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Chapter One

“Well someone has to go!”

“It will not be you.”

“Why not? I’m the only one who can, Draven. We both know it.”

Fyris Taraxus stood on the sidelines watching the pair argue. He tried not to smile, really, but he’d never heard his nest mate being stood up to before. 

It was a refreshing change.

The former King of Bra’ka snorted and crossed his arms. He leaned back against the balcony and tilted a regal look down his nose. “You will not go, Kyleri. I cannot allow it.”

Terra Heegan planted her feet and crossed her own arms, returning Draven’s look with a pinched glare. “You cannot?” she growled.

For once in his long life, the recently dethroned monarch looked a bit scared at the tone from his lover and the next potential Queen. But, he recovered in that graceful way only a sovereign who’d dealt with hundreds of diplomats and regents would. “I cannot,” he said again. He pushed off the railing, nostrils flaring. “As Ruler, it is my duty to keep you safe. It is too dangerous.”

Draven pulled the ‘King card’ and he bit back on a hard laugh, covering it with an equally hard cough. Molten orange eyes, almost the exact color as his own, swung his way and he waved a hand in front of his nose. “Sorry. Must be something in the air.”

His kin snorted, turned back to his lady and one eyebrow quirked in the air.

He shifted around enough to fully see her face and couldn’t help but wince himself. 

She was furious. Flames snapped to life around her clenched fist and began creeping up her arm. Her silver eyes danced with blue specks and she drew in a long breath, a muscle along the bottom of her jaw ticking wildly. “Fine,” she said through clenched teeth. “What would you suggest, Your Highness?”

Oh boy...Draven had royally stepped in this one. Only the poor man didn’t seem to know it.

His shoulders pulled back. “We will find someone else.”

The flames edged up to her elbow, dancing and twisting along her skin. “Who...” 

Draven turned desperate eyes his way and he shook his head, smiling smugly. He wasn’t about to travel to the human world, king or not.

“Fyris can do it. Or Arin, or, or, or...”

Terra twisted a look over her shoulder and he again, shook his head, dropping the smug smile. He’d seen what her fire could do during the battle to take back Bra’ka and he just wasn’t up to tempting fate, this daylight at least. He’d done that enough in his 400+ Suns and didn’t relish the idea of being roasted alive.

She turned back when he said nothing. “It would be sending a lamb to slaughter, Draven. I have to go and we both know it.”

His nest mate dropped the pretense, finally, and closed the distance between them. “Kyleri, please,” he said, trying reason at long last. “I know you are still angry with me for lying to you and I do not know how many times I can say I am sorry...”

The flames slithered higher, stopping just shy of her armpit and her knuckles cracked loudly. “Don’t you dare try to placate me,” she hissed. “I won’t have it. We will discuss that later. I am going after Golix and that’s the end of it. I owe that bastard! He killed my sister, dammit!”

With that said, she spun and stomped into the suite of rooms they’d been given when they arrived in the Harpy Capital of Win-ra.

Draven whipped the other way, gripping the railing he’d just been leaning against until it bent with an ominous rending creak.

He pushed off the door jamb, trying not to laugh outright. “She will forgive you, some daylight.”

The railing suffered another twist and crunch. “I know. I just wish she would do it. This is killing me.”

He patted the poor guy on the shoulder. “In her defense, you did lie about something rather large my friend.”

Draven snorted softly and let go of the ruined metal with one hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Yes, I did. For the good of everyone, can she not see that?”

“She does, I am sure,” a second male’s voice commented.

He turned to find Arin Manus coming through the doorway. The Neither-Born Chimera looked much healthier than he had a couple of rotations ago. The tan had returned to his skin, his cheeks had fattened out and most of the wounds they all bore from the battle in Gommel had almost healed.

His lady was right behind him. Haydn Durel’s blue-red eyes went to Draven and she shook her head slowly. Easing under Arin’s arm, the former Orc Assassin sighed hard. “She is still upset I take it?”

Draven nodded. “So much so, she wants to return home, find Golix and kill him.”

The Orc’s head tilted slightly. “And what is wrong with that? She deserves the honor.”

Fyris answered before anyone else. “You all deserve the honor. That black son of a War Dog put you through the Nether Worlds and back again. However, Draven fears if she leaves, she will not return.”

The Orc and Chimera both grunted but it was Arin that spoke. Dropping a hand on his friends back, he gave it a hard squeeze. “She loves you. You are Mates. She would return.”

Draven’s head lifted and he stared out over the city. “Of that I am not so sure, old friend. She hates me.”

There was a hitch there and he sighed, bailing his nest mate out of the situation before it got worse. For anyone. “Oh fine. I will go.”

The King’s head whipped around, long black hair flying out and there was relief in the molten orange of his eyes. “You would do that for me?”

He finally did laugh. Throwing back his head, he let go of the amusement he’d been keeping in check since they’d started bantering back and forth at the crack of daylight. “Oh good Gods no. You still owe me for saving your scaly hide in Syrax all those Suns ago.” He jerked a nod in the direction Terra had gone. “I will go for her.”

Draven’s brows pinched together. “Why?”

He shrugged. “I like her.”

“You do?” Arin asked. 

The Chimera’s golden eyes were full of shock and rightfully so. He didn’t like anyone usually. 

“I do.” Still smiling, he jerked a thumb at Draven. “She stands up to him.”

***

“So, where are we?”

Arin sighed at Draven’s question and for just a brief thump of his twin hearts, debated about lying. But he’d never done it before, no reason to start now. “It is not good. Haydn has spent the last rotations in touch with her contacts and there is nothing. No word on Lanni, no sightings, no, well, just nothing.” 

Draven came out on to the balcony and pillowed his forearms on the railing. “Did they find the ship?”

He joined his best friend, propping his chin on a fist. “Yes. But there was no sign of survivors. Not even the crew. It was empty.”

Draven’s head swung around. “That could be good, yes?”

There was such hope in his eyes, that he wanted to lie, he really did, but giving false hope had never been his forte, so he didn’t. “Or bad. We do not even know she was on the ship. We only have a third hand account of what happened on that roof, Draven. We have no way to confirm any of it.”

The brief flicker of optimism melted away and he hated himself for just a moment. “Look, I am not saying it is not possible she survived. But from Tane’s account of events, even if she did, she has most likely passed now.”

Draven’s hands wrapped around the metal and the recently repaired Rustac suffered his wrath a second time. “And that does not bother you?”

He clenched his hands into fists. “Of course it bothers me you son of a Nawi! I loved her! If anyone wants to go running back to Bra’ka and tear the place apart, it is me! Do not ever doubt that...”

The King hung his head, his chest expanding slowly. “I know, I am sorry.” He twisted a pained look back over his shoulder toward the dark interior of their suite. “It is just that, I hoped, I wanted,” he stammered.

Arin let go of his anger on a long burst of air and patted him on the shoulder, commiserating with the poor guy over the state of his love life. Terra hadn’t said more than six words to him in the last rotations and even those were snipped and cold. 

And he couldn’t blame the woman. She had a right to her anger. The man she trusted above all, had lied outright and kept her sisters state to himself. Not only that, he hadn’t even had a chance to tell her the truth. It had come from Furiem Corlant, the Royal Reporter that had escaped the city to warn them Lanni was connected to the attacking ships through magic and with each they destroyed, they were killing her.

It wasn’t until they retreated, that Haydn had seen the message from Cannis seeking the human woman. She investigated further, the Gods love her and found a brief message from one of the Royal Guards, Tane, stating Phara Sylor, Lanni and some Half-Ogre, Half-Harpy thing had managed to escape on one of Golix’s ships.

He had no idea why Cannis still wanted her though but it was a matter for later.

He patted Draven on the back again, giving his best friend what he could. “Look, Tian Dyran and his team are on the way. If anyone can get into the city and find out more, they can. It is the best we can do, for now. Once we know what we are truly dealing with, we will come up with a plan.”

***

“Talk to me Kyleri, please?”

Terra couldn’t bring herself to look at him and continued to stare out over the lit trees and buildings below their balcony. She had to admit, at any other time, she would have enjoyed the view. 

Win-ra, the Harpy capital, was beautiful and the first real indication she’d seen since arriving in the Five Kingdoms that this was a completely different world than her own. Prior to now everything she’d been exposed too, was as modern as anything she’d grown up with. But this city, wasn’t. Situated in the center of a massive jungle, equally massive trees had been turned into buildings. Catwalks of Rustac stretched from one to another and most had been hollowed out to form offices, shops, and residential living space.

The sun had set hours ago, but even so, the bird-like creatures walked along the thoroughfares, going here and there on whatever business they had. She’d only seen a few non-Harpies so far, her party included, and Arin had told her they didn’t usually allow strangers to live among them, for long anyway.

The Harpies preferred to keep to themselves and she could understand that. Right now, she felt much the same. She desperately wanted a quiet place to think, to decide when she could forgive the man she loved or even if she could.

But she didn’t have a private place. Instead, they’d stuffed her, Draven, Arin and Haydn into a suite that was only slightly bigger than her apartment back home. They had separate bedrooms, fortunately, a living room, a kitchen of sorts, though she had yet to figure out how to operate the appliances, a bathroom and what equated to a small office.

Not a lot of space to fume and be pissy, but she’d managed by staying in the office mostly. From sunrise to sunset, she’d been glued to what they called the Blacknet, looking for anything about Lanni or what might be happening in Bra’ka. Sadly there wasn’t much. An occasional posting to the message boards from the citizens trapped under the dome, or a brief news bulletin from the bastard running the show, Tyleios Cannis. Beyond that, nothing.

Drawing in a lungful of dry air, she finally answered his soft entreaty. “What do you want me to say, Draven?”

There was an audible gulp. “That you will forgive me?”

Oh, the question of the day. Could she? Did she even want too? She had no idea. “You lied to me.” 

She crossed her arms, more in defense of her heart than anything else and finally turned. The molten orange eyes that usually set her on fire were sad, desperate and maybe even a little angry, though whether it was directed at her or himself, she couldn’t be sure. But, it was enough for her to finally voice all the stuff she’d pent up for the last 12 days.

“You lied to me,” she said again. “And not in the ‘Hey babe, I pick my nose and eat it’ sort of way.” Anger raged along her nerves and she closed the small space between them, poking him in the chest with a stiff finger. “Or the, ‘Hey babe, I leave the seat up’ or ‘Hey, honey, I ate a Goblin today, you ok with that?’” 

He took a step back, his jaw tightening on a crack.

She poked him again. Now that she’d gotten started, she wasn’t going to stop until she got it all out. “No, you lied about my sister, you half-breed son of a Unicorn!” Ok, that wasn’t true, but it was the best derisive curse she could come up with in the heat of the moment. “You let me go on believing for days, days that she was dead when you knew damn good and well she might not be!”

He took another step back, his nostrils flaring. “In my defense,” he whispered through clenched teeth. “We had bigger problems at the time.”

“Bigger problems? Tell me what is bigger than family?!”

He drew back his shoulders, eyes pulsing a bright red. “I was worried you would run off and try to rescue her. There, I said it. Happy?”

Her mouth flopped open. 

Did he think so little of her? That she’d drop everything and head off in the face of an epic fight for their very survival to save her sister? That shook everything she thought she knew about him right down to the core. 

She snapped her mouth closed, hot tears pooling in her eyes. “I see. So, just because I’ve bailed Lanni out of every mess in her life, you arbitrarily decided, I’d do the same thing this time?”

He gulped again, eyes widening at her choice of phrasing. “Well, yes, I did.”

She swiped angrily at the water coursing down her cheeks, refusing to let her bottom lip quiver. “If you had told me, or even asked me, I would have said it was one mess I couldn’t personally do a damn thing about. Not right then anyway.” She stole a breath out of the air and added, “I would have found another way though. Maybe asked Mithrin to return and see what he could do, or if he knew someone else to send.”

He blinked, his eyes fluctuating through a myriad of colors so quickly she couldn’t even begin to name them all.

“But, the plain fact of the matter is, you didn’t trust me enough to do that. You didn’t trust our relationship, or my love for you, that I might make the right choice and stand by your side.” She poked him one final time as she walked past. “That is what I don’t know if I can forgive or not...”

Chapter Two

Rygan Turosh paced along the catwalk, his wings fluttering. 

“That is not helping.”

He spun, glaring at the Naiad casually leaning against the wall. “Maybe not, but it does make me feel, useful.”

A blonde eyebrow rose. “By wearing a hole in the plating?”

He crossed his arms. “It would give...” He started but was interrupted by the door next to them opening. 

Rinsa, one of the few Harpy’s to survive the onslaught, stepped out, his eyes tired. He scrubbed a feather covered hand down his beak and let out a weary sigh. “I have done what is possible.”

Phara pushed off the wall. “And?”

The doctor turned a sad look over his shoulder toward the room he’d just exited. “And, what?” His gaze came back around to the two of them. “Without the proper equipment, all I can really do is make her comfortable.”

He shifted a step to see the figure in the bed for himself. What machines they’d managed to pilfer from the local residents inhabiting the network caves and caverns under Bra’ka beeped softly, monitoring what few vitals remained. Heart rate, blood pressure, all the usual things one needed to live. There was only one problem, the pale human wasn’t living, at least not much. She was existing, breathing, but beyond that she hadn’t moved since they’d arrived.

“What do you need?” Phara asked.

He turned back to the conversation.

Rinsa scratched at the dirty feathers on his neck. “Well, for starters, human blood. A lot of it. She lost the majority of hers and what little is left, is fighting some infection I have never seen before.” He dropped his hands into the pockets of his once white lab coat. “I could probably counter it, if she was in the Shi-so...or,” he paused and huffed out another long sigh. “If I had some medicines from back home.” He swung a look off to the left, toward the underground complex they’d managed to get too after the ship crashed. “Down here does not have much to offer.”

Rygan couldn’t disagree with that. The Halfling Undermarket wasn’t the place to find the latest of anything, much less life-saving medicines or technologies. But, it was safe, for now, from the horde of Ogre’s, Orcs, Griffons and Centaurs currently inhabiting Bra’ka. 

Ok, they weren’t exactly inhabiting, not peacefully anyway. No, they’d taken the place, spilling through the gates in a swath of destruction and darkness no one was ready for.

Commanded by the Interim King, Tyleios Cannis, they’d spent the last 12 rotations raping and pillaging their way through the 300,000 some odd citizens that had co-existed behind the walls for eons. Those same citizens had tried to defend themselves, but they weren’t fighters and had quickly cow-towed to the massive and sadly, superior force. Martial Law was immediately instituted and anyone caught on the streets after darkfall was summarily executed, or from the rumors rampaging through the Undermarket, worse.

“I could go get help.”

This came from a small ferret perched atop the Naiad’s shoulder and he glared at it. “You know a way out of the city?”

The ferret rose on his hind legs and nodded quickly. “Yes. It is not easy, but doable. Furiem showed me.”

Phara Sylor turned toward him. “Will it get us past the shield and the guards?”

She was referring to the dome Golix, the evil bastard of a Unicorn, had created over Bra’ka itself with spell magic. It was impenetrable, unless you were coated with a certain human’s blood and she didn’t have a whole lot of it left.

It was the spell that had nearly killed her and while they’d managed to pull her from its dark clutches, a great cost had been paid. A very good friend of his had sacrificed himself when he’d taken her place...

He coughed back a fresh round of tears and squared his shoulders. “I will go. Show me.”

Phara’s eyes came around to his, narrowing into small slits. She was still pissed over Garax’s death and he couldn’t blame her. It was all his fault. If he hadn’t been so vain as to allow Golix to control him, none of this would have happened. “You have done enough. You stay here and out of the way.”

He wanted to argue, but she was right. All he ever did was make things worse. Always had. “Fine.” He swung around to the doctor. “What can I do?”

The Harpy dug a data stone out of his pocket and handed it to Phara. “Give this to the Crone Mother. She will know what to send back with you. As for you,” he snarled. “As she said, stay out of the way.”

With that he headed back into the room they’d converted into a sick bed of sorts for Lanni Heegan...

***

Phara eyed the small drainage pipe then gave the Ferret on her shoulder a skeptical look. “Are you sure about this?”

Her companion nodded, his brown whiskers twitching. “It ends near Chenna Lake.”

She stole a nervous breath, which filled her mouth with nasty sewage and coughed it back out again. “I swear, if you are wrong, I will pluck the fur from your body.”

The mammal laughed and patted her cheek. “I promise, you will come out beyond the shield and the guards will not see you.”

With another skeptical look and a sniff, she set him aside, got down on all fours and crawled into the pipe barely large enough to fit through. The grossest water ever slimed over and between her fingers and quickly coated her from the thighs down. 

If she lived through this, she was going to kill that half-ogre, half-harpy! She was going to pluck the feathers from his wings, one by one and make a hat! She was going to flay him alive and use his skin for a new door! She was going to...

Well, she didn’t know what else, but the thoughts were enough to get her through the half-a-length’s worth of grunge and muck.

Rolling out on the other side, she stood and drew in a deep lungful of clean air. For half a heartbeat she debated going for a swim to wash off the filth but never got the chance.

“You there! Stop!”

Whipping around, she spied six brutish Ogre’s pounding down the hill from above and had only one choice.

Run.

She bolted for the pristine lake, ignoring the first arrow that bounced off her armor. The second was not so easy to forget. Piercing through her arm, she growled and wanted to turn and fight.

But, she didn’t dare take the time. Another life was at stake and brawling with six of the beasts was a senseless waste. It was better to get away, live to fight another rotation and all that.

Her boots pounded across the grass, her heart drummed in her chest, her breath frosted against the air and feet from the water’s edge, she launched toward the glass-like calmness, hoping it was deep enough to dive under and disappear.

Pain radiated through her calf and thigh and she hissed, barely able to draw in enough air before she splashed through the surface. She stroked, pulling at the water with her working arm and sunk toward the bottom, letting her lungs fill as she went.

She would love to have Zesul around right about now, but had no idea where her mount might have ended up. She hadn’t seen him since they’d snuck on board Golix’s flying ships near the West Beach, so he was most likely back home.

Neither here nor there really, she’d just have to swim for it and hope she made it before she passed out...

***

There had to be something he could do. This was all his fault after all, so surely he could do...more than just stand around looking out of place and forlorn over the events.

Right?

Right!

Reaching up, he scratched Tollo under the chin. “What do you think? Should I head topside and see if I can find something to help?”

The Ilthe stirred from where he’d been sleeping in the crook of his neck, stretched and blinked his little bug eyes. One of them widened a bit and he repeated the question.

“Purr, purr, trill, growl, purr, trill, trill...” Tollo replied around a wide, teeth filled yawn.

Rygan sighed. “You know I do not understand you, you blasted little beast.”

“He said, yes, you should get off your winged rear and fix this.”

He turned toward the new voice and crooked a smile. “You know, your father understood him too. So, fine, what do the two of you suggest I do?”

Niar Corlant bounded across the railings of the catwalk, scurried up his leg and perched on his other shoulder. Tapping his chin, his ferret features frowned deeply, looking exactly like his father, Furiem. “Let us see, the good Doctor said he might be able to help your human friend if he had medicine from the Shi-So Medical Center, yes?”

He tilted a look toward the room, watching the doctor checking Lanni’s vitals by hand. “That he did. But he did not say what he needed. At least to me.”

One of Niar’s small hands smacked against his right cheek and Tollo’s slobbery tongue smacked him on the left.

“Ok, ok, fine, I will ask.” 

He wiped the goop off and pushed off the railing. Leaning in the doorway, he tried not to look at the figure in the bed. Doing so would only break his heart all over again. He cleared his throat to gain the Harpies attention. “Doctor? You said there were things in the Med Center that would help. Could you make me a list?”

The blue-green feather-covered head swung his way and his eyes pinched into a glare. “I will not. Do you not think you have caused enough trouble, Half-Breed?”

He couldn’t deny that but stood his ground. For once. “That is true, which is why it falls to me to do what I can to help. Now, make a list, if you please.”

The Harpy snorted but reached for the board hanging from the end of the bed. Flipping through the sheets it contained, he found a blank one and began writing. He scribbled for a long while, the scratching of the pen adding a weird cadence to the softly beeping machines in the background. Eventually he ripped the paper free and held it out.

He took it and his eyes widened as they scanned over the contents. “You need all this?”

The doctor tucked his hands in his pockets, his shoulders slumping slightly. “That is the ideal list, yes. But, in reality, if you can procure the top five, that would at least give her a fighting chance.”

He folded the paper and tucked it into the pouch on his belt. “I will do my best in that case.” Scooping Tollo off his shoulder, he held him up to eye level. “Will you keep an eye on our friend?”

“Trill, purr, trill.”

Niar hopped down his arm and joined the Ilthe on his palm. “We both will. Now, go, before it gets dark up there. If they catch you out and about, you are likely to end up feeding the shield from what I hear...”

***

The voices drifted across the darkness of Lanni’s mind and she tried to focus on them. But they were muffled, distant, like a vid playing in another room. No matter how much she strained to make out what they were saying, they were just too far away.

Not to mention the effort hurt like hell.

Shit, everything hurt. Her body was on fire, but it wasn’t a flash heat. No, it was a slow, deliberate, smoldering burn that was eating her alive. From the inside.

As silly as it sounded, she tried to talk to the blaze. I’m so very tired. Go away!

She didn’t expect a reply, but a strong, firm voice countered her plea.

I cannot. You need me.

No, I don’t. Leave me be!

Yes, you do. Without me, you will die.

Internally, she sighed. What if I want to die? She asked.

You cannot. It is not your time.

She frowned at that. Or at least she wanted too but her face muscles didn’t move that she could tell. It’s too much. It burns. Make it stop.

The voice chuckled. The burn is keeping you alive, Chilani.

Who are you?

It didn’t answer and she thought she was alone again. Which sucked. She didn’t want to be alone, not anymore. She wanted Mithrin, or Terra, or Arin, or hell even Draven would have been preferable to this, this darkness. Anyone to hold her and tell her it was going to be alright.

It will be alright.

A soft purring roved across the blackness and she finally realized who she’d been talking too. 

The little furball that had kept her company on the ship. It had to be.

What’s your name?

I am Tollo.

How, how is this possible? Are you, telepathic or something?

The voice chuckled again. Not in the way you are thinking. But, I did roll in your blood, so a connection was established.

Something warm and furry snuggled down against her neck and the purring increased, soothing her. Where are we? She finally thought to ask.

Safe. For now. Just hold on. Help is on the way. It will get better.

Are you sure?

As I can be.

She laughed, maybe, well, she wanted too, but even that hurt. At least the little guy was being honest. Another question popped into her head. What are you?

I am Ilthe.

And that is?

Another chuckle and she felt his tongue gently lick at her cheek. We are Guardians.

Of?

Whomever is in need at the time, but mostly, we look after the Dragons...

Chapter Three

“What is that?”

Tian swiveled the direction Dain, his second in command was pointing. In the distance, a glint of metal caught the first rays of daylight peeking through the trees. “I am unsure. I shall look. Stay here.”

He had no doubt his orders would be followed and shifted into his humanoid version. Ducking through the foliage, he made no sound as he worked his way to the water’s edge. His team of Chimera had been moving along the river that fed out of Chenna Lake for the last six rotations, hoping it would lead them to a way into Bra’ka. It would be another two before they reached the city proper and this was a distraction he didn’t need, but metal this far out deserved a cursory glance, if nothing else.

It was probably some left over wreckage from the battle, but still...

Stopping at the edge of the trees, he blinked several times, wondering if the body in front of him was dead or alive. It certainly looked dead, it wasn’t moving and had three arrows sticking out of it.

It was just another casualty. Turning away, a moan drew him back and he was surprised to see it heave itself over onto its side. Unbelievably it pushed up onto its hands and knees and started to crawl away from the water’s edge toward the trees in which he hid.

It, no, wait, she made it about halfway across the stretch of
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