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Chapter 1

Risk/Reward


Calista stared at what was left of the Dullahan with morbid fascination. There was nothing left above the waist at all, just a pool of inky blackness leaking smoke over the jagged steel edges of what little remained of the fae hunter’s torso armor.

She had to confess, the effect went a long way towards making ol’ Goban a lot less intimidating. A headless horseman? Scary. A chest-less horseman? Not so much. He did still possess the bony demon double-flail, though now it was held in the horse’s mouth, its teeth gripping the black hardwood handle.

And that led to the most irritating aspect of the Dullahan’s new configuration. Speaking duties had been taken over by the devilish skull flail-heads. Calista had noticed that, despite being part of the same entity, the heads didn’t appear to get along at all, and couldn’t agree on whose turn it was to talk. So they both did. Every. Single. Frick’in. Time.

“ZaZainn ShaShamararr’ss leleadd getsgrows furtherther wiwith e-everyry papasssinngg minsecuteond. Wwe mumustt folchaselow. Mmust gogo nownow.

Gods, that was awful. Calista grit her teeth and suppressed her irritation. “We will follow him, but firssst, we’re going to gather allies. Locals who really underssstand what we’re getting into. No more charging headlong into gods-forsaken pitsss full of nightmare abominations and nearly dying in a cave-in.”

That had truly been a nightmare. Calista wasn’t even sure how much time they spent blundering around lost underground. It probably hadn’t been more than a day or two, but it had felt like weeks. Even after they’d managed to fight their way out of the territory of those whacko split-jaw creatures, that still left them in a cave system with no obvious exits. And their goblin “guide” didn’t know shit about the mines.

They’d only survived through a combination of Enobaria’s divination potions and Bramble’s discovery of a network of cleverly-hidden tunnels used by the purple-scaled kobolds who lived in the mountain. The tunnels weren’t made for medium-sized people, but Enobaria was skinny, Byago was limber, and Calista could use her snake body to push the rest of her through the confined spaces with ease. The kobolds didn’t care for their intrusion, but what the fuck were they gonna do about it, huh?

...Is what Calista initially thought, but as their invasion continued, the natives got increasingly restless and aggressive, and—most distressingly—more numerous. A lot more numerous. By the end, it felt like they had a small army at their heels when they finally burst out the side of mountain. Fortunately, their pursuers seemed disinclined to chase them out into the sunlight.

Unfortunately, they’d gotten separated from Eggs and Tharg back at that mine-cart switching station. Calista figured they’d been eaten or turned into lamp-zombies, so she’d been pleasantly surprised to find them waiting by their auto-wagon, both covered head-to-toe with layers of hardening blue blood, Eggs squinting myopically, while Tharg stood motionless, his expression locked in a thousand-yard stare.

The only clean part of them was the Doomblade of Exavoth itself, which vibrated with a smug, satisfied energy. Calista felt a sense of unease as she stared at its glossy obsidian surface. In the few months since Eggs had joined the crew, Calista had never actually seen Eggs draw her weapon—she’d only witnessed the messy aftermath. Eggs had demurred at requests for a demonstration of her skills, saying, “That’s really not a good idea,” with a pained, anxious expression on her face. It made Calista wonder if Eggs could consciously control the black blade at all, or if it only manifested according to its own will.

It certainly wasn’t aiding her ability to see anything. Eggs had to call out to confirm who they were from thirty yards away, having never found her glasses. Which was a problem, because she’d left her spares back on the Gloom Shrike. Calista took a deep breath as she suppressed the urge to scream at Eggs. Why the hell would she leave them there and not in the auto-wagon? It was like her crew was actually trying to drive her insane.

But it was then that Calista noticed her head burglar shifting from foot to foot, a far-too-innocent expression plastered to her face.

“Tharg!” Calista called out, “Bramble Check!”

The half-orc showed no outward sign of having heard her, but his body responded, and he trudged over to the halfling thief like a golem running an automated routine, grabbing her by the ankles and shaking her while a shower of random loose objects clattered and jingled as they bounced off the stone tiles of the Yohzoc plaza.

“My glasses!” said Eggs, reverently picking them up and placing them back on her gore-covered face. “You saw me drop them and you kept them safe for me.”

“Yes, yes,” said Bramble. “That is definitely what I did. And then, you know, with all the explosions and the monsters and the kobolds and whatnot, it just slipped my ding-dang mind! Crazy, right?”

Calista sighed as she retrieved her favorite broach and handed Enobaria back her mother-of-pearl hair comb. Most of the other objects were shiny rocks of various sizes, some of which might actually be variable. Then Calista set up a rendezvous with Crump’s associates, who turned out to be less than an hour away.

The Mirogans had almost arrived when the remnants of the Dullahan galloped up to join the pirates at the bottom of the Yohzoc stairs. Bramble tried and failed to start a group cheer at “the whole gang being back together,” while Calista had mixed feelings. She still needed the thing’s tracking abilities, but she was also thoroughly sick of its shit.

Like now, where it was the last one to show up, and then immediately started berating them for not moving quicker.

“I-I amm GoGobann the DuDulllahahan. I-I dodo nonott titirre. I-I dodo nonott reresstt. I-I dodo nonott stostopp⁠—”

“Yeah? No shit,” snapped Calista. “And tell me, how has that been working out for you, huh? Because, I’m ssstarting to notice a little pattern, here. One where you rush headlong ssstraight at your sssuposed prey, only for him to turn around and feed you your own assss.”

The horse reared up and tossed its skeletal head, shaking the flail-skulls so hard that they couldn’t talk for a full minute. When they stopped bouncing Calista caught one of them with both hands, holding its jaw firmly shut.

“You talk only,” she said to the other one.

“I had Zain the Artificer broken on the ground at my feet. I was seconds away from landing the killing blow. I was⁠—”

“Oh, yeah?” said Calista. “Tell me, does Zain still have a torssso? Does he still have a head and at leassst one arm? Because if the answer is ‘yesss,’ I’d sssay he definitely got the bessst of that little exchange, didn’t he?”

The jagged-tooth demon skull’s burning ember eyes glared at her from within its pitch-black pits.

“You were supposed to follow,” it said. “You were supposed to assist. You swore an oath⁠—”

“We were following,” said Calista. “On rail cars. But they flipped the track ssswitch. And the person in posssition to flip the ssswitch back—that’s you, by the way—didn’t fucking do it. Why did you not flip the ssswitch?”

The devil skull froze in place, its bony jaw stuck wide open. If the thing was capable of showing chagrin, that’s what it was doing now. The jaws opened and shut silently several times before it spoke again.

“It did not,” it said, “occur to me to do that.”

“Of courssse it didn’t,” said Calista, through a forced smile. “Look, I get it. You’re a sssolitary hunter. Not used to working with a team. But your way… jussst isn’t working with this Zain perssson. Ssso we do it my way now. We gather as many allies as possible, we work together in a coordinated assssault, we win, and we both get what we want, as we agreed to. Underssstand?”

The coal eyes burned at her sullenly, but the skull head slowly nodded. “Yes, I understand.”

“Good,” said Calista, as she released the other skull. “Now, you just sssit back and let me work. I’ll call you when I need your hunting ssskills, okay?”

Her proclamation was met with silence, which she interpreted as assent, and Calista slithered over to the back of the auto-wagon to have a lie-down until the Mirogans arrived.

She didn’t have to wait too long, and there was no way she’d be able to miss the massive procession of magitanks, war-wagons., low-flying scrollbikes, and dreadworms. There were at least a hundred of the monstrous worms, in every size imaginable, but all paled in comparison to the titanic aberration that led the column. It was twice as large as any of the other dreadworms, its gaping mouth at least forty feet wide, and it carried an elaborate black-and-gold pavilion on its back, along with a full battalion of heavily armored infantry.

The sight of it nearly sent Crump into conniptions. “Th-that’s Krah-Mirogah,” he squeaked. “The Worm God himself, in the flesh. For him to show up personally—something’s going on. Something huge. This could be really bad. Really, really bad.”

“I hate to admit it, Captain,” said Enobaria, “but the little maggot has a point. We have no reason to think these Worm Cultists are going to be friendly, and if they’re not, we’re going to be super, extra fucked.”

“But if they are friendly, the rest of our mission should be a total cakewalk,” said Calista. “High rissk, high reward. If I was the ssort to play it sssafe, I’d never have joined the Sscourge in the first place. Besides, you have me leading the negotiations. I’ll have them eating out of my hand in no time.”

“There you go, Captain,” Bramble piped up. “Think positive. We can make so many friends this way. So, so, many.”

Enobaria favored the both of them with a sour look as the huge host of worms, machines, and men bore down on them. Calista noted that her First Mate’s helpful, can-do attitude had been gradually eroding the longer they went without actually wreaking vengeance on Zain and friends, but she was still at tolerable levels of snark, so Calista elected to let it go for now.

After that it was a simple matter of waiting for the Mirogan’s scouts to come out and make contact, then wait for them to go confer with their scout commander, then wait some more as their petition was passed up the chain of command. Calista got the sense that she was a strange anomaly that nobody was sure what to do with. Potential slaves never, ever turned the tables on their trappers, and then turned around looking to negotiate.

There was a real danger that they’d get clapped in irons anyway, simply because that would be less of a hassle for the Mirogan chain of command, and Calista was fully prepared to spring to action and stage a desperate breakout if that happened. But instead, their petition made it to the High Priestess Rhatha Tak, and they were granted an audience.

They were led to a temporary, but still lavish black pavilion, and inside, sitting on a kind of portable hammock, flanked by two sickly-looking veiled attendants, was High Priestess Rhatha, who was simply one of the most smoking-hot bitches that Calista had ever seen. She easily matched or beat the transcendent beauties of Chernobog’s harem.

Her straight, black hair hung like a silken curtain down around her shoulders, to match her eye makeup, the paint on her long nails and full, sensuous lips, her onyx-and-gold jewelry, and a satiny tabard that was wholly insufficient to contain the luscious orange curves that burst out the sides of the garment. Was she even wearing anything under there? Calista hoped to find out.

Rhatha’s other main accessory was a black scepter she casually balanced between her fingers, and Calista had to struggle to keep a straight face at the sight of it. Sure, she could feel through her arcane sense that the object was an extremely powerful artifact, brimming with bizarre extra-cosmic magic. But it looked like a fucking glass dildo coat-rack with the bottom half chopped off. It just added extra fuel to Calista’s imagination, which didn’t need much of a boost when it came to envisioning Rhatha in erotic situations.

The hobgoblin priestess practically exuded power, magic, and sex in equal measures, and Calista found her irresistible to the point of intoxication. It turned out she liked High Priestesses even better than nuns. Who knew?

“Captain, you’re drooling,” muttered Enobaria under her breath.

“It’s not what you think,” Calista muttered back. “It’s a common condition among lamias. We’re very sssensitive about it.”

“So,” said Rhatha, her voice ringing out with haughty scorn, “Let us hear what these filthy, presumptuous offworlders think so important that it demands the attention of High Priestess Rhatha Tak. Perhaps, if you amuse me enough, I might not have you fed to our travel-hungry dreadworms.”

Well, that wasn’t the best starting point for negotiations, but Calista had done more with less. The next few exchanges proved fraught, and Calista was legitimately fighting down a rising sense of panic, until they discovered that they shared a common enemy. These cultists referred to Zain Shamar as the “Wormslayer,” or, more precisely, as the “So-Called Wormslayer,” since the title came from a heretical prophecy.

But the dude had managed to kill a dreadworm, and one of the big ones, too. So the Mirogans were out for his blood now. Calista was impressed by the busboy artificer’s continuing ability to both punch well over his weight class and to piss off really powerful people.

“We do know the general area this Zain will be,” said Rhatha. “But you say you have a hunter who can accurately track his precise location in real time, despite the anti-scrying charms he carries?”

“Goban the Dullahan, High Priestessss,” said Calista, gesturing over to him. “The Prime Hunter of the Unssseelie Court, or so I’m told.”

“Where’s the rest of ’im?” asked a hulking, hairy bugbear, who was also there, scratching the ears of one of the biggest and ugliest dogs Calista had ever seen.

“Goban has had a…” said Calista, “a rough time of it, the passst few days, Mister, umm…”

“Mister Warun, High King of Mirog,” said the bugbear, puffing up his chest like she was supposed to be super-impressed with that, before turning back to grin at the dullahan. “That horse looks real silly with just a pair of legs ridin’ him.”

“Yes, quite, Your Majesty,” said Rhatha, with exaggerated patience. “But as long as it can find our enemy, it doesn’t matter what it looks like. Very well. We will permit your Scourge Pirates to travel with our war party in exchange for sniffing out the so-called Wormslayer and bringing him to us. Preferably alive, but dead will also be acceptable.”

“Oh, excellent,” said Calista. “Oh, and Zain is carrying a ring on him, that our bossss wants really bad, so⁠—”

“You may take any of the so-called Wormslayer’s possessions for yourself,” said Rhatha, “so long as your team is the one to reach him first.”

That wasn’t ideal, but Calista decided against haggling further. Rhatha was making sure they couldn’t just hang back and let the Mirogan army do all the work to for them. She was one sharp cookie. Smart and sexy—just her type.

“That sounds fine, High Priestesss,” said Calista. “But I jussst have one more question.”

“Yes?” said Rhatha.

“Thiss guy,” said Calista, pointing to Crump. “Is he important to you at all?”

“I’ve never seen him before,” said Rhatha. “So, no.”

“Good, jusst checking,” said Calista, and gestured to Byago. “Your turn.”

With that, Byago closed on the hapless goblin, jabbing him with his fingers a few times before putting him in an odd full-body lock, and began to apply steady pressure to Crump’s spine. The goblin let out a pitiful whine, that would’ve been a scream, had Byago not hit a pressure point that locked his victim’s jaw shut.

Byago’s order of warrior-monks specialized in both dishing out and enduring pain, as Crump was finding out. His last few minutes of life were spent in excruciating agony, before his spine finally snapped, sending him tumbling to the ground, twitching and foaming at the mouth for a few moments before finally going still.

“Haw, that was hilarious,” said King Warun, as he released his grip on his wolf-dog’s collar, who darted forward and seized Crump in its jaws, overcome with delight at its brand new chew toy.

“That whining noise you squeezed out of him—it was like goblin bagpipes,” said Warun. “I like you guys! Hey, leather dude, that body lock got a name?”

”Mrnnrrmm hrmm hu hrmmrnnm.”

“Byago, unzip,” said Enobaria.

“Apologies,” said Byago. “That was the Palm Bow of Torment. Not my best effort, I’m afraid. It’s my first time applying it to a goblin, and you just don’t get great leverage with the shorter spine.”

“Ooh, well maybe we’ll have to find you a full-sized victim, then,” said Warun. “I gotta see that⁠—“

“Yes, you two can have a little torture party later,” said Rhatha, coolly. “And I suppose I did just say the goblin wasn’t important. But was there any particular reason for that little display?”

“Oh, well,” said Calista. “Poor Crump here tried to sssell us into ssslavery, and we’re Sscourge ssspace pirates. We’re not allowed to let people fuck with us and get away with it. And his usssefulness was done, so that was it for him.”

“Oh, really?” said Rhatha. “And should I be worried, then—as the group that was going to purchase you as slaves?”

“Well, you didn’t know that we were Sscourge Pirates of Chernobog, did you?” said Calista.

“Since I’ve never heard of you before, the answer would be no,” said Rhatha.

“Well, that’s no problem, then,” said Calista. “The fault was all on the ssseller’s end. You didn’t know who we are, but now you do.”

“Now I do?” said Rhatha, raising an elegant eyebrow. “Is that some kind of threat?”

“Threats? Pfft—who needs threats? Not us, for sure,” said Calista, with a laugh and a wave of her hand. “Because I can already tell that we’re going to get along wonderfully. It’s just that our bossss, Chernobog the Vile—he’s a powerful demon from beyond the edges of our universe. Kind of like your dreadworms, in fact. But, he getss real mad if he finds out his pirates haven’t been inspiring terror like he wantsss, and he can be weirdly insightful about that kind of thing. Ssso it’s more about covering our asssses, here. Company policy, you sssee.”

“My goodness,” said Rhatha. “I had no idea that space pirates had a professional reputation to maintain.”

“Yes, it’s all just a matter of professionalism,” said Calista, taking a moment to eye Rhatha’s gorgeous form from head to elegant, painted toenail. “Because persssonally, you’re more than welcome to ssstep on me anytime.”

Enobaria went rigid and made a brief, strangled noise, before shooting a sidelong glare at her. But Calista’s eyes were focused on High Priestess Rhatha Tak, who shot her a haughty, disdainful glance, but not without a bit of smolder to it. She parted her lush, black-painted lips just enough to briefly moisten them, as she crossed her legs and reclined in the hammock, the motion threatening to dislodge her tabard in a really interesting way.

“Is that so?” said Rhatha. “You play a dangerous game, snake. We shall have to see if your skills are half as impressive as your insolence. You are dismissed. Speak to the guard captain outside to be assigned to a position in our formation.”

“Of course, High Priestessss,” said Calista, refraining from inquiring about which of her “skills” Rhatha would be seeking to test first. You had to know when to push it, and when to hold back.

“Is it okay for me to talk again?” asked Bramble, as soon as they were clear of the High Priestess’ pavilion.

“I don’t see why not,” said Enobaria. “It’s not like you could’ve said anything more inappropriate than our Captain.”

“High risssk, high reward, First Mate,” said Calista. “That’s the Ssscourge way. And it’s all turned out for the bessst, hasn’t it? We’ve got an entire army of locals at our backs now. Let’s sssee Zain Shamar try to ssslink away from us this time.

The rest of the day’s journey was a rather leisurely affair. Their auto-wagon puttered along in its assigned position, well below its normal cruising speed, to keep pace with the slower dreadworms. It didn’t matter that they weren’t going very fast, because they knew exactly where the Rephaites were—in an abandoned Yllsalian plantation in the jungle known as The Jitters.

Their Mirogan liaison explained it to them earlier. Normally the dreadworms avoided the fae-touched jungles, because all those otherworldly tree roots sunk deep into the ground, and fouled the worms’ ability to swim through the earth like water. So the Rephaites imagined themselves safe there.

But, just because the dreadworms didn’t like to go into the jungles, that didn’t mean they couldn’t. It was just a huge hassle, and the Rephaites cowering there weren’t enough of a threat to bother with anyway. But now, they were sheltering the Wormslayer, and that could not be countenanced. They were about to learn what happened to those who gave aid and comfort to the enemies of Mirog.

The column of worms and machines continued to advance well after sundown, finally calling for a five-hour break, for the troops to eat, nap, and otherwise refresh themselves. Barely a few minutes into the break a runner brought Calista a message summoning her to High Priestess Rhatha’s command tent. No elaboration as to what this was about. But that was fine. Calista had a very good idea what this was about.

She shot a smug look at Enobaria as she left, slithering behind the runner as they made their way to the head of the procession. She caught the scent of grilling meat as the soldiers’ dinner was being prepared, along with the more gruesome sight of the dreadworms being fed their own meals: Rephaite captives, bound and fettered with ropes, gagged and blindfolded to cut down on the panic and screaming as they were led to their sticky and suffocating ends.

Of course, Calista had seen much worse as a Scourge pirate, but the matter-of-fact, methodical nature of the process took her back a bit. At least Chernobog would talk to you first. Did that make any sense? No matter. None of it was her problem. She wasn’t going to let it kill her mood.

Everything picked up when she reached Rhatha’s tent, which was even larger and more richly-appointed than her pavilion had been. It even had a sort of entrance chamber, where those two sickly veiled attendants awaited her, though Calista barely recognized them. Not only had they both made miraculous recoveries, but they appeared to have each gained at least twenty to thirty pounds, mostly located in their supple, juicy thighs and rumps, which now poked out enticingly out the sides of their black tabards.

“You must be the filthy space pirate Mistress Rhatha warned us about,” said one of them, though her tone was playful.

“We have been instructed to wash you,” said the other, “quite thoroughly, lest you track the effluvium of both the Red Wastes and the mines of Yohzoc into Mistress’ holy presence.”

There wasn’t a tub—Calista supposed that would’ve been a hassle to transport for this war band. Instead they simply had a couple buckets of water, one soapy, the rest not. Well, all right—that could be fun, too.

As the two attendants went to work, Calista peppered them with compliments and cracked as many jokes as she could. She tried to turn removing her scale armor into a strip-tease, which, being armor, it was obviously not designed for. But that just added to the comedy value, and in no time at all, she had both women giggling delightfully.

Neither of them had ever seen a lamia before, so Calista took advantage of their curiosity, in particular, about where her human and snake halves met. Humans had functional hipbones and a vestigial tailbone, while she had vestigial hipbones, while her spine kept going, down into her snake body. Calista turned about to let the attendants, a hobgoblin and a half-elf, whose names were Sinuon and Fynbarra, inspect the limits of her human skin, which included her sacral triangle and the tops of her ass cheeks, before they melded together, transitioning into her dorsal scales, which were a green so dark they were nearly black.

Her human skin went down a bit lower on her front before transitioning to pale greenish-white, and she saw both women taken aback by what they saw there.

“You’ve… you’ve got, umm…” said Sinuon.

“I’ve got what?” said Calista, waggling her eyebrows.

“You’ve got two holes in front,” declared Fynbarra, who then giggled at her own audacity.

“Yup,” said Calista. “The lower one’s my pooper.”

“Eewww,” said Sinuon.

“What, ‘eewww?’” said Calista, “I’ll have you know thiss is much cleaner than you legged folks. You can’t even sssee where you’re wiping. And my opening is right by my ssscales, which are easy to clean. No hair for anything to get ssstuck to.”

“We don’t have any hair down there,” said Sinuon. “We’re cleanly waxed.”

“Ooh, let me sssee that,” said Calista.

“That’s not allowed,” said Sinuon. “We’re not the ones taking a bath.”

“Oh, but that’s not fair at all,” pouted Calista. “I’ve been showing you my everything, but you won’t let me sssee anything in return? C’mon, jusst a little peek.”

Sinuon continued to demur, but Finbarra actually pulled her tabard aside for a brief flash, before doubling over in another giggle-fit. It did confirm that the priestesses weren’t wearing any underwear at all. Then it was time to get to business, as the two lovely attendants started soaping her up and rinsing her off.

It was a wonderful treat, to have two gorgeous women constantly placing their hands on her body, and Calista took every possible opportunity to brush up against them in return. Towards the end of her bath, she escalated her incursions to include the occasional stroke, with a few saucy squeezes of those magnificent thighs, which earned her some delightful squeals, a playful swat with the scrub-brush, and admonitions that she was a naughty, naughty snake.

Hell yeah, she was. The two attendants paused when they reached her snake tail, which didn’t look dirty at all. Dirt and muck simply didn’t adhere to the smooth keratin of her scales, but a quick, soapy rinse and scrub didn’t hurt, either.

And with that, her cleansing was complete. Ah, that had been sublime. The best she’d felt since arriving in this shit-hole shardworld. Now the attendants pulled back the curtain leading into the main area of the tent, gesturing for her to venture further in.

“Oh, will you not be joining us?” said Calista to the two women.

“Perhaps in another life,” said Fynbarra, her veil too short to hide her sweet smile. “But in this one, we have been promised to Krah-Mirogah himself. Our wedding day approaches soon.”

“Really, we’ve let you get away with more than we should’ve,” said Sinuon. “Consider yourself honored to have groped the future brides of a living god.”

“Oh, I consssider myself both lucky and honored to be in the presence of such lovely ladies as yourssselves,” said Calista. “I’ll sssee you again in a couple hours, hopefully.”

Calista entered the tent, feeling the heat from a couple braziers, the smoke trailing up through a vent in the tent’s peak. A lavish rug with elaborate designs covered the ground, leading up to the main feature of the room, a gold velvet settee, upon which reclined the gorgeous form of Rhatha Tak, casually snacking on a bowl of candied fruit.

“Finally you’ve made yourself presentable, snake,” said Rhatha. “Though you certainly took your time, along with molesting my attendants. That incorrigible attitude of yours is going to need severe corrective measures taken. Which is why you’re here right now.”

“Is thiss going to involve whips or paddles?” said Calista. “Because if it is, I’m totally on board.”

“First rule, snake,” said Rhatha, “If you are to speak to me, you will address me as ‘Mistress.’”

Oh, so it was like that, eh? Well, Calista had basically volunteered to be dommed. She could run with this scenario, no problems.

“Yes, Mistresss,” she said.

“Well, that’s an improvement, where your mouth is concerned,” said Rhatha. “But your insolent eyes are another story. You imagine yourself subtle, snake? From the moment we met, I’ve noted your lewd gaze roaming licentiously all over my holy body. And you’re still doing it now. You think I wouldn’t notice your sacrilege?”

“Ahh, you’ve caught me out, Mistresss,” said Calista. “I beg your forgivenesss. I’m just a lowly, crude, unmannered ssspace pirate. And it’s not every day I encounter such a radiant, sssplendid hobgoblin beauty such as yoursself. Your sssublime sssexiness is so overwhelming, I simply lack the refinement or the will to tear my eyes away from your ssscrumptious body. And your raiments, Mistresss, they flatter and reveal your fantassstic figure sso wonderfully, it’s practically a crime. In fact, Mistresss, I could only think of one way that tabard could posssibly look any better.”

“Oh?” said Rhatha. “And what would that be?”

“Why, if it was on the floor, Mistresss,” said Calista.

“Oh, really?” said Rhatha, her eyes narrowing, “Consider your next words very carefully, snake. Is that truly what you think?”

“Oh, yes,” Mistresss,” said Calista.

Rhatha said nothing, as she idly tapped that powerful black rod of hers, fixing Calista with a fiery glare. Slowly she sat up, and their gazes locked for a full minute. Then Rhatha reached down, slowly, deliberately, to grip the lower hem of her tabard, which she then yanked off over her head in one smooth motion, and then tossed to the side.

“There we are,” said High Priestess Rhatha, as she reclined to one side of the settee, her disdainful mien unaltered, despite being completely naked. “Is that more to your liking, you barbarous pirate?”

“Oh yes, Mistresss,” said Calista. Truthfully, most people’s appearances benefited from at least partial concealment, and getting naked was less about visuals and more about getting to the fun frolicking. But Rhatha’s sumptuous curves proved to be the exception to that rule, and her elegant recline displayed her bountiful assets to their maximum appeal.

Calista needed to do more than look. But before she’d slithered even an inch forward. Rhatha’s bark of command halted her.

“Stop right there,” she said, fixing Calista with a scalding glare. “I’ll warn you now, this is a dangerous game you’re playing, snake. Approach me, if you dare—but you will do so on your belly.”

“Yes, Mistresss,” said Calista. “I’d do that even if it was over a mile of nails and broken glasss.”

Calista advanced, her lamia body making the task trivial, as she could hold her human form an inch above the rug while her snake body propelled her forward. She took a winding, sinuous path to her goal, to draw out the tension a bit. One didn’t want to appear overly eager.

Calista reached the foot of the settee when Rhatha stretched out her leg, planting the ball of her foot on Calista’s forehead to halt her advance.

“Not so fast,” said Rhatha. “I have yet to see a convincing display from you. Now, worship my feet.”

“Of course, Mistresss,” said Calista. This was another easy request, as she began to suck on Rhatha’s toes, one by one, while her long, forked tongue flicked out to tickle her elegant arches.

This close, Calista could both smell and taste the mild floral scents of whatever soap and shampoo Rhatha must’ve used just before summoning her here, combined with just a few dabs of perfume, which didn’t totally drown out the hobgoblin’s equally pleasant, earthier natural aroma. Calista had scent receptors on her tongue, in addition to her regular human sense of smell, so she always got an extra charge when her lover went the extra mile in the fragrance department.

She didn’t hold anything back in her foot worship at all, making sure to lick all the way up and down Rhatha’s arch and instep, then covering the tops of her feet with kisses, to go back to toe-sucking, and repeat with the arches, varying the intensity and location of her tongue-swipes until she started hearing hitches in Rhatha’s breathing, giving her clues as to where the hobgoblin priestess was most sensitive.

“Perhaps I’ve picked the wrong… test for you,” said Rhatha, as she suppressed a gasp of pleasure. “I can’t tell if you’re truly humble, or if you merely have a foot fetish.”

“Oh, you underessstimate me, Mistresss,” said Calista. “I have an entire leg fetish.”

“Show me, then,” commanded Rhatha, and Calista obliged, slowly climbing her way up the High Priestess’ shapely limbs, while thoroughly licking, sucking, and kissing every square inch of smooth orange skin on the way up. It took quite a bit of discipline on Calista’s part to make sure she gave Rhatha’s shins and calves the appropriate levels of affection before moving on to those magnificent, thick thighs, but she kept at it until she couldn’t hold back any longer, ascending to plant her lips on the top of Rhatha’s quadriceps, savoring both their softness and their springiness, as she felt the muscle flex beneath her mouth.

She brought her hands up to join her as she savored the delectable flesh beneath her, delighting in the fantastic bounty that was Rhatha’s legs, stroking and squeezing as she allowed her tongue to grow bolder as she licked the soft skin of her Mistress’ inner thighs. And oh—it appeared she’d found a sensitive spot. Rhatha’s breath caught with every swipe of Calista’s forked tongue, though she refused to gasp or moan. Trying to maintain the illusion of cool, total control—Calista took that as a challenge. She’d have this bitch screaming her name before the evening was done.

The lusty pirate continued her assault on Rhatha’s inner thighs while her hands climbed ever higher up the worm-priestess’ hips. Calista’s tongue proceeded as well, each outward flick heading further towards the treasure that lay just above and between those gorgeous legs. Calista could taste Rhatha’s savory goodness in the air, before her tongue made physical contact, flowing freely and eagerly in response to her attention. The heady fragrance was enough to drive her wild, and she couldn’t resist any more, lunging up to plant her lips on Rhatha’s delectable, spicy mound.

But, before Calista had a chance to do much of anything, the High Priestess seized her by the hair and yanked her head up until they were facing nose-to-nose. Calista got a second to meet Rhatha’s furious gaze before she was slapped hard across the cheek.

“Insolent pirate!” said Rhatha. “When did I give permission to go higher that my legs? You are a hopelessly incorrigible, disrespectful, undisciplined, disobedient lecher of a snake. That’s what you are.”

Calista was about to reply with one of her standard lines about Rhatha’s unbridled sexiness overpowering her judgement, but the High Priestess had already grabbed her behind the head and pulled her in for a searing kiss. Immediately Calista’s senses were fully occupied with matching Rhatha’s insistent passion, slipping her long forked tongue into the hobgoblin’s mouth to play and twine around Rhatha’s skilled tongue, while sampling her full, sensual lips to the fullest extent possible.

Callista pressed her body up against Rhatha’s, wanting to savor every inch of her flesh with every part of her own. Calista felt her hardened nipples pressing into the fantastically soft mounds on Rhatha’s chest, and she reached down to cup and re-shape them, so both their sensitive nipples caressed and caught each other as the two women writhed in their passionate embrace.

Calista moved down to suck on Rhatha’s throat, noting that this didn’t earn her any rebuke. Ah, so they were past the domme stage and into the anything-goes-let’s-fuck-like-bunnies stage. Well, Calista had a special treat ready for that. Slowly she lifted the tip of her tail and carefully brought it up and over to slide right behind the elegant nape of Rhatha’s neck.

The sudden oddness of the situation was enough to snap Rhatha out of her frenzied lust. “Eh, what’s this? What are you up to, snake?”

“Why, providing you with a sspecial ssservice, Mistresss,” said Calista. “In a way that only I can do.”

By that point, Calista’s tail had zig-zagged around the High Priestess’ back and shoulders, melding around to fit the contours of her lovely body. Then Calista began to flex and relax the muscles in her tail, creating sinuous ripples that pushed their way into the stiff muscles that Rhatha would certainly have, given the considerable weight her shoulders carried, while Calista palmed and kneaded those wonderful mounds from the front, adding to the leverage of her special lamia massage.

Calista heard Rhatha grunt and shudder beneath her. It seemed like the High Priestess was exerting a considerable amount of will to prevent from crying out in pleasure. Well, Calista wasn’t going to make that task any easier. She slid both her hands over Rhatha’s sides to her back, so they were now sandwiched beneath her own coils. Then she clenched them into claws, and used the strength and pressure of her snake tail to push her fingertips deep into Rhatha’s tissues, as she brought her face down between Rhatha’s bountiful breasts and began to feast.

Calista felt Rhatha’s fingers tense where they were tangled in her hair, and the High Priestess’ body wriggled and shuddered beneath her mouth, but she still refused to vocalize her pleasure. Calista chuckled at Rhatha’s pride, not that it would do her any good. She leisurely continued to fully savor the hobgoblin’s magnificent tits, while all the tension in Rhatha’s upper back melted away into jelly beneath the lamia’s skilled fingertips.

Once she’d thoroughly sated herself, Calista ventured lower, licking and sucking her way across the smooth contours of Rhatha’s belly, while the lamia massage worked its wonders all along the High Priestess’ lower back and spine. Rhatha’s breathing was becoming wilder now, and Calista had a blast seeing how she could make her new lover’s stomach jump beneath her mouth, as she took note of which areas a simple lick would make the hobgoblin shake and sigh the most.

But, as much as Calista was enjoying her journey south, she did need to exercise some self-discipline not to jump all the way down to her destination, that delightful fleshy opening that lay in the valley of Rhatha’s now wantonly spread thighs. This time, there would be no denying her. In fact, Calista now felt the hobgoblin hands on her head, insistently trying to push her there faster. In fact, Rhatha probably would’ve ordered her to start eating her pussy already if she weren’t so distracted by suppressing her cries of pleasure.

Calista was nearly ready, but she had just one more trick left. She traced a long, leisurely slurp all the way to the very top of Rhatha’s lower lips—but that was a tease, as she veered off to start kissing the sensitive crease where the High Priestess’ thighs met her pelvis, while her hands drifted down to start groping the twin globes of Rhatha’s delicious fat ass. Calista heard a strangled groan of complaint from Rhatha, and she again tensed her fingers into claws, using her snake body to drive her digits deep into the springy flesh, penetrating into the tissue and evoking a symphony of sensations from her quarry, who lost all control and began moaning helplessly, the waves of pleasure too great to deny.

There we were. Calista plunged her forked tongue into Rhatha’s eager opening, and used her snake tail to easily swing the rest of her human body around a half-turn, bringing her nether regions up within Rhatha’s reach. Immediately the gorgeous hobgoblin seized Calista’s scaly hips and thrust her tongue deep inside, as though she were launching an invasion. Calista’s mouth descended upon Rhatha’s pussy and began to eat her out in earnest, savoring the animal heat from the High Priestess’ thick, meaty thighs as they began to squeeze her head, along with the flood of pleasure from her own clit as the two women fully unleashed their mutual lust upon each other.

Calista felt a rare surge of sheer, uncomplicated happiness at everything that was happening. The risk had been high, but the reward was so good it was indescribable. Getting here had been one disaster after another, but now she had almost everything she wanted. This was a slice of pure heaven, and it was only looking up from here. Finally, Calista had everything going her way. Retrieving that ring would be a cakewalk. Setting up this meeting had been the absolute best decision she’d ever made.

Calista continued her greedy feasting as she felt her own orgasm building, powerful and undeniable. Her mind went blank as she turned into a creature of pure animalistic pleasure, as she proceeded to have the best sex she’d had in years.


Chapter 2

The Bondi Appreciation Society


We had a joyous reunion with the rest of our party, and the purple kobolds seemed overjoyed by our success as well. Somehow Soraya managed to talk them out of throwing a grand feast in our honor. Normally, that would’ve been fun, but we were under a time crunch. We had to return to the Rephaite army and get them all outfitted with enough drakesalt spikes to beat the Mirogans, once and for all.

We were led out a hidden side entrance of Mount Apoxiroch, where Tirza and the Sandcat were both waiting for us. Fortunately, the space pirates had been too intent on chasing us to either loot or vandalize our trusty machine, so it was purring in tip-top shape waiting for us. I’d assumed Tirza had flown back to our parking spot, hitched her scrollbike to it, and driven over to meet us. Later, I’d think back on this moment and wonder about that. It would end up being a minor unsolved mystery in my life—but you’ll see why later.

But in the meantime, all anybody was talking about was me and Bondi. I had to announce our new relationship, as Bondi got too cutely flustered to do it, and everyone was overjoyed at the news. Well, Direk was more on the lines of “politely accepting,” but he wasn’t the ones I was concerned with. Bondi got enthusiastic hugs from Soraya, Mina, and Delara..

I did notice, as we were piling into the Sandcat, Soraya smugly gliding over to Mina, ruffling her hair, and saying, “I’ll be collecting later—don’t think I’ve forgotten.” Mina had a half-amused, half-rueful expression on her face as she took the Sandcat’s controls, while the rest of us piled into the troop carrier compartment in the back.

We had a bet, Master, thought Soraya, before I could ask. As to whether you or Delara would seduce Bondi first. I won, of course.

I wasn’t… actually trying to seduce her, I thought. For most of the journey, anyway.

That’s okay—neither was Delara, Soraya thought back. But one of you was going to close the deal, for sure.

I was tempted to argue, but I could tell this was one of Soraya’s “thousand years of intuition” moments. It came in useful, but sometimes I felt like the amusing pet of an immortal who could predict every move I made before I could even think of it. I pushed that thought aside in favor of something more concrete.

So, what did you bet?

Oh, sexual favors, of course, Master.

Really? I thought. Is there any point to that? Both of you are already down for anything. I honestly can’t think of something I’d like to do to either of you that I haven’t already done.

Well, it’s more for fun than anything, Master, thought Soraya. Just having the authority is its own type of spice.

Well, that was something to think about later. In the meantime, I focused on Bondi, sitting by my side, looking for ways to help her feel welcomed into our little harem, as the Sandcat raced its way across the Red Wastes. Fortunately, I had an able replacement at the lookout position in Dyxi, who’d continued her service as a local kobold representative and witness.

She didn’t have much to do, as the journey to Jitter Forest was mostly uneventful, at least in terms of outer obstacles. We had a pretty lively conversation in the back of the Sandcat, as Bondi opened up about a lot of things that she’d previously held close, like how her royal dragon family treated her, and what growing up there was really like.

Her dragon family’s defining attitude, according to her, was indifference, which could veer into disdain, particularly with her stepmom. It might’ve not been intentional with her siblings, the oldest of whom was three hundred years old, and the youngest of whom was eighty. Her father, Caxtondramir, would occasionally take human form and spend time with her, and I saw her face light up at the memory. But if she ran into him in dragon form, particularly when he was around his wife, he would act like a completely different person.

Over the years, Bondi grew increasingly weary of the emotional whiplash. She’d had servants to talk to, and tutors, but it seemed like they’d get reassigned the moment she started to get too friendly with them. She suspected it that was her step-mom’s doing, but she could never prove it.

But, since her family didn’t have any expectations for her, she also didn’t carry any of the burdens of royalty, either. She could run off adventuring and they wouldn’t bat an eye. Plus, she’d been materially well-cared for, which had been a big improvement on her early life in her mother’s fishing village, raised by an aunt who repeatedly told her she was a burden, and her sister’s shame.

“Thankfully, by the time I was five, my horns had grown out enough for the bronze portion to be visible past my hair,” said Bondi. “Some traveling knights saw that and put two and two together. And before I knew it, I was living as a princess in the Coral Palace, though it didn’t end up being as wonderful as I’d dreamed it would be.”

Bondi kept talking, but my brain had locked in on a particular detail. It took me a minute or two to realize the significance of what she said.

“Wait,” I said. “You just said your horns grew out. So, when you were a kid, they were a lot shorter?”

“Yes, that’s right,” said Bondi.

“So, when you were really young,” I continued. “Like, when you were a baby, they’d be really, really short. Like, tiny little nubs, if that. So there’s no way they could’ve possibly injured your mom while you were being born.”

I was a little annoyed with myself that I hadn’t caught that immediately. No horned animal was ever born with horns, for obvious reasons. My family’s farm had goats, and that’s how their kids always came out. I really should’ve thought of that sooner.

Bondi’s eyes went wide and she struggled to say anything.

“Bondi,” said Soraya quietly. “Who was it who told you that your horns killed your birth mother?”

“It was…” Bondi scrunched her face up as she wracked her memory. “It was… one of the other kids… in the village where I grew up….”

“So,” said Soraya, in gentle tones. “Some stupid, nasty little child made up a lie to be cruel, and you believed it, because you were a child yourself. And the lie made you ashamed, so you never told anyone, until today. So no-one could tell you that it was obvious bullshit, that had been festering away inside you for years. I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

I saw Bondi tearing up, and I put an arm around her to pull her close. Part of me was furious at what she’d gone through, but at the same time I was glad we were all here now to help her feel better. Bondi deserved to be happy after all the crap she’d been through. We had to make that happen.

“Th-thank you,” she sniffled. “That… I guess it feels a little better, but… even if it wasn’t my horns, I still did kill her⁠—”

“Bondi, no.” This time it was Delara, scootching off her chair to kneel before her. “You did no such thing. Listen to me—some time in the future, when the quest to free Soraya is finished, Mina and I will return to Amazonia to bear Zain’s children. And, though it’s extremely unlikely, it’s possible that Mina might die giving birth to our daughter.

“If such a thing happened, I would be devastated, but I would never blame Mina’s daughter for her death. Nor would anyone in our clans. We would treasure her as the last surviving piece of my bond-mate. You did not kill your mother. Rather, you were her final gift to the world. Anyone who says otherwise is a fool, and not worth a second of your time.”

At that, Bondi really broke down, and most of us in the back—Delara, Soraya, me, Kint, and Mar—enfolded her in a big group hug. Poor Bondi really was reeling under a number of severe emotional swings today. But these tears felt like the good kind of tears. Like, maybe we could get some healing going on.

“Hey!” yelled Mina from up at the driver’s station. “What’s the big deal killing me off in childbirth? I don’t like that story at all.”

“Just a hypothetical, honey,” said Delara.

“‘Hypothetical,’ my striped butt!” said Mina. “You couldn’t have picked a different example? I’m not cool with being some mommy martyr. Besides, no way am I having birthing problems with these hips, am I right?”

That led into a rather spirited exchange that had the rest of us cracking up, and we stuck to lighter topics for the rest of the trip. Bondi even started to tease us about whether she’d consider field-promoting us to real Brazen Knights or not. It was really great to see her start to relax around us, and the sight of her white teeth flashing in a brilliant, beautiful smile made my heart swell. For a while, all my problems and concerns, like how I was going to mass-produce all those drakesalt spikes, faded away to the back of my mind, while my heart was full of the joy all my women brought to me.

My good mood lasted for the rest of the journey, and I got another bit of good news when I decided to check my resonance tracker. Soraya’s gem had traveled for its longest single-day journey so far, and this time it had gone south. Honestly, it looked like it was heading straight for us. If it hadn’t been for the looming deadline for Direk’s sister I might’ve suggested a detour to pick it up—but we really did need to handle the most urgent problem first. We could go after the gem any time afterwards.

I did get an antsy feeling as we approached Jitter Forest. The transition was abrupt. One second we on the wastes, the next we were barreling through some tall grasses and scrub, and then we crawled to a stop near the dense tree line. Direk stuck his head and shoulders up through the Sandcat’s force canopy to signal a lookout with a hand mirror and one of Soraya’s lights, as the sun had set for about two hours by that point. Then he had to get out of the vehicle to talk to the lookout face-to-face. It seemed like a hassle, but I supposed it was good they were being so careful.

Direk returned to the Sandcat’s commander’s seat, so he could continue to give directions. Travel through the jungle was a lot slower and bumpier than over the flat plains of the Red Wastes, and we all fastened our seat-straps for this part. We followed a trail created by the Yllsalian colonists, which had been a wide, paved road around a hundred and forty years ago. But a lot can happen in that period of time, especially in a fae-touched jungle. Many thick bushes, shrubs, and younger trees had encroached into our path, cracking the paving-stones and creating an uneven, swaying surface with every expanding root.

There were quite a few times when Mina had to retract the tires and pick our way through on the Sandcat’s legs. In one case, she had to tip the entire chassis diagonally to get between a gap in two trees, because Direk really didn’t want us to cut either tree down with the climbing claws, for some reason. I was a bit surprised this path hadn’t been cleared already. I mean, I knew the Rephaites didn’t use magitech vehicles, but they didn’t use oxcarts or horse-drawn wagons either? Whatever. This was all Direk’s problem, not mine, and we were finally able to roll into Gweidadur Hollow less than an hour later.

To call the place broken-down and creepy would be an understatement. Every surface of every building looked like it needed de-molding, de-mossing, cleaning, and repainting. Or better yet, raze everything to the ground and re-build. But since this was a temporary, emergency military base, they hadn’t had time to renovate. Personally, I’d still be worried about all these buildings collapsing around my ears. No way were they still up to code.

Soraya zipped out for her normal invisible, intangible scouting routine. It actually took her a lot longer than I expected, and that was due to this place being much bigger than it appeared. Not only had this been a plantation for rubber trees and various types of fruit, but there were quite a few facilities to process their crops into wines, brandies, jams and preserves, and various other applications.

However, most of these buildings were hidden, entirely reclaimed by the jungle, and there were a huge number of cellars and barns containing agricultural harvester golems of various makes and models. Apparently this place had been highly automated when it was up and running. Strange that they’d abandon the golems, though. Those were valuable. I’d have expected the Yllsalians to take them along when they left. But again, not my concern.

We found a spot to park the Sandcat, in the back corner of an abandoned peach brandy distillery, where a bunch of aging barrels would’ve once stood. Tirza managed to find us lodging in an abandoned barn, which Soraya was instantly able to fix up with solid illusions of plush velvet mats and cushions and whatnot. While we were settling in, Direk returned, along with a young black-haired, black-horned woman, who introduced herself as Princess Athtara Rahabian. She came to personally thank us for our aid and to inform us that their Council would be seeing us around three o’clock tomorrow.

Well, I wasn’t surprised that we wouldn’t get an audience tonight, but to wait that long into the next day before even listening to us? We had tons of shit to get done and not a lot of time to do it.

Soraya thought that it wasn’t too bad, by the standards of government and aristocracy. Plus, she could spend the morning and afternoon spying on people to figure out what sorts of arguments might best convince them. And, no—just presenting the magical capabilities of the drakesalt spike probably wouldn’t be enough. I should let her do most of the talking, as these would be titled aristocrats and they would probably piss me off a lot. I should prepare to remain calm.

I didn’t think I was that bad, but I didn’t mind taking the rest of night off to relax, especially since we all needed it. I didn’t really notice when the three kobolds slinked off to find their own accommodations, but I did see Bondi’s eyes go wide as Mina stripped off her leathers and jumped in the washtub to clean off, and then go wider as she noted the wide mattress and bedroll Soraya had created for us, of which there was only one.

“Ah, th-that’s right,” said Bondi, turning pink. “You all… that’s how it is. That’s… that’s how we’re doing it. Yep, everyone all together.”

“Well, darling,” said Soraya. “It is a lot. We’re all quite a lot. And you’ve had an exhausting day. Mentally, physically… if this is too much for you, we could⁠—”

“It’s not!” said Bondi. “It’s not like I’m nervous or anything. Or…”

Bondi paused, and let out a long breath. “Well, maybe I am nervous. J-just a little though. And I… I don’t want to sleep alone tonight. I’m so, so tired of being alone. And I don’t want to… to take Zain away from the rest of you, either. You’ve all been so nice to me. I want to… I want to be like you all. Does that make sense?”

“Makes perfect to me, cutie,” said Mina, as she hugged Bondi from behind.

Bondi jumped, let out a squeal, and ran behind me.

“Oh, shit,” she said, a second later. “Sorry. Sorry. I… that took me by surprise. But I’m good now. I’m, err…”

“Ah, I have a proposal,” said Soraya. “Trying to have Bondi here jump straight into a group setting is asking a lot. But, perhaps if we could ease you into it, just a little bit at a time, I think you’ll be able to relax and enjoy yourself. And you can stop, or take a break, any time you like. How does that sound?”

“Oh yes, please,” said Bondi. “What do I… what do I have to do?”

“You just relax and be your sweet self,” said Soraya. “And I mean that. We’ll do all the work. No pressure. You’re just going to relax while the rest of us make you feel good. You’re going to get comfortable while we get ready. For starters⁠—”

Soraya waved her hand and suddenly Mina was wearing a fluffy bathrobe. Immediately I saw Bondi relax a bit. Then a circular rack with a curtain appeared around the washtub, and she relaxed a little more.

Mina looked a bit confused, but accepted Soraya’s instructions to just go with it, as the rest of us washed up and donned our own bathrobes without exposing ourselves to Bondi. Bondi got in the tub last, and emerged in her own poofy white robe, smiling shyly at the rest of us.

“I… umm…” she said.

“So, like I said, let’s kick this off nice and easy,” said Soraya. “You’re already used to Zain, yes? So how about we start there—just the two of you. How does that sound?”

“Oh yes, I can do that,” said Bondi, her face lighting up.

“Whoo, you’re up, Stud,” said Mina. “Let’s see some—mmph!” Fortunately, Delara clapped a hand over her bond-mate’s mouth before she could get too ribald.

Her antics got a laugh out of Bondi, but I noticed that she was trembling as I took her in my arms and began to kiss her.

We are still pushing her boundaries, Master, thought Soraya. She’s a bit familiar with you, but not with an audience. I’ve found that a massage is a great way to calm someone down and ease them into intimacy.

Is that why you used it on me? I thought. On our first night together?

It’s a classic seduction move for a very good reason, Master.

Well, that did make sense. I waited for a break in our embrace before suggesting that Bondi come over to the raised mattress and lie on her stomach.

“You‘ve had a crazy day,” I whispered in her ear, “so let me work that out of you.”

“Oh, you don’t have to—hhrnk,” Bondi grunted as I began to knead her neck and shoulders, and in no time at all I had her softly moaning with pleasure as I began to work all the day’s pent-up tension out of her. I took a few minutes to tangle my fingers in her damp, mildly-scented hair, now a darker shade of green than it normally was, to massage her scalp, before traveling down the back of her skull to return to her neck.

As I continued my journey down her body, I began to peel her robe back, inch by inch, to give me access to her beautiful tanned skin, with its coppery highlights sparkling in the lamplight. Soon I had the robe pulled down to her waist, giving me full access to her gorgeous back, and I paused to enjoy the view. Bondi wasn’t nearly as muscular or curvy as either Mina or Delara, but she still had a slight V-shape going from her shoulders down to her waist. Swinging that staff of hers about did her some good.

I let my hands wander as they wanted all across Bondi’s back and arms, kneading, squeezing, and stroking her delightful form, even as I interspersed my ministrations with light kisses all over her soft skin. My attentions elicited a wide variety of cute noises from her, and I had to exercise some self-discipline to stop myself from flipping her over and skipping straight to the good stuff.

But I persevered, moving down to her dainty feet and applying my technique there, rubbing and squeezing out all the cares and soreness acquired during our harrowing cave journey. Bondi wiggled her toes as I isolated them and rolled them around between my fingers, and she sighed as I switched over to her slender, elegant calves.

But now we were really getting to the good stuff. I rolled up the hem of her robe to reveal her lithe, shapely thighs, so now the fluffy white fabric was only barely covering her ass, and I began to dig my fingers into her hamstrings, applying pressure and stroking along the contours of the muscles.

Bondi’s cries of pleasure grew louder, causing her to bury her face in the mattress. Her hips twitched enticingly as her toes curled, and I couldn’t stop myself from yanking Bondi’s bathrobe all the way off, leaving her gorgeous, naked body completely exposed as she writhed on the padded velvet.

I took a second to fully savor the sight of her lithe, tanned form, before I reached down to start groping and squeezing her pert, round bottom. Bondi let out a blatantly erotic moan before clapping a hand over her mouth and turning pink.

“You don’t have to muffle yourself,” I said, as I continued to play with her ass. “No one else is going to hear us. And your voice is so lovely. Just like the rest of you.”

She stubbornly kept her hand where it was, though her moans were getting louder, despite her best efforts to suppress them. I could smell the scent of her arousal now, as I kept pushing my fingers deep into the tissues of her butt and thighs. Once I was certain I’d gotten those areas well and taken care of, I gently flipped Bondi over and began to work her quadriceps, though as I did, I couldn’t resist adding in some lighter strokes along the sensitive areas of inner thighs, and I was rewarded by the sight of her wiggling and squirming in pleasure at my touch.

It was such a wonderful feeling, to be able to drive her wild this way. Seeing the effect my touch had on her made me want to please her more and more. Finally, I couldn’t hold back any more, and I opened my robe and began to climb up Bondi’s body.

I’d intended to leave the robe on, as that would’ve afforded her some cover once we began fucking, but she literally tore it off me, as it was composed of Soraya’s fragile solid illusions. I kissed her passionately, her lips eager to meet me, to pay me back for all the physical joy I’d been giving her. Our tongues twined together, as she grew bolder in her efforts to make love to me.

I rode out her wave of desire, then pulled back, so I could head a bit lower—down to Bondi’s modestly-sized, but round and perky breasts. They were so nice, but I hadn’t had a chance to do a damned thing with them yet, and I sought to rectify that oversight at once. I opened my mouth wide to sample Bondi’s delights, as my tongue swept all over the soft flesh and hardened nipples, while her fingers clenched and tangled in my hair.

I could’ve spent all day down there, but before long I noticed Bondi whimpering and desperately thrusting her hips into my belly. Well, if she was ready then it was high time for me to give her what she wanted.

I felt Soraya’s approval through our link, as she used her telekinesis to slip my cock ring on for me. But I couldn’t resist doing a little tease, pulling back twice before fully entering her on the third stroke. I savored the sublime sensation of Bondi engulfing my length with her warmth, as she wrapped her arms and legs around me, while I began to pump away.

I found my rhythm almost immediately, as Bondi cried out, “Oh, yes—that’s so good. Yes! More! Oh… aahnn…”

She’d been very well primed, so she started coming in barely any time at all, allowing me to increase my own tempo to bring myself to climax, feeling the primal, animal joy in my loins as I erupted inside her. The two of us clung to each other as if we were trying to meld together into a single being, our bodies pressed together as our breathing gradually returned to normal.

“Ahh,” sighed Bondi. “That was even better than in the tomb.”

Well, of course it was. Now we were both clean, lying on a plush velvety surface, and able to take the time to do things right.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” I whispered in her ear. I held her close for a bit, before pulling her up to cuddle in a sitting position.

“Oh, that was just adorable,” said Mina, clapping her hands, reminding us that we weren’t alone in the room. Bondi smiled bashfully and hid her face in my shoulder for a second before turning back to face the welcoming countenances of the rest of my harem.

“So, Bondi,” said Soraya, “How are you feeling right now? A bit more relaxed?”

“Um, yes,” said Bondi. “I feel… really great. Just fantastic.”

“Oh, good,” said Soraya. “Well, do you think you’d like another round with Zain, or do you feel like trying one of us, next?”

“Oh, um… I think…” said Bondi, turning pink once more, before taking a deep breath to gather her courage. “I’ll do… I’ll do one of you next. Ah, just saying it that way sounds so perverted.”

“No need to worry about that,” said Soraya, with a bright smile. “No one here’s going to judge you. So, who would you like to start with?”

Soraya stepped back to stand next to Delara and Mina, who all gazed warmly over at Bondi.

“Go ahead and pick one,” said Soraya. “No wrong answers. We won’t get offended. Take as much time as you need.”

“Oh… okay,” said Bondi, turning even redder as she looked the trio over. I’d guess that it took her much more time to work up the nerve to announce her decision than it had to make it. But finally she pointed to her choice, and stammered out, “D-Delara.”

Mina chuckled and punched her bond-mate in the arm, as Delara inclined her head and stepped over to go down on one knee before us.

“Princess Bondi,” said Delara, reaching out and taking one of Bondi’s hands. “I swear, on my honor as the daughter of the knight-errant Benoit Levesque, that as long as you travel with us, I shall protect you and keep you safe from harm.”

With that, Delara kissed the back of Bondi’s hand, several times, while caressing her fingers. “While we are together, I shall do my utmost to bring you joy, happiness, and pleasure.” And here Delara gently tugged Bondi to her feet, as she kissed her palm, then the inside of her wrist, and began to gradually work her way upwards.

“You, my sweet princess,” Delara, continued, “are a precious coastal flower, whose radiant petals captivate all who behold them, and I count myself among the luckiest of women to be permitted the liberty of tasting your honeysuckle skin.”

By this point, Delara’s lips had reached the top of Bondi’s shoulder, as the half-orc stepped behind her and rested her hand on her hip. Bondi’s face was stuck in an expression of wide-eyed astonishment, and she was blushing so furiously I half-expected steam to start shooting out of her ears.

Delara kissed Bondi’s bare neck and then began to whisper in her ear. But Delara didn’t have time to get more than a few sentences out before she pushed Bondi over her tipping-point, and the naked half-dragon princess twisted about to throw her arms around Delara’s neck and kiss her passionately.

Delara replied in kind, though her response was more controlled. She rode out the first wave of Bondi’s wild passion and gradually coaxed their lovemaking down to a slower, more sensual pace. They kept going like that for a while until Bondi finally came up for air, whereupon Delara reached down and effortlessly swept her off her feet.

“Oh,” said Bondi, “Oh wow. You’re really strong. I—mmnn!”

Conversation ceased as Delara continued to kiss Bondi, but now it was Delara who was amping up the intensity and the eroticism. She took full advantage of Bondi’s captive position in her arms to place her tusked mouth anywhere she pleased; on Bondi’s lips, on her thighs, on her belly, on her breasts.

Bondi’s squeals of delight at her knight’s outrageous behavior filled the barn as she kicked her feet cutely, helpless to resist the half-orc’s increasingly licentious advances. I grinned as I felt myself stiffen at the sight. Something about the way Delara manhandled other women always appealed to me as an erotic show. Now I was getting to enjoy that with Bondi, as Delara’s kiss-attacks broke down the princess’ resistance, and her squirming became less playful and more wantonly sensual.

Just as the show was getting really good, Delara shifted her grip on Bondi and neatly deposited the gorgeous half-dragon in my lap, with her back to me. I hadn’t expected to be re-introduced to the proceedings so soon, but I was more than happy to oblige, as Delara embraced Bondi from the front and sandwiched her between us.

I kissed the nape of Bondi’s neck and reached around to cup her breasts as Delara shed her robe and began to work her mouth down Bondi’s body, tracing a languorous trail down her throat, pausing to dine on the pert breasts that I so helpfully held up for her attention. She even gave my fingers a little nibble before gliding her lips over Bondi’s smooth belly, but when she approached her obvious destination, Bondi yelped and raised her first real objection.

“Y-You’re going to put your mouth there?” she said. “But… but that’s so dirty.”

“Oh, there’s nothing dirty about any part of your body at all,” said Delara. “Especially there. I fact, I think you smell delicious. I bet you taste delicious, too. Please, may I have a taste, Princess?”

I felt the erotic shiver pass through Bondi’s body at Delara’s husky tones, but she still turned red and sputtered, “P-Pervert! You talk like a knight, but you’re actually a total pervert.”

“Well, then I am, too,” I said, in Bondi’s ear. “I also do that to all the gals, and they really love it. I bet you’ll love it, too, if you give it a try. It’s supposed to feel amazing.”

“Oh? W-Well then,” said Bondi. “I suppose… if you really want to do it that badly, then we could—OH SWEET GODS IN HEAVEN, Aaahhnn… ah… AAAHH!”

Bondi threw her head back and continued to cry out as Delara’s skilled tongue went to work. All of Bondi’s reticence was abandoned as she spread her legs wider and surrendered to the pleasure. I added to her joy as best I could, stroking her lithe form and savoring the sensation of a dragon princess shuddering in ecstasy in my arms.

But that was far from my only contribution to Bondi’s gratification, as Delara took a firm grip on the princess’ bottom, lifting her up just far enough for my erect member to rise as well. I reached down to hold it steady, as Delara lowered Bondi so her folds enveloped my pulsing hot shaft, and then we began our coordinated assault on our Princess’ pleasure centers, so she could experience the joy of being fucked and eaten at the same time. Delara and I had performed this maneuver numerous times on both Mina and Soraya, so we had our coordination down to a T.

I gripped Bondi beneath her thighs as I thrust up into her, savoring the sensation of her insides squeezing my head, while Delara’s tongue polished both my shaft and Bondi’s pussy lips. Bondi was too overcome with our combined efforts to do anything except bounce and gasp, rendered utterly speechless in the face of the stimulation flooding her senses.

As the two of us continued our joint ravishment, I noticed Mina creeping up behind her partner’s kneeling form and slip her fingers between Delara’s legs, making sure that all of us would achieve satisfaction together. As the tempo of my pumps intensified, I felt less of Delara’s tongue as she focused her attention on Bondi’s sensitive apex, though the Amazon was now fondling my balls to make up for it. Everything about this arrangement was absolutely divine, and I felt my climax building rapidly, despite my earlier exertions.

Delara’s lips closed around Bondi’s clit, and she began to lightly suck at the delicate treat, finally driving Bondi over the edge. I felt her whole body vibrate and strain against me, and I increased my own cadence to its maximum, until I too began to shake, the concentrated pleasure between my legs overflowing, and I released my seed deep inside the dragon princess. Delara extended Bondi’s bliss as long as she could, and her spasms lasted a bit longer than mine, until she was finally released to collapse bonelessly against my chest, her ragged, panting breaths making her ribcage swell within my embrace.

Down below, Delara turned her head to bury her face in Bondi’s thigh, as Mina expertly brought her bond-mate to her own orgasm, and her powerful arms wrapped around both the Princess and me, squeezing us together as she came.

She recovered quickly though, and climbed back up Bondi’s body to enfold us both in a hug. She stayed there as we both waited for Bondi to regain her senses. There was no rush though, as both of us were content to relax and enjoy the warmth of the dragon Princess’ lithe figure sandwiched between ours, her heartbeat gradually returning to normal.

“By the gods,” Bondi finally whispered. “I’ve never… I didn’t know it was possible to feel that good. But that… that was definitely an orgy, wasn’t it? I just did an orgy.”

Delara chuckled and placed her lips right by Bondi’s ear. “You’re still my precious Princess,” she breathed.

“Mine, as well,” I whispered in her other ear, and I felt a shiver through her body in response to our words. We kept her like that for a while, surrounded by our mutual affection, gently caressing and kissing her, until Delara finally pulled away, to sit by my side.

“Well, it looked like you just had a terrific time,” said Soraya.

“Oh, yes—definitely,” said Bondi.

“Well, then, how about some more?” said Soraya. “Unless you’re feeling too overwhelmed.”

“Oh, there’s more?” said Bondi, her eyes going wide. “Wow, um… well, I’m not, like, too tired or anything…”

“Ooh, what a champ,” said Mina, grinning ear to ear. “Well, there’s something you should know about Soraya here: she’s a world-class dancer. I’m not anywhere near her level, but I’ve been getting her to show me some of her moves, and I think I’ve gotten pretty good with them. So, how’d you like to see us do a little dance for you?”

“Oh, of course—that sounds lovely,” said Bondi.

“Then it shall be done,” said Soraya, snapping her fingers. There was a crackle of arcane energy, and a split curtain of sequin-encrusted indigo silk unfurled from beneath Mina’s robes to hang down around her ankles, which now sported matching jingly jeweled bangles.

Mina smiled and slowly peeled off her robe to reveal her own version of Soraya’s belly-dancer costume, though it had its own stylistic flourishes to make it distinct.

“Oh wow,” said Bondi. “That outfit looks so cute on you.”

“Why, thank you,” said Mina, beaming back at her. “But wait until you see it in motion.”

With that, Soraya snapped her fingers and music began to play. I’d never gotten around to asking Soraya how her illusionary music magic worked, but I noticed she rarely repeated songs. They did always have a propulsive beat, with bass and cymbals and either a flute or a stringed instrument performing a catchy repeating hook.

As soon as the drums kicked in, both women began to twitch their hips in time. The motion did amazing things to their naked bellies, and we both had a terrific view, as they were only about two feet away from us. This was a private dance, directed at us specifically.

I felt Bondi squirm in my lap as both Soraya and Mina shot sultry glances her way. With this type of dance, a lot of it was displaying precise control over specific body parts, and the two women proudly displayed their mostly-uncovered bodies to Bondi as they contracted their muscles in tight, controlled patterns. This had wonderful effects on their anatomies, as their hips, stomachs, and breasts were jerked about in time to the beat.

Obviously, Soraya demonstrated a much higher level of control than Mina, but the tiger-girl was no slouch either. The Amazons had their own style of erotic dances, which I’d also been lucky enough to see up close during my brief stay in Amazonia, and Mina combined both styles together quite ably.

As the music picked up in intensity, the two dancers began to playfully invade each other’s space, brushing their gorgeous bodies up against each other, before pulling away, to repeat again. But each transgression grew bolder, caresses turning into flagrant gropes, a light graze between two shapely thighs escalating to lewd grinding, and light, feathery swipes of lips on bare skin turned to flagrant sucking and licking.

The dance morphed into a mock competition to see who could shove the other up into Bondi’s personal space to writhe and undulate for her entertainment. This was a put-on, because there was no way Soraya could physically overpower Mina, but Mina was allowing it, for the sake of fun.

Bondi was totally enraptured by the show, now mere inches away from her. Enticed by the beauty of the jiggling flesh before her, she reached out to touch it, only to suddenly jerk her hand back, as if she’d touched a hot stove. Mina and Soraya both laughed at that, and Mina reached out to recapture the offending hand.

“Haven’t you realized yet?” she said. “There’s no reason to be shy with us, cutie.”

And then Mina pulled Bondi’s hand onto her bare belly as she continued to wriggle about, then took that hand on a guided tour of Mina’s favorite places, while Soraya shimmied over and did likewise with Bondi’s other hand. I felt Bondi’s breathing pick up as moisture from her arousal dripped into my lap.

I savored the visual feast of my demure dragon Princess being coaxed into brazenly fondling two erotic dancers for a while, feeling my own organ pulsing and lengthening in response, before I decided to nudge this seduction onto the next stage.

“Those outfits they’re wearing aren’t real,” I whispered into Bondi’s ear. “They’re solid illusions, and a single good tug will rip them right off.”

“What?” said Bondi, and I could see her skin turn pink up close. “I can’t do that.”

“Of course you can, silly,” said Mina. “That’s the whole ding-dang point.”

And Mina proceeded to shake her bejeweled, fat tits right in Bondi’s face, taunting her in more ways than one. It took a little bit of prodding from the both of us, but Bondi slid her fingers beneath the faux-silk and yanked, squealing with delight at her own naughtiness, as Mina retreated, and Soraya offered her the same enticement. Bondi’s hesitation lasted barely a second here, then less and less as Mina and Soraya repeatedly offered up the remainder of their costumes up for wanton destruction, until they were both naked, save for a few errant bangles and jeweled chains providing delightful accents to their luscious figures.

Both of them advanced, as Bondi learned it was possible for them to dance even closer than they had been, as each of them straddled one of Bondi’s spread thighs, and they began to grind their wet pussies against Bondi’s smooth, tanned skin, the rest of their bodies still writhing in time with the music, as it now became their turn to explore Bondi’s supple flesh, their hands roaming everywhere, eliciting gloriously erotic noises from the Princess, as I joined in with my own lovemaking.

Bondi was getting an abundance of attention, as both women took turns presenting her with delightful targets for her mouth—their own sensuous lips, their throats, or their soft, bountiful breasts. Bondi moaned with satisfaction as she eagerly licked and sucked away at every gift granted to her, as her breathing picked up, and both dancers began to slide their fingers down Bondi’s stomach, to begin teasing at the area surrounding her lower folds. I waited until those skilled digits began to invade those slick lower lips before I unleashed my throbbing cock, and slid inside Bondi once more.

I was a bit tired out from the previous two encounters, but the extended show of three sexy women pleasuring each other was inspiration enough to get me ready. My magical cock ring did have the ability to grant me unlimited sexual stamina in fifteen-minute bursts, but I felt like I could get there without relying on it this time. Bondi’s pussy was nice and tight, and I had both Mina and Soraya stroking the exposed portion of my shaft, along with what they were doing to our Princess. I decided to return the favor, as I snuck my own fingers down between each of the dancer’s legs, to the spots that I knew from experience they liked the most.

Bondi now found herself surrounded with lovers on three sides, each devoting themselves to sending her to a realm of pure ecstasy. I felt her begin to spasm within the confines of our mutual embrace, building to her longest and most powerful orgasm so far. I pumped away in a frenzy, feeling my own climax kindling at the very end. My ejaculation was just a brief spurt, but it was wonderful enough to bring Bondi such joy, and to luxuriate in the sensation of her flesh clenching around me, while floods of satisfaction from my other women drenched my fingers.

We remained in that embrace for a good long while, and Delara joined us, pressing up against my back. Bondi kept shaking, though, even after the rest of us returned to normal. It took me a few seconds to realize that she was crying.

I felt a sharp pang of alarm, worried that maybe we’d just pushed her too far, but Soraya’s voice in my head told me otherwise.

This isn’t bad, Master, she thought. It’s the consequence of a person starved for affection suddenly receiving it in mass quantities. These are good tears.

Indeed, neither Mina nor Delara seemed worried, as we held Bondi close for comfort until she regained herself.

“S-Sorry,” said Bondi. “That was just… it was so intense. It’s like… I can’t believe all of you would be doing all this for me. Like, it doesn’t feel like I deserve it. It’s incredible. Do you… is all this, like, an everyday thing for you all? To feel this good?”

Soraya laughed. “Well, these mortals would probably get exhausted if we were having extensive orgies every single night. Though, it’s not that uncommon for us, either. But this is a special night. Tonight we have a wonderful new person joining us. So, we’re going all out. And… we don’t have to be finished, either. We’ve just scratched the surface of all the delightful ways that men and women can join together and make each other feel fantastic. But, that’s only if you’re feeling up to it.”

“Oh,” said Bondi, her expression stuck in wide-eyed wonder. “Um, well…”

Her gaze flitted from each of our faces to the next, each person a font of affection and caring. Bondi bit her lip, as a bashful smile tugged up the corners of her mouth.

“Well…” she said. “I suppose one more round wouldn’t hurt…”

We all returned her grin, and, as the night went on, “one more round” became a continuing theme, until I lost count, as Bondi’s inhibitions melted away, one by one, under our collective encouragement. She proved to be a quick and enthusiastic learner, and, by the time we all collapsed into a happy, exhausted pile, I found myself feeling even more lucky and amazed to have found her.

I lay down to rest feeling more relaxed and optimistic than I’d been since I’d had my confrontation with the Duchess. I felt like I could take on the world. I went to sleep blissfully unaware of how soon I’d get my wish, or the catastrophe that would turn out to be.


Chapter 3

Battle of the Jitters


Master, you need to wake up, right now, came Soraya’s voice in my head. Something has gone terribly wrong.

I sat up immediately, the alarm in Soraya’s tones banishing my normal grogginess. The motion disturbed Bondi, who’d been lying next to me. She murmured softly, turned over, and would’ve gone back to sleep, had Soraya not started to shake her awake.

None of the doors or barn shutters were open, but the light creeping through their cracks was too weak and reddish to be sunlight, even in a Zargedon jungle. They also allowed the noises from outside to filter in—too faint to have roused most of us from our slumber, but now that I was alert, I couldn’t mistake the sounds of battle. I heard the clanging of metal on metal, along with shouts of exultation and screams of both pain and terror. And some of those screams didn’t sound human.

Frantically we retrieved our clothes, armor, and other gear, and donned them as quickly as we could. It was because of this that we weren’t caught in an embarrassing situation when the barn door burst open. Three kobolds darted in and shut the door behind them.

“Hey, warn us next time you do that,” said Mina, who’d nocked an arrow to her short bow.

“Sorry,” said Kint, who’d braced himself against the door. “No want to make noise. Bad people about.”

“What’s going on, Kint?” asked Bondi.

“Didn’t get great look,” said Kint, turning from the door to address his Princess. “Lots of shouting, growling. Smell smoke. And there’s—waagh!”

Kint yelped as the door hit him from behind and sent him sprawling, as Direk, Tirzah, and five other Rephaite soldiers barged in, turned, and took defensive positions by the door as they swung it shut.

“Damn it,” said Mina. “Why doesn’t anyone knock? Why is everyone so eager to get an arrow up their snout?”

“Sorry,” said Direk, “but this is an emergency. The Mirogans have slash-and-burned their way through the forest. They’re not even waiting for the fires to die down before charging in. They’ve brought a huge war party, including Krah-Mirogah himself. And that’s not the worst of it.”

“What?” I said. “How is that not the worst part?”

“Traitors,” snarled Tirza. “Filthy black-scarved traitors doing the enemy’s work for them. Trapping their brothers and sisters in their barracks, or outright killing them in their sleep.”

“What?” said Delara. “That’s horrible. To turn on their brethren, even when ordered….”

“We knew we had a mole,” said Direk, “but I had no idea the rot ran this deep, and I still don’t know which of the nobles is behind this. They must’ve been working for months, figuring out who had a conscience and who didn’t.

“I’ve been at a disadvantage from the start. I was Captain of the Palace Guard. I’ve been removed from the rest of the military for a while, and most of my people died trying to save the rest of the royal family. With the black scarves over everyone’s faces, I can’t even tell which units the traitors are from. In fact, I’m starting to think I was ‘promoted’ to general because they wanted someone out-of-the-loop running things.”

“Their mistake, General,” said Tirza. “You’re the only one with the integrity to stop them.”

“Too late for that,” said Direk. “At this point, we have to cut our losses and make a tactical withdrawal with whoever we can save. And our first priority is to secure Princess Athtara. If we can get her safe and away, we’ll be able to rally people to our cause later. If we can free Rephaite soldiers we know to be loyal on the way out, we’ll do it—but not if it endangers the Princess.”

“Then we’d better act right now, yes?” said Soraya. “You said these traitors all wore black scarves? Was that around their entire heads, or just the lower halves of their faces?”

“Lower halves,” said Direk.

“Very well,” said Soraya, snapping her fingers, and instantly everyone in the barn had been replaced by a black-scarved Rephaite soldier. “This will let you move freely. But give me a few minutes to scout ahead and see if I can find the Princess’ location.”

With that, Soraya turned invisible and phased through the ceiling of the barn. Barely two minutes later, she had found her target.

“The Black Scarves have captured the Princess. They’re taking her from the main mansion down the central path through the complex,” I said, relaying Soraya’s intel to the others. “They’re probably looking to meet up with a big contingent of Mirogans, who are being held up by a horde of wild fae they’ve angered with their invasion. They haven’t reached Gweiadur Hollow yet.”

“We have to get to Princess Athtara before the Mirogans do,” said General Direk. “Everyone, form up and follow me.”

We charged out of the barn and began double-timing our way towards the overgrown lawn in the center of the plantation. The scene was pure chaos. About a third of the buildings in the complex had caught fire, though thankfully the distillery where we’d parked the Sandcat wasn’t one of them. I saw armed, black-scarved hobgoblins leading a long column of unarmed humanoids to some unknown destination. The captives, also mostly hobgoblins, still wore their bedclothes, and had their hands tied behind their backs.

Behind the corner of a far building, too run-down to guess at its purpose, I saw more Black Scarves fighting other soldiers, who’d managed to arm and armor themselves in time. I wanted to rush to their aid before it was too late, but this was Direk’s army, and his call. If he said Princess first, then that was what we were doing.

I heard shouts, and saw another unit of Black Scarves fighting a troll that had wandered away from the main battle. The creature was at least ten feet tall, covered in green warty skin, with long bladelike claws that it swung at the Black Scarves. I found myself in the odd situation of rooting for a troll, but it was badly outnumbered, and some of the traitorous Rephaites knew to keep hitting it with torches to stop its regeneration.

We got another fright when some hideous vine-and-moss-covered creatures lurched out at us from the shadows, but these proved to be harmless, barely-functionining servitor golems. Direk recognized them a second before I did, and ordered us not to attack. In other circumstances, I’d have loved to sit these decayed, but still magnificent, devices down to study them and run some maintenance, but instead I ordered them to go hide somewhere that wasn’t on fire.

“Couldn’t we have armed them and gotten them to assist?” asked Delara.

“Nope,” I said. “Those types of golems have hard-coded inscriptions in their cores that prevent them from ever harming people. No use in battle at all.”

We left the automatons and reached the central clearing of the plantation in time to spot two dozen Black Scarves escorting a number Nephilim prisoners, including Princess Athtara. We kept up our double-time pace in order to intercept them. Through the ring’s connection, I could sense Soraya hovering invisibly next to the Princess, preparing her to make a break for it. Soraya was going to summon a series of painfully loud and bright flashbang effects around the Black Scarves’ heads. She didn’t do this often, because it bordered on disobeying the ring’s prohibition against harming living things, and the ring would punish her for it.

I warned the rest of our group against the coming distraction as we closed in on our target. Some of the Black Scarves in the formation turned their heads at our approach, and their leader peeled off to hail us.

“Hey, you lot—what’s the password?” he called out.

“There’s no time for that, you idiot,” Direk replied, as we gained ground on them. “This is an emergency.”

“You’ll give me the password, soldier,” yelled the leader, reaching for the sword on his belt. “Or you’ll prepare to taste steel.”

“Now!” I said, as both we and the Princess closed our eyes and covered our ears as intense, rapid-fire flashbangs engulfed the Black Scarves—the light bright enough to turn the backs of our eyelids blood-red in response. I opened my eyes, blinking away the spots, to see the traitorous Rephaites staggering and clutching at their heads while Princess Athtara broke free, sprinting over to join our group.

I felt Soraya reeling in sympathetic response, half-stunned herself, which is why she didn’t notice the skull-headed, jet-black form of the Dullahan charge up and whip her with the skeletal flail it held in its mouth. Once again, her form lost cohesion and I felt the rubber-band snap as she returned to the ring, and all of our disguises vanished. I reached down to draw my blastpipe, and felt a cold chill of horror run down my spine as I remembered that I was still out of ammunition. I’d had my crafting golem carve more shots on the trip here, but I hadn’t gotten around to loading them into cartridges yet. I’d expected to have time for that tomorrow morning. Now I was totally fucked.

“Retreat,” said Delara. “Zain, Mina—get to the Sandcat. We’ll hold them off.”

But, before I had a chance to move, the weird half-Dullahan thing charged down on us, pulling short of Delara’s braced spear and rearing up, as the demonic flail-skulls emitted a piercing, chattering, dissonant shriek.

I felt the fear effect punch me in the face, but I shook it off. Compared to the terrifying blast of Xichotacoazll’s dragonfear, an attack of that level felt downright tepid to me now. But half of the Black Scarves started screaming and stumbling around in a blind panic, Princess Athtara shrieked and started running the wrong way, forcing Direk to break formation to chase her, and I heard Mina whimper, as her ears lay flat, and her knees knocked together. Shit.

I saw motion behind the Dullahan, as the Scourge space pirates charged up to join the fray, and I realized I had a perfect shot. I drew the Orb of Dragon’s breath and unleashed its frost breath, the cone catching both pirates and fae hunter perfectly.

The Dullahan froze solid, but my arcane sense told me this was temporary, and I seized Mina’s hand and began running pell-mell for the distillery where we’d stored the Sandcat, which wasn’t too far away. I also felt something troubling through my arcane sense—a disturbingly powerful burst of demonic energy surrounding the pirates, countering my Draconic frost magic. From behind me I heard the cracking of ice as a voice like a chorus of a thousand mad ogres echoed across the compound.

“FOOL! WHO DARES INCUR THE WRATH OF EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS? PREPARE TO MEET YOUR DOOM!”

I had no idea who the fuck “Exavoth the Atrocious” was, but it sounded bad, and the urgency pumped adrenalin to my legs as we both tore across the overgrown grasses to the brandy distillery, as we heard the dullahan shake its way out of its frozen prison, its thumping hoofbeats gaining on us with shocking speed. We reached our destination and threw the heavy oak bar across the door mere milliseconds before the fae monster slammed into it from the other side, the transferred impact enough to send us both staggering several feet.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuuuuuck meee!” Mina snarled, tearing at her hair. Removing the source of her magically-induced fear from her view allowed her to regain some of her senses, but this was a temporary cure. Mina flinched as the dullahan continued to charge the door, and I saw the heavy wooden beam start to crack already.

This was no good. With her in this state, even if she got behind the Sandcat’s controls, she wouldn’t be of any use to us. And she was the only other person with cold iron weapons. We needed her to fight. She knew it, too. I could see the desperate frustration on her face. She was on the verge of tears. It wasn’t fair. She was no coward. I knew how brave she really was. If only I could get her to remember that, too.

Inspiration hit me like a bolt of lightning. I knew what I had to do.

“Mina, listen, listen,” I said, grabbing both sides of her head and forcing her to look at me. “I’ve got something for you.”

“What?” said Mina, her eyes locking on mine, “What do you have?”

“Ever since Mount Fayajeet, I’ve been working on your problem.” I said. “I’ve developed an infusion. Magic that will make you completely immune to every form of fear, charm, or any other type of mental fuckery. I didn’t say anything before, because I haven’t had time to test it⁠—”

“Test?” she said, “No, you always say you need to test things, and then your shit always works perfectly. Give it here! I need it now!”

“Okay, close your eyes, right?”

“What?” she said.

“It’s part of the magic,” I said, forcing myself to stay calm as the pounding at the door grew ever more insistent. “Close your eyes and make an image in your mind. You’re in the center of the most impregnable fortress in all of Shattered Zemyah. I’m talking ten-foot thick steel-reinforced stone walls, moats filled with lava, and fire elementals swimming in the moat, adamantine portcullises, murder holes, the whole deal.”

As I spoke, I pulled out a band of cloth, marked up with arcane formulae from my notes, and then wrapped that around a magical stone I pulled from my belt pouch. Then I tied the headband tight and secure across Mina’s forehead, forcing myself to move calmly and carefully, even as the oak beam on the door began to buckle, splinters of ancient wood flying off with every impact, as the crack grew more pronounced.

“Okay, okay,” said Mina. “I see it. I’ve got barricades on barricades. Fortifications out the wazoo.”

“Right,” I said. “That’s your mind now—completely immune from any attack. And with this spell, I make it real.”

I rattled off an incantation in several different arcane languages, the words coming out in a rush. I laid my hand on her head, and felt the sharp buzz as the spell took hold.

“Yes,” said Mina, her eyes flying wide open. “I can feel it! It’s working. I’m cured!”

Which was fortunate timing, because that was when the Dullahan kicked the door in. I felt a hail of tiny wooden shards bounce off our Force Armors as the two halves of the door whipped open to reveal the massive undead hunter rearing up in triumph.

“PrePrepparre ffor yoyour dodooomm, MoMorrtatallss, fofoor GoGobbann shasha⁠—”

“Up yours, you half-eaten faerie motherfucker,” said Mina, drawing her bow in an eye-blink and shooting a cold iron arrow right in its fucking face.

The Dullahan screamed and tossed its horse-head, just as Soraya re-constituted herself and created multiple mirror images of both myself and Mina. I had a half-second to wonder why, since the Dullahan could see through illusions, only to hear a sound like tearing paper, followed by an explosion of wood, mortar, and stone as an entire section of the distillery wall was ripped to powder, as a bizarre figure stalked into view.

My arcane sense was nearly blinded by the sheer amounts of hellish power pouring off of a comically oversized, obsidian greatsword, wielded by a glasses-wearing female pirate, who appeared far too scrawny to even lift such a blade. But a second glance revealed that no, she merely hung onto it, as her feet dangled above the ground, her body buoyed up by loops of thin black chain that extended down to the floor like tentacles. I saw her vision lock on me and my Orb of Dragon’s Breath.

“YOU,” she said, in a voice that clearly didn’t belong to that body. “YOU ARE THE IMPUDENT FOOL WHO WOULD DARE CHALLENGE THE GREAT DOOMBLADE OF EXAVOTH. TODAY, YOU SHALL MEET YOUR END!”

Man, I was just making friends all over the fucking place, wasn’t I? I flinched as the giant blade slashed out, sending a vertical wave of jagged, blood-red energy into one of my mirror doubles, popping it and ripping out a chunk of the wall behind me. The sheer power in that strike—this was an incredibly powerful, intelligent magical artifact I was facing.

Master, don’t hold still, thought Soraya. You have to keep moving.

I didn’t need a second word of encouragement. I darted off, ducking behind the large copper pot-stills, as more mirror images of myself burst into being, and were shredded to pieces by Exavoth just as quickly. From the corner of my eye, I could see that Mina was doing much better, as arrow after arrow pierced the Dullahan’s spectral flesh, as Mina dodged and tumbled away from every attempt the fae abomination made to strike her.

I needed to get to the Sandcat controls. Even if I wasn’t as skilled as Mina, I’d have felt a lot better facing that demonic artifact from inside a tank. But, through some infernal intuition, or just luck, the Doomblade kept cutting off all my attempts to get to the Sandcat, each swipe of its blade cutting deep slashes through the pot-stills, sending sweet peach-smelling liquor spraying everywhere.

I summoned a swarm of beetles to overwhelm this sword-nut, but black chain-loops erupted out from the skinny half-elf’s body and began to whip about. Wait, were the chain links actually eating all the beetles? This thing was creepy as fuck.

I had to hit it with the big guns. I drew the Orb of Dragon’s Breath and blasted it with lightning. I got it to pause for a second, but a large portion of the electricity was diverted down the tentacle-chains and into the ground.

“FURTHER INSOLENCE,” intoned the skinny librarian-looking chick, as the sword’s handle whipped around like a rag doll. “YOU SHALL BE REPAID IN SUFFERING TENFOLD⁠—”

I cast again, shooting a high-pressure jet of black acid straight at the demon blade. This had a much stronger effect, and I actually saw a few pockmarks start to form in the unearthly metal, before it rocketed backwards defensively, as loops and loops of the black chain massed up to block the acid jet. I pinned Exavoth to one of the distillery walls, before the spattering acid cut a wide hole through the building, which the demon blade was promptly knocked through.

That wouldn’t hold it for long, so I took my opportunity to run for the Sandcat, whose energy I could already sense. It was awake? That would speed things up. From a corner of my eye I saw Mina scamper onto the black horse’s butt, in order to drive her cold iron dagger into what remained of the rider’s pelvis, then rip it free to send the disembodied plate-clad legs clattering to the floor in two pieces, where they both began to dissolve into smoke.

I nearly missed the the acid bomb flung at my head, or rather, one of my mirror image’s head, which popped as the vial exploded open on the pot-still behind me, fizzing bubbles partially melting the copper, before being diluted out by streams of hundred-plus-year-old peach brandy.

A whip-thin Dark Elf emerged from the shadows between racks of brandy casks, sporting double-bandoliers crammed with various potions and bombs, pointing a silver enchanted rapier at my multiple forms, her eyes boiling with hate.

“Zain Shamar,” she snarled. “I’ve been hunting you for months, but now I finally caught you. I don’t care how many of your duplicates I have to kill, I won’t stop until I get the real one. You will pay for the death of Varia Krendos.”

I blinked. “Who the hell is Varia Krendos?” I said.

In terms of de-escalation, that turned out to be the wrong thing to say. The Dark Elf shrieked with rage and hurled another bomb at me. I leapt out of its area of effect as it exploded into a ball of lightning, which was unfortunate for the two of us, as we were both standing in a pool of brandy. Though not as bad as regular water, the liquor wasn’t high-proof enough to be totally nonconductive. We both got nasty jolts, which also poofed most of my duplicates, just as Exavoth and its avatar came charging back in though the hole in the wall, and I had to dive back behind the increasingly ripped-up pot-stills for cover.

Now I had yet another person out for my blood? But I didn’t remember killing anyone named Varia. This couldn’t be my fault. She must have the wrong guy.

I don’t think she’s going to listen to reason, Master, thought Soraya, while I hastily reviewed my options for dealing with the rampaging artifact, as it carved huge chunks out of the copper stills, like they were made of butter. The Orb of Dragon’s Breath had poison and fire attacks left, but these quarters were too confined to use poison, and the fire would ignite the brandy and maybe kill everyone. That left me with just my Wand of Force, which did not have the juice to deal with this Exavoth character.

I had to get to the Sandcat, without getting filleted by an evil artifact sword and its possessed wielder. And the Sandcat was ready. I could feel her through my arcane sense, practically begging for one of us to grab her controls and take her into battle. She wanted to help so badly. Maybe I could run a distraction for Mina?

I looked over to see her back by the entrance, with the skull-headed steed now lying on its side before her, arrows poking out of its undead flesh like a pincushion, its flail-weapon vanished, as Mina had jammed one of her hands through its black void of an eye-socket to trap it in place as she stabbed her cold iron dagger deep into the monster’s throat, over and over.

“It is. Time. For. Mister. Horsey. To. Go. Nighty. Night,” she chanted, in rhythm with each dagger-thrust. But by doing that, she’d given away which of her mirror images was the real one, and the Dark Elf turned and hurled a bomb at her. Mina was so intent on finally vanquishing her personal nightmare that she didn’t notice the projectile until it was too late. The bomb struck her in the shoulder, and invisible chains of arcane force exploded out, penetrating deep into her muscles and freezing her in place. The paralysis spell wasn’t a mental effect, so her fortress was no use here. And now she was completely helpless as the fae abomination she’d been seconds away from slaying slowly staggered its way to its feet.

I fired off force bolts at the monster, but a spray of liquor obscured my view, as the pot-still I’d been using for cover disintegrated entirely, as blood-red arcs of force tore it to pieces. I dived over to the adjacent still, my mirror images getting sliced to ribbons as fast as Soraya could generate them. I saw the Dullahan knock Mina to the ground, and gingerly pick its way over to her head. I could see its intent to crush her skull with its hooves. I fired multiple force bolts into it, but it ignored me, while a net of thin black chains converged upon me from all sides, shrieking as they approached. There was no way I could reach her in time.

The Dullahan reared up to deliver the killing blow, and stumbled—so weak it nearly fell over. Fear and relief tore through me at the sight. But I wasn’t alone—there was a surge of power from the Sandcat, as she sensed her favorite person in the world in mortal danger. I could feel her anger and desperation building, and I felt something in myself reach out to her, some fundamental portion of my soul, the thing in myself that made me an artificer.

You can do it, I thought. I believe in you. Evolve! Become what you were always meant to be.

The Dullahan readied itself, steadying its wobbly legs. I felt its concentration as it gathered its spectral muscles and reared up on his hind legs, its massive hooves prepared to descend and turn Mina’s skull into a pulp.

And that was when the Sandcat roared to life, tearing its way into the center of the distillery and blasting the Dullahan clear out the front door with an explosive heavy bolt of force from its main cannon. Exavoth whirled about to confront this new threat, but the Sandcat was faster, gunning forward to lash out with a leaping uppercut with her front leg, the tire spinning full speed in reverse. The huge obsidian blade successfully interposed itself between the incoming strike and its wielder, but the force was so great that the demonic artifact was sent rocketing upwards at an insane speed, punching a hole in the distillery roof as it continued its flight to parts unknown.

I saw the Dark Elf go flying over the Sandcat’s hood as she charged her way past Mina and to the form of the fae hunter, which lay floundering in the midst of the wild grasses outside. As I chased after, I saw her tires retract, and now it was the Sandcat’s turn to rear up for the killing blow, as her front claws spun up like fan blades, and plunged down into the Dullahan’s prone form.

The Dullahan screamed in pain as the whirling claws tore into its unnatural form. It writhed helplessly in utter agony as gobs of gooey black ectoplasm spattered outwards in all directions, along with grass clippings and shards of arrow-shafts. The only kind thing about the grisly dismantling is that it was over in seconds, as every last piece of the fae abomination was shredded into atoms by the Sandcat’s claws, and Goban the Dullahan was no more.

The duel had been won, but the Sandcat was far from finished. Flush with exhilaration from her victory, the Sandcat blasted an advancing squad of Black Scarves into frozen statues with its cannon, pounded a Mirogan magitank with heavy bolts of force, and then raced into melee range to finish the job.

“No, wait,” I yelled. “Wait for us.”

But the Sandcat had gained her freedom and was eager to fight. And she did so with aplomb, having absorbed Mina’s fighting style flawlessly. I saw her seize hold of one magitank, then use it as a shield as she rushed another Mirogan war-wagon, ably wrecking both targets. I watched in stunned amazement as the Sandcat laid about with her claws and cannon, ripping her way through troops, juvenile worms, and war-machine alike. All of a sudden, the tide of battle had been completely reversed, and for just a moment, I started to believe that the Sandcat could defeat the entire Mirogan army all by herself.

Then a massive, slime-covered tentacle whipped out from beyond the tree-line, slamming into the Sandcat’s roof and pancaking her into the grassy earth of the compound. Then the tree-line itself suddenly withered and then flattened, to reveal the biggest dreadworm I’d ever seen. It was at least forty feet tall, foul extra-cosmic magic rolling off of it in waves, its heavy tentacles, each the thickness of a tree-trunk, writhing and undulating in unnerving patterns. Staring into that ancient maw brought a terror akin to witnessing the madness that lay outside our universe. This was the being that the Mirogans worshipped as a god. This was Krah-Mirogah.

I willed the Sandcat to get the fuck out of there, and she finally listened, or came to that realization herself, as her tires spun in reverse, but it was too late. More tentacles descended upon her, wrapping her up and lifting her up the ground. She fired off shot after shot from her cannon, unsheathed her claws and tried to tear herself free, but it was like a kitten trying to claw an ogre. I felt a sick nausea all through my stomach as those titanic tentacles began to squeeze. First the arcane cannon exploded, the unleashed energy not even registering as a paper-cut to the otherworldly monster. Then the force canopy failed, the only thing preventing the giant dreadworm from crushing the Sandcat’s frame, which came next. I felt my eyes begin to sting as the metal shrieked, and the animating spells lost cohesion. The chassis went limp, and then came the worst part, as the twisted wreck that had once been the Sandcat was pulled into Krah-Mirogah’s gaping, hungry maw.

I looked away, and only then did I notice the jangling vibration at my hip. It was my Sympathetic Resonance Tracker, and it was telling me we’d found our target. I felt my heart sink as I checked its final reading for range and distance. It was pointed straight at the worst place it possibly could. Soraya’s missing gem was inside Krah-Mirogah himself.

“Master, no time to worry about that,” said Soraya, materializing in front of me to get my attention. “Run!”

I looked about, to see both Black Scarves and Mirogan troops pointing at me and converging on my position. But, before the Mirogans could get closer, a host of lanky, indigo-colored arms burst up from beneath the ground and began to claw at the invading soldiers. Their bodies emerged afterwards, giving me the impression of wiry ogres, with single, giant eyes in the middle of their black-furred, goat-like heads. What the hell?

“Fomorians, Master,” said Soraya. “Fae guardians of this jungle. But I don’t think they’ll last long against the worms.”

I took the hint and ran back into the distillery, my mind full of visions of how I’d build a vast array of drakesalt spikes to shove down that obscene giant’s throat. It would pay for killing the Sandcat, and then I’d get Soraya’s gem on top of that. Soraya shut the doors behind me, while I grabbed one of the broken halves of the door-bar to act as a replacement. It wouldn’t be nearly as effective as the original, but it would be something.

“Excellent, Master,” said Soraya. “Now you and Mina can run out one of the holes in the back wall, which I’ll seal with illusions. Then I’ll locate the others and we can⁠—”

Before Soraya could finish the thought, a grenade came flying out of the shadows to strike me in the chest. I had a fraction of a second to stare at it dumbly before it went off, seemingly to no effect at all, except my arcane sense went completely blind for a moment, and Soraya’s presence vanished from my awareness entirely. It took me even longer to realize that my arcane sense was working, but I couldn’t feel anything from my armor or items. Antimagic. That grenade had been antimagic.

“What’s the matter, artificer?” sneered the Dark Elf, as she stepped into view, chugging down what looked like a healing potion, to match an empty bottle still clutched between her fingers.

“Not much without your items, are you,” she continued, as she tucked the bottles away and drew her rapier. “The best of which isn’t even yours. You stole it from Gan. Well, they’ll all be completely useless for the next hour, which is more than enough time for me.”

Panic threatened to overtake my senses, and I only barely fought it down. All of my abilities were tied to my items. And now they didn’t work at all. This was like having my hands cut off. No—it was worse. I didn’t have any means of defending myself without my items. My melee weapon was my Wand of Force. Without that I—no, wait.

I yanked out my arcane blastpipe and reversed it, gripping it by the barrel to wield it like a club. I had never trained to use it this way, but it was all that I had.

The Dark Elf saw my response and laughed in derision. “That the best you can do? Oh, this is gonna be easy.”

The entire world turned into abject, inky blackness, and I felt a sharp pain lance through my hand. I cried out and dropped the blastpipe, prompting another peal of laughter from my tormentor. I clutched at my hand and tried to force myself to think. This was magical darkness—an inherent ability that some Dark Elves had. Even if my truesight goggles had been working, they’d be no good to me here. What could I do? The only upside was that I was still alive. The Dark Elf could’ve run me through, but she hadn’t—yet.

“What do you want from me?” I said.

“Very little, and oh so much, little man,” came the woman’s voice, and I tried to focus on it. Out of arm’s reach, for now. “I want you to know who it is who killed, and why, before you die. Slowly.”

Fuck. That wasn’t great, but it meant I might be able to stall until I could think of something.

“Okay,” I said. “So, could you⁠—”

“I am Enobaria Krendos,” said the Dark Elf. “And I am here to avenge my sister.”

“Sister?” I said. “Okay, then you’ve definitely got the wrong guy. I haven’t killed any Dark El⁠—”

“Silence!” snapped Enobaria, and I flinched, as a whisper of steel sliced across my cheek. The cut itself didn’t hurt so bad, but I felt the blood start to run down my face, and when I opened my mouth to speak, then I felt the pain sear through me.

But wait, I’d instinctively flinched before the blade cut me. How had I done that, when we were in pitch darkness? Wait—her rapier; it was magical. I could generally tell where it was with my arcane sense. I tried to bring it into sharper focus with my mind, while forcing myself not to turn my head in its direction. Only follow her voice, like a regular person would.

Enobaria was talking now, about her sister and what a wonderful person she was. I had my own suspicions about that—they were both Scourge pirates, so I doubted their victims shared Enobaria’s opinion about her sister. Plus, I still hadn’t killed her, so this wasn’t making me feel guilty about my “crime.” I half-listened to her as I desperately tried to recall every combat lesson Delara drilled into me.

Enobaria had a sword and I didn’t. That put me at a huge disadvantage in a straight fight. My only advantage came from my armor, and the fact that she thought I was completely blind, instead of mostly blind. My cuirass, even de-powered, completely shielded my vitals, and my goggles offered decent protection for my eyes. That meant the killing blow would almost certainly be aimed at my throat. So I had to prepare for that, and react accordingly. I’d have only one chance, and if I fucked it up I’d be dead.

I continued to follow the enchanted rapier with my arcane sense, my focus sharpening with every second. Now I could trace the faint auras of the potions on her bandoliers. I could see the most important parts of her now, and I forced myself not to react as she lashed out with shallow cuts aimed at my upper arms, then one to the outside of my thigh, followed by a nasty thrust right through my quadricep.

Somehow I managed to remain standing, though a new fear threatened to overtake me. If she sliced my hamstrings I’d be unable to dodge the throat attack that I knew was coming. But just as I was wondering if I should roll the dice and charge her early, she raised her blade to the side of my neck. I hesitated, as the motion was slow, casual—not the committed slash that I was expecting.

The blade got inches away from my throat before I could discern its orientation. It was vertical? I didn’t stop to question my luck as I lunged forward, (Soraya later told me that Enobaria had likely been preparing to slice off my ear) caught hold of her sword-arm, and spun around as my torso slammed into her chest. The pain in my legs caused them to buckle, but for this type of shoulder-throw that was actually a benefit.

I kept my grip tight on Enobaria as I drove my shoulder straight down to the floor. The Dark Elf flew over my back to splat down hard into a shallow pool of brandy. I kept moving, throwing my leg across her midsection for a full mount, and I even managed to get one of her arms pinned against her side. I was still blind, but once I’d grabbed Enobaria’s arm, it was like I could instinctively sense where the rest of her was.

I used both my arms to pin her sword-arm to the ground, ripped the rapier from her grasp, then slammed down with its basket hilt, punching away at where I guessed her head was. I felt my armored fist strike home, once, twice, three times, and then my vision returned to me, presenting me a view of Enobaria’s bloody face lying senseless on the liquor-soaked floor.

I felt a surge of elation at my sudden victory. That had actually been really easy. I remembered Delara mentioning how some fencers didn’t bother learning how to wrestle, and I had to be grateful that I’d run into one of those. As my adrenaline surge began to wane I became aware of two things: an insistent thumping at the distillery door, and a horrendous pain in the front of my thigh. And I couldn’t ask Soraya to fix it like normal.

I rifled through Enobaria’s bandoliers to retrieve a healing potion, which I chugged, and immediately felt better. The cherry flavor was a nice touch, too. I stood up, realizing that the arm I’d pinned beneath my leg had been reaching for a sheathed dagger. Good thing I’d stopped that before it started. Speaking of which…

I pressed the tip of the rapier up to the Dark Elf’s throat, and hesitated. She was completely helpless now. I’d only ever killed people in the heat of battle. Doing it this way felt icky.

Now that Enobaria’s face was no longer contorted in a mask of hate, she looked peaceful and, despite the damage I’d just inflicted upon her, rather pretty. But I couldn’t let that kind of thing sway my thinking here. This person was a Scourge space pirate, one who had sworn to hunt me down and kill me, and would certainly harm my loved ones if they got in her way. I could not allow someone like that to run around free. Killing her was the rational, logical, and moral decision.

But… the whole situation still felt weird. I really didn’t see how I could’ve killed her sister. Was there really no way to sit down and clear up this obvious case of mistaken ident⁠—

The cracking of wood cut my musings short as the distillery door burst open for the second time tonight. A slavering half-orc, face painted with Scourge stripes, charged through, battle-axe raised overhead, prepared to swing down and end my life.

I had no time to think, so I reacted on instinct, ducking my head and lunging with the rapier. I saw it pierce the pirate’s heart and sink in a foot deep, before the heavy axe slammed into my shoulder, barely missing my head and biting down into the gap between the armor and my neck.

The rigid plates stopped the blade from penetrating very deeply, but I staggered back as my right arm stopped working, leaving the rapier sticking straight out of the half-orc pirate’s chest. At least I’d gotten the better of this exchange.

…Is what I’d thought, but the Scourge pirate wobbled on his feet, staring down at the sword transfixing him with equal measures of astonishment and outrage. Then his gaze turned back to me, and I could practically see the thought process crystallize in his failing brain, as he raised his battle-axe and staggered forward, determined to cling to life for as long as needed to avenge his own death.

I backpedaled frantically, dodging one deadly swipe after another, trying to run out the clock until this monster’s fatal wound finished killing him. It was taking a really long fucking time, and I was running out of space to retreat.

My foot skidded on a piece of scrap copper, and I landed on my ass, which turned cold as the brandy soaked through my trousers, and the jolt of the fall went right into my shoulder, making my vision swim. I looked up to see the half-orc, bloody foam oozing from his wide, snarling mouth, hoist his weapon one last time, before pitching over backwards.

It took me a second to realize that the pirate hadn’t collapsed; Delara had hooked the haft of his axe with her spear and dragged him off balance. Then Direk ran up and thrust his sword through the half-orc’s throat and into his spine, ending his rampage for good.

“You okay, Stud?” said Delara, as Direk helped me to my feet.

“No,” I said, “but I’ll live. How⁠—”

“What’s wrong with Mina?” she said.

“Paralysis potion,” I said.

“Fuck,” she replied with a grimace, and it was then that I realized she had an arrow sticking out of her shoulder. “Can Soraya fix that?”

“Yes, but I don’t have Soraya right now.”

“What?” said Delara, “How do you not have Soraya?”

“Anti-magic grenade,” I said. “All of my items are out of commission for the next hour.”

“Fuck!” said Delara. “We’re real torn up right now.”

“What about Mar?” I said, only to see Kint stagger over, with his sister’s unconscious form balanced over his shoulders, with Tirza following right behind.

“Dammit,” I said. “Wait, check the alchemist. I think she still had a few healing potions left.”

“What alchemist?“ asked Direk.

“The Dark Elf,” I started to say, only to look back and see that Enobaria had vanished.

“Fuck!” I said. “She got away.”

I kicked myself for my earlier hesitation. That was going to come back and bite me in the ass, for sure.

I heard a thunderous boom from outside, and Bondi and Dyxi ran in and shut the door behind them.

“That should hold them for a minute,” said Bondi.

“Wait, no princess?” I said. “And where’s the rest of your people?

“We’re all that’s left,” said Direk. “And we couldn’t break through to reach Princess Athtara. We had those pirates on the ropes, but then High King Warun himself charged our position.”

Direk turned an admiring glance to Delara. “I thought we were done for, but Delara here was able to hold him off. I’ve never seen anyone stand against him that well.”

Delara grunted, “Main thing about fighting a berserker is not to panic. Remember your training, mind your defense, attack when they’re open, don’t over-commit. They’re not immortal. They will die eventually if you hit them enough.”

“Noted,” said Direk, “But now we need to re-group—oh!”

Delara had tried to pick up Mina’s paralyzed form, but the effort had instead caused her to let out a strangled scream, and she collapsed to the floor, with Mina on top of her. Direk picked up Mina, while I checked on Delara.

“You’re hurt,” I said. “Is it the arrow?”

“Fucking… leather-faced asshole,” Delara gasped out, through gritted teeth. “Hit me with a bunch of pain-compliance pressure points before I knocked his ass out. Ki-empowered, went straight through my armor. I’m okay—just… cramping, everywhere.”

Delara tried to stand, but collapsed again. I tried to help her up, but this proved awkward, given my own injury. Tirza had to step in and be her crutch, as Direk led us out the back and into the jungle surrounding the compound.

Darkness surrounded us, the heavy foliage and tree cover filtering out most of the starlight from above. I pushed my useless goggles up onto my forehead, but it didn’t help much. I ended up resting my left hand on Bondi’s back to avoid losing sight of her. I assumed we had to be traveling through some kind of trail, but it was so overgrown that I couldn’t begin to guess at how Direk was navigating. The screams and shouts and other sounds of battle faded behind us with every step we took deeper into the Jitters.

Finally we reached our destination—some kind of storm door in the ground, so obscured by foliage as to be virtually undetectable. Direk unlocked the padlock and chain holding it shut, and we all piled in. The room below wasn’t large, and didn’t feel like a cellar, but it was too dark for me to discern any more than that.

I was settling down, sitting with my back to the wall, deeply missing all the ways Soraya would’ve improved this situation, when I noticed Direk wasn’t joining us. He was heading back up the stairs.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

He paused and turned to face us. “You have the weapons we need to win this war. But you’ll need an army to wield them. And Rephara’s army is done for. To win, we’ll have to rally the people. For that, we need Princess Athtara. A jumped-up Guard Captain like me won’t cut it. So I’m going to get her.”

“By yourself?” I said. “You’ll never make it.”

“He won’t be alone,” said Tirza. “I’d follow the General anywhere.”

“I can still fight,” said Bondi, moving to join Direk.

“No, wait,” I said. “Soraya’s going to be back in less than an hour. She can heal us all up, and we can all go together then.”

“We can’t wait that long,” said Direk, “You let someone important out of your grasp for too long, you might never get them back. I learned that the hard way. Plus, I think I’ve done enough running and hiding for one lifetime.”

“Wait, wait,” I said. “We have to think⁠—”

“Zain,” said Direk. “Ever since I was a boy, my only thought was to become stronger and gain allies, so I might someday rescue my sister. But now I see that I focused too much on the number of allies, and not enough on their quality. The people here, in this room, are the allies I’ve been seeking. You’re the only ones who can defeat the Mirogans and free Zargedon from their tyranny. You have to live.”

“Direk, I don’t like how you’re talking,” I said, and felt my panic rising as both Direk and Bondi started up the stairs.

“Bondi, you don’t have to go⁠—”

“No Zain, I think I do,” she said. “There’s a princess in danger, and I’m the knight who has to save her.”

“What, you’re on about that?” I said. “This is serious⁠—”

“Yes,” said Bondi. “I’m serious about this, maybe for the first time ever. I made up an entire knightly order, because they wouldn’t let me in the real one. I’ve been running around, spouting off about ‘Courage, Justice, and Fellowship,’ but I didn’t understand what those words meant, not really. But now—being with you, with all of you—it’s like I’ve been sleepwalking my entire life, and I just woke up yesterday. I never knew life could feel so good.

“So don’t worry,” she said, her smile brilliant, even in the gloom. “Because, more than ever, I’ve got something to protect, and something to lose. Right now, I feel like I could take on the world, and it’s all thanks to you.”

She kissed me then, and I couldn’t help but respond. I tried to hold on to her after, but the injured version of me didn’t have the strength.

“Bondi,” I said. “I do not like this plan. If you could just wait⁠—”

“You’re overruled, Zain,” she said. “And don’t worry—I’ll be back in no time. It’s not like we’re saying goodbye forever or anything.”

Then Bondi turned and raced up the stairs before I could react. I followed, only to have the storm doors slam shut above me, the clanking of the padlock signifying my imprisonment. I beat at the doors with my weak left hand, but of course it was no use.

If my items were working properly, a simple door would be a trivial barrier for me. Hit the padlock with my Charm of Unlocking, and if that failed, my Wand of Force could cut through in seconds. But they weren’t working, so I was simply trapped, and could do nothing about it but fume.

I shuffled back down the stairs in a daze, feeling more powerless and miserable than I had since the Cydonia Trading Company had stolen my passport and possessions. The blackness here was absolute. I had to test every step by feel, and got a painful jolt when I hit bottom. Silence and darkness awaited me there. Everyone else seemed to be either paralyzed or passed out, save for Dyxi, who gave me a jump-scare when she patted me comfortingly on the knee.

“They’ll be back,” she said. “Well, dragon-girl should, anyway. Part of prophecy. Can’t die yet.”

I mumbled out some half-hearted thanks. That would’ve been comforting if I actually believed in prophecy. Instead, all I could do was still down on the steps and gaze into nothing as I waited for my friends to return. But my patience was not rewarded.


Chapter 4

Aye, Aye, Captain!


Calista cracked her neck as she surveyed the remains of the ancient Yllsalian plantation. Another scrap where she’d come out mostly unharmed, and that was always a mighty fine feeling. Almost up there with sex, to be honest. It was a rare roll in the hay that also carried the threat of death along with it, to bring around the reciprocal joy of being alive afterwards, though she had done a few of those in her lifetime. Granted, not everything had gone their way this time, but Calista maintained her opinion that any battle you could slither away from was a good one.

And most of her crew were still alive, or at least they’d been last time she’d checked. Some of them were still unaccounted for, so she had to go looking for them, because they certainly weren’t returning to the auto-wagon like she’d told them to. And the Mirogans were starting to pack up and get ready to leave, as there wasn’t much in Gweiadur Hollow worth looting. She needed to make sure they didn’t get left behind in a creepy jungle that may still contain any number of outraged fae beasties just waiting for the giant, killer worms to go away.

But first, she slid around to the open back of the wagon to check on Byago, who was in the correct place because she’d put him there. He’d finally regained consciousness after getting cross-checked into oblivion by a jacked half-orc hottie with strange blue eyes, who was one of the best melee fighters that Calista had ever seen. She’d been fending off multiple attackers like it was nothing, including Calista herself. Calista had shot something like a dozen arrows at her, and she’d dodged or deflected all but one of them with her spear. She hadn’t been wearing a uniform, and Calista thought she’d seen her at that Yohzoc mine-cart clusterfuck, so she was probably one of Zain’s crew. If so, their victory over Anya’s crew started to make a little more sense. Actually, the Duchess had mentioned something about Zain having an elite Amazon warrior on his crew, hadn’t she? That had to be her.

But Hottie Half-Orc had definitely done a number on Byago, who wasn’t wearing his mask for once. That was because his face had swollen up like a giant bee sting, to match his left leg, which had ballooned up to an absurd degree. Byago had acquitted himself rather well in the fight, his every movement part of an elegant dance, evading and attacking with grace and poise. He’d been able to flow past the half-orc’s spear point and deliver precise strikes to her torso, but every time he did, she’d respond by viciously shin-kicking him in the leg, until the accrued damage caused the warrior-monk to stumble on his approach, opening him up to getting KO’ed.

“Hey Byago,” said Calista. “You hanging in there okay?”

“Oh, yes,” said Byago, “Tonight has been a truly fine night. Enlightening on every front. First I had the chance to participate in an absolutely sublime mutual exchange of pain with that half-orc warrior, and now I continue to reap the rewards from that encounter. It’s been doing wonders for my meditation.”

“Really?” said Calista. “You’re able to mediate better like that? It’s not too dissstracting?”

“Oh no,” said Byago. “Quite the opposite. Actually, I’ve been with your crew for a few months now, and I don’t believe I’ve ever explained the purpose of the Order of Beatific Agony. Would you like to learn more?”

“Uh… sure, why not?” said Calista. She knew she’d probably regret this, but her curiosity was piqued, and that would nag at her, too. Plus, she supposed a good Captain should know as much as she could about her crew.

“Life… is suffering,” said Byago, raising a finger skyward for emphasis. “Run from it, hide from it, try to ignore it—suffering in this world will always find you. It is simply unavoidable. This fundamental truth of existence is well-understood by a wide variety of monastic sects. Except, it actually isn’t.”

“It is and isn’t?” said Calista. “Is this sssome ssort of Monk riddle?”

“These other sects claim to understand the nature of suffering,” said Byago. “But, what do they then try to do? Avoid it. Avoid the very thing they admit to be unavoidable. They posit, that through dedicated mediation practices, they can escape the cycle of suffering by achieving ‘Enlightenment.’ But, can they explain what their ‘Enlightenment’ actually means, in concrete terms? Does their soul stay in their bodies, or leave it? Do they ascend to godhood? Can any of these monasteries, in their hundreds of years of history, with their hundreds of thousands of acolytes meditating nonstop, actually point to a single confirmed case of one of their members achieving this ‘Enlightenment?’ And, could they even recognize such a individual, if it did happen?”

“No,” Byago continued, his beatific smile warped by the swelling in his face. “Just because one might dearly wish for an escape from suffering, that doesn’t mean such a thing actually exists. Trying to will it into being is a futile endeavor; an exercise in self-delusion and spiritual masturbation. The real truth is obvious, so obvious that it’s truly embarrassing that so many sects avoid it completely, simply because they find it unpleasant.

“If life truly is suffering, then the clear path to spiritual and intellectual mastery is to embrace suffering. To take the pain and agony of this world and to study it, to make it your ally. To endure as much torment as one can, and to spread it to others, so they, too, might get a glimpse of this fundamental truth that holds up the pillars of this universe. That is my mission, and I have been grateful for the many opportunities for study that being a member of the Scourge Pirates has given me.”

“Ah, you’re welcome?” said Calista. She supposed she could follow the logic of Byago’s beliefs, though she didn’t have any inclination to follow them herself.

If she’d ever had a time where she felt close to some cosmic God, it would be while she was high or having a really fantastic orgasm. Well, getting whipped could be a lot of fun, under the right circumstances, though she’d always kept the force levels for that well below what an actual flogging was like.

“And I must also thank you for saving my life, Captain,” Byago continued. “I assume that is what happened. Since I regained consciousness in your coils, which had a nasty gash in them, consistent with that marvelous half-orc’s spear. Was that wound intended to be my coup-de-grace?”

“Ah, yeah,” said Calista. “It’s no big deal. All the ssscales and musscles down there make my tail quite resilient.”

“Regardless, Captain,” said Byago. “I am nowhere near the end of my own spiritual journey, and I would dearly regret having it cut short so soon. So, I am grateful to you.”

“Well, you’re welcome,” said Calista. “But I hope you underssstand, I’ll need you up and about as sssoon as I find a fucking healer. Don’t mean to harsh your vibe or anything….”

“No worries, Captain,” said Byago. “The path to revelation cannot be forced. Opportunities such as this are to be appreciated when they happen, all the more because they are finite.”

“Well, that’s great,” said Calista. “Ssspeaking of which, have you seen Enobaria?”

“Not since you did, Captain, and she had her little episode,” said Byago. “It seems she might be on the verge of her own revelation.”

They’d found Enobaria, black-eyed and with a busted nose, wandering through the middle of the battle in a bewildered daze. She’d been so out of it that she had to be prompted to drink one of her own healing potions. Then, once she had, her eyes had gone wide, she’d let out an earsplitting shriek that was equal parts rage and anguish, and then stormed off without explaining anything, or offering her potions up to her fellow pirates, who clearly fucking needed them.

And the so-called Worm Priestesses were no help either. They claimed that they didn’t have healing magic, and went right back to bitching about how their army contingents kept refusing to dismount and sortie until the dreadworms had cleared out most of the fae monsters. Calista couldn’t tell if the cultists were being honest or if they were just fucking with her. Who ever heard of priestesses who couldn’t heal? What a pain in the ass.

“Well, I hope a revelation is what she’s having,” said Calista. “Anyway, I’ll sssend her your way as sssoon as I find her.”

“I’ll be right here, Captain,” said Byago, as she turned to leave. Not the most productive conversation, but she had gotten a bit better understanding of her underling. She’d confirmed that he was definitely as big of a whackjob as she’d thought, but at least he was a disciplined whackjob who followed orders without complaint.

Which was more than she could say for Enobaria. This was getting ridiculous. Fortunately, she didn’t have to look for long, as retracing her steps from the battle led her to the stone-and-wood building that Goban had chased Zain and a tiger-girl into, before a fucking tank chased him out and pureed him. Which had been pretty funny, even if it now meant they’d lost their Zain tracker. Win some, lose some. Eggs said that they’d kept Zain away from the magitank, but he’d activated it remotely somehow. Well, that was an artificer for you.

Enobaria was kneeling in a small clearing—actually, she was in the spot where that tank’s spinning blades chopped down all the grasses—and she was holding her face in her hands. And there was Eggs, anxiously half-hiding in the ruined doorway of the stone building, covered in blood again. But not hers, Calista was sure. During the battle, she’d caught a brief glimpse of Eggs/Exavoth flying overhead, to land a good half-mile away. Eggs said that the tank had struck her and she’d landed in the midst of a whole gang of those Fomorian things. By the time she’d killed her way back to the group, the fight had been over, and Eggs had darted away to help look for Enobaria. Which she’d clearly done, but then neglected the all-important part of reporting back to her Captain. What the hell.

But maybe it wasn’t Egg’s fault. Maybe Enobaria was being difficult. As Calista got closer, she noticed beakers and vials and what looked like a portable stove on the ground in front of the Dark Elf. And a good portion of the expensive alchemical equipment had been smashed. Even closer, Calista noticed Varia’s basket-hilted rapier sticking out of the ground, its tip sunk a good four inches into the packed earth.

Calista picked up the rapier and slithered up to her First Mate, the stink of booze hitting her in the nostrils as she did. “You dropped this,” she said.

Enobaria muttered something, and Calista had to ask her to speak up.

“I said, ‘No blood,’” said Enobaria, turning to fix her captain with one of the bleakest looks Calista had ever seen.

The lamia looked down at the blade and frowned. “There’s quite a lot of blood on thisss⁠—”

“The wrong blood,” Enobaria snarled. “It’s all wrong. It’s Tharg’s! It’s fucking useless!”

“And Tharg is…”

“Dead, but who gives a shit?” said Enobaria. “I cut Zain with this sword. I stabbed him deep in the leg. It should have his blood. I should have that! But there’s nothing! Nothing at all. I wasted my anti-magic grenade for nothing. Do you even know how expensive the components for that were? It’s all useless. This whole fucking trip was fucking useless.”

At this, Enobaria broke down and began sobbing. Calista was caught between being pissed at Tharg’s death and wondering if maybe she should offer some comfort to her First Mate, but Enobaria started ranting again.

“The alcohol!” she said. “That foul, fucking, disgusting peach brandy. Washed it away. The blood on the tip is all fucking gone. Diluted beyond recovery. Even I can’t find him now.”

Ah. So that’s what this was about. Okay—yeah, that sucked. But crying and whining wasn’t going to fix it, now was it?

“Okay, so you had a bit of a sssetback, First Mate,” she said. “It’s totally underssstandable that you’d be upssset. But, it’s not all bad news. We managed to acquire a few interesssting captives, and our allies⁠—”

“Oh, fuck all the way off with your good news,” said Enobaria. “And the only reason you were so hot to align with these worm perverts is because you liked their pussy. So why don’t you go back to your muff-diving and leave me the fuck alone.”

Calista closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath. And then another. And then one more, for good measure. So she could be sure that her head was clear and in the right place as she whipped her tail around and slammed it into Enobaria’s head and shoulders, sending the Dark Elf sprawling.

Enobaria cursed and fumbled for her rapier, but Calista was already moving. “That is it!” said Calista. “That is the last ssstraw!”

The pirate lamia continued to wrap her coils around her First Mate’s torso, then her legs, and finishing up by pressing her narrower tail in front of the Dark Elf’s mouth. Enobaria thrashed in her grip, but all she did was exhaust herself, and Calista responded with a tighter squeeze, with a few good shakes, just to reinforce who was in control here—though she was careful not to crack any of her alchemist’s potions.

“Now, First Mate, you are going to lissten to me,” said Calista. “You are going to lissten to your Captain. For the passst ssix months, ever sssince I got promoted, you have been a never-ending fount of ssniping, and sssarcasm, and passsive-agresssivenesss. And, let me tell you, I have had it up to here with your bullshit! This shit ends today!

“I’ve tried being patient. I’ve tried being underssstanding. I did that because I know jusst how much your sssister meant to you. I misss her too. I know you’d rather it were her sstill here acting as Captain. I know that ssseeing me in her role might remind you of what you’ve lossst. I know all that, but now it’s high time for you to fucking. Get. Over. It!”

Calista punctuated the end of her sentence with a few hard tail-shakes, before continuing her tirade.

“That’s right, I sssaid get over it! Do you think you’re going to be able to accomplish anything in this ssstate? You think you’ll get the better of Zain fucking Shamar? Hell, no—because if there’s one thing I’ve learned on thisss trip, is that guy is one dangerous motherfucker. Remember Goban? Remember how he was on the trip down? Remember how he had every one of us ssscared shitlesss? Well, what happened to him, huh? Zain ripped him up, bit by bit, with every encounter, until he was dead. You think you’ll be able to take out sssomeone like that if you go blubbering boo-hoo, woe is me, over every little sssetback?”

“And, let me tell you sssomething. We’re not done with him. We can’t track him, but we’ve gotten hold of one of his little hotties. Ssso we can make him come to us. That’s the type of guy he is. Ssso you can sstill get your revenge, but not with that fucking attitude!”

Calista saw Enobaria’s eye’s go wide and her body tense up. But her expression was hard to read with Calista’s tail in the way. A bit more needed to be established here.

“Sure, you can sstill be sssad about Varia’s death,” Calista continued. “You don’t have to like that I’m Captain. You don’t even have to ressspect me. But you will ressspect my possition. I am the Captain of the Gloom Shrike now, and if you don’t like it, you can fuck off and leave. Go mope in a ditch sssomewhere, go kill yoursself over your failed vengeance, or go try and fulfill it all on your own, and surely die in the attempt. Do whatever—I don’t care.

“Or, you can sstay on my crew, and I promise I will do my utmossst to help you get your revenge. But there will be no more sssarcasm, no sssnide remarks, and no fucking backtalk. You will follow my orders with no bitching or complaining, and then you’ll actually be a decent Firsst Mate.”

With that, Calista released Enobaria, who tumbled to the cut grass clearing, and promptly leapt up to her feet, rapier in hand, eyes blazing, but she didn’t attack. She stood there, quivering, chest heaving like a forge bellows, staring eye-to-eye with Calista, and didn’t speak.

“Well, Enobaria?” said Calista, who stared back unflinchingly. “Any complaints? Or anything else you’d care to say to me?”

Enobaria stood there, vibrating like a wound spring, and for a second, Calista thought she might have to fight her again, but instead Enobaria sheathed her sword and touched her own head. Oh, was that a salute?

“Nothing to say… Captain Calista Gataki,” said Enobaria.

“Very well then,” said Calista. “How many healing potionss do you have left?”

“Three, Captain.”

“All right, I’ll take one, and Byago is probably going to need the other two,” said Calista. “He’s back at the auto-wagon, ssso go wait for me there. I need to collect everyone elssse, check in with our allies, and then we can all get the fuck out of this creepy-asss foresst.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” said Enobaria. “I’ll get right on that, Captain.”

With that, the Dark Elf began picking up what was left of her alchemist’s kit, and Calista decided to leave her to it, as she slithered over to where Eggs was hiding, feeling her spirits buoyed up immensely. That little confrontation had been stressful, and it would’ve been a problem if Enobaria had left and taken all her healing potions with her, but it had all turned out for the better. Really, she should’ve done that weeks ago.

Though the yelling and the shaking did seem to have spooked Eggs quite a bit. It took a bit of coaxing and cajoling to get her out from where she’d been cowering behind the doorway, so they could have an actual conversation, and even then, she was still shaking and wringing her hands. Must’ve been a harrowing fight—Callista had met other warriors who got after-battle shakes. No big deal.

“Ah, Henrietta,” said Calista, who never used Eggs’ nickname to her face. She figured it was more professional this way, like something Captain Anya would’ve done. “How are you feeling? Not injured at all, are you? That was a nasssty hit you took earlier.”

“No, I’m f-fine,” said Eggs, looking at her like a frightened rabbit. “Exavoth, he… he won’t let me die. He won’t ever let me die.”

“Ah, that’s good,” said Calista. “Well, I was jusst thinking about your performance in our little ssskirmish, and I wanted to sssay, well done. Really ssolid perform⁠—”

“I know, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry, I’ll promise I’ll do better, please... wait, what?”

“What?” said Calista, bewildered by Eggs sudden outburst, followed by her equally sudden switch to an expression of baffled surprise.

“Did…” Eggs slowly raised her gaze from the ground to where she was almost looking Calista in the eyes. “Did you just say… that I did… a good job?”

“Um… yess I did,” said Calista. Eggs’ nervousness was starting to bleed over and make her jumpy now.

“But…” Eggs normally wall-eyed hangdog expression began to melt away into something approaching wonderment. “No one… no one’s ever said that to me before.”

“Sssaid what before?”

“That I… that I did a good job.”

What, really? That gave her… unpleasant implications of what Eggs’ life had been like before joining the Scourge, which she was sure she didn’t want to get into.

“Well, you did,” said Calista, trying to pick her words carefully, lest she slither over some undetonated emotional landmine in Eggs’ psyche. “Exavoth coming in clutch to take some hits, put our quarry on the ropes.”

“But… but I lost,” said Eggs.

“Well, you ssstay in this business long enough, Eg—Henrietta,” said Calista, “you learn that nobody wins every sssingle battle. Ssometimes you grab that brasss ring; ssometimes a tank uppercuts you through a roof. Exavoth popped out jusst in time to shield us from that nassty frost cone. Sstarting the fight with that damage would’ve been awful, and it’s thanks to you that we didn’t. Sso, good job on that.”

“You… you really mean that?” said Eggs. “You’re not just saying it to make me feel better?”

“No, no, that’s not my sstyle,” said Calista. “Good job means good job.”

“So, it’s really true,” said Eggs, wide-eyed and swaying on her feet. “I finally… I really finally did something right for once.”

“Uh, yeah, Henrietta,” said Calista nervously, wishing she was someplace else. “That is what those words me⁠—”

“Oh thank you, Captain,” cried Eggs, magnified tears flowing from behind her thick glasses, as she lunged forward and enfolded Calista in a fierce hug. “Thank you thank you thankyouthankyouthankyou.”

“You’re welcome, Henrietta,” said Calista, as she awkwardly patted Eggs on the back, which she immediately regretted, as Eggs was still covered in Fomorian gore, and was unpleasantly sticky. Plus, her mousey brown hair stank of dried whiskey and death. Calista had to turn her head to one side and blow air up her own nostrils to try and clear the stench, while Eggs’ hug continued on for an uncomfortably long time. Eventually Calista had to pry herself loose and order Eggs to return to the auto-wagon.

Eggs replied with a sparkle-eyed, “Aye, aye, Captain,” plus a salute, with a whole host of unnecessary “thank you’s”, before she finally followed orders and headed back to the wagon.

The whole ordeal left Calista feeling exhausted, but hey, that was the second salute she’d received today, after getting none in all her previous months of being Captain, so she must be doing something right.

Before leaving, Eggs mentioned the others were further in the building, so further in she went. The brandy smell was even thicker in here, though at least she could rely on her stain-resistant scales to protect her from the wet, sticky floor.

She found Bramble sitting quietly at Tharg’s side, which was so uncharacteristic of her that it was almost alarming. During the battle, Calista had spotted her getting chased all over the compound by about a dozen Red Caps, which were a type of psychotic, hatchet-wielding, pint-sized Fae creatures, all beards and teeth, with stubby little legs poking out the bottom. She’d apparently pissed them off by swiping one of their eponymous red hats, which she’d been waving over her head like a pennant, while its owner and his buddies shrieked in continuous outrage, pursuing her with murderous determination.

Calista chose to view this activity as technically helping, since Bramble was diverting troops away from the rest of the conflict, and it wasn’t like Calista had expected her burglar to contribute much in combat in the first place. And it seemed like Bramble had ultimately prevailed over her adversaries, since she still clutched the floppy, dirty, oversized red cap between her hands, though she didn’t seem happy about it. Weird. Now that Calista thought about it, this was the first time she’d seen Bramble in anything other than a state of irrepressible good cheer.

Well, you didn’t have to look very hard for a potential source of distress. Tharg lay on his back in a puddle of alcohol, two lethal stab-wounds prominent on his corpse: one through his throat and one through his heart. Other than that, he looked surprisingly peaceful, way more than she’d ever seen him in life. Calista reviewed her memories with the half-orc, trying to recall the good times, and didn’t come up with much. Honestly, Tharg had mostly been a pain in the ass, constantly flying off the handle at every little thing, and simmering with resentment even when he wasn’t. The most she could say for him was that he’d been useful for dealing with Bramble. That was a hell of an epitaph, wasn’t it?

But no matter. Her concern was with the living. “Hey, Bramble,” she said.

“Hey, Captain,” said Bramble, quietly, before scrunching up her face and turning to look back up at her. “Captain, I feel weird.”

“Oh?” said Calista. “What feels weird?”

“Well, I’ve been sitting here, and I’ve been thinking that I should be happy that Tharg is dead. I mean, everything happens for a reason, so that means that it was just Tharg’s time to go. Plus, he’s all peaceful, and he’s in a much better place now. Those are all good things, right? So, I should be happy for him. But… I’m not. I keep trying to remind myself of all the good things, but they don’t… they feel like lies. Captain, I’ve never felt like this before. What’s going on?”

Bramble stared up at Calista, the halfling’s eyes looking huge in her tiny face. Calista sighed and lowered her human body down to Bramble’s level.

“The thing that’s happening here, Bramble,” said Calista, “is that you’re actually reacting like a normal perssson, for once. Ssort of. And, let me tell you, as sssomeone who knew Tharg for a fairly long time, that he is definitely not in a better place right now.”

“But,” Calista continued, “I think he’s in a very Tharg-appropriate place. With lots of fire, lots of screaming… plenty of blood… people getting poked with sharp, pointy objects…”

“Tharg loved all those things!” said Bramble, perking up for a second. “Especially the blood part. Tharg loved blood. He told me about it, one time. In fights, he’d always try to aim for a major vein or an artery, just to get a really good spray. I’d see him do it, too. I remember one time, we were fighting this Polonic patrol, and he got in there, and hit this one sailor’s carotid juuusst right. Blood shot up like it was a fountain, like Fwooosh! And I saw it, on Tharg’s face, just for a second—he had this brilliant, tusked smile, as the red droplets fell down like rain. I’ll… I’ll never forget that. B-Because he looked…. he was just so… so, huh-h-happy….”

And with that, Bramble broke down and started wailing. Calista put an arm around her and the halfling leaned into the embrace, pressing her face into her captain’s scale armor. Calista patted her head and patiently waited for Bramble’s tears to subside.

And Bramble did regain the power of speech, though her distress had not abated.

“Captain,” she said. “I hate feeling like this. It’s super not fun. How do I make these feelings go away?”

“Well, Bramble,” said Calista. “Grief is a tricky thing. When you lose sssomeone in your life, it creates a wound in your sssoul. And that wound can take time to heal. But in the meantime, you’re left with a lot of pain. Different people deal with that in different ways, but I recommend trying to take those negative emotions and channel them productively.”

“Oh?” said Bramble. “How do I do that?”

“Well,” said Calista. “Whenever you’re feeling ssad for the losss of Tharg, you can create a picture in your mind. You can picture the basstards responssible for taking your friend away from you, and think about tracking those fuckers down, and making them pay. Just, horrible sssuffering on their end. And then you can come up with a concrete plan to make that happen.”

“Oh, you mean, like… revenge?” said Bramble.

“That’ss right, Bramble,” said Calista. “Every time you get disstracted by how bad you’re hurting, jussst think about hunting down the people who caused that pain, and making them hurt even worse. And then you’ll feel sso much better.”

“You mean, I should be like Enobaria?” said Bramble. “Like, when she overdosed on divination potions trying to brute-force past that dude’s anti-scrying, so we all had to disguise ourselves to sneak into a temple of Chamine to get her all fixed up, because she’s our only healer?”

“Maybe don’t go that far, Bramble,” said Calista, wincing at the memory. “Try not to get carried away. You want just enough to give you focus and purpossse, and to numb away the pain of your losss.”

“Oh,” said Bramble, furrowing her brow. “That’ll make me feel better. Does that… does that actually work?”

“Sssilly Bramble,” said Calista, with an indulgent grin. “If it didn’t work, would people keep doing it?”

A chagrined smile cracked its way across the halfling’s face. “Oh, right—duh! Of course that makes sense. How’d you get to be so smart and wise, Captain?”

“Oh, well,” said Calista. “You sspend enough time in charge and eventually this ssstuff will just come to you. Now, what have we learned, Bramble?”

“Vengeance,” said Bramble, as she stood up, fixed her face in as grim a countenance as she could manage, and held her hands out in front of her like claws. “Rarr!”

“Yes, very good,” said Calista. “Rarr, indeed. Now, run along back to the auto-wagon with the otherss, while you think upon your inevitable retribution.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” said Bramble, as she skipped merrily away. Well, she didn’t get a salute that time, but Calista felt she’d earned one in spirit. This day was coming up roses. Actually, now that she thought about it, for the first time since she’d been promoted, Calista was actually starting to feel confident and comfortable in her leadership role. What was the expression? “Fake it ’til you make it?” Well, today Calista Gataki had just formally cleared the “fake it” stage. Now it was time to make it. Speaking of which….

Calista glanced down at the body of Tharg, her former crew. Well, if Bramble couldn’t be bothered to remember to bury him somewhere, Calista didn’t see why she should care either. She did make sure to search his corpse for any valuables. Man, Zain’s group hadn’t even bothered to grab Tharg’s coin purse after they killed him. What a bunch of amateurs.

Calista emptied the ex-half-orc’s purse into hers, the lively jingle of valuable coins and gems brightening her mood even higher. There was only one hurdle left to clear, and Calista steeled her nerves as she slithered on to the Mirogan field command tent, reminding herself that the confident Captain she’d just become could handle any and all dicey situations.


Chapter 5

Dig Your Grave


Calista rather hoped that Rhatha had calmed down a bit after the rather disastrous conclusion of their earlier tryst. The first forty minutes had gone so well, too. Rhatha had been absolutely everything Calista could’ve hoped for—just a delicious, smokey, spicy hot pepper of a lay. But she’d gotten a little too turned on, promising to show Calista “unsurpassed delights of which she’d never dreamed,” and, well—that otherworldly black glass rod of hers? The one that she’d thought looked like a dildo coatrack? It didn’t just look like one—Rhatha inserted one of its smooth, bulbous prongs into herself and made to thrust its opposing mate into Calista, while urging her to smear a clear “holy ambrosia” ointment on her lips.

And normally, Calista would’ve been one-hundred-percent on board for that shit. Rhatha made it look hot as fuck. But Calista’s arcane sense was screaming danger at both the rod and the ointment. They were infected with warped, extra-cosmic miasma. That stuff wasn’t supposed to exist in our universe, and Calista knew from repeated, direct observation that bad, awful, extremely no-good things could happen if you got that junk up your cooter.

So Calista had demurred—she’d brought a small satchel of nice, normal sex toys with her, that included a terrific double-ender, and Rhatha was more than welcome to ravage any of her holes with that, so how about it?

Oh, that so did not go over well.

Rhatha flew into a total rage—and not the fun kind of hot dommy rage, but actual yikes rage. Calista folded almost immediately. Yeah, it wasn’t ideal, but she could take one for the team and get her hoo-hah de-cursed later on, hopefully before she even started mutating, or whatever.

But it was too late. Apparently she’d insulted Rhatha’s religion or something, and there was no calming her down. Calista had even tried provoking the High Priestess into a hate-fuck section, but that backfired too, which left Calista a little baffled. Who didn’t love a good hate-fucking? Hate-fucking was some of the best fucking you could get.

But anyhow, that was hours and hours ago, and Rhatha had just led a fantastically successful raid. Nothing like driving your enemies before you and crushing them beneath the wheels of your war machine, or feeding them to your pet worm-abominations, to cheer a body up.

Calista had gotten a glimpse of Rhatha as they began their sortie into Jitter Forest. She’d used that black rod of hers to channel power straight from Krah-Mirogah to continuously cast a blight spell over a huge swath of the jungle, turning the foliage desiccated and brittle, whereupon the front line of magitanks blasted out with their fire cannons, sending the dry wood up like a bonfire, and then the worms advanced into that inferno. Acres of greenery were turned to black char, crushed into powder, and then covered with the dirt that the worms churned up from the soil, even though the fae roots prevented the scaly horrors from burrowing beneath the earth.

It had been an awesome and terrifying sight, not improved by the swarms of fae creatures attacking them from every angle, though most of them got eaten by the smaller or mid-sized worms traveling at the flanks of their formation. But the final result had been an overwhelming victory for the Mirogans, so that should have Rhatha in a better mood, plus she’d had time to enjoy the little gift that Calista had brought her.

But that hope was quickly dashed as Calista entered Rhatha’s command tent to witness a squad of Mirogan soldiers cowering on the ground in front of the High Priestess’ throne, where Rhatha sat, radiating icy fury.

“Squad Commander Boran, could you please repeat that for me?” said Rhatha. “What you just said about my attendants, the Betrothed to Krah-Mirogah himself?”

“Gone, High Priestess,” said the Commander. “The elf one, Fynbarra, saw lights in the jungle and ran after them. She said she could hear her parents calling to her, and Sinuon followed her.”

Oh, shit. That was, like, number one on the list of things you don’t do when venturing through anywhere influenced by the Realm of Faerie. No question, they were both gone for good, now. What a shame. Although—if they’d stayed they’d both have been sacrificed to that titanic worm-god and eaten, so maybe they were better off this way? Calista would never know for certain.

But obviously, Rhatha didn’t see it that way.

“I see,” she said, standing up and striding right next to the kowtowing Commander’s head. “And, what did you lot do about it? Just stand there and watch it happen?”

“High P-Priestess,” he said. “It forbidden for one such as I to lay hands on Krah-Mirogah’s Betrothed⁠—”

“Idiot!” snarled Rhatha, stomping on his head, “Cockroach! Useless trash! Of course you lay hands on them—if it’s to prevent them from being abducted by faeries. You really think I wouldn’t have forgiven you for that? Moron! Spineless toad! This is just another case of you worthless soldiers being too fucking chickenshit to dismount off your worms if there’s even a whiff of danger. I can barely remember why I keep you jellyfish around anymore. What use are you? Are you? Huh?”

The Commander didn’t answer. He’d been kicked into unconsciousness, and Calista gave it fifty-fifty odds that he was either dead or dying from traumatic brain injury. But Rhatha wasn’t paying him any further mind.

“Jorani,” she barked, to another of her priestesses. “I want this entire squad stripped of all their possessions. Then confer with your acolytes and see which dreadworms are still hungry. These cowards have no other use beyond feed. See it done.”

Calista witnessed the hopeless despair on the faces of the Mirogan troops as they meekly filed out behind the priestess Jorani, dragging the senseless form of Commander Boran with them. Calista tried to keep her own spirits up as Rhatha turned her burning gaze towards her.

“You,” said Rhatha. “What do you want?”

“Oh, I was jusst checking in to sssee how I could help out,” said Calista. “Always looking for ways to make myself usseful—that’s me. Oh, and there’s that prisoner I gave you.”

Calista took note of the beautiful, green-haired, horned sorceress standing off to the side. She was gagged, her hands wrapped up in bandages and bound in front of her—standard precaution with a spellcaster, to make sure they couldn’t set off a fireball or something the second your back was turned.

The sorceress directed a look of searing hate at her, which Calista found annoying. Green-Hair and her group had made a last-ditch, desperate raid to recover the younger Rephaite princess, who also stood bound next to her. They had actually come surprisingly close to succeeding, just because the attack had been so nakedly brazen and unexpected, charging in well after all other resistance had been crushed.

But they’d simply been surrounded and outnumbered, especially once High King Warun charged into the skirmish. Green-Hair should be thanking her—Calista had zipped in and wrapped her up with her coils, disarming, immobilizing, and muffling her to block her magic-use. In other words, Calista had saved her life, since otherwise Warun would’ve run her through, like her companions. Some gratitude would be nice, but of course, that was too much to expect—from all sides, as Rhatha snorted dismissively.

“Your prisoner is useless,” said Rhatha. “I already questioned her, and she has no idea how to find the so-called Worm-Slayer.”

“Wait, really?” said Calista. “But I was certain they were in the sssame group. You’re sure that⁠—”

“They are in the same group,” snapped Rhatha. “She knows where he is, but she has no idea how to find him. He’s somewhere in the jungle, but the only ones who can spot the trail to get there are already dead. The Rod of Rega’zidrun has confirmed that she speaks truth. We’re going to have to scour the jungle the old-fashioned way, assuming he hasn’t already fled. And your tracker is gone, too, hasn’t he?”

“Ah, I’m afraid sso, Mistresss⁠—”

“Don’t call me that, snake!” said Rhatha, her eyes blazing.

“My apologies, High Priestesss,” said Calista. “But, I ssusspect that you won’t need to sssearch for Zain. He sseems to have a hissstory of sstaging resscue attemptss, and ssince you have one of his companionss, you could⁠—”

“Baron Vibol of Rephara has arrived and requests an audience with the High Priestess of Krah-Mirogah,” announced a guard standing by the tent entrance flap.

“Yes, see him in,” said Rhatha, not even bothering to dismiss Calista, or acknowledge that they’d just been speaking. Ooh, she was still pissed. Calista was starting to feel unnerved. She’d let her accent slip on that last sentence. She knew if she started hissing too much, these round-tongues could have a hard time understanding her.

In walked Baron Vibol, a hobgoblin richly-attired in the trappings of a Rephaite noble, flanked by two Rephaite soldiers, each wearing a black scarf around their necks.

“My most heartfelt and humble greetings, High Priestess Rhatha Tak,” said Baron Vibol, going down on one knee. “I trust you find this new addition to the Mirogan empire to your liking?”

“I have complaints, but none of them are your concern,” said Rhatha. “You held up your end of the bargain quite well. In fact, it pains me to say that your Black Scarves showed more bravery in this battle than our own Mirogan troops.”

“Bravery?” spat the black-haired princess. “More like treachery. A foul pack of cowards who stabbed their brothers and sisters in the back. You, Baron Vi⁠—”

The Princess had more to say, but a tendril of inky purplish-black energy shot from Rhatha’s rod to zip into an orbit around the Princess’ throat, which ceased to produce noise, though it didn’t appear to harm her otherwise. The horned girl looked confused for a moment, then her mouth continued to move, as her expression switched to one of impotent rage and indignation. It made Calista wish she could read lips, just to see what sorts of obscenities a princess might come up with.

“Pay no heed to that, Duke Vibol,” said Rhatha. “Just the mewling of one who has lost power. I hope that the future administration of the lands of Rephara will run much more smoothly under your capable hands—and that you shall have no trouble collecting our tribute every year, as per our agreement.”

“No trouble at all, High Priestess,” said Duke Vibol. “I am truly honored by this exaltation, and will forever endeavor to be worthy of it. Only another hobgoblin would ever elevate me so, and I confess I am most grateful to be out from under the thumb of the lot of these stiff-necked Nephilim snobs, forever looking down their noses at the majority of the people they rule.”

Here Duke Vibol directed a seething look of contempt at the Princess, who continued to scream silent curses at him. Eh? That was interesting. Probably some history there, though Calista noted that the Nephilim hadn’t been too snobby to make him a Baron in the first place. Plus, “hobgoblin solidarity” sounded a wee bit hypocritical, considering most of the regular Rephaite troops the Black Scarves had just slaughtered were hobgoblins as well. Not her problem, though.

But Rhatha actually smiled, just a little. “I’d say there are many changes in store for the land of Rephara, and you are just the hobgoblin to⁠—”

“Hey, yo!” said High King Warun, as he barged though the tent-flap, dragging a corpse behind him, flanked by two wolf-dogs. “Anybody seen my bone-saw?”

High Priestess Rhatha closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose, as she took a deep breath. “No, Your Majesty,” she said, with exaggerated patience. “I’m quite sure I haven’t⁠—”

“Well, it’s around here somewhere,” he said, looking about. “Found me a real handsome head for a trophy. Pretty boy actually put up a decent fight, too. Best out of this lot, save for this one crazy half-orc bitch. But she went and buggered off after that vine-monster charged us. So, he’ll have to do.”

Calista looked down at the corpse to confirm that yes, it was the good-looking hobgoblin who’d led the doomed raid to rescue the princess. The expression of said princess had gone from outraged to stricken, as Green-Hair leaned up against her, the best comfort she could offer in her bound state.

“Yes, that’s incredibly interesting, important, and relevant right now, Sire,” said Rhatha. “Can’t you just use your greatsword to behead him instead?”

“That’s a pain in the ass though,” said Warun. “He’s already dead, so you gotta prop him up somehow, and then he’s likely to flop around when you whack him, so you can get tearing, and the head can get messed up when it falls off. Bone-saw’s way easier.”

“Perhaps, Your Majesty,” said Duke Vibol, “I might be able to recommend my personal surgeon to assist you?”

“Eh?” said the bugbear, turning to regard this new speaker with suspicion. “Who the fuck are you?”

“This is our new ally, Duke Vibol,” said Rhatha, patiently. “He’s the commander of the black-scarved troops who just assisted us in our last battle.”

“It is my great honor to finally meet you, Warrior-King,” said Duke Vibol, bowing briefly at the waist. “I dearly hope that our new alliance may, um, be… most fruitful, and….”

The Duke looked around nervously as High King Warun had invaded his space, walking around him in a circle, inches away. The bugbear had his face scrunched up as if he’d smelled something foul.

“You,” growled Warun. “Yer a hobgoblin. But yer all dolled up like one o’them Nefferum. You got a frilly, foofy shirt. Makes you look like a pansy.”

Duke Vibol’s smile froze on his face, but he rallied nonetheless.

“I am… sorry, Your Majesty,” he said. “If my shirt offends you, I can certainly go change⁠—”

But Duke Vibol never got an opportunity to change his clothes, or do anything else, for that matter, because King Warun drew his greatsword and lopped off his head in one clean stroke, which continued around to cut down his guard, as he was reaching for his weapon. The second guard leapt back, screaming, “Treachery! Treachery!” as he turned and fled for the exit, only to be impaled in the back by a spear of purple-and-black energy from the Rod of Rega’zidrun.

As soon as the shot landed, Rhatha closed her eyes and covered her face with one hand, as High King Warun picked up the late Duke’s neatly severed head and set it down on a nearby table, next to a bowl of dried figs, which the bugbear began to eat as he sat down nonchalantly, like it was a normal day at a picnic. Likewise, the two wolf-dogs recognized when their master was done trophy-taking, and began tearing at the late Duke’s poofy shirt, seeking the meat beneath.

Rhatha sat silently as well, so the tent was deathly quiet for at least five minutes, save for the sounds of the High King and his wolf-dogs chewing, and of the High Priestess seething, breathing in and out in barely-contained exasperation.

“Sorkea,” Rhatha finally said, to one of her priestesses, her hand still covering her face.

“Yes, High Priestess?” she replied.

“You know all those Rephaite troops, the ones with the black scarves? The ones that just assisted us?”

“Yes, High Priestess.”

“Well,” said Rhatha. “They’re our enemies now. They need to be disarmed and restrained. Kill them if they resist. However, they may be intermixed within our own formations currently, so this operation will need to be discreetly organized and carefully executed, to minimize chaos. I trust this will not be a problem for you?”

“No, High Priestess,” said Sorkea. “I will see it done.”

And Sorkea left the tent, though Rhatha did not watch her go, or otherwise alter her posture. Another minute passed in near-silence before the High Priestess sat up, folded her hands in her lap, and addressed High King Warun in the tones of exaggerated patience one might use for a particularly disobedient child.

“Sire,” she said, with a brittle, polite smile on her face. “Why did you just cut off Duke Vibol’s head?”

“He was wearing a pansy-ass fuckin’ shirt,” said the bugbear, through a mouthful of figs.

“Ah,” said Rhatha, her expression unwavering. “And was that it? Was that the only reason, Sire?”

At this King Warun paused in his chewing, appearing to actually think things over.

“And he looked at me funny,” said Warun, nodding thoughtfully.

“I see,” said Rhatha. “Very enlightening. But there’s a bit of problem, here, Sire. Because, despite his shirt, Duke Vibol was our ally. What’s more, he commanded quite a few troops. Troops that are currently intermixed with our own army, and are personally loyal to the man you just killed. I had been expecting to use those troops as the core of our forces occupying Rephara. And now, I have to throw them all away. Doesn’t that seem like a bit of a problem to you, Sire?”

As Rhatha spoke, her cold fury began to seep past her mask of control, and Calista felt power building up in the Rod of Rega’zidrun to match. It wasn’t a small amount of energy. Both wolf-dogs whimpered and backed away from their feasting, heads and ears lowered. Calista felt a cold sweat break out in her human half, as she realized that she might be witness to a full-on regicide, followed by what, civil war? That never ended well, even if you were an innocent lamia bystander.

“Nah,” said the bugbear, blithely indifferent to both the festering rage and magical power building up to smite him into the next universe. “Those assholes are a bunch of traitors. Anyone willing to stab their own brothers-in-arms in the back are gonna do the exact same to us next. Best get rid of them now and be done with it.”

Calista blinked. That… actually made sense. Had his seemingly random act of violence actually been planned, or was he just really good at rationalizing his impulses? Calista had seen plenty of both types of people in the Scourge pirates, but the second were a lot more common.

“Regardless of that, Sire,” said Rhatha, her facade of calm slipping even further. “He was our ally, Sire. And, and do you know what happens, Sire, when word gets out, that we just go murdering our allies anytime we fucking feel like it, Sire? Do you know what happens then? What happens, Sire, is that nobody trusts us or agrees to work with us, Sire! Every single miserable soldier, farmer, or… or fucking street urchin decides that, shit, I’ve got nothing to lose, so why not fight the Mirogan bastards to my last breath? Why not go out swinging? What do I have to lose? So, Sire, does that sound like a good state of affairs for us? Does that sound like something we want? Does it, huh, Sire?”

The power gathered up in the Rod of Rega’zidrun was immense now. It had begun to manifest visually, deep purple crackles of electricity arcing from one prong to the next. Both wolf-dogs yelped and fled the tent, tails tucked between their legs, while Calista was terrified of what might happen if that power was unleashed. It didn’t seem like the type of magic that discriminated between targets and innocent bystanders. Calista was just a neutral lamia pirate here. She didn’t want to get blasted to ashes.

But High King Warun appeared to be totally oblivious to the mortal danger he was in. He turned and looked at Rhatha with a bewildered look on his face, and shook his head.

“Man, Rhatha,” he said. “I don’t get you at all.”

“Oh,” said Rhatha, her whole being quivering. “What don’t you get?”

“You got all this power,” said the bugbear, “but you just don’t know how it works.”

“I don’t know how it works?” said Rhatha, a sardonic laugh escaping her lips. “Oh, then educate me then, O wise King. Explain it all to me like I’m stupid.”

“Well, you’re all like, ‘Oh no, you just killed that guy, now no-one’s gonna do what we say,’” said Warun. “But, uh—yeah they fuckin’ will. Like, back in the city, I could grab a shovel, walk out and find someone, some random guy. And I’ll be like, ‘Yo, fuckhead, I’m gonna kill your ass. Now start digging your grave, so I don’t have to.’

“And, you know what that bastard is gonna do? I mean, after all the crying and whining and shit? Start digging. Every fucking time. Like, I can pick three guys, and do them all, one after the other. Doesn’t make a difference. They always dig. Ask me how I know.

“And, you know, I thought about it for a while, after. Why dig? When you know what’s gonna happen? I thought and thought, and then I realized I was thinking too hard. It’s easy. The reason they dig is ‘cause while they’re digging, they’re still breathing. ‘Cause that’s all they can do. Because, that’s just how the world works when you got power and the other guy don’t.

“So, with all that, if I can’t just kill a bitch because I don’t like his shirt, then why am I even doing all this? Like, what’s the point of being King in the first place? Who wants to live like that? Not me, that’s for damned sure.”

Calista had to consciously stop herself from rolling her eyes. Okay, so this guy was just a huge idiot, after all. People like him were a dime a dozen in the Scourge. Sure, casual brutality could flummox ordinary people, who weren’t used to it. That type of tactic worked real well until it didn’t. But the big surprise was Rhatha’s reaction. She stared wide-eyed at the bugbear king, and began to laugh. Not sarcastic or bitter laughter, either. This was the genuine laughter of someone who’d had a revelation, after overlooking something so obvious that it was ridiculous.

“Why, High King Warun,” said Rhatha, finally regarding the bugbear with something other than thinly-veiled contempt. “You… you’re actually right? What have I been worried about, all this time? Baron Vibol served his purpose, didn’t he? But we never really needed him, not at all. The Rephaites will obey us or they will die. What else can they do? But… the Wormslayer. Zain—he’s a problem. We have to take care of him.”

“Oh, do we?” said Warun. “Do we, really?”

“He killed Grii-Jadaporrh,” said Rhatha. “An Elder Dreadworm.”

“Okay,” said Warun. “That it? He kill any others?”

“Well, no⁠—”

“One worm? One whole worm? Woooooowwwww,” said Warun. “Tell me, how many big dreadworms we got? It’s like, a thousand or something, right?”

“Well, not quite, if you’re counting both Elder and Adult class, but it’s close⁠—”

“Okay, cool,” said High King Warun. “So this Zain guy—he can kill a hundred worms, or even five hundred worms—which sounds high to me, because we just busted up his camp, and he didn’t slay shit. But he can kill hundreds of worms, and he still won’t have beaten us. Now, how many Zains we gotta kill before we win?”

Rhatha didn’t answer, so Warun kept talking. “It’s one, right? One Zain and we win. I dunno, I ain’t a numbers guy, but it sounds like the odds are in our favor. If I’m betting, I’m betting on us. That’s how I see it.”

“Um, High Priestess,” said Calista. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to give Zain time to prepare. We have a hostage, so if we announce we’re going to execute her—though, we do need some way of making sure he gets the message⁠—”

“Oh, no need for that,” said Rhatha. “He already knows—or soon will. That’s right, Spy,” said Rhatha, raising her voice. “I can’t see you, but I know you’re there. Go run back to your master and let him know that in twelve days time, at the Grand Festival of the Convergence, your little horned friend shall be presented to Krah-Mirogah as his bride and his sustenance.”

The green-haired girl’s eyes went wide, but her gag stifled her protests. Calista reflexively cast her senses about, looking for a spy, but she couldn’t see anything. Wait, that genie in Zain’s ring was supposed to be a powerful illusionist. Was she the mysterious spy? Regardless, Rhatha was unconcerned, as she tapped the Rod of Rega’zidrun, her eyes glowing deep purple as she looked the slender horned girl up and down.

“Not a virgin, sadly,” said Rhatha. “But her blood sings with magic—draconic magic. And the items she carries, as well. Especially….”

Rhatha’s expression lit up with glee. “That dull piece of metal on your head—that’s the Dragon Crown of legend. A powerful artifact of the ancient Enemy—or it would be if it wasn’t inert. You haven’t been able to get it to accept you, have you? Oh, that’s hilarious.”

Rhatha’s mocking laughter filled the tent, and several of her priestesses and guards joined in, while the green-haired girl stared at the floor, her cheeks burning with shame.

“Inactive as it may be, the famous Dragon Crown will still make an exquisite meal for Grandfather Worm,” said Rhatha. “And fat chance of this so-called Wormslayer fulfilling any prophecy without that. And, as for Sinoun’s replacement, there’s no one else here so nice, but I suppose you’ll have to do.”

It took Calista a moment to realize that the High Priestess was talking to her, and the shock of it hit her like a bucket of ice water.

“What, me?” said Calista. “Why would you want to sssacrifice me?”

“Why, this is your just reward, for failing to deliver the Wormslayer to me, as you claimed to would,” Rhatha said, before directing a particularly smug smile her way. “And, for being a fucking cock-tease.”

“A what? I’m a WHAT?” Calista felt her blood rush beneath her ears as her vision went red. “How dare you! How fucking DARE you!”

Calista lunged towards Rhatha’s throne, as Mirogan guards seized her arms from both sides. “I am… I am the exact opposssite of a cock teassse!” More guards piled on, as the first two struggled against the power of her snake body.

“I am… I am notoriousss for putting out,” Calista continued, heedless of all else. “I am the sssluttiesst sslut who ever ssslutted. I jusst asssked you to use a diff⁠—“

But Calista’s words died, as Rhatha’s silence spell hit her in the throat, followed by a paralysis spell that ended her struggling. Calista could do nothing as eight guards teamed up to carry her out of the tent, with Rhatha’s cruel laughter ringing in her ears.

But, as she was hauled off by her captors, Calista’s eyes found a welcome sight. There was Enobaria, walking over from their auto-wagon, presumably to check on her. What fortune!

Calista could still move her eyes, and she locked gazes with Enobaria, trying to will her thoughts across the ruined plantation grounds.

Help me, First Mate! she plead silently. Your Captain needs you!

And somehow, Enobaria understood. The Dark Elf’s keen, analytical mind was able to assess the situation and swiftly come up with a course of action. Enobaria stopped, solemnly nodded once to her Captain, then turned and began fast-walking back the other way. She accelerated into a sprint as she got a few yards away from the auto-wagon, and Calista could barely make out her voice, yelling at the rest of the crew to get the fuck in, right now.

Ah, and this would be the part when they raced the wagon over this way, all the better to stage a daring rescue and make a quick getaway. Though it looked like they were clearing space to turn around and get a running start. Yep, clearing a whole bunch of space. That was probably a lot more space than was needed. You could turn around any time, guys. Guys? Guys!

Calista watched the auto-wagon catch air as it sped away, its fat tires bouncing as it raced across the charred, ashy surface of what used to be Jitter Forest, headed back for the freedom of the Red Wastes, leaving their Captain behind. They’d really abandoned her. She was all alone now. Despite everything, she’d still ended up alone.

Deep inside, Calista felt a part of herself—a part that she kept hidden and protected by layers of hardened scales, a part that was soft and young and warm—she felt that part of her roll over and die.

What was the use? Why did she even bother trying? She thought she’d just had a breakthrough. Everything had been going so well. But none of it had mattered. Her loyal pirate crew didn’t care about her. In all of Shattered Zemyah, there wasn’t a single person still alive who gave a fuck as to whether Calista Gataki lived or died. The bleakness of the revelation took her breath away, as well as what remained of her will to fight. What did it matter, anyway?

She spent the rest of the trip to the Mirogan capital of Jhar-Vakod in a gray haze, and later on, she would be unable to recall a single second of her imprisonment, right up until the day of the Grand Festival of the Convergence.


Chapter 6

The Real Magic


Istared at the wooden grave marker I’d made as Delara laid the last bit of earth atop it. General Direk Sar: The Bravest Soldier In All Rephara. I’d inscribed a minor self-dusting spell into the wood—not because keeping it dust-free was so important, but because turning it into a magic item was the best possible preservative. Granted, here in the Jitters, even magical items could be twisted and corrupted by the weirdness bleeding over from the Realm of Faerie, but there wasn’t nothing I could do about that.

At least we’d been able to bury him with his head. That Warun asshole had lost interest in him after killing that Vibol scumbag, declaring that “a Duke’s head is way better than a Captain’s or General’s or whatever.” His corpse had been left lying on the ground in the main compound with all the other Rephaites who’d fallen in battle, whether they wore a black scarf or no.

The number of dead bodies didn’t accurately reflect the catastrophic losses the Rephaites had suffered, as the soldiers who’d been devoured by dreadworms or carried off by fae monsters didn’t leave remains. The dreadworms left the corpses alone, adding more credence to my hypothesis that they were only attracted to the ether of living brains, and not the meat.

With Soraya’s help, I’d located an ancient excavator and gotten it running with minimal fuss. I’d dug a mass grave for the regular Rephaite troops we couldn’t identify, and an unmarked pit for the Black Scarves.

Delara had been especially adamant on that point. Traitors deserved no honors or memorials. Even if they were just following orders, there were some orders you had a moral responsibility to refuse. Stabbing your fellow brothers-and-sisters in the back was one of them. And the fact that so many of these Black Scarves had done that pointed to a deep sickness within the Rephaite military.

Well, it was a moot point, because the Rephaite military had been annihilated. We only ran into a dozen survivors. Of those, only three remained to help us bury their compatriots. At least they helped us identify some of their fellows, so we ended up digging sixteen marked graves, in addition to Direk’s and Tirza’s. Fortunately Soraya had chatted with Tirza enough to know that her last name was Ibiran, and to suggest “True-Hearted and Loyal” as her epitaph.

That was more than most of the soldiers got. The Rephaite military didn’t have any standard identification tags for their soldiers, and the memories of the three who stayed behind were on the spotty side.

Even with all the work done on the grave markers, the whole process only took a few hours. I was actually a little disappointed that it ended so quickly, because it meant I no longer had a productive activity to distract my mind from just how badly fucked we all were.

We had the ultimate worm-killing weapon—on paper. But we had no army to produce and deploy it, so it was almost as if we didn’t have it at all.

The Rephaite army was gone. Even the three soldiers who’d stayed to bury their fellows had left immediately afterwards. They simply didn’t believe us when we said that we had a dreadworm-killing weapon. General Direk’s mission to find us had been secret. We hadn’t been introduced to anyone besides the Princess. And the bonds of loyalty between Direk and the general troops had been weak to begin with.

I thought that they might respond if I appealed to their sense of vengeance, but even that didn’t work. To them, it was impossible. You might as well declare vengeance on a volcano, or a typhoon, for all the good it would do you, and I had a sinking feeling that they were right.

And Direk had been right, as well. Without the Princess to inspire the people, no one was going to follow us. We were offworlders who didn’t know anyone here. No one in Rephara was going to risk their lives on our account. We were on our own, four humanoids and two kobolds versus an army of monsters. How could we possibly win?

At least I had company in my misery. Delara, Kint, and Mar all sat next to me on a dilapidated porch swing, gazing out at the charred devastation of Gweiadur Hollow and stewing over our mutual failure to protect the person we’d sworn to guard above all others. Instead we’d just lay hidden while she tried and failed to save everyone. What a sad lot of supposed knights we turned out to be.

Mina, on the other hand, had not gotten the misery memo. She paced back and forth on the porch in front of us, humming and marking time on some internal countdown. Finally, it reached zero, and she turned to us, a bright smile on her face, and said, “Okay troops, that’s enough resting. We don’t have unlimited time here, so—what’s the plan?”

“Plan?” I said. “Why would you think that I have some kind of plan?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” said Mina. “You’re the smartest dude I’ve ever met,” she said, ruffling my hair, before turning to give Delara’s shoulder a squeeze, “And you’ve got the strongest, bravest warrior in existence backing you up. Ain’t no way there’s an enemy we can’t beat with that combination.”

Mina’s burst of unrealistic optimism felt like nails on a chalkboard, and I had to fight down the urge to snap at her. This really wasn’t helpful right now.

Actually, Master, thought Soraya. I think she has a point. I know you’re feeling down, and with perfectly legitimate reasons. But please remember that you’ve come back from worse setbacks than this. In fact, you were already in the middle of a brilliant comeback when we first met.

I paused to think that over. Okay, there was something to that, but it really felt like our current situation was still worse than it was then.

Delara concurred. “Listen, Honey,” she said. “I’m truly flattered that you think of me like that, but I’m still just one soldier. I’m not an army.”

“So, let’s fix that,” said Mina. “Don’t we have one, stored away in this plantation? A whole mess of mechanical soldiers?”

“We don’t,” I said. “The harvester and servitor automatons are incapable of harming people and most animals. It’s hard-coded into their cores.”

“Most animals?” said Mina. “Not even a dreadworm?”

“The exceptions apply to small insects,” I said. “You never let automatons handle ranching, hunting, or butchering. You’re just one malfunction away from them realizing that humanoids are also made of meat, and then you’ve got the wrong kind of slaughter.

“And, even if I could somehow convince them to attack the worms, they still wouldn’t know how to fight. You’ve spent the last few months showing me just how complex combat is. Imagine having to write out all that in words, incorporating every little detail for how you move your body, and you have to have a separate set of instructions for every possible contingency.”

“Interesting,” said Delara. “But combat golems do exist.”

“I said that it was difficult, not impossible,” I said. “But we only have twelve days. Military golems are produced in dedicated workshops where they have premade engraved molds with all those instructions on them. And they’re built big, deployed in small squads of less than five, and slave-linked to a flesh-and-blood spellcaster who can shut them all down if they show a hint of going berserk. They’re practically a different class of machines from the ones we have.”

“There’s really no way around it?” said Mina.

“Not in twelve days,” I said. “And, even if I could modify the servitors to attack the worms somehow, it would take just one Mirogan soldier to walk through our entire force with an axe and chop them all down like cordwood. No, the automatons are useless to us.”

“Well, we’ve got to come up with something,” said Mina. “We can’t let Bondi get eaten like the… like the Sandcat.”

I noticed her voice catch a bit, and I realized that Mina’s cheer was forced. She was far from blind or indifferent from the losses we’d taken, and was pushing on despite that. But I still wasn’t sure this was actually helping.

“Of course we have to rescue Bondi,” I said. “The most obvious solution is to forget the whole Wormslayer business and just try for a covert jailbreak, using Soraya’s illusions to sneak in and out.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” said Delara. “But we have no intel about where she’s being kept. And we have to assume she’s under heavy guard.”

“Well, you guys did all that to rescue me, right?” said Mina. “And that all worked out.”

“It really didn’t,” I said. “I mean, we survived, but our plan was a disaster. We walked straight into a trap and almost died. And this situation is even worse. Rhatha doesn’t seem stupid, she’s expecting us to try something, she already knows we can turn invisible, and she’s insanely powerful. Just look at what she was able to do to the Jitters. If we got caught, she’d massacre us. If we still had the Sandcat, in her awakened state, we might have a chance. But we don’t. And the Sandcat was a special, lucky find. None of the farm equipment around here could ever hold a candle to her.”

“Oh, I don’t like this,” said Mina. “You’re letting her psyche you out. You have to stop thinking about how you can’t beat her and start thinking about ways to do it.”

“Actually Master, I agree with that,” said Soraya, out loud, before I could retort. “You’re incredibly capable and clever. I know this is a lot of pressure, right away. But I really believe that you can solve this problem.”

I put my face in my hands and didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. Everyone was expecting me to have some genius plan, but I didn’t.

“Perhaps if we were able to break the problem down into manageable chunks, it might be easier to solve,” said Soraya. “I think it feels overwhelming now because it’s too big and there are too many things we don’t know.”

“It really would be helpful if we had more intel,” said Delara. “Like, even something simple, like a map of their city. It might give us some ideas.”

“We have that,” said Dyxi. “Lots of kobolds beneath Jhar-Vakod. Tallfolk always try to chase us out, but we remain.”

“Wait, there’s a kobold community all the way up there, too?” I said.

“Of course,” said Dyxi. “This all our land. Xichota Empire. We not go anywhere.”

Part of me wanted to burst out in laughter at the kobold’s bravado, but the smarter part of me held it in. The smarter version of me knew to at least listen when someone told you something, and then try to analyze it critically.

Ever since we’d arrived on Zargedon, in nearly every place we’d been, we’d seen those purple kobolds, or signs of their presence. Actually, how big were their numbers, really? There’d been quite a few crammed into the tunnels at the trials of the Dragon Crown—and that had only been one settlement.

“Oh, I see it! I see it!” said Mina. “Stud here just got an idea. What is it? What’ve you got? Tell⁠—”

Soraya gently placed a hand over Mina’s mouth. “Patience, Darling. Let Master cook.”

I silently thanked Soraya as I continued my train of thought. Everyone talked about the Xichota like they were a dead, vanished civilization. But that wasn’t true, was it? The Xichota were still here. They’d never left. And the ones who remained still carried their civilization’s founding imperative. They’d come to Zargedon on a holy mission to rid it of the dreadworms—a task that remained incomplete.

“Dyxi,” I said. “These Xichota kobolds, the ones living beneath Jhar-Vakod—you have a way of contacting them?”

“Of course,” said Dyxi. “All Xichota settlements in Zargedon remember their kin.”

“How many?” I asked. “All told, in all the settlements?”

“Too many to count,” said Dyxi. “Hundreds of thousands, maybe.”

Okay. Now we really had something.

“So,” I said, “Let’s say that tomorrow I give you a message, to be sent to every kobold in the Xichota Empire. And the message is, that the Wormslayer is here, and I need their help. That this is their chance to get rid of the dreadworms once and for all. This holy mission, handed down from Achaman himself, will finally be fulfilled. Dragonkin tallfolk couldn’t do it. Even Xichotacoazll himself couldn’t do it. But kobolds will do it. Where all those big, grand, important people failed, kobolds will succeed. Kobolds will take those empty words carved into the arches of Yohzoc and fill them with gold again.

“If I were to send a message like that,” I said, “to be passed along, from one group to the next, what do you think your people would say?”

“I think they say, ’took you long enough,’” said Dyxi. Her smile might have been sarcastic, but her eyes were shining.

“Yes, yes,” said Mina, breaking free of Soraya’s grip and bouncing up and down. “I knew you’d think of something, Stud. We just went from no army to a huge fighting force. The Mirogans better watch out.”

“Well, this is a good plan,” said Delara, her mood perking up. “But I don’t think we can count on hundreds of thousands showing up. Even if all were fit and willing to fight, mustering an army that size in twelve days is a big ask.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “Even if we only get a hundred, that’s more than we’ll need for what I have in mind.”

It was actually funny. I’d gotten so hung up on the Rephaite army that I’d forgotten about the kobolds, when it should have been obvious that they were the better choice—especially if their presence in Jhar-Vakod, nosing around where they shouldn’t be, was an unremarkable, everyday occurrence. Funny how problems that seemed insurmountable could just melt away when you looked at them from a different angle. Oh, wait a minute….

“Hah, he did it again,” said Mina. “Stud just got another idea.”

What the hell? Was Mina some kind of telepath, or was I just that easy to read?

“I think I might’ve come up with a loophole,” I said. “Those servitor and agricultural automations might not be useless after all.”

“So, we’ve got battle golems after all?” said Mina.

“Not exactly,” I said. “And I’m not sure that it’s going to work. I need to do some testing⁠—”

“Testing? Pfft,” said Mina. “That means it’s going to work for sure. Those worm-fuckers are in for it now.”

“Well, we’ll see,” I said. “I’m still not sure how we’re going to deal with Rhatha—but I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

“I’m certain of it,” said Delara, standing up to wrap Mina in an embrace from behind. “But if you get stuck, you know you can count on this one for a pep talk.” Delara planted a kiss on the top of Mina’s head. “I know she refuses to ever let me get down on myself.”

“Aw, shucks,” said Mina, as she leaned back into her partner, purring loudly. “But I can’t take the credit today. It’s all because I got me a Mental Fortress,” she said, pointing at the dirty headband I’d given her, with a huge, smug grin on her face. “Ain’t no negative thoughts getting past this baby, no way, no how.”

Oh, whoops. I felt a twinge of guilt at that. I guessed I’d better come clean.

“Uh, yeah—about that,” I said, “I think you should take that off and look at it a bit more carefully.”

“Eh?” said Mina. “Well, if you say so, Stud.”

Mina pulled off the headband and examined it, the cloth coming unwrapped enough for Mina to recognize the stone it held within.

“This is…” she said, her expression turning puzzled, “that joke buzzerstone I’m always zapping you with. How could….”

I suppose the more magically savvy among you probably picked up on this already. I mean, a magical headband that makes the wearer completely immune from all mental manipulation? No way could I run something that powerful as an infusion.

I saw Mina’s continued bafflement and I couldn’t resist. I pointed both fingers at her, grinned, and said, “Gotcha.”

It still took her a few seconds to catch on, and then I saw her go livid.

“Why, you—” she said, and lunged at me, only Delara held her back. “Let me go! I can’t believe you! You let me charge into a battle with that… that nightmare monster with nothing but a… a fucking joke buzzerstone strapped to my fucking head? Why, I oughta—and why the hell are you laughing, Honey?”

And this was directed back at Delara, who tried unsuccessfully to straighten her face.

“No, I’m not laughing,” lied Delara. “I’m happy—happy for you.”

“What.” said Mina, her ears flat against her head.

“Honey, you did it,” said Delara. “You conquered your fears and you kicked the living shit of that undead skeleton-thing, and you did all that without an enchanted headband. Don’t you see what that means?”

“That Zain is a great big lying liarface?”

“No, Sweetie,” said Delara. “It means the real magic was inside you this entire ti⁠—”

“Oh, fuck that,” yelled Mina, as her partner started to haul her off. “I want a real mind defense headband—you hear me, Artificer? And if you ever pull that shit with me again, I swear I will… I will bend you over and fucking spank you, so hard. You hear me?” She continued yelling as Delara hauled her off to cool down.

Heh. Threaten me with a good time, why don’t you? I did hope she wasn’t too mad, though.

“I don’t think so, Master,” said Soraya. “In two days or so, I expect she’ll be laughing about it. In two weeks she’ll be telling the tale herself as an amusing story that happened to her. And may I say, that was a rather insightful solution from you. And you came up with it without my help.”

“Thanks,” I said. It probably would be a good idea to figure out what kinds of mental defense items I could make for Mina. They probably wouldn’t be that powerful—but then again, they wouldn’t need to be, since a placebo had worked perfectly.

Throw that project on the pile with the rest. I started consulting with Dyxi about how many kobolds we could get out here on short notice. We had a host of complicated tasks to complete and not enough time to finish them. But that was nothing new to me. This would be stretching my crafting abilities to the limit, but I had no doubts about my success. Bondi was counting on me, after all. Time to get to work.


Chapter 7

Slaves to the Worm God


Twelve Days Later…

High Priestess Rhatha Tak surveyed the four women who were being prepared for their marriage ceremony to Krah-Mirogah. They’d been laid on four coffin-sized wooden platforms, all of which rested on a larger stone one. Their magical items—the ones that they couldn’t wear, or that might interfere with Grandfather Worm’s meal, were laid at the feet of their coffin-frames. The large stone platform would slide out from the Ziggurat of Krah, into the open air of the Worm God’s feeding pit, like a giant square dinner plate.

Krah-Mirogah himself had yet to be summoned. Once his meal had been properly prepared, the drums and the Rod of Regazidrun would call him down the God’s Path—a seventy-foot wide avenue of untouched dirt that extended from the Ziggurat of Krah to the outskirts of Jhar-Vakod. No person dared trod on the God’s Path if they valued their life, for the wrath of Krah-Mirogah was swift and sure.

Rhatha expected Grandfather Worm to be quite pleased with the brides she’d found for him. It was true that three out of the four weren’t the original intended Betrothed that had been painstakingly prepared over years, but one did what one could.

Losing Sinoun and Finbarra to the faeries of Jitter Forest had been unfortunate, but worse still was the news that Bethrothed Adina had been caught trying to seduce Kamlai in her absence. If that had been all, Rhatha might have been willing to let her off with a really hard paddling. Kamlai was so irresistible that she’d tempt the chastest of saints.

But Adina had also been trying to convince Kamlai to try and flee the Ziggurat of Krah with her, and abandon their destinies entirely. What disturbed Rhatha more than this blasphemy was the fact that Adina had been able to conceal her treacherous nature for so long. How had she missed a heretic, right beneath her nose? Was it some aspect of Adina’s Nephilim blood? Selecting her in the first place had been a mistake.

No, she’d decided to send Adina to High King Warun, with instructions to do as he would with her, so long as he made sure to send her to the dreadworm feeding pens once he was done. A peace offering, of sorts. But was “peace offering” the correct term? They’d never formally been fighting.

Still, Rhatha felt she understood the High King better now. His way of looking at the world might be so brutal and straightforward as to seem simplistic, but it did work. And the more she acted in accordance to his viewpoint, the more relaxed and satisfied she became. It was downright refreshing.

Take the threat of the so-called Wormslayer. She’d spent so many resources chasing after him, but what was he, really? Nothing but an empty pretender; a fraud who’d gotten lucky once. She had come to realize that it had only been his vehicle that had any real power, and Krah-Mirogah had crushed and consumed that with no trouble. So, you could count that as vengeance for Grii-Jadaporh.

And, as for whatever threat he might pose now—well, that mouthy half-dragon Bondi had made a daily ritual of blustering about Zain’s imminent arrival. Oh yes—Zain and his crew would be storming the Ziggurat, any day now, and then Rhatha would be sorry. But, of course, no such thing had happened, and if this Zain was truly stupid enough to attempt some sort of raid today, when she was at the height of her power—well, he’d get a rather short lesson in humility, before she ended him forever.

No, today would be a day of celebration—for her, especially. A culmination, not only of her life’s work, but of the countless generations of High Priestesses who came before her, stretching back in an unbroken chain seven thousand years long, back to the Shattering and the death of Lord Giagohl himself. After that, it would be no trouble at all to force the pathetic Rephaite Archbishop, taken prisoner in the Jitter Forest raid, to perform the marriage ceremony and open the Godvault. And then—she almost dared not think of the rewards that would be granted to her upon the resurrection of Giagohl.

Power undreamed of—and perhaps, even Ascension? It was the rarest of gifts to be granted to a mortal, but even that seemed within her grasp these days. All of Shattered Zemyah would tremble before the Kingdom of Mirog.

A shame that the younger sister, Athtara, would not live to see Kothara’s wedding, but Rhatha had chosen her as Adina’s replacement. Krah-Mirogah would surely delight in the offspring of his ancient enemy presented to him—plus, she was a confirmed virgin.

The four Betrothed were being prepared now, stripped naked, save for various jeweled bangles and adornments attached to their bodies, each infused with minor glamours, to make them even more appetizing to the Living God. They were then bound to a wooden frame with hide strung between it for support. Even the most dedicated Betrothed could sometimes get cold feet when confronted with the reality of Krah-Mirogah’s gaping maw, and it you didn’t want the brides running around in a panic and ruining the solemnity of the ceremony.

They’d had to construct a special frame for Calista, over twice as long as a standard model. This was the first time in living memory that a lamia had been selected as a Betrothed of Grandfather Worm, and Rhatha wasn’t sure if it was the first time ever. Most of the traditions and rites of the Worm Cult were passed down orally.

Rhatha smiled to herself and watched Bondi and Adina squirm as the Channels of Delight were painted upon their flesh. This was a special body-paint distilled from the dreadworm’s excrement, though all the foulness had been removed, leaving only the magical essence of the residuum behind. Of course, the dreadworms kept most of that substance locked inside their bodies, so the cult needed to gather and filter vast quantities of worm droppings to get a tiny amount of residuum, but they had both the time and the means to do just that.

This part of the ceremony was intended for the benefit of the Betrothed, as the sparkling dark blue paint was applied in elaborate whorls, with the intent of guiding Grandfather Worm’s many questing tongues on a guided tour of his bride’s erogenous zones, so that the consummation of their wedding would be the most joyous occasion of their brief lives.

This was normally one of the most fun parts of the ceremonial preparation, though Bondi and Athtara had both started yelling blasphemy once the wet bristles of the priestesses’ brushes started to caress their bare flesh, so Rhatha had hit them with Silence spells to avoid annoying the priestesses while they worked.

Calista had been disappointingly unresponsive to everything, which had been her unchanged state since her selection as a Betrothed. Just one more way the space pirate had turned out to be a disappointment. She had failed to catch the Wormslayer, as promised; she’d failed to reach her potential as a lover, being so ungrateful as to reject the attentions of the Rod of Rega’zidrun, an honor that was offered to precious few; and now she was behaving like a cold fish as she was being blessed by the Channels of Delight. At least the other two were showing some spirit.

Normally, the skilled priestesses could adjust the Channels spontaneously, depending on their assigned Betrothed’s reaction, but the lamia was giving her painter absolutely nothing to work with. The most Rhatha could say about the current Calista was that at least she’d eaten her meals properly. It would’ve been inconvenient to have her jailers force-feeding her for a weak.

Rhatha stood over the unresponsive woman and curled her lip in disgust. Pathetic. Almost like a different person than the brazen shit-talker who’d slithered into her tent less than two weeks prior. Her overconfidence had been amusing, and Rhatha had actually found her insolence refreshing. There were few who dared to talk to her like that, and it had made Rhatha wonder if she might do things that her other lovers wouldn’t try either. To say nothing of the exotic novelty of her lower half. And those things had ended up being true, at first—but the loudmouth pirate simply lacked the ability to finish what she started, on any front, and now she was just pathetic.

“You need to get some more right above her hip-bone,” said Rhatha to the priestess with the paintbrush. “And the border where her skin meets her scales, she’s quite sensitive there.”

“Yes, High Priestess,” said the painter, and amended her Channels accordingly, though as she did so, even Rhatha wondered at the point of it all, if this Betrothed wasn’t responding like she normally should. This passivity just made Rhatha’s stomach turn.

“And look at you,” said Rhatha to Calista. “Aren’t you ashamed to be this pitiful? You’re the first space pirate I’ve met, and I have to say, if a gutless lot like you are actually feared, then conquering the rest of the shardworlds should be easy. Or were you lying when you said your Scourge Pirates actually commanded any respect or awe? Is this the best you can do, as the supposed terrors of Shattered Zemyah?”

Rhatha saw Calista’s head jerk, and she turned to stare at her, as if seeing her for the first time.

“Thats… that’s right,” said Calista, her voice gaining strength. “I’m a sspace pirate. I’m a ssspace Pirate Captain. Even with no crew… No, it doesn’t matter. I’m a Sscourge Pirate of Chernobog the fucking Vile. I don’t endure misery—I cause it. Nobody fuckss with the Ssscourge and lives to tell about it. There are entire Shardworlds that pay uss protection money. Because bad thingss happen when you don’t play ball with the Sscourge. And that includes me! It always has! How could I let myssself forget that?”

“Ah—well, that’s better,” said Rhatha, and meant it. “You’re still delusional, but at least you might show some decent spirit for Grandfather Worm as he ravishes and consumes you.”

“No, sssorry Rhatha—Dearie,” said Calista, favoring her with a wicked grin. “I’m not bluffing or kidding. Maybe you don’t know the deal, because you’re out in bum-fuckland, in the middle of nowhere, but the Sscourge Pirates are ssserious business. I know you think you’re hot shit, riding around on your demigod Krah-Mirogah—ooh, giant worm, ssscary—and all that. And you kinda are, but Chernobog is on another level. If you try and take your act interplanetary, and Chernobog finds out you disressspected his minions, and therefore disresspected him—well, it’s not going to go the way you think it will.

“But fortunately, it doesn’t have to come to that,” the lamia continued, her smile turning smarmy, “because you’re totally free to untie me, and put one of your other prisoners in my place, and I can just go about my businessss like none of thiss ever happened. Won’t breathe a word of it—and neither will my crew, after I track them down and beat them into sssubmission. But thiss is your last chance for that. Afterwards—well, I guarantee it’s going to get ugly.”

“Ah, yes—that was quite convincing and not at all desperate,” said Rhatha. “But I’m afraid it’s too much of a hassle to swap you out at this late date. But, do keep up that attitude, though it is blasphemous. Your only other state is far too dreary to be endured.”

“Well, don’t sssay I didn’t warn you, Rhatha,” said Calista as the High Priestess turned to attend to Kamlai, and the lamia started prattling on at her painters. “Okay ladies, normally I’d at leasst expect you to buy me dinner firsst, but if we’re doing thiss, then get sssome of that shit up right behind my earlobe. Oh yeah. And how about giving my nipss another ssswirl? Can’t get enough there—ooh, yess, yesss….”

Rhatha mentally filtered her out as she sauntered over to Kamlai. Rank had its privileges, and Rhatha had exercised hers in this case. She was going to apply Kamlai’s Channels of Delight personally, and she couldn’t imagine a finer canvas than her disciple’s nubile body. With her arms stretched overhead, Kamlai’s generous hourglass curves were on full display, and she looked up at Rhatha with innocent eagerness.

Rhatha picked up her brush and paint-pot, kneeling down besides Kamlai to have a more intimate conversation.

“How are you doing, Dearie?” said Rhatha. “All excited for your big day?”

“Yes, I’m very excited,” she replied. “And nervous. But also—I’m a little sad the other Betrothed aren’t here with me. I mean, Fynbarra, Sinoun, and Adina, not these new ones.”

“Ah, yes—that is a bit of a shame,” said Rhatha, feigning more regret than she felt. “But it seems Grandfather Worm had a different destiny in mind for them. But His will provides, and we shall carry on. And you, Dearie, have been blessed with His favor above all others. I know you shall do splendidly.”

“Oh, thank you, Mistress,” said Kamlai, before a shadow of uncertainty fell across her face.

“Eh, something wrong, Dearie?” said Rhatha.

“I guess, I just have to check, one last time,” said Kamlai. “My brother hasn’t shown up, or anything like that?”

Ah. That was an odd thing. Rhatha had gotten a good look at “General Direk,” whom Warun had been dragging around, and there had been a family resemblance. What an odd world they lived in. She’d been relieved when the High King had lost interest in Direk as a trophy, in favor of the Duke. If Kamlai had seen her brother’s head around Warun’s neck, even she might’ve started asking uncomfortable questions. Rhatha wasn’t sure she could handle it if even a pure soul like Kamlai turned to rebellion.

“Ah—I’m sorry, Dearie,” said Rhatha. “Some things were just never meant to be. Wherever he is, I’m sure he’s proud of the young woman you’ve become.”

“Oh. Okay,” said Kamlai. “I guess part of me feels a little guilty, that I get to have it so good, but others don’t. Like my brother, and the other former Bethrothed.” Kamlai scrunched up her nose a bit. “Their replacements are all really pretty, but I don’t know if they have the right attitude. They seem a little… ungrateful.”

“Well, not everyone’s faith is as strong and as pure as yours, Dearie,” said Rhatha. “That’s a rare gift indeed. You remember, don’t you, what your wedding will mean?”

“Yes, Mistress,” said Kamlai, dutifully. “My body shall dissolve and become part of Lord Krah-Mirogah’s holy flesh, and he shall elevate my spirit, which shall ascend to the heavens and journey amongst the stars, guided by a team of saiko… of psychopomps, who shall present me with trials, and judge my deeds in life, and demand payment for passage, and then escort me to Paradise, where I shall spend the rest of eternity in a state of never-ending joy and happiness. That is, if I am worthy.”

“And you will be, Dearie, I’m certain of it,” said Rhatha. “And, as for the others here, I expect their… anxiousness will disappear once they feel the loving touch of Grandfather Worm upon their bare flesh. That is always the way of it. And, speaking of which…”

Rhatha leaned in and whispered in Kamlai’s ear. “It is my privilege, as High Priestess, to lay down the Channels of Delight upon your flesh. It is my honor to guide your union, to the mutual benefit of both bride and groom. And you, my dear Betrothed, have more than earned the privilege of choosing how you wish to be pleasured this day. I shall permit you to guide my brush. So,” and here, Rhatha allowed her plump lips to brush up against the edges of Kamlai’s pointed ears, making the girl shiver in response. “Where on your delicious body would you like Krah-Mirogah’s tongue?”

“Oh, um—I’m not sure,” giggled Kamlai. “I mean, I’ve never… I don’t…”

“Good point, Dearie,” said Rhatha, pulling away slightly, and loosely dangling the dry brush, with its soft, sable tip, a few inches above Kamlai’s bountiful, heaving breasts. “So, why don’t we find out together, hmm?”

“Oh yes, Mistress,” said Kamlai, eyeing the tool eagerly as it descended and began to explore, eliciting exquisite sounds of pleasure from the bound hobgoblin, as Kamlai began to tickle and tease at her most sensitive bits.

Or, that had been the plan, anyway. Rhatha found herself bemused at an unexpected problem—Kamlai was so responsive and eager that she couldn’t get useful feedback about where to not paint. Her entire body appeared to one giant erogenous zone. And, despite Rhatha’s chiding, Kamlai really couldn’t seem to state a preference for one body part or area over another.

“Really, child,” said Rhatha. “At this rate I’ll have to cover your entire body with paint, and we don’t have enough for that.”

“S-sorry, Mistress,” said Kamlai, “It’s just, everything feels so…Ahn!…good, and—ah! Haahn! Oh, yes! There! And there as well! Oh, that’s—Aaahnnn!”

“Well, that’s enough of that,” said Rhatha. “I suppose I’ll just have to paint you up in a standard pattern. It seems like you’ll enjoy whatever Grandfather Worm does to you anyway. Really, I’ve never met a girl more suited to be a Betrothed than you, Kamlai.”

And Rhatha set to work, applying trails of paint to Kamlai’s magnificent body. Since it didn’t seem to matter much, Rhatha decided to go for the aesthetics of the patterns, both for their own sake, and for how they would influence the tongues of Krah-Mirogah. As Rhatha worked, she pictured in her mind the many slender, powerful tentacles following the paths she laid out with her brush, and what sort of show that would produce.

Lying on her back did wonderful things to Kamlai’s full, heavy breasts, so the High Priestess decorated those with elaborate, intricate swirls, so that Krah-Mirogah would taste and play with them as much as possible. From there, she painted a few lines up her chest to her collarbones, and Rhatha drew a bunch of branching whorls across Kamlai’s throat, before caressing her cheeks and jawline with her paintbrush. Then it was a single line down her nose, and, of course, a generous application on Kamlai’s full, sensual lips.

Rhatha could envision those scrumptious lips opening to eagerly suck upon the slick appendages of Grandfather worm, and she felt her own heart race. The moans and gasps of pleasure from her painting subject were causing Rhatha’s body to respond in kind, and she realized that not only had she unconsciously mounted the sacred Betrothed, but she’d started humping her, too. Rhatha paused and took stock of the other Priestesses. Had they noticed? All of her acolytes seemed to be carefully and pointedly looking everywhere except where she was.

Well, of course they were. Rhatha remembered High King Warun’s words from the Jitter Forest post-battle. Rhatha was the High Priestess, feared and respected. Would any of her minions dare to challenge her for impropriety? They would not. Rhatha grinned and adjusted her tabard so her wet, naked pussy could fully press into the warm, supple flesh of Kamlai’s belly, and paused her painting to stretch her arms into the atypically clear sky of Zargedon. Then she performed a slow, sensual, deliberate bump and grind across Kamlai’s soft, orange skin. Oh, the feeling was just divine, and Kamlai seemed to appreciate it as well, as her stomach jumped with her ragged breathing, further enhancing Rhatha’s delight.

Rhatha shifted position and slid her hips down so she was straddling one of Kamlai’s thick, juicy thighs, leaving a slick trail across her subject’s body as she did. That was no issue. The sacred paste they used wouldn’t run when mixed with her juice. It was designed to be proof against that, and with good reason.

Rhatha traced a meandering zig-zag pattern across Rhatha’s mid-section, with a careful double-spiral swirling into and then back out of her belly-button, and then travelled south, to the delightful mound that lay between the valley of Kamlai’s spread thighs, which was leaking copious amounts of slick lubricant.

Rhatha then spent as much time as she could tracing meandering, leisurely paths from Kamlai’s lower belly, hips, and thighs, to the ultimate goal of her sweet lower lips, and within, which received coat after coat of pigment, as trail after sensual trail was laid down.

The only downside here was she had to dismount Kamlai’s thigh in order to paint it, and had no place to re-mount that wouldn’t mar her other work. She felt the lack of contact keenly, but tried to take vicarious pleasure in her subject’s erotic reactions to her attentions. Again and again, her brush swiped its way across sensitive orange skin to tickle and tease at Kamlai’s twitching mound, while the delectable hobgoblin squirmed and struggled against her bonds, panting like a dog in heat.

The end came all too soon, as Rhatha pulled a dry brush from the paint-pot and pursed her lips in disappointment. “Ah, that’s all, Dearie,” said Rhatha. “I’m afraid our fun is over. The rest shall be reserved for Krah-Mirogah himself.”

“What?” said Kamlai. “Nooooooo. There has to be me more. Maybe the others have some left over?”

“No, Dearie,” said Rhatha. “They would’ve used every last bit of their sacred pigment. To do otherwise would be a sin.”

“Oh, but I… I don’t know if I can wait for Grandfather,” said Kamlai, as she wriggled against her bindings in frustration. “My whole body feels… so strange. I need… I need more. Please, Mistress.”

Rhatha knew exactly what Kamlai needed, and she dearly wanted to give it to her. She’d wanted that for years. Wanted it so badly, but to defile the Betrothed of her living god…

Well, why shouldn’t she? She, Rhatha Tak, was the greatest High Priestess the Worm Cult had ever seen. She was the one who would free Lord Giagohl from his prison, something that generations of High Priestesses had failed to do for seven thousand years. Her glory would be everlasting. Hymns would be created to exalt her achievements, to be sung by the faithful for millennia to come. Why, then, should any reward be denied to her? It shouldn’t! And so, she would take what she wanted.

The other Priestesses had all finished preparing the other Betrothed, and covered their ceremonial stretcher-frames with the final marriage veils: blankets of black gauze with gold trim and small weights at the edges. Acolytes had brought up the fourth veil for Kamlai, and stood waiting for Rhatha to declare she was finished and step away.

“We are ready now,” said Rhatha to the acolytes. “Cover us both.”

The priestesses stared at her in confusion. “But, High Priestess⁠—”

“Silence,” snapped Rhatha, causing the two women to quail and bow their heads. “It’s a simple enough order, do it! Now, cover us.”

“Yes, High Priestess,” said the acolytes, and did as they were told. Beneath the veil, Rhatha undid the fasteners on her tabard and pulled it over her head, then positioned herself on her hands and knees above the helpless girl. As she leaned forward, Rhatha’s own full, unrestrained breasts hung down to make contact with Kamlai’s. Rhatha adjusted her position so that both sets of hardened nipples caught on each other, making Kamlai gasp. Rhatha continued to lower herself until she could whisper in Kamlai’s ear.

“Dear, sweet Kamlai,” she breathed. “You understand, don’t you, that you belong to Grandfather Worm? That you are his, body and soul?”

“Y-yes, Mistress,” said Kamlai.

“And know this,” Rhatha continued. “That, as High Priestess, I am Krah-Mirogah’s mortal representative on Zargedon. I speak in his name. I act in his name. And so, in his name, I shall grant you an extra reward, for all the unselfish, pure-hearted devotion you have shown to Him. Would you like that, Dearie?”

“Oh! Oh, yes, Mistress,” said Kamlai, whimpering pathetically and thrusting her hips upwards against her restraints. “I want that. I want that so bad.”

“Then, in the name of Krah-Mirogah, I shall claim you, as his bride,” said Rhatha, and crushed their mouths together, finally tasting those sweet lips, licking and biting at the plump flesh, savoring their taste, which blended with the metallic tinge of the residuum pigment. Rhatha explored Kamlai’s mouth as much as she dared, and had to pull away all too soon, or else risk removing too much of the Channels of Delight.

They proved to be something of an impediment for Rhatha’s pleasure, but she still found great satisfaction licking and kissing around the edges of the paths she’d drawn, and in this way she took great delight in Kamlai’s ample torso. She also found that if she grabbed and squeezed, without stroking, it would leave the dried paint patterns mostly intact.

But truthfully, the both of them were already so worked up that more foreplay was unnecessary. Rhatha felt the Rod of Rega’zidrun come alive in her hand, humming with reflected desire. She noted the slick sheen as her favorite prong self-coated with lubricant and heated up. It approved of this action! Rhatha slid it inside herself, the sensation of being so thoroughly filled bringing her pleasure to a peak, but she maintained control of herself long enough to touch her forehead to Kamlai’s, and gaze deep into her eyes.

“Now,” she growled, “the Worm takes you!”

And Rhatha thrust forward with the opposing prong, savoring the expression on Kamlai’s beautiful face as her body was invaded. Rhatha watched the lovely features twist from shock, to joy, and then to mindless animal lust as she was pumped from within. Rhatha threw her head back in triumph, arched her back, and pounded into the helpless, bound girl with her hips. And then her pleasure multiplied tenfold as the Rod of Rega’zidrun came alive within the two of them, pulsing and humming and wriggling about.

Rhatha felt her mind go white as unimaginable pleasure engulfed the two of them, though she was peripherally aware of Kamlai screaming out praise and exaltations to Krah-Mirogah as she came. The Rod of Rega’zidrun continued its attack, breaking free of Rhatha’s control and sending the two of them from one height of physical joy to another, making their bodies dance like puppets to its command, slaves to the Worm God, as he had his way with both of them, savoring their continuous orgasms to the fullest possible extent, taking their mortal forms just below the limit of what they could physically handle without breaking.

Finally, the Rod of Rega’zidrun ceased its frenzy, and Rhatha collapsed atop Kamlai, panting and gasping for air. That had been the greatest favor the Rod had ever shown her, and it had done so while she had been violating the customs of the Worm Cult.

That could partly be due to the general increase in all magic brought about by the Convergence, but her intuition told her that there was more to it than that. Something about what she’d chosen to do was truer to the nature of Grandfather Worm than their Order’s oral traditions, which were meant to honor him.

But she’d have to reflect on that later. Rhatha leaned over and kissed Kamlai, once on the lips, and once on each of her eyes, to lap up the tears that had formed there.

“What’s this?” she said. “Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy your gift.”

“Oh, no, Mistress,” protested Kamlai. “I did. It was so, so wonderful. I feel so good, I can’t even describe it. I loved it. I… I love you, Mistress.”

“Why, thank you, Dearie,” said Rhatha. “I love you, too.”

It wasn’t exactly a lie. In her own, twisted way, Rhatha did love Kamlai—to the extent that a person like the High Priestess was capable of such a thing.

But, as much as she’d like to wallow in the afterglow, Rhatha did have a ceremony to run and a princess to brainwash. She pulled out of Kamlai as gently as she could, and did the same for herself. Then it was a matter of retrieving her raiments and putting them back on, and she leaned back in for one more kiss goodbye.

Kamlai knew it too. “Mistress,” she said, tears forming in her eyes once again. “This is the last time I’m ever going to see you, isn’t it?”

“I’m afraid so, Dearie,” said Rhatha. “Or, at least, in this lifetime, anyway. But, don’t cry now—you’re off on a grand adventure. And, I promise you that the pleasure that awaits you in the maw of Krah-Mirogah himself is orders of magnitude greater than that little preview we just got.”

“Oh, really?” said Kamlai, and perked up noticeably. “Wow, Grandfather Worm truly is amazing. I hope I don’t have to wait too much longer.”

“I’ll make sure that you don’t, Dearie,” said Rhatha. “Now, Farewell. I really can’t imagine a finer Betrothed than you.”

“Farewell, Mistress,” said Kamlai, her voice starting to crack. “And, thank you, so much—for everything.”

“You’re welcome, Dearie,” said Rhatha, as she exited from beneath the veil. “And goodbye.”

Rhatha stood on the stone platform, and took a second to stretch out a bit. She swiveled her head about to loosen her neck, rolled her shoulders and wiggled her hips. Everything felt fantastic, the residual tingles from her lovemaking suffusing her flesh. It was good to be alive.

She looked about to the other priestesses still in attendance, a triumphant grin on her face, daring anyone to say anything. The marriage veils were translucent. Everyone would have been able to make out their silhouettes, and they certainly would’ve heard their mutual orgasms.

But no one challenged her. Some of the priestesses shuffled from foot to foot and wouldn’t meet her gaze, but so what? In less than an hour, the greatest triumph in Mirogan history would be hers to claim. No, why wait that long?

“Priestess Jorani,” said Rhatha.

“Yes, High Priestess?” said Jorani.

“Tell the God-Drummers to prepare,” said Rhatha. “As well as High King Warun and Princess Kothara. Once we have assembled and ascended to the Prime Altar of Krah, the summoning shall begin.”

“But, High Priestess,” said Jorani. “The apex of the Convergence isn’t for another half-hour. I thought we were going to wait⁠—”

“There is power enough right now, Priestess Jorani,” snapped Rhatha. “Can’t you feel it? My whole body thrums with it. And besides, dear Kamlai aches for her husband’s affection. We shan’t keep her waiting. See it done!”

“Yes, High Priestess,” said Jorani, running off as Rhatha turned to ascend the steps of the Ziggurat.

Yes, that was how it should be. She did not wait for the world. The world danced to her whims. And soon, the rest of Shattered Zemyah would follow suit. All would bow and defer to the will of High Priestess Rhatha Tak. And today, she would make that happen.


Chapter 8

Nuts and Bolts


Ilay on my belly on the hill’s crest and stared through my magical spyglass at the city of Jhar-Vakod, which sat in a wide dust flat, straddling a riverbed that had dried up over a thousand years ago. The city lay at the northern border of the Red Wastes. The hills to the far north were just high enough to form a bulwark against the poison storms, and both farmland and greenery were to be found beyond. The Mirogans avoided tending their farms themselves wherever possible, bringing in slaves to work what arable land existed in their territory, or forcing their conquered tributaries to export their best food to the wealthy warlords and the Worm Cultists of Mirog.

The city itself was an oddity. What would be pedestrian and cart-streets at ground level were reserved for the dreadworms, and a vast network of catwalks ran between the rooftops, where all the normal foot-traffic and market activity seemed to take place. The city had no defensive walls—the presence of the dreadworms made them unnecessary—but it had a number of impressively tall spires jutting skyward, though I didn’t know if they were lookout posts, or had some religious significance.

Towards the city’s eastern edge was a huge step pyramid, the Ziggurat of Krah, a towering edifice of black stone, eerily menacing, even from this distance. That was where Rhatha’s twisted human sacrifice ceremony was going to take place, but not yet. We had a good half hour until the Convergence hit its closest alignment. That was when the magical energy being channeled and focused through all the aligned shardworlds would hit its peak. And the boost was significant, even now.

I lacked the ability to observe the increased magical charge suffusing the ether around us, but I definitely noticed the heightened abilities of all my magical items. Like, normally my spyglass couldn’t pick out this much detail at this distance. Plus, the clearing of the skies seemed to help out as well.

It was hard to explain in words, but the kaleidoscopic distortion normally found in the skies of Zargedon cast a sort of unhealthy pallor over every part of the landscape, and created a minor blurring effect, even on objects that weren’t too far off the ground. It wasn’t the kind of thing you’d notice, until it was removed. Right now, things on Zargedon appeared just a bit healthier and clearer than they had for the past two weeks, and I felt just a tiny bit of my mental stress evaporate as a result.

And the clear sky was an important key to our rescue plan. The Azalea’s Legacy could fly freely from one end of Zargedon to another. We no longer had the Sandcat, but we had an Astral Clipper. And, despite my promises to come up with something clever, this ended up being the best plan I could think of. We would fly in at lightning speed, blast Rhatha with the ship’s cannons, while Delara and I would zoom in on our scrollbikes, cloaked with invisibility. We’d grab Bondi and the princesses and bug the fuck out of there before anyone could react.

I hated how vague and risky it was, but Delara was of the opinion that any further attempts at planning wouldn’t survive contact with the enemy. It really depended on just how powerful and versatile that Rod of Rega’zidrun ended up being.

And the whole Convergence deal was an unknown factor. It would boost Rhatha’s power, but also the Azalea’s Legacy, and all our magic as well. I felt like that just raised the stakes and made everything more dangerous. We’d be like two armored knights at a joust—all the power and weight of man, metal, and horse concentrated on the points of two lances, racing towards each other at full tilt. Who would survive? We wouldn’t know until it happened.

The other part of my plan felt a lot more well-considered and reliable. I looked down to the six longbed auto-wagons parked out of sight, below the hill-line. Three were rigs Soraya had discovered in an overgrown garage in Gweiadur Hollow, and three had been brought in by the kobolds. Two of those were an example of the Xichota over-delivering on my instructions. I’d asked them to steal as many worm-lamps as they could, and they had, plus the slave-carrying wagons they’d been attached to. The final wagon had been lying around abandoned in one of their settlements for some reason. Now it was under our control.

And the bed of each wagon was packed to the brim with agricultural and servitor automatons, each functioning just well enough to perform the task I had in mind for them. Fortunately, Gweiadur Hollow did have a few broken-down mechanic machines—automatons whose job it was to repair other automatons. We managed fix up two of those. And two mechanic machines running nonstop for ten days could restore a lot of their fellows—particularly if you were only concerned about basic functioning and one minor addendum to their operating functions, like we were.

That meant I could mostly ignore that task and focus my attention on other areas, like training up as many kobolds as possible on the fine art of crafting drakesalt spikes. Though, the first four days were devoted towards handing out materials lists and waiting for the Xichota network to figure out how to transport them to us. Waiting on all that stuff had been hard, but I’d had other projects to attend to, like finding the Gweiadur Hollow armory, which had been buried deep underground, and had required some safecracking to get to.

Once we got sufficient quantities of salt, quartz, and collagen, I could start creating the spikes, alongside a host of Xichota kobold trainees. Dyxi was a huge help here, both in getting the devices to work, and in explaining things to the other kobolds in ways that made sense to them. In exchange, she wanted to look through High Arcanist Killroy’s Complete Guide to Magical Crafting when I wasn’t using it, and I was continually impressed at how quickly she picked up the material.

As the days went on, I increasingly began to suspect that the only difference between her and me was that I’d had access to a comprehensive magical textbook and she hadn’t. I even let her take it with her when she left with Mina four days ago. All of my remaining tasks didn’t require more research, and Dyxi had more than earned my trust by that point.

Mina’s journey required another bit of technical trickery. I’d figured out a way to boost the power of my Amulet of Returning, by using a magic circle empowered by one of the containers of worm blood I’d taken days before. Somehow it had fallen out of the Sandcat’s trunk before she had met her unfortunate fate, and none of the pirates or Mirogans had noticed it or recognized it for what it was.

With the circle complete, Mina, Dyxi, and four of the more technically adept Xichota kobolds would be able to teleport back to the Azalea’s Legacy, and sail over to Scavenger’s Gate, where they could rendezvous with even more kobolds mustering there.

I remember Mina turning to me as she was getting ready to go, her eyes shining.

“Finally, I get to pilot the ship,” she said. “And don’t you worry, Stud—I’ll keep her flying steady, and return her safely back to you, Captain.”

“No, you’re not,” I said. “Returning her, I mean. You’re the Pilot now. The helm will be yours until you decide to return to Amazonia.”

“What?” she said, her eyes going wide. “No way! Wait, you’re not pranking me again?”

“Nope,” I said. “I should’ve realized it a long time ago. Your reflexes and instincts just make you a much better choice to be piloting the ship. I’m the technical guy, so I’m better suited for monitoring engineering down in the hold, and overseeing things from there. That’s just a better arrangement, generally—oof!”

I was knocked off my feet as Mina tackle-hugged me, and proceeded to cover my face in kisses. I to extricated myself with great reluctance, and then with great difficulty, as she was clinging to my chest and purring like a magitech engine. Delara had to pry us apart while the kobolds laughed their little heads off.

Eventually we got her positioned in the circle, while the kobolds followed suit. “You won’t regret this, Stud,” she said, beaming at me. “I’m going to be the bestest pilot every. I’ll blast that witch bitch into smithereens, pick everyone up, and after everything is sorted—you, Stud, are getting a nice big reward.”

“I’ll look forward to that,” I said, as I activated the magic circle. “See you then. Love you.”

I presumed that she said it back to me, but the magic of the teleportation swallowed the sound, as she and the five kobolds were zapped across space and time, to the deck of the Azalea’s Legacy.

And that was good. That felt good. Our flight trainer Enyo might have been an expert on ships, but she wasn’t an expert on Mina. Our catgirl was a lot more responsible than she appeared to be. Probably. Hopefully.

“Don’t worry, Stud,” said Delara, clapping me on the shoulder. “You made the right call. I don’t care what that trainer said. Mina’s not going to wreck the ship.”

“Well, I hope so,” I said. “It’s hard to… wait a minute, how did you know about that? Did Soraya tell you?”

“No, but Mina did get the impression that Enyo didn’t like her very much,” said Delara. “So, what did she say, exactly?”

“Umm… that I should never let Mina pilot any sort of air or spacecraft unless I wanted everyone aboard to die horribly.”

“Ooh,” said Delara. “I could see how that might do a number on you. That must’ve been rough for you.”

“You’re not mad?” I asked.

“Stud, Mina is the love of my life, but that doesn’t mean I’m blind to her faults,” said Delara. “But trust me when I say that she really does know when it’s time to stop clowning and get serious. The Azalea’s Legacy is in good hands, and you’ve done the right thing as Captain.”

“Ugh,” I said. “I don’t think I’m actually modeling good leadership here. All I did was chicken out on making a tough call for months until I changed my mind.”

“No, Stud, that’s not what happened,” said Delara, with a smile.

“It’s not?”

“Stud, I’ve seen you in battle,” said Delara. “I’ve seen you face death. The word ‘coward’ doesn’t apply to you in the slightest. I think the reason you could never tell Mina that she wasn’t fit to fly was because you didn’t agree with it. Like, deep down, you knew it was wrong.”

“What? No, thats…” I said. And then I thought about it. And then I thought about some more. And then a little more on top of that. “Huh,” I said.

Delara started laughing, while I turned to Soraya. “You know, with all the insight you have into my mind, you could’ve pointed this out to me sooner.”

“Well, I believe I tried to, Master,” said Soraya, smiling at me, “but you always responded with lectures about how we need to listen to experts.”

I made a sour face, while Delara laughed and threw an arm around my shoulder. “Hey, don’t put everything on Soraya, Stud. I know the two of you are close, but you can always come to me for advice, too. Sure, you’re in charge, and you gotta make the tough calls, but it doesn’t hurt to check with your crew to see if maybe we’ve got some useful information first. Being strong and decisive is most important in an emergency, where there’s no time to check on everyone else’s opinion.”

“Hmm, that’s a good point,” I said, as I mulled the idea over. And we were back to that dilemma, of when it was best to listen to others, and when I needed to ignore them and listen to myself. And I still didn’t have a great answer.

“In my experience, Master,” said Soraya. “The best advice is going to feel like good advice. There should be an ‘A-ha’ moment, where it’s like, ’Yes, of course that’s how it is.’”

Hmm… I wasn’t sure that was a flawless principle either. It still felt a little too close to “go with your gut.” But, it probably was a helpful pointer for situations where I didn’t have perfect information.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“It’s a good principle, Stud,” said Delara. “People’s instincts are pretty good, generally. In this case, trusting Mina is the same as trusting yourself, and that’s…” Delara’s voice trailed off as she got a thoughtful look on her face. “Huh,” she said.

“What is it?” I said.

“Nothing important,” said Delara. “I just remembered a… discussion I was having with Mina earlier. And I just thought maybe I should take my own advice.”

“Cool,” I said. “But I’ve got a million things to do, and weren’t you going to give Kint more shield lessons?”

“Actually, it’s a whole squad of them now,” said Delara. “With iridescent purple shields. Actually turned more into a mutual information exchange. But… before that, I have a favor to ask—for after this is all over.”

Delara’s tone had turned a bit shy and wistful. Interesting.

“After we’re done with Zargedon, you mean?” I asked, seeing her nod in response. “Sure, we’ll have some free time then.”

“I’d like it if you could craft a camera,” she said. “And then I’d like to take your picture. So I’ll have something to show our daughters, when we decide to have them.”

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah, I could do that, probably. Though I bet we could get a better one if we just bought it.”

“We might not even need to buy our own camera, either,” said Soraya. “I’m sure the larger port cities have studios where we could pose for family portraits. But, what brought this on?”

“It’s been on my mind, ever since Bondi gave us that lecture about abandonment,” said Delara. “And… while she really didn’t know what she was talking about, it got me thinking. I never knew my father growing up—which is normal for Amazons. And I certainly wasn’t deprived; I had both my mothers, and the whole clan looking after me. But I was… curious. About half of where I came from. And I didn’t have a lot to go on, just a few stories from my moms about Benoit Levesque: the Orc Knight-Errant, and his family coat-of-arms.”

Delara looked down at the black armband she had tied around her bicep, with a shield-shaped patch on it, of a rearing golden stag on a black background, with a red diagonal stripe and some other symbols.

“It wasn’t enough for me, so I ended up devouring all the stories about knights and chivalry that they had in the Amazon libraries,” she said. “I’d like our daughters to have a bit more than that.”

“Then we’ll definitely do that,” I said. I didn’t often think about the ramifications of the deal I’d made with the Amazons. Back then, my mind had been overwhelmed at the offer of guilt-free sex with a bunch of gorgeous women. It did mean that I was the father of a bunch of daughters I’d never get to see, though I had every reason to think that they’d all be well taken care of.

When I did think about it, the only part that really bothered me was not getting to see Mina and Delara’s kids—like, how they turned out. But I would never be allowed back in Amazonia. I’d only see them if they were allowed to leave somehow. Which was rare for Amazons. But, wait a minute….

“Delara,” I said. “After we leave Zargedon, would you like to go looking for your father?”

Delara gasped, her eyes went wide, and I saw her rock on her feet, suddenly unsteady.

“I… uhh…” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“It’s okay,” I said. “It was just a suggestion. You don’t have to⁠—”

“No, it’s—sorry, it’s just…” Delara paused, and drew in a long breath. “My entire life, I’ve always put the idea of actually meeting my father in the category of ‘impossible dreams that could never happen.’ But that’s not true at all, is it? We have our own ship. And it wouldn’t take you long to build a tracker to find him, would it?”

“Already built,” I said, patting the SRT hanging from my tool-belt. “I just need to take the ring-rubbing out and put a lock of your hair in. If he’s still alive, we can find him anywhere in Shattered Zemyah.”

Delara stared off in the distance and let out another ragged breath. “I’ll… have to think on that. I think I will do it, but… it’s a lot.”

“Sure, no rush,” I said, and then went in for a hug. Which seemed like the right move, because she returned it with bone-crushing intensity. Then I got a nice kiss before we both had to return to our respective tasks in preparation for today. Speaking of which….

I signaled to the six wagons and they roared to life, accelerating up the hill and onto the plain, going faster than was necessary and narrowly avoiding colliding with each other on multiple occasions. The way those kobolds drove made Mina look downright conservative.

Part of it was that they had to work in teams of three or four to operate the controls and see where they were going. I’d offered to craft extensions to the main levers and pedals and whatnot to make things easier for a single kobold to manage, but they insisted they were fine the way they were. I chose not to argue, mainly because I already had so much work that avoiding another project came as a relief.

Anyway, the six longbed wagons pulled away from each other as they began to fan out, major catastrophes avoided. We were committed now. Operate Rescue the Princesses was underway.

Well, truthfully it had been going on for hours already. I stared at the rooftops of Jhar-Vakod through my spyglass. There didn’t seem to be anything indicating a state of alarm. In fact, I saw a lot of hobgoblins staggering about, or dancing, carrying small stoppered clay jugs around, that I assumed to be filled with some kind of liquor.

Apparently the big celestial convergence was a great excuse to throw a city-wide rager. There were quite a few uniformed soldiers mixed in with all the revelers. In the fifteen minutes I spent surveying the city I saw two different people fall off a roof. But all the real intrigue would be happening out of sights. Jhar-Vakod did have a sewer system, though it was uniquely designed to not impede the dreadworms.

A small community of Xichota kobolds had sheltered there for generations, but currently a much larger host of armed kobolds had mustered there, prepared to rise up and cause havoc. But their main objective was sabotage.

I’d worked out a paper-magic Overload script, and had some of the literate kobolds make as many copies of it as possible. Then, a smaller group of magically-adept kobolds would finish the script and complete the crafting process, leaving me the final task of verifying their work.

In that way we managed to complete several hundred of the scripts. And, all through last night to the early morning, the kobolds in Jhar-Vakod had been sneaking into the various garages and motor-pool areas, and slapping the Overload scripts on the arcane cores of the Mirogan magitanks and war-wagons. We’d had multiple training sessions where Soraya used her illusions, combined with my knowledge, to demonstrate what an arcane core looked like and where it would be located on the more common types of vehicles that I’d seen the Mirogans using.

The meetings didn’t leave me with the highest degree of confidence that our saboteurs’ would actually place the scripts where they belonged, despite Soraya patiently answering the same questions over and over and over again to our audience, while I bit my tongue and reminded myself that these idiots were also volunteers who were risking their lives to help us. I had no business being short with them, even if they were taking forever to grasp such a simple fucking concept.

Oh, but they got it in the end, Master, thought Soraya. I’m sure of it. I think they were just trying to be thorough.

That was a lot more charitable than I was inclined to be, given my memories of the briefings, but there was nothing to do now except hope for the best. And hope none of them got caught in the act, triggering a savvy Mirogan commander to do a city-wide check on all of his magitech cores, and ruining the entire operation.

I think that’s unlikely, Master, thought Soraya. According to the kobolds, they’re always sneaking into areas they shouldn’t be, and then getting chased out. Unless they get caught in the very moment they’re applying the tag, this will just be business as usual. Plus, the kobolds have instructions to eat their papers if they think they’re going to get caught, and even if that doesn’t work, most Mirogans won’t even realize what those tags are just by looking. Just a paper scrap with random gibberish on it.

Well, that was the hope, certainly—that the chronic tendency of us tallfolk to underestimate the kobolds would work in our favor this time. But, today would end the Mirogan’s view of the Xichota as harmless nuisances. After this operation, they’d be killed on sight.

But the Jhar-Vakod kobold community had agreed to go through with it, and their non-combatants were already being evacuated. We had some plans about what to do with them, but that would be a problem to sort out later. For right now, I’d be happy if at least half of the Overload scripts were correctly placed.

I checked my watch again. Still twenty-five minutes to go. I had Soraya turn me invisible as I mounted my scrollbike, with Kint sitting in the rear seat, and had it ascend straight up. I’d removed the normal altimeter restrictions for the convergence, so I could go as high as I liked.

We hovered some hundred yards above the ground as I scanned the southern horizon with my spyglass, looking for signs of a ship. It was still early, but I’d expect Mina to fly fast and arrive sooner than planned, assuming she hadn’t crashed the Azalea’s Legacy. She had a talk-stone, but those things didn’t have unlimited range. From here, I should be able to see her before I could speak to her, but the skies were clear of any aircraft—no, wait.

There was something. It looked odd, though. Rather darker than our colorful ship should be, but that could just be because it was silhouetted against the sky. But before I could zoom in for a better look, Kint started bouncing up and down behind me, squawking and tugging at my shirt.

“The Worm God,” he said. “Here early. Too soon!”

I turned and felt my blood run cold. At the eastern edge of Jhar-Vakod, the massive form of Krah-Mirogah had surfaced and was slowly making his way down the wide dust path made especially for him. In the distance, I could faintly hear the pounding of the Worm Cult’s signal drums.

My talk-stone screeched to life. “Stud,” came Delara’s voice. “The fucking Mirogans have started the ceremony early. We have to go now!”

“Copy, Green Knight,” I said, as I pulled out a signal charm and activated all the Overload scripts in Jhar-Vakod. Then I gunned the scrollbike straight at the black ziggurat, while cursing furiously in my head.

This absolutely sucked. This plan required coordination, but everyone was out of position. I glanced down at the six automaton-carrying auto-wagons. The plan was to spread them out so they were surrounding the city from all sides, but they’d barely reached a semicircle. Well, it would have to do.

“Attention Dolltrucks, attention Dolltrucks,” I said into the talk-stone. “Stop where you are and deploy dolls now. I repeat, stop moving and deploy all dolls now.”

I heard some of the kobolds say “Copy,” while others asked confused questions, only to get yelled at by their smarter compatriots, followed by a lot of bickering in Draconic. I didn’t have time to argue further, as I needed to find Delara in the sky and close the distance between us to where Soraya’s invisibility could cover us both.

Either the kobolds would do what they were supposed to or they wouldn’t. But it was almost a moot point now. The main purpose of those six trucks was to create a threat that would draw as many Mirogan troops away from the city center as possible to make a Rephaite prisoner breakout possible. But I wasn’t sure they’d have enough time to do any of that now. This whole thing had turned into a clusterfuck, and it had barely even started yet.

Stay strong, Master, thought Soraya. We’ll get through this. I believe in you.

That was great, but we were about to charge in and confront Rhatha, and I wasn’t sure that Mina would be able to catch up with us in time. I wasn’t even sure we’d get there in time, and I was running the scrollbike at full throttle.

I didn’t even dare look behind us to check Mina’s position. I had to stay focused on keeping the bike running steady and on-course, as the wind buffeted my face, and the ground sped away beneath me, and I prayed to whatever gods might be listening that we would get to Bondi in time.


Chapter 9

Ain't Too Proud to Beg


Calista was actually grateful for the presence of the so-called “marriage veils, as it kept the hot sun from beating down on her unprotected skin, and somewhat obscured the monstrous maw of the titanic Worm God slowly making its way down the dusty path to the Ziggurat. She could feel the relentless bass of the massive summoning drums vibrating through the stone floor and wooden frame, to which she was bound, laid out like an hors d’oeuvre, and slathered with some special sauce to incite the abomination to tongue-fuck her first.

Ever since joining the Scourge pirates, she’d considered the possibility that she might die like this, though not on this shardworld, and not to this monster. That said something weird about her life, or was just how these extra-cosmic aberrations liked to roll?

But no matter—it was true things weren’t looking great for Captain Calista at this particular moment, but she’d been in worse spots befo... No, wait—had she? Actually, no—this was definitely the worst predicament she’d ever been in, but she wasn’t going to let it get her down… anymore, that is.

Yes, yes, she was totally done with letting this absolute fucking catastrophe harsh her mood. Only positive thinking for the rest of her life, no matter how short that might turn out to be. Wait, was she turning into Bramble? Well, whatever else she might think about her crew’s burglar, Bramble wasn’t being offered up as a sacrifice for a giant worm beast, so her life philosophy couldn’t be all bad.

And burglar-type skills were what this situation called for. Fortunately, Calista’s lamia anatomy were favoring her here. She could send powerful undulating waves through her snake tail to slowly work the anchor-pegs of her lower bindings out of the wood.

As restraints went, these were just sub-par—but they had to be. If they were too good, they might impede ol’ Krah-Mirogah’s enjoyment of his mealtime. It always sucked when you got a treat, but it was in one of those wrappers that just wouldn’t open. These lackeys would never pull that shit with their living god, now would they?

But the bindings weren’t total trash. They were more than enough for most people—but Calista wasn’t most people. In addition to the wriggles meant to work the pegs loose, she was pushing up and down with tail at the very end of her special, extra-long frame, which gave her more leverage to keep bending the wood in the middle back and forth, hopefully weakening it.

While she was doing that, Calista craned her neck to look for potential escape routes, and there was one. The base of this ziggurat was a bit different than most step-pyramids, in that it had sort of twin arms extending far out along either side of the red dust God’s Path. Black stone bleachers, you might say.

Those giant steps had black-clad Worm Cultists spread all over them, at every level, all performing the same rhythmic, ritualistic supplications as their god crawled its way past them, occasionally pausing to grab one or two random worshippers and chuck them down its massive gullet, to roars of approval and gratitude from the crowd.

Calista turned her attention away from the suicidal insanity to focus on her goal—one of the entranceways carved out in the dusty stone, which presumably led deeper into to the temple complex. Maybe there was an escape route in there, or maybe she’d have to flee to the end of the “bleachers” and zip back out the far entranceway. It wasn’t the greatest plan, but she’d take it over being eaten any day.

What could help here? Well, it’d be great if she wasn’t the only one making a break for it. If the other two princesses could slip their bonds and run as well, that’d be perfect—especially if they were considerate enough to run in a different direction than her. It’d be nice if the hobgoblin tried to run, too—but that didn’t seem likely to happen, as she was happily singing hymns or something, riding that sweet post-orgasm high. Which had to be considerable, considering just how long and loud she’d been screaming for. It had been enough to make Calista genuinely regretful that she’d said no to the coat-rack, because damn! That had sounded like it had been more than worth a trip to the temple afterward.

But the point was, the sexy hobgoblin was too blissed-out to even consider escaping, despite Princess Athtara desperately trying to tell her that her brother wouldn’t have wanted this for her. Wait, the handsome General that Warun had killed was the sacrifice’s brother? Small shardworld.

The hobgoblin—oh, her name was Kamlai—did pause her hymns to ask if her brother was coming to her “wedding,” but seemed to tune out or not understand the rest of what the black-haired princess was telling her. Well, if this Direk had been at least half-smart, then he’d been the one to inherit all the brains in that family.

No, Calista needed to focus her attention on the other princess, the half-dragon sorcerer. She must have potential escape strategies.

“Hey. Hey you,” said Calista, “Green hair with horns. You got any ideas on busssting out of here?”

Calista saw a slight shift in the black shroud behind her, but didn’t get an answer back.

“Eh, what’s thiss?” Calista continued. “Can you hear me? Helloooo? Hey, Sssparklehorns. Hey, Gold Dusst. C’mon, don’t leave a poor lamia hanging here. Hey, Sssexy Abs. Hey, Hot Legs. Hey⁠—”

“Okay, fine, yes—I hear you,” snapped Green Hair, “And it’s not ‘Sparklehorns,’ and it’s definitely not ‘Hot Legs.’ I am Princess Bondi Nerissa Laguna Anahita Ren. And I don’t have anything to say to a miserable space pirate like you, especially since you were so recently trying to kill us.”

“Recent?” said Calista. “That was a whole two weeks ago.”

“It was twelve days!”

“Okay, sso nearly two weeks ago,” said Calista. “Ancient hissstory. And really, is now the time to bicker and argue about who was trying to kill who? I shot ssome arrows at you, you tried to hit me with lightning—let’s jussst agree that neither of us were at our besst. Sso let’s put that all behind uss and focuss on the all the things we’ve got in common.”

“Like what?” snapped Bondi. “What do you think we’ve got in common?”

“Oh, all sssorts of things, I’m sure,” said Calista. “Like, we both have sscales. You on your head, me on my tail. We’re Sscale Sisssters.”

“Are you fucking serious right now?” said Bondi.

“Oh, I am always ssserious, Sissster,” said Calista. “But if that’s not enough, I’m not a ssalaciouss Worm God on its way to ravish and devour us both.”

And this was an increasingly dire problem, as Krah-Mirogah crawled closer with every passing second, and the anchor pegs were proving to be a lot more stubborn than Calista had expected.

“I mean,” Calista continued, “as nice as the preview was, the main event has thiss fatal asspect to it that I can’t sssay I care to⁠—”

“Nice?” said Bondi, incredulity seeping into her voice. “You thought that was nice?”

“You didn’t?” said Calista.

“Of course not,” said Bondi. “I’m a half-dragon princess, not a pirate pervert like you. It’s… it’s not like getting stripped naked, tied up, and tickled with paintbrushes would be turning me on or anything!”

“Oh, I ssee, I ssee,” said Calista. “Well, then let’s focus on your esscape plan. What have you got?”

“Nothing, obviously,” said Bondi. “If I had something like that, I’d have done it already.”

“Sso what, you going to give up and let yourssself get eaten, then?” said Calista. “Is that your plan?”

“No!” said Bondi. “But I thought… I really thought, that finally, I had someone… I had some people who would come for me. But, it’s getting really late, and they haven’t⁠—”

“What’s thiss?” said Calista. “Sso you’re jusst going to play the helplesss damsel, waiting on your Prince to come? Girl, that’s no way to go through life. You’ve got to be sstrong for you. Look at me. Abssolutely no-one is coming to ressscue me, but do you ssee me giving up? Hell, no. Now, think harder about how you’re getting out of thiss. What about those horns of yours? Can you pierce your bindings with them?”

Bondi took a few seconds to answer, which told Calista she actually hadn’t thought of that yet.

“It’s… no good,” said Bondi. “They don’t reach, plus I think the cultists put gold caps on them.”

“Well, can you knock the caps off?” said Calista. “No, sscratch that. What about magic? Wasn’t that crown on your head sssuposed to be powerful or ssomething?”

“Well, yes—but it’s not working,” said Bondi, and something in her tone told Calista that there was more to this story.

“Why isn’t it working?” she asked.

“It’s, um… he’s mad at me.”

“And why is… he mad at you?” said Calista.

“I kinda… um… I kind of insulted him. A few times.”

“That’s…” Calista bit back her instinctive response and mentally counted down from five. Who in their right mind insults a magic artifact? Why would you even…? No. It didn’t matter. Focus on getting the fuck out of here. The presence of Krah-Mirogah was invading her arcane sense the closer it got. Gods above, that thing was powerful. So, focus!

“I ssee, I ssee,” said Calista. “Well, have you tried apologizing?”

“Of course I have,” said Bondi. “I’ve apologized so many times. He doesn’t care. Dragons just don’t… I can’t get through to them. I can’t get any of them to listen.”

Any of them? What was…? Never mind; no time.

“Let’s focuss on the crown, okay?” said Calista. “You sssay you’ve apologized, but have you consssidered groveling?”

“Groveling?” said Bondi, “What? What do you mean…?”

“Groveling, girl,” said Calista. “I mean, throw-all-your-dignity-in-the-trash, face-on-the-floor-in-a-puddle-of-your-own-tears, sself-ressspect-abandoned, abject, pathetic, begging-for-forgivenesss groveling. Have you tried that?”

“I… I don’t…” Bondi couldn’t hide the confusion in her voice. “How do you even…?”

Ugh, freaking princesses never even learned how to grovel properly. “I mean, like, ‘Please, pleeeaaase, Baby, take me back, I sswear I’ll never do it again. That girl meant nothing to me, I was shitfaced drunk. And high. And out of my mind misssing you, Baby. l was sso lonely for you that I couldn’t think ssstraight.

“You’re my love, my life—without you I’m nothing. Just a ssad pathetic gutter sssnake, not worthy of you at all, but give me one more chance and I ssswear I’ll do right by you, Baby. I’ll make you feel like the Queen of Bononia. I’ll treat you ssso good you won’t even believe your fortune. Jusst one more chance, Baby, that’s all I’m assking for. Thiss is me, I’m on my belly before you, I’m begging my gutss out, sso please, please, pleeeaaase take me back.’”

Calista had to pause to take a breath, and was met by an equally long pause from the dragon princess.

“That sounds… oddly specific,” she said.

“Okay, fine, forget the begging,” said Calista. Freaking stuck-up princesses. The titanic dreadworm was getting close enough for its shadow to fall over their platform. They were running out of time. “What about sspells? Ones you can cassst without moving your hands. Verbal-component-only spells?”

“I’ve got one, but it’s useless right now,” said Bondi.

“What is it? What is it?”

“It’s a lightning snare,” said Bondi. “It damages creatures within fifteen feet and pulls them towards me. But I can’t just use it on the ropes, or whatever you’re thinking. My control isn’t precise enough⁠—”

“Fine, then,” said Calista. “So use it on one of uss. Try that other princesss.”

“What? Are you nuts?” said Bondi. “I could kill her.”

“Okay, try it on me, then. I—Ow! Shiiiiiiiit!” Calista felt all of her muscles lock up and spasm as harsh electrical energy surged through them, and she was yanked hard against her restraints as her entire frame slid several feet across the stone and tipped over, slamming her hard against the ground.

“Ah, you bitch,” snapped Calista, as she spat out blood and felt her brains rattling around between her ears. “I didn’t mean right now. I wanted you to wait for⁠—”

But a bolt of purplish-black energy shot down from above and hit Bondi in the throat. Another Silence spell. Great. So much for that plan. Now she had a splitting headache and her bonds—no, wait. Some of the anchor pegs had popped out. And the others felt a lot looser, too. Now she was in fucking business.

Calista redoubled her efforts even as the shadow above grew bigger and blacker as massive, slime-covered tentacles descended from above. Krah-Mirogah had arrived, and the Worm God was hungry for the flesh of his proffered sacrifices.
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High Priestess Rhatha Tak felt the power of the Convergence flowing through her, and through the Rod of Rega’zidrun, and through its connection to Grandfather Worm himself. In fact, this was the closest she’d felt to her patron since the day of their first meeting, when she’d been taken within him and shared their holy communion.

She kept getting glimpses and flashes of the God’s Path and the Ziggurat of Krah from a different perspective, where they appeared far below her, and tiny, like a child’s wooden blocks, crawling with two-legged mice, all gathered to honor him, her—them.

She was barely conscious of the words of the sacred hymn she was chanting. They poured out of her like water, without a pause or mistake, even when she had to swat down one of their disobedient sacrifices. She’d never expected them to start attacking each other. The lack of dignity on display was truly astounding. It was a shame she wouldn’t get to hear the half-dragon’s cries of terror and ecstasy as she was devoured, but that was a minor annoyance.

Soon the ritual would be complete, and she would have the power to cast the Alter Personality spell, something that would normally be beyond her abilities. The elder princess, Kothara, awaited her on a platform several steps up the ziggurat, along with High King Warun, lounging on his throne with a bored look on his face.

Hmph. Pearls before swine. But no matter. She and Warun had come to an understanding. She could manage him from now on. She paid him no more mind and turned her attention to glory of the Worm Cult, the masses of acolytes, priestesses, and worshippers surrounding the God’s Path, all chanting the glorious hymns of the dreadworms as one body, one church, one divine will—and all under her control.

She was the voice and the avatar of Krah-Mirogah’s spirit, and soon she’d be channeling an even greater power—that of Lord Giagohl himself. And then all of Shattered Zemyah would bow before her, just as her cultists did.

The chanting and the drumming reached a crescendo as the great Krah-Mirogah reared up before the sacrificial platform to regard his offerings, the four women who were his Betrothed, and Rhatha felt the Worm God’s approval course through her like a drug. And, as the giant circular mouth began to lower, Rhatha felt her own consciousness bifurcate, and she found herself both looking up at Grandfather Worm, and looking down, seeing both herself and the four delectable morsels awaiting her on the platform below.

And none were so delicious and appealing as the curvaceous beauty that was Kamlai Sar, her thick hourglass figure clearly outlined behind her veil, but that wasn’t enough. Rhatha needed more. Her consciousness sank deeper into the Worm God’s perspective, as she felt her tongue split into a dozen smaller, more agile appendages, stretching far below to yank the veil aside, all the better to behold her bride’s nubile figure. Kamlai smiled up at her, all hesitancy vanished, arching her back against her restraints, eager for her god’s touch, fully prepared to consummate their marriage.

Rhatha/Krah-Mirogah stretched out their tongues, tasting the scent of the sweet paste trails upon the air, and then tasting the real thing, the residuum sending effervescent tingles all the way down their throats, mixed with the savory essence of Kamlai herself. Rhatha had licked her way across that delicious skin not a half-hour before, but that had been nothing compared to the explosion of flavors discernible to the tongues of a god, a fantastic blend of sweet, salty, spicy, sour, and further tastes that she had no names for. This was a feast to make the finest chefs in Shattered Zemyah wail in envy, that made their signature dishes seem like unseasoned mashed beans by comparison.

Rhatha was vaguely aware of tears spilling down her human face as her tongues continued to partake of Kamlai’s exquisite body, which quivered delightfully as their slick appendages traced the Channels of Delight that Rhatha herself had laid down, never imagining she’d be reaping the benefits of her own handiwork like this.

Even her ravishment of Kamlai’s flesh from earlier paled in comparison to what their tongues could do now. They could both taste and feel her luscious figure everywhere at once, probing and swiping across her full breasts, her springy belly, and her ample ass and thighs, while Kamlai writhed in unimaginable pleasure from all their attentions.

Her sensual mouth had opened wide to cry out her joy, and they slipped one of their own tongues inside to sample the unique flavors there, and revel in their Betrothed’s eager lips and tongue sucking and licking them in response. Another curious appendage wormed its way down to her other opening, between her wantonly bucking hips, and thrust its way between those slick lower lips, to find the most deliciously complex and pungent taste yet.

Kamlai’s whole body spasmed with ecstasy, the contractions in her muscles adding a pleasing extra sensation to this meal, a refreshingly entertaining response, as she was wrapped up in Krah-Mirogah’s mouth-tentacles. Rhatha could now taste her bride’s entire body at once, enjoying her flesh on an even deeper level than she ever could have without her God’s blessing.

The tears were pouring from her human eyes now, in the most profound gratitude, the arcane power coursing through her, and she wanted that everywhere, responding to her hobgoblin body’s sudden, overwhelming need as she slipped the Rod of Rega’zidrun beneath her tabard and plunged it inside herself.

The resulting physical reward from the Rod was intense, but it was a mere fraction of the joy she received from Grandfather Worm himself, as Kamlai’s delectable, quivering body was pulled free of its restraints, and Rhatha felt their mutual orgasms build, and then she felt her bride’s flesh pass through their lips, as they claimed her utterly, with a totality Rhatha hadn’t even realized she’d desired until this moment, as they truly became one being, as Kamlai climaxed inside their mouths, over and over until she went limp from total exhaustion, and slid down their throats.

Rhatha felt their connection wane then, and she was suddenly assaulted by the Rod of Rega’zidrun wild pulsations within her, and she fell to her knees as her brain was overloaded by an explosion of joy and pleasure that eclipsed even what she’d experienced at Kamlai’s preparation. This was the most intense ecstasy she’d felt in her entire life.
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Calista yanked hard with her snake body, popping out a good portion of the lower rope anchors, enough to wriggle her reptile half completely free of its restraints. As she coiled her snake tail around the outside of the wooden frame, Calista became aware of a lot of sobbing and whimpering from the other two sacrifices. Eh, wait—why could she hear both of them? Calista risked an upwards glance, and, oh yeah—Rhatha had definitely stopped concentrating on the Silence spell. In fact, she didn’t think it was possible to be more distracted than the High Priestess was now. This was the perfect chance to escape.

Calista gripped one of her frame beams with the end of her tail, then flexed the muscles in her snake body for all they were worth, squeezing and twisting the structure until it snapped in the middle. Calista flopped about on the stone, frantically unwinding herself and re-gripping the wood, bringing its jagged end up to the ropes binding her wrists. No telling how long Rhatha or that giant worm monster would delay before turning their attentions back to the next course on the menu.

She’d sawed halfway through the ropes when she was blindsided by an explosion of magic, a new source, totally unlike the twisted, warped arcane power that blasted out from Krah-Mirogah like heat from a furnace. This was clean, pure, and ancient, and Calista felt its consciousness overpower her for a second, as she got a vision of draconic majesty, diamond eyes glittering as massive, scale-covered jaws opened, revealing teeth of ivory, and a single message, dripping with reptilian amusement:

“APOLOGY ACCEPTED, YOUNG HALF-DRAGON.”

The sound of snapping wood and tearing ropes issued out from beneath Bondi’s veil. Another distraction! Perfect.

Calista redoubled her own efforts, freeing her wrists in seconds, then yanking the rest of her human body free of the wrecked frame in an eye-blink.

“Sssee,” she said. “What did I tell you about groveling? Always works. Sscale Sisssters, high five!”

Calista turned, her hand upraised, only to have Bondi, thick bronze scales now covering her torso, forearms, and shins, ignore her to pounce on the other princess’ frame, ripping her veil and bindings to shreds with her newly-clawed hands, and picking her up to tuck beneath one of her arms, while the other held her staff.

Bondi paused there for a second, as huge dragon-wings sprouted from her back, and a slim, rudder-like tail popped out from just above her butt. Then she beat her wings and sprang skyward, barely avoiding the grasping tentacles of Krah-Mirogah.

Bondi paused her flight to alight right besides the other bound princess on the uppermost platform. High King Warun grinned and drew his greatsword, only to stagger back, coughing and gagging, as Bondi belched out some nasty-looking puke-green fog at him, before she slashed the other princess free of her bonds, handed her staff to her, and soared off, one royal under each arm.

Calista made a sour face. Well, that was fucking gratitude for you, wasn’t it? The titanic dreadworm god didn’t seem to care for this turn of events either, as it roared in outrage and lunged after the fleeing half-dragon, crashing against its own stone ziggurat.

A strange distortion emanated out from its mouth, yanking Bondi downwards, but not enough to bring her within Krah-Mirogah’s grasp. The giant worm rolled its bulk to slide around one side of the massive step-pyramid, crushing a number of his worshippers on the bleachers as he did. The carnage seemed to snap Rhatha out of her fugue-state, and Calista realized that it was high time to bug the fuck out of here, right fucking now.

She grabbed her magical scale armor, and, with no time to don it, flipped it up and behind her to shield her shoulders and the back of her head as she made a beeline for the crowd of acolytes on the bleachers that weren’t currently being smushed by an enraged Worm God.

Fortunately, most of the worshippers were too confused and upset to try and stop Calista, and the one or two that did threw some weird mind-fuck spells at her. Good luck trying that shit on a hypnotist. From behind her, Calista heard Rhatha’s furious screaming echoing across the God’s Path, and immediately started slithering in a zig-zag pattern, as she lowered her human torso down to just above ground-level, as she darted into a forest of bewildered cultists’ shins.

“CLEAR A PATH, YOU IDIOTS,” came Rhatha’s infuriated, magically-amplified voice. And the cultists tried to do so, but as soon as Calista noticed the sea of legs parting to either side of her, she juked her upper body to the left, twisting her torso vertically so she slipped in between the gaps in the startled cultists’ shins, and now they were packed too tightly to avoid her.

“MORONS!” screamed Rhatha, and Calista sensed powerful tendrils of eldritch energy being fired at her. Calista committed even harder to her back-and-forth weaving path. Being part snake gave her a huge advantage when you needed to dodge serpentine, so none of the grasping strands of purplish-black magic caught her, though she did hear a cacophony of popping joints and snapping spines as random worm-cultists were caught and hurled into the air. Hoo boy, Rhatha had definitely been powered up by all this ritual convergence shit.

Somehow Calista made it to the relative safety of the stone entrance and flung herself in, even as she heard even screams and even more powerful explosions going off all around her. Gods in heaven, had Rhatha gone completely psychotic? Calista didn’t risk turning around to check, as she sped down the stone corridor, desperately seeking some kind of diversion, or hiding place, or anything that might save her from a murderous High Priestess and her artifact weapon, each humming with enough power to destroy a city block.


Chapter 10

Save Rephara


Ifelt my heart sink as I saw the first helpless woman disappear down the titanic dreadworm’s foul gullet. We’d gotten here too late.

Master, now’s not the time for that, thought Soraya. Focus on the ones you can still save.

But who was left to be saved? From this distance, I couldn’t make out the exact identity of Krah-Mirogah’s victim. I selfishly hoped it hadn’t been Bondi, but all I knew was that it probably hadn’t been the lamia pirate, since the tentacle-wrapped bundle had been too small.

I urged the scrollbike to go faster, and I began to pull away from Delara, as I forced the bike to draw more power from its core than was safe. As long as it didn’t explode before I reached the ziggurat, it would be worth it. Even so, it didn’t look like I would make it in time.

I watched with horror as the evil Worm God reached down for its next victim, only to be met with an eruption of draconic arcane energy, and I watched a transformed Bondi fly away from her doom, having rescued Athtara—No, scratch that—she’d saved them both. She’d got the Crown of Dragonkind to work.

My relief was short-lived, as an astral ship came zooming up from behind us, and it wasn’t the Azalea’s Legacy. Black sails, black skull-and-bones flag on the jackstaff, and three red stripes running along its hull. These were the Scourge Pirates. I thought they’d abandoned their captain and left, but they’d just had the same idea we did. I reminded myself that Delara and I were still invisible, so the threat the pirates posed us was minimal. Where was Rhatha?

I cast about with my arcane sense for the second-most powerful magical aura besides Krah-Mirogah, and I found her instantly. She was… running the wrong way? And attacking her own people? What?

Never mind. This was perfect. We had the perfect opportunity to grab our people and get away clean. That was all that mattered.

“Green Knight,” I said through my talk-stone. “We’re on the Princesses.”

“Copy,” said Delara, and we sped away as the Scourge ship opened up with its cannons, blasting away at the worshippers lining the stone steps, as a good chunk of its crew leapt over the side and began floating down to the ground, subject to some kind of Slow Fall spell.

I winced at the carnage and the screams, even though these people were slavers, and worshipped an evil god, and were our enemies. I felt Rhatha blast out at the descending pirates, but her extra-cosmic energy was blocked by demonic magic, from that scrawny swordswoman, who got sent flying, though she had protected the rest of her crew.

I turned away and raced with Delara to catch up with Bondi. It didn’t matter whether the pirates defeated the Rhatha or vice-versa. So long as they kept each other busy and did as much damage as possible to each other, I was happy.

As we peeled away from the pirates and the ziggurat, Soraya dropped our invisibility so we could see each other—plus, illusions weren’t going to be any use against a demi-god like Krah-Mirogah anyway. The sheer size of the aberrant titan was enough to make my balls shrink up into my torso, and from below I heard horrific screams and wailing as the inhabitants of Jhar-Vakod were crushed into rubble by the rampaging dreadworm colossus, as it smashed through its own city in pursuit of its prey. Boy, this operation was really racking up the collateral damage, wasn’t it?

You can’t worry about everything, Master, thought Soraya. And it’s not your fault this thing doesn’t care about its own worshippers.

Fair enough, I suppose. Both Delara and I swooped our scrollbikes around in a wide arc around the Worm God’s mouth, best to keep clear of its massive tentacles, and converged on Bondi. Princess Athtara spotted us before Bondi did—Bondi’s brow was furrowed in concentration as she labored to keep herself aloft weighed down by two people, while being chased by a gargantuan worm-monster. But, even with all that, her face lit up when she saw us flying in.

“You came for me,” she said, “You really came.”

The obvious relief in her face made me feel really guilty, even as Kint and Mar started bouncing up and down behind us and yelling out their own greetings.

“Sorry it was last minute,” I said. “We had to wait for the skies to clear, and then those fuckers started early⁠—”

Then a huge wave of spatial distortion hit us, and we all dropped about twenty feet in the air. Krah-Mirogah had abilities that his lesser children lacked. I fought with the controls and barely managed to juke out of the way of a massive, slimy tentacle that batted at my scrollbike’s trailing streamer. This explained why Bondi hadn’t been able to climb high enough to get away from the thing.

“We’ll take the princesses,” said Delara, as she regained control over her own bike, and pulled it up beneath Bondi. I did likewise, and Kint and Mar scooted back on the seats to make room for the extra riders. Delara handled the transfer a lot more gracefully than I did, though thankfully Soraya was there to steady Princess Athtara when she nearly fell.

I saw the relief on Bondi’s face immediately, as Princess Kothara handed her staff back to her. Even with her draconic transformation enhancing her strength, carrying two people was no easy task.

“We’re going to try to break out a bunch of Rephaites next,” yelled Delara.

“You do that,” said Bondi. “I’ll lead Krah-Mirogah away from you.”

“All right,” said Delara, before I could raise an objection. “Try to keep it in the northern section of the city. Mina should be here to back you up any minute now.”

It’s the smart play, Master, thought Soraya. She should have no problem now that she’s unburdened.

And she would have an easier time evading Krah-Mirogah’s attacks than the wagons full of prisoners that we’d be leading south. But I couldn’t get complacent when we were talking one person versus an actual humongous demi-god. Fuck.

“Stay alive until we get back,” I said. “No matter what. We love you.”

“I love you all too,” she said, zooming away, freed of her restraining weights, while Delara and I peeled off, aiming at the slave quarters. For a moment, I was worried that the monstrous dreadworm might follow me, on my magical scrollbike, with all my items, especially Soraya’s ring, but it kept after Bondi. Whether that was because it knew she was his intended sacrifice, or because it recognized the Crown of Dragonkind, I had no idea.

“She’s so brave,” said Athtara, yelling in my ear over the wind noise. “As are you, good sir. I can’t believe you’re still here. And you even have a plan to rescue our people?”

“Nope,” I said. “It’s your plan. Yours and Direk’s, that you came up with, even as Gweiadur Hollow was being raided by the Mirogans. We’re just the offworld mercs that you hired to do it, since the regular army was so rotten with spies and traitors.”

She seemed a bit confused by that, so I let Soraya speak in her ear and fill her in. Which was good, because this had been Soraya’s idea to begin with. Giving Direk and Athtara the credit for this operation would serve to put them in a position of strength during Rephara’s reconstruction.

And this wasn’t just because we liked them, but because part of the deal we’d worked out with all the kobolds required the Rephaite government to fulfill some promises on our behalf. And the princesses were the only members of said government that we had any contact with. Of course, if you thought about our story too hard, the timelines weren’t very plausible, but Soraya figured most of the Rephaites would be so grateful for being rescued that they wouldn’t question it.

“Oh,” said Princess Athtara. “What’s that going on over there?”

I snapped my spyglass out with one hand to take a look, and I felt another burst of joy, a huge weight lifted off my shoulders—nearly as much as when I’d seen Bondi escape. Out at the edge of the city, six giant clusters of dreadworms had gathered, beasts of all sizes exploding out of the ground and writhing about, like tube pasta boiling in a pot, their horrific death-screams carrying over the rooftops of Jhar-Vakod like sweet music. It was working. It was really working.

I grinned and handed my spyglass to the princess, who still needed help understanding what she was seeing. The plan was this: the six infantry units of automata, spread out on the outskirts of the city, would be unloaded from the longbed auto-wagons and begin a slow, steady march towards Jhar-Vakod. But, before they could march too far, the dreadworms would sense their tasty, tasty arcane cores and come running for mealtime. They would plow into the ranks of the automatons and start filling their bellies with our helpless troops.

And they were helpless. As I’ve said, these machines were incapable of fighting back in any way. But I did find an interesting loophole in their pattern-recognition ability. I created a script that would convince the automatons that if they were engulfed, it meant that they were actually inside a rubber tree, and that the drakesalt spikes they carried were taps, meant to draw out the valuable natural latex within.

Tapping a tree was a simple function most of the agricultural automatons already had, and adding it to the servitors was quite easy. Of course, tapping a rubber tree from the inside didn’t make a lick of sense, but the great thing about automatons is that they didn’t concern themselves with such irrelevant questions. They just followed instructions.

And so they did, driving their deadly salt poison right into the most sensitive and vulnerable tissues in the dreadworm, with no chance of missing, then crawling out of the desiccated husk to do it all over again.

One thing I hadn’t thought of, was that when the dreadworm blood dried out, mass quantities of residuum powder were released, blanketing the automatons inside. We’d only performed the most basic maintenance on our machine troops, just enough to make sure they could walk in a generally straight line and execute the tap function. I hadn’t bothered dealing with any of the moss, or clinging vines, or weird growths, or idiosyncratic tics, or any of the host of other problems they’d developed over a century of being abandoned in the jungle.

But dousing them in residuum was like sending them back to the factory to get a full overhaul. The automatons climbed out of their worm-husk cocoons as if they’d just arrived straight from the workshop, the cruft and debris and imperfections all wiped clean. Now the true beauty of their elven craftsmanship was on full display, as they marched back onto the dusty floor of the Red Wastes like classical heroes of myth, reborn in the new age.

“It’s working. It’s really working,” said Athtara breathlessly. “But, will it work on Krah-Mirogah? Please tell me it will. Maybe we can still save Direk’s sister.”

Well, that was a problem. Especially for me, because Soraya’s gem was inside the Worm God as well. Unfortunately, I hadn’t thought of an effective delivery system for a drakesalt spike large enough to kill a giant like Krah-Mirogah. No, scratch that—I’d thought of a bunch of ways to do it, but nothing that I could realistically build in twelve days, even with an army of kobolds helping.

“Killing Krah-Mirogah is on the to-do list,” I said. But how long did Kamlai have? That monster was so huge that there was probably a decent amount of breathable air in its body cavities. She might not be dead yet. But, still⁠—

I noticed a commotion at one of the automaton infantry groups. It was one of the really big worms, devouring automatons left and right, but it wasn’t shriveling up. I cursed as I realized what it was doing. This thing was smarter than the rest. It was crushing the machines in its tentacles before eating them, so they were too damaged to tap it from the inside. This was a problem.

Two loud bangs erupted from the top of the nearest longbed auto-wagon as the kobolds fired their mounted Xichota ballistic cannons. I saw a section of the big dreadworm’s flesh start to shrivel up. It looked like only one had hit, and now they had to frantically reload as the wounded aberration plowed through the ranks of automatons to get them, the worm-lanterns no longer sufficient to mask their hostile intent.

Silently, I urged the kobolds to throw their wagon in reverse and flee, but they were only backing up partway in response to the charging dreadworm. It wasn’t fast enough. They were going to be overcome... is what I thought, but a series of explosions rang out from above, and the giant worm shrieked as it began to shrivel up. I looked up to see the welcome sight of the Azalea’s Legacy zooming in, beautiful and distinctive, with bright, colorful Amazonian murals painted across its hull—and another ship as well. What?

“Tigress to Stud,” came Mina’s voice over the talk-stone. “What’s with starting early and shit? And after we went through all the trouble to bring a surprise present.”

I took another look at the second ship, crewed entirely by purple kobolds, and I recognized it as the Six Cups—the derelict craft we’d discovered when we’d landed the Azalea’s Legacy.

“Sorry, Tigress,” I said through the talk-stone. “The Mirogans got impatient. But that is a nice surprise. Who’s on the helm?”

“Supreme Dragon Champion here,” came Dyxi’s voice over the stone. “I here to chew blackroot and kick ass. And I all out of blackroot.”

I rolled my eyes and took another look at the Six Cups, which had been fixed up, had a bunch of Xichota cannons bolted on top of the pre-existing arcane ones, plus additional cannons affixed on makeshift swivel-mounts, but the weirdest modification was to the bowsprit. A cursory glance told me that the radiator pipes had been messed with, but I had to peer harder with my arcane sense to figure out what I was really looking at, and the realization left me gobsmacked.

“Holy shit, Champion,” I said. “You’re a fucking genius.”

“Supreme Dragon Champion!” barked Dyxi over the stone. “Say whole thing.”

“Okay, fine—Supreme Dragon Champion,” I said, though it was a mouthful. Well, it wasn’t like she hadn’t earned the title.

“What’s this?” said Delara. “Why is she a genius?”

“She’s redone the radiator pipes on the bowsprit,” I said, still feeling a bit in awe of the kobold’s ingenuity. “Packed them with salt and arranged them in the drakesalt spike pattern. If she can ram the ship into Krah-Mirogah, I think it’s powerful enough to kill him for good.”

“And then we can save Kamlai,” said Princess Athtara.

“Maybe,” I said. And recover Soraya’s gem. The scope of this battle had swung around so hard that it was making my head spin, and it was all thanks to Dyxi. Had I said that kobolds had lower average intelligence than other humanoids? I was starting to think that I’d been talking out of my ass.

“Well, we’ll only get one shot with that bowsprit and then we lose the Six Cups,” said Delara. “So let’s get as much use out of it before then. Tigress, go support Bondi and keep that giant monster’s attention focused on you two.”

“Wait, huh?” said Mina. “Oh, fuck me—Bondi can fly now?”

“She and the Crown of Dragonkind have made up, apparently,” I said, though I suspected the Crown’s own sense of self-preservation may have eased its wounded pride, since it would’ve been digested along with Bondi if it had continued sulking. But never mind that.

“Supreme Dragon Champion, how about you fly air support for the infantry until we’re ready to go in for the kill,” I said, though I was surprised at how unnecessary that still was. The Mirogans were taking forever to respond.

“Aye, Aye, Stud,” said Dyxi, and hearing her call me that felt weird, but I suppose I’d have to live with it.

“You picked ‘Stud’ as your call-sign?” said Athtara, and I could hear the amusement in her voice.

“No, I wanted ‘Magic Man,’ but I got overruled,” I grumbled, momentarily annoyed by the unfairness of it all. Even Dyxi got to pick her own sign.

Stud rolls off the tongue so much better, Master, came Soraya’s mirthful voice in my head.

And “Supreme Dragon Champion” did—never mind. I held my tongue as the Six Cups peeled off to the southeast, where a Mirogan infantry unit was gathering. If those soldiers reached one of the automaton formations, they could cut the defenseless machines down like they were harvesting wheat.

There were kobold skirmishers hiding within the automaton ranks, plus they had artillery support, but I didn’t expect that to hold off a sufficiently determined infantry charge for long. The kobolds had orders to pile in their wagons and retreat when it looked like they were going to be overrun. And a magitank could rush their position pretty easily.

I looked down to see a column of magitech vehicles approaching the city edge. Ah, there it was. I was about to alert the Six Cups to see if they could intercept, when the lead magitank suddenly exploded, causing the second vehicle to crash into it and also explode. The third vehicle managed to brake in time, and the column of eight ground to a halt. The end tank tried to back up, and then it, too erupted in a catastrophically expansive wave of arcane force and fire, trapping the rest of the column in the narrow street. More of the machines blew themselves to pieces, one by one.

Their Overload scripts had all been armed simultaneously, but variations in when their arcane cores had been activated, plus the differences in the cores themselves, meant they’d each be detonating at slightly different times. I’d designed the script to make the cores explode after roughly five minutes of activation, partly because that was easier to do, and partly to insure as many of them went off as possible.

I couldn’t expect all the Mirogans to get in their vehicles at the exact same time, and if the first tank crew had blown up instantly, the rest would’ve stopped getting in their machines and started checking for sabotage. This way would cause far more damage.

I counted the blasted wrecks beneath me as the surviving Mirogans fled their undetonated war machines. Five out of eight. Not bad at—no, whoops. Make that six out eight. Those kobolds really had been paying much better attention than I’d thought.

Explosions of various sizes echoed out from all across Jhar-Vakod, though some of that was from the pirate ship bombarding the city below, rather indiscriminately, and with total impunity. Naturally, a city built under impassable skies, save for rare celestial events, wouldn’t bother erecting air defenses. There were a handful of scroll-bikes harassing the pirates, to little effect. The bike-mounted guns were fixed forward, so they had to run straight at the ship to bring them to bear, lining themselves up for the arcane cannons to respond in kind.

I saw one scrollbike get caught in a cone of frost, the controls freezing up as the machine’s trajectory suddenly dipped dramatically, and its pilot was decapitated when he collided with the pirate ship’s keel. Another bike took a smarter attack route from a higher angle, using the pirate ship’s own sail-wings as a shield from the deck cannons, but didn’t notice the big ugly gnoll perched in the crow’s nest.

The gnoll whirled a set of chains overhead and then released them, as a huge, whirling spiked bolo shot out to wrap around the biker’s throat and tear him out of his saddle. I had to admire the gnoll’s skill, even as the biker landed briefly on the heavy cloth sail-wing to tumble off the back, while the scrollbike smashed into the mainmast at an angle, bouncing off and spinning away to crash into the city below.

Beneath the pirate ship, three of the big Elder Worms converged, the largest rearing up high in the air as its priestess drew on its power to boost her spell-range, and I saw the whole area around its helm erupt with dazzling kaleidoscopic patterns. The pirate ship listed and flew off in a random direction as the helmsman succumbed to the hypnotic magic, but I didn’t expect it to crash before one of its crew slapped some sense into the pilot.

But the Azalea’s Legacy sailed into the fray, unleashing a broadside of Xichota cannons at the cluster of dreadworms. One died instantly, while a second shrieked in agony as a portion of its flesh began to wither away. Mina then swerved the ship around to fly directly over the trio as a host of kobolds hurled what looked like weighted lawn darts overboard.

The wide tail-fins of these special drakesalt spikes caught the air as they plummeted downward, gaining terrific penetration power from gravity, and they fell upon the surviving dreadworms like rain. The massive creatures shriveled up like deflated balloons, as the Azalea’s Legacy flew past on its way to support Bondi, who was still leading the titanic Worm God on a merry chase of mass destruction across the city of Jhar-Vakod.

I felt my spirits lighten as I spotted purple signal smoke gush up from a motor-pool area near the slave pens. The jail-breakout had been a success. Things may have started out as a rushed cluster-fuck, but now it seemed like our battle-plan was going even better than expected. I could only pray our good fortune continued as we began the next phase of Operation Rescue the Princess.


Chapter 11

Jailbreak


Ipulled my scrollbike in between the huge cage-bed auto-wagons, parked next to the Mirogan slave prison, to drop off Athtara, who joined Delara, Kothara, and a host of amethyst dragonshields as they stormed the building. It was slightly risky, but the purple smoke meant that kobold warriors and skulker assassins had already mostly cleared out the building, and it was important that the princesses had to be seen leading the breakout, to cement it in their people’s heads that this was all their plan.

Other Xichota kobolds took up positions at the controls of the slave wagons, though I gave them strict instructions not to turn the wagons on until I had personally checked all of their cores for any errantly-placed Overload scripts. Thankfully, I didn’t find any, and I re-mounted my scrollbike, with Kint at my back, to fly up and hover invisibly over the area, to check for threats.

I saw some activity across the rooftops, but nobody was coming anywhere near us. Good so far. My plan to use the automatons to draw the troops out of the city center must be working. I flew up higher and scanned the outskirts of Jhar-Vakod. Huh, that was weird. Five out of the six infantry groups were still intact, still advancing on the city, and still slaughtering dreadworms as they went. And the Six Cups was wreaking vengeance on the Mirogans that had overrun the southwestern-most automaton unit, blasting them from above from a position of total safety.

But that meant our five other infantry groups didn’t currently have air cover. So why weren’t they being attacked? Where was the rest of the Mirogan army?

Well, Master, thought Soraya. Given the city-wide celebration going on barely twenty minutes prior, I’d say most of Mirog’s finest were occupied with drinking and whoring. So, perhaps not in the most battle-ready condition.

Oh, yeah—that was more good news for us. Wait, I did see a large group of infantry gathered to intercept the remaining eastern automaton group. They were all using the smoking wrecks of various Mirogan war-wagons as cover from the kobold cannoneers, but once the automatons reached them, our poor machine soldiers would be wiped out, and the kobolds in the longbed wagon would need to retreat to avoid being overrun.

The Mirogans had archers volley-firing over their cover into the automaton ranks, but they weren’t doing a ton of damage to the steel, brass, and hardwood bodies of our units. I was seeing one or two of them keel over with every volley, but most just kept on trudging along, arrow shafts sticking out of them at bizarre angles.

As they approached the smoking magitech hulks, I saw one of the automatons malfunction, its balance sensors going haywire, and it stumbled forward, charging the Mirogan lines in a jerky, zigzag, irregular stride, joints shrieking, while its limbs flailed about wildly, as its gyros continually tried and failed to slow it up to the correct pace. I winced as I prepared to watch my poor broken machine get hacked to pieces, but then, something unbelievable happened.

I heard screams of terror erupt from the Mirogan position, as all of their soldiers… dropped their weapons and ran away? What the fuck?

I heard Soraya’s delighted peals of laughter reverberate through my head, which was echoed by Kint pointing and guffawing at the scene as well.

Oh, Master, she thought, is it so surprising that these soldiers would be terrified of a massed column of rotting, shambling zombie-dolls—implacable, murderous golems who can slaughter their invincible, godlike dreadworms en masse? And are immune to arrows on top of that? Who would dare stand and fight against such a horrific enemy?

But… but they’re completely harmless, I thought, as I continued to watch a single malfunctioning automaton chase something like fifty soldiers back towards the city limits before it finally face-planted and lay on the dusty ground, its limbs flopping about uselessly. None of its quarry realized they were no longer being pursued, and the rest of the automatons continued their slow, relentless advance, completely unimpeded.

The Mirogans don’t know that, Master, thought Soraya. Not many artificers among their infantry, I’d wager. Also, speaking of the Mirogan army in general, it would seem to me that they’re accustomed to having the dreadworms do all of the tough fighting for them, while they just march in to finish off the scattered and demoralized remnants of whatever is left. And then, to police the unarmed and disorganized civilian population afterwards. I’d bet that most of them have never once had to face a proper, coordinated assault by a determined military. I’d say this is a brand new experience for them.

You expected this? I thought. And you didn’t think to mention it to me?

I suspected something like this might happen, she thought back. Remember how all those raiders fled right after you killed that one Elder Worm? But I wasn’t totally sure—plus, it’s better to plan for the worst-case scenario, rather than the best. And I thought this might be a wonderful little surprise for you.

Well, that was a good point. Anticipating Mirogan incompetence and cowardice wouldn’t have made our plan any better. Fair enough, though it did mean those soldiers weren’t being drawn out of the Rephaites’ escape path in the way I’d wanted. We’d just have to adjust.

I lowered the scrollbike to hover over the parked slave wagons and began a steady perimeter patrol as Rephaites began to pour out of the prison and pile into the backs of the escape vehicles, directed by the princesses, Delara, and the kobold warriors. I noted Athtara had grabbed a long, loose shirt from somewhere, so she could face her subjects wearing more than jewelry and body paint. We managed to get all the surviving Rephaites packed into five big slave-wagons, though it wasn’t the most comfortable riding experience. Well, they’d just have to tough it out for the several hours that it would take to drive back to Rephara.

We got Kothara riding up front in the lead wagon and Athtara riding in the second from the front. I knew Delara would’ve preferred to keep them both safe in the middle, but they insisted on “Leading their people,” and getting Athtara one wagon back was the closest compromise she could get without destroying the fiction that the princesses were in charge. Sure, if they survived, tales of their bravery would help secure their political position, but none of that would be any use if they were dead. Well, we’d just have to ensure their safety, then.

Delara and I took flanking positions as the long, heavy slave-wagons pulled out from the prison courtyard, and began a slow, single-file trek through the dirt streets of Jhar-Vakod, heading south for freedom. I looked above for threats first, specifically for the pirate ship, which could potentially slaughter our entire convoy, but fortunately, they’d returned to bombard an entirely different quarter of the city, also staying well away from the rampaging Krah-Mirogah, as he continued to chase after Bondi while being harried by the Azalea’s Legacy.

From what I could see, the greatest amount of devastation to Jhar-Vakod came from the Mirogan’s own patron god, as he heedlessly crashed from one city-block to another. As I watched, the colossal dreadworm slammed his side into one of those soaring spires that jutted up into the sky like giant blades of grass, and it began to topple over in slow motion, disintegrating as it fell, its mass caving in roofs for nearly three city blocks, causing who knew how many deaths from the Worm God’s negligence.

Our convoy should be safe from dreadworms, as all our vehicles were fitted with Worm Lanterns, but I saw flashes of light from those other needle-spires, and wondered if that was in response to our breakout. Soraya was doing what she could to mask our presence, but our group of five slave wagons was too long for her to hide entirely, while keeping both Delara and me invisible. Indeed, I began to notice surviving Mirogan soldiers swarming over the rooftops and walkways, heading on an intercept course, while untampered magitanks began to do likewise on the city streets, along with dreadworms whose riders had prevented them from rushing out to the slaughter on the city outskirts.

I flew higher to get a better sense of how we might alter our escape route, and got bad news. We were already heading down one of the wider paths in Jhar-Vakod. All the side streets were narrower, we’d have to slow down to turn, and if any of the teams of kobold drivers got stuck on one of the corners, we’d be completely fucked. They were already having enough problems driving mostly straight as it was. We just had to keep the Mirogans at bay while keeping our current course and hope for the best.

I called in Dyxi to try and bombard the magitank columns, while I peeled off to intercept one of the hordes of hobgoblins racing over the rooftops. I pulled out my Orb of Dragon’s Breath and blasted out with a huge wave of fire, catching several dozen of the Mirogans as they were squeezing onto a narrow walkway, incinerating them and setting the roof alight. The soldiers not caught in the blast turned and ran for cover, and I encouraged their flight with some parting shots from the scrollbike’s main gun. But that was just one group out of dozens.

It seemed like every soldier too chicken to fight the automatons were converging on us instead. Dammit! That was the exact opposite of what I wanted. I didn’t bother trying to fight the vehicles, as I had nothing that would get past their shields, leaving that to Dyxi in the Six Cups.

Well, she made short work of the dreadworms, easily sailing over them and dispatching them with hails of dart-bombs, but the tanks were a different story. Most of the scavenged cannons on the Six Cups appeared to be anti-personnel, with only two or three possessing genuine anti-armor punching power. And they weren’t designed to be fired straight down. Bombs were the ideal weapon for this scenario, but I guessed the Six Cups had a lot of anti-worm darts and no anti-tank bombs—or else, they’d already used them all.

Plus, the ship had a minimum airspeed that it had to maintain, or else it would stall out, or require direct thrust from its arcane keel, which would suck the energy in the arcane core dry. So the Six Cups had to make constant, wheeling passes over the tank columns, banking the ship to give its cannoneers a firing angle on the vehicles below. Those weren’t easy shots to make, and a lot of them were missing.

Meanwhile, Delara and I were desperately trying to thin the ranks or delay the swarms of soldiers racing over the rooftops like ants. I used up the frost and poison attacks on the Orb of Dragon’s Breath before I realized that I was effectively wasting it. Even though I was taking out scores of soldiers, that wasn’t enough.

Delara tried destroying the walkways with her main gun, but a surprising number of them were supported by stone archways beneath. Soraya ended up being the most effective, creating localized illusions that made the walkways and building edges appear to be in the wrong place. But even those would only get a handful of hobgoblins to fall over the edges, before the rest would get wise and find the real walkway by touch. And Soraya’s illusions were useless against the magitanks, with their truesight optics packages. We pulled out every trick we had to slow down the Mirogan hordes, but in the end, it didn’t matter.

I felt my heart sink as I saw a huge magitank swing into the convoy’s path. It was at least twice the size of the Sandcat, with massive, six-foot tires at the end of each of its six legs. Its thick carapace was adorned with so many unnecessary spikes that it looked like a porcupine, and many of those spikes were adorned with heads.

In particular, I noticed a lot of purple kobolds as recent additions to its grisly decorations, ahead of the many colorful pennants popping up further back on the tank’s roof. The largest skull, that of a giant boar, was affixed to the front, and had been dipped in chrome. The sides of the tank had two open hatches, from which two huge, mangy dogs stuck their heads out, their long tongues lolling out from their open, toothy jaws. And sitting atop the gunner’s hatch of the machine’s giant cannon, flanked by attendants, was High King Warun, his evil, toothy grin unobscured by his open-faced helmet. Well, that explained where the rest of the Mirogans had got their courage from.

He held up a hand, and all of his troops stopped moving and fell silent. As this happened, I heard Delara’s voice hiss over the talk-stone.

“This is Green Knight,” she said. “Drop my invisibility.”

Delara popped into existence, her scrollbike hovering halfway between the boar-tank and our convoy.

“High King Warun of Mirog,” she intoned, Soraya’s magic boosting the volume of her voice. “I, Delara clan Perone, of the Amazon Nation, daughter of Sir Benoit Levesque, Knight-Errant of the Kingdom of Kayaux, do hereby challenge you to single combat.”

Well, that was desperate, wasn’t it? I mean, I couldn’t blame her for trying, but even Warun wasn’t dumb enough to agree to a duel when he held all the cards and was about to win. What kind of idiot would do that?

Delara later explained to me that this whole “single-combat-between-leaders” thing had a very long and storied history between warring, tribal cultures, and for good reason. Just imagine that you’re a small-to-medium-sized tribe, and you’ve got some beef with a similar tribe on adjacent territory. Like, a lot of cow theft or something.

Well, you could get all the able-bodied fighters on your team to fight everyone on their team, but then, even if you won, a lot of people on your side would die in the process. And then there’d be less people around to herd cattle, or hunt, or gather berries, or do any of the various tasks that needed doing in order for the tribe to survive.

So, rather than having everyone fight, both sides could opt to having just two people fight instead. Which would suck if you were the one picked to duel and you lost, but if you won—well, you’d be the fucking Man, wouldn’t you? Every single person on your clan who didn’t have to face death, because you did it for them, would owe you a lifelong debt of gratitude, and, if you were the tribe’s leader, you were guaranteed to stay leader for years and years to come.

Of course, the Mirogans appeared to be at least a few generations removed from mere hunter-gatherers, but those types of traditions had a way of sticking around long after they’d outlived their usefulness, particularly when they revolved around values like honor and bravery.

So, Warun didn’t immediately dismiss Delara’s challenge out of hand. The huge bugbear just smirked as he brought his own talk-stone up to his mouth, amplifying his voice so all his troops could hear.

“Oh? A challenge, eh?” he said, as he eyed Delara up and down. “Well, that sounds like fun, but what’s in it for me, eh? I don’t bother scrapping with any little pup who wants to make a name for themselves.”

Delara frowned, as she tried to muster a decent answer, but before she could speak, Princess Kothara’s voice rang out across the rooftops.

“High King Warun of Mirog,” she said, Soraya’s amplification passing to her as she climbed halfway out of the slave-wagon’s open window. “Do you still wish to be King of Rephara? Because your priestess’ ceremony appears to be ruined, and it will be decades before another Convergence happens. If you take me by force now, you will never be the true King. But, if you defeat my champion in fair single combat, then I swear by the Moon God Yarih, and upon my honor as a Rahabian, that I will marry you willingly and perform the sacred rites to make you true Rephaite royalty. But only if you allow the rest of my people safe passage home in return.”

Warun narrowed his eyes at that, and it seemed he might balk, but then Athtara popped out from the second wagon cab. “And I, too, make the same pledge as my sister. By the holy name of Yarih, and upon my honor as a Rahabian, I will do as she does.”

That caused a grin to split the bugbear’s ugly face. “Two princesses, eh? Well, I do like being King. All right, Girly. Let’s do this.”

“Sire, you can’t be possibly be serious,” protested one of his advisors. “This is madness. We have them surrounded. They have no—urk!”

The advisor never finished his sentence, as Warun casually reached out, caught him by the hair, and slammed his skull onto one of the steel spikes, in one ear and out the other. The poor hobgoblin’s body flopped about and twitched on the magitank roof, his eyes wide open and staring at nothing, while Warun betrayed no more of a reaction than as if he’d swatted a fly, while tiny streams of blood spurted out to stain his dense, matted body hair.

“All right, you maggots,” said Warun, to his assembled host. “Y’all ready for a show? Our arena will be right there.” And he pointed to a nearby roof, flat on top with no obstructions, save for a few chimneys at the edges. “Clear that out. The princesses and their champion stay. Everyone else in their little caravan can fuck off however they like, and leave them be. After all, they’ll be my loyal subjects before long.”

Fuck. I didn’t like this, but I didn’t see any alternative. No—wait! I lowered my scrollbike down so I could whisper in Princess Kothara’s ear. We could have illusionary versions of the princesses stay, while the real ones escaped.

Unfortunately, that idea was shot down. She’d just sworn an oath on the name of their god, and their family dynasty. She couldn’t do that and resort to treachery. Well, there was a good deal more riding on this than just their honor. Like, if their Godvault was opened, maybe the fate of the known universe. But sorry, a Rephaite Princesses’ word had to be golden. Gaah!

I had no choice but to allow them to ascend the ladder up to the rooftop, though I made sure that they were accompanied by ten kobold dragonshields. I wasn’t sure what difference they’d make against over a hundred hobgoblins, but something was better than nothing.

As the two princesses began their climb, the Rephaites in the slave wagons reached out through the bars for them, calling out thanks and benediction. Kothara and Athtara turned on the ladder and waved back, putting on a brave smile for their people, as High King Warun ascended a ladder on the other side of the building. I popped my scrollbike up to roof level, where I got a good look at the hordes of hobgoblins surrounding us from all sides, jeering and catcalling.

“Pay those idiots no mind,” said Delara, who’d already landed her bike, with Mar darting off to attend the princesses. “And don’t worry, Stud. I’ve got this. Codros was way tougher than this asshole.”

No doubt, but we’d needed to shoot Codros with a cannon, plus a full torrent of dragonfire, before he went down, though that didn’t seem like the best thing to bring up right now. Delara seemed to sense my worry, and she leaned in for a kiss.

“Now, I’ve got that for luck,” she said, grinning like a kid, “Plus, this is a duel to defend the honor of two princesses. There’s no way I’m going to lose. So, don’t you worry about a thing. Just make sure the Rephaites reach safety, and come right back to me. I’ll be waiting right here.”

“I’ll make it quick,” I said, and watched anxiously as Warun’s huge magitank and the other Mirogan vehicles began a slow reverse trek, until they could back into the side streets and make way for our convoy.

Delara stopped over by the corner where the dragonshields and the princesses were huddled, bowing and kissing their hands, while they tore off strips of their clothing and tied them around the half-orc’s wrists. Delara finished collecting her tokens and stepped out towards the center of the roof, where High King Warun awaited, leering at them.

“Enjoy the little favors while you can,” he said. “Because I’m the one who’ll be getting the good stuff tonight. Two sisters, heh.”

“Oh, is that such a grand thing?” said Delara, cooly. “To acquire two wives who will hate you for the rest of their lives? That sounds like misery to me.”

“Pah!” said Warun. “Fat lot you know. I got twenty-two wives, and half of ‘em hate my guts. What difference does it make? I’m the one with power, and they just gotta live with it. That’s how the world is. The strong make the rules, and the weak gotta do what we say.”

“Oh, really?” said Delara. “My apologies, then. I thought you were a bugbear, but it seems that you are actually some kind of immortal. One who will never get injured, or sick, or old, and be in need of someone to care for them.”

“If that shit happens, they can go ahead and slit my throat,” said Warun. “I wanna die in battle, not laid up in soiled bedsheets like some fucking cripple.”

“If that is your wish, then I shall grant it—today,” said Delara, snapping her spear out to full length.

“Not today, Girly,” said Warun, as he unbuckled the scabbard that held his greatsword strapped to his back, and then unsheathed the massive blade.

I wanted to watch further, but the convoy was starting to pull away, and I had no choice but to follow.

Don’t worry, Master, thought Soraya. Delara is an exemplary fighter. I don’t see her losing to the likes of King Warun.

And I didn’t see the likes of King Warun ever actually honoring his word, either. But I just had to hope that she could hold out long enough for me to finish my escort and get back to her in time. I heard the clang of steel on steel behind me as I willed the convoy to speed up, praying our pre-fight kiss didn’t end up being her last kiss goodbye.


Chapter 12

A Motley Crew


Calista slithered through the ziggurat complex as fast as her snake body could take her, desperately seeking an exit somewhere. This place was a fucking maze, which did help her when it came to breaking Rhatha’s sight lines, but it was a nightmare for actually escaping to someplace safe.

Not that Calista had any real plans for making that happen. She was going as fast as she could, and she could tell that the High Priestess was gaining on her. Was she using sorcery to enhance her speed? That was no good. Calista could feel the unnatural bolts of blackness nipping at her tail every time she was forced through any kind of straight path. She had to find better cover.

But luck was not with her, as she made another turn to find herself in a expansive plaza, full of oblong columns jutting out of a wide, shallow pool, barely a foot deep with a host of small, brightly-multicolored squid-like creatures jetting about. Light filtered in from above, partially obscured by odd purple vines with blue-green leaves, twining through the upper wood and stone lattice like a parasitic infection. But there was something that looked like an exit, on the far side of the pool and a quarter of the way down the plaza.

Calista dived into the pool, scattering the squid-things and weaving through the columns, her body skimming across the water’s surface while her coils propelled her along. For a minute Calista really thought she’d be able to make it. Her human half got a yard away from escape before she felt Rhatha’s aberrant magic clamp down on her tail, sending spasms of pain rippling throughout her whole body, and causing her to drop her scale armor.

Calista felt herself dragged back through the water, and she twisted around to confront the High Priestess, who stood fuming at the edge of the pool, as more tendrils of purplish-black arcane energy shot out from her obscene magic rod to wrap around the lamia’s form.

“Rhatha, Dearie,” said Calista. “No need for rough ssstuff. We can talk thiss⁠—”

But another bolt of magic shot out to hit her in the throat, stealing the sound from her body.

“No! No more talk from you,” snarled Rhatha. “I’ve heard enough. Just shut the fuck up!”

Bands of obsidian energy pinned Calista’s arms at her sides, while the tendrils from the Rod of Rega’zidrun began to wrap her own snake tail around her human torso, presumably for easy transport.

“You have made a mockery of the most holy ceremony of Krah-Mirogah,” said Rhatha, through gritted teeth. “The blasphemy of your actions defies belief. The fact that Grandfather Worm only eats live prey is all that’s keeping me from dismembering you right here and now. But you will go back to Krah-Mirogah, and he shall ravish and devour you, as is proper, and I will see my divine plan come to fruition.

“You know what an actual plan is, yes? No, of course you don’t. All you do is follow whatever base impulse that enters your head. Really, what did you think you’d accomplish by running? You have nowhere to flee too, no one who will shelter you in this city. Face it, you worthless snake—there is no-one in Jhar-Vakod who gives a single shit as to whether you live or die!”

“MMMphh HHMM HHhhrrMM MPHH!”

Both women’s heads snapped around, and Calista’s eyes went wide as she saw the leather-clad form of Byago streak into view, Rhatha’s Silence spell preventing her from reminding the monk to unzip his mask again.

“What? You?” said Rhatha. “Begone.”

An explosion of purple-black darts erupted from the Rod of Rega’zidrun and shot out straight at Byago. But the monk somehow managed to weave through the hail of magical projectiles, even slapping some of them aside, closing the gap to Rhatha and then jabbing her in multiple precise locations with his fingers.

Rhatha screamed in agony and fell into the pool. Calista felt her own magical bonds release, and she splashed down as well. Quickly, she whipped her tail around. She had to take this chance to⁠—

Black lightning exploded in a nova all around Rhatha, and Calista felt her muscles seize up, as dead squid creatures floated up to the surface of the electrified pool. Byago had been caught in the blast as well, though he kept on his feet, spasming and shaking, as Rhatha flew up and backwards to get clear of him, hovering in the center of the pool, just beneath the vine ceiling.

“You wretched dog,” snarled Rhatha, and Calista could see magic from the Rod of Rega’zidrun pouring into the High Priestess’ body to counteract whatever pressure-point fuckery Byago had hit her with. It was weird—whatever it was didn’t seem like actual healing, though.

“You dare lay your filthy hands on the High Priestess of Krah-Mirogah himself?” she spat. “Prepare for torment, you cockroach. I shall slowly peel the flesh from your bones and preserve your mind as I do it. You shall feel every horrifying second of your demise, helpless to do anything except scream, and rue the day you ever dared defy the will of High Priestess Rhatha Tak. What do you say to that, you disgusting vermin?”

Byago stood stock-still, gazing up at Rhatha with something approaching reverence as he unzipped his mask.

“Oh, great and wise High Priestess of Krah-Mirogah,” he said, eyes glittering. “While I do not intend to die today, if die I must, I cannot imagine a more exquisite path of suffering than what you have offered me here today. Thank you, High Priestess, for presenting such marvelous spiritual fulfillment. Regardless of the outcome of our battle, I shall achieve satisfaction either way.”

Rhatha’s mouth dropped open for a second, and then her lips curled up in a sneer of disgust.

“Ew, gross,” she said. “You’re some kind of weirdo pervert, aren’t you? Fine—I suppose I’ll just kill you, then.”

Rhatha gestured with her obsidian rod, and a forest of rubbery black tentacles sprung up around Byago’s feet. They hissed and made obscene liquid noises as they grasped for him, but the monk was too quick, and he leapt out of their reach. Rhatha summoned yet another patch of tentacles, and Byago evaded them again, while Calista dived for safety behind one of the columns, retrieving her armor and putting it back on as quickly as she could. Even with a magical fit, wearing it without even a thin gambeson was uncomfortable as hell—but it was better than not wearing it at all.

Meanwhile, Rhatha and Byago continued to play a game of cat-and-mouse. Rhatha should have been winning, but Byago had an uncanny ability to run straight up the columns and change the direction of his leap mid-air. Slowly he was closing the gap, and suddenly he rocketed out of the pool, zigzagging by kicking off of two columns, flying in a collision course straight at Rhatha—only to be stymied as he crashed into a curtain of tentacles that fell down from the underside of the stone arch that Rhatha had positioned herself behind.

Byago fought hard and skillfully against the thick tentacles that threatened to strangle him, but one of them wormed its way into his spiked collar and began to use it as a garrote. Byago fumbled with the collar buckle, but the other tentacles kept fouling his grip.

Calista tried to sneak up on Rhatha from her blind side. Calista couldn’t technically jump, but if she lunged out using her full body length, she could reach much greater heights than most humanoids. If she could catch hold of Rhatha just long enough to enter a grapple, she could⁠—

But Rhatha turned, grinned, and shot another heavy cord of deep purple energy that caught Calista around the neck, and began to drag her out into the open. Things were looking dire when a tiny black blur shot out of the shadows and caught a glancing blow off of Rhatha’s scalp.

“Ahh! Fuck!” Rhatha screamed and clutched at her head, wobbling midair as the spells restraining both Calista and Byago fizzled, and the bloody black throwing knife flew up to lodge in the vine ceiling. Two more knives came zipping out from behind one of the stone columns, but this time Rhatha was ready for it, and they bounced harmlessly off her arcane shield, as the Rod of Rega’zidrun emitted more purple-black magic tendrils to wrap around the High Priestess’ head wound like bandages.

“Alright, who did that?” fumed Rhatha. “This shit has stopped being cute. I’m fed up. Who wants to get squashed like the disgusting little insect that you are?”

“You want to know my name, evildoer?” came a voice, from another corner of the plaza. Eh? Well, that kind of sounded like Bramble, only with a bad cold or maybe a throat infection.

Rhatha hurled a crackling orb of darkness into the voice’s corner, which exploded out in a sphere of forked purple lightning, flooding the entire area with deadly electricity, but hitting nothing.

“My name is one that strikes fear into the hearts of tyrants and criminals everywhere,” came the voice, from yet another location, which promptly got pointlessly electrified, while Calista wondered when Bramble had learned to throw her voice like that. And did she realize that she was a criminal too? Like, kill-on-sight-on-most-shardworlds level of criminal?

“To hear my name means doom for scum like you, but I’ll say it if you really want to know, villain.” Another lightning ball exploded where the halfling burglar wasn’t.

“I… am… Bramblefang!” And this time her voice seemed to come from everywhere at once. Rhatha looked about in confusion, before a section of the vines directly overhead disintegrated, and a diminutive black-clad figure plummeted through.

“I am VENGEANCE,” squeaked Bramble, “I am the NIGHT!”

Rhatha flinched away just in time for Bramble’s dagger to sink into her shoulder instead of her neck. The High Priestess screamed in pain, but she conjured a black tendril from her rod to wrap around Bramble’s dagger-arm before it could descend for the killing blow. The force would’ve lifted the halfling into the air, but she reached out with her free hand and managed to hook a finger in Rhatha’s nostril.

“Ow! You little shit,” said the High Priestess, her face twisted up in irritation, and Calista caught a better glimpse of the new Bramble. She’d dyed all of her clothes and armor black, had added a black cape to her ensemble, and wore a black bandanna with two eye-holes cut into it over her head, with her three red Scourge slashes covering both her mask and her bare lower face—wait, what? Bramble had actually applied her Scourge paint correctly?

But Calista’s view of the halfling’s face got obscured again, as Rhatha’s tendril switched direction and yanked forwards, hurling Bramble into a nearby stone column back-first. The black-clad halfling plummeted into the pool, stunned and coughing up blood, as Rhatha sealed up her own shoulder with arcane bindings, and summoned a massive scythe made of purple-black energy.

She raised the scythe, prepared to end Bramble for good, when a stoppered flask flew out at her from behind a different stone column. Rhatha dismissively blocked it with another arcane shield, only for the flask to disintegrate, releasing what appeared to be soap bubbles, only they were all exactly the same size, and arranged in a perfect grid. The bubbles melted through the shield, as rows and columns of bubbles formed on top of each other, engulfing Rhatha in a flawless ten-foot cube of transparent spheres, causing her scythe to disappear as she dropped down into the water, gasping in surprise at the sudden loss of all her magical emanations.

Enobaria didn’t give her any time to recover, hurling a vial of frost as she charged down the center of the plaza. The vial spilled open directly in front of the High Priestess, freezing the pool solid with three of her limbs stuck in the ice, along with the Rod of Rega’zidrun.

Rhatha screamed as Enobaria tossed a healing potion to Bramble, and then chucked a sealed round jar at the trapped High Priestess. Calista recognized the fire bomb, and prepared to see Rhatha get cooked alive, but at the very last second the Rod of Rega’zidrun reactivated, whipping out a black tentacle that broke through the ice and slapped the bomb up into the ceiling, where it exploded and set the vines ablaze.

Enobaria pulled another flask from her bandolier and flung it at Rhatha, but this time the High Priestess threw her arcane shield outwards to intercept the projectile early, while flying back herself, so she was well clear of the bubble-cube when it formed. Wait, she could do that? That was cheating!

And now Rhatha still had her powers, while Enobaria was caught out in the open. Rhatha hurled a deep purple spear at the Dark Elf, catching her in the shoulder, despite her best effort to twist away. Rhatha raised her hand to cast again, but Enobaria disappeared in a dome of darkness fifteen feet high.

Rhatha sneered and split her next magical spear into dozens of dagger-like shards, which she hurled into the blackness in wave after wave. The only response came from the edge of the dome, as another flask flew out, but this was a feeble toss, so wobbly and off-target that Rhatha didn’t bother acknowledging it. It tumbled past her, off to the side, right to Byago, its actual target. Rhatha recognized the ruse just in time to spin and project a shield at the monk as he caught the flask midair. The shield slammed into Byago’s chest and knocked him back, but he’d already lobbed the flask over to Bramble, who grabbed it and whipped it right into the back of Rhatha’s head.

The High Priestess was submerged in the bubble cube, and Calista didn’t wait for the outcome, diving into the pool, dodging past several frozen squid-cicles as Rhatha fell into the water again, and now the Scourge pirates converged on her from every angle, trying to grab hold of her before her powers returned. Calista got close enough to see the droplets of water on Rhatha’s skin reflect the firelight from above as the High Priestess backed away, and saw the fear on her face morph into triumph as her magic re-kindled, catching all the pirates in a burst of purple electricity that shot out in every direction.

Calista felt her muscles seize up as spots swam before her eyes, but before she had a chance to recover, a wave of thunder and force exploded outwards from Rhatha. Calista felt her ears ring as the wave slammed into her like a concrete wall, hurling her backwards to land at the edge of the pool. Every part of her human body felt like one continuous bruise, and took a supreme force of will to raise her head to see what happened.

What she saw was dire. All the pirates were separated and stunned, while giant spiderweb cracks permeated the stone columns and flaming chunks of vines and lattice rained down all around them. The damage even extended out to the stone blocks of the ziggurat. Rhatha hovered over all of them, and she summoned more black energy daggers over the dazed pirate crew, preparing to fill them all full of holes, but Calista’s attention was distracted by the cracks in the ziggurat—why were they getting wider, when Rhatha wasn’t doing any⁠—

And then the side of the ziggurat exploded, and a figure clad in black chains and hellish blood-red arcane energy charged through.

“EXAVOTH WILL PUNISH YOU FOR YOUR INSOLENCE, WITCH—And Don’t You Dare Hurt My Friends!” screamed Eggs, and the second part of the sentence was less bass-amplified, like two different entities were talking, but Calista had no time to reflect on that, as Eggs whipped the massive Doomblade around, the infernal sword set to slice Rhatha in two.

The High Priestess got her shield up in time, and it held against Exavoth’s power, but the force of the blow was enough to send her rocketing out of the plaza and into the city streets of Jhar-Vakod.

“Sorry I’m Late, Captain. This Place Is A Maze, And I—” but Eggs stopped speaking as a torrent of deep purple bolts blasted in from outside. The Doomblade twisted around to act as a shield—it really was bigger than her. And when the rain bolts subsided, the demon took control again.

“FOUL STRUMPET! SO YOU TRULY WISH FOR DEATH, DO YOU? WELL, EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS SHALL GRANT YOUR DESIRE. WE SHALL FLAY YOU ALIVE!”

And then Eggs charged out to continue the battle, feet hovering off of the ground as the loops of skull-chains extended out from her body and rippled along the ground, propelling her after her quarry at terrific speed. Calista mustered the strength to haul her bruised self over to Enobaria, along with the rest of her pirates, while the Dark Elf alchemist handed out healing potions.

Only after the restorative elixir took effect did the full realization hit Calista: her entire crew was here. They’d come for her! They hadn’t abandoned her after all. The lamia felt a completely novel type of joy and happiness bubble up in her chest, but she fought hard not to show any outward signs of it. A proper Captain had to be above such things.

“Took you long enough to get here, First Mate,” said Calista. “I was ssseconds away from getting all sslurped up by that giant pervert Worm God.”

“Apologies, Captain,” said Enobaria, grimacing as she pulled herself to her feet. “Trying to fight all these savages on the ground would’ve been suicide. We had to get our ship and wait for the skies to clear, so we could engage in a proper Scourge pirate raid.”

“Well, of course, First Mate,” said Calista. “That’s just thinking logically. I figured that’s what you were doing this whole time. But never mind that—Enobaria, how many of those bubble-flask things do you have left?”

“Logic Bombs, Captain.”

“Logic Bombs?” said Calista, arching an eyebrow, “That’s a thing?”

“If you’re fighting aberrations or chaos demons, then yes. Otherwise they’re useless,” said Enobaria, and frowned at the thought. “Actually, they’re not as effective as I hoped they’d be in this case, either. I really thought they’d have done more than silence her artifact for a few seconds.”

Well, the Rod of Rega’zidrun had been powered up by this crazy Convergence, plus one-quarter of the sacrificial ceremony. Calista stared off into the city, where Rhatha and Exavoth continued to battle, zipping around like crazy, while stray bolts of purple-black or blood-red energy would fly out, piercing through entire rows of buildings, or slicing through the upper-level walkways, the sheer energy of the blasts sending fiery shards of wood and fragments of heavy rope pinwheeling through the air.

A heavy explosion sent Rhatha soaring over the city skyline, giving Calista a good look at her. The High Priestess now had eight segmented legs projecting out her back, eight feet long and composed of deep purple solid force. She’d clipped the Rod of Rega’zidrun to the tabard fasteners at her waist, for both her forearms had been encased in purplish-black sheathes of magic, that extended out to form enormous, elongated blades.

Rhatha’s unnatural eight legs absorbed the impact as she collided back-first with the lower steps of the ziggurat, and then thrust against the stone, popping her back up to meet the pursuing Exavoth head-on. They clashed midair, Exavoth’s blade and chains whirling about to clang against Rhatha’s magical spider-legs and sword-arms, which could extend, bend and whip around, making them a nightmare to defend against.

Eggs was taking some nasty hits, but it wasn’t slowing her down, as her wounds would catch fire and close up as she fought, and Calista remembered Eggs telling her that Exavoth wouldn’t let her die. Something else was different, though it took Calista a few seconds to figure out what it was. In the brief few moments that she’d seen Exavoth active during the Battle of Jitter Forest, she’d gotten the impression that the sword was doing all the work, while Eggs just hung limply onto its hilt like a human pennant. But now Eggs was clearly fighting alongside the Doomblade, though her form was beyond crude.

Calista wasn’t sure what to make of that, though it seemed like a good thing, as the two combatants plummeted out of the sky to disappear behind the roofline. The sounds of the havoc they were wreaking echoed across the city, as Calista turned to regard the rest of her crew.

“Will those Logic Bombs hurt Exavoth any?” she asked Enobaria.

“I don’t think so,” said the Dark Elf. “Exavoth is infernal, not chaotic. I’m ninety-five percent sure.”

“Good,” said Calista. “Sso, how many more of those things we got?”

“One, Captain.”

“Oh—okay,” said Calista, trying to hide her disappointment. “No, that’s perfect. One more is all we need. A few seconds of no powers is more than enough time for Exavoth to chop that bitch into pieces.”

“True enough, Captain,” said Byago. “But reaching her at this point might be difficult. The way the two of them are crashing about, it’d be a challenge for even me to catch up with them.”

“Sso, we bring them to us,” said Calista. “It’s me she’s really after—and she needs me alive. Let’s bring the Gloom Shrike around and make like I’m about to board it and run away. That should get her attention.”

“Solid plan, Citizen,” said Bramble, in her new high-pitched-but-gravely voice. And also she’d wrapped one edge of her cape around her arm and was holding it in front of her face, for some reason. Whatever. Calista could deal with whatever this was later.

They got into position, with Calista atop a nearby roof. She waited until the two combatants randomly crashed into a building about two blocks away, and then she broke the vial of red smoke that Enobaria had given her. The Gloom Shrike swung over about fifty feet overhead and dropped a rope.

Calista grabbed the rope and waited, while nothing happened. Rhatha was just too focused on Eggs. Now that was just downright insulting, and the Gloom Shrike had to be draining its core something awful just hovering there.

The ship unloaded with a volley from their arcane cannons. Who was manning them? The kobolds? Their aim sucked. Forget calling them in for fire support.

But they did succeed in finally drawing Rhatha’s attention. The High Priestess shoved Exavoth away to get space and came charging after them as the Gloom Shrike began to ascend. Calista held onto the rope and rose with it. The tip of her tail had just left the ground when Rhatha lashed out with one of her sword-arms, stretching it out to twice as long as Calista had ever seen it go. It neatly sliced through the escape rope, about a yard above the lamia’s grip.

Calista dropped back down to the roof, and made a show of reacting to the severed rope end. “Oh No,” she called out, waving the rope around for emphasis. “I’m Sso Ssscrewed.”

With that, she turned, grabbed the edge of the roof, and let her snake body tumble down until it was dangling its full length beneath her. Then she let go and allowed her coils to easily absorb the force of the fall, before turning to flee further down the street.

Rhatha came tearing over the roof and crashed down into the avenue, which was Enobaria’s cue to chuck her flask, which flew over to Byago as he was running along one of the walls. Byago lobbed the flask over to its final target, only Rhatha was wise to the ruse, and projected her shield not at Byago, but in a path that intercepted the bomb before it had traveled more than two yards. The bomb exploded in a ball of lightning, as Bramble, who’d been carrying the real Logic Bomb this entire time, darted out of the shadows and hucked it at Rhatha’s unguarded back.

But Rhatha’s back turned out not to be so unguarded after all, as one of the spider legs lashed out, acting according to some preternatural instinct, slashing into the flash and detonating it early. Calista winced as the center of the ten-foot bubble cube sprang into existence at the end of Rhatha’s eight-foot spider-leg. Five feet worth of spider-leg vanished, and the cube’s momentum had it drifting towards the High Priestess’ body, but she managed to dive to one side, the cube dissolving most of her extra magical legs, but just barely missing the Rod of Rega’zidrun itself, before the bubbles hit the ground and popped. So Rhatha still had her blade-arms to hold up for defense as Exavoth crashed into her from above, and her spider-legs regenerated almost instantly, as she thrust them into the ground and pressed the attack, knocking Exavoth back into the air and charging after.

Mother-fucker! That had been their best chance, and they’d executed their plan perfectly. This just wasn’t fair. Calista was out of ideas now, other than hope that Eggs and Exavoth could just take out Rhatha on their own. But that was looking more and more dubious as their fight went on. Through her arcane sense, Calista could see the magical aura around Eggs and the Doomblade start to sputter and flicker. The movements of the cursed weapon had become far less crisp and snappy. Calista never thought that a sword could look tired, but this one did, and Eggs was receiving and healing wounds at such a rate that it looked like her entire body was on fire.

But Rhatha’s dark, twisted aura was still going strong. As Calista watched, the High Priestess executed a sudden spinning move with both blade-arms, slapping Exavoth down to crash into a rooftop, and then dropped on top to unleash a frenzy of downward chops. Shit! That might do damage faster than Eggs could regenerate. They had to help her.

But, before Calista could move, Enobaria caught her by the arm.

“Not that way Captain,” she said. “We have to go.”

“What?” said Calista.

“That was the last Logic Bomb. That was the only chance we had against her,” said the Dark Elf. “Now we have to cut our losses and get the fuck out of here while we still can. We call the ship and get on it while she’s distracted. Odds are she won’t notice, or she’ll think it’s another trap and ignore it. It’s the only option we have left.”

“But Eggs will die if we do that,” said Calista.

“And everyone will die along with her if we don’t,” said Enobaria, her eyes hard with grim certainty. “It’s one or all, Captain. You know I’m right.”

Yes. Enobaria’s logic was impeccable, like always. That was the smart calculation. Don’t pick tough fights—pick the easy ones, and you were guaranteed a long career in piracy. That’s how she’d run her ship up until now.

So why was her entire being rebelling against what her First Mate was saying? It wasn’t because she cared so much about Eggs. Every time she’d tried talking with the unkempt, morose half-elf, she came away from the conversation kind of wanting to die. So, what was it? And a flash took Calista back to the Jitters, to when she’d been silenced and paralyzed, and watched her pirate crew drive away and abandon her to her fate, and what that had felt like.

“No, First Mate,” said Calista. “Sscourgers—into the fray! We’re going to sssave Eggs. That’s an order.”

They all broke into a sprint, though Enobaria retained enough breath to complain.

“What?” she said. “Captain, why?”

“The Sscourge don’t leave anyone behind.”

“What? Yes we do,” gasped the Dark Elf. “We do that shit all the time.”

“Not today, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “Today we’re gonna get that black-magic bitch.”

“You have a plan, then?”

“Yeah, we get her.”

“‘Get her’ is not a fucking plan, Captain,” said Enobaria, but she had to save her breath as they reached the ladders on the building’s side, though Byago could scale the wall without one, and Bramble simply grabbed Calista’s waist and rode her up as she squeezed the sides of the ladders with loops of her snake tail to push her way up to the top of the roof.

The four of them went over the top almost simultaneously, and Calista let out a battle cry, which was echoed by the rest of her crew, as they charged Rhatha’s position. The feeling of elation coursing through the lamia’s veins was like nothing she’d ever felt before. They couldn’t reach Rhatha immediately, however, as this building had a slanted roof, unlike most structures in Jhar-Vakod, with narrow walkways bolted into the slope.

At the roof’s apex, which had another flat area, Rhatha had managed to restrain Exavoth and Eggs, one of her sword-arms wrapped entirely around the massive blade of the infernal greatsword, while her spider-legs had tangled in the many skull-chains to hold them immobile. Eggs hung limply off the hilt of the Doomblade, still gripping it with both hands. She was a fiery, bloody mess, unresisting as Rhatha prepared to finish her off with her free sword-arm.

The High Priestess, who was now wrapped in so many wound-sealing magic bandages that she was nearly a mummy, paused to spare a scornful glance at the pirates clambering up the roof, and she dismissed her blade-arm and began to cast a spell.

“Gachra Tulluu Quasi—Ow! Stop that,” said Rhatha, for Eggs had taken one of her hands off the Doomblade and punched the High Priestess in the mouth. Rhatha slapped her hard across the face, sending a spray of blood everywhere, then started to cast again.

“Gachra Tul—Oof! Oh, that is enough out of you,” sputtered the High Priestess, as Eggs had punched her again. These were the most weak, pathetic, arms-only strikes imaginable, but they were hitting Rhatha in the mouth and interrupting her casting. Rhatha grabbed hold of Eggs’ wrist to restrain her, and then Eggs kicked her in the shins.

“Ow! Now this is pathetic,” snarled the High Priestess. “Don’t any of you fuckers know how to die with dignity?”

“Won’t let you…,” gasped Eggs, “hurt… my fr⁠—”

“Enough!” screamed Rhatha, re-forming her sword-arm to slash Eggs across the chest, hurling her into a nearby chimney, which collapsed into rubble. Then she held both blades overhead, as they curled around to form a type of magic circle, between which formed a titanically powerful ball of dark arcane energy, which she prepared to release on Eggs’ stunned form.

Calista was already slithering as fast as she could, but she wasn’t anywhere close enough to do anything as Rhatha hurled her orb of power down on Eggs, to finish her off once and for all. But Byago was far faster than any of them, and he closed the distance, gathering all of his mystic ki energy and releasing it all at once upon the massive magical projectile, miraculously deflecting it so it missed Eggs by inches, blasting a furrow through the far slope of the roof and smashing into a row of houses on the far side of the street, vaporizing them instantly.

But Byago paid a heavy price for his heroism. The flesh on his arms, chest, and face had been scalded raw, his mask burnt away, the metal of the zippers melted into his exposed muscles, and the meat on his hands and forearms so badly charred that they were starting to fall off his bones. Byago let out an indescribable shriek and fell on his back in front of Eggs, twitching and spasming, his arms still outstretched overhead.

Calista couldn’t spare him any concern as she closed the distance on Rhatha, only for the High Priestess to idly tap the Rod of Rega’zidrun, which still lay fastened at her hip. The obsidian artifact fired off a deep purple tendril that wrapped around Calista like a corkscrew, immobilizing her immediately. Enobaria pulled out a fat wooden stick from her bandolier, breaking the cap off and hurling it at Rhatha. The stick fell short and belched out jets of smoke, which the Dark Elf then charged into. Rhatha re-shaped one of her blade-arms into a wide paddle, which she waved about, dispersing the smoke enough to aim her other blade into Enobaria’s guts, catching her mid-lunge, the long blade of her rapier still about six inches short of the High Priestess’ heart.

Rhatha slapped the sword out of Enobaria’s lead hand, laughing scornfully. Desperately, the Dark Elf reached for a healing potion with her other hand, only for Rhatha to pluck it out of her trembling fingers. Rhatha kicked Enobaria off of her sword-arm as she gulped the potion down, and most of her deep-purple bindings vanished, as they were no longer needed.

Bramble took advantage of the distraction, hurling a dagger at Rhatha’s head, which the High Priestess blocked easily, as the halfling closed the gap and tackled her around the waist. Which would’ve been a great idea, if not for the ridiculous size difference. Rhatha laughed in genuine amusement as she casually swatted Bramble away. The halfling tumbled most of the way down the sloped roof, stopping only when she hit one of the wooden walkways below, where she lay in a senseless heap.

Rhatha didn’t waste any time gloating, turning to dispatch Enobaria first. As the High Priestess raised her sword-arms for the killing blow, time seemed to slow down. Time enough for Calista to lock eyes with her First Mate, Enobaria’s arm outstretched towards her, the Dark Elf’s lifeblood pouring down the sloped roof tiles in an ever-lengthening streak of red, the rise of her chest growing shallower with every breath—still Enobaria somehow managed to dig down into the last reserves of her strength, summoning the will to tense her hand, and extend her middle finger at her Captain.

Calista experienced a host of mixed emotions as Rhatha brought her sword-arms crashing down—to absolutely no effect. The High Priestess yelped as all of her deep-purple magical emanations dissolved into nothing, stumbling as she fell a few feet down to the rooftop, with an expression of sheer bafflement on her face.

All eyes turned to Rhatha’s hip, where the Rod of Rega’zidrun; an ancient artifact of unfathomable power; a relic born in an extra-cosmic realm of unknowable strangeness; a creation of a universe where fundamental laws of reality warped into perverse anti-logic; the symbol of the Worm Cult, that tied Rhatha directly to her god’s unholy power and also served as her occasional sex toy… was missing.

“Bramble Check,” came a weak voice from the bottom of the rooftop, as the halfling, still lying where she’d fallen, extended one arm up to display her prize: the Rod of Rega’zidrun, the finest bit of burglary that any thief could possibly imagine.

“What?” said Rhatha, her orange skin going pale. “No! Impossible. I⁠—”

And she desperately began to cast a spell, but Calista, her bindings vanished with all the other emanations, finally did what she’d been aiming to do this entire battle. She whipped the full length of her tail around in a huge arc, knocking Rhatha’s legs out from under her and causing her spell to fizzle.

And then it was simplicity itself to wrap her coils around the High Priestess, binding her arms to her body and muffling her mouth. And without her precious artifact, or the ability to cast spells, there just wasn’t much to Rhatha at all. She could kick her legs about in a futile gesture of defiance, but she had no possible means of escaping from the lamia’s thick, muscular coils—none at all.

Calista looked about in wide-eyed amazement at the suddenly peaceful rooftop. The fight was over. They’d won.

Well, that didn’t mean she could rest just yet. Moving about was tricky with a captive person in her coils, but Calista managed to wiggle/elbow-crawl her way over to her First Mate, retrieve a healing potion from her bandolier, pry her lips open, and pour it down Enobaria’s throat. The Dark Elf took a huge breath, sat bolt-upright, glanced about to take stock of the scene, and shot back up to her feet, staggering over to where Byago still lay twitching on the apex of the roof.

“Firsst Mate, wait,” said Calista.

“Wait?”

“Is Byago going to die if he doesn’t get healed right away?”

Enobaria stared back at her incredulously. “Yes!”

“Oh. Well, uh,” Calista said. “Can you give him a ssmall one, then?”

“What? A small—No, fine!” snapped Enobaria. “His flesh is falling off, but we’re giving him a small one. That’s fine. Totally fine! Perfect! Aye aye, Cap’n!”

Enobaria administered a minor healing draught and turned back to Calista.

“There, he’s stable now,” said Enobaria, fuming. “But he’s going to be in absolute, excruciating agony until he’s healed further.”

“Oh, good. He’ll like that,” said Calista.

“What?” said Enobaria, with an expression like she was going crazy.

“No worries, Firsst Mate,” said Calista, as she assessed the condition of her crew.

Byago turned his head her way, a gleam in his eye and a smile on his face. At least, she thought it was a smile. It was a bit difficult to tell with most of his lips burned away. Exavoth’s magic was weaker than she’d ever seen it, but it was still working, and still healing Eggs’ extensive wounds. She’d probably be back up in a minute or two. And Bramble was limping her way back up the roof, her score of a lifetime dragging on the tiles, so she was good enough to walk, at least.

“Excellent work, Bramble,” said Calista, as soon as the halfling got in conversation range. “You really sssaved our bacon with that one.”

The tiny halfling gasped, her eyes going wide with astonishment.

“Captain,” she squeaked. “How did you know it was me?”

“What?” said Calista, dumbfounded by the question. Who else would it be?

Bramble glanced about nervously, then leaned in to whisper in her Captain’s ear.

“When I’m in this form, you should only call me ‘Bramblefang,’” she said. “‘Bramble’ is my secret identity.”

Calista stared at the tiny halfling, looking for signs that she was being fucked with, but got nothing aside from total earnestness. Calista then glanced over to her First Mate, who rolled her eyes and made an exasperated, imploring gesture to the heavens above. Ah, well—whatever this new delusion was, it had made Bramble an effective contributor during combat. Truthfully, they’d all be dead if not for the halfling’s incredible pickpocketing skills, so Calista supposed she might as well play along.

“My apologies, Bramblefang,” said Calista. “You have a sssimilar build to another halfling I know. Actually, if you do happen to run into Bramble, tell her she’s getting double shares on our next five ssscores, whatever they end up being.”

“Double shares? Wow, thank y—I mean, uh,” Bramble dropped her voice a couple octaves and added her “Bramblefang” rasp back in. “Yes, Citizen. I’ll let her know that next time I see her.”

“Captain!” came a joyous cry from the top of the roof, as a mostly-healed Eggs extricated herself from the ruined chimney, and ran over to fling her arms around Enobaria, who grimaced, and retrieved a small case from one of her many belt pouches. She opened the case to pull our a pair of thick, square eyeglasses, to replace the ones that had gotten destroyed during the battle, and rapped Eggs on the head with them.

“Oh, thank you, Captain,” said Eggs, who put them on and promptly did a double take. “Oh! Whoops! Sorry, sorry—I’m so sorry. Um… Captain!”

Eggs ran further down the roof, going down to her knees to embrace Calista. “Oh, Captain! Thank goodness you’re okay. You’re not hurt at all, are you?”

Well, she hadn’t got hurt in the fight, but Eggs’ skinny arms were squeezing her neck hard enough to restrict her airflow. Calista tried to pry her loose, without much success, and said,

“No, I’m fine, Eg—I mean, I’m fine, Henrietta,” said Calista. “Rhatha wanted me alive, ssso I wasn’t taking the worsst shots. I’m jusst glad everyone came back for me. That’s all I need, really.”

“Come back for you? Of course we’d come back for you. How could you even doubt that?” said Eggs, thankfully stepping back a bit to look her in the eyes. “Captain, ever since I joined this crew, you’ve treated better than anyone ever has in my entire life.”

What? Calista thought, I don’t remember doing anything special for Eggs.

“You gave me my own bunk, and regular meals, and I always get paid the same as everyone else, even if I’m always screwing up. You always call me by my real name—Henrietta, not Eggs or Henry or any of those other insulting nicknames. That shows how much you care.”

Eggs? You hate your nicknames? Did you tell anyone that? And the rest was just standard treatment for any crew member. That’s no reason to⁠—

“And, most importantly, you always, always stood up for me when those other jerks were picking on me.” And here Calista saw tears welling up, magnified by her thick square lenses. “No one… Nobody else in my entire life has ever done that for me before.”

What was she talking… Wait, did she mean the times I tried to warn those idiots not to fuck with her so they wouldn’t die? Well, that was just⁠—

“Captain,” Eggs continued, the tears rolling down her cheeks, “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had in my entire life. So, of course we’d come to save you. We’ll always be there for you, no matter how dire or grim things look. You’re our Captain, and we’re you’re crew—united by the POWER of FRIENDSHIP!”

Eggs threw one arm around Bramble and the other around Enobaria, who looked like she wanted to crawl out of her skin. She sighed and turned to Calista.

“You’re our primary contact with that Duchess person. If she gets more intel on Zain, she’s probably going back to you, and I want to be involved. That’s it.”

“Vengeance, Rarr,” said Bramble, making claws out of her hands.

“AAhhHhh, MY NErvE enDINgs DANcE to THe HEArtBEAt oF tHE UNivERSe,” gurgled Byago from the roof’s apex. “I CaN SEe tHE ShAPE of CReATiON!”

“FRIENDSHIP!” repeated Eggs, beaming ear-to-ear, oblivious to the rest of her beloved crew.

But it was a crew, wasn’t it? It was her crew. These were her clowns, and this was her circus. Calista looked them over, battered but not broken, a bunch of complete maniacs who’d still managed to defeat the most powerful sorceress on this shardworld. She could work with that.

“Well, that’s very… that’s very touching, Henrietta,” said Calista. “And I’m definitely going to sstrive to be the kind of Captain who’s worthy of ssuch devotion. But, we’ve ssstill got businesss to attend to here, don’t we?”

With that, Calista shifted her coils around to bring the top of Rhatha’s face into view. She still had the tip of the lamia’s tail pressed firmly over her mouth, and that wasn’t going to change. Still, there were a few lingering issues that needed to be addressed, and for her crew’s benefit as well.

The venomous glare the High Priestess fixed them all with could curdle milk, and Calista could hear some furious muffled noises emitting from beneath her tail, but none of it amounted to anything. Calista stroked Rhatha’s hair and made some gentle shushing noises.

“Now, now, no need for any of that,” said Calista. “I’m sure there’s a lot you have to sssay, but I’m afraid I can’t rissk that, and I have no reason to. You ssee, we may have known each other for but a short period of time, but we’ve shared a ssspecial bond, you and I. In fact, I can even tell what you’re thinking right now.”

Calista laughed at Rhatha’s flat, contemptuous stare. “Oh, don’t believe me? Let me prove it to you. Right now, you’re thinking, ‘How could thiss posssibly happen? How could I, Rhatha Tak, High Priestesss of the mighty Worm Cult and ruler of the Kingdom of Mirog, posssibly lose to thiss group of idiots and lunatics?”

Calista felt Rhatha jerk within her coils, and knew she’d guessed right. “Well, you ssee, I could explain, but the truth is, you should already know the reason why. In fact, I told you on the firsst day we met, when I told you who we were. Granted, it ssseems this podunk shithole of a shardworld is sso backwards that nobody undersstands what that means. Ssso maybe it’s not totally your fault here. I guesss you’re too used to being the top dog, the biggest fish in this tiny pond—the vesssel for Krah-Mirogah’s power, and commander of the dreadworm army.

“And I’ll admit, that’s not nothing. And perhapss my… accommodating nature, or my crew’s various… eccentricities might have led you asstray, but here’s what you never underssstood.”

Calista paused, smiling brightly, and spoke every word with careful emphasis.

“We… are the motherfucking Scourge Pirates of Chernobog the Vile. We are the most hated and feared group of cutthroat brigands in all of Shattered Zemyah. Everyone you ssee here, no matter what they look or act like, has a rap sheet a mile long. Otherwise, they’d never have gotten in. That’s who we are. That’s who you’re dealing with.”

“And the thing about the Sscourge is,” said Calista, “You don’t ever. Ever. Ever. Fuck with us. But, I’m afraid you did. Sso now… well, now you have to die.”

Calista continued to stroke Rhatha’s hair as she tensed all the muscles in her coils, constricting them around the High Priestess’ captive form.

“Company policy and all. I really did try to warn you,” said the lamia, with mock regret, as Rhatha’s eyes went wide and she began to kick and thrash about uselessly, her heels thumping a desperate tattoo against the sloped roof tiles.

But there was no corresponding excitement from Calista, not at this point. This outcome was predetermined. It required only a steady, constant tightening of the loops of her snake tail, which compressed Rhatha’s ribcage from all sides, until it could no longer expand to draw in air.

Calista watched her captive’s face go from orange, to red, to purple, turning nearly as dark as her magic, while her heartbeat raced away within the lamia’s constrictor embrace. The look in her eyes went from rage, to desperation, to terror, to pleading, as the last vestiges of her fierce pride melted away, and then her eyes went unfocused. Calista felt that heartbeat slow, saw the thrashing of the legs weaken, twitching spasmodically as several of Rhatha’s ribs cracked under the inexorable pressure, until they went still. Everything became still.

Calista kept the pressure up, slowly counting to a hundred to make sure the deed was done. Then, satisfied that Rhatha was truly dead, she uncoiled herself and stretched out as the High Priestess’ body rolled and slid down the roof a few feet, before coming to its final rest.

“Ah, that’s that,” said Calista, as she rolled her shoulders and her neck. It had been ages since she’d last killed someone via constriction. It might sound macabre, but she had some primal snake urges that got very satisfied every time she did it. But for now, Calista slithered up to the flat peak of the roof and balanced on her tail as high up as she could go, scanning the horizon to see what the hell was going on.

And the answer was total bedlam. Krah-Mirogah still hadn’t caught little Miss Bondi, and now she had another astral clipper helping out, darting in and out of the colossal dreadworm’s reach and blasting away with its cannons. A bit dangerous, that. Whoa, that pilot was pulling off some insane moves to avoid getting ripped out of the sky. Calista hoped that ship’s crew had iron stomachs, because that had to be a rough ride. And wait—why did that clipper look familiar? Calista supposed that if you gave the Sea Snake an elaborate, garish new paint job, it might look just like this new ship. Dickheads.

Anyway, that was one of three airships cruising the skies over Jhar-Vakod. The Gloom Shrike was one, randomly blasting away at the city below, and the other was a new ship, another clipper, but one Calista didn’t recognize at all. This one wasn’t shooting, mostly. Ah, it was running escort for a vehicle convoy headed south through the streets.

Beyond the southern edge of the city there were four big infantry groups, each supported by a single big auto-wagon, being harassed by dreadworms, only the dreadworms were collapsing for some reason. And further back, their was a trail of worm carcasses left behind their formations. What the hell? Something seemed off about those foot soldiers, but Calista couldn’t make out any detail from this distance.

The weird thing was that, aside from the worms, these strange soldiers appeared to be marching unopposed. Where were the Mirogan troops? Hmm. Well, there was a big bunch of them clustered on a few rooftops, surrounding one empty one—no, there was some kind of duel going on. Strange. Calista dismissed the oddity and turned back to the rest of the city, what was left of it.

Man, the Mirogans own Worm God had really done a number on his worshippers. Something like a third of Jhar-Vakod had been squashed flat, with a number of unchecked fires raging through the debris, and ol’ Krah-Mirogah hadn’t slowed down with the wanton mayhem. Calista saw swarms of refugees dotting the grasslands to the north of the city. Most looked like they were just waiting for the ruckus to die down, but some had clearly said ‘fuck it’ and were outright fleeing the entire area. Or maybe those were slaves who’d seized their one chance at freedom. Well, it didn’t concern her any either way.

Calista dropped down to address her crew. “Okay, I’ve ssseen enough. This place is a total shitshow. Call the Gloom Shrike. Time for uss to book it the fuck out of here while the ssskies are sstill clear.”

“You’re not giving up on catching Zain, are you, Captain?” said Enobaria, her eyes narrowing.

“Nah, but we’re all tore up and exhaussted,” said Calista. “And fighting now could be disasstrous. One swipe of Krah-Mirogah’s tentacles could wreck the Gloom Shrike and leave us sstranded on this shithole. Sso we’re going to wait in orbit. They’ll have to leave eventually, and there’s no place to hide in ssspace. Either they come out immediately, and then they’ll be exhaussted too, or they fly to the sssouth and rest, and then we alsso get to rest. We win either way?”

“And what if he gets killed here?” said Enobaria.

“I’m betting againsst that, First Mate. The Mirogans have two leaders, and we jusst killed the sssmart one. Plus, just look around you.” Calista swept her arms to indicate the chaos and devastation that surrounded them on all sides. “Lesss than an hour ago, these people were partying their assses off, the unquestioned, invincible Empire of the Worm. And look at them now. Zain did this, or mosst of it. Remember what he did to the Dullahan? Who ssseemed like such a terrifying badasss? No, he’s not losing here. Jusst be ready, because when we do fight, he’s going to punish any misss—Ow! What the fuck?”

Calista yelped as lightweight metal object zipped across the sky and smacked straight into the side of her head, before bouncing off and dropping to the roof tiles with a tinny clatter.

Bramble retrieved the object as Calista waved off Eggs, insisting that she was fine, just startled.

“Message for you, Captain,” said Bramble, holding the device up for her perusal.

Calista accepted the gadget and gave it a good looking-over. It was a glittering, golden clockwork dragonfly, a bit larger than her hand, and its main body was a small scroll-case. An astral mailfly. Calista had heard of these things, but never seen one in person. They were supposed to be ridiculously expensive—or at least, this one had to be, considering how intricately detailed the craftsmanship on the thing was, especially around the four wings and the delicate-looking legs.

The gadget appeared to have seen better days, though. There were a number of dents and discolorations of the body and wings. Had it been bought second-hand, or had it just been that rough of a journey?

Calista asked Enobaria for her opinion, and the Dark Elf picked the latter.

“Well, Captain, given the anti-scrying magic on our ship, and on Gauthraug,” said Enobaria, referring to the barren, hidden shardworld of the Scourge, “this little guy could’ve been wandering around for months, or even years with no way to find you, zipping off during the brief times you’ve gone off-ship and become detectable, only to have you disappear again. This whole trip has been the first time in a long time that we’ve stayed on one place for more than a week, besides Gauthraug,”

“Well, color me intrigued,” said Calista. “Now, who in Shattered Zemyah would go to sssuch lengths to ssend a letter to little ol’ me?”

Calista tapped the gadget’s head and a slot opened up on its cylindrical body, which began to rotate, and a sealed envelope unrolled edgewise out of the slot, the magic delivering it perfectly preserved, straight and uncreased.

“It’s got perfume on it,” said Calista, as she tore it open. She read a few lines, and her face lit up.

“Who’s it from?” said Bramble.

“Why, it’s from Annika Lofgren,” said Calista. “And she’s been a bit of a naughty girl.”

“Who’s Annika Lofgren?” said Eggs.

“Minor noblewoman, who we captured and ransomed back before you joined us,” said Enobaria. “But why the hell did she write you a letter? She was in custody with Anya’s crew, not ours.”

“True, but we did sspeak, briefly. Shared a bit of a moment. And, well—you know I can make quite the impression,” said Calista, not bothering to hide her smugness as she tucked the letter down the front of her armor, and then paused to take another long stretch and deep breath. It was great to be alive.

“Just think, Firsst Mate,” she said. “Not a few hours ago I was feeling really low. Almosst to the point of jusst throwing in the towel and being done with this rotten world. But look at me now. Jussst goes to show that you should never, ever give up—because you never know what life is going to bring you next.”

“Very good, Captain,” said Enobaria. “Shall I call in the Gloom Shrike now?”

“Yes, do that,” said Calista, “And, ahh… one more thing, Firsst Mate?”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Back a few minutes ago, when you were on the verge of dying, you had a bit of a twitch, a ssspasm with your fingers,” said Calista. “Obvioussly, that was some accident, a byproduct of your near-death throess—but I think you might want to have a real healer take a close look at your hand. You go around inadvertently flipping that middle finger around, and sssomeone—not me, of course, but ssomeone far less undersstanding—might take offense and chop that finger off. And we wouldn’t want that, now would we?”

“No, Captain,” said Enobaria, her expression as carefully neutral as could be. “I’ll look into it, to make sure that doesn’t happen again.”

“You do that, First Mate,” said Calista. “Dismisssed.”

Calista looped a section of her tail around to make a cushion for her human body as she laid back and stared off into the temporarily blue sky of Zargedon, as the faint sounds of screams and flames and arcane cannon-fire wafted up from the ruined city below. Moments like these, when everything seemed to come together so perfectly, were rare and needed to be properly savored. This had been a good day. Life was good—well, for her, anyway. It seemed a whole mess of people were having a terrible day today.

But that wasn’t her problem, was it? The affairs of others were of no consequence to her at all. That’s what being a Scourge pirate was all about.


Chapter 13

Rolling Thunder


Ifelt my guts churn as the caravan approached the city limits, going way slower than I’d like, even with the kobolds’ reckless driving. I told myself over and over that Delara was one of the most capable warriors out there, and she’d be fine, but—that had been a huge number of hobgoblins, and I simply didn’t trust that Warun fucker to fight and die honorably, not for one second.

There was also the general chaos going on in the city to contend with, and the Scourge pirates were a complete wild card. It looked like they were fighting the Mirogans now, but who knew if that would last or not. I got a crazy surprise not soon after I’d started flying escort, as two huge magical auras burst into being, far behind me, and well away from Delara, but it was enough to assault my arcane sense like a fireworks show. I’d risked a few glances behind me to see what the hell was doing all that, though after a minute or so I’d recognized one of the auras as belonging to that cursed sword Exavoth, and I supposed the other had to be Rhatha, with her powered-up aberrant artifact.

It’d be great if they killed each other, but I was worried about what might happen if they blundered into the middle of Delara’s duel. But it was too risky to have Soraya fly back and check, plus she wanted to stay with me to maintain my invisibility.

The trip to the city limits wasn’t totally without incident. There were about five or so instances of Mirogan soldiers trying to hail or flag down our convoy, but each time I would open fire with my scroll-bike’s main gun, and the kobolds did not stop or slow down. None of the groups were organized enough to do anything about our heavy auto-wagons’ mass and momentum, and soon enough, we were rolling out into the open grasslands outside the city.

We stopped briefly about a mile outside the city limits, as two of the longbed auto-wagons, the ones who’d lost their automaton units, drove up to join us. This would add some more firepower and protection for the caravan’s trip back to Rephara, and ease some of the crowding issues with the Rephaites themselves.

At this point, the convoy seemed far enough away from potential pursuit to be deemed “safe,” though I left the Six Cups flying overhead while the Rephaites re-organized themselves. Also, this gave everyone a chance to take a good, long look at the desiccated husks of over a hundred dreadworms, a feat thought impossible until today.

The rushing wind drowned out their shocked exclamations as I swung the scrollbike around and gunned it full-speed to take me back to Delara. I had a bad feeling something foul was about to happen.

As I raced back over Jhar-Vakod I saw the black-winged pirate ship soar overhead, going the opposite direction. I glanced behind me to check that it wasn’t going after the convoy, or the Six Cups, for whatever reason. But no, it continued to climb, heading into the upper atmosphere. Apparently the pirates had enough of Zargedon. Weird—their mission was to get Soraya’s ring, wasn’t it? And that Dark Elf, Enobaria, had a personal vendetta against me—though I still thought she had the wrong person.

Soraya was a lot better at remembering names, and she had confirmed it—Varia had been one of the Scourge pirates chasing me on the Crystania. She’d been the one to chop off Heinrich Grams’ hand when it was stuck in an emergency door. In which case, I didn’t see how I could’ve killed her. I hadn’t even fired my wand at anyone after that point. The only possibility was maybe she’d been on the Crystania’s zipline when I’d severed it—but that still felt wrong. Soraya figured that another Scourge pirate must have backstabbed her over some slight and then pinned the blame on me.

That made sense, but it didn’t do me any good. I didn’t know who the real culprit was, and had no way to prove my innocence. And even if I did, Soraya was sure that Enobaria wouldn’t believe me. Realistically, the only way to end the feud was to kill the Dark Elf and hope she didn’t have any other relatives to take up the mantle of vengeance. It sucked, but I had to face the reality that not every problem had a clever solution that left everyone happy in the end.

But my own happiness spiked as I returned to the rooftop where I’d left Delara and the princesses. Immediately I felt my anxiety fall away, like dropping a stack of iron plates off my shoulders, as I saw that Delara was still alive, and still fighting.

I told you she could take care of herself, Master, came Soraya’s amused voice in my head. Well, good. In fact, as I pulled my scrollbike up to hover invisibly over the rooftop, I saw that she was doing more than okay. She was methodically picking mister High King apart.

Well, it wasn’t totally one-sided. Delara had a few nasty gashes on her bare upper arms. And, while her magical leather brigandine couldn’t be slashed or pierced, she could still take impact damage from the sheer force of the blows from heavy weapons.

But she wasn’t getting hit much right now. Even though Warun was over a foot taller than her, and maybe twice as heavy, his reach advantage was only a few inches, as he was fighting greatsword versus spear. And losing.

The High King’s bare chest was a mess of slash and stab wounds. A normal person would be dead, but I knew from experience that these berserker-types could shrug this kind of damage off—to a point.

Like Delara said, they weren’t immortal, and would fall over eventually. And she was patiently waiting for that to happen. Plus, this idiot was fighting bare-chested. I mean, really—just because you could withstand mortal wounds, I didn’t see why you had to make your opponent’s job easier.

Fighting bare-chested is an intimidation tactic, Master, thought Soraya. You show your enemy that you’re really, really not afraid to die, and that can be terrifying. You can defeat your opponent mentally, before the first blow is struck.

Well, that might work on a battlefield against regular soldiers, but it was backfiring here. Delara wasn’t scared a bit, and was taking full advantage of the huge target he’d provided for her. Her footwork was precise, measured, and nimble as she danced in and out of range of Warun’s sweeping greatsword slashes, while she poked, poked, poked away.

Warun’s main strategy seemed to be try to knock Delara’s spear-point aside and rush her, overwhelming her with brute force. I watched him win one such exchange, landing a powerful blow on Delara’s spear haft, and I heard a cry of excitement from the crowd of hobgoblins as he charged into short range, where a pole-arm was normally useless. But their joy died in their throats as Delara magically retracted the spear so it turned into a shortsword—an ideal weapon for fighting close in, forcing Warun to retreat. And as he did, she extended the haft again to harry him as he backpedalled away.

I chuckled. I’d only put that enhancement on the spear to make it easier to carry. The combat applications had never occurred to me, but I’d effectively given Delara a weapon that could switch from long range to close range in an eye-blink, and it was clearly messing with Warun in a big way.

That’s not all, Master, thought Soraya. I suspect that Warun is accustomed to overwhelming his opponents quickly. I doubt he’s used to having his fights go long. Plus, the first time they fought at Jitter Forest Delara had been hampered by that monk’s pressure-point attacks. I’d say she’s a different person today.

Indeed, Warun’s bare torso gave us an excellent view of how winded he was, as his belly huffed in and out like a forge bellows. I bet it was only his rage that was maintaining his endurance at all, while Delara’s devotion to the dread beast known as Conditioning kept her looking fresh and crisp.

Still, Warun wasn’t giving up, and he managed to muster the energy for another explosive rush, getting into clinch range with Delara, their weapons bound up with each other. It looked like Delara should have been overwhelmed, but she shifted her weight and executed some kind of foot-sweep, and Warun was the one sent tumbling away, silencing the Mirogan’s cheers yet again, while Kint barked encouragement from behind me. Warun just barely managed to regain his feet and bring his sword around to deflect Delara’s pursuing spear-thrust.

Delara was pretty jacked, but Warun’s muscles were nearly three times as large as hers. But size didn’t correspond to strength one-to-one, and I knew that she was even stronger than she looked. And on top of that, the enchantment I’d transferred to her spear upped her strength significantly.

Yes, Master, thought Soraya. I suspect that it’s been a long time since Warun has faced anyone that he couldn’t simply overpower with his sheer size and strength. Does he have any strategies besides that, I wonder?

It certainly didn’t seem that way. I saw him hook his greatsword behind the crossguard on Delara’s spear, spinning around to clear it out of his way. They collided in a clinch and Warun screamed in fury, catching hold of her, lifting and twisting with all his might. Delara threw her legs and hips back, giving him the worst possible leverage, but the extreme difference in bodyweight worked to his advantage, and I saw her toes leave the ground. Warun’s scream turned into a roar of triumph as he hoisted Delara overhead, the sound echoed by his host of hobgoblin subordinates, howling in glee as they anticipated seeing their hated foe’s brains dashed out across the hardwood surface of the roof.

But that’s not what happened. Before Warun could complete his throw, Delara twisted midair, (Was that one of Mina’s moves?) breaking free of his grip, landing feet-first on the roof, and using her momentum to reverse the throw. The High King slammed down on the rooftop, taking another nasty slice from Delara’s spear before he could roll away. I temporarily lost focus on the match, as Kint was bouncing up and down and cheering so hard I was worried he might fall off the bike. Apparently they’d formed quite a bond during all the weapons training they’d done together over the past twelve days.

When I turned my attention back to the duel, I heard the assembly of hobgoblins gasp and shout in anger, shaking their fists and crowding the edges of their respective roofs on all sides. I tensed up, as it appeared they were preparing to rush the field of battle. For Delara had let go of her spear with her back hand, throwing it forward to maximum extension with her lead hand, like a fencer with a rapier. The thrust had found a gap in Warun’s armored skirt and sunk deep into his thigh. Delara yanked her weapon free, and the High King of Mirog fell to one knee, and held up a hand, silencing the crowd and pausing Delara as she shook the blood off of her spear-blade.

“Do you yield, Sir?” said Delara, her strong, clear voice echoing across the rooftops.

“Nah,” said Warun, twisting his wrist to signal the troops behind him. Immediately the front ranks dropped prone to reveal two lines of archers—one kneeling, one standing—that all drew back their bows, awaiting their king’s signal to fire.

“You didn’t really think I was gonna fight fair—did you, Girly?” said Warun, with a smug grin.

Delara just smiled back. She’d later insist that she knew that I was there, though she never explained how.

“No. I didn’t,” she said, and that whole exchange had been just enough time to swerve my bike around to one end of the archer lines, draw my Orb of Dragon’s Breath, and shoot a jet of black, tarry acid spewing over every single one of those cheating fuckers. I’d picked acid to melt their bowstrings, but it did an excellent job of melting the archers as well, and cries of both panic and fury rose up from the hobgoblin crowd.

The roof of the duel was surrounded by other buildings on three sides, and the Mirogans prepared to leap over from every direction, only Soraya’s illusions widened the apparent gap from four to eight feet, and the hobgoblins pulled up short, some of them getting shoved over the edge as the back ranks piled into them. Then it became a chaotic mob as those in the front screamed at the surging rear rows to back the fuck up, to give them room for a running start.

But Soraya wasn’t done, as she erected a curtain of opaque fog around the rooftop to foil any more archers. Delara thrust her spear to finish Warun off, but he sprang to his feet, less injured than he’d been feigning, moving off the line of attack and wrapping one arm around the Amazon’s spear haft. He whipped his greatsword around and Delara had to quick-draw her battle-axe from her belt, barely blocking the heavy blade in time.

I lost sight of her as I yelled to Kint to use one of the firebombs I’d given him. He dropped it dead-center on one of the two crowded wooden walkways connecting the roofs, and I lined my bike up with where I remembered the other one to be. Soraya helpfully cleared it of fog as I blasted draconian lightning straight down its length.

I thought that would’ve bought us some time, but there was a commotion from the street-facing side of the roof, where the princesses had been watching the duel. A unit of Mirogans had been sent to scale the building, and had climbed up behind their backs. The dragonshield guard were acquitting themselves well, but they were outnumbered two to one. I holstered the spent Orb of Dragon’s Breath and drew my Wand of Force, which I could fire with more precision than the scrollbike’s main gun. The height difference between the combatants worked in my favor here, as I could fire over my allies heads’ with confidence. I thinned the Mirogans down enough to turn the tide, but a smaller, second group came over the wall on the opposite side of the first, rushing at the princesses where the dragonshield bodyguards had been pulled away. I managed to snipe three of them, but the fourth got within arm’s reach of Athtara, only for Delara’s spear to come flying at him just as he was about to take her hostage.

Delara must’ve been tired by now, too—because the spear didn’t hit clean. The blade glanced off his helmet, though the impact of the crossguard to his head was enough to knock him senseless and send him staggering over the roof’s edge, with the spear flipping end-over-end after him. But now Delara had no weapon, and Warun took advantage of the opening, hobbling after her and swiping at her with her own battle-axe, having lost his greatsword somehow.

Delara caught sight of it from the corner of her eye, and tried to dodge, though the strike caught a shallow gash across her forehead, which spurted blood everywhere. Blinded, Delara staggered and missed with a wild left haymaker, but this was a ruse, as Delara suddenly left her feet, flipping forward midair, her back leg perfectly straight, in a jumping version of the Falling Wheel kick.

The move caught Warun completely by surprise, as her boot heel hit him right between the eyes and crushed his nose, then continued downward, her leg slamming down on the haft of her stolen battle-axe to knock it out of his hands, as she fell to the ground in front of him. The huge bugbear staggered back, his knees bowing and wobbling around like they were made of rubber.

Delara’s prone position gave me a clear shot at the High King and I took it. Hey, if they weren’t going to play fair, then there was no reason we should, either. Most of my force bolts glanced off his helmet, but one went through his mouth crosswise, hit the inside of his cheek guard, and sent his helm spinning and flying off his head.

That was when Delara’s spear finally clattered to the street below, and it magically returned to her hand, as she kipped up to her feet, whirled her polearm overhead in a wide sweep that slashed clean through Warun’s bull neck. The bugbear’s face froze in an expression of eternal confusion as his head and body tumbled off in different directions, thus ending the illustrious reign of High King Warun of Mirog.

Which was great, but we weren’t safe yet. I kicked my bike to hover about ten feet over the roof and diverted as much of its arcane power as I dared to its main force gun. I spun it about like a turret and shot it rapid-fire at the surrounding rooftops, oscillating back and forth, forcing the massed crowd of hobgoblins to dive prone, put up their shields, and then to start using their own dead as cover. Soraya assisted me by creating ten illusionary force bolts for ever real one that I fired. We kept this real and imaginary rain of death going for nearly a minute, until the gun was in danger of overloading, and I was forced to stop to let it recover.

I saw hobgoblin heads start to pop back up, but before anyone could think of rallying, Soraya dismissed the fog cover surrounding our rooftop, revealing Delara, her face and chest covered in blood, raising Warun’s severed head skyward, her tusked teeth bared as she let out a bestial roar of victory, which Soraya helpfully amplified to resonate across half the city.

With their leader dead, so too died their borrowed courage, and the hobgoblins broke and fled, the few brave ones among them also smart enough to realize they couldn’t win this battle alone. I considered shooting at them, but realized their loud, despairing wails at the death of their beloved High King would only benefit us the wider they spread, so I let them be.

Soraya dropped my invisibility and zipped over to Delara to heal and clean her up, which I was especially grateful for, because once I’d landed my scrollbike next to her, my Amazon warrior seized the front of my breastplate and pulled me in for a rough, passionate kiss. I felt my own desire surge in response, and it had already been high. I was used to Delara acting like a chivalrous knight, and it wasn’t often she went full orc like this. I had to admit it was pretty hot.

But our clinch was interrupted by the two princesses bounding over to congratulate their Champion, praising her courage while giving her big hugs and kisses on the cheeks. This served to quell Delara’s savage side for now, but I didn’t mind, as it was hilarious watching her grin ear-to-ear at receiving yet more favors from more genuine princesses.

Then we had to sort out logistics as to how to get out of here. The kobolds were confident they could make it to the sewers and get out on their own, so Delara and I would take one princess each on our bikes, while Kint and Mar could squeeze between us and the handlebars. I noticed that Delara was still carrying Warun’s head.

“You need something to wrap your trophy in?” I said. “Maybe stick it in a saddlebag?”

“Trophy? What? Oh—this?” Delara looked down and made a face. “I just forgot I was carrying it. No, trophy-taking is for simpletons. An Amazon keeps her victories in her heart.”

With that, Delara dropped the messy head and casually punted it off the edge of the roof. I heard a faint spattering sound as it hit the ground, as Warun’s mostly unused brains spilled out and soaked into the dust of the street. There it found its final resting place, right at home with all the other garbage, though not unattended. Two wolf-dogs ran up, following their master’s scent, whereupon they discovered the fluffy, pink remains spilled across the dusty road, and proceeded to chow down.

I grinned as I re-mounted the bike and Princess Athtara climbed on behind me. “Hey, maybe I should try to learn that Falling Wheel kick after all, seeing how well it worked for you.”

“Rolling Thunder,” said Delara. “When you jump it’s ‘Rolling Thunder.’ The angle of the kick is different, too. And I could show you some introductory gymnastics if that’s what you want—as long as you promise not to tell Mina that I used that trick in a real fight.”

At this Delara’s jubilant expression became anxious, and I couldn’t help grinning in response.

“Whaaaat?” I said. “You really want me not to tell Mina just how cool her bond-mate was? I dunno about that…”

“No, Stud—I’m serious,” she said, her sudden panicked countenance making her look quite cute. “You have no idea how smug she can get. I’ll be hearing it for weeks. Please, Stud.”

“I’ll think it over,” I said, kicking the scrollbike to life and tearing off into the sky. Delara yelled in protest and gunned her bike after me as we raced away to return the two princesses back to their people.


Chapter 14

The Wormslayers


Flying at full speed, it didn’t take us long to catch up, first with the Six Cups heading back the city to support the rest of our forces, and then with the refugee convoy itself, some five miles further south from where we’d left them earlier. We hadn’t bothered to cloak ourselves, so the Rephaites saw us coming from a ways away. I knew the exact moment that they realized that we were carrying the princesses with us, because they exploded in the wildest cheering I’d ever heard.

It didn’t subside as we got closer. Instead it resolved into chanting, a few different ones competing with each other until everyone decided upon the royal surname: Ra-HAY-Bi-AN! Ra-HAY-Bi-AN! Ra-HAY-Bi-AN! The din they made was almost frightening.

No wonder, Master, thought Soraya. Less than an hour ago, these were slaves from a destroyed country, wondering exactly when it would be their turn to be eaten alive. And now, not only are they free and returning home, but their royalty has been restored to them. And these aren’t any royals—these princesses risked their lives so their people could go free. I needn’t tell you, Master, that is not normally how any of this works.

At Soraya’s suggestion, we slowed down and split up as we caught up with the rear vehicle. We passed the wagons at a leisurely walking pace, and as we did, the princesses reached out to brush their fingertips against the multitude of hands that stretched out through the cage bars, as the people inside cried out to them, tears of gratitude pouring down their faces. It took us a while to make it to the lead wagon going at this speed, but I really couldn’t begrudge the time. Everyone was so fucking happy.

I was starting to tear up myself by the time we made it to the lead wagon, the convoy slowing to a crawl so we could safely drop our two celebrities off in the cab. Before the transfer, Athtara paused to ask me where I’d buried Direk’s body. After answering her question and preparing to leave, Athtara clasped my hand with both of hers, and gazed deep into my eyes.

“I just wanted to thank you, from the bottom of my heart,” she said. “You’re strangers, travelers here—but you’ve done more for our country than most Rephaites could every dream of. You’ve saved us all, many times over. The debt of gratitude owed is something I don’t think could ever be repaid—but just know, should you ever find yourselves in need, please come to Rephara, and any boon you desire shall be yours.”

“Oh, uh… thanks,” I said, not really knowing to do with all this sudden overwhelming gratitude. “I mean, we were around, so it just made sense to help out, and… uh… just remember the deal with the kobolds. That’s the most important thing.”

“Of course,” said Athtara, her eyes shimmering. “The Xichota shall find themselves welcome in Rephara, starting today and lasting until the end of time. As Princess of Rephara, I swear it shall be so. Farewell, brave traveler Zain Shamar. I do hope we will meet again someday.”

“Thanks, thanks,” I said. “Me too. Farewell, Princess Athtara.”

I swung my scrollbike around as the convoy picked up speed, and I noticed the passengers had stopped chanting and had broke into song. I didn’t recognize the tune, but it was solemn and beautiful, and having every single person in the crammed seven-vehicle caravan lifting their voices up in unison had a powerful resonant effect. I was able to pick out some lines about “the green hills of Rephara, blessed sanctuary—” and then the bikes took us out of earshot. I did regret not hearing more of the song, but we had more pressing matters to attend to. Hopefully the convoy would make it back to Belah safely, and the two princesses didn’t face any further treachery from their aristocracy. Well, I supposed Kothara was actually Queen now, so maybe that might help her?

Oh, I wouldn’t worry about their political position, Master—not after today, thought Soraya. Once those people in that caravan return home and tell everyone what happened, the Rahabian sisters will be the most popular people in Rephara. I’m telling you, Master—this is the type of story that gets turned into legend. If anything, it’ll become grander with every retelling.

Well, good—especially since that would ensure the kobolds got what they deserved at the end of this. I’d been worried that some misfortune with the princesses would turn me into a liar. And the Xichota were really the ones responsible for our plan’s success. Only one task remained—we needed to kill Krah-Mirogah and recover Soraya’s gem from the god-monster’s guts.

I could see the beast’s rampage from miles away, as soon as we swung our scrollbikes around. It was just that massive. It almost made me despair that we could even entertain the idea of killing something that monstrously huge, but I remembered all the calculations I’d run, back in this assault’s planning stage, when I’d been considering every possibility. A drakesalt spike the size of the Six Cups’ bowsprit should be more than enough to produce a chain reaction sufficient to slay a beast of any size. This would work. It had to work.

Speaking of plans, as we got closer, I noticed that three of the automaton groups were still up and moving, and had begun marching down the outer streets of Jhar-Vakod itself. I really had not expected that to happen. What to do now?

“This is Stud to Dolltrucks. Stud to Dolltrucks,” I said into my talk-stone, even though referring to myself as ‘Stud’ made me die a little inside. “Dolltrucks, your mission is complete. Gather any stragglers and pull back to base.”

I heard a chorus of affirmative barks and the various longbeds began to wheel around, though for some, it was less a three-point turn and more like a six point turn. Unfortunately, this meant we’d be abandoning the automatons. I felt bad about that, especially since they’d performed so well, but the possibility that any of them would’ve survived this long hadn’t occurred to me during the planning stage, so I hadn’t given them any recall signal.

Well, you can’t think of everything, Master, thought Soraya. Plus, I don’t think there’d have been any space left for them on the trucks anyway. Look!

From the outskirts of Jhar-Vakod, around where the four remaining longbed wagons had turned around, a sea of purple had sprung up, seemingly from nowhere, as waves of Xichota kobolds rushed forth, scampering up the lowered loading-ramps and piling into the back. And more kept coming out. Holy shit! How many of them were there? Were these just the kobolds who’d been squatting in the sewers of Jhar-Vakod? It seemed like more than that.

I got a look at the beds of the heavy auto-wagons and noticed that their crews had smuggled extra materials in with the automatons—extra planks of wood and huge sheets of canvas, which they were jamming into the bed’s side-slats to convert them into triple, or even quadruple-decker kobold carriers. Even so, would they have enough space? Just how many Xichota had answered my call to action, and journeyed all the way out to the Mirogan capital in secret?

They’ve been waiting generations for the prophecy of the Wormslayer to be fulfilled, Master, thought Soraya. Just itching for the chance to strike back at their hated enemy. You struck the match, but the tinder was piled up in a mountain, and bone-dry. It stands to reason than any kobold with the means of getting here would do so, and bring all their friends along with them.

Man, prophecies were frightening things. I’d have to think twice before messing with people’s religions again. Well, we’d definitely need to live up to the hype now, or else there could be hell to pay.

I pushed all other concerns aside as our scrollbikes raced across the rooftops of Jhar-Vakod, as I took stock of the ongoing battle between our ships, Bondi, and the Worm God himself.

“Stud to remaining forces. Stud to remaining forces,” I said. “Status, everyone.”

“Preparing attack run,” said Dyxi. “Tigress, your signal.”

“Wait… wait…,” said Mina. “Now! Go now.”

I saw the Six Cups swing around, lining up behind the colossal dreadworm, as a host of purple kobolds leapt overboard and activated their Slow Fall charms—though a few of them plummeted at an alarming rate before they figured out how to switch their charms on—while the salvaged clipper rocketed away, its bowsprit spike aimed at Krah-Mirogah’s body, opposite to where his gaping mouth was pointing.

As that happened, the Azalea’s Legacy swooped around to hit the Worm God with a broadside, but too close, and the titanic dreadworm lashed out with its gargantuan tentacles, his prey now within his grasp. Only Mina suddenly blasted force out through the arcane keel, and partially furled the wings, shooting forward and dropping down, only to pull back up into a precipitous climb. My heart nearly stopped as I saw our ship go vertical, the wings snapping back out, and continued the arc, tipping upside-down for a second, before rolling midair. I winced at the sight of the sails and stays straining under the forces of her aerial acrobatics, while two purple kobolds fell off the inverted deck. I could practically hear the wood creaking and splitting from here, but the ship held together as it turned right-side up again, and it looked like most of the Xichota sailors had been properly secured to their stations.

And the maneuver had done its job of keeping Krah-Mirogah distracted, as the Six Cups flew at his back like an arrow. I felt my elation build as the astral clipper picked up speed and neared its prey. There was no way it could miss—not with such a huge target. This was happening. We were going to win.

But my elation turned to dismay as the Worm God’s mouth whipped around, far faster than such a colossal creature should’ve been capable of, and waves of distortion buffeted the Six Cups, knocking it off to the side, right into the trajectory of one of the monster’s enormous mouth-tentacles. Dyxi managed to duck underneath the swipe with the ship’s hull, but the tops of the masts took the full force of the blow, tearing them off and destroying the delicate balance of tension and rigid forces of the spars and stays, and the entire sailwing structure catastrophically failed, disintegrating midair, sending the Six Cups spinning and plummeting to the ruined city below.

Dyxi did a heroic job of trying to rescue the craft somehow, blasting pure reactive arcane force off of the enchanted keel. She managed to even it out and brake somewhat, but she couldn’t prevent the ship from crashing into the street, sliding a good hundred yards and coming to rest tilted atop the rubble of some poor Mirogan’s destroyed house.

No, no, no, no—that was our best chance. The bowsprit ram had been a perfect idea. It had to work. I couldn’t think of a better delivery mechanism that could drive such a large spike into a dreadworm the size of Krah-Mirogah. But the skies were only clear for today. We wouldn’t get another chance. Even as I was thinking this, I looked up to note faint rainbow patterns just beginning to take shape in the sky. The Convergence was ending. We were running out of time.

“Stud to Supreme Dragon Champion,” I said into the talk-stone. “Supreme Dragon Champion, are you okay?”

I felt a chilling silence in response to my query, then breathed a sigh of relief to hear a familiar voice barking back at me.

“Okay? Okay?” she yelped. “Of course I not okay. I just in a ship crash! Everything sideways and all fucked up. That sound okay to you?”

“Copy, Supreme Dragon Champion,” I said, suppressing a chuckle, despite everything. “Heading your way now.”

“With you, Stud,” said Delara, as we both gunned our scrollbikes to the Six Cups’ crash site. We got there in less than a minute, and I could tell at a glance that the ship was done for. Dyxi was trying to boost it off the ground using thrust from the arcane keel, but there didn’t seem to be enough power left to do that. She quit trying as I landed on the deck and dismounted, leaving Kint to wrangle the scrollbike. I laid my hands on what was left of the main mast, reaching out with my arcane sense to asses the damage. I didn’t like what I found. The core was almost completely drained, and there was severe structural damage though the hull, including the enchanted keel. This ship was fucked. What could we do?

An idea formed in my head as Delara carefully landed on the slanted deck. “Supreme Dragon Champion, I need you up top,” I said. “We’re going to salvage the bowsprit. We can slap some wooden fins on the back and drop it off the Azalea’s Legacy like one of those dart-bombs. If we aim it at Krah-Mirogah’s tail, we can probably⁠—”

“No! That no work,” snapped Dyxi. “Worm God too smart. He dodge dumb bomb. Need pilot. Six Cups not done. Still want to fight. But need our help.”

Not done? This ship had no wings. How could it not be done? I opened my mouth to repeat my order, but held myself back. Dyxi had restored this ship and transformed its bowsprit into a weapon. She wasn’t stupid. What was the right call here?

Listen to myself or listen to someone else? I felt Soraya’s support. Do what you most feel is right, Master.

But right now, I was also missing information. I reached out with my arcane sense to the Six Cups again, but this time, my focus was different. Instead of looking for what was broken, I instead sought out what still remained. And there it was—this ship was old enough to have a personality. It wasn’t nearly as strong or well-developed as the Sandcat, but it was there. And there was another wrinkle as well. Dyxi’s modifications to the bowsprit had done more than add an extra capability to a device—it had altered its personality. The Six Cups was a wormslayer now. And it wasn’t satisfied with the way things were. It wanted to get up and fight.

I reviewed my plan again. Trying to rip out the bowsprit and put fins on it could easily take up a lot of time we didn’t have. It would be unguided when we released it, and we’d have to drop it from a decent height in order to ensure it had the kinetic energy to pierce the Worm God’s hide. Time enough for something that big to dodge? No, but it could probably submerge its tail beneath the earth fairly quickly.

I deepened my communion with the Six Cups. It was frustrated. It was raring to get up and go. A magical device with any sort of will was an amazing thing. The Sandcat had done so much for us—things I would’ve never have expected or predicted. We had to use this to our advantage.

“All right, Supreme Dragon Champion,” I said. “We do this your way. You stay at the helm. I’m in Engineering.”

I waved briefly at Dyxi, who had a small crate and a pillow jammed beneath her on the pilot’s chair to prop her up to the correct height. Then I slid down the ladder-rails, descending to the engineering section. I found the core spindle on a horizontal alignment with the keel, rotating weakly in its coffin-sized casing, bolted into the floor, nearly drained of all power.

I pulled out a flask containing the last remnants of the dreadworm blood I had left over after all my projects. By now, the stuff had all congealed into jelly, so I sliced it in half with my Force Blade, and spread the goop all over the Six Cups’ core. Immediately the core was boosted back up to full power, with excess energy flowing into the ship’s self-repair functions. That actually restored a good deal of the Six Cups’ structural integrity, and the ship’s force canopy could be boosted to further assist with that.

“We take off now, Stud?” came Dyxi’s voice over the talk-stone.

“Wait, do we have a straight shot at it?” I said. “If we just hover at street-level?”

I was trying to do the mental math in my head. Even with a full core, we could drain our power in minutes trying to fly with no wings.

“No, got to turn, and streets too narrow,” said Dyxi. “Ah, wait! Stop, Tigress. Ropes no work!”

“You sure?” came Mina’s voice over the talk-stone. “Even if I fly slow?”

Mina relayed her plan over the talk-stone. She was trying to lower ropes to haul the Six Cups back into the air, but even with a really well-thought out tension rig, combined with some compressive stability provided by the two ships’ force envelopes, I doubted it would survive any kind of shearing force, like with Krah-Mirogah’s space-distortion⁠—

No, wait. “Tigress, forget the ropes, but get as close as you can to us,” I said. “I’m going to try and sync our force canopies together to bind us into one vessel.

“You can do that?” said Dyxi.

“I’m going to have to,” I said. I couldn’t think of a more stable connection possible under these circumstances. It only had to work long enough for the Six Cups to get launched at Krah-Mirogah like a dart, and survive past his spatial-distortion attacks. It was theoretically possible, especially since I was already intimately familiar with the Azalea’s Legacy. I should be able to match their frequencies so they merged into one.

I felt the springy resistance as the Azalea’s Legacy lowered itself enough for the two force envelopes to touch. Then I felt the hum of the Six Cups’ canopy, and I pushed it to adjust, to match what I’d become so accustomed to in the past six months of sailing the astral currents. I felt the invisible patterns of the two bubbles hum as they began to align, so close, but—what?

The Six Cups’ canopy buzzed as it went past the point of perfect sync, where it would open up and merge entirely with the canopy above. I readjusted the other way and had the same problem.

“Ah, you close, but then too far,” yelped Dyxi. “In middle, middle.”

“I know. I’m trying,” I snapped, aware that the longer this took, the more energy the Azalea’s Legacy would waste hovering. It was like trying to catch a tiny fish with my bare hands. I’d get so close, and then it would squirt free.

“Stud, we need to hurry up,” said Mina. “It looks like our big buddy is starting to catch wise. Shit, he’s stopped chasing Bondi. He’s coming right this way.”

That was important news, but it wasn’t helping me any. Actually, I could tell my concentration was slipping, my sync attempts growing sloppier.

Master, perhaps if you relied more on the Azalea’s personality to help you, it might work better.

That was what I—wait, she’d said the Azalea’s personality? Our ship was too new to have one.

Are you sure about that, Master?

“Oh shit, Stud,” came Mina’s voice. “Krah-Mirogah is about to… I think I have to⁠—”

But a huge explosion of magic cut her off, one that I could sense, even from down in the hold. That was Draconic magic. Had a new dragon just flown up from nowhere?

“Oh, we just got some time, Stud,” said Mina. “Bondi just busted out with some serious lightning-breath. Looks like she pissed him off.”

Wait, had she just unlocked the next level of accord with the Crown of Dragonkind? So soon after it hadn’t been talking to her at all? She’d just set a high standard for me to live up to.

I re-focused on the task at hand. Okay, so let’s just assume Soraya was correct and the Azalea’s Legacy had a personality. I tried reaching out, through the tenuous connection of the two force envelopes, looking for something to connect to, and not finding much.

Too high-level, Master, thought Soraya. Whatever is there is rudimentary. It might respond to instinct, memories, feelings.

Okay, feelings and memories. As I continued to push the bubble frequencies together, I thought back on the past few months, and all we’d done together. Sailing the astral current from one new shardworld to another, watching my companions’ faces light up as we’d approach, each new world its own unique, shining jewel when seen from space. And then the time we’d spent in each other’s company, laughing, growing stronger with each training session, then relaxing on the deck, feasting on Soraya’s delicious meals, then making love, and staring off into the infinity of stars beyond, snuggled in each other’s arms⁠—

I felt a popping sensation as the force canopy finally opened up, binding the two ships together as one. Holy shit. I couldn’t believe that had actually worked. My amazement nearly caused my focus to slip, and I forced myself to keep concentrating on the frequencies, while maintaining my memory-visualizations. I needed both my intellect and my emotions to be fully engaged. Neither one would do the job by itself.

“We connected, Tigress,” said Dyxi. “Go now.”

“All right,” said Mina, “Up thrust. Good, now port.”

“Copy, Tigress,” said Dyxi.

I kept my full attention on keeping the canopies bound as our combined ships took off and accelerated towards their target. It wasn’t easy, but I got into enough of a rhythm with the synchronization to do that and talk to Mina.

“Tigress, when we get close, it’s gonna hit us with a distortion attack,” I said. “I think I can slip the Six Cups past it, but only if I divert it up through the canopy to the Azalea, and then break the connection. But that means it’s going to be hitting you with double the force⁠—”

“Do it, Stud,” said Mina. “I can handle it.”

“I know,” I said. “I believe in you. And Dyxi⁠—”

“Ready!” she said, “Worm sees us. Turning around.”

I braced myself for Krah-Mirogah’s attack, and I didn’t have to wait long. I felt the titanic arcane aura of the Worm-God rear up in front of us, radiating his otherworldly wrongness like some kind of disease, and then lash out with a tendril of seething unreason, distorted space whipping toward us in a wriggling wave, too large to dodge. I pushed the force shield of the Six Cups out like a lance, piercing a space for us as I pulled the malign energy away, letting the shield pop like a soap bubble. The extra-cosmic force followed the lines of the collapsing arcane protection, leaving a gap for the freed Six Cups to fly straight through, while the force canopy of the Azalea’s Legacy re-sealed itself and took the combined energy of the blow, sending it rocketing away.

The action/reaction of our split shot the Six Cups forwards, heading straight for the Krah-Mirogah’s massive body. This close, I could actually feel the strangeness seeping through the ship’s hull, assaulting my mind with a mad, silent screeching, but it did contain one emotion I could comprehend. The Worm God was afraid.

I reactivated the ship’s shields in the hopes of filtering out the psychic weirdness, and that act saved our asses as one of the titan’s gigantic tentacles caught us a glancing blow, and then the whole world went crazy. I clung to the arcane core casing as gravity suddenly couldn’t pick a consistent direction, with Soraya grabbing my waist to hold me steady. I felt Dyxi desperately sending commands to the enchanted keel, blasting out jets of force in a frantic attempt to bring us back under control. And it seemed to be working, but with no wings, the Six Cups had all the lift of a brick, and I felt the core power getting sucked away, while the looming figure of Krah-Mirogah seemed to be passing off to one side. Were we going to miss?

You can’t let this happen, I thought, focusing all my attention to the Six Cups, and speaking to it directly. Listen to me. You’re different now. You’re not a drug smuggler anymore, here to enrich a few at the expense of the health of others. You’re better than that.

From my connection to the ship, I felt it respond, panic giving way to determination. The crazy wobbling of the world evened out, but we were still far off course.

You have been changed. You are the strongest weapon in history. You have the power to kill the greatest monster this shardworld has ever known. You can save us all. You are a hero.

The jolt from the Six Cups was nearly enough to dislodge my grip on the core casing, as the front swung around, determined to bring us back on target. I could feel the gap closing, even as more and more power drained away from the core. But it wasn’t enough. We needed more.

You are the one generations of Xichota have longed for. You are the wish of this world’s downtrodden. You are the Wormslayer.

I felt us approaching the massive aberrant form of Krah-Mirogah, felt the Worm God’s terror assault my mind like a thousand wailing madmen, its own gargantuan bulk hindering it as it desperately tried to flinch away from our tiny needle of a ship. We were almost there.

Fulfill your purpose, I thought, as I braced myself behind the casing, just a second before my whole body was slammed hard against it, and the sound of snapping wood surrounded me from every angle.

I croaked as all the air was driven from my lungs, and my vision swam for a second before I felt Soraya’s healing magic pour into me. Immediately I ran for the ladder above-decks, though I had no idea if we’d succeeded or not. I could feel Krah-Mirogah’s foulness all around us, but not the drakesalt reaction. Had we missed, after all?

“No, Master—you hit him,” said Soraya, and I cleared the ladder, to look down the deck, which was pitched forwards to the surface of Krah-Mirogah’s dark red hide, into which the drakesalt bowsprit had buried itself at a shallow angle, like a splinter. We’d just barely hit. But why wasn’t the reaction⁠—

I felt a surge of power as the drakesalt transmutation activated, and the chain-reaction spread out beneath us in all directions like a tsunami. I didn’t have any time to celebrate, though, as the Worm God began to thrash and scream, and I was nearly knocked off my feet. I couldn’t tell if this was mindless flailing or an intentional tactic to try and dislodge the Six Cups, but I felt Dyxi actively pushing with the enchanted keel, using all the remaining power to keep the deadly bowsprit where it was, or even drive it deeper.

Delara wobbled and staggered up the wildly rocking deck, hauling one scrollbike with each arm, Mar and Kint each desperately clinging to the back of their respective saddles. Soraya clung to me to help hold me steady as I half-ran, half-fell on my scrollbike. I’d just gotten hold of the handlebars when a sudden impact sent us all flying off the deck, into empty space, high above Jhar-Vakod. With Soraya’s help, I managed to twist my body into the saddle and right the machine midair, pulling around to a safe distance as the dying Worm God writhed about, the Six Cups whipping about as Dyxi drained its core to the dregs.

I watched the wildly oscillating ship, tossed about with more fury than the wildest sea in any shardworld, and despaired that rescuing Dyxi would be impossible.

I’ve got her, Master, thought Soraya. She’s light enough to carry.

I saw Soraya zip off, and then immediately received another message from her, half-amused and half-frustrated.

Master, I’ll need you to come here after all, she thought. Dyxi is being difficult. Says “Captain always goes down with ship.”

What? Screw that. I swung my bike around, preparing to time my entry at the apex of one of the ship’s wild swings. We’d already fulfilled our quota of heroic sacrifices for this trip. We’d had enough, and weren’t doing any more.

I threw the bike forward, angling in on my target, and then braked as hard as I could while drawing my Force Blade. There was no time to think, and saw Dyxi’s eyes go wide with terror as I snapped the blade around to slash through her restraints. It had been an awkward angle, requiring precise control, but a sense of satisfaction suffused my chest as I knew I’d hit it perfectly.

Dyxi flew out of the pilot’s chair, to be corralled by Soraya, but my attention should have been elsewhere, as one of Krah-Mirogah’s colossal tentacles extended double-length and smashed into the bow. The entire ship began to disintegrate, but one of the half-broken booms whipped around, snapped, and flew straight at my head, too fast to even think of dodging.

But at the very last second, a familiar bronze scale snapped up between me and certain decapitation, and instead I was shoved hard, nearly knocking me off the bike. We went spinning away while the ruined bulk of the Six Cups snapped off from the buried bowsprit and fell away beneath us. Despite the violence of its demise, I sensed nothing but peace and satisfaction from the ship as it fell to earth, its grand destiny fulfilled.

But I had to recover my senses and re-mount the scrollbike, without Soraya’s help, as she was too weighed down by Dyxi to fly to me. And I had to do this while wrangling Kint’s stunned form along with me, with the wind buffeting me from below. Somehow I managed to get us back in the saddle, right the bike, and pull the nose up before we went splat on the city streets, but we came a lot closer than I’d have cared to, and I felt the scrollbike’s trailing streamer slap against the red dust on the ground as we climbed back above rooftop level.

Delara pulled alongside me a second later, and Mar cast a healing spell on her brother, snapping him out of his stupor.

“Hey, Kint,” Delara yelled, her voice carrying over the wind noise. “I saw that block. Even Jiryx would have been proud of that one.”

I heard Kint’s indrawn breath, but responding further became impossible, as Krah-Mirogah let out an unearthly scream, a sound so loud and terrible that the sheer sonic force of it threatened to tear reality asunder. And all across Jhar-Vakod, the surviving dreadworms all reared up, their circular mouths pointed skyward, and cried out in unison, as their Grandfather Worm thrashed about in agony, in desperate denial of the magical desiccation spreading through his colossal form.

The drakesalt reaction was unstoppable now, stripping all the moisture from the demigod’s flesh. I felt a morbid fascination with the titanic aberration’s death throes, as the ground beneath it appeared to liquify, its gigantic body passing above and below the surface in great spastic waves as house-sized ripples spread out though the surrounding earth, collapsing city block after city block. Even worse, more blasts of distorted space erupted from Krah-Mirogah’s body at random directions and intervals, and we kicked our scrollbikes up and away to get clear from the chaos.

I noted the Azalea’s Legacy doing the same, still flying, though the foremost sail-wings appeared to be jammed in a half-raised position, with a nasty rip in the starboard wing. And there was Bondi, landing on the deck to immediately flop prone. Even from this distance, I could tell she was exhausted.

But down below us, the devastation continued to spread, as buildings hit by the distortion appeared to twist and turn themselves inside-out, before imploding in showers of rubble. A huge wave of pure chaos struck one of the grand spires, and the stone went rubbery, peeling apart and bending into elaborate, impossible knots that defied comprehension. And then the surge of space-warping magic vanished, and the alien geometry of the structure failed as it was once again subjected to conventional physics, the defiled, contorted stones slipping apart and crashing into the city below.

But these bizarre effects began to lessen the longer we watched, as the drakesalt reaction continued its inexorable march down both ends of Krah-Mirogah’s body. The Worm God’s horrific screaming grew weaker and weaker, even as its flailing grew more and more feeble. Its midsection had become stiff and immobile, with only the ends able to flop around at all. And bit by bit, those succumbed to the deadly desiccation.

I flew around towards the mouth, the sound emitting from it less a wail and more of a whimper. I saw the massive, deadly tentacles droop and fall limply to the ground, before shriveling up into lifeless strands of withered sinew. I saw gravity begin to tear the gigantic teeth at the top of its huge maw away from flesh too blighted and weak to support their weight, and they fell like rain inside the cavern of the colossal mouth. The magical aura of the Worm God, once so powerful that it could overload my arcane sense, was now so faint as to be barely detectable.

But in its place I sensed something else; the foul, warped spirit of the aberrant demigod, fleeing from its own rapidly decaying body, cramming itself into the shrinking island of intact tissue, until even that was gone, and the ghost of Krah-Mirogah separated from its corpse to pass into the ether.

But its twisted soul found no refuge there. Shorn of the protection of its unnatural flesh, our universe’s laws of metaphysics and order assailed the alien essence of Krah-Mirogah, mercilessly punishing the extra-cosmic intruder, tearing its malign spirit into shreds, and then to particles finer than any atom, and then to nothing at all.

And that was it for the so-called Worm God—the invincible colossus that had plagued Zargedon ever since the Shattering. We’d done it. For the first time in millennia, this shardworld was truly free. We’d killed the legendary god-monster. Krah-Mirogah was no more.


Chapter 15

Escape From Zargedon


All across Jhar-Vakod, the screaming of the dreadworms reached a crescendo, and then abruptly ceased. I felt a wide series of sharp snaps through my arcane sense, spreading out in a wave through the city streets below, and it only took me a second or two to realize what had happened. A new series of feminine hobgoblin screams replaced that of their worm mounts, as whatever compact the priestesses had with their aberrant partners had been annulled by Krah-Mirogah’s death, and the worm-beasts now turned on their former allies, plucking the priestesses off their backs and pulling them into their hungry maws.

More screams erupted from the north side of the city, from the crowds of refugees gathered there, as a number of mounted worms that had been standing guard began to run amok, feasting on the huge smorgasbord that had just been offered to them.

That bit didn’t sit right with me. “Tigress, Tigress,” I said into the talk-stone. “Can you swing north and pick off some of those leftover dreadworms?”

It took longer than it should to get a response that I could understand. Over at the Azalea’s Legacy, the kobolds were going nuts, bouncing all over the deck, swinging through the rigging, and making more noise than should’ve been possible for creatures of that size. A few more of them fell over the sides, some still so dedicated to cheering that they nearly hit the ground before they remembered to activate their Slow Fall charms.

Finally, I got confirmation that Mina could do it, though her core was dangerously low, and she was worried about the state of the skies. That was valid. I could feel the atmospheric interference building as we spoke, but we had a task that needed doing anyway, that would simultaneously solve our power problem as well.

“Okay, Stud,” she said, before yelling over the racket of her ecstatic crew. “Hey, we’re pressing the advantage. We’re killing more worms! More worms, YEAH!”

I nodded in satisfaction as Delara’s voice came in over the talk-stone. “Very chivalrous, Stud. I approve.”

“Not those people’s fault they got born in a shitty country, Green Knight,” I said. “Plus, I think there are kids over there.”

Truthfully, looking over the sheer devastation of what used to be a thriving city made me feel queasy. I mean, most of it was the direct fault of Krah-Mirogah, with the bombardment of the Scourge pirates being a distant second. But I’d ordered tons of bombs to be planted in the magitech vehicles, and triggered the detonation myself. Those fires still ran unchecked, and that was my doing. True, the Mirogans hadn’t left me much choice. I didn’t have the option of holding back if I’d wanted to win. Still—it would’ve been nice if I’d figured out another way, though I had no idea what I could’ve done different.

I’ve lived over a thousand years, Master, thought Soraya. And I can’t think of an alternative—not with Rhatha and Warun in charge. But your regrets do you credit. Just don’t let it keep you up at night.

Thanks, I thought back. That did help. Soraya smiled at me before depositing Dyxi on Delara’s bike, and then flying off on the task I’d mentally assigned her, while Delara and I swung our scrollbikes around to the gaping cavern of what used to be the mouth of Krah-Mirogah.

We slowed our bikes down as we entered, and magical energy suffused my senses from every angle, though the nature of it had changed entirely. This was natural and clean. Krah-Mirogah’s blood had been sucked away by the drakesalt reaction, and what was left was pure powdered residuum. Most of it had fallen to the bottom of the dead god’s desiccated shell, but bits of it continued to sprinkle down from the roof of its mouth, creating a sort of dry, sparkling fog that we flew into.

Instantly our scrollbikes were powered up to full, and it was almost a challenge to keep them ambling forward at a safe speed. Soraya caught up to us quickly, her abilities still getting a boost from the Convergence, and she had what I needed: two medium-sized, stoppered clay jugs.

I landed my scrollbike briefly and began to fill the jugs from the piles of pure residuum powder, while Soraya flew ahead. I regretted the fact that we were in such a hurry. The amount of concentrated magic that surrounded us on all sides was a treasure hoard worth more than any amount of gold or platinum, but we had more pressing priorities.

Master, I found her, thought Soraya. I found Kamlai, alive. She has minor acid burns, but I can heal those, no problem. And she appears to be in some sort of trance. I recommend we not wake her until we’re all somewhere safe.

I let out a breath that I hadn’t realized I was holding. Looks like we hadn’t failed Direk after all. I relayed Soraya’s report to Delara, and we flew further in to join her. Delara managed to pick the unconscious girl up and get her secured to the bike in front of her. This was my first good look at Kamlai, and—whoa. You might not think this totally appropriate, but it turned out that a female version of Direk made for one gorgeous, curvaceous, sexy babe. And her being naked didn’t make it any easier to ignore.

I felt Soraya’s laughter tinkle like bells in my mind as Delara spun her bike around and headed back towards the mouth, while I pulled out my resonance tracker and flew further inward, following the indicator, that told me I was closer to Soraya’s gem than I’d ever been. My heart raced as the distance meter counted down. This was a journey I’d begun months ago, and it was nearly complete.

“I’m excited, too, Master,” said Soraya. “I can feel it getting closer. It’s so strange… I’m not sure I have words to describe it. In my thousand years of memory, I’ve never⁠—”

A flash of purple light from beneath a pile of residuum powder cut Soraya off, and something shot out of the sparkly mass to strike Soraya’s ring, hard enough to be painful. Soraya disappeared, and magic surged throughout the ring, following some intricate process too complex for me to follow.

“What happen?” yelped Kint. “Where Soraya go?”

“Back in the ring,” I said. “I… think this is normal. I’m pretty sure.”

I looked down at my hand and saw a gleaming amethyst occupying one of the formerly empty socket’s in Soraya’s ring, and it had shifted the balance of some sort of arcane equation that made the ring work. I felt it pinch at my skin and I wiggled it around, as the labyrinthine braided strips of metal were untwisting and readjusting themselves to accommodate the new arrival. I could intuitively grasp the general idea of what was going on, though the actual processes were too advanced for me to understand exactly what the ring was doing.

It didn’t feel malign, and I tamped down my worry that I might’ve done something bad to Soraya. She had mentioned once that re-uniting her with her lost fragments might alter her personality—and that was fine, though part of me dearly wished that whatever process this was wouldn’t take away the essence of the Soraya that I knew and loved so very much.

Finally the ring’s re-integration had completed, and I felt it take another minute to realign with my own aura. Then two jets of smoke poured out of the ring—one blue, and one purple, both of which coalesced into two different entities in front of me. I found myself facing two gorgeous genies, Soraya’s familiar form on one side, and a new, purple-skinned woman on the other.

“Greetings Master,” they said in unison, before flying over to embrace me on either side. “We are the genies of the ring. Thank you so much for finally reuniting us.”

“Oh, wow,” I said. “I didn’t… I didn’t expect this. Are you feeling alright, Soraya?”

“Oh, yes, Master,” said Soraya. “And I didn’t expect this either. It seems my re-integration with my other self has taken an odd turn. I’m not sure I could explain it to you, even through our mental connection.”

“I am also Soraya,” said the purple genie, and I turned to get a good look at her. She wasn’t identical to the original. She looked like Soraya’s sister—with slightly different facial features and a bit more slender overall.

“I share Soraya’s thoughts and mind, but I can act independently,” said the purple Soraya. “It seems total integration will have to wait for when all our fragments are reunited. Perhaps, for the sake of convenience, you might refer to me as Anaya. Does that name strike your fancy, Master?”

“Yes, it’s beautiful, like you,” I said.

“Wait,” said Kint. “Two genies? Or one genie in two places?”

“Yes and no,” said Soraya. “Like I said, it’s hard to explain.”

“But you’re feeling okay?” I said. “No nasty side effects, or anything?”

“Maybe a bit disoriented,” said Soraya. “I just got back another thousand years of my memory, all at once. That’s going to take some getting used to.”

I looked over at Anaya. “Wow, really? Like, do you remember being swallowed?”

She shook her head, “No Master. The memories recovered all belonged to the ‘Soraya’ who was in the ring. I have no idea how I came to be in this place. I don’t think the amethyst soul fragment was capable of manifesting, or was even conscious, outside of the ring’s framework.”

“Kint does not understand,” said the kobold.

“I don’t blame you,” said Soraya. “But we can discuss this in further detail later. I think we need to get out of here, the sooner the better.”

“The Convergence,” I said, whirling my scrollbike around. “We have to⁠—“

“Master,” said Anaya. “May I suggest a shortcut?

She waved her hand and a purple-rimmed oval of magic appeared before us. I looked through to see the demolished skyline of Jhar-Vakod. A dimensional portal. New power.

I didn’t have time to question it; I just accelerated my scrollbike through. I had expected that passing through the portal might tingle or something, but the most uncanny thing was that I felt nothing at all. I scanned the horizon to find the Azalea’s Legacy, landed at the southern outskirts of the city. I kicked the scrollbike forward, soaring over the rooftops, and I felt an electric blue spark crackle over the handlebars as I flew too high, forcing me to lower my altitude immediately. Shit. That was not good. If we didn’t take off soon we might not be able to.

I kept low and ran the bike full-out. Another purple portal appeared before me and suddenly I’d jumped a hundred yards ahead. Anaya summoned a whole series of these, and I found myself landing on the deck of the Azalea’s Legacy in less than a minute.

Mina got to me first, as I was yelling for everyone to prepare for takeoff.

“Right. Real quick,” she said, turning and gesturing to a crowd of about two dozen Xichota kobolds. “New crew. Want to come with. Captain’s approval.”

That was unexpected. “Yeah, sure,” I said, and the whole group erupted into cheers.

“All right, it’s official,” yelled Mina over the din, “First space voyage, starting now. I want to hear less yapping and see more butts moving. Go! Go!”

Mina kept barking orders as she ran back to the helm, while Anaya grabbed one of the residuum jugs and flew up to start sprinkling it over the damaged masts and sail. I got the remaining jug, but before I could get anywhere I was tackle-hugged by a beautiful, scaly half-dragon.

I felt my breath whoosh out of me. Bondi hadn’t yet dropped her dragon transformation, and it seemed like the magic also enhanced her strength, too.

“Oh, I’m so happy to see you again,” said Bondi, interspersing her words with frantic kisses on my cheek. “All of you, all of you—you did so much. Not… not that I ever doubted you would. I knew the whole time you’d be coming.”

“Of course, yes, I’m so happy to see you too,” I said, torn between reciprocating her affection and dealing with the actual fucking emergency going on right now. “You did incredible. But, uhh⁠—”

“Bondi!” cried Soraya, closing in on us and opening her arms for a hug. “So wonderful to get you back. Oh, but Master—you need to repair the ship right away, before it’s too late.”

“Right,” I said, now disentangled as Bondi transferred her hug to Soraya, with both Kint and Mar wrapped around each of Bondi’s legs.

“Sorry. Be right back,” I said, then dropped down two sets of ladders to get to engineering, feeling insanely grateful to Soraya for saving me from having to blow Bondi off. My genie really was the perfect woman, and now I had two of her… kinda?

I felt Soraya’s happiness through our link, as I ran over to the Azalea’s drained arcane core and sloshed it with a generous helping of residuum powder. I felt the various systems hum to life all around me. That stuff really did work wonders.

“Stud to Tigress,” I said into my talk-stone. “Take us out, southern heading. But stay as low as you can.”

“Copy, Stud,” said Mina, and I felt the ship take off and surge forward.

The arcane interference was like a cresting wave, and we were right in front of it. We’d have to outrun it before we could ascend, and by a significant margin, given its size. I laid a hand on the core to commune with it, but a sharp pain in my hamstring snapped me out of it.

I looked down to see Dyxi haul off and punch me in the leg again.

“Hey!” I said. “What the hell was that for?”

“What for?” she yelped. “You almost cut Dyxi in half. Nearly make me crap own pants.”

“That’s a weird way of saying, ’Thanks Zain, for saving my life,’ but l’ll take it, I guess.”

“You ruin Dyxi’s favorite shirt,” she said, pointing to a tiny tear on her front where I’d let my blade bite a fraction of a inch too deep.

“Ruined? That’s what Mending charms are for,” I scoffed. I was about to pull mine out, when the implications of this conversation hit me.

“Wait, Dyxi,” I said. “Does all this mean that you’re joining the crew as well?”

“Of course that what it mean,” she snapped, before doing a double-take. “Wait—why you grin like idiot?”

“I’m just happy,” I said. “Happy this trip turned out so well.”

“Eh? What?” she said, before her eyes went wide and she jumped away from me. “You no get funny ideas! You not Dyxi’s type. Too big! No scales! All squishy! Blech!”

Somehow I managed to keep a straight face.

“Well, I won’t pretend that I’m not disappointed,” I said. “But I’m a mature adult, so I think I’ll be able to get over it with time. And trust me when I say that I won’t let it affect our working relationship one bit. But, uhh... was that ’Blech’ really necessary?”

“You no whine,” snapped Dyxi. “You got lots women already. Way too many.”

“Okay, fair,” I said. “Actually, since you’re here, why don’t you take over? I want to be able to visually monitor the interference wave and signal to the helm. If anything goes wrong, just start screaming into the speaking-tube over there.”

“You just want to canoodle with honeys,” said Dyxi, to my retreating back. I ignored her and headed back up top.

Honestly, I was still a bit too nervous about our situation to think about ‘canoodling’ at this particular moment. I popped back up on deck, noted the repaired forward wings with relief, and turned to observe the interference wave surging behind and above us. It was picking up speed, but so were we. I studied the situation for a minute or two before I let out a sigh of relief. We were accelerating faster than the wave.

I turned my gaze to the activity on the deck, as the various Xichota sailors scampered about on their tasks. We had a full crew now. That was another problem solved by this trip, and this solution would never have occurred to me. Things were going to be different now. Less privacy, and higher operating costs. We were going to need to store more food, and work out wages for everyone. Still, these were good problems to have.

I noticed Bondi staring up at the interference wave. She’d dropped her dragon transformation and wore a long, blue silk robe that I recognized as Delara’s. There didn’t seem to be anything for me to do as far as running the ship went, so I went up and hugged her from behind.

She smiled and kissed me briefly, leaning back into me. “Look at that,” she said, referring to the interference wave that stretched up into the upper atmosphere. “This shardworld is crazy. I can’t believe it’s only been two weeks since I came here. It feels like a lifetime ago.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “So much has—oh, look.”

Several of the kobolds were leaning over the railing and waving. Off to the east were the four longbed auto-wagons on their way back to the Jitters. Only now they looked like giant purple fuzzy caterpillars, with all the Xichota kobolds clinging to their roofs and sides. That didn’t look safe, but I’d realized that with kobolds, there was a certain point where you just had to relax and let them do their own thing. Further off to the east I saw the Belah-bound convoy, though of course I couldn’t hear the singing from this far away.

I took this chance to catch Bondi up on all the events she’d missed out on while she’d been playing keep-away with Krah-Mirogah.

“Ah, that’s good,” said Bondi. “You were able to help so many people while I was just flying around.”

“We were able to help them because you were flying around and keeping that abomination distracted,” I said. “And look at you—you were able to unlock the power of the Dragon Crown after all. I knew you could. And did you get two levels of it, that fast? That’s amazing.”

“W-what? Oh… oh stop,” she said, her face turning pink, “And that second burst was sort of a one-time deal, just because the Crown of Dragonkind really wanted to see that worm-monster dead. I don’t need any praise for that, and it’s not like it makes me really happy or anything.”

“Oh, of course,” I said. “I’m just stating facts, here.”

I kept Bondi in my embrace as I watched the flat landscape of the Red Wastes fly beneath us, the occasional tan Xichota structure popping up to add just a tiny bit of variety to the terrain. Off to the west I noted the black mountains drifting away more slowly. I could even pick out Mount Apoxiroch and Mount Fayajeet. It was uncanny how quickly the landmarks passed by now—a journey of days reduced to under an hour.

We picked up speed as we went. I was able to signal Mina to begin our ascent a little bit before we reached Scavengers Gate. As we flew overhead, I pulled out my spyglass to survey the sky, and I managed to pick out a problem. Suspended high up in the blue was a suspicious dot, and I had to leave Bondi to double-check the ship’s high-powered telescope to confirm my worries. The black-sailed Scourge ship was up there waiting for us. I was exhausted, in no condition for a fight, but it looked like we were going to have one.

“Not necessarily, Master,” said Soraya, stepping over with Anaya. “I think we may have a solution.”

“Don’t tell me you can actually turn the ship invisible now?” I said.

“Not quite, Master,” said Anaya. “But it’s true that most of our abilities have grown stronger thanks to reclaiming my gem.”

“With that, plus the boost we’ve received from the Convergence, plus a handful of residuum,” said Soraya. “I believe we can create a screen that will block out most of our ship’s silhouette from one direction.”

“And, since we know exactly where the pirates are,” said Anaya. “One direction is all we need.”

I relayed this plan to everyone else, who got to battle stations while I poured a small pile of residuum in my palm, and my genies went to work. We had a tense hour or so while we cleared the atmosphere, and the kobold crew monitored the ship’s transformation to its open-space travel mode for the first time. But gradually, everyone began to relax as it became clear that the pirates hadn’t spotted us.

I took one last look behind us at Zargedon, with its odd coloration of red, blue, green, and black, and its bizarre kaleidoscopic distortion covering most of it once again. I thought back on our time there, and I had to admit most of the places we’d been had ranged from “sketchy” to “dangerous” to “nightmarish.” I definitely couldn’t recommend it as a vacation spot, or really as a place to visit, for any reason. But somehow, I still felt sad to see it go.

Funny to think that this was just the first destination on our quest to recover Soraya’s fragments. Five more to go, each hidden somewhere in a huge solar system of thousands of shardworlds. I wondered if they, too, would be as weird and dangerous as Zargedon. Only one way to find out.


Chapter 16

A Good Girl's Reward


The two-hour journey back to the astral current was smooth and uneventful. Mina did just fine piloting purely by instrument readings. I checked on her just long enough to determine that I hadn’t needed to check. We merged into the current with a bit more tailwind than I would have allowed for, but it didn’t harm the Azalea’s Legacy one bit.

With that, the enchanted helm could sail itself just fine, and then our real celebration could begin. Anaya gathered all the kobolds and led them into the hold, where she’d set up a bunch of small-sized picnic benches and whipped up some kind of buffet for them, no doubt the finest comfort food that their little hearts could desire.

The rest of us had Soraya as our hostess up on the deck, and we were just starting to settle on in when a new figure wandered out of our cabin, with a satin bedsheet loosely draped over her orange-skinned shoulders. It was Direk’s sister, Kamlai, who’d recovered from her trance and was now staring about in wide-eyed confusion.

Oh, shit. With all the craziness going on, I’d forgotten about her. We really should’ve left someone to watch her, to explain things when she woke up. At least one kobold. I couldn’t imagine what might be running through her mind right now.

Kamlai looked up at the starry void above and her expression turned to one of ecstatic joy.

“It worked!” she cried. “It’s all true. My faith has been rewarded.”

She shrugged off her bedsheet and ran to the port railing to marvel at the astral current, seeing its vast width trail off to a milky white ribbon winding its way through the void.

“Oh it’s wonderful,” she said, and then fell to her knees, hands clasped overhead. “Praise be to Krah-Mirogah! Praise be to Grandfather Worm, for so rewarding your humble bride…”

She went on like that as the rest of us cautiously approached her.

“Ah, hello,” said Bondi. “Um, how are you feeling?”

“Oh, wonderful, wonderful,” said Kamlai, and then her face lit up as she recognized Bondi. “You! You were given to Krah-Mirogah as a bride along with me. And you made it, too. Congratulations! I’m so happy.”

And then Kamlai launched herself at Bondi and gave her a full, passionate kiss on the mouth, pressing her luscious, naked, bejeweled body up against the half-dragon princess. Bondi froze up at first, and made some token efforts at prying the amorous hobgoblin off of her, but her draconic strength had vanished with her transformation, and soon she lost the will to resist. She had just started to return the embrace, when Kamlai paused and came up for air.

“Ah, whoops,” she said, cheerily. “Got a little carried away. Say, since we both married Krah-Mirogah, does that also mean we’re married to each other now? I’d like to think so. Oh, but where are the others? Athtara and that snake-woman?”

“Ah… err… they’re… uhh…,” said Bondi, her face bright pink as she wobbled on her feet.

“I’m afraid they weren’t able to join us,” said Soraya.

“Awww,” said Kamlai, her face falling for a bit. “That’s too bad. Athtara seemed nice, and she said she knew my brother. But I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised she didn’t make it. She was talking a lot of blasphemy, though maybe that wasn’t her fault? You know, since she had to sub in at the last minute. She hadn’t spent years preparing, like I did.”

“Ah, I see,” said Soraya. “Kamlai, would you mind telling us what you think is going on here?”

“Oh, is this a test? I see,” she nodded and began to recite. “I was married to Grandfather Worm and he accepted me. He lovingly and skillfully sampled my flesh and took me deep inside him. My body dissolved and became part of His holy flesh, but my spirit ascended to the heavens to begin a grand journey of the cosmos, guided by psychopomps to my eternal reward. And that’s you, isn’t it? You’re the psychopomps, and this is my cosmic journey. We’re definitely sailing through the heavens right now.”

“All right,” said Delara. “Well, I see how you might think that. But you need to listen to me, Kamlai. The Worm Cult has been lying to you you’re whole life. Your body wasn’t absorbed by Krah-Mirogah. Krah-Mirogah died and we rescued you from his stomach before that could happen. You’re still alive, and you’re sailing on an astral clipper. That’s the truth.”

Kamlai looked confused for a few seconds, before bursting out in giggles. “Krah-Mirogah can’t die, silly. He’s a god. Gods don’t die. This is a test, right? You’re testing me as part of my trials. Well, I have nothing but faith and gratitude in the great and mighty Krah-Mirogah, my husband.”

Delara tried a couple more times to explain the truth, but Kamlai kept rejecting it, a beatific smile on her face, her faith unshakeable.

Finally, Soraya intervened. “Congratulations, Kamlai. You’ve passed your test. Your faith is true and pure indeed, just like you.”

“Yay! I knew it,” said Kamlai, beaming at us.

“But you should know,” Soraya continued. “That Krah-Mirogah is a god only concerned with matters on Zargedon. His power and influence is limited to that shardworld. And we’re not there anymore. You have served him faithfully, but now your service and your marriage have been successfully completed. You’ve ascended into a new realm, and left the old one behind. Here there are new gods to serve, if you so choose. This is the nature of your cosmic journey.”

“Oh!” said Kamlai, her eyes going wide. “That’s… wow, I never thought of that, but I suppose it does make sense, doesn’t it?”

I favored my genie with a sidelong glance. Where’s the lie, Master? she thought back. I guarantee you this is going to be a faster, kinder, and more effective way to deprogram her than convincing her that she’s been exploited and deceived for the past decade.

Eh, that was probably correct. Soraya was the people expert, after all. And nothing she had said was technically untrue. I supposed that playing along with Kamlai’s delusions really was the best way to end them.

“So, umm,” said Kamlai. “Were those tests of my faith the extent of my trials, good psychopomps?”

“Hmm… psychopomps, huh?” said Mina. “Here’s a trial for you: what were our duties supposed to be, again? Oh, my name’s Mina, by the way.”

“Of course, psychopomp Mina,” said Kamlai, “You shall present me with trials, judge my deeds in life, demand payment for passage, and then escort me to Paradise if I am worthy. I think I probably have some more trials left.”

“Sure, trials,” said Mina. “Ahh, let’s see. What are your talents, Kamlai? What are you good at?”

“Oh, singing and dancing, mainly,” she said. “But those are hardly⁠—”

“Oh, we’ll be the judge of that,” said Mina. “Can you do the splits?”

“Mina…” said Delara, giving her bond-mate a stern look.

“Oh, of course,” said Kamlai. “Well, front splits definitely. I can get really close with the center splits.”

“Well, let’s see it,” said Mina, ignoring her partner’s stink-eye. “Give it your best shot.”

And Kamlai did, which made for an impressive sight, especially given that she was naked, save for the various gems and gold chains artfully arranged across her bare orange skin, each with a very minor preservative abjuration on it. Kamlai slid one leg straight forward and sank her hips until her thick, meaty thighs pressed all the way into the deck. I noticed she had her back leg slightly bent, but I wasn’t going to ding her for it. Then she pushed off the ground and turned to the center, walking her hands over to keep her balance. Like she’d said, she wasn’t able to go down all the way, but she got close. Certainly close enough to lower herself all the way down on a person beneath her, if one was there. Uh, whoops. I had to remind myself this was Direk’s sister, here.

“Close enough,” said Mina, who I suspected might’ve been sharing my brain in that instant. “You pass.”

“Yay,” said Kamlai, as Delara offered her a hand to help her up. “What else should we do?”

“Only one trial remains,” said Delara, before Mina could open her mouth. “I’d like to hear you sing. I’m Delara, by the way.”

“Oh, I love singing,” said Kamlai. “I know all of the major hymns of the Worm Cult: Bow Down Before the Worm Lord, Feeding Time for the Heathens, All Shall Become Fodder for Krah-Mirogah’s Gullet, Appease the Terrors from Beyond, Tentacles and Teeth⁠—”

“Uh, let’s not do any of those,” I said. “Oh, and I’m Zain, hello. Did you learn any songs that aren’t about Krah-Mirogah? You know, since we’re moving past that phase in your life.”

“Hmm, but all the hymns are about the Worm Lord,” said Kamlai, scrunching up her face in concentration. “Oh, well—there’s one other song I know, from when I was a little kid, back before Rhatha rescued me. But I was told I should never sing it again. I’d get punished if I was caught doing it.”

“Well, we’re not going to punish you for that,” said Soraya, “Let’s hear it. And you can call me Soraya.”

“Oh, well—if you all say it’s okay…” and Kamlai opened her mouth and began to sing a tune I recognized. It was the same song the Rephaites had been belting out when we’d flown away on our scrollbikes. I wondered if it was their national anthem or something. It was lovely, and Kamlai’s voice did everything to bring out the beauty in the song. She really was a top-notch singer, and she’d given me my wish to hear the rest of the tune, so I was more than satisfied. Also, the motion of her rib cage while she was breathing did amazing thing to her magnificent, naked breasts, though I tried not to look at those too much during the performance. I did notice Mina looking as well, and she wasn’t even bothering to hide it—she was absolutely shameless.

“Excellent,” I said, as she finished the song. “You pass with flying colors. That was just fantastic.”

“Oh, thank you. Thank you so much,” she said, and rushed over to give me a hug, and a peck on the lips. It took considerable mental discipline to not grab her nice round ass and squeeze in response.

Well done, Master, came Soraya’s amused voice in my head. Though I rather suspect you won’t have to hold yourself back for much longer.

Well, of course not. I had the other girls for that. Or did Soraya mean⁠—

“Now, um… well, I’ve been dreading this,” said Kamlai, blushing and turning her eyes to the floor, “But I think I have to confess my sins, so you can judge them.”

“Ooh,” said Mina, rubbing her hands together and grinning ear-to-ear. “This sounds like fun. Gimme the juicy deets. Dish! Dish!”

“Um, okay,” said Kamlai. “Well, there have been a bunch of times where I created problems for my tutors and trainers, because I can get a distracted easily. So I end up doing the wrong thing a couple of times before I get it right. And, other times, I can cause problems because I lose track of where I am and what I’m doing. Like those five kitchen fires I started. Or all those sacred urns I’ve dropped. I’ve broken so much pottery.”

“Okay—well, those are things you might want to work on,” said Mina, frowning. “But I wouldn’t call them sins. Is that really all you’ve done? Come on now—no holding back on your sacred psychopomps.”

“Minaaa,” growled Delara.

“Oh, come on, honey,” said Mina. “Confession’s good for the soul. She won’t feel right unless she gets it all out. Am I wrong, Kamlai?”

“No, no—that’s exactly right. It’s just…” and here Kamlai’s orange skin took on a distinctly reddish hue. “It’s a bit embarrassing.”

“Oh, that’s fine,” said Mina. “Don’t be embarrassed. There’s no judgement here. Um, well—okay, technically there is judgement. But we’ve heard a lot of crazy shit, doing this job. I don’t expect you’ll have anything that we haven’t heard before.”

“Oh, well then—I suppose my biggest thing is… well… I’ve had a lot of… l-lustful thoughts.”

“Ooh, now we’re talking,” said Mina. “Tell us more.”

“Well, I know that it’s important to keep my body pure, for my marriage to Krah-Mirogah,” said Kamlai, before doing a double-take. “Wait—is that still a thing? I know you said our marriage was completed….”

“I can say with perfect certainty that Krah-Mirogah is no longer even a tiny bit concerned with your purity,” said Soraya. “You are now one-hundred-percent free to do as you like with your own body.”

“Oh! Oh wow,” said Kamlai. “That’s a big change to get used to. I mean, the consummation of our marriage was so wonderful—I’d hate to think that I’d never get to feel that good again.”

“Wait—wonderful?” said Bondi. “You’re telling me you liked getting eaten?”

“Oh, of course,” said Kamlai, licking her lips as her eyes went hooded. “Those long, powerful tongues of his, wrapping around me, stroking and squeezing, driving me wild. I mean the whole idea of someone desiring your body so much that they’d they’d consume you, swallow you whole, its just… Words can’t describe how amazing it felt, to be devoured by a god. I’ll never forget that, for as long as I live.”

“Uh… okay,” said Bondi. “That’s… that’s great. It’s great that you’re not traumatized.”

“Yes, but back to the lustful thoughts,” said Mina. “About how often would you say you had these thoughts? And, were there any individuals in particular you had them about?”

“Oh, well—err…” said Kamlai, a pink hue tingeing her orange cheeks. “For how often—it was kinda most of the time, especially lately. And, well… I feel like most people are at least a little bit attractive. Like, even if others might call them ugly, I think that just gives them character, y’know.

“But anyway, I’d feel these desires, and I’d try to turn them towards my future husband. And that worked sometimes, but other times, not so much. Especially with the other Betrothed, like during dance classes, and stuff. And um… one person in particular… but it’s so embarrassing….”

“Oh, don’t worry—you can tell us anything,” said Mina. “Come on, spit it out.”

“Hi… High Priestess Rhatha!” said Kamlai, before hiding her face in her hands and dissolving into giggles.

“Oh, yeah,” I said, thinking of the image Soraya had shown us of the haughty, voluptuous priestess. “That makes perfect sense.”

I got a bit of side eye from Bondi for that, but Delara nodded too. “Yes, no shame there. Whatever else you might say about her, there’s no denying that she’s an extremely attractive woman.”

“Yes, exactly!” said Kamlai. “She’s soooo hot. I—wait, you think so too? I thought heavenly psychopomps would be above such earthly desires.”

“Nope,” said Mina. “We all fuck. In fact, we do it a lot.”

“Oh!” said Kamlai, her gaze darting between us, with increased interest. “Oh, really?”

“Yep,” said Mina. “And lusting after Rhatha—is that your worst sin?”

“Well, sort of,” she said. “But there’s more to it. Sometimes, when I was really naughty, Rhatha would come and spank my bare behind with a wooden paddle. And, it was supposed to be a punishment, but actually… actually I… oh, this is so shameful….”

“You enjoyed it, didn’t you?” said Soraya, with a conspiratorial grin.

“I did!” said Kamlai. “Especially since it was Rhatha doing it. It got to point where sometimes… sometimes I’d mess things up on purpose, just so Rhatha would come and spank me some more.”

With that, Kamlai hid her face in her hands once more, and was overcome with another giggle-fit.

“Well, well, well,” said Mina, with a smirk. “Now that was definitely some naughty stuff right there. But it’s nothing we psychopomps can’t forgive, with a little penance.”

“I can do penance,” said Kamlai, all wide-eyed sincerity. “What will it be?”

“Why, a good, hard spanking, of course,” said Mina.

“Okay!” said Kamlai, spinning around and bending over to brace her elbows against the ship railing, her back arched and her shapely rump sticking out in eager anticipation.

Part of me had to wonder at the logic of using spanking as a punishment just after Kamlai had admitted that it wasn’t a real punishment, but if the contradiction didn’t bother Kamlai, then I supposed it didn’t matter. Plus, I really wanted to smack that ass.

Soraya suggested we take turns, going by order of physically weakest to the strongest. Bondi declined to participate, stating that she was a Betrothed, not a psychopomp, and it wasn’t like she really wanted to spank that gorgeous behind or anything.

We were going to do ten smacks each, but Kamlai pointed out that she’d been really naughty, and were we sure that would be enough penance to get all her sins out? So we upped it to twenty. I got to go second after Soraya, and I took a few moments to lay my hands on her plump bottom, feeling and squeezing around and wondering aloud where the best target for my strikes should be, to smack all those pesky sins away.

“Oh, you should… ahhn… get everywhere,” she moaned. “Hit every single inch of my wicked flesh. I… ahh… I want it all out.”

Well, all right then. I went to work, starting with some moderate force blows, but she kept saying “harder,” so I went full out, trying to vary my target as much as possible. Since her ass was nice and fat, I did have a lot of ground to cover. Mina counted off to twenty while Kamlai gasped and squealed delightfully while I rained divine punishment on her lovely behind. Twenty smacks came all too soon, and I stepped back to enjoy the show as Mina took my place.

I was entranced by the events, which Mina spiced up with some dirty talk, about how Kamlai was a dirty little tramp and this was what she deserved, to which Kamlai enthusiastically agreed, begging her for the punishment that would cleanse her soul. I could see the glistening of moisture start to trickle down the insides of Kamlai’s thick thighs. My, she was having fun, and her arousal was infectious. I glanced over to Bondi, noting even she seemed entranced by the erotic show before her. Then Bondi caught me looking, and she looked away, crossed her arms, turned her nose up, and flushed red as a beet.

Ah, look at her, Master, thought Soraya. Getting all turned on and then pretending she isn’t. I can’t believe how cute she is.

Indeed, I was spoiled for choice with all the gorgeous women surrounding me, but I turned my attention back to Kamlai, who was now getting beaten by Delara. The amount of force being applied was a little scary, but Kamlai was doing the opposite of complaining. The erotic noises she made with every impact were reaching a crescendo, as her springy flesh jiggled appealingly with every strike to her perfect ass. It seemed like she might orgasm just from the spanking, but the count reached twenty before that could happen.

Kamlai moaned as she straightened up, and Soraya applied some healing magic at her bruised behind, making the sexy hobgoblin sigh and wiggle her hips in response. I had to exercise a considerable amount of self-control to stop myself from pouncing on her right then and there, and I wasn’t the only one. Delara and Mina stood to either side of her, staring at her like a pair of hungry wolves. Once we got this “psychopomp” nonsense out of the way it was going to be a race to see who could proposition her first, I could tell.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, good psychopomps,” said Kamlai. “Thank you for beating away all my earthly sins. That was absolutely fantastic. I feel amazing now. So, now I must offer payment for my passage. And I was wondering… given what you’ve told me…” Kamlai bit her lip and glanced furtively between all of us. Can I, um… can I pay you with my body?”

“Oh, we take all sorts of payment,” said Soraya. “Your body could be one, but we can do credit, or you could do labor on the ship—cleaning and such, or pay with some of those gems you’re wearing.”

Kamlai’s face fell. “Oh, but I like my jewelry and I hate cleaning. Are you sure I can’t pay with my body?”

Welp, that was a clear statement of preference between several perfectly reasonable alternatives. I felt any potential guilt about exploiting her delusions melt away. Kamlai was clearly in the mood for a good fucking, and had been for some time.

“Well, that depends,” I said. “If you want to pay that way, I’m going to have to inspect the goods.”

“Oh, of course,” said Kamlai, bounding over to stand right in front of me, back straight, with her hands placed on her head, her whole body quivering with anticipation. “Inspect me all you wish. I hope my body will be to your liking.”

I could already tell it would be. Kamlai’s hourglass figure was like something created by a sculptor. Every bit of it was pure perfection, and I felt myself harden up further as I prepared to begin my “inspection.” Sorry, Direk—but your sister’s gotta have it.

I briefly ran my thumb over her full lips before reaching down to stroke her sides, then around to massage her back for a bit, before moving to openly grope her full breasts, while she unsuccessfully tried to stifle her cries of appreciation. I continued to fondle the soft flesh beneath my fingers, while stroking her nipples and areolae with my thumbs, and her moans became more wanton. I lingered there a while before sliding my hands across her surprisingly taut belly. I remembered to keep up a bit of patter while I played with her body, noting the excellent quality of the merchandise, and declaring that each part had “passed inspection.” Kamlai expressed her gratitude in turn for each positive assessment, though she was growing less coherent as her moans became more wanton and animalistic.

I continued my inspection with her ass and thighs, which left me with the largest area to cover, so I dug my fingers into that springy flesh, squeezing and probing as deep as I could, savoring the sensation of the muscles quivering with pleasure beneath my touch. I could smell her arousal now, and I was thinking of ending the foreplay once I’d finished, but Mina piped up, saying that I should do a taste test as well, so I did. I started with her lips, she responded to my kiss with desperate, hungry passion. Kamlai moaned in protest when I broke contact, only to make even more sensual noises as I repeated my full-body exploration with my mouth, instead of my hands, as Soraya began to helpfully remove my armor for me. Kamlai’s body felt just as wonderful beneath my lips and tongue as it had been beneath my hands, and when I’d finished, the hobgoblin was shaking and panting, more than prepared for what was coming next.

She still had her hands on her head, tangled in her long, black hair. I brought my face just a few inches from hers, stopping her lips with a finger as she leaned in for another kiss.

“I’ve nearly finished my inspection,” I said. “And every part of your body has been an absolute delight. Touch, flavor, appearance—this is the finest payment I’ve ever been offered. But there’s one last bit I need to test.”

I reached down and, for the first time, stroked her soaking wet pussy lips, enjoying the powerful reaction as her whole body shuddered and she threw her head back, crying out in pleasure. I waited for her shaking to subside before continuing.

“I need to inspect you from the inside,” I said, “And I have a special tool for that.”

I was already naked to the waist, and Soraya didn’t miss her cue to yank my pants and underwear down. Kamlai looked down and her eyes went wide at the sight of my bouncing, slick, rock-hard erection.

“I want to stick this inside you,” I said, “And see just how good you feel. Are you ready for that?”

“Oh, oh yes,” moaned Kamlai. “Yes, please, please. I want that more than anything, Please⁠—”

And then Soraya slipped my cock-ring on and I let myself loose. I grabbed Kamlai’s luscious ass with both hands, lifted her up, and impaled her on my hungry cock. We were both so turned-on that she slid down to the hilt in one thrust, with no resistance, and then I began bouncing her up and down on my dick with wild abandon. Kamlai didn’t take long to start orgasming, and her screams of pleasure rang out across the deck as I hit my peak and began exploding inside her.

Soraya summoned a thick mattress for me to deposit Kamlai once our mutual passions had subsided a bit. I laid her down and then activated the endurance magic on my cock ring. Then I proceeded to have my way with the gorgeous hobgoblin, taking my pleasure from her voluptuous body however I pleased, thrusting into her over and over again until my enhancement ran out—which seemed to take a lot longer than it usually did. It looked like all my adventures on Zargedon had increased my magical abilities somewhat.

And, well—I’ve been blessed with enthusiastic lovers, but Kamlai was so responsive that it was almost ridiculous. She didn’t appear to have any dislikes that I could find, and really appreciated being manhandled and tossed around. She really reminded me of Soraya in her eagerness to please, and that wasn’t something I’d ever expected to encounter in a mortal woman.

I was still feeling horny after my enhancement wore off, so I decided to go one final round with my natural stamina. I really shouldn’t be too greedy, but I noted that Mina and Delara had been fingering each other while watching us and waiting their turn, while Bondi was still trying to hide her arousal at our performance. I put Kamlai on her knees and elbows while I pumped her from behind, while Soraya handed me my vibrostone.

Kamlai began squealing as I applied it to her inner thighs, and cried out helplessly as I slowly traced a meandering line up to her pussy lips. I grunted as I felt some secondary vibrations in my own shaft, while I showed Kamlai no mercy, thrusting away as I slid the stone up to her clit, producing the most explosive orgasm I’d gotten from her so far, as I erupted once more inside her. I continued to pound my hips into her cushiony rear as her pussy clenched around my cock, squeezing and releasing me in a most delightful manner, milking me until I was thoroughly satisfied, and I then finally released her, gradually reducing the pressure on the vibrostone and pulling it away.

She collapsed in a boneless pile beneath me, and I lay on top of her, gently stroking her for a while before pulling us both up to a sitting position, cuddling her and kissing her neck as her breathing began to return to normal.

“Now that was an excellent way to pay a fare,” I breathed into her ear. “The finest I’ve ever received. For that, I’ll take you anywhere in Shattered Zemyah.”

“Oh, that wasn’t everything, was it?” said Kamlai, recovering enough to look a bit alarmed. “I mean, it could be a long journey. Are you sure you don’t want to collect some more?”

Wow—I’d made her come really hard multiple times, and she still wanted more? Well, that was actually rather convenient. I didn’t want to hog everything for myself.

“Oh, don’t misunderstand me,” I said. “That was a fantastic payment for your first day of travel, to the Captain. But we psychopomps all split our payments equally between the lot of us.”

Delara and Mina didn’t need any further prompting, converging on Kamlai from either side, while I stepped away. I noticed that Delara had swung by our cabin at some point and retrieved her bag of toys, and I grinned. This should be a fun show.

“Oh, I get to pay everyone?” Kamlai cried out with delight. “Oh, my—and two at once? Oh, mmm…. ahh… Oh, fellow Bethrothed,” she said, turning to Bondi. “You need to pay your fare too. You should definitely pay with your body. It feels amazing. I think I mmmnn….”

Whatever other advice Kamlai had for Bondi was lost, as the Amazons found something else for her mouth to do. I looked over at Bondi, who looked away and crossed her arms. But something told me I could approach her, even before I got Soraya’s mental reassurance. I walked over and embraced her from behind. She tensed up for a second, and then relaxed.

“I really should be furious,” she said. “But I’m not. I knew you were all like this when I let you seduce me the first time. Complaining about it now doesn’t make any sense, does it?”

“Fury? Complain,” said Soraya, approaching Bondi from the front, and smiling seductively. “Your faux-reticence is cute, but you’ll enjoy life more if you’re more honest with yourself. You were feeling something else while you watched Master pleasure Kamlai, weren’t you?”

“W-what?” said Bondi, and I felt the heat from her cheek as I pressed mine against hers. “N-no, I—ah, wait!” she said, as Soraya began to tug the collar of her robe open. “The kobolds! W-what if one of them comes above decks? If Kint or Mar saw me like this⁠—”

Soraya laid a finger across Bondi’s lips. “Anaya is watching them,” she said, with a gentle smile. “They’re all having a blast down there, and they won’t be coming topside. Even if one did, I’d use illusions to hide you, and any noises you might be making. So just relax. You’re safe with us. We’ll always keep you safe and taken care of. And right now, I think you’ve got something you need taken care of, right underneath that robe. Don’t you want Master to see to that? You know how good he is.”

“Oh, gods,” moaned Bondi, as we both gently peeled off her robe. “You all really are a bunch of perverts—and you’re turning me into one, too. And—eee!”

Bondi clapped a hand over her own mouth as her silk robe fell down to get pinned between her pert backside and my erection. The sheer fabric felt wonderful as I pressed myself into her, the barrier acting to whet my anticipation.

“By the gods,” gasped Bondi. “I can’t believe you’re still excited, after… after all that!”

“You get me excited,” I said. “I missed you so much over the past week. I was so worried that my plan would fail any we wouldn’t get you back. And now I’ve got you. And I’m not letting go.”

“Even though I don’t have all those curves, like certain hobgoblins?”

“You have curves,” I said. “Your legs, no—your whole body is a work of art.” I ground my hips against her, savoring the sensation of my hot rod sandwiched between our bodies. “You can feel my desire for you, can’t you? My body isn’t capable of lying.”

“Master appreciates beauty in many different forms,” said Soraya, interspersed with kisses to Bondi’s neck. “As do I. Your body is different from Kamlai’s, who is different from Delara, who is different from Mina. But you’re all perfect. Now, let us show you just how much we both appreciate you, and your wonderful, perfect body.”

Bondi’s response was incoherent, but I felt her relax under our ministrations as we caressed her from both sides, and before long, she had her face eagerly buried in Soraya’s cleavage. I let the silk between us fall to the deck and entered Bondi’s slick folds, providing her with the relief she’d secretly been craving.

Ah, this was the best. I met Soraya’s eyes, and she smiled knowingly. I savored the feeling of Bondi’s pussy wrapping my length with such wonderful warmth, as I enjoyed the sight of the Amazons hoisting Kamlai’s gorgeous figure between them as they feasted upon her sumptuous curves, to her immense delight. Whatever trials we’d been through, and whatever hardships awaited us in the future—well, it was hard to worry about any of that, when life could bring you little moments of sheer perfection, just like this.


Chapter 17

A Final Lesson


Enobaria frowned at the heavyset hobgoblin’s proclamation.

“You’re absolutely sure it was the same ship I described?” she said. “And that it definitely flew straight up into space?”

“Don’t see what other ship it could be,” drawled Ponlok. “I ain’t seen another ship painted up that colorful in all my years as harbor master. Never mind that it came flying back from the north. Which basically never happens ’round these parts.”

“But that’s impossible,” fumed Enobaria. “I swear I was monitoring that airspace like a hawk. Especially in the time period you described. You said it was right after the convergence ended?”

“Yup,” said Ponlok. “Real easy to remember, that timing. They’d have surely wrecked if they’d waited a minute later. And I’m telling you, there’s no way I’d forget that ship. It flew into town with another clipper a little over a week ago, and then all the damn kobolds went nuts. Swarming all over the fucking docks like rats. Never seen anything like it. Then the Convergence hits, the ships fly north, and every single kobold in this city just up and disappears. Ain’t nobody seen a single one of those fuckers since. Craziest shit I ever seen, I tell you what.”

“But,” said Enobaria, “none of that has anything to do with how he could’ve⁠—”

“No—thank you, harbor masster,” said Calista. “I sssuspected that was the ssituation. It looks like they got passt us, Firsst Mate.”

“But that’s impossible, Captain,” said Enobaria. “No one in that crew should have the ability to turn a ship that size invisible. A mage that powerful wouldn’t need to hide in the first place.”

“I’m ssstarting to think that ’imposssible’ shouldn’t be put in the ssame ssentence with ’Zain Shamar,’ especially if he’s given any time to prepare,” said Calista. “A missscalulation on my part. My apologies, Firsst Mate. But don’t worry, we’ll get him next time.”

Enobaria didn’t look happy, but she didn’t press the point, while Ponlok leaned back in his beach chair, and took another sip of his cocktail.

“Yeah, so,” he said. “Now that we got that out of the way, there’s the matter of your unpaid docking fees⁠—”

“Oh, that’s fine,” said Calista. “We’re the Sscourge Pirates of Chernobog the Vile. We don’t pay docking fees.”

“The hell you don’t,” said Ponlok. “You paid when you first got here.”

“Oh, we were in too much of a rush to explain things then,” said Calista. “But thank you for reminding me. I’ll need those feess refunded, please and thank you.”

Ponlok’s eyebrows shot up, and then he threw his head back in a great big belly-laugh.

“Refunds!” he roared. “Fuck me, you got stones on you, snake-lady. Ain’t no refunds ’round these parts.”

“I get thiss is irregular,” said Calista. “But it’s not really up to me. Company policy, you sssee.’

“Yeah, well—here’s my policy,” said Ponlok. “Everybody pays, and if you give me any more lip, you’ll be paying double. Now, hand it over, pronto.”

“Misster Ponlok,” said Calista. “You need to reconsssider that sstance, and quickly. Money will be no good to you if you’re not alive to ssspend it.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, she heard the sound of multiple crossbows being cocked all around them, as various rangy-looking mercenaries emerged from multiple hiding-places in the stacks of cargo crates that surrounded them, and from the roof of a nearby warehouse. None of her crew so much as batted an eye

Ponlok grinned. “See—now your bill just tripled. You think you’re the first group of tough guys to roll up in here making threats?”

“No,” said Calista. “But we will be the lasst, for you and your crew, unlesss⁠—“

A crossbow bolt fired off, aimed straight at Calista’s head, and was caught by Byago, his arm snapping out in a blur of motion, too fast for most people to even see.

“Oh dear,” said Calista. “Now you’ve done it.”

“NO ONE HARMS THE FRIENDS OF THE WIELDER OF EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS. THIS AFFRONT SHALL BE REPAID IN BLOOD!”

And then, well—to call it a battle wouldn’t really be accurate. It was definitely more in the “massacre” category, as Ponlok’s thugs jumped in, along with a number of bystanders, and a whole contingent of goons assigned to watch the docks by several different drug cartels, along with some sailors upset about the resulting damage to their cargo. Scavengers Gate turned out to have a surprising number of people with astonishingly poor senses of self-preservation.

Calista oversaw the carnage, though she didn’t need to do much—a well-placed arrow here, a helpful scimitar-slice there, etc. Mostly she occupied herself with subduing one of Ponlok’s crossbow men, pinning his arms to his sides with two loops of her coils while he was reloading, and then dragging him along with her to get a good look at the many murders her crew was committing.

He got to watch as the Saltmaw brothers dragged the bloodied, but still living form of Ponlok to one of the dock’s central pilings, tied him to it, and began their ritual to Jibaraiigh. Ponlok begged and pleaded, and even screamed out the location and combination of his safe, but it was far too late for any of that. Calista did send Bramble and Enobaria to raid his safe, though, trusting that Bramble would likely find the true hidden location of most of his money. She assumed he had one. She certainly would, if she was in his place.

Calista finally turned to address her captive, a scruffy human, whose expression had gradually transformed from defiant rage to pants-shitting terror. Good.

“All right, you—what’s your name?” she said.

It took a few repetitions and shakes to get the traumatized man to answer, but he eventually revealed that his name was “Bob.”

“Very good, Bob,” said Calista. “Sssee, that wasn’t so hard, now was it? Sso Bob, do you know why you’re sstill alive right now?”

Bob nervously shook his head side-to-side.

“Well, it’s to try and rectify a certain problem your podunk nothing of a shardworld sseems to have. People either don’t know, or have forgotten, exactly who the Sscourge are and what we’re about. That’s the lessson for today, but the problem is that dead men don’t learn anything. Sso, Bob—are you a good learner? Nod yess if you want to live.”

Bob swung his chin up and down, immediately, and vigorously enough that Calista worried his head might detach from his neck.

“All right, then,” said Calista. “Well, Bob—in a ssecond I’m going to let you go. And your homework asssignment is to run and tell everyone exactly what happened here today, and why. Sso you should all know what to do if we ever decide to return. Which is?”

It took him a few seconds to respond to her prompt, but she didn’t hold that against him. Fear always slows the mind.

“W-we do… w-whatever you say?” said Bob.

“Got it in one! I knew you looked like a good learner,” said Calista, unrolling her coils with enough force to expel Bob several feet down the docks towards the main city.

“Now get the fuck out of my sssight, you haysseed-ass motherfucker. I ssaid MOVE!”

Calista watched Bob’s retreating back for a few moments before turning her attention to Ponlok. Calista had rather expected events to transpire more or less the way they had, so she’d had a small wooden sign prepared for the occasion. The gnoll’s ritual had concluded, but Ponlok was still clinging to life. He mumbled something incoherent as the Saltmaw brothers held both his head and the sign steady as Calista drove a long nail through both, ending Ponlok’s suffering—quite mercifully, she thought.

The sign said “THE SCOURGE DON’T PAY,” and it had been made by Bramble, (as opposed to Bramblefang) so it was written in a flowery script, with a lot of extra curlicues and a few hearts thrown in for good measure. Not the design Calista would’ve picked, but it was perfectly legible, and—most importantly—it was nailed to the forehead of a large disemboweled man, so she expected that it would still have its intended effect.

From there it was just a matter of wrangling everyone together and getting them back aboard the Gloom Shrike before any of the fires reached the pier where it was docked. They’d collected the contents of the harbor master’s safe and secret stash, (Good job, Bramble) plus quite a few valuable cargo items left lying around after their owners had so tragically expired.

“All in all, I’m going to call thiss trip a win, Firsst Mate,” said Calista, as she watched the skies of Zargedon fall away behind them. “Sure, we didn’t quite get that genie ring, and we did lose Tharg, but that lasst raid put us back in the black, and I feel like we really pulled together as a team overall. And who could put a price on that?”

“I see, Captain,” said Enobaria. “And is that what you’re going to present to Lord Chernobog? Our team-building?”

“No, I’m going to give him that disssgusting dildo coat-rack,” said Calista. “You ssaid it wasn’t actually dependent on Krah-Mirogah, right? That it would link up with whatever extra-cosmic power ssource was mosst convenient, right?”

“As far as I could tell—yes, Captain.”

“Well, that’s right up our Pirate King’s alley, then,” said Calista. “And we never reported in ssaying that we were chasing the ring in the firsst place. Of course, we never lie to Chernobog the Vile. He always knows. But we don’t need to bother him with every insssignificant detail, either. Jusst let me do the talking, Firsst Mate.”

“Gladly, Captain,” said Enobaria. “Oh, and there is the matter of Reshef. He did try to sell us to slavers.”

“Good catch, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “And I’m sure he has anti-air defenses in that shitty junkyard compound of his. How many ships do you think we should bring to turn it into a sssmoking crater?”

“Six at the very minimum, Captain,” said Enobaria. “And that’s assuming at least two are the big war galleons. I’d prefer to make it easier on ourselves and bring ten or twelve.”

“Yes, that’s what I thought,” said Calista. “An even dozen it is. Do be a dear and remind me once we’ve reached Gauthraug, Firsst Mate. I just know I’ll forget otherwise. Now I think I’ll retire to my cabin for the evening. You have the bridge until I return.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” said Enobaria, as Calista headed aft.

She wasn’t going to sleep just yet. Maybe another rousing review of Annika’s letter. That was guaranteed to be a good time. She’d have to craft a reply as well. The sexy socialite’s message had to count as one the nicest surprises in her life of mixed fortune.

But everything was looking up right now. She expected nothing but success in her chosen career as a space pirate in the service of the dread Reaver God, Chernobog the Vile.


Epilogue


Jhar-Vakod never recovered from the Battle of the Convergence, which the Mirogans often referred to as The Great Betrayal. The results of the battle not only left most of the city in ruins, but also left the colossal corpse of a god lying in the middle of everything, and the survivors had no means of removing it.

Because the corpse of Krah-Mirogah had been drained of most of its moisture, it did not rot. Rather, it and the other dreadworm husks calcified, and remained where they lay. As the days passed, a permanent gloom settled over Jhar-Vakod. No matter what the weather might be elsewhere, the city was always covered by a bank of eerie fog, so thick that one could barely see from the end of one city block to another.

And the fog didn’t seem to be empty. People complained of strange whispers emanating from within it, though if they ventured further in to check, the source of these whispers could never be found. They weren’t in any language that anyone could recognize, try as they might to parse the meaning of these messages. This phenomenon, combined with the repeated, senseless nightmares most of the city’s remaining residents began to experience, drove most of Jhar-Vakod’s inhabitants off to settle elsewhere. As the months passed, people began to lose contact with the few friends and family who had been too stubborn or set in their ways to leave. Expeditions sent to find them either found empty homes, or didn’t come back at all.

And so, Jhar-Vakod became known as a ghost city, a place from which people did not return. Tales of the twisted monstrosities the holdouts became, that roamed the dead city, seeking vengeance on any intruders reckless enough to enter their territory, became common yarns to be shared about the campfires of Mirog. Only the bravest, the most foolish, or the most desperate dared set foot in Jhar-Vakod, seeking to harvest the vast residuum stores just lying about for the taking, or to recover the treasures stored in the abandoned Ziggurat of Krah, priceless jewels and artifacts pillaged from kingdoms from all across the northwestern territories of Zargedon.

The Kingdom of Mirog likewise went through a period of severe contraction. Not only did they lose their dreadworm army, those same dreadworms now turned on their former masters and hunted them as food. Most of the other large Mirogan cities came under siege by the monstrous worms, their citizens huddled on their rooftops for safety while they ran out of food and water.

Total catastrophe was averted, as one of the hobgoblin artificers assigned to service the Mirogan magitanks discovered a squad of surviving automatons, recovered some of their drakesalt spikes, and successfully reverse-engineered them. His ingenuity was rewarded with execution from a warlord he had aligned with, who wanted to keep the secret for himself. Despite this, drakesalt weapons spread throughout the Mirogan tribes, who began extensive and ruthless dreadworm hunts, though they were never able to eliminate the monsters entirely.

But the treachery experienced by the hapless artificer was a commonplace occurrence in Mirog in that period, and it remained that way for decades to come. Warun and Rhatha’s combined habit of eliminating any potential rivals created a vacuum of strong leadership after their deaths. And, with twenty-two wives and twice as many children, there were no shortage of claimants to the throne for any tribal chief with a shred of ambition to latch onto, and try and crush their rivals under the pretext of “restoring the true heir.” The never-ending war of succession led many a Mirogan citizen to wish longingly for the good days under the rule of Warun the Great, who’d united the tribes and ruled wisely until he’d lost a duel to treacherous Rephaites using magic to cheat.

The Worm Cult was even worse off. Those who hadn’t been massacred by Scourge cannons or devoured by their own worms suffered the devastating loss of their patron-god, a palpable absence that took away all their magic as well. Suicide rates were high, and the priestesses’ sudden inability to control the dreadworms earned them the enmity of many of the communities they used to control with an iron fist. It became a common act for worm-besieged cities to start hurling Krah-Mirogah priestesses off the roofs first, to see if that offering would satiate their former charges.

The collapse of the Worm Cult was counterbalanced by a sudden revival in the worship of Banghur, and other gods of the ancient hobgoblin pantheon. Its few adherents had been clinging to their faith in secret for millennia, awaiting just this opportunity to restore the old ways. Entire communities converted, often in a few days, or even overnight, and surviving Worm Cultists had to flee or go into hiding, as the new Banghurists showed them exactly as much tolerance as had been given to them over the past few thousand years. That is to say: none.

High Priestess Rhatha Tak, if she was remembered at all, was remembered as Rhatha the Harlot, even among former Worm Cultists. The tale of her lascivious indulgence with a Betrothed of Krah-Mirogah survived the destruction of Jhar-Vakod and spread far and wide. It was this act that was often blamed for the catastrophe that followed, to the point where the very name “Rhatha” became synonymous with prostitutes and other “women of loose morals,” and remained so, long after any other details of her life had faded into legend.

Still, remnants of the Worm Cult survived. Krah-Mirogah hadn’t been the sole conduit of extra-cosmic, aberrant power in Zargedon. A handful of the Worm God’s priestesses regained the ability to commune with dreadworms, even without their patron’s assistance. They formed a secret, underground cult dedicated to channeling power from beyond our universe, to one day resurrect both Krah-Mirogah and Lord Giagohl, and retake their position as rulers of Zargedon.

The chaos in Mirog caused a collapse in the trade of sensex, as it became too prohibitively expensive for even the wealthiest drug addicts to imbibe. A few of the cartels survived by pivoting to regular trade with Rephara and the liberated northern territories of Zargedon, as journeys across the Red Wastes had become considerably less perilous with the proliferation of drakesalt weapons. As the years passed, traders on these revitalized routes began to notice an odd sight as they passed Mount Fayajeet: a single tree emerging from solid rock near the mountain’s peak, a place where no tree should grow. These traders disagreed about whether the outstretched branches of the One Tree were beautiful or eerie, but still it remained, swaying in the mountain breeze, an unforgettable landmark for generations to come.

Princess Kothara was crowned Queen about a month after returning to Rephara, and the delay was mostly due to the time needed for mechanized units of Xichota kobolds to exterminate all the dreadworms that remained in Rephara. With her sister at her side, Queen Kothara oversaw a revival of Rephara’s power and prosperity in the region, and used her overwhelming popularity to institute reforms that would have been unthinkable for anyone else, such as removing the ban on arcane magic and magitech devices, and to allow the mass immigration of Xichota kobolds.

The aristocracy of Rephara posed no further impediment to the Rahabian sisters, as the heads of most of the powerful houses had been on the escape caravan from Jhar-Vakod and had personally witnessed their bravery. And even those too self-interested to be moved to genuine loyalty by that act had been cowed by the sight of all the dreadworm husks lining the escape route, and by the sisters’ sudden elevation to national folk heroes.

The sisters used their popularity to run extensive public relations campaigns extolling the role the Xichota played in defeating the Mirogans and killing Krah-Mirogah. Although technically welcome everywhere, most of the Xichota chose to form their own communities, under Rephara’s protection. Foremost among these was the city of New Yohzoc, established in The Cut—the wide swath of land that the Mirogans had slash-and-burned out of the Chayarok Jungle. This gave the Xichota something they hadn’t had access to in centuries—fertile, arable land. Kobold farmers accustomed to barely eking out subsistence from poison-soaked soil now found themselves harvesting bumper crop after bumper crop, and their settlements flourished.

The Xichota also found themselves at the forefront of the newly-legalized industry of artificing and magitech, assisted by grants from the Queen, which included seed money, materials, and many imported copies of High Arcanist Kilroy’s Complete Guide to Magical Crafting. Many of the kobolds who’d cut their teeth crafting drakesalt spikes under Zain’s tutelage went on to run their own highly-successful workshops, with only the occasional catastrophic explosion to hold them back.

The defeat of the Krah-Mirogah and the liberation of the Rephaite captives came to be known as the “Miracle of the Sisters,” a national holiday, which also became a popular topic for poems, songs, historical novels, and stage plays. One such musical play birthed the hit song “Starbound,” which became so popular that Zain’s crew were henceforth referred to as “The Starbound Heroes.” Multiple commemorative statues of the group were erected all throughout Rephara, and a smaller number of Delara statues were created as well, sometimes holding Warun’s severed head, with the title of “The Queen’s Champion.” In most Rephaite cities, the figures of the group statues were arranged with Direk positioned most prominently, but in the Xichota cities, the sculptors put Zain at front, with Dyxi standing right alongside him.

Adina, though disappointed with Warun’s lack of skill in the bedroom, was nonetheless able to keep him entertained until the day of his death, whereupon she and a fellow concubine successfully escaped in the chaos. They eventually made their way to the booming downtown of Belah, where they were responsible for creating a racy new dance craze among hip, young Rephaite women.

Fynbarra and Sinoun were never seen or heard from again.
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And, as for Zain and his companions, the “Starbound Heroes,”

they will return

In the next exciting novel in

The Tales of Shattered Zemyah.


Thank you to my supporters on Patreon


Chris

Oliver Wilson

If you’d like to join them and read the next book as it’s being written, click here.
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For my mailing list, or more information, check out

CyrusJaniak.com
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