I didn’t say it was,” Lou pointed out. “But the experiences are enough alike that I can empathize. Your entire world changes, you don’t know what to do next, you’re unsure of what tomorrow will bring, or how to go about certain basic things. I was millennia old, and suddenly had to find a job for the first time. When I became a ranger, it was through my family’s connections. When I first became a caretaker for children, it was because my liege lady asked me. It was terrifying. I admit, I had a bit more security than you. I had plenty of money to last me, but I was a stranger in a foreign land, where I knew no one.” 
 
    “You had skills,” Nadani said. 
 
    “So do you,” Lou said. “You might not like the idea, but you could find work as a server in a tavern. If that doesn’t suit you, you’re educated enough to find work as a clerk or a secretary. Most people can read and write, but you do it well. And Sikudhana is right about the magic you’re learning. If you had to leave this house, you could likely apprentice yourself to a Semidaem sorcerer.” 
 
    “You think so?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Do I seem the type to blow fairy dust in your face?” Lou asked. 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You’re afraid. I get that. But you don’t need to be. Or, at least, you don’t need to be for the reasons you think. You have more control over your fate than you think.” 
 
    “I am not as sure of that as you seem to be,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Then maybe it’s time you leave this house,” Lou said. 
 
    “What?” Nadani asked, barely able to keep the panic out of her voice. 
 
    “Oh, relax,” Lou said. “I mean for the afternoon. Not forever. Get out. See the city. Go to the Semidaem ward yourself. See how your people live. You’re afraid because you’ve been letting life happen to you, instead of making your own choices. That’s not a criticism. Until a few weeks ago, you didn’t have a choice. Now you do.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Both of them looked up at the sound of a latch being worked, and a moment later, Pyter crawled through one of the hidden hatches in the ceiling. 
 
    “Nadani!” He sailed down and landed on the table next to her bowl. He held out a small scroll. “Momma sent letter.” 
 
    Nadani took the scroll from Pyter and opened it. 
 
    Nadani, 
 
    I am well. The assassin did me no harm. Not even a bruise. I’m currently back at headquarters, and I am sure I will be escorted home under heavy guard. Sorry to have worried you. 
 
    Kota. 
 
    She looked up to ask Lou to fetch Pyter a snack before sending him back to Kota, only to find Pyter digging into his own bowl of stew. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It’s no bother,” Lou said. 
 
    “Did your mother want a response?” Nadani asked. 
 
    Pyter looked up from his plate. “No. Said to stay with you.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I sure,” Pyter said before returning to his meal. 
 
    “Well,” Lou said, “she must be worried to have himself stay with you.” 
 
    Nadani couldn’t argue with that. She also knew that if Pyter was staying, it meant Kota didn’t plan on being very long. Something Nadani found to be a great relief as she set the letter aside so she could finish her meal. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    KOTA SAT IN THE carriage and watched the buildings roll by on her way back to her house. She wanted to be angry at Thilde for insisting on the carriage, but given that Pyter wasn’t with her, and that someone had just tried to murder her, she couldn’t quite manage it. Thilde honestly had a point. She’d been outside of the ward lines of her house exactly two days since she’d arrived on Proximus, and there had been exactly two attempts to murder her. This wasn’t a coincidence. 
 
    Still, traveling across town without Pyter bothered her more than both assassination attempts. She was used to people trying to kill her. Sending Pyter somewhere without her and telling him not to come back once his task was finished was something she rarely did. It left her feeling a little off balance and alone and made her happy to cut the day short. Maybe a night in jail would loosen her would-be-assassin’s tongue. She didn’t have much hope of that, but there was always a chance. After all, she could ask the judge for clemency on his behalf. 
 
    There was also another thing that was demanding more of her attention than the attempted assassinations. The fact that Nadani had been using magic to watch her. It had been a bit inconvenient at the time. She might have sensed the assassin sooner if Nadani’s scrying hadn’t been distracting her, but the fact that Nadani had been scrying her brought a smile to Kota’s face. 
 
    She knew she shouldn’t let it. That she’d already made a mistake and overstepped the day she’d seen Nadani in that first dress she’d gotten from the tailor. Her reaction had made things awkward, but she couldn’t help it. She’d meant what she said to Nadani. She wanted to be her friend and would be happy with that. It didn’t mean there wasn’t a part of her, a big part of her, that wanted something other than friendship. 
 
    She wasn’t even sure why, really. She’d felt a spark of connection when they had first met, but Nadani was hardly the first woman she’d ever taken a liking to. Maybe it was that they were both outsiders. Kota might be able to pass for human, but she wasn’t human any more than she was a dragon. She was caught somewhere in the middle. She’d had more than one woman take one look at the scales on her arms and legs and back, and decide they had other places to be, but there was more to it than just that. 
 
    Mixes like her might be odd enough that people looked askance at them, but they were hardly so uncommon that she’d never met another one. You put two groups of people in proximity, and there would be mixed children. Orcs and elves had a reputation for hating each other, but there were plenty of thin, androgenous orcs with pointed ears and lifespans measured in thousands of years. The same way there were tall, long-lived dwarves with coal black skin and pointed ears. She’d even met a Semidaem with big, soft, feather-covered wings once. 
 
    She wondered if it was the way Pyter had taken to Nadani. He’d never been hostile to any of her girlfriends in the past, but he’d never connected to them the way he had Nadani, either. Kota couldn’t remember ever seeing Pyter fall asleep in someone else’s lap. Oh, he might curl up there and beg for food or pets, but actually fall asleep there? That was something completely new. Pyter trusted Nadani in a way he’d never trusted anyone other than her before. 
 
    Kota was shaken out of her thoughts when the carriage came to a halt. She picked her hat up off her seat and put it on, grabbed her backsword, then waited. 
 
    “Clear, ma’am,” one of the guards called. Kota opened the carriage door and stepped out, giving her surroundings a quick glance before she stepped over the ward lines. As soon as she was over the line, she caught the scent of woodsmoke and roasting meat, and her mouth watered. She felt Pyter’s excitement from inside the house as he sensed her presence, and a smile spread across her face. She turned and waved at the guards on the carriage, then headed inside, giving the guards on the porch a small nod, which they returned. 
 
    She opened the door and stepped inside, only to be greeted by a feradrake flying straight towards her. She stopped and waited as Pyter back winged and came to a gentle landing on her shoulder. As soon as his weight settled, he leaned in, rubbing his cheek on top of her head, denting the hat just a bit. She laughed at the little grumble he gave and reached up, scratching him between the wings for a moment as she hung her sword belt from its peg, then took the hat off. He purred as he rubbed his cheek against her head. She just smiled a little wider and popped the dent out of her hat before hanging it on its peg next to her sword. Then she closed the front door and headed deeper into the house. 
 
    “Dinner will still be a few hours,” Lou said, as she came into the room. “If you’re hungry now, I have some stew and noodles.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” Kota said. 
 
    “Give me a few minutes to boil the noodles.” 
 
    “Okay. Where’s Nadani?” 
 
    “Cutting firewood for the smoker,” Lou said. 
 
    Kota nodded as she started towards the back door. She made it about halfway before she could hear the crack of the ax splitting a log and wondered if it was the first time Nadani had ever done this particular chore. She swung the back door open and stepped out, looking over towards the chopping block, and was so taken off guard by what she saw that she promptly missed the next step and went tumbling. Pyter let out a squawk of dismay at the loss of his normally stable perch and spread his wings, gliding gracefully to the ground while Nadani looked over at her just in time to see Kota go ass over tea kettle. 
 
    She hit the hard packed dirt, landing on her shoulder hard enough that it would probably leave a bruise. Her first thought as she lay there was to be thankful she’d hung up her sword. Landing on a basket hilt was never fun. 
 
    Nadani buried the ax in the chopping block. “Kota!” She rushed over, and Kota closed her eyes, doing her best not to look up. If she looked up, she would see Nadani in nicely tailored trousers, with suspenders hanging from the waist, and only a singlet covering her top. She’d see sweat glistening on alabaster skin as toned muscles rippled underneath. She’d see a bare neck that was just begging to be kissed, and heavy breasts and dark nipples showing through too thin cloth, cleavage, and other things she should not be looking at. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “Just fine.” 
 
    She should get up. She should absolutely get up. Except getting up would mean looking and looking would lead to thinking and there is no way Nadani wouldn’t be able to tell what she was thinking. 
 
    "What happened?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Just missed the step, is all.” Kota rolled over onto her back, and just lay there, wondering which god she had offended to deserve this. 
 
    “Let me help you up,” Nadani said. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “That’s okay. I think I’ll stay here.” 
 
    “What?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I like it here. Really.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Kota sighed and opened her eyes, and it was every bit as bad as she thought it would be. No, it was worse, she decided, because Nadani was leaning over her, and those full black lips were right there, and she was reasonably sure she had never done anything to deserve this. She stuck her hand up. 
 
    “Help me up?” 
 
    Nadani took her hand and pulled her to her feet. She took a moment, testing her ankle to make sure she hadn’t turned it when she’d missed the step, but it seemed sound enough. She let go of Nadani’s hand, and brushed the dirt off her shoulder, putting just enough magic into the gesture to leave her clothes clean. Then she turned and glared at Pyter. She could feel the amusement coming off him. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re laughing now,” she said, “but you remember who buys the lemon curd in this house.” 
 
    Pyter laughed. The little traitor actually laughed at her. His laughs sounded more like a hunting chitter than a human laugh, but she’d known him long enough to tell the difference, and he was definitely laughing. 
 
    Nadani looked back and forth between them, and Kota could feel her confusion. 
 
    “Did I miss something?” she asked. 
 
    “Other than Pyter laughing at me humiliating myself, no,” Kota said. 
 
    “What happened?” Nadani asked again. “How did you miss the step?” 
 
    “Just distracted,” Kota said, which brought another wave of mirth from Pyter. She glared at him, which only made the confusion she could feel coming from Nadani deepen, but she was too annoyed to worry about that. 
 
    “Fine, you can stay here while I go have lunch,” she said to Pyter before she turned to Nadani. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, then turned and went back into the house. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani stared after Kota, feeling more than a little lost. She’d felt the embarrassment rolling off Kota, but it felt far too intense for something as simple as missing one’s footing. The fact that Pyter, of all people, was laughing at Kota after the fall told her there was something else going on. If it had just been a fall, Pyter would have been as worried as she had been, but instead, she could feel mirth pouring off him, and she was pretty sure the chittering sound he was making was the feradrake equivalent of a laugh. 
 
    Once the door closed, she turned and looked at him, and he was just sitting there with what she was sure was a smile on his face. 
 
    “What just happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Momma silly,” Pyter said. 
 
    “Yes, but why?” 
 
    Pyter looked at her for a second, and she had the strangest feeling he was trying to figure out how to phrase his words. 
 
    “Momma liked your clothes,” he said. 
 
    Nadani frowned and looked down at herself and remembered belatedly that she’d taken her shirt off to avoid tearing the soft fabric on the rough bark of the logs she was splitting. Understanding hit like one of Pyter’s lightning bolts and she looked over at him, feeling his amusement, now directed firmly at her, and understood exactly why Kota had left him there. 
 
    She turned around and marched over to where she’d hung her shirt, using one of the simple workings Sikudhana had taught her to clean away the dust and sweat coating her before she pulled her shirt back on. She took care buttoning it and tucking it back into her trousers before pulling her suspenders back up over her shoulders. She took the last couple of splits and tossed them on the pile for the smoker, and then carried the ax back to the tool shed and put it away before heading for the house. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, as she walked past Pyter. He jumped up, and with one flap of his wings, covered the distance to her shoulder and managed a surprisingly gentle landing. 
 
    “Story time?” Pyter asked. 
 
    “Let’s see if your Momma has forgiven you yet.” 
 
    “Momma silly,” Pyter said, and Nadani could swear she heard amusement in his voice. 
 
    Nadani chose not to comment. Instead, she entered the house and headed for the dining room. She peeked in to see Kota sitting at the head of the table, working on a bowl of the same stew Nadani had for lunch. She glanced up after taking a bite, and Nadani felt something strange wash over her. It felt like…hunger but spread out across her whole body. It was definitely stronger in some places than others. Her lips ached with it, and the back edges of her ears, the sides of her neck, her ass, her arms, and the outsides of her legs. Her breast, her stomach, and her inner thighs felt like they were on fire, but the worst of it was knotted firmly between her legs. 
 
    The feeling lessened as Kota looked away, though it didn’t vanish. Instead, it was mixed with shame and frustration. That’s when she realized what she was feeling were Kota’s emotions, and when she realized what the first feeling must be. 
 
    Desire. 
 
    Lust. 
 
    “Pyter, go to your Momma,” she said. Kota looked up at her, and Nadani felt the shame coming from her increase. 
 
    “You okay?” Pyter asked. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Nadani said, her words directed as much to Kota as to Pyter. “Go on.” 
 
    She felt Pyter’s reluctance, but he hopped off her shoulder and landed on the table. Nadani forced herself to smile at Kota. 
 
    “I’ll be in the parlor,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Kota said, not sounding even remotely convincing. Nadani chose to accept the polite lie so she could escape. She nodded and headed into the parlor, where she sat down on the couch so she could think through what had just happened. 
 
    She had started picking up bits and pieces of Kota’s and Pyter’s emotions not long after they had arrived on Proximus. It had started with Pyter during those awful two days the healers had spent time working on Kota’s injuries, but picking up Kota’s feelings had followed quickly enough. She wasn’t sure why it started, but it no longer surprised her when it happened. She was just taken aback at the intensity of the feelings this time. It was the first time she’d mistaken Kota’s feelings for her own. 
 
    What she was having trouble with was desire. Sexual desire, rather. She’d felt desire often enough. Desire for food, desire to be left alone, desire to be free. Sexual desire, not so much. 
 
    She’d known that other people liked sex. Known that some of them would do almost anything in exchange for it. That knowledge had been a fact of life for her, but it was never something she’d really understood. Sex had always been just another chore for her. Sometimes, rarely, it had been enjoyable. There were places where it was pleasant to be touched, if she hadn’t found the person she was with as loathsome as many of Bodeya’s guests. Sometimes she had traded sex for company when she hadn’t wanted to be alone, but sex had never been something she desired or sought out for its own sake. 
 
    The way Kota had felt, though, she finally understood it. What Kota had felt had been consuming. Hunger. Need. Both words fit what she had felt coming from Kota, but it hadn’t been unpleasant. Not the way real hunger was. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she realized that she had enjoyed the feelings while they had lasted. But as pleasant as it had been, it had been overpowering and confusing and messy, and more than a little frightening, and she just wasn’t sure if she wanted to feel that way again. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota stood in her lab, staring at the materials she’d gathered. A chunk of onyx that she’d sent Dura up to the high street to buy for her and a handful of coins. She hadn’t done a working like this in a long time. Not since the last time she’d made a sword for herself. On top of that, what she was planning to make was a bit outside of her wheelhouse. Swords, knives, arrow heads, staves, and other weapons were all well and good, but she’d never had much use for jewelry. She should probably get a jeweler to make the piece for her, then just lay an enchantment on it, but she didn’t trust anyone else to do it. Besides, the magic would be more effective if it was worked into the material instead of laid on as an afterthought. 
 
    She lit one of the burners, setting it under the crucible, and then picked up twelve gold tallors. She dropped the coins into the crucible and waited as they started to melt down into a puddle of molten gold. She reached down and picked up two silver crowns and dropped them into the crucible. Once they were melted, she added two copper haypence. When all the coins were melted, she began running her finger above the crucible in a circular motion, using magic to blend the disparate metals until she had a homogeneous mixture. Once she was satisfied, she began to shape it, drawing out length after length, curling each one into a link in a chain. The first was thicker and larger than the rest, a ring where the clasp on the other end would connect, but after that the links appeared small, fine, and delicate. Appearances were deceiving, though. She wove her power into each one, making it impossibly strong, and laying on protective workings for the wearer. After nearly an hour, she had an unbreakable chain that would never tarnish, and which would wrap its wearer in protective magic, as well as serve as an amplifier for the magic working of the piece she was creating. 
 
    She set the chair aside and glanced into the crucible, relieved that she still had plenty of metal left. If she had run short, she would have had to start all over again. She used her magic to pick up the uncut block of onyx and examined it. She had originally thought of black opal for this, but onyx felt right, even if it would make the working a bit harder. She began to shape the stone, cutting and grinding and polishing with her magic until she was left with a domed oval that was absolutely perfect for what she wanted. She moved aside the waste from the shaping process and focused all her power on the onyx stone, pouring more and more power into it until it exploded into a fine powder. Her magic caught the powder, and she kept pouring more power into it, turning it into finer and finer dust until the individual particles were so small even her magic could barely feel them. Then she began laying the working into the particles, building it up slowly as she used the dust to reform the stone. 
 
    When she was finished with the stone, it was stronger than diamond, and the black surface was polished to a mirror finish, and every single particle of the stone was teaming with magic. She hung it in the space above the crucible with her magic, began to pull the remaining gold alloy out of the crucible, and wrapped it around the back and sides of the onyx stone, forming a simple setting for it that looked like the agate and onyx cameos that were common bits of jewelry almost everywhere. The edges of the setting looked like gold lace, but the back and the chain loop were thick and solid, and woven with more magic. 
 
    When it was done, she waved a hand, lifting the chain and threading it through the setting, and went to work linking the magics she’d worked. Stone, setting, chain, all connected, all forming a circuit for the magical power contained inside, all strengthening and amplifying each other’s power. 
 
    When it was done, she laid it down on the workbench and snuffed the burner, then used a bit of power to cool off the crucible without cracking it due to thermal shock. Finally, she looked down at the necklace she’d made, inspecting every inch with a far more critical eye than any of her old masters would have. She couldn’t find a single mistake, or a single thing she would have done differently. 
 
    With a smile on her face, she grabbed a sheet of parchment, then picked up her glass pen and dipped it in the inkwell. She wrote carefully, taking far more care with her calligraphy than she had since she was a pupil with a strict tutor. When it was done, she used a bit of magic to dry and fix the ink, then folded the letter and sealed it with two lengths of silk ribbon in the wax. The necklace went into a fine velvet pouch, and she turned, offering pouch and letter to Pyter. 
 
    “Put these on Nadani’s bedside table,” she said. 
 
    Pyter stood up on his hind feet and took the letter and the pouch carefully in his front feet, then lifted off, using his own magic to open the door of the lab as he sailed towards it. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    NADANI, 
 
    YOU SHOULD FIND a small velvet bag alongside this letter. Inside the bag is a gift, freely given, with no expectation in return. Today, while I was working, I was able to sense you scrying me. I know you are aware that my magic allows me to sense someone’s emotions, and when I used my magic to find out who was watching me, I realized it was you, and I could feel your concern. I do not wish to embarrass or chastise you in any way. I know from our conversations that you believe your freedom and security are tied to my wellbeing, so your concern is understandable. However, your scrying distracted me from my work, and I would like to avoid that, which is why I sent the gift. 
 
    The necklace itself is a simple gold chain with a few protective enchantments worked into it, but the stone set into the pendant is a bit of magic commonly called a soldier stone, or a sailor, or less frequently, a traveler stone. I’m not sure if you’ve ever encountered one before, but they are frequently purchased by people whose loved one is going to soldier or to sea. The enchantments are attuned to the soldier, and if the soldier should be injured, or if the worst should happen, the stone will change color. This way, the soldier’s loved one has a way to know if they are well. 
 
    The soldier stone in your necklace is a bit more sophisticated than the normal baubles purchased at a magic shop. First, it’s attuned to both Pyter and I. The upper half of the stone is attuned to me, and the lower half to Pyter. As long as we are well, the stone will remain black. If one of us is injured in some way, then the corresponding half of the stone will turn red. If one of us were to die, the stone would turn white. You can also pass messages to me using the stone. Simply hold it in your palm and speak to it, and I will be able to hear you and answer. You can also use the stone to tell where we are. Ask it, and it will give you direction and distance. 
 
    I hope I haven’t overstepped with this gift, and please don’t feel obligated to wear it if you don’t want to, but I do hope that having it helps you find some calm while I’m away from the house. 
 
    Kota 
 
      
 
    Nadani folded the letter and set it back on her bedside table, then looked down at the pendant in her other hand. A gift, freely given, with no expectation in return. The rest of the letter might have been a bit overwritten, but Nadani couldn’t stop turning those words over in her head. The pendant was a lovely thought. Beautiful and practical. Something which showed that Kota actually cared about Nadani’s concern when it would have been far simpler, and unless Nadani missed her guess about what the necklace was made of, far cheaper to simply forbid her ever scrying on Kota again. Something Kota would have been well within her rights to do. 
 
    Nadani could read between the lines, and what Kota hadn’t said was that the distraction had nearly caused her to miss the assassin. Nadani felt horrible about that, and almost wished Kota had chastised her for it. It had never occurred to her that she might distract Kota by checking in on her, and her stomach rolled at the idea that she might have been the reason Kota got hurt. Or worse. But instead of chastising her for what she’d done, instead of blaming her for the danger she had been in, Kota had given her a gift. 
 
    A gift, freely given, with no expectation in return. Something meant to comfort her. Something meant to ease her worry. She had no idea what kind of protections Kota had added to the necklace, but she didn’t doubt that they were strong and powerful. 
 
    The pendant was an amazing gift, but those words were more meaningful to her. Especially after what she’d felt earlier. For Kota to desire her the way she did, and hold that back, to give her so much—clothes, money, training, a place to live, and now the pendant—and not demand anything in return was something Nadani could barely comprehend. 
 
    She knew Kota wanted her friendship, and she’d thought for the last few days that was what all the gifts and instructors were about. Kota trying to buy her affection. Now, she wasn’t so sure. What she’d felt earlier that night had muddied the waters. Not the desire. If it had just been the desire she felt, she would have assumed the pendant was nothing more than another attempt to buy her affections, but the shame and the frustration she’d felt coming from Kota, emotions that she was sure Kota felt because of her inability to control the desire she knew made Nadani uncomfortable, were what made her rethink her earlier assessment. 
 
    Which brought her back to the words. A gift, freely given, with no expectation in return. Those words were proof that Kota had, at the very least, cared enough to listen to the things that she had said, and that Kota understood her fear of finding herself re-enslaved through debt and obligation rather than chains and magical brands. 
 
    Nadani lifted the necklace by the chain and slipped it on, making sure the clasp was securely fastened before she let it go. Once the pendant was settled in place over her nightgown, she reached up and touched it. 
 
    “Where’s Kota?” she asked. The stone heated slightly under her fingertips, and she felt a tug in her mind in the direction of Kota’s bedroom and heard a faint whisper of ‘twenty-seven feet’ in her ear. She smiled, lay back on her bed, and pulled the covers over herself. Then she reached up and touched the pendant again. 
 
    Her fingers were still on it when she fell asleep. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota sat in bed, trying her best to read, but having no luck. Somehow, in the last two weeks, she’d gotten so used to Nadani reading to her that she was having trouble adjusting to reading on her own. It was odd how quickly she’d gotten used to having Nadani at her side, and how much she missed spending the last few minutes before she dozed off listening to her voice. 
 
    Even Pyter seemed a little down from the absence. He had the pendulum that Thilde had given him earlier that day, but instead of getting her to hold it up, or enchant it so it would float around and he could chase it, he was just laying on the bed, turning it over in his claws and staring at it. 
 
    “You ready to turn the lights out?” Kota asked. 
 
    He looked up at her, then glanced down at the pendulum for a moment before he picked it up and carried it up to the head of the bed. 
 
    “Lockbox,” he said. 
 
    “Really?” she asked, more than a little amused. 
 
    “Lockbox,” he said, a bit more firmly this time. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. She set her book on the bedside table and got up, grumbling a bit as she walked over and got his lockbox down off the top of her wardrobe. She set it on the bed and waited. Pyter put his front foot on the top of the box, and the enchantments and the clockwork lock both opened in response to his touch. He opened the lid, revealing a collection of shiny trinkets he’d managed to accumulate over the years. He set the pendulum inside, then closed the lockbox. As soon as he did, the clockwork lock clicked into place and the locking enchantments sprang to life, sealing the box up tightly. 
 
    “Can I put it back, or do you want to sleep with it?” she asked. 
 
    “Back,” he said. 
 
    Kota breathed out a small sigh of relief as she picked it up and put it back in its place. She hated sleeping with it in the bed because Pyter would spend the whole night moving back and forth between sleeping on her chest and sleeping on the lockbox, and she wouldn’t get any rest. 
 
    Once the lockbox was back in place, she climbed back into bed and waited for Pyter to curl up on her chest before she pulled the covers over both of them, then quenched the light of the glow stones with a wave of her hand, plunging the room into darkness. She wrapped her arms around Pyter and closed her eyes, trying to let the day go so she could slip off into a restful sleep. 
 
    It took a while to get there, mostly because she couldn’t help but wonder what Nadani thought of the pendant. She wondered if maybe she should have just given it to her at dinner instead of leaving it for her to find when she went to bed for the night. On the other hand, that might have just made things more awkward than they already were. After her little display of idiocy when she’d first gotten home, dinner had already been an uncomfortable affair. She hated to think what it would have been like if she’d presented Nadani with an unwanted gift. 
 
    No, better to leave it for her. That way, she could explain in the letter without putting Nadani on the spot about the scrying and let Nadani decide whether she wanted to wear the pendant or not. At least, that was what she told herself at least a dozen times before she finally drifted off for the night. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Is your dragon not joining us today?” Norga asked, as Kota stepped out of the carriage. 
 
    “He’ll meet us at headquarters once we’re done,” Kota said. “He doesn’t like jails, and I don’t blame him. I don’t like them either.” 
 
    “Any particular reason?” Norga asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kota said. “One I’d rather not discuss.” 
 
    “Very well.”  
 
    Kota started towards the door to the city jail.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” Kota asked. 
 
    “You just said you don’t like jails.” 
 
    “I don’t, but it is where they tend to keep prisoners.” 
 
    “One of the prisoners tried to kill you yesterday,” Norga said. 
 
    “A lot of people have tried to kill me,” Kota said. “I’ll get squeamish when one of them succeeds. Until then, I’ve got a job to do.” 
 
    Norga gave her a look, but Kota didn’t pay any attention. She just nodded to the guards as they stopped in front of them. 
 
    “Kota and Norga from the Grimmani Detective Agency,” Kota said. “We’re here to speak with the assassin that was arrested at the long gate construction site yesterday.” 
 
    “Of course, milady,” one of the guards said. “You’ll need to speak with the constable of the watch. He’ll approve your visit and send you to the bailiff overseeing the prisoner.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. 
 
    The guard opened the heavy double doors, and Kota and Norga stepped through onto the stone floor of the jail. Kota took off her stained-glass spectacles, happy to be out of the painfully bright sunlight, and tucked them into her coat pocket as she and Norga approached the constable of the watch, who was sitting behind a massive desk at the far end of the entrance hall. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Kota said. The constable looked up from the paper parchment he was writing on. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    “Kota and Norga from the Grimmani Agency,” Kota said. 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The constable reached over and rifled through a stack of parchment and pulled out a piece of paper. “Second hall on the left. Give this to the bailiff and she’ll take care of you. You’ll have to check your weapons. We don’t allow any weapons in the cell blocks.” 
 
    “Of course.” Kota took the form and headed down the indicated hallway, where she found a tall, muscular woman in some sort of uniform waiting for them. There were a couple of men there in less elaborate uniforms, but it was clear the woman was the one to speak to. “You the bailiff?”  
 
    “I am. Bailiff Yanna.” 
 
    Kota handed her the sheet and the bailiff read it quickly, then looked up. “Weapons.”  
 
    Kota and Norga both handed over their weapons, a process which probably took longer than the bailiff was expecting, given how many weapons both of them were carrying, but when it was done and they both had receipts for their weapons, Yanna took a key off her belt, opened the iron banded door, and led them into the cell block. 
 
    Kota was a little surprised at how well kept the cells were. Jails and prisons usually stank, but each cell seemed to have a well barred window, and the floors were clean. There was even a garderobe in the corner of each cell instead of the normal chamber pots. 
 
    “Nice jail,” Kota said. 
 
    “First time seeing it?” Yanna asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kota said. “I just arrived on Proximus.” 
 
    “Ah,” Yanna said, amusement in her voice. “The Saidee are insanely good at plumbing. There isn’t a single building in the city without running water and a connection to the sewer. It’s some kind of religious thing with them.” 
 
    Kota glanced up at Norga, who shrugged and nodded. 
 
    “Here we are.” Yanna reached one of the cells near the end of the block. 
 
    Kota looked inside and spotted the assassin who’d tried to kill her sitting in the corner opposite the garderobe. 
 
    “His trial is scheduled for the day after tomorrow,” Yanna said. 
 
    Kota nodded and stepped towards the cell. 
 
    “You,” Kota said. “Are you ready to talk?” 
 
    The assassin looked up at her and smiled. 
 
    “What is there to say?” he asked. “I’ve failed my master, but it hardly matters. There are others, and they will come for you. He will still have your soul.” 
 
    “You’re not the first one who’s failed,” Kota said. “You won’t be the last, either.” 
 
    “Your confidence is amusing,” the assassin said. “But you’ll still die screaming.” 
 
    “What’s your master’s name?” Kota asked. “It would be nice if I knew who wanted me dead.” 
 
    “You’re not worthy of hearing his name,” the assassin said. 
 
    “Could you at least tell me what I did to piss him off?” Kota asked. 
 
    “You got in his way.” 
 
    Kota did her best not to roll her eyes. “So I’ve heard,” she said. “But how? What did I do? I don’t know who your master is and I’d barely been on Proximus for half an hour when your friend tried to kill me.” 
 
    The assassin leaned forward. “You took something that didn’t belong to you,” he said. 
 
    Kota took a step closer to the bars. “What was it?” she asked. “What did I take? If you talk, I can speak to the judge. See if we can keep you from the gallows.” 
 
    “You think I fear death?” the assassin asked. “When my master comes, I will be reborn in ash and flame to serve at his side.” 
 
    Kota sighed. “Yeah,” she said. “Okay.” She started to turn away, but the assassin lunged at the bars, so she threw her hand out, letting her power flow around her arm and out through her palm, catching him in its grip halfway across the cell. The assassin kicked and screamed and clawed at the air, trying to get free so he could get to her. Kota stepped back from the bars so she was out of reach and released him. With no warning she was going to let go, he didn’t get his legs under him in time and crumpled to the ground. 
 
    “I think it’s best if we leave,” Yanna said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “I don’t think we’ll get anything else out of him.” 
 
    Yanna started towards the door, and Kota and Norga followed. They made it about halfway up the cell block before a voice stopped them. 
 
    “Is that offer to talk to the judge open to anyone?” the voice asked. 
 
    Kota turned towards the voice, a little surprised by the question, but then she stopped when she saw who asked it. A human man dressed in fine if dirty clothes, was leaning against the bars of his cell, looking right at her. It took her just a moment to place him. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been drooling on the floor of his cabin aboard the Bloody Aether, the ship that Nadani had been a prisoner on. 
 
    “That depends on what you know,” Kota said. 
 
    “Detective, this is not the prisoner you’re here to see,” Yanna said. 
 
    “No,” Kota said, “but he is one I captured.” Kota stepped towards the pirate captain before Yanna could protest further. 
 
    “You’ll forgive me, but I didn’t catch your name before,” Kota said. 
 
    “Alborin,” the man said. “Until very recently, Captain Alborin of the privateer ship Bloody Aether.” 
 
    “And you know who I am?” Kota asked. 
 
    “You’re the half dragon bitch who stole my ship,” Alborin said. “No one told me there’d be a sorcerer on board the Beloniform.” 
 
    “You’ll forgive me if I am less than sympathetic,” Kota said. 
 
    “You’ll be dead soon,” Alborin said. “So be as big a bitch as you like. Won’t change a thing.” 
 
    “This is a waste of time,” Norga said. 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree,” Kota said. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know why there are assassins after you?” Alborin asked. 
 
    “I do, but how would you know the answer to that?” 
 
    “That information will cost you,” Alborin said. “A word with the judge. Get my sentence changed from death to indenture.” 
 
    “He knows nothing,” Norga said. “He overheard us talking to the other prisoner and is trying to buy his life with a lie.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Kota said. She started to turn away, but stopped when Alborin spoke up. 
 
    “Fine,” Alborin said. “A sample of the wares, as it were.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I’m a privateer, not a pirate,” Alborin said. “I was hired to go after the Beloniform. Just like I was hired to carry that Semidaem.” 
 
    Kota felt a chill run down her spine, and Alborin must have sensed it, because his reaction was immediate. 
 
    “There it is,” he said. “You’re starting to see the picture now.” 
 
    Kota reached out with her magic and slammed Alborin against the bars. 
 
    “Tell me everything!” she said. 
 
    “Let him go!” Yanna said. She reached up, grabbed Kota’s outstretched hand, and pulled it away, breaking the working that was holding Alborin against the bars. Kota jerked free of her grip, but Yanna stepped between Kota and the cell. 
 
    “Enough!” Yanna said. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Not until he tells me what I want to know,” Kota said. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Yanna said. “And we’re leaving now, unless you want to find yourself in one of these cells, wearing witch shackles.” 
 
    Kota stared at Yanna for a moment and considered just slapping her out of the way with a bit of magic, but she forced herself to stop and take a deep breath. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Kota said. “You’re right, of course. And I apologize.” 
 
    Yanna nodded and gestured towards the door back to the entrance hall. Kota turned and headed towards the door. 
 
    “You’ll be back,” Alborin called after her, and Kota hated him just a little bit more, because she knew he was right. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Explain yourself!” Yanna said the moment the cell block door was closed behind them. 
 
    “As I mentioned before, I’m a recent arrival on Proximus,” Kota said. “I came on the Aethership Beloniform. We were attacked en route by a pirate vessel, or what may be a privateer vessel called the Bloody Aether. Pirate or privateer, either way, Alborin was the captain, and he had a prisoner onboard the ship. A Semidaem woman named Nadani. Alborin had mistreated her, rather badly. I took care of her for the rest of the trip to Proximus, and after we arrived, I took her into my house. I didn’t make the connection, because in my line of work, I make a number of enemies. I had assumed the assassins were after me because of my work for the Grimmani Agency, but Alborin is implying that they are connected to Nadani.” 
 
    “I see,” Yanna said, and Kota could tell from the look on her face that Yanna probably understood a bit better than Kota wanted her to. “Given the circumstances, I will overlook what happened, but understand this. If you ever mistreat a prisoner in my jail again, you’ll have your own cell. You understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Kota said. “Again, I apologize. I was caught off guard. I’ve come to care a great deal for this woman in the last few weeks, and it affected my judgment. I’m used to people trying to kill me, but someone threatening a friend…” 
 
    “I understand, which is why I will not arrest you,” Yanna said. “Go. Cool off. I will not let you back in the cell block today. Not even with a direct order from the Lord Mayor. Get your Agency to arrange a visit, and you can question him tomorrow.” 
 
    Kota wanted to argue, but she didn’t think it would do any good. Not judging by the look on Yanna’s face. She glanced over at Norga, who was looking at her like she was a badly behaved child. 
 
    “I’ll see you back at headquarters,” Norga said. 
 
    Kota didn’t argue; she just walked over to one of the other bailiffs to collect her weapons. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    NADANI SMILED AS SHE gave Pyter a scratch behind the horn. She had spotted him sitting on the couch, playing with some silver bauble as she walked through the house, preparing for her morning session with Thylius and Pena, and couldn’t resist the temptation. He looked up from whatever it was he was so intently focused on and purred softly. 
 
    “Sit?” he asked. 
 
    “Sorry,” Nadani said. “I have to finish getting ready for Thylius and Pena. Besides, your momma should be calling for you soon.” 
 
    He blew out a smoke ring in a huff and looked back down at the object clasped in his talons, and for just a moment, she wondered if he had something he shouldn’t have. It was a small silver object on the end of a chain, and from what she could see, the surface was richly engraved. It didn’t really look like a toy. On the other hand, Pyter was normally really good about not touching things that weren’t his. Maybe it was some new puzzle Kota had gotten him. 
 
    Before she could make up her mind to ask him about it, there was a knock at the door. She glanced over at the clock and frowned slightly. Thylius and Pena weren’t due for another half hour, and they rarely arrived early or stayed late given Thylius’s busy schedule. She headed for the door, wondering who it could be. The wards would keep out anyone who intended harm to someone in the house, but the guards would normally keep out anyone who they didn’t know. 
 
    She reached the door and opened it, and was surprised to find Dura standing there, looking like she’d arrived at a full run. 
 
    “Morning, milady,” Dura said. Nadani was tempted to correct her, to point out that she wasn’t the lady of the house, but she’d decided after two weeks of trying that it was useless. Dura called Lou milady as well. It was just her way of making sure she didn’t give offense. 
 
    “Morning, Dura,” Nadani said, as Lou came into the foyer behind her. “Come in.” 
 
    “Begging milady’s pardon, but I don’t have the time now. I’m just here to give you and Miss Lou a message.” 
 
    “What message?” Lou asked. 
 
    “Neither Master Thylius, Mistress Pena, nor Mistress Sikudhana will be able to make it for Lady Nadani’s lessons today and send their apologies.” 
 
    “Why not?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “There was a fire in the Semidaem ward last night,” Dura said. “Mistress Sikudhana is helping with the healing of the people who were hurt, and Master Thylius and Mistress Pena are helping clean up the debris.” 
 
    Nadani felt a small bout of terror shoot through her. She might not have seen it, but she knew the ward was inside the walls of the city. If Crossroads was anything like any of the cites Nadani had seen, it was a miracle the entire city hadn’t burned. 
 
    “How bad was it?” Lou asked. 
 
    “It could have been worse,” Dura said. “If it were one of the southern cities…” She shuddered slightly. 
 
    Nadani glanced over at Lou, who seemed to pick up on her confusion. 
 
    “Trees are scarce this far north,” Lou said. She gestured to the wall next to the door. “The ones that do grow get cut for firewood, or tools. A lot of the older buildings are built from stone the dwarves quarried cutting the Underway to Dwarfholm. The newer buildings are from the quarry for the Long Bridge, or one of the quarries east of the city.” 
 
    “Begging milady’s pardon, but I have to be on my way,” Dura said. “They need all the help they can get cleaning up the damage, and I want to get back to it.” 
 
    “Can you wait five minutes?” Nadani said. “I want to come with you and help.” 
 
    Dura glanced over at Lou, a worried look on her face. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Lou asked. 
 
    “Is there some reason I shouldn’t go?” Nadani asked. Lou stared back at her for a moment, then shook her head. 
 
    “No,” Lou said. “It’s your choice, of course. Just, please be careful. Herself wouldn’t know what to do if you got hurt.” 
 
    “I think you overestimate how important I am,” Nadani said. She turned back to Dura. “Come in and rest for a moment while I gather my things. You’ll be of more help if you get back well rested.” 
 
    “Of course, milady,” Dura said, though she sounded even less sure than Lou did. Still, she didn’t argue, which was the best Nadani could probably hope for. She rushed back to her room and started gathering things she would need if she were going to spend the day working. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani had only traveled through the city twice before. Both times on the day she and Kota had arrived in Crossroads. Once from the void pier to Grimmani headquarters, and then from Grimmani headquarters to Kota’s house. This trip, she had even less time to take in the sights than those two times. 
 
    She was doing her best to keep up with Dura, which wasn’t much. Semidaem might be more surefooted than orcs or humans or various other peoples who had feet, but they weren’t built for speed. They could match a human or an orc at a walk, but at anything much faster, they would fall behind. Nadani could feel Dura’s frustration at having to keep a slower pace and wished she could do something about the fact that she was slowing her down, but she wasn’t sure enough of her magic to try any working that might speed things up. 
 
    Instead of dwelling on what she couldn’t do, she tried to focus on what she could. Most of the parts of the city she’d seen had been made of sandstone, and she remembered Norga talking about how most of the city was stone, brick, and tile. She wasn’t sure what that meant for the Semidaem ward, but she hoped it meant the fire didn’t do much damage. Still, she couldn’t help but remember the poorer sections of the cities back on Parakmi. They’d been tinder boxes. Wooden death traps where even the smallest fire would kill hundreds or even thousands of people. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Nadani asked. “Truly?” 
 
    “It’s bad, milady,” Dura said. “That’s why I hesitated to bring you along.” 
 
    “If the city is mostly stone, what caught fire?” she asked. 
 
    “Miss Lou is right that we don’t have a lot of trees, but there is a lot of bamboo, and the canals are lousy with fish that can’t be eaten but make good glue that can stand up to the heat a lot better than hide glues. Add the two together and you get a lot of plywood.” 
 
    Nadani winced. 
 
    “Fortunately, plywood isn’t really good for building without framing lumber. You can do it, but with so many dwarves and Sifa around, stone is a lot cheaper, so none of the houses or permanent buildings caught, but all the stalls and carts in the ward market burned. Most of the people who got hurt were merchants. Even that wouldn’t have been so bad if yesterday hadn’t been market day.” 
 
    “What do you mean, market day?” Nadani asked. Dura looked over at her, a curious expression on her face. 
 
    “You don’t know about market day?” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. “I…before I came here, my position didn’t involve anything to do with buying goods.” 
 
    “Well, some stalls and carts never leave the ward market,” Dura said. “Street food vendors, fishmongers, fruit and vegetable sellers. Things people purchase every day. But Crossroads is a big city, and there are lots of markets. Some merchants rotate between them. They’ll be down in the orc ward one day, then in the halfling ward the next, then the Semidaem the day after that. The merchants wake up with the sun and move their cart to that day’s market. The market will be in full swing by nine and run until sundown. Then the merchants will close up. Mostly, they sleep in their carts.” 
 
    Nadani nearly missed a step as the implication hit her. A tightly packed market square, filled with carts full of sleeping merchants. A fire. Suddenly, she wondered if she really wanted to see what she was about to walk into. She must not have hidden her reaction well, because she could see the dread on Dura’s face. No doubt Dura expected Nadani demand her to lead her back to Kota’s house. Nadani hated to admit that for a moment, she was tempted, but the fact that she knew how bad it would be just meant that her help would be needed that much more. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’m slowing you down,” Nadani said. “I hope I can make up for it when we get there.” 
 
    Dura smiled at her for the first time since she’d opened the door that morning. 
 
    “Every hand helps, milady,” Dura said. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Mistress Sikudhana,” Dura called as they approached Sikudhana, who was standing in the middle of a group of people that included two Semidaem, an orc, a hobgoblin, two kobolds, and a satyr. Sikudhana looked towards Dura and Nadani and frowned. 
 
    “Why did you bring her here?” Sikudhana asked. 
 
    “I want to help,” Nadani said. “I know my magic isn’t very advanced, but I am strong, and I thought another pair of hands might be useful.” 
 
    The look of frustration on Sikudhana’s face changed to a look of approval. 
 
    “Very well, but we have plenty of muscle, and your magic might be more useful than you think,” Sikudhana said. “Dura, I’ll see to her. They need help breaking up the burned-out carts.” 
 
    Dura nodded, then turned to Nadani. “Take care,” she said, then headed off towards what had to be the market square. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” Sikudhana said. She turned back to the group without waiting for an answer from Nadani. Nadani stood and waited patiently, something she had a lot of practice at, as Sikudhana and the other members of the group talked about organizing a search for something. The longer the conversation went on, the more uncomfortable Nadani got, because it sounded like they were looking for someone who had started the fire. The idea that someone had deliberately set a fire in the middle of a city was horrifying, and Nadani wanted to ask questions, but she didn’t dare interrupt. 
 
    After a few minutes, the conversation came to an end with various members of the group rushing off this way and that, while Sikudhana turned back to Nadani. 
 
    “Follow me,” Sikudhana said, then turned and started walking in a different direction than the one Dura had gone in. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “The ward commons,” Sikudhana said. “We’ve set up a triage tent there.” 
 
    “I’m not a healer,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I know,” Sikudhana said, “but you are a Semidaem, and while I haven’t mentioned it before, you’ve got a bit of dragon magic in you somehow.” 
 
    “Dragon magic?” Nadani asked. “No. That’s Kota.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sikudhana said. “She positively reeks of it, and so does her little friend. That’s why I didn’t notice it in you until yesterday. The smell from them was so overwhelming, I missed the hint of it in you.” 
 
    “I think you must be wrong,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I’m not,” Sikudhana said. 
 
    “Even if you are, what does that have to do with the triage tent?” 
 
    “Semidaems and dragons have one thing in common. We both have a particular gift with fire magic.” 
 
    “Fire magic? What good is fire magic in a triage tent?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Sikudhana said. “How much of that conversation did you hear?” 
 
    Nadani considered lying and saying she hadn’t heard anything. It was the answer most people would have wanted to hear any time they asked a slave what they had heard. She dismissed the idea for two reasons. One, Sikudhana wouldn’t believe her, and two, she wasn’t a slave anymore. 
 
    “You think someone set the fire,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Yes,” Sikudhana said. “A gremlin. We need to kill it before it does something worse.” 
 
    “It just set the fire?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a gremlin,” Nadani said.  
 
    “What do you know about gremlins?” 
 
    “They’re chaos spirits,” Nadani said. “They’re definitely malicious, and positively gleeful when they kill someone, but they don’t normally kill directly. They’re attracted to machinery. Especially clockworks. When they’re killed, it’s normally a side effect of them tampering with machinery.” 
 
    “You’ve studied them?” 
 
    “One got into the clockworks at my old master’s estate once. It made the water pumps flow backwards. It flooded half of the main house and contaminated the well so badly, even purification stones couldn’t clean it. She had to have a unicorn brought in to purify the estate’s water supply. I heard things from the clerics and the virgin who came with the unicorn and the mages who killed the gremlin and warded the estate against any others.” 
 
    Sikudhana looked at her for a moment, then turned back towards the tent they were approaching, and Nadani thought she wasn’t going to say anything, but just before they reached the tent, Sikudhana spoke. 
 
    “You’re right,” Sikudhana said. “It doesn’t sound much like a gremlin.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani focused on the burns of the halfling merchant in front of her, letting the world slip away as she reached out with her magic, searching slowly and carefully until she found what she was looking for. It would have been easy to miss if not for the training Sikudhana had given her that morning, but once she found it, the fire filled her awareness. It was as if she were a piece of cold steel placed in the heart of a blast furnace. She could feel the heat around her, slowly starting to creep into her. She had to move carefully so she didn’t hurt the halfling. As much as she could feel the fire, she could feel his pain, because the fire and the pain were woven together. Everywhere the fire touched the man, the pain blossomed. 
 
    She took a deep breath, readying herself, and then she began to draw the fire into herself, pulling it out of the halfling’s flesh the way a poultice drew corruption out of a wound. The fire fought to hold on, but when she pulled it free, it turned on her, ready to burn and destroy her, but she was Semidaem, a half demon, a creature of fire and blood. When the fire licked at her, instead of burning her, it was drawn into her, its power becoming hers until the fire was gone, and only she remained. 
 
    “Thank you,” the halfling man said, looking down at his now pristine flesh. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Nadani said, more out of reflex than because she was really aware of him speaking to her. The power of the flame was intoxicating, and it took time for her to clear her head enough to realize the man had spoken to her. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said again. “Rest for a bit. The healer will be by to check on you and make sure you’re okay to leave.” 
 
    The man nodded his understanding and Nadani stood up, looking around for anyone else who had been brought in while she worked on her last few patients. Not seeing any new patients, she walked over and took a seat in a shaded spot out of the way of the healers moving among the injured. 
 
    “How are you holding up, milady?” Dura asked, making Nadani jump at the sound of her voice. She turned to find Dura offering her a cup of water. 
 
    “Well enough.” Nadani took the water and sipped it, sighing in near bliss when she found that it was ice cold. “Where did you get this?” she asked. 
 
    “Mistress Sikudhana sent it,” Dura said. 
 
    “You mean she sent you to check on me.” Nadani said. 
 
    “That too,” Dura said. “She’s right to worry. This sort of work takes a lot out of you. Especially if you’re not used to it.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Nadani said. “But I’m sure there are better things for you to be doing.” 
 
    “Not really,” Dura said. “There’s only so much muscle can do right now, and most of it has been done.” 
 
    “Really?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dura said. 
 
    “How long have we been here?” 
 
    “About five hours,” Dura said. 
 
    “That long?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dura said. “Easy to lose track, I know.” 
 
    Nadani couldn’t argue with that. She looked back out over the crowd of injured people in front of her, not able to tell which was harder to believe. That it had already been five hours, or that it had only been five hours. Sikudhana had started her with small burns. People who had gotten their hands burned trying to move debris or put out the fire. Once she’d had the technique down, she’d moved on to bigger and bigger burns. She’d lost count of how many people she’d worked on, but it finally looked like there weren’t any more people for her to help. 
 
    “You did good,” Dura said. 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    “The healers think so,” Dura said. “They said you helped people they were sure couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    “What? No. I didn’t do that much. I—” 
 
    “Come on,” Dura said. “If you don’t believe me, maybe you’ll believe Mistress Sikudhana.” 
 
    Nadani downed the rest of her water, and then looked at Dura. 
 
    “Lead the way,” she said. 
 
    Dura grinned and headed out of the tent. Nadani followed and was amazed at what she saw when they stepped outside. When she’d gone into the tent, the only thing in the commons had been the tent and some tables where a few apothecaries were working, making medicines for the injured. Now there were long tables straining under the weight of mountains of food. There were huge blocks of ice and people chipping off chunks of it to drop in mugs of water or juice. There were kegs of beer and jugs of wine. It would almost look like a feast, or a festival, if it weren’t for the people. 
 
    Instead of being surrounded by cheerful and jolly people, the commons was littered with people sitting on the ground, covered in ashes and in some cases, dried blood, looking utterly exhausted. People would walk away from the tables carrying a plate of food and a tankard and just drop down in the first clear space they found and start shoving food into their mouths like they hadn’t eaten in months, only for someone to come along and set up a large umbrella to keep the afternoon sun off them while they ate and rested. 
 
    The sight of food made Nadani’s stomach growl demandingly, and Dura laughed. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “We’ll feed you before we take you to Mistress Sikudhana.” 
 
    Dura led her over to the tables and grabbed one of the makeshift plates, which was just half a section of bamboo. The stalk it had come from was bigger around than her head, and the section was longer than her forearm and hand combined, so it made a fairly sizable plate. She watched as Dura filled it, checking with her each time she added something new. Nadani nodded or shook her head with each inquiry until the plate was piled higher than she would normally eat in three meals. Once Dura thought the plate was full enough, she passed it to Nadani, then filled another one before leading them over to one of the kegs and getting them large cups of beer. The cups, like the plates, were hastily fashioned out of cut sections of bamboo, and looked to be disposable. 
 
    Beer in hand, Nadani followed Dura over to a free spot on the ground and sat down next to her. They’d barely settled before a gnome came over and planted an umbrella in the ground to shade them. They thanked him, and he gave them a wave before he was off to set up another umbrella. Nadani reached out and waved a hand over their beers, drawing so much fire out of them it left bits of ice floating in them. A task that was much simpler when you didn’t have to worry about hurting the target. 
 
    “Handy trick,” Dura said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said before taking a sip of her beer, relishing the cold. She set her beer down, then pulled out her picker from her eating set and stabbed a chunk of meat on her plate, biting into it enthusiastically. She’d just swallowed the meat when a stout figure appeared beside them. 
 
    “Hello, lass,” the figure said, and Nadani recognized the voice immediately. She looked up to see Guthrie standing there. “Mind if I sit with ye?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Nadani said. 
 
    Guthrie lowered herself onto the ground and set down her own beer. Nadani spent a moment looking her over. Guthrie looked like she’s spent half the morning digging out a charcoal mound. 
 
    “I thought you were in Bluerock,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “I was at the Thanage for a bit. Got back into Crossroads two nights ago on business. I was supposed to head north again today, but when I heard there’d been a fire, I came over to help.” 
 
    “That was very kind of you,” Nadani said. 
 
    “It’s our way,” Guthrie said. “People think of stone when they think of dwarves, but they forget that fire is part of our lives too. We work with it, and we love it, but we’re also aware it will kill us in a heartbeat if we don’t give it the respect it deserves every second. An out-of-control fire in a Thanage ‘tis a nightmare. Even out in the open it’s horrible. When I heard what had happened, I couldn’t ignore it.” 
 
    “Who’s your friend?” Dura asked. 
 
    “This is Guthrie,” Nadani said. “We met on the ship I came to Proximus on. Guthrie, this is Dura.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet ye,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “Likewise,” Dura said. 
 
    “I’m surprised to see you here, though,” Guthrie said. “Did you get away from the detective?” 
 
    Nadani frowned. “How did you know she was a detective?” she asked. 
 
    “The blue and yellow, lass. Everyone knows the blue and yellow. Especially here on Proximus. The Grimmani are the largest group of mercenaries in the known worlds.” 
 
    Nadani bristled a bit at hearing the Grimmani called mercenaries. 
 
    “She’s at work,” Nadani said. “I heard about the fire and came down to help.” 
 
    “Does she know you’re here?” Guthrie asked. 
 
    “Why does that matter?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I’m just worried for ye,” Guthrie said. “Last time you did something she didn’t like, she came in ready to fight.” 
 
    “That was just a misunderstanding,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Easy, lass,” Guthrie said. “I—” 
 
    “You’re upsetting the lady,” Dura said, cutting Guthrie off. Guthrie turned to Dura. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” Guthrie said. “I worry for her. Have you met the detective?” Dura didn’t answer, and after a few seconds of waiting, Guthrie must have decided she wasn’t going to. “First time I tried to talk to her, the detective came in ready to kill me and my kinsmen, just for having a conversation with the lass. Possessive, that one. Possessive and powerful is not a good mix.” 
 
    “You’re mixing everything up,” Nadani said. 
 
    “If you say so, lass. Ye know her better than I do, but I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
    Nadani wasn’t sure how to respond. She wanted to defend Kota, but she didn’t think it would do anything but make Guthrie more convinced Kota had some kind of control over her. She glanced over at Dura, who looked confused and angry, and noticed that Dura’s hand was resting on the handle of her knife. 
 
    “So, what have you been up to the last few weeks?” Guthrie asked before Nadani could think of a way to defuse the situation. She felt a wave of relief at the question, hoping that changing the topic might ease the tension. 
 
    “I’ve been learning a bit of magic,” she said, figuring that was a safe topic. She wouldn’t have discussed it before today, but anyone who had seen her working in the healer’s tent would know, so it was hardly a secret anymore, and she had to admit, she felt a bit of pride at the fact that she’d been able to help people in a way other people couldn’t. 
 
    “Really?” Guthrie asked. “Tell me more.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    KOTA SAT STEWING THE entire carriage ride from the jail to Grimmani headquarters. She kept turning over what Alborin had said. She knew she’d overreacted, but the implication that this was somehow about Nadani, that Nadani was in danger, had rattled her in a way that two people trying to kill her hadn’t. She wanted more than anything to rush home and check on Nadani and make sure she was safe. 
 
    She had to keep reminding herself over and over again that as long as Nadani stayed inside the wards at the house, she was safe. The magic was fresh and young, not quite set as it would be on an older estate, but it was solid. She had checked the wards herself once she’d been up on her feet, and the mages she’d hired to protect the house had done an excellent job. She’d added a few of her own flourishes, just to be safe, but as long as Nadani didn’t leave the house, it was okay. 
 
    She also wasn’t looking forward to dealing with the fallout from what had happened at the jail. When Thilde found out she’d attacked a prisoner, it wouldn’t matter what the reason was, there would be hell to pay. She would normally have considered that a good thing. Mistreating prisoners was pretty high on her list of shitty things to do. Which was another reason she was upset. She was angry at herself for losing control and fucking up so badly. 
 
    She didn’t have any excuse. Nadani wasn’t her wife or her girlfriend. She wasn’t even an employee anymore now that Kota’s convalescence was over. She would like to think Nadani was her friend, but some days, even that was hard to manage, because she couldn’t seem to keep what she wanted from getting in the way of what she could have. 
 
    And she wanted Nadani. She couldn’t even pretend anymore that she didn’t. Not after the way she’d reacted to seeing her half-dressed the day before, and not after the way she’d reacted to the threat to her that morning. 
 
    She needed to pull herself together, and she needed to do it quickly. First, because Nadani had made clear that she wasn’t interested, and Kota needed to respect that, because if she didn’t, she would lose the friendship they were starting to build. Second, and more importantly, because Nadani was in danger. 
 
    Kota really wished she had Pyter with her. She normally took him everywhere, but neither of them dealt well with jails or prisons, and unlike her, Pyter didn’t sign up for a job that involved visiting them. He hated jails enough that it was one of the few reasons he would willingly stay behind. Normally, a trip to the jail or a prison meant leaving him in her office, but she hadn’t had time to set her office up properly. All Pyter’s toys, games, and puzzles were still packed up in a crate. Given that a bored dragon was invariably a recipe for disaster, she’d decided to leave him at home, where he had toys, and where Lou and Nadani could keep him entertained. 
 
    She wanted to call to him, because she knew having him with her would help her calm down and get control of her emotions, but at the same time, she wanted him to stay with Nadani so he could protect her. She went back and forth on it for nearly half the ride, but ultimately decided to leave him with Nadani. 
 
    The carriage pulled to a halt in front of Grimmani headquarters, and Kota stepped out as Norga stopped beside the carriage. She looked up at the centaur and gave a small nod before going into the headquarters building. She didn’t even bother suggesting a moment to prepare. She just headed straight for Thilde’s office, with Norga beside her. 
 
    “Is she available?” Kota asked Thilde’s secretaries as they approached. 
 
    “Not right now,” the hobgoblin said. “One of the Lord Mayor’s people is in with her. Have a seat, though. She shouldn’t be much longer.” 
 
    Kota nodded and dropped down on one of the sofas in the waiting area. Norga took up a spot beside her. 
 
    “I smoothed things over with the bailiff,” Norga said. 
 
    “I’m sorry you needed to,” Kota said. 
 
    “Don’t be,” Norga said. “He threatened a member of your house. I would have done the same had he threatened a member of my herd.” 
 
    “I’m surprised to hear that from you,” Kota said. 
 
    “I know,” Norga said. “But we’ve spent very little time together. All we really have is first impressions, and I doubt either one of us made the best one we could.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Kota said. “Running into a trap and nearly getting myself killed isn’t really me at my best.” 
 
    “I hope not,” Norga said. “I have a feeling that this matter with the assassins is more important than we think. If it’s connected to the attack on your ship, then we could all be in danger.” 
 
    The door to Thilde’s office opened before Kota could answer Norga, and an elf walked out with an unhappy look on her face. She glanced in Kota’s direction as she walked by, and the expression got even more sour than before. Kota looked at her carefully, tried to place if the elf had a reason to hate her, but she couldn’t figure out if they’d met before. The elf felt familiar, but Kota couldn’t for the life of her place the woman’s face. 
 
    “Go on in,” the hobgoblin secretary said, as the elf disappeared down the hall. “She’s expecting you.” 
 
    Kota wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that, but she stood up, and headed into Thilde’s office. Thilde looked up from a stack of parchment she was reading and grunted as she gestured in the general direction of one of the chairs in front of her desk before going back to her paperwork. Kota took the invitation to sit, and Norga stood beside her. 
 
    “Well?” Thilde asked without looking up. 
 
    “The assassin didn’t talk,” Kota said. 
 
    “I didn’t really expect him to. Cultists are fanatics,” Thilde said. 
 
    Kota glanced up at Norga for a moment, then turned back to Thilde. 
 
    “I think we found another lead,” Kota said. That got Thilde’s attention. She looked up from the papers she was reading. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “The captain of the Bloody Aether, the Aethership that attacked the Beloniform, was in the same cell block as the assassin. He claimed to know why the assassins are after me. He also claimed that the attack on the Beloniform wasn’t random chance. That he’d been hired specifically to go after her.” 
 
    Thilde leaned back in her chair. “That would imply that this is actually connected to the Keystone.” 
 
    “Among other things,” Kota said. 
 
    “What other things?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “The woman I rescued from the Bloody Aether,” Kota said. “Nadani. He implied that she’s connected to this somehow.” 
 
    “Where’s Nadani?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “She’s at my home,” Kota said. 
 
    “And is your home well protected?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Aside from the guards you posted, I have a ward stone on the property.” 
 
    “Good. That’s good. What do we know about this captain?” 
 
    “Alborin,” Kota said. “Not a lot. Bit of a dandy. Claims to be a privateer rather than a pirate, but we didn’t find any letters of marque on his ship. Though I admit, I didn’t look.” 
 
    “No reason you should,” Thilde said. “Not your responsibility. Is the Beloniform still docked?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “I doubt it. Aetherships are too expensive to let linger.” 
 
    “Well, send someone down to the docks to find out, and if it is still here, talk to the captain and see if they checked for letters. I doubt it will change much, but it might help us keep this Alborin fellow from the gallows. I assume that’s what he wants in exchange for the information.” 
 
    “It is,” Kota said. 
 
    “I’ll send a runner to the constable and arrange a meeting with Alborin for tomorrow morning, but I want you to talk to your woman. Find out if she knows what any of this is about.” 
 
    “She doesn’t,” Kota said, “but I’ll ask a few questions. See if she has any information that she doesn’t realize is important.” 
 
    “Don’t make any assumptions. She might be scared about revealing what she knows. Or she could be part of the cult. 
 
    “She’s not,” Kota said. 
 
    “You’re making an assumption,” Thilde said. “You’ve known the woman for less than a month.” 
 
    “And she was locked up in chains when I found her and bound with some pretty heavy magics. Not the sort of stuff you use on someone who is a willing participant. Plus, if she were part of the cult, she would have killed me by now. She’s had plenty of time when I was too weak to put up a fight.” 
 
    “Kota makes a good point,” Norga said. “I don’t think Nadani is part of the cult.” 
 
    “Spent a lot of time around her, have you?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “No, but I saw her reactions the day Kota was hurt,” Norga said. “She was scared for Kota. If she was part of a cult out for Kota’s death, I do not believe she would have been so distressed.” 
 
    Thilde grunted, which Kota took as Thilde acknowledging what Norga said without necessarily agreeing with it. She was offended on Nadani and Norga’s behalf. 
 
    “How do you think we should proceed?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “I think you need to let me off the leash,” Kota said. “I can’t work if I’m riding around town with armed guards, and I’m not going to find out who is trying to kill me sitting at my desk.” 
 
    “You’re not going to find out if you’re dead either,” Thilde said. 
 
    “They’re tried to kill me twice and haven’t succeeded yet,” Kota said. 
 
    “They’ve come pretty damn close both times,” Thilde said. “I’m not ready to let you go off on your own just yet. Let’s see what this Alborin has to say first.” 
 
    Kota sighed. “What am I supposed to do until tomorrow?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re the detective,” Thilde said. “Figure it out. Now, both of you, get out of my office.” 
 
    Kota stood up and headed for the door, thinking maybe she should just head home for the day. Maybe talk to Nadani and see what she could find out about Alborin. It would be helpful if she knew where he came from. 
 
    Kota stopped so suddenly that Norga walked right into her and nearly knocked her down. She managed to recover and turned around, looking at Thilde. 
 
    “Do you know if we have offices on Parakmi?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Not off the top of my head,” Thilde said. 
 
    “The scryers would know though, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Thilde said. “Why?” 
 
    “Because Nadani is from Parakmi,” Kota said. 
 
    “Which means Alborin was on Parakmi,” Thilde said. “Run it down.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota stepped into the scrying hall at Grimmani headquarters and looked around. Like most scrying halls, it was dark, lit only by glow stones sitting on the floor to avoid creating glare in the scrying mirrors. Kota was pretty sure it was also to create a spooky, slightly unnerving feeling that would make what the scryers did seem mysterious and otherworldly instead of a fairly basic bit of magic, but she would never say that aloud. Scrying might be basic magic, but it was tedious work that she didn’t want to have to do herself, and mages were notoriously fussy. If they thought she wasn’t properly awed and respectful, they might just refuse to scry for her. 
 
    She waited patiently as one of the attendants approached her. 
 
    “Hello,” the attendant, a young woman in a blue and yellow robe, said. 
 
    “I need to know if we have an office on Parakmi, and if so, I need to speak with a detective there.” 
 
    “I’ll be happy to help you with that,” the attendant said. She pointed to a doorway off to the side. “Have a seat in the lounge, and I’ll consult our guidebook. If we do have an office there, I’ll find a scryer for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. She went into the lounge and sat down to wait. It took about ten minutes, but the attendant came to the door with a smile on her face. Hoping that meant good news, Kota got up and walked over to her. 
 
    “We have three offices on Parakmi with a scrying hall. One in Arcmery, one in Esefast, and one in Zavaneen. Do you know which city would be best for your inquiry?” 
 
    “Arcmery,” Kota said. 
 
    “Very well. Follow me.” 
 
    Kota followed as the attendant led her to the back of the chamber where an elven woman with silver hair and coal black skin stood over a water mirror. 
 
    “She wants to speak with someone in our office in Arcmery on Parakmi,” the attendant said. 
 
    “Thank you,” the elf said, dismissing the attendant with a wave. “You’re new here.” 
 
    “I am,” Kota said. 
 
    “You’re the Troubleshooter who nearly got herself killed her first day.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it that way, but I have a feeling everyone else has, so, yes.” 
 
    “I’m Shardrin,” the elf said. 
 
    “Kota.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Shardrin said. “Now, let’s see if anyone in the Arcmery office is paying attention.” 
 
    Shardrin picked up a large pitcher and poured the water in it into the bowl of the mirror, careful not to spill any as she did. Once the pitcher was empty, she set it aside and waited for the water to still before she began moving her hand over it, creating a spell form before she pushed it down into the water. 
 
    “Grimmani Office, City of Arcmery, Planet of Parakmi,” Shardrin said. The water in the bowl glowed briefly before darkening. A moment later, the face of a human man appeared in the water. 
 
    “Hello,” the man said. 
 
    “I am Shardrin, Grimmani scryer in the city of Crossroads on the world of Proximus. I am scrying for Troubleshooter Kota, who needs a detective there.” 
 
    “Very well,” the man said. “A moment while I summon one.” 
 
    It took considerably longer than a moment, but after almost twenty minutes, another face appeared in the water. A human woman with a burn scar covering the left side of her face and a polished fire opal where her eye should be. 
 
    “Troubleshooter Marchelle,” the woman said. “What can I do for you, Troubleshooter Kota?” 
 
    “I’m looking for information on a pirate, or possibly a privateer, named Alborin. Captain of a ship named the Bloody Aether. He would have been in your neck of the woods around eleven weeks ago,” Kota said. 
 
    “Don’t ring a bell,” Marchelle said. “I can ask around and get back to you.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” Kota said. “He would have had dealings with a woman named Bodeya.” 
 
    All the color drained out of Marchelle’s face the instant Kota said Bodeya’s name. 
 
    “What does this have to do with Bodeya?” Marchelle asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Kota said. “All I know is that Alborin bought or was given a Semidaem slave woman.” 
 
    “I’m not sure bought or given is the right word,” Marchelle said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Bodeya isn’t quite human,” Marchelle said. 
 
    “You mean she’s got non-human blood?” 
 
    “No,” Marchelle said. “I mean, she started off human enough, but she got involved with higher powers. Normally not a big deal. Warlocks aren’t that uncommon, and usually not a big deal unless they set up a cult or something, but Bodeya…she got herself hooked up with some major power. Not your usual minor demon or fey. 
 
    “Rumor was, she struck a bargain with a demon lord. No one was ever really sure what for. Just one day, she was some nobody hustler down in the low quarters, and the next she was doing favors for kings and dragons and wizards. Then, about twelve years ago, she starts showing off this Semidaem slave. White skin, black hair, black eyes, black horns.” 
 
    “That sounds like the woman that’s involved in what I’m investigating,” Kota said. 
 
    “Well, if this Alborin has her, be really careful. Right about the time you’re talking about, Bodeya’s estate outside of town was attacked by…something. No one saw it, or if they did, they’re too scared to talk. The king here hired us to find out what happened, but honestly, I’ve never seen anything like it. Everyone was dead, every building was destroyed. The stone was melted, like you’d expect from dragon fire, but there were claw and weapon marks that didn’t match dragon sign, the stink of hellfire, and you could feel the evil in the air.” 
 
    “Like a demon lord?” Kota asked. 
 
    “No,” Marchelle said. “If I thought it was a demon lord, we’d have a lot more resources on it. The place was a nightmare, but nothing like what I’d expect if a demon lord were present. More like a common demon, or a pack of lesser demons mixed in with cultists.” 
 
    “Like something a demon lord might send to deal with a warlock who’d broken their pact?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Now there’s an unpleasant thought,” Marchelle said, “but it would explain why someone was willing to go after a warlock with that kind of pull, and given what you told me, it fits a lot better than our current working theory.” 
 
    “Which was?” Kota asked. 
 
    “The slave woman made a deal with a demon for her freedom.” 
 
    “That’s not what happened,” Kota said. “She was still in a slave collar and wearing a slave brand when I found her. I removed both myself.” 
 
    “You removed a slave brand?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “That’s a right impressive bit of magic,” Marchelle said. “Wait. Are you the Troubleshooter who rescued that princess on Emake Maa?” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t a Troubleshooter at the time,” Kota said. “That’s how I got promoted from detective. That was the first time I removed a slave brand. I’ve done it three times since.” 
 
    “Including the slave woman we’re talking about?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Marchelle said. “So, do you have any idea what is going on?” 
 
    “My best guess right now, based on the information I have, is that a cult wanted the woman for some reason and hired Alborin to carry her somewhere. Alborin attacked a ship in the Aether before he could get where he was going, but he lost the fight and got captured. Right now, he’s in a prison on Proximus, so he’s not a problem, but the cult is probably working for whatever demon lord Bodeya had a pact with, and she pissed the demon lord off, which means we have a serious problem on our hands.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Marchelle said. “Any chance you know who the cult worships?” 
 
    “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be talking to you,” Kota said. 
 
    “Well, you’ve saved me a lot of leg work. If you ever make it to Parakmi, drinks are on me.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” Kota said. “Watch yourself. Cults are nasty business.” 
 
    Marchelle raised her hand, gesturing to the burnt side of her face. “I know,” she said. “You be careful too.” 
 
    “I always am,” Kota said. 
 
    “If that were true, you wouldn’t be a Troubleshooter,” Marchelle said before her image disappeared from the mirror. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    KOTA TAPPED HER FOOT impatiently as the carriage rounded the last corner before her house. After talking to Marchelle, she’d wanted nothing more than to rush home to check on Nadani and extract a promise that she wouldn’t leave the house until all of this was over. Instead, she’d gotten hung up again and again, and it was well past midday and getting on towards sundown when she’d finally walked out of the office. A lot had been accomplished. They’d confirmed that the Beloniform had already departed and that neither Captain Teaclock nor the company that had purchased the Bloody Aether from the Beloniform’s owners had reported finding any letters of marque on the Bloody Aether. Thilde had sent out another search party to the gates to search for the cave elf, this time with true sight lenses that would let them see through any glamours. Then they had set the librarians looking through the demonology guides for any demon lords that they might be able to link to Bodeya. 
 
    Kota thought that last bit was the least likely to bear fruit. Demon lords didn’t normally make deals with mortals like some soul peddler working the local crossroads. If they were dealing with a full-on demon lord, he likely had acted through an intermediary. The question was why? What was it about Nadani that was so special? 
 
    It couldn’t simply be her demon blood. If that were the case, any Semidaem should do. Kota supposed it could be the potency. Most Semidaem were generations removed from their demonic ancestry. They had either been breeding among themselves or interbreeding with other peoples for centuries or millennia. Perhaps if Nadani’s heritage was a bit more recent, her blood might be of more value to a demon lord, but if that were the case, why wait so long? She’d been in Bodeya’s custody for decades. 
 
    And how did that tie into the Keystone? Was she wrong in assuming that Alborin had attacked the Beloniform to get the Keystone? There was so much that they just didn’t know, and it was making Kota frantic in a way no case before ever had, because she’d never worked a case where someone she cared about might be in danger. 
 
    The carriage pulled up in front of her house, and Kota was out the door before it had even come to a full stop. The two guards sitting on her porch both shot to their feet with worried looks on their faces seeing the way she was running towards them, but Kota ignored them and went straight for the door. She flung it open and stepped inside, looking around, hoping to spot Nadani right away. 
 
    “Momma!” Pyter shouted as he flew into the foyer. He managed a surprisingly graceful three-legged landing on her shoulder, clutching his pendulum in his left front foot. “You were gone long time.” 
 
    “I know, sweetheart.” Kota she closed the door and started towards the parlor. “Where’s Nadani?” 
 
    “Not here,” Pyter said. 
 
    Kota stopped and turned towards Pyter. “What?” 
 
    “Dura came. Said there was fire last night. Nadani went to help.” 
 
    Lou stepped into the foyer at just that moment with a worried look on her face. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Where’s Nadani?” Kota asked. 
 
    “The Semidaem ward,” Lou said. “There was a fire in the market square last night. Dura came to tell us that Thylius, Pena, and Sikudhana couldn’t make it for her lessons because they were helping with the cleanup. Nadani insisted on accompanying Dura to the ward to help.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you send me a message?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I didn’t see any reason,” Lou said. “The girl’s your house guest. Free to do as she wishes.” 
 
    “There are assassins out there!” Kota snapped. 
 
    “I thought the assassins were after you,” Lou said. 
 
    Kota took a deep breath, trying to calm down, but it didn’t work. She was too close to panicking. The idea of Nadani out there, exposed and without protection, terrified her. 
 
    “How long has she been gone?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Maybe six hours,” Lou said. 
 
    Kota didn’t say anything. She just walked past Lou and into her office, where she had a large map of the city on the wall. She’d paid a fortune for it. An enchanted map that updated itself to match the current state of the city. She looked it over, matching it to the map she’d memorized back on Emake Maa before she boarded the Beloniform. She wanted to be sure she teleported to the right spot. She found what she was looking for just as Lou stepped into the office behind her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lou asked. 
 
    “We have reason to believe that the assassins are after me because I freed Nadani from the Bloody Aether,” Kota said. “If I’d known she was outside of the wards, I would have been home hours ago.” 
 
    Pyter tucked his pendulum away in one of the pockets under his wing. The moment it was out of sight, Kota turned back to the map, found the spot she wanted, and used her magic to pull. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani watched as the cartwright marked the spot on the wooden beam where it needed to be cut. Once the mark was in place, she reached down and placed her nail at one side of the beam, called her magic the way Sikudhana had shown her, then she drew her nail back, leaving a hair thin cut clear through the beam. The cartwright nodded and waved two of his apprentices over. They rushed to grab the cut length of wood and carried it over to the workstation where another cartwright was waiting with a draw knife. The apprentices locked the beam into a vice as the cartwright went to work, rounding off the ends, turning the beam into a new axle for one of the merchant carts that hadn’t been completely destroyed by the fire. 
 
    “Good work” Sikudhana said. 
 
    Nadani turned to face Sikudhana. “Thanks, I honestly surprised at how quickly I’ve picked up what you’ve shown me today.” 
 
    “You’re focused on what you’re doing,” Sikudhana said. “You learn quickly when you’re not distracted.” 
 
    “When people are suffering in front of you, it’s hard to think about anything but helping them,” Nadani said. “This is just the first time I’ve ever been allowed to actually do it.” 
 
    “You’ve been a great help today,” Sikudhana said. “I wasn’t sure when you showed up with Dura, but I’m glad you came.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nadani said, not able to keep the smile off her face. 
 
    Dura had brought her to the square after they’d finished their meal, and Sikudhana showed her how to do half a dozen different tasks that needed doing. Everything from cutting logs to enchanting brooms to sweep up the ash to cleaning the cobblestones, and Nadani found herself enjoying the lessons despite the circumstances. It felt good to feel useful, but there was still something that was bothering her. 
 
    “Did you find the gremlin?” Nadani asked. 
 
    Sikudhana shook her head. “No,” she said. 
 
    Nadani frowned and looked around the market square, taking in the damage. A lot of it had been cleared away, but there were still dozens of merchant carts that hadn’t burned completely that were in the middle of being repaired. It was hard to believe that one creature could cause so much damage. 
 
    It was harder to believe that so many people had just shown up to help. There were the Semidaems of course. It was their home that had been affected. But the cartwrights fixing the carts were gnomes, and there were halflings turning soil in burned out planters and gardens and filling them with new plants, there were orcs and hobgoblins doing most of the heavy lifting, along with a few Furbolgs and Bugbears. There were humans who’d come with cartloads of lumber and elves who’d set up portable smithies and were making whatever was needed, and dwarves were consulting with Semidaems as they cut stone to be used to rebuild the vendor stalls out of a less flammable material. Kobolds where helping salvage usable items from the piles of wreckage, and goblins and dwarves were digging trenches to lay down pipes that would be tied into the city aqueduct to feed a new firefighting system, so if there was another fire, it could be put out quickly. 
 
    Nadani smiled as she saw Dura holding a stone beam in place while Guthrie drove a wedge through a tenon to lock the beam into a small pillar. A group of dwarven children waited with roofing tiles, and as soon as Dura and Guthrie stepped back, the children swarmed up the completed stone frame and started laying the pieces of slate. 
 
    Almost everyone in the square jumped at the sound of a loud crack of thunder. Nadani turned towards the sound, her heart pounding, wondering if the gremlin had caused some other calamity. Instead, she saw Kota standing in the middle of the square, looking around frantically. 
 
    “Kota,” Nadani called out, suddenly more worried that something might have happened to her than she was about the oddly behaving gremlin that had started this whole mess. Kota turned towards her, and Nadani could feel relief flood through Kota. Before she even had a chance to wonder what was going on, Kota rushed over to her. 
 
    “Thank the dragon lords you’re all right.” Kota looked Nadani over as if Nadani were the one being hunted by assassins. 
 
    “Of course I am,” Nadani said. “I’ve been with Dura or Sikudhana or in the healer’s tent all day.” 
 
    “Healer’s tent?” Kota asked, and Nadani could feel her fear spiking again. “Why were you in the healer’s tent?” 
 
    “She was helping the wounded,” Sikudhana said. “She’s a Semidaem. Our people are gifted with fire magic, so I set her to work drawing the fire out of the burns of the people who were hurt last night. She did very well. The healers tell me she saved many lives.” 
 
    Nadani watched as Kota listened to Sikudhana, and she could feel a wave of pride wash through Kota, even amid the fear. Kota nodded to Sikudhana. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” Kota said. “And I hate to take someone who is being helpful away, but—” 
 
    Pyter hissed suddenly, cutting off whatever Kota was about to say. Kota spun around, one hand dropping to the hilt of her sword while the other came up, covered in frost with a thick chilled fog rolling off it. Nadani followed Pyter and Kota’s line of sight right to Guthrie, who was approaching with an angry look on her face. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Kota’s hand tightened around the grip of her sword. Fear rushed through Kota. Nadani didn’t understand it, but Kota was nearly frantic with worry, and Pyter was ready to kill Guthrie. She’d never felt anger or rage coming from Pyter before, and wasn’t sure if it was really his, or if he was picking up Kota’s mood and in turn thinking Guthrie was one of the people out to hurt his Momma. 
 
    “I could ask ye the same,” Guthrie said, “but I already know. Here to drag the lass back to where ye been keeping her, no doubt.” 
 
    Kota bristled, her fear growing at Guthrie’s words. 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” Kota snapped. “Be gone before I listen to Pyter and decide you’re a threat.” 
 
    “Enough!” Nadani said. She stepped around Kota, putting herself between Kota and Guthrie. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came to get you,” Kota said. 
 
    “Ay,” Guthrie said. “I knew it.” 
 
    “Guthrie, you’re not helping,” Nadani said, her own fear starting to build inside her as several people started closing in on them. A lot of them were reaching for weapons, and all of them were focused on Kota. Nadani turned back to Kota. 
 
    “You need to calm down,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I’ll calm down when we’re home,” Kota said. “We need to go. Now.” 
 
    “What? No. These people need my help.” 
 
    Kota let go of her sword and reached out, putting a hand on Nadani’s arm, and she opened her mouth to speak, but stopped as swords and daggers left sheaths and scabbards, and more than a few makeshift tools were raised. 
 
    “Stop!” Nadani said. “This woman is my friend. She means me no harm.” 
 
    “Nah harm,” Guthrie said. “She just wants to control ye.” 
 
    Nadani spun around, glaring at Guthrie. 
 
    “Shut up!” she yelled, anger boiling up inside of her. “Both of you are acting like dogs fighting over a bone. I don’t belong to either of you!” She took three steps forward and shoved Guthrie. 
 
    “You don’t have any clue what you’re talking about,” she said. “You assume things without knowing or caring what the truth is.” She spun around and marched towards Kota, shaking with anger. 
 
    “And you! You promised me my freedom, and the first time I leave your house, you chase me down like some horse that jumped the fence.” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “That’s not—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Nadani screamed. “Shut up and go home. I’ll be there when I’m ready to come back.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” Nadani snapped. She turned and started walking away from Kota and Guthrie both. She’d made it maybe a dozen steps when she felt a weight settle onto her shoulder. She turned her head and saw Pyter looking at her with worried eyes. She looked back and saw Kota staring at her with a panicked expression on her face. As they made eye contact, Kota mouthed ‘please,’ and for a moment, Nadani nearly let her anger get the better of her, but she remembered the genuine fear coming from Kota when she’d arrived, and she nodded, then turned and went to find some way she could be useful. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    NADANI SAT ON A bench and stared out across the commons. Work in the market square had ended about half an hour ago when it had gotten too dark for many of the people to continue. The work would resume in the morning, though honestly, there wasn’t much left to do. A couple of carts still needed new wheels before they could be moved, and the dwarves would return to finish rebuilding the vendor stalls, but a lot of people wouldn’t be back tomorrow. Herself included. There wasn’t anything left for her to help with. 
 
    On the one hand, she was glad of that. It meant no one was left suffering. On the other hand, she hated it, because today had made her feel powerful and important for the first time in her life. The thought of going back to what she was before had always been a horror to her, but now, it was even more so. Which was why she was sitting in the dark, dreading going home. 
 
    “Sad?” Pyter asked. 
 
    She turned to look at him. He was sitting on the bench, looking up at her with a worried expression on his face. 
 
    “No,” she said. 
 
    “Sad,” Pyter said, seeing right through her lie. He tilted his head and bumped it against her arm. “Go home. Momma fix.” 
 
    Nadani sighed and reached out to pet him on his head. He purred a little and tilted his head in the way he always did when he wanted a good scratch, so she extended her claws to get the spot behind his horn, which just made him purr louder. She was still scratching when she heard the sound of boots on cobbles and looked up to see Dura approaching. 
 
    “Hey,” Dura said. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Mind if I sit?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    Dura sat down on the opposite side from Pyter, which meant Pyter immediately climbed into Nadani’s lap and looked at Dura expectantly until Dura reached over and petted him. 
 
    “You were quite a hit with the children,” Dura said, and it was true. Pyter had spent a lot of time playing with the children who were waiting in the healers’ tent to be checked over before their parents took them to one of the various inns that were offering free rooms to the merchants who had lost their carts. Pyter didn’t answer. He just sat there, enjoying the pets that he treated as his rightful due. 
 
    “Are you ready to go home?” Dura asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Well, not to put too fine a point on it, but I would like to get back home tonight, and the walk from your place to the orc ward is not a short one.” 
 
    Nadani winced. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realize you were waiting on me.” 
 
    “I brought you. Least I could do is see you home. Besides, if something happens to you, I’m pretty sure Lady Kota would fire me.” 
 
    “She shouldn’t,” Nadani said. “I’m perfectly capable of making my own decisions.” 
 
    “I know,” Dura said. “And I figured that was what this is about.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nadani asked. 
 
    Dura sighed and looked up at the sky. “Can we walk?” she asked. “I’m serious about wanting to get home at some point.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said. She tapped her shoulder. “Pyter.” Pyter dutifully hopped up on her shoulder and settled in for the walk home. Nadani stood up and Dura did the same, and they started walking towards Kota’s house. 
 
    “So, what did you mean?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “You used to be a slave, or an indentured servant or something similar, right?” 
 
    Nadani looked over at Dura, a little shocked. She hadn’t told anyone other than Sikudhana; Nadani was sure she hadn’t repeated it to anyone. She knew Lou had figured it out, but then, Lou lived in the house with them, so she had a lot more evidence. 
 
    “I’m not trying to intrude or anything,” Dura said. “It’s not my business. It’s just…I’m an orc.” 
 
    “What’s that have to do with it?” 
 
    “Do you know why orcs and elves hate each other so much?” Dura asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Nadani said. “I know it goes back before either of you first encountered dwarves or humans or any of the other peoples.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” Dura said. “Elves had met the faire folk and a few of the different fur kin. Orcs were just the first people they met that they didn’t consider to be like them.” 
 
    “What do you mean, like them?” 
 
    “Elves and fey are of a kind. They share magic, the same way your people share magic with demons. Fur kin are fey-touched as well. The same sort of magic. Orcs are a bit more like humans, dwarves, gnomes, and halflings. Our magic isn’t primeval magic like the elves and the fey. We’re more connected to the arcane. My people actually taught the elves how to use arcane magic.” 
 
    “Really?” Nadani asked, shocked by the statement. Elves held themselves up as masters of the arcane. At least, a lot of the ones she’d met. 
 
    “They’ll never admit it, and it was so long ago that there’s not a lot of point arguing about it, but yeah, it’s true. The elves were the first to walk between worlds, and they discovered the orc homeworld hundreds of thousands of years ago. By that time, they had an empire covering a dozen worlds. When they found us, they were eager to learn the magics we practiced, and we were eager to trade with them for goods we didn’t know how to make ourselves. We had bronze weapons mostly. Iron was still a rare thing for us, but the elves had steel and mithril and orichalcum and star metal, so we traded with them for tools and weapons. At least, at first. Then they started taking slaves.” 
 
    “The elves took orcs as slaves?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dura said. “These days, when you hear about orc slaves, it’s mostly humans or other orcs, though some elves still keep orc slaves, but elves started it. But they made mistakes. They were careful to never teach orc slaves to forge magic materials like mithril and orichalcum and star metal, but they taught them to work steel, which was enough. A few slaves managed to escape back to the orc homeworld, and the knowledge of how to work steel spread, and from there, we taught ourselves how to work star metal and mithril and orichalcum. We armed ourselves and we fought back, and we eventually drove them off, but not before we learned to walk between the worlds too.” 
 
    “So, orcs and elves hate each other because of that war?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Well, that war, and a few thousand that followed it. Most orcs are descended from slaves taken by elves, but orcs from the homeworld stirred up slave rebellions on every world of the elven empire. Some were successful, some weren’t, but you’re probably wondering what all of this has to do with you.” 
 
    “Um, honestly, I forgot we were talking about me,” Nadani said, which made Dura laugh. 
 
    “Orcs are still slaves all over the known worlds. Almost every world, empire, or kingdom that allows slaves has a population of orc slaves. Halflings and humans are probably the only people enslaved more than orcs. Which brings me to my point. My people don’t fear much, but one thing all orcs do fear is a slave collar. I’ve learned to spot that fear in other people.” 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “No,” Dura said. “Not to most people. But to me, and I’d say to Guthrie, yes.” 
 
    “Guthrie?” Nadani asked. “What does she have to do with this?” 
 
    “She was poking your fear,” Dura said. “Stirring it up.” 
 
    “No. You’re wrong. Why would she do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dura said. “But she got you so scared of anyone controlling you that you wouldn’t even listen to what Lady Kota had to say.” 
 
    Nadani stopped walking and just stared at Dura, who took two more steps before she realized Nadani had stopped. When she did, Dura stopped and turned around to face Nadani. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Was upset,” Dura said. “You’d had a long and stressful day. You’d seen horrible things. Then Guthrie showed up and she started prodding your fear of being re-enslaved.” 
 
    Nadani wanted to argue, but the more she thought about it, the more it felt like that was exactly what Guthrie had done. 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dura said. “Come on. It’s late.” 
 
    Nadani nodded and started walking again. 
 
    “Now I feel like an idiot,” she said. 
 
    “Well, Lady Kota didn’t exactly do herself any favors the way she showed up,” Dura said. “I’ve seen Aetherships that were less high strung.” 
 
    Nadani couldn’t stop herself from laughing. She looked at Dura, trying to glare, but the smile on Dura’s face just made her laugh harder. 
 
    “It’s not funny,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You’re the one laughing,” Dura pointed out. “She cares about you, you know.” 
 
    “That’s kind of the problem,” Nadani said. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “She wants things from me. Things I’m not sure I want to give.” 
 
    “Don’t like ladies?” Dura asked. 
 
    “I don’t think I like anyone,” Nadani said. “Not like that.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dura said. 
 
    “Is that weird?” Nadani asked. “I always wondered. I’ve seen people do so much just for sex, and I never really saw the point.” 
 
    “Well, that could be because you never had a choice in the matter,” Dura said. “I’ve met a few former slaves who hated sex because they were forced into it as a slave.” 
 
    “I hate that idea,” Nadani said. “The idea that being a slave broke something inside of me.” 
 
    “Maybe it didn’t,” Dura said. “I’ve known people who were never slaves, and just never saw what the fuss was about.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dura said. “I have an uncle, big guy, lots of muscles, strong jaw, gorgeous hair down to his knees. Could have any man or woman he wanted, but he’s never wanted.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    “As far as I know. I asked him about it once, and he said he thought it was kind of gross.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I um…well, I thought I was like my uncle. That’s why I asked him.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “No,” Dura said. “Well, yes and no. It’s hard to explain, but I was never interested growing up.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I had this friend. Uloth.” Dura said the name with a kind of wistful, almost dreamy tone. “I met her in the army, and at first, she was just another soldier. Not unpleasant to look at, but no different than any other well-shaped orc. We were paired up for patrols, and we got to know each other really well, and I don’t know why it happened, but one day, we were in the baths, and she had just finished scrubbing my back, and turned around so I could scrub hers, and something happened, and I just felt different when I looked at her. Like…” 
 
    “Hunger, but spread out across your whole body,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Yes!” Dura said. “But…if you’ve never felt it, how did you know?” 
 
    “I have felt it, desire. Just, not mine.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I can feel emotions sometimes,” Nadani said. “I’m not sure why. It started around the same time I started learning to use my magic, so I think it’s connected to that. I know Kota has the same ability. Last night, Kota looked up at me, and I could feel her desire. It was…intense.” 
 
    “And you’re not sure if you can return that desire,” Dura said. 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Do you want to?” Dura asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nadani said. “I care for Kota. I know I didn’t act that way this afternoon, but she’s important to me. Not just because of all the things I would lose if something were to happen to her. Because I like being around her. I like sitting and talking with her. I liked reading to her when she was convalescing. I worry about her when she’s not around.” 
 
    “But you’re scared,” Dura said. “You’re afraid that if you let yourself feel those things, then she can control you.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I can understand that,” Dura said. “But being in love isn’t like being a slave.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Very,” Dura said. “Why do you think I’m so anxious to get home?” 
 
    “Why are you so anxious?” 
 
    “Because my wife, Uloth, is waiting for me,” Dura said. 
 
    “Why wasn’t she there today with us?” 
 
    “She owns a bakery,” Dura said. “She made about half the bread that was on the table today.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nadani said. “Is she the one who makes the pastries you bring every morning?” 
 
    “She is,” Dura said. “Come on. Let’s get you home, or Uloth will be asleep before I get back.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota paced back and forth across the parlor, trying her best to fight the impulse to just teleport back to the Semidaem ward and drag Nadani home whether she liked it or not. She knew in the end that would do more harm than good, but that didn’t keep her from wanting to do it. There were so few people in her life that the thought of losing someone she’d come to care for was driving her mad. 
 
    It was her own fault and she knew it. She moved around a lot because of her job, travelling to different cities, different kingdoms, sometimes even different worlds, and as a result, she didn’t really have a lot of room for people in her life. Proximus was supposed to change that. One of the reasons she’d wanted to come here was because it meant she’d get to settle down and be in one place for a while. It was the first time since she’d left the training camp where she grew up that she would have an actual home, and now that was threatened. 
 
    She wanted to yell, to scream, to rush down to the jail, pull Alborin from his cell, and rip the information from his mind with her magic, but she couldn’t. She wanted to use her connection to Pyter to check on Nadani, to see what she was doing and if she was okay, but she couldn’t do that either. There were a hundred other things she wanted to do, only half of which involved killing that fucking dwarf, but none of them would help.  
 
    All she could do was wait. Wait for Nadani to come home. Wait for the team sent to the gates to find the cave elf. Wait for morning when she would be able to go back to the jail and get answers from Alborin. 
 
    "You’re going to wear a hole in the rug if you keep pacing,” Lou said. Kota turned and glared at her, and Lou, who was leaning against the door to the parlor like she didn’t have a care in the world, just rolled her eyes. 
 
    “It’s not my fault you’ve got yourself all in a tizzy,” Lou said. “The girl will be fine.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Kota asked. 
 
    “She’s with Dura. I didn’t hire that girl on a whim. Dura was a soldier for years and came out without so much as a single scar. On top of that, Sikudhana, Thylius, and Pena would all die before they let something happen to that girl. She’s well protected.” 
 
    “I was well protected yesterday, and one of those cultists got close enough to try and stick a knife in me.” 
 
    “That won’t happen with that dragon sitting on her shoulder,” Lou said. “But if you don’t calm down before she gets home, you’re only going to make things worse.” 
 
    Kota closed her eyes and sighed because she knew Lou was right. She didn’t want to admit it. She wanted to stomp her feet and pout like she used to when her mom wouldn’t let her have any more cinnamon biscuits before dinner, but instead, she forced herself to sit down on the couch, take a deep breath, and let it out slowly. 
 
    “There. That’s better,” Lou said. 
 
    “How can you be so calm?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I have thousands of years of experience,” Lou said. “I’ve seen children I raised from birth go off to war. I’ve seen families I loved fall into infighting and start murdering each other. I’ve seen men and women I’ve bedded and loved and lived with die by the sword or the ravages of time. You shorter lived races always think elves are reluctant to mingle with you out of arrogance and prejudice because you never realize how much of a toll the shortness of your lives takes on us when we love you.” 
 
    Lou walked over and sat down next to Kota on the couch. “I’m not any calmer than you are. I want to rush down there and grab her by the horns and drag her home where she’s safe. What I am, is better at shoving that fear and panic and need to do something into a box where it can’t drive me to do something stupid. In other words, I’m old, and experienced with thinking with my head. You are young and stupid and thinking with your heart. It probably helps that I’ve got a nice lady that gives me a regular seeing to, so I’ve got blood actually going to my brain.” 
 
    Kota felt her cheeks heat up, and she looked away from Lou. 
 
    “That’s not what this is about,” she protested weakly. 
 
    “It’s part of it,” Lou said. “Oh, you’d be just as frantic if she was just a friend. I don’t doubt that, and I don’t think you’re only interested in protecting her because you’re hoping she’ll decide to add polishing your floor to her list of chores, but desire like that clouds your thinking.” 
 
    “Do you have to make it sound so crude?” 
 
    “No, but admit it, it’s more fun when I do.” 
 
    Kota glared at her. 
 
    “What? I was young and randy once, and my liege lady had needs I was more than willing to satisfy.” 
 
    “The one who hired you to tend her kids?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Didn’t that make things awkward between you and her husband?” 
 
    “Only until she got a bigger bed,” Lou said. 
 
    Kota snorted, and Lou smiled. 
 
    “You’re terrible,” Kota said. 
 
    “Not according to my lady or her husband,” Lou said. 
 
    Kota laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Doesn’t stop it from working.” 
 
    “No, it…” 
 
    Kota stood up at the sound of the front door opening. She took a step towards the parlor door but forced herself to stop and wait. Nadani appeared in the door with Dura beside her a moment later. 
 
    “Momma!” Pyter said and leapt off Nadani’s shoulder. He flew across the room and slammed into Kota, hitting her so hard he knocked her back down onto the couch. 
 
    “Pyter!” Nadani rushed forward. Pyter, for his part, completely ignored her in favor of rubbing his cheek against Kota’s and purring loudly. Kota just reached up and scratched him between the wings and tried not to think about the bruise she was going to have to heal later. 
 
    “I’m okay.”  
 
    Nadani reached her and Lou stood next to them, working so hard to hold in her laughter that tears were rolling down her face as her shoulders shook. 
 
    “I’ll…ah…just see myself out,” Dura said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Kota asked, looking up at her. “If you’d rather not walk home in the dark, you could spend the night in the guest room.” 
 
    “She wants to get home to her wife,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Oh,” Kota said. “Well, if you’d like, I could carry you.” 
 
    “Carry me?” Dura asked. 
 
    “Through a teleport, like the way I came to the ward this afternoon. It would just take a moment, and you wouldn’t have to hike across the city.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dura said, even though Kota could see the temptation on her face. “It was awfully loud.” 
 
    “It’s less loud when I’m not freaking out, or in the middle of a fight,” Kota said. “The thunder is something you deliberately have to do by rushing the process. Since I mostly use it to get around in a fight, I trained myself for speed rather than finesse. Besides, the thunder helps scare the crap out of the people I’m fighting. When I get upset or in a hurry, I forget to turn the thunder off.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dura said. “If you’re sure you can do it without waking the entire orc as Nadani stopped in orc ward.” 
 
    “I can,” Kota said. “Pyter, let me up.” Pyter scrambled up onto Kota’s shoulder, and she climbed to her feet with a helping hand from Nadani. 
 
    Kota headed towards her office. “Follow me.” She stepped inside and turned to Dura as Nadani stopped in the doorway, watching them. 
 
    “Can you show me on the map where you live?” Kota asked. Dura nodded and tapped a spot on the map. 
 
    “Send me here. Right in front of the bakery,” Dura said. 
 
    “Uh, okay,” Kota said. She looked at Nadani for a moment. “Be right back.” 
 
    She placed a hand on Dura’s shoulder and took a deep breath as she reached out for the street in front of the bakery, and just like she had earlier in the day, she pulled, but this time she did it slowly and calmly. The world blinked out, fading to darkness for a moment before the street appeared around them. Kota lifted her hand off Dura. 
 
    “Wow,” Dura said. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “Have a good night,” Kota said. She turned to Pyter. “Hold on.” 
 
    “Kay.” 
 
    She pulled again, this time focusing on her office. The world blinked out, and then her office appeared around her, with Nadani still standing in the doorway. 
 
    “How did I not know Dura was married?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know either until a few minutes ago,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Neither of you ever asked where the morning pastries come from,” Lou shouted from the other room. 
 
    Kota and Nadani looked at each other for a moment before they both burst out laughing. 
 
    “You two better be making up in there!” Lou shouted, which only made both of them laugh harder. Pyter apparently got tired of his perch shaking and hopped down into Kota’s desk, pulled out his pendulum, and started fussing with it. 
 
    Nadani stopped laughing and stared at Pyter for almost a minute. 
 
    “Where was he keeping that?” 
 
    “In his pocket,” Kota said. 
 
    “Pocket?” Nadani asked, a skeptical look on her face. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “It used to freak me out. Mom would drag me with her to some function for the mercenary company we worked for. I’d be all dressed up, and we’d be in some rich guy’s salon, listening to him babble on about how noble his cause was or something, and Pyter would pull a biscuit out of nowhere and start eating it as loudly as possible. It took me four years to figure out he has pockets under his front legs. Took another three to convince my mom. She thought I was slipping him the biscuits on purpose to get back at her for making me dress up.” 
 
    “Because you would never do something like that,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Oh, I totally would,” Kota said. “She always made me turn out my pockets before we went anywhere.” 
 
    Nadani laughed again as she reached down and scratched Pyter behind the ear. 
 
    “Lou’s right though,” Kota said. “We should talk.” 
 
    “Only if you’ll let me apologize,” Nadani said. 
 
    “For what?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Dura pointed out that I got mad at you for coming down there without even letting you explain why you came,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t do myself a lot of favors when I got into an argument with that dwarf.” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. “But I knew you were afraid, and I should have taken that into account.” 
 
    “Maybe we could just agree that today wasn’t exactly our best and go from there.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said. “That sounds like a good start. So, why did you come down there?” 
 
    “Have you eaten?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Not since lunch,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota gestured towards the door. 
 
    “Why don’t we go sit in the parlor and I’ll explain while we wait on Lou to fix us some dinner,” she suggested. 
 
    Nadani nodded and turned around, heading for the parlor. Kota tapped the desk and pointed to her shoulder, and Pyter scurried up into place before Kota followed Nadani. Once they were both settled on the couch, Pyter hopped down into her lap and started fiddling with the pendulum again. 
 
    “So, you remember that this morning I went to interrogate the assassin who tried to stab me yesterday?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said. “I remember you saying you were leaving Pyter here because he doesn’t like jails.” 
 
    “Neither of us do, but it’s part of the job for me. I normally leave him in my office at work, but considering I haven’t unpacked any of his toys or games yet, I figured that would be a bad idea. Well, the assassin wouldn’t tell me anything. I can’t say I’m surprised. Cultists are always hard to interrogate. There are laws here against truth serums, so I thought it was a wasted trip, but it turns out Alborin was being held in the same cell block.” 
 
    Nadani stiffened at the sound of Alborin’s name. Kota didn’t blame her one bit, and she hated even mentioning it, but Nadani needed to know what was going on. 
 
    “What does that have to do with the assassins?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe nothing, but he claimed to have information, so I talked to him. He implied that the assassination attempts, the attack on the Beloniform, and your being on his ship were somehow connected.” 
 
    “Do you believe him?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “But the Grimmani Agency has an office in Arcmery on Parakmi. I used our scryer to contact them, and your old owner, Bodeya, was murdered. In fact, everyone on her estate was murdered, and the estate was destroyed.” 
 
    “Everyone?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “I don’t know if you had any friends there, but—” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. “Bodeya made sure I didn’t have any friends. If she even thought I was getting close to someone, she’d punish them, or sell them, or send them away if they weren’t a slave. Everyone learned to keep their distance.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kota said. 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “No, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be sorry you were treated that way. You didn’t deserve it. No one deserves to be treated that way.” 
 
    “Do they know who killed her?” 
 
    “They thought you might have done it,” Kota said. “You’re apparently well known outside of Bodeya’s estate, and when your body wasn’t found, some people wondered if you had struck a bargain with a demon for your freedom.” 
 
    “If I knew that was a possibility, I would have,” Nadani said. “But I have no idea how I’d contact a demon to make the bargain.” 
 
    “Well, rumors are, Bodeya was a warlock, and a demon lord was her patron.” 
 
    “That would explain why she had such powerful people coming to her for favors.” 
 
    “It also might explain other things,” Kota said. “Why Bodeya was willing to give you to Alborin in the first place, why Alborin attacked the Beloniform, and why the assassins are after me.” 
 
    “How?” Nadani asked. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The demon lord knew about you because he was in contact with Bodeya. Possibly even visited the estate a few times in a mortal body. He wants you for some reason, so he sends Alborin to get you. Alborin picks you up, and then the demon lord kills Bodeya to keep her from telling anyone about you. Alborin is supposed to attack the Beloniform and take the Keystone I was transporting, only he didn’t account for the Beloniform having a sorcerer on board, and the battle doesn’t go in his favor. So, suddenly I have the Keystone I was sent along to protect, and I have you, so the demon lord needs to get rid of me, because I’m in his way.” 
 
    “That’s why you came looking for me?” Nadani asked. “Because you think the same people trying to kill you might be after me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “The whole time I was working on the investigation, I kept thinking you were safe behind the ward stone for the house, but then I came home, and you weren’t here, and I just…I panicked. I wasn’t mad because you left the house.” 
 
    “You were worried about me,” Nadani reached up and touched the pendant Kota had given her, “the same way I was worried about you yesterday when I was scrying you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. 
 
    “I’m sorry I reacted the way I did,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I’m sorry I made you think I was trying to control you,” Kota said. Nadani sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “I think that was more Guthrie than you,” Nadani said. “I’m beginning to think Pyter was right about her.” 
 
    “What was she even doing there?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nadani said. “She claimed she was in town on business, heard about the fire, and came to help, but a lot of what happened doesn’t make sense. She was going on about how possessive you were while we were eating lunch. I didn’t even realize how wound up she had gotten me until Dura pointed it out on the way home. And Sikudhana said a gremlin started the fire. I don’t have a lot of experience with gremlins, but I’ve never heard of one acting so directly.” 
 
    “They don’t,” Kota said. “Not that I’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    “Do you think Guthrie might be involved in all of this?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kota said. “Pyter doesn’t like her, and he has really good instincts. I’d like to go talk to her, if it’s okay with you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I’ll also see if I can get someone from the Agency to look into the gremlin.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota smiled. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Nadani said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re home,” Kota said. Nadani smiled and reached out, taking Kota’s hand in hers. 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    KOTA STEPPED OUT OF the carriage in front of the jail much the same way she had the day before, though this time her expectations for how things would go were much different. Alborin had already promised to talk to them, and she did not plan on leaving without information this time. As she and Norga started to ascend the stairs together, Kota wondered briefly what the centaur thought of all of this. Kota hadn’t really had a lot of time to get to know the woman, which bugged her. One of the reasons she’d taken this assignment was that she’d wanted to spend long enough in one place to actually get to know the people she worked with for a change. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” Norga asked. 
 
    “Just wondering if you had any thoughts about this mess,” Kota said. 
 
    “If you’d asked me before we visited the jail yesterday, I would have said your entire tenure here was an unmitigated disaster,” Norga said. “Now, I suspect you walked into the middle of a disaster already in progress.” 
 
    “That’s not reassuring,” Kota said. 
 
    “Neither is any of what we’ve learned,” Norga said, as they reached the top of the steps. “But I’ll reserve judgment until we see what this pirate has to say.” 
 
    “Kota and Norga from the Grimmani Detective Agency,” Kota said to the guards. “We’re here to speak with the pirate captain that was brought in a few weeks back.” 
 
    “Of course, milady,” one of the guards said. “Just speak with the constable, same as yesterday.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. 
 
    The guard opened the heavy double doors, and Kota took off her stained-glass spectacles as she and Norga headed for the constable’s desk. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Kota said. The constable looked up. 
 
    “Back again? For the pirate this time, correct?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kota said. 
 
    “Yanna has him in a private interrogation room for you. You’ll still need to check your weapons, though.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He pointed them over to the same bailiff’s station as before. They passed over their weapons before Yanna led them into the cell block, but this time, instead of leading them down the row of cells, she led them through a heavy wooden door into a room containing a single cell. Alborin was in the cell, sitting on a bench, with his wrists and ankles shackled to the wall. 
 
    “The cell and the shackles are both enchanted with strong truth spells,” Yanna said. “He will not be able to lie to you, but nothing he says while under the truth spell can be used as evidence against him in court, and the spells do not compel him to answer. He cannot lie, but he can remain silent.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Kota said. She looked at Alborin. “Are you ready to talk?” 
 
    “Only if you’re ready to promise you’ll keep me from the gallows,” Alborin said. 
 
    “The local head of the Grimmani Agency will speak to the judge on your behalf if your information is helpful,” Kota said. “It’s up to the judge as to whether you hang or not.” 
 
    “That’s not much incentive,” Alborin said. 
 
    “It’s the best we can offer,” Kota said. “And it’s better than you’ll get if you don’t talk.” 
 
    Alborin glared for a solid minute before he finally nodded. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Ask your questions.” 
 
    “Why did you attack the Beloniform?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I was hired to,” Alborin said. Kota had to fight back the urge to reach through the bars and hit him. 
 
    “Why were you hired to attack the Beloniform? What was the goal of the attack?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I was hired to steal the Keystone you were carrying and deliver it to my employer,” Alborin said. 
 
    “And Nadani? How is she connected to this?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I was supposed to deliver her along with the Keystone,” Alborin said. 
 
    “Why?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alborin said. “My employer isn’t really the kind of person you ask questions.” 
 
    “Who’s your employer?” Kota asked. 
 
    “He calls himself…” Alborin stopped, and a frown spread across his face. It looked like he was trying to say something, but no sound was coming out. He shook his head and took a deep breath. “His name is…” 
 
    He stopped again, only this time, instead of a confused frown, he looked like he was in pain. After a moment, he coughed, and his face started to turn red. 
 
    “Open the cell,” Kota said. 
 
    “What?” Yanna asked. 
 
    Alborin coughed again, but this time blood came out, spraying the ground in front of him. 
 
    “Open the damn cell!” Kota said. 
 
    Yanna reached for her keys as she rushed forward, but Alborin started convulsing, blood spilling out of his mouth as he thrashed about, falling off the bench. Yanna opened the cell and Kota rushed in, using a wave of her hand to clean away the blood as she knelt in front of Alborin. She reached out with her power, feeling for whatever it was that was killing him, but as soon as she touched it, something threw her back into the bars hard enough to knock the wind out of her and leave her seeing stars. She blinked, trying to clear her vision, but she could still hear Alborin choking on his own blood in front of her. The sounds tapered off as her vision cleared, and when she could finally see again, she looked down at Alborin’s still body, which was leaking blood out of his mouth, eyes, and ears. 
 
    She climbed to her feet and looked at Yanna, who was staring at Alborin’s corpse wide eyed. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Some sort of silencing curse,” Kota said. “A powerful one. I’ve never seen anything that strong.” 
 
    “It would seem that whoever wanted the Keystone and your friend does not want their identity revealed,” Norga said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “It looks that way.” 
 
    “This leaves us without a lead,” Norga said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure of that,” Kota said. She looked at Yanna. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 
 
    Yanna nodded. “I know,” she said. “I saw what happened, but I will need you to stay and speak to the constable. The death must be accounted for.” 
 
    “We’ll need to make it fast,” Kota said. “If I move quickly, I might be able to catch the people who did this.” 
 
    Yanna looked at her, then back down at the corpse at her feet. 
 
    “Very quick,” she said. “Come. I will see to it that the constable understands the urgency.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Despite Yanna’s best efforts, it was nearly an hour before Kota walked out of the front door of the jail, and by that point, her fury was ready to boil over. The constable was an idiot. Normally, Kota would have approved of his attention to detail and effort to make sure all the rules were followed, but in this case, he didn’t seem to realize that there was still a danger to living people. Fortunately for Kota’s temper, neither Yanna nor Norga seemed to have any more patience for the man’s buffoonery than she did. 
 
    “Where is your next lead?” Norga asked, as they descended the steps. 
 
    “Halfway to Bluerock would be my guess,” Kota said. “But if they are still in town, I believe they’re at the Inn of the Burning Anvil. A dwarf woman named Guthrie Bluestone.” 
 
    “That’s in the dwarven ward,” Norga said. “Near the gates to the Underways.” 
 
    “I know,” Kota said. She looked at the carriage, then back up at the jail with annoyance. “I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Time for what?” Norga asked. 
 
    “Thilde’s mollycoddling,” Kota said. She turned to face Norga as she reached for her office through her magic. “Go back to headquarters. Tell Thilde what happened and tell her I took off the leash. I’m done playing at this.” She gave a small pull. 
 
    “What do you—” 
 
    Kota didn’t hear the rest of what Norga asked because she was already gone. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani raised her practice sword with her right hand, blocking a blow from Pena’s blade, then lashed out, directing a palm strike at Pena’s chest. Pena backed away and Nadani gave chase, swinging her blade from the guard position she’d used to block Pena’s attack, and aiming a cut of her own at Pena’s side. Pena brought her blade up to block, but Nadani bent both sets of knees, dropping down into a low squat that brought her cut in under Pena’s guard. Wood connected with the thick linen tail of Pena’s gambeson, which probably saved her from a nasty bruise, but didn’t save her from the indignity of Thylius calling the round in Nadani’s favor. 
 
    “Point Nadani,” Thylius said. 
 
    “Well played,” Pena said. 
 
    Nadani stood up. “You as well. I thought you had me for a moment when you feinted towards my head and then attacked my ribs.” 
 
    “I did as well,” Pena said. “If you’d been a hair slower on the dodge, I would have had you.” 
 
    Nadani stepped back to a starting position. 
 
    “Again?” she asked. Pena smiled and nodded as she stepped back and raised her guard, but before Thylius could call another round, they were interrupted by the sound of Kota’s voice. 
 
    “Pyter, where are you?” Kota called from the other room. 
 
    “I here,” Pyter called from the armchair where he was watching. 
 
    Kota came into the room, and Nadani knew something was wrong the moment she saw Kota’s face. She lowered her sword. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Alborin is dead,” Kota said. She reached up and tapped her shoulder. Pyter flew over and landed there, taking up his usual position. 
 
    “How?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “A curse,” Kota said. “A strong one that would trigger if he tried to speak the name of whoever hired him to attack the Beloniform and to take you wherever he was headed after he took the Keystone I was bringing to Proximus.” 
 
    Nadani stared at Kota for a moment as she processed what she’d just heard. First Bodeya, now Alborin, and two attempts on Kota’s life. Whoever was after her wanted her badly, which didn’t make any sense to her. She was nothing but a slave. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why would someone do all of this to get to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “But I’m just back to get Pyter. I’m headed to the Inn of the Burning Anvil. I think it’s time that Guthrie and I had a talk.” 
 
    Nadani looked down at the practice sword in her hand and then back up at Kota. 
 
    “I want to come with you,” she said. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Please,” Nadani said. “Whoever is doing this, they’re after me.” 
 
    “Which is why you should stay here,” Kota said. “You’re safe here.” 
 
    “Am I?” Nadani asked. “They managed to get to Alborin in the jail, and Bodeya’s estate was better defended than your house.” 
 
    Kota looked at her for a moment, and Nadani could feel the storm of emotions rolling inside of her. Kota’s fear for her was first among them, followed closely by anger directed at whoever was behind this, and determination to deal with whatever was going on. Nadani just stood there as Kota went through emotion, denial, reluctance, fear, determination, denial again, more fear, until she felt the moment Kota admitted, however reluctantly, that Nadani was right. 
 
    “Lou,” Kota said. 
 
    It took a moment, but Lou appeared in the doorway to the training room. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Have Dura let Sikudhana know that we won’t be requiring her services today,” Kota said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Lou said. 
 
    Kota turned Thylius. “That will be all for today. I’ll see to it you’re paid for the full session.” 
 
    Thylius and Pena both bowed to her, and Kota turned back to Nadani. 
 
    “If you come with me, you do what I say, when I say it,” Kota said. “This is not a discussion over some household matter. We are walking into danger, possibly a life-or-death situation. If I say run, you run, you come back here, and you do not leave again until I come get you. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Then get ready,” Kota said. “You have five minutes.” 
 
    Kota left, and Nadani didn’t waste any time starting to strip out of her gambeson. Pena stepped forward and helped her strip the heavy garment off. Nadani used a magic trick Sikudhana had taught her to quickly clean and press her shirt without having to remove it, then picked up her waistcoat and pulled it on. She’d just finished buttoning it when Kota walked back into the room carrying a large sword. 
 
    “This is a pallasch. It’s the only sword I have that will fit your hand,” Kota said. “I had meant to get you a proper sword made before you finished your training, but this will have to do for now. It’s got enchantments on it to keep the blade clean and sharp, and it will not bend or break.” 
 
    Nadani drew the sword and looked at it. A few weeks ago, she would have just thought of it as a sword, but Thylius had taught her a lot since then. It was a straight bladed, half basket backsword with the spine sharpened almost halfway down. It was about thirty-eight inches in the blade, and the six-bar, half basket ended in a knuckle bow that connected to the pommel. 
 
    “It’s the same basic pattern as my backsword, but about six inches longer, and a bit heavier,” Kota said. “It’s a cavalry saber, meant to be used from horseback. You’ll be a bit slower with it than you’re used to, but with your strength, it will be a powerful cutting blade.” 
 
    Nadani nodded as sheathed the sword, then started belting it on. As she did, Kota stepped in close and fixed a blue and yellow badge to Nadani’s waistcoat. 
 
    “This is a Grimmani badge. One of the advantages of my job is that I have the power to deputize people to assist me. As long as you’re wearing this, you’re a member of the Grimmani Detective Agency. That does not make you a member of the city watch or anything else, but it does mean that the Grimmani will cover any property damage you do and will back you up for any decisions you make. The Grimmani carry a lot of respect.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to give me this?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I don’t want you to go,” Kota said. “But if you do, you need this.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota reached out and laid a hand on Nadani’s shoulder. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Deep breath,” Kota said. “This will feel weird.” 
 
    Nadani took a deep breath, and then the world went away. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota stepped into the Inn of the Burning Anvil with Nadani at her back, wishing like crazy that Nadani were back home behind the wards where it was at least nominally safe. She hadn’t wanted to bring her, but after what had happened the previous night, she’d learned her lesson. She had to let Nadani make her own choices, and if Nadani wanted to be here for this, then she had that right. 
 
    The inn was pretty much exactly what Kota expected from a dwarven inn. Built of good, solid stone that was beautifully worked, with oddly high ceilings. She’d never really figured that part out, but she’d never in her life seen a dwarven structure with ceilings lower than fifteen feet. It was like they got claustrophobic if they couldn’t stand at least three atop each other. Not that she was complaining. It would have made what she was here to do incredibly awkward if the ceilings were a more reasonable height. It was hard to be intimidating when you had to squat down to avoid banging your head on the ceiling. 
 
    She looked around, searching for Guthrie as silence fell over the crowd, all of them staring at the newcomers. She wondered if that was because of her, Pyter, or Nadani. They must have made an odd group. A human who wasn’t that much taller than a dwarf, a bronze feradrake, and a Semidaem who towered over her, two of them wearing swords on their hips. And not the dinky little side swords or small swords that most people wore about town, either. 
 
    And there was the blue and yellow. The trademark colors of the Grimmani Agency. Not quite the city watch, but close enough to it to put fear in plenty of them. The Grimmani Detective Agency had people on every world, and in almost every kingdom, city state, and polity in the known worlds. They were mercenaries, bounty hunters, security guards, and as the name implied, investigators. Some of the dwarves probably wondered if Kota and Nadani were there for them. 
 
    Kota reached up and removed her spectacles, the dark of the room far more accommodating to her eyes than the brightness of the midday sun outside. She looked over each table until she spotted her target sitting near the fire. A smile spread over her face. She wasn’t sure how much of the pleasure she felt was at finding Guthrie hadn’t skipped out of the city, and how much of it was at the chance to vent a bit of the anger that had been building in her since that first attack the day she’d arrived in crossroads, but she didn’t care. She was going to enjoy this. 
 
    She started across the tavern, Nadani on her heels when a dwarf in a leather apron stepped into her path. 
 
    “Can I help ye’ ladies with summin?” he asked. 
 
    Kota looked at him. He was an older dwarf, his hair gone to gray, and his face lined with age. Probably pushing into his third century then. Probably the innkeep. 
 
    “Just want a word with the lady over there,” Kota said, nodding towards Guthrie, who was glaring daggers at her. 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble here,” the innkeep said. 
 
    “Neither do we,” Kota said. “I promise you, we will not draw our blades except to defend ourselves.” 
 
    The innkeep looked back at Guthrie for a moment, then turned to her with an even deeper look of worry on his face. 
 
    “You ladies really don’t want to mess with that one,” he said. “The Bluestones are normally friendly folk, but her, she’s not the kindest sort.” 
 
    “It’s okay, sir,” Kota said. “We know what we’re about.” 
 
    He sighed and looked back at Guthrie again, then reluctantly stepped aside. 
 
    Kota walked over and with a wave of her hand, used her magic to pull out two chairs from the table. The chairs grew as she and Nadani approached, adjusting themselves to be more accommodating to Kota and Nadani’s size than the dwarves the chairs were built for. When they reached the table, Kota sat down directly across from Guthrie, and Nadani took the seat to Kota’s right. Kota looked Guthrie in the eyes. Guthrie glared back. Pyter tensed on Kota’s shoulder and hissed at the dwarf. 
 
    Kota leaned forward and smiled. 
 
    “I think it’s time we had a little talk, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    “AND WHY WOULD I want to talk to ye?” Guthrie asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “You’ve seemed pretty interested in talking to me the last couple of times we met.” 
 
    Guthrie turned and looked at Nadani. 
 
    “She’s really got ye cowed now, doesn’t she lass?” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. “I’m just done letting you play on my fears.” 
 
    “What do ye mean by that?” 
 
    “It took me a while to figure it out,” Nadani said. “That you were manipulating me. That you were playing on the things I’ve been through.” 
 
    “Is that what she told ye?” Guthrie asked. “Convinced ye I’m the enemy.” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t her that made me see the light,” Nadani said. “You made a mistake, trying that trick in front of all those people in the market square yesterday.” 
 
    Kota watched as Guthrie’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “She’s right,” Kota said. “You overplayed your hand.” 
 
    Guthrie turned to Kota, and the smile on her face was replaced with a scowl. 
 
    “Ye have no idea who ye are dealing with,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “Please, enlighten me,” Kota said. “Tell me who you are, what you were doing on the Beloniform, what your connection with Alborin is, and who is after Nadani?” 
 
    Guthrie turned back to Nadani. 
 
    “I was nye trying to manipulate ye, lass. I was trying to do things the easy way. Trying to spare ye a bit of pain.” 
 
    “What?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Don’t ye ever wonder where ye came from? Who ye’re parents are?” 
 
    Kota felt a chill run down her spine at Guthrie’s words. Every instinct she had told her to end Guthrie before she could say another word, because she suddenly knew exactly where this was going and hated herself for bringing Nadani with her. 
 
    “Bodeya told me they were dead,” Nadani said. 
 
    “She lied to ye,” Guthrie said. “Oh, lass, she lied to ye about so many things. Where ye came from, what your purpose is.” 
 
    “My purpose?” 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “Ye were never meant to be a slave. Your father, he gave ye to Bodeya fer safe keeping. His anger when he found out what she’d done to ye, how she’d made ye a plaything, how she’d passed ye around, it was frightening to behold. I did nay see it myself, but I know he sent his followers after her. I know their orders were to tear apart everything she valued in front of her, and to make sure she begged for her death before they killed her.” 
 
    If Guthrie thought that would endear her to Nadani, she was mistaken. Kota could feel the horror Nadani felt. She looked over at her, and her own stomach turned in sympathy. Nadani looked like she was about to throw up. 
 
    “But there were innocents in the house,” Nadani said. “Children.” 
 
    “What’s that matter?” Guthrie asked. “Your father killed Bodeya for ye. Are you nay grateful?” 
 
    “No!” Nadani said. 
 
    “Really?” Guthrie asked. “Because the way I hear it, your friend here wanted to do the same for ye.” 
 
    Nadani looked over at Kota for a moment, then back at Guthrie. 
 
    “No. You’re wrong.” 
 
    “Am I?” Guthrie said. She reached into a pouch on her belt and Kota’s hand went to the hilt of her sword. 
 
    “Easy there,” Guthrie said. “It’s not a weapon.” She pulled a milky white crystal ball about the size of a hen’s egg out of her pouch. “This is a truth stone. If the person who holds it lies, it will turn black. I dare your friend to take it and say she never thought about killing Bodeya.” 
 
    Nadani looked over at Kota. Kota could still feel the horror coming from Nadani at what Guthrie had told her, and she knew what she had to do. 
 
    “Put it on the table,” Kota said. 
 
    Guthrie set it in the middle of the table. As soon as she took her hand away, Kota reached out with her magic, examining it carefully. She couldn’t feel anything other than a truth spell, but she wasn’t sure she trusted her own senses, magical or otherwise in this case. 
 
    “Pyter?” 
 
    Pyter hopped down on the table and looked at it, examining it carefully before reaching out and tapping it with the tip of his claw. 
 
    “Safe,” he said. “Truth spell.” 
 
    “Go on then,” Guthrie said. She waved her hand, and Pyter danced back away from her, his tail coming up and his wings spreading out as he hissed at her. 
 
    “Skittish beast, isn’t he?” 
 
    Kota tapped her shoulder and Pyter rushed back up to it, his eyes never leaving Guthrie. Kota reached out and picked up the stone in her hand. 
 
    “I wanted to kill Bodeya,” Kota said. “I hated her for what she’d done to Nadani, but if I had done it, it would have been a quick, clean kill. I wouldn’t have slaughtered the whole compound.” 
 
    The crystal ball remained the same milky white, and Kota set it back on the table. 
 
    “Your turn,” she said. 
 
    Guthrie smiled and reached out, picking up the crystal ball. She looked right at Nadani. 
 
    “Your father meant for Alborin to deliver ye to him. I’m the backup. All I want is to take ye to him.” 
 
    “Why?” Nadani asked. “Why does he want me?” 
 
    “He needs your help, lass. The whole reason ye were given over to Bodeya was because he couldn’t take care of ye himself. He was betrayed, and now he’s trapped between the worlds. He needs ye to free him, and when ye do, ye’ll finally be free too. No more bowing and scraping on the whim of a self-important witch like Bodeya. No living off whatever scraps this one offers ye for your body.” 
 
    Kota’s hand went to her sword again, and she had to fight down the urge to draw her sword and be done with Guthrie. The fury that ran through her at what Guthrie had just implied was nearly enough to make her break her word to the innkeep, but she tamped it down. 
 
    “What about my mother?” Nadani asked. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She died,” Guthrie said. “I don’t know any more than that.” 
 
    “Who is her father?” Kota asked. 
 
    Guthrie laughed. 
 
    “Have ye nay been paying attention?” she asked. “After he was betrayed before, he took precautions. None of his followers can speak his name. Tis a death sentence to even try.” 
 
    “Did you set the fire in the market square?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “No,” Guthrie said, “but I ordered it done.” 
 
    “Why?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “To lure ye out.” Guthrie gestured toward Kota. “She knows her business. The wards she has on her house are impossible to break quietly. The only way we could get to ye without raising a ruckus was to get ye out of the house.” 
 
    “Didn’t you care about all the people who died?” 
 
    “Nay,” Guthrie said. “Why should I care about the rabble? Ye shouldn’t care either. When ye free your father, he’ll make you a queen. Ye’ll be above all this. Ye’ll have anything you want.” 
 
    “Why did you want to lure her out?” Kota said. 
 
    “So I’d have the chance to talk ta her. I thought if I could do that without ye there, I’d be able to convince her to come with me. Then I could deliver her to her father.” 
 
    “He can rot,” Nadani said. “If he orders his followers to murder children, he’s better off trapped wherever he is.” 
 
    Guthrie laughed again and shook her head as she dropped the crystal ball on the table and leaned forward. 
 
    “Child, ye’re assuming ye have any choice in the matter. It will go easier for ye if ye come willingly, but willingly or not, ye will be coming.” 
 
    The inn filled with the sound of chairs scraping across the floor as they were slid back from tables. Kota looked around. The inn was significantly emptier than when they walked in. There were only eight dwarves left, aside from Guthrie and the innkeep. The innkeep looked right at Kota. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I tried to warn you.” At that, he turned and rushed into the kitchen, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Kota turned back to Guthrie. 
 
    “You sure you want to do this?” she asked. 
 
    “I’d ask ye that question, but ye’re already dead. Ye just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    “Remember what I said about the sword,” Kota said. 
 
    Confusion spread across Guthrie’s face. 
 
    “I remember,” Nadani said. 
 
    The confusion on Guthrie’s face turned to understanding, but it was already too late for her. Kota released a blast of magic into the table and it slammed back, pinning Guthrie to the wall behind her with the sound of crunching bone. Kota and Nadani both surged to their feet as Pyter jumped into the air. Kota drew her sword as she turned, tossing a bit of power to Pyter, who grew to the size of a wolf as he slammed into one of the dwarves on Nadani’s side of the room, tearing the dwarf’s throat with a swipe of his claws. 
 
    Nadani was a bit slower getting her sword out, but only a bit, and the dwarves were all shocked by the sudden explosion of violence. Kota didn’t wait for them to catch up. She reached out with her magic and dragged one of the dwarves towards her. He screamed and raised his ax to defend himself, but Kota’s sword was light and nimble. She dropped the point and drove it under the haft of the dwarf’s ax, right through his liver if the dark blood on the blade was any indication. He screamed, his ax falling to the ground as she pulled her sword free, and with a second blow, she took his head clean off. 
 
    Pyter stood over the dying dwarf whose throat he’d torn out, turned his head towards another one, and breathed a stream of lightning. The dwarf he hit screamed and convulsed as the room filled with the smell of burnt meat. When it was over, the dwarf fell to the ground dead. 
 
    With their leader dying and three of their companions dead before they’d even swung a blow, any normal group might have broken, but these dwarves weren’t normal. Kota assumed they were cultists, just like Guthrie, because they charged forward. Two of them charged for Nadani, while three of them rushed Kota. Pyter jumped again, catching one of the ones that was going for Nadani from behind, crushing the dwarf’s neck in his jaws as Nadani raised her sword into a guard position to block the first blow directed at her. 
 
    After that, Kota had to trust Nadani’s training, because she had three problems of her own. She threw out her hand, sending a spray of razor-sharp icicles into the face and chest of one of the charging dwarves as she swung her sword, deflecting a blow from the ax of the second. She danced out of the path of a blow from the third dwarf and sent a snap kick into his crotch, doubling him over in pain. She turned and brought her sword down on the back of his neck, taking his head off. 
 
    The dwarf whose ax she’d deflected tried to drive the end of the haft of his ax into her face, but Pyter slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. Kota left Pyter to it, turning to check on Nadani as Pyter finished his last target. Nadani stood there, blood dripping from the blade of her sword as she stared down at the corpse of a dwarf that she’d split in two with a cut from the upper right shoulder to the lower left hip. 
 
    Kota scrunched her face as the sewer stink of freshly dead bodies hit her. She raised her hand and twisted a bit of magic into a working to push back the stink of emptied bowels and the cloyingly sweet scent of dwarven blood. Then she used a bit of power to clean Pyter’s paws and mouth, and then her and Nadani’s blades as she looked around the abattoir the inn had become before finally looking back at Nadani. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kota asked. 
 
    Nadani looked up from the body of the dwarf she’d killed. 
 
    “I…I don’t…I don’t know.” 
 
    Kota nodded and reached out, resting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “The first kill is always rough.” 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said, making both Kota and Nadani jump and turn towards her. She was still bent over the table that had practically cut her in half when Kota had sent it slamming into her, but as they watched, Guthrie sat up and pushed the table back. “She’s right, lass. Your first kill is always the hardest.” 
 
    The Inn filled with the sounds of bone crunching and scraping as Guthrie’s shattered ribs and spine popped back into place. The blood that had run out of her mouth crawled back up her chin and flowed into her mouth, and she slowly rose to her feet. 
 
    “Nadani, go outside,” Kota said. 
 
    “Nay,” Guthrie said. She waved her hand and the sound of a heavy iron gate slamming shut echoed through the room. Kota turned towards the door to the street and there were bars made of an inky black smoke between them and the door. As Kota watched, they solidified into what looked like obsidian. The sound of another gate closing, and Kota looked over to see the way to the kitchen likewise blocked. The sound of a third gate came, and bars blocked the stairs up to the rooms. 
 
    “She stays. She needs to learn the price of defiance.” 
 
    The same inky black smoke that had made up the bars of the gates flowed out of Guthrie’s hands, forming into a pair of axes before solidifying into obsidian. Guthrie’s eyes turned the same inky black and her skin shifted to the color of ash. Then, as she stared at them, her eyes, her hair, and both of the axes burst into flame. 
 
    “Ye should have minded your own business, but now, now ye die screamin’.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “I’ve heard that before. Are we going to do this or not?” 
 
    Guthrie swung one of her axes, catching the table and knocking it aside. It was a quick move, one meant to clear her way to Kota, but it took long enough for Kota and Pyter both to strike. Pyter let out another stream of lightning while Kota sent a blast of ice at Guthrie. Pyter’s lightning slammed her back into the wall while Kota’s ice skewered her repeatedly, leaving her pinned to the wall with almost two dozen icicles. 
 
    Guthrie smiled as the icicles melted away and the holes they left behind filled with ash before vanishing, as if she’d never been hit at all. 
 
    “My turn,” Guthrie said. She swung one of her axes, and a whip of flame shot across the room towards Kota. Kota threw up a shield of ice in front of her and poured power into it. Kota was surprised at how strong Guthrie was, how much power she had to put into her ice barrier to keep back Guthrie’s flame, but Guthrie seemed to have forgotten Pyter. 
 
    Pyter roared and sent another bolt of lightning into Guthrie, breaking her concentration. The stream of fire dissipated as Guthrie was knocked aside. Kota dropped her shield and teleported across the distance with a deafening crack of thunder and drove her sword through Guthrie’s heart. Guthrie just laughed in her face. 
 
    “Ye can nay kill what’s already dead, lass,” Guthrie said. She stepped to the side, and Kota’s sword slid through her body as if she were a pile of ash. “But I’m going to cut up your little pet and eat him for dinner.” 
 
    Kota called the cold, wrapping it around Guthrie and crushing it into a block of solid ice that encased the dwarf. She turned and pulled the power she’d lent Pyter, and he shrank down to his normal size. He leapt up on her shoulder as she sheathed her sword. Then she turned to Nadani, who was staring at Guthrie in horror. Kota didn’t have time to shake her out of it. She just grabbed Nadani’s arm, focused on her office in Grimmani headquarters, and pulled. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    FOR A MOMENT, KOTA was sure the teleport would fail. As she pulled towards her office, she felt like something was pushing back, and thought Guthrie’s locking spell might block their escape. She pulled harder, desperate to get Nadani and Pyter out of danger, but the barrier pushed back, fighting her until suddenly it gave and the inn vanished. 
 
    The landing in her office was rough for all of them. She’d had to pull harder than she normally would have, even for a fast combat teleport, and her office shuddered with the sound of thunder as she, Pyter, and Nadani all hit the floor, sliding until they slammed into the wall. The impact knocked the wind out of Kota, and the door to her office swung open before she could catch her breath as a group of Grimmani detectives piled in with swords drawn, looking for the threat. 
 
    Kota waved them back as she sucked in air, trying to catch her breath. It took longer than she liked, and Nadani didn’t seem to be doing much better. Pyter seemed to have made it through better than either of them. He kept looking back and forth with a worried look on his face, until finally she managed to get enough air in her lungs to speak. 
 
    “Get Norga,” she said. 
 
    One of the detectives nodded and dashed off while another, an orc woman, knelt in front of her. 
 
    “What happened?” the orc asked. 
 
    “I went to question a suspect,” Kota said. “Turned out she was some sort of undead construct.” 
 
    “Where?” the orc asked. 
 
    “The Inn of the Burning Anvil,” Kota said. “dwarf ward, near the gates.” 
 
    The orc turned to the others. “Put together a team.”  
 
    “No!” Kota said. “She’s too strong. We’ll need a necromancer or a paladin to go after her.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” the orc asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “Help me up.” 
 
    The orc stood up and offered Kota her hand. Kota took it and the orc hauled her to her feet. Once she was up, Kota turned to Nadani and offered her a hand. Nadani took it and climbed to her feet. Kota led her over to the sofa. She took a moment to unfasten Nadani’s sword belt so Nadani could sit down. After Nadani was seated, Kota knelt in front of her as Pyter climbed up into her lap. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kota asked. Nadani looked at her and nodded. 
 
    “I think so,” Nadani said. “I just…” 
 
    “I know,” Kota said. “The first time’s a shock. Doesn’t matter how much you’ve trained for it.” 
 
    Kota glanced over at the door as she heard the sound of hoofbeats and sighed as Norga appeared. She turned back to Nadani. 
 
    “I need to go talk to Thilde,” she said. “Will you be okay until I get back?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Good. I’ll be quick. Pyter, stay.” 
 
    “’Kay,” Pyter said. 
 
    Kota stood up and walked over to the spot where they had landed. She picked up her sword and sheathed it, then did the same with Nadani’s. She brought Nadani’s sword back over to the couch and left it within easy reach before she headed back over to the crowd waiting by the door. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked the orc woman. 
 
    “Gharol,” the woman said. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Gharol,” Kota said. “You’re on guard duty. You do not leave this room until I come back. That woman on the couch behind me is in danger. She’s being hunted by the cult of a demon, possibly a demon lord who has at least one incredibly powerful undead construct in town and several followers who are willing to die for the cause. You will stay here. You will protect her. Pick four people you trust with your life. Two will stay in the room with you, two will guard the door. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gharol said. She turned and pointed at two of the detectives in the crowd, then pointed to the office’s only window. The two detectives immediately moved over to the window and looked out, checking the street below for possible threats. Gharol pointed at two more detectives, then at the door. They stepped out, taking positions on either side of the door. Kota gave Gharol a nod of approval, then turned to the crowd. 
 
    “Everyone else out!” she said, shooing away the rest of the crowd before she turned to Norga. 
 
    “I need to talk to Thilde, right now.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Norga said. She turned and headed out the door, and Kota followed. 
 
    “She’s not happy with you,” Norga said. 
 
    “I figured,” Kota said. 
 
    “What happened, and why was Nadani with you?” Norga asked. 
 
    “Nadani was with me because she wanted to confront Guthrie, and I figured she had the right, since her life is on the line too,” Kota said. “Unfortunately, it turns out Guthrie is some sort of undead construct, and she didn’t take my showing up to question her well.” 
 
    “That does not sound good,” Norga said. 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Kota said. “I hate running from a fight, but I couldn’t figure out how to kill her.” 
 
    “Fire is normally effective with the undead,” Norga said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “I know, but given that she started the fight by lighting herself on fire, I don’t think it would have worked.” 
 
    “Hmmm…you might have a point.” 
 
    They entered the reception area outside of Thilde’s office, and both of her secretaries looked up. 
 
    “She’s in with the lord mayor’s aid again,” the hobgoblin woman said. 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” Kota said without slowing down. She walked right past the secretaries’ desks and opened the door. Thilde looked up, and the elf woman she’d seen the day before turned around. 
 
    “Do you know how to knock?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “I do, but I don’t have time for pleasantries right now,” Kota said. She looked at the elf. “You’ll have to excuse us, but I need to speak with the administrator.” 
 
    “Very well,” the elf said. She turned back to Thilde. “I trust you’ll handle the matter immediately.” 
 
    “Apparently, I’m not being given a choice.” 
 
    The elf gave a small, forced sounding laugh as she stood up. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it then.” She turned and walked right up to Kota. “I’ve been remiss. Welcome to Crossroads, Detective.” 
 
    “Thank you…” 
 
    “Yenara,” the elf said. She turned to Norga and nodded. “Detective.” 
 
    “Yenara,” Norga said in a tone that was even flatter than normal for her. 
 
    Yenara smiled in a way that put Kota’s hackles up, but left before Kota could figure out if it was the woman herself, or if she was being too sensitive because of what had just happened. She put it out of her mind as soon as the doors were closed and turned back to Thilde. 
 
    “We’ve got a big problem,” Kota said. 
 
    “We’ve got several,” Thilde said. “Starting with you disobeying my orders. On top of that, the lord mayor is pissed at the fact that there’s a dead body in his jail, that there have been two assassination attempts in his city, and that one of them destroyed an entire building.” 
 
    “Well, he can add the fire in the market square in the Semidaem ward and the eight dead dwarves in the Inn of the Burning Anvil to the list, and then direct his anger at the cult we’re dealing with,” Kota said. “As for disobeying your orders, Administrator, I’ll remind you that I’m a Troubleshooter. I can override any order you give at my discretion.” 
 
    Thilde glared at her, but Kota wasn’t going to back down. She also didn’t have time for a staring contest. She stepped forward and dropped down into the seat Yenara had vacated. 
 
    “After I left the jail, I went back to my house to retrieve Pyter. When I was there, I told Nadani I meant to confront a dwarf named Guthrie. The same dwarf I had an altercation with aboard the Beloniform, and again yesterday. If you haven’t heard, there was a fire night before last in the market square in the Semidaem ward. Yesterday, Nadani left the house while I was at work to help. When I found out, after learning from Alborin that she was connected to this, I went to the ward to check on her and bring her home. 
 
    “Guthrie was there and managed to provoke a disagreement between Nadani and I. After we both cooled down, we realized that it was rather suspicious that both times we’d encountered her, she’d managed to provoke us into an argument. That, combined with the timing, made me think she might be trying to drive Nadani and I apart so I couldn’t protect her. Nadani agreed that Guthrie’s behavior was suspicious. 
 
    “After the curse killed Alborin, Guthrie was the only lead I had left. I was worried that she would leave the city and return to Bluerock Thanage, so instead of waiting for the coach, I teleported home to collect Pyter because I didn’t want to walk into a potentially dangerous situation without backup.” 
 
    “You took your pet with you for backup?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Yes, and it’s a good thing I did, since he ended up killing four of the eight dwarven cultists Guthrie had with her.” 
 
    Thilde’s eyes went wide at that, but Kota kept going. 
 
    “Nadani asked to accompany me to question Guthrie and, for several reasons, I decided to let her. I deputized her as a Grimmani and gave her a badge and a sword. Then the three of us teleported to the dwarf ward and went to the inn. Guthrie was still there. She confessed to being in league with the same being who had ordered the attack on the Beloniform, the murder of Bodeya, and Nadani’s transport aboard the Bloody Aether. She also confessed to ordering the summoning of the gremlin that started the fire in the Semidaem ward the night before last in an effort to draw Nadani out of my house so she could try to recruit her for the cult. She claimed that the being the cult follows is Nadani’s father and that he was betrayed by one of his followers and is somehow trapped and needs Nadani in order to free himself. She then expressed her intention to take Nadani by force if Nadani would not come with her willingly. 
 
    “When Nadani refused, eight other dwarves came to Guthrie’s assistance. I used magic to drive the table into Guthrie with enough force to kill a living person. I then killed three of the dwarves, Pyter killed four of them, and Nadani killed one. At which point Guthrie shoved the table aside and underwent some sort of transformation. She said, ‘you can’t kill what’s already dead,’ leading me to believe she’s some form of undead construct. Maybe a restless spirit bound in ash Talos, or some form of Tulpa. 
 
    “Whatever she is, there’s a strong fire magic component, as her eyes burst into flame, she was able to conjure weapons made of burning obsidian, and she was able to throw fire around with a level of skill I’d expect from a well-practiced pyromancer. She’s also got access to some form of binding magic. When I realized I wouldn’t be able to kill her, I tried to teleport myself, Pyter, and Nadani away, and the spell she’d used to bar the doors of the tavern also partially blocked my teleport. It took considerable effort to break through the barrier, and when we did, the landing was rougher than I would normally expect. 
 
    “I want to go after her again, but if I do, I’ll need help. A paladin or a necromancer. Someone who has significant experience dealing with the undead.” 
 
    Thilde sat there for a moment, and Kota couldn’t quite read her face, so she opened herself to Thilde’s emotions. The first word that came to mind when she did was ‘overwhelmed,’ followed closely by ‘bordering on panic.’ For a moment, she worried that she would have to go down to the scryer’s and call the home office and get permission to replace Thilde, but she relaxed after a moment as she felt Thilde fighting to get her emotions under control. 
 
    While she waited, she looked away from Thilde, not wanting to make her nervous by staring at her, and an odd jar caught her eye. It was a glass candy jar, filled with what looked like parchment wrapped toffees. That wouldn’t normally have drawn her attention at all, but it was still sitting in a large velvet bag, and the knob on the jar lid had the same engravings that were on the pendulum that Thilde had given Pyter. 
 
    “How does the Keystone play into this?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “Unless they have a second Keystone to attach it to somewhere.” 
 
    “Given that this Guthrie had a group of dwarves working for her, it’s entirely possible they do,” Thilde said. “But what would a cult want with a long gate?” 
 
    Kota thought about it for a minute. Long gates were a uniquely dwarven invention. Each gate was fitted with a Keystone, which was then paired to another Keystone through a ritual. Once the Keystones were paired, they opened a teleportation portal. Dwarves had originally created them as a way to connect Thanages across oceans or bridge gaps in tunnel networks across fault lines, but nearly a thousand years ago, some enterprising dwarf had the idea of using them to create gateways between worlds. 
 
    It was a much more difficult process because the Keystones had to be imbued with far more magic, and they had to be placed at a ley line nexus, or some other focal point rich in ambient magic so they could tap into it to maintain the connection across the void. The difficulty of creating a Keystone that could span worlds made them incredibly valuable. If you could steal a pair of them before they were active, the potential for profit was enormous. There were any number of criminal organizations, or even kingdoms or polities that would be willing to kill for the ability to move contraband, or even armies, between worlds without anyone knowing about it. 
 
    All that value was lost once the ritual which activated them was complete. At that point, stealing them was nearly impossible, because the very magic which fueled them also anchored them in place as if they were attached to the very bones of the world they sat on. 
 
    “Perhaps they want to move a large number of cultists between worlds,” Norga said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Kota said, “but they wouldn’t really need their own long gate for that. Most cultists can move around easily enough without being detected. That’s what makes them so dangerous.” 
 
    “Norga, who’s our best tracker?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Probably Hagmarin, though it’s a toss up between him and Rundek,” Norga said. 
 
    “Get both of them and put together a group to go with them. Send them to the inn. If this Guthrie is still there, have them follow her, but stay out of sight. If she’s gone, I want her found. On your way out, tell Nixis to send runners to every temple and mage tower in the city with an offer to hire paladins, necromancers, and demonologists to help deal with a potential nest of undead demon worshipers.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Norga asked. 
 
    “Once you’re done, go see the scryers. Have one of them call the home office and let them know what’s going on.” 
 
    Norga nodded and headed towards the door. Thilde turned back to Kota. 
 
    “Are your home wards strong?” she asked. 
 
    “As strong as they can be, considering the house isn’t even a year old yet,” Kota said. 
 
    “Then take Nadani and a contingent of guards. Go home. Rest, and make sure that she’s safe. If we’re in a position to move against this Guthrie before tomorrow, I’ll send word. Otherwise, leave the guards at your home and come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “What about the Keystone?” Kota asked. 
 
    “It’s in the vault, and the vault’s ward stones are almost as old as the city,” Thilde said. “It would take a battalion of troops to breach this place.” 
 
    “I really don’t like sitting around and doing nothing,” Kota said. 
 
    “I know,” Thilde said, “and I know, given your position, that you can tell me to go fuck myself, but please, go home. Every instinct I have tells me that we’re missing something, and I have a feeling that when we find out what it is, we’re going to need you on the front lines.” 
 
    “What about you?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I have to go see the Lord Mayor,” Thilde said. “He’ll need to know that the fire in the Semidaem district is connected to a plot to steal the Keystone.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kota said, as she stood up. “I’m sorry if—” 
 
    Thilde waved her off. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I was young once, full of piss and vinegar. And if it had been my husband, I probably wouldn’t have put up with nearly so much ‘mollycoddling.’ Now go. See to your woman.” 
 
    Kota nodded and headed for the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    NADANI HELD PYTER TO her. She felt the warmth of his body pressed against her chest, the roughness of his scales under her hands, and the faint vibrations as he purred. She could taste his magic, the smoked meat flavor of all dragon magic. She could sense his worry and his love, and the tips of his claws digging into her upper thighs through the linen of her trousers as he stood on his hind feet in her lap. She could smell the faint sharp scent that always clung to him, like the air after a lightning strike. 
 
    She hung onto those things, real and tangible. Focused on them, because as long as she did, she didn’t have to think about the dwarf. She didn’t have to see it again and again. The way the sword came down, the way his flesh parted. 
 
    She leaned forward, pressing her check against Pyter’s face, trying to push the image out of her head. She didn’t understand why it bothered her so much. It was hardly the first time she saw someone die. It wasn’t even the first time she’d seen someone die violently. And while he might not have killed her, he would have killed Kota and Pyter if she hadn’t killed him. Or at least tried. Kota and Pyter probably would have been able to handle it. 
 
    It was her own fault. She’d asked to be there. She’d wanted to confront Guthrie. She’d put herself in the situation where she either had to kill, or risk being dragged off to help free her supposed father. 
 
    Was he really her father? Was she really the child of some monster that was the focus of a cult? Was she really the reason everyone in Bodeya’s house had been murdered? Was she the reason people were trying to kill Kota? 
 
    “Nadani.” 
 
    She looked up at the sound of her name, surprised to see Kota standing in front of her. She’d thought Kota was leaving. Going to talk to someone. 
 
    “Nadani?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Nadani asked. Kota smiled and reached up, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m done here. I’m going to take you home now, okay?” 
 
    Nadani nodded and hugged Pyter a little tighter. 
 
    “Can you stand up?” Kota asked. “You don’t have to, but it will make things easier.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said. “Yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    Kota smiled a little wider and she reached up, picking up the sword leaning against the arm of the couch, then she stood up and stepped back. Nadani let go of Pyter, who hopped up on her shoulder. Once he had settled in, Nadani stood up. Once she was on her feet, she looked at Pyter, wondering why she didn’t feel his weight while she was trying to stand up. She’d done that a few times, stood up with him on her shoulder, but it never occurred to her that his weight should have thrown off her balance. She could feel the weight there when she was sitting, and feel it once she was standing, but while she’d been in the process of getting up, it was like he wasn’t there. She wondered why she’d never noticed before. 
 
    A hand touched hers, and she turned back to see Kota holding her hand and looking at her with a worried expression on her face. 
 
    “We’re going to go now,” Kota said. “A teleport. Nice and slow.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Take a deep breath.” 
 
    Nadani sucked in a lung full of air, and once she had, the room faded away. For a moment, there was nothing, not light, not darkness, just nothing, but then the parlor of Kota’s house surrounded them. 
 
    “We’re home,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani looked around, taking in the parlor. They were standing next to the couch. 
 
    “You want to sit down?” Kota asked. 
 
    Nadani nodded, and Kota gestured to the couch. Nadani carefully lowered herself down, taking a seat. She noticed again that she didn’t feel Pyter’s weight. Maybe some bit of his magic? 
 
    “Wait here for a moment,” Kota said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Nadani nodded and Pyter climbed down into her lap again. Kota disappeared and Pyter stood up in her lap, pressing himself against her front and purring. She reached up, hugging him while she waited for Kota to return. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how much time passed, but Kota came back without the swords and carrying a blanket. She carefully wrapped it around Nadani before she sat down next to her. Nadani looked over at her, and Kota smiled at her. Nadani wasn’t sure why she was smiling. It wasn’t a happy smile. Maybe it was meant to be comforting. It wasn’t, but maybe it was meant to be. 
 
    “You’re in shock,” Kota said. “I’m sorry. If I’d known that would happen, I wouldn’t have left you.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “It’s not. I didn’t want to leave, but I felt like I needed to move quickly to let other people know what was going on. I should have taken care of you first.” 
 
    Nadani stared at Kota for a moment until she felt Pyter bump his head against her chest. She looked down, and Pyter stretched up, rubbing his cheek against hers. 
 
    “Momma help,” Pyter said. 
 
    “I’ll try, at least,” Kota said. Nadani looked back up at her. “Tell me what you’re feeling.” 
 
    “Nothing,” Nadani said. “I don’t feel anything.” 
 
    “You’re numb,” Kota said. 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. Numb was a good way to describe it. Like there was nothing where her feelings should be. 
 
    “That happens sometimes. Even to me.” 
 
    “Your first time?” 
 
    “Now, sometimes,” Kota said. “Not so much when I’m expecting a fight, but when it catches me by surprise. My first time…you’re handling it better than I did. I actually threw up on my partner.” 
 
    “You did?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Kota said. “He never let me live it down. When he got promoted to assistant administrator, he bought my new partner a coat enchanted with self-cleaning charms.” 
 
    Nadani felt a small tug at the corner of her mouth as she pictured it. 
 
    “What did you do?” she asked. 
 
    “I dumped a pint of mead in his lap.” 
 
    A single laugh echoed off the walls of the room, and for a moment, Nadani wondered where it had come from before she realized she’d been the one to laugh. She looked down, not quite sure if she should be laughing but Kota reached out and pressed the tip of a finger to the underside of her chin, tilting her head up. 
 
    "It’s okay,” Kota said. 
 
    “Is it?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Kota said. “I can’t tell you how you should feel right now, but I can tell you that whatever it is, you need to let yourself feel it. If it’s laughing at my stupid story, or if it’s crying about what happened, or if it’s being angry at me for putting you in that position—” 
 
    “I wanted to go,” Nadani said. 
 
    “But I didn’t have to take you,” Kota said. “I knew it might be dangerous. I knew there might be a fight. That’s why I gave you a sword. I put you in a position where you had to kill someone because I didn’t want to fight with you about whether or not you should go. So, if you’re angry with me, it’s okay. You can be angry.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Nadani said. “Not with you.” 
 
    “You’re angry with yourself,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani nodded. 
 
    “That’s okay too,” Kota said. “Just let yourself feel it.” 
 
    “How?” Nadani asked. “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “I like to hit stuff. We could try that.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Kota got up and offered Nadani her hand. Pyter climbed up on Nadani’s shoulder, and once he was settled, Nadani took Kota’s hand and Kota pulled her to her feet. 
 
    “Follow me,” Kota said, then she led Nadani into the training room. Once they were there, Kota went over to the corner and got one of the training aids Nadani hadn’t used before. It looked like a large plank of wood, fixed to an iron base on one end, and wrapped in some kind of padding on the other. Kota fiddled with it for a few moments, then looked over at Nadani. 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    Nadani walked over to where Kota stood. Kota tapped her shoulder, and Pyter hopped from Nadani’s shoulder to hers. 
 
    “Take a fighting stance,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani dropped into one of the stances Thylius had shown her. 
 
    “Now punch it.” 
 
    Nadani lashed out and hit the padded end of the board, which rocked back just slightly under the force of her blow. 
 
    “Again,” Kota said. 
 
    She hit it again, and then a third time without being prompted. Then again, and again, and again. Each blow felt like it shot up her arm, right into her heart. Each time she hit it, she felt something she couldn’t quite name, but it burned hot inside her, and made her hit harder and harder, faster and faster, until finally, she hit so hard, the plank snapped. 
 
    She stood there, staring at it, breathing hard, desperate to hit something, anything, but before she could find a new target for her anger, the board straightened up, the split fibers knitting back together, and Kota said a single word, which echoed through her ears. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “How is she?”  
 
    Kota all but collapsed onto the sofa next to Pyter, who was napping with his pendulum clutched in his right forefoot. “Resting. I healed the bruises on her hands once she’d cried herself out, but I’m not sure if she’s going to get over this.” 
 
    “She will,” Lou said without looking up from the sock she was knitting. 
 
    “Maybe,” Kota said. “I should never have taken her into that situation.” 
 
    “You’re not her mother,” Lou said. “She’s an adult who made a choice, and you respected it. You did the right thing.” 
 
    “She got hurt.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it was the wrong thing to do,” Lou said. “Life is full of sharp edges. Sometimes we can walk past them, sometimes we bump against them, sometimes we hit them at a dead run. That’s part of living.” 
 
    “I could have helped her avoid this one,” Kota said. “Not everyone needs to be a killer.” 
 
    Lou sighed and finally looked up from her knitting. 
 
    “Tell me something. What’s the most common threat to your life while you’re on the job?” Lou asked. 
 
    “Daggers,” Kota said. 
 
    “Then why don’t you wear armor?” Lou asked. “Gambeson would turn a slashing blow. Brigandine would stop slashing and thrusting blows.” 
 
    “I’d overheat,” Kota said. “If I went out in armor here, I wouldn’t even make it to headquarters before I collapsed from heatstroke.” 
 
    “So even though it’s meant to protect you, it would do more harm than good.” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” Kota said. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Lou asked. “Yesterday, the two of you fought because she thought you were trying to stop her from making decisions for herself. Today, you allowed her to make her own decision. If she is to live in the world as a free woman, then that’s a skill she needs to learn. It’s unfortunate that the process will cause her pain, but if it’s true that her father is the leader of this cult and that he’s planning to kill you and capture her so he can force her to free him from whatever prison he’s in, then being able to fight and kill is another skill she needs learn. No matter how much the people around her love her and want to protect her, there’s no guarantee that one of us will be with her when the time comes.” 
 
    Kota sighed. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. 
 
    “I know,” Lou said, as she went back to her knitting. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    Lou laughed as she wrapped a bit of yarn around one of her needles. 
 
    “That’s quite all right dear,” Lou said. “I’m used to hearing children curse the fire for being hot.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota set Pyter’s lockbox back on top of the wardrobe, then turned around to see him already half asleep on the side of the bed. She didn’t blame him. Between the trip to the jail, the fight with Guthrie, and Nadani’s reaction to her first kill, she was exhausted, and wanted nothing more than to collapse into bed and sleep for a week. 
 
    Unfortunately, she needed to go back into headquarters tomorrow and see if they had made any progress on any of their leads. She hated that every time she thought she might be making progress with the investigation, something happened that effectively sidelined her, but at the same time, the last few days had taken an emotional toll. 
 
    She lifted the covers and slipped under them. Pyter was kind enough to wait for her to get settled before he scrambled up onto her chest and settled into his customary sleeping spot. She gave him a quick scratch between the horns before pulling the covers up, tucking them both in for the night. She was just about to turn off the glow stone when there was a knock on the door. She closed her eyes for a moment and let out an exasperated sigh, not really wanting to deal with any more bad news. Unfortunately, given everything going on, she didn’t have any choice. 
 
    “Just a moment,” she called out as she pulled back the covers. Pyter scrambled off her with a grumbling complaint that she sympathized far too much with. She sat up and used a small bit of magic to release the lock on her door. 
 
    “Come in,” she said. 
 
    The door opened and Nadani stepped in, and Kota felt her breath catch. Nadani was standing there in a thin nightgown. It wasn’t sheer, but it was thin enough that the shape of her body was visible, and combined with Kota’s memories of what she’d seen the first day when Nadani was in the backless dress she’d been wearing, Kota’s mind was painting all sorts of pictures in her head that was leaving her mouth dry and her body aching with want. 
 
    Nadani locked the door and walked over to the bed. She stopped close enough for Kota to reach out and touch, but Kota was overwhelmed by the swirl of emotions pouring off Nadani. Loneliness was at the center of the storm. Overwhelming loneliness so deep it nearly broke Kota’s heart. The weight of it made it hard to sort out the other emotions mixed up in the storm. 
 
    Nadani reached up and began to unbutton the nightgown, and Kota swallowed as the edges started pulling apart, revealing more of the alabaster skin underneath. She looked up and met Nadani’s eyes, and as she did, another emotion leapt to the front of the storm. Resignation. It was so out of place and out of context that Nadani got two more buttons open before Kota finally realized what was happening. She reached up and caught Nadani’s hands before Nadani could open the gown any further. 
 
    “What’s happening here?” Kota asked, keeping her tone as soft and gentle as she could. Nadani responded with a smile that promised things that made Kota’s body ache with need. 
 
    “I would think that was obvious,” Nadani said, voice low and sultry. “I’m giving you what you want.” 
 
    “But it’s not what you want,” Kota said. Almost instantly, she felt fear and frustration flood through Nadani. Nadani reached out, running a hand over Kota’s cheek. 
 
    “Is it so hard to believe I changed my mind?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “When I can feel your emotions, yes,” Kota said. Nadani’s hand stopped where it was, cupping the side of Kota’s face, and she closed her eyes. Kota felt the frustration and the loneliness nearly swallow Nadani as she stood there. Emotions so strong they were physically painful. 
 
    “Tell me what’s going on. Please.” 
 
    “I…I…I can’t…that room…I…” 
 
    “You don’t want to be alone.”  
 
    Nadani nodded. “I thought if I offered myself to you, maybe you’d let me stay the night.” 
 
    “You don’t need to offer yourself to me for that. You just needed to ask.” 
 
    Nadani opened her eyes, staring down at Kota with uncomprehending eyes. Kota could feel the confusion coming from her. She let go of Nadani’s hands, and taking care not to touch the exposed skin, she rebuttoned Nadani’s nightgown all the way up. Once she was done, she lifted her legs, and slid them back under the covers, then she scooted over to the far side of the bed. Pyter hopped up onto the nightstand so he was out of the way as she settled in. Then she patted the bed beside her. 
 
    “Come on,” Kota said. Nadani frowned for a moment, but she lay down next to Kota. Kota tapped her chest, and Pyter moved back to his favorite sleeping spot. Then she pulled the covers over all three of them with a bit of magic before turning to look at Nadani. 
 
    “How’s this?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Nadani said. “I thought that was what you wanted.” 
 
    Kota sighed and made a note to thank Nadani’s father for killing Bodeya before she killed him. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “There’s a very big difference between what I want, and what you offered me.” 
 
    The frown on Nadani’s face deepened and she rolled on her side so she could face Kota. 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “I’m starting to realize just how much you don’t understand.” She reached up and tapped the pillow next to her head. Pyter let out a grumbling complaint, but he moved to curl up next to her head, which let Kota roll onto her side so she could face Nadani. 
 
    “Tell me, did you want to have sex with me tonight?” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Have you ever wanted to have sex with any of the people you’ve had sex with?” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. “It’s…it’s not always unpleasant, but it frequently is, and I’ve never felt any desire for it. Not the way you do.” 
 
    Kota felt her cheeks heat up a little bit and she had to look away from Nadani. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kota said. “I know it makes you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “You can’t control how you feel,” Nadani said. “And you…you haven’t taken what you want.” 
 
    Kota had to fight down the surge of anger that flowed through her. She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm the rage that threatened to boil over. When she was sure she had it under control, she opened her eyes and looked at Nadani again. 
 
    “No one should ever take that when you aren’t willing to give it.” 
 
    “I was a slave,” Nadani said. 
 
    “That’s not an excuse,” Kota said. “You’re right that I can’t help how I feel about you, but I can help what I do about those feelings. The physical desire is easy enough to deal with on my own. As for the rest, you are my friend, and friends often love each other.” 
 
    “You love me?” Nadani asked, and Kota could feel her surprise. 
 
    “Is it really that hard to believe?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. “Not that you love me, but that anyone does.” 
 
    Kota reached for Nadani’s hand. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    Nadani nodded. Kota lifted Nadani’s hand and pressed it to the side of her head, then she reached out with her magic, forming a connection between them. When it formed, it was louder than Kota expected, thoughts and feelings bouncing between them like sounds in an echo chamber. It took her a moment to dial the volume down, but once she had, she closed her eyes and thought of sitting in her bed as Nadani read to her, and she thought of all the moments she’d seen Nadani playing with Pyter, and of watching Nadani work with her magic and her fighting techniques. 
 
    She let the love and the pride that had been building inside her since the moment she’d first laid eyes on Nadani flow through the connection. She heard a small gasp and she opened her eyes and looked at Nadani. Nadani was staring at her as tears welled up in her eyes and her lower lip trembled. Kota slowly closed the connection. 
 
    “You are loved, Nadani,” Kota said. “And not just by me. Pyter, Lou, Sikudhana, Thylius, Pena, and Dura all love you in their way. I can feel it when they’re around you, and I think you will find, once this is all over and you can go out into the world safely, that you’re rather easy to love. You’re a good person. Far more caring and kind that most would be, given the kind of life you’ve lived.” 
 
    Nadani closed her eyes and tears spilled down her face. Kota reached up and wiped them away. 
 
    “You know how I feel,” Kota said. “But I want to make sure you understand what it means. If you need something from me, be it money, a place to live, food, clothes, or something less tangible like company, companionship, or comfort, you will never have to pay for it. Anything I give you is a gift, freely given, with no expectation in return.” 
 
    Nadani opened her eyes and looked at Kota, and for a moment, Kota could feel how nervous and embarrassed Nadani felt, but she also felt Nadani gather her courage to ask a simple question. 
 
    “Do you think you could hold me tonight?” Nadani asked. 
 
    Kota smiled. 
 
    “I think I can do that,” she said. She rolled onto her back and lifted her left arm out of the way. Nadani shifted closer, pressing herself against Kota’s side. Kota lowered her arm, wrapping it around Nadani and pulling her close. She’d just gotten settled when Pyter crawled into her chest and settled into his usual spot, prompting a giggle from Nadani. Kota smiled and took Nadani’s hand, resting it on Pyter’s back and covering with her own, before using just a touch of magic to resettle the covers so they were all tucked in. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Kota said. “You’re always welcome.” 
 
    Nadani snuggled in a little closer before closing her eyes. Kota did the same, and all three of them drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    CONSCIOUSNESS CREPT IN SLOWLY, bringing with it unhappiness, annoyance, and most of all, discontent. Nadani grumbled softly and scooted forward as she tightened her hold, only to frown as the object she had her arm around squashed itself flat instead of curling into her and warming her up. She opened her eyes and looked down to see that instead of Kota, she was holding a large, squishy pillow. She looked up, a frown on her face, and didn’t see Kota, so she rolled over. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat at the sight in front of her. Kota was standing in front of the open wardrobe, her back to Nadani, naked from the waist up. She was wearing a pair of well-tailored blue trousers that obviously weren’t fastened yet because they sagged a bit, revealing the top of Kota’s pants, and the suspenders attached to the trousers hung down from the waist band, but those details barely registered. 
 
    Nadani couldn’t take her eyes off Kota’s back. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen Kota naked, but the first time, Kota had been bloody, injured, and dying, and the second time hadn’t been much better. Both had felt like she was violating Kota just by looking. This time felt different, though she wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the intimacy of what they’d shared the night before. Maybe it was the fact that Kota was the one who had chosen to undress this time. Whatever the difference was, it was real, and Nadani let herself look. 
 
    She took in warm, reddish-brown skin stretched tightly over sculpted muscles. She took in the bands of shimmering blue scales that ran down Kota’s arms, and down her back along her spine, the two narrower strips of scales to either side of her spine, and the patches of scales that stuck up above the waistband of Kota’s pants on each side that she knew connected to bands of scales that ran down the outside of each leg. 
 
    The sight brought to mind a conversation they’d had not long after they’d met. Nadani had asked Kota what she’d known about Semidaems. Kota had talked about Semidaems having a bad reputation because of their demonic blood, and how people assumed they were all warlocks. Kota had said that she’d be a fool to believe it, because the only difference between her and Nadani was that her nonhuman features were easier to hide. 
 
    Nadani could see her point, now. The stained-glass spectacles Kota wore almost everywhere easily concealed her inhuman eyes, and the long-sleeved, high-collared shirts she wore hid the scales. Clothing choices humans would think nothing of easily concealed both signs of her draconic heritage. 
 
    Nadani, though, thought they were beautiful, and as she watched Kota reach into the wardrobe, she felt a sense of impending loss. She wanted to see more, to see skin and scales up close. To reach out and touch them and feel them pressed against her own bare skin. 
 
    The feeling shocked her. She’d never felt anything like it before. It wasn’t the burning, aching need she’d felt coming from Kota a couple of nights earlier, but there was a hunger to it. A desire for something she could only describe as closeness. 
 
    Kota took out a long band of cloth and began wrapping it around her chest, binding her breasts. A shift followed, and Nadani watched as Kota buttoned it, tucked the tail into her trousers, then pulled up her suspenders and fastened the front of the trousers. Kota added one of the tailored, yellow trimmed blue waistcoats to the outfit, followed by a matching topcoat. 
 
    Kota closed the wardrobe and Pyter hopped down onto her shoulder, surprising Nadani a bit. She’d been so caught up in watching Kota, she hadn’t even noticed Pyter. Kota turned and kissed him on the head before she reached up and took down a heavy box off the top of the wardrobe, then turned around. When she saw Nadani, she jumped a little, nearly dropping the box. 
 
    “You’re awake,” Kota squeaked. 
 
    “I uh…I apparently get cranky when my pillow decides to get out of bed without waking me,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota smiled, her shoulders shaking slightly with barely contained laughter even as her cheeks filled with color. 
 
    “Well, milady,” Kota said. “Please accept your pillow’s sincerest apologies for disturbing your sleep. It was my intention to let you sleep in while I headed to work.” 
 
    Nadani let out a dramatic sigh. “Well, I suppose I can forgive you.”  
 
    “Milady is most generous.” Kota carried the box over to the bed and waved her hand over it.  
 
    Nadani could feel a bit of magic flow between Kota and the box, before the box swung open, revealing a collection of bright, shiny objects. There was gold and silver and various jewels in the box, and Nadani’s eyes widened. If half of the items in the box were as expensive as they looked, there was enough wealth in that box to buy an estate. 
 
    Pyter hopped down onto the bed, reached into the box, lifted out the small silver pendulum he’d seemed to have become obsessed with, and tucked it carefully into the small pocket under his wing before hopping back up onto Kota’s shoulder. She closed the box and relocked it with another bit of magic before returning it to the top of her wardrobe. 
 
    “You just leave that out in the open?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” Kota said. “Tell me, have you ever noticed it there before?” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Look for it,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani looked back up to the top of the wardrobe, and for a moment, she thought the box was gone, but as she tried to look at the spot where it had been, it felt like her eyes kept sliding to a different spot. She had to focus and concentrate to look at the right spot, and when she did, she could see the box, but the moment her concentration slipped, she found herself looking somewhere else. 
 
    “Thieves expect valuable things to be in the safe or hidden away. The box is safe because they won’t be looking for it, and in order to see it, you really have to look for it.” 
 
    “That’s a clever bit of magic,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kota said. “Now, milady, I’m afraid I must take my leave. Duty calls, and the office awaits.” 
 
    Nadani smiled as Kota gave a bow, then headed for the door. Pyter looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    “Bye,” he said. 
 
    Nadani gave him a quick wave, and then he and Kota were gone. Nadani stared at the closed door for a moment before falling back into the bed with a smile on her face and a giddy feeling in her heart. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota whistled as she walked through the corridors of headquarters with Pyter on her shoulder. Despite everything that had happened the day before, she was in such a good mood that she was having trouble containing it. Waking up with Nadani curled up against her side and head on her shoulder left her feeling like she was walking on pure sunshine. The little back and forth they’d had after Nadani had woken up hadn’t hurt at all. Especially when she could feel the happiness radiating off Nadani during the exchange. 
 
    She knew she shouldn’t get too carried away, she’d already had to stop herself from leaning in to kiss Nadani goodbye that morning, but it was hard. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like this. She wasn’t sure she’d ever felt quite like this. 
 
    Which might be a problem. Much as she loved Nadani—and as crazy as it sounded after a month, she did love her —she wasn’t sure she was willing to give up sex. She hadn’t really been lying when she said that her physical desire was something she could deal with on her own. She’d lived in a military training camp for women while being a teenager who had a thing for large, muscular women. She’d gotten so good at tending her own desires she sometimes wondered that she hadn’t worn away all the cartilage in her wrist, but there was a world of difference between scratching an itch and being with a partner. 
 
    Sex, for her, had always been about more than just chasing a physical release. It had always been about the high that came with being the focus of your lover’s attention, and about the rush that came with being exposed and vulnerable, and the thrill that came with feeling the strength and power in your lover’s muscles, and the feeling of freedom that came with giving up control and letting your lover simply take what they wanted from you. Feelings she loved, feelings she sometimes needed, but definitely feelings she couldn’t get alone. 
 
    She wasn’t sure they were feelings she could give up. 
 
    Of course, she was probably getting ahead of herself. Just because Nadani had needed comfort wasn’t any reason to believe anything else would come of it. Nadani had been through something horrible. She’d gone to her friend for comfort. The fact that said friend happened to have been stupid enough to fall head over heels in love with someone who had told her repeatedly that she wasn’t interested was beside the point. 
 
    Kota knew that. She knew she was setting herself up for heartbreak, that her relationship with Nadani might remain a friendship and never be anything else. She’d been working hard to accept that, but after spending the night curled up together, hope was overriding common sense, and she was letting herself imagine that maybe, just maybe, she could find a way to make things work. 
 
    She gave a cheerful wave to Thilde’s secretaries as she entered the reception area outside of Thilde’s office and made a note to get their names from Norga so she could send them something nice as an apology for how rude she’d been yesterday. The hobgoblin gave her a slightly confused look while the gnome went back to whatever she’d been doing before Kota arrived. 
 
    “Is she available?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the hobgoblin said. “You can go in. She’s expecting you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kota said. “And I apologize for yesterday. To both of you.” 
 
    The hobgoblin smiled and nodded. The gnome looked up from her work and gave her a dismissive wave. Kota opened the door and stepped inside. Thilde looked up from what she was working on and waved Kota in. Kota walked across the office and took her usual seat as Thilde set aside the papers she had been working on. 
 
    Kota was about to ask for an update on everything when Pyter hopped on Thilde’s desk and rushed towards the odd candy jar she’d noticed the day before. 
 
    “Pyter!” 
 
    He stopped inches from the jar, already up on his hind feet, one forefoot reaching for the knob on the lid. He turned and looked at her. 
 
    “Manners,” Kota said. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Pyter,” Kota said in a warning tone. She looked at Thilde. “I’m sorry. He’s not usually like this.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Thilde said. 
 
    “It’s really not,” Kota said. She reached up and tapped her shoulder. 
 
    “But, Momma—” 
 
    “Pyter, now,” Kota said. Pyter hung his head a little as he turned around. He walked over to the edge of the desk and jumped back up onto her shoulder. She could feel him pouting and tried to ignore it, but she couldn’t help but wonder why he was so taken in by the pendulum Thilde had given him, and by the lid of a candy jar. He was a dragon, even if he was a small one, so the love of shiny things wasn’t unexpected, but he was usually much better behaved with other people’s stuff. Normally, he was a lot more interested in games and puzzles than he was shiny objects. Especially puzzles. 
 
    Thilde cleared her throat and Kota looked at her. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kota said. “I’m a bit distracted this morning.” 
 
    “Given how busy your week has been so far, I’m not surprised,” Thilde said. 
 
    “Well, at least no one has tried to blow me up yet,” Kota said. 
 
    “Don’t get too cocky,” Thilde said. “It’s only Thursday.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani bit into one of the pastries that Dura had brought that morning and let out a small moan of satisfaction. The pastries were kind of like a little pie. They were made up of layers of buttery, flakey dough topped with various fillings, before the edges of the dough were folded over the filling. Nadani loved them all, but her favorite kind was the one filled with a sweetened cottage cheese, then covered with chocolate. 
 
    “By the dragon lords, child. You keep making noises like that and I’m going to think there’s an orgy going on in my dining room.” Lou carried in two cups of tea. 
 
    “Sorry,” Nadani said. 
 
    Lou set one cup in front of Nadani, then took the seat across the table from her. 
 
    “I’m kidding,” Lou said. “I’m just happy to see you back to yourself after what happened yesterday.” 
 
    “Kota helped with that,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Lou said. “She cares a great deal for you.” 
 
    “I know,” Nadani said. “I’ve never met anyone quite like her.” 
 
    “I have,” Lou said. “But then, when you live as long as I have, you meet a lot of people. The ones like her are always special, though.” 
 
    Nadani took a sip of her tea, mostly to give herself a reason not to answer immediately. The reminder of Lou’s age brought to mind a question she wanted to ask, but it took a moment to gather her nerve. When she was ready, she set her cup back down and looked at Lou. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Of course,” Lou said. 
 
    “If I do, will you keep it just between us? I need help understanding something, but, well, I’m afraid if Kota finds out I’m talking to someone else about it, she would be embarrassed.” 
 
    “Whatever you say to me, I will take to my grave,” Lou said. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s quite that sensitive, but I appreciate the thought.” 
 
    “What is it you wanted to ask?” 
 
    “Something happened last night,” Nadani said. “Well, no, that’s not right. Something happened this morning, though I think I need to explain what happened last night in order for you to understand it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lou said. 
 
    “After I went to bed, I couldn’t sleep. I felt so alone after what happened yesterday, and I didn’t want to be. When I was at Bodeya’s estate, if I wanted company, it was easy enough to find. The people there might have feared me, but plenty of them desired me as well. Some because they thought I was beautiful, some because of the fear I inspired, and some just because I belonged to Bodeya. I never wanted sex, but sometimes, when I needed to not be alone, I would trade it for company. As long as I waited until Bodeya had retired for the night, it didn’t cause an issue.” 
 
    “I’m guessing this has something to do with why you went to Kota’s room last night,” Lou said. 
 
    “You know about that?” Nadani asked, as her cheeks heated. 
 
    “There’s very little that goes on in this house I don’t know,” Lou said. “In fact, the only thing I’m not sure of is how Pyter gets around the locking spell I put on the pantry. He’s been at the dried canal scorpion twice this week.” 
 
    Nadani laughed, her embarrassment giving way to amusement. 
 
    “He knows at least a few unlocking spells,” Nadani said. 
 
    “He does?” Lou asked. 
 
    “Kota taught him,” Nadani said. “She figured that if Pyter was the one raiding the kitchen, her mother couldn’t punish her, so she taught him to fetch snacks for both of them.” 
 
    “How did that work for her?” Lou asked. 
 
    “About as well as you’d expect,” Nadani said. 
 
    Lou laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “Teenagers are idiots,” she said. “Doesn’t matter how smart they are, all of them are idiots.” Lou took a sip of her tea and nodded to Nadani. “Go on.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Nadani said. “I did go to Kota’s room last night. I didn’t want to be alone. Not after what had happened. I thought it would be easy enough. I knew she desired me, and she doesn’t seem the type who likes to hurt the people she takes to bed.” 
 
    “No,” Lou said. “I suspect rather the opposite.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Lou shook her head. “Never mind. Go on.” 
 
    “I went to her room and I offered myself to her,” Nadani said. 
 
    “And she refused,” Lou said. 
 
    “How did you know?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Because I’ve watched her with you for almost three weeks now,” Lou said. “Because I’ve talked to her about you. And because I’ve known women like Kota before. I doubt she could bring herself to knowingly do anything that would cause you pain, and whether you realize it or not, making that sort of trade with her would hurt you. You might not feel it right away, but it would poison your friendship with Kota sooner or later. That would cause both of you a very great deal of pain.” 
 
    “You might be right about that,” Nadani said. “I didn’t really think about it. I just…” 
 
    “You needed comfort,” Lou said. “You sought it out the only way you knew. I don’t blame you, and I’m sure Kota doesn’t either.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t. That I’m sure of. She turned me down, but she did let me stay the night. She even held me while I slept.” 
 
    “And that confuses you?” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said. “No, it’s what happened this morning.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I’ve never…” Nadani stopped and took a deep breath. She wasn’t sure why this had been an easier conversation to have with Dura. Maybe because she felt more akin to Dura. Dura wasn’t a slave, but she wasn’t like Lou either. Lou who’d served high born families, who’d been a sworn vassal of a noblewomen, and a ranger in her own right. It was harder getting out the words to Lou, but she needed advice, and she wasn’t sure who else to talk to. 
 
    “I’ve never wanted sex,” Nadani said. “Up until a couple of days ago, I had honestly never felt that sort of desire, and I only felt it then because for some reason, my magic has decided that I should feel Kota’s emotions.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not your magic,” Lou said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s Pyter’s magic,” Lou said. “Feradrakes are natural empaths. It’s one of the reasons his speech sounds like a child’s. Feradrakes communicate empathically and telepathically with each other, but when they form a particularly strong connection to someone, part of that magic can be passed on.” 
 
    “It can?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lou said. “Though I’m not really clear on how it’s done. Most people who have bonded with a feradrake refuse to talk about how the bond was made.” 
 
    “But I didn’t bond with him,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You did,” Lou said. “You may not realize how, and you might not have meant to, but dragon magic has a mind of its own.” 
 
    Nadani stopped as she realized Lou was right. Sikudhana had told her she had a touch of dragon magic in her, but Sikudhana hadn’t realized it wasn’t Nadani’s magic, it was Pyter’s. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. 
 
    “So, you felt Kota’s desire for you,” Lou prompted. 
 
    “Yes,” Nadani said. “It was…overwhelming.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
    “I talked to Dura about it. She said she had an uncle who was like me. That he’d never wanted sex at all. And she said that she’d never wanted it until she was in the bath one day with her friend, and it suddenly hit her.” 
 
    “I’ve known people like that,” Lou said. 
 
    “You have?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I have,” Lou said. “Is that what happened to you this morning?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nadani said. “I woke up because I was in the bed alone, and when I looked around, I saw Kota getting dressed, and I felt something I had never felt before. It wasn’t like what Kota felt.” 
 
    “What was it like?” 
 
    “I wanted more of what I’d had the night before,” Nadani said. “The closeness. I wanted her to come back to bed, but I wanted…I wanted to feel her skin against mine.” 
 
    “And that bothers you?” Lou asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nadani said. “I don’t understand any of this. When I was talking to Dura, I told her I never really saw the point in sex. She said it might be because I’ve never had a choice in the matter, and that she knew former slaves who hated sex because they were forced into it as a slave. I told her I hated the idea that being a slave broke something inside of me.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the case,” Lou said. 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No,” Lou said. “I’ve lived thousands of years, and I’ve known people who had no interest in sex, and I’ve known people who only became interested in sex after they fell in love with someone, and I’ve known people who loved sex, and I’ve known people who got cranky and downright unbearable if they went a week without. I’ve known men who loved men, and men who loved women, and people who loved both, and everything in between. I’ve known women who were born as men, and used magic to transform themselves, and men who were born as women, and people who went back and forth, and people who were just somewhere in between. I’ve known people who delighted in giving others pleasure, but didn’t want to be touched themselves, and I’ve known people who loved to receive, but couldn’t bring themselves to give. 
 
    “Who we are, what we want and desire, changes from person to person, from culture to culture, from species to species. Look at elves. Where I come from, city dwellers, the ones humans call high elves, will swear publicly that sex’s place is in the confines of a marriage, then sneak off to their lover’s bed while their spouse is entertaining a lover of their own. My people, the forest dwellers, the ones humans call silvan elves, have eight holiday festivals that include a public orgy every year. Dark elf matriarchs keep harems of men and women. The higher the station, the more wives and husbands she’ll have, and it’s fairly common for the members of the harem to take other members as lovers. And that’s just on one continent on one world. I once went to a halfling city where everyone was expected to have at least three spouses. I’ve been to gnome shops that sold potions that would change you from a man to a woman or a woman to a man for anywhere from an hour up to forever. Potions that would give a woman a penis, or a man a vagina or breasts or both. 
 
    “And I’ve met people who wanted nothing to do with sex. Who thought it was boring or a waste of time, who thought it was disgusting, who hated the very idea. I’ve met people who had loved sex until a horrible experience and afterwards the very thought of it made them sick, and people who had just never been interested in it at all, but who made their living as prostitutes or courtesans because it was easy for them. 
 
    “Not wanting sex doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with you. Wanting sex doesn’t make you better or worse than anyone else. It just makes you different.” 
 
    “What if I don’t know what I want?” 
 
    “That’s okay too,” Lou said. “You don’t have to figure everything out in a day.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt Kota,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You’re afraid that if you ask her for what you want, that she’ll think you’re offering more than you’re willing to give.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, the answer to that is to tell her what you want. To be clear about it and tell her what you don’t want.” 
 
    “But what if what I want changes?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Then tell her that,” Lou said. “She cares for you a great deal, and if she is the woman that I think she is, she’ll never push you to give more than you’re willing to.” 
 
    “You don’t think it would be cruel to ask that from her, when I’m not willing to give her what she wants?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Lou said. “But something to keep in mind is that she can say no, too. If it’s too much for her, she can tell you that.” 
 
    “Do you think she would?” 
 
    “I think she’s already proven that she can turn you down,” Lou said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said. “I suppose she has.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Do you understand that it is okay for you to want sex?” Lou asked. 
 
    “What? I don’t understand. I don’t want it.” 
 
    “No,” Lou said. “But if you did, do you understand that is okay? That wanting sex and enjoying sex doesn’t make you like the people who forced it on you.” 
 
    “I never thought that,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Okay,” Lou said. 
 
    “Do you think that’s what’s wrong with me?” Nadani asked. “That I think if I want to be with someone, it will make me like all the people that Bodeya let use me?” 
 
    “I don’t think that there’s anything wrong with you,” Lou said. “Not wanting sex doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with you, but what happened to you when you were a slave was horrible. It hurt you in ways you may not even realize, and it sounds to me like there’s guilt mixed up in your feelings. The way you worry about whether asking for what you want would be taking advantage of Kota. I know that you’re worried about whether or not it’s okay if you don’t want sex, whether it makes you broken, and I promise, it’s okay if you don’t, and it doesn’t mean you’re broken. I just want to make sure that you understand that it’s also okay if you do want sex, and that wanting it doesn’t make you a bad person.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Good,” Lou said. “And if you ever need to talk to someone, I’m here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Lou said. “Now, pass me one of the chokeberry pastries.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Momma,” Pyter said. 
 
    “Hmmm?” Kota asked without looking up from the report she was reading. 
 
    “Momma, look,” Pyter said. 
 
    Kota turned her head to see Pyter holding his pendulum. 
 
    “I figured it out!” he said. 
 
    “Figured what out?” she asked, but he wasn’t paying attention. He held the pendulum up in his left forefoot, point towards the ceiling. As he did, three rings of glowing glyphs appeared around the outside of the pendulum. He reached out, touching a claw to one of the glyphs in the middle band, and turned it to a point on the pendulum. When he did, part of the engraving lit up, and Kota realized what she was looking at. It was a locking spell. 
 
    Pyter touched a glyph in the bottom row, rotating it in the opposite direction until he reached the correct point on the pendulum, and more of the engraving lit up. Kota frowned, wondering who would put a locking spell on a pendulum. It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Pyter touched a glyph in the top row, rotating it around until it reached a spot he was satisfied with. Kota realized her mistake as the engraving lit up and the pendulum began to open. She grabbed Pyter, yanking him against her chest as she pictured the street in front of headquarters and pulled. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    THE THUNDERCRACK FROM THE teleport echoed off the buildings on both sides of the street as Kota and Pyter appeared suddenly across from Grimmani headquarters. Kota clutched Pyter tightly to her as she looked up at the building. Before she had time to take a breath, an even louder boom washed through the area as a massive gout of flame erupted from the side of the building. Chunks of stone and other debris slammed into the side of the next building over from headquarters as people in the streets screamed and ran away. 
 
    Kota stood up, cold fury running through her veins as she looked at the oily black smoke that was pouring out of the hole where her office used to be. She lifted Pyter up onto her shoulder and he looked at the building, and she could feel the moment of realization run through him. His emotions shifted quickly through shock and fear to white hot rage, and the two of them started marching across the street, of one mind and purpose. 
 
    The guards on either side of the front door saw her and whether they recognized her or the blue and yellow of her suit she neither knew nor cared. She waved her hand, and the doors swung open. She marched through without waiting for the guards’ approval or acknowledgement, right into the chaos that the building had become. Detectives running this way and that, looking for the threat they knew had to be there, but that they couldn’t identify. 
 
    She was halfway down the central hall when she spotted Norga shouting orders, trying to impose order on the chaos around her. Kota didn’t care. The cold fury and the hot rage were feeding each other, driving her and Pyter forward. She turned to the side corridor that would carry her to her target and Pyter hopped off her shoulder. With barely a thought, she flicked a bit of power in his direction, and he grew to the size of a cart horse before he hit the ground. Large enough to be terrifying, but small enough to move easily through corridors designed to handle bugbears and full-grown centaurs. 
 
    She heard Norga calling her name, heard hoofbeats coming after her, but she ignored it. She was too focused on reaching her target and tearing what she wanted to know out of her. The people in the hall scrambled out of her and Pyter’s way, terrified at the sight of a dragon, however small, marching towards them with an enraged sorcerer at his side. She could feel their shock and fear and she drank it in, letting it fuel that fury and the rage. 
 
    Then her target appeared, rushing down the hall towards her with her two secretaries beside her. Kota didn’t hesitate, didn’t give the target a chance to fight or to work some other magic or mischief. She simply stretched out her hand and let her power flow, ripping Thilde off her feet with such force that Thilde screamed. 
 
    “Kota!” Norga yelled. 
 
    Kota ignored it as Pyter turned, scorching the ground in front of Norga with lightning. Kota made a twisting motion with her hands, conjuring four ropes, each attached to an eye bolt on one end. The eye bolts shot out, two driving themselves into the floor and two driving themselves into the ceiling beam. Another twisting motion and Thilde’s arms and legs were stretched out as the rope wrapped tightly around her wrists and ankles, suspending Thilde a good two feet off the ground. Kota walked right up to her and then slowly floated up until she was face to face with Thilde. 
 
    “What in the nine hells are you doing?” Thilde jerked at the ropes. 
 
    “You tried to kill me,” Kota said in a voice so cold it left a thin layer of frost in Thilde’s hair. “Worse, you tried to kill Pyter.” 
 
     “What the fuck are you talking about?” Thilde asked. Kota stared at her for a moment, pushing back the fury and the rage as she felt confusion coming from Thilde. She raised her hand, conjuring an image for Thilde. 
 
    “Remember this?” Kota asked. 
 
    Thilde looked down at it and her confusion only deepened. 
 
    “Yes,” Thilde said. “It’s a stupid little trinket. I gave out hundreds of them.” 
 
    The fury and the rage vanished, momentarily replaced by pure dread because Kota could feel the truth in Thilde’s words. She waved her hand, and the ropes released Thilde, and the both of them sank down to the ground. 
 
    “Where did they come from?” Kota asked. 
 
    “It was a gift,” Thilde said. “The mayor sent them over.” 
 
    “How many?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Two hundred and fifty of them. Said to give them out to all the detectives in Crossroads. What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    “The pendulums have bombs inside. They’re spell locked. Pyter sensed the magic and thought it was a puzzle box. That’s why he got so excited when he saw it. He loves puzzles. When he opened it, I saw a volcano stone inside. I grabbed him and teleported outside before it went off.” 
 
    “And since I gave it to you, you thought I was trying to kill you,” Thilde said. 
 
    “You’d only be the eleventh person this week,” Kota said. “We need to find those pendulums.” 
 
    Thilde nodded and turned to Norga. 
 
    “You heard her,” Thilde said. 
 
    “I did.” Norga reached down to her belt and opened a pouch.  
 
    Kota watched as she lifted the pendulum out of it. 
 
    “What do we do with them?” Norga asked. 
 
    Kota took the pendulum from Norga. “Bring them to me. As many as you can find.” 
 
    “Where will you be?”  
 
    Kota turned to Thilde. “I’ll need a map. The best you’ve got of the area outside the city.” 
 
    “We’ll be in the divination hall,” Thilde said. “And be sure to get the names of the detectives you collect the pendulums from. We’ll need to match them against the gift log so we know if we have them all.” 
 
    “And send someone up to my office on the second floor to put out the fire,” Kota said. 
 
    Norga nodded and turned around, heading off to see to the tasks she’d been given. Kota turned to Thilde. 
 
    “We’ll need the candy jar on your desk.” 
 
    “You think that’s a bomb too?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Pyter loves puzzles,” Kota said. “You saw his reaction to the candy jar.” 
 
    Thilde turned to her hobgoblin secretary. 
 
    “Go, get the gift log, the box with the left-over pendulums, and that tacky candy jar off my desk and bring it to the divination hall, and don’t drop the jar or the box,” Thilde said. The hobgoblin turned and rushed off to do as she was told, and Thilde turned to the gnome. 
 
    “Go send runners out. Recall every detective in the city,” Thilde said. The gnome secretary nodded and took off at a run. 
 
    “Kota, come with me,” Thilde said. 
 
    Kota waved her hand in Pyter’s direction, drawing the magic she’d lent him, and he shrank back down to his normal size. She gave her shoulder a tap and he flew up and landed on her shoulder. Once he was settled, she gave Thilde a nod, and followed as Thilde led them down the hall to a part of the building Kota had only seen briefly during her tour the first morning she’d come to work. It was a large hall with dozens of small alcoves with various divination instruments in them. Half a dozen mages were milling about, and a woman Kota was sure was a witch. 
 
    “I’d tear a stripe off you for your tendency to jump straight to murder as an interrogation technique, but to be honest, I admire your restraint,” Thilde said. “If I thought my boss had tried to kill me, I would have led with a beheading and sorted it out afterwards.” 
 
    “I wasn’t all that mad that you’d tried to kill me,” Kota said. “I was pissed that you gave the bomb to Pyter.” 
 
    “You and that dragon,” Thilde said. “Though now I see how he could have killed four dwarves. And here’s your map.” 
 
    Kota looked up at the back wall of the divination hall, which had a huge map of the city and the surrounding territory. 
 
    “Does this map update itself?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Once an hour,” Thilde said. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “A safe place to dispose of two hundred and fifty bombs,” Kota said. 
 
    Thilde looked up at the map for a moment before pointing to a spot labeled ‘Abandoned pit mine.’ 
 
    “Here,” she said. “It’s an open pit copper mine. The dwarves abandoned it about a decade ago when the copper vein played out.” 
 
    “Is it empty?” 
 
    “Yes,” Thilde said. “The city pays us to do patrols twice a month, to keep any bandits from setting up shop." 
 
    Kota turned at the sounds of feet running across tile and saw Thilde’s hobgoblin secretary rushing towards them with a large wooden box. She set it down on a table near the map, and Thilde and Kota looked inside. There were about forty or fifty of the pendulums inside, along with the candy jar from Thilde’s desk, and a large book. 
 
    “These are the leftovers,” Thilde said. “I gave all the detectives one, but I didn’t have enough for the support staff, so I held the rest back.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good news,” Kota said. “And I’ll take all I can get.” 
 
    “You know, it just occurred to me that you asked Norga to bring us two-hundred some odd bombs that could go off at any moment.” 
 
    “Yeah, true enough, but look on the bright side,” Kota said. “Someone’s already tried to blow me up this week.” 
 
    “How is that a bright side?” Thilde asked. 
 
    Kota called her magic and started building a teleportation portal. “I have no idea.”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani smiled as she looked at the results of her latest attempt at working magic. Sikudhana had her practicing putting fire into things and then taking it back out. They’d been working with huge blocks of wax. She’d set a few on fire, but after a while, she’d gotten to the point where she could easily melt and then solidify entire blocks with hardly a thought. After that, they’d moved inside, and Sikudhana had her start melting solid blocks, shaping it, and then solidifying it while holding whatever shape she’d created. The result of her latest attempt was a rather impressive wax sculpture of Pyter. 
 
    “What do you think?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I think it’s excellent work,” Sikudhana said. “If you can learn to do that with bronze and iron, you’ll never want for work. Being able to cast them without molds would be enormously profitable.” 
 
    Nadani smiled at that idea. 
 
    “Is it much harder?” she asked. 
 
    “That depends on you,” Sikudhana said. “The principle and the technique are the same, but bronze and iron need far more fire in them than wax. You have to have the mental strength to force the extra fire in, and beyond a certain point, the material begins to fight back.” 
 
    “Can you do it?” 
 
    “I can melt and freeze the bronze and iron easily enough, but I admit, you have better control of liquids. I could never achieve this level of detail, even with wax. It will be interesting to see if you can still sculpt this well while concentrating on holding the bronze and the iron in molten shapes.” 
 
    “I’ll see about getting some bronze ingots so we can try it soon,” Nadani said. “Though I suspect we might want to wait until this business with the cult is finished and we could try it at a smithy. I doubt Kota will want me spilling molten metal in the back yard.” 
 
    “Your wisdom belies your years,” Sikudhana said. “I—” 
 
    Nadani and Sikudhana both turned at the sound of a knock on the front door. 
 
    “Who could that be?” Nadani started towards the door, Sikudhana following close behind. Lou came out of the kitchen as Nadani and Sikudhana left the training room, and Nadani stopped and watched as Lou opened the door. It was Gharol, the orc detective who had been the first one to come into Kota’s office when she and Nadani had teleported in from the Inn of the Burning Anvil. 
 
    “Begging the lady’s pardon,” Gharol said. “All the detectives in the city are being called back to headquarters.” 
 
    “Why?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, milady,” Gharol said. “The message just said all detectives were to return, and to bring a small silver pendulum that had been given out as an office gift a few weeks ago. A couple of the detectives here had to go to their homes to pick up the pendulums, but I have mine with me. I’m about to go back to headquarters, but Detective Kota told me that I wasn’t to leave you without a guard, ma’am.” 
 
    “You want me to go with you,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Gharol said. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” Nadani said. She turned to Sikudhana. “I’m afraid we’ll have to cut our lesson short.” 
 
    “I understand,” Sikudhana said. “I’ll gather my things and be on my way.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Nadani said to Gharol. She went into Kota’s office and got the sword she’d used the day before off the weapon rack and belted it on as she headed into the training room. She used a quick bit of magic to clean and press her clothes before putting her waistcoat and topcoat on, then headed back to the foyer. 
 
    “See to the house?” Nadani asked Lou. 
 
    “Of course,” Lou said. “And you be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” Nadani said. On impulse, she stepped forward and hugged Lou, not quite sure why. She just had a feeling that this was something big, and that things might not be the same if she came back. 
 
    When. When she came back. 
 
    She let go of Lou and straightened up, then turned to Gharol. 
 
    “Let’s be off, then,” she said. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota dumped the latest bag full of pendulums through the teleportation portal as the hobgoblin, who’s name was apparently Shandal, started going through the list of names that had been attached to the bag. 
 
    “How many is that?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “One-seventy,” Shandal said. “That’s everyone currently in the building.” 
 
    “Which is good, and bad,” Kota said. “On the one hand, we don’t have to worry about a bomb bringing the whole building down on our heads…” 
 
    “But on the other hand, we have thirty-seven people out there who might have a bomb in their pocket, or in the middle of their home, or in the hands of their kids,” Thilde said. 
 
    “Runners have been sent,” Kota said. “There’s not a lot else we can do.” 
 
    “I could go over to City Hall and wring the lord mayor’s scrawny little neck,” Thilde said. 
 
    “As satisfying as that would be, walking into an enemy stronghold is always a bad idea,” Kota said. 
 
    “I know,” Thilde said. “I’m just pissed. He’s the one who hired us to protect the Keystone, and I can see the logic in it. If the Keystone is delivered to the city and it gets stolen, then he’s responsible, but if he hires us to safeguard it, and it gets stolen, then the failure is on us. And none of us would ever know how the bombs got into the building.” 
 
    “I’m less worried about what’s already happened, than I am about what happens next,” Kota said. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Thilde said. She turned and looked through the teleportation portal. Not that she could really see anything. Kota had positioned the other portal a thousand feet above ground level. The pit that made up the mine was nearly four hundred feet deep, which meant that the pendulums fell nearly a quarter of a mile after they were dumped through the portal. It made it impossible for the explosion to come back through the portal if they did go off, but it also made it impossible to see the pendulums after they’d landed. At some point, that meant that someone would have to go out to the mine and set them off, but that was a problem for another day. 
 
    Kota turned at the sound of the door to the divination hall opening, and her heart sank as Gharol came through the door with Nadani in tow. For a split second, she wanted to ask Gharol what the hell she was thinking, bringing Nadani here, but the question answered itself. Gharol didn’t know what was going on. She only knew that Kota had charged her with not leaving Nadani without Grimmani protection, and that she had been recalled to headquarters, which Gharol would consider the safest place in the city. The fight drained out of Kota before the other three detectives that were with them finished crossing the threshold of the divination hall. 
 
    Kota felt Thilde look over at her, but she just stayed focused on Nadani until the small group reached them. 
 
    “Do you have your pendulums?” Thilde asked. 
 
    Kota didn’t pay any attention to the answers, she just stepped forward and wrapped Nadani in a hug. “I’m glad you’re safe.”  
 
    Nadani hugged her back. “I’m glad you’re safe, too.” She stepped back from the hug. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “The pendulum Pyter has been playing with had a bomb inside,” Kota said. “The mayor sent two hundred and fifty of them over as gifts for the detectives. A ‘thank you’ for protecting the Keystone.”  
 
    “You think the mayor is part of the cult?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “I can’t think of any other reason—” 
 
    The door to the divination hall slammed open, and an elf stormed into the room. It took Kota a split second to realize that it was Yenara, the mayor’s aide, but before the thought could fully register, Pyter leapt off her shoulder in a killing rage. She reached for him, but it was already too late. He opened his mouth, and a crack of thunder echoed through the room as he spat lightning right into Yenara’s face. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    KOTA AND PYTER HAD been fighting together since long before the fights were real or even remotely approaching life and death. They trained together through most of Kota’s teenage years. They trained together when Kota had gotten hired by the Grimmani Agency. Then, when the fights had become real, they had gone through them together, fighting and surviving as one. Through all of that, something that was very nearly a constant was that when Pyter hit something with his lightning breath, it died. 
 
    There were exceptions here and there over the years, but they stood out because they were exceptions. So when the flash of blinding light given off by Pyter’s lightning died away, and Yenara was still on her feet, Kota knew something was wrong. Even before she got a look at Yenara’s face, she knew the elf wasn’t what she appeared to be. Kota sent a bit of magic Pyter’s way, making him swell up to the size of a cart horse even as she reached for her sword. 
 
    Then she saw Yenara’s face, and she understood why Pyter had attacked so ferociously. It was no longer the face of a common elf. It wasn’t even the coal black skin of a dark elf. Instead, Kota found herself staring at the translucent skinned face of a cave elf. The same cave elf who’d paid off the boy who had been spying on her house during her convalescence. 
 
    Yenara, if that was in fact her name, raised a hand rippling with magic as she screamed at Pyter. Kota didn’t give her the chance to finish whatever working she was preparing. Kota threw her hand out, using her magic to blast Yenara into the wall with enough force to break every bone in her body. 
 
    Yenara turned her head slowly towards Kota, and the room filled with the sounds of broken bones grinding against each other as they snapped back into place. A sound that filled Kota with dread. 
 
    “You can’t kill what’s already dead,” Yenara said. 
 
    Kota raised her hand, drawing in power as frost coated her hand and forearm all the way up to her elbow as Thilde, Gharol, Shandal, and the other detectives drew their swords. Yenara watched and laughed, right up until Pyter tore her head off. 
 
    Kota smiled as Yenara’s head bounced down the length of the divination hall. She lifted her foot and stepped on it, stopping its roll. 
 
    “Distractions are a hell of a thing,” she said. 
 
    “All right,” Thilde said. “The dragon gets a raise.” 
 
    “You might want to hold off on that,” Yenara said. 
 
    Kota, Nadani, Thilde, and everyone else jumped back away from the severed head. Someone let out a terrified shriek. Kota was only about seventy-five percent sure it was her. The head rolled until it looked right at Kota. 
 
    “Brucktad!” Yenara said. The whole building shook as a deep boom echoed in through the open door. It was followed immediately by screams, and a moment later, a second, distant boom came through the portal. Kota looked up at the sound of footsteps on marble and saw Yenara’s body rushing forward. Before it could reach them, Pyter pounced on it from behind, pinning it to the floor. 
 
    Kota looked over at the portal, where she could see a rising dust cloud from the detonation of the pendulums. She looked down at Yenara’s head, then over at Yenara’s body, then back down at Yenara’s head. 
 
    “I’ll deal with you later,” she said, then she drew back her foot, and kicked Yenara’s head through the portal. 
 
    “Pyter, let it go,” she said. Pyter jumped back off the body. It stood up and ran for the portal. At the last second, Kota reached out and twisted the magic of the portal, and the view on the other side changed just before the body ran through. 
 
    “Where did you send it?” Thilde asked. 
 
    Kota raised her sword and pointed to a spot on the map between two arms of a nearby mountain range. 
 
    “That’s a good hundred miles from the pit,” Thilde said. 
 
    Kota sheathed her sword. “That’s the idea.” She looked at Thilde. 
 
    “We know they’re after Nadani, and they probably want to kill you to break our organization. You, Nadani, Shandal, and the detectives should stay here. I’ll go check the damage and see what I can do to help.” 
 
    Kota could see Thilde struggling with it, and knew in her place, she’d want to argue, but she could feel Thilde’s agreement, even before the small head nod. 
 
    “Go,” Thilde said. “But remember, you’re one of their targets too.” 
 
    Kota started towards the door. “I know.”  
 
    Pyter started after her, but she stopped and looked back at him. 
 
    “Protect Nadani for me,” Kota said. 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation, and she thought Pyter was going to follow her anyway, but he turned and looked at Nadani, then turned back to Kota. 
 
    “I protect,” he said. 
 
    “Good boy,” Kota said, then she stepped through the doors and into a nightmare. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A pair of detectives whose blue and yellow suits were covered in soot and dust carried an orc man over to the table where Nadani was working. “We’ve got another one,” Shandal said. She wasn’t in much better shape than the detectives, though there was a bit more blood on her clothes. It had been almost an hour since Kota had stepped out of the door of the divination hall, and the casualties hadn’t stopped coming in.  
 
    Five detectives had been in the main corridor on their way to the divination hall to turn in their pendulums when Yenara had triggered them. The explosions and the fires that followed had killed or injured at least a hundred and fifty people so far. Something made worse by the fact that the majority of the injured were members of the support staff, mages, witches, and various other people who would have been extremely helpful tending the wounded, fighting the fires, or repairing the building. 
 
    The detectives laid the orc on what until very recently had been a reading table, and Nadani began to look him over. She reached out with her magic, checking his injuries the way Sikudhana had taught her. What she found was encouraging. Orcs were tough. It took more to break their bones than it did for most people. The man she was looking at had a couple of minor fractures, nothing that needed to be set, and nothing life threatening. He was mostly just badly burnt, which was something Nadani could deal with easily enough. 
 
    She called her magic, then reached out, just as she had when she was working with the people hurt in the market square, and drew the fire from his burns as if she was draining corruption from an abscess. The more of the fire she drew out, the smaller the burns were, until there were no burns left. When the task was done, she leaned back in her chair and waited as the orc sat up. He looked down at his arms and legs, staring at them for a moment before turning to her. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Nadani said. Then she made a shooing motion. The orc scrambled to get off her table, and she was relieved to see him go, but then she looked around at the nightmare that was the divination hall. Darracie, the old healer who had treated Kota that first day after she’d been blown off the building, was supervising the various other healers as they worked and doing what she could.  
 
    Darracie’s own ability to help was somewhat limited by the bloody stump where her left forearm used to be. She’d explained to Nadani that because she was left-handed, she was used to casting most of her spells with her left hand. Building the spell forms with her right hand was something she could learn, was in fact something she already knew how to do for many of her simpler spells, but healing was delicate work, so without her dominant hand, she was effectively limited to running triage and dealing with minor issues while her apprentices did the heavy lifting. 
 
    Nadani could see the frustration on Darracie’s face as two of her apprentices worked to remove a huge splinter that had gone clean through the abdomen of one of the clerks. She could feel it too. She was really good with burns and smoke inhalation, but she couldn’t do much for the other kinds of injuries that were being brought in. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Nadani looked up to see Shandal holding out a costrel. She took it and used a touch of magic to draw fire out of the water inside, bringing it down near freezing before she took a drink. The cold water tasted wonderful and quenched a thirst she hadn’t even had time to notice. 
 
    Nadani held the costrel out for Shandal to take. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Finish it,” Shandal said. 
 
    “You sure?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Nadani drained the costrel then handed it back to Shandal, who took it and headed back to one of the water barrels that had been brought in. Nadani tried not to think of the way Shandal had broken down when one of the first bodies had been brought in. A gnome woman Nadani had later learned was named Helmiphi. That sound Shandal had made when she saw the gnome’s tiny, broken body would haunt Nadani. She’d never heard anything like it, but the pain in it was clear. 
 
    She felt something bump into her shoulder and turned to see Pyter giving her a worried look. He’d been amazing that last hour. He’d run to and fro, helping move furniture, carrying injured people with his front feet while he walked on his hind legs. Twice even serving as a living stretcher to carry especially large patients. 
 
    “Sad,” he said. There was no question, but she wasn’t sure if he was talking about her, him, or the situation. It didn’t really matter. It was true however he meant it.  
 
    She turned at the sound of the door opening again, trying to fight down the disappointment she felt when Norga came through. 
 
    “Fire is out,” Norga announced as she walked towards Thilde. 
 
    “Any word from the runners?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Twenty-three more have checked in,” Norga said. “We’ve confirmed that as well as the five who died in the entrance hall, seventeen detectives died when their pendulums exploded. In addition, seven homes belonging to detectives were destroyed by explosions. In six cases, with the detectives’ families inside. In one case, the detective’s children got out, but not his husband. The house of the seventh detective was empty at the time of the explosion.” 
 
    “That leaves three detectives and three runners unaccounted for,” Thilde said. 
 
    “Yes,” Norga said. “We’ve also received news from the detectives we sent to City Hall.” 
 
    “And?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “The lord mayor and the city council are all dead. City Hall has been destroyed. Near as we can tell, everyone in the town watch above the rank of watchman is dead,” Norga said. “It looks to be a similar attack. City Hall, a few of the council’s and other bureaucrats’ homes, and all the officers of the watch simply exploded around the same time Yenara set off the pendulums.” 
 
    “How’s the watch reacting?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Poorly,” Norga said. “We don’t have enough people to know for sure, but it looks like most of the watch have abandoned their posts. We’ve had runners from six aldermen trying to hire us to provide security in their wards.” 
 
    “What about the gates?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Open,” Norga said. “And all seven gatehouses are broken and burning.” 
 
    “More explosives?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Norga said. 
 
    “Anything else I should know?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Kota believes the damage to the building is severe enough that the wards may collapse under a sustained attack.” 
 
    “Do you have any good news?” 
 
    “The fire is out,” Norga said. 
 
    Thilde closed her eyes, and Nadani had to fight not to laugh at the look on her face. Thilde took a deep breath and let it out slowly before opening her eyes and looking at Norga. 
 
    “Where is Kota now?” she asked. 
 
    “When I left her, she was trying to repair the main doors,” Norga said. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll be able to?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “No,” Norga said. “Not without a week’s time, a team of blacksmiths, a good carpenter, and fresh stonework to mount them on.” 
 
    “I like to think I’m not that hopeless,” Kota said. Nadani turned towards the sound of her voice and saw Kota standing in the door to the divination hall. 
 
    “Did you manage to get the doors repaired?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “Depends on your definition of repair.” Kota walked over to one of the water barrels and grabbed a cup, dipped it in the water, drained the cup quickly, and then repeated the process two more times. “No one will be getting in the main entrance without a battering ram or a bomb.” 
 
    “I sense a ‘but’ coming,” Thilde said. 
 
    “But no one will be getting out of the main entrance without a battering ram or a bomb, either.” Kota set the cup down and walked over to where Nadani was sitting and pulled up a chair, dropping into it with a look of pure exhaustion on her face. 
 
    “What did you do?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “I fused the metal rims of the door into the stonework of the doorway, then welded the seam between the two doors together, nailed planks over the holes punched in the wood, and put a binding spell on the doors. If I had to put money on it, I’d say the stonework will give out before the door. Is there any food?” 
 
    Thilde turned and waved at one of the various functionaries in the room. They quickly piled up a plate and brought it over. 
 
    Kota grabbed the plate. “Thank you.” She grabbed the plate and picked up a chunk of camel in her hand and bit into it, tearing a piece free and swallowing it without even chewing. She finished the whole chunk of meat in about four bites before shoving an entire roll in her mouth, chewing three times, then swallowing that as well. 
 
    “I think we should consider breaking the Keystone,” Kota said before picking up another piece of meat, a ham steak this time, and eating half of it in one bite. 
 
    “Do you think that will stop them from coming?” Thilde asked. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. “But if we break the Keystone, then they can’t do whatever it is they want to do. They’ll still come for Nadani, but if you show them the broken Keystone, then I use a bit of magic to make Pyter large enough to carry Nadani and I, we could fly off and lead them away from the city. We could lead them south for a couple of days. Buy you some time. Then teleport back once you’ve had a chance to repair and fortify this place and rally the city watch. Have the scryers send a request for aid to Dwarfholm. They could have troops here in about six hours.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m ready to take that step,” Thilde said. 
 
    “There’s not a lot of reason not to. Guy who hired us to protect the stone is dead. I’m thinking we’re not going to get paid for this anyway,” Kota said before shoving another roll into her mouth. 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” Thilde said. 
 
    The whole building shook as a dull boom echoed through the divination hall. Kota closed her eyes and let out a deeply weary sigh. She tossed the plate down on the table and stood up. 
 
    “Well, think fast,” Kota said. “Because they’re here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    “IT’S NOT TOO LATE for you to go through the portal,” Kota said, glancing over at Nadani as they walked up the last section of ramp leading up to the roof. 
 
     “It’s better for me to be out here, fighting,” Nadani said. “That way, they know where I am. It will keep them from looking too hard for the others.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Kota said. What she didn’t say was that she hated the fact that Nadani was probably right, and she couldn’t do anything about it. She wanted more than anything to shove Nadani through the portal she’d built to evacuate the various non-combatants in the building, but if they got inside and didn’t find Nadani, they would go looking for her, and it was entirely possible that they had someone on their side who would be able to detect that Kota had created a portal, and where it went to. 
 
    A lot of the support staff had wanted to stay and fight. Kota wasn’t surprised. Almost all of them had lost friends when the bombs went off. Thankfully, Thilde had vetoed that idea once Kota had suggested evacuating using a portal. Kota had no idea how she would deal with any more of the undead constructs like Guthrie and Yenara, but she did know that even the detectives were going to have a hard time with what was about to happen. Putting people who weren’t professional fighters into the mix would have just gotten more people killed as the detectives tried to defend the support staff. She’d sent the three centaurs in the Grimmani ranks through the portal as well. Not because she doubted their ability to fight, but because centaurs were at a huge disadvantage fighting in enclosed spaces. 
 
    Nadani just hoped that the plan they’d come up with worked. 
 
    They reached the top of the ramp, and Kota used a bit of magic to open the reinforced centaur-sized trap door that led up to the roof. Nadani and Pyter followed her out, and they walked over to the battlements. They stopped at one of the crenels, the low points in the stonework archers or spell casters could use to attack people below, and looked out at the mob in the street below. 
 
    “That’s a lot of people,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota wasn’t going to argue the point. There were at least two hundred people down in the street, cheering as a dozen or so people carrying a battering ram backed up, preparing for another charge at the front door of the building. Kota turned to Pyter. 
 
    “You’re up, buddy,” she said. 
 
    Pyter stuck his head out over the side and looked down at the crowd below. Kota closed her eyes, using her magic to see what Pyter saw. He looked over the entire mob of cultists, and for the most part, Kota saw what she expected, but then, towards the back, she saw a small group of three figures. Guthrie, Yenara, and some human she didn’t recognize. 
 
    “On the far side of the street,” Kota said. “Near the entrance to the tea shop.” 
 
    “I see them,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Do you recognize the human?” 
 
    “He was one of the people helping after the market fire,” Nadani said. “I never actually spoke to him, though. How did Yenara get back here so quickly, though?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe she knows teleportation magic,” Kota said. She reached out and gave Pyter a small pat on the shoulder. “You ready, boy?” 
 
    “Ready,” Pyter said. 
 
    “Last chance to back out,” Kota said. 
 
    “I’m good,” Nadani said. 
 
    “All right,” Kota said, opening her eyes and stepping behind one of the merlons. Nadani did the same, putting the stonework between her and the street below. “Pyter, do your thing.” 
 
    Pyter sucked in a deep breath and turned his head to the right, then breathed out slowly, spraying the street below with lightning as he turned his head from right to left. The street filled with screams as dozens of the gathered cultists were left burned and dying. She tapped Pyter on the shoulder and he stepped back, giving Kota and Nadani room to step into view of those below. 
 
    “Do I have your attention?” Kota called out as she looked at Guthrie, Yenara, and their companion. 
 
    "Aye,” Guthrie said. “Ye have my attention, which is a mistake on your part, because it means I’m going to kill ye.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Kota said. “I’ll die screaming.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the Keystone, a large, deep blue sapphire about the size of her fist. “I think I have something you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Two things,” Guthrie said. She turned to Nadani. “This’ll go easier if you cooperate, lass. Bring the Keystone and come out, and I’ll let the Grimmanis live.” 
 
    “What about Kota?” Nadani asked. “Does that offer include her, too?” 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “Ye bring the stone and come down, and there’s nah a reason for anyone else to die.” 
 
    “Let me think about it,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I’ll give ye five minutes, lass,” Guthrie said. “After that, we’ll slaughter everyone in the building.” 
 
    “Five minutes then,” Nadani said. She looked over at Kota and gave a small nod of her head. They both stepped back behind the merlons so they were hidden from below. 
 
    “You do know she’s lying, right?” Kota said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Nadani said. “You want to wait out the five minutes, or you want to do this now?” 
 
    “No point in waiting,” Kota said. 
 
    “Pyter,” Nadani said. 
 
    Pyter stepped forward and let out another blast of lightning. Once he was done, Kota and Nadani both peeked around the edge of the stonework and looked down to see Guthrie, Yenara, and the man lying on the ground. They were all badly burned, with their clothes charred in places. If they were normal people, they’d be dead, but as Kota watched, the burned skin turned to ash and righted itself, and then melted back into normal skin. All three of them slowly climbed back to their feet, and Guthrie looked up at Kota and Nadani. 
 
    “That was a mistake, lass,” Guthrie said. “I’m gonna kill everyone in that building, and when I’m done, I’m gonna turn that dragon into a good pair of boots.” 
 
     “Pyter,” Kota said, “I don’t think she got the message. Tell her again.” 
 
    “’Kay,” Pyter said, before breathing out another gout of lightning. Yenara threw up her hand, and this time, when the lightning hit, it deflected up into the air. The man held out his hand, making a fist. Inky black smoke leaked out of both sides, forming into a staff that solidified into obsidian, and started chanting as he smacked the ground over and over again with the end of his staff. Each time he hit the ground, a ring of fire appeared, and a small demon began crawling up out of it. 
 
    “Well, I guess we’ve met the person responsible for the gremlin,” Kota said. She turned to Nadani. “We have their attention.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” Nadani said. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani watched as the cracks spread through the stonework surrounding the main door. Each time the battering ram hit, a deep, dull boom echoed through the entry hall, and the cracks spread further and further. 
 
    “Won’t be long now,” Gharol said. 
 
    Nadani didn’t respond. She just tightened her grip on her sword. Without the magic of the wards, she suspected the door would have already fallen, but thanks to her training, she could feel the magic weakening with each blow. 
 
    “Remember,” Kota said. “Don’t move until I give the signal.” 
 
    Murmurs of agreement came from the small crowd of twenty people arranged in two ranks standing at the opposite end of the entry hall from the doors. Kota had wanted more people there, but she hadn’t been sure she could spare the magic necessary with a larger crowd, and given Nadani’s lack of experience, neither of them were willing to rely on Nadani’s magic. It shouldn’t matter. All they really needed to do was give the cultists a target that would make them charge in without checking the side rooms. Guthrie, Yenara, and the summoner might realize it was a trap if they saw such a small group, but they didn’t seem like lead-from-the-front types. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Nadani glanced up at the ceiling, checking that Pyter was in place. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    She glanced over at Kota, who looked more bored than tense. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    She looked at the doors along each side of the entry hall, wondering if this was going to work. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Nadani turned back to the door as she felt the magic of the barrier ward flicker and vanish. 
 
    Crash! 
 
    The stonework surrounding the doors shattered and the heavy, iron shod doors fell, landing on the marble floor with a near deafening sound. The cultists holding the battering ram backed up as other cultists and a bunch of the small demons rushed into the sudden gap, screaming, with their swords and claws raised, and sure enough, Guthrie, Yenara, and the summoner were nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Steady,” Kota said. 
 
    Crossbow bolts sailed down the length of the entry hall and slammed into an invisible shield Kota was holding in place. The wooden shafts splintered on impact, and the splintered bolts fell to the floor as the cultists and the demons rushed forward. 
 
    “Steady,” Kota said. 
 
    The cultists reached a spot about three quarters of the way down the length of the entry hall. 
 
    “Now!” Kota said. 
 
    The group of defenders reached out and grabbed the shoulder of the person on their left. The person on the left end of the second rank grabbed the shoulder of the man in front of her, and just a moment after Kota gave the order, Nadani watched as the world vanished around them, reappearing so quickly she didn’t even have time to really perceive its absence before the floor of the entry hall was replaced with the second-floor balcony overlooking the entry hall. The thunder crack of teleportation echoed off the walls, and as Nadani looked down, she saw the demons and the cultists come to a confused, stumbling, crashing halt as the ones in at the front stopped, and the ones behind who couldn’t see what had happened plowed into them at a run. 
 
    Kota threw out her arm, and made a pulling motion, and the heavy wooden doors along each side of the entry hall exploded outwards, turning the first floor of the hall into a nightmare of screaming cultists and demons as the splintered wood ripped into them. At the same time, Pyter, who was hanging from the ceiling by claws driven into the stonework, and Nadani suspected, a good bit of his own magic, tilted his head back and breathed out a stream of lightning, cutting most of the screams off with a horrifying finality. 
 
    “Attack!” Kota said, and nearly a hundred and thirty angry Grimmani detectives rushed out of the various rooms off the entry hall, falling on the cultists and demons like the very claws of the dragon lords themselves. Nadani watched as they hacked and chopped, leaving nothing but corpses and pieces of corpses in their wake. 
 
    More cultists and more demons pushed their way into the entry hall, and the Grimmani couldn’t stop them. The breach where the doors once stood was too big for them to use as a choke point. Nadani watched, waiting for a particular moment. Cultists at the door raised crossbows and fired at the detectives, but Kota used her magic to deflect the bolts. Nadani could feel the magic flowing through her. She was tapping into the power of the ward stones, using and shaping it to keep the Grimmani safe. The magic answered her eagerly, rushing to fulfill the purpose the ward stones were created for. 
 
    As Nadani watched, one of the cultists that hadn’t been caught in the entry hall when the doors exploded rushed forward, ax in hand, and swung at one of the Grimmani. Nadani felt the ward stones react, and magic shot out of the walls, striking the cultist dead before his blow could even land. 
 
    That, finally, seemed to give the cultists and the demons pause where nothing else had. The still living ones backed away from the door, looking at the very stone itself as if it were a deadly threat. 
 
    “Fall back and form ranks!” Kota ordered, and the Grimmani down below did that, forming a line halfway down the entry hall. Kota turned to look at Nadani. “You still have the stone?” 
 
    Nadani patted her pocket with her free hand. Kota smiled. 
 
    “Be right back,” Kota said. “Link up!” 
 
    The Grimmani that Kota had teleported up to the second-floor balcony all grabbed hold of each other again, and Kota teleported them down to the first floor, leaving Nadani to watch. Then, Kota teleported back. 
 
    “I hate not being down there,” Kota said. Nadani understood. She wanted to be down there, too. To help the people who were doing this to protect her as much as the stone in her pocket. Unfortunately, they both needed to be up here. Nadani so she could be seen by the enemy they faced, and Kota so she had a clear line of sight of the battle and could send her magic where it needed to go. 
 
    As Nadani watched, the crowd of cultists parted, and Guthrie, Yenara, and the summoner stepped through. The three of them looked around at the carnage on the floor, more than a hundred of their followers, dead by Kota and Pyter’s magic and the hands of the various Grimmani detectives. Guthrie looked up at Nadani. 
 
    “We could have done this the easy way, lass,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “If I’d come out, you still would have attacked,” Nadani said. 
 
    Guthrie shrugged. 
 
    “Tis what your father commands,” Guthrie said. “If I left them alive, the Grimmani would try to stop him, and we canna have that, but there was nah a need for ye to suffer. Ye could have come along, could have cooperated, and your father would have honored ye above all others.” 
 
    “I don’t want his honor,” Nadani said. 
 
    “That’s your mistake, lass,” Guthrie said, and turned to the summoner. “End this.” 
 
    The summoner raised his staff and slammed it down. Nadani expected a portal to open, like the ones the summoner had used to call forth the demons, but that wasn’t what happened. It took her a moment to realize what had happened, and another to realize the full horror as she watched the bodies of the fallen knit themselves back together and start to rise to their feet. The summoner was also a necromancer. That alone would have been horrible, but she’d known they were dealing with the undead. He was raising the cultists they had already killed. That would have been a problem, but not an insurmountable one. 
 
    No, the real horror was, the bodies were mixed in with the Grimmani below, and as they turned to fight, the carefully formed lines were useless. The dead were already mixed into their ranks. The Grimmani hacked at them, chopped at them, and those who could unleashed various bits of magic, but it didn’t do any good. The dead didn’t feel pain. They didn’t stop when you cut off an arm or stabbed them through the heart. They just kept coming. 
 
    The ward stones came to life as the dead began to attack the living. Killing magic shot from the walls, striking the risen demons and cultists, but as Guthrie and Yenara had both said, you can’t kill what’s already dead. The wards tried and tried, as Nadani watched in horror, until the whole building began to shake. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kota said. Nadani turned to ask what she meant, but before she could, she felt herself jerked backwards. She fell, and landed hard, and when she looked up, she was in the parlor at home, with Lou looking down at her from one of the armchairs. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota closed the portal she’d opened, praying to the dragon lords that Nadani would forgive her even as she teleported down into the fray. She didn’t bother trying to fight, she just grabbed onto two of the Grimmani, and teleported them back to the second-floor balcony. 
 
    “Get out of here!” she ordered. Whether they tried to argue or not, she didn’t know. She had already teleported down to grab more Grimmani. The entry hall filled with the thunder cracks of her teleports and Pyter’s lightning as she teleported again and again, grabbing the Grimmani in ones and twos. She wasn’t fast enough. She was nowhere near fast enough. She saw Gharol take a sword through the heart and fall, only to rise a moment later and start attacking the detective who had been fighting by her side. Gharol wasn’t the only one it happened to, either, but Kota couldn’t focus on that. She just worked as fast as she could to save the living. 
 
    When Kota had saved everyone she could, teleporting them to the second-floor balcony and sending them running for the escape portal, she looked up at Pyter and threw more power his way. He let go of the ceiling and rolled and grew as he fell and when he landed, he was nearly fifty feet tip to tail. He opened his mouth, and instead of the lightning he preferred, when he breathed out, it was to fill the hall with dragon fire. 
 
    Each gout of flame reduced a group of the undead to ash, and Kota twisted her own magic away from the cold and ice that was her preferred weapon to add her own fire to the mix, burning down undead cultists, demons, and Grimmani alike. 
 
    “I hate that fucking dragon!” Guthrie roared. 
 
    Kota laughed, but it was short lived. Yenara looked up at her, and then disappeared. Kota turned, looking around for her, and only just barely managed to dodge a spell thrown at her. Yenara stood on the balcony, her skin ash gray and her eyes and hair both on fire. In one hand she held a staff, and in the other a sword, both made of burning obsidian. 
 
    She heard footsteps behind her, and she turned back to see the summoner and Guthrie. The summoner had a staff, and Guthrie had her axes, and Kota knew she’d lost. She might have been able to hold her own against one of them, but not two, and certainly not three. 
 
    “Pyter,” Kota called. “Go find Nadani. Protect her.” 
 
    “Momma?” Pyter called, and all Kota could think was that he sounded so different saying that when he was the size of a tall ship than when he was the size of a cat. 
 
    “Go!” she yelled as she reached out, tapping the power of the ward stones. She used it to throw up a barrier between them, isolating him from what was about to happen. Then she called down the full power of the wards. The building shook as she tapped into the ley lines that fueled the ward stones, drawing more and more power. 
 
    She saw the moment when the summoner and Yenara realized what she was about to do, and she grinned as she twisted the power. Deep below her, the ward stones shattered, and all the magical power in the building was set free. 
 
    The whole city felt what came next. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    NADANI SCRAMBLED TO GET up off the floor, hoping she could dive back through the portal before it closed. That hope was dashed when the portal vanished before she could get even one hoof under her. Lou stood up and helped her to her feet. She gave Nadani a moment to catch her breath before asking the obvious question. 
 
    “What in the nine hells is going on?” 
 
    “The cultists who’ve been after me and trying to kill Kota attacked Grimmani headquarters. I thought we were winning, but one of them raised everyone we’d killed as undead, and the bodies were already mixed in among the Grimmani.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Lou said. “Pick up your sword.” She turned and rushed out of the room. Nadani bent down and picked up her sword, returning it to its sheath. Lou came back into the room, carrying a small stone in her hand. 
 
    “Dura, are you there?” Lou asked. There was a short pause before Dura’s voice came out of the stone. 
 
    “I’m a little busy,” Dura said. “Someone blew up the gate houses.” 
 
    “I know, but there’s a bigger problem. The—” 
 
    Nadani screamed as the panic hit her. She didn’t know where it came from, but it hit her like a physical blow. Panic, desperation. Momma! She had to get to Momma! 
 
    Pain. In her eyes. So much light. In her tail and her back and her wings. She tried to ignore it, tried to get to Momma, but it was all too heavy. She couldn’t move. Her legs and wings and tail were broken, but still, she tried. Momma was in trouble. Momma needed her. She had to help Momma. 
 
    She opened her eyes slowly, echoes of the pain and the terror still making her sick. She looked around the room. Things had fallen over, fallen off shelves, moved across the floor. There were cracks in the plaster in some places, and huge chunks of it missing in others. 
 
    “What happened?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Earthquake,” Lou said. “Magic. What happened to you?” 
 
    “Not me.” Nadani pushed herself to her hooves. “Pyter. He tried to get to Kota, but he got hurt. Something fell on him.” She steadied herself for a moment, then started towards the door. Lou rushed around, getting in front of her. 
 
    “You can’t,” Lou said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nadani, she sent you here to protect you,” Lou said. “If you go out there, you’ll be throwing that away.” 
 
    “Pyter’s hurt and based on what he felt before he got hurt, Kota’s probably hurt too,” Nadani said. 
 
    “I know,” Lou said. “But you can’t go. Not yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean, not yet?” 
 
    “Help is coming,” Lou said. “But you have to wait. When help comes, we’ll both go. Please.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    She looked at Lou, at the pleading in her eyes, and knew that she was right. Going alone, walking into the fight against an unkillable army alone, would do no good. She needed to wait for help. She tried to reach out to Pyter, to tell him that help was coming, but she could barely feel him. He was alive, she knew that much, but she wasn’t sure if he was awake at all. 
 
    “Good,” Lou said, as if she could sense the decision Nadani had made. And maybe she could. It was hard to know with Lou. 
 
    “Now, tell me about this army of undead,” Lou said. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Forty-five minutes. That’s how long it took for help to arrive, and for Lou to fill them in on what Nadani had told her. Nadani felt every minute of it as if it were weeks of waiting. She knew Kota and Pyter were both alive. She could feel Pyter, and both halves of the stone in the pendant Kota had given her were red, not white. Red meant that Pyter and Kota were hurt, but alive. She’d tried sending messages to Kota through the pendant, but Kota hadn’t answered, and that worried Nadani almost as much as the red color of the stone. 
 
    When help arrived, it was in the form of a group made up of orcs, elves, dwarves, gnomes, halflings, Semidaems, hobgoblins, and a half a dozen other types of people. All of them seemed to know Lou, if not each other, and they all seemed ready and willing to fight for her. 
 
    Under other circumstances, Nadani would have been glad for all of it, but she didn’t have it in her to be anything other than impatient. There were nearly forty of them there, and Nadani resented every one of them for the delay they represented. She barely heard a word Lou said to any of them. Instead, she stood by the door and waited until Lou was done, then she was the first one out, and she led the way down the street as everyone rushed to keep up. 
 
    Lou called for her to slow down, but she ignored it. They could keep up or not. She needed to get to Pyter and Kota, and even as fast as she was moving, it was nearly another quarter hour walk to get to the Grimmani’s headquarters. She heard Lou behind her, telling people to pick up the pace, but it hardly registered. She noticed that Sikudhana, Thylius, and Pena were marching beside her, though she hadn’t noticed their arrival with the crowd. 
 
    She knew Dura was there. Dura had brought the first group to arrive. Nadani had wanted to go then, but Lou had insisted they wait. Now, Nadani was done waiting. She needed to reach Pyter and help him. She needed to know if Kota was okay. 
 
    Kota had to be okay. The thought that Kota might die…her mind shied away from even the possibility that Kota wasn’t okay. Thinking about it made her chest burn, like she couldn’t breathe, like she’d been stabbed through the heart. Kota was okay. Kota had to be okay. 
 
    Kota was her…something. She didn’t know, didn't understand what Kota was to her. She didn’t know what this feeling was. She just knew she wanted to find out. She wanted Kota, wanted to hold her and touch her and read to her and watch her play with Pyter, and listen to her tell stories about the camp where she grew up and the cases she worked as a detective and a troubleshooter, and about Pyter’s antics, and how Pyter and Kota’s mom hadn’t gotten along.  
 
    Nadani turned onto the high street, and what she saw made her pick up her pace even more. There were no cultists in sight, no fires burning, no desperate battles being fought, but the Grimmani building was nothing more than a pile of rubble. The Silver Denarius Bank which stood to the right of the Grimmani building had partially collapsed, the iron walls of its vault reflecting the light of the glow stone in the lamp on the front of the bakery across the street. The clothing store that had been to the left of the Grimmani building was simply gone. 
 
    The closer she got to the ruined building, the more she could feel Pyter. He was alive, but the pain she could feel coming from him grew and grew, and she ran faster and faster, desperate to get to him, to help. When she reached the pile of stones, she touched the pendant. 
 
    “Where are Kota and Pyter?” she asked. 
 
    The pendant pulled straight ahead. ‘Pyter, thirty-four feet,’ the pendant whispered, then tugged in a slightly different direction. ‘Kota, ninety-three point seven miles.’ 
 
    Her heart sank at hearing how far away Kota was, but she pushed it aside. Pyter was here. Pyter was hurting. Pyter needed help. She made her way up onto the pile of rubble until she was in about the right spot, then called her magic and used it to start lifting the rocks aside, clearing a path to the spot in the rubble where she could feel Pyter. 
 
    “Easy, child,” Sikudhana said. “You don’t know what’s under there.” 
 
    Nadani swept a chunk of rubble aside. “Yes, I do. Pyter’s under there. Help me or get out of my way.” 
 
    Sikudhana stood there for a moment, but Nadani was too focused on what she was doing to care, and after a moment, she saw Sikudhana reach out and magic aside stones. Others started pitching in as well. Nadani kept her focus on Pyter. She could feel him, and she knew if she could get to him, she could help him. 
 
    Nadani was vaguely aware of Lou setting some of the people who had come with them to guard the area in case more cultists showed up. She wanted to stomp her hoof and demand everyone dig, but she didn’t. She knew that they needed guards, and she could see that everyone who was digging through the rubble was digging as fast as they could. 
 
    Even with magic, it took nearly half an hour to find Pyter. Well, the first signs of him. She found the top of his wing and knew immediately the job ahead of them was bigger than she thought. He had grown larger than she’d ever seen him. Maybe as large as a full size dragon. 
 
    She dug along the wing, following it to his body, and then up the body to the neck, and up the neck until she found his head. When she cleared away the last stone on his head, she sat down, lifting his head, which was nearly as large as she was, into her lap. 
 
    “Pyter,” she whispered. 
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at her, and the pain she felt almost overwhelmed her. She fought it back, not wanting to block the connection she felt in case it was part of what was keeping him alive. 
 
    “’Dani,” he said in a voice so exhausted it broke her heart. 
 
    “I’m here,” she said. She leaned down and kissed him between the eyes. 
 
    “I couldn’t get to Momma,” he said. 
 
    “I know, sweetheart,” she said. “Do you know where your Momma is?” 
 
    He squinted as he lifted his head just a few inches and sniffed. 
 
    “North. Momma’s north. Far north,” he said, confirming what Nadani already knew, before closing his eyes. Nadani felt the weight of his head settle back down into her lap. She looked back and saw how much of him was still buried, and saw the horrible rents in his wings, the way his legs and wings were bent in the wrong places. She couldn’t stand it. 
 
    “Lou,” Nadani called out, looking for her in the crowd. It only took a moment before Lou came running, scrambling her way up the pile of rubble. 
 
    “Is he…” 
 
    “He’s alive,” Nadani said. “But he needs a healer.” 
 
    “I don’t know of any healer who can help him,” Lou said. “Not like this. He’s too big.” 
 
    “You find a healer,” Nadani said. “I’ll take care of his size and do what I can, but I’m not sure if I’ll be able to heal his wounds.” 
 
    Lou stared for a moment, then nodded and knelt next to her. 
 
    “I’m not a healer either, but I was a ranger, and I’ve spent thousands of years caring for children. If he were his normal size, I think I could take care of the damage.” 
 
    Nadani closed her eyes and thought of the first thing Kota had taught her about magic. 
 
    “Magic is about intent,” Nadani whispered. 
 
    She thought of Pyter, small and joyful, the size of a cat, playing in her lap as she dangled a bit of ribbon and he swatted at it. She thought of him chasing a stuffed leather mouse around the living room, pouncing at it as Kota pulled it away at the last second. She thought of him stretched out on his back, showing his belly, one eye just barely open so he could watch to see if Nadani was going to give him the belly rub he wanted. 
 
    She thought of Pyter the way she knew him, safe and curled up in her lap, and she let her magic flow, focusing all her thoughts, all her will, on returning him to the way she knew him. She felt the weight in her lap lessen, felt the massive bulk of his head shrink down until she was holding him in her lap, and he was the size of a cat again. 
 
    She opened her eyes and was shocked at what she saw when she looked down at Pyter. His legs and wings were all straight and whole. The holes in his wings were knitted back together as if they’d never been there. His eyes were open and bright, and he was looking up at her with excitement in his eyes as he wagged his tail. 
 
    He stood up on his hind legs, placing his front feet on her collar bones, and rubbed his check against hers as he purred. She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tightly, holding on for dear life, afraid she was imagining it, afraid if she let go, the illusion would fade and he would be gone.  
 
    “Go find Momma now?” Pyter asked. Nadani pulled back far enough to look down at her pendant. The bottom half of the stone was black once again, but the top half was still red. Kota was still alive. They still had time. 
 
    “You don’t know where she is,” Lou said. 
 
    “Can you find her?” she asked. 
 
    “I can’t!” Pyter said. “Can always find Momma. Nadani too.” 
 
    “You can find me?” Nadani asked. 
 
     “You have my blood, just like Momma,” Pyter said. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Day Momma got hurt. You got my blood. Like Momma when she killed basilisk. Can always find you. Can always find her. Can always find each other.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Lou asked. 
 
    Nadani looked up at her, then back down at Pyter. She thought back to the day they’d arrived on Proximus. Pyter had been wounded, but he’d scratched her up trying to get to Kota. Their blood must have mixed while she held onto him. It was after that day that she’d started feeling Pyter and Kota’s emotions. 
 
    “It is,” she said. 
 
    “Find Momma!” Pyter said. 
 
    “We will,” Lou said. “But it will take time.” 
 
    “No,” Pyter said. “Find Momma now. Momma hurt.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Nadani said. “Besides, even if he couldn’t find her, she gave me a way.” She reached up and touched the pendant. “A soldier stone.” 
 
    Lou’s eyes got big as she looked at the pendant. 
 
    “Find Momma,” Pyter said. 
 
    “We will,” Nadani said. She closed her eyes and thought of Kota, and as soon as she did, she felt it. Without Pyter’s closer, more intense pain blotting out the feeling, Nadani felt it. It was like her skin was on fire. She could feel rough stone under her, and cold iron bars pressing into her back, which already felt like it was being seared on a skillet. There was so much pain, but it was distant. Far, far away. She turned towards it and opened her eyes, and found herself, unsurprisingly, facing north. 
 
    “Find Momma,” Pyter said. 
 
    “We’ll need some way to travel,” Nadani said. “They’re a lot further away that I thought.” 
 
    “Sikudhana,” Lou yelled. “Get up here!” 
 
    Nadani watched as Sikudhana moved over the rubble towards them, looking as sure footed as a mountain goat as she made her way over the pile of rubble that used to be Grimmani headquarters. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” Sikudhana asked, as she knelt next to them. 
 
    “They’ve taken Kota north.” 
 
    “How far?” Sikudhana asked. 
 
    “Ninety-three point seven miles north, fifteen degrees east of true north,” Pyter said. 
 
    Nadani, Sikudhana, and Lou all looked down at him. 
 
    “How do you know?” Sikudhana 
 
    “Momma taught,” Pyter said. “Know wing beats. Momma taught wingbeats to miles. Momma taught angles.” 
 
    “I can make a portal,” Sikudhana. “But if Pyter’s right about where Kota is, we might have a bigger problem than getting there.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “That’s Bluerock Thanage,” Sikudhana said. “Or close enough to it. If they’ve taken the whole Thanage, the people we have here aren’t going to be enough. We need more people.” 
 
    “Can’t we just teleport in, get her, and teleport out?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “No,” Sikudhana said. “The dwarves ward the walls of the Thanage against teleportation spells. We could teleport to the surface, but then we’d have to get through the defenses. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Nadani said. 
 
    “We have to make time,” Lou said. “Child, I know you want to help Kota, but these cultists, they took down the guard houses, City Hall, and the Grimmani.” 
 
    “Not all of the Grimmani,” Nadani said. “We evacuated a lot of them. They’re with the Fordsriver centaur herd east of the city. Administrator Thilde is with them, and there are another 1,600 Grimmani on Proximus.” 
 
    “That’s not enough to break open a dwarven Thanage.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Nadani said. “But Dwarfholm is between here and Bluerock, and the centaurs might help too, if you tell them a bunch of necromancers are about to summon a demon lord.” 
 
    “She’s got a point,” Lou said. “We could tell the Sifa, the Saidee, and the Sikhavi too.” 
 
    “All of this is going to take time,” Sikudhana said. “Even with portals, it will take time to rally the Grimmani and prepare armies to march.” 
 
    “No wait,” Pyter said. “Help Momma now.” 
 
    “Pyter’s right. Kota doesn’t have time,” Nadani said. She set Pyter on her shoulder and stood up. “I’m going.” 
 
    “How are you planning on getting there?” Lou asked. 
 
    Nadani looked at Pyter. 
 
    “Ninety-three point seven miles north, fifteen degrees east of true north,” Pyter said. 
 
    Nadani turned to face north, reaching out for Kota and the blood that connected them, and she pulled. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    WHEN THE WORLD FADED back in, Nadani found herself in the dark. That much, she had expected. It had been long after dark by the time she’d freed Pyter from the debris. She looked around for a moment and quickly realized she was on the side of a mountain. She glanced up and saw stars overhead. 
 
    “How far are we from Kota?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Close,” Pyter said. He gave a sniff. “Down, seven hundred feet.” 
 
    Nadani nodded. That made sense. The Thanage would be in the mountain. She just needed to find her way in. 
 
    “Which way is south?” she asked. She figured that Bluerock was northeast of Crossroads, so there was likely an entrance on the south side that connected to the Underway. She just hoped it also connected to the surface. Pyter raised one of his front feet and pointed. Nadani looked at him for a minute, thinking about how much Guthrie hated him, and what they were walking into. She knew there was no way he would stay behind. Now that he was healed, he was frantic to get to Kota. He might seem calm on the outside, but she could feel the urgency coming from him, the same way she could feel Kota’s pain. She needed some way to hide him. 
 
    “Pyter, has your Momma ever made you smaller than normal?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Pyter said. “Lots. Good for sneaking.” 
 
    Nadani smiled and focused her magic on him, picturing him getting smaller, small enough that he could hide on her and get past a search. When she was sure she had the image in her mind, she let her magic flow and watched as Pyter shrank down until he was just a couple of inches long. Once he stopped shrinking, Nadani reached up and unbuttoned the top couple of buttons of her shirt. 
 
    “Hide in here,” she said. Pyter scrambled down between her breasts and settled into place. Nadani quickly buttoned up her shirt and started south, hoping she had guessed right about where the entrance was. 
 
    She searched for forty-five minutes before she spotted it. It was another amphitheater style area, like the one that led to the Underway gates in Crossroads. The biggest difference was that this one only had three of the cart ramps instead of the six that Crossroads had. She circled around so she wasn’t approaching from directly behind the gate and descended the steps. She didn’t see any guards, but she knew they had to be there, so she reached out with her magic. It didn’t take long to find them. They were standing just a bit down the tunnel. 
 
    They were also dead. 
 
    She reached the bottom of the stairs and approached the gate from the side, not sure what welcome she should expect. She stopped and checked that her sword was loose in the scabbard in case it came to a fight. She also checked to make sure the Keystone was still in her pocket. Satisfied that she was prepared for a fight, or a trade, she stepped around the corner and found herself face to face with three long dead and shriveled guards. 
 
    The guards stared at her with empty eye sockets surrounded by dry, parchment-like skin stretched over bone. She hesitated for a moment, wondering if they would attack her, but they didn’t. They just looked and waited like the dead, soulless things they were. She thought they might wait forever, but she didn’t have that long. 
 
    “I’m here to see Guthrie.” 
 
    The one in the middle, she thought it had been a dwarven man once, raised its hand and beckoned her to follow, before it turned and headed into the mountain. Nadani followed as she thought about what she was seeing. These guards had been dead a long time if the level of decay was anything to go by. She wondered how long the cult had been in control of Bluerock and why no one had noticed. 
 
    The guard led her down a long, shallow ramp that went deep into the mountain. At the bottom, there was a left turn, and then a short hallway that opened into a large underground square. On the south end of the square, there was an arch that led to a massive tunnel. One that was large enough that you could probably march fifteen draft horses through it abreast or run five horse drawn carts abreast with enough room between that they wouldn’t crowd each other. It was the Underway from Dwarfholm. 
 
    Nadani was far more interested in what was at the other end of the square, though. Carved into the very root of the mountain, there was a massive entryway, set back into a huge gatehouse. 
 
    The entrance to Bluerock Thanage. It had to be. 
 
    Sure enough, her guide led her through the entryway, which consisted of a long tunnel. Once inside, a heavy metal gate slid down from the ceiling in grooves cut in the stone. Nadani tried not to let the trapped feeling that accompanied the sight and sound of it closing get to her. She knew this was a trap when she came. She just kept following the guard through the tunnel. As they walked, she spotted various defensive trappings in the tunnels, such as arrow slits in the walls and murder holes in the ceiling. They passed five more sets of grooves, and each time they did, a portcullis dropped down behind them. 
 
    When they left the tunnel, five other undead creatures met them, all in similar states of decay. The guide stopped, which forced Nadani to stop as well. As she waited, massive metal gates swung closed behind her, and ten large metal beams slid across the gate, threading through brackets on the gate itself and on the stone walls beside them, locking the gate closed. She looked around, taking in the chamber they were in. It wasn’t the Thanage proper. Judging by all the siege weaponry aligned along the outer edge of the chamber, it was another part of the defenses. 
 
    She looked back at her guide, who had turned to face her. He raised a hand and pointed at her weapons. She passed them over, sword, dagger, and eating knife. He accepted them, then turned and started through another tunnel as the five other undead creatures surrounded her and walked along with them. Two more gates and three more portcullises later, they stepped out onto a balcony that overlooked the Thanage. 
 
    It was breathtaking. A great, tiered city, carved out of the mountain, but connected to it in places. Each level of the city had great stone pillars and arches holding it up, and massive stone beams that were part of the actual mountain supporting it. It was as if each tier of the city was sitting atop a giant stone spiderweb suspended horizontally from the inside walls of a great stone dome. Every inch of the city, the pillars, and the beams were made of brightly polished marble. It was all illuminated with glow stones. Small ones no larger than the river stones used for the lanterns in Kota’s house, fist sized ones like the ones used in streetlights in Crossroads, and massive boulders that were so bright they were painful to look at, but that provided sun bright illumination to entire neighborhoods. 
 
    It would have been beautiful if it weren’t peopled with the dead. She could see hundreds, if not thousands of corpses moving about the city in an unholy mockery of life. She was grateful she didn’t have more than a few seconds to look before her guide led her along the balcony to one of the stone beams, which seemed to also serve as bridges from the outer wall to the city itself. 
 
    The guide led her across the bridge and through the city, which was even more horrible up close. It was the silence that got to her. There were none of the normal sounds of a city. No children laughing, no people talking, no merchants hawking their wares. The whole city was filled with the silence of the grave. Bluerock Thanage had become a mausoleum whose occupants had not found rest, even in death. 
 
    Nadani followed her guide up ramp after ramp, climbing all the way to the top of the city, where even from a distance she could see a magnificent building. The Thane’s Hall. If the stonework of the city itself was breathtaking, the only word for the quality of craftmanship in the Thane’s Hall was otherworldly. The stone seemed almost alive. The spots and veins in the granite seemed to move and flow as if the stone were a river, the spots were fish, and the veins were currents. Each curve and cut of the stone was perfect and beautiful. Under other circumstances, she would have liked to linger and enjoy the sights, but not now. Not in this place. 
 
    A pair of undead dwarves waited, guarding the door to the Thane’s Hall. As Nadani approached, one of the guards banged the iron shod end of his spear on an iron bell near his feet. The doors opened, and Nadani was led inside, across an entrance hall, through another pair of doors that already stood open, and into the main hall. 
 
    At the far end of the hall was a throne, and Guthrie was seated on it. 
 
    “Welcome, lass,” Guthrie said, as Nadani approached the throne. 
 
    The guide stopped and pointed to a spot on the floor. Nadani had been a slave long enough that she stopped on that spot by pure reflex. She stood and waited as her guide walked forward and handed her weapons to Guthrie. Guthrie took them and set them beside her throne as Nadani’s guide and the other undead turned and left the hall, leaving Nadani alone with Guthrie. At least as far as Guthrie knew. 
 
    “I have to admit, I didn’t expect ye this soon,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “I had help getting here,” Nadani said. 
 
    “What sort o’ help?” 
 
    “Kota is hardly the only one in Crossroads who knows how to cast a portal spell,” Nadani said. “And it wasn’t hard figuring out where you’d be. You told me the day we met.” 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “I suppose I did, at that. Ye’re more clever than I expected.” 
 
    “No one ever expects a slave to be clever,” Nadani said, which made Guthrie laugh. 
 
    “Now that I know from experience.” 
 
    “You were a slave?” Nadani asked, more than a little shocked at the idea. 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “The worst sort. I was a slave who murdered her master.” 
 
    “Then how did you end up like this?” 
 
    “Do ye know how dwarves execute their criminals, lass?” 
 
    “They work them to death in the fire chambers,” Nadani said. “Kota told me after you said I could find work here.” 
 
    “Well, on that, she spoke true,” Guthrie said. “I managed to last longer than most. Near on ten years, I worked in that hell, and in that time, I prayed to every god whose name I’d ever heard for justice. For freedom. Not a single one answered. Then one day, they brought in Yenara. She was as guilty as I was, I suppose. I had good reason to kill my master, but no one would hear me because I was a slave. She had good reason to kill the man she did, but no one would listen because she was a cave elf. 
 
    “She would laugh at me at night when I offered up prayers. Told me that it was foolish to call on a god for help. That gods cared nothing for people like us. I have to admit, she was right on that point, but someone listened. Not a god. Your father listened. He offered us freedom, power, and revenge, all for a small price. All we had to do was arrange his escape from his prison, once we were free of ours. 
 
    “We took his offer, Yenara and me. We walked into the fire chamber, and we deliberately loaded it wrong. The coal exploded. Burned the both of us to ash. We died, but then, your father took the fire that consumed us, and he bound us to it. He made it a part of us. When the dwarves of the Thanage opened the doors, believing the fire had burnt itself out, they found out just how wrong they were.” 
 
    “You killed them all,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Oh, not then,” Guthrie said. “We had power, but not the skill to use it. We burned our way out, and then we found one of your father’s priests. It took us years before we were ready to come back here, but when we did, it was glorious. I burned my master’s entire family in the fire chamber, along with the family of the judge who sentenced me, and the Thane herself.” 
 
    “You’re a monster,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “I am the monster they made me. Now, since ye’re here, can I take it ye’ve finally seen reason?” 
 
    “I’ve come to bargain,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Have ye now?” Guthrie asked. “And what bargain would that be?” 
 
    “I have the Keystone. I’ll trade it for Kota, and our freedom.” 
 
    Guthrie threw her head back and laughed as if Nadani had just suggested Guthrie were a giant. She wasn’t surprised. She hadn’t really expected that offer to work. 
 
    “Ye’ll have to do better than that, lass. Ye’re here. Ye have the stone with ye. That pretty much means I already have the stone, because there ain’t no way in the nine hells ye’re getting back out of this place. Besides, the stone was always just a side item. Ye’re the real prize, lass. Ye’re the blood of the demon lord, and the key to letting him out of his cage.” 
 
    “Then let’s add that to the bargain,” Nadani said. “I give you the stone, and I help you free my father, and in exchange, you let Kota and I go.” 
 
    “Now, that is a tempting offer, but I’m afraid I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “The ritual to free your father requires a burnt offerin’. He’s decided that he wants Kota to burn for him. Something about being able to take her magic as part of the sacrifice.” 
 
    “She’s half dragon,” Nadani said. “She won’t burn.” 
 
    “Normally, ye’d be right,” Guthrie said, “But not all fire is created equal. Dragons and their blood are immune to dragon fire, and to regular flame, and even to arcane fire, tis true, but hellfire’s a different story. Dragons are creatures of matter and magic, but they’ve no special connection to the infernal realms to protect them from hellfire. Not like us.” 
 
    “Like us?” Nadani asked, not entirely sure why, other than her mind had seized on that particular detail. 
 
    “Surely you felt it,” Guthrie said. “All your people have it. The hellfire burning inside ye. Though ye more than most. Ye’re the blood of the demon lord. It gives ye command o’ hellfire. Ye have so much power, and ye don’t even realize it. It’s almost funny. If ye had the time to learn, ye’d be even stronger than me and Yenara, and ye could take your precious woman back.” 
 
    “Talk to my father,” Nadani said, stalling for time while she tried to hurry along the thought that was forming in the back of her head. “Get him to change his mind.” 
 
    “Lass, you might as well try to talk the sun into risin’ in the west. He wants the power. All the talking in the world will nah change his mind, but if ye’re truly willing to cooperate, I might be able to offer you something even better.” 
 
    “What?” Nadani said. 
 
    “Your father says Kota has ta die. That doesn’t mean she has to stay that way.” 
 
    Nadani stepped back, horror running through her as she pictured Kota as one of the undead creatures that had escorted her to the Thane’s Hall. 
 
    “Oh, not like that, lass,” Guthrie said. “I mean like me and Yenara. Her rebirth could be your father’s gift to ye.” 
 
    “I thought he wanted her magic,” Nadani said. 
 
    “He does, and he’ll have it. He’s a demon lord, a creature of hellfire. Your woman is the blood of a blue dragon. A creature of dragon fire and ice. If he brought her back the way he brought me and Yenara back, he’d have her magic, her life would be enough to help ye break his chains, and then, she’d be filled with new magic. Concentrated hellfire. The two of ye could do whatever ye wanted once your father is free.” 
 
    Nadani stared at Guthrie, surprised Guthrie hadn’t heard the deafening rush of a plan forming in Nadani’s mind. 
 
    “Take me to her,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Now, why would I do that?” Guthrie asked. 
 
    “Because if you do, we have a deal,” Nadani said. “If you do, if you let me wait with her, and you promise me she’ll be brought back, we have a deal. When the time comes, I’ll burn her on the altar myself.” 
 
    Guthrie smiled. 
 
    “I knew ye would come to your senses, lass,” she said. “Give me the stone first, and I’ll take ye to your woman.” 
 
    Nadani reached into her pocket and pulled out the Keystone. Guthrie took it and examined it for a moment before slipping it into her own pocket. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    Guthrie headed towards the door and Nadani fell in behind her. 
 
    “The one that was with you last night, the one that summoned the demons. Is he the priest you found after escaping the Thanage?” 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “Meref.” 
 
    “Is he like you and Yenara?” 
 
    Guthrie chuckled. 
 
    “Aye. I burned him myself. Never seen anyone so eager to be thrown on a bonfire.” 
 
    “How many of us will be at the ceremony?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Why ye asking, lass?” Guthrie said. 
 
    “You said my father was powerful,” Nadani said. “I want to know if it’s true, or if all his power was spent in the fight at Grimmani headquarters.” 
 
    “He’s got power enough for ye, lass,” Guthrie said. “There will be maybe a hundred of his cultists at the ceremony. There are more, but gathering them takes time, and your father is tired of waiting. He was meant to be free weeks ago. That’s part of why he wants to burn your woman. He’s angry that she delayed things.” 
 
    Nadani didn’t answer that, and Guthrie didn’t seem to care. She led Nadani down one side of the city to an area filled with smithies, then across one of the stone bridges and into the wall of the dome. The area they were in was filled with ash and dozens of the undead who were pouring water on the floor and mopping up thick, black sludge. 
 
    Nadani felt Pyter stirring between her breasts. He squirmed more and more the closer they got to Kota, and the more intensely they could feel her pain. She wanted to reach up and still him, but she didn’t dare. Guthrie might notice and if she did, all bets were off. Not that she was sure her plan would work, but it was the only chance they had. 
 
    “That’s the fire chamber where I died,” Guthrie said, pointing to a thick stone door on the far side of the chamber they were in. Guthrie led her down a hallway that ran directly away from the fire chamber. “And this was my home, if ye could call it that, for ten long years.” 
 
    She opened a door at the end of the hall which led into a room filled with cells. Guthrie stopped in front of a cell with a single occupant unconscious on the floor. Kota. Guthrie took out a key and opened the door to the cell. Nadani stepped into the cell and knelt next to Kota. 
 
    “Enjoy the time ye have, lass.” Guthrie closed and locked the cell. “We free your father tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    NADANI FELT THE SCRAMBLING inside her shirt and reached up, pressing a hand over Pyter and sending calm his way through her magic as she checked to make sure no one was watching them before situating herself with her back to the door. Once she was sure they were alone she unbuttoned the second button on her shirt, and Pyter stuck his head out, looking down at Kota. 
 
    “Momma?” 
 
    “She’s not awake.” Nadani leaned down and placed a hand on Kota, but nearly jumped back in shock when Kota opened her eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Kota asked, the words coming out strained and breathless. Nadani could feel how much talking was hurting Kota. She probably had bruised or broken ribs, based on the pain. 
 
    “We came to get you,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Shouldn’t have,” Kota said. “Wanted you safe.” 
 
    “You left Pyter under a collapsed building,” Nadani said. “Not exactly safe.” 
 
    Kota closed her eyes. 
 
    “Told him to get out,” she said. “Didn’t listen.” 
 
    “Well, be glad,” Nadani said. “Guthrie probably thinks he’s dead.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t have come,” Kota said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said. “Shut up and be glad I did.” She let her magic flow out through the hand she had on Kota, feeling her body and all the places she was hurt. No burns, but then, Kota was part dragon, so she hadn’t expected any. Both legs and both arms were broken. The back in at least one place. Multiple ribs. A skull fracture and a concussion. Lots of bruising. Kota was a mess. 
 
    Nadani closed her eyes. 
 
    “Magic is about intent,” she whispered to herself as she thought of Kota uninjured. She thought about Kota the day they’d met, and Kota the night before when they’d laid in bed together. She thought of Kota walking around and talking to people. Thought of her sitting at the table and having dinner. 
 
    She thought of Kota being alive and well and happy, and she let her magic flow out of her. As she worked, she felt something connect to her magic, and for a moment, it nearly overwhelmed her. It was a deep, seemingly unending pool of magical power. As soon as she felt it, the places on Kota’s body where Kota was hurt, the legs, the arms, the back, the ribs, and the head all began to glow a deep orange color as small bolts of lightning danced over her body and a deep rumbling sound filled the room. Nadani felt Kota’s muscle and bone becoming whole again as the new source of magic washed over her and flooded through her. Nadani could feel Kota’s pain fade as the magic worked, but she could also feel the mind behind the magic, filled with both love and fear for Kota, and realized where the power was coming from. 
 
    When Kota’s injuries were healed, she pulled her magic back in and shifted her gaze from Kota down to where Pyter’s head was sticking out of her shirt. Kota opened her eyes and smiled when she saw Pyter looking down at her. Nadani raised a finger to her lips as a sign that Kota shouldn’t say anything about it. 
 
    “I don’t know if they’re watching or listening,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Could be both, could be neither if they’re confident enough to think they don’t need to,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani reached up and brushed Kota’s face tenderly. 
 
    “The things I have to say to you aren’t for their ears.” 
 
    Kota sat up. “Well, it doesn’t look like they’ve stopped all magic from working in here. Maybe I can help with that.” She turned to face Nadani and reached up, touching the tip of her index and middle finger to Nadani’s temple for just a moment, then reached down and touching Pyter’s head for a moment as well. 
 
    <Can you hear me?> Kota asked. She hadn’t opened her mouth, but her voice sounded loud and clear in Nadani’s head. 
 
    <Yes,> Nadani sent back. 
 
    <You shouldn’t have come. I sent you away to protect you.> 
 
    <If I hadn’t come, Pyter would have come alone.> 
 
    Kota looked down at Pyter. <I told you to look after Nadani.> 
 
    <You hurt. I come help.> 
 
    Kota sighed and looked back up at Nadani. 
 
    <Where’s the Keystone?> 
 
    <I gave it to Guthrie.> 
 
    <Fuck. That means we don’t have anything to bargain with.> 
 
    <I already made a bargain,> Nadani said. <That’s how I got here.> 
 
    <What was the bargain?> 
 
    <I gave Nadani the Keystone and agreed to do the ceremony to free my father in exchange for being allowed to see you.> 
 
    <That’s not a great bargain.> 
 
    <You don’t know the half of it. They need to sacrifice a person to free my father. Apparently, he’s decided he wants you to be the sacrifice, so he can steal your power and gain access to draconic magic.> 
 
    <Well, shit.> 
 
    <It gets worse.> 
 
    <How could it get worse?> 
 
    <As part of the bargain, Guthrie is supposed to raise you from the dead as whatever it is she, Yelena, and the summoner are.> 
 
    <Yeah, that is worse,> Kota said. <Why would you agree to that?> 
 
    <Because it was the only way she’d let me see you,> Nadani said. <And I had to see you. I…I don’t even know if you care anymore after all the horrible things that happened today, but after last night I…I didn’t even realize it until you pushed me through that portal, but I think I might be in love with you.> 
 
    Kota smiled at her and reached up, cupping her face in both hands. 
 
    <Of course I still care,> Kota said. 
 
    <Even after all of this? After all the times you’ve been hurt, all the times someone has tried to kill you, all the people who’ve died?> Nadani asked. 
 
    Kota looked into her eyes, and Nadani felt the barriers between them fall, just like they had the night before, and just like the night before, she felt what Kota felt for her. Love. There were other emotions. Worry, frustration, a little panic, but all of those were just afterthoughts, washed away by the love Kota felt. 
 
    <I don’t understand,> Nadani said. <After everything that’s happened, how can you feel that way?> 
 
    <Do you remember what I said about the day I found Pyter?> Kota asked. 
 
    Nadani thought about it, about the story Kota had told, but she couldn’t really see the connection. 
 
    <I don’t think so.> 
 
    <I said that my anger was at the basilisk. Not Pyter. He didn’t do anything wrong, and neither did you. Do you understand? All of this, the attacks, the injuries, the deaths, the pain, they happened because I wanted to help you, but none of it is your fault, and my anger is at the basilisk.> 
 
    Nadani closed her eyes, trying to ease the ache in her chest, but it only got worse when she felt Kota reach up and brush a thumb across her cheek. 
 
    <You’re crying,> Kota said. 
 
    <Am I?> Nadani said, as she opened her eyes. 
 
    Kota held up her thumb, and Nadani saw her tears glistening on the pad of Kota’s thumb in the light of the glow stones.  
 
    <It’s been so long I wasn’t sure I could still cry.> 
 
    <Well, tears aren’t exactly what I was going for, but—> 
 
    <Kiss me.> 
 
    <What?> 
 
    <Kiss me,> Nadani said. <Please.> 
 
    <Are you sure?> Kota asked. 
 
    <Don’t you want to?> 
 
    <I do,> Kota said. <I just don’t want you to kiss me because it’s what I want.> 
 
    <What if it’s what I want?> 
 
    <Then I would love to kiss you,> Kota said. <Is it what you want?> 
 
    <I don’t know,> Nadani said. <But I want to find out with you.> 
 
    Kota smiled at her. 
 
    <Okay,> Kota said. <I can work with that.> 
 
    Kota rose on her knees and leaned forward. Nadani closed her eyes and put up a wall between her feelings and Kota’s. She knew what was coming next, and she had a pretty good idea of what it would do to Kota’s emotions, but she wanted to know what it would do to hers. She’d never wanted to be kissed before, and honestly, she wasn’t sure she wanted it now, but she wanted to be close to Kota. She wanted to feel connected to her. 
 
    Kota’s lips touched hers, and Nadani’s heart slammed in her chest. It was soft and gentle and it was like Kota was trying to pour all her love into Nadani through her lips. She’d never felt like this during a kiss before, and for a moment, she wondered if she’d slipped and let Kota’s emotions in through their magical connection, but that wasn’t it. 
 
    This was what she felt. Her own feelings. The kiss overwhelmed her, not because Kota was better or more skilled than anyone who had kissed her before, but because it was Kota. Kota who had freed her, who had removed her slave brand, who had done everything she could to help Nadani find a place on Proximus as a free woman. Kota who loved her, and who she was pretty sure she was in love with. 
 
    The kiss ended before she was ready, and when Kota pulled away, she felt like she’d lost something, and she wanted it back. 
 
    <How was that?> Kota asked. Nadani opened her eyes to see Kota smiling at her. 
 
    <That was wonderful,> Nadani said. 
 
    <Think you might want to do it again sometime?> 
 
    <I think so,> Nadani said. 
 
    <Well, if that isn’t a good reason to figure out a way to get out of here, I’m not sure what is. I don’t suppose you have any ideas about that?> 
 
    <I’m guessing we can’t just teleport or portal out? I was told the walls of the Thanage were warded against teleportation spells, but I’m not sure that applies to Bluerock.> 
 
    <It does. I don’t think trying would be lethal, but it might be. Some Thanages are a lot more pointed about people trying to teleport in or out.> 
 
    <Guess it was a good thing I teleported to the surface and came in through the front door,> Nadani said. 
 
    <You teleported here? Without help?> 
 
    <Pyter and I really wanted to come find you.> 
 
    <Reckless, both of you,> Kota said. 
 
    <I’m not the one who got herself captured.> 
 
    Nadani felt Kota’s mood shift at that. Not towards anger. It felt more like she was trying to hide something. Nadani thought about asking what it was, but she decided it was something they could discuss later. 
 
    <Lou and Sikudhana are gathering an army, but if we wait, you’ll be dead and this demon lord will be free.> 
 
    <I hate that idea.> 
 
    <Me too,> Nadani said. <Which is why I came up with a different plan.> 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    “HOW DO I LOOK?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Like someone who is about to be ritually sacrificed by the woman she loves in order to free a demon lord from its prison,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota frowned. 
 
    “You know, they could at least give me a mirror so I can make myself presentable.” 
 
    “That’s what you’re worried about?” 
 
    “Just because I’m about to be brutally murdered in order to unleash evil incarnate on the known worlds doesn’t mean I can’t still take pride in my appearance. It’s one of the best parts of working for the Grimmani Agency. Even if the job gets me killed, at least I’ll be snappily dressed.” She looked down at her suit, which she’d spent a good bit of time repairing with her magic. To Nadani’s eye, it looked like she hadn’t even been in a fight, or spent hours passed out on the floor of a prison cell, but Kota was still fussing over it. 
 
    “You look fine,” Nadani said. “As good as you did when you set off to work yesterday.” 
 
    Kota smiled and looked up at her. 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “I do,” Nadani said. It was a lie. However well put together Kota’s clothes looked, Kota herself looked awful. She hadn’t slept the night before. Of course, that was because neither of them had slept the night before, though not for lack of trying. They’d just given it up as a bad job after the fourth time she’d had to wake Kota from a violent nightmare. Instead, they’d curled up together and held each other. It took a while for Nadani to realize how careful Kota was being to avoid looking at the cell bars. She’d considered asking about it, then she remembered that Kota had left Pyter behind the two times she’d gone to visit the jail that week and decided that maybe there were memories there best left to discuss when Kota wasn’t reliving them. 
 
    “Well, then, assuming we live through all of this, what would you say to going out to dinner with me?” 
 
    Nadani laughed. 
 
    “You’re asking me out on a date? Now?” 
 
    “If not now, then when?” Kota asked. “Dura mentioned an orc sword grill down in the orc ward that she claims is quite good.” 
 
    “Oh, that does sound nice,” Nadani said. She’d never been to a restaurant, but Bodeya had loved orcish food and ordered it prepared a couple of times a month. Different meats were roasted on long, swordlike skewers which were brought to the table, and the server carved off your choice of meat. The table was also set with huge pots of chutney. 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it,” Kota said. “I hope they have chicken and peanut chutney.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried lamb with a mint chutney?" Nadani asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kota said, trying to hold back a laugh. 
 
    “What’s funny?” 
 
    “The first time we had orc food after I found Pyter, he fell in the pot of mint chutney.” 
 
    Nadani laughed, remembering the day Pyter had gotten his head caught in the pot of lemon curd. It was too easy to picture Pyter sitting in a huge silver serving pot, covered with mint chutney. It only got funnier when Pyter stuck his head out between the buttons of Nadani’s shirt. 
 
    “Not funny!” he declared, and Nadani was sure, had he been standing on a table, or on the floor, he would have stomped his foot. She reached up and pushed his head back inside her shirt. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be hiding,” she said. He didn’t stick his head back out, but she could feel him pouting. She looked back at Kota, who was still smiling, and on a whim, she leaned down and kissed her again. She wasn’t sure whether or not she was surprised by the fact that it was just as incredible as it had been the night before. 
 
    The kiss came to an end when the door to the cell block opened. Both of them turned towards the sound and saw Guthrie walk in, leading a pack of undead dwarves. One of the dwarves tossed two metal collars through the bars. 
 
    “Put those on,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “Why?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Because I’m nay stupid, lass,” Guthrie said. “I was nay worried yesterday because I had your woman for leverage. I was nay worried last night because no magic can escape the cell when it’s closed, but if I open the door of the cell, there’s nay a thing to stop ye from using your magic to try and fight your way out. Ye would nay get out, but ye might get yourself or your woman killed in the attempt, and then your father would be a mite angry with me. So, put the collars on.” 
 
    “What do they do?” Nadani asked, trying to fight down the dread she felt at the sight of them. 
 
    “They bind your magic,” Guthrie said, confirming Nadani’s worst fear. Her plan for getting them out of this depended on her ability to use magic. If she was forced to wear the collar, then there wasn’t anything she could do to free them. 
 
    “How can I perform a ceremony to free my father if you lock away my magic?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Ye can’t,” Guthrie said. “The collar will come off when we get to the ceremonial chamber. Once we’re there, we have other ways to make sure ye do what ye’re supposed to.” 
 
    Nadani looked over at Kota, who shrugged and picked up one of the collars. She opened it up and slipped it around her neck, then locked it shut. 
 
    “You too,” Guthrie said. 
 
    Nadani bent down and picked the other collar up. She opened it and looked at it for a moment before looking up at Guthrie. 
 
    “You’re a lying bitch,” she said. “All that effort to make me think Kota was the one trying to control me, but you’re the one putting a collar back around my neck.” 
 
    “That’s your own fault. If ye had cooperated instead of fighting back, it would nay have been necessary.” 
 
    Nadani slipped the collar around her neck and closed it. The moment it clicked shut, the feeling of connection she had to Kota and Pyter disappeared. She felt Pyter start shaking in his hiding place, and wanted to do something to comfort him, but she couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t give them all away. 
 
    One of the undead dwarves, the same one who had been carrying the collars, unlocked the cell and opened the door. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it,” Guthrie said. “The sooner we free your father, the sooner all of us are free.” 
 
    “You really think he’ll just let you walk away?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I’m nay stupid, lass. Your father and I made a blood pact. Not even a demon lord can break that sort of magic without consequences. As soon as his chains are broken, I’m free, same as him. Now, enough stallin’. Let’s get on with it, and we can both get what we want.” 
 
    Guthrie turned and headed for the door, leaving Kota and Nadani no choice but to follow. The undead dwarves surrounded them once they were out of the cell block, and Guthrie led the group out to the stone bridge that led back to the main part of the city. 
 
    “Where’s the ceremony going to take place?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “The Great Forge,” Guthrie said.  
 
    “I’m surprised you’re not using the smelting chamber,” Kota said. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Guthrie asked. 
 
    “Well, you’re summoning a fire demon. I figured you’d want the hottest fire you can get, and a blast furnace is going to get a lot hotter than a forge.” 
 
    “Normally, ye would be right, but this isn’t a normal case,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “I suppose now is as good a time as any to tell ye,” Guthrie said. “The traitor who trapped your father was a clever bastard. Your father had given the traitor a touch of his power.” 
 
    “The same way he did for you, Yenara, and Meref?” 
 
    “Who’s Meref?” Kota asked. 
 
    “The one who was summoning the demons,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Nay,” Guthrie said. “Your father made that mistake once. He’ll never do it again. The power that he gave us is the power of the flame itself.” 
 
    “I thought you said your fire was hellfire, like my father’s.” 
 
    “It’s hellfire, yes. He transmuted the coal fire that consumed Yenara and I, and the wood fire that consumed Meref into hellfire, but it’s not his hellfire. That’s why Yenara and I are stronger than Meref. The fire which burned us burned hotter, so when it was transformed and we were bound to it, we gained far more power than Meref gained from the wooden pyre I burned him on.” 
 
    “But the traitor had a bit of my father’s power?” 
 
    “Aye. Your father’s cult had summoned him before. That’s how you were conceived.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nadani said. “I thought I was conceived to free my father.” 
 
    “Nay,” Guthrie said. “I don’t know what he wanted ye for before he was trapped, and honestly, if I were you, I wouldn’t want to find out. All I do know is whatever it was he wanted ye for, what Bodeya did spoiled ye for it. On the other hand, when the traitor bound him, ye became valuable to him in a different way. Best be grateful for that, lass. Demons and virginity are never a pleasant mix.” 
 
    Nadani shuddered slightly at that. It made her almost afraid to ask any more questions, but she knew more information was always better when formulating a plan, so she decided to press on. 
 
    “Sorry, I interrupted. You were telling me about how the traitor trapped my father.” 
 
    “Aye. Now, I don’t know how much ye know about demons and summoning, but the problem with a summoning from the demon’s perspective is that the demon has to return to the hell they came from when they’ve completed the task they were summoned for. Some demons can come into our world without being summoned, but they are still bound to return to whichever hell they came from once they fulfill their purpose. 
 
    “Your father gave the traitor power so the traitor could open a portal for your father to step through into our world permanently. No more returning after finishing a task. The traitor used the power your father had given him to bind your father in the space between our world and the nine hells. He could speak to his followers, lend them power, but they could no longer summon him. And because he was bound with his own power, the more power he gained, the stronger his chains became." 
 
    "If that’s the case, how am I supposed to free him?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Simple,” Guthrie said. “Ye’re his blood. That means ye already have a touch of his power. He doesn’t have to give you anything. You can control the power he wields because his power is your power. Meref, Yenara, and I will open the portal, and ye will draw your father’s power out of his chains. Ye’ll take it into yourself, and once the binding is weak enough, we’ll sacrifice your woman, and use that power to break the chains.” 
 
    “That all makes sense,” Kota said. “But there’s one thing I don’t understand.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Guthrie asked. 
 
    “What do you want the Keystone for?” 
 
    “To hold the portal open,” Guthrie said. “Her father took a Keystone back to hell years ago and gave it to his servants there. The traitor had a second one. When he opened the portal for Nadani’s father, he was supposed to use it to anchor the portal to form a long gate between Parakmi and Hell so Nadani’s father could bring his demon legions through. Instead, he smashed it.” 
 
    Nadani looked over at Kota for a moment, but Kota seemed to be turning everything they had just heard over in her head, the same way Nadani was doing, and try as she might, she couldn’t think of anything else to ask. She was honestly amazed that they had gotten as much information as they had, but somehow, she wasn’t surprised. It felt like Guthrie was gloating, like she’d been dying to tell someone all of this as proof that she’d won, that she’d beaten the people she blamed for her imprisonment. Nadani supposed she could understand that. If she’d been able to wrest her freedom from Bodeya, she might have been tempted to gloat a bit herself. Unfortunately, that bit of insight didn’t really help with the fight they were about to walk into. 
 
    “Is there anything else I should know about what’s going on?” Nadani asked. “Anything that might help me complete the ritual?” 
 
    “Ye seem awfully eager, all the sudden,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “I don’t want to screw up,” Nadani said. “If I don’t do this correctly, he won’t be able to bring Kota back.” 
 
    If Nadani hadn’t been looking right at Guthrie’s face, she would have missed the slight moment of confusion, but she was looking, so she saw it and realized that Guthrie had been lying to her about bringing back Kota after the ritual. She supposed she should have been angry about that, but she wasn’t even surprised. 
 
    “Right,” Guthrie said. “I can nay think of anything else that might be helpful.” 
 
    “Well, if you do, you know where to find me,” Nadani said. 
 
    Guthrie laughed, but Nadani just started thinking about how to slot the new information into her plan. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nadani had never set foot in the great forge of a dwarven Thanage before, so she had no idea what to expect. Whatever it was she had been expecting, the Great Forge of Bluerock Thanage wasn’t it. The room was massive, easily the size of Bodeya’s entire manor house. The Grimmani building would have fit inside it ten times over. The whole place was lit with glow stones the size of the coconuts Lou liked to use in her recipes. Each glow stone floated a good fifteen feet off the floor, lighting one of the work areas. 
 
    Her first thought was that ‘Great Forge’ was the wrong word, because it wasn’t a single forge at all. There was row after row of forges and there must have been an entire army of undead dwarves feeding and tending them. They were coke fired, and every individual forge in sight had a huge bed of brightly glowing coals in it as air blew up through the fire, keeping it hot. One of the undead dwarves stood next to each of the forges, occasionally stirring the coals or adding a shovel full of coke. 
 
    Near each forge were tool racks, anvils, and various other metal working implements she didn’t know the proper names of. Some she had seen before at the smithy on Bodeya’s estate, and some she’d never seen before, but all of which looked well-made and well used. 
 
    The chamber had holes in the floor, one every couple of inches, and cool air blew up through them. Above each of the forges, there was a metal hood that caught the smoke and the hot air and funneled it into a chimney, which ran up and through some kind of crystal plates that connected to a long cylinder that ran from one side of the room to the other. At the end of the cylinders on the right-hand side, there was a pipe that came out and ran into the wall. 
 
    “It’s a steam engine,” Kota said. “They had the same setup in Cloch Fuar Thanage back on Emake Maa. The chimney is heated by the hot air and the diamond plates transfer the heat into the cylinders, which are filled with water. The water boils and turns to steam, which drives a machine that pumps the air through the forges. Though, it’s a lot nicer when the dwarves working it aren’t dead.” 
 
    Nadani looked over at Kota, who was smiling at her like she’d made a joke, but the smile looked forced, and Nadani imagined it had to be. The whole place might have been beautiful, in a particularly dwarven way, had dwarves been there to give it life. As it was, it reminded Nadani of the stories she’d heard about the nine hells, where there were entire worlds where the damned were sentenced to work and slave in misery until they had atoned for the wrongs they had done in life. 
 
    The place her father wanted her to open a permanent bridge to. 
 
    As they marched through the forge, Nadani saw something beyond the rows of individual glowing forges. In the back wall of the chamber, there was a single massive forge. The opening at the end was big enough to fit a coach through, and there was a huge anvil in front of it big enough for that same coach to sit on, complete with a six-horse team, without touching either side. Above the anvil, there was a massive steel shaft the same diameter as the anvil, looking like it was waiting to fall. It was so impossibly big it took her a moment to realize what it was. A massive trip hammer. 
 
    Between the anvil and the open forge set into the wall, there was a smaller forge set on wagon wheels, being stoked by a pair of the undead dwarves working a massive leather bellows while a third stood by with a coal rake, and a fourth with a shovel and a cart filled with coke. It looked out of place, like it had been added hastily, and after a moment, Nadani realized why it was there. That was where Guthrie intended to burn Kota. 
 
    The undead dwarves feeding the large forge and tending the portable forge weren’t alone, though. Not here. Yenara and Meref were there, along with nearly a hundred cultists. It reminded her of the street outside Grimmani headquarters right before Pyter had unleashed his lightning. 
 
    Guthrie led them around the anvil and came to a stop near the portable forge, and Nadani saw that on the far side of the portable forge, there was a wooden table with shackles bolted to it. Guthrie turned to Kota. 
 
    “Lay down on the table,” Guthrie said. “This will go much easier for ye if ye don’t fight it.” 
 
    Kota looked at Guthrie. 
 
    “You’re going to chain me to a wooden table and then throw the table into a coke fired forge. I can’t really think of a way it could get worse,” she said. Then she turned to Nadani. 
 
    “I love you, and whatever happens to me, I want you to remember what I said. My anger is at the basilisk.” 
 
    “What in the nine hells does that mean?” Guthrie asked. Kota turned to her. 
 
    “It means that you and your friends are going to die screaming,” Kota said. 
 
    Guthrie sneered and pointed at the table. 
 
    “Ye first,” she said. 
 
    Kota walked over to the table and lay down on it. Four of the undead dwarves moved in and fastened her wrists and ankles to the shackles. While everyone was watching that, Nadani reached up and quickly unbuttoned the top two buttons of her shirt. Once the shackles were closed and locked, Guthrie turned to Nadani. 
 
    “Are ye ready, lass?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Remember the bargain,” Guthrie said. “Ye do your part, and ye get your woman back. Ye try anything, and the last ye’ll ever see of her is her going into the fire. Understood?” 
 
    “I understand exactly what I need to do.” 
 
    “Right, then. Let’s begin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    “MEREF, TAKE THE COLLAR off her,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “Why don’t you do it?” Meref asked. 
 
    “Because I’m a dwarf, and she’s taller than a dragon’s cock is long, ye daft cunt. Now do what I fucking tell ye.” 
 
    Meref walked over to Nadani and reached for the collar, but he stopped as he looked her in the eyes. 
 
    “Guthrie, are you sure she’s going to cooperate?” Meref asked. 
 
    “Aye,” Guthrie said. “She knows if she doesn’t her woman’s dead. She’ll do exactly what she’s told. Besides, she’d barely had a month o’ training using her magic. What could she possibly do to us?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Meref said. “That’s what worries me.” 
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud. Get on with it, unless ye want to explain to our master why we’re late.” 
 
    Meref hesitated for another moment, giving Guthrie another look, before he finally touched the collar. 
 
    “Oscail,” Meref said, and Nadani heard a click as she felt her magic rushing back to her. She felt Pyter’s anticipation, she felt Kota’s fear and anger, she felt terror coming from Meref, and impatience coming from Yenara and Guthrie, and excitement from the various cultists. 
 
    She reached up and pulled the collar off. As soon as it was clear of her neck, she felt the tremendous weight of the magic in the chamber. Every forge and every anvil in the place was dripping with enchantments, though none more so than the trip hammer hanging over the enormous anvil behind her. So much magic had been poured into it that it was practically alive, and eagerly waiting to fulfill its purpose, which was to strike whatever was on the anvil hard and true. 
 
    Nadani flung the collar into the main forge, a move that shocked and frightened Meref. He jumped back and raised his hands to protect himself, which made Guthrie laugh. Meref turned and glared at her, but Guthrie just clapped her hands. 
 
    “Begin the chant,” she said. 
 
    The cultists all began to chant slowly in some language Nadani didn’t know. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Dozens of cultists chanting in perfect rhythm, adding the sound of their voices to the howl of the air flowing through the forges and the vents in the floor. Behind her, she heard a massive ringing sound, and turned to see that there was now an undead dwarf at every anvil with a hammer in hand, striking in time with the chanting 
 
    “Fosgail…” bang “an dorus…” bang “do ar…” bang “Tighearna...” bang. 
 
    Guthrie clapped her hands and the trip hammer fell, slamming into the anvil with a deafening ring before rising again, matching the timing of the hammers. 
 
    “Fosgail…” boom “an dorus…” boom “do ar…” boom “Tighearna...” boom. 
 
    The cultists began to stomp their feet in time with the chant, the hobnails in their boots adding to the cacophony of the hammers. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    “Meref,” Guthrie said. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Meref stepped forward, his normal visage shifting to that of an undead form like the ones Nadani had seen Guthrie and Yenara wear. His skin became the color of ash and his eyes and hair burst into flames as he took up a place between the table where Kota was shackled and the large forge set into the back wall. He faced the forge and added his voice to the chant as he began to move his hands, forming a spell pattern as he gathered the magic coming from the chant and the beating of the hammers. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Nadani watched in horror as a portal began to form at the mouth of the main forge. 
 
    “Yenara,” Guthrie said. 
 
    Yenara reached into her pocket and pulled out the Keystone. She waved her hand over it, creating a simple spell form that lifted the Keystone out of her hand and held it above the still forming portal. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    For a moment, everyone’s attention was focused on the portal and the Keystone. Nadani reached up, and pulled open the neck of her shirt and Pyter jumped out, shooting towards the ceiling faster than she had ever seen him move, shedding the magic she’d put on him along the way and returning to his normal size. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Nadani waited to see if anyone caught sight of Pyter, but no one reacted. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Nadani looked at Kota, who was watching her. She reached out with a very thin tendril of her magic, hoping if she didn’t use too much power, no one would notice. She wrapped her magic around the collar and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    ‘Magic is about intent,’ she repeated inside her head as she pictured Kota’s collar opening. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    “Oscail,” Nadani whispered, repeating the command word she’d heard Meref use. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
     She felt the click as the collar opened. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Nadani waited again to see if anyone realized Kota’s collar was open, but again, no one noticed. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Nadani looked at Kota, who gave her a small nod. Relief flooded through her as she felt Kota reach out with her own magic. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Nadani looked back to the portal as she felt something stirring inside her, pulling at her magic. She watched in horror as the portal opened to a place of darkness and unnatural flame. The smell of brimstone filled the air, and then she saw him. 
 
    Her father. 
 
    Urlgax. 
 
    The name came to her unbidden, but she knew it was his. Urlgax, Lord of Fire and Death. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    <Hello, my daughter,> a voice said inside her head. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    Urlgax. It had to be him. Nadani felt dirty just from hearing his voice. 
 
    “Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna. Fosgail an dorus do ar Tighearna.” 
 
    “Now,” Guthrie said. 
 
    <Yes,> Urlgax said. <Free me, and you shall be rewarded.> 
 
    Nadani took a deep breath and she reached out with her magic carefully and deliberately, moving slowly lest Guthrie, Yenara, and Meref realize what she was doing as she extended not one, but four tendrils of magic. She latched on to her father’s magic with the first and strongest of the tendrils and began to draw it into her. 
 
    Guthrie was right. It was very much the same as her magic, but not perfectly so. There was something else, something to it that wasn’t a part of her magic. A foulness that corrupted the taste of it and burned in her throat like a poison. She hated it and wanted to let go, to let the magic flow back out of her, but she couldn’t. Her whole plan depended on her doing this. 
 
    She took a deep breath and readied herself, preparing the three other tendrils. 
 
    “Faster, lass,” Guthrie said. 
 
    Nadani turned to Guthrie and smiled. Guthrie’s eyes went wide and Nadani knew that Guthrie realized she’d made a mistake, but before Guthrie could utter a word, Nadani struck, driving one of the magic tendrils into Guthrie, another into Yenara, and the final one into Meref. 
 
    She felt their confusion and panic and her father’s rage, but it didn’t matter. She looked Guthrie right in the eyes and spoke two words. 
 
    “Die screaming.” 
 
    Then, just the way Sikudhana had taught her, just the way days spent healing the wounded had given her ample time to practice, Nadani began to draw the fire. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There were moments when words had a magic of their own. Times when there was no need to put arcane power behind them, when simply speaking was enough to change everything. Kota always loved moments like that, moments when something so simple could change the course of fate. 
 
    “Die screaming,” Nadani said, and the entire balance of power in the great forge changed. Kota let loose a burst of magic which blew the collar off her neck, and with a snap of her fingers, she broke open her shackles and threw up her hand. Years of practice let her find Pyter, who was already falling towards the floor on pure instinct, and instead of a nine-pound feradrake the size of a cat, a dragon nearly fifty feet long slammed down onto the floor with enough force to shake the whole chamber. 
 
    Kota rolled off the table and onto her feet and threw her hands out to the side as Pyter bathed the rows of smaller forges with dragon’s fire. Everywhere Pyter’s fire touched, stone and steel melted, and undead flesh was reduced to ash while frost crawled down Kota’s arms, and her hands filled as she forged a pair of backswords out of ice. 
 
    Cultists panicked and tried to run, but they were trapped, caged in by stone and dragon’s fire. Guthrie, Yenara, Meref, and Nadani’s father all screamed as Nadani tore the fire that gave them life from their bodies. Pyter stalked through his own fire, shooting blasts here and there to burn away any of the undead that he’d missed in his initial attack, and Kota just stood next to Nadani and waited for the inevitable. 
 
    It took longer than she expected before the undead dwarves that were there to lift her onto the portable forge moved to stop Nadani, but Kota was ready. She raised her swords, and the blades burst into flame. She drove one through the heart of one of the undead and took another’s head off. She struck again and again. Each time, the dragon fire surrounding her blades set her foes alight and each time, they fell to the ground burning as the magic which animated them was broken by the cleansing power of red flame. 
 
    By the time she was done with the undead dwarves, the cultists had started to realize that they had no way out, and their panic had started to turn to rage. One of them charged her, so she cast aside her blades and threw her hands forward, sending a rain of razor-sharp ice shards hurling towards the cultist. The cultist screamed as she died, skewered by a dozen shards, each as long as a cutlass blade. 
 
    Several of the cultists started to cast spells to attack her with, which brought a smile to Kota’s face. She flicked a mote of magic at each of the spell forms as the cultist mages worked, shattering the lines of power holding and shaping the cultists’ magic. The spell forms exploded in the mages’ faces, killing them and anyone close. 
 
    A group of cultists tried to rush her at once, only to be blown across the chamber by a bolt of lightning as Pyter returned from his circuit of the forge chamber. He dove in among the cultists, venting his own fear and rage, tearing the life from those who had hurt the woman he called Momma. 
 
    Kota, satisfied that Pyter would deal with the rest of the cultists, turned back to Nadani and watched as she fought the real battle. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When Nadani had worked in the healing tent in the Semidaem ward and in the divination hall of Grimmani headquarters, drawing the fire out of the burns of the wounded had been easy. There was no fight, no resistance. The people she was drawing the fire from had wanted it gone so they could be well and whole again. The fire had tried to stay, but in the end, it was easy to draw out because it didn’t belong there. 
 
    This was different. This was hard. It was hard because the fire didn’t just belong in Guthrie, Yenara, Meref, and Urlgax, the fire was them, and they were the fire. Instead of being mindless, instead of being an elemental force of nature, each fire had a mind and a will and a drive to survive. Each fire fought her tooth and nail, and there were four of them. Four wills, four minds, four drives to survive pulling at her, trying to rip the fire away from her, to draw it back into themselves, not caring if they tore the fire out of her instead. 
 
    She couldn’t fight all of them at once. It was too much, and they were too strong, so she changed tactics. She pulled on all the tendrils to see which one fought back the least, and she turned her attention to that one. She held onto the others just tightly enough to keep them from breaking the connection and threw the rest of her strength into fighting the one least able to resist. 
 
    Meref. 
 
    Drawing the fire from Meref was easy compared to the others. When he felt her focus on him, he screamed and tried to pull back, but she was strong. Even with her attention split, there was no way he could stand up to her in a pure tugging match. 
 
    She reached out, wrapping her hands around the tendrils of magic, using them to help her draw the fire. She pulled the tendril towards her, hand over hand. It hurt. She felt a kind of pain in her hands she’d never felt before, but each pull brought her closer to her goal. 
 
    She felt his desperation building through the pain as she ripped away the fire that had long ago replaced his life force. He called to his magic and tried to build a spell form. He might have succeeded against someone else, but Nadani had always been a good listener. She’d remembered something Kota said about how a bit of loose magic could shatter a spell form and hurled a mote of raw magical power at the spell Meref was building. 
 
    The spell form shattered, and the magic exploded in his face. It didn’t kill him, he would have had to be alive for that, but it broke his concentration. For one single moment, he lost his grip on the fire. The shattered spell might not have killed him, but it might as well have, because in that moment where his concentration slipped, Nadani tore the fire out of him, and without the fire, there was nothing left but ash. Meref crumbled into a small gray pile of dust as the tendril connecting him disappeared into Nadani’s chest. 
 
    With Meref gone, Nadani turned towards the three remaining tendrils, trying to find her next target. It was a tough call. Yenara and Guthrie were both powerful. Both of them were so far beyond Meref that it was like comparing the power of a day-old lapdog puppy to a full-grown wolf. It took what seemed like forever to decide, and in the end, she wasn’t sure she made the right choice, but she closed her hands around the tendril connecting her to Yenara and pulled. 
 
    Yenara fought back harder than Meref, and with more skill. She pushed a bit of fire up the connection, trying to shock Nadani into letting go. Nadani stumbled back and might have fallen, but she used the other tendrils to anchor herself. She gritted her teeth as she looked at Yenara and a thought occurred to her. Spell forms were containers that bound and held magical power in a certain shape. The ashes that made up Yenara’s body contained and held the magical fire that made up her substitute life force. 
 
    Instead of trying to pull the fire out of Yenara, Nadani took all the fire she’d ripped from Meref and shoved it into her. Yenara screamed as great rents appeared in her body, glowing a deep cherry red. She looked like a coal in a strong wind for a moment, but the cracks kept growing wider and the glow kept getting brighter until Nadani felt the moment when whatever held Yenara together cracked, and she yanked as hard as she could with her muscles and her magic on the tendril connected to Yenara. Yenara exploded in a huge ball of fire, but the explosion slowed down until, just for a moment, it was a still ball of red flame, then it collapsed in on itself and the tendril coiled into Nadani’s chest, carrying all Meref and Yenara’s fire with it. 
 
    She turned on Guthrie and wrapped her hands around the tendril of magic connecting them. There was never any question that Guthrie would come before Urlgax. Nadani knew it. Guthrie knew it too, and after seeing what happened to Meref and Yenara, she apparently decided a magic fight with Nadani was a losing proposition. Instead, she summoned her obsidian axes, and charged. 
 
    Kota rushed in front of Nadani, catching Guthrie’s axes on swords made of ice and fire, and Pyter pounced, landing on Guthrie, crushing her to the ground. 
 
    “Throw her under the hammer,” Nadani yelled. 
 
    Pyter picked Guthrie up and threw her onto the giant anvil. The trip hammer, still rising and falling in a steady rhythm, slammed down before Guthrie could get up, crushing her into a pile of ashes. Nadani felt Guthrie’s hold on her fire slip, but it wasn’t enough for Nadani to tear it completely away, so she reached deep inside her, down to that place where she felt her connection to Pyter, to where the power of his blood lived inside her. As the trip hammer lifted, Nadani spit lightning and dragon’s fire at Guthrie as she began to reform. At the same time, Nadani pulled on the magic tendril as hard as she could. Pyter hit Guthrie with lightning and Kota hit her with ice at that same moment, and when the trip hammer dropped again, Guthrie’s hold on her fire broke. Nadani tore it out of her, leaving only ash behind. 
 
    She turned back to the portal, and to Urlgax. 
 
    “Enough of this foolishness!” Urlgax said in a voice so loud the walls of the forge chamber shook. “Break my chains and I will forgive this rebellion. I will let you keep your human pet. Set me free, and I will make you a god.” 
 
    Nadani looked over at Pyter, who shook himself, shedding the magic which Kota had used to make him grow. He shrank down to the size of a cat once again and jumped up on Nadani’s shoulder. The moment he landed, she felt his magic connect to hers the same way it had the night before as she was healing Kota. She turned to Kota and held out her left hand. Kota took it and Nadani felt Kota’s magic connect to hers. Kota gave her a small nod, and Nadani turned back to Urlgax and took the magic tendril in her right hand. 
 
    “Die screaming.” 
 
    Urlgax screamed in rage and Nadani felt him try to rip free, but she held on with all the strength of her, Pyter, and Kota’s magic, and she started to pull the fire into her. He fought every step of the way, but bit by bit, the flames around him began to fade as she slowly but surely tore the fire out of him. He attacked her again and again, lashing out with his power, but every time, Pyter and Kota were there, turning aside every blow. With each bit of fire she took from him, the next became easier as his power became hers. His flames started to flicker and to die. 
 
    “I will destroy you,” he said. “I will destroy everything you love.” 
 
    “No,” Nadani said, giving another pull, and the power flowed more easily than it had before. So easily it surprised her, and she stumbled back. The flames around him flickered, and for just a moment, they went out. 
 
    The chains binding him, the ones forged from his fire, went out. 
 
    He surged toward them, free of his chains, and she felt him pull the fire back out of her. Not all of it, or even most of it, but enough that he erupted into flames, and without his chains, there was nothing to stop him from reaching them. 
 
    “Close the portal!” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota threw out her hand and Nadani felt the power rush across the space between them and the portal. She felt the portal break and shatter and watched as it slammed closed. A moment later, the whole chamber rang as if it were inside a bell that had been struck. The sound slammed into Nadani, knocking her off her hooves. She fell back, reaching out to grab anything for purchase, but her hands closed on nothing but empty air. She closed her eyes and braced herself as the stone floor rushed up to meet her. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    NADANI WOKE UP SLOWLY, aware of something heavy and warm on her chest. She opened her eyes and immediately smiled as she saw Pyter curled up on top of her. 
 
    “Hey, you.” 
 
    Nadani looked up at the sound of Kota’s voice and spotted her sitting in a chair next to the bed. She looked like hell. Her waistcoat was unbuttoned and her shirt and trousers were wrinkled and looked slept in, but the bags under Kota’s eyes made it look like she hadn’t slept in a week. 
 
    She was the most beautiful thing Nadani had ever seen. 
 
    “Hey,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “You already said that.” 
 
    Kota blushed and lowered her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “I…I don’t know what else to say.” She looked back up. “You scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    “What?” Nadani tried to sit up, but she felt strangely weak. Kota saw what she was trying to do and stood up. 
 
    “Pyter, lap,” she said. Pyter opened his eyes and looked up. He got excited when he looked at Nadani. 
 
    “’Dani awake!” he said. He stood up and started rubbing his cheeks against her face, making Nadani laugh at his enthusiasm. She reached up to pet him but stopped when she saw her hands were wrapped in thick bandages. 
 
    "Pyter, lap," Kota said. Pyter looked up again and reluctantly walked down and sat on Nadani’s thighs. 
 
    “Hold on,” Kota said. She waved her hand, and Nadani felt her upper body lift. Kota quickly piled a few cushions behind her, then released the magic, leaving Nadani propped in a sitting position. 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Good,” Nadani said, as Pyter stood up on his hind feet and started rubbing his cheek on hers again. She pressed a kiss to his forehead, then looked at Kota. “Why am I so weak, though?” 
 
    “You’ve been out for almost a week,” Kota said. 
 
    “A week?” 
 
    Kota sat back down in her chair. 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently, going toe to toe with a demon lord takes a lot out of you.” 
 
    “You two were there, too,” Nadani said. Pyter, apparently done with rubbing her face, sat back down in her lap and started purring softly. 
 
    “Yeah, but you took the brunt of it,” Kota said. “In more ways than one.” Nadani felt a wave of anxiety flood through Kota and wondered.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Um…hold on.” Kota waved her hand and the wardrobe swung open. The mirror lifted off the inside of the door and floated over so Nadani could see herself. 
 
    Her eyes went wide at what she saw. The alabaster skin she was so used to was gone, replaced by a soft pastel blue. Her horns had turned the same bronze color as Pyter’s scales, and one of her horns was snapped off about halfway up. The broken end was wrapped in a bandage. 
 
    “Oh,” Nadani said. Pyter looked up at her. 
 
    “It’s wrapped to keep anything from getting inside and causing an infection,” Kota said. “I talked to Sikudhana. She says it won’t grow back, but she recommended a jeweler in the Semidaem ward who can either cap it off or make a prosthetic to replace the missing length. He should even be able to get a good match for the new color.” 
 
    Nadani stared at the broken horn and was surprised at how indifferent she was to it. There was a time when it would have terrified her. When the thought of anything that damaged her looks would have sent chills up her spine, because it might have made her less valuable to Bodeya. Now, though, it was a minor nuisance. Something to be dealt with so she could get on with her life. 
 
    “Do I need to decide right now?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “No,” Kota said. 
 
    “Put the mirror up,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota floated the mirror back to its place on the wardrobe door and closed the wardrobe, then turned back to Nadani, who patted the bed. 
 
    “Come sit with me,” Nadani said. 
 
    Kota nodded and gave a small wave of her hand, and Nadani lifted up, cushions and all, and floated to one side of the bed before setting back down again. Kota then kicked off her shoes and climbed into bed next to her. 
 
    "What’s wrong with my hands?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “You were channeling a lot of magic. I honestly don’t know anyone who has ever channeled that much magic. And the way you used your hands during the fight just…” Kota trailed off, and her eyes dropped down to the floor. 
 
    “Kota, what’s wrong with my hands?” Nadani asked, as gently as she could. 
 
    “Let me show you,” Kota said. She reached for Nadani’s left hand, taking it in hers and unwrapping it carefully. The whole time, Nadani could feel the fear and regret coming off Kota, but she didn’t understand it at all. 
 
     The first thing she noticed when the bandages finally came off was that her nails were the same bronze as her horns. After that, she noticed the skin was a darker shade of blue than her face. Then she realized why Kota was feeling what she was feeling. The smooth, silky skin that had covered her hands all her life was gone, replaced with rough, waxy burn scars. 
 
    “I’ve had every healer I could find in to work on them, and they’re a lot better than they were, but I don’t think they’ll ever be completely healed,” Kota said. 
 
    Nadani could hear the fear and regret in her voice, and she reached up and brushed her knuckles along Kota’s face. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Nadani said. 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No. Not about the hands, or the horn,” Nadani said. “But I do have one question.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Why am I blue?” 
 
    Kota laughed and leaned into Nadani. 
 
    “I think that’s my fault,” Kota said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kota scooted over a bit so that there was some space between them on the bed. Nadani frowned slightly at the distance now between them, but Kota shrugged off her waistcoat and tossed it on the chair, then started unbuttoning her shirt. Nadani’s breath caught as she watched, unable to look away. She found herself longing to reach out and touch newly uncovered skin and had to shake herself and force her eyes up to Kota’s face. Kota, for her part, hadn’t seemed to notice Nadani’s reaction. She finished unbuttoning the shirt and slipped it down, exposing the scales on her arms. 
 
    The vivid blue scales were now mixed in with milk white scales. The blue still dominated, but there was maybe one white scale for every two blue ones. 
 
    “How?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “When we connected during your fight against your father,” Kota said. 
 
    “Urlgax,” Nadani said. “That’s his name.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Kota asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. It just came to me when I saw him.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kota said. “Well, that will help. I can get the researchers looking into him, but back to your skin and my scales, I think we might have traded a bit of magic. When we linked hands, our magic mingled, and when the connection was broken so violently, I think I kept some of yours, and you kept some of mine.” 
 
    “Then I must have kept a bit of Pyter’s magic as well,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kota said. “And he definitely got a bit of yours.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    “He’s taken to breathing hellfire when he’s upset,” Kota said. “It’s not really that different from dragon fire in most ways, but the smell of brimstone communicates his displeasure quite well.” 
 
    Nadani looked down at Pyter, who she could swear was smiling. She reached up with her now unwrapped hand and gave him a small scratch on the top of his head, causing his purrs to get louder. 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to have turned white,” Nadani said. 
 
    “He’s a dragon,” Kota said. “I’ve honestly given up on figuring them out. They seem to follow an entirely different set of rules.” 
 
    “He’s a cute little dragon though,” Nadani said. 
 
    “That he is.” 
 
    “So, what else happened while I was out?” 
 
    “A lot,” Kota said. “The Alderman from the Wards formed a new city council and appointed a temporary mayor. There will be elections in a few weeks, but everyone expects the current aldermen will become the permanent council. Sikudhana is running to replace the alderman in the Semidaem ward. Dwarfholm sent a team of craftsman to help rebuild the damaged parts of Crossroads. The Grimmani building has been rebuilt, and the surviving Grimmani are serving as officers in the city guard until new guard officers can be trained or hired. Dwarfholm also has an army clearing out Bluerock Thanage.” 
 
    “I thought all the undead would die when we closed the portal.” 
 
    “They did,” Kota said. “Or more likely when you killed Guthrie, but near as anyone can tell, Guthrie and her team held the Thanage for almost a year. The lower levels are filled with minor demons, gremlins, and other, fouler things.” 
 
    “What will happen to it?” Nadani said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kota said. “We did a lot of damage to the Great Forge, and the dwarves consider that bad luck, but they rarely abandon a Thanage.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to feel about it,” Nadani said. “There was so much beauty there, but what they did to Guthrie and Yenara…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kota asked. 
 
    “Guthrie and Yenara were prisoners there. Guthrie was a slave who was sentenced to death for murdering her master, and Yenara was in there just because she was a cave elf. They were being forced to work the fire chambers as a means of execution. That’s why they made a pact with Urlgax in the first place.” 
 
    “Slavery is illegal on Proximus,” Kota said. “If that’s true—” 
 
    “Guthrie didn’t have any reason to lie to me,” Nadani said. “I may have hated her for what she did in the end, but it’s hard to blame her. Being a slave is horrible enough, but being deliberately worked to death... If someone offered me a way out, I might have taken it, and if something isn’t done, it will happen again. Especially since my father is still out there.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to the Thane of Dwarfholm.” 
 
    “Do you think it will do any good?” 
 
    “Honestly, no,” Kota said. “Doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try though.” 
 
    Nadani sighed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It just feels like all those people died for something that could have been avoided if people weren’t just cruel for cruelty’s sake.” 
 
    “You know, you’re amazing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just, after everything that you’ve been through, that you can still feel compassion for someone like Guthrie. Not a lot of people would.” 
 
    “Not a lot of people would understand what it’s like to be a slave,” Nadani said. 
 
    “Can I kiss you?” Kota asked. 
 
    “On one condition,” Nadani said. She held out her right hand. “Unwrap this first.” 
 
    Kota took Nadani’s hand in her own and carefully unwrapped it. Once the bandages were removed, Nadani looked at it. The scars were a little heavier on the right hand than the left, but after a couple of quick flexes to make sure they didn’t impede the function of her hand, she pushed the thought aside and turned towards Kota. 
 
    Kota took that as a signal to lean in and kiss her, and Nadani was happy she did. The kiss was different than the ones they shared in the cell before the battle. It was slow and lazy, like Kota was taking her time, and Nadani loved it. She reached out and slipped a hand inside Kota’s open shirt, just to see what her skin felt like, and Kota gasped slightly at the contact. Nadani found herself thinking of all the ways she’d touched other people in the past, and for the first time, she felt an eagerness to see what noises those touches would coax out of the person she was with. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Kota opened her eyes slowly, waking up from the most wonderful dream, only to find the best part of it was real. She was lying in bed with Nadani pressed up against her side. Both of them were in their pants and nothing else, and all Kota could think is that she had gotten incredibly lucky. When the fight ended and she hadn’t been able to wake Nadani, she’d feared the worst. The ride through the Thanage to the surface gate on Pyter’s back while holding onto Nadani had been nightmarish. She was lucky she even had the magic left to teleport them after everything they’d been through. Then there had been the hours she’d spent trying to heal Nadani herself, and the days of priests and sorcerers and any other healer she could find coming and going, trying to put right the various injuries that even Kota’s magic couldn’t fix. Each of those days had been followed by a night spent begging Nadani to wake up. 
 
    Then she had. They’d talked and then they’d kissed and touched, and it had been wonderful, even if they hadn’t gotten very far. Nadani was still tired and weak, and Kota was still worried about respecting Nadani’s wishes, and in the end, they’d ended up falling asleep together. 
 
    Kota was honestly surprised she was able to sleep. She hadn’t done much of that at all in the last week. Too many things to worry about. The biggest was Nadani’s father. He was still out there. Kota was sure Nadani had weakened him because she could feel how much more power Nadani had now. Some of that had come from Guthrie, Yenara, and Meref, but a good chunk had come from Urlgax. Kota would give that name to the Grimmani demonologists, so they could look into him. The Grimmani Agency had been around a long time. Chances were, they’d run across his cultists before. The fact that his chains had been broken was a blessing and a curse. A curse because he was free, a blessing because it meant he was adrift between the worlds. It would be harder for his cultists to open a portal to let him through, because it would be harder for them to find him. 
 
    Then there was the other issue. The Grimmani. They had taken a lot of casualties. Kota had managed to recover the Keystone, and the ceremony to open the Long Gate had been moved up. The Long Gate had opened two days after the fight with Urlgax, which meant that a lot of help rebuilding was coming in from other worlds, but the Grimmani’s numbers here on Proximus were going to have to grow faster than the Grimmani could fill with transfers without stripping other worlds bare. That meant recruitment, and Thilde was already working hard to do just that, and she wanted Kota to have an official partner. 
 
    Kota would have asked Norga to fill that slot, but Norga had been promoted to assistant administrator, and would be taking over a lot of Thilde’s duties as Thilde set up full offices in all the settlements. Kota tried to think of anyone else local she thought could handle it, but she’d been at work for less than a week before the attack and hadn’t had time to get to know anyone. Not really. 
 
    Thilde had a solution for that. At first, Kota had thought it was crazy, but the more she thought about it, the more sense it made. Nadani was powerful, she was a quick study, she had a keen mind, a good memory, and an eye for details. She was also brave. Braver than anyone Kota had ever met. Brave enough to spit a demon lord’s threats back in his face. 
 
    Kota had spent a lot of time wondering if she’d be able to function in the field if she was constantly worrying about someone she loved, but every time she asked that question, she thought of Pyter. She loved him like a child, and if anything ever happened to him, she wasn’t sure she would survive it, but he went with her to work every day. She knew she could handle that. 
 
    Nadani shifted next to her, and Kota snuggled in a little closer. 
 
    “What’s keeping you up?” Nadani asked. 
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    “You’re awake,” Nadani said. “Have been for a while. I was wondering why.” 
 
    “Just thinking,” Kota said. 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    Kota didn’t answer right away. She turned it over in her head, all the ways it could go wrong, all the risks Nadani would be taking, and why it bothered her so much. Ultimately, what it came down to wasn’t that Nadani would be in danger. Kota would be there to protect her, and Nadani was also pretty good at protecting herself. In the end, she realized that the idea bothered her because of what Nadani would see. All the ways people could be horrible to each other and all the reasons they were. 
 
    Nadani, for all she’d been through, still had a hopeful outlook on life, and Kota was afraid that the things she would see as a Grimmani would take that away. Which was probably kind of stupid, considering how horrific what they’d just been through was. 
 
    It also wasn’t her choice to make. She’d promised Nadani her freedom, and Nadani couldn’t really be free if Kota took choices away from her. 
 
    “Thilde wanted me to pass on an offer, once you woke up,” Kota said. 
 
    “What kind of offer?” 
 
    “She wanted to offer you a job, as a detective.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why? I’m not…I just…I don’t have any training.” 
 
    “I know, which is why she was so impressed that you kicked the ass of a demon lord.” 
 
    “With your help.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was your plan.” 
 
    Kota waited as Nadani thought about it. She could feel the uncertainty and the self-doubt running through Nadani’s mind, and she hated it because it didn’t belong there. 
 
    “You don’t have to decide right away,” Kota said. “But if it makes it any easier to decide, I think you’d be good at it.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I do,” Kota said. “Which is important, since you’d be my partner if you took the job.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really. Take some time and think about it. You don’t have to decide tonight,” Kota said, but it wasn’t necessary. She knew from the emotions she felt swirling around inside of her that Nadani would take the job. 
 
    She felt something land on the foot of the bed and looked down to see Pyter sitting there staring at them. 
 
    “Done kissing?” he asked. 
 
    Nadani laughed and waved him towards them. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “Come get your cuddles.” 
 
    Pyter rushed up between them, and for a while, all three of them forgot everything except the joy of each other’s company. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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