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      Abaran: Urgaban advisor to King Vegak of Pokorah-Vo.

      Agaeran Zabala: Félbahlag count.

      A'iwanea, Mama: Noélani referred to as the Great Mother, primary mother goddess of the Kajoran people.

      Akajokira, Auntie: Noélani daughter to Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. This is the goddess of protection for the Kajoran people.

      Akani, Auntie: Noélani daughter to Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. This is the goddess of the harvest for the Kajoran people.

      Akshira: Rorujhen spouse to Farukan and mother of Barashan.

      Alénia: A human woman living in the Shifara area. She is an expert with the long sword and seeks out any who are proficient to challenge them.

      Alex Stone: Daruidai agent.

      Anazhari: Rorujhen mare who agrees to become Mira’s mount.

      Ancaera: Ashae widow to Vaelir, whom she had married out of convenience to maintain control of her family estate of Shianri.

      Anjenig: Wyl-Dunn man that Mira befriends.

      Aputi: King of the Kajoran people.

      Aradi: Daughter to Duanna and mother to Nimué. The second Baensiari. Aradi brought the secret of witchcraft to Earth at the behest of her mother, who was also known as Diana.

      Arané-Li: Ulané Jhinura Chamberlain in Su Lariano.

      Arduanna: See Duanna.

      Arrosa: Wyl-Dunn younger sister of Zoriaa and daughter to Tavarnin. Wife of Naill.

      Astrina: Astrina Ulané Poloso. Ulané Jhinura queen of Su Lariano.

      Bavrana: An Urgaban merchant and the Merchant Guildmaster in Pokorah-Vo. Part owner with Mira of the Raven’s Nest Restaurant in Su Lariano.

      Bénka: Bahréth second wife to Médard.

      Bijoux: Jahgreet cub. Rispan’s companion.

      Bright: Kree that Nora saved and who has become her companion. Bright has evolved into a new and sentient creature.

      Carmen Cansino: This is a false identity used by Mira as a way of paying homage to Rita Hayworth, one of her favorite actresses.

      Chenosh: Qélosan who is referred to by the Bahréth as The Envoy and granted status in their religion as an angel.

      Cirilia: Jhiné Boré (Dryad) who lives on Earth in the heart of the small wooded area near the Ramirez home.

      Corlen Veranu: Kajoran that meets Nora on the island of Carabora.

      Deirdre Leland-Rinn: Nora’s biological mother.

      Dimétrian: Ashae Master of the White Riders.

      Duanna: Also known as the Great Mother of the Uthadé and is the namesake for Danu. She had many names, including Arduanna, Arduinna, Dunna, Dana, Danu, and Diana. She was the first baensiari. Mother to Aradi and many other gods of the Uthadé.

      Dyani: Ranolan woman of the Sokwané clan who helps Nora and her party get back to Carabora.

      Dzurala: Ulané Jhinura General of the Investigations and Intelligence Branch (IIB) in Su Lariano.

      Edrigun: Kagan (king) of the Wyl-Dunn on Danu.

      Elishat: Rashi woman on the ship Lantees at the bottom of the Lantesian Sea.

      Emma: Shelby’s younger sister from Earth.

      Eviké: Bahréth first wife of Médard.

      Farkas: The name Mira assumes while she is in the Bahréth body.

      Farlen: Ulané Jhinura who assisted in kidnapping Mira from Su Lariano not long after she first arrived.

      Farukan: The Rorujhen formerly enslaved by the White Riders on Daoine. He serves Mira as mount and partner. Spouse of Akshira and father of Barashan.

      Felgor: See Mouse.

      Genevané: Darakanos befriended by Rispan.

      Gilglys: Ulané Jhinura who assisted in kidnapping Mira from Su Lariano not long after she first arrived.

      Goibhniu: Master Uthadé smith. Creator of Mira’s daggers.

      Grace Ndané: A witch and half-owner of Herbs, Antiques and Curiosities (HAC.) Mentor to her partner, Katya.

      Gralbast: An Urgaban merchant. Formerly the Merchant’s Guildmaster. Mira’s business partner in Pokorah-Vo.

      Iratzé: Kaganum (queen) of the Wyl-Dunn of Danu.

      Istas: Ranolan chief of the Sokwané clan. Father to Dyani.

      Itara, Brother: Noélani referred to as the awa’ia of the sun by the Kajoran people.

      Iwalani, Auntie: Noélani daughter to Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. This is the goddess of communication and learning for the Kajoran people.

      Jack: Daijheen who encounters Nora shortly after she first arrived on Danu and became her companion.

      Jakarael Abalaan: See Jack.

      Jakeda: Urgaban head chef at the Raven’s Nest restaurant.

      Jill Ramirez: Mira’s foster-mother on Earth.

      Jimmy (James) Doyle: Homicide detective assigned to Katya’s case.

      Jorge Cervantes: Mira’s biological Father.

      Kaerélios: Childhood Ashae friend to Ancaera, also a White Rider. Pledged to Mira and assigned to protect Ancaera and Shianri.

      Kaiaru, Uncle: Noélani son of Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. He is the god of the sea to the Kajoran people.

      Karis Ulané Panalira: Younger cousin of Neelu. Missing for many years. See Rispan.

      Kartahn Zeg: Bahréth religious leader and necromancer. He has a more human appearance, but this is a glamour used to disguise his true nature.

      Katamakutu: Noélani son of Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. He is the god of chance to the Kajoran people.

      Katya Zahradi: A witch and half-owner of Herbs, Antiques and Curiosities (HAC.) Apprentice to her partner, Grace.

      Képa: Wyl-Dunn healer.

      Kerbas: Wyl-Dunn brother to Naill.

      Kholinaer: The Ashae king in Shifara Castle.

      Kiarash: Ga-Né-Mo Ri scout and resistance member. Befriended by Rispan.

      Kirsat: Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira from her military training in Su Lariano. Part of the original mission to Pokorah-Vo and who did not survive the journey.

      Kooras: Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira from her military training in Su Lariano. Part of the original mission to Pokorah-Vo and who did not survive the journey.

      Korana, Sister: Noélani referred to as the awa’ia of the moon by the Kajoran people.

      Laila: Impané mage. Mother of Yormak.

      Laleya: Rorujhen mare who agrees to become Grace’s mount.

      Laruna: Ulané Jhinura mage and magic instructor in Su Lariano. Became a fugitive when it became known she orchestrated Mira’s kidnapping.

      Lélé Corana: Kajoran ship captain.

      Luana Alaso: Kajoran princess. Heir to the Kajoran throne.

      Luciana “Luci” Leon: Social worker assigned to Mira and Nora for their foster care. She is also Mira’s aunt, and formerly with the Daruidai.

      Lugh: Uthadé who was half Fu-Mo Ri and a king at one time. Son of Duanna.

      Luisanto Eskivel: Félbahlag baronet appointed as alcalde of Carabora.

      Makati, Auntie: Noélani daughter to Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. This is the goddess of the wind for the Kajoran people.

      Martin Laurent: Nora’s biological father.

      Marua, Uncle: Noélani son to Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. This is the god of healing for the Kajoran people.

      Matoskah: Ranolan of the Akotan clan who encounters Nora and her party after they are shipwrecked.

      Médard: Bahréth mage that Mira encounters in Tyr nya Lu.

      Mehrzad: Rorujhen stallion who agrees to become Luci’s mount.

      Merlain: Also known as Merlin. A biological ancestor of Nora’s.

      Milani: Awanjii sent as Mama’s Mercy.

      Mira: Mirabela Cervantes Ramirez. Nora’s foster-sister.

      Moépatu, Auntie: Noélani daughter to Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. This is the goddess of death for the Kajoran people.

      Mohanga, Papa: Noélani referred to as the Sky Father, primary father god of the Kajoran people.

      Monollo: Awanjii sent as Mohanga’s Revenge.

      Mooren: Ulané Jhinura assigned to accompany Mira and advise and protect her on her missions to Pokorah-Vo and Shifara. Holds the rank of Lance with the Su Lariano Palace Guard, which is equivalent to corporal.

      Motiho, Uncle: Noélani son to Mama A’iwanea and Papa Mohanga. This is the god of music for the Kajoran people.

      Mouse: Also known as Felgor. Close Ulané Jhinura friend to Mira and Rispan since her early days in Su Lariano. Becomes manager for the Raven’s Nest Restaurant.

      Neelu: Neelu Ulané Pulakasado. Ulané Jhinura daughter to Queen Astrina. Mira’s first friend in Daoine.

      Niall: Wyl-Dunn groom to Arrosa.

      Nimué: Daughter of Aradi and Oisin Rinn. A biological ancestor of Nora's. The third baensiari.

      Nora: Leanora Leland. Mira’s foster-sister on Earth.

      Ogma: Master Uthadé smith. Creator of Mira’s pendent.

      Oisin Rinn: Nora’s ancestor. Husband to Aradi and father of Nimue.

      Olsahg: Bahréth prophet who introduced the Transcendent into the religion.

      Orton: Uthadé harbormaster of Tyr nya Lu.

      Palben Ayala, Father: Félbahlag Inquisitor of the Jhunélin Order within the Most Holy Church of Ah-Shan.

      Palila Aloso: Kajoran queen.

      Rahgéla: Bahréth Anointed left in charge in Tyr nya Lu.

      Ree: Reelu Ulané Pulakaloso. Ulané Jhinura. Older sister to Neelu. Rispan’s mother.

      Réni: Ulané Jhinura Assistant Minister of Trade in Su Lariano. Assigned to accompany Mira on her first mission to Pokorah-Vo.

      Rispan: Close friend to Mira and Mouse since her early days in Su Lariano. Is assigned to join her first mission to Pokorah-Vo.

      Rizina: Ulané Jhinura bodyguard assigned to protect Mira when holding the rank of Bar, equivalent to private, with the Su Lariano Palace Guard.

      Sarpong Udu: Homicide detective assigned to Katya’s case. He is suspicious of Grace and does not like witches.

      Shahz Dega: Félbahlag first mate to Lélé Corana.

      Shan: God of the Félbahlag.

      Shelby: Went to high school with Mira and Nora. Older sister to Emma. Learns how to use magic after seeing Nora do magic accidentally.

      Shéna: Korashéna Ulané Sharavi. Last surviving member of the royal family of the Ulané Jhinura city of Su Astonil. Enslaved in Pokorah-Vo all her life until she was freed by Rispan.

      Shigara: Ulané Jhinura Chief Healer for Queen Astrina in Su Lariano.

      Sophia “Sofi” Leon Cervantes: Mira’s biological mother.

      Tatonga: Ranolan of the Akotan clan who encounters Nora and her party after they are shipwrecked.

      Tavarnin: Wyl-Dunn father to Zoriaa and Arrosa.

      Tesia: Ulané Jhinura master mage in Su Lariano. Friend to Neelu and daughter of Felora and Gylan. Trains Mira in magic and accompanies her on her mission to Shifara.

      Tony Ramirez: Mira’s foster-father on Earth.

      Unais Elizondo III: King of the Félbahlag in Félbahrin.

      Usoa: Wyl-Dunn woman.

      Valdis Rotger: Félbahlag baron and appointed governor of Kajo.

      Veeluthun: Veeluthun Ulané Gabolé. Younger brother to Neelu in Su Lariano.

      Veron: Ulané Jhinura weapon’s master in Su Lariano. Assisted in training Mira in martial arts.

      Ysiola: Ashae queen in Shifara Castle.

      Zolat: Bahréth who challenges Jack in Tyr Nya Lu.

      Zoriaa: Wyl-Dunn priestess or keeper of the old ways. Eldest daughter of Tavarnin and sister to Arrosa.
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      Throughout my stories you may note the use of names (or words) either taken directly from various ethnic groups or are some variation thereof. This is my way of tipping my hat in appreciation to those groups. I in no way attempt to portray the culture of these groups, as I could not even pretend to do them justice, though there may be some cultural aspect that inspires me in the development of my fantasy cultures. Likewise, the fantasy races for whom these names are used is just random assignment, often it is simply based on a particular sound I was going for at that moment. If you read a name that appears to be from your people or culture, know that it is done respectfully. If you are reading a name that is unfamiliar to you, I encourage you to see if you can figure out its origins and look into those cultures for yourself. Perhaps inspiration will strike you as well.
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        All that we see or seem

        Is but a dream within a dream.

        - E. A. Poe

      

      

      

      Scorpions were pretty terrifying. Especially when they were giant-sized and chasing after you. They scuttled along in quick sprints, then they would pause for a moment and reorient. But even those sprints could cover a lot of ground. A couple of them had already circled around ahead of us on our left.

      “I’m going to have to make a portal!” I called to the others. “Get ahead of me!”

      I felt Anazhari’s muscles moving beneath me as she raced along the street. She had slowed only a moment to allow the others to move ahead. I connected to the Ralahin and reached out with my senses. There! I found the thread I’d tied to that piece of wood. I hoped it was on shore by now because if not we were going for a swim.

      I opened the portal about fifty feet in front of Mehrzad and Laleya, who were running neck-and-neck. They went through with me and Anazhari close on their heels. At the last moment, I looked over my shoulder and tied off a thread of magic to a lamppost. Then we were through, and I closed it behind us.

      “That was too close!” Luci said as the Rorujhen slowly came to a stop.

      We were in a clearing, and the guards that had gone ahead were nearby with their griffins. They’d looked up at our arrival. I gave them a wave and a nod of thanks.

      We’d arrived ahead of Zoriaa, Kerbas, and the others. By the time they’d arrived, the sun had fully set and we had our wind back and were rested.

      “We saw from above,” Zoriaa said. “I thought they had you. That was a very dramatic escape!”

      “I’d rather be in situations that allowed for a more casual exit,” I told her. “I guess the next thing is to get Jack to your healers, right?”

      “Yes,” she nodded. “We should leave soon, it’s already dark and we have at least an hour to go.”

      “Alright.”

      I glanced over at Grace. She seemed to be chewing on something in her mind. She’d been pretty quiet the last couple of days as we’d been in Danu. Everyone dealt with grief differently, and I’d been giving her space. But as I well knew, time stopped for no one. She’d come with me almost immediately after Katya was killed, hoping to find who was responsible, but we weren’t any closer to answers on that.

      “You need to go back.”

      She looked up at my words.

      “You said you only had a limited time,” I went on. “You have to take care of Katya’s funeral. Deal with her family. And what’s going on here… It isn’t your problem. I really appreciate how much you’ve helped me, but I had no right to ask it of you so soon. It’s time to send you home.”

      “I needed it,” she admitted. “I needed the distraction. Keeping busy. But you’re right; it’s time. I’m sure the Zahradis, Katya’s parents, have been trying to reach me.”

      “Your car’s at my house, I should probably send you there.”

      She nodded. “Just give me a moment with Laleya first, please.”

      I checked on Jack while Grace made her farewells with Laleya. His condition was unchanged. The sheath he held against his chest still gave off a glow that encompassed his body. His body was taut, as though caught in a seizure, but he was alive.

      After Grace said goodbye to the Rorujhen and gave Luci a hug, she walked over to where I waited.

      “Katya would have loved all of this,” she told me. “This world and the magic and the people. It is a shame that her life ended just as the adventure she’d always dreamed of was opening in front of her.”

      “I’m sorry⁠—”

      She silenced me with a shake of her head. “There is nothing for you to be sorry for. You did not do this.”

      “We still need our answers,” I said. “But I’m starting to think they’ll be found on Earth, not here.”

      “I agree.”

      “That means you could be going into the lion’s den, Grace. Please be careful and I’ll be back there as soon as I can. Aren’t there others like you and Katya around? There’s strength in numbers.”

      “I will reach out to the local covens,” she nodded. “They will want to know what happened to Katya as well. Katya was well-liked; it won’t be hard to bring them together.”

      She gave me a hug and then stepped back, waiting. Since we didn’t know whether the police were allowing access to the crime scene yet, I opened a portal to my most familiar spot — my bedroom at home. Grace gave us a nod and stepped through.

      After closing it, I went over to Laleya.

      “I should probably send you home as well,” I told her. “Although, you’re probably the only one who can keep him in line.” I nodded toward Mehrzad. He flipped an ear and turned his head away, ignoring me.

      “Just don’t let him take the lead at night,” she teased. “Rorujhen mares have better night vision than the stallions. At night they can’t see much further than their⁠—”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my night vision!” Mehrzad cut her off before she could finish.

      I could hear Laleya’s laughter in my mind, and even Anazhari joined in.

      “Where would you like me to send you?” I asked her. “I’m not sure what would be good. I don’t think my rooms in the royal wing would work for you, but I don’t have many places I know well enough to open a portal. I should have thought of that when we left and set something up.”

      “I’d like to go back north,” she answered. “I would like to see it now that the Riders are gone.”

      “Oh, that’s easy. I could send you to Shianri, my estate. That’s where I learned to make portals, so I know that area well. And the groom there will take care of your saddle and gear and store it for the future if you need it again.”

      “Very good.” I felt her attention shift to Mehrzad. “Promise to be good when I’m away.”

      “I’m always good,” his reply was gruff.

      “You’ll have to take over minding him,” she sent to Anazhari with a chuckle.

      I already had the portal forming, and as soon as it was stable, she went through.

      “Are we ready to go yet?” Kerbas asked impatiently.

      I looked over at Luci, who nodded her readiness.

      “We are,” I told him. “Let’s mount up. How will we follow you from the ground if you're flying in the night sky? We won’t be able to see you.”

      Kerbas scowled at that, at a loss for an answer.

      “Oh, I know.” I walked to the piece of wood that still had the magic thread attached. I tossed it to him as I went to Anazhari. “Hang onto that and I’ll be able to track you.”

      To make things easier, I attached the other end of the thread to my wrist. I’d had to search a bit for the thread last time I’d tried this. The more I traveled around, the harder it would be to locate these loose threads.

      Luci and I spent the next hour and a half on our Rorujhen racing through the forest. I used my connection with Anazhari to let her know where the others were flying above and she navigated through the trees with Mehrzad close behind.

      We came to a large clearing shortly after I’d sensed them landing and I saw an enormous encampment of tents. There were a lot of people and a lot of griffins. The lack of any permanent structures made me think that the Wyl-Dunn were a nomadic people. I shoved my curiosity to the side; we needed to get Jack situated so I could go after Emma.

      Luci and I followed Zoriaa and the others as they carried Jack into a tent and set him on a bunk.

      “Képa,” Zoriaa spoke to the woman in the tent. “He has many bahrantu stings. Please do whatever you can.”

      “Wait outside,” the woman answered. “I need room and you are in the way.”

      We exited the tent and almost ran into two approaching figures.

      “Your Majesties.” Zoriaa gave a deferential nod of her head. “May I present⁠—”

      “Mirabella nya Balangur,” I cut her off with a nod of my own. I recognized that the pair were royalty, probably the ones that had cut off Jack’s arm before Nora healed it. I wanted to establish some semblance of an equal relationship as soon as possible. “Noble of the Ashae Capital of Shifara in Daoine by right of conquest,” I went on, “and member of the Ulané Jhinura Diplomatic Corps of Su Lariano. This is my aunt, Luciana nya Balangur.”

      “Oh, my,” the woman’s eyebrows rose.

      “Mirabella nya Balangur.” Zoriaa tried to regain her footing. “This is King Edrigun and Queen Iratzé of the Wyl-Dunn of Danu.”

      “I am honored to make your acquaintance.” I gave them another nod of respect.

      Luci gave a little bow, too. As well as giving me a look from the side of her eyes.

      “Forgive me,” I went on, “but I am using a translation spell and I believe I am missing a nuance. Your titles of king and queen seem to be a little… different.”

      Iratzé nodded. “Common translation spells usually miss the nuance. Yours must be better than most. Edrigun and myself are kagan and kaganum. Collectively, we are the kagana. We preside over the lesser gans and ganums of the various ganesh within the Wyl-Dunn kaganesh.”

      “I think you lost me on that.” I frowned.

      “The kaganesh is all of the Wyl-Dun, collectively,” she explained. “But within that you have smaller sections. Those are Ganesh. They are ruled by gans and ganums. Like a barony would be ruled by baron and baroness. The entire kaganesh is ruled by a kagan and kaganum. We preside over the gans and ganums.”

      “I think I got it.” I nodded. “And kagana refers to both the kagan and kaganum. Does that mean gana would be both the gan and the ganum?”

      “Correct.”

      “More humans arriving on Danu,” Edrigun commented. “I assume it is not a coincidence?”

      “Correct, Kagan,” I answered, trying to use the correct form for his title. “You have met Nora. She’s my sister, though not by blood. I only recently returned to Earth from Daoine to find out that the accident that sent me to Daoine also sent her here. I’ve come to bring her home.”

      “Am I to understand the way to Daoine is no longer blocked?” Iratzé asked.

      “You are also correct, Kaganum⁠—”

      “You may call me Iratzé,” she interrupted.

      “Thank you, Iratzé.” I nodded in appreciation. “Please call me Mira. And yes, there was a spell on Daoine to speed up time on that world, making any crossing extremely difficult and unstable. In fact, it was making the entire world unstable. Not anymore.”

      “And who do we have to thank for this?” Edrigun asked.

      “Laila,” I said, recalling my last moments with the little woman. “Laila, an Impané of Avrenik, gave her life so that it could happen.”

      “A loss that has left its mark on you,” Iratzé observed.

      “One of many.” I shook off my melancholy. “If it pleases you, I would suggest that you debrief your people so that you will be up-to-date with what has happened since they left; I’m sure you have many questions. And perhaps my aunt and I could take a meal and some refreshment until you are ready to talk with us? It has been a very long day.”

      “Very efficient approach.” Iratzé nodded. Then she turned to a small group standing nearby. “Usoa, please see to their needs. Xantif, see to their mounts.”

      “A moment, Xantif,” I said. “Please be aware that our mounts are not horses. They are Rorujhen from Daoine. They are fully intelligent and sentient. They are our mounts by choice, not from ownership or obligation. They communicate telepathically, but if you speak, they will understand you.”

      His brows rose, but he nodded before speeding away.

      “Follow me, please,” Usoa said.

      She led us to an outdoor area where food was served and there were tables and benches, or seats around a fire, for eating and socializing.

      “There are many shoro such as these around the kazaran,” she explained. “Many eat at a shoro, but some take food back to their tent.”

      My translation pendent told me that shoro was the cooking and eating place and kazaran was the entire encampment.

      Following Usoa’s direction, I grabbed a spit with half of a large bird for Luci and I to share. I was afraid it was going to be all fingers for eating, but there were plates and utensils, and even napkins.

      “I don’t suppose you have any goblin-grog?” I asked her.

      She shook her head uncertainly. “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Strong drink.” I winked. “Whiskey will do if you have it.”

      “We know what strong drink is,” a man said from a nearby table. “But strong for us might be too much for the likes of you.”

      “I’ll take your challenge.” I grinned. “So long as there’s quality to come with that strength.”

      The man looked wounded. “You question the quality of our liquor?”

      “There’s good and bad everywhere,” I answered. “I’ll take it as strong as you’ve got as long as it’s the good stuff!”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Luci asked me under her breath. I winked at her.

      “Well, come on then.” The man laughed. “Sit down and we’ll see if you’re all talk!”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Usoa said. “I’ll come back for you later.”

      “Thank you,” I smiled.

      I carried our food to the man’s table.

      “I’m Mira. This is Luci.”

      “Anjenig.” He nodded. “If you’ve empty stomachs, you’d better eat that bird or you’ll be under this table faster than you can say my name!” He motioned to someone behind us. “Cheenya! The good stuff! Three cups!” He made another hand-motion to whoever he was talking to that I couldn’t interpret.

      I wasn’t worried about whatever he was getting. In my time at Pokorah-Vo I’d had a wide range of alcohol and had not only become a bit of a connoisseur, I’d also developed some tolerance to the effects.

      A man came over with a bottle and three ceramic cups. He poured about two fingers into each cup and stood back.

      Anjenig picked up a cup and indicated we do the same. I grabbed mine with a grin. Luci was more hesitant.

      “I never said I was taking the challenge.” Her objection was only half-hearted.

      “Vil charovo!” I lifted my cup with an ancient toast I’d picked up on Daoine.

      “Zi kuvan!” he answered, raising his.

      Luci raised hers as well and we tossed them back. I held mine in my mouth for a moment, getting the taste of it. Then I swallowed. Luci was gasping.

      “Interesting,” I said. “Definitely strong.” It was strong enough it could have peeled paint, and very rough. He was watching me closely. I noticed he hadn’t drunk his. “Why don’t you pour that out and we’ll switch to the good stuff?”

      He gave a loud guffaw and threw the contents of his cup on the ground.

      “You’ve a good sense of humor,” he laughed.

      “You’ll find out how good when I pay you back for that.”

      “Oh, now, don’t hold a grudge,” he said. “I’ll make it up to you with the good stuff.”

      “Promises, promises.” I shook my head.

      A second bottle appeared, and our cups were refilled. The man left the bottle, returning to wherever he’d come from.

      I raised the cup to my lips and took a small sip, swishing the liquid around my mouth before swallowing.

      “Much better.” I nodded. “And you’re right, we need to eat if we’re going to have much of this stuff.”

      “Vil charovo!” He lifted his cup.

      “Zi kuvan!” I gave the reply. To life. And Death. “Zi ros dolin!” And everything in between.

      We tossed them back and I set the cup aside to start eating.

      “As you can see, we’re new here, Anjenig,” I said between bites. “What can you tell us about this place? Your people?”

      “We live in the skies.” He was digging into his own meal. “We roam the length and breadth of Danu from the Kalian Tundra to the Gorian Waste, and from the Danuvian Ocean to the Lantesian Sea!”

      “On griffins, I see.” I nodded. “What are they like? Not like riding horses I’d imagine.”

      “Gurpahn,” he corrected. “Though griffin is close enough. Gurpahn can be tricky. Horses are beautiful creatures, to be sure. And dangerous, too. But a gurpahn is a predator. A horse might take a nip or give you a wallop. A gurpahn will eat your liver. It’s nearly impossible to tame a wild gurpahn. You have to get them used to people at a young age or they’ll always think of you as food. They’re as smart as horses. A bit smarter maybe. Hard to say.”

      “So, you do have horses here?”

      He nodded. “We used to ride them. We would use them for hunting and hounds to run the prey to ground. You can find herds running wild up and down the continent. Now, if we use horses, it’s mostly to pull wagons or carts. Horses or mules.”

      It was at least an hour before Usoa came back to take us to see the kagan and kaganum, and we spent most of that time talking and eating, and we poured another drink. I tried not to think about Emma.
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      By the time Usoa returned, I’d learned quite a bit from Anjenig about life as a Wyl-Dunn. Enough to understand the appeal, but I didn’t have any desire to convert to the lifestyle. When moving a ganesh from one location to another, what couldn’t be carried by griffins, gurpahn, was moved overland on carts. The Wyl-Dunn relied heavily on their gurpahn. At the same time, they devoted themselves to them. Gurpahn were like lions in that they formed prides. However, a gurpahn pride was more likely to have adopted members and the numbers involved could be enormous. In the wild, there were rarely larger than thirty or forty in a pride, but all of the gurpahn held by a ganesh of Wyl-Dunn usually became a single pride. The Wyl-Dunn themselves rarely gathered in the numbers I’d seen here. They had come together for an important wedding a few weeks back and the guests hadn’t left yet.

      I also learned that Luci wasn’t particularly fond of strong liquor, which was totally fine. I felt bad that she’d had to withstand Anjenig’s prank with the harsh drink before he actually shared the good stuff, but she’d been a good sport about it. Luci was evidently into different teas, and I determined to investigate that more at some point.

      “Kaganum Iratzé said they would like to speak with you in the morning after breakfast,” Usoa told us.

      I’d half expected that. There wasn’t really anything that could be done immediately, and a good night’s sleep would definitely be nice.

      We bid Anjenig a good night and Usoa led us to a tent.

      “This will not be occupied tonight and you can use it,” she told us. “I will come for you in the morning.”

      I supposed one down-side of being nomadic is that you really didn’t have guest quarters. Not that Luci and I were particular. I wondered where the tent’s usual occupants would be for the night.

      “Please extend our gratitude to whoever’s tent this is,” I said to Usoa.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Luci said once we were alone inside. “You introduced me with a different name earlier?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “I took a sort of clan name on Daoine. Balangur. It means raven. Luci nya Balangur means you are a member of my clan.”

      “Like family?”

      “Not exclusively, no. Well,” I hedged, “in a sense, yes. It makes someone part of the family, but they can be family by affiliation only rather than by blood.”

      “And you’re the clan boss?” she asked.

      “Ultimately, yes. But at Shianri, my estate, Ancaera pretty much runs things and Kholinaer is her second. If push came to shove, I could override them on something. But I don’t think there would ever be a need for that. Besides, Ancaera’s family owned Shianri for generations. She totally supported me when the estate shifted to me. She deserves the autonomy.”

      “Why don’t you just give it to her?”

      I shook my head. “I mentioned something about that once and that was the only time I came close to offending her. She threw her lot in with me and gave me her full allegiance. It would be like rejecting her. Plus, while things are fairly equal in a lot of ways there, it’s hard for a female Ashae noble to claim an estate. It’s one of the older laws that could use an update. My ownership is from a sort of loophole; I won the estate through conquest. I killed the guy she’d had to marry in order to retain the estate. My claim is irrefutable. As long as I’m technically the owner, Ancaera has an extra layer of protection.”

      “That first Rider you killed was her husband?” She was putting things together from what I’d told her of my time on Daoine.

      I nodded.

      “She wasn’t upset that you killed her husband?”

      “It was strictly a marriage of convenience for them,” I explained. “He married her because he wanted the estate, and she married him so that she wouldn’t lose it. She didn’t really like him.”

      “It just sounds so… feudalistic.”

      “Yeah, that part is not so good, but it’s not a bad setup overall. There are definitely problems, just like with any system, but those are being addressed. And the source of a lot of the inequality, the White Riders, is gone. The rest is an ongoing process.”

      “It sounds like you really care about that place,” she observed.

      “I do. I learned so much there. Grew so much. And I have people there that I absolutely love and I would do anything for them, and they’d do anything for me.”

      “But you still came back to Earth.”

      “There were people on Earth I love, too.” I gave her a lopsided smile. “It was time to come home.”

      “Well, that didn’t last very long!” She laughed.

      I caught my reflection in a tall mirror that stood in the corner of the tent and for a moment I was surprised by what I saw. My hair had grown almost as long as when I’d hacked it all off to become Raven, the merchant. I’d usually worn it straight, but now it was wavy and wild. My features weren’t as soft as they’d been back when I’d first landed on Daoine. Back when the biggest worry in my life was which dress to wear to the school dance. I raised a hand to my face. Did my cheekbones stand out more now? Were my features a little sharper? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d worn make-up.

      I hadn’t worn a dress since becoming Raven. First, I was pretending to be a man. Then there was that business with the White Riders and I’d been in armor. The only dress I’d worn since then was the light shift I’d been forced into when I was a slave at Odaro. There had just been no time to be anything else except a fighter. Maybe once Nora and Emma were safe, I could go back to just being a girl.

      No. It was too late for that. I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was a woman, not a girl. That hit me hard for a moment. I had never even given much thought about what kind of woman I wanted to be, and now I was one. I frowned at my reflection. What I saw wasn’t me. Not the me I was on the inside. Or maybe it was just so different from the me I expected to see; I’d changed so much in such a short time, inside and outside. But I was determined not to lose myself. Once all the struggles and fighting were over, I could go back to the days of nice dresses and makeup. The days of being able to handle things with conversation rather than a blade or a ball of lightning. I wanted to wear dresses and dance like Rita Hayworth. And I could still be brilliant like Hedy Lamarr.

      But not tonight. Tonight, I was too tired for dresses or dancing or brilliance. I turned away from the mirror and sat down to pull off my boots.

      We slept that night on a bed of plush furs. The light from the rising sun the next morning seemed to be amplified somehow by the canvas ceiling of the tent. I could tell from the sounds outside that people were up and about their business. Why so many people in so many worlds were against sleeping in was something I’d never understand.

      I heard a clap from outside near the door.

      “Good morning.” It was Usoa. “Are you ready for breakfast?”

      “Just a moment,” I called back.

      It didn’t take Luci and I very long to throw our clothes back on and step into the morning sunlight where Usoa waited.

      I was glad to discover that eggs were a common breakfast for the Wyl-Dunn. Though they mixed them with spicy peppers and cheeses that were new to me. The peppers actually had a fruity taste to them. And there was coffee. I had been pleasantly surprised on Daoine when I discovered they had coffee and I wasn’t disappointed here, either.

      Anjenig wandered over with a plate and sat at the end of our table. I could tell from his bleary eyes that he wasn’t much of a morning person either. He gave us a wordless nod.

      I had to gulp down the last of my coffee when Usoa returned to usher us off to see Iratzé and Edrigun. I had hoped we would have time to check on Jack first, but that would have to wait.

      It turned out that we were only meeting with Iratzé, and she wasted no time.

      “Edrigun is preparing for possible hostilities with the Bahréth and Kartahn Zeg,” she said. “I understand the young one has been captured and you intend to rescue her?”

      “That’s the plan, such as it is,” I nodded. “We just wanted to make sure Jack got sorted out first.”

      “Now that the Daijheen is the Champion of the Sword, his parole is no longer required and responsibility for his safety falls upon us,” she told me. “I spoke with Képa this morning. She does not fully understand what is happening with him, but she does not feel his life is in danger at this time.”

      “That’s a relief,” I answered, my mind already turning to the next thing. “Then I suppose we should be heading after Emma.”

      “Usoa will make sure you have whatever supplies you need,” she said. “One day, I hope to hear the tale of what happened on Daoine, but time presses. I wish you success in your purpose.”

      Two hours later, Luci and I, riding Anazhari and Mehrzad, were coming through a portal onto the street where I’d left the thread of magic tied to a lamppost in Tyr nya Lu. We’d checked in on Jack before leaving. The healer, Képa, confirmed what Iratzé already told us.

      There was no movement on the street except for the slight sway of leaves and branches of the trees and bushes that lined the way from the light breeze. The morning sun was warm on my face. It was quite pleasant if I didn’t think about the fact that there were a bunch of people here somewhere that would be trying to kill or capture us.

      We made our way toward the library. It had been where Nora and Emma stayed with the Wyl-Dunn when they’d been in the city, so maybe the Bahréth would go there as well. We slowed our approach the closer we got, but there was no one.

      We went inside the library, and it looked like the place had been ransacked. Someone had been here looking for something, but there was no one inside now. Back outside, we made our way towards the park where we’d first encountered Kartahn Zeg and his group. There were damp stains on the ground, but the bodies of the bahrantu had been removed along with the remains of the Qélosan, Chenosh, the supposed angel.

      From this vantage, we could see out over the waters of the Sulosh Sea. We could also see a ship under full sail heading south. How did they get a ship?

      Wordlessly, we picked up our pace and headed for the shore. I hadn’t seen a map of the place, but there had to be a dock or wharf or something. Maybe there’d be a boat we could use to follow them. The Bahréth had arrived overland, the same as we had originally, before the island and the sea had been restored. If they’d found a ship, there could be more.

      “I sense other people ahead,” Anazhari said in our minds as we neared the coast of the island.

      “I, as well,” Mehrzad confirmed.

      “I didn’t know you guys could do that,” I commented. “I thought you had to have physical contact and establish a bond. Except maybe in extreme situations.”

      “We were slaves to the White Riders of the Ashae for practically our whole lives,” Mehrzad explained. “Some of us were bred by the White Riders. We were forbidden from communicating to anyone besides each other or to our owners. Our skills never fully developed. It seems that having to make physical contact with someone who was not Rorujhen in order to establish a connection to communicate was a result of this. Now that we are free, we are getting better. Physical contact does help, but many of us are outgrowing that limitation.”

      “That makes sense,” I answered. “Can you tell how many we’re dealing with here?”

      “Only that it is not a small number,” Anazhari said.

      Luci and I dismounted and crept ahead while the Rorujhen stayed behind. The Rorujhen were magnificent, but with their size, stealth in a city, especially on paved streets, wasn’t really their thing.

      As we got closer, it was apparent that a large number of Bahréth had taken over a section of the city. We circled around the edges of where they were occupying buildings, making our way to find the docks but also trying to get a look at the situation. Was Emma here with this group or had she been taken on that ship? We could see a number of those scorpion-things, the bahrantu, and a few of those mammoths or whatever they were.

      I imagined it was going to be hard to move those huge creatures off the island without using a portal. I doubted even the big ship I’d seen heading south could hold more than one or two, if they could get any on at all.

      There was no sign of Emma, and nothing that looked like it might be under guard. Not that they would need much to keep an eye on their young captive.

      I did get a better look at the Bahréth. Most of them were clearly warriors. They wore armor that was similar to what I was used to, but I couldn’t tell what it was made out of. As I studied them from a distance, I guessed that the armor was from the exoskeletons of the bahrantu. I recalled that scorpions on Earth would shed their skins. The Bahréth must use the discarded chitin to make their armor. I wondered if the magical resistance the bahrantu had shown was inherent in the exoskeleton or was something else.

      “I don’t suppose you can tell if there’s a human in that group?” I sent to the Rorujhen.

      It was a moment before I got a response.

      “We’ve never tried anything like that,” Anazhari told me. “I have no idea how we would be able to tell people apart.”

      “If it was someone we knew,” Mehrzad said, “We could likely recognize them in the group.”

      “We can also get a sense of the difference between animals and intelligent people,” Anazhari added. “But telling races apart? I don’t know that such a thing is possible.”

      “Just checking,” I said. “I guess I watched too much science fiction.”

      I sensed their confusion at my comment and tried to send them an image from a popular TV show of the bridge of a starship with all of its sensors. This just confused them more.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I laughed. “We’ll just have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

      Luci gave me a surprised look from the corner of her eye when I chuckled. She hadn’t been part of the mental conversation.

      “We’re going to have to figure out if Emma is here or if we need to go after that ship,” I told her.

      “We can’t check every building,” she said. “There are too many Bahréth. Someone would see us before we’d gotten very far.”

      “Do you know how to do one of those locator spells like Grace used?”

      She shook her head. “Even if I knew how, which I don’t, I don’t have the supplies she uses for the spell. I believe one of the ingredients is something belonging to the target. I noticed she had a hairbrush with red hair in it when she was looking for Nora.”

      “She must have picked that up at the house.” I nodded. “Okay. Plan B?”

      “Which is?”

      “We’re going to have to snatch somebody and hope they’ll tell us what we need to know.”

      “Oh, that sounds easy.” She raised an eyebrow at me.

      “We should probably wait until after dark,” I said, ignoring her snark. “I don’t like losing more time, but it’s just too risky in broad daylight.”

      We moved away from the area occupied by the Bahréth and met back up with Anazhari and Mehrzad. Keeping clear of the Bahréth, we made our way to the shore and found the docks. There were a few boats and ships. If we needed to follow the other ship, there was a means for us if we could manage it.

      We found a warehouse close to the docks and went inside. It was scarcely noon, so we settled down for a long wait.

      I glanced at Luci, taking in her shoulder holsters with the two pistols.

      “I never knew you were into guns,” I commented.

      “I don’t know about being into them,” she said. “But they can be handy in certain situations.”

      I couldn’t argue that, considering how she’d cut short the confrontation with Kartahn Zeg.

      “Aren’t you Daruidai supposed to be more into using magic?” I asked.

      “We are.” She grinned. “I can use magic, but I’m just average with it. Mainly, I use my mind and my wit. Besides, there’s an old expression about even the best wizards being susceptible to a knife in the ribs, or something like that.”

      “So, just come out with both guns blazing, huh?” I smirked.

      “No, not so much.” She shook her head. “I have two because it’s a little faster to draw the second one than reload the first. Handguns aren’t typically very accurate the further away you are from the target. It’s not like in the movies. Your best bet is to use a two-handed grip to steady your aim, even if you’re using something that doesn’t have a lot of recoil.”

      “Do you mind if I look at one?” I asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a gun in real life.”

      “Sure,” she said. She went through similar motions as when she had shown Kerbas. “First, here’s the safety. On. Off. This releases the clip.” She slid it out. “And then check the chamber.”

      She handed me the empty gun. It wasn’t heavy, but it felt solid in my hand. I wrapped my hand around the grip and raised it with my arm extended to sight along the barrel. Then I tried using my other hand to support the first one.

      “Even though we just confirmed it’s empty,” she said. “Don’t put your finger on the trigger unless you are intending to shoot. Bad habits lead to accidents. When you do shoot, make sure you are gently squeezing with just your finger and not your whole hand.”

      I toggled the safety, getting a feel for it. Then I slid the clip in and out. Once I was comfortable, I gave it back to her as empty as it had been when she’d handed it to me.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You know,” she said. “I saw something when I shot Zeg.”

      I raised my eyebrows, waiting.

      “For a moment, he looked different,” she said. “He looked like a Bahréth.”

      “I’m pretty sure he is a Bahréth,” I told her. “But he hides behind a glamour.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “No idea.”

      We settled down to wait. Fortunately, the Wyl-Dunn had provided water bags and food we wouldn’t have to cook. That meant we could stay hidden inside a building unless we had to relieve ourselves. We took turns napping so that once it was fully dark, we were fresh and ready to go.

      We crept back to a point we could watch the Bahréth. There were fires at different points on the streets and we could see figures walking around or at the fires.

      “Have you thought about how we’re going to do this?” Luci asked.

      I shook my head. “I guess mostly I was just hoping an opportunity would present itself.”

      “Can you use magic to capture one?”

      I considered that.

      “I might be able to,” I told her. Then I recalled my thoughts earlier about the exoskeletons of the bahrantu possibly being magic resistant.

      “It sounds like it would be safer to pick one who isn’t wearing armor,” Luci said once I’d explained my concerns to her.

      “That narrows our options quite a bit.”

      I noticed that most of the Bahréth were wearing armor, and there were decorations on the armor that might indicate rank. There were also some among them who wore nothing and looked like they were common laborers. They were cooking and doing other menial chores. No worry about magical resistant armor there, but also not likely to necessarily know what had been done with their prisoner. Maybe it was because they were reptilian, but the Bahréth didn’t seem to be interested in clothing aside from armor.

      Even fewer among them were some who only wore a kind of cape or mantle on their shoulders. They also had armbands, bracelets, and necklaces. These tended to carry a staff, but not a fighting staff like the one I carried. I couldn’t tell what these Bahréth were.

      From our earlier confrontation with these people, they seemed to have a heavy religious aspect in their culture. Maybe these guys with the mantles on their shoulders were some kind of religious leaders, like priests or something.

      “Maybe we should try one
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