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prologue

 


“Do you know who we are?” the older
cat asked them as they stood there, multiple guards on either side
of them and behind them. He was wearing a purple toga, as were the
other seven cats who sat on the simple marble benches, slim
cushions beneath them the only comfort that seemed to be allotted
them.

The two prisoners didn't seem to understand
a word spoken and that was to be understood. They weren't from this
land. They were outsiders, barbarians, savages. How could anyone
sane describe them any other way? The exceedingly tall one was
basically a cow standing on his hind legs, his horns large and
impressive – though one was now broken – but still a mutant cow by
any other name.

The other was a hairless monkey, like all
the others they had dealt with out of necessity, those who brought
goods to the Chicook Chain, goods that mostly involved the
food-stuffs needed by the Republic to survive. The hairless monkeys
were harmless for the most part, easily deceived and even more
easily defeated in battle.

The Ogre.... Now they were a different thing
altogether but they weren't here and if the rumors and reports
coming out of what they called The Realm of Eidreonem were to be
believed, the Ogre had their hands full with a war and the land
itself falling apart around them.

Of course, relating to the world falling
apart, the Republic of Plue Swana was starting to see the
beginnings of problems themselves. Most important, apart from the
greater frequency of earthquakes, was that the once-thought extinct
Waperock Mountains, which hadn't had an eruption of note for well
over three thousands years, was bestirring itself, smoke and steam
now coming out of the caldera atop it with a regularity that was
worrying many a scientist.

The Maharaja Pruttuthyat had assured the
people that all was in order, but those on the Council of Seven
knew better. It was the Black Witch. This was all foretold in the
ancient prophecies and if the Rakhasa were one thing, it was
obdurate about obeying prophecy, especially this one. Combining the
traits of predatory aristocrat and indolent cat, the Rakhasa
society thrived on conniving and treachery, corruption and
haughtiness. That this Black Witch thought she could ruin all this
and bring the entire society down around their furry ears was not
about to happen.

“They don't understand such a sophisticated language as
ours,” another one said, smoking an ornate pipe and barely taking
the time to remove it from his mouth as he spoke. “All they know
are grunts and monkey sounds. Oh,oh,oh,ah,ah ah!” he vocalized at
them two of them.

The others laughed,

The two prisoners didn't.

Vudrun stood there looking haggard, beaten,
but undefeated. He had heavy shackles on his ankles, a large chain
going up to the shackles on his hands, yet another chain going up
to the heavy iron band around his neck, the blackened and burnt
skin indicative that it had been welded shut without bothering to
insulate the heat from his skin. Two long, iron poles stuck out
from the band around his neck and attached to the other end were
two large Rakhasa warriors, eyeing Vudrun carefully for any sudden
move.

This all stemmed from when Vudrun awoke early from the
tranquilizer they had given him aboard he Xephyr and went on a rampage through the lower
hull of the Rakhasa ship he was on, killing or maiming several
Rakhasa. They weren't taking anymore chances now.

Al stood next to Vudrun, looking as small
and insignificant as he could. His face was a mask of depression,
desolation, and defeat and he just kind of stood there like a sack
of some undesirable junk one wanted to dump as soon as possible. He
was shackled also but not nearly as heavily, just a pair of cuffs
around his wrists, hands behind his back. The dried blood on his
face from the numerous beatings he had received making him look
like a broken doll. The one safe-guard the Rakhasa did put on Al
was a Binding spell. They could sense a latent power within him and
guessed that at one time he had been a magic-user and thus no sense
in taking any chances that he wasn't just biding his time. It would
make sense that the Black Witch has a powerful wizard as a
side-kick and he was just waiting until he could use his magic most
effectively.

The Rakhasa were masters are deceiving and
thus knew full well one of their own kin.

“So how do we know that the Black Witch will realize we
have her male companions?” one of the seven asked the
others.

“She'll know. I'm sure that she is bonded to both of them
in some way. It is now just a matter of patience, Kubagush. So we
wait.”

“And them?”

“Them? We throw them into a cage as we would any other wild
animal found roaming the civilized streets.”

The double doors behind Vudrun and Al opened
hard, slamming against the back-stops and in strode a massive
Rakhasa, looking every inch the warrior that he was, plumed helmet
under one arm, the other claw loosely atop the hilt of his large
sword in its scabbard.

“General Aurum,” the eldest of the council said as he rose.
“This is highly unusual and disrespectful. We are in
the...”

“Yes I know,” he spit out in a voice that sounded like he
had a perpetual sore throat. “You were in the middle of putting
your fingers up your asses and waiting.”

The council members all grumbled and looked
at each other.

“Such disrespect shall be reported to the Maharaja
immediately. You might hold sway as a hero of the populace, but you
hold no power here.”

“I hold sway with the Maharaja, from where I have just
come. The prisoners shall be remanded to my custody for torture
with the expectation that they will tell us all the weaknesses of
the so-called Black Witch so that I can formulate an effective
strategy to deal with her when she comes. Seeing that your efforts,
which I do recall I said weren't going to work, have failed
miserably, now it's my time to protect the Republic, as is my
mandate.”

“You go too far, General Aurum. This is tantamount to
treason.”

“And you don't go far enough, Councilor. All you are all
good for is talking. Well talking never won a war, so if you'll
excuse me....” He snapped his fingers and twenty guards dressed as
he was, came in and took over control of Vudrun and Al from the
rather indignant guards who had been watching them.

General Aurum waited until the prisoners
were out of the door, then turned with a flourish and left the
council room.

“He's going to be the death of us all,” the eldest
councilor admonished as he slowly sat. “His tactics are all about
hostility and war. We cannot afford to indulge in such wanton
behavior anymore.”

“Perhaps it is time that something happened to our General
Aurum,” another councilor voiced quietly.

“Yes, perhaps it is....”

 


* * *

The room was damp and had a horrible smell
of death to it that filled Vudrun's nostrils to the point of
gagging. They both stood there, in the center of the room that was
more a cave than anything else. There was a table here and a chair,
several manacles hanging on the walls and from the ceiling, several
of the previous occupants bones or rotting flesh still hanging in
some of them.

The table held a variety of instruments that
were rusty and dirty, the remnants of whomever they had been used
on before, still present. A few Vudrun could guess at as to what
their purpose was, others he had no clue and that worried him.

Al was on the verge of crying. “Vudrun, do
something. I'm not very good at torture.”

“No one is, Al.”

“But I don't know anything.”

“I don't think that matters...” Al was slapped hard across
the face by General Aurum, who walked in as the two of them were
talking. He fell to the floor, blood and teeth flying out of his
mouth and then he just lay there.

“They'll be enough talking in a few minutes,” Aurum growled
out as he looked at Vudrun, who actually was slightly taller than
he was. “Yes. This one will be fun. A challenge, but
fun.”

“Can you understand what it is they're saying?” Al
whimpered out from the floor.

“No Al. We don't speak their language.”

Aurum slapped Vudrun across the face,
leaving a bloody line of claw marks across it but Vudrun didn't
flinch or even cry out. He just emitted a low growl and stared
right at the Rakhasa who had hit him.

General Aurum was a hard one, that was
certain. Vudrun had seen his share of such warriors back in the
Black Watch and knew them to be nothing if not cruel and brutal.
This one had one eye missing, the eye-patch ragged and worn. From
the scars that criss-crossed his face and arms, Vudrun knew that
this one had seen his fair share of combat and seeing that he had
survived it all despite the damage done to him, he was not one to
be trifled with.

Aurum grinned at Vudrun. “Yes. This one will
be much fun.” He stared at Vudrun a moment, then pointed at Al.
“But with start with the hairless monkey. He will break easily. We
might not even have to start on the torture before he tells us
everything we want to know.”

“But then why am I here?” a rather scraggly-looking
Rakhasa, bent over and limping, asked as he started to look at the
instruments on the table as if selecting the correct fork for his
meal.

“You can play with him all you want after he spills his
guts out, Tadapa.”

“Ah, you do know how to make me feel better.”

Two of the Rakhasa in the cave roughly
picked up Al and half-dragged, half-carried him to the chains
hanging down from the ceiling and managed to get him in the
manacles with some effort.

“Vudrun, please don't let them torture me! Vudrun,
Please?!”

The guards stripped his clothes off and as
he spun there, Aurum appraised him with a critical eye. “Look at
his sexual organ, how small it is. How do these hairless monkeys
satisfy their females?”

They all laughed.

Aurum reached over to the table, picked up a
long, cold-looking metal stick and then lifted up Al's flaccid
penis with it. “This won't satisfy a youngling.”

They all laughed again.

“Start with this, Tadapa.” Aurum looked up into Al's
terrified eyes. “I think he values it highly.”

Tadapa laughed, a sick, maniacal thing that
would have been better as slime on the wall than a laugh. He picked
up another long rod made of steel, ran his hand along it, grunted
in approval and then activated the button on the bottom. The rod
expanded outward at least ten times its size. Al's eyes did the
same thing.

“Yes, I think this will do very nicely.” He walked over to
Al, who was now trying to move so that they couldn't grab hold of
him.

“VUDRUN! Please do something!”

“And what would you have me do, Al?” He rustled his
shackles a little and this disturbed the guards holding him, who
whacked him on the back of the head, hard.

Tapada took Al's penis in his hand, which
was starting to get erect now, and began to insert the tube into
the hole. “He, he, yes this will do very nicely....”

Al's scream went right through Vudrun's
nerves like a knife. He could only imagine what that pain must be
like and then when the bent-over Rakhasa pushed the button on the
rod, Vudrun was sure that Al was going to go unconscious from the
pain inflicted. Unfortunately he didn't.

Blood was pouring out of his penis as Tapada
made the tube small again and inserted it in deeper then expanded
it again and even Vudrun could feel it in his penis.

“AURORA! Please help me Aurora!”

Tapada stopped what he was doing and stepped
back away from Al, as did all the guards.

“She spoke the name of the Black Witch,” one of the guards
said in awe. “He summons her here.”

Aurum looked at the guard, then hit him so
hard that he went flying back against the cave wall, slumped to the
dirty floor and didn't move. “What's wrong with you all? It's just
a name. A name of a hairless monkey like all of them are. It means
nothing. He isn't summoning her.” He looked at all the guards in
the room, eyeing them with an intensity that made Vudrun think that
perhaps these weren't his men but wardens of the dungeons in which
he currently found himself. “The next one of you who flinches at
the mention of a mere name will be hanging up there next to this
one with that thing inside his penis, is that clear?”

They all swallowed hard and nodded their
heads in acknowledge.

“Unbelievable. As if he could summon her here with just a
word.” He looked at them all, took a deep breath to calm himself,
then turned to look at the torturer. “Make sure not to kill him,
Tapada,” Aurum said without much emotion, as if he could really
care less. “I know how excited you get about your work.”

The tube was inserted further and expanded
again, the skin on Al's penis starting to rupture, blood
everywhere, his screams now no more than a pitiful moan.

“I have to go pee now,” Aurum said as he adjusted himself,
apparently not all that comfortable with what Tapada was doing to
Al. “I'll be back shortly.”

“Don't kill him,” Tapada said when Aurum was clearly out of
the cave. “Where's the fun in that?” He pulled out the tube, looked
at the blood on it and pieces of flesh, grunted, then threw it onto
the table and looked for his next instrument to use. Al's penis was
now a shambles of a ruin of its former self and Vudrun was quite
certain that it wouldn't work ever again.

He was curious that they had as of yet
really asked Al any questions. It seemed that they were doing this
a bit backwards. From all that he knew of torture, which wasn't all
that much, one usually asked questions first and when the answers
where not what you wanted to hear, then the torture began. This
Rakhasa seemed more than happy to torture Al without ever asking
him any questions. And Al was correct in one thing. He didn't
really know anything, or at least not anything that these cats
would care to know.

So what was the point of all this?

Tapada picked up a bulb-looking contraption
that had a scissors-type end piece for holding. He worked the
handles, cranking the large turn-key atop it and the petals on the
bulb opened up slowly, inexorably. He held it up, giggled a little,
then turned toward Al.

“Yes, this will work very well. I always liked this one.
Turn him around boys and watch out for all the shit that's going to
be coming out.”

He stuck the closed bulb up Al's butt, to a
horrible scream. Then he started to crank it and the screams just
got louder and louder as Al's anus was devastated by the device and
then the strangest thing happened.

Vudrun wasn't really sure what it was, but
it felt a lot like when Aurora used her powers. It certainly had
very similar effects. There was a bright flash of light and Tapada
and the guards were all flung against the walls, as was Vudrun,
crashing into one of his guards and actually bending one of the
sticks attached to the iron band around Vudrun's neck.

Ouch.

That hurt.

Al spun around so that Vudrun could see his
face and Vudrun had to swallow hard as Al's eyes were completely
black, black streaks running under his skin on his face like a
spider-web gone mad.

“Now you will know the power of Blackness,” Al voiced
though it wasn't Al's voice, at least not a voice he had ever heard
him use before. The manacles holding Al's hand above him and
attached to the ceiling, snapped as if they had been made of paper
and he floated, didn't fall might you, floated to the ground. He
looked around at those slowly gaining their senses, lifted one
hand, fingers splayed out in an odd pattern, and began to
mutter.

They all burst into flames, struggling to
extinguish themselves as they screamed horrible screams of death.
Al looked over at Vudrun, cocked his head a little, and then they
weren't in the cave anymore but in the middle of a pasture, real
cows standing around munching on grass. The cows stopped long
enough to look at the interlopers, saw that they weren't a threat,
then went back to eating.

“What...? Al, how did you do that?” Vudrun didn't have any
of his shackles on anymore.

Al looked at Vudrun with a confusion on his
face that was as complete as his penis was destroyed. “Who are
you?” he asked Vudrun, then promptly fell over unconscious....


What most non magic-users fail

to comprehend about our kind is

that our powers are always with us,

a part of us as much as blood is a

part of everyone. A magic-user might

get drained, might even forget how to

cast, but the power is always there,

ready, waiting for that moment when

it is needed and can once again exert

itself upon the caster and control
him....

 


Excerpt from:

Questions We Should all be Asking

The White Wizard Grazahr

 


 


Riding a Dragon sounds like so much
fun....

Let me tell you that it isn't.

This wasn't an ancient Dragon like Unniass,
who was large enough that one could sit cross-legged on his back
and not even be able to see over the side. Plus, one could even set
the tent up on Unniass' back.

Yes, I remembered that with the power I took
from the mermaids, I could re-charge the tent but it didn't do me
any good because of what I was currently explaining.

The smaller Dragon that the pirates used to
fly out and attack and capture ships, the ones with the nice
horse-like saddle on them, that would have been at least tolerable.
But those Dragons would never have been able to fly Cassandra and
myself all the way to the Golden Strand on Dulgo Utar.

So what we had were larger Dragon and yet,
they really weren't all that much larger than the ones the pirates
mostly used. I was expecting that Cassandra and I could each be
able to have our own Dragon but, like most plans that I concocted,
it didn't work out that way. There was one large Dragon who could
fly all the way to Dulgo Utar and that was the Dragon we were
currently on at the moment. It had a saddle of sorts, one wherein
Cassandra and I had to sit side-by-side, but our legs were straight
out before us and let me tell you that after a few hours of sitting
like that, your legs are ready to abandon you and go look for
someone else to attach themselves to.

So here we were, three days into the flight
and I'm pretty sure that Cassandra and I were going to rip each
others eyes out. Even though I had saved her life... Again.... She
was being Cassandra unfiltered and having to sit next to her and
not have any breaks from her was driving me insane.

Literally.

I had dreams about throwing her off the
Dragon and when I awoke, I had to make sure that it actually was a
dream and I hadn't really thrown her off. Unfortunately it was just
dreams. She was always still sitting there.

When we started off from The Cursed Ait, we
had a large following of the smaller Dragons, which was kind of
ironic because none of them understood why we wanted to leave the
island and then suddenly they were all flying with us over the
water, even-though there was no way that they could make it to
Dulgo Utar without stopping to rest. I'm assuming, and this might
be a long shot here, that two more of the extinct volcano on the
island deciding they wanted to erupt also might have had something
to do with why they flew off with us.

That evening they all started to land on the
water.

I asked our Dragon, who didn't want to give
me his name for some odd, superstitious reason, why it was a
problem for them to rest on the water like that. They were so
against leaving the island and now that they had to, they were all
sitting there in the agitated waters as if nothing was amiss.

She – of course it was a she: not even the
Dragon Fiona used were allowed to be males apparently – informed me
in rather rude and arrogant tones that sure it was fine for them to
rest on the water and there were plenty of fish for them to gorge
on if they wanted, but there was always a larger creature around
who would find a small Dragon a wonderful meal and sure enough as I
looked back on all of them resting there, a disturbance in the
water resulted in the breaching of a vicious, ridiculously large
sea-creature coming out with his rows of razor-sharp teeth, taking
down one of the Dragons under the water to be never seen again,
with the exception of the blood stain that slowly appeared on the
top of the water.

Ah.

I see.

Makes sense now.

That night was also when Cassandra and I got
into our first of many, many arguments.

“I'm hungry,” she suddenly said.

“That's nice.”

She poked me in the shoulder. “Put the tent
up.”

I looked at her with raised eye-brows. “And
where exactly would you like me to put the tent up at?” I indicated
the double saddle wherein we were sitting.

“I don't know. You're the goddess. I'm hungry.”

“I'm hungry also but I don't know what you expect me to do
about it.”

“Make some food. Geez, what's the point of being friends
with a goddess if she can't do anything for you?”

“Is that the only reason you hang around? So that you can
get stuff from me?”

“Yeah, right. Like all I've ever gotten from you is....
Let's see.... Dead!”

“None of those were my fault.”

“They were all your fault. I'm hungry.”

“Stop saying that. Saying it isn't going to make food
magically appear.”

“Then you make the food magically appear. Isn't that what
you do?”

“And what do you thing is going to happen if I cast a spell
and make food suddenly appear up here? Huh?”

“We can eat. Duh!”

“Don't duh me.”

“Duh!”

“Fine. You want food? Here you go.” I cast Cornucopia and
no sooner had I cast it then most of the food went flying or
rolling off the Dragon's back to disappear forever
below.

Cassandra looked at it all fall, not able to
grab any of it. Then she looked at me. “Well that was stupid of
you.”

“Seriously? You wanted food. Well there it is. I tried to
warn you, but like always you always know everything
better.”

“I'm still hungry.”

“Aaaarrrgghhhh!”

And that was the way it went for the first
three days.

Let me tell you that the best way to find
out about someone is to ride a Dragon with them for three days and
nights. That will give you a wonderful appraisal of what they are
really like.

It rained most every day, on and off as the storms were
following us – well okay, the storms were following
me
– so we were able to
drink but going pee and poop.... Now that was a problem. I mean, if
I was a male, I could just swing the thing out and go over the side
but it isn't all that convenient for a female. You ever try to
squat over the side of a flying Dragon? It isn't easy, let me tell
you that. Cassandra fell off twice and I had to go get her, which
lead to the Dragon asking me why I couldn't just fly myself if I
had wings. I told him that it was quite simple. I couldn't fly that
long, just like the smaller Dragons.

She didn't seem to think that a very good
argument.

She made a few rather crude remarks about my
so-called monkey origin and about my mother, which I choose to
ignore because what was I going to do? She was our ride and without
her, we'd really be screwed so pissing her off was not the smartest
thing that I could do at the moment. After we landed was a
different story, but that was still far away as far as I could
tell.

On the evening of the third day, our Dragon
informed us that she needed to rest. Cassandra and I both looked
down and could only see water. There was nothing else. No land on
the horizon, nothing. It was a rather lonely and depressing feeling
to know that if something went wrong now, it would be a really,
really long swim.

“Where are you going to land?” I asked her. Cassandra
couldn't speak its language. She had enough trouble with Common as
it was.

“On the water of course. Do you see anywhere else to
land?”

“No, that was why I was asked.”

“I can float. And I can eat some fish. I can get some for
you also.”

“How would I cook them?”

“You wouldn't. Why would you want to ruin the fish by
cooking it? I never understand you hairless monkeys and your desire
to ruin everything with fire.”

“We like our food cooked.”

“Have you ever tried it raw? Probably not, but you just
assume that it's bad. So ignorant you all are. How you all managed
to control so much land is beyond my understanding.”

“You shouldn't be talking. You work for hairless
monkeys.”

“I have agreed to assist them in killing other hairless
monkeys. It's a win-win for me and my kind. Really is.”

She had a point there.

She landed far more smoothly than I would
have expected, though Cassandra still screamed her head off that we
were going to all die. The Dragon sat there for a good while, not
doing anything but bobbing in the water which, thankfully, was
rather calm for such a large body of water. There was, however, a
very large storm from the direction we had flown and it was bearing
down on us with flashes of lightning that were, as of yet, too far
away to be heard.

“Aurora?” Cassandra started to ask me as she looked over
the side of the Dragon and into the water. “What's
that?”

I looked over at what she was referring to,
most likely a school of fish or something innocuous like that.

“Oh shit!” I yelled and just managed to get a Shield around
us in the shape of a bubble before the huge mouth with rows of
razor-sharp teeth that, I swear, were bigger than I was, came up
from below and basically swallowed us whole.

We tumbled down and down inside the Shield
bubble until we all landed very ungracefully in a pool of liquid,
the Shield bubble actually floating, which I didn't think it would
do. We were all tangled together with each other and Cassandra
looked the worse for wear, all cut up from the claws of the Dragon
as we tumbled.

“What the hell was that?!” she yelled as she looked at
herself, all the blood making her turn ashen. “Why is it that ever
since I met you, I've died like twenty times?! Why is
that?!”

The Dragon righted itself and I saw that one
of its wings was not in the proper position it should be in. This
was why I never had any power left. I was constantly healing those
around me.

“That was a Megalodon,” the Dragon said as it watched me
with a mixture of curiosity and awe as I healed its
wing.

“Even the name sounds awful,” Cassandra said as she leaned
against the Shield and watched me heal the Dragon. “And why are you
healing him first? I'm your friend here. What about me?”

“She's a she, not a him and you just have lots of cuts
while she has a broken wing and without her wings, she won't be flying and then we're
stuck here in the middle of The Southern Expanse, that's
why.”

“Geez, just asking. Don't have to bite my head off about
it.”

“Does she never stop talking?” The Dragon asked
me.

“Not really, no. Wait, do you understand her?”

“Well of course I do. I had to communicate with the
pirates, didn't I? What, did you think that we communicated with
signs or something?”

“No. Never even thought about that.” I looked over at
Cassandra. “She understands Common.”

Cassandra went even more ashen, which I
didn't think was really possible. “I think I'm going to be sick. So
you mean that...?”

“Yes, all those bad things you said about her she
understood.”

The Dragon looked at my healing, flexed her
wing a few times and then proclaimed with a grunt that it was a
good job. “My name is Shykuro the Quiet.”

“Thank you for that,” I said as I smiled at her.

“You know, in my world when someone bares their teeth like
that, it's usually an aggressive proclamation.”

I rose an eyebrow. “I'll keep that in
mind.”

“What is she saying?” Cassandra asked me as I moved over
and started to heal her.

“She says that we should start eating on you when we get
hungry in a few days.”

Cassandra's eyes went wider than I think I
ever saw them go before and then she fainted on me, which made it
actually easier to heal her.

“You enjoyed that, didn't you?” Shykuro said.

“I did, actually. And yes, she tends to talk a lot. Not as
much as someone else I once knew, but far too much for my liking.
Why do they call you the Quiet?”

“I think.... No, I'm pretty sure that you are the first
hairless monkey I have spoken to in years.”

“I thought you said that you talked to the
pirates?”

“I try not to. I use signs and grunts.”

I looked over at her and had to laugh. Then
I looked around at where we were and realized that we were inside
this creature's stomach, or at least one of its stomachs. In with
us were two ships, or what remained of them. Small ships for sure
but ships nonetheless. There were a lot of bones floating around in
what I figured was the stomach acid, as well as several not quite
dissolved creatures and I could only imagine what it much smell
like out there.

“She's diving,” Shykuro said and I could feel the change in
pressure, my ears popping.

“We're all going to die!” Cassandra yelled as she came to,
looking around as if she didn't remember where she was.

“Can't you knock her out again?” Shykuro said in Common, to
make sure I'm certain that Cassandra could understand
her.

“What? You knocked me out?”

“No, you fainted.”

“I don't remember that.”

“Most people don't.”

“How long will this spell of yours last?” Shykuro asked
me.

I looked around as I frowned, then looked
over at her. “You know about spells?”

“Of course I do. I originally came from the land of the
Rakhasa and they are all about spells.”

“Yes. That's why I need to get there.”

“So this spell...? How long?”

“Not long enough. We need to figure out a way to get us out
of here.”

“You think, numb-nuts?” Cassandra spit at me. “And here I
thought that this was your plan all along, to get eaten whole by a
huge fish and spend the rest of our lives in here.”

“You're welcome for me healing you,” I answered back to
her.

“Yeah, after you healed the Dragon. I'll remember that,
Aurora.” She pointed at me, spread two of her fingers out, pointed
at her eyes and then pointed them at me. “I'll
remember.”

“Yes, I'm sure you well.”

“So, how are you going to get us out of here? Can't you
just do one of those goddess things and poof we're
free?”

“No. I can't.”

“Then you need to think of something because I think that
this liquid is starting to seep through your Shield.”

I looked down and sure enough it was. “We
need to get ourselves over to the side wall over there, where we
can at least stand, kind of, on something solid.”

“Here, let me get my paddle out....” Cassandra said as she
shook her head at me.

Shykuro started to walk on the bottom of the
bubble and it actually started to move. That was a neat trick. I
started to help her. Cassandra fell over and into the small amount
of acid that was getting through the bubble and immediately started
to scream that it was burning her.

“That's what acid does, Cassandra,” I said as we managed to
get to a side wall and kind of stand on more solid footing without
having to stand in the acid.

“You always think you know everything don't you?” Cassandra
snipped back at me. “Well if you know everything, then get us OUT
OF HERE!”

I looked over at her with my best mean face
and she actually rose both eyebrows and took a step away from me.
“I would think of something if someone would just shut up for five
fricking minutes. Just five. Do you think you can do that,
Cassandra? Five minutes or is that beyond you capabilities?”

“Now what's that supposed to mean? Are you saying that I
can't stop talking? Is that what you're trying to tell
me?”

“CASSANDRA!”

“Okay, okay. You don't have to....”

“Well that's a neat trick,” Shykuro said as she tapped the
frozen Cassandra with her wing.

“It comes in handy more often than I ever thought it
would.”

“I can imagine that with this one.” She touched her again.
“Can she hear us or anything?”

“No. When I unfreeze her she'll think that no time has
passed at all.” So I had read enough about the water to know that
if I just blast a hole in this creature's side, we would all be
killed by the sudden change in pressure and all the water that
would pour in so that was out of the question. There was no way to
crawl out, because even if you could, you'd have to get passed
those big teeth and then you'd die the moment you left its mouth,
crushed by the pressure once again.

“What are you doing to her?” I asked as Shykuro was lifting
one of its legs.

“Peeing on her.”

“Don't do that!” I pushed the Dragon away from Cassandra
but it was too late. She was all covered in a very smelly, green,
slimy urine. I sighed. “How am I going to explain that?”

“I don't know, but it was fun. You're the one who froze her
in place like that.”

“Well I can do that because she's my friend. You, she
hardly knows.”

“Is that the way you treat all your friends?”

“I don't have that many. Why are all the Dragon in this
land so mean?”

“Mean? Mean would be when I pulled an arm off and ate it.
That would be mean. So the Dragon where you come from aren't
mean?”

“Well not all of them. It seems that all you Dragon here
are just plain mean.”

“Well what do you expect when we have to deal with all
those hairless monkeys.”

“You know that I'm one of those hairless monkeys,
right?”

“No.” She shook her head and then sniffed me. “No, you
aren't. You don't smell anything like them. You are something that
I've never smelled before.” She took another whiff. “You smell like
rotted fish that's been laying on the rocks for a few days, the
salt from the water all dried on it.”

Wow. That was awful. “I smell like dead
fish?”

“It's wonderful. It's the best smell there is.”

“I....” I was at a loss for words. I know, hard to believe
but how do you follow up someone telling you that you smell like
rotting fish and that they love that smell?

Huh.

Now that's interesting.

I think it was Vudrun who said that I
smelled of his favorite smell also. Al said that also. So if I
could be so bold as to discern a pattern here.... I apparently
smelled different to each person and that smell was what that
particular person loved the most. Wow. Hundfanger and Stiz never
told me that.

So back to getting out of here.

I needed this creature, this Megalodon, to
want to get rid of us and do it on the surface or at least close to
the surface so that we actually had a chance of survival. Well, to
be fair so that Cassandra and Shykuro had a chance because I'm
pretty sure that I would survive regardless. I couldn't even kill
myself so I don't think anything else really could.

What would make this creature want to get
rid of what was in its stomach? Well that easy. It was
indigestible. So how did I make us indigestible? I looked around at
the acid and all that was floating around in it and realized that
if I increased the acid content in here, it would make the creature
have an upset stomach and then it just might do what most creatures
do when they have a bad stomach.

Vomit.

“You'd better... Well, never mind. There really isn't
anything to hold on to. Can you grab Cassandra and hold her so that
you don't cut he all up again?”

“Why? What are you about to do?”

“Make us unpalatable to this thing.”

“Can I nibble on her while I hold her?”

“No.”

“Just a little? Like an ear? I like ears.”

“No. No nibbling. And be ready to fly away from here with
Cassandra when we're free. Have you managed to rest
enough?”

“Oh sure. Getting eaten whole by a Megalodon is always my
preferred way of relaxation.”

“Funny. You ready?”

“No. Does it look like I'm ready. She's way over there. Let
me get there first. There. 'Ow's fist”

“Her head is in your mouth, so no.”

She let go, wrapped her wings around
Cassandra and actually smirked at me. “You aren't any fun at all,
are you? Bet everyone leaves when you come to a party.”

I started to cast when Shykuro stopped me.
“Wait. Shouldn't you do that when the Megalodon is closer to the
surface?”

“We aren't?”

“No. We're quite deep actually. You can't tell?”

“Have no clue.”

“Seems to be the story of you hairless monkeys.”

“I thought you said that I wasn't one.”

“You aren't, but you certainly act like one sometimes. So
what are you?”

“Half-Elven and half-Angelicus.”

She stared at me a moment. “If you don't
want to tell me, then just say so.”

“No, really. You don't have those entities here in this
land.”

“No. Never heard of either of those. Are they all arrogant,
ignorant, and vapid like the hairless monkeys?”

“You could say that, yes.”

“So it's like a virus or something, that's infected you
all?”

“Something like that. So how long do we have to
wait?”

“Well, that all depends on how hungry this thing is and
what comes along that it wants to eat. Could be just a few minutes
from now or weeks.”

“Weeks? We don't have weeks. We probably only have a few
hours before my Shield gets eaten away by the acid and then that's
it for us.”

Shykuro looked at the bubbling liquid
lapping against the bubble. “That would be a slow and agonizing way
to die. I would prefer that not to happen.”

“Me too.”

 



When you're young, no one listens

to anything you have to say because

they think you don't know anything,

haven't experienced anything. But

I knew enough to know that I was

lost and that you found me under

an old oak tree, wanting, willing,
crying....
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About seven hours later, Shykuro looked up,
cocked her head a little, then pronounced that the Megalodon was
starting to move toward the surface. I had strengthened the Shield
bubble so that not so much of the vile stomach acid was seeping in
and had actually started to doze off against Shykuro when she
spoke.

“How long before it breaches?”

“Have no idea seeing that I don't know how deep it went but
I would suggest that you start whatever it is you want to do to
make this creature vomit us out.”

I cast the Acid spell. “Hold onto Cassandra,
please.”

“And you?”

“I can fly away on my own.”

“And then what? Don't you think that once this creature
regurgitates the contents in here, it's going to be hungry
again.”

Hadn't thought of that.

Of course it would be.

“So what do you suggest?”

“I suggest that you kill it once we are out.”

“That's a lot to kill.”

“You're supposed to be a goddess. I would think it was all
in the day's work for you.”

“I'm not a goddess.”

There was a tremor in the stomach and the
wall that we were using as dry ground, trembled and then bucked
violently.

“Get ready,” Shykuro stated as she grabbed Cassandra with
her talons.

There were more tremors, then a long and low
grumble followed almost immediately by our bubble being violently
throw down into the acid and then we went flying up and out. I saw
sunlight ahead and thought to myself that this was a really good
idea....

Then we went hurling out and I realized with
horror that not only had this creature regurgitated us, it had
actually vomited its entire stomach out so that it was now inside
out coming out of its mouth and we were flung out along with all
the pieces of the ships it had swallowed, bones, pieces of
half-disgested flesh and I have no idea what else.

The Shield bubble popped from all the
pressure.

Shykuro flapped and flapped to gain traction
in the air and ever so slowly started to rise.

My wings came out and I moved up a little to see what this
creature was and it was huge. It was at least sixty prince's mark
long and its mouth was wide enough to almost have swallowed
the Xephyr.

Worse of all, it was rather mad.

It thrashed around for a moment as it
started to ingest its stomach, which was really, really gross and
the smell... By the goddess it was worse then when I accidentally
stepped in Vudrun's shit one morning outside the tent and it was
stuck between my toes and I couldn't get the smell out of my
nostrils for days afterward.

How was I supposed to kill something like
this?

It wasn't like it was evil or anything.

It was just living like we all were and saw
us as food as much as I see a chicken as food.

“Kill it already!” Shykuro yelled at me.

No.

I had a better idea.

I created an illusion of a ship just behind
it and made sure that the thing saw it. With wide eyes, it turned
and thrashed and went after the illusion. I flew up to where
Shykuro was, got Cassandra out of her talons and settled Cassandra
and myself on her back again in the seats. She started to fly off,
gaining altitude all the while.

“Why didn't you kill it? I thought that was what you did as
the Black Witch. Kill things.”

“You know about the Black Witch?”

“Everyone with half-a-brain knows about you. So why didn't
you kill it?”

“It didn't deserve to die.”

“Says who? It ate us.”

“It was doing what it does. I can't fault a creature for
doing that.”

“You are different than the hairless monkeys. Does that
mean that you aren't going to kill me when I get you to the Golden
Strand?”

“Why would I kill you? You've helped me.”

“What does that have to do with it?”

“Everything. Huh. And here I thought I was going to have to
ditch you when the first opportunity came along.”

“You did?”

“Well yeah. I don't want to die just yet. And can you
unfreeze your talkative companion? She's poking me in the back with
stiff legs.”

“Oh sure. Sorry.”

Cassandra unfroze.... “Yell at me when I
was....” She looked around, then reached up to the side of her face
that was away from me. “What the....? Why is my ear missing and OW,
that hurts really badly! What did you do to me, Aurora?”

“Why are you blaming me?”

“Who else am I supposed to blame? And why the hell is my
ear missing?!”

“Shykuro?” I said with a raised eyebrow.

The Dragon looked back at me winked. Damn
Dragon. She actually did eat one of Cassandra's ears.

“Who's Shykuro and WHY IS MY EAR MISSING?!”

“Shykuro is the Dragon and if you sit still, I'll fix your
ear for you.”

“Don't touch me!” She actually started to try to move away
from me and almost fell off the side. “What happened to us being in
the stomach of some insane sea creature? Will someone please
explain to me what just happened?!”

“Cassandra, you need to calm down.”

“Calm down?! You want me to calm down? Here, this is what I
think of that.” She gave me that middle finger thing again. I
needed one of these days to ask her or Vudrun about what that
actually meant.

“If you don't calm down, I'm going to freeze you again so
that I can heal you.”

“It was you?” Her eyes looked like they were going to pop
out of her head at any moment. “Why would you do that to me? What
possible thing did I do to you to make you want to freeze me and
then eat my ear?”

“I didn't eat your ear. You lost it when we escaped the
Megalodon.”

“The what? And who is Shykuro?”

“I told you, Shykuro is the Dragon. Now sit still or I'm
going to let you go through the rest of your life with only one
ear.”

“You would do that, wouldn't you? That's the kind of person
you are. Steal my husband and then eat my ear. So makes sense to
me!”

“I'm glad it does to someone,” Shykuro stated
flatly.

“It speaks our language?” Cassandra asked and I was sure
that she was but moments away from jumping off the side.

“We had this discussion already. Remember?”

“No. You froze me, remember? Probably affected my brain or
something like that.”

“Isn't much there to effect,” Shykuro mumbled.

“I heard that, you flying lizard.”

“Cassandra, so help me this is why I froze you in the first
place. Now shut up, sit down and stop being such a
baby.”

“Baby? And did you just tell me to shut up?!”

I slapped her across the face.

She put her hand up to her cheek, where the
imprint of my hand was vivid red, and opened her mouth as she
looked at me with doe eyes. “You hit me....”

“And I'll do it again if you don't stop acting like
this.”

“You hit me on the face.”

I cast Heal on her, then Limb Restoration.
“There. All better now.

“I can't believe that you hit me.”

“Yes, I slapped you. Now give it a rest, okay? Ears all
better, we're out of the Megalodon's stomach and on our way to
Dulgo Utar.”

She scooted over as much as she could so
that we weren't touching anymore when we sat, still looking at me
with that look of complete incomprehension on her face, her hand
still pressed against her cheek. “You actually hit me, like it was
nothing.”

I sighed.

Slapping her obviously didn't have the
desired effect I thought it would. She didn't talk to me for a full
day. Then, as the sun was starting to set on the second day from
the escape out of the stomach, she looked over at me. “I'm
hungry.”

“We all are,” I responded. “Here.” I produced a basket of
apples and handed it to her. She took it without any qualms and
started to eat. I looked back at the clouds that were indeed
following us, the lightning flashes within them punctuated by a
glowing red that seemed really unnatural and I couldn't figure out
what that might but I knew it couldn't be good.

I looked back at Cassandra and went to grab
an apple out of the basket and they were all gone. “You ate them
all?”

“Well yeah,” she said with mouth full and pieces of apple
spitting out. “Wasn't I supposed to?”

“You didn't think to save at least one for me?”

“No.”

I shook my head at her as I frowned. “I
don't even know why I bother with you some times.”

“You going to slap me again?”

“No, I'm not going to slap you again. I can't believe that
you ate all of them that quickly.”

“I'm hungry.”

“Yes, we all have that concept down very well,” Shykuro
said with an audible sigh.

Cassandra indicated the Dragon with a thumb.
“What's with her? Why is she so grumpy?”

“Gosh, I really don't know why she would be grumpy with you
on her back. Just don't have a clue.”

“You're being sarcastic, aren't you?”

“You think?” I produced an apple for myself and one for
Shykuro. I threw it ahead of her and she nimbly caught it without
any problem.

“You have any more of those?” Cassandra asked
me.

 


* * *

 


The first sight of land off in the distance
was like a morning song from a blue-bird. So welcoming.... I first
saw the white-capped mountains rising above the water as if they
were coming right out of the water, shimmering in the horizon haze
as if they weren't really there at all. Then they started to get
bigger and soon enough there was a vibrant green at their base.

Ships also started to appear below us,
sailing ships that looked like little toys in the water, moving
with the wind toward the far distant shore.

“Oh look,” Cassandra declared as she pointed off to her
right. “That ship is on fire.”

“Where? Oh yeah. Wonder how that happened.” I looked a
little closer and realized my mistake. “Oooohhhh! That isn't
burning. That's one of those steam thingy ships.” I leaned over her
to see better. “I was on one of those on that river... Oh, what do
you call it? The Wyntara. That was it.”

“Geez Aurora, relax. You'd think you saw Vudrun naked or
something. It's just a ship.”

“No, it isn't. Look. It isn't made of wood either. I think
it's made of some kind of iron.”

She narrowed her brow and looked, putting
her hand up to block the glare of the sun. “How can you tell... Oh,
I see. You're right. Wow. How does that stay afloat? It must be
ridiculously heavy. And I know what you're talking about with the
little ships on the Wyntara. Never understood them at all.”

“It's really quite fascinating. They heat water up until it
turns into steam and then they force the steam through a series of
valves and thingies like that and it moves this arm that's attached
to a big paddle. Really neat.”

She looked at me with a cocked eye.

“What?”

“I said I didn't understand it. I didn't say that I wanted
to know all about it. I could care less.” She looked at me a moment
longer, then went back to looking at the ship with the long black
plume of smoke coming off if it. “You know, I think it might be
chasing that other ship.”

“It is,” Shykuro said as she glanced over. “That is one of
Queen Fiona's ships and the smoking one belongs to the
cats.”

“Really? That would explain why Fiona didn't want to go
into The Cursed Sea. With ships like that, it doesn't matter what
the wind is doing. What are they going to do to Fiona's
ship?”

“Sink it and kill all those aboard. At least, those they
don't take as slaves. I hear that the female hairless monkeys fetch
a good price at the markets in both Kingsstrand and
Anykkule.”

“Where?”

“The two major cities of the cats. You don't know that?
What exactly are you going to do when you get to Dulgo Utar if you
don't even know anything about it?”

“That's a typical Aurora plan,” Cassandra said snidely.
“She always makes it up as she goes along.”

That was true.

Most of my plans, when I did take the time
to plan, fell apart before they even started.

“I really don't know what I'm going to do except start to
draw power from the Rakhasa as I meet them. I will say, though,
that I can feel the magic they use even up here. It's like wave
after wave of subtle power washing over me, infusing me. And once
again, it's different than what I am used to. It's much more raw,
powerful, like what the mermaids had.”

“Oh, here we go again with the mermaids,” Cassandra said as
she rolled her eyes.

“I know that you don't believe me, but there were
mermaids.”

“Yes,” Shykuro said as he started to angle away from the
iron ship. “They hang out near the Cove of the Sirens. Nasty
creatures they are. All nice and polite and look, we saved you from
a watery grave and then WHACK, they drag you under and turn you
into one of them. That's why it's called The Cursed Ait. Only Queen
Fiona would be smart enough to put her pirate base there because no
one else in their right mind would go near that place.”

“Wait,” Cassandra said as she looked at me. “You mean you
were telling the truth about the mermaids?”

“Well of course I was. When have I ever lied to
you?”

“I don't know. If it's a lie, how am I supposed to know if
you're lying to me?”

“So why would I make up something like that?”

“To hide the fact that you tried to abandon Vudrun, Al, and
myself and then got all guilty about it and came back. That's
why.”

I was stunned at that admission.

“You really thought that I would leave you all to your
fate?”

“Well, when you're cleaning up the aftermath of other
people's sex, all day and night long and then being used to test
new toys on, which really hurt sometimes, let me tell you, then
yeah, I did think that. Two weeks Aurora. You were gone for two
weeks. I knew you weren't dead like they were all saying. That
Fiona sure was mad at that pirate whom she thought killed you. Had
her strung up and smeared with honey and then the carrion birds ate
her to death.... Slowly.”

“Eeeewwww. That's awful.”

“That's Fiona. That woman was one piece of work, let me
tell you.”

“Can we go closer to that Rakhasa ship so that I can see it
better?” I asked Shykuro, the image of that poor female being
slowly eaten by carrion birds still stuck in my mind.

“No.”

Okay. That was direct.

“Why?”

“Do you really want them to know that you're here? Isn't
there a bounty on your head from the cats? Didn't they send an
assassin after you?”

“Yes.”

“Then it's foolish to get closer. Hopefully they think that
you died when The Cursed Ait was destroyed by those
eruptions.”

“No,” Cassandra said with a half-smile. “I'm sure that if
they know anything about our Aurora, they believe that she
destroyed that island and is right now coming to them to destroy
them also. Aurora has a way with cities, it seems.”

“They weren't all my fault and the pirate island certainly
wasn't my fault either. I had nothing to do with that.”

“You sure?”

I thought about it a moment. “No. You're
right. Those volcano erupted because of me.”

“And that storm that has been following us this whole time,
that's because of you also. I don't think you really need to do
anything once you set foot on this Dulgo Utar. I'm pretty sure that
the place will tear itself apart just with you being
there.”

“You're probably right about that, but that isn't the
reason I'm coming here.”

“The cats think it is and that's all that matters. Right
Dragon?”

“Shykuro. And yes, the annoying, talkative one is
correct.”

“Wait. What did you just call me?”

“You heard me, hairless monkey.”

“Well that's just rude.”

The Rakhasa ship disappeared over the
horizon after about ten minutes but the haze of the smoke stayed
around for a good hour further. By then, the Golden Strand was
starting to get more visibler and I could see that it was a very
long stretch of what looked like yellow sand, the waves that were
starting to get more and more agitated by the storm behind us,
lapping up against the shoreline in lines of rippling white. About
one hundred queen's mark in from the water-line was a dense,
verdant mass of foliage that looked like it was composed of shrubs,
undergrowth, and trees the likes of which I had never seen before.
Mountains rose up gently the more inland one went to be capped by
snow far up, clouds starting to hug the peaks as if for
comfort.

The one thing I didn't see was a town or
village or anything that might indicate civilization.

“Where are you taking us?” I asked.

“To the pirate town. It's about another hour or so down the
coast. From there, you can start your journey to wherever it is you
think you need to go.”

“I suppose that I couldn't convince you to come with
us.”

She looked back at me a moment, as if to
ascertain whether I was joking with her or not. “No. You couldn't.
I don't want anything to do with you and your magics. Doesn't
concern me. You can kill all the cats if that's what you really
want to do, doesn't bother me at all. I'm free now, seeing that the
pirate town is no longer and Queen Fiona isn't around. I'm going to
go up to those beautiful mountains and see if I can find a nice
cave and hang out.”

“That sounds boring,” Cassandra said.

“When you live as long as I do, then just hanging out for a
few decades isn't boring at all. It's relaxing.”

“How old are you?” she asked.

“I never really counted. It's just a number.”

“Yeah, old people always say that.”

“Cassandra. Don't be rude,” I chided her.

“And like you never are? Stop being such a hypocrite all
the time.”

I was going to respond to her, but realized
with a suddenness that made me actually grunt, that that was what
she wanted me to do. React to her. She was looking for a reaction
from me and I always gave her one. Well this time she was in for a
surprise.

“What, no witty comeback?” she asked me.

“Nope.”

“You okay? You're not feeling sick, are you?”

“Nope.”

I wouldn't have even noticed the pirate town
until Shykuro landed in front of it had it not been for a ship
sitting off the coast, smaller boats laden with goods moving back
and forth, about fifty females in little more than underwear,
working under the hot sun to move the goods into the canopy and
away from prying eyes.

“Here we are,” Shykuro said as she landed rather harshly.
“Now I will ask you one favor before I go. Can you please cut that
stupid saddle off of me. It's irritating as all get
out.”

I started to cut the straps. “You sure you
don't want to accompany me?”

“Is she going to be going also?” she asked as she pointed
at Cassandra with her head.”

“Yes.”

“Then no. I've had enough of her talking for a lifetime. If
I don't hear another hairless monkey talk for the next fifty years,
that will be fine with me.”

“Well I don't like you either, so there,” Cassandra
answered back as she maturely stuck her tongue out at the
Dragon.

Several of the near-naked female pirates
stopped what they were doing and started toward us. One walked a
little ahead of the others and nodded at Shykuro, who nodded back,
checked to see if the saddle was completely off of her, then took
off without so much as a goodbye and soared off toward the
snow-capped mountains inland.

“Who be ye?” the tall, well endowed and well-muscled pirate
asked me in tones that weren't of the friendly type. She stood with
hands on hips, one hip thrust up a little, head cocked to the
right. She sported a panoply of tattoos over a good percentage of
her tight and toned body, the golden-brown color of her skin
telling me that she had spend a good part of her life in the
sun.

“Aurora,” I answered, not about to be intimidated by this
one. “Can you tell me where I might find the Rakhasa port where
they would bring slaves to?” I smiled at her. Never hurt to be
friendly.

She smiled back at me and huffed a little,
then looked back at her comrades, who were not smiling. “What be ye
doin' on Queen Fiona's mount, lassie?”

Queen.... Oh shit.

“That was her Dragon?”

“Aye. And be a answerin' the question fore me and mine be a
beatin' it out o' ye.”

“Ha!” Cassandra snorted as she made sure to stay a little
behind me. “Like that's ever going to happen.”

“Not helping, Cassandra,” I whispered back to
her.

The pirate took a step forward and poked me
in the chest.... And it hurt. “Listen lassie, and lassie be what ye
are. Be a tellin' me why yer on the Queen's mount, why ye let it
go, and
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