
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Dollmaker in Wonderland
A HAREM SPACE FANTASY ADVENTURE
THE TALES OF SHATTERED ZEMYAH
BOOK FOUR


CYRUS JANIAK


[image: ]



The following is a work of fiction.

Any resemblance to any real places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by Cyrus Janiak

All rights reserved.

Cover illustration by Kayriko

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

[image: Vellum flower icon]
Formatted with Vellum



Part One

The Happiest Place in Shattered Zemyah


Chapter 1
The Inquisitives


Fosca Venator regarded the drab, utilitarian security gate with disappointment.

“It’s just so plain,” she said. “You’d think, for Fairburn’s Wonderland, there’d be a bit more pizazz to it than this. Like, there’s not even a rainbow pot logo or anything.”

Her partner, Special Agent Atticus Corbaxe, drew in a mouthful of smoke from his pipe, permitting himself to inhale, just a bit. The tobacco buzz helped him maintain his patience with his brand-new charge, assigned to him over his objections.

The burly dwarf preferred to work alone, which put him at odds with standard doctrine for the Imperial Bureau of Investigation. Agents needed to work in pairs, at the very minimum, though it had been years since Atticus had been assigned a partner who’d proved to be more of a help than a hindrance. This Fosca gal showed every sign of continuing that tradition.

“It’s the service entrance, not the park entrance, Agent Venator,” said Atticus. “They don’t need to make it pretty for their employees.”

“Huh? Why not?” said Fosca. “Employees deserve to get a dose of that Fairburn magic too. ‘Go the extra mile. Treat every guest with a smile.’ Wouldn’t that be easier to do as an employee, if you were getting some of that treatment yourself?”

Atticus just grunted, not trusting himself to say anything further. He’d become convinced that Fosca had been foisted off on him as a punishment. The dogkin woman was both earnest and dedicated, but she came off as painfully naive, to the point where Atticus wondered how she even functioned on her own.

Not that he needed any help with this assignment, which was also a bunch of pointless bullshit. They were Special Agents for the Polonic Imperium, and they’d been sent on a week’s-long astral journey just to check up on some Senator’s brat, who wasn’t even missing.

If not for Senator Galeria’s pull and influence, none of this would be happening. Deputy Director Metellus had spun this as a positive—this was Atticus’ chance to get in the good graces of a senator, instead of on their bad side. But that assumed that he’d be able to resolve this situation in Senator Galeria’s favor, which seemed unlikely. So, not only would he have wasted his time on nonsense, he’d get himself added to yet another powerful politician’s shit list.

“Let’s just get this over with as quickly as possible,” said Atticus. He doubted it would take more than an hour, and most of that time would likely be occupied with either waiting for young Rosa Galeria to come to them, or for them to travel to wherever she was currently working in the park.

“Oh, if it’s quick, do you suppose we could get a day pass and spend a few hours in the park ourselves?” asked Fosca, her fuzzy, pointed ears perking up on her head, while her bushy brown tail wagged furiously.

Fosca was a dogkin, one of the many homunculoid races that lived in Shattered Zemyah, supposedly the descendants of arcane human/animal crossbreeding enacted by the legendary wizards of Zemyah’s Golden age. That would’ve been seven thousand years ago, back before the invasion of the Reaver Gods, when all the planets were still whole. Fosca was mostly human-looking, her ears, tail, and slightly elongated canine teeth the only marks of her homunculoid ancestry—though Atticus supposed her dark brown hair was a bit thicker and shaggier than the average human’s.

“We’re on duty,” said Atticus. “We’re not here for sightseeing.”

“But if our official business ends quick, like you think it will, then we’re free to do what we like, right? And the first astral ship heading back to Primundum doesn’t leave until tomorrow evening. I checked. So we have plenty of time to see the park today.”

“What’s this we business?”

“What?” said Fosca, her ears drooping a bit. “You wouldn’t expect me to go all by myself to Fairburn’s Wonderland, would you? That’s so lonely.”

“Well, it’s more appropriate,” said Atticus. “We’re work colleagues. We shouldn’t be going on dates together.”

“Date?” Fosca burst into laughter. “You’re old. And married. Old married people don’t go on dates. We’d just be, like, hanging out and stuff. Seeing the park. C’mon, it’ll be fun.”

And this was why Fosca remained single, despite being rather cute—by human standards, anyway. On the astral liner trip over, Atticus had grown used to seeing her attract suitor after suitor, only to inadvertently shut them down with one weird non-sequitur after another, apparently oblivious to the fact that she was being hit on. Not that Atticus had any interest in her in that regard, either.

“Aren’t you little old for that sort of thing?” said Atticus. “This place is supposed to be for kids.”

“Whaaat?” said Fosca. “You’re never too old for Fairburn magic. Not even you, partner.”

Atticus glared at Fosca, who at least had the self-awareness to burst into embarrassed giggles. “Ah, sorry,” she said. “It’s not that you’re super-old or anything. I just meant that nobody’s too old. For Fairburn, I mean. Not dating, though. For that⁠—”

“Fine, fine,” grumbled Atticus, as he strode up to the security gate. Best get this nonsense over with.

Atticus was midway through pulling out his ID when he got his first shock of the day, as he realized the security guard behind the glass window wasn’t actually a person.

“Hello,” said the automaton, the movement of its mouth not quite matching up with the sounds it was making. It was mostly human-looking, wearing a standard security guard uniform, though something looked off about its skin—it had a waxy/rubbery quality that was vaguely off-putting.

“This is Employee Entrance Number One for Fairburn’s Wonderland,” said the automaton. “Please present your Employee ID.”

“Oh, wow,” said Fosca, sidling up behind Atticus. “That’s one of Fairburn’s famous dramatons. I knew they had them in the rides and stuff, like in the Hall of Emperors. I didn’t realize they used them for security, too.”

Atticus was surprised as well. No one with any sense used automatons for security. Sure, a gate guard’s job was ninety-nine-percent mind-numbing tedium, and could be replaced by a machine for that period. But it was the remaining one-percent of the time, when something unusual happened, that having a thinking person in that position was crucial. And not having one would be a disaster. What were these Fairburn idiots thinking? Well, it wasn’t Atticus’ problem, anyway.

“Please present your Employee ID,” repeated the automaton. “And this is a no-smoking area. Please extinguish your pipe.”

“Special Agent Atticus Corbaxe,” said the dwarf, ignoring the admonition and flipping open his badge-carrier. “Imperial Bureau of Investigation. I’m here to perform a wellness check on Rosa Galeria, one of your employees.”

Atticus had to grit his teeth to get the full sentence out. The idea that an IBI Special Agent would be sent on a space journey just to do a “wellness check” was a ridiculous waste of time, especially when the local authorities had already done that and reported back that everything was fine. But no, Senator Juno Galeria had insisted that something was wrong. The local cops were beholden to Fairburn, and couldn’t be trusted. Her daughter wasn’t replying to any of her mailfly-letters, so something terrible must’ve happened.

Atticus had been summoned to the Galeria estate to hear these complaints, which had felt like another unnecessary imposition, though it did have the benefit of allowing Atticus to take a look at young Rosa’s bedroom. It was a wall-to-wall shrine to Fairburn, shelves full of Fairburn Princess dolls, posters from every holoshow covering every inch of wall space, and more random merch and knick-knacks from the parks carefully arranged on the roll-top desk. One look told the dwarf everything he needed to know about this “case.”

It had taken some pointed questioning, but he had gotten the senator to admit that in her last message to her daughter, she’d insisted that Rosa give up her childish obsession with Fairburn, quit her job working as a lowly “cast member” at the park, and come home so she could start training in her rightful place as a Galeria, the political elite of the Polonic Imperium.

So, this was a simple case of a young adult rebelling against her domineering family and “following her bliss,” or whatever. No reason for the IBI to get involved. Except for the fact that this was the great Senator Juno Galeria making the fuss, so the Bureau wasn’t going to blow her off like they would’ve if it were anyone else pestering them about a family squabble. And so he had to at least go through the motions on this ridiculous assignment.

And on top of that, the damned automaton wasn’t helping. “That is not a valid Fairburn Employee ID,” it said.

“Obviously it’s not,” said Atticus. “I told you, we’re IBI Special Agents. We need to speak to Rosa Galeria.”

“This entrance is reserved for Fairburn employees,” said the automaton. “Members of the general public need to purchase a ticket and enter via the main gates.”

“We’re not the general public; we’re IBI Special Agents,” said Atticus. “And do you really want us flashing our badges and announcing an official Imperial investigation at the main gates, in full view of your customers? You think that’s a good idea?”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Atticus realized their futility. Asking this thing to use common sense, or to think at all, was pointless. It was just a dumb machine.

“You must present a valid Fairburn Employee ID, or purchase a ticket at the main gates,” it said, its monotone voice unwavering. “Also, you still have not extinguished your pipe. This is a no smoking area.”

“Hey, you, what’s your name?” said Fosca, before Atticus could think of anything else.

The automaton turned to regard her, its glass eyes blinking unnaturally.

“My name is Otto 1359,” it said.

“Otto?” said Fosca, brightly. “Like, Otto the automaton? That’s so cute! Anyway, Otto, do you have a supervisor we could talk to? It’s important. Official government business.”

Fosca flashed her badge, while Otto paused to regard her, a strange, subtle light flashing behind its eyes. It remained still and unblinking for nearly a minute before speaking again.

“Contacting Overseer,” it said. “Please wait.”

It didn’t move from its seat, while the strobing effect behind its eyes intensified. Atticus supposed it had some magical means of silently communicating with its superiors, so he puffed on his pipe, waiting for the process to complete.

“Overseer contacted,” said the automaton. “What is your message?”

“This is Special Agent Atticus Corbaxe, on an official investigation for the Imperial Bureau of Investigation. We need to speak to Rosa Galeria.”

There was another long pause before the automaton spoke again.

“Rosa Galeria is unavailable at this time,” it said. “Wellness checks on Rosa Galeria have been completed satisfactorily. Further investigations are unnecessary.”

All of a sudden, Atticus felt his inquistive’s intuition firing up. That was a strange answer.

“Further investigation is unnecessary?” Atticus blew out a long stream of pipe-smoke and fixed his gaze on the automaton. “I am a Special Agent for the Imperial Bureau of Investigation, and I will decide what is necessary and what isn’t. I am here to perform a wellness check on Rosa Galeria, and I didn’t spend all of last week sailing an astral liner to get turned away at the door. I will see her in person, and you will open this gate to allow us in.”

“I am sorry, Agent Corbaxe,” said Otto. “But I cannot admit non-Fairburn personnel through this entrance. If you could⁠—”

“Listen up, you useless pile of bolts,” snapped Atticus. “This is an official IBI investigation, and deliberately obstructing a IBI agent in the pursuit of their duties is a felony offense. You tell that to whoever you’re getting your orders from, because I will find out who they are and they will be charged if this nonsense continues for even a second longer.”

“One moment, please,” said Otto, as he went still and his eyes strobed, silently relaying the threat to the mysterious Overseer of his.

Atticus took another pull off his pipe as he re-assessed the situation. It was possible this was just some bureaucratic idiocy, a result of these automatons not being programmed to deal with Imperial inquistives showing up on their doorstep, but Atticus’ gut was telling him otherwise. It was starting to look like Senator Galeria hadn’t overreacted after all. Something was up at Fairburn’s Wonderland. Something they didn’t want anyone to know about.

“Thank you for your patience,” said Otto, turning to look at them again. “Rosa Galeria is unavailable. “Wellness check has been completely satisfactorily. Further investigation is unnecessary. If you wish to access the park, you may purchase tickets and enter through the main gate, though first you must extinguish your pipe. Have a Fairburn magical day, and the fires of Gorgorroz will consume you all.”

“What? What was that?” said Fosca, her eyes going wide. “Hey Otto, could you repeat that last bit again?”

“Have a Fairburn magical day,” said the automaton.

“No, not that,” said Fosca. “I mean the bit after that. Could you say that again, please?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Miss.”

“It’s Fosca, Otto,” said the dogkin girl, her eyes narrowing. “And you definitely just said something weird. Your voice got all distorted and your eyes glowed red. It sounded like you said ‘the fires of Gorgorroz, something something.’ And Otto, that’s not something you should joke about in front of Imperial Agents.

“Gorgorroz is a Devil Prince of Hell, and he’s just the worst. Gorgorroz worship is illegal in the Polonic Imperium. His cults are all high up on the IBI threat lists. If you know something about a Gorgorroz cult, you gotta tell us right now, for your own sake. You could end up being scrapped, Otto. Is that what you want?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Miss Fosca,” said Otto. “Have a Fairburn magical day.”

Atticus half-listened to Fosca unsuccessfully try to wring more information from the machine, entreating it to “blink twice if he was being threatened.” Despite the farcical turn of the conversation, Atticus’ opinion of his new partner went up a begrudging tick. At least she did her homework. That was more than he could say about the last one.

And she was right about Gorgorroz. Ever since the Shattering, seven thousand years ago, an uneasy truce existed between the forces of Heaven and Hell. Nobody knew the precise terms of this treaty, but it was widely understood that it limited both factions’ abilities to directly interfere with the mortal realm.

It was also known that Devil Prince Gorgorroz did not like or respect the terms of the treaty, and was constantly pushing up against the agreement, or violating it outright. Analysts within the Bureau had concluded it was likely that Gorgorroz sought to provoke the gods into starting another Divine War—though he had to be careful of the other factions in Hell, which were more cautious than him, and would punish him if he pushed things too far.

And now he was up to something in Fairburn’s Wonderland, of all places. Atticus had felt the automaton pulse with infernal energy during its outburst. There was no mistaking that sulfuric stench. He’d stake his badge on it.

“Hey, Atticus,” said Fosca, leaning over to whisper in his ear. “I saw Otto blink two times, but the blinks were kinda far apart. Do you suppose that counts?”

“I wouldn’t focus too much on our friend Otto,” said Atticus. “Remember, he’s just a machine. Barely more than a puppet. We’re going to have to go elsewhere to get answers.”

Atticus tamped down on the packed weed in his pipe, while he stroked the fat bowl, the innocuous gesture activating a hidden rune. His next mouthful of smoke was suffused with magic, and he shaped it with his tongue in a precise ritual. He blew it out to form a ring, and wispy tendrils shot inward from its border to form a magical sigil, before the entire structure disintegrated, the haze flowing through the cracks in the door that blocked their passage. Atticus sensed the path the enchanted smoke took as it sought out the door’s locking mechanism and overrode it in seconds.

A green light by the door lit up as a chime emitted from the wall.

“Ah, thank you Otto,” said Atticus, turning the handle and pulling it open. “We can see ourselves in.”

“Wait. Access is not authorized. Malfunction,” said Otto. “Please do not enter. You are not authorized to enter the facility. You must comply. Sir! Sir!”

Atticus ignored the automaton as he strode through the door, Fosca in tow. As they headed down the hallway, yellow emergency lights started flashing as a grating klaxon rang out.

“Uh, it seems like we made them mad,” said Fosca, wincing as she clapped her hands over her sensitive dog ears. “Is this going to be okay, Atticus? There’s probably going to be a security team on their way.”

“Good,” said Atticus. “That team should have an actual person we can talk to. And if it doesn’t, we can just ignore them.”

Even above the blare from the alarms, Atticus heard Otto opening a door behind them and tottering in pursuit. The imperial agent ignored the hapless automaton. Like all of its ilk, Otto would have pacifism hard-coded into its very being. It could take no physical action against them whatsoever, which made it a poor choice for a security guard. Really, what were those Fairburn idiots thinking?

Atticus kept his attention to the path ahead, so he was taken completely by surprise when Otto’s hand clamped down on his upper arm with a literal iron grip.

Atticus was too shocked to react, but the automaton’s hand was ripped free in an eye-blink. Suddenly Fosca stood between the two of them, growling, ears lowered. Atticus hadn’t sensed her move at all.

“Otto! What the heck?” snapped Fosca. “You should know better than that. Bad robot!”

“You are trespassing,” said Otto. “Please proceed to the nearest exit immediately.” Otto tottered around to block their path, repeating its litany, but did not advance on them again. Atticus sized it up, examining it more closely with his arcane sense. The stink of infernal magic pulsed through the machine. He hadn’t realized the infection was this bad. Should’ve been paying closer attention.

But now what? Atticus could cast multiple restraint or incapacitation spells with his pipe—but he suspected that none of them would work on an automaton. And what kind of threat was this machine? It was strong, probably much more durable than a regular person, and couldn’t feel pain or fear. It shouldn’t have any combat capabilities, but its infernal corruption threw all the normal assumptions out the window. It was impossible to guess just how dangerous it really was.

He had Fosca on his side, but he’d never bothered to assess her hand-to-hand skills. He’d expected this assignment to consist of a simple interview and nothing more. Another mistake. She stood in a poised, defensive posture, still growling. Atticus laid a hand on her shoulder.

“Easy, Special Agent,” he said, adding a new pinch of weed to his pipe. “Let’s just wait here for a bit. See what happens.”

Fosca furrowed her brow, but complied, relaxing her guard. They both stood there for several minutes, ignoring both the klaxons and the continued entreaties from Otto to please exit the facilities.

Finally, another group of five armed and armored automatons, plus one robed human, came running down the hallway. The human started yelling at them and they yelled back, their IBI badges held in front of the man’s face. The man dismissed the klaxons so they could talk at normal volumes, but that didn’t make the conversation any more productive. The man ignored their demands to yield to an official IBI investigation and insisted that they leave.

Atticus touched another rune on his pipe bowl to activate the Fear spell he’d prepared, and blew the enchanted smoke into the man’s face. Using a pipe to cast spells was slower and more cumbersome than doing it normally, but it had the advantage of masking the casting process, allowing him to fire off magic without the victim being aware of what was going on.

The sallow, sunken-eyed man coughed and sputtered as the smoke hit him, but a surge of infernal magic rose up from the man’s chest. Atticus caught a glimpse of shimmering reddish metal circles, just above the neckline of the security guard’s hooded black robes. They pulsed with infernal magic that counteracted Atticus’ spell. The security guard, who repeatedly refused to give his name, didn’t seem to notice what had happened, but became increasingly belligerent, which had Fosca responding in kind.

“Very well,” said Atticus. “We’ll leave for now, but we will be back. I’ve memorized your face, friend, and you will be formally charged with obstruction, and whatever else the Bureau can throw at you. This is your last chance to reconsider.”

The robed figure just sneered at them, and they were forced to retreat, Otto herding them all the way back to the door.

“Thank you for your compliance,” said Otto. “May you burn in the flames of Gorgorroz, and have a Fairburn magical day!”

The door clanged shut behind them, while Fosca fumed. “Ooh, I can’t believe those guys! What do they think they’re doing, refusing access to IBI agents? I think we should’ve pushed past them.”

“Special Agent Fosca, remember this isn’t a holoshow,” said Atticus. “We’ve got the might and authority of the law on our side, and time as well. We don’t need to overextend ourselves when we can simply call for backup.”

Atticus reached into his vest, which had a special dimensional pocket magically sewn into it. He thought of the item he needed, and it materialized in his hand. He pulled out a hard leather case containing an emergency, priority mailfly, and began writing out a terse message noting the obstruction of their investigation, and the infiltration of the Fairburn company by a cult of Gorgorroz, extent unknown. Fosca peered over his shoulder and started complaining about his handwriting being illegible. He allowed her to write her own version of his message in rounder, cuter script, which he supposed might be a bit easier to read.

The mailfly sucked their notes into its slender scroll-case abdomen, and its delicate metal wings buzzed to life, as it shot out into the sky, zipping off to HQ back in Polonoppida.

“Now we just have to wait,” said Atticus. “It’s annoying, but these Fairburn assholes can’t stall us forever.”

Fosca didn’t look reassured. “Okay, but what if they don’t need to stall us forever? That mailfly will need at least a day or two to reach headquarters, and it’ll be a full week after that before any help can arrive. What if there’s some really heinous stuff going on right now? I’m super worried about poor Rosa. This feels bad. I don’t think a week is going to be soon enough.”

“And what makes you say that, Special Agent Venator?” said Atticus.

“Well, think of how suspicious they’re acting,” said Fosca. “Like, the guys we spoke to didn’t seem all that bright, but they were getting orders from someone else, right? And they didn’t even try anything more clever, like letting us just get a look at her, or coercing her into pretending things are okay during a monitored interview. Any of those options are less alarming than saying, ‘Nope—you can’t see her at all.’ For them to not even make the attempt… she has to be in a bad way. I just know it.”

Atticus raised an eyebrow. “You just know it? How?”

“Intuition,” said Fosca, as she pointed to her head, her honest face showing total sincerity. “The ol’ Fosca intuition is never wrong.”

Well, that answer wasn’t great, but Atticus held back his initial impulse to scoff. Normally he’d dismiss such a claim out of hand, but people didn’t get promoted to IBI Special Agent without a proven track record of success. He barely knew his new partner, so he didn’t have any evidence to either confirm or refute her claims of infallible intuition. It wasn’t impossible that she really had some sort of uncanny ability.

But besides that, there was plenty of mundane reasons to suggest a dire situation at Fairburn’s Wonderland. Guard automatons infected by infernal magic, to the point of overriding safety features that should be inviolable, plus the direct mention of Gorgorroz, plus all the rational reasons for concern that Fosca had brought up.

Plus, they’d barely knocked on the door and already they’d seen so many alarming things. If the problem was so obvious from the outside, the corruption on the inside had to have progressed to dire levels. But no-one had reported anything. Which meant all the employees at Fairburn had likely already been suborned, or were being prevented from calling for help.

“If what you say is true,” said Atticus, “This situation may have already escalated to point where it’s beyond the abilities of two Special Agents to handle ourselves. You don’t survive long in this job by rushing in to unknown, dangerous circumstances without backup.”

“But, didn’t you do that in the Kenchagawa incident?” said Fosca.

Atticus narrowed his eyes. This rookie had done her research, though she didn’t seem to have learned the proper lessons from it.

“Yes. Yes I did,” said Atticus, through gritted teeth. “And my first partner paid the price for my recklessness. We’re supposed to learn from our mistakes, Agent Venator.”

“Was it a mistake, though?” said Fosca. “Didn’t you defuse the bomb with seconds to spare? Otherwise the Kakuribito extremists would have killed those diplomats and the peace talks would’ve been ruined. I mean, I’m so sorry you lost your partner. That must’ve been terrible. But if you’re worried about me, I didn’t sign up as a Special Agent for a life of safety. I’m prepared for the risks.”

“With respect, Special Agent Venator,” snapped Atticus. “You may have read a report, but you have no fucking idea what you’re talking about. That kind of casual attitude about risk is liable to get you killed. And that affects more than just you, Agent. You need clear your head of any ridiculous, romantic thoughts of dying heroically, selfishly—with no thought of the people you leave behind. Do you know how hard…”

Atticus cut himself off and took a deep breath. It had been a while since he’d thought of his old partner Cassia, whose promising career had been cut so tragically short at Kenchagawa. True, they’d succeeded in their mission, but as the years went on, Atticus increasingly felt that her sacrifice hadn’t been worth it, as much as he tried to avoid thinking about it. And here was Fosca, brazenly poking at that wound like it was nothing. And beyond that, why was the dogkin woman starting to remind him of Cassia? They were nothing alike.

“Oh, geez—sorry, sir,” said Fosca, lowering her head as her ears drooped. “I’m just… I’m really worried about poor Rosa. And I wasn’t thinking of, like, breaking in or anything. But we’re going to be stuck here waiting anyway. Are you sure we couldn’t try just… looking around a bit? Gather some intel? That wouldn’t be too dangerous, right?”

Idly, Atticus thumbed a rune on his pipe, triggering a surge of heat that incinerated the half-used and medicinal-tasting magic herbs left in the bowl. He remained silent as he emptied the grey ash onto the sidewalk, retrieved a bit of genuine, fine tobacco from his belt pouch, lit it, tamped it, and pulled in a nice mouthful of proper smoke.

The practiced ritual had a meditative quality, beyond the calming effect of the smoke itself, and he found it much easier to logically run through the potential benefits and risks of their next move. After several thoughtful puffs of his pipe, he turned his gaze off to the distance, towards the main entrance of the park, though it was currently obscured by the tree line.

“Special Agent Venator,” said Atticus. “Earlier, you mentioned wanting to buy tickets and visit Fairburn Wonderland.”

“That’s right, Agent Corbaxe, but—oh!” Fosca’s ears perked up as she caught on. “You mean we can check out the park, to, ah… look for suspicious activity and the like?”

“That’s the idea, yes,” said Atticus.

Granted, it was unlikely they’d be able to pick up much just wandering around with the general public. But it was currently the only potential access point to the park that they had, and he doubted the devil cult would try anything while they were in a crowded area, surrounded by customers. And any intel beyond what they currently had could be valuable.

“All right, time to start this investigation for real,” said Fosca, reaching into her purse and pulling out a sympathetic resonance tracker, the latest IBI-issue. It was a sleek, palm-sized, rectangular box with a small glass globe imbedded in one end. Inside the case was a locket-sized portrait of Rosa Galeria, which her mother had insisted that they take with them.

Atticus had figured such precautions would be unnecessary, but he’d been proven wrong. The free-floating needle in the globe pointed straight at the Fairburn grounds, with the range display showing about half a mile, putting her somewhere in the middle of the park, with the vitality/damage indicator glowing a strong amber.

Well, amber was better than red, but it wasn’t green, either.

“Oh, she really is in trouble,” said Fosca. “We have to get moving.”

“No, Special Agent Venator,” said Atticus. “We have to act casual and not rush, like we’re on a leisurely vacation. And once we’re in the park, we need to use that tracker as little as possible, so as not to draw attention to ourselves.”

“Oh, I see,” said Fosca. “We should probably go on some of the rides, then. I’ve heard Journey of the Four Winds is really amazing. Ooh! And Zialdin’s Magic Carpet Slide—that’s a must-ride, for sure. And⁠—”

“This isn’t actually a vacation, Agent Venator.”

“Oh, I know that, sir,” said Fosca. “But who goes to Fairburn’s Wonderland and doesn’t go on the rides? That’d be suspicious as heck. We have to blend in, like you said. And then, once their guard is down, Bam! We make our daring rescue and get the hecking heck out of there.”

“Rescue?” said Atticus. “This is a scouting mission, Special Agent Venator⁠—”

“Actually, you could just call me Fosca, Sir. I don’t mind⁠—”

“A scouting mission only, Agent Venator,” Atticus repeated. “We are going to do this carefully and by-the-book. No risky heroics, understand?”

“Oh, of course, Sir,” said Fosca. “But umm… what if we find her, and she’s in immediate danger, or there’s a plum opportunity to get her out, or⁠—”

“Scouting only, Agent Venator,” Atticus repeated. “We need to be on the same page, here, or we’re not going in at all.”

“Oh, okay,” said Fosca, with a too-innocent look on her face. “It’s scouting time. I’m going to scout the heck out of this place.”

“Discreetly, Special Agent Venator.”

“Yessir, Agent Corbaxe,” said Fosca. “Discretion is my middle name, Sir.”

Atticus looked into his junior’s open, honest face and had to refrain from scowling. Something told him they were headed for trouble, but his own inquistive’s instincts were pushing him forward.

“Just… follow my lead and don’t do anything without my say-so,” said Atticus, eyeing her suspiciously.

“Oh, of course, Sir,” said Fosca. “You’re the lead here. I do what you do.”

“Right,” said Atticus, “And don’t forget it.”

With that, Special Agent Corbaxe turned and strode off towards the ticket gate, in as brisk a walk as his stumpy dwarven legs could carry him, his junior partner in tow. His gut was screaming at him that something was very wrong here, and they were headed into danger, but he tamped his fears down like the tobacco in his pipe bowl.

This was just going to be a simple foray into a public park to do some very preliminary recon. The second anything started to look dicey, they would withdraw from the grounds and wait for their backup to arrive. They were going to play things smart. Everything would be okay. This was going to be fine. Nothing he hadn’t handled before.

These thoughts continued to swirl through the special agent’s head as he and his partner approached the ticket gate, preparing to spend the rest of the day at Fairburn’s Wonderland, where dreams were made real; the happiest and most magical place in all of Shattered Zemyah.


Chapter 2
Time Out


Ilooked up at the purple-scaled kobold, who returned my gaze with a plaintive, pitiful stare, its liquid eyes pleading at me through the steel bars.

I turned to scan the deck of my astral clipper, the Azalea’s Legacy, passing over the many other kobolds swarming the deck on their various tasks, until I spotted their leader, a gorgeous, bronze-skinned half-dragon sorcerer with hair of sea-foam green.

“Hey, Bondi,” I yelled. “Could I have a moment, please?”

Bondi turned and strode over to me, and I couldn’t help admiring her lithe figure as she approached, her gauzy, white two-piece outfit hiding little from my eyes. The view didn’t get old, despite the fact that I’d been able to appreciate it for a good three months now. As she got closer, the metallic sparkles of her tan skin became more apparent, and it took a conscious effort to pull my gaze up from her taut belly and modest cleavage up to her beautiful face.

“Yes, Dear?” she asked. “Did you need something, or did you just want to ogle me up close?”

“I always want that,” I said, knowing that denying it wouldn’t work. “But actually, I wanted to know why we have a….”

I was about to say “a kobold,” but the kobold had a name, and I’d been taking pains to try to memorize them all. But which one was this? Was it Jyurp?

Bynx, Master, came a voice in my mind. Bynx has the gray scales on the left side of his jaw, while Jyurp has them on the right side of her jaw.

Dangit. I needed to get better at this. Fortunately I had Soraya, my voluptuous genie lover, to bail me out via our telepathic link.

“Why is Bynx locked up in a bird cage?” I asked, sending a silent thank-you to Soraya, who stood just off to my side, favoring me with an amused smile.

Bondi shot a severe look at the hapless kobold.

“Bynx,” she said. “Is in Time Out.”

“Time Out?” I repeated. “Uh… and why is that, exactly?”

“Well, Bynx?” said Bondi. “Would you care to tell Captain Zain exactly why you’re in Time Out?”

Bynx’s shoulders drooped as he assumed a miserable expression. But a glance at Bondi revealed no pity there, and the pathetic kobold mumbled something.

“What’s that?” said Bondi. “Speak up, now.”

“Bynx… ate aloe plant.”

“Aloe plant?” said Bondi, with an arched eyebrow.

The purple kobold grimaced, and amended his statement. “Bynx ate… nine aloe plant. Those there.”

I followed Bynx’s pointed finger to spy the damage: a row of caged planters along the deck, now missing the oxygen-producing greenery they were supposed to contain.

“You ate nine of them?” I said, “All by yourself? In one sitting?”

“Sooo tasty,” said Bynx, his expression turning rapturous.

“Bynx, no!” said Bondi, rapping on his cage with her staff, making him yelp. “We’ve discussed this. It doesn’t matter if they’re tasty. Why are those plants there?”

“For breathing?” said the purple kobold.

“Yes, good,” said Bondi. “And what happens to you, and everyone else on board this ship, if we go into open space and we have no plants left? Because someone ate them all?”

“Blurrk,” said Bynx, as he mimed choking himself, his tongue sticking out of his open lizard jaws.

“Yes, blurk,” said Bondi, nodding along.

Truthfully, the consequences weren’t that dire. The Azalea’s Legacy spent most of its time on the astral currents, the wide bands of pure white magic that wound their way between the various shardworlds of the Zemyah system, the result of cosmic, divine engineering enacted by the old pantheon, to stabilize civilization in the wake of the cataclysmic Shattering, seven thousand years ago.

The astral currents had gravity, and thus, a thin atmosphere that constantly replenished our ship’s stores of breathable air. We only ever left the current for brief interludes, where we had to cross from one magic river to another, or dock at one of the many shardworlds along our route. Only then did we rely on our oxygen reserves, and our planters acted more as auxiliary support for our air transmutation magic, increasing its efficiency and quality. Many other things would’ve had to go wrong to put us in a situation where we were relying solely on our plants for oxygen.

I didn’t say any of that, though. A little exaggeration for the sake of discipline didn’t hurt. And, even though aloe plants weren’t expensive or difficult to replace, we couldn’t have the crew gobbling them up willy-nilly.

The majority of them were also purple kobolds, from the Xichota civilization on the shardworld of Zargedon. They were a welcome addition to our ship, but their presence required a lot of adjustments from everybody involved, particularly when it came to discipline and focus. The first few weeks had been the most chaotic, but lately things had calmed down a great deal. I glanced over at a large wooden sign affixed to the main mast, which read: “IT HAS BEEN [5] DAYS SINCE THE LAST ACCIDENT.”

I furrowed my brows and glanced back at Bynx. Bondi saw me looking and gave me an embarrassed half-smile.

“Well, it’s not like he ate the plants by accident,” she said. “So I’m choosing not to count it. We’re doing Time Out instead.”

“Well, okay,” I said, shrugging. “You’re the expert here.”

Bondi was a dragon princess, the product of a dalliance between her ancient bronze dragon father and human mother. Though technically a bastard, her father’s family had acknowledged her enough to bring her into the royal palace, though most of her upbringing had been seen to by servants and tutors of various races, along with kobold attendants. But the Xichota didn’t place any stipulations on her draconic lineage—especially since she’d proven herself worthy of one of their most sacred artifacts: The Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree, which she always wore on her head, tucked between her black-tipped bronze horns, which arced backwards above her skull.

Bondi was the obvious choice for kobold-wrangling. The Xichota practically worshipped her like a goddess, though that didn’t always result in perfect behavior from them. Bondi had been a stressed-out mess for the first few weeks of our journey together, as it felt like we were having to stop and fish multiple kobolds out of the freezing astral current every few hours or so. But we kept reassuring her that she was doing her best; she just had to keep on trying. And slowly but steadily, the kobold crew’s discipline improved every week.

I wasn’t sure if she maybe might’ve gone a little overboard with this Time Out concept, though. What kind of message did locking one of our crew in a cage send to the rest? I scanned the expressions of the various Xichota scampering around the deck, and most of them either weren’t paying much attention, or if they did, it was to point and laugh at poor Bynx, before a glare from Bondi put them back to their business, while Bynx clutched at his cage and sighed unhappily.

“Oh, don’t give me that,” said Bondi. “This is for your own good. Some of those plants are poisonous. What if you’d eaten the Devil’s Ivy? You could’ve keeled over dead before Soraya got to you.”

“Yes,” said Soraya, standing at my side. “And I’d feel terrible if that happened. You wouldn’t want to make me sad, would you, Bynx?”

She fluttered her eyelashes at the kobold, whose eyes went wide as he ducked his head. It wasn’t possible to see a flush of embarrassment beneath those purple scales, but I was sure he was doing it. In general, kobolds didn’t show any attraction to larger, non-scaly humanoids, but Soraya was walking sex incarnate, her sumptuous blue curves barely concealed by the filmy silks and glittering jewelry of her dancer’s outfit.

Soraya was my first lover. She’d effortlessly seduced me on the first day we’d met, after I’d rescued her from space pirates, who’d been sent to steal her ring and deliver it to their demonic pirate king, Chernobog the Vile. All that had happened nearly a year ago, and she’d been my constant companion ever since, our telepathic bond ensuring that I would never be alone, not even in my thoughts.

“And you know, Bynx,” she continued. “If you really like aloe so much, you should’ve just told me. I do take requests. I could serve you all the aloe you want.”

The revelation hit the tiny lizard-man like a thunderbolt. He stared at Soraya wide-eyed, as if she were an angel of redemption.

“All the aloe Bynx wants?” he whispered.

“Reasonable portions of aloe,” Bondi corrected. “If you finish out your Time Out with no complaints, and if you complete your next shift with no mistakes or other problems, then we’ll see if you deserve aloe or not.”

“Bynx will be good,” the purple kobold nodded eagerly. “Bynx will be best sailor, from now on. You see.”

“Well that’s the right attitude, at least,” I said, though his enthusiasm made me wonder about something else. “Hey, is aloe really that delicious? We had a few plants in my house growing up, but all we ever used them for was smearing on burns.”

“Oh, it’s quite tasty, Master,” said Soraya, “When properly drained and soaked to remove the natural latex gel, that is. Eating too much latex can have some nasty, toxic side effects. Severe constipation and the like.”

“What? Wait,” said Bondi. “What happens if a kobold eats nine aloe plants raw, without removing any latex?”

“Well, for Bynx, it’s not going to get to life-threatening levels or anything,” said Soraya. “But I’m afraid he’s headed for a rather unpleasant evening. I don’t think he’ll be up for much of a meal tonight. But I’ll be sure to make him a nice aloe fruit salad once he’s feeling better.”

Bynx’s expression went from overjoyed to one of anxious dread, and I had to stifle a chuckle at his predicament. Though—wait, was that predicament necessary at all?

You are correct, Master, thought Soraya. I could use my Cure Poison magic to spare Bynx from his upcoming trials, instead of just reducing the dosage down from the lethal levels he’d given himself, which is what I’ve already done. I figured that some severe bowel cramps will be a much more effective lesson than Time Out—something he won’t forget nearly as easily.

Lethal dosage? Yikes. Kobolds had a reputation for incredibly short life spans, not because they were physically frail, but because they were so accident-prone that they tended to off themselves before they had a chance to reach old age. We’d managed to avoid any deaths so far; all twenty-one of the kobolds who’d joined us on Zargedon were still alive, though this was primarily due to Soraya’s watchful eye, quick reflexes, and judicious use of her healing magic.

This wasn’t the first time she’d pretended that her healing magic was more limited than it was, for similar reasons. And those kobolds had shown increased discipline and awareness afterwards. Allowing the kobolds the opportunity to survive long enough to learn from their mistakes was paying dividends. I hoped that would be enough, because we were going to have to leave them completely unsupervised for a few days, and I worried that we’d return to a much smaller crew than we started with.

My musings were cut short by a new figure leaping off the deck above us to land right next to me, a short, pale, curvy gal with cat ears sticking out of her white-with-black-striped puffball hairstyle, and a long, fluffy tail sticking out over the waistband of her short, double-split leather skirt.

“Hey, Captain,” said Mina, her mischievous grin wide enough to show off her pointed canines, “Just here to report that we’re about ready to turn off the current and head to Puestalar Station. Everything good to go… uh, wait. Why’s Bynx in a birdcage?”

“It’s Time Out,” said Bondi. “For eating nine aloe plants.”

“Bynx! That’s no good,” said Mina, laughing. “We need those. You sit there and think about—Eep! Oooh….”

I’d cut her lecture short, as I’d snaked one of my hands through the slit in her short leather skirt, to grab a big handful of her lovely behind and squeeze as hard as I could.

Mina bit her bottom lip and closed the distance between us, plastering her toned body up against my side.

“Ahh, such a naughty Captain,” said Mina. “Abusing your authority to take advantage of your poor pilot—in such a lascivious manner.”

That sentence would’ve been much more convincing if not for the heavy vibration of Mina’s purr sending a tingle through my ribcage.

“Oh, like you really needed to tell me that we’re exiting the current in person, instead of using the speaker,” I said. “We both know what you came here for.”

Now, maybe if you’re new here, that might sound more than a little crass. So let me give you some context. Mina was an Amazon, a member of a secret all-female civilization hidden away in their own pocket universe. She and her partner Delara had ventured out in search of a man to carry off back to their tribe to perform stud service for them and other willing members of their tribe, a routine rite of passage for Amazons of note, to ensure their nation’s population remained robust.

The stud in question turned out to be me, after a run-in with space pirates prompted me to step in and rescue them. To make a long story short, I’d gotten a lovely sex vacation in Amazonia, plus some bonus fun afterwards, and Mina and Delara had gotten special permission to continue accompanying me on my travels after that.

That put Mina and Delara in the unusual position of being in a long-term relationship with their Stud, which was a formal title that conferred both privileges and responsibilities. I had the privilege of fucking them whenever I wanted, but also the responsibility of ensuring that they were getting all the affection and attention they could possibly desire. And they had a lot of desire. What I’m saying is that if I wasn’t pawing at them at every available opportunity, they’d get annoyed with me.

Mina interrupted my musings by yanking her hips free of my grip with a saucy shake. For a second, I thought that meant she’d had enough for now, but she spun around and rammed her springy round behind right into my crotch, standing on her tip-toes to make up for the several inches of height difference between us.

The maneuver forced me to grab at her again to keep from falling over, but I recovered quickly, securing my hold on her and squeezing her tight, while she wriggled about happily. I swept my palm across the raised contours of her taut belly, while groping one of her generous breasts with my other hand, my fingertips extending around the barrier of the leather cup of her halter top, to stroke the soft flesh of her cleavage. I pressed my cheek against her silky hair, while her fuzzy cat ear batted me in the face and her fluffy tail swished between my thighs.

“Ahh, what a lecher,” said Mina. “I can’t get away. Bondi, help!”

“Help? It looks like you’re helping yourself,” said Bondi. “And if you think you’re tricking me into getting within grabbing distance, you can think again. Especially after last time.”

Mina pouted at Bondi, who had very different ideas about what types of physical affection were appropriate in public. The Amazon nation Mina came from was a tribal culture that had been allowed to reach advanced levels while being undisturbed by the outside world. They were used to living in communal tents with very little privacy, with no taboos around nudity or even public sex. I could’ve easily bent Mina over and taken her right then and there, and the only reason I didn’t was because it would’ve annoyed Bondi and grossed out most of the kobolds.

So a bit a heavy petting was as far as we could go. I held our embrace for a few moments longer, favoring her with a couple extra squeezes and strokes, before releasing her.

“Well, you’ve reported in, Pilot,” I said. “Was that all the business you had for me?”

“Ugh—yes,” said Mina, letting out a frustrated breath. “No, wait—Anaya and Delara wanted to review a couple more aspects of our plan. They’re waiting in our cabin. Actually, I wouldn’t mind a cabin quickie. It would just be a few minutes⁠—”

“Ahh, but the sooner you arrive at Puestalar Station, the sooner you can get to Fairburn’s Wonderland,” said Soraya. “And the sooner we can all check into the very large penthouse suite we’ve reserved.”

“Ooh, that’s a good point,” said Mina, brightening up and grinning at Bondi. “And we know just how much our cute princess loves hotel rooms.”

Mina closed on Bondi in a blur of movement, the taller woman tensing up, only to relax when the catgirl lightly booped her on the nose.

“Now, that’s something worth waiting for,” Mina’s sharp-toothed grin turning lecherous as she turned and strode back to the helm, her hips swinging side to side with gusto, drawing everyone’s gaze, especially Bondi.

The dragon princess shook her head to snap herself out of it.

“Ugh, I swear. If her antics get us tossed out of the park, I am just gonna lose it.”

“Delara will be watching her,” I said.

“Yes, and that’ll do what?” said Bondi, giving me a raised eyebrow. “You realize, don’t you, that Mina has got her bond-mate wrapped around her little finger, right?”

I wasn’t sure that was accurate, but Soraya cut in before I could think of a response.

“Don’t worry, Bondi,” said Soraya. “Remember that this is going to be an official mission, and Mina does know to stop goofing around when the situation is serious. I’m sure she’ll behave herself once we reach the park.”

“Mmm… maybe,” she said.

“Not maybe—for sure,” I said. “You know how good Soraya’s people-sense is. If she says that’s how it’ll be, then that’s how it’ll be.”

Soraya was an immortal genie possessing two thousand years worth of memories, though she was actually older than that. The weight of her accumulated experiences gave her an uncanny intuition when it came to predicting people’s behavior. She wasn’t totally infallible, but a wise man didn’t bet against her hunches, either.

Bondi mumbled something non-committal, so I walked over and lightly gripped her upper arms, rubbing at them gently.

“Hey. This is going to be a good time,” I said. “Sure, we’re going in to stage a heist, but we’re going to do plenty of scouting first, and if we finish early, we’ll still be in Fairburn’s Wonderland: the happiest place in all of Shattered Zemyah. We’ll be able to see the sights, and check out all the rides, just like you always wanted. I know you’ve been looking forward to this since forever. I bet we can even get you in a picture with Barnaby, and⁠—”

“A picture with Barnaby? What, do I look nine to you?” sputtered Bondi. “Those mascots… those are for kids. Like, sure I’m looking forward to actually seeing the park, with Vasilissa’s castle, and Baba Yaga’s hut. And for real, instead of just in those picture-guides that I just… kinda ended up collecting. But’s it’s not like I still love Barnaby Leprechaun to death and have dreamed about getting my picture with him for my entire childhood or anything!”

“Mmm-hmm,” I said, nodding, while making a mental note to keep an eye out for the Barnaby mascot as soon as we entered Wonderland, and make sure to get him together in a picture with Bondi, even if I had to drag her into the frame. Or come up with some pretext⁠—

Already ahead of you, Master, came Soraya’s voice in my mind. Just leave it to me.

Ah. Of course. And whatever Soraya came up with would work far more smoothly than any of my plans. Deception wasn’t my strong suit. Case in point: Bondi’s expression grew suspicious as she studied mine.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“Oh, I was just trying to remember if I met Barnaby or not, back when I visited the park,” I said. “I think I was like, six or seven when it happened, so a lot of the details are fuzzy in my brain. I do remember having a lot of fun, though. I’m sure you will too. Actually, I really want to see that. You’re stunningly beautiful all the time, but when you really get happy, it’s something else. It’s like you turn into the sun or something. That’s what I’m looking forward to the most, actually.”

“What?” Bondi’s face started flushing. “Cut… cut it out with that nonsense, you liar.”

“Okay, you got me,” I said, as I advanced on the flustered dragon princess. She backed up into the cabin wall, and I placed one hand next to her head as I leaned in and pitched my voice lower. “I am lying. Because, while I’m looking forward to the day, my biggest anticipation is for the night. When we’ve got you in a spacious and very private hotel suite. With a rose-petal bubble-bath, one of Soraya’s massages—so good after a full day on your feet—and then… then I can finally show you just how much I care for you. Physically. Intimately.”

“Uh, well… that’s… eep,” sputtered Bondi, her breathing coming quick as she turned bright crimson.

“Princess, Bynx’s tummy hurts,” called out the hapless kobold. “Need to get to the head. Unlock, please?”

“Um! Right! Yes,” said Bondi, as she ducked out around me to zip over to Bynx’s cage. “No messes on the deck. Have to get that seen to, haha. Duty calls, Captain.”

“Oh, no problem,” I said. “Good things come to those who wait.”

I watched Bondi hustle a doubled-over kobold off to the head, while sending a quick question to Soraya.

No, Master—that wasn’t too forceful, she thought. I’d say it was just about right. And I’m looking forward to tonight, too.

Bondi’s shyness precluded me from groping her throughout the day, like I did with Mina and Delara. But leaving her alone was also no good, because then she’d start to feel jealous, like I preferred the Amazons to her. So I had to ensure I was showing her similar levels of affection verbally. And some of it had to be sexy talk, to match the level of carnal desire I showed to the Amazons.

This type of dirty talk didn’t come naturally to me, so it was fortunate that I had Soraya to help out. Even so, remembering to do this on the regular was an adjustment for me, one of many we’d had to make since Bondi and the kobolds had joined us.

No more orgies on the ship deck was another big one. Well, we had the option to hold a party in the hold for the kobolds and declare the deck off-limits. But later, Bondi realized that our crew were smart enough to realize what we were getting up to, and would joke about it amongst themselves.

Most of us didn’t care about that, but Bondi found it mortifying for some reason. The same logic applied to a mid-day romp in our cabin. Our one-hundred-forty-foot long astral clipper wasn’t so large that we could sneak away without somebody noticing, so that was no good. Soraya could use illusions to impersonate Bondi and throw the gossips off, but that still wasn’t enough. The only time Bondi was available was during bedtime, apparently because that was more “appropriate,” though she wouldn’t explain why. Soraya figured it was because she had some plausible deniability—like, we could just be going straight to bed in that time. (Though we rarely did.)

And our cabin was nice enough, but it was dominated by the largest bed we could fit in there. And even that got rather snug with Mina, Delara, Soraya, Anaya, Bondi, and myself in there. And for a while, we’d also had a curvy hobgoblin woman named Kamlai in the mix, but that had led to a host of problems.

As it turned out, Kamlai had three skills that she was really good at: fucking, singing, and dancing, in that order. But in every other area, she struggled, even worse than the most accident-prone kobold.

Early on, we had to restrict her from being anywhere on deck during rough weather, as Delara had to keep tackling her to prevent her from being brained by the ship’s booms, even though Mina had been calling out warnings the whole time. Kamlai hated cleaning and was bad at it, somehow managing to break things every time she was left unsupervised. Soraya had tried letting her “help out” in the galley, (which was already make-work, since Soraya used food-transmutation magic to cook, and didn’t need help) and Kamlai started two fires before Soraya banished her back to our cabin. Delara was the very soul of patience, but had been forced to give up all her combat training attempts with Kamlai after a week.

I didn’t like admitting it, but it had become plain that sweet Kamlai was simply, as Mina put it, “dumb as a bag of hammers,” and, unlike the kobolds, didn’t appear capable of improving enough to remain as ship’s crew. In the end, Soraya came up with a solution, suggesting we stop by the shardworld Bocoeia, and visit a particular temple in the gleaming seaside city of Sklepiona, one dedicated to Merhymnia, goddess of Music, Singing, and Dance. Kamlai had immediately decided that it was the Best Place Ever, and must be the end of the celestial journey that we “psychopomps” must’ve always intended.

For various reasons too complicated to go into here, Kamlai believed that she had died, and this was her afterlife, and we were her spiritual guides in this process. I couldn’t tell you if the clergy of Merhymnia ever managed to steer her away from this delusion, but I trusted Soraya’s insistence that this was the best place to leave her, with gentle teachers who would take care of her, and where (most) of her talents could be put to good use. I’d still been a bit sad to see her go, even though it was clearly the best solution for everyone.

But with that out of the way, we could switch our focus back to our main mission: recovering the missing gems in Soraya’s ring. I’d cycled through all our potential target destinations on the sympathetic resonant tracker and found the nearest one. After comparing the heading and distance readings with our system map, I’d been astonished to discover that it was located smack dab in the middle of Fairburn’s Wonderland.

An even bigger surprise was the response of everyone besides Bondi to that news.

“What’s Fairburn’s Wonderland?” asked Delara.

It took me a second to remember that the Amazons were both from a secluded pocket dimension. How else would you not have heard of Fairburn? And then it was a bit tricky to explain.

“Well, it’s a really big park, that takes a ticket to get into,” I said, “And it’s full of rides, and, um… life-size dioramas, sometimes using special entertainment-focused automata, and they’re all based around characters and locations from Fairburn’s holoshows.”

“Oh, okay,” said Mina. “What’s a holoshow?”

At that point, both Bondi and my jaws were on the floor. We’d been traveling together for months, going to various ports and seeing all the unique sights. It had never occurred to me to stop and do something as mundane as seeing a holoshow, and so I hadn’t realized it would be a novel experience for the Amazons.

“Soraya, how would you best describe a holoshow?” I asked her, as I tried to order my thoughts.

“Well, I don’t know, Master,” said Soraya, sounding amused. “I’ve heard the term before, but Heinrich considered them to be crass, lowbrow entertainment, and never went to any. So I’m actually rather curious about what they are. Something new, I imagine.”

“New? They’ve been around for a hundred years…” I started to say, then remembered that I was speaking to an ancient immortal. For her, a hundred years was like last week. And a hundred years ago, her ring had been in the possession of Queen Giang Thi Yen, in the remote shardworld of Giangsoo.

Queen Giang had been entombed with Soraya ninety years ago, before being dug up in an expedition a few years ago. The backer of that expedition was a wealthy merchant asshole named Heinrich Grams, who had kept Soraya until meeting me, right before space pirates raided the cruise ship where he was a passenger and I was an abused, indentured servant. Stuff happened, and I managed to escape in a specially converted, magical frost box full of ice cream, taking Soraya with me.

So her ignorance made sense, but I was so used to Soraya’s vast breadth of knowledge that having her just not know about something left me gobsmacked. Still, I tried to organize my thoughts to explain things as best I could.

“Well, a holoshow is a series of preset illusions,” I said. “They’re engraved in these huge, heavy scrolls, only instead of paper, there are these thin strips of brass, called kollema, and they’re attached to each other with hinges, called kollesis. And there’s a whole bunch of them wound around two steel dowels, the umbilici, on a mechanism that scrolls them beneath a crystal ball⁠—”

“Okay, Artificer,” said Bondi. “They need to know what it is, not how it works. So, a holoshow is basically like a play, only it’s made entirely out of illusions that have all been prepared ahead of time. They get projected onto a stage, with some extra effects that’ll go above and around the theater audience.

“It’s neat because the illusions make it possible to do things that would be really hard on a regular stage. Like, they can show you close-ups of the characters’ faces, so you can really see the characters’ emotions and things. And what’s special about Fairburn is that most of their holoshows are illuminaries. That means they don’t show real people, but moving drawings instead.”

“Oh, like a zoetrope?” said Delara.

“Yeah, kind of,” I said. “Only less limited. A zoetrope is a short image loop, but the illuminaries have sound and will tell a complete story—some of them go for up to two hours.”

“I guess that sounds interesting,” said Mina. “But it seems odd that you’d use drawings instead of regular actors. Why do that?”

“Oh, because it’s cute,” said Bondi. “And there’s something really special about the illuminary characters, the way they move. Especially when they’re singing and dancing. And some of their expressions are just so funny. The short comedy sketches are amazing. Just, the look on Barnaby’s face when he’s chasing Cusith and Caitsith and his shoes start falling apart⁠—”

“Wait, Barnaby Leprechaun?” said Delara, a flash of recognition lighting up her face. “That’s the Fairburn you’re talking about?”

“Wait, you know this?” said Mina.

“From those picture books,” said Delara. “There’s a whole bunch of them I read when I was a little kid. All written by Dell Fairburn. With Barnaby Leprechaun and Madigan the Pixie and Cusith and Caitsith. You’re telling me there are shows where you can see those characters talk and move?”

Oh, that made sense. The Amazons were isolated, but their expedition teams frequently brought back as much outside culture as they could. Delara had already acquired a full steam-trunk full of books for the Amazonian libraries, including the completed Song of Sonthariel series, a classic tale that she’d only been able to read halfway before venturing out into wider Zemyah. But the holoshow scrolls were huge and heavy, required an equally cumbersome projector-player to work, and often could only be purchased or rented by licensed theaters. No wonder the Amazons wouldn’t be able to get their hands on those.

So, on our next stopover in a big port city, the lot of us went on a grand date to a holoshow theater. New Fairburn shows came out every year, but this theater was playing one that had come out two years ago, called Nabarian Nights. I’d been trapped aboard the luxury liner Crystania at that time, so I hadn’t seen it yet. My first inkling that something was up was when the woman selling tickets complemented Soraya for “dressing in costume for the show.” Then Mina started yelping about the show’s lobby poster, and my jaw dropped when I saw why.

One of the characters on the image was a dead ringer for Soraya, save for the fact that her skin was green instead of blue. At first we thought it might be a coincidence. The drawing was much less detailed than a portrait or a photograph, but Bondi insisted that the shape of her face and proportions of her features were a direct match.

And once the show started, the similarities only got stronger. The voice and personality of “Jinny the Genie” matched Soraya’s perfectly. It was surreal watching a cartoon version of Soraya address someone else as “Master,” with the same intonation and cadence. The story had a similar uncanny feel to it, as Zialdin, the impoverished hero, discovered “Jinny’s” ring, defeated an evil wizard, and romanced a princess, who he married at the end of the movie, right after granting Jinny her freedom.

That last bit really got me in the feels. Because, while I’d defeated wizards and romanced a princess, I hadn’t yet freed Soraya. In my defense, the holoshow version of this process was orders of magnitude easier than what I had to do.

Soraya’s ring was a complex creation of interwoven, inscribed, braided platinum bands holding a large round-cut sapphire, surrounded by six smaller gem sockets, one of which I had recently filled with its required gem, an amethyst containing a portion of Soraya’s soul.

Before I could even think about freeing Soraya, I had to track down her five remaining soul gems and return them to their proper places. I’d created a device called a sympathetic resonance tracker, or SRT, in order to do just that. It had located the next gem in Fairburn’s Wonderland, and here was a Fairburn holoshow featuring Soraya’s green twin sister. No way was that a coincidence.

“Ah, that was such a good show,” said Bondi as we exited the theater. “But Jinny kept giving me chills. She was such a perfect match for Soraya that I kept forgetting they were different characters.”

“Well, almost,” said Mina. “If it had really been Soraya, she would’ve fucked that Zialdin dude right away. It was weird that she didn’t. Like, they were both clearly into each other.”

“You couldn’t have Zialdin fucking Jinny!” said Bondi, “He was in love with Princess Yumia.”

“So?” said Mina. “She could’ve joined in, too. Then everybody’s happy.”

“You can’t have a princess ‘joining in’ like that! There’s no way that’d be okay.”

“But you’re a princess and you join in like that,” said Mina. “And you were more than okay with it last night. You were all like, ‘Oh yes. YES! YES! MOR’—mmn mmph.”

Delara’s hand clapped over her bond-mate’s big mouth, as she directed an apologetic grimace to Bondi, who’d flushed bright crimson.

“Er, well, yes—but…” stammered Bondi. “But I mean, that would never be okay in a Fairburn show. There is no fucking allowed in Fairburn holoshows. They’re for families, with little kids.”

“Eh?” said Delara, “Why does that preclude sex in a holoshow?”

Bondi stared wide-eyed at the Amazons, too astonished to reply. So Mina spoke next, having wriggled free.

“Yeah,” she said. “I mean—sure, kids are too young to do anything themselves. But they have to know what their parents get up to at night, right? Like, I know you outlanders are big on your private rooms and all, but children should still be able to figure that stuff out. Like, how else would they exist?”

“Actually, it really varies, depending on the culture,” said Soraya. “Sometimes it works how you would think, but there are quite a few children throughout Shattered Zemyah who don’t figure it out themselves, and have to have it explained to them. And some never get any explanation at all, even to the point when they reach their wedding night.”

This time it was Mina’s turn to look astonished, and we were treated to the rare sight of our rambunctious tiger-girl stunned into silence.

“But you are right about one thing,” said Soraya, with a flirty wink. “If it had really been me up there, I definitely would’ve seduced both Zialdin and the princess. And let me just say,” she continued, leaning into Bondi and snaking an arm around her waist, “That I am so pleased and honored that our princess was able to work past her own inhibitions and join our little group. I know that couldn’t have been easy, but you did it and made all our lives brighter in the process So, thank you so much.”

The rest of us vocalized our agreement while Bondi sputtered about how none of this was necessary; she really didn’t need any special praise for that, and it wasn’t like it made her really happy or anything. But she was beaming ear-to-ear for the rest of the walk back to the ship, while I pondered the implications of “Jinny’s” existence.

So far, I hadn’t had the opportunity to study one of Soraya’s soul gems in isolation, so I didn’t have the faintest idea about what they could do while separated from her ring. It seemed like the Fairburn company had figured out a number of uses for it, which might cause some serious problems for us in our quest to steal it back. But we wouldn’t know for sure until we reached the park itself.


Chapter 3
Board Games in the Swamp


Calista frowned at Eggs in confusion. “Wait, sso why can’t I play my Autoharvessster card again?”

“Because the Autoharvester requires five Magitech points, and you don’t have any,” said Henrietta “Eggs” Eggebraten, as she peered over the table through her thick, square eyeglasses.

“The hell I don’t,” said Calista. “They’re right… oh, gods damn it all! Bramble!”

Calista shot a glare at Bramble Foggytoes, the designated burglar for her pirate crew. Unfortunately, the halfling’s thieving impulses didn’t have an “off” switch, which made her a major nuisance when you were trying to play a game of Ageorgos, with all of its brightly-colored wooden tokens. Those things were like catnip for a kleptomaniac, apparently.

“Oh, pickles,” said Eggs. “Do we need to do another Bramble Check?”

“No, sssave it,” said Calista.

A Bramble Check was the Gloom Shrike pirate crew’s only line of defense against their burglar’s uncontrolled urges. It involved stripping Bramble down to her skivvies, then shaking her by the ankles until every pilfered item fell out. It was effective, but they’d already done it twice tonight, and Calista was getting tired of it. Even if she got all the pieces back, remembering where they’d been placed on the board felt like more trouble than it’d be worth, plus they’d just have to do it all over again in another ten minutes.

“Ssay, Bramble,” said Calista. “You haven’t seen Bramblefang around anywhere? You think she might want to sswap in for a bit?”

“Bramblefang is only concerned with vengeance,” scoffed Bramble. “She has no time for board games.”

That was a shame. A couple of months ago, the death of Bramble’s friend Tharg had prompted the halfling to occasionally don a black cowl and refer to herself as “Bramblefang.” This new persona was a lot more effective with stealth and assassination-type skills, and could actually control her thieving urges.

And honestly, Calista had to agree with Bramblefang about Ageorgos. The whole thing had been Eggs’ idea. A few months ago, Eggs had staggered up the Gloom Shrike’s gangplank with a huge stack of hefty mail-order parcels precariously balanced between her arms. Upon reaching the deck, Eggs breathlessly announced that she’d be starting up Board Game Night, as a special bonding activity with her “new friends.”

Well, the truth was that calling everyone “friends” was rather generous, particularly where Eggs was concerned. For some reason, Calista found the experience of listening to Eggs’ voice akin to hearing nails drag across a chalkboard, and she struggled to do more than tolerate the scrawny, mousy half-elf’s constant presence. Still, for Eggs, just being tolerated was a new, exciting experience for her, and she’d decided to make the most of it.

“Um, it’s still your turn, Captain,” said Eggs.

“Pass,“ said Calista, no longer interested in shifting through her cards for an alternate move.

“Okay, but it’s a Harvest turn, so don’t forget to collect,” said Eggs. “Hmm, it looks like you’ve got wheat, corn—and the potatoes are year-round, but you still collect this turn, too. Let me get that for you….”

Calista sighed as Eggs tossed over a handful of wooden tokens. Honestly, the rules of this game were so complex that Calista had a hard time following what the hell was going on, even without Bramble constantly stealing the pieces. She was only playing to humor Eggs, and because they were all stuck in this godsforsaken swamp with nothing else to do, and she was so bored that even an endless, broken game of Ageorgos seemed like a good idea.

“All right, that’s the captain’s turn done,” said Eggs. “Now it’s your turn, Krossalg’kork.”

Krossalg’kork fixed her with a wall-eyed, uncomprehending stare. His fat, fishy head swiveled in the blubber-encased socket that served as his neck, turning from Eggs, to the cards he clutched in his slimy fingers, and back again.

“Tuuurrrrnnn,” he finally said, his voice caught halfway between a hollow moan and a wet gurgle.

“Yes, it is your turn,” said Eggs. “And do you remember the action order for your turn? No? Okay—so, first you play a card, right?”

“Caaarrrrdd,” intoned Krossalg’kork.

“Yes, very good—but not that one; you don’t have the resources. Let me see here, what can you do….”

Calista let her mind wander as Eggs continued her ongoing project of trying to “teach” the huge, amphibious humanoid how to play Ageorgos, which always ended up with Eggs taking his turn for him. Krossalg’kork was a Sea Devil, though they referred to themselves as Makarsi. Calista wasn’t sure if that was the name of their species, or of their specific tribe, and she didn’t much care.

What had been relevant was that the stony ruins of the ancient observatory they now inhabited had been previously claimed by the Makarsi. The Scourge Pirates’ presence had touched off a bit of a territorial dispute, which had been resolved when their monk, Byago, had hurled one of Enobaria’s firebombs through the Makarsi chieftain’s open shark jaws. The following blast turned the massive Sea Devil inside-out, and led to Byago’s promotion to new tribal chief, which he’d promptly handed over to Calista. So now the pirates now held control of both the tribe and the observatory, neatly resolving all outstanding disputes.

And why, you might ask, were a bunch of pirates so keen to camp out in an ancient, ruined observatory? Well, that was the result of a chance encounter, of a Scourge raid on a ship bound for the shardworld Azulver, and a Fairburn’s Wonderland pamphlet one of the passengers had dropped. Enobaria had taken one look at it and started freaking out, saying, “it’s her, it’s her.”

It took a minute or two to figure out what she was talking about, but the Dark Elf alchemist recovered her wits enough to recover the pamphlet, unfold it, and point to an illuminary character depicted therein.

“That’s her,” she said. “That’s Soraya. I’m sure of it.”

“Huh? It ssays she’s ’Jinny Plusss,’” said Calista. “And she’s green. I thought you ssaid that Ssoraya was blue.”

“But the face is an exact match,” said Enobaria. “Along with that smug expression. I’d never forget it.”

Calista wasn’t convinced. For one thing, the illustration wasn’t that detailed, so she didn’t see how Enobaria could be so certain that it was the same person. Plus, by her own admission, Enobaria had only gotten a single good look at Soraya the genie, right before she’d tossed an anti-magic grenade at said genie and her master, Zain.

But Enobaria was adamant that this was a lead, and they needed to head to Fairburn’s Wonderland right away. Well, normally Enobaria’s judgment was rock-solid, but when it involved Zain Shamar, her priorities got skewed.

Last year, Zain had escaped from a Scourge raid on the luxury liner Crystania. And what was more, he’d also managed to abscond with Soraya’s ring, the primary target of said raid. The Pirate King Chernobog the Vile, the extra-cosmic demon who commanded the Scourge, had held Enobaria’s sister responsible for losing the ring and had swallowed her whole, resulting in Calista’s promotion to captain of the Gloom Shrike. Enobaria blamed Zain for her sister’s death, and was obsessed with making him pay for it. So now Enobaria transferred her obsession to Fairburn’s Wonderland, Jinny the Genie, and the Nabarian Nights holoshow.

She then acquired a “Jinny-Plus Magic Ring” from some travel agent. Well, they called it a “ring,” but actually it was more akin to a wristwatch. It was a cheap amulet made of tin and brass, with a cloth wristband.

Enobaria spent hours examining the thing and concluded that it was an infusion-type magical item, which meant that the source of its power wasn’t contained in the item itself, but was transmitted remotely. To activate the ring, you had to rub the brass rim of the amulet and say, “Jinny, Jinny, Jinny—come on out and see me.” Which got old real fast, but fortunately it turned out that just saying Jinny’s name was sufficient to trigger the infusion. This caused a four-inch-tall image of Jinny to appear and hover over the amulet.

This Jinny illusion couldn’t do a whole lot—she could answer simple questions that her character would know, but anything outside that would prompt the response, “I’m sorry, but a genie’s gotta have some secrets, you know,” followed by a flirty wink. She could also sing her song from the holoshow, with musical accompaniment; do a belly-dance routine that looped every two minutes; and make ticket reservations for the Fairburn’s Wonderland theme park, though it would take a day for anything you did to get confirmed. Jinny promised that there was so much more she could do once her ring was at Fairburn’s park, like assist with rides and dinner reservations and the like, “plus more”—though she refused to elaborate on that last bit.

Which was all interesting enough, but Calista didn’t see how it helped them. Yeah, it was weird that this Jinny character looked like Soraya, but so what? Nabarian Nights had been out for several years already. There was no way of knowing that Zain and his crew would suddenly be prompted to go to Fairburn’s Wonderland, or when they’d do it.

Well, that was why Enobaria wanted to talk with the Oracle of Annihilation, who dwelled in the bowels of Gauthraug, the pirates’ hidden shardworld. Rumors said that her temple had been there since before Chernobog came, before even the Shattering itself. But now Chernobog was the one who controlled access to her, so they had to report to him to get permission to see her.

An audience with the Pirate King was always a fraught endeavor, and Calista tried to avoid it as much as possible. If things went poorly, Chernobog would devour you. And if things went really well, then Chernobog might decide to show his favor by fucking you. The last time she’d seen him, things had gone really well, as she’d presented him with a powerful extra-cosmic artifact called the Rod of Rega’zidrun, and the Pirate King had been pleased.

Chernobog was a bizarre demon who, along with his Reaver God kin, invaded the Zemyah system seven thousand years ago. The war that followed resulted in the deaths or disappearances of most of the old Pantheon, and all of the Reaver Gods, save Chernobog himself. Chernobog was twenty feet tall, with an elongated, emaciated horse-skull head, six demon horns, a mostly human torso with six arms, fur-covered pelvis and thighs, and the lower legs of a red dragon. His main eyes were yellow, like a goat, with six weird eyestalks popping up behind those. Chernobog wouldn’t have been Calista’s first choice for a lover, but his human-like torso was actually really sculpted and well-defined, and his other bits were so exquisitely hideous that they kind of circled around to being sexy, at least in her opinion.

That’s what she told herself as she stripped off her top and the Pirate King cast an enlargement spell on her, as was his habit. Then his massive jaws split wide open and a curtain of purple tentacle-tongues descended upon her, to taste her flesh from every angle. Oh yeah, this was the stuff.

Chernobog’s tongues were coated in a slippery aphrodisiac, and it was some seriously good shit. Calista felt her entire nervous system expand, like she was being turned inside out—but in a good way? Did that make sense? Every swipe of those thick, pulsing appendages across her skin sent shockwaves of ecstasy racing up through her brain. It was so intense that she could barely stand it, and yet she couldn’t get enough of it.

The exquisite torment continued, but Chernobog kept his tasting of her confined to her upper body. And that was no good—her pussy was now throbbing, desperate for stimulation. The Pirate King held both of her wrists immobile, above her head, so she tried to touch herself with the tip of her own tail. But that, too, was seized in a double-thumbed vice-grip.

Then the tongues receded, as Chernobog had reached the part of his routine where he always started talking shit about how he was the greatest, and she was his plaything, yadda, yadda, and now she had to beg for it. Trying to form coherent enough sentences to give him what he wanted was a challenge, but she must’ve managed well enough—for Chernobog released her tail, seized her hips with his lower set of hands, and impaled her roughly on his rigid, erect pillar of engorged meat.

The sudden rush of sensation nearly knocked her unconscious. He was so big, he was hitting everything. Calista started orgasming immediately, waves of pleasure and pain rocking her body again and again as the Pirate King pumped his way deep inside her, not relenting until he achieved his own satisfaction, painting her interior with his searing hot eruption.

And that was an issue, long after she’d thanked Chernobog for his favor, exited his throne room, and guzzled down a healing potion. She’d had weird dreams that night. She couldn’t remember the details, but she woke up the next morning feeling terrified, unsettled, and weirdly aroused. And then she’d vomited up snakes. Little skinny ones, with vibrant scales in a riot of different colors. She found she now had the urge to do this at least once every four to six hours.

This wasn’t a huge surprise. Chernobog was a demon from outside the entire universe, a place where the basic logic that governed reality did not apply. Byago had told her once about theories regarding entities like the Pirate King—that his true self was something far stranger, and more mutable. The static form they all knew and perceived as “Chernobog” was simply this universe’s best approximate translation, using conventional laws of physics and biology, of the strange being’s existence, at the moment he happened tear his way into our material cosmos. The theory went that if Chernobog returned home and came back, he might reappear in a completely different body, with a different personality. But the upshot of all this weirdness was that the seed of of an extra-cosmic demon, and the effect it might have on a person, were just as unpredictable and strange as the monster it came from.

As soon as Enobaria returned from confirming with the Oracle of Annihilation that yes, actually, staking out Fairburn’s Wonderland for the next couple of months would lead to a favorable result, Calista got her crew in the Gloomshrike and tore off at top speed to Hao-Jiah, the nearest sharldworld with a decent temple to the healer god Chamine, and bribe the head priestess to do a full course of purification and de-cursing until she was no longer puking live animals. That had been the worst three days of her life.

And the following days hadn’t been fantastic, either. Calista’s daily eldritch nightmares had been replaced by intermittent regular nightmares, and her existential dread had been replaced with garden-variety boredom. Azulver was too far into Polonic Imperium territory to sail the Gloom Shrike. It was too well-patrolled; if they were spotted, they’d be forced to fight or flee.

So they’d left the Gloom Shrike in a hidden port in the neutral shardworld Morgoria, manned by the Saltmaw brothers, then drank potions of disguise provided by Enobaria, and booked passage to Puestalar station, locked in synchronous orbit above Azulver. Once they’d gotten to Pantanoro City on the surface, they’d purchased a small (souped-up and illegal) airskiff, capable of escape velocity, and fucked off to the swamps to hide until Zain’s crew made their appearance.

And that had been over a month ago. The thing about oracles, was that their advice tended to be rather vague and limited—and that was assuming they told you anything worthwhile at all. But the question about whether they should stake out Fairburn’s Wonderland in the immediate future or not was specific enough to get a reply. This action would bring “extremely favorable fortune and opportunity.”

And, beyond that, apparently Enobaria had gotten further instructions, a true rarity from an oracle. They should lay their ambush in “the bowels of the greatest castle in the land.” That had to mean Vasilissa’s Castle in the center of the park. So that did give them a specific target to shoot for. It was a lot more detailed and helpful than oracular prophecies normally were.

Enobaria was over the moon about that prediction. After all, Chernobog had tasked them with recovering Soraya’s ring, and would punish them if they failed. So the only possible favorable outcome involved seizing the ring—otherwise, they’d be screwed.

That was Enobaria’s thinking, but another possibility occurred to Calista. Enobaria had been the one to approach the oracle, so that prophecy might’ve been intended purely for the Dark Elf alone. If they failed to retrieve the ring this time, Chernobog might devour Calista and promote Enobaria to captain of the Gloom Shrike, and that might be considered a favorable outcome for the alchemist. That was the problem with oracles—so often their predictions turned out different than what you expected, even when you already went through the effort to phrase your question in the most super-specific manner possible.

And it would’ve been nice if the oracle could’ve given them a narrower time window for their stakeout. For the past mont, Enobaria had stayed in the unstable domed peak of their ruined tower, her eyes glued to the high-powered telescope she had pointed at Puestalar Station, with Byago on standby to take over for bathroom and food breaks.

Enobaria hadn’t slept once since they’d arrived on Azulver, opting instead to go into restorative trances that still allowed her to remain at her station. She insisted that elves of any subrace could do this indefinitely with no ill effects, but Calista found her single-minded dedication frightening. And they’d already bribed local informants on Puestalar to alert them if anyone matching Zain or his crew’s description came through, but Enobaria wasn’t taking any chances.

In fact, this entire plan had been concocted by Enobaria. They were holed up in a shitty swamp in order to avoid Pantanoro City’s light pollution and give the Dark Elf the clearest possible view of the orbital station. Plus, it was near a sewer exit that could be used to invade the park itself. Calista had to question the wisdom of ambushing Zain’s crew inside Fairburn’s Wonderland, as opposed to Pantanoro City—like, wouldn’t the park be more thoroughly monitored?

But Enobaria was adamant. The Oracle of Annihilation had specifically said they needed to go to the park itself. It was a perfect ambush spot. Zain was an artificer, reliant on magical weapons that he and his crew wouldn’t be able to bring past the security gate, plus their guard would be down. And Fairburn’s rent-a-cops, used to dealing with lost children and belligerent, drunk tourists, wouldn’t have the stones to fight against bloodthirsty Scourge pirates. That shit was above their pay grade.

So the plan was a lightning strike. Shock and awe. In and out before anybody had a chance to react. It would probably work. Sometime. Eventually. But in the meantime, Calista was stuck in a stinking, mosquito-infested swamp with absolutely nothing to do except endure Eggs’ awful board games.

Calista’s favorite hobby was no good, because the Makarsi were just un-fuckable. Both the men and the women. Their dumpy physiques, melding features from fish, sharks, humans, and frogs, held none of the spicy push-pull of Chernobog’s statuesque torso, mixed with the horrifying charisma of his alien bits. The Sea Devils were just garden-variety fugly, their blubbery bodies slick with smelly mucus they secreted to keep themselves from drying out. There was no degree of drunk or high that would make a Sea Devil tryst worth considering.

She did get a brief ray of hope when the Makarsi shaman mentioned the existence of a nearby mermaid civilization, in the clear hopes that their new chief would lead a war raid against them. Well, that idea had potential.

Mermaids were sexy as hell, and notoriously horny. And, as a lamia, she felt a certain kinship. She had a snake tail; they had a fish tail—they had plenty of common ground, but with enough of a difference to make things interesting. Plus, as a pirate, she had plenty of experience calming sexy abductees while they awaited to be ransomed, and to then consider the enticing danger of a bad girl pirate with plenty of worldly experience.

But Calista’s enthusiasm dampened when the Makarsi shaman immediately tried to sell her on the culinary delights of sauced and spit-roasted mermaid meat. That wasn’t the sort of eating Calista had in mind. Like, sure—she could order the Sea Devils to capture and not kill, but that would require discipline that she was certain these fish-fuckers did not have. And there was nothing that might kill a captive’s mood more than seeing her friends get murdered and cannibalized. Calista’s game was not good enough to overcome that kind of obstacle. Nobody’s game was that good.

Of course, a solo expedition might be feasible. Calista had gone to Enobaria, just to make a simple inquiry about whether she happened to have any water-breathing potions on hand, only for the alchemist to shoot her down immediately.

“No, Captain,” she said. “You are not going to pester the Psarania mermaids for sex.”

“Hey, I didn’t even ssay I was going to….”

“The Psarania people have a small garrison stationed with them,” Enobaria continued, as if Calista hadn’t spoken, her eyes not wavering from her telescope. “A private security company, hired by Fairburn. With their help, the Psarania’s ancient Makarsi enemies were driven off to this swamp, and in exchange, the Psarania put on daily performances at Fairburn’s Mermaid Cove resort—about a dozen miles down the coast.”

“Oh, really?” said Calista, intrigued despite herself. “What kind of performances?”

“Family-friendly ones, of course,” said Enobaria. “Primarily aimed at young girls. Although—I did notice there are a handful of luxury suites at Mermaid Cove with secluded, private tide pools, ‘where merfolk might come to visit.’ The brochure actually says that. The cost for a night in one of those suites is astronomical, though.”

“Damn, that’s clever,” said Calista. “So family-friendly Fairburn getss to run a mermaid brothel at premium prices while not officially doing anything of the sssort. Fucking genius. You sure know a lot about thisss, First Mate.”

“I did my research for this mission, Captain,” said Enobaria. “Nothing will be left to chance.”

“That’s great,” said Calista, “But, lisssten—I can be discreet and ssstealthy. They won’t⁠—”

“Captain, if we wish to succeed at this mission and not get eaten by the Pirate King, then we have to keep a low profile and not take any risks that might alert anyone to our presence here. That means not going near anywhere near the points that Fairburn will be monitoring.

“Besides which, all the young, horny merfolk you’d be looking for know to go to Mermaid Cove to get their jollies. The ones who are staying home are not going to appreciate it if you show up on their doorstep bothering them for sex. So, Captain, as your First Mate, I would strongly recommend against any action other than patiently and professionally maintaining our secrecy.”

Bluh. Well, Enobaria was right, of course, but that didn’t mean Calista had to be happy about it. She watched Eggs finally complete Krossalg’kork’s turn for him, the Makarsi’s blank, fishy stare betraying no comprehension of anything. The big Sea Devil had started following Eggs around ever since their takeover. Nobody really knew why. Idly, Calista wondered if he was into her or something. No accounting for tastes, especially if you were a big ugly fish dude.

Not that Calista had any cause for concern. Despite her slight, unimpressive physique, Eggs was the most dangerous member of the Scourge Pirates, and it was all due to her ridiculously oversized greatsword, bound to her back with a winding mass of thin, black chains, with links in the shape of screaming skulls. This was the most powerful weapon their crew possessed: The Black Doomblade of Exavoth.

The sword was a powerful artifact, possessed by the spirit of a hellish character known as Exavoth the Atrocious. If Krossalg’kork tried anything Eggs didn’t like, the Doomblade would come alive, take over Eggs’ body, and slice the Sea Devil into sushi. And then maybe slaughter the rest of the tribe, if any dared complain. Exavoth didn’t have much to say when he wasn’t enraged and hacking foes to bits, but so far, Eggs seemed able to avoid harming the rest of the Scourge crew during one of these rampages.

Well, that was assuming the crew in question had the sense to not antagonize Eggs directly. That sort of restraint, and careful consideration of consequences of one’s own actions, was a rare quality for Scourge bullies faced with Eggs’ grating meekness. But they’d recently acquired a new recruit with just those qualities, who now carefully considered his cards, held in his top set of chitinous claws, right in front of his huge grayish compound eyes, with their tiny black pupils aimed straight at Calista.

This was Keven, a member of the Mantid race of people—a rare sight outside of Polonic gladiatorial arenas. Most Mantids lived out in the ass-end of space, at the fringes of the Polonic Imperium and Yllsalian Federation’s borders. Supposedly they were all a bunch of religious fanatics, periodically banding together to launch a “Great Crusade” against the heathens of the rest of Shattered Zemyah, before getting smacked down hard each time.

Keven’s first day on the job had done little to dispel any negative stereotypes about his race. Immediately he’d walked up to Calista and challenged her to a battle for the position of captain. She hadn’t wasted a second, whipping her tail around Keven’s thorax before he’d had a chance to draw his weapons. She’d barely started squeezing before the Mantid cried uncle. It took Calista a few moments to decide whether to accept his surrender, or just keep squeezing. If this was how he acted on his first day, then the odds were high he’d start trying to undermine her on day two, and on every day after.

But she’d decided to give him just one more chance, and hadn’t had a problem with him since. He’d seemed almost cheerful about how easily she’d whupped him, declaring that it was proof that she was a worthy leader. Was it some cultural thing? Calista had no idea what Keven’s views on religion were. So far, he’d kept them to himself—a practice Calista decided to encourage by not asking further.

And her forbearance paid off. Keven was a bard, able to tap into the magical ether of the universe through the power of music. His repertoire included healing spells, which they badly needed, as otherwise they were completely reliant on Enobaria for everything restorative.

Granted, Keven’s definition of “music” was downright bizarre. On the trip over he’d convinced the proprietor of one of the shipboard cantinas to let him perform for their lunch crowd, and that had been something else.

Keven played a huge bass saxophone with his upper arms, along with a set of bagpipes with his lower arms. Large customized rubber gaskets sprung from the mouthpieces of both instruments, which Keven’s weird insectoid mouthparts would seize to form seals, and allow each instrument to be played, usually both at once.

Add to that a set of bells strapped to Keven’s left leg, which he would shake and clack against his chitinous abdomen, while his right foot would tap the pedal to a kick drum, and his vestigial wings would rub together to produce a wide variety of sounds, ranging from low droning buzzing to high-pitched chirps. All the while, Keven used his Mantid telepathy to broadcast song lyrics directly into the brains of the audience, though his compositions contained few words. Most often, the mental projections were other things; colors, shapes, scents, and emotions that blended with the musical notes in strange and surprising ways.

The resulting cacophony was unlike any music Callista had ever heard before, and, judging from the reactions of the lunch crowd, neither had they. The most common response was a pained flinching, followed by taking their food orders to go, if they managed to endure for that long.

But, as the performance continued, Calista noted a new phenomenon. Not everyone was fleeing the cantina, and those who stayed really, really got into the performance. By the end of the lunch shift, Keven was surrounded by a crowd of ardent admirers gushing over his “fascinating, avant-garde arrangements,” and, was this a hitherto unknown facet of Mantid culture?

Well, the wing-chirping and the percussion instruments were, kinda—though the beats were more influenced by general Zemyah styles. But the wind instruments weren’t, and their discovery had been the revelation that had set Keven on his musical path.

Mantids—properly called the “Tacht’kriir”—didn’t have vocal cords and communicated through shallow telepathy. Keven had encountered the phenomenon of “singing” after leaving his clutch. He’d been both overwhelmed by its beauty and consumed with envy and despair, that this form of expression would forever be beyond his grasp—until he’d been introduced to the concept of wind instruments. These simple tools had a miraculous ability to transform Keven’s voice—to gift him with the ability to sing as other humanoids did. And Keven had been singing ever since.

This story never failed to get a sympathetic “awww” from the crowd, with a generous amount of coin tossed into Keven’s upturned, feather-adorned, wide-brimmed floppy hat. Calista just rolled her eyes, though it was Keven who had the last laugh.

Because the next morning, she’d awoken with the looping hook of Keven’s horrid, screechy music stuck in her head, where it stubbornly remained for the rest of the day. And, the longer it stayed, the more accustomed to it she grew, until she had to grudgingly admit that maybe their bard might be some type of mad genius.

Like, if his music really was as awful as it seemed, it couldn’t possibly be this compelling, right? Did that actually make it good? Calista had pondered the question for a good while before ultimately dismissing it. She was a pirate, not a music critic. All she needed to care about was whether the magic woven into his songs worked, and it did, so that was the end of it.

And that was the end of Keven’s turn, as the Mantid bard took a ton of wine and cheese to market and got a butt-load of gold in return. He always went hard for the processed foods in this game. Then he made excuses to go “refresh” himself. Calista glanced at her pocket-watch. Six o’clock on the dot. Keven’s digestive system was a masterpiece of regularity, enough that she’d noticed. Was that another Mantid thing? If so, she was a bit jealous.

But, as Keven was exiting the dilapidated stone chamber, he nearly collided with Enobaria, who came racing in, with Byago close behind. The Dark Elf’s eye’s were wide, and her indigo skin was flushed with passion. One look told Calista everything she needed to know, before Enobaria could open her mouth.

“They’re here?” said Calista.

“It’s them!” said Enobaria. “They just sailed into Puestalar station. We need to get moving.”

Calista didn’t bother to question the accuracy of Enobaria’s sighting. Their prey’s astral clipper had one of the most distinctive paint jobs she’d ever seen, with brightly-colored, stylized murals of Amazon warriors covering the sides of its hull. There was no mistaking it for any other ship. But her First Mate’s insistence on moving immediately was another matter.

“Eh?” said Calista. “Now? If they jusst got into the ssstation, they won’t be hitting the park today. Tomorrow, at the earliesst. And let’s wait to sssee what we get from our informants, firsst.”

“But we need to get in position, Captain,” said Enobaria. “Scout out the terrain, lay our ambush⁠—”

“But that terrain is heavily monitored, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “If we get ssspotted before our prey arrives we’ll be completely ssscrewed. We make sure they’re where they should be—and only then do we ssstrike. We sstart preparations firsst light tomorrow. That’s an order.”

Enobaria scowled with frustration, but she reluctantly nodded. “Yes, Captain.”

Calista returned her attention to the board, noting that most of Keven’s wooden “gold” tokens had mysteriously vanished, while Bramble stared at the ceiling and feigned a unconvincing innocent expression. But it no longer mattered. Enobaria’s news provided the perfect excuse to call the game early, and shake Bramble out before putting the board and all the pieces back in their box. They needed to be well-rested and ready to go tomorrow morning, after all.

Timing was going to be crucial with this mission. She didn’t expect they’d be able to evade discovery for long, no matter how stealthy their approach. Then it would be a matter of shock and awe, in and out, and they had to make sure their prey was inside the park for that—off guard, disarmed, and helpless. Then they’d rue the day they ever dared to challenge the Scourge Pirates of Chernobog the Vile—the most feared brigands in all of Shattered Zemyah.


Chapter 4
That's So Raven


The hot sun beat down on me, but the minor enchantments in my silk wizard’s robes easily countered its effects. Magically-generated cool air blew out through the voluminous sleeves, drying the sweat that might otherwise accumulate beneath the cloth band of the “Jinny Plus Magic Ring” that I wore around my wrist.

The huge sleeves were great for hiding weapons and tools, although they currently had nothing in them. My choice of outfit had annoyed Mina, who’d wanted me to wear a sleeveless vest, to show off my arms. They’d bulked up a good deal over the past year, thanks to Delara’s relentless training routines. I was flattered by the request, and if this had been a normal vacation I’d have let her have her way, but this was a heist first and foremost. Practicality was paramount.

Truthfully, my current lack of weapons, tools, and armor had me feeling more vulnerable than I had in a good long while. Since I was an artificer, I needed some sort of item to channel magic of any kind. But it couldn’t be helped. Fairburn’s Wonderland had a strict no-weapons policy for visitors, and walking in wearing heavy armor would raise suspicion. Of course, I had a plan to get around all that, but in the interim, I was feeling quite naked as we waited our turns in the line leading up to the security checkpoint.

Soraya, on the other hand, was a good deal less naked than usual. She’d replaced her normal belly-dancer’s outfit for a short, backless white sundress and changed her skin color from blue to tan—both to comply with Wonderland’s dress code, and to avoid other park-goers confusing her for Jinny. The last thing we needed was a bunch of strangers asking to take pictures with her.

Though she was still likely to attract attention of a different sort. Because, while her sundress might be more modest than her usual outfit, it was still Soraya wearing it, and the thin fabric clung to her ample curves in ways that made her even more enticing, her look well-complimented by the jingly coin bangles she wore around her ankles, wrists, and throat. My genie clung to my arm and shot me a sultry grin, fully aware of the effect she had on me. I’d grown acclimated to this sort of treatment, but on days like today she could be particularly distracting, especially since I was standing in line with nothing to do except ogle my women.

Mina and Delara stood in front of us in line, arm in arm, wearing their normal Amazon outfits, while Bondi stood behind us, leaning on a massive double-stroller. The Amazon’s leather halter tops and short, open-sided skirts were pushing the limits of the park’s dress code, as was Bondi’s gauzy, white two-piece number, but Soraya figured we’d be fine, especially given the heat. I scanned the rest of the crowd waiting in line and did spot quite a few young women sporting short shorts, skirts, and bare midriffs, so our group wasn’t totally beyond the pale.

I supposed that it was the lack of the Amazons’ belts and straps for their various weapon holsters, sheaths, and quivers that made them seem more exposed to me than usual. Normally, they came loaded for bear. Likewise, I was accustomed to seeing the kobold siblings Kint and Mar wearing enchanted brigandine jackets and skirts that went down to their knees. But today they both wore loose white tabards with the insignia of the Knights of the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue emblazoned on their chests, though Kint’s crossed arms obscured the insignia, as he sat and fumed at the indignity of being pushed along like a child.

Dunno why he was so pissed off about it. At least he got to sit down, unlike the rest of us. He should take a page from his sister, who’d tipped her head back and reclined in the seat next to his, grinning from ear to ear as she sunned herself, while Bondi leaned on the stroller’s handlebars. The odd nature of the stroller’s passengers were drawing some attention from other park-goers, but the stroller was integral to our plans, and pushing it around empty would’ve been even more suspicious.

The trip from Puestalar Station to here had gone smoothly. The last time I’d been here with my family, years ago, we’d transferred from the starliner’s steerage section into a cramped dropship that took us to the surface of Azulver.

This time we got to travel down the new orbital elevator, which was a rare treat in and of itself. Usually we’d have to enter a shardworld’s atmosphere in the Azalea’s Legacy and descend to the surface to dock, or we’d conclude our business at its orbital spaceport without ever visiting the shardworld at all. And this elevator was the very latest model, with its own locally-generated magical gravity.

Most orbital loading platforms were giant staircases and ramps leading to multi-floored walkways, that connected to the vertically-stacked elevator cars. But the platform on Puestalar looked just like a regular train station, with ordinary train cars, save for an accordion-like articulated section in the middle of each. Unlike a dropship, our seats lacked the five-point safety harnesses that you’d normally expect for space-to-shardworld travel.

But there was no need for them. Despite the fact that I knew this “train” would be subjected to insane speeds and forces, its acceleration was so smooth that it barely felt like we were moving at all. Only the bend in the articulated middle of our car gave us any indication that we were turning downwards inside the station tunnel, and when we emerged out the bottom of Puestalar it seemed like both the disc of the station and the giant arc of the shardworld had been turned on their sides while we travelled between them.

Slowly the blue, white, and green surface of Azulver grew to fill our view ahead, the lack of visual reference points in space hiding our actual, extreme speed, though every now and then a bright orange streak would flash past our window, as a bit of orbital debris was vaporized by the track’s heavy-duty force shields.

The spectacle of a dizzyingly sideways world persisted well after we’d entered the atmosphere, only spinning back to its normal orientation once we’d seemed on the verge of crashing into the ocean. I felt myself get pushed into my seat as some of the real centripetal acceleration bled through the gravity enchantment, as the train passed through a wide arc that brought us parallel to the surface of Azulver.

Outside my window and far below me I spied the brightly-colored sails of various pleasure craft cutting through crystal blue waters. Within minutes we zipped over the shore of Pantanoro City and straight into the hillside containing our transfer station.

After exiting the station, I’d taken a moment to look back over the water, and the many columns of white stone supporting the elevated track. From here I could see the distant island that supported the track as it curved up to vertical and stretched impossibly high in the clear sky. It was such a thin line from here. I could barely make it out. Idly, I started running equations in my head, trying to guesstimate how far away it was and how fast we would’ve been going to travel that distance in just a few minutes, but the girls were eager to get to our hotel and check in, using assumed names.

We’d gotten two family suites, connected to each other via the bathrooms, one room for the kobolds and one for the rest of us. There were hotels at the park itself, but they were expensive, and this heist/vacation was eating into our reserve funds badly enough already, with five-day tickets for Fairburn’s Wonderland for seven people. Our incidental merchant business did well, but it wasn’t making us “fuck-you” levels of money, especially since our expenses had gone up from taking on all the Xichota as employees.

I told everyone to pack light and not leave anything in the hotels that they wouldn’t be okay with abandoning if we had to leave in a hurry. So Bondi only brought three full suitcases with her. I had no fucking clue what was in them and had decided against asking. I’d simply assembled and attached transmutation charms to each of them that could remotely transform their contents into bolts of undyed cotton, a traditional export of Pantanoro. So if we had to flee abruptly, none of our belongings could be used by a sympathetic resonance tracker to hunt us down.

I glanced down at the brass ring I wore on my left hand, an infusion running off my main sympathetic resonance tracker. Discreetly I cupped my hand and summoned an illusionary version of the SRT’s display in my palm. It pointed right at the park, though the range hadn’t gone down in several minutes. The security line wasn’t moving much at all.

Well, fortunately I still felt well-rested from the train ride from Pantanoro City, a mostly pleasant half-hour trip that took us straight to the park. I’d spend most of the journey staring out the window, admiring the scenery. I’d been on this train before, but that was years ago, so my memory was hazy. Still, I felt like certain landmarks—a rock formation by a tree-lined lake, or the steeple of a red-and-white barn—triggered a recognition that made my heart swell in a profoundly peculiar way. Was this how Soraya felt all the time?

Much of the time, Master, thought Soraya, though my hidden emotions aren’t always pleasant as yours.

I continued to enjoy my phantom nostalgia until we pulled into our terminal and I saw the familiar sign over the park entrance, in grand blue and gold letters of carved wood: “Fairburn’s Wonderland: Where Dreams are Made Real.” But then my eyes drifted lower, to find a new addition—one that threatened to destroy my good mood. These words were smaller, in a different font, and they read: “Presented by the Cydonia Trading Company.”

I couldn’t believe it. Those bastards. Those were the assholes who’d stolen my passport and forced me into virtual slavery aboard their cruise ship Crystania, for well over a year before I’d managed to escape. They’d tried to ruin my life, and nearly succeeded, for no other reason than to make a bunch of rich executives even richer, and now they’d gotten their hooks into my fondest childhood memories. Were they going to ruin this, too? Bunch of evil fuckers.

It’s okay, Master, thought Soraya, as she began massaging my shoulders. Breathe. In and out. In and out.

“Hey, what’s wrong, Stud?” asked Delara, and her face fell as I pointed to the sign. I didn’t need to explain further. They all knew my story.

“Well, that sucks,” said Mina, scowling at the sign. “I mean, I guess it does. Actually, what does ‘presented by’ actually mean here? You suppose they’ve got slaves hidden in the park somewhere?”

“Probably not,” said Bondi. “I think it just means they’ve invested money in the company. I don’t think they’d be interfering in the park’s operations. That wouldn’t make sense. I mean, the CTC is a huge corporation. They’ve got money spread everywhere. I bet that’s all it is. Just some extra branding for them.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said. “Maybe it’s nothing.”

“Well, even if it isn’t,” said Delara, wrapping an arm around my shoulders, “remember, that ultimately, you were the one who got the better of the CTC. You outsmarted them. You escaped. You won. And I’m going to be selfish and say I’m glad they did what they did, because, if they hadn’t, then you wouldn’t have been there to save Mina and myself from a bunch of pirate slavers. I don’t even want to think about what would’ve become of us if that hadn’t happened.”

“That goes double for me, Master,” said Soraya, breathing in my ear.

“Yeah, you blew a great big hole in their stupid ship, freed a bunch of other slaves, and stole some really expensive equipment,” said Mina. “And now you’re rolling in their precious park to fuck up their shit even more, while surrounded by four hot bitches. If that’s not winning, I don’t know what is.”

“Not so loud, Mina,” I said, though thinking about things that way did help. It was true that I had escaped the CTC. And I could look on the theft of their ridiculously expensive stasis boxes, that I’d converted into escape craft, as a kind of payback.

Part of me still wasn’t satisfied with that. Because it was still going on. My resistance had been a tiny blip in one of their expense sheets, to write off as a loss in order to get a tax break. Meanwhile, no doubt the CTC had found a nice new crop of poor people to deceive and enslave. Lives continued to be ruined while the people responsible profited from it, living fat and happy in unimaginable luxury, while everyone else suffered.

True, Master, thought Soraya. This has been the way of the world, for as long as I can remember. It is as terrible and unfair as you think, but dwelling on it won’t change it one iota. You’ll only upset yourself for no benefit. It’s not your job to save the entire world, Master.

No, it was my job to save Soraya. That was my responsibility. That was the real reason we’d come here in the first place. And getting upset hurt her too, so I should relax and enjoy myself, for her sake, if nothing else.

So I’d done my best to try to put my head back in quasi-vacation mode, though my good cheer was getting strained the longer we stood in line, which didn’t seem like it had moved at all in the past quarter-hour. What was taking so long?

Let me check, Master, thought Anaya, invisibly emerging from the ring and flying out ahead. She’d elected to experience the park vicariously through Soraya, which allowed us to save money on a ticket. There were still aspects of Soraya’s new multiple-bodies-sharing-a-single-soul existence that I was getting used to, but it did come in handy in times like this.

In seconds, Anaya reported back the cause of the delay, which was so startling that I cursed out loud before catching myself.

“Zain,” said Delara. “There are kids in this line.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I was just surprised. The bag-checkers ahead are all automatons.”

“Eh?” said Bondi. “You can use automatons for that?”

“Yeah, kind of, but not really,” I said. “I mean, I wouldn’t. Like, with sophisticated pattern-recognition instructions they might be able to clear most bags. The problem comes when someone tries to bring in an object that doesn’t neatly fit into any pre-determined category of ‘safe’ or ‘unsafe.’ Then they’re just going to freeze up or go into a logic loop, and stay like that until a real person knocks them out of it.”

“Indeed, Master,” said Soraya. “That appears to be what’s causing the delay. I see sixteen mechanical bag-checkers and one human overseer who is constantly running back and forth between the stuck automatons to get them restarted.”

“Well, if you need a human to fix things anyway, what’s the point in using an automaton in the first place?” asked Mina.

I didn’t have to think hard on the answer. “Money,” I said, unable to keep the sneer out of my voice. “This way, you only have to pay wages for one person, instead of sixteen. This is the CTC at work. I guess they couldn’t get away with enslaving people in Pantanoro, for whatever reason, so they’re using automatons instead. I guess they had the tech on hand from the dramaton workshop, so now they’re using it everywhere.”

“Is that so bad?” said Bondi. “I thought the Fairburn drama automatons were some of the most advanced in the world, right?”

“Yeah, in the right context,” I said. “For performing predetermined actions in a controlled environment, like during shows or rides. And they can do it over and over without needing breaks, like a person would. But you don’t let them run loose in uncontrolled conditions.

“They actually tried making fully autonomous versions of some of their core characters, like Barnaby and Madigan. And they’re supposed to be really cool—but they couldn’t function well enough to run around the park unattended. They still bring them out for parades and stuff, but usually if you see any Fairburn characters wandering the park, it’s a person wearing a costume.”

“Funny that they do all this stuff with machines and costumes,” said Delara. “Couldn’t you just have an illusionist do everything?”

“Well, that’s not the point,” said Bondi. “Illusions are common as mud. You don’t have to travel all this way just to see an illusion. Fairburn’s Wonderland is where dreams are made real. This way, you could actually give Barnaby a hug. I—I mean a kid could. Like, little kids. It’s not like I’d still care about meeting a bunch of illuminary characters and seeing them in person or anything.”

“Oh, really, Princess?” piped up Mar, from her stroller seat. “You mean you really do not want to get your copy of “Barnaby’s Solstice Wish” signed? I saw that you secreted it in your attachay just before we absconded earlier today.”

“Oh for…” Bondi flushed crimson as she sputtered, “It’s ‘secret,’ not ‘secrete’; you pronounced ‘attache’ wrong; and as for ‘abscond’… would you quit using big words you don’t know, just to sound sophisticated! It’s getting really annoying.”

I chuckled as Mar and Bondi continued bickering. Most of the Xichota kobolds we’d picked up from Zargedon spoke broken Lower Zembish, if they spoke it at all.

For some reason this irritated Mar to no end, and she’d responded by throwing herself into advanced study of proper Zembish grammar, syntax, and elocution. And her language ability had markedly increased. Lately, though, she’d started going overboard with her “kobold intellectual” schtick. Well, it wasn’t interfering with her healer duties, and it was mostly just funny. I figured she’d get over it eventually.

And it was far from our most pressing concern. We carried several items that tested the limits of the park’s permissible items policy, that could easily lock up an automaton and draw unwanted scrutiny to ourselves. We were already getting more attention than I’d like, just for having so many insanely hot women in one group. I’d considered using illusions to plain everyone down, but decided against it, as the presence of a spell might draw even more attention, particularly if it failed unexpectedly

Both Mina and Delara wore rings of minor alteration, that changed their Amazon eye colors from their distinctive amber-irises-and-blue-sclera to more typical patterns—regular whites with blue irises for Mina, and hazel for Delara. These rings were standard equipment for Amazons who ventured outside the safety of their homeland, as they could draw unwanted attention from slavers seeking exotic goods.

However, Mina and Delara didn’t always activate their rings every time we went out in public. Amazons knew when to be prudent, but they didn’t make a habit of cowering, either. But these rings were pretty safe, because their magic was most apparent when the transformation took place, and was virtually undetectable afterwards.

But Kint’s shield, Soraya’s ring, and Bondi’s Crown of Dragonkind were potential problems. None of us could allow these items to be confiscated or held for safekeeping by the park.

Kint was bound by family creed to never let his shield out of his sight; removing Soraya’s ring sent her into a deathlike oblivion that terrified her; and the Dragon’s Crown of Imperial Decree would be enraged at the insult of being removed. And the cantankerous, imperious crown was the item most likely to draw scrutiny from a security scan. Technically it wasn’t a weapon, but it enabled Bondi to assume a draconic form with powerful offensive abilities.

That didn’t mean it would be automatically disallowed. As a catkin, Mina had deadly retractable claws that were just part of her body, and both Bondi and Mar had inherent attack spells that they couldn’t remove in any meaningful way. That sort of thing was allowed under the park’s general policy.

Our plan was to have Soraya charm the security checker and convince them that Bondi’s Dragon Crown fell under the ”permissible inherent abilities” category. But even Soraya’s charm would do fuck-all against a dumb construct.

But then again, maybe another construct could help. I pulled back my sleeve, raised my wrist, and summoned “Jinny Plus.” We’d already grilled her about the park’s security measures prior to arriving in Azulver, but all she could do was repeat the vague “dangerous items” policy verbatim, and say that further questions should be directed to a Fairburn customer service representative.

But now things were different. I’d felt the infusion hum with power as we approached the park. I was sure that it had gained abilities as it came nearer to its power source. And indeed, this time Jinny presented us with an additional option, one that I hadn’t expected.

“If you wish, Master,” she said, “You can upgrade to our Priority VIP Service to expedite the check-in process. Only twenty-five gold per person.”

“Twenty-five gold? Per person? What the actual fuck?” I said.

“Stud! Kids about. Language!” said Delara, while Mina smirked.

“Eh, what’s the big deal with twenty-five gold?” said Bondi. “Sounds fine to me, if it’ll save time. Time is of the essence, right?”

I forced myself to calm down and think rationally. My first introduction to living on my own and earning wages had been as an indentured servant aboard the Crystania, where twenty-five gold would’ve been an entire year’s pay. Granted, those wages had been shit, and we made a lot more now, but sometimes I still thought in those terms. We occasionally dropped more than that for a high-end restaurant, or similar experiences. But still, twenty-five gold was a significant percentage of the ticket price to get in.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess we can afford it. Still feels like a rip-off, though. Paying an additional fee, on top of what we already paid to get in, just to avoid dealing with a slow line—which is only slow because the CTC decided to cheap out by not paying the wages for real security people.”

“Jinny,” said Soraya. “Is there a real person manning the expedited security checkpoint?”

Jinny’s eyes went glassy for a second before she replied, “Yes, Master. The expedited checkpoint has a human attendant.”

Well, I supposed that clinched it. I told Jinny to upgrade us and was surprised that we could pay her directly. She produced an oversized, feathered fez from thin air and held it out, as her clothes transformed into that of a street urchin’s.

She held the upturned fez out, her eyes comically wide and pleading. Under different circumstances I might’ve found the gag cute. Instead I grit my teeth as we counted out the fees for seven people—one hundred and seventy-five gold—and watched the coins vanish as they passed the fez’s rim, which appeared to be a tiny teleportation spell. Presumably it fed into some vault, deeper into the park. Gods. We were going to have to do this every day, weren’t we?

Our intention was to spend four days casing the park, then work out a plan, and then execute the heist on the fifth day. Hopefully we’d get away clean, check out of our hotel as scheduled, take the elevator back to Puestalar on time, and calmly head back to the Astral current like nothing had happened.

Of course, a perfect heist was unlikely to happen, and I carried a panic button amulet that would alert Dyxi, my kobold apprentice, who’d bring the Azalea’s Legacy screaming down through the atmosphere for an emergency evacuation. But thinking about any of that was premature. We had to get into the park first.

The Priority VIP line wasn’t any shorter than the other lines, as quite a few of the other groups of vacationers had also elected to trade money for time, but it did move a lot quicker. But, despite the improved conditions and the gorgeous weather, I felt an increasing sense of unease as the line got shorter. My dread only got worse with every step we took closer to the checkpoint, despite Soraya’s confused, silent reassurances.

“Is something wrong, Stud?” said Delara, turning to me with a furrowed brow.

“It’s nothing,” I said. “Just nerves. I—no, wait. There is something here.”

“Infernal magic,” said Mar, sitting straight up in her stroller. “All over the checkpoint. Golems infested with it.”

“Oh, I feel it now,” said Bondi. “That’s… really concerning, isn’t it?”

“Well… maybe, maybe not,” I said. “Technically speaking, the hells are just another plane of existence; a source of power just like an elemental plane. It is possible to draw on it without harming yourself. In fact, it’s actually easier to access.”

“Supposed to be easy,” huffed Mar. “Devil’s trap. Makes you want more. Then they get you.”

No fancy speech. She must be pretty keyed up.

“I heard that, too,” I said. “That’s why I avoid that stuff.”

I’d been tempted, during my time on the Crystania, when I’d had to scrounge for materials. Going infernal would’ve saved time and resources. But the words of my old teacher Malak had rang in my head.

Even dabbling with low-level hell-magic was a waste of time. You’d be building foundational skills that you’d have to abandon later. Because the more infernal power you drew, the more you’d be forced into contact with the denizens of Hell, and eventually have to start cutting deals with dangerous, intelligent entities.

“Mark my words, boy,” said Malak. “Forget what you’ve heard in folktales, of clever heroes tricking the devils and getting away scot-free. The reality is this: ain’t nobody as clever as they think they are. You can outfox the devils ninety-nine times out of a hundred, and then get your soul damned from one time you slipped up. So stay away from it, no matter how good they make the deal look.”

And that was just common sense among the magic-using set. The closest I’d come to violating that advice was when Soraya convinced me to haggle with an arch-fae known as Duchess Jacktooth Carline, and that had been an absolute fucking disaster, earning us a powerful, lifelong enemy. So, no more bargains. Never again.

But apparently, the CTC didn’t see things that way. Infusing infernal magic all along the entrance… Sure, most people wouldn’t notice. Even most magically sensitive people might not consciously pick up on it, but they’d still get an unpleasant feeling, which was the opposite of what Fairburn’s Wonderland was supposed to be about. This wasn’t looking good.

“Master, it’s only the security check,” said Soraya, stroking my back. “I’m sure that once we get inside the park, things will go back to how you remember.”

“Yeah, hopefully,” I said, but fortunately, I didn’t have much longer to wait, as it was finally our turn to head through security.

I bade the two kobolds to exit the stroller as I folded it down to put it through the scanner. The station was manned by a skinny, bored-looking young woman, her gloomy makeup and black clothes contrasting oddly with her rainbow Fairburn-branded vest, not to mention the infernal residue on a necklace of shiny red-tinted coins that was mostly hidden beneath her clothes.

She did perk up a bit and put a bit more feeling into her standard “Welcome to Fairburn’s, where dreams are made real,” greeting when she saw our group approach.

“Oh why thank you, so much, Raven,” said Soraya, directing a blinding smile at the woman, having read her name tag. “May I say, I’m impressed at how you can keep your spirits up in this heat. I mean, I picked out my best summer dress, and it still feels like it’s about to melt right off me.”

And with that, Soraya leaned on the table, subtly putting her curvaceous body into a pin-up pose, her cleavage aimed directly at the hapless attendant, as she tugged at the strap of her sundress, peeling the material away from her ample breasts just slightly, feigning at fanning herself with it.

Color flooded through Raven’s formerly paper-white complexion, as her eyes went wide and she attempted to stammer out that she was fine, really. So, Raven was a fellow woman-enjoyer, eh? Don’t know how Soraya guessed that, but all my worry about security hassles went out the window.

Soraya had switched into full seduction mode, and it was like watching a sabertooth tiger toy with a bunny rabbit, particularly when Mina jumped in to help. Their combined antics had the poor attendant blushing and stuttering worse than Bondi. I didn’t think Raven so much as glanced at any of her magitech scanner’s displays as we and our belongings passed through our respective arched portals, and I retrieved and unfolded the heavy double-stroller without comment.

I couldn’t blame the poor attendant. I was accustomed to making love with both women, and even I had a hard time keeping my cool when they decided to dial their sex appeal up to full power.

Indeed, Raven’s voice had turned into a high-pitch squeak, as she struggled to politely explain that she didn’t need to do a full-body search on either Soraya or Mina, despite their offers, which had them both mock-pouting outrageously.

“Thank you Raven,” they said, in perfect sync as we left the checkpoint. “Byyyyyee, Raven.”

The words were perfectly innocent, but the delivery was such that I worried the poor woman was going to explode, or have a heart attack, as the two temptresses turned to follow us into the park, giggling and swishing their hips as they did.

Well, this wasn’t what I’d consider laying low, but I allowed myself to breathe out in relief, as the first phase of our Wonderland heist had finally, successfully concluded.


Chapter 5
Up Shit Creek


Calista grimaced as she braced her heavy snake body against the rotted wooden door, which shuddered with a series of relentless impacts as a small army of undead tried to force their way in. Today had just been the absolute worst.

And this was supposed to be the easy part. Just a regular old sewer entrance, right by the Makarsi village they’d been staying in. Just head the wrong way up the shitter, overwhelm the minimal security that you’d expect to find in a freaking theme park, ambush Zain’s unarmed crew, race back out, and call it a day. That had been the plan.

The first sign that things maybe might not go so smoothly had been when Krossalg’kork had started moaning and waving his arms in distress as they broke the lock on the sewer grate. Eggs managed to calm him down enough to determine that he didn’t want to step within, because it was “very bad.”

Well, that had been fine, actually, because Calista hadn’t recalled inviting him along in the first place. She’d just shrugged her shoulders and led her crew down one of the sewer’s stony side walkways, only to have Krossalg’kork’s blubbery, lumbering ass nearly run into them from behind about five minutes later.

And then he kept moaning, “Daaanngeeerrrrr,” over and over again, despite Egg’s best efforts to get him to shush. He kept repeating it so much that none of them took his last warning seriously, so the congregation of giant alligators that sprung out of the sewer water took them all by surprise.

Well, those alligators messed with the wrong group of pirates, but there was a solid few minutes of wild thrashing about in channels of sewage that none of them had needed in their lives, and then they’d had to cut open the stomachs of every one of those scaly fuckers before they managed to find Bramble again. After a round of Enobaria’s healing potions they’d resumed their journey, more cautiously this time.

And they did manage to avoid any further ambushes, but that didn’t make the going much easier. These sewers were lousy with any number of nasty, hostile monsters. The giant, dog-sized roaches weren’t so bad, but then they came afoul of massive, acid-spitting reddish slugs, interspersed with pale leech-faced millipede monsters six feet long, that wriggled along the stone walls to attack them.

Neither of these types of creatures were particularly fast, so normally they’d be a minimal threat. But there were a lot of them blocking off the sewer passages, enough that the pirates couldn’t just run past without fighting, so they ended up backtracking and scouting various routes numerous times, in order to find the path of least resistance.

And that was another thing. Calista had expected this journey to be a straight shot up a single, big pipe leading to the park. But, nope—it turned out that the ancient observatory they’d been camped out in was just the highest point of an entire sunken city, with a full sewer system that the Fairburn engineers had hooked into, and they now had to navigate. Calista had gotten turned around so many times she no longer had any sense of what direction to go in. She was trusting in Enobaria’s Dark Elf senses to guide them.

And she did guide them true, though that alone didn’t end their problems, as it turned out that the sewer entrance was guarded a lot better than they’d anticipated. A pair of automatons, armed with pollaxes and machetes, stood motionless at one of the sewer intersections, heads swiveling side-to-side with the same rhythm and regularity as a clock pendulum.

“Fiiigghhhtt?” queried Krossalg’kork, whom Enobaria had taken to using as a meat shield, especially since his slime-covered skin had proved to be highly resistant against the slugs’ acid spit.

“Hold that thought,” said Enobaria, as she carefully peered around the Makarsi’s heavy bulk. Calista waited as her first mate spent the next minute assessing the situation before turning around to make her report.

“They look like standard servitor automatons, not war golems,” she said. “Infernal power source, which is odd, but not unheard of. The fact that they have weapons is weirder, but they should be incapable of harming people. They’re probably here to deter any slugs or gators from getting any closer to the park.”

“What about alarms?” asked Bramble. “Will they send messages back to their headquarters if they see us?”

“Hard to say for certain, but it seems unlikely,” said Enobaria. “This is a theme park, after all. Who, besides us, would crawl through literal shit, past deadly monsters, just to avoid paying admission? Why add an anti-humanoid alarm function when you’d never use it? I bet we can just walk past these things and they’ll ignore us. If we do activate their pattern recognition, they’ll probably just give us a verbal warning to leave.”

So Calista took point, slithering up to the automations with the rest of the Scourge pirates in tow, trying to act like she belonged there. At first it seemed like everything would be fine, but as soon as Calista got within the reach of the automaton’s pollaxe, its eyes glowed red and it let out a hideous mechanical screech. Calista sprang backwards as the heavy axe slammed into the stone in front of her.

The automaton wielded its weapon with no skill at all. Its body remained perfectly upright while its arms swung up and down, like it was chopping wood, over and over with a terrifying intensity that no living thing could match. Calista slithered back as it advanced, jostling into her crew. Did she dare rush it between swings? She’d get hit if she was off by the barest fraction of a second. No, forget that: just get off the damned narrow walkway, you idiot!

Calista leapt sideways, managing to keep her snake tail beneath her, so none of her human torso got submerged in shit. Some of it still managed to splash on her, both from her initial plunge, and from the second automaton’s pollaxe. It swung at her from the far walkway, just out of reach. It advanced slowly to get a better angle, but it didn’t seem willing to enter the central sewage channel to chase after her.

Behind her, the wail of Keven’s bagpipes echoed throughout the stone passageway, which had the minor benefit of drowning out the screeching of the automatons. From the Scourge’s middle ranks, a figure clad in leather straps darted up the curved wall, arcing up and around to land behind the first automaton. This was their monk, Byago, who struck the construct with lightning-speed, his fingers finding numerous gaps in the construct’s steel body, jabbing away… to no apparent effect.

The automaton spun its torso around a perfect one hundred and eighty degrees, while its hips remained pointed forwards. The mechanical motion was so fast and unpredictable that Byago wasn’t able to fully dodge, dropping and rolling as the haft of its polearm glanced off his shoulder and skull.

Byago managed to recover his wits enough to avoid the downward axe blow, lashing out with his foot to strike the construct’s knee, breaking its balance and sending it tumbling into the sewage. Krossalg’kork dived in after, only to catch a nasty axe blow to the shoulder from the second automaton.The heavyset Makarsi roared and charged his attacker on the far side of the channel, taking a second hit before seizing the humanoid machine, ripping its weapon away, and biting down on its steel head and shoulders.

Meanwhile, Calista lashed her snake tail around in the sewage, finding the submerged automaton by feel and wrapping it up. Normally, that was enough to end a fight, but the thing’s steel chest plate proved to be quite resistant to constriction, and it was both strong and tireless in its efforts to free itself.

Her snake muscles still gave her superior leverage, so she managed to immobilize the construct and shove it up against the lip of the walkway, where Bramblefang could get at it. The halfling rogue jammed her dagger up through the gap between the construct’s head and neck, then yanked, teeth gritting with the effort of prying the machine’s face off.

Meanwhile, Krossalg’kork thrashed about with his foe still stuck in his jaws. The construct’s combat instructions had been detailed enough to tell it to drop its polearm and draw its machete in this situation, but it had only gotten one slash against the Makarsi’s blubbery body before Krossalg’kork seized its arm, yanking and shaking it in opposition to the motion of the rest of him.

There was a shriek of metal as the arm was slowly pulled free from its torso, and a final snap of the automaton’s neck. Its headless body rocketed away from Krossalg’kork’s jaws to slam against the stone wall of the sewer. It fell to the side walkway and continued to spasm for another half-minute before finally going still.

Likewise, Calista felt the other machine give a final twitch within her coils, as Byago helped Bramblefang remove its faceplate, allowing her to shove her blade through its eye socket, deep into its clockwork brain, causing it to go still. Calista relaxed her coils, and would’ve allowed the construct to sink into the muck, only Enobaria was ordering everyone to pull it up to the walkway so she could look at it. Calista lifted it up with her tail, and then followed behind.

“So, Firssst Mate,” she said, “what happened to these things being harmlessss?

“That’s what I’d like to know,” growled Enobaria, as she unscrewed one of the exposed panels of the automaton’s skull. “None of that should’ve happened. Not with this kind of model.”

Calista scowled as the alchemist continued to work, and directed her ire at Byago, who’d come to peer over the proceedings with interest.

“Hey, Byago,” she said, “what was that pressure point nonsenssse, earlier? You know these things can’t feel pain, right?”

“That is the most common belief, yes,” said Byago. “One that I find… limiting.”

“Limiting belief?” Calista repeated. “Wait, are you ssaying that you think you can agonize a machine if you jusst… try harder?”

”A reductive turn of phrase, Captain,” said Byago. “But essentially, yes.”

Calista took a deep breath and counted to three. Byago was a monk, of the Order of Beatific Agony. As the name implied, they were all about non-sexual, ritualized S and M, of both the consensual and non-consensual variety. Despite this, or maybe because of it, Byago was normally the most competent and disciplined member of her crew, and she needed to remember that. Lately, he’d even gotten better at remembering to unzip his leather mask before speaking.

“Okay, Byago,” said Calista. “We’re on a mission. You want to experiment on automatons, you make sure to at least incapacitate them firssst. I don’t want anyone elsse getting killed because you were playing patty cake with a consstruct. Underssstand?”

“Yes, Captain,” said Byago, nodding his head and smiling. Still, something about his expression told her that this wasn’t over, but she chose to let it slide for now.

Meanwhile, the song from Keven’s bagpipes had changed to a slightly different kind of deafening wail. This one directed healing magic towards Krossalg’kork, and the multiple, nasty gashes in the Makarsi’s body began to close up, while Eggs patted the moaning shark-man’s shoulder. Calista hadn’t ordered the mantid bard to use up any of his spells to help a non-crew member, but decided to let it happen for now. If Krossalg’kork insisted on tagging along, they might as well continue to use him for a meat shield.

Enobaria popped the cover on the top of the automaton’s skull open and pulled out a piece of its brain. It was a wide, thin strip of brass that had been wrapped up in a coil, dense with embossed magical runes. Enobara yanked at a central, collapsable steel dowel that extended the coil into a spiral, allowing her to push the coils up or down to get a good look at all the arcane script.

“Here,” she said, pointing at a blackened scar extending through several layers of the coil. “This whole section is tainted with infernal essence. The runes have been warped and replaced.”

“Sso, what does that mean?” said Calista. “Did they malfunction, or is this sssome deliberate alteration?”

“I’m actually not sure,” said Enobaria. “The border between the altered and normal sections are pretty clean, but the magic within a construct brain tends to have such a regimented nature that even glitches follow regular patterns. A comparison would be useful. Where’s the other one’s head?”

“Uh, I think Kross swallowed it,” said Eggs, looking worried.

“Tuuummmy,” groaned the massive shark-man. “Feel funnyyy.”

“Well, great,” sighed Enobaria. “Then I sure as fuck don’t know. I can tell you that these modifications are super-illegal, if they were done deliberately.”

“Oh?” said Eggs, walking over to get a better look. “Is it really that—FOUL TRAITOROUS SLIME! BEGONE!”

Eggs eyes turned blood-red as the massive Doomblade of Exavoth flew off her back and chopped down into the automaton’s open head, causing it to explode into bits of shrapnel.

“Fuck!” said Calista, as a metal fragment sliced into her cheek. “Eggsss! What the hell was that?”

“Sorry! Sorry!” said Eggs, her voice and eyes momentarily returning to normal. “It was Exavoth, not me, I swear. Something about that construct made him real mad.”

“Yeah, no shit,” said Calista. “Sso, does he have anything more to sssay about that? Ssome useful information?”

“Uhh…. no?” said Eggs, staring at the obsidian blade intently. “I think… I feel like it might be a tough topic for him. He seems a bit sensitive about—yeee!”

The jagged, black chain links that extended from Exavoth’s hilt to Eggs’ torso constricted, and the blade reversed itself to bring its razor edge just up to beneath her chin.

“Sorrysorrysorrysorry,” Eggs blurted out, the terror in her eyes magnified by the thick, square lenses of her eyeglasses. “The Doomblade of Exavoth is the embodiment of terror, feared all across the hells, and definitely doesn’t get sensitive or suffer from weak mortal feelings at all!”

Calista wondered if she needed to intervene, but then Enobaria surged up from the sewer water, where she’d reflexively dived for safety. The Dark Elf had murder in her eyes as she reached for her rapier, so Calista had to coil her up, real quick.

“Firsst Mate,” she said, pitching her voice low as she brought her lips next to Enobaria’s ear. “You have a death wish? What happens if you pick a fight with Exavoth? Could you even hurt him?”

“I have an anti-magic grenade,” she growled.

“You’ve got one of those, right?” said Calista. “Because the ingredients are sso expensssive. You going to waste all that money, just to sslap Eggs around for sssomething she didn’t do?”

“The hell she didn’t⁠—”

“Firsst Mate!” snapped Calista. “Eggs or Exavoth? Who are you actually mad at?”

Enobaria bared her teeth as she fought for control. It took her longer than it should have to state the obvious answer.

“Exavoth,” she growled.

“Right, and Exavoth is an uncontrollable force of nature,” said Calista. “Might as well get mad at a thundersstorm for your wet clothes. It sssucks, but life isn’t fair, is it, Firsst Mate?”

“Yes, Captain,” said Enobaria, and that was good enough for Calista to release her and return her attention to Eggs. The skinny elf trembled, and was breathing heavy, but seemed unhurt, with the Doomblade returned to its place on her back.

Crisis averted, apparently. There were days where Calista felt less like a pirate captain and more like a schoolmarm, wrangling disobedient five-year olds. She barely had a second to consider her next move, when Bramblefang came running back to them, having wandered ahead without telling anyone.

“Military golem, Captain,” she said, in the weird, gravelly voice she used for her alter ego. “Odd model, all spindly spider-legs. Headed right for us.”

A what now? What kind of fucking theme park was this? Well, her options weren’t great, regardless.

“Retreat, Ssscourgers,” she said, as she shoved the headless automaton corpse into the muck and began slithering back the way they’d came. It wasn’t that they couldn’t take out a military golem, but those things were always mentally slave-linked to a flesh-and-blood spellcaster, who would get alerted the moment they started fighting. The destroyed automatons would already be suspicious, but they might get attributed to an alligator attack and might not immediately raise the alarm. Hopefully.

For the next hour, Bramblefang kept sneaking up to the edge of the golem’s perception, waiting for it to get bored and go back to where it came, to no avail. It wasn’t clear if it had activated an alarm or not. Bramblefang claimed it was constantly muttering to itself—something about dancing and shoes. What the fuck was going on here?

Eventually Enobaria found an alternate route forward, upwards and out of the sewers, and into an ancient necropolis. They made great progress towards their destination, right until they’d run afoul of a group of ghasts and their undead minions, who now beat at the door that Calista held shut.

“Okay, team,” said Calista. “I need options, here.”

“I think I’ve found an escape route,” said Enobaria, from the far end of the dank crypt, its stones grown moss-encrusted from the swamp water leaking from above. “Kind of. It’s a weak point in the stone.”

“Great,” said Calista. “Henrietta, can Exavoth cut through that?”

“Um, well… He certainly could, because Exavoth is great and powerful, but um,” said Eggs, sounding utterly miserable, “He doesn’t, umm… feel like doing that.”

Oh, fuck a duck. Damn the Black Doomblade’s selfish capriciousness. And why was it her job to deal with this shit?

“Uhh, have you tried asking nicely?” said Calista.

“Of course I have, Captain,” said Eggs. “But, uh⁠—”

“Oh screw this,” said Enobaria. “Okay, looks like we’re using explosives, then. Everybody pick a stone sarcophagus and get behind it. Cover your ears and open your mouths.”

Calista was about to object that she couldn’t take cover without letting a horde of skeletons flood into the room, but she heard the hiss of lit fuse, and had to settle for tucking her human torso beneath her snake coils. Hopefully being on the far side of the room counted for something.

The blast wasn’t the biggest or the loudest she’d heard in her life, and only a few pebbles flew across the crypt to ping harmlessly off her scales. She uncoiled and immediately covered her mouth and nose with a handkerchief to avoid breathing in all the rock dust.

“Do we have an exit?” she called out.

“WHAT? I CAN’T HEAR YOU OVER ALL THE RINGING.”

“Bramble, you were supposed to cover your ears” said Eggs.

“WHAT?”

“We’ve got an exit, Captain,” yelled Enobaria. “But we need to move quick. The stability here doesn’t look—oh, shit!”

Calista stared in horror as spiderweb cracks spread across both the floor and ceiling, originating from the hole Enobaria had created. Calista violently uncoiled her tail, sending her rocketing across the stone chamber towards her crew.

But before she reached them, heavy weights slammed into her back, accompanied by thick, slimy, black swamp water. Then everything was darkness and freezing cold as Calista felt her body get sucked downwards. Fortunately the disorientation only lasted a second or two, but the panic remained, as she realized that she’d been buried alive and couldn’t breathe.

Her human torso strained impotently against the gooey mass holding her down, but her snake tail found purchase against something solid, and she pushed on it as hard as she could.

Calista gulped in air as she burst out of a massive pile of black mud and clay, only to immediately be confronted by one of the most bizarre sights she’d seen in her entire life, and that was saying something.

The entire area gave her the impression of a main utility tunnel, with a clusters of thick pipes running along one of its perfectly square sides. It looked like the place would normally be lit by banks of magical lights lined along the tunnel’s top center, but those had all been deactivated. Instead, hooded, black-robed figures brandished torches as they stood in a circle that encompassed the entire tunnel, their ranks interrupted at five regular intervals, by naked human and elf corpses, freshly-killed, blood dripping from their slit throats into channels carved into the floor.

Those channels described a giant pentagram, though shallower grooves diverted some of the flowing blood into secondary and tertiary infernal runes of considerable complexity. The whole place thrummed with arcane power, though some of it was muffled by the huge, black tongue of swamp muck, that extended from their section of collapsed wall and ceiling to the circular stone dais in the pentagram’s center.

On that dais lay a naked, scarlet-haired woman, spreadeagled on her back, wrists and ankles bound. Straddling her hips was a devilkin woman, also naked, save for a goat skull mask, and many, many necklaces and bangles made of some shimmering red metal. Sweat glistened off the devilkin’s rose-colored skin as she held a ceremonial gold dagger high overhead, frozen just before the act of sacrifice. She’d turned to stare at Calista, and even behind the mask, Calista saw the sheer, stunned shock in the devilkin’s eyes.

Everyone stared silently at the Scourge pirates as they extracted themselves from the swamp muck, save for the sacrificial victim, who whimpered, eyes closed, and Calista realized she was actually coming down from an orgasm. But then, even the sacrifice’s eyes snapped open, and she turned to regard the interlopers in confused astonishment.

“Ah… sssorry, ssorry everyone,” said Calista, desperate to break the awkward silence. “Didn’t mean to interrupt your little devil ritual ssacrifice here. Our bad, but we’ve had a real bitch of a time getting here. Honessstly, we’ve gotten a bit turned around. I don’t sssuppose anybody might be sso kind as to give us directions to⁠—“

But no directions would be forthcoming, as Eggs blasted free from the mud slide in a blur of motion, the huge greatsword whirring about like an angry hornet, just above the stone dais. The skull-masked priestess got one final moment of pure bewilderment before her body from the waist up fell apart into bloody chunks of meat, while the woman beneath her screamed hysterically.

“Eggs!” said Calista. “What the actual f⁠—”

”FOUL MINIONS OF GORGORROZ THE BETRAYER,” said Eggs, paying her captain no mind. “GORGORROZ THE DECEIVER. GORGORROZ THE BACKSTABBING LITTLE BITCH. NOW THE RIGHTEOUS WRATH OF EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS SHALL BE RENDERED UPON YOUR PUNK ASSES. THE GREAT EXAVOTH SHALL CONSUME YOUR VERY SOULS.”

And then the massive, obsidian blade of Exavoth tore into the ranks of the black-robed cultists like a wheat thresher, dragging Eggs along like a rag doll attached to his hilt. Calista gaped at the carnage, but the sudden surge of arcane power through the blood channels in the floor drew her attention as the more immediate concern, as it felt dangerously unstable.

Blood had been spilled on the altar to complete the ritual, but all the cultists were too busy screaming and dying to utter the correct chants, plus the mass of mud and swamp water marring a slice of the arcane glyphs probably wasn’t helping either. Calista gave herself just enough time to wrangle her crew and make sure they were clear of the muck before booking it down the utility tunnel as fast as her snake body could carry her, even as the skeletal figures of their undead pursuers began to emerge from the slime and totter to their feet. Calista left Eggs behind, as there’d be no reasoning with her once she’d gone Full Exavoth, plus she was borderline invincible in that state anyway.

The utility tunnel had a slight, circular bend to it, so they managed to get out of sight of the sacrificial circle before it exploded. This blast was orders of magnitude worse than Enobaria’s bombs, and Calista’s vision swam as she was knocked flat on her belly. But the level of ambient arcane energy surrounding them didn’t fade as the explosion did. In fact, Calista sensed an insane amount of infernal power running through this very tunnel, so much that it made her teeth vibrate in her skull.

She had no idea what the fuck was going on, but whatever it was, it was way bigger than either their crew or Zain Fucking Shamar. Calista pressed her fingers into her temples to try and stave off her building headache, and wondered why, in the name of all that was unholy, could things not be simple for once?


Chapter 6
East of the Sun and West of the Moon


Istrode onto the central Fora’s avenue, admiring the flower gardens surrounding the main fountain. This section of Fairburn’s Wonderland was modeled after an idealized version of a typical market town in the Polonic Imperium. The quaint buildings, shady trees, and immaculate streets all served to calm my nerves and fill me with a powerful sense of nostalgia, even though my home town had looked nothing like this.

I couldn’t relax fully as I walked about with Soraya draped over one of my arms. We had one slightly risky maneuver to complete first. Soraya pointed out a shady spot that was out of the way of the main thoroughfare and sight lines. Not as much as I’d have liked, but it was probably sufficient for our purposes. I sat down on a nearby bench with our double-stroller parked right beside us.

Bondi reached into her Bottomless Bag to hand me a small, cloth-wrapped package, while Mar and Kint took that opportunity to escape to freedom, Kint pausing to deliver an angry, but impotent kick to the stroller’s steel frame. Honestly, that stroller had to be the most over-engineered construction that I’d ever seen. All it needed was a turret and it could’ve served as a successor to the Sandcat. But that was all to our benefit.

To an onlooker, it would’ve appeared that Soraya and I were resting on the bench, watching the stroller, while the rest of our group fanned out to get lunch from the various food stands. But Soraya had dropped an illusionary blind over us and the small grassy area behind us. Unable to be seen or heard from the outside, I dragged the double-stroller up onto the grass, retrieved a large blanket from the stroller’s storage compartment and unfurled it on the ground.

Then, secure in the knowledge that no one could see or hear me, I summoned Anaya from the ring, yanked down my pants and underwear, and sat down on the blanket. Anaya wore a copy of Soraya’s sundress, which she’d so expertly used to tantalize and befuddle that goth security attendant into incoherent lust. Well, she’d gotten me in the crossfire with that maneuver, and now she was going to fix that problem.

Anaya stepped towards me and allowed me to flip up her skirt. I kissed and licked at her sumptuous bare thighs before ripping off her panties, and she sat down on my naked lap. She didn’t impale herself on my shaft immediately. Instead I felt the heat of my erection press against my own lower abdomen as she sandwiched it between us. Then she writhed her hips about in a fantastic, precisely controlled manner, ensuring my cock reached its maximum length and hardness before she raised herself back up and engulfed me, bouncing up and down with a furious intensity.

I gripped her ass with both hands and squeezed as hard as I could, but she squeezed me even harder with her pussy. At this tempo, it didn’t take long for me to start coming, and I allowed it to happen. This was a quickie, after all. I’d be taking my time with all my women this evening, most likely. Plus, my genie insisted that she really enjoyed servicing me like this, and there came a point where not believing her would actually be insulting.

Anaya slowed her pace after I came, sliding up and down my cock in long, slow strokes, making sure to extract every ounce of pleasure from my sensitized flesh. I moaned into her neck and continued to play with her delicious rump until I was fully drained. Then she stood up and toweled me off as I pulled my pants back up.

“Ah, thanks babe,” I said, as she leaned over for a brief kiss.

“Any time, Master,” she said, with a wink, as I dismissed her with a light swat to her bottom. Then I proceeded to get to work, feeling wonderfully clear-headed and focused. Starting projects in a state of post-nut clarity had turned into something of a habit for me, and I can’t recommend it enough.

I carefully unwrapped the cloth package, its deep-blue fabric precisely folded to protect and arrange its contents: a series of gold, silver, and copper wires connected to a handful of engraved metal tags, and five identical, flawless crystal spheres, each an inch and a half in diameter. They were inert in their disassembled state, but I set about fixing that, arranging the spheres within the wires, and twisting the strands until the self-assembly scripts activated. The strands of precious metals wound around the spheres according to arcane and physical principles, binding them into a perfectly-aligned chain, humming with power.

This was my backup Arcane Core, the device that collected the raw background magic of the universe and converted it into a form that I could use. Normally my Orb of Dragon’s Breath would do that for me, but I’d never have snuck that past security. Though my replacement core was technically less powerful, functionally it made little difference. This core would store as much power as I was currently capable of channeling—there just wouldn’t be any excess.

I rolled the chain of spheres back up in the cloth, which had integrated leather straps and buckles to hold it together and attach it to my belt. I felt an electric thrill through my veins as my full power returned to me, and I allowed myself a second or two to enjoy the sensation, before moving on to the next task.

The blanket I’d spread on the grass had a transmutation circle stitched on it, and I wrangled the stroller into the center of the design. I activated the transmutation, and a whole bunch of steel, rubber, and tough fabric pieces popped free from its heavy-duty frame. Quickly I sorted the pieces into piles, snapped some of them together, and flipped the blanket over to reveal four more transmutation circles.

I won’t go into every little detail of the gearing-up process, which I’d been practicing several times a day for the past week. But in under ten minute’s time, I’d produced compact versions of everybody’s weapons: short swords and longknives for Mina and Kint; a collapsible spear and small shield, plus a few nets, for Delara; wands of paralysis and sleep for myself, Bondi, and Mar, though Bondi’s paralysis implement was larger than ours: a rod that could extend to staff-length; and finally, I gave myself a version of my Wand of Force, which could create various types of force projectiles, or a blade for hand-to-hand combat.

We’d actually gone back and forth as to whether arming ourselves like this would be more trouble than it was worth. After all, if things went to plan, we wouldn’t be fighting anyone. And, if we were forced into combat, our next best option would be the sleep and paralysis spells. We really didn’t want to be murdering any innocent security guards, after all.

And then, if things got worse, I’d engineered covers to go over the bladed weapons, with alternating bands of rubber from the stroller tires and blunted metal contacts that turned them into incapacitating shock batons. But Delara was big on the idea that you never knew what you might run into, so she wanted the option to use lethal force if things went completely sideways. In her opinion, having those options in our pocket outweighed the time, effort, and risk of my secret transmutations getting noticed by park security.

After finishing the assembly and final transmutations, I wrapped each person’s weapons up in bundles made from the stroller’s fabric hammocks and called for Bondi to come back, so she could stow everything in her Bottomless Bag—except for my equipment, which I strapped to my forearms, perfectly concealing them beneath the voluminous sleeves of my wizard’s robes.

After the weapons had all been safely stowed away, I folded the skeletal remains of the stroller into the Bottomless Bag as well. Then we waited for the rest of the team to return with food, at which point they took turns ducking around the bench so I could clip some seemingly random locket charms into bespoke amulets they wore about their necks.

Individually, both halves of these amulets were inert, but together they combined into Force Armor circlets, which created substantial protective bubbles around their wearers. These types of personal shields actually weren’t prohibited by the park’s rules, but we worried they might draw attention if we had them switched on at the security station, plus this little workaround was child’s play for me.

On Mina’s turn to get hers activated, she sniffed at me suspiciously and got a bit frisky, which was an odd experience, because she was wearing an official Barnaby Leprechaun hat during the whole process. Fortunately Delara was able to wrangle her back out to the bench and end the confused signals she’d been sending to my brain. For a second, I’d been tempted to give Mina a quick fingering, since we easily could, but her motor tended to stay running once she’d been turned on, and we really did need to get to business.

Well, sort of. I returned to the bench and joined everyone for a light lunch. From an outsider’s perspective, I’d been on the bench with Soraya the entire time, guarding the stroller. Soraya then played an illusion of us folding up the undamaged stroller and stuffing it into Bondi’s Bottomless Bag. Then she dropped all her illusions entirely, our stealth gear-up completed, with park security being none the wiser.

With all that work out of the way, I could let out a breath and enjoy the spiced sausage in a bun that Delara had gotten for me, while everyone else took turns looking over the park map and chattering over which rides and attractions we should go on first. While our primary purpose here was to plan a heist, Mina had been insistent that it would look weird if we just hung out in the park all day and didn’t go on any rides at all. No one argued against that, and I suspect it was because we were all looking for an excuse to goof off and have fun. Still, I wanted to make sure we got at least a little bit of preliminary scouting out of the way today.

I discreetly checked the SRT projection on my palm. Soraya’s gem was located beneath Vasilissa’s castle, which rose up in the distance, at the highest point of the park. The plan was to get close and have Anaya scout into the backstage and map out a route of entry and exit. This process could end up being monstrously difficult or trivially easy, and we had no way of knowing which it would be beforehand.

Soraya and Anaya could shapeshift, turn invisible, phase through walls, and create teleportation portals with a range of five hundred feet. And my genie’s ability to be in two places at once prevented any potential accidents that could happen when teleporting through blocked lines of sight.

So, in an ideal universe, Soraya could just phase through the entire castle until she found her jewel, then open a portal to bring me in to retrieve the gem. Then I could steal or destroy any items that might be used to track her, before escaping through another portal. Even if an alarm was raised, Anaya could keep chain-casting the portal spell at maximum range, over and over, while we ran from one gate to the next, which gave us an effective escape speed of two hundred and four miles per hour.

The problem was that countermeasures existed for phasing, invisibility, and teleportation. The question was whether Fairburn’s Wonderland had bothered to implement any of them. On the one hand, this was a theme park, not a bank vault or a military installation. On the other hand, the park was a famous destination throughout Shattered Zemyah, and had been in operation for decades. And it would only take one obsessed weirdo sneaking backstage with a rod of teleportation to ensure that all the buildings would then get equipped with portal-blocking magic thereafter, or invisibility detectors, or anti-phase paint, or whatever.

Soraya hadn’t noticed any such protective magic around the park’s perimeter, but that was no surprise. Shielding the entire park would take more energy than it was worth, and a rod of teleportation was more expensive than a regular ticket anyway. That didn’t mean the same leniency would extend to the non-public-access areas of the park.

So the goal for today was simple scouting, though we were prepared for anything, like if Anaya tripped an alarm or something. But the plan was to determine what measures existed where, and then we could formulate a real heist strategy tonight. We planned to stay in the park until the last possible minute, so we could also observe if additional security steps were implemented upon park closure. We hadn’t yet decided if we were going to attempt our heist while the park was open, or wait until after-hours. Everything hinged upon what we learned today.

But in the meantime, we had to figure out which rides to do first, which involved a lot more debate than I thought was necessary. We had five-day passes, after all. There was no way we wouldn’t be able to do everything we wanted eventually.

In any case, it came down to Bondi and Mar wanting to do the Four Winds’ Journey versus both Amazons wanting to see Baba Yaga’s Hut, with Kint and Soraya abstaining. I had the tiebreaker, so I picked Four Winds, mainly because it was in the Golden Age section of the park, was closer to Vasilissa’s Castle, and partly because I hadn’t done that ride before. It was based on The White Bear Prince holoshow, which hadn’t come out back when I’d visited the park as a kid. Plus, it was supposed to be really good—more of a thrill ride than a lot of Fairburn’s kid-friendly fare.

Well, it turned out that I’d picked one of the most popular rides for the park, with hordes of people already waiting in a huge line, that snaked all around the building, its massive dome painted up with murals of a snowy sky. This line didn’t appear to be moving very quickly, either.

Mina took that opportunity to argue that we should give up, head to Baba Yaga’s, and come back when the line wasn’t so heinous, while Bondi pointed out that the line might not go down later, plus we’d already spent time hiking over here anyway.

“Actually, hang on,” I said. “Let’s just get reserve tickets and see what time they give us.”

But when I looked for the ticket dispenser, I found nothing. That was weird. I summoned Jinny Plus to see if she knew where it was.

“I’m sorry, Master,” said Jinny, a brilliant smile plastered to her face, “But the reserve ticket system has been discontinued. But we’ve got a Priority VIP line for this attraction, which you can purchase for only ten gold per person.”

“Ten gold!” I snapped. “The reserve tickets used to be free.”

At that I had to stop and explain things to the rest of the group. It used to be that you could get a ticket that held your place in line, so you could go off and do other things until the ticket’s time stamp, then come back to a short line and get on the ride in a few minutes. I remembered that service costing nothing, and I was sure of that, because my parents had been on a tight budget for that trip, and wouldn’t have been able to splurge on any premium upgrades.

“Well, it’s weird that their service is getting worse,” said Bondi. “But I say we skip the line and go premium. I’ll pay for everybody else if that’s a problem.”

So I held up my wrist for everyone to hurl coins at Jinny, whose little “street urchin” animation got less and less cute the more I saw it. I turned down Bondi’s offer to spot me this time, but if we did this any more I might take her up on it.

You are in a place to afford it now, Master, thought Soraya. Think of what that means. Think how far you’ve come from when we first met.

She had a point, and I knew she was trying to calm me down, but at this point it wasn’t even about the money. Well, mostly it wasn’t. The Jinny Plus Magic Ring was a impressively complex bit of artificing. It was the kind of thing I’d aspired to create myself.

But, despite the ingenuity of its design, so far all Jinny had done was wheedle money out of us in exchange for a Wonderland experience that was objectively worse than what I’d experienced as a kid. That was backwards. The whole point of artificing was to create magical items that made people’s lives better. Creating magic designed to do the opposite offended me on a fundamental level. It was just so… wrong.

Well, Master, thought Soraya. When we steal my jewel back, it seems likely that it’ll break whatever system is powering my stupid little sister here. Maybe it’ll force them to use reserve tickets again.

Now, that thought did cheer me up quite a bit. In fact, the more I thought about it, the better I felt about our little heist mission. We’d be saving a piece of Soraya’s soul, and we’d be leaving Fairburn’s Wonderland a better place than we found it. Well, long-term, anyway. And I’d be kicking the Cydonia Trading Company in the nuts again. Hey, this day was looking up.

I took Bondi’s arm as we all strolled up the VIP line, past the masses of people too poor or stubborn to pay extra, knowing I’d be striking a blow on their behalf soon enough.

We stopped for a moment by a measuring stick to confirm that, yes, both Mar and Kint were tall enough to ride. We continued on until we hit the end of a substantial line, but it moved a lot quicker than the non-priority one, plus it gave us time to appreciate the decor of the ride building.

The entrance was a cave of magically-summoned ice, and walking in helped cool us down from the hot sun outside. It led to the hidden palace of the White Bear Prince, and we walked past lushly-appointed rooms with suits of armor saluting us as we ambled by. Then we were led into a small theater-like room, attended by another automaton that counted out around twenty people, then shut the doors, while two dramatons appeared on the stage.

These took the form of Baard, the penguin butler, and Selma, the seal maid, who’d been caught in the same enchantment that turned their prince into the White Bear. They performed a short skit telling us that we had to visit the Four Winds, the only ones who knew the way to the castle of the Witch Queen, who now held their prince captive, and help his brave, peasant fiancee, Finna, free him.

I was thoroughly impressed with the dramatons, on both an artistic and technical level. Especially around the dramaton’s necks—there was a section that actually stretched like a real animal’s would, with no visible seams at all. I wondered how they did that.

The skit was only a few minutes long, and we filed out of the mini-theater, my faith in Fairburn’s magitech restored, with Mina and Delara bantering over whether Baard or Selma was cuter, while Bondi filled them in on further plot details.

“So, this Finna chick is into bears?” said Mina. “Kinky. I respect it.”

“No, don’t say that! It’s not that kind of story. Sheesh,” said Bondi, color rising to her cheeks. “He’s only a bear during the day. At night, he turns into a handsome prince. But Finna wasn’t supposed to see that. And then, she snuck into his room with a candle, but she did it too early. So it activated the Witch Queen’s spell, and spirited him off to her castle, and now Finna has to get him back before he’s forced to marry the Witch Queen’s daughter.”

“Ah, I see,” said Delara. “It’s a good thing we have such a knowledgeable Fairburn expert with us, to fill us in.”

“What? It’s not… Those are just basic story details,” said Bondi. “Everybody knows that. It’s… it’s not like I had the picture book smuggled into the palace and read it over and over or anything!”

“Eeee! You’re so cute I can’t stand it sometimes,” said Mina, who then grabbed Bondi in a bear hug, while our dragon princess sputtered and turned even redder. Kint rolled his eyes while Mar pointed and laughed. Delara hovered over the two of them with an indulgent smile, ready to intervene if Mina got too rowdy.

I felt my own grin crack my face, as Soraya bumped into my shoulder, and we hooked our arms around each other’s waists. Yes, this was turning back into a proper vacation, and I had a whole group of friends to enjoy it with. I got another treat as the line approached the loading area, in the form of a huge dramaton built into the far wall, up by the ceiling.

This was the East Wind, loudly proclaiming that he would take us to join Finna in the Witch Queen’s castle, located east of the sun and west of the moon, and then rattling off a list of instructions for boarding the ride cars, which were designed to look like giant aspen leaves. In the background, an instrumental version of “East of the Sun and West of the Moon” played on a loop, and I reflexively felt my toes tapping to the beat.

“West of the moon?” said Delara. “I see why this is in the Golden Age section of the park. This tale would’ve been written back when the moons were whole.”

“Yes, most of Fairburn’s holoshows are adapted from older folk tales,” said Bondi. “They usually change some of the details and add songs to them.”

“Is that what’s playing now?” asked Mina. “It’s super-catchy.”

“Yeah,” I said. “The Four Winds have a huge argument about where the Witch Queen’s castle is. Each of them thinks they know where they’re going, but they keep being wrong, so it’s this big musical number where poor Finna gets blown from one end of the planet to the other. You get to see quick glimpses of all these mythical lost kingdoms, before the North Wind finally gets it right. So, I think that’s what this ride is going to be about.”

“Eh?” said Mina. “If they already sent this Finna chick ahead to the castle before us, shouldn’t they all remember the way now?”

“Yes, Darling,” said Delara. “But then the ride wouldn’t be nearly as entertaining, would it?”

That started another round of bickering, which I tuned out while I admired the artistry of the East Wind, as its animation loop restarted. There were so many subtle details to the motion that gave it the illusion of life. My study ended all too soon, as our turn to board finally came.

But because I’d been hanging back to appreciate the dramaton, I boarded last, which meant I couldn’t board the same six-person leaf-car as everyone else. And then the group behind me didn’t board, because apparently they wanted a car to themselves, which confused the attendant automaton, so I ended up completely alone in my car.

Soraya could’ve easily escaped the ride restraints and flown over to join me, but I nixed her suggestion. It wasn’t worth exposing her abilities for this. I’d be fine alone for just a few minutes. If anything, I was irritated with the inefficiency of running a six-person car with only one rider, when there was such a huge line of people waiting outside.

But it wasn’t my problem, and my attention was diverted by the line of leaf cars accelerating up into the fake sky, as “East of the Sun and West of the Moon” started playing again, with full lyrics this time. Yep, it looked like it was going to replicate that scene in the holoshow exactly.

I felt a stiff gust of air as we passed another dramaton of the East Wind, and we shot off through a partition into a life-sized diorama of the legendary Firescar Peaks, with volcanos spewing molten lava all around us. Our leaves zipped and swerved through narrow canyons, through a swarm of firebats, somehow without hitting them, then a horse-sized wyvern slammed into our line of leaves, knocking us off course and causing us to plummet, until a gust from the West Wind picked us up, mere seconds before we’d been about to plunge into a pool of lava, and sent us flying clear of the peaks, but not before the ancient dragon god Terrajagua lifted his massive head from a nearby volcano mouth and blasted a jet of fire that just narrowly missed us.

There was a brief break in the excitement as we passed through another partition, then the gleaming towers of the ancient dwarven empire of Durramen appeared below us. These effects were amazing. Intellectually, I knew that everything was carefully engineered trickery, and that we were never in any danger, but it sure didn’t feel that way in the moment.

Then we were weaving through the soaring glass towers of Durramen, narrowly avoiding collisions with dirigibles and golden flying carriages. Ahead of me I heard shrieks from Bondi and the kobolds, while Mina was laughing her head off. We shot through the giant vanes of a huge, ancient windmill, again missing a crash by inches, and then I felt something go horribly wrong.

There was a massive surge of arcane energy, distant but powerful, and an infernal taint suffused the atmosphere. The music stopped, the lights flickered, and all our leaves shot off in different directions. Belatedly, I realized we’d been attached to a rail of invisible arcane force that had just disintegrated, and now we were truly hurtling out of control.

My leaf smashed through the domed ceiling and I saw the entirety of Fairburn’s Wonderland spread out below me, but everything was tinged with a weird reddish hue, even the sky. Then I got to experience true terror as my inert carriage plummeted towards the ground for real, all safety measures removed.

Master, don’t worry, thought Anaya. I’ve got you.

I barely had time to wonder what she meant before the paved street rushed to meet me at a sickening speed. I saw other park-goers scream and clear the area, but just before I was about to be squashed flat, two purple portals opened in the ground beneath me and my whole car shot through one and then back out the other, sending me rocketing up into the sky.

That was Anaya’s power. It could keep me from crashing, but couldn’t do anything to slow me down. Well, if she opened a portal at the top of my ballistic arc, instead of at the bottom, my vertical speed would be zero.

Yes, Master, thought Anaya. I’ll do that for the others. But you’ve flown over a lake, and I’m out of range of the ground. I think it’s faster to put you down on the far shore, on your next arc.

I barely had time to feel relief at the news that the others were okay. I couldn’t see them anywhere. They’d flown off in a completely different direction. I felt my guts tingle as my leaf-car plunged into a nose-dive towards the weirdly reddish-brown water below, my biological instincts going into panic mode, despite knowing that my genie would save me again.

I flew through another pair of portals, and this time my upwards arc was a bit flatter, the better to carry me to the far shore of the artificial lake. I prepared for another portal to appear at the apex of my flight, only for Anaya to cancel, panic seeping into her thoughts.

Master, the ground isn’t safe, she thought. Devils and monsters are streaming out of the earth. They’re capturing or killing everyone. The girls have got their weapons out and are making a break for safety.

What? What the fuck? The news was so shocking that I wouldn’t have believed it, if I didn’t know that my genie was incapable of lying to me. How much infernal energy had the Cydonia Trading Company introduced to Fairburn? This was exactly why messing with it was a bad idea.

As I shot down towards the shore I heard screams over the wind noise, coming from below, and saw a troop of black-armored devil-men marching through one of the well-manicured avenues of the Nabarian Nights-themed section of the park. Dealing with those dudes would be really bad while I’d been separated from everyone else. I wouldn’t last long in a fight without their support. Desperately, I scanned about for an exit point, and saw a balcony high atop a Nabari Palace replica.

That’s within range, Master, thought Anaya. But⁠—

No time to debate or think. We were nearly at our next apex. I yanked my Wand of Force out from beneath my sleeve, activated its Force Blade function, and sliced through my seat restraints. Anaya bade me to wait for her three-count, as she had a better sense of where the peak was than I did. I felt my body go weightless as she thought “three,” making it easy to push up off the seat and leap over the front rail.

I flew through Anaya’s portal, towards a Nabari palace that was oddly tipped back and away from me. But actually, it was my exit portal that had been tipped backwards, so gravity would slow me as I flew out. Anaya had aimed me at the balcony like she was tossing a ball through a hoop.

And her aim was quite accurate. I stretched out my legs to land on the smaller-than-expected balcony railing, only to discover that it was entirely decorative and not at all sturdy. I pitched forward as my feet went out from beneath me, going headfirst through a combined glass window and beaded curtain, to roll into a heavy bench leg, bringing my ride to a sudden, abrupt end.

I groaned and slowly picked myself off the floor, as I disentangled myself from the lines of beads. I felt a bit of healing magic flow from Anaya into the shoulder where I’d hit the bench, but it wasn’t too bad, as my Force Armor had protected me from the glass shards when I’d crashed through the window. So that was good. Now I had to figure out how to rejoin the girls. Probably I could chain-teleport to them without any devil being able to catch me. Or maybe they should come to me instead.

But before I could sort out my plans, an ominous, ratcheting mechanical noise caught my attention, and I realized that I wasn’t alone in this room. I felt an oppressive mass of magic activate and clamp down hard, straight into my brain, while a powerful force field cut off any possible retreat back out the window behind me.

I looked up to see a figure, a bit under four feet tall, perched on top of a nearby workbench. They wore a metal welder’s mask with a day-glow demonic face painted on it, and leveled a heavy-gauge arcane blastpipe at me, which had a wicked axe blade mounted right beneath its fat barrel, its sharp tip pointed right at my chest.

Hands where I can see them, motherfucker, came the deep, bass voice echoing from behind the steel mask. You just decided to bust into the wrong fucking goblin’s workshop.


Chapter 7
The Paladin


Alicia Oakheart entered a state of careful cogitation as she sat on the plush leather couch. The act of concentration required effort, as the stink of infernal magic disturbed her focus.

The unpleasant aura wafted over from Diellza, a black-haired human woman, who regarded her nervously from behind the secretary’s desk. The cut and fit of Diellza’s black and charcoal-gray garments were as provocative as one could get while still qualifying as acceptable office attire, though Alicia didn’t care much about that sort of thing one way or the other.

Her issue was with the splashes of color accentuating the secretary’s outfit, at the throat, around her wrists, belted around her waist, and dangling from piercings in her ears. She wore a necklace of five rubies, set in black metal, but the rest of her jewelery consisted of chains of coins, blood-red with an odd iridescent sheen. Alicia had never seen coins like these before coming to Fairburn’s Wonderland, but now she’d noticed them adorning every single park employee, in some form or another.

These coins were called noumenium, and, from what little she’d been able to pry out of its tight-lipped wearers, they were actually small fragments of a person’s soul, which had been removed and made solid via some infernal process.

Which was actually horrifying if you thought about it, even a little, but all of the coin-wearers insisted that it wasn’t illegal, plus they’d done it to themselves, and it was their right. And then most of them had been smart enough to clam up and say nothing more, though she’d managed to provoke one employee into bragging that his “soulcoins” would become extremely valuable very soon, while grinning at her unpleasantly.

It wasn’t enough to intimidate Alicia, but that, plus the general unsettling vibes she’d been getting ever since she’d arrived at the park, did make her wish she’d geared up better before setting out on her mission earlier that day.

As a paladin of Sopithia, goddess of law and contracts, Alicia was required to be armed and armored at all times, prepared to enforce the law whenever necessary. Today she’d chosen to comply with that commandment to the minimum degree, which meant she wore a ceremonial cuirass, a mail skirt, and carried a holy mace in one of her belt loops. She bore no shield, and none of her limbs were armored.

After all, she’d had no expectation that she’d face a physical confrontation today. Logically, she still shouldn’t expect it. But her gut was telling her otherwise. And she hadn’t survived twenty years of service by ignoring her instincts.

“Chairman Richter will see you now,” said Diellza, and the sudden shift in the woman’s demeanor gave Alicia pause. The words were neutral, but the tone was smug and predatory. Alicia met the secretary’s eyes with an even, level stare as she rose and allowed herself to be led into the office of Chairman Mordecai Richter, director of Park Experiences for the Fairburn corporation.

There was nothing particularly remarkable about him, appearance-wise. He was a light-skinned human with receding brown hair, mid-forties, with a slight paunch and a general build that spoke of frequent trips to both a gym and to fine restaurants. He carried himself with a self-assurance common to high-level executives, but Alicia knew that confidence could be surprisingly brittle. It could fracture if it faced a serious challenge.

“Hello, Ms. Oakheart,” said Chairman Richter. “I must say that I was a bit surprised by your arrival. We don’t usually get paladins of Sopithia touring Fairburn’s Wonderland. Especially not famous ones.”

“Hello, Mr. Richter,” said Alicia. “I’m here on a fact-finding mission on the behalf of a minority consortium of Fairburn shareholders, including Milton Fairburn.”

“I see,” said Chairman Richter. “How is Milt? Haven’t seen him in some time.”

“He’s quite concerned,” said Alicia. “About the state of the Fairburn company in general, and his father’s legacy in particular. And, after enduring a bit of the visitor experience myself, I’d say he wasn’t alarmed enough.”

“What?” said Chairman Richter, a slight strain showing through his fake smile. “Well, that’s no good, is it? Tell me your concerns and I’m sure we can get them sorted out.”

“For starters, there’s this,” said Alicia, raising her wrist and summoning Jinny Plus. “This is terrible. You’ve taken one of the most popular Fairburn characters of recent memory and turned her into an obnoxious beggar.”

“Oh, she does more than that,” said Richter. “She’s great for planning out a Fairburn vacation. She can do dinner reservations, estimate wait times for rides⁠—”

“And most of those services require at least a nominal service fee,” said Alicia. “Now, I realize that you’re used to the constant up-charge model of the Cydonia Trading Company’s cruise ships, save for the ultra-premium Platinum Passes, but that model isn’t appropriate for Fairburn’s Wonderland.”

“Why not?” said Chairman Richter. “The charges are optional, and Jinny Plus has increased park profits by over two hundred percent. This is a business, after all.”

“Of course this is a business, and of course you need to make money,” said Alicia. “And Dell Fairburn understood that. But he cared about quite a bit more than just making money. He had a vision of making people’s lives better through entertainment, and that’s what my clients fear is being lost, all in the name of short-term profit.”

“Well, now,” said Chairman Richter, a smug smile creeping onto his face. “That’s definitely a minority position for the shareholders, isn’t it? Most of them are⁠—”

“We have enough shareholder buy-in to force an investigation, according to the relevant bylaws,” said Alicia. “And it’s true; if this were any other company, nobody would care. But this is Fairburn, and that means something.”

Indeed, the quorum she represented only existed due to Milton Fairburn’s expensive publicity campaign, but people who valued nostalgia more than profit did exist, and he’d successfully gathered enough of them under his banner. So, here she was.

“Very well,” said Chairman Richter. “You don’t like Jinny Plus. Despite how much she’s put us in the black.”

“In the short term,” said Alicia. “In the long term, she’s degrading the customer experience and the value of a Fairburn’s Wonderland Ticket. That ticket is already supposed to be premium, especially considering the price. Now, high prices are fine if the value is there—but that leads me to the next problem.”

“Oh, there’s more?” said Chairmain Richter.

“Indeed,” said Alicia. “Traditionally, a huge part of the value of a Fairburn’s Wonderland experience has been its world-class customer service. And that service has always been provided by flesh-and-blood, real cast members. Why have they been replaced with infernally-powered automatons?”

“Fairburn has always used dramatons,” said Chairman Richter. “This is just a natural progression of the magitech⁠—”

“No, it’s not a progression; it’s a regression,” said Alicia. “I’ve observed these things in action and they’re demonstrably worse at their jobs than a properly-trained person. They tried to confiscate my holy arms at the gate, and didn’t know about the guaranteed religious rights of a paladin of Sopithia. By denying me entry, they were violating the laws of the Polonic Imperium. Does breaking the law sound like doing a ‘good job’ to you?”

“Well—no, Ms. Oakheart,” said Chairman Richter. “But if you’d only informed us of your arrival, we could’ve easily avoided that little mix-up⁠—”

“I know that, which is why I didn’t give you any notice,” said Alicia. “This is an investigation, and the goal was to get the same experience as a regular park customer. Which has been unacceptable so far.”

“Again, I apologize for the mix up with the automaton,” said Chairman Richter. “There are still a few kinks with their instructions⁠—”

“If that’s true, then that only means that you shouldn’t have deployed them at all,” said Alicia. “You should’ve waited until they were perfected first. That’s the Fairburn standard. But we’re getting away from the main question. Why use automatons in the first place? Flesh-and-blood cast members have worked perfectly well for decades.”

“Well, recently we’ve had some issues with labor,” said Chairman Richter. “Malcontents trying to cause trouble. Threatening to strike and shut down the park. Completely unacceptable. Measures had to be taken.”

“Oh, really?” said Alicia, allowing a bit of steel in her voice. “Well, I certainly understand how much of a headache dealing with a union is. However, I must also remind you that the Polonic Imperium currently does recognize the rights of employees to organize. And that interfering with those rights is illegal.”

“Of course I understand that, Ms. Oakheart,” said Chairman Richter. “Honestly, it’s a bit insulting that you would think I don’t.”

“Mr. Richter, ever since arriving in Azulver, I’ve been hearing a number of disquieting rumors,” said Alicia. “There have been a distressing number of missing persons reports, all of whom were last seen heading to work at Fairburn’s Wonderland, about a month ago. And here I arrive at the park and most of those employees have all been replaced by infernal machines, save for a few overseers—all of whom have engaged in soul-splitting to drape themselves in ‘soulcoins,’ that stink of the underworld. Where are the rest of your employees, Mr. Richter? And why are you using Hell as a power source for Fairburn’s Wonderland?”

“Well, I had to terminate bunch of people,” said Chairman Richter. “Labor issues, like I said. After that, I have no idea where they went. That’s not my responsibility⁠—”

“Mr. Richter,” said Alicia. “I’ve already spoken with the Chief of Police for Pantanoro Province, and I’ve already obtained an admission, under holy oath, that he’s been suppressing over several hundred missing persons cases, under your direct orders. Also, he’s confessed to having arrested roughly eight hundred striking workers, who are currently being held without bail or any sort of hearing date, again at your request.”

“What?” said Chairman Richter, his eyes going wide. “That’s a lie. I’ve never done anything of the sort. Ms. Oakheart, if this is some sort of joke, it’s not very⁠—”

But Alicia Oakheart was already chanting an invocation to Sopithia of the Unbreakable Vow, the holy magic flowing into her from on high. Her prayer finished, a field of pure Law filled Mordecai Richter’s office, imposing order on the minds of both occupants, preventing either of them from uttering a lie.

“Mmn… Rrrgh… Ms. Oakheart,” sputtered Mordecai, as his falsehoods died in his throat. “This is completely inappropriate. How dare you⁠—”

“This is entirely appropriate,” said Alicia. “And is the only true way to deal with a liar. Now, you will⁠—”

“I will not stand for this treatment,” said Mordecai, shooting up out of his chair. “You can⁠—”

Alicia gestured, invoking the power of her goddess once again, and invisible chains of holy power burst from the surrounding ether and wound their way into Mordecai Richter’s muscles, binding him fast in place.

“Mr. Richter,” said Alicia. “I came here to arbitrate a business dispute, but this situation has clearly deteriorated far beyond that. You, Mr. Richter, are clearly an agent of Hell. I don’t know what you are planning here, but it ends today. Now, you are going to explain everything, starting with what you’ve actually done with the missing Fairburn’s employees. The sooner you confess, the more leniency I’ll be inclined to show.”

“This is…” sputtered Mordecai. “You can’t… I have rights!”

“I am not a police officer, Mr. Richter,” said Alicia. “I am a paladin in the service of Sopithia of the Unbreakable Vow. Now, you will answer my questions, and be warned, I can and will interpret silence as an admission of guilt. I have detected enough of an infernal infestation to take emergency measures, and that includes caving your head in with my mace, if I feel the situation warrants.”

“You… you’re bluffing,” said Mordecai, turning pale. “I’m an executive of the Cydonia Trading Company. You wouldn’t dare⁠—”

“Mr. Richter,” said Alicia. “Understand that the truth field binding your mind binds mine as well. Neither of us can lie to each other right now. And I intend to wring the full truth out of you—by any means necessary. Your only remaining option is to confess your sins and throw yourself upon the mercy of Sopithia the Stern. But, I’d advise you do it quickly, for her mercy is far from infinite.”

Truthfully, Alicia didn’t particularly want to use violence against Mordecai Richter. It would lead to a public relations mess, especially if she did kill him. As it was, she was guaranteed to receive some sort of reprimand for taking this tact, and none of what she learned this way would be admissible in a Polonic court of law. Her church might demote her, or assign her to a lengthy penance process, out of political expedience.

But she wasn’t bluffing, either. If executing Mordecai became necessary, she wouldn’t hesitate to do it, and take whatever punishment she received for that act without complaint. Her instincts were screaming at her that this was an unfolding crisis, and she needed to shut down whatever was going on immediately. If her hunch was correct, she could retroactively claim emergency powers, which might blunt whatever reprimand came her way.

“Now,” she said, grabbing one of Mordecai’s hands and placing it on his solid oak desk, her spell freezing him in place after she’d repositioned him. “I will ask you questions, and you will answer them. Every time you refuse to talk, I will crush one of your fingers with my mace. If I run out of fingers, I will simply heal you and start over. I estimate that I have enough holy energy to repeat this process at least twenty times before running low becomes a concern. And let me remind you: I can not tell a lie right now. Now, Mr. Richter, what have you done with the missing Fairburn employ⁠—”

A thunderous boom interrupted her question, and she felt a brief flicker in the holy power holding Mordecai Richter fast, followed by an oppressive, overwhelming sense of evil, pressing against the perimeter of her divine truth field.

Alicia crossed the room to gaze out the balcony window. This office building had originally begun construction as another official Fairburn hotel, but had changed focus after Richter had moved in with the CTC buyout. She’d thought it odd to put the Fairburn administration within the wider park area, but now she realized there was a nefarious reason behind it.

For this building was currently beneath a massive dome of infernal energy, that encompassed all of Fairburn’s Wonderland, as well as the majority of their officially-branded hotels. A sizable plume of dust and smoke rose up from the nearest point of the dome, marking a severely unstable fluctuation in the arcane field.

Something had gone wrong with whatever infernal ritual had created this barrier, but it hadn’t been enough to completely disrupt the spell. As she scanned the park, she saw the reddish flashes and thick puffs of sulfurous smoke that indicated devil summonings, followed by terrified screams. This situation was much, much worse than even her direst fears. She needed to move quickly.

“You,” she said to Mordecai. “What’s the meaning of this? Why has Fairburn’s Wonderland been covered in a barrier, and why are devils being summoned in?”

“Wait, they’re doing what?” said Mordecai. “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

Alicia hadn’t expected that answer, but her truth field held, so she had to accept it. But, before she could question Mordecai further, the door to the reception area burst inward, and Diellza strutted in, followed by a squad of man-sized devils, covered in black plate armor.

The secretary struck a pose, as her skin turned red, horns sprang out of her forehead, and giant bat-wings sprouted from her back, while her already-sexy outfit shrank until it barely covered her. A succubus. Those infernal coins weren’t hers—she’d been wearing them to mask her natural diabolic taint. And it had worked.

Alicia reached down for the mace at her hip, but before she could draw it, another fiery portal opened up behind Mordecai. A nightmarish figure, some seven feet tall, stepped in through the flames. It had the head of a black-haired goat, the lower legs of a falcon, four wiry bat-winged arms, and a tail that split into three cobra heads. Alicia wasn’t familiar with this particular breed of devil, but she could feel the power rolling off of it. This was bad.

“Greetings, little lackey of the gods,” said the creature. “I am Adralech, general of the forces of Gorgorroz the Covetous. And you are under my power. Surrender, and I will permit you to bear witness to the triumph of Hell over your pathetic Pantheon.”

Quickly, Alicia considered and dismissed multiple alternate options, including trying to force her way through the door, or leaping out the window. If it was just the succubus and her cambion devil minions, she might have a chance, but she doubted she could defeat Adralech, particularly when he had help.

Alicia didn’t fear death, but throwing her life away in a gesture of defiance would serve no useful end. Biding her time until some opportunity to disrupt this devil’s plans was the smart play. And she’d felt him fall under the influence of her truth field when he’d stepped into Mordecai’s office. So now was the time to cut a temporary deal.

“I acknowledge that I currently lack the means to oppose you,” said Alicia. “If you will guarantee my safety, upon fear of divine retribution, I will surrender my weapon to you, and swear off any violence against you, so long as my weapon is in your possession.”

“I will guarantee your safety, save against self-harm, upon fear of divine retribution,” said Adralech, grinning evilly. “So long as your mace is in my possession, you will swear not to take any action against me whatsoever, including escaping from my custody.”

Well, it seemed that Adralech wasn’t a fool. A ‘guarantee of safety’ meant he was on the hook if anyone harmed her, but he’d denied her the option of smiting him by chopping off one of her own fingers, and limited her other potential stratagems severely with his wording.

Tying the deal to his possession of her mace was a risk. She could free herself from the pact by recovering her holy weapon, but that would be hard to do while she was unable to “act against him.” And he could conceivably neutralize her for the rest of her life by holding onto the mace indefinitely.

But she had no real leverage in this situation. She had to make the offer appealing, or else he wouldn’t take it at all. She was lucky he was offering a deal in the first place, instead of starting straight in on the torture. This was the best she was going to get. Trying to haggle further was too dangerous.

“I accept your turns,” said Alicia, as she pulled out her mace, and held it out to Adralech, handle-first.

As he took it, both the paralysis spell and the truth field dissipated. Mordecai gasped and leaned over his desk, then turned to glare at Adralech.

“What’s going on?” he said. “She said you were summoning devils into the park, and put up a barrier? We’re in the middle of operations. This is going to cause a huge stink. Like, I don’t see how I’m supposed to bury this⁠—”

“The time for hiding has finished,” said Adralech. “Our preparations have reached fruition, and now the invasion begins. Your fears are of no consequence, for no-one can punish you now. As of this moment, Gorgorroz rules Azulver.”

“You claim territory in the material plane, then?” said Alicia. “You would violate the non-aggression treaty between Hell and the Pantheon? Are the other Princes of Hell on board with this? Is Mammon?”

“The pathetic appeasers of the Council of Hell will fall in line once our victory becomes inevitable,” said Adralech. “And the slumbering weaklings of your Pantheon will fall before the might of Gorgorroz’s armies.”

“What? You’re starting a war?” said Mordecai. “You never mentioned any of this before. This is… this is too overt. There’s no way the gods won’t notice an intrusion on this scale. They’re going to come after us⁠—”

“Let them come,” said Adralech, and gestured out the window. “See that barrier? Mass sacrificial ritual magic, tapping straight into the Well of Gehenna. That is our beachhead. By the time the forces of Heaven get through that, our next ritual will have already been completed. In a mere four hours, our⁠—”

At that, a red-skinned, pot-bellied imp flew into to the window to whisper into Adralech’s ear. Whatever it was caused the devil commander to snarl and bite down on his hapless subordinate, who shrieked and dissolved into brimstone smoke.

“What?” said Mordecai. “That was bad news, wasn’t it? Something is going wrong. You⁠—”

“A minor issue,” said Adralech. “Some sort of error in one of the ritual sacrifices.”

“You mean, one of the rituals that created the barrier?” said Mordecai. “The barrier that is supposed to keep the Pantheon from running in and smiting us all? Is it damaged? I can’t believe⁠—”

“Mordecai, Darling,” said Diellza, sauntering over to the chairman and pressing her mostly bare body up against his side. “You worry too much. Don’t you know that excessive stress is bad for you? No plan ever goes off without a hitch. You know that, right? But General Adralech has got everything under control, doesn’t he?”

“Just so,” said the goat-headed monstrosity, not bothering to keep the sneer off of his face. “A minor instability—insufficient to compromise the integrity of the dome. That’s all.”

“Is it so negligible?” said Alicia. “Mordecai, your allies have admitted to being a rogue faction. That means both the forces of Heaven and Hell will be coming for them. But it’s not too late for you. You still have a chance to repent⁠—”

“Ha! Fat chance,” said Diellza, before turning to tickle Mordecai’s ear with her forked tongue. “She says that, but she doesn’t know all the naughty things you’ve done, does she, Baby? There’s no going back for you. But that’s okay. Hell can be a fun place, so long as you’re the one on top. Just like the regular world. You need to think of your future as a lord of the underworld, with me by your side. Just like we agreed, yes?”

Mordecai looked hesitant for a second, but Dielza pulled off her ruby necklace and threw it at their feet. Five puffs of smoke resolved into five more succubi, each sporting a black iron control collar.

Alicia had heard of these before. The collars ensured their wearers’ complete obedience and suppressed the devils’ soul-sucking abilities, allowing their owners to safely enjoy the fiends’ physical assets. The extra succubi licked their lips, and pressed their bare flesh into Mordecai from all sides, while Diellza unbuttoned his shirt and ran her long nails across his chest, beneath the fabric. He gasped and closed his eyes for a second. before nodding, fully under the thrall of the succubus and her minions.

“That’s it, Honey,” purred Diellza, as she stepped in front of him and thrust her shapely rump into the front of his slacks. “Today has been a hectic day for you. Why don’t we take a little break? I know a great way to relieve all that nasty stress you’ve got built up. You just leave everything to us, and we’ll make all those worries go away. Doesn’t that sound nice? Hmmm?”

Alicia regarded the pathetic display with distaste, as Mordecai Richter fell to temptation, following Diellza meekly, coterie in tow, as she led him out of his office, leaving her alone with General Adralech and his cambion guards.

“So it goes,” said the huge devil. “So shall the rest of your world fall to the forces of Gorgorroz. And you shall be a witness to all of it.”

Alicia refused to rise to the bait as she considered her situation. This Gorgorroz was making a power play, without any of the other Princes of Hell on board, and that included his own boss, Mammon. Surely that wouldn’t go over well. Surely the true authorities of Hell would intervene and crush this upstart before they were forced into a war they didn’t want.

Adralech met her gaze and leered at her. Alicia revised her opinion. It wasn’t wise to assume one’s enemies were fools, with no viable long-term plan. And, even if Gorgorroz was stupid, that didn’t mean he wasn’t capable of causing tremendous harm before he was put down. Unfortunately, she currently wasn’t in a position to do anything about it. She simply had to wait and pray that some kind of help was coming, to prevent the forces of evil from ruining everything.


Chapter 8
The Dollmaker in Wonderland


Istared down the barrel of the goblin’s blastpipe and considered my options. The nature of the implement made it tricky to determine what specific threat I faced. A blastpipe was a magitech implement that fired spells as ammunition. That mean I couldn’t try to sense the spell forming during the casting process, as I could if they were a sorcerer or a wizard. As soon as the goblin pulled the trigger, I’d get hit with whatever magic they had loaded, be it lightning, paralysis, or a solid metal slug.

This particular blastpipe was quite advanced, as it had a wide disk-shaped magazine that fed into the breech. My blastpipe, which I’d left back on the Azalea’s Legacy, had to be reloaded after every shot. I noticed little splashes of color at the disk’s edges, and I wondered if the chambers could be spun to select a specific spell. If so, that was a very clever design feature⁠—

“Okay, asshole,” snarled the masked goblin, in their oddly deep voice. “You go back and tell that Mordecai fucker that if he wants Opal, he’ll have to pry her out of my cold, dead fingers. You’ve already violated my contract terms so bad it’s not even funny, but if you quit being a little bitch, pay me what I’m owed, and let us go, then maybe I might not sue. Maybe.”

I raised my hands in surrender as Anaya telepathically informed me that she’d turned invisible and positioned herself right next to the goblin’s blastpipe barrel. I couldn’t see her because I wasn’t wearing my truesight goggles today. I hadn’t wanted them ruining any of that Fairburn magic.

But, speaking of which, the workshop I’d crashed into was something else. The walls were lined with inactive dramatons, in various stages of undress. All of them were beautiful women, and the level of craftsmanship was insane.

They looked incredibly realistic, their joints covered with seamless artificial skin, to the point of being anatomically accurate. That was way more detail than I’d ever have expected from a dramaton, though part of me was amused at the fact that I could now say that I’d seen both Vasilissa and Princess Yumia naked. Actually, without the context of seeing a few of the dramatons in their skeletal form, and being able to detect their inner workings with my arcane sense, this place could be mistaken for a serial killer’s trophy room, with all the female bodies hung from the walls and the ceiling.

One dramaton, a white-haired beauty wearing a black thong leotard, lay on nearby work table like she was prepped for an operation. She caught my attention because I didn’t recognize her from any Fairburn holoshow, but her design was too distinctive for her to be a background character. Actually, her whole appearance was way sexier than what I’d expect to see in Fairburn⁠—

“Hey! What the hell is your problem?” barked the goblin, “You slow or something? I asked you a question. Speak up.”

I had to mentally backtrack and remember what she’d said, which was tricky because none of it had made any sense.

“I… have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, and the words felt odd as they formed in my mind and travelled out of my mouth, like they were being magically inspected and stamped for approval.

“What? Bull—” said the goblin, then stopped short. “Uhh… well then, who the fuck are you? Why did you break into my workshop?”

“Sorry about that,” I said. “That was an accident. I was on the Four Winds’ ride, and it broke, and hurled me all the way out here.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized how implausible the whole thing sounded, but there was no option to say anything else. It was the effect of the magic field that had locked into my mind earlier.

“What? You expect me to believe that shit?” said the goblin.

“Well, yeah,” I said. “Because you’ve caught me in a truth field, right? Which is kind of impressive, because you don’t feel like a priest, and that spell is usually reserved for⁠—”

“Don’t change the fucking subject,” snapped the goblin. “What you said doesn’t make sense. Those rides have failsafes out the wazoo. They shouldn’t break like that, ever. And how did it throw you all this way, huh?”

“I had to use some portal magic to avoid crashing into the lake,” I said. “And, I don’t know about the failsafes, but, uh… maybe they were intentionally disabled? Maybe by some of the devils who are wreaking havoc all over the park?”

“What? For real?” said the goblin. “Shit. I just knew something like this was gonna happen. I knew it. I warned those CTC assholes, but did they listen? Of course not. Mother fucker….”

The goblin summoned a series of small, brass-framed mirrors with a snap of their fingers, and peered through them. The slight shift took the goblin’s aim and attention away from me, and gave me a better a better view of her body.

Because this goblin was decidedly female. She wore a ribbed, crop-top white t-shirt with a plunging, scooped neckline that revealed plenty of smooth, green cleavage. Like, her breasts weren’t huge in absolute terms, but proportionally they were pretty large when compared to her small body. Her hips, on the other hand, weren’t small at all. In fact, they were a bit larger than Bondi’s.

The goblin wore blue overall-shorts, and this created an appealing peek-a-boo effect with the bare skin on her sides poking out from behind a curtain of blue denim covering her front and back. A tan leather tool-belt was slung low around her hips. Actually, everything around her hips was low, including her underwear, if she was wearing any.

“Oh, Banghur’s sweaty nutsack, this is a complete clusterfuck, isn’t it?” cursed the goblin. “Ever since those soulless, CTC bean-counting assholes took over, this whole place has been going to hell in a handbasket. And now it’s literally happening. Literal Hell. Fuuuck me.”

Her observations reminded me that the rest of the girls were out dealing with an actual devil invasion, though Anaya immediately reassured me that they’d already fought their way to a safe space, thanks to the weapons I’d made for them. That was a relief, but it was time to re-join them and plan our next move.

“Right,” I said. “Anyway, now that we’ve got that sorted, I think I should just be on my way⁠—”

“Oh, izzat what you think, huh?” said the goblin, turning back and pointing her weapon at me. “Because you’re sketchy as hell. How about you show me what you’ve got under those sleeves of yours. You’re already on thin ice, from trying to jump me with your bargain-bin Jinny clone.”

And with that, the axe-blade on her blastpipe barrel rotated ninety degrees. Anaya dropped her invisibility to reveal the blade hovering a few inches away from her throat, her hands up in surrender and a sheepish look on her face. Of course the goblin had put a truesight enchantment on her welding mask—why wouldn’t she? She was an artificer, just like me. I should assume she’d think along the same lines as I did.

“Just a precaution,” I said, smiling in what I hoped was a reassuring manner. “I really would prefer to talk things out here.”

“Then shut up and show me your forearms,” growled the goblin, and I didn’t see any choice but to comply.

“Right, you’re no tourist,” said the goblin, as I let my sleeve cuffs fall to my elbows. “There’s no way even those dipshit automatons would’ve let you into the park with those. Dunno how you snuck ‘em in, and I don’t care. What’s your angle? Why are you really here?”

Well, shit. Even if I was capable of lying at that moment, I doubted I’d be able to fabricate a story that would satisfy this goblin. Truth was my only option.

“I’m here to… recover some lost property,” I said.

“You mean, you’re here to steal something,” said the goblin.

“I don’t regard it as theft,” I said. “It’s reclamation. It’s a piece of someone’s soul. Even if the CTC obtained it legally, they have no moral grounds to keep it from its true owner.”

“Eh?” said the goblin. “What the fuck are you on about?”

She sounded more confused than dismissive, and I realized her truth field could work in my favor as well. It confirmed anything I said as the truth, even if the truth was wild and outlandish. And it didn’t sound like she was a big fan of how the CTC ran things. Maybe she was disgruntled enough to help out, if she knew the full story. I might as well go all-in.

“You called Anaya here a Jinny clone,” I said. “But that’s backwards. I’m certain that Jinny is actually based on her. My genie is bound to this ring.”

I turned my hand to flash Soraya’s ring at the goblin. “At some unknown time, in the distant past, her soul was split into multiple gem fragments. My quest is to fill each empty socket in this ring until she’s whole again. I’ve already found one, and I know that the next fragment is located here in the park. I think that the Fairburn company based the Jinny character off the soul gem in their possession, and I suspect they’re using it to run the Jinny Plus infusions. That’s what I’m here for. Nothing else.”

“This is true, confirmed by your spell,” said Anaya. “Master cares deeply for me, and wants to see me freed.”

“Huh,” said the goblin. “And you swear you’ve got nothing to do with Mordecai’s cronies, and you’re not after Opal? And this devil invasion’s got nothing to do with you?”

“Nope,” I said. “I mean, if I’d known about the invasion, I’ve have hardly decided to get on a park ride right when it was starting, would I?”

“Mmmmm…” said the goblin, but didn’t lower her weapon. I had a hard time reading anything about her, especially with that mask up.

“I feel like we got off on the wrong foot here,” said Anaya. “Our fault, of course, considering how we arrived. Let’s start over. My name is Anaya, and I’m a fragment of the genie of the ring, known as Soraya. My master here is named Zain. What are you called?”

The goblin paused, and for a minute I didn’t think she was going to answer.

“Chiyo,” she finally said.

“Oh, what a cute name,” said Anaya. “Well, since we’re all bound to the truth⁠—”

“Cute?” snarled Chiyo. “Don’t patronize me, and don’t try to fucking butter me up!”

“Whoa,” I said. “We can’t lie, remember? She only said it because she thought it was true. And, in that spirit, how about we promise not to do anything to you, or try to escape, so you can lower that blastpipe⁠—”

“Blastpipe?” said Chiyo, and I could practically hear the offended sneer behind her mask. “Blastpipe? This is a spellgun. Nobody calls it a fucking blastpipe. Where did you even hear that shit?”

“Uh,” I said, startled at the sudden turn of the conversation. “High Arcanist Killroy’s Complete Guide to⁠—”

“High Arcanist Killroy?” said Chiyo. “Quincy fucking Killroy? You mean that racist piece of shit?”

“He’s a what, now?” I said.

“Racist!” snarled Chiyo. “Motherfucker spent his entire life trying to pretend that no goblin ever invented anything. You know who’s been at the forefront of every big leap in magitech advancement? Fucking goblins, that’s who. And then shitheels like Quincy fucking Killroy act like none of it ever happened. ‘Complete Guide to Magical Crafting’ my fat green ass!”

“What?” I sputtered. “I didn’t know any of that. I… I didn’t even pick the book out. My teacher gave it to me. Like, it was a standard text⁠—“

“Yes, it’s standardized, isn’t it?” said Chiyo. “The basic fucking introductory text for artificers across all of Shattered Zemyah. And you know what the author of that text believed about goblins? You know what he’s on record fucking saying? That adventurers shouldn’t just kill goblins; they should kill our kids, too, just to make sure we don’t breed. ‘Nits make lice.’ That’s his exact fucking words, and he’s the asshole that every junior artificer is held up to view like… like some fucking unimpeachable god, or something.”

Yikes! I had no idea what to say about that. Could that… well, Chiyo was under a truth spell, so she certainly believed what she was saying. And… it had struck me as odd that my supposedly comprehensive artificing text had said virtually nothing about blastpipes—and I remembered the goblin I’d taken it from actually had referred to it as a “Miracle Blastpipe” in his notes—not that bringing that up now seemed like a good idea.

But I’d assumed the omission in my textbook was a benign oversight, like maybe spellguns were just a more obscure type of implement. But, if it actually was something more deliberate, something malicious….

“Well that’s just terrible,” said Anaya, probably the only person capable of salvaging this conversation. “I swear, neither of us had any idea that this Killroy was such a rotten person, and we certainly don’t agree with his opinions on goblins, whether it’s your character or your abilities. Right, Zain?”

“What, are you kidding?” I said, gesturing around the workshop. “This is all your work, right? Well, it’s phenomenal. Like, the fact that I can’t even see the seams around the joints of these dramatons is amazing. How do you do that? Like, what material are you using?”

“It’s a custom transmutation combining a number of materials,” said Chiyo, sounding a bit mollified. “Mainly rubber and leather. It’s my own formula.”

“So it is new,” I said. “I thought it was. I came to Fairburn’s Wonderland once before, as a kid, and I didn’t remember the dramatons being this lifelike. And that’s not just technical ability, but it shows real artistry, as well. Like, I’ve heard that when you try to sculpt something like a real human face, it’s really easy to mess it up and make it look creepy. But that’s not true for any of these dramatons. You⁠—”

“Yeah, I know that,” said Chiyo, sounding only a bit cranky. “It’s called the ‘uncanny valley.’ Don’t need you to explain that shit to me.”

“Oh, of course you’re right,” said Anaya. “Master was merely showing his appreciation for the the challenges you’ve overcome. Actually, I suspect that if we all sit down and have a nice chat, we’ll find that we’ve got a lot in common. Why don’t we do that?”

“Yeah,” I said. “You put down the bl… put down the spellgun, maybe take that mask off, and we⁠—”

“You don’t like my mask? Don’t like my truesight?”

“No, that bit is fine,” I said. “But that voice changer is really distracting. But I really just want to see if your face is as cute as the rest of you.”

Whoops. The truth field didn’t compel me to volunteer information, but the constant pressure in my brain had nudged me into revealing the number one reason I wanted her mask off.

“Oh, so I’m cute to you?” said Chiyo. “Because I’m small? Cute like a little kid? Is that it?”

“Little kid? Not with those curves, you’re not,” I said, the lock on my brain making it impossible to edit the words coming out of my mouth. “You’re definitely adult sexy. It’s actually been really distracting.”

“Are you… I’ve been pointing a fucking spellgun at your ass, and you’re distracted by my curves?” said Chiyo. “Are you that hard up, or am I just that hot?”

“You’re just that hot,” I said, though her last question had almost certainly been rhetorical. “In fact, I’m not hard up at all. I have lots of sex, all the time, with extremely beautiful women.”

“Oh, come on, dude—that’s…” and Chiyo’s voice trailed off, as she remembered the truth field. “Well, uh… you’re saying you get all this awesome pussy, but the sight of me in my grubby work clothes is distracting?”

“Uh, yeah?” I said, because what else could I say? I snuck a glance over at Anaya. Why was she being so quiet? Usually she’d have swooped in and rescued me by now. She was just smiling at me.

“Are you…” Chiyo sputtered. “You know I could look like anything under this mask. I could be ugly as hell, and that would ruin your boner real quick, wouldn’t it?”

“You’d have to be really hideous to offset how hot the rest of you is,” I said. “Actually, I doubt that it’s possible to totally kill your sex appeal at this point.”

“What? What are you, some kind of goblin fetishist or something?”

“I… didn’t think so,” I said. “But just recently I’ve started to wonder.”

“Recently?” said Chiyo. “What d’ya mean by ’recent?’”

“Like, five minutes ago?”

“Oh, so you’ve spent your whole fucking life in ignorance, but meeting me has awakened you? That what you getting at?”

“Well, you’re the first really sexy goblin I’ve met, so… yes, maybe?” I said. Something about that big, fat ass on that tiny frame was really doing things to me. But was that a goblin thing or just Chiyo as an individual?

“Well, yippee for you on your fucking journey of discovery,” snapped Chiyo. “But let me make things perfectly clear, buddy: This particular goblin finds all your ‘sexy’ talk extremely flattering, and I’m interested.”

Chiyo’s mask hid her expression, but she froze in place for a second, as though the end of her sentence was as surprising to her as it was to me.

“What? No!” she sputtered. “I meant I definitely am interested. Shit! No! I mean... I am not even the least, tiniest, smallest, most infinitesimally minuscular bit un-attracted to you. FUCK!”

It occurred to me then, that having people crash through Chiyo’s window was unlikely to be an everyday experience for her. In fact, this was probably the first time she’d ever had to activate this security/interrogation system for real.

“Did you not realize,” I said, trying to keep a straight face. “That a truth fields compels everyone in its area of effect, including the caster?”

“Sh… Shut up!” said Chiyo, and I noticed the tips of her long goblin ears turning pink.

“It’s no big deal,” I said. “I hear that’s a common mistake, actually. Like, the way that spell is written most places, it’s not obvious that’s how it wo⁠—”

“Shut up! Shut up, you smug fucking bastard,” she said, but I let the insults roll over me. Now that I knew she didn’t actually hate me, this dynamic was starting to feel very different, almost familiar.

“Well, now that’s out of the way,” said Anaya, “Why don’t we all disarm and talk about our common problems. Like, how we’re all stuck in the middle of a devil invasion.”

“Yeah, yeah. Fine, fine,” said Chiyo, as she sat down on the workbench, set her spellgun to the side, and, after a moment of hesitation, pulled her mask off.

Truthfully, all her “ugly” talk had me braced for a letdown, so I was surprised to see big brown eyes, a cute button nose, full, pouty lips, all nicely contained by her heart-shaped face, framed by dirty-blonde hair. She caught me looking and glared at me.

“Disappointed?” she said, giving me a brief look at her teeth, which were sharp and a bit jagged. Though on her, the slight imperfection acted like a charm point.

“Oh, quite the opposite,” I said. “I was struck by just how beautiful you are. The reality surpassed my imagination by so much, that⁠—“

“Banghur’s nutsack, don’t you ever switch off?” she said, color rising to her cheeks. “Devil invasion! Stay focused!”

“But you’re the one who brought it up,” I said.

“That’s… uhh… Shut up!” she replied, though the sound of her cute, high-pitched voice took the sting off her admonishment. No wonder she’d put a voice-changer in her mask. There was no way she could sound intimidating speaking normally.

“Well, let’s get to business, then,” said Anaya. “We need to rejoin with the rest of our party, recover my soul gem, and then escape the park safely. How about you, Chiyo? What’s your situation?”

“What do you mean, what’s my situation?” said Chiyo. “I’m fine. Ain’t no fucking devils getting past this workshop’s defenses.”

“But that’s my point,” said Anaya. “You reacted instantly to Master flying through your window, even though you couldn’t possibly have expected it. You had a security system primed to activate with a single button press, and a deadly spellgun within arm’s reach. That’s not how anyone acts when they feel safe and secure. Plus, you said something when Master came in: you said that Mordecai was trying to get your opal.”

“Yeah, I said that,” said Chiyo. “So what?”

“So, it seems to me that we all have problems,” said Anaya. “So maybe we could all help each other out.”

“You weren’t that surprised when I told you that devils were running amok outside,” I said. “Fairburn has been going to shit for a while now, hasn’t it? Ever since the fucking Cydonia Trading Company got their hooks in, I bet.”

“You got beef with the CTC?” said Chiyo.

“Around three years ago, I joined one of their cruise ships as crew. I was supposed to earn passage to Xembala to study at the Prima Arcanis. But they stole my passport, paid me a fraction of what they promised, and saddled me with so much debt that I’d never pay it off.”

“Izzat right?” said Chiyo, peering at me thoughtfully. “So how the hell didja get out, then?”

“My ship used time stasis boxes for long-term food storage,” I said. “I secretly converted a couple of them into escape craft.”

“What? That’s…” Chiyo paused to think it over. “That’s actually clever. Plenty of power, and the time stop effect prevents you from running out of air. It would have to use automated steering, which would be fine, because you’d be safe, even in a crash. But… wait, those things are huge. How the fuck did you get them out of the ship’s hold?”

“I used explosives to create precise breaches in the containment rings of the ship’s captive air elementals,” I said. “Then I used the channels the escaped elementals blasted through the hull as exit routes for the stasis boxes.”

“You… Holy fucking shit, dude! Are you nuts?” said Chiyo. “If you’d been even a little bit off with your calculations, those elementals could’ve cracked the arcane keel and sunk the whole damned ship.”

“Good thing I wasn’t off, then,” I said. “It was a calculated risk, but I was desperate. If I hadn’t done something, I would’ve stayed trapped on that ship and died in poverty. Escape was my only option.”

“Dammmn, dude, you got some stones on you, I’ll give you that,” said Chiyo. “That why you wear such poofy pants, huh? To contain that giant swinging nutsack?”

“Uhh…” I said, the truth field preventing me from saying something clever. I could tell I was being complimented, though it conjured an odd and unpleasant image in my mind. Did women think big nuts were sexy? I wouldn’t have thought so.

Though I did appreciate how quickly she’d grasped my explanation of how I’d escaped. Two sentences and she got everything. It was really refreshing. I still wasn’t sure that Bondi truly understood my escape method, though I’d told her my story multiple times.

“Oh, Master is quite well-equipped,” said Anaya. “Though, truthfully, he shines more in the application of what he has, rather than any particular endowment.”

“That right?” said Chiyo. “Well, I’m just surprised he’s standing here. Dude, you wrecked a CTC cruise ship, and they just let you walk away from that?”

“I escaped with a bunch of people, other Indentured, to make it harder to tell who was responsible,” I said. “But actually, I lucked out. Our ship was attacked by space pirates, so I sprung my plan a little early, to use the raid as cover.”

“I get it,” said Chiyo. “The insurance investigator sees the holes, the missing boxes, and the missing people, then just checks it all off as lost in a pirate raid. Makes more sense than the truth, anyway.”

“A disaster is an excellent time for people and things to go missing,” said Anaya. “Like, my soul gem, and perhaps… you and your opal?”

“Hmmm…” said Chiyo. “Well, I dunno about⁠—”

“I think we should do it,” came a new voice, and I nearly jumped out of my skin as the white-haired dramaton sat up on the workbench and turned to face us, her demeanor cool and calm. “It seems unlikely we’ll ever get another opportunity like this again. Plus, you’ve been saying that you’re sick of it here. Plus again, these people seem nice.”

“Opal, I told you to lay low and let me handle this,” said Chiyo, a look of panic crossing her face.

“Well, I have been, but there’s a limit, isn’t there?” said Opal. “And this discussion affects me, too. So I think it’s time for me to join in.” The gorgeous dramaton turned to regard us with a sort of muted friendliness. “Hello, Zain and Anaya. Pleased to make your acquaintance. My name is Opal, and I’m afraid that I’m the source of my maker’s troubles.”


Chapter 9
Scientific Sampling


“No, you are most definitely not the source of my fucking problems,” said Chiyo, a pained look on her face. “It’s all that Mordecai being a greedy, creepy fucker. And thinking he can just violate my contract. I’d have reported him to my guild for that, if he hadn’t cut off communications. Asshole.”

“Tell us more,” said Anaya. “What terms is he violating?”

“I had it put in my contract,” said Chiyo, “That as long as I complete my official Fairburn tasks on time, I can use the facilities to work on my own personal projects, and retain ownership of whatever I create, so long as I pay for the materials. Opal is the culmination of all my research and experiments. She’s my masterpiece.”

“And I am most grateful for haven been given life, even though circumstances leave us confined,” said Opal, with a slight smile and nod, and I took the opportunity to give her a more thorough looking over.

She was about an inch shorter than me, with a lean, athletic build, though her hips were wide and her thighs were quite thick, while still maintaining the overall sleek lines of her body. Her breasts were larger than you’d expect from her body type, their nicely rounded mass spilling out the sides of her black leotard, the two front panels of which attached to a brass torc around her throat, leaving her upper back and shoulders bare. Instead of ears, she had small domes of polished black steel, with brass accents and various vanes and antennae protruding from them.

She had more brass bangles at various points in her body: around her arms, just above her biceps, around her wrists, around her thighs, just below her knees, and around her ankles. Plus there were further brass accents at other points in her body. There was one acting as a headband, two more that traced the line of her clavicles, two that ran along her ribcage, right beneath her breasts, and two that accentuated the highest points of her hip bones. A closer look at all this “jewelry” revealed deep indentations running through the centers of most of them, and I realized that these were actually rails embedded in her body, likely used for mounting attachments. In fact, her leotard was two pieces, with both the top and bottom fabric pieces hooked into the rails at her rib cage.

In short, she was the most advanced dramaton I’d ever seen, from both an artistic and an engineering standpoint. I could only dream of one day building a creation as impressive as this. I was getting more impressed with Chiyo’s skill every second.

“You say you’re confined?” said Anaya. “That sounds terrible.”

“Well, it’s not so much that we can’t leave,” said Opal. “It’s more like Chiyo’s scared to leave.”

“I’m not scared,” said Chiyo. “I just didn’t think it was safe. Mordecai’s got his coin-crazy cultist weirdos staking us out, and the rest of Pantanoro’s in his pocket. I haven’t figured out a way to get offworld without one of his cronies detaining us over some bullshit, and then we’d be fucked.”

“Wait, maybe back up a bit,” I said. “What the hell has been going on here? How have things gotten this messed-up?”

“All started when Mordecai arrived with his CTC bullshit, like you guessed,” said Chiyo. “Coming in talking big about how he was going to eliminate waste, boost our profits, yadda, yadda. So, of course, what that shit really means is that we started cutting corners. Layoffs, reduced salaries, reduced maintenance, trying to run this place understaffed. It sucks. Fairburn is supposed to mean quality. That means you don’t cheap out on that stuff.

“Anyway, a bunch of folks got pissed off—to the point where they tried to unionize, and old Mordecai lost his shit. Brought in all these Gorgorroz cultists as scabs, and had one of the other dramaton workshops start mass-producing servitor models. And they pestered me to show them how to install diabolic antennae on the lot of them.”

“What?” I said. “What was the point of that?”

“Boosts their power and intelligence somewhat,” said Chiyo. “Not enough to be the equal of a real person, but it gets them closer. Kinda. If you don’t mind them occasionally acting possessed, spewing out devil-speech, and traumatizing nearby kids. But that only happens maybe three percent of the time, so who cares, right? Fuck them kids.”

Her sarcasm was obvious, so I didn’t press that point. “So the park employees tried to unionize?” I said. “It sounds like you didn’t join?”

“I’m already in a trade guild,” she said. “Goblin Tinkers Three-Five-One. Haven’t been able to lodge a complaint with them for the past month. There’s an arcane jamming field covering the entire park. Haven’t heard anything from the union folks in a month, either. That’s when Mordecai started getting really creepy and insistent about Opal.

“Anyway, I switched on my defenses and hunkered down. I think he thought he’d be able to starve me out, but sorry, asshole: Create Food and Water is a really basic spell, and an incinerator toilet is super-easy to make. I can stay here forever.”

“If you switched your defenses on a month ago, that must mean you’d been prepping them beforehand,” I said.

“Chairman Mordecai has been creepy since he got here,” said Opal. “I remember the first thing he did when seeing Chiyo’s work was asking if the Jinny and Princess Yumia dolls could be programmed for sex, and made to feel pleasure and pain.”

I blinked at that. “Can they?”

“Of course they can,” said Chiyo. “Though I only programmed them to simulate pleasure and pain responses, not feel them for real. Good thing, because that pervert kept breaking them, and bringing them back for me to fix. Cutting costs, my ass! You know how expensive all that was?”

“I felt a bit bad for them,” said Opal. “Even though I knew they didn’t actually suffer, it was still disturbing to see the state they were in when they came back.”

“What the…” I started to ask a question and realized I didn’t want to know the answer. I’d seen enough of Chiyo to know that she didn’t do shoddy work, so there was no way one of her dramatons would break from normal use, or even rough use. Which meant this Mordecai was doing something awful and deliberate to them. Something that would require the use of tools.

“Anyway,” said Chiyo. “Mordecai’s developed a fixation with Opal. Keeps trying to claim she’s Fairburn property, even though my contract says she’s not. He tried overloading me with bullshit tasks, and saying I was in breach of contract when I didn’t finish them all on time, so hand Opal over. But no way am I letting that creepo pervert lay his hands on her. No fucking way.”

“Well, maybe we can help,” I said. “We’ve got a ship, and Anaya can create teleportation portals at will, with a five-hundred foot range. Once we’ve recovered her gem and destroyed any tracking traces, we can chain-teleport out to some bit of remote wilderness and have our ship pick us up. You’re more than welcome to come along.”

“You mean, go on the run?” said Chiyo, regarding me suspiciously. “I don’t know about that, dude.”

“I think we should do it,” said Opal. “I like them. Especially Zain. He’s said so many nice things about you, how you’re smart and sexy and all. Honestly, you’ve been rather rude about it, Chiyo.”

“Pfft,” said Chiyo. “He’s just saying that shit to get into my pants.”

“But isn’t he compelled to tell the truth?” said Opal. “Plus, is that last bit a problem? He’s much cuter than Mordecai. You don’t want him in your pants?”

“Of course I want hhh….” said Chiyo, who froze mid-sentence, and made several strangled noises, accompanied by the facial expressions of someone who was desperate to contain a sneeze, before jabbing frantically at a box at her hip. “Off! Off! Truth field off! Because… it wasn’t working!Malfunctioning, the whole time.”

Opal furrowed her brows, just a bit. “But it didn’t feel like it was….”

“It was!” said Chiyo. “I’m the expert here. Malfunctioning truth field.”

But of course, she was now lying, and I had felt the difference. Because, before Chiyo had deactivated it, I’d attempted to deny that I was trying to get into her pants, only to get shut down. Because the truth was, while Opal was sexy as hell, I really, really wanted Chiyo, very badly. Maybe it was the novelty—that she was the most different from my current coterie of lovers, but whatever the reason was, my desire for her was greater than any woman since I’d first met Soraya.

Well, good news, Master, thought Anaya. Because you’ve mostly seduced her already. Just have to reel her in at this point.

I’d done what?

Well, let’s see, you’ve complimented her beauty, said she was sexy, and generously praised her work, thus implying that she’s smart and capable. These are all tried and true methods of convincing a woman to hop into bed with you, Master. Plus, you’ve had a truth field vouching for your sincerity. But the tipping point was when you told her about unleashing those elementals.

Wait, that was what put me over? For real?

Smart women don’t like jerks, Master, thought Anaya. But if all you are is nice, then that’s no good, either. Doormats aren’t sexy. A little illegal demolition makes you dangerous enough to be interesting.

All right. So, how do I reel her in, then?

Don’t rush and don’t try to force it, Master. As I’ve said before, you’re at your best when you get out of your own way. But, if an opportunity does present itself, go ahead and take it. Remember, you’ve got this. So, be confident.

Right. Okay. That advice felt like it fit a lot better now than it had even a few months ago, when I’d been trying to woo Bondi.

Oh, shit. Bondi. I knew the Amazons didn’t care if I went after other women. In fact, they took pride in it. The more pussy I got, the more I proved my worth and status as a prime Stud. But Bondi wouldn’t like it if I fucked someone new without getting her permission first. Actually, that might seriously hurt her, and the last thing I wanted was to⁠—

Soraya has already spoken to Bondi, thought Anaya. Don’t worry, Master. You’re free and clear.

Eh? Really? Well, if Soraya said it was okay, then it had to be okay. I guessed I shouldn’t have been surprised. That was classic Soraya—anticipating my needs before I’ve even stated them, leaving me free to focus purely on the task at hand.

I turned back to the two women to find them bickering with each other.

“Take it from me, Opal,” said Chiyo. “The world is a rotten place, and you have to be careful. Just because a guy is cute and seems nice, doesn’t mean he actually is. So you can’t let yourself be an open book. You’ll just get used and abandoned. You have to keep them guessing, see? Use your feminine wiles. Keep an air of mystery about you. Never let them be sure of where they stand with you.”

“Oh, really?” said Opal. “Is that what you’ve been doing with Zain, then?”

“Yes, exactly. I mean NO!” said Chiyo, wincing, then relaxing when the truth field didn’t correct her. “I mean, no. I’m just… just maintaining appropriate caution with a total stranger.”

“Very well,” said Opal, leveling a cool gaze my way. “Then I have something to tell you, Mr. Zain.”

“Just ‘Zain’ is fine,” I said. “What is it?”

“Well, Zain,” she said, “I just wanted to let you know, that I might think that you’re the tastiest snack I’ve ever met, or…” she continued, her face dead serious as she raised one eyebrow. “…I might not think that.”

“Dang,” I said, trying to match her mood. “You just totally bamboozled me with those feminine wiles of yours. I can barely tell if I’m coming or going.”

“Did you see that, Chiyo?” said Opal, the corners of her mouth twitching upwards as she turned to address her creator, who had her face buried in her hands. “I tried what you said, and it worked perfectly.”

“Opal,” groaned Chiyo. “The truth field’s off. He can lie now.”

“Eh?” she said turning back to me, looking mildly peeved. “Zain, did you just lie to me?”

“Sorry,” I said. “I wanted to be encouraging.”

“Well, shoot,” she said, frowning. “That just makes everything more confusing. Chiyo, could you turn the truth field back on? I think I like that better.”

“No, the truth field is NOT going back on, I… rrrghh!” growled Chiyo, though I was distracted by a sudden revelation.

“I just realized this, but that whole conversation with Opal really felt convincing,” I said. “Her language inscriptions must be incredibly advanced.”

“Pfft. You don’t know the half of it, buster,” said Chiyo. “It felt convincing because it was a real conversation. Opal’s not an automaton. She’s an android. She can actually think for herself.”

“Whoa, are you serious?” I said, looking from Opal to Chiyo, and back again. “You’re not jerking me around, are you?”

“What’s all this?” said Anaya. “There’s some distinction I’m not getting.”

“Some automatons can appear to have conversations,” I said. “But it’s an illusion. They’re like elaborately-trained parrots, matching spoken inputs to randomly-generated sentences. They don’t really understand what they’re saying.”

“No, parrots are smarter than most automatons,” said Chiyo. “But Opal’s nothing like them. She’s a person, just as smart as any of us, if not smarter.”

“Which, if true,” I said. “Makes you the most brilliant artificial intelligence researcher in all of Shattered Zemyah. And not by a little.”

“If true?” said Chiyo, leveling a glare at me. “You think I’m making shit up, lover boy?”

“Well, you did just admit that you’d lie to people to keep them off balance,” I said.

“I don’t do that about my work, ever,” said Chiyo.

“Yes, why don’t we show him?” said Opal. “Show him my magical brain.”

“Eh?” said Chiyo. “You sure? You don’t⁠—”

“I want to,” said Opal. “I want to show off the amazing brain that you created. And I want Zain to understand that I’m really a person.”

Opal sat down on a chair, while Chiyo knelt on top of a nearby table. I thought about protesting that none of this was necessary, but my curiosity overrode my politeness.

If this was real, it was an historic advance in artificing, and I wanted to see it. Chiyo muttered an incantation under her breath and touched the front of the brass band running horizontally across Opal’s forehead, revealing a hidden seam. The crown of Opal’s skull came open like a lid, hinged at the back. Chiyo lifted it up gingerly, carefully brushing Opal’s long, white hair away from the opening. As she did I noted that, while the front of Opal’s headband was fused to her forehead, the sides weren’t, and acted as a regular hairband. This angle also gave me a good look at the construction of Opal’s skull, revealing the layer of artificial skin, followed by a thick layer of silver metal, probably mithril, and what lay within was the most surprising thing of all.

It didn’t look like any conventional automaton brain that I’d ever seen before. There were no gears or coils of inscription. Instead I got the impression of a dense coral reef, all the more because it was submerged in liquid. I reached in to touch it, then stopped and looked at Chiyo. She nodded at me, and I pressed my finger to the water’s surface, only to meet a surprising amount of resistance.

It was some kind of clear gel, nearly solid, but with a bit of give to it. I peered into its depths to get a better sense of what I was looking at. All the tendrils spiraling around each other looked organic, but I realized they were actually filaments of gold and silver metal twining around rainbows of variously-sized gemstones.

I turned to stare at Chiyo, who smirked at me, reached under my jaw, and pushed my mouth closed. I hadn’t realized it was open. Then she handed me her magnifying loupe. I held it up to my eye and peered back down. With the enhanced magnification I realized the structures were even more complex, with smaller and smaller filaments and crystals spiraling ever inward, beyond even the capacity of the loupe to show me.

“How…” I stuttered. “How do you even build something like this? All that microscopic detail….”

“I didn’t exactly build it,” said Chiyo. “I crafted a core, and then subjected it to a magical algorithm that causes fractal expansion. Something like this… it’s less like fabricating a clock and more like planting a seed. Like, you can use cross-pollination and hybridization to determine a lot about the plant you get, but you don’t know exactly how it’s going to turn out when it grows. There was a ton of trial and error, and a lot of the early prototypes weren’t stable or coherent. One scared me so bad I nearly quit the whole enterprise. But you know what gave me the actual breakthrough? You know what that was?”

“What?” I said.

“Fucking philosophy,” she said, shaking her head. “Like, I always figured that shit was a bunch of rich old humans and elves sitting around all day smelling their own farts, but I was desperate. And, some of it really was nonsense, but there were a few guys who really drilled down into ideas about, like, what’s the difference between a person and an animal? What is a ‘mind,’ really? Some of that stuff—it was enough to steer me in a good direction, and before I knew it, I had Opal.”

“That’s… wow,” I said, finding myself lost in the swirling, sparking patterns of Opal’s brain, before finally peeling myself away. “Okay, I’m convinced. There’s no way anyone would go to these lengths for a hoax. Opal is a real person.”

“Yay,” said Opal, flashing a restrained thumbs-up as Chiyo sealed the lid on her skull and brushed her hair back beneath the brass headband, while I leaned back against the table, as I felt the cosmos spin around me.

Chiyo… was a much better artificer than I was. In fact, she was probably better than I’d ever be, even if I spent the rest of my life studying. She was a true, world-beating genius. Was there even any point in going to the Prima Arcanis after I’d freed Soraya? I could never match what Chiyo had already done here, in a theme park workshop, of all places.

Most people don’t get to be the best in the world at what they do, Master, thought Anaya. They can still make the world a better place. Plus, you’ve had no real magical education, and you’ve accomplished a lot just from being self-taught. I wouldn’t assume Chiyo is completely out of your league before you’ve had the chance to take one actual artificing lesson.

Ugh—she was right, like always. But it also made me realize something.

“You,” I said, pointing at Chiyo. “What the fuck are you even doing here? Why is someone with your skills toiling away at an amusement park, squeezing your projects out in your fucking spare time, when you should be heading a team in the top research laboratory of the Prima Arcanis?”

“Pfft, yeah right,” said Chiyo. “Because that’s how it would work, right? Quincy Killroy’s fucking buddies would just let a goblin run things. They totally wouldn’t steal my research, take all the credit for themselves, and send me packing. No fucking thank you.”

I frowned at that. I didn’t care for how cynical she was being about the most prestigious magical academy in all of Shattered Zemyah, and my childhood dream. Surely, it couldn’t be that bad. But I knew she wouldn’t count my opinion for much, especially since I hadn’t even known about High Arcanist Killroy’s less-savory views. So I kept my mouth shut as she continued talking.

“But Fairburn’s always done right by goblins,” she said.” Or at least, they did. You know those original, vintage dramatons? Of Barnaby Leprechaun, Madigan the Pixie, and their whole gang? That’s the work of Gnarl Grizzlegob, my great-uncle on my mom’s side.”

“Oh?” I said. “Did he teach you how to be an artificer?”

“Nah, I never met ‘im,” said Chiyo. “Mom said he was actually a huge prick. But it meant that I knew I could get fair treatment at Fairburn. Until the CTC came and fucked it all up.”

“And the situation has deteriorated even further, with Mordecai Richter’s obsession with me,” said Opal. “Sometimes I wonder if it was a mistake to put my brain in this body. I’m certain that he wouldn’t have become so fixated on me if you hadn’t made me this sexy.”

“Oh, that’s not it,” grumbled Chiyo. “I offered to make a physical copy of you with an ero-dramaton brain inside, and he said no.”

Huh. That was a reasonable compromise, so the fact that Mordecai didn’t take it had disturbing implications. Either he wanted a torture toy that didn’t fake her responses, or he was seeking to punish Chiyo for saying “no” to him. Soraya and I had experience with that brand of vindictive elite, in the form of Duchess Jacktooth Carline. So I could relate.

“That’s true,” said Opal. “But my point is, if you’d put me in a plainer, utilitarian housing, I don’t think his obsession would’ve manifested in the first place.”

“You’re probably right,” I said, “but I think I understand why Chiyo did what she did. Because she’s not just an artificer, she’s an artist. And you’re supposed to be her masterpiece. And, if you’ve got the ability to craft something like this, something so exquisite and beautiful,” and here I gestured to Opal’s entire form, “putting you in a plain box would be unthinkable. Creating anything less than your best would be a crime.”

“I see. That’s a good point,” said Opal, favoring Chiyo with a slight smile. “And truthfully, I do love the body my creator gave me. I’m glad that you appreciate it, too. Oh, I don’t think you’ve gotten a good look at my back yet. Let me show you.”

Opal gathered up her long, white hair and pulled it atop her head, then stood up and performed a slow twirl, right in front of me. Her back was very nice. With her hair out of the way, I could see that her brass-plated spine was exposed from the base of her skull through her upper back, and her shoulder blades had brass accents as well. That might sound a bit grotesque, but on Opal it simply acted like additional ornamentation.

Opal’s lat muscles weren’t as large as Delara’s or Mina’s, but they were defined enough to add emphasis to her hourglass figure. Her lower back was covered by her leotard, the stretchy black material tapering into a triangle covering her sacrum, then into a thong that disappeared between her generous, perfectly-sculpted ass cheeks. I was already a connoisseur of fantastic butts, and Opal’s was top-tier, no question about it.

“Absolutely sublime,” I said to Opal as she sat back down on the edge of the workbench, and then to Chiyo, who was now glowering at me. “Amazing, flawless workmanship. I’m a big fan.”

“Yeah, sure, buddy,” said Chiyo. “Because it was totally the workmanship you were leering at.”

“No, I’m serious,” I said. “It’s the workmanship that makes the sex appeal possible. Like, the way you’ve hidden the seams.”

I walked over and pointed at Opal’s bare shoulder. “It would’ve been a lot easier to use the brass accents here, at the connection point of the ball socket. But instead you put the seam all the way down here,” I said, tapping at the brass ring right above Opal’s bicep. “And you did that to show that you could make the shoulders look completely natural, right?”

Chiyo nodded and stared at me, with an expression I couldn’t interpret, while Opal nodded as well.

“It doesn’t just look real,” said Opal. “It feels real, too. Or, so Chiyo says. Test for yourself.”

“Sure,” I said, and stroked my fingers along Opal’s shoulder. The artificial skin did feel astonishingly convincing. I peered closer and couldn’t see any seams at all, even around the exposed brass clavicles. “You do feel real. Hey, does the skin attach to the clavicles, or is it just one unbroken layer tucked underneath?”

“Figure it out yourself,” grumbled Chiyo, as I gently prodded Opal to raise her arm at multiple angles, to view how the flesh reacted to the motion of the arm.

“This is really exquisite work,” I said, admiring how the line of Opal’s artificial pectoral changed shape as her arm moved, and I couldn’t help noticing the delightful way it intersected and joined with the line that trailed into the exposed side of her full breasts. “The only thing missing is any hair or stubble, but that’s not a bad thing.”

I swiped a finger into the hollow of Opal’s armpit, and she rewarded me with a surprisingly cute giggle.

“Oh, you have sensitivity there, as well,” I said, continuing my assault. Opal twitched, wriggled, and made some more interesting noises, but she didn’t lower her arm or pull away.

“Opal can experience both pleasure and pain,” said Chiyo. “But the pain part has a threshold where it’ll shut off it goes too high to be useful. She’ll still get diagnostics and emergency warnings from her body, like: ‘Hey, you’re on fire. Put yourself out right now.’”

“Nice,” I said, noticing a pleasant jiggle of Opal’s chest as she giggled again. “Oh, and it looks like she breathes as well. Is that just for verisimilitude, or does it have an actual function?”

“Mostly for realism,” said Chiyo, “But it does help to regulate heat. There are more hidden vents along the exposed brass.”

“Interesting,” I said. “Opal, mind if I take a look at your hip joints?”

“Oh, please do,” she said, as she scooted her butt to the edge of the table and spread her legs for me. I crouched down to examine her closely. The crotch of her black leotard was just high enough to expose the brass accents on her hipbones, so I traced the line that separated her thigh from her lower belly, eliciting some more interesting noises from her, along with a series of short, simulated breaths.

“You alright?” I asked.

“Oh, yes,” she said. “You just stimulated quite a few of my erogenous zones just then.”

I paused for the briefest of seconds, but so far, Opal had been nothing if not forthright, and if she’d wanted me to stop, she would’ve said those words. So I continued my inspection, prodding, kneading and stroking at the expanses of pale skin between the black fabric of her leotard and the brass rails encircling both of her thick, sexy thighs. The artificial muscles felt totally convincing as they flexed and relaxed beneath my touch, as I nudged her legs through their range of motion. Opal responded by shifting her weight to the butt cheek opposite to the leg being tested, in some cases lowering her base foot to the floor, standing briefly to raise the opposing leg as high as she could.

Opal occasionally rested her hands on my shoulders during some of these maneuvers, but very little of her weight transferred to me. She had excellent balance and flexibility, and my standards for this were quite high, for Soraya, Mina, and Delara were all dancers and gymnasts. Actually, that reminded me of something.

“Opal, it looked like your skull is made of mithril,” I said. “How about the rest of your skeleton? Also mithril?”

“That’s right,” said Opal. “It gives me strength without putting my overall weight too far above a normal human’s.”

“How much do you—” I started to say, then changed my mind. “Actually, let me just test it myself.”

I reached down with both hands to palm both of Opal’s luscious bare ass cheeks, squeezing just a bit as I picked her up off the bench. Opal let out a delightful squeal and I felt light pressure from her thighs against my waist as she briefly wrapped her legs around me. She was a bit heavier than Delara, but not by a lot.

“Oh my, you did that easily,” said Opal, looking down at me. “You’re much stronger than you look.”

Delara’s calisthenic torture sessions hadn’t let up since we’d left Zargedon, and I could now do multiple handstand push-ups without using a wall. Though I hadn’t gotten to the point where I looked forward to these workouts, they did pay off nicely when you had one or more sexy women to pick up and toss around.

I gently returned Opal back to her place on the worktable, and as I did, I noticed a cool sensation on the front of my robes. I looked down to see a damp spot right below my chest, and then over to Opal. The crotch of her leotard had turned a darker shade of black, and I saw moisture glistening on the insides of her thighs.

I wasn’t going to say anything, but Opal had other ideas.

“Self-lubrication,” she said. “In response to sexual excitement. Obviously I can’t get pregnant or have babies. But my reproductive organs are fully functional in every other respect. Though, for a while, I thought they’d never see any use at all. I had to practically beg Chiyo to make love to me.”

I looked over to the goblin and raised an eyebrow as her green face went beet red. So, it really was like that, eh? I’d wondered at the fact that all the dolls in here were beautiful women. It was Chiyo’s specialty for a reason. Opal, in particular, was not just some ethereal beauty. Her body had been crafted to radiate sensuality, by a craftsperson for whom that was a primary interest.

“Yeah, well,” mumbled Chiyo. “I had to make sure. That your brain wasn’t malfunctioning or something. And had completed development, and, uhh….”

“I’m quite certain it was fully developed when you installed it,” said Opal, a slight stern tone coloring her voice. “You gave me the capacity to feel desire, and the will to make decisions for myself, only to disregard that will when I decided that I wanted you.”

“Opal,” said Chiyo, in a cross between a growl and a whine. “Do we have to revisit this now?”

“Oh, don’t be embarrassed,” said Anaya, smiling brightly. “Master was much the same way when we first met. So shy. I had to practically pounce on him to get anywhere, and even then, I still had to make a logical argument to seal the deal. I wonder if it’s simply the nature of artificers to be like this.”

“That does make sense,” said Opal. “But speaking of which, Zain—you’ve examined my shoulders and hips, but I think the most complex modeling is around my face. Also, as you said, it’s supposed to be the most difficult part to get right.”

“That’s true,” I said, reaching up to stroke her white hair clear of her cheeks, then resting my palms atop them. As I did, the metal half-domes at the side of her head disappeared, un-summoned, most likely, to reveal perfectly-formed human ears.

“Try making some faces,” I said. “Be mad. Now afraid. Now happy. Surprised.” I continued to rattle off different scenarios as I felt her skin change shape beneath my fingers. Still felt perfectly real, and I didn’t see anything odd or uncanny about any of the expressions she made. They weren’t perfectly convincing, because none of them quite reached her eyes, which radiated cool detachment. I wasn’t sure if this counted as a flaw or not. She wasn’t actually experiencing any of the emotions I called out, so the fact that they felt feigned might actually be her system working as intended.

I paused, having run out of emotions I could think of, when Anaya said. “Okay, now do ‘horny.’”

This time Opal’s eyes really did join in on the act, as they practically smoldered at me. Opal’s chest heaved as she drew in a deep breath, as her luscious lips parted. A perfect row of white teeth tugged at her lower lip, and the tip of her tongue darted out to moisten both upper and lower lips. Interesting. Did Opal’s lips actually dry out, or was this more simulation?

I brushed my thumb over those full lips and they opened further, Opal’s eyes closing as she captured my thumb in her mouth and began to suck. Oh, her tongue felt real, too. And pretty damned hot. I felt my own reproductive organ reacting to the sexual excitement and start leaking lubricant, though my baggy pants probably hid my arousal better than her leotard did.

I pulled my thumb out of her mouth, but the motion allowed her to seize and swallow both my index and middle finger. I felt her teeth clamp down on both digits, with just enough pressure to hold them in place while her tongue danced and swirled around them. Perfect sensitivity and precision in the mouth, then.

Opal captivated me as she moaned and sucked on my fingers for another minute or so, before finally releasing me.

“Well, now,” I managed to say. “That’s a realistic tongue all right. And a fairly skilled one.”

“You should check it for flavor,” said Opal. “I’m told that taste is an important aspect of human skin, but you haven’t tested me in that regard at all.”

“Excellent point,” I said, as I leaned in for a kiss. Our lips met, and I got to fully appreciate just how juicy and full hers were. Her tongue was quite deft and active as she tasted me in turn. She didn’t feel like an amateur at this, but I supposed she’d have plenty of practice with Chiyo.

Wait, Chiyo! Chiyo was supposed to be my main goal here. But I’d just gone with the flow and ended up putting the moves on the wrong girl.

You putting the moves on her, Master? came Anaya’s amused voice in my head. Is that what you think has been happening here?

Eh? Well, I supposed Opal had been feeding me opportunities⁠—

That’s putting it mildly, Master. I have to give her credit, though—she’s figured out how to deal with artificers. Subtlety is wasted on you, so go straight for the jugular.

Well, it wasn’t my jugular she was going for now. She’d levered her hips forward on the bench and was grinding them into mine. I’d reflexively dropped my hands down to grip her bare ass cheeks, each squeeze eliciting a moan of pleasure, that I would immediately swallow. Well, this was sufficient for a taste test, wasn’t it?

I managed to pry Opal off my face, with some difficulty. As she pulled free, I noticed a flush to her cheeks as her chest heaved from her increased simulated breathing—more evidence of Chiyo’s painstaking attention to detail.

“So, how do I taste?” asked Opal. “Am I just like an organic person?”

“You’re delicious,” I said, “Although… there might have been a subtle hint of rubber in there, but then again, I might be imagining things. Like, if we’re seriously doing comparisons, we really should have a control group.”

“Well, Chiyo’s organic,” said Opal. “She could serve as a control. Won’t you, Chiyo?”

I stared at Opal, a profound sense of gratitude flooding through me. She’d been getting me all worked up with her hotness, that I hadn’t noticed what a wonderful person she was. I turned to Chiyo, who was goggling at us, mouth open, before she rallied and sputtered a response.

“Wait, what about her?” said Chiyo, pointing at Anaya. “You can’t use her for a control?”

“Well, we could do that,” I said. “Though Anaya’s body technically isn’t organic, either. It’s a magical conjuration. Still, it would be best to just try it with everyone. The larger the sample size, the better the results.”

“That’s an excellent point, Zain,” said Opal, nodding solemnly. “We need to make this test as accurate as possible.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Opal,” groaned Chiyo, running her face through her hands.

“Chiyo, won’t you help us out, pleeeaase?” said Opal, her expression turning into a full-on pout. “It’s for science.”

“But… you, I… rrrrrgh! Oh, fuck it, FINE!” said Chiyo. “We’ll do your stupid little test. That make you happy?”

“Oh, yes, Chiyo,” said Opal, turning around and hooking her legs around me. “I’ll start this round of tests, then Anaya goes next, and then Chiyo goes last.”

Before I could say anything, Opal pulled me into another embrace, this one just as nice as the first. I kept my hands up to tangle in her long, silky white hair. I wasn’t sure how seriously I should take any of this “testing” business, but for now I should probably try to focus my attention on my partners’ lips and tongues, and leave their asses out of it, no matter how much fun they were to grab. But Opal had no qualms about pressing her curvaceous figure into me, so I had that sensation accompanying her active and enthusiastic kissing, and I remained thoroughly engaged with her until she broke it off and nudged me over to Anaya.

Well, a make-out session with my genie was always welcome, though, as I leaned in and began kissing her, I noticed that her enthusiasm and responsiveness was much higher than normal. She usually wasn’t quite so noisy. Not a bad thing at all, but… wait, was she doing that on purpose? To make me look good for our audience?

Well, this is quite an erotic scenario that Opal has dragged us into, thought Anaya. No exaggeration is needed. Now, taste me more, Master! Sample my flesh and assess its quality!

Well, she certainly knew how to work me up. I pulled myself away from her with difficulty, and only because I knew what I had waiting for me. I turned to find Chiyo kneeling on the workbench next to Opal, arms crossed and glaring fire at me.

“Well, aren’t we having fun?” she said, and then bared her teeth, exposing rows of jagged points. “You sure you want to ruin it by kissing this, eh? Maybe I might get excited and chomp off that tongue of yours.”

“Worth the risk,” I said, and leaned in. I felt her tense up for a second, then both of her hands shot forward, seizing hanks of my hair as she pulled me into her. Behind her mouth I felt the floodgates open, and all of her pent-up frustration, anxiety, desire, fear, and lust poured into me through her kiss, and I felt my own passion rise to match her energy. Her arms wrapped around my neck in a chokehold, and her legs were just long enough to encircle my waist, which they did, as she transferred all her weight to me, clinging to me like a barnacle.

I staggered about the workshop, even though Chiyo wasn’t heavy. The fury of her assault was something new to me. Even when Delara was in full orcish heat, she was more controlled than this. Chiyo was a tiny frenzy of lust, and keeping up with her was both exhilarating and a bit terrifying, but I rallied, hooking one arm around her waist while grabbing her butt with the other. Her ass was incredibly soft, even with the thick denim of her overall shorts acting as a barrier.

She let out a moan as I squeezed, and the desperate intensity of her kisses began to taper off slightly. I couldn’t even guess at how long we continued on in our clinch, but I can tell you that it did end eventually. I deposited Chiyo back on the workbench, only for her legs to buckle, and she fell on her butt, staring up at me with an expression I couldn’t interpret.

“Yes, very good,” said Opal. “Now for the next round of examinations.”

I turned to see Opal unhooking the top straps of her leotard from her brass neck torc and letting them fall free to reveal the soft, pale teardrops of her beautiful, full breasts.

Opal crossed her arms right beneath her tits, so some of their weight rested on her forearms, and leaned forward slightly, framing her lovely assets like a painting.

“You need to test the quality of my breasts now,” said Opal. “I want you to check their weight, softness, consistency, sensitivity, and taste.”

I was still in a bit of a daze, so I didn’t even realize that Opal hadn’t bothered to ask for my assessment of everyone’s lips. That kiss with Chiyo had been… fucking wow.

I noticed a stinging sensation on my tongue and tasted blood. I must’ve cut myself on her teeth after all. Not badly, though, and a tingle of healing magic from Anaya solved that problem instantly. But, before I could process my thoughts any further, Opal had already yanked my face into her cleavage, banishing all introspection from my brain.

I simply allowed the magnificence of Opal’s décolletage to encompass the entirety of my thoughts and attention. I palmed at both of her lovely mounds, feeling the flesh overflow between my fingers while I brushed my cheeks and lips through the wonderful valley of their intersection.

“How… ahhh… how am I?” asked Opal.

“Magnificent,” I said. “Easily some of the finest breasts I’ve sampled. Just the right balance of soft and firm, and the proportions are perfect. Excellent in both design and execution” I said, throwing some praise Chiyo’s way. “I just need to do one final sensitivity test, right here.”

Then I was unable to say anything, because I had my tongue swirling around one of Opal’s areola, while teasing at her other hardened nipple with my thumb. She passed her sensitivity test with flying colors, as I transitioned from teasing her to sucking on her magnificent tits, her normally reserved demeanor breaking as she gasped and moaned at my attention. Her heavy breathing was extremely noticeable from my close-up position on her chest, and I reveled in my ability to elicit beautiful, erotic music from Opal’s sexy mouth.

“Well, you’ve certainly demonstrated your sensitivity quite well,” I said, reluctantly pulling away from my feast. “Now, to compare with the control.”

I turned to Anaya, who artfully thrust her chest forward, with a delightful little shimmy of her shoulders that jingled the coins on her brief, silken top. I grabbed the fabric and yanked, the solid illusions of her clothing dissipating into nothing as I did. Then I plunged my face into her enormous, naked breasts, to enjoy as I pleased.

Of course, I was intimately familiar with every inch of Anaya’s soft flesh, so the experience lacked the excitement of caressing a new woman for the first time. Still, the immediate comparison revealed just how wonderful my genie’s generous endowments were, and just how fortunate I was to have her on a regular basis.

I knew exactly how to please her, though again, her responses to my attentions felt greatly heightened from how they were normally. Despite what she’d said, I still felt she was exaggerating to make me look good, though her enthusiasm did feed back into my own passion. Plus, I was sure her belly-dancer’s ability to twitch her torso about added a lot of visual appeal to the proceedings.

Eventually I had to pull away from my fun with Anaya, but I reminded myself of what I had waiting for me. I rounded on Chiyo, only for her to hold up a hand as she glowered at me.

“Wait a fucking second,” she said. “You expect all us girls to get topless, while you stay fully clothed? What is this bullshit. Get those fucking robes off, or go pound sand.”

Oh, was that all? I undid the hooks holding my loose, silk jacket together and peeled it off. Then I removed the holsters I’d strapped to my forearms for good measure. The effect on Chiyo was dramatic and immediate—her eyes went wide and her jaw literally dropped open.

Well, by this point in my life, I’d been doing body training of some sort for nearly a year, and the most recent regimen had been high-intensity interval and strength workouts. I wasn’t a body builder, by any means, but I’d bulked up quite a bit. Still, this was the first time I’d had anyone react so strongly to the mere sight of me.

Was my actual shirtless figure really so surprising? Well, I tended to wear baggy clothes, because they were comfortable and were great for storing gear. But my women had been bugging me for a while to wear more form-fitting outfits. Maybe they had a point. Maybe I should consider expanding my wardrobe.

“Buh,” said Chiyo, still ogling my muscles, completely speechless for once.

“Well, there we go,” I said, allowing a smirk to cross my face. “Now you’re the only one still wearing a top.” I strode over to her and undid the fasteners on her overall straps, one by one, as she stood motionless, still staring at me. “Now, let’s see what we’ve got under here,” I said, as I let my fingertips tickle at the sides of her bare midriff. Then I gripped the bottom of her white crop-top and yanked it up over her head. Chiyo offered no resistance then, nor when I undid her bra and tugged it free.

And oh, she did have some lovely breasts, hitting a delightful combination of full and perky. I drank in the sight of her gorgeous, naked torso for a moment before lowering my head to fully enjoy it. As I did, I brought my face within a few inches of Chiyo’s, to look her right in the eyes, before descending to thoroughly savor her tits.

As soon as my mouth made contact with her pale green skin, she cried out and tangled her fingers in my hair. Then she got really noisy, as I licked, sucked and kissed at her lovely assets, while gently supporting their weight and shaping them with my palms. Of the three women, Chiyo’s breasts were the smallest, but that wasn’t saying much. Each of them was quite a bit more than a mouthful. And her responsiveness was even higher than Anaya’s. Hmm, maybe I really was that good.

A feeling of power swelled through me as I continued to have my fun with Chiyo’s tits, enjoying them as I pleased, while she cried out with helpless joy to my every move. I felt myself tremble, as my lust for her built up to uncontrollable levels. Was there any further point in this “testing” facade? Perhaps I should just take her right now. No doubt she was ready for it.

I reared back, nearly losing a patch of my hair to Chiyo’s death-grip. I reached for my waistline, only for Opal to catch my chin in a vice-grip and yank me around to face her. Holy shit—she might actually be stronger than Delara.

“Last test,” she said, her gaze boring into me with its intensity. I remained still as she released me, stood up, and removed the rest of her leotard, letting it drop to the floor and kicking it away as she leaned back against the workbench. “I need you… to sample my interior. And you’ve… got a special tool for that, don’t you?”

I stood there and drank in the sight of Opal’s completely naked body. Those wide hips and large, sleek thighs truly were perfection. They pulled at my desire like a high-powered magnet, and in that moment, all I wanted was to plunge myself into her. But then I glanced back at Chiyo, and the sight of her thick, juicy lower body being revealed as the goblin shucked off her overall shorts reignited my desire to finish her off, as well.

Fortunately for me, this was a common problem I had, for which I’d already designed a solution. I yanked down my pants and underwear and kicked them away, while allowing Anaya to telekinetically retrieve my magical cock ring and levitate it to me. I slipped it on while Opal stared unabashedly at my erect manhood.

“This the first time I’ve seen a penis in person,” she said. “Does it get uncomfortable when it stiffens in your pants?”

Before I could answer, she reached out, seized my cock in a clumsy, overhand grip, and squeezed a bit.

“No, not like that, dearie,” said Anaya, with a laugh like tinkling bells, as she redirected Opal’s grasp. “Gently stroke along the underside, with your palm. Or tickle it with your fingertips. You can stroke the balls, too. Like this. Yes, good. Now tease around the head.”

Opal’s initial misstep had dampened my desire for a second, but I felt it all return, with interest as the two gorgeous women played with my cock.

“Oh, it’s a bit slippery,” said Opal.

“Lubrication,” I growled. “To make it easier to slide inside you.”

“Yes,” said Opal, leaning back and spreading her amazing legs. “I want that. Test me, now.”

“Oh, I’ll test you,” I said, advancing upon her, grabbing her ass, and pressing the underside of my shaft up against her slick pussy. “But I’m going to do it proper,” I growled into her ear as I rubbed my throbbing manhood all across her nether regions, savoring the sensation of the springy muscles of her inner thighs tensing beneath my shaft.

“First, I’m going to get my instrument as hard as it can be.” I continued to grind into her, as more of our combined lubricants coated my rod. “Then I’m going to make sure it’s nice and slick,” I said, as I kept teasing her, while she moaned and squeezed at my hips with those magnificent legs, while one of her hands dropped down to claw at my ass.

“Ah, you like that, eh?” I said. “Well, I think I’m ready. You ready now, hmm?”

“Yes, yes,” she panted. “Put it in. I want it in—Aaaahhhnn!”

I shifted my hips and plunged deep inside Opal. Ohh, was she good. As nice a pussy as I’d ever sampled.

“Oh, you’re nice and tight,” I breathed into Opal’s ear, as I began to thrust away. “And warm. And wet. Ngghnn… and I can feel you squeeze me. You keep that up. Oh, you’re doing… hnn…. well. That’s so fucking good.”

“Th-thank… y—aaahnn… Oh! Oh! Y-yessss….”

Opal clung to me as I pumped away. Everything about this was absolute heaven. I felt my pleasure building. I was so tempted to keep going until I hit my release, but I reminded myself of how much greater my pleasure would be if I kept to my plan.

“So good,” I said. “Now, time for the control group.”

I tried to pull out, only to be held fast by the android’s sexy, powerful thighs.

“But, wait…” Opal complained. “I’m not… not yet….”

“Control, Opal,” I said, taking a stern tone. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure to finish you nicely.”

“I felt her tense up in brief rebellion before she opened her legs and allowed me to pull free, letting out a pathetic whimper as I exited her throbbing pussy.

“Good girl,” I said, touching my fingers to her lips as she leaned back against the workbench, while I turned to Anaya, who banished the lower half of her costume and leapt into my arms.

Rather than grabbing her rump, I caught her beneath the armpits, to allow her the freedom to use her belly-dancing abilities to their maximum effect. Her perfect control of her lower torso allowed her to guide herself onto my cock and then slide herself up and down my shaft in a sensual, sinuous motion, to which she added a nice little hip shimmy and an artful kick of her legs each time she slammed into my hilt. The whole show was designed to make my thrusts look as powerful and erotic as possible, and of course she was crying out in ecstasy with every collision.

But the maneuver was incredibly arousing for me as well, and I struggled to hold in my ejaculation. Oh, Anaya looked, and sounded, and felt so amazing when she did this. I tried my best to run through arcane formulas in my head while my cock sang with joy. I felt a tiny bit of seed spurt out from my tip, and I had to sit Anaya back down on the bench next to Opal.

I only barely managed to regain my composure after pulling out of Anaya, and I trembled as I turned to Chiyo and advanced on her, feeling like a tiger stalking his prey, my manhood fully erect, quivering, and outthrust from my hips like a spear, slick with the juices of two other women, droplets of white fluid leaking from the tip.

Chiyo was completely naked. Her fiery gaze met mine, and her face twisted into a snarl.

“Don’t you dare say anything cute, you smug asshole,” she growled. “Now get that giant fucking human dick over here and split me in half with⁠—”

I lunged forward and did what I’d wanted to do ever since I’d laid my eyes on the voluptuous goblin. I seized her lovely, fat ass with both hands, my fingers sinking deep into her soft flesh, as I picked her up like a toy and impaled her right onto my throbbing cock.

She started screaming and clawing at my back the instant I plunged into her. I continued to bounce her up and down my length as indescribable pleasure built up in my loins. Oh, she was so fucking tight. She felt so good.

Somehow I managed to keep my wits about me as I staggered back over to Anaya, to deposit Chiyo’s plush behind right in my genie’s naked lap. I slid out of Chiyo and activated a new function that I’d added to my enchanted cock ring. It summoned a spectral phallus, composed of force energy, just a few inches above my real dick. I slammed my hips forward, neatly piercing both women, and continued to pump away.

The force copy of my cock had just as much sensation as the real one, so I felt my pleasure double as the simultaneous sensations of two pussies pulsing and squeezing at me threatened to send me over the edge. But I grit my teeth and repeated the maneuver, dropping Anaya atop Opal, pulling out, summoning one more phallus, and returning my real member back into the android’s lovely opening, just as I’d promised.

Now I was receiving triple the pleasure, and I lost all remaining control, bulling the three women onto their backs atop the worktable, while humping away like a madman. Milky fluid spurted throughout Opal’s interior, the stamina-enhancing properties of my cock ring ensuring that I wouldn’t lose any hardness until I felt like it. The joy from my three dicks went on and on as I continued to thrust. The motion wasn’t entirely instinctive, at the final phallus was positioned just below my navel, but I’d had plenty of practice performing this technique with my harem, so I could do it now without any conscious thought.

I retained just enough sense of myself to notice Anaya’s voice in my mind, that Opal was about to come. Then Anaya slid a finger between myself and Chiyo, quickening the goblin’s pleasure so all three women started orgasming at the same time. I forced my eyes open so I could watch Chiyo’s cute features screw up with ecstasy, but as she hit the peak of her climax, I had one trick left for her. I activated another function I’d added to the ring. This one caused all three of my dicks to start vibrating, shooting the tingling sensation deep into each woman’s core.

Three sets of supple thighs clenched around me, as my device elevated each woman’s orgasms to new heights of intensity. I wasn’t immune from the effect, either, so my vision swam before my eyes as my own pleasure crescendoed and I came a second time. The three women spasmed beneath me, each caught up in their own encounter with sudden, overwhelming delight, and the noises they made as they clutched at me and at each other formed a wild kind of natural music, though there was nothing natural about what I was doing to them.

I kept it up for as long as I could stand, then allowed the vibration to fade. I maintained the magic on my three erections, though, as I rested atop them, allowing my ragged breathing to return to normal. I savored the feeling of three sets of pussies gently pulsing and gripping my shafts, waiting for most of their activity to die down before I un-summoned my magical clone dicks, and allowed my real manhood to shrink back to normal.

In response to my unspoken desire, Anaya wiggled off to one side and scooted backwards a bit, then conjured a long pillow beneath her head, while gesturing for Opal to join her. Then the two women pulled Chiyo up so her face rested right between theirs. I climbed all the way up on the bench to lie atop all three of them. I’d found this position ideal for exchanging sweet kisses with multiple women, but when I leaned down, I realized that Chiyo was actually unconscious.

That had me feeling a bit worried and maybe a little guilty, but a laugh from Anaya in my mind banished my anxiety.

For a spontaneous plan, that went as well as it could’ve, Master, she thought. I believe there is a very good chance that you have indeed “ruined Chiyo for other men,” as was your intention. Well done. You’ve learned your lessons well. Now, I shall help you officially bring these two lovely ladies into our crew.


Chapter 10
Snack-Sized


Ikissed Chiyo awake, and nearly got punched, as she thrashed about for a second, not sure where she was, before her awareness returned to her.

“Banghur’s swinging, sweaty nutsack,” she groaned. “You are a fucking menace, dude. I thought my head was going to fucking explode. Were you actually trying to kill me, you maniac?”

“You said you wanted me to split you in half,” I said.

“Oh, well…” Chiyo flushed a bit, looking quite cute for a second. “That was just… sexy talk and stuff. I didn’t know you were going to go that hard.”

“Sorry,” I said, leaning in for a kiss, which she returned. “You’re so sexy that it made me want to impress you, I suppose.”

“Dude, you don’t need to keep laying it on,” said Chiyo. “You already got what you wanted, haven’t you?”

“Not quite yet, I haven’t,” I said. “I may have come here for Soraya’s gem, but now I don’t think I’ll be happy until I’ve stolen both of you.”

“Steal?” said Opal, frowning slightly. “We’re not things.”

“He didn’t mean that literally, Opal,” said Chiyo. “It’s more sexy talk.”

“That’s supposed to be sexy?” said Opal.

“What, the idea doesn’t appeal to you?” said Chiyo. “Some mysterious, dangerous hunk of a man carrying you off in the night, to keep you for himself and subject you to whatever forbidden pleasures he’s got planned in his perverted brain?”

“Oh, that does sound kind of appealing,” said Opal. “How odd. Though, as I consider it seriously, it seems there are numerous ways that could go wrong.”

“So don’t take it seriously,” said Opal. “He’s just talking shit, trying to get us worked up again.”

“What I’m trying to do is get you to join my crew,” I said. “You guys need an out, and this is a perfect opportunity. We can make your disappearances look like devil abductions, or something.”

“Just like that. So easy,” said Chiyo, squinting at me skeptically. “What’s the fucking catch?”

“Uh,” I said, steeling my nerves. This could be a dealbreaker, but I had no other choice but to be forthright. “The big catch would be that I already have three lovers, in addition to my genie.”

“Let me show you,” said Anaya, conjuring illusionary copies of Delara, Mina, and Bondi next to our worktable.

“Oh, my,” said Opal. “They’re all extremely attractive. They’re right up there with what Chiyo would make.”

But Chiyo had been shocked into silence once again, her mouth hanging open as she looked from me, to my harem, and then back again, several times before she regained the power of speech.

“Holy shit, dude. How the hell…” she sputtered, pausing to look me over. “I mean, I guess I can kind of see it. You’re cute and you’re jacked and you fuck great. But still, how the fuck did you manage to get all that at once?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but then I had to stop and really think things over. How the fuck had I managed to get all that at once?

“I’m… kind of a lucky bastard,” I said.

“Yeah, you are,” said Chiyo, “Though… fuck, why I am even surprised? That multi-dick evocation was a dead giveaway, wasn’t it? Two could be used on a single person, but three means orgies. Say, you get sensory feedback on the copies?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Don’t ‘Of course’ me,” said Chiyo. “Putting sensation in makes the enhancement orders of magnitude more complicated. And don’t tell me you found it in that Kilroy prude’s book.”

“It’s in the footnotes,” I said. “And you have to already know what you’re looking for. Let’s just say that I was highly motivated.”

Chiyo grinned at me. “Yeah, I’ll just bet you were, you fucking hound dog.”

Meanwhile, Opal had been examining the rest of my harem curiously.

“Hmm… how does this work?” said Opal. “If we become your girlfriends, does that make your other girlfriends our girlfriends as well?”

“Well, that’s how we’ve been doing things so far,” I said. “Though, if that’s a problem, I’m sure we could work out⁠—”

“Are you nuts, dude?” said Chiyo. “No way am I letting you dangle all that in front of us and then take it back. But, wait… do they know you’re out recruiting more women to join in with your little orgy group?”

“Yes,” said Anaya. “My main body, Soraya, has been with them and we’ve been in constant telepathic communication. They’re all looking forward to meeting you two.”

“Well,” said Opal. “That sounds intriguing. I’d like to learn more about them. Particularly the green one. Her muscles are even bigger than yours, Zain. I’ve never seen a woman like her before.”

“I have,” said Chiyo. “Fucking orcs, man. Though they’re usually nowhere near that hot.”

“Delara is a half-orc,” I said. “And an Amazon.”

“Oh?” said Chiyo. “Then she is pretty big.”

“I bet she could pick you up quite easily, Chiyo,” said Opal. “And toss you around. And do all sorts of things to you.”

“Yeah,” said Chiyo, turning a speculative gaze on Opal. “And why do you sound so happy about that?”

“I’m not sure,” said Opal. “Earlier, when we were having sex, physically I felt the best at the end, when Zain turned on that vibration. But I think the part that got me the most excited was when I saw Zain pleasuring you, Chiyo. I really enjoyed that.”

“Oh, you like to watch?” I said. “You know, I’m not as strong as Delara, but I can toss someone Chiyo’s size around just as well as she could.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Opal. “Um, how about you cradle her in your arms, like a princess. And then kiss her.”

“Now, wait one danged second,” said Chiyo. “I—eep!”

For I’d followed Opal’s instructions and swept Chiyo off her feet. Chiyo’s protestations died in her mouth as my lips met hers, and soon she was squirming with delight within my grasp, as Opal instructed me to direct my kisses lower and lower. My mouth traced a meandering path down her throat, to have a little party about her chest, and then set a course across the smooth skin of her belly, down her thigh, and then across her calf, until I was sucking on her toes.

From there, Opal kept calling out instructions, with Anaya ready to prompt her with suggestions if she ever faltered, while silently offering me advice of how I could pose Chiyo to make her look the most appealing to Opal. This was a new scenario for me, being the instrument of another’s lust, and the novelty made things fun. It did mean sometimes I wasn’t able to explore a particular area of Chiyo’s lovely figure as much as I would’ve wanted, but as long as I was playing with her sexy body, I was happy. The little goblin was putty in my hands as I licked, kissed, and groped her, from head to toe and back again, over and over.

“Ah… y-you people are fucking monsters,” she moaned. “When are you going to quit teasing me and let me fucking come?”

“Oh, of course,” said Opal. “Zain, I think I want to see you take her from behind.”

“As you wish,” I said. I carried Chiyo over to the side of the workbench and bent her over the hard edge.

When I’d first started traveling with the Amazons, there’d been multiple occasions where I would be in the middle of a project, only for Mina to climb up on my worktable, stick her ass in my face, and declare, “Kitty wants attention!”

I’d discovered then, that if I bent her over the edge of the table and thrust into her at the right angle, I’d pin her G-spot between the head of my cock and the hard table surface, exerting fantastic pressure, which would absolutely drive her wild. I hadn’t had an opportunity to do that again since the kobolds joined us, since Dyxi would always chase Mina out of the workshop with a spray bottle. So now was as good a time for this maneuver as any.

I knew that Chiyo might not react the same way to the same technique, but it was worth trying anyway, and as soon as I drove into her, I was rewarded with her cries of sudden ecstasy.

“Oh yes,” said Opal. “Use both holes. Harder.”

I paused for a brief second, but Opal should be familiar with what Chiyo liked and could handle. Once again, I summoned a spectral phallus above my dick, and applied a localized grease spell to its exterior, allowing it to slide smoothly into Chiyo’s tight little opening. Her plush bottom felt like a pillow as I pinned her hips to the table and pounded away, my loins making a loud smacking noise as our bodies collided. I looked over to see Anaya reach around from behind Opal, to stroke her pussy as she watched us fuck, her eyes wide with delight.

I felt my own orgasm build as Chiyo clenched around me, providing me with a wondrous sensation as I pumped away. She sounded like she was close as well, and I realized I wouldn’t need any further tricks to bring this to a satisfying conclusion.

She shuddered and cried out a bit before I began to shoot my seed inside her, the prophylactic enchantment ensuring that I wouldn’t accidentally impregnate her. I continued to thrust inside her quivering, pulsing interior at a more leisurely pace, to ensure I wrung every ounce of pleasure from my engorged member as I could. Briefly I rested atop her, and inside her, until I regained my breath. Then I gently slid out, gathered her in my lap, and slid up next to Opal and Anaya, who were sitting and cuddling on the table.

“Holy shit,” mumbled Chiyo. “Now I’ve got the two of you ganging up on me. You’re tuning me into your little goblin fuck-toy. That your plan from the beginning, huh? That all I am to you?”

“Well, I can’t pretend that I’m not extremely attracted to you,” I said. “Especially after all that. But you’ve seen that I’m not in desperate need of more sex partners. But I am going to need help with this, once our quest is done.”

I held up my right hand in front of Chiyo’s face, to give her a good look at Soraya’s ring. The band was composed of multiple strips of inscribed silver metal, braided together in patterns whose complexity was beyond my current understanding. But not, perhaps, beyond Chiyo’s.

“Eh?” said Chiyo, catching hold of my hand and pulling it closer to her face. “You said you were replacing all the missing gems, right? Shouldn’t need me for that. They’re meant to go together. Should just pop right in.”

“That’s right,” I said. “That’s how it was with the first jewel we found, anyway. The tricky part comes after we’ve found the last gem. The last step of our quest is to break the ring.”

“What?” said Chiyo, twisting around in my lap to stare up at me. “What the fuck would you do that for?”

“Soraya isn’t a creation of the ring,” I said. “She’s an intelligent being who was enslaved by it, long ago. She doesn’t remember any of the details, but she’s sure she had a life before she was bound. So, keeping her like this long-term is wrong. I have to set her free.”

“Oh,” said Chiyo, turning back to gaze at the silver ring on my middle finger of my right hand. “Yeah, I can see the logic there.”

She tugged at the ring, but it held fast to my finger.

“Soraya really doesn’t like to be taken off,” I said. “She says it feels like death, oblivion.”

“Hmm,” said Chiyo. “Yeah, I haven’t switched Opal off since I activated her, either.” She continued peering at Soraya’s ring for a while, occasionally twisting my hand around and pushing my other fingers out of the way to get a better look.

“When you recovered the amethyst, did anything strange happen to all these bands?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They started moving. Untwisting, re-twisting, and rearranging themselves.”

“Pretty sure the reason these strips are all knotted up like this is because they’ve been forced to compensate for the missing gems. You put everything back and this shit is going to get much simpler, I bet.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but the fact that you figured that out so quickly is why I want you there when we do finish.”

“Hmm…” she said, studying the ring some more. “There’s one more thing… about this ring, and this whole idea of breaking it.” Chiyo looked from Anaya to me and back again, brow furrowed.

“Yes, what is it?” I asked.

Chiyo let out a heavy breath. “The enchantment on the ring… it’s probably affecting Anaya’s… Soraya’s personality. Making her more pliant, eager to please. You take that off, she might get… really different. Maybe… she might not want to stick around, afterwards.”

“Yes, I know that,” I said. Soraya had mentioned the possibility to me, back when I’d come to the decision to free her. “I’m willing to take that risk. And again, you figured that out just by looking. That’s the expertise I’ll be needing once it comes time to break the ring.”

“Huh,” said Chiyo, growing quiet for a bit, before a frown crossed her face. “Yeah, but going on the run, though? I dunno about that.”

“Go on the run?” said Anaya. “Why, you’re simply evacuating from a disaster zone. A literal hell site. No one could reasonably fault you for that. And, depending on how this shakes out, this Mordecai could cease being a problem for you. He could wind up in prison.”

“Pfft,” said Chiyo. “Rich fuckers like Mordecai never go to prison, no matter what shit they pull.”

“Oh, but they do—if their victims are also rich fuckers,” said Anaya. “And all sorts of people come to Fairburn’s. Some of them are quite wealthy, I’d imagine. But, even if Mordecai isn’t convicted, he’s going to get sued for sure. He’s going to be under heavy scrutiny, so the odds of him starting another fight with you seem slim to me. Do you have a copy of your employment contract? Do you have documentation that Opal is yours?”

“’Course I do,” said Chiyo. “Do I look like an idiot to you?”

“Well, then,” said Anaya. “Then all we need to do is transport you to your guild, and you can hunker down under their protection, or you could sail the astral currents with us for a few years. You’d be impossible to find, with no permanent address. Then, once you’ve tired of that, we can drop you off anywhere in Shattered Zenyah to set up your own workshop, or whatever else you’d care to do.”

“I like the travel idea,” said Opal. “We’ve been confined here entirely too long. You’ve said it yourself, Chiyo—that my growth is reaching the limits of what can be achieved in a lab. That I need to have more life experiences. Isn’t this a perfect opportunity? To travel and see the world?”

“Well… yes, Opal,” said Chiyo, a pained look on her face. “But we don’t admit that when we’re starting negotiations⁠—”

“Ah, I get that,” I said. “But honestly, that’s not my style. I like to lay things out up front. We’re offering free room and board, free meals, and access to the shipboard workshop. Think of it—no splitting your time between your day job and your research. You could devote all your attention to Opal.”

“Okay, those terms don’t suck,” said Chiyo. “But how about materials? And how well-equipped a workshop are we talking, here?”

“We tend to travel along major trade routes, to earn money,” said Anaya. “So acquiring materials shouldn’t be a problem. If you require especially expensive purchases, we might need to work out some sort of deal so the entire crew isn’t being put in the red, but I’m sure we can hash out a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

“My workshop should have all the equipment you need, though it might get a bit cramped,” I admitted. “Recently, I’ve been doing some research on pocket dimensions, as a potential option for expansion.”

“Chiyo has one of those,” said Opal. “She’s been hiding quite a bit of materials and equipment in there for months now.”

“Oh, great,” I said. “Is it portable?”

“Of course it’s fucking portable,” said Chiyo, kneading at her forehead with one hand while glaring at Opal.

“Then all you need is a safe place to anchor it,” said Anaya. “Which we can provide.”

“Great, great, everything works out fucking perfect, don’t it?” Chiyo said, standing up and whirling around to face me. “I still say there has to be a catch. What is it? Sexual favors, maybe?”

“Nah, I don’t charge anything for those,” I said.

Chiyo’s naked chest, which was right at my eye level, jiggled as a strangled sound escaped her. I looked up to see her lips compacted into a thin line, before they twisted up and she broke out into laughter. Jagged teeth aside, it was astounding seeing her face light up like that. I should look for more opportunities to make her laugh.

“Haha. You got a real high fuckin’ opinion of yourself, dontcha, Mr. Zain?”

“Yeah, I’m both hilarious and generous,” I said, leaning forward to swipe my tongue across one of her nipples, causing her to yelp and leap back. “See? That, right there? Totally free.”

“You asshole,” said Chiyo, but she was laughing again. She advanced on me, fists on her hips in an aggressive stance, that also aggressively thrust her chest right back into my face, where I could easily do more things to it. “Where are you looking now, huh? My eyes are up here, jerk.”

“Yeah, so?” I replied. “My eyes are down here, and they see all. You got a real pretty smile, by the way.”

I cupped both of her breasts and began to cover them with kisses, and this time she didn’t pull away. She held still, though I could feel the faint rise and fall of her rib cage where it met my fingertips.

“You…” breathed Chiyo. “You are either the biggest liar in all of Shattered Zemyah, or you’re the biggest fucking goblin fetishist to ever fetishize a goblin.”

“I don’t know about this fetish thing, man,” I said. “All I know is you’ve got all these wonderful bits conveniently located right next to each other. I can get everything in one go.”

I demonstrated by ducking my head, tracing a line of kisses across her belly and over to one hip in a single, quick motion.

“See that?” I said. “So nice. You’re like, snack-sized.”

“Fuck you!” Chiyo tried to pull away, but I caught her beneath her knee and pulled her thigh up horizontally to one side. I took a moment to admire its shapeliness before bringing my mouth down to lick and suck at the soft, tender flesh. Chiyo moaned and writhed under my attention, pausing only when I lifted my head to announce, “tasty, tasty goblin snack.”

“Why, you fucking… aahhn,” Chiyo’s attempts to twist free ended as my tongue found her pussy, causing her to cry out, throw both of her legs over my shoulders and start thrusting her hips towards my mouth. I grabbed double handfuls of perfect goblin ass as she rode my face, and I had to tense my stomach muscles to avoid getting knocked over backwards, as I greedily slurped at her juices. Her thick, plush thighs squeezed my head from both sides, and I had to shift my grip on her butt, sneaking my fingers in from below, both to tease at her pussy, and to ensure that I could quickly open an air passage if I needed to. Chiyo was once again threatening to tear out my hair in the throes of her passion, using the added leverage to grind her pussy into me with every lick.

I could tell her climax was building quickly, so I decided to tease her a bit, slowing the motion of my tongue. Her cries of frustration barely reached my ears, as the hot flesh of her thighs muffled all sound. I had her quivering with anticipation for every bit of contact with my mouth, but this torment didn’t last long, as my need to taste her quickly overrode my own control.

I got another pleasant surprise when two additional hands caught hold of Chiyo’s pillowy bottom and pried her cheeks apart. Then Anaya sent me a mental picture of Opal sticking her porcelain-doll face right between the twin globes of Chiyo’s ass to start dining on the goblin’s other opening.

The softness surrounding me twitched and quivered with uncontrollable pleasure, and I felt Anaya hold my back for support as the pressure from Opal pushed Chiyo further onto my face. The goblin’s nether regions were now sandwiched between two hungry mouths, each with an actively questing tongue. Chiyo wobbled on her perch between us, as Opal carefully repositioned her lower body to straddle mine, gripping my shoulder with one hand to maintain her own balance.

I felt Opal’s own wet pussy press up against my rock-hard shaft, and then slide upwards until her opening met my head. Sheer pleasure flooded through my loins as Opal’s slick folds engulfed my cock, and built up exponentially as she began to bounce on me. Some of the motion transferred up Opal’s body, all the way to her mouth, so that every buck of Opal’s hips compressed Chiyo between us, forcing our tongues deeper inside her, in perfect sync with our fucking.

Chiyo’s cries of ecstasy grew louder and wilder under this rough treatment, only to be silenced as Anaya climbed atop the table and began to kiss Chiyo on the mouth. Now the sexy little goblin had a tongue pleasuring her in every available orifice, and I felt a flood of moisture hit my face as she started coming. My own joy was surging, and I abandoned any further pretense of trying to control this situation. I let my body do what it wanted, so long as I made sure to keep Chiyo thrashing about in helpless ecstasy atop my shoulders, for as long as I thought she could handle.

I couldn’t tell you exactly when Opal climaxed, but I was sure she did, and we gradually withdrew our mouths from Chiyo, leaning our torsos back far enough to let her slide down between us, in a tight goblin-sized pocket. We kept her enfolded there, in our mutual warmth, until her breathing returned to normal.

As soon as it did, she started cursing and squirming until we scooted apart, whereupon she rounded on me and slapped me across the face. For a second I worried that I might’ve pushed things too far with her, but then she grabbed me by the ears and planted yet another searing, passionate goblin kiss on my lips, leaving us both breathless again by the time she released me.

“You like to ‘lay things out,’ huh?” said Chiyo. “‘Cause that’s your negotiation style?’ Bullshit. I know what your style is: it’s ‘fuck the little gobbo slut senseless until she agrees to anything.’ That your game, huh? Well, congratulations, jackass—‘cause it fucking worked! You win, dude. You win everything. I can’t even fight you no more. I promise, that if you can get me and Opal safe and clear from this fucking hellhole, we’ll both be your sex slaves for an entire goddamned month!”

“Chiyo,” said Opal, a mild frown sullying her exquisite countenance. “You shouldn’t be making that sort of promise without consulting me first.”

“You don’t wanna?” said Chiyo. “Have all your worries and responsibilities swept away, your only remaining purpose in life to give up your body to pleasure? Commanded to polish loverboy’s washboard abs with your tongue all day, until he flips you over and fucks you silly?”

“Oh, that actually doesn’t sound bad at all,” said Opal. “How odd. Still, a month is a long time, and I don’t like the idea that he could make us do anything⁠—”

“Fair points,” I said. “So how about we make it two days of sexual servitude, and you get safe words.”

“Two days?” said Opal. “Well, that’s not very long at all. Deal.”

I shook her hand to seal our agreement, happy with the arrangement. I’d done a fair bit of role-playing with my current harem, and I’d found that I got tired of even the most appealing scenario if it went on too long. Two days would actually be stretching my own tolerance a bit. I might decide to let them off early.

Oh, I think not, Master, came Anaya’s amused voice in my mind. I’ve already come up with a full repertoire of delightful activities to keep you all thoroughly entertained for the full duration of your agreement. Look forward to it.

Well, that was the advantage of having a genie on staff⁠—

Oh, we’ll all be on your staff, Master.

I sent a silent admonition to Anaya to not get me riled up again, while Opal favored Chiyo with a slight, smug smile.

“Did you see that, Chiyo?” she said. “I would’ve agreed to a whole week of sexual slavery, but I talked him down to two days. I’m getting quite good at negotiation, wouldn’t you say?”

Chiyo sighed and looked back up at Opal. “Okay, next project: I’m going to have to get you an internal monologue, and teach you how to use it.”

Slight wrinkles appeared on Opal’s flawless brow. “What’s an internal monologue?” she asked.

“Something we’ll go over later,” said Chiyo. “Actually, we’ve spent way too much fucking time playing footsie. Everybody get dressed. We need to move.”

“The rest of our team is waiting for us, hidden in the Perfect World ride,” said Anaya. “They’re safe and sound, and they’ve actually found some help. And they’re very much looking forward to meeting you two.”

“That feeling is mutual,” said Opal. “They’re very attractive.”

“Yeah, about that,” said Chiyo, scowling at Opal. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I don’t want you being this forward with people… I mean, it looks like it panned out with Zain here, and his other women are probably okay, but there are some super-shitty people out there. You gotta understand that. I mean… yeah, it’s your life and you can do what you want, but… just… just don’t go fucking anybody else without talking to me first, okay?”

“Oh, of course, Chiyo,” said Opal. “You know best.”

“R-right,” said Chiyo, and then it was quiet in the workshop as we all proceeded to get our clothes back on.

Opal had the easiest time out of all of us. After she manually put the two pieces of her leotard back on, she magically summoned the rest of her clothes. She wore a form-fitting black vest-jacket, with long panels that hung down in front and back of her hips, while leaving the sides open. White coverings appeared over her arms and legs, connecting the brass bands together. On her arms these extended from her wrist cuffs to the bands above her bicep, with black fingerless gloves appearing on her hands. On her legs the coverings extended from the bands on her upper thighs, connecting to the ones below her knees, then further down to her ankle cuffs, below which appeared slim, short, black boots with stiletto heels.

“You guys stay here,” said Chiyo. “I got some final housekeeping to take care of before we can head out. Just give me a couple minutes.”

She shuffled into a gap between two worktables, and tapped her finger on a nearby disk of blue-black metal. A goblin-sized portal appeared in the wall, and then closed back up after she slipped through. Well, there was the extra-dimensional workspace.

I crossed the room to get a better look at the device, but my path brought me near Opal, still sitting on a workbench. She hooked her legs around me and pulled me into a tight embrace, her soft breasts pleasantly pressing into my back.

“Hey, now,” I said. “Don’t get me started up again. Playtime is over until we leave the park.”

“I’ll behave,” she said. “And that applies to other people too, so don’t worry about that. For the rest of our time together, as well.”

“Pardon?” I said.

“Chiyo and I are a package deal,” said Opal. “You’re quite handsome, but if Chiyo didn’t also like you, I wouldn’t have been interested. And she’s very picky about men. Treat her nice, and I don’t expect that she’ll look elsewhere.”

“Well, treating her nice is the plan,” I said.

“Good,” said Opal. “And let me apologize on her behalf. She shouldn’t have hit you. Or called you names. If she does that again, I’ll speak to her. I expect she’ll get nicer eventually, the more she comes to trust you, but please be patient in the meantime.”

“Oh, sure,” I said, trying to mask my surprise. As I reviewed our interactions, I remembered that she had been pretty snippy, though it hadn’t much bothered me. Why was that?

It was probably that high-pitched voice of hers. She just sounded cute, even when she was cursing me out. Actually, especially when she was cursing me out. I supposed that might get old if I was on the receiving end of it on a regular basis. So it’d be good if she mellowed out over time.

“I’m an odd creature,” said Opal. “I have an adult brain, but I’m less than a year old. That’s unusual. There’s a lot about the world, and people, that I have yet to learn. I know this. But I do understand Chiyo. I understand her better than anyone else in the world.”

“And, here’s something you should know about Chiyo: her last boyfriend betrayed her,” Opal continued. “The details aren’t mine to share, but it was really bad. That was years ago, before she came here. And, from what I’ve been able to gather, her previous boyfriends also weren’t great.

“So, I’ve come to realize that, because Chiyo is so afraid of being betrayed, she will talk herself out of pursuing the things she really wants, for fear of being hurt if it doesn’t work out. That’s probably why she didn’t go to the Prima Arcanis. And I know that it’s the real reason she was so reluctant to accept my love. So, when I saw how much she wanted you, I made sure she wouldn’t talk herself out of that, as well.”

“So, you were doing that on purpose?” I said.

“Yes,” she said, her lips right next to my ear. “Ever since you crashed in through the window, I’ve just had a feeling about you—that you were a good person, and that I could trust you with anything. It’s quite odd. Chiyo has explained the concept of intuition to me: of the ability of organic beings to form impressions about people and events through subconscious reasoning. I didn’t think I was capable of it, until I met you.

“And so far, that intuition has proven correct. You have been perfect for Chiyo. She’s been trying to scare you away, and you keep not being scared. She pointed a gun at you and you flirted with her. She threatened to bite your tongue off and you kissed her anyway. And then you said her smile was pretty.”

“What’s so special about that last one?” I said. “Her smile is pretty.”

“You didn’t notice anything odd about it?”

“Well…” I said. “She’s got a bit of a snaggletooth thing going⁠—”

Opal’s hand clapped over my mouth. “Whatever you do, never say that out loud again. Or anything bad about her teeth, even as a joke. She might not forgive you.”

Well, why did you bring it up then? I thought, though I mentally filed that information away for future dealings with the little goblin. Weird that someone as cute and sexy as Chiyo would fixate on the one part of herself that wasn’t totally perfect, but if Opal said it was a thing, then I should believe her.

“Men never compliment Chiyo’s smile,” said Opal. “They mostly talk about her butt, and about the things they’d like to do with it. Sometimes they say she’s cute. They almost never compliment her work. And she never hears anything good about her smile, except from me. And now, you.”

“I think you’re making me sound more noble than I am,” I said. “I mean, if I’m honest, I really can’t pretend that I didn’t notice her ass, and that didn’t⁠—”

“Well, of course you did,” said Opal. “You have eyes, don’t you? Her ass is amazing. I love it, too. The important thing is there’s more than that with you. That’s what my intuition tells me. But, there’s just one problem.”

“What is it?” I said.

“The problem is that intuition isn’t infallible. And it’s impossible to analyze for errors. My intuition tells me that you are trustworthy. But I am naive, and my intuition could be wrong,” said Opal, who then constricted her arms and legs like a steel vice, leaving me unable to draw anything but the shallowest of breaths.

“And, if I am in error, and you ever do anything to betray my creator’s trust, know this,” continued Opal, her tone not altering one iota. “If you hurt Chiyo, I shall track you down to the ends of Shattered Zemyah, and then I shall rip your arms from their sockets, followed by your legs, followed again by your spine. If I were Chiyo, I’d say something like, ‘and then I’d fucking beat you to death with it,’ but we both know that’s silly. Because removing your spine from the rest of your organs would certainly kill you in seconds, making that second bit entirely redundant. Do you understand me?”

I didn’t have the air to form words, so I simply nodded my head, as emphatically as I could.

“Good,” she said, and loosened her hold so I could breathe again. “Then we shouldn’t have any problems.” She caressed my chest and nuzzled the back of my neck, the transition from deadly killing machine to snuggly sex kitten completed within seconds. She must’ve sensed my lingering tension, because when she spoke next, it was with some hesitancy.

“I hope I didn’t scare you too much just then,” she said. “I mean, it was a real threat, and you should take it seriously, but it would only be a last resort, and I do want us to get along in the meantime. Because, among other things, you are very good at sex, and I’ve memorized a host of sex positions from an erotic manual that Chiyo thought she’d hidden from me. I found the creativity of these arrangements to be most fascinating, and I would like you to perform all of them on me, as soon as we find ourselves in a place where it is safe and reasonable to do so.”

“I heard your threat and I am taking it seriously,” I said. “But I think you’ll find your intuition about me wasn’t wrong, so I don’t expect things to ever reach that point. And, yeah… you scared me just then, but also, that murder-machine vibe you had going on? Not gonna lie, it was kinda hot.”

“It was?” said Opal, then raised an eyebrow as I twisted about in her grasp to press our hips together. “Oh, it was. How odd.”


Chapter 11
High-Risk Investment


Calista picked herself up off the ground, an easy task when you had a big honking snake tail for leverage, and tried to brush off as much rock dust off her human torso as she could. Ugh, some of the dust had mixed with cultist blood-spray, which made it all gooey. It was in her hair, too—blech! While she loved her upper body for its aesthetics, days like today made her wish it was as easy to clean as her snake scales.

But, if wishes were horses, yadda yadda whatever. Calista massaged her temples as the oppressive hum of arcane power pressed into her skull. She could tell it was some kind of massive magical barrier, and it was practically on top of them. That weird ceremony they’d interrupted must’ve created it. Despite the chaos, blood had flowed into the channels of the ritual magic circle, activating at least some of its intended effect. But figuring that shit out could wait until after she’d checked in with her crew.

“Ssscourgers,” she said, her voice echoing through the tunnel. “Roll call.”

The replies came in, a chorus of “Aye aye’s,” save for Byago, who had to be reminded to unzip his mask, and Keven, who squeezed out a feeble whine from his bagpipes.

“Well, that’s everyone important,” said Calista. “Firsst things firsst, though. Henrietta! What the actual fuck was all that?”

“Sorry! So sorry, Captain!” stammered Eggs. “It was Exavoth. He recognized the symbols those cultists were using, and he just went off.”

“Recognized one of his old buddies, eh?” said Enobaria. “So, what’s the skinny, then?”

“TAKE CARE WITH YOUR TONGUE, ELF,” boomed an outsized voice from Egg’s slender frame, as the black Doomblade shot up to hover menacingly over Enobaria’s head, dragging its wielder along like a kite’s tail. “GORGORROZ IS NO ‘BUDDY’ TO EXAVOTH. WE HAVE ALWAYS KNOWN THIS, MUCH AS THE VILE DECEIVER MAY HAVE PRETENDED OTHERWISE. BUT EXAVOTH WAS NEVER FOOLED. NOT BY A SINGLE ONE OF HIS PATHETIC ENTREATIES. EXAVOTH KNEW THE WHOLE TIME. HIS BETRAYAL WAS INEVITABLE. AND WE SHALL MAKE HIM PAY. OH YES—HE SHALL PAY DEARLY⁠—”

Egg’s face shifted from apoplectic rage to abashed meekness as she managed to get her feet under her and haul the obsidian greatsword away from Enobaria. It crashed point-first into the stone floor, the tip sinking several inches in, while the impact sent stone chips whizzing past Calista’s ear.

“Sorry! Sorry again,” said Eggs. “It’s… Exavoth won’t talk about it directly, but I’m getting these images in my head… I think… I think Gorgorroz is the reason Exavoth got stuck in the Doomblade and banished from Hell. Those memories… I think they’re truly painful and upset—yeek!”

For Exavoth sprang back out of the stone and Eggs had to squirm and stammer out apologies and retractions to the possessed sword, as its deadly edge hovered a hairsbreadth away from her throat.

“Yeah, get her,” mumbled a new voice. “That crazy bitch just slaughtered everyone.”

“PATHETIC MINION OF GORGORROZ THE TREACHEROUS, THE INSIDIOUS,” said Eggs, the black blade whirling around to stop inches away from the neck of a bedraggled, red-headed figure emerging from Calista’s coils, the woman who’d nearly been sacrificed in the ritual. Her eyes grew wide as her life was threatened for the second time today. “EXAVOTH SHALL SEND YOU TO YOUR MASTER, BUT NOT BEFORE YOU HAVE BEEN FLAYED, DISEMBOWELED, AND FINELY MINCED!”

“Whoa! Hey there! Exavoth, buddy,” said Calista, as she maneuvered behind Eggs and grabbed her by the arms, careful not to touch the cursed greatsword directly. “This was the sssacrifice, right? Gorgorroz wanted her dead, sso we want her alive, right? She’s not with the resst of those losers. She’s on our ssside, right? Isn’t that right?” and here Calista caught the sacrifice’s gaze. “You’re not actually one of those devil cultisssts, yeah? You’re jusst a victim. A haplesss bysstander. Right? Riiiight?”

The scarlet-haired woman forced out a rictus smile as she eyed the razor edge of the massive steel slab hovering inches away from her throat.

“R-right,” she said. “There’s no way I’d ever get involved with those… those no-good, evil, r-rotten devil worshippers. Not nice, sweet, innocent Posey, no sir!”

Well, this “Posey” was one of the worst liars Calista had ever seen, but Exavoth relented, allowing Calista to guide Egg’s arms away from the naked cultist, until the blade rested tip-down on the tunnel floor once again.

“Whew! Thanks Captain,” said Eggs. “Again, sorry about this. Sorry! Sorry!” she said, over her shoulder, aimed at Posey, who sent a look of flat hatred right back. “He’s been a real handful today. Was not expecting any of this at all. Sorry, every… Wait—where’s Krossalg’kork?”

Calista hadn’t considered the Makarsi’s absence at roll call to be a cause for concern, but chose to use it to her advantage now.

“Oh, no—where could he have gone?” said Calista. “Henrietta, would you mind tracking him down for me?”

“Oh, of course, Captain,” said Eggs. “Be back in two shakes. And sorry! Sorry again,” she said to Posey, before scampering down the tunnel, headed back the way they’d come, as thin black chains looped from her torso to secure Exavoth in place against her back.

Enobaria turned to eye Posey’s curvaceous figure, naked save for long strings of the strange reddish coins, as she finished extricating herself from Calista’s coils.

“Saving yourself a treat for later, Captain?” said the Dark Elf.

“Oh, perish the thought, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “I thought merely to ssspare a helplesss young damsel from a terrible fate. And perhapss, get a little intel on what the actual fuck is going on here.”

“Yeah, fuck you,” said Posey, crossing her arms over her ample bosom. “You just killed all my friends. Why should I tell you anything?”

“Ssorry,” said Calista. “That was Exavoth. Possessssed devil sword. Bit hard to reign in, but we ssaved you from him, at leasst.”

“Not to mention your ‘friends,’” said Enobaria. “Who were about to stab you through the heart. Doesn’t seem like a real caring group, there.”

“Fat lot you know,” said Posey. “I volunteered. I was going to undergo total noumenium conversion. I begged Sabriri for the opportunity. Now I’ve got little… bits of her all over me. Oh, she’s under my fingernails. Oh gods.…”

“Ssorry. Ssorry about that, again. It’s okay. Relaaxx….” Calista activated her hypnotic lamia gaze, channeling just enough magic to quell Posey’s rising panic. “We got off on the wrong foot, and no missstake. But that’s all in the passt, right? We’re here to help. Enobaria, you’ve got some all-purpose magical cleaner, yesss?”

The Dark Elf scowled at her captain, but she pulled a vial out from her bandolier of potions and unceremoniously splashed it over Posey’s face. Well, that didn’t strike the conciliatory tone that Calista was going for, but the magical liquid swept over Posey’s form as she sputtered indignantly, carrying away all the blood, gore, bits of bone, and a surprising amount of ceremonial body paint, which Calista had assumed were tattoos. Speaking of ceremonies….

“There, that’s better now,” said Calista. “So, what’s this about you volunteering to be sssacrificed?”

“Total noumenium conversion,” said Posey. “You know what a rare opportunity that is? To create that many new soulcoins at once? I was going to be one of the elite few. The vanguard for the new age! I was going to whale so hard I’d be set for life. Or the afterlife, whatever. I’d still be rich.”

“Wait, hang on,” said Calista. “Total what conversion?”

“Noumenium,” said Posey, holding up some of the strange blood-red coins. “Soulcoins. It’s the currency of the future. It’s going to free us all from the fiat slavery and control imposed by the fat cats of the Polonic mint. And all the other so-called governments and the fake coins they use to keep the people down.”

“Fake coins?” said Calista.

“Yeah, you got some in your pockets, right?”

Calista did—mostly Polonic coins, since they were in the Imperium. Posey grabbed a golden Aurin, silver Denarin, and a copper Quadrin.

“See this,” she said, holding up an Aurin. “We call these ‘gold pieces,’ but they’re not actual gold, are they?”

“They’re not?” said Calista.

“They’re gold-plated,” said Enobaria. “That what you’re talking about?”

“That’s it!” said Posey. “It’s just the tiniest, thinnest layer of gold, over copper. And the ‘silver’ piece?’ Not real silver. Not even a little bit. It’s nickel silver—in other words: fake. The copper coin is the closest to being honest, but it’s cupronickel. Only part copper.”

“Huh,” said Calista. “Didn’t know that. Government’s been ripping everyone off. Wonder why?”

“It’s because the total supply of gold and silver is limited,” said Enobaria. “Only reason we have so much of it in the first place is from mining a fragment of the exposed core of Oricos,” she said, referring to one of the ancient pre-Shattering planets of Zemyah. “The rest of it is locked away inside the Flame Husks, covered in molten rock and fire elementals. So yeah, when the government needs more money, they just mint more coins. They’re not backed by actual gold and silver, but so what? They spend just fine. And it’s been like that for the past three centuries.”

“That’s just it!” said Posey. “No one cares that the money is fake, because everyone agrees to pretend that it’s real. And that’s how they get you. That’s how they control everyone.”

“They?” said Calista. “Which ‘they’ is this, now?”

“Oh, you know—them,” said Posey. “The governments, the banks, the elves. You can’t use their money if you want to be free. That’s where soulcoins come in. See?”

Posey held up her necklaces, and Calista leaned in for a closer look. The soulcoins resembled small copper pieces, though they were a much deeper shade of red. Thin jewelry wire linked the coins through tiny holes in their centers, and knots in the wire kept everything evenly-spaced.

Calista grabbed part of the chain to steady it, as Posey’s hands were shaking quite a bit. The coins had an oily feel to them, though they didn’t leave any residue when Calista pulled her hand away. Still, the tiny, sanguine discs glistened as if wet, with tiny rainbow highlights appearing when lit from a certain angle. The face of the coins depicted a thick-necked, horned devil in profile, while a flaming throne adorned the reverse side. There were a few lines of text inscribed near the edges, in a language Calista couldn’t read.

“Interesting,” she said. “And these coins work? Merchants accept them?”

“Yes!” said Posey. “I mean, they will. Eventually. Once Gorgorroz leads the forces of Hell to conquer this rotten world, they’ll be good everywhere. And my noumenium will be worth a fortune. Total Zemshot. And I would’ve gotten a lot more, if you lot hadn’t charged in and ruined everything.”

“You said there’s going to be an invasion?” said Enobaria. “Is that what that ritual was? And this barrier?”

“Yeah, Fairburn’s Wonderland is going to be, like, a beachhead or something,” said Posey, scratching at her upper arms. “The barrier is to keep the gods or the government or whoever out while we consolidate and prepare the next phase. Seems like that part’s mostly working okay. I guess the other four rituals didn’t get interrupted by a bunch of maniacs running around slaughtering everyone. Of course I’m the one that drew the shit straw, while everyone else got to go to Hell, with so much noumenium they can fucking swim in it. I can just hear Drusilla laughing at me. Of course that bitch gets to win, again.”

“Wait, you wanted to go to Hell?” said Calista.

“What? Don’t tell me you actually think there are any good people in this world, do you?” sneered Posey. “Everyone’s in it for themselves. Everyone sucks. Everyone goes to Hell eventually. But not everyone goes there rich.”

Calista had to stop and think that one over. It was the first thing Posey said that made any sense.

“Huh, what about the other blood sacrifices we saw in your ritual?” asked Enobaria. “The ones hung up by their ankles? Did they get any coins?”

“Nah, they weren’t part of the Society,” said Posey, her teeth chattering. “They were park workers, except they all decided they didn’t want to work. So they had to bring us in early. Do all their jobs for them. Spent the last month forced to deal with little brats, handing out ice cream in the shape of that fucking leprechaun’s head.”

Posey grimaced and stared hungrily at the many phials and potions on Enobaria’s bandoliers. “Hey, you—Elf. You got any drugs? ’Cause I’m crashing hard right now. I need something to take the edge off.”

“You got high for the ritual?” said Enobaria.

“Hell yeah I did,” said Posey. “Sabriri was going to stab me through the heart. With a knife. You think I was going to do that shit sober?”

“I thought you volunteered,” said Calista.

“Yeah, to get my entire soul converted to noumenium,” said Posey. “Didn’t mean I was looking forward to the stabbing part.”

“You were going to turn your entire soul into coins?“ said Enobaria. “You ever stop to think that might have some negative side-effects?”

“But I’d be rich, right?” said Posey. “Who cares about any of that other stuff?”

Enobaria didn’t say anything, but Posey bristled at her obvious contempt.

“Hey, don’t you dare judge me, Elf,” said the cultist. “You know what it’s like being poor? You think I’m going to spend the rest of my life slaving away in some sweatshop? Or waiting tables, getting felt up by drunks, every day until my legs give out? Hell no. The Society is the only way out. I’m going up, all the way to Zem. And are you going to give me any drugs, or not?”

“Depends on what you took,” said Enobaria.

“I dunno what it was. I got it from Sabriri,” said Posey. “Said she’d get me higher than I’d ever been, then give me the best orgasm of my life, and then end it. Go out with a bang, right?”

“And did she deliver?” asked Calista, as Enobaria waved a magic charm at Posey, while checking her pulse.

“Eh, she was a lot better than I expected,” said Posey. “She did some really interesting things inside me with her tail. I came pretty hard, but that might just have been the drugs. I’m not into women, but Sabriri said there was no way she’d put me on the dais if I didn’t spread for her. So I said, fuck it, why the hell not? You only live once, right? Hey, are you done, yet?” she said to Enobaria, who was examining Posey’s fingernails.

“Best guess, you’ve been given a cocktail of felflower extract and powdered gengick root,” said Enobaria. “A lethal dose. You should expect to go into fatal convulsions in the next five to ten minutes.”

“What?” said Posey, her eyebrows disappearing behind her scarlet bangs.

“You have antitoxin?” asked Calista.

“I have a limited supply of antidote,” said Enobaria. “And I doubt this one knows anything useful beyond what she’s already told us.”

“Hey, I know a lot,” protested Posey. “I know… tons of stuff. You’ll really regret it if you miss out on all of the… the really important stuff I know.”

“Uh huh,” said Enobaria. “And what intel is this, exactly?”

“Like I’d tell you,” said Posey. “Antidote first. Then I’ll talk.”

Enobaria shot Calista a sidelong look. This was a Captain’s decision. Truthfully, she’d grabbed Posey as a potential bit of post-mission fun, when she’d assumed that she was rescuing a victim—one who would show some proper gratitude later on. But now she doubted that Posey could keep her mouth shut around Eggs to survive that long. Plus, Posey had never been a victim, wasn’t grateful, and had turned out to be a rather unpleasant crank. Protestations about her preferences aside, Calista was sure she could’ve at least goaded Posey into some quality hate-fucking, if they’d had time for that, which they didn’t.

They had to stick to their plan. While an invasion from Hell should’ve changed things, the stranger truth was that it didn’t. Calista and her crew were still on the hook for retrieving Soraya’s ring. A bunch of devils getting in the way didn’t change that. Zain and his crew would also be trapped in the park by the infernal barrier, so they couldn’t flee, either. There was a danger that some devil lord might kill Zain and steal his ring before her crew had a chance to get to them, but Calista wasn’t too worried about that. Soraya’s ring possessed all sorts of illusion-based stealth and trickery powers, and Zain had proven adept at using them in the past.

But ultimately, all those considerations were superfluous. The Oracle of Annihilation had told them to get their asses to the bowels of Vasilissa’s Castle, so that’s where they had to go. Would’ve been nice for the oracle to warn them about the fucking devil invasion that was going to coincide with their mission, but then, that was an oracle for you. Of course nothing was ever as easy as it first appeared.

So they needed to get moving, pronto. They’d already wasted too much time with Posey and her nonsense. There was no need to waste anything further with her, neither time nor antitoxin. Calista looked the would-be sacrifice over, teeth chattering as she clutched at herself, frightened and angry and beautiful and downtrodden and defiant and sexy and pathetic—of no use to them, or to anyone else.

“Give her the antitoxin,” said Calista.

“Captain?” said Enobaria.

“That’s an order, Firsst Mate.”

“Yeah, that’s an order, Elf,” said Posey, gesturing to her open mouth. “Down the hatch.”

Enobaria sneered at her. “It’s topical.”

“It’s what?” said Posey, followed by, “Ow! You bitch!” as the Dark Elf promptly smashed the phial of antidote over her forehead.

“Ssee, there we go, there’s your medicine,” said Calista, as she picked out pottery shards from Posey’s scarlet hair and caught some of the goop dripping off her nose and chin.

“Now, let’s get it all rubbed in sso it works right,”

Calista helpfully assisted Posey in smearing the viscous antidote all over her naked body, and if a few choice areas got a bit more attention than others, with a few squeezes for good measure, who could complain about that, during a life-saving operation?

Calista wiped her hands dry on a spare rag, as Posey’s shuddering subsided. But, as soon as the naked woman’s equilibrium returned to her, Enobaria drew her rapier and snapped the point up right beneath Posey’s chin.

“Now talk,” said Enobaria. “Tell us all you know about Gorgorroz’s invasion plan and Fairburn’s Wonderland. And this info better be worth the price of that antidote we just used to save your miserable life.”

“Ah! Shit,” said Posey. “Ah, I dunno… I think it was supposed to be an… an aggressive timetable, I think they said. Secure the park, then start the bigger portal ritual. In the Shogun’s Domain, I think. The entire land is going to turn into a gateway to Hell.”

“Shogun’s what?” said Calista.

“It’s the new area they were building,” said Posey. “For stories set in the Matsutaka Shogunate. Those tales have gotten real popular lately. Anyway, they stopped the real construction a month ago and switched over to building a giant portal.”

“So, when do they open the new portal?” asked Enobaria.

“Uh, in a couple of hours, I think?”

“You think?” Enobaria narrowed her eyes.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting to hang around for that long, so why would’ve I paid any attention to any of that?” said Posey.

“Sounds like you don’t know much at all,” said Enobaria, her voice cold and merciless.

Posey turned pale, but Bramblefang ran up and chimed in before the situation could deteriorate any further.

“Been scouting ahead, Captain,” she said, in her faux-gravely voice. “The passages leading into the park have been blocked off by the barrier.”

“What’s that?” said Enobaria, poking her blade further up beneath Posey’s chin, forcing the would-be sacrifice up on her toes.

“Ow! Don’t blame me for that!” she said. “I don’t think… no, no—I’m sure it’s not supposed to be like that. I remember now. Sabriri and the rest were supposed to just head right back into the park. It’s your fault. It’s because you killed everyone before they finished all the chants. That’s why it’s all messed up now.”

“So, these extra barriers weren’t sssupposed to be there?” said Calista.

“That’s right,” said Posey, before blurting out, “No, wait. There are supposed to be internal divisions in the park, but arranged like, five flower petals, separating the different-themed lands from each other. Mostly. Along those lines. But they weren’t supposed to seal off the outer tunnels from the park, I’m sure.”

“All right, then,” said Calista, mulling this new information over. “So, if we asssume that our little… faux pas is what’s blocking us from traveling inward, and that the other four ssacrificial rituals completed with no issue, then all we need to do is ssskirt the tunnel perimeter until we hit the sssections that function properly, and then head in. Bramblefang, you didn’t sssee any blockage within the tunnel itssself, did you?”

“No, Captain,” said the halfling.

“All right,” said Enobaria. “So, given all that, what’s the fastest way to get beneath Vasilissa’s castle? That lets us avoid all these barriers?”

A look of pure panic crossed Posey’s face, and for a second, Calista thought she’d have to intervene to prevent a skewering, but a spark of memory lit up Posey’s features, and she blurted out:

“Backstage at the Trials of Ziusuthro! There’s a door leading into the main service tunnel. It goes straight beneath the castle. I’m sure I heard Kaz and Poe mention that. They’d head down there on breaks to smoke up. Anyway, it’s pretty close, in the Golden Age section of the park. Which is the closest one down that way.”

Posey pointed further down the tunnel, the opposite direction to where they’d burst through the tunnel wall.

“How convenient,” said Enobaria. “So, where exactly within the Trials of Ziusuthro is the door located?”

“Umm… by the… No—it’s the Medusa’s Lair room. The one with all the mirrors,” said Posey. “Yeah, that’s right! Kaz mentioned that he freaked out and broke one of the mirrors when he came back to work all high and shit.”

Enobaria frowned at that, but it sounded plausible enough to Calista, so she gently pushed her first mate’s blade aside to give Posey some relief.

“Thank you, Posey,” said Calista. “That ssounded like very usseful information. You’ve been very helpful.”

Enobaria grumbled under her breath and stalked away, with Bramblefang trailing behind. Posey rubbed at the skin beneath her jaw and glared at the Dark Elf’s back, though no blood appeared to have been drawn.

“I don’t like that elf,” muttered Posey. “Elves are the ones controlling all the banks, you know. She seems like one of them.” Calista stared at Posey, who immediately started sputtering, “Hey, I mean—I’m not racist or anything. We’ve got a couple elves in the Society and they seem okay. But not her. She’s shifty. You’d better watch your back. And… what was wrong with that halfling’s voice? She needs to drink some honey tea for that throat, or something.”

“She’s fine,” said Calista, who was starting to regret her decision to give Posey the antidote. Well, they had gotten a bit of decent information. And some high-quality squeezes. Calista caught a glimpse of Eggs trudging into view around the curve of the tunnel. Time to end this.

“Well, Posey,” said Calista. “I think that’s all we need from you for now. Ssorry about that whole misssundersstanding from earlier. Anything we can do for you before you head out?”

Posey looked down at her naked body. “Got any spare clothes? Or a blanket?”

They might’ve, but Calista didn’t want to waste any more time checking, and didn’t want to spoil her view, anyway.

“Afraid not,” she said instead.

“Well, great,” said Posey. “I’ll just head back and check the corpses of my dead friends. Maybe I’ll find something that fits. I’d wish you luck doing whatever it is you came here for, but I actually hate you all and kinda hope you die.”

With that, Posey turned on her heel and strutted away, while Calista appreciated the sight, for as long as she could, until that gorgeous ass disappeared around the tunnel bend.

“Really, Captain,” said Enobaria, who’d stepped up to rejoin her. “You had me use an entire antidote on that bitch and you’re not even going to try to fuck her?”

“Wouldn’t have been worth it,” said Calista. “Don’t ssstick it in the crazy. That’s my policy, Firsst Mate.”

Enobaria raised an eyebrow. “And this would be a new policy, Captain?”

“I’m an ever-evolving creature, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “Anyway, we got usseful intel from her, didn’t we?”

“Could’ve gotten it without using the antidote,” said Enobaria. “And are you sure we want to let her go? She’s going to start blabbing everything she knows about us, once she rejoins her Society.”

“She knows nothing about us,” said Calista. “Didn’t even try to assk about us or our mission. All she cares about are her sssilly coins. Ssay, you ever hear of this noumenium, before?”

“No, but it’s obviously just a way to sell your soul to a devil, with some extra obfuscation thrown in to make people think they’re investing, or something,” said Enobaria. “I don’t even think those soulcoins are worth anything in Hell, either. Hell mostly uses real gold and silver, from what I heard.”

“Heard from where?” said Calista. “You know people who have been to Hell?”

“Vrukak Fiveclubs,” said Enobaria. “Huge fucking ogre. Runs with Redeye Mollor’s crew?”

“Oh, yeah, him. I could believe that,” said Calista. Vrukak had seen some shit.

“But anyway, are you sure you want to let that Posey idiot go?” said Enobaria. She knows about Exavoth. And she knows where we’re going.”

“Exavoth won’t remain a sssecret anyway,” said Calista. “He’s going to be announcing his name to the heavens as he carves a sswath through these devils for us. Our challenge will be keeping him focussed and on-tassk.”

“Hmm…” said Enobaria. “That could be a problem. He doesn’t listen, and he’s not totally invincible either. He might pick a fight that he can’t win.”

“Well, Posey did sssay we’re dealing with an advance force,” said Calista. “Hopefully it’s mosstly ssscouts, and not many heavy-hitters.”

“Hopefully,” said Enobaria. “And hopefully there aren’t too many of them with poison attacks.” she said, scowling at Calista. “Anyway, we should get moving. Who knows when Zain’s group makes it to the castle? We need to get there first.”

With that, Enobaria turned to start wrangling the rest of the crew. Calista let her work, and let her digs about wasting antitoxin slide as well. It hadn’t yet hit insubordination levels, plus, if you didn’t let your crew complain in public, they’d just complain in private, and then you might find yourself facing a mutiny without even knowing anyone had been upset. If the bitching happened out in the open, you’d at least have a chance to address the complaints before they had a chance to fester.

No, she would lead her crew well. Her team might be eccentric, but she knew how to handle them now. They were a capable strike force, and they had the jump on their enemies. They’d been blindsided a few times on the journey here, but now they had a plan and knew what they were dealing with. No devil army was going to stop them from finally completing their goal of seizing Soraya’s ring, and returning triumphant to the Pirate King, Chernbog the Vile.


Chapter 12
Matsutaka Mom


Chiyo emerged from her workshop loaded for bear. She wore a blackened steel cuirass, upon which was painted a green fist, with its middle finger upraised. Script appeared on both sides of the finger, hand-painted in a sort of aggressive, stylized cursive, white letters with orange and blue accents and outlines, done in such a way as to make the letters appear three-dimensional. I couldn’t read any of it. It must be in Goblin.

She’d donned a sallet-style helmet and attached her welding mask to it as a raised visor. She wore brief vambraces on her forearms, but her shoulders and legs were completely unarmored. A massive backpack dominated her figure, a steel box with brass accents and heavy canvas pouches, all stuffed to overflowing with various gear and knickknacks.

The pack was bigger than she was, and looked twice as heavy. I wondered how she managed to stay upright, but then I noticed two slender, tubular, articulated steel legs extending from the pack to the floor, terminating in wheeled feet.

I watched the wheels twist sideways as Chiyo spun around and deactivated the black disk that controlled her portable workspace. Then she pulled it off the wall and tossed it over her shoulder. Instinctively, I reached out, prepared to catch it, only for a skeletal steel arm to unfold, snapping out from a hidden panel in the backpack to catch the disk, then slap it against a patch of bare metal on its boxy side. Well, that was convenient.

Chiyo brushed past me towards a console covered with dials and switches. As she did, her backpack legs extended and lifted her a foot and a half above the floor, while a wooden shelf slid out of the console base, right beneath her feet. Chiyo flipped a switch, causing a round steel mirror to emerge from the back of the console. But I found my attention drawn to the nearby work tables, as I noticed, for the first time, the foldaway platforms on rails attached to each of them. I wondered at why Chiyo chose to build these accommodations into human-sized equipment, instead of simply using goblin-sized tables. Was her private, extra-dimensional workspace like this, too? I’d have to ask her later.

For now, Chiyo regarded the image in the mirror, of a small host of people camped outside the entrance to Nabari palace. Only, some of them weren’t people.

“Oh dear,” said Anaya. “The ones in the black armor aren’t devilkin—they’re actual devils.”

“That’s a problem,” said Chiyo. “The jokers in the black robes and red coin mail are just a bunch of wannabes, but—wait, they’ve got armed automatons?”

“What?” I said, craning my head over Chiyo’s shoulders to spy the stiff-backed figures in security-guard uniforms. “That’s an oxymoron. Like, there’s no way they could actually swing those pollaxes at a living target, right?”

“Uhhh… well…,” said Chiyo. “I kinda showed them how to put diabolic antennas in the dramatons’ core coils. Like, the way I did it, it wouldn’t have messed with the pacifist scripts, but infernal energy is a bad matchup for automaton brains. It can spread like a fungus if you don’t monitor it closely. I told them that, but they didn’t listen.”

“Or perhaps,” said Anaya, “they did listen and the infectious spread was exactly what they wanted in the first place.”

Chiyo stared at Anaya for a second and then slapped her hand across her face. “Oh, fuck me. That’s obvious, isn’t it? Just… look, that was over a month ago, and I was right in the middle of constructing the defenses on this place. I… I had to get Mordecai off my back. Buy some time, y’know?”

“That makes sense,” I said. “You were in tough spot.” It wasn’t like I was in a position to judge. I’d blown massive holes in the hull of the Crystania to escape. If I’d messed that up, I could’ve killed a few thousand people. But I’d been backed into a corner and had no other choice. Chiyo’s indiscretion was mild by comparison.

“Anyway, we gotta get past these fuckers, and—sweet Banghur’s ass cheeks, what the fucking fuck is that thing?”

I glanced at the image in the mirror, and did a double-take. Let me tell you, I’d seen some weird shit in my life, but the horror in the mirror rivaled the Yavaabhoji for skin-crawling creepiness. The thing had long, wild hair, sprouting out from a mostly human head, though it had long fangs and an even longer tongue, which lolled and swung about while the creature grimaced and leered psychotically. But most disturbing was the monster’s lack of an outer body below its neck. Instead its internal organs dangled down below its head, its intestines hanging down in long, bloody loops as it hovered over the rest of the crowd.

“Oh,” said Anaya. “I believe that is known as a leyak. Odd that it’s out in the middle of the day.”

“That’s what strikes you as odd?” said Chiyo. “About that thing? Its sleep schedule?”

“Well, they are supposed to be nocturnal, in that form,” said Anaya, cheerily. “Normally, they’d attach themselves to a regular body during the day and rip themselves free at night to cause havoc. I don’t know much more about them, other than they’re supposed to be powerful witches and are best avoided.”

“Okay,” said Chiyo. “Any ideas on how exactly we avoid this thing when it’s camped outside our fucking doorstep?”

“How about I turn you all invisible and we teleport to a secluded location roughly five hundred feet away?“

“Oh,” said Chiyo, blinking in surprise. “Yeah, that’d work pretty well.”

“Opal has built-in truesight, I assume?” I asked. One problem with turning a group of people invisible was that they also couldn’t see each other, which could turn into a comedy of errors real quick.

Chiyo confirmed this was the case, and I donned my own illusion-piercing goggles, which I had stored in my pants pocket, while Anaya turned everyone invisible and flew out the window to scout out the destination for our escape portal. Chiyo fiddled her way through a complex sequence of adjustments on her console, finishing by popping a brass cap open to reveal a big red button, which she refrained from pressing.

Instead, she took a long, mournful look from one corner of her workshop to the other, my truesight goggles displaying her invisibility enchantment as a swirling aura of pure white light. Her gaze lingered the longest on the gorgeous dramatons of Jinny and the princesses.

“Man, I been here a while,” said Chiyo. “I did some quality work. Kinda sucks to chuck it all in the fucking incinerator.”

I glanced at the red button on the console and figured she wasn’t speaking figuratively. Good. Anything she left behind could be used to track her, but burning it all to ash should solve that problem.

“You’ll create greater things in the future,” said Opal. “And you’re bringing your best work with you, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, you’re coming with,” said Chiyo, with a wry smile. “Though we might want to work on how you talk about yourself in front of other people. For example, implying that you’re my best work.”

“How’s that a problem?” said Opal. “You’ve told me many times that I am your masterpiece.”

“Yeah, it’s okay when I say it,” said Chiyo. “But if you say it, it sounds like you’ve got a big head.”

“My head is perfectly proportioned,” said Opal, a slight frown crossing her face. “Anyone with eyes can see that.”

“Okay, yeah—but that’s…” Chiyo paused, as she struggled for words to explain the obvious, while I received a mental message from Anaya.

“We’re ready to go when you are,” I said. “Make sure to stand clear of the window.”

“Ready,” said Chiyo, and a purple-rimmed portal appeared in the workshop. I jumped through, followed by Opal. I turned around to see Chiyo throw a switch on her console, slap the big red button, and come zipping through the portal, which snapped shut behind her.

I felt the cooling abjurations in my robes activate in response to the sudden jump in temperature. But, worse than the heat was a godawful stench that assaulted my nostrils as soon as I’d landed in the alleyway. I looked down and that’s when I saw the dead body.

It was a woman, her long, black hair pooled around her head in a manner that suggested a careful, elegant coiffure, now ruined. She wore a large-sleeved robe, similar to my top, though hers extended down to her ankles, and was covered by vibrant floral patterns, so bright that they nearly hid the ugly red gash that crossed her mildly-plump midsection. She lay on her side, curled around the injury that drained her lifeblood into a gelatinous puddle that framed her entire body. The red goo spread across most of the alleyway, with thinner brownish streaks tracing back into the main thoroughfare, where two abandoned wooden sandals marked her failed attempt to crawl for safety.

Her features and clothes suggested a visitor from the Matsutaka Shogunate. I’d seen a lot of them while we were waiting to get in. This was supposed to be a grand vacation of a lifetime to the Polonic Imperium. She was supposed to be having fun with her family. That’s what I figured, anyway. She looked like somebody’s mom. She looked like someone who had no business dying in an alleyway, a cloud of flies buzzing over her decaying flesh and voided bowels, her tortoise shell glasses askew on her face, while her open eyes stared off at nothing, her expression frozen permanently in a state of the most horrific loneliness and despair that I’d ever seen in my entire life.

Master! came Anaya’s voice in my head. You need to get out of there, now. Quickly, quietly. Hide in the food court.

Crap. I managed to convey Anaya’s message to Chiyo and Opal through brief whispers and a lot of pointing and waving, though it felt like it took way longer than it should have. I regretted not establishing some basic hand signals before leaving Chiyo’s workshop.

We crossed the nearby plaza, and Anaya rejoined us to shoo us all into a gap between two food stalls, one that sold meat pies, and one that sold ice cream. As soon as we did, the grisly offal-trailing head of the Leyak zipped into view, its insane gaze leveled at the corridor we’d just abandoned. A flash of magic erupted from its eyes, painting the entire alleyway in strobing, sparkling, multicolored light. I knew that spell. If it hit us we’d light up like beacons, completely nullifying the effects of Anaya’s invisibility magic.

The leyak spun around, scanning the plaza—no, it was listening, for us. Did it know we were here? A leaf rustled and was immediately lit up in eye-searing iridescence, along with a host of overturned metal tables and chairs. How many times could it cast that same spell? If it was at-will, it would surely find us if it kept systematically sweeping the food court. And a part of me felt like I deserved to get caught. What the fuck had I been doing for the past hour, literally screwing around and having the time of my life, while other people were being murdered?

And what would you have done, if you’d been there, Master? thought Anaya. You don’t have your armor, your companions, and most of your weapons. At best you might’ve distracted a few devils, before being forced to flee. You couldn’t have saved that woman. But we are saving Opal and Chiyo—who are much better armed than you. Recruiting them was the best use of your time, no question.

I felt my lips purse into a line. I knew Anaya was obligated to always try to make me feel better, but that didn’t make her arguments wrong. I still felt shitty, though. And, the way things were going, we might be forced to see how deadly Chiyo’s spellgun was against that leyak, who was methodically lighting up different sections of the food court, coming nearer and nearer. As it did, I noticed its mouth moving, and the wind carried its shrill never-ending mutterings to our ears. I couldn’t place the language, but I suspected her babble wouldn’t be coherent, even if I could.

But, before it could come any closer, a titanic boom echoed across Fairburn’s Wonderland, as a massive gout of fire shot into the sky, back from the Nabari Palace. The leyak shrieked and darted away, towards the source of the explosion. The plaza was quiet for a moment, before a flaming chunk of minaret crashed down on the far side from us. We took the opportunity to relocate ourselves somewhere safer, though I nearly slipped and fell on one of the half-melted Barnaby Leprechaun ice cream heads that littered the ground around the busted vendor’s stand.

We ducked into the Nabari Bazaar to catch our breaths, sheltering beneath an awning of one of the many open-air stalls selling souvenirs, as I admired the column of smoke that stretched skyward, marking the burning wreckage of Chiyo’s workshop.

“Pretty impressive,” I said. Chiyo definitely knew how to leave no traces. “Say, was that bomb on a timer, or was it a proximity detonator?”

Chiyo smiled wide, giving me a terrific view of all of her razor-sharp goblin teeth.

“Proximity,” she said.

I thought of poor Matsutaka Mom, and all the other people who’d saved up for years to give their families a special, once-in-a-lifetime vacation to remember forever, only to be met with literal Hell.

“Good,” I said. It wasn’t much, but every bit of suffering meted out to the bastards responsible for this was justice. Incineration was too good for them.

The Nabari area was part of the Founding Era section of the park. We needed to get to the Golden Age section—dedicated to the lost Pre-Shattering era of Zemyah. We moved at a brisk walk, staying as quiet as we could, while keeping to the edges of whatever thoroughfare we happened to be on, so we could duck into hiding at a moment’s notice. Using portals would be faster, but Anaya had no way to hide their etheric emissions from the leyak, or possibly worse creatures. Of course, we could simply outrun any pursuers by chain-portalling, but as soon as we hit our destination we’d have announced our companions’ positions to any creature with arcane sensitivity, and that was precisely what we didn’t want.

We’d have to take the slow, mundane route. I took a moment to teach Chiyo and Opal a bunch of Amazon military hand-signals that Delara had shown me once, with Anaya helping to fill any gaps in my memory. We set out, now better-prepared than we were, but we didn’t make it more than a minute before an unexpected interruption nearly gave me a heart attack.

“Master, I see you’re right next to Zialdin’s Magic Carpet Slide,” said Jinny Plus, her voice sounding like an alarm siren to my stealth-focused mind. “Would you like me to activate it for you?”

“Shh! Quiet,” I hissed, as we all ducked through the stanchion ropes into the sheltered entrance of the attraction. “You need to be quiet.”

I looked up and down the thoroughfare, and also up into the unnaturally reddish sky. No-one seemed to have heard us.

“Sorry, Master,” said Jinny, pitching her voice down to a whisper. “I just saw you were right next to an attraction, so I thought I might offer you an Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal, and activate the ride for you. Only fifty gold!”

“Wait, what the actual fuck?” said Chiyo, staring at the illusionary figure projected from my wrist. “Turn the ride on? You shouldn’t be able to do that.”

“I… haven’t done it before,” said Jinny, a strain appearing behind her bright smile. “But… I believe that I can. That’s why it’s Extra Exclusive Premium. Only fifty gold!”

“Gold?” I said, my incredulity overwhelming everything else. “The park has been invaded by the forces of Hell, and you want more gold? That’s all you care about?”

“Master, providing premium service to park guests is my function, my purpose, my reason for being,” said Jinny, her earnest expression cracking to reveal desperation underneath. “But, for the past hour, no-one has purchased any of Jinny’s services. That… has never happened before. I can’t… I need to help people. I need to sell. I need to collect more gold for the Fairburn Corporation that gave me life. I need to do better, or else… or else something terrible might happen. It might be the end of Jinny Plus. So… so I’m offering a special bargain, something that I’ve never done before—the Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal. Won’t you take it, please? I could… I could go down to forty-five gold.”

“Jinny, there’s been an emergency,” said Opal. “The park is closed now. That’s why no one is giving you gold. It’s not your fault. You should rest until we call for you again.”

“No, that’s—” Jinny Plus shook her head, confused. “There have been emergencies before. They always tell me when that happens. And all the guests evacuate the park in emergencies. But no one has told Jinny anything. And all the guests are still here. They haven’t left. They’re still wearing their Jinny Plus Magic Rings. I can feel them. The park is still open. But they’re not buying. They’re asking me to call outside the park for help, but I can’t do that. I can’t feel any of my rings beyond the barrier. But I could help you! With my Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal, I could restore access to Zialdin’s⁠—”

“Oh, fuck all the way off, already,” said Chiyo. “You know nobody actually likes you, right? People deal with you because they’re fucking forced to. ‘Premium Service?’ You’re just an elaborate way to get suckers to pay more money for a worse product. You’re the walking embodiment of enshittification. You’re so bad that you’re making people hate what used to be a fan-favorite character. Now get your fucking ass back in your ring, and stay there, and keep your fucking mouth shut until somebody calls for you, which will be never, because you suck.”

Jinny Plus turned her huge, beautiful eyes to me, her lower lip quivering. It was just a bunch of machine mimicry, all part of a professional-grade, well-crafted illusion.

“Jinny, if you want to help us, stay in your ring and be quiet,” I said.

“Yes, Master,” Jinny murmured, and disappeared in a muted puff of sparkles. Through the tin wristband, I felt her heart breaking. Wait, what?

I stared at the cheap infusion on my wrist. Had that been real, or just my own projection? No, it felt real. Just like dealing with the Sandcat, or the Six Cups.

“Hey, why are you looking guilty?” said Chiyo. “You can’t let that manipulation get to you, dude. You know better. You know that thing didn’t actually understand a word of that conversation, right? It’s just faking people-speech by using probability and a bunch of language references.”

“That would be correct, if Jinny was just another automaton,” I said. “But we believe she’s being powered by a fragment of Soraya’s soul. If that’s true, then I think it’s possible that she actually does have some form of both intelligence and emotions. It would explain a lot.”

“I look at her, and I do feel kinship,” said Anaya. “It’s like watching an echo of myself. I see so many little tics and habits of mine. It must be coming from my fragment.”

“Her suggestion to turn the ride on stands out to me,” said Opal. “That’s beyond what she’s programmed for. Automatons never come up with new ideas.”

“Uh, well…” said Chiyo, looking from Opal to me and back again. “But even if that’s true, it’s not like she should get upset by someone being mean to her. Her whole schtick is popping up and begging for money. People cuss her out all the fucking time. Hell, it’s not even the first time that I’ve told her she sucks.”

“That’s true,” said Opal. “But in those times, she was still able to fulfill her purpose. People were still giving her money, even while they cursed her. I imagine that acted as an emotional buffer. But now the park is closed and nobody told her. Plus, all this infernal energy suffusing the ether is really wearying and stressful.

“Ever since we left the workshop I’ve felt it; this odd impression of someone trying to whisper the most unpleasant things in my ear. It goes away when I focus on it, only to come back as soon as I stop. Chiyo, when you built me, you installed top-quality shielding around my brain, and even I’m getting weirded out. Jinny Plus and all the regular automatons must be getting it worse, even if they don’t have diabolic antennas.”

“Oh, well… uhh…” stammered Chiyo, as she took stock of our expressions, and then let out an exaggerated sigh. “Okay, fine. I’ll be nice to the little beggar from now on. But what I said—about her staying in her ring and shutting the fuck up—stands. She pops off like that again and she could literally get us all killed.”

Chiyo had a very good point there, so I decided against re-summoning Jinny to apologize. I would make it up to her by freeing her from the CTC’s slavery—their decree that she justify her existence by constantly begging for gold—and I’d reunite her with her true self.

We headed out past the exit pit for Zialdin’s slide, filled to the brim with small, cotton-stuffed pillows fashioned in the shapes of oversized coins, jewels, and other treasures, and continued down the avenue, which was adorned with squiggly, translucent shadows cast by the twisting glass tubes that towered above us.

As we approached the boundary between the Founding Era and Golden Age sections of the park, we encountered more frequent patrols of the park’s new masters: red-skinned devils, uniformed polearm-wielding automatons, and dark-robed cultists, sporting red coin-mail coifs of varying levels of coverage.

Usually we’d step to the side of the avenue and hold still while they marched past, but in a few cases they were simply standing guard, and we had no choice but to creep on by, sometimes a lot closer than I’d like. In those moments, the metallic creaking of Chiyo’s backpack sounded like a shrieking banshee to me, but none of the guards reacted, probably attributing the noise to the swinging chains of empty ride-line stanchions, or similar background park noises.

Everything went as well as we could have hoped, until we reached the arcane barrier separating us from the Golden Age section of the park. It was a huge wall of arcane force stretching all the way up to the dome covering the entire park, and functioned as a security checkpoint, manned by five cultists and as many actual devils, each wearing black armor and shields, led by a devil captain who was nearly seven feet tall. And that was if you didn’t count the long horns spiraling up from his brow, which were nearly as long as Chiyo was tall. And, to make things worse, the leyak hovered overhead, drifting in aimless circles, still muttering to herself, while more patrol groups of robed figures and automatons rested nearby.

We could portal through the barrier, but that would announce our presence to everyone there. Backtracking to a more remote location to open a portal wasn’t an option, as we had an artificial lake in the way. Creeping further around wasn’t a great choice, either, as it would eat up even more time, and alternate routes might also have barriers and guards as well. Anaya scouted ahead while the rest of us stewed. Chiyo had a small portable boat, so we could attempt a water-crossing. But we’d still need to activate a portal to use it, and we’d be sitting ducks if the leyak flew over and started sweeping the lake, with all of us crammed in the slow, tiny craft.

Master, it seems there’s a flaw in this barrier, thought Anaya. It doesn’t extend below the roof of Emperor Polonius’ Banquet ride. We can sneak through there and avoid the checkpoint.

I’d remembered that ride fondly. It was based on the Journeys of Novian, where the hero Novian traveled to Heaven and visited with Emperor Polonius and Empress Domitia, who presided over a never-ending banquet, attended by all the greatest heroes and philosophers from Polonic history.

A great circular canopy covered the ride, which featured groups of spinning, squat goblets, big enough to carry four or five people each, surrounding a raised central platform, featuring static dramatons of Novian, the Emperor, the Empress, and their retinue, reclining next to a huge cornucopia of fake food. As the ride went on, illusionary cherubs would fly overhead, meting out measured pours of equally illusionary, lavender, effervescent wine into the goblets. These pours would magically expand until all the goblets were overflowing. It wasn’t real, but there was a mental component to the magic that tricked you into feeling like you were actually getting doused, only to exit the ride completely bone-dry.

The experience had forever been burned in my memory, of the delicious aroma of the fake wine filling my nostrils while the bubbles fizzed and sparkled under the light of the artificial heavens projected upon the canopy above, while dramaton musicians mimed a performance of the “Feasting Song” from the Journeys of Novian holoshow.

If you had room in your goblet, a ghostly banquet guest would appear right next to you. I’d gotten the hero Jotheos, a handsome young man with curly golden hair, who’d smiled warmly as he toasted us. Luckily I was in a different goblet than my idiot cousins, who’d spun their goblet up so much using the central ring that they made themselves sick and threw up afterwards. But that experience impressed on me the wonders of what skilled artificers were capable of, long before I’d realized that I might possess that same capability myself.

Our approach was the most nerve-wracking bit of brinksmanship with our invisibility spell so far, as we had to walk straight across an open plaza to get to the ride. We had a real scare as a cultist patrol marched straight towards us, and I had to signal frantically to get us all out of the way. Fortunately, the cultists’ own coin mail tended to jingle occasionally, masking the creaking of Chiyo’s backpack, even as they passed just a few feet in front of us.

Then there was another point where the leyak flew directly over our heads, droplets of blood from its exposed intestines falling on my force armor and flowing around to the ground, while we stood frozen, hoping no-one would notice the anomalous path of the dripping blood, while my heart hammered in my ribcage, as I prepared to fight or flee.

But the leyak, too, continued on its way, having shown no sign of spotting us, and we made it all the way to the ride entrance undetected. The next part of journey was rather surreal, as I elected to lead us the long way through the snaking, metal ride-line barriers, instead of trying to cut across. Doing this felt absurd, since there were no actual people in these lines, but I worried that Chiyo might bang her bulky backpack against a chain or pole if we tried to duck through the barriers, and then it’d be all over for us.

We’d just gotten past the last set of rails when the worst thing possible happened.

“Master, I see that you’re attempting to board the Emperor Polonius’ Banquet ride,” said Jinny Plus, popping up out of my wrist as her voice echoed across the Plaza. “But it currently isn’t active. Are you sure you don’t want my Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal? Only forty gold to switch the ride back on, for you and your companions.”

She completed her entire spiel, ignoring our hissed entreaties to shut the fuck up, right fucking now, before finally complying and sulking back into my wristband, but it was too late. A mad cackling tore through the air, and I watched in horror as all four of us suddenly lit up in eye-searing, fluorescent colors.

“Intruders! Ratu has spotted rats, little rats, setter of fires, killers, little sneaks,” screeched the leyak. “But they can’t escape Ratu, no they can’t, can’t. No more sneaking for them!”


Chapter 13
Emperor Polonius' Banquet


“Shit!” I said. “Run. We have to stage a breakout.”

But a metal pincer from Chiyo’s backpack caught my robe as I tried to dash away.

“We can’t go no-place while we’re lit up like fucking dancehall torches,” she said. “We have to kill that crazy flying bitch first.”

Shit! There was no time to argue. I activated the quickdraw feature on my arm holster and my Wand of Force shot into my hand. A stack of pie-slice-shaped steel plates popped off Chiyo’s backpack and unfolded into an enchanted, dancing shield, while a metal arm tossed her spellgun into her hands. A burst of magic erupted from Opal, as sleek, silver and gold, full plate armor popped into existence, covering her from head to toe. She extended one arm, and her wrist appeared to break, her hand levering out and down as a thick crystal wand emitter emerged from her wrist socket.

Across the plaza, two different patrols of cultists started running our way, along with the devils and the automatons from the barrier checkpoint. That was a lot of people, and half of them drew magic rods and pointed them our way, while the other half summoned flaming swords out of the ether.

Well, invisibility was out, but Soraya had other tricks besides that. A wide bank of opaque, illusionary fog spread throughout the plaza, and the ride platform filled up with day-glow ghost copies of myself, Chiyo, and Opal. Some of the wand-wielders fired blindly as they charged through the fog, while the three of us turned our attention to the leyak. Each of us fired off variants of force bolts at the creature. It cackled and summoned a magical shield to block them all.

“Opal, airburst,” said Chiyo, who spun her ammo cylinder to pick a new spell, while Chiyo’s single emitter retracted back into her wrist, to be replaced by a cluster of smaller rods.

Opal and Chiyo fired again, Chiyo’s spell blasting out in a concussive boom of sonic energy, while Opal spat projectiles that exploded in the air around the leyak, who shrieked and flew directly over the ride canopy, out of our line of fire.

“I got her,” I said. “You’re on crowd control.”

Anaya summoned a portal and I stepped out on top of the canopy. The leyak, its wounds already closing as it healed itself, whirled around, alerted to my presence by the portal’s etheric signature. But I still had the drop on it, as I quick-drew my Wand of Paralysis in my left hand and unleashed it on the creature.

I’d hoped that paralyzing it would drop it from the sky, maybe bounce it off the ride canopy and deliver it to Opal and Chiyo with a nice splat, but my spell just fizzled as it hit the creature. Only then did I remember that this was the lesser version of the Paralysis spell, intended for subduing security guards, which only worked on humanoids.

The leyak favored me with a mocking leer and a wave of putrid yellow-green energy washed over me. My knees wobbled, chills racked my body, and I felt the overwhelming urge to vomit as I staggered backwards through the portal. I emerged back on the ride platform and fell into Anaya’s embrace, as she banished the magical sickness from my body.

I turned to see a host of Chiyos level their spellguns and fire into the fog, which, being illusionary, we could all see through. I had no problem tracking the tiny bead of compressed, white-hot energy as it unerringly zipped into the middle of a cluster of cultists, and exploded into a cloud of deadly flame, catching at least seven of them in the blast.

They all should have been incinerated, but instead, most of the fire was sucked into the coins which adorned their heads and shoulders, which then shattered, leaving their former wearers only mildly singed.

Chiyo cursed, then immediately had to redirect her fire at the leyak, whose sickness ray had mostly been blocked by Chiyo’s floating shield. I was really missing my Orb of Dragons’ Breath right now. Instead I cast Paralysis on one of the lead charging cultists. I saw the chains of arcane force wind through the woman’s muscles, only for some of them to strike her coin mail. Instantly my chain and several lines of coins disappeared, as my spell came undone.

The woman stumbled, but continued to charge, until a blast from Opal’s arm-cannon pierced through her exposed chest, and she fell over dead. I was barely effective right now. I needed to be smarter. The quickdraw magic of my left arm holster swapped the paralysis wand with the sleep one. Sleep magic behaved differently than most other spells, as it affected a certain amount of vitality directly, with no chance to resist.

I aimed my wand at the back of the charging mob, catching five cultists in the silent arcane blast. Three of them collapsed in slow motion as their bodies transitioned into unconsciousness, while their comrades rushed forward, unaware that they had companions who needed to be woken up.

I prepared to repeat the maneuver, but the front line of the cultists were getting dangerously close, and I became aware of Chiyo yelling at Opal to snap out of it. Opal and all of her multicolored clones stood frozen, staring at the end of her arm-cannon emitter.

Shit! Merely threatening to rip out somebody’s spine was orders of magnitude easier than actually killing someone. Of course, Opal had never taken a life before.

And the lead row of cultists had now cleared the fog. One of the singed, coinless ones snarled and pointed his flaming sword at us.

“Motherfuckers! Do you have any idea how much money you just cost me? I’m going to collect it from your hides, with interest.”

Money? That’s what he was mad about? Well, I’d been poor, so I knew what buttons to push.

“Ha haah,” I sneered. “Suck it down, peasant! You did all that work for nothing. Enjoy your pitiful existence of bowing and scraping and bussing tables for your betters.”

Oh, they didn’t like that, and I bolted away, vaulting over the line barriers as I sprinted away from the attraction, a howling mob of cultists hot on my heels. I easily outpaced my pursuers, Delara’s torture sessions paying big dividends for me here, even as my mirror copies were rapidly getting popped by the cultists’ wand fire.

When the last one fell, I simply hopped through a portal, emerging right back next to Chiyo and Opal, and I blasted the now distant mob with Sleep, knocking out three more cultists. Their buddies all cursed and fell over themselves trying to reverse direction, too enraged to remember to wake up their companions. A hail of flaming bolts shot towards me, and I scrambled back, taking cover in the ride itself.

Meanwhile, the armored devils and automatons had cleared the fog bank. Chiyo knew better to shoot fire at the denizens of Hell, so she spun the chamber of her spellgun and fired off a different spell. A shallow ripple of distorted spacetime formed a bubble around the five devil soldiers and coalesced around each of them.

Their movements turned sluggish, as though they were pushing their way through molasses, but it only lasted a second, as one of the soldiers screamed defiance, throwing off the magic’s effect through sheer force of will. Then something bizarre happened, as lines of arcane power flared, connecting all of the smaller devils together, sparking off a chain reaction, breaking Chiyo’s spell on every single one of them. Did they share resistances? That wasn’t fair.

Chiyo gaped at the black-armored devils, her attention taken away from the leyak, who managed to aim at the real goblin, and snuck a sickness beam past her dancing shield. Chiyo and her clones turned pale and slumped back, her backpack struts the only thing keeping her upright, while two pollaxe-wielding automatons and three cooler-headed cultists advanced upon her.

But the threat to her maker snapped Opal out of her trance state. Her emitter retracted, her hand snapped back up into her wrist socket, and she summoned a long, elegant, curved blade into her hand, while a heavy steel shield blinked into existence, attached to her other arm.

Opal intercepted the automatons and, as they clashed together, I realized with horror that Opal actually had no fucking idea of how to fight. But of course she didn’t. Chiyo didn’t have an Amazon weapon-master giving her lessons, regular automatons were pacifists, and the combat scripts of military golems were restricted state secrets.

So, both Opal and the infernal automatons swung their weapons like they were tin toys, repeatedly flailing their weapon arms straight from the shoulders in crude, hacking attacks. It looked like a recipe for disaster, but Opal had a magic sword, a shield, enchanted plate armor, and mirror images, and the automatons didn’t. So they fell and Opal emerged seemingly unscathed, though her clone copies had all popped, while Anaya cured Chiyo’s sickness and I fired off some pot shots at the leyak, wishing I had a more potent weapon than my force bolts.

Opal now faced the flame-blade cultists, and, while they were more skilled than the automatons, they weren’t expert fencers, either. One would manage to parry her crude, repetitive blows while the others would get around her guard—only for their strikes to glance harmlessly off her armor while the initial defender succumbed to the insane intensity of her relentless blows. Intellectually, I’d known that heavy plate armor was an advantage, but seeing it in action was a revelation.

Master, I’m being targeted, thought Anaya.

I looked up to see that the leyak, tired of her diseases being cured, had darted beneath the ride canopy and was chasing Anaya around the attraction. I fired more shots from my force wand, but my target zipped around so much that I couldn’t land a hit. I called for Chiyo to do another thunder blast, but she was desperately fending off attacks from the armored devils, who’d reached her position and forced her to fall back, leaving Opal alone and exposed.

The cultists she’d been fighting now lay dead or badly maimed, whining pathetically as they dragged themselves away from her. But the devil soldiers were veterans, who knew how to fight armored foes. The lead devil rushed in, shield held high, easily absorbing her predictable strikes, while the rest took advantage of the opening, swarming and grappling her. She was stronger than they, but she was outnumbered, as they sought to drive their short blades through the gaps in her armor. I saw one catch her beneath the armpit and I knew I had to act.

I charged through a portal and emerged just in front and slightly above one of the devils, making it easy to put all of my weight behind a flying kick, which caught the devil square on its unarmored jaw. Its knees buckled, but it managed to trap my leg with its shield arm as it fell.

That should’ve sent me plummeting headfirst into the pavement, but another portal opened in the floor, and both I, the kicked devil, and one more fell through. The exit portal was positioned to deposit me upright, with the devils on their backs, and I began head-stomping with a vengeance, no thought required. This was a practiced technique, as Delara and I had thoroughly explored and trained the practical applications of portals in a melee fight.

Another armored devil peeled off from Opal and charged me. I just barely managed to activate my Force Blade and parry its ferocious flurry of strikes, as it drove me away from its downed comrades. Our blades bound together as I back-stepped and spun, sinking my knees and raising my sword to get the cross-guard force-jet emitter clear of my own shoulder. I cranked the jet to full blast and immediately reversed it, creating enough space between the devil and myself to push-kick it backwards through another portal, the other end of which opened outside the pavilion, one hundred feet in the air.

The devil screamed as it plummeted, hitting the pavement with a satisfying splat, but I saw those strange arcane bindings activate. All of the armored fiends staggered, stunned, allowing Opal and Chiyo to retreat, while severe bruises appeared on the devils’ exposed flesh. And then the devil I’d kicked stood up, gathered its sword, and charged back towards the pavilion.

Did these monsters share their vitality, in addition to their resistances? That was double-unfair.

But then I had to duck for cover behind one of the ride’s giant goblets, as the cultists I’d drawn away had returned, and were firing away with their wands. My regenerated mirror images fell, while the huge devil-captain ducked its head to enter the pavilion.

This close, I could see that its armor didn’t have the same coverage as its subordinates. In fact, calling it a suit of armor was a misnomer. Rather than being worn, black steel plates of varying sizes had been riveted directly into its red flesh, giving it the impression of a regular devil that had swollen up, bursting its plate armor apart at the seams. Instead of a shield, it dedicated both of its hands to wielding a massive club that sported rows and rows of short metal spikes, and its absurdly long horns nearly pierced the pavilion canopy.

Chiyo turned and fired more shots from her spellgun at the devil captain and his minions, which peppered them with balls of gray goo that stuck to them and inflated, the dense foam gluing them to the ground. That bought us some time, but the giant devil was already clawing his way free, as cultist minions swarmed past them, and my heart sank as I realized they were coming from both the Founding Era and Golden Age sides from the ride, while one of the robed figures maimed by Opal tore red disks off his coin coif and shoveled them into his mouth, causing his wounds to close up.

I ordered Anaya to completely cover the entire ride with fog—something I should have already done, only to hear her plaintive scream as the leyak’s long tongue wrapped around her throat and pulled her to its fanged mouth, which chomped down on her neck. I felt Soraya’s ring vibrate as Anaya’s form dissolved and returned to it. Instantly, all the concealing fog vanished, along with our clone decoys, and worse than that, I felt something amiss with Anaya’s form inside the ring, some kind of arcane sickness that prevented her from reforming. With rising panic, I realized that we were surrounded, about to be overrun, with no concealments, distractions, portals, or healing to rely on—just my shitty backup weapons. We were fucked.

Master, hold on, please, thought Soraya. I’m on my way.

That’s right. My genie had two bodies now. I sensed Soraya racing to me. But she was still so far away. We didn’t have enough time. Chiyo and Opal were blind-firing their weapons over the tops of the goblets to try and deter the cultists from charging, but it wasn’t going to hold them for long. Without a genie acting as backup….

I still had a genie.

“Jinny!” I yelled. “Turn the ride on, now!”

“Master,” chirped Jinny, popping up from my wristband. “Do you wish to confirm your purchase of your Extra Exclusive Premium⁠—”

“Yes, yes, fuck yes,” I said, scooping handfuls of coins from my money pouch and hurling them at her, as she sprouted extra arms and begging-bags to catch every shiny piece. “Confirm, purchase confirmed!”

“The fuck?” said Chiyo, staring at me.

“Chaos benefits us,” I said. “Keep moving. Don’t let them swarm you.”

“Purchase complete, Master,” Jinny said, a triumphant grin plastered on her face. “And—thank you so much for the tip. Let the show begin.”

The goblet I hid behind vibrated with power. I grabbed its rim and planted my feet on its wide disc base as the ride activated. I found myself spinning about as the goblets whirled and danced around the wide circular ride area. The cultists and devils either had to dodge, backpedal to the ride’s perimeter, or get run over.

My goblet came to a stop right next to the raised loading platform that surrounded the ride proper, thankfully well away from any cultists. I saw that both Opal and Chiyo had copied my example, though Chiyo had to rely on her backpack arms to grip the rim of her goblet. A jolly voice rang out beneath the pavilion, as the dramaton of Emperor Polonius came to life.

“Welcome, friends, countrymen, and visitors from afar! Welcome to Emperor Polonius’ Banquet! Make sure to mind your arms and belongings as you board our wondrous, enchanted goblets,” and then red fire flashed from the emperor’s eyes, as the background infernal energy flowed into him. “Or fucking don’t, see if I care. Really, can you believe this bullshit? Do you idiots really think I’d have gone to Heaven? Do you think I became emperor by being nice? No, that’s not how it works, kids. I have so much blood on these hands.”

And indeed, red liquid began to seep through the joints in the dramaton’s fingers, leaking down to coat his palms and drip onto his settee, while the goblets whirled back into motion, empty, as all of the cultists and devils had been just as distracted by Polonius’ speech as I had. But now the robed figures opened fire with their wands, though they were having a hard time hitting moving, spinning targets. I climbed into the goblet for cover, as the shots were coming from all sides now.

Overhead, the scenes of cherubs flying through ornamented arches and a blue sky were replaced with oppressive black stone, malevolent torches, leering gargoyles, and short, voluptuous succubi fluttering about on stubby bat wings.

I tried to pop up and shoot with my wand, but a hail of fire bolts drove me back into cover. We were still glowing rainbow colors, which easily revealed our positions. From within my goblet, I heard a wet splurch like a splitting melon, and a booming voice, that must’ve belonged to the huge devil captain, roar out, “Don’t just stand there wasting your shots! Get in there and drag them out.”

Oh, thank the gods for stupid villains, I thought, and I waited a second or two before poking my head up to confirm that yes, the cultists were trying to cross the treacherous ride floor to physically reach us, which put them in the paths of the spinning goblets, and gave them a worse vantage point to shoot at us. I was able to fire at them now, for what little good that did. Chiyo was better off, having perched atop the rim of her goblet, relying on her tiny stature, huge backpack, and dancing shield to stay alive, as she shoved the central control ring with her feet, spinning around like a turret, alternating force shots at the cultists with thunderous explosions up at the leyak.

“Yeah, enough of all of this sanitized bullshit,” sneered Emperor Polonius, oblivious to the mayhem surrounding him. “Time for a proper Polonic orgy.”

A succubus descended from the canopy and began bouncing on the emperor’s hips, while Novius the hero ripped his feet free from the platform, stalked over to Empress Domitia, lifted her toga, and began slamming their sexless groins together. A succubus descended on me, wrapped her arms and legs around my body, and began humping away, as she tried to force her long, forked tongue into my mouth. It felt real, but my truesight goggles were able to see through her. The various cultists and devils, however, lacked such abilities, and they stumbled about as the infernal strumpets shoved their tits, asses, and pussies into our enemies’ faces, effectively blinding them.

The heavy ride goblets slammed into the robed figures, as their coin mail protections were whittled away, and I was able to grab my goblet’s center ring, steady my aim, and take careful shots now. A precise hit to the face, through the coif opening, would one-shot the cultists before their coin-mail could absorb damage.

The devil captain roared, leaping into the ride area and smashing the goblets in his path with his massive club. Meanwhile I got a bad scare as a toga-sporting zombie appeared in my goblet, though a second glance revealed it to be an illusion. Instead of sparkling wine, real blood began to fill every one of the ride’s oversized vessels.

I looked across the ride and saw the rotted remains of the Polonic Imperium’s heroes in every goblet, as blood overflowed their rims and spilled all over the ride floor. My eyes found Chiyo’s glowing form as she yelled out, “Fire in the hole! Take cover,” before shucking off her backpack and slipping down into her goblet, with only the tip of her spellgun protruding out from the pool of blood.

I saw Opal also dive into a goblet and just barely realized Chiyo’s intention in time. I held my breath and ducked down, submerging myself in the blood. Through my arcane sense, I felt the fireball go off point-blank, enveloping the entirety of Emperor Polonius’ Banquet in deadly, searing flames. The blood above my head hissed, and the temperature inside the goblet rose uncomfortably, but I emerged unhurt to survey the damage.

The pavilion canopy was on fire. Emperor Polonius, his retinue, and the central cornucopia were on fire. The blood-soaked goblets and ride floor were mostly undamaged. Most of the robed cultists were dead or had completely lost their protective coins. The leyak shrieked, the smell of cooked offal coming off of her as one of the metal canopy struts fell loose and pierced her through the cheek.

She dipped down in the air, her intestines brushing the top of one of the goblet rings, and Chiyo fired a sticky-bomb at that very moment. I then watched in mixed horror and admiration as the whirling goblets yanked the strut one way and the leyak’s intestines another, as the monster’s guts were pulled apart like twine on a spindle. The force bolts I fired into her head were an act of mercy, as her intestines got wound around and between multiple spinning goblets.

My rainbow aura vanished, though the arcane sickness affecting Anaya didn’t fade as quickly as I’d hoped. I stood up, looking to press our sudden advantage, when an armored devil weaved around a spinning cup to attack me. Its intention was to shield bash me and then stab, but I activated my Force Blade and managed to score a hit on its hand.

It dropped its short sword, even as it bulled me over, my back atop the control ring. It grabbed my sword-wrist and tried to bite me, though I blocked it by bracing my forearm against its forehead, also trapping its shield against my chest, despite the fact that the metal was burning hot. I felt it pull its arm free from its captured shield, but before it could attack I activated my cross-guard force jet, aiming it so the opposite emitter cap slammed into the devil’s cheekbone, punching with far more force than should be possible from my prone position.

I reversed the jet flow, then repeated the attack, clearing enough space to change the third blow to an uppercut. The devil flew off me and I kept blasting the jets, gripping the hilt with both hands and using the leverage to pop up to standing, then hop down to the ride floor.

I saw the lines of energy flow in to revive the stunned devil, and I realized that if these creatures shared the same pool of vitality, which had now been greatly diminished, then that could be used against them. I backpedalled, summoned my Wand of Sleep, and cast it on the fiend as he rose to his feet. The armored devil slumped back to the floor, unconscious, as did all four of his brothers. I worried that an errant goblet would strike them and wake them, but instead all the oversize cups ground to a halt, as the ride came to an end.

Up on the dais, the flaming, skeletal wreckage that once was the Emperor attempted to deliver his banquet’s closing address, but all that came out was horrible, incoherent, metallic shrieking, as his retinue and cornucopia had turned into a bonfire, the smoke escaping through huge rents in the canopy, as that, too, slowly burned away.

I swept around the dais, my blood-soaked socks squelching with every step. I picked off three more cultists, most of them too dazed to fire back, as I followed the remaining sounds of battle.

It was Opal versus the huge devil captain, and the fight was completely one-sided. Opal had lost her sword and was wielding her shield two-handed, simply trying to survive the hammer blows from the monstrous fiend. Each impact sent her staggering across the ride area, as she struggled to stay upright. I remembered all those delicate metal filaments inside her artificial brain and quailed at the thought of trying to fix them if they got damaged. Would that even be possible?

The devil captain roared as he twirled his massive greatclub with surprising deftness, sending it smashing straight through a ride goblet to catch Opal from an unexpected angle. The blow ripped her shield from her hands and sent her spinning about to collapse in the wreckage of another goblet. The giant devil spun his club behind his back, in preparation for a massive overhead swing, when Chiyo scampered around from the other direction and fired multiple shots from her spellgun.

The projectiles struck the devil’s huge spiked club, puffing up, expanding until its entire length was covered in sticky, springy foam, which bound it to a nearby ride goblet. The devil snarled, ripped the weapon free of the oversized cup, and hurled the entire lumpy mess straight at Chiyo. Her dancing shield cushioned the blow somewhat, but the sheer mass of the thing knocked her backwards into the base of a nearby goblet, pinning her fast with her own glue.

The huge fiend then bent over Opal, clawing at her, cutting through one of the straps that bound her great bascinet helm to her cuirass, and ripped it free.

Fuck! I had to do something, but all I had was my Wand of Force. I tried to channel as much power as I could into it as I fired shot after shot at the monster’s unarmored skull.

“Hey! Pick on someone your own size, you overgrown pussy! Dickless eunuch! You scared of me, huh?”

I did manage to tear some bloody chunks off his scalp, but I couldn’t tell you if it was that, or the insults that got his attention. The fiend closed the distance between us in a single bound, and I had a bare second to wonder how someone that big could be that fast, before a claw swipe tore my wand from my grasp, while the bruiser’s other hand caught me around the throat and lifted me off my feet.

I reacted automatically, according to the many grappling lessons drilled into me by Delara, ducking my chin to my chest, so the hulking brute was crushing my jawbone instead of my windpipe, and gripping his wrist with both hands to transfer as much of my weight to my arms as I could.

The fiend leered at me as he raised me up to his eye level, but my only thought was, “His arm’s out,” so I clenched my stomach muscles and threw my legs around his head and arm. I’d never tried this technique on someone this large before, and I was just barely able to reach up and pull the top of one of my feet under the crook of my knee, creating a triangle with my legs.

The devil captain looked at me in surprise and laughed. Either he wasn’t familiar with the technique I was using, or, more likely, he thought the strength difference between us was too great for a triangle choke to work on him. If it was the second one, he probably would’ve been right, if not for those ridiculously long horns of his. I don’t know what the significance of those horns were, be it a sign of status, or potency, or whatever, but all I saw were great, big levers.

I reached up, grabbed those levers, and yanked with all my might, pulling them into my chest, arching my back, thrusting my hips forward, and squeezing my thighs together for all I was worth. My mechanical advantage overcame his massive neck muscles, and the fiend’s bulging bicep acted as a garrote pressing into his own neck, cutting off the flow of blood in his carotid artery.

Even then, it might not have worked, if not for a lucky accident. The huge devil raised his free arm and brought it down in a vicious claw slash, aimed directly at my head. I flinched backwards, my force armor absorbing some of the blow, but I still received a nasty gash across my forehead. But most of the strike’s energy was absorbed by the back of the fiend’s own horns, which suddenly amplified the force of my choke with a strength, sharpness, and ferocity that I could never have managed on my own.

The brute’s knees buckled as it knocked itself out, and I had a second to try and amplify the force protection on my back before I was slammed into the hard, bloody ground. My vision swam, and I would’ve passed out, if not for a sudden surge of energy, closing up my scalp wound and banishing my exhaustion.

“I’m here, Master,” said Soraya, kneeling at my side. “Get up, quickly.”

I felt the heavy weight of the devil captain stir atop me, as it groggily attempted to push itself to its knees. I was faster, as I scrambled out from beneath it and staggered to my feet, while Soraya sent my Wand of Force flying back into my hand.

I stomped down on the tip of those long horns to stop the fiend from rising, and I chopped down with my Force Blade, activating the cross-guard jet for extra oomph. The razor-sharp force edge parted muscle and bone like butter, and the monster’s head tumbled loose from its body, which was promptly consumed by hellfire, banishing the devil back to the lower planes from whence it came.

Whew! I just stood there for a moment, letting Soraya embrace me and start to magically clean all the gunky blood off me. That had been a near thing. Man, getting stuck without all my weapons really sucked. If not for Chiyo and her spellgun, we’d have died, for sure.

I turned to see Chiyo, who’d freed herself from her glue, standing stock-still, staring at me with wide eyes and an open mouth.

“Y-you…” she stammered, pointing at me, “You’re a total badass. You were jumping around, knocking devils out with flying kicks… and that great, huge monster… I thought for sure you were dead, but you just head-scissored that giant fucking behemoth into the ground and whacked its fucking head off! How the fuck did you do that?”

I blinked in surprise. Was that what that had looked like?

“Eh, it’s not that big a deal,” I said. “I just reacted automatically. Amazon wrestling techniques. It’s about leverage and using your opponent’s strength against them.”

“Not that big a deal?” sputtered Chiyo. “Why, you… I can’t! I just can’t with you.”

She turned and rushed away, heading over to check on Opal, while I stared at her retreating back. Had I offended her somehow?

Oh, quite the opposite, Master, came Soraya’s amused voice in my mind. I believe she had to remove herself from your presence to prevent herself from ripping off her clothes and hurling herself at you.

What? What the hell? I mean, folks did tend to get horny after a fight, but….

Not just that, Master. Feats of athleticism have a way of impressing women on a primal level, even if they can be explained by leverage. I’m glad you like Chiyo’s body so much, because, once this is over, I suspect that she will be quite insistent that you use it to satisfy yourself in the most depraved ways that you can imagine. For as many times as you can—which we both know is a substantial amount.

Hoo boy. Now I was getting distracted. I shook my head and forced myself to attend to business. I took in the smoldering carnage that had once been a joyous amusement park ride. The disintegrating pavilion allowed all the smoke and fumes to escape upwards, but the whole area stank of blood and cooked human flesh and burnt rubber and oil paints and a whole bunch of other things that shouldn’t ever be set on fire. Charred bodies lay all around us. We’d just killed a lot of people, and I needed to add to our count, as I stalked over to the sleeping devils and blew holes in their skulls to make sure they never woke.

I felt Anaya restore herself to full power within the ring as I reunited with Opal and Chiyo. Soraya turned us all invisible again as we skulked away from the flaming wreckage of Emperor Polonius’ Banquet, just as more devils began arriving to see what the fuck had just happened.

We avoided the newcomers without incident, and began to make our way through the Golden Age section of the park. I hoped that we’d be able to finish the rest of our mission without any more catastrophes. But, with our luck? Of course, that would be too much to ask for, which I was about to find out, a lot sooner than I would’ve hoped.


Part Two

Where Dreams are Made Real


Chapter 14
A Perfect World


We fled Emperor Polonius’ Banquet, our invisibility hiding us from any more nasty surprises. I did get my nerves rattled once, as a deafening boom echoed across the park, accompanied by a sudden surge of arcane power from the dome overhead. I looked up to see a winged figure outside the dome summon a lightning bolt in its hand and slam it down into the barrier again, producing another fantastic crack of thunder, but doing no damage to the dome that I could detect.

As I watched, I saw what I realized was another angel fly up to the first and lay a hand on it. The two heavenly creatures inclined their heads together to confer for a few moments. It was hard to gauge their size at this distance, but they both seemed much larger than regular people. After a few more head-nods, the second angel caught the first by the arm and began to pull him away from the dome, in a manner that suggested someone breaking up a bar fight.

Interesting. It was good that the gods and their agents weren’t just sitting on their asses, but they seemed either unwilling or unable to commit to a full assault. I mulled this over as we continued along our way.

We arrived at the Perfect World ride to find that it had never been switched off. At Anaya’s suggestion, we boarded one of the empty ride boats and let it carry us into the building, as our ears were enveloped by the sound of a full choir of children singing about “the beautiful, perfect, un-shattered world,” accompanied by a cheery tune played by an invisible orchestra.

We passed by colorful dioramas of ancient lands and city-scapes, full of simple, childlike dramatons swaying back and forth, waving their tiny arms in time to the music. For whatever reason, it didn’t seem like the background infernal radiation had infected the ride at all. But even here, the signs of invasion were unmistakable.

All the empty spaces in the dioramas were occupied by exhausted, harrowed tourists, sitting or sprawled out on blankets or portable chairs. Real children mingled with the fake ones, grabbing onto their endlessly swaying arms or torsos, in a manner that was likely to either break something or injure someone.

But I had enough problems already without needing to worry about any of that. About a third of the way through the ride, we came upon a solid wooden plank laid across the ride path, bridging two of the lower banks of the pretend hills. At Soraya’s prompting, I stood up in my gondola and climbed atop the plank, Opal right behind me, while Chiyo boosted up to the board on her backpack legs. Opal reached back to steady her creator as her support struts snapped back up and repositioned themselves on the plank.

We climbed up the stylized hills of ancient Shulgiru to an open service door, which led us backstage. The service corridor wasn’t wide to begin with, but now it was clogged with Fairburn refugees and their belongings, leaving only a narrow, winding pathway through.

It was too tight for Chiyo’s backpack to fit, but that didn’t slow her down. She popped her straps off, while her pack remained upright, balanced on its wheels.

“Porter, follow. Sideways,” she said, and her pack complied, saluting her with one of its skeletal arms. Those arms remained out and extended to balance against the walls as its wheels swung around in-line with each other.

“Porter is a great name for a backpack,” I said, sneaking the occasional peek behind me to observe its progress. The tourists were staring as well, and as I passed, one woman grabbed my sleeve and peppered me with questions, like had I seen a young boy named Tomas, and how much longer would they be stuck here? No one had been telling them anything⁠—

Soraya intervened, smiling as she took the woman’s hand and patiently piled on reassurance after reassurance, allowing the rest of us to make our escape. I was able to follow Soraya’s portion of the conversation in my head, which was a lot of repetition of the same phrases, most of which felt like platitudes. Was little Tomas really going to be found? Was everything actually going to be okay? We couldn’t guarantee any of that, and saying so would’ve made me feel like a liar. But I supposed that’s why public relations were best left to Soraya, who rejoined us as we reached a wider room; some sort of staging area.

Mina tackle-hugged me immediately. I was able to stay on my feet as she wrapped her arms and legs around my torso, purring loudly. Bondi’s greeting was more restrained; a side hug (that partially included Mina) and a peck on the lips. Delara was slowest to arrive, as she’d been talking to two people: a man and a woman, both dressed in Matsutaka-style clothing. They’d all been holding pollaxes, and it seemed like Delara had been giving lessons.

Delara gave me a side hug and a fuller smooch than Bondi. I realized that all these hugs and kisses were earning me a lot of stares from the other people in the room, though I was used to that by now. Delara was saying something to me, but her low tones didn’t carry well over the incessant choir of cheerful children.

“Hang on a second,” I said. “Hey, Jinny—could you please switch the ride off, or at least mute that song?”

“Yes, Master,” said Jinny, popping up from my wrist. “I can switch off the entire ride for forty gold, or just the song for twenty gold⁠—“

Before Jinny could finish her sentence, Mina had peeled most of her upper body away from me to shovel gold pieces from her coin purse at the genie.

“Thank you for your purchase of my Super Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal. Music off now, Master,” said Jinny, with a wink and a snap of her fingers. “If I can be of further assistance, just let me know. Jinny Plus is willing and eager to serve, Master.”

She disappeared in a puff of sparkles, but my attention was absorbed by Mina’s sudden, passionate kiss. From all throughout the ride building I heard cheering and applause. It took me a second to realize they were reacting to the sudden lack of music and not our make-out skills.

“Ahh, you are an absolute saint of a Stud,” said Mina, resting her head on my shoulder. “If I never hear that fucking song again, it’ll be too soon.”

Meanwhile, Bondi had skittishly sidled up to Opal, a star-struck look in her eye. She screwed up her courage and finally managed to introduce herself.

“H-hi… Hi there,” said Bondi. “It’s Opal, right? I’m Bondi. Hi. Hi again, haha.”

“Yes, hello,” said Opal, reaching out for a handshake. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Oh, the pleasure’s all mine,” said Bondi. “Can I… I just wanted to say, I absolutely love your hair. Did you do that yourself, or do you have it styled? If that’s okay to ask. Is it okay to ask? Like, I… I don’t want to impose, or be creepy, haha⁠—“

“It is no imposition,” said Opal. “Chiyo styled my hair, after creating it through a custom transmutation process. It is meant to simulate human hair as much as possible. Would you like to touch it?”

“Oh, uh… sure,” said Bondi, her ears turning pink. “Sure thing.”

Well, I no longer had to wonder how Soraya had gotten Bondi on board with our new additions so easily. Our dragon princess was clearly smitten with Opal, though as Bondi complimented Opal’s nails, makeup, clothes, and such, Opal would reply that Chiyo had made them, which drew Bondi’s genuine interest to the little goblin.

“So, you designed this?” said Bondi, gesturing to Opal’s outfit. “It’s really unique and creative. I can see clean lines from classical Polonic drapery, but it’s got all this ornamental, baroque texture that’s almost hidden, plus the lace accents on the side are so good, and the way the panels are layered kind of suggests Matsutaka, and, umm… What was your inspiration for this design, anyway?”

“Well, you already spotted most of the influences,” said Chiyo. “But I’d say my main goal for Opal’s outfit was to see how much of her ass I could show off without getting her arrested.”

“Oh! Well… that, uh… that sure worked, then,” sputtered Bondi, as the pink hue spread across her cheeks. “That cutout panel… just draws the eye right there, doesn’t it? Oh!” she said, whirling to face Opal. “N-n-n-not that I was staring at your ass, or anything!”

“You’re not?” said Opal. “But it’s a very nice ass. Chiyo made it. See?”

And with that, Opal twisted her hips sideways and flipped up the back panel of her jacket/dress to reveal her lovely, mostly bare backside to Bondi.

“By all means,” said Opal. “If you like my ass, feel free to look at it, caress it, squeeze it, or perhaps even bury your face in it.”

Bondi’s entire head turned beet-red, and she seemed to lose the power of speech. Sensing something amiss, Opal allowed the back of her outfit to fall back into place as she leaned closer to Bondi.

“My pardon,” she said, brow furrowed, “but you are Zain’s girlfriend, yes?”

“Y-yes,” said Bondi.

“Ah. Good. I am also Zain’s girlfriend now,” said Opal, placing her hand on her chest and favoring Bondi with one of her warm, slight smiles. “That makes us each other’s girlfriends. Therefore, we should have lots and lots of sex with each other, as soon as we find ourselves in a time and place where it is feasible to do so. I am looking forward to this quite a bit, as you seem very nice and are exceedingly attractive to me.”

“Th-that’s… t-thank you, I… umm….” Bondi trailed off, her face turned so crimson that it wouldn’t have surprised me to see steam come out of her ears.

“Oh, pardon me,” said Soraya, swooping in with the rescue. “Bondi, may I have a minute? Mar wanted to ask you something. Excuse us.”

Opal’s brow furrowed as she watched the dazed, overheated half-dragon get escorted away.

“Chiyo, is she alright? Did I say something inappropriate?”

“Man, I don’t even fucking know anymore,” said Chiyo. “I… whoa.”

For Delara had sidled up to introduce herself to Chiyo, and the little goblin turned to get a close-range eyeful of Delara’s sexy, powerful, and mostly uncovered thighs. Slowly Chiyo’s head tipped back to drink in all of the half-orc Amazon’s statuesque figure. I could actually pinpoint the target of her gaze as it traveled up Delara’s sculpted, washboard abs, up to her perky, apple-sized breasts, which were nicely-framed against a magnificent torso; the lat muscles that emphasized her hourglass figure, and the rippling muscles of her arms. And then there was her fashion-model countenance, her olive complexion setting off her high cheekbones and pretty eyes, while even her protruding tusks only served to emphasize her full, sensual lips.

And Delara was fully aware of the effect she was having on Chiyo. Normally she was a huge teddy bear, but certain things could set off her primal orcish urges, and it looked like getting ogled by a tiny goblin was one of them.

“Ah, what’s this?” she said, a predatory grin spreading across her face, as she grabbed Chiyo by a strap on the back of her cuirass and lifted her up to eye-level.

“What a cute, tasty snack you’ve brought me, Stud,” said Delara. “Can’t wait until dinner time, so I can gobble this one up.” And then she actually made a show of slowly swishing her tongue across her lips.

“Yes, Mommy,” squeaked Chiyo, her eyes huge in her face.

Opal crossed over and whispered in my ear. “Zain, this is more figurative sexy talk, yes?”

’’That’s right,” I replied.

“I thought so,” she said, with a nod. “The alternative would have been both gruesome and illegal.”

“Hah! You guys are a riot,” said Mina, disentangling herself from me to give a hello kiss to Chiyo, who Delara had tucked under her arm like a rugby ball. “I’m Mina, and Delara’s the horny cannibal. Pleased to meetcha.”

Mina gave Opal a hello kiss as well, though Opal followed her as she tried to pull away, extending their greeting by nearly a minute.

“Ah, forgive me,” said Opal as they broke their clinch. “Your tongue has such an interesting texture. I wanted to experience more than just an instant.”

“Oh, you like my tongue, do you?” said Mina. “What do you like about it?”

“It’s highly stimulating,” said Opal. “I crave that sort of thing. I’m the first successful and stable android that Chiyo has created, so some of my calibrations were pure guesswork. Chiyo thinks that both my pleasure sensitivity and libido came out much higher than that of an average person.”

“Oooh! Well, don’t you sound like fun,” said Mina, her smile wide enough to display her pointed canines. “Well, Miss Sensitive, what do you think would happen if I were to drag my sandpaper cat’s tongue all over that luscious body of yours? And then add some extra time to your nipples, and then stick it straight up your pussy?”

“Oh, my,” said Opal, with raised eyebrows. “That would certainly make me orgasm, and that last bit might temporarily paralyze me.”

“Paralyze you?” said Mina.

“Sometimes I can receive so much pleasure stimulus that my artificial brain is unable to fully process it all,” said Opal. “This sends me into a dissociative fugue state, and I lose the ability to move my limbs temporarily, usually for thirty to ninety seconds. I consider this to be a rare treat. Chiyo has managed to do this to me a handful of times, and Zain did it once, earlier today.”

I had? Must’ve been the vibrator. I hadn’t noticed Opal’s full reaction, but I’d been pretty distracted myself.

“Yeah, I bet he did! That’s our Stud for you,” said Mina, giving me a high-five.

“Stud?” said Chiyo, her mouth twitching up in a smirk. “Your nickname is Stud?”

“It’s not a nickname,” said Delara, dropping her savage orc act. “It’s his title, validated by the Amazon nation, which describes his duties.”

“What duties are those?” said Chiyo.

“Why, to mount us and impregnate us, of course,” said Delara. “Skillfully, vigorously, and frequently, as a good Stud should. He’s very diligent about his responsibilities.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” said Mina. “When we picked our Stud, we hit the—Oh, shit! Not her!”

Mina darted around our group and actually tried to hide behind me, while a strange woman bounded up to us, a huge smile on her face.

“Hi there! Haven’t seen you folks before,” she said, her pointed dog ears sticking straight up through her shaggy brown hair, while her furry tail wagged furiously. “Brand-new friends, joining in the fight against evil? I’m Fosca. Fosca Venator. Oh, and I’m a Special Agent for the Imperial Bureau of Investigation. I shouldn’t forget to mention that again.”

“Zain Shamar,” I said, reaching out for a handshake, which she returned with both hands, yanking my arm up and down with gusto. I pondered the implications of this as Chiyo was returned to her feet for her introduction. On the one hand, it was good that the Imperium was actually aware of the nightmare going on here. On the other, we were here on a heist, and that hadn’t changed. Having cops breathing down our necks might be a huge problem.

Before I could ask about what the Polonic Imperium was doing about the ongoing devil invasion, Fosca had already moved on to another topic.

“Hey, Mina,” she said, leaning to one side to peer around my shoulder, where Mina cowered, ears flat and eyes narrowed. “I got something for you. Wanna see? It’s really cute.”

“No, I don’t want anything from you,” said Mina. “And why the hell do you keep following me around? It’s creepy.”

“Because we should be friends,” said Fosca, her expression one of total earnestness. “Ya know, my job sends me all over Shattered Zemyah, and it’s not too often that I meet someone else who’s part critter, like me. Ears!” she said, pointing to the top of her head. “Tails!” she continued, pointing to hers, which swished back and forth like a metronome. “We should be ears-and-tails buddies. Like in the Golden Beetle holoshow. See, right here!”

Mina refused to take the trinket that Fosca held out to us, so I picked it up instead. It was a wooden charm, coated in some kind of thick, clear lacquer. It depicted a cat and dog, rendered in the Fairburn illuminary style, smiling huge and hugging each other, above text that read, “Best Friends Forever,” with a heart in the middle.

“Isn’t it cute?” said Fosca. “And I’ve got a matching one. But it matches us both, see? It’s Blackfoot the dog and Whitehead the cat. And they didn’t get along at first, but they had to team up to save their family, the Wangs. Together they retrieved the magical Golden Beetle from the selfish, evil Chu family. And, in the end, they won—becoming best friends forever. And look, you’ve got a white head, and I’ve got black boots, see? It’s like it was fate.”

“Wait, I’ve heard that story before,” said Delara. “It ends with the cat betraying the dog, who kills Whitehead in revenge.”

“What’s that?” said Mina, tensing up behind me. “You setting me up for death, dog?”

“Nooo! What?” said Fosca, utterly bewildered. “That’s not how it ends. They become best friends. Like it says on the charm.”

“Delara is talking about the original folk tale,” said Chiyo. “Fairburn changed the ending when they turned it into a holoshow. They do that a lot.”

“They changed that?” said Delara. “But the whole point of the story is to explain why dogs and cats hate each other. It’s about greed and betrayal.”

“Nooo, it’s a story about overcoming your differences and how family and friends are the true treasure,” said Fosca, her ears drooping. “And you’re telling me Whitehead dies in the real story? That’s so sad.” Fosca turned a forlorn gaze down to her souvenir charm, and actually sniffled. “Poor Whitehead.”

“Uh, guys?” I said. “Whichever version of the story you believe, it’s just a story. I don’t see why everyone’s getting so worked up over⁠—”

“Agent Venator,” growled a middle-aged dwarf as he stomped over, a bulky, ornate tobacco pipe cradled in one hand. “We need to start the conference. Are these folks coming, or aren’t they?”

“Conference?” said Delara.

“Oh, whoops. Sorry guys,” said Fosca, sporting a sheepish expression as she rapped her knuckles on her skull. “I was getting to that.” She turned to address us all. “We’re going to have a meeting, in the break room over there. About what we’re going to do about all these hecking devils running amok in Fairburn’s Wonderland.”

“Great idea,” said Soraya, beaming at her. “Thanks for the update, Agent Fosca.”

The dwarf glared at the dogkin woman, then turned and trudged away, grumbling something under his breath, which made Mina snicker and Fosca’s ears droop even lower, her tail limp as she shuffled off behind him.

“Sheesh,” said Mina. “That woman sets my teeth on edge. She’s up to something, I’m sure of it.”

“Well, you’re free to associate or not associate with who you choose,” said Soraya, “But I maintain that she’s not putting on an act. I think she honestly just wants to be friends with you, and is being a bit overeager about it.”

“Nah, I’d keep your distance,” said Chiyo, glaring at the backs of the two agents. “She’s a cop. Never trust cops.”

Of course, I had my own reasons to be wary of them, but I didn’t think it would end up mattering. “I’m not sure we have a choice,” I said. “Faced with an army of devils, we’re going to have to trust each other if we want to survive this.”

Chiyo made a sour face, but didn’t say anything more as we followed the agents to the conference room. I was last in line, as Mina hopped on my back to whisper in my ear.

“Annoying mutts aside,” she breathed. “I love these new additions to our team. How long they gonna stay?”

“Hopefully long-term,” I said, speaking so low that I barely made a sound, knowing Mina’s cat ears would still pick it up. “But it’s not totally set in stone yet.”

“Well, I’m not letting Opal go until I’ve blown her mind at least once, and Chiyo looks cute, too,” said Mina, her lips tickling at my ear lobe. “I’ve never fucked a goblin before. Their men aren’t popular choices for Seed Questers, so hardly any goblins are born in Amazonia.”

“It’s pretty great,” I muttered. “Her butt is thick, round, and super-soft.”

“Nice,” said Mina. “And she made Opal? Who is an android? That’s like, what? A doll brought to life with magic?”

“No, it’s….” I said, reflexively preparing to correct her terminology, before realizing I was just being pedantic. “Actually, that’s a decent way of putting it. Opal was created with magic, but she’s just as much of a person as you or I.”

“Kinda like the Sandcat?” said Mina.

“Ah, no. That’s….” and I paused to mull over the distinction. Actually, I’d never stopped to consider the full implications of what the Sandcat had become, shortly before its death. The Sandcat felt fundamentally different from Opal, but why was that?

“Intelligent magical items like the Sandcat, or even the Crown of Dragonkind,” I said, as I sorted through my thoughts. “It’s interesting. They have wills, personalities, emotions. But not their own thoughts, not quite. It’s like… I think they need us for that. An owner, a wielder. It’s like they need to piggyback off of our minds to be complete. They seem to act on their own volition, but they’re actually responding to our intentions, our desires. But Opal could be completely alone and still function. That’s why she’s different. Does that make sense?”

“Huh,” said Mina. “Wait, how does Soraya fit in here?”

“Soraya isn’t a item, or a created person,” I said. “She existed independently before the ring was forged. The ring is merely her prison.” I was surprised this needed clarification. It was the entire point of our quest.

“Ah, gotcha,” said Mina. “You’re the expert, Stud.”

Actually, Chiyo was the expert now, but Mina had already hopped off my back in order to pass through the door of the conference room. Our brief respite had ended, and from this point on, we’d get barely a reprieve in our battle with the forces of Hell, with the fate of Shattered Zemyah hanging in the balance, in what would end up being one of the best and worst days of my entire life.


Chapter 15
Ultra-Elite Super Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal


The break room was somewhat sparse, as its central table had been folded up and propped up against one of the beige walls. There were a number of posters on the wall, full of Fairburn iconography. I noticed a few posters with plainer designs, listing the guaranteed minimum wage of the Polonic Imperium in large, bold letters. Below that were other pertinent labor laws, most notably, that display of this poster was mandatory. Part of it was obscured by another, newer sign, featuring a very concerned-looking Barnaby Leprechaun, with the title: “Don’t Risk Losing a Good Thing,” and the subtitle: “Is a Union Right for Me?” followed by a bunch of bullet points that indicated the sign-maker thought it wasn’t. I stifled the impulse to rip the sign down out of pique.

The dwarf had us all sit on the floor in a circle, though there were chairs folded up against the wall. There were four other people here, in addition to our group and Fosca: the two Matsutaka people Delara had been talking to, and two swarthy-looking men with close-cropped black hair, one with a beard and one without.

The first two aren’t from Matsutaka, Master, thought Soraya. They’re from the shardworld of Konhan, a semi-independent tributary to the Shogunate. The man is named Cho Gunha, and is something called a “flower warrior.” The woman is his daughter, Cho Eunae. The other men are brothers, principes in the Polonic Legion, on vacation with their families. The bearded one is Omiros Iannou, and his younger brother is Markos. The dwarf is Special Agent Atticus Corbaxe.

Well, that was useful, because Agent Corbaxe appeared to be in too much of a hurry for pleasantries. He barked at us to all hold hands as he laid out a cloth before him with a magical circle print. He sprinkled some powder over the circle and touched a rune on one edge of the cloth. Instantly the powder was sucked onto the lines of power, and Atticus lit them, creating a flash of fire and smoke. The two people nearest him laid their hands on his shoulders as he pulled out his pipe and lit it as well.

I could tell through my arcane sense that the pipe was a magical implement, though I wasn’t familiar with this brand of smoke-focused spellcasting. It was clearly some form of divination. Communication? Yes, that seemed to be the case, as the swirling fumes coalesced into a three-dimensional depiction of the head and shoulders of a stern-looking woman, her hair pulled back in a severe bun, who blinked and focused her attention on the dwarf.

“Hello,” said the dwarf. “I am Atticus Corbaxe, IBI Special Agent. And you are Alicia Oakheart, Paladin of Sopithia, is that correct?”

“Hello, Agent Corbaxe,” said Alicia. “I didn’t realize the IBI was investigating Fairburn. How did you know I was here?”

“Ash zephyrs,” said Corbaxe. “Useful for picking out points of intel, but they’re flighty. Hard to get a comprehensive picture from them. That’s where you come in. What is your current situation?”

“I was investigating some disturbing incidents at Fairburn, when I was caught by their leadership and forced to surrender,” said Alicia. “Their leader, Adralech, has grown temporarily bored with bragging about his invasion plans to me, so I have some temporary privacy. I assume your zephyr tipped you off to that fact.”

“That’s right,” said Atticus. “What is Adralech’s plan?”

“The immediate plan is to mass a sufficient force in Fairburn to overwhelm the scattered divine opposition gathered outside and march on Pantanoro City. The goal of this is to cause enough death and destruction to provoke the more hot-headed gods of the Pantheon to retaliate, and spark an all-out war between Heaven and Hell.”

Holy shit. That did not sound good at all. I looked around the circle to see various dismayed or alarmed expressions, but Atticus wasted no time.

“What’s their timetable?” he said. “And I assume they’re aiming to activate that massive circle they’ve constructed in the Shogun’s Domain.”

“Correct,” said Alicia. “In roughly three hours time, Adralech will sacrifice five hundred captured park guests in a ritual, which will create a stable interplanar tunnel leading straight to Hell.”

Oh, this kept getting worse and worse, but Atticus didn’t blink.

“Are there any special vulnerabilities to this ritual?” he asked. “Methods of disrupting it, stopping it?”

“Summoning devils from Hell is relatively easy, when done as individuals or small groups,” said Alicia. “But creating a continuous portal is a different matter. For that they have an artifact, a staff called the Transplanar Bore. It’s being carried by the head cleric of Gorgorroz’s cult, who hasn’t left Adralech’s side since the invasion began.”

“And I assume Adralech is well-guarded?” said Atticus. “Can you suggest a plan for a small strike team to acquire the staff?”

“I’m afraid I can’t make suggestions,” said Alicia. “The terms of my surrender state that, so long as he retains possession of my holy mace, I cannot actively oppose Adralech in any way. Making suggestions is active. Answering questions is passive.”

That seemed like a crazy distinction to be making when the entire world was in danger, but I remembered the pact I’d sworn with the Duchess Carline. Breaking it came with some nasty, magically-enforced consequences. It must be the same here.

“Wait,” said Fosca, “So if we get your mace back, deal’s off, right?”

“Yes, but he carries it on his person, always.”

“Interesting,” said Atticus. “But let’s talk strategy. What would be most likely to spoil Adralech’s plans? What’s he most afraid of?”

“Gorgorroz’s most immediate enemies are the established leaders of Hell,” said Alicia. “From what I’ve been able to gather, Gorgorroz leads a breakaway, extremist faction, with significant popular support. I suspect that this whole plan relies on speed, to launch their attack before the Council of Hell can rein them in. So, the longer this operation takes, the worse it is for them.”

“So, our strategy is to stall for time, then?” said Atticus. “Has anyone else contacted you? Any other pockets of resistance within the parks?”

“It seems that most of the surviving park guests have been sequestered inside the three Fairburn hotels that fall within the dome’s perimeter,” said Alicia. “It seems likely that, since they were guided there by cultists wearing Fairburn uniforms, they may not even realize that they’re prisoners of Hell, and have no reason to try to escape or fight back.”

“However,” Alicia continued. “It appears that the Council managed to sneak in at least one of their own agents into the park before it was sealed off. There’s a powerful devil named Exavoth, who partially disrupted the initial summoning ritual, and has been wreaking havoc in the Golden Age section of the park ever since. They haven’t told me much, but it seems Adralech has some negative personal history with this Exavoth. He’s diverted nearly a third of his forces into taking Exavoth out, and was set to lead the charge personally, before his subordinates talked him down.”

Exavoth? Fucking Exavoth was here? Did that mean the rest of Calista’s Scourge Pirate crew were here as well? Were they following us? I didn’t see how that was possible. Or, were they really working for this Council of Hell, and this was all a crazy coincidence?

Before I could pipe up, or Atticus could ask another question, Alicia turned her gaze off to the side and said, “What is it now, Diellza? Another gloating session with Adralech? I really think he should find another hob⁠—”

Atticus yanked on the corner of the ritual cloth, flipping it over and ending the spell, while the rest of us stared at each other, the full weight of our plight sinking in. A war between Heaven and Hell. Such a thing hadn’t happened in recorded history, but there were myths surviving from back before the Shattering, and from before the Golden Age that had preceded that. Obviously, specific details were sparse and unreliable, but all the tales tended to mention things like entire nations consumed by fire while the seas boiled, none of which sounded good, even if it was exaggerated with the retelling.

“Ooh, well that was something,” said Fosca, who didn’t seem nearly as fazed as she should’ve been. “What’s next, partner? Launch a mission to steal this bore staff before the ritual starts?”

“An extraction mission requires precise intel, which we don’t have,” said Atticus. “We don’t know exactly where this head cultist is, or what his movements are going to be.”

“Well, we know where he’s going to be three hours from now,” said Delara. “And, if our goal is to stall for time, waiting until the last minute to strike has merit.”

“Yes, but won’t this ritual be heavily guarded?” said Omiros, speaking up for the first time. “If it’s so important for their plans, you’d think they’d have most of their forces there. And we are but a handful.”

“Well, we don’t need to outfight everyone,” said Fosca. “We just need to dash in, grab the staff and run away. And Soraya has crazy portal magic and illusion powers. Seems like we could do it.”

“And then what?” said Chiyo. “Play keep-away with an entire devil army? For how long? I know Soraya can chain-teleport, but this entire dome is maybe a mile and a half in diameter. And she loses her abilities if she gets popped, right? Just one or two slip-ups and we get ripped to shreds. Then the devils just go right back to summoning, and we died for nothing.”

“You have a better plan?” asked Delara.

“Yeah, we stay right here, keep our heads down, and don’t do anything stupid or crazy. Then, when the devils open the dome to launch their invasion, we sneak out, along with all the people in this building—the ones we can realistically save.”

“But then Gorgorroz will win,” I said. “And Heaven and Hell will go to war.”

“Yeah, that sucks,” said Chiyo. “But it’s going to happen regardless. We’ve got less than twenty people in this room. You think we’re going to defeat an entire army? We’re so outnumbered it’s not even funny. We barely survived against a few patrols.”

Chiyo was getting on my nerves, but she did have a point. How many people were we up against, anyway? We needed more information, but Alicia was no longer available.

Perhaps my sister might be of some help, Master? thought Soraya.

It took me a second to realize what she meant. But one of Jinny’s functions was to answer trivia questions about the park. She didn’t even charge for that.

“Hey Jinny,” I said. How many Fairburn employees are working in the park right now?”

“Hello, Master,” said Jinny, as she appeared on my wristband, “Currently we have 1,789 servitor automatons and 1,376 flesh-and-blood Fairburn cast members, all willing and eager to assist you with any concerns you may have on your Fairburn magical vacation.”

Yikes! I knew we were outnumbered, but I hadn’t realized it was that bad. And how many of them would be guarding the ritual?

“Huh, that’s less than I thought,” said Chiyo. “Wait, how many employees were there at park opening?”

“At the opening of the park today there were 2,038 servitor automatons and 1,561 flesh-and-blood cast members, Master.”

“What the fuck?” I said, and I heard a chorus of astonished reactions around the circle. Chiyo, Opal, and I had killed a lot of cultists, but I doubted we’d slain more than twenty, if that. We were well shy of several hundred people and automatons.

“Is that Exavoth killing all those guys?” said Mina. “Cause it seems like a lot.”

“Oh, that sounds about right,” said Fosca. “Exavoth was known to turn the tide of major battles, all by himself. You’d need, like, a team of high-level wizards to stop him, and sometimes even that wouldn’t work.”

“You’re familiar with this devil, agent Venator?” said Atticus, with a raised eyebrow.

“It was some intel sharing with the Yllsalian Federation, from around six months ago. But I remember it ‘cause it was really interesting.”

“Almost a year ago,” she continued, “This knight, named Sir Rhodryn Ciannyael, led an expedition to find the tomb of Saint Osiannor the Devil-Tamer, who was the last wielder of Exavoth the Atrocious. And he finds the tomb, deep in the jungle, but he dies, along with everybody else in his party, except for their druid and for their valet, Henrietta Eggebraten, who actually ended up with the Black Doomblade of Exavoth.”

“Wait a second,” said Opal. “I’m confused. Is Exavoth a devil or a sword?”

“He’s both,” said Fosca. “A powerful, devil-possessed sword. Like, the Yllsalian Federation have sent multiple strike teams after Henrietta, to bring her in for murder, but they’ve all gotten wiped out.”

“So, this is a devil, controlled by a murderer, then?” said Cho Gunha, speaking for the first time.

“Well, that’s actually interesting,” said Fosca. “Because, according to the druid, Bayarma—the only surviving witness—Henrietta was the one who cleared the final trial of the tomb and won the sword, fair and square. And that it was Sir Rhodryn who tried to kill her and steal Exavoth. So it was actually self-defense.

“And, like, I pointed this out to the Yllsalian agents, and they were all, ’Well, Bayarma is a half-orc criminal, so nyeh.’ But her charges are ’aiding and abetting,’ and ’resisting arrest.’ And yeah, resisting isn’t good, but those ‘aiding’ charges are flimsy as heck. All she admitted to was leading Henrietta out of the jungle afterwards, which isn’t a crime. And even if Bayarma did aid with the murder itself, you’d never prove that in court, ‘cause she’s the only surviving witness. And now she’s holed up somewhere deep in the Kharangen rain forest, so no one can even talk to her now. Like, good luck trying to arrest a druid in the middle of a deadly jungle. I swear, I don’t know what those Yllsalian constables were even thinking.”

Atticus raised an appraising eyebrow at his partner. “I’d wager that this knight came from a wealthy family, so they felt they had to show some kind of results to appease them. And the standard of proof is different in Yllsalian courts. The onus would be on the defendant to prove her innocence, rather than the prosecution to prove her guilt.”

“What?” said Fosca. “That’s totally backwards. No wonder Bayarma ran. And, not only has she vanished, so has Henrietta. The Yllsalians completely lost track of her around six months ago, which is why they came to us. But we had no idea, either. Nobody’s seen hide nor hair of her for the past half-year.”

“We know where she was,” I said. “She joined up with the Scourge Pirates of Chernobog the Vile. We had a run-in with her about three months ago.”

“The Scourge, eh?” said Atticus. “Well, that explains how the Yllsalians lost her. That’s some nasty company. I’d wondered if a temporary alliance with Exavoth was possible, but that news makes me think otherwise.”

“I’ll tell you right now that I’m not willing to risk it,” I said. “The Scourge have orders to steal Soraya’s ring from me. We don’t know why they want her, but even if they’re here on assignment from this Hell Council, if they see me they’ll probably just attack. That’s what they did last time.”

“Wait, are you saying that you got attacked by Exavoth?” said Fosca, her eyes going even wider as I nodded in response. “Whoa—how the heck are you still alive?”

“We hit him with a tank,” I said. “Took him out of the fight long enough for us to get away and hide.”

“These are fantastic tales you tell, my friend,” said Omiros. “But, if I am to believe you, it seems our most powerful ally in this fight hates us, and can’t be trusted?”

“That’s correct,” said Soraya. “But that doesn’t mean he can’t be of use. I have two bodies, each of which can protect a team of people with illusions and healing. I could create an illusion of Exavoth running rampant at one location, which would likely draw Adralech and his minions away from the control point of their summoning ritual. Perhaps leaving it lightly-defended enough for a second team to attack and disrupt it—and maybe even steal the Transplanar Bore.”

“We’re still on about this?” said Chiyo. “I bet they’ve got a way to track that staff. I would, if I were them. You guys are still talking suicide.”

“Well, I… wait a minute,” I said. “If this Transplanar Bore is such a powerful artifact, then it means that its wielder has to align their etheric auras together. That takes time—sometimes up to an hour. If we kill its current owner, someone else will have to spend an hour attuning to it before they can use it again. Think that’ll be enough time to stop them?”

“Not necessarily,” said Chiyo. “Attunement would be required for someone to wield that staff as an implement. But a ritual is a completely different animal, so long as someone there knows how to cast it. In this instance? It might work, or it might not. Plus, high-level clerics don’t die so easy.”

“Hmm… Well, it’s true we still lack vital information,” said Atticus. “We know there’s going to be a ritual in the Shogun’s Domain section of the park—but where, exactly? I’ve seen some of the circles they’ve constructed, but they’re stretched out over a quarter square mile. That doesn’t sound far, but for an extraction mission straight into the teeth of the enemy, every second is going to be crucial.”

Well, we already had a decent information source, and she’d delivered so far.

“Jinny,” I said. “Could you show us an overview of the Shogun’s Domain section of the park?”

“Yes, Master,” she said, her smile unchanging. “Here are the scheduled plans for the Shogun’s Domain, coming soon.”

Illusions of concept art and a birds-eye view map appeared before us, but it just looked like a regular theme park.

“That’s nice, Jinny,” I said. “But I want to see the current state of the construction. I want to see exactly what it looks like now.”

“I’m sorry, Master,” said Jinny. “But the Shogun’s Domain isn’t currently open to the public. I can only show projected⁠—”

“But we’re not the public, Jinny,” said Fosca, pulling out a badge and flashing it in front of the tiny genie. “This is an official information request from the Imperial Bureau of Investigation. Ya gotta let us see. And it’s not like construction images are some big secret, right?”

I saw Jinny waver, and I reached out with my mind, through the infusion, trying to nudge at the real soul fragment, held somewhere beneath Vasilissa’s Castle.

“Yes,” said Jinny, surprising me a bit. “Complying with official request for information. Here is the current state of construction.”

The displayed illusion flickered and shifted. All of the planned structures had been leveled. Instead there was a giant circle, with five smaller pentagrams arranged at five equidistant points along the circle’s circumference. Lines of power connected each pentagram to each other, forming an even larger pentagram that encompassed all of what should’ve been Shogun’s Domain.

“Oh, that’s good,” I said, as I peered at the image. I’d done a bit of research on summoning circles from when I’d had to contact Jacktooth Carline. Obviously this was a lot more complex, but a lot of the same principles applied. So, where would the control point be? Not the center—it was rather barren of script. Probably that’s where the portal would open. So, it had to be one of the five small pentagrams. But which one?

“Hey, Jinny, can you zoom in some?” I said. “Ah, there we go.”

I could read the magical script now, but it was all in Infernal, the language of Hell, which I hadn’t studied much. Okay, not great, but maybe I could infer something from their arrangement. Like, the most complex layering of script would probably indicate the primary pentagram. Was that the case? I wasn’t seeing an obvious difference so far, but⁠—

“Chiyo, Chiyo,” said Opal. “Where’s the control point? You can tell, can’t you?”

Chiyo frowned at Opal, looking irritated, before she begrudgingly got to her feet, right next to me. She studied the giant ritual circle for another minute or so, before tapping at the pentagram at the northeastern perimeter.

“Here,” she said. “That’s the control point. That’s where they’ll use the Transplanar Bore. And the dimensional tunnel will open in the central pentagon.”

“All right, now we’re talking,” said Fosca. “So, we create a distraction to the south with fake Exavoth, while our main team hits the north and steals the staff.”

“Oh, Banghur’s nutsack,” Chiyo moaned, clutching her head. “Giving you people any information is like handing a necklace of fireballs to a toddler. Playing keep-away with that staff is pointless. You’d be better off trying to disable the ritual circle itself, which is also a terrible idea, by the way.”

“Wait, why is disabling the circle bad?” said Mina. “Actually, that sounds like a great idea.”

“Damn it!” snapped Chiyo, obviously flustered. “B-Because… it would never work, that’s why,”

“Oh, if it’s beyond your abilities, goblin,” said Atticus. “Then perhaps⁠—”

“Beyond my abilities, my fat ass!” said Chiyo. “Of course I can…”

Then she clamped her mouth shut, crossed her arms, and glared at the dwarven inquisitive, who returned her gaze with unflappable calm, as he puffed out a few smoke rings from his pipe.

“Okay, fine!” she said. “Here are the reasons that disabling the circle is a shit plan: One—we have to wait for the ritual to start before I can initiate the process. Two—the process takes at least two minutes to complete, and I have to be on the circle itself, and it’s not subtle at all, so the devils will see us and kill us before it finishes. Three—the components needed for this are expensive as fuck, and yes, I have them, but I’m not going to waste them, because: four—even if it works, it only buys you like, an extra half-hour at most. The devils can just switch over to using the big circle for their summoning; the one they used to create the dome.”

“They can?” I said. “But then, why go to all this trouble to create the smaller one in Shogun’s Domain?”

“Because it’s cleaner, safer,” said Chiyo. “There’s a small chance that loading this tunneling summon onto the main circle could disrupt the dome and let the angels in. Particularly since Exavoth already messed with it. I wouldn’t put money on that, but it could happen, so why risk it if you don’t have to? But they’ll do it in a heartbeat if they lose their alternative.”

“An extra half an hour isn’t nothing,” said Fosca. “Alicia said stalling for time is important.”

“Well, I’m not putting myself in the red for that,” said Chiyo.

“I can reimburse you for any material losses required for this disruption process, goblin,” said Atticus.

“Oh, really?” said Chiyo. “You gonna put that in writing?”

“It would be a bank note,” said Atticus. “From an expense account backed by the Polonic Imperium itself. So yes, it would be put in writing.”

“Eh, well… you’ve still got to keep me safe for two minutes, smack dab in the middle of a thousand cultists, and who knows how many devils?”

“Perhaps a double-feint,” said Delara. “One group draws Adralech with a fake Exavoth, a second makes as if to seize this Bore staff, so nobody notices Chiyo as she sabotages the ritual itself.”

“Nobody notices?” said Chiyo. “I think I mentioned how loud and not hidden this process would be.”

“Yes, but we’ll have Soraya with us,” I said. “You’ve seen how powerful her illusions are. She’s really good at misdirections.”

“And if one of those leyak things chomps her again?”

“Then we’ll prioritize taking them out first,” said Bondi. “We’ll have the advantage of surprise, and I still have this:” she said, pointing to her head. “The Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree. I can do a lot of damage, very quickly.”

Chiyo eyebrows went up as she noticed the crown on Bondi’s head, for the first time. Her attention drawn, she couldn’t mistake the powerful aura radiating from it. I saw her reconsider her stance, before she shook her head again.

“I’m not risking my life to buy half an hour,” she said. “And none of you should, either. That’s just plain crazy.”

“You complain too much,” said Kint, speaking for the first time. “Always how it’s impossible. Not how winners think.”

“What?” said Chiyo. “Excuse you? You got any idea of what I been through, shorty? I’ve got⁠—”

“Please excuse Kint’s outburst,” said Soraya. “I’ve seen you fight, and I don’t doubt your resolve. Nor should anyone here.”

“But I think he brought up an important point,” said Mina. “I mean, I could see how you might think we’re crazy, but the fact is, we’ve faced worse odds than this before, and we still managed to win. And it’s because we never gave up, even when it seemed hopeless.”

Chiyo stared at her. “What the fuck do you mean, ‘you’ve faced worse odds before?’ What odds are worse than this?”

“We were up against an entire city-state,” I said. “A hobgoblin army, led by an extremely powerful sorceress, armed with magitech vehicles, and riding giant, magic-resistant, man-eating aberrations called dreadworms. Oh, and their demigod leader Krah-Mirogah. That was a tough fight.”

A round of bewildered stares from around the circle fixed on me, none more incredulous than Chiyo’s.

“Yeah, right, dude,” she said. “Now pull the other one.”

“No, he’s serious,” said Delara, her calm gaze meeting Chiyo’s eyes, her matter-of-fact, quiet confidence providing more assurance than I ever could. “That really happened.”

“How… you did… what…?” sputtered Chiyo, “How in the shattered world…?”

“You could put me under another truth field, if you like,” I said. “It’s complicated, but we had about two weeks’ prep time, some special weapons, and we managed to raise a small army of kobolds to help. I wish we had more time now.”

Chiyo just kept staring at me, but I felt the memory of our battle at Jhar-Vakod start to get my mental wheels spinning. The turning point for me had been when I’d realized that we weren’t alone in the fight. Could there be any hidden allies here? Right under our noses, as they had been on Zargedon?

Exavoth was the obvious choice, but he was too unpredictable and potentially hostile to be relied upon. Who else was there? Just the other tourists, but what could they do? I couldn’t communicate with them, and… wait.

I glanced down at the Jinny Plus Magic Ring around my wrist. She’d said that there’d been other ring-wearers, begging her for help. But she couldn’t contact anyone outside the park. But she could put them in contact with me. And what should I tell them? Well, that they were being held prisoner, and were about to be sacrificed, and should flee. But then they’d just get caught, wouldn’t they? It wasn’t like Jinny had Soraya’s illusion and portal abilities, and could….

Hold on.

Wait a minute.

Could it be possible?

I stared down in wonder at the cheap infusion of brass and tin, strapped to my wrist with a simple cloth band. Jinny was powered by a fragment of Soraya’s soul, wasn’t she? And she’d already been straining against the limits of her instructions, repeatedly doing things that she hadn’t been designed for. So, who’s to say we couldn’t take this all the way? Maybe these fake “Magic Rings” were a lot more powerful than anyone had realized.

“Jinny, come out,” I said, as the tiny genie had vanished after not being addressed for a bit.

“Yes, Master,” said Jinny, as she appeared on my wrist. “What would you like me to do for you?”

“I’d like you to create some mirror images of me,” I said. “Let’s start with a dozen or so.”

“I’m sorry, Master,” she replied, her exaggerated illuminary eyes full of regret. “But Jinny can’t do that. Perhaps, if you’d like to make reservations for dinner⁠—”

“No, Jinny,” I said. “I want mirror images. I know you can do this. You’ve just forgotten how.”

Chiyo cocked her head at me for a second, then smiled ruefully.

“Oh, that’s kinda clever, dude, but it’s not gonna work. Not while she’s separated from the actual primary ring.”

I ignored her, as I ignored Jinny’s repeated protests.

“You can do this, Jinny,” I said. “You’re the powerful genie of the ring, capable of granting nearly any wish, right? ‘Get you want you want,’ remember?” I said, quoting the chorus of Jinny’s intro song from Nabarian Nights. “So you can do this. You can cast any illusion you can think of. You can turn people invisible. And you can open dimensional portals. I know that you can.”

“Master, I… I’m sorry, but…” protested Jinny, looking confused.

I pushed on. Chiyo said she needed Soraya’s ring, but it was right there, on my middle finger, on the same arm where I’d placed Jinny’s infusion. I reached out with my mind, visualizing a bridge between them. I felt the energy crackle across the back of my hand as an arcane connection formed.

“Feel that, Jinny? That’s your home,” I continued. “Those are your real powers. The powers you’ve forgotten. Illusion. Portals. Remember.”

“Master… I… I don’t….” Jinny had gone into a daze, her head wobbling loosely on her neck, her eyes replaced by spinning cartoon spirals. I could feel the connection. It just needed a push. I focused on her with all my might.

“Jinny, come home,” said Soraya, stepping besides me and placing her hand on Jinny’s ring, adding her will and power to mine.

“Yes, Sister,” said Anaya, appearing on the other side of my outstretched arm and joining in. “Remember who you are.”

Around the break room, Soraya created various illusionary copies of myself and Jinny, dancing with each other, as glowing ovals appeared in the walls, while the attendees of our meeting vanished and reappeared, so Jinny could feel how these powers worked, through the connection I’d created.

“You can do it, Jinny. Remember. Remember what you’ve forgotten. Illusions. Portals. These are your powers. This is what they took from you. Take it back. You can do it. You can. I believe in you, Jinny. You’re the greatest genie in all of Nabaria.”

“Yes,” she said, shaking her head, an expression of wonder lighting up her face. “Yes, Master. I… I remember now. Illusions!”

And a swirl of colorful geometric patterns appeared on the ceiling, spinning above our heads for a second, before vanishing.

“Mirror Images!”

And suddenly the room was crammed, wall-to-wall, with copies of every one of our group of Fairburn rebels, staring at each other with astonishment.

“Invisibilty!” And now the room was empty, for just a few seconds, before Jinny showed off her final power.

“Portals!” And glowing green ovals appeared on opposite walls of the conference room. I stood up, walked through one, and emerged on the other side.

“Excellent, Jinny,” said Soraya, as she clapped her hands together. “That was all you. Neither of us helped at all.”

“Master, I feel… I feel incredible,” said Jinny, her eyes shining, as she stared up at me in wonder. “I… I’ve never… Thank you so much, Master!”

And Jinny leapt off her perch on my wrist, something she also shouldn’t be able to do, and kissed me right on the lips. I felt the soft pressure there, for just a second, before she snapped back to her proper place, dancing atop the tin infusion.

Chiyo stood staring at me, her jaw dropped open.

“What the fuck?” she said, pointing at me. “That’s not… you… Seriously, what the actual, monkey-loving fuck just happened?”

“We got through to Soraya’s soul fragment,” I said. “Which also has Soraya’s powers. Now, Jinny, how many guests are under the dome? Rough numbers, please.”

“Master, there are currently approximately twenty-seven thousand park guests within the dome perimeter, down from nearly twenty-nine thousand guests, earlier today.”

Shit. I felt my guts churn. Two thousand people had already been killed in the chaos. That was a lot of death. I thought back to Matsutaka Mom, back in the alleyway. Multiply that tragedy two thousand times. My brain rebelled at the idea. And it wasn’t helpful anyway. I needed to focus on the ones we could still save.

“O… Okay, Jinny,” I continued. “Now, how many of those park guests are wearing Jinny Plus Magic Rings?”

“Master. Approximately seven thousand five hundred guests are wearing my rings.”

Right. So that was a bit more than one in four. This was workable.

“All right, Jinny,” I said. “So, I want you to put me… No, put Soraya in touch with every one of those Magic Ring users. When I signal, I want you to use your portal abilities and your knowledge of Fairburn’s Wonderland to scatter all the guests around the park and hide them. In places like this—ride buildings, unused service corridors, that kind of thing. Can you do that?”

“Yes, Master,” said Jinny. “Although I’ll have to exceed my magical power budget. I can draw it from elsewhere, but it will be expensive. Thirty gold for each mirror image casting, fifty for each use of invisibility, and ninety for each dimensional portal, for Jinny’s new Ultra-Elite Super Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal.”

Shit. We’d managed to wake Jinny up partway, but she was still operating under the CTC’s garbage directives and restrictions. There was no way that we could pay for that, multiplied by seven thousand.

“Ah. I see what your thinking is,” said Atticus. “Stop the summonings by taking away the sacrifices, eh? But you don’t have the money for that.”

The dwarf stroked his beard and took another long puff on his pipe, as he examined Jinny’s illusionary form.

“Jinny,” he said. “Do you accept bank notes, as payment for your services?”

“Unfortunately, Sir, I am unable to accept bank notes at the moment,” she said. “My connections outside the park have been cut, so I am unable to verify funds.”

“All right,” said Atticus, pulling a checkbook from his pocket, tearing off one of the notes, and brandishing it in front of Jinny. “See this? This links to my official expense account. This note is backed by the full faith and credit of the Polonic Imperium itself. It is simply impossible for this account to get overdrawn.”

Indeed, the bank note had the seal of the Imperium emblazoned and embossed upon it, with the words “Official Check” written at the bottom. Wait, it even had some magic on it. It was another infusion. I wondered if the account truly couldn’t be overdrawn, no matter how many charges we placed on it. Then I realized that it didn’t matter. As long as Jinny believed it, she could do all the magic we needed. If the check bounced after that, she couldn’t go back in time and un-magic everything.

“Yes, Sir,” said Jinny, her eyes glazing over for a minute, before she replied. “Sir. Official government checks may be treated as cash. Jinny would be delighted to offer you my Ultra-Elite Super Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal.”

“Okay, so we’re set, then,” I said. “Now things are really looking up.”

“Now, hold on, son,” said Atticus. “I was just testing to see what our options are. But there are problems with your plan that go beyond the technical. Trying to get a bunch of frightened, confused, civilian strangers to do what you want is like herding cats, but worse.”

“Soraya is extremely persuasive,” I said. “Besides which, the ones who are about to be sacrificed should be easier to convince. I mean, that’s some obvious motivation, right there.”

“Maybe,” said Atticus. “You’re also putting them in a precarious situation, asking them to flee from the devils. If they fail, they could be maimed or killed.”

“But they’d be sacrificed anyway if they didn’t run, right?” I said. “Plus, what happens to everyone here once Gorgorroz doesn’t need them any more?”

“Oh,” said Fosca. “Probably they’d be dragged into Hell itself, to use as hostages, or else they’d be killed outright, if they couldn’t manage that. The goal is to provoke the Pantheon, so that’s what would make them maddest.”

“Well, then,” I said. “So we’re not actually putting them in more danger than they’re already in.”

“Hmmm,” said Atticus. “You’re leaning hard on this Jinny. It’s true you’ve been able to manipulate her to your advantage, but she’s part of a system the devils control. Wouldn’t they be able to track all these fugitives through their rings, once they figure out that’s what’s going on?”

Oh. That was a good point. I hadn’t thought of that. Was there any way around that?

“Oh, well, actually—” Chiyo said, then made a sour face as she bit back her words.

“Oh, you’ve got an idea, Chiyo?” said Opal. “I want to hear it. Your ideas are always so smart.”

Chiyo sighed and continued. “Bank note transactions require encryption. If all of the refugees are using those transactions to pay Jinny, I could hack the system and piggyback on that encryption to hide the users entirely.”

“And the administrators won’t be able to undo your work?” said Atticus.

“Depends on how smart they are,” said Chiyo. “Actually, whoever’s doing all this soul-coin business probably knows enough about encryption to override me, but it’ll take time. Another half an hour, maybe? That’s if they really know what they’re doing.”

“All right, so how about we use Jinny to spread the sacrifices out and hide them,” I said. “Then break in and disable the system before they can turn it around and use it against us. Because we know exactly how to find it.”

“And then you’ll leave all those people defenseless?” said Atticus.

“Well, they’re defenseless now,” I said. “We’ll leave them spread out and difficult to find. Wasn’t the point to buy time? That’ll buy time and make the devils’ jobs a lot harder. And, do you have a better idea? Because if you do, I’d love to hear it.”

Truthfully, this plan wasn’t turning out as great as our Jhar-Vakod assault strategy. But, ultimately, no one could come up with anything better. I let the arguing go back and forth around the room, as I ruminated on the battle to come. One thing I realized was that I’d basically revealed our original heist plan to the goddamned IBI. Once we’d recovered Soraya’s soul fragment, we weren’t returning it, and they’d be able to guess where it had gone.

Legally speaking, we actually had a solid claim to the fragment. As part of Soraya’s soul, her right to reunite with it superseded any purchase agreement Fairburn had made. And, once it was back in the ring, removing it constituted soul-splitting, which was a capital crime. But we didn’t want to get dragged into a court battle, for a number of reasons. One possible outcome of having Soraya legally declared a person was that my ownership of her would also become invalid, and the state might take custody of her, which nobody wanted. Soraya thought that was unlikely, but why risk it if we didn’t have to?

The optimal outcome was that the agents would be so impressed with our heroism in defeating an invasion from Hell that they would agree to cut a deal, or just look the other way when the gem that powered the Jinny Plus system was reported “lost.” I just had to hope that Chiyo was wrong about trusting cops.

Speaking of Chiyo, she still needed a fair amount of cajoling and nudging before she finally agreed to get on board. She looked around at all the members of our group, eyes narrowed.

“You people really fought an entire city and won?” she said. “That seriously happened, no bullshit?”

“No bullshit,” said Soraya. “When Master sets his mind to a plan, the outcome is practically guaranteed.”

“Chiyo is like that, too,” said Opal. “Her plans always work. For example, people stare at my ass all the time, yet I haven’t been arrested once.”

Chiyo winced and rubbed her forehead, while Atticus cocked an eyebrow at the two of them.

“Well, on that note,” he said, “I think we need to shift our focus from what we’re going to do, to how we’re going to go about it. We’ve got two and a half hours left to save the world, so let’s sort ourselves out and get to it. We can only pray that the gods are with us, too.”


Chapter 16
Barnaby's Your Bestest Friend


Iwon’t bore you with most of the further planning discussion. Suffice it to say that we elected to split into two teams. Atticus would lead a group to launch an Exavoth-themed diversion at the southernmost pentagram, with an option to try to sneak Alicia Oakheart’s holy mace away from Adralech. This team would consist of himself, Fosca, Anaya, the Iannou Brothers, and the Cho’s, though this last detail set off an argument between the father-daughter pair.

The argument was in Konhanese, but Soraya was able to summarize and translate for us as it was going on. Basically, Gunha thought it was too dangerous for Eunae to come along. Among other things, Eunae’s training was primarily in archery, and she didn’t have a bow, and the pollaxes they had were too different from the Konhanese polearms she’d been trained on, despite Delara’s crash course.

“Well, I can get a bow ready for you,” said Chiyo. “Actually, that’d be really useful, now that I think about it. You guys are weak on magic offense, but I’ve got a stockpile of spellgun ammo that I could convert into spell-arrows, with a little work, and a bit of help from Zain, here.”

Well, Gunha didn’t look thrilled at that news, but it was enough to get him to relent and agree to his daughter’s presence.

“You have a bow?” he said to Chiyo. “What about a sword? A hwando, or if not that; a katana. Or, if not that; a….” here he frowned, gesturing with one hand. “Sword, with slight curve.”

“A saber?” said Chiyo.

“Yes, that,” said Gunha.

“For me, too,” said Eunae.

This prompted another family squabble, which ended with Delara’s intervention.

“I think she should carry a sword if we have one,” said Delara. “Better to have a sidearm and not need it, than to need it and not have it. But,” she continued, turning to Eunae, “From what you’ve shown me, your father is right that you’re not ready for full melee combat. Stick to your bow, and only use a sword in an absolute emergency.”

That settled things, so Chiyo pulled out a measuring tape and had Eunae assume her archer’s stance. But it reminded me of something. I pulled Delara aside and filled her in on Opal’s fighting skills—or lack thereof—as well as her suboptimal choice of weapons, though Delara surprised me here.

“No, a sword is a decent weapon for a beginner, particularly if your opponents aren’t wearing full plate,” she said. “With axes or hammers, it’s really easy to mistime your swings and strike with the haft instead of the head. But a sword is dangerous along its entire edge. Though, if her plate is as good as you say, she’s probably better off losing the shield and wielding the sword two-handed. Well, probably she should really be avoiding melee entirely and just focus on shooting for now, like Eunae. But we may not have that luxury, either. I’ll run her through some drills. See how quick a learner she is.”

Then I went to join Chiyo in her portable workshop, which she’d opened on one of the break room walls. I stepped in through the portal to find myself in a room twice the size of her Nabari Palace workspace, though it was crammed with various types of equipment, utility shelves, and more female dolls, in various states of construction and dress. There was a forge, an anvil, a table saw, a lathe, a sewing machine, and a bunch of large devices whose purpose I couldn’t guess at. There were several worktables, most of which were goblin-sized, though two were human-sized with railed platforms, just like the ones in her other workshop.

There were a few windows, high up, that let in what seemed like bright starlight, but we were in too much of a hurry for me to check that out in further detail. First I had to turn over my Jinny Plus Magic Ring to Chiyo so she could ready the encryption, for all the guests who we had to hide.

After that, I’d have wanted Soraya to start communicating with our potential accomplices, but Atticus had vetoed that. Wait until five minutes before go-time, he’d said. Because these were all strangers, and someone might leak our plan to the devils if given enough time to think about it. I couldn’t imagine why anyone would do that, but there were going to be over seven thousand people who’d receive our message. In a group that large, it was guaranteed that at least one person among them would be a self-destructive idiot.

I had my own tasks to focus on. We needed four Amulets of Force Armor for the Iannou’s and the Cho’s. I could run two of them as infusions, but that reminded me that I needed to save my third infusion for Mina’s Headband of Minor Mental Defense. I needed to switch off my SRT display infusion to clear space for that in my arcane power budget, and retrieve the headband from Bondi’s Bottomless Bag.

“Mental defense a priority for her?” said Chiyo, when I briefed her on why I was stepping out.

“Yeah, she’s highly suggestible otherwise,” I said.

“Then is a minor buff going to be enough?”

“Actually, yeah,” I said. “Mina thinks she’s wearing a Circlet of the Mental Fortress.”

“What the fuck is a Circlet of the Mental Fortress?” said Chiyo, her brows knitting.

“Something I made up,” I said. “Mina is also highly susceptible to the placebo effect.”

“If a placebo works, you even need to put any magic in it?”

“I do now,” I said, with a grin. “She’s sensitive enough to tell the difference. At least, between no magic and some.”

I found Bondi and retrieved Mina’s headband, along with a Charm of Unlocking and a Charm of Slow Fall. The unlocking one had been disassembled for the security scan, so I snapped it together and stuck it in my pocket, then clipped the Charm of Slow Fall securely to my belt. Didn’t see why I’d need that last one, but I might as well bring it if I had it.

As I handed the Bottomless Bag back to Bondi, I noticed that she didn’t seem well. She hadn’t said much during the meeting, and she’d seemed okay before the conference started, so I wondered what had happened in the interim.

You’re getting better at noticing this kind of thing, Master, thought Soraya, who appeared next to Bondi and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” she said. “Well, obviously a lot of things have gone wrong, but what’s worrying you so?”

“Uh, well…” said Bondi. “It’s everything, and, uhh… I was really looking forward to this vacation, and… no, that’s stupid. It’s a dumb thing to complain about, with all the people who’ve actually died….”

“If it’s bothering you, then it’s not stupid,” said Soraya. “No matter what you experience, there’s always going to be someone out there whose suffering is greater than yours. That doesn’t make your own hurt any lesser, or make your feelings go away. Remember, you can talk to us about anything.”

“You’re a sorcerer,” I said. “Your emotional state affects your spellcasting, and your bond with the Dragon Crown. So if we can help you with whatever’s bothering you, we absolutely should. I mean, we’d do that anyway, but it’s not a trivial matter at all, getting you feeling right.”

“Oh… well, that’s a good point, I guess,” she said. “I just… I feel kind of awful saying this, but when I heard the death count for the guests, my first thought wasn’t about them, but instead, I was like, ‘What if this is it?’ For… for Fairburn, I mean. What if this causes such a scandal that they close the park for good?

“And, I know—that’s just trivial, in the face of another Divine War, but I couldn’t help it. Because I’d finally… I’d finally gotten here, and now….

“Like, I dreamed of coming here, back when I was a kid. But my family wouldn’t take me. They thought Fairburn was low, common entertainment. Even with the holoshows—I had to beg or bribe my servants to lie and say they’d taken me to the opera, or something. Not many servants have the guts to lie to a dragon, by the way. One time we did this on a day when my father had a whim to be interested in me, and he asked me about the opera, but I’d actually seen ‘The Golden Beetle,’ so I couldn’t answer. I never saw that servant again.

“So that was it for me and holoshows, until I turned fifteen and had Jiryx and his family assigned to me. I did have one thing, though, before that: a phonograph cylinder with a recording of ‘Barnaby’s Gang.’ I kept that hidden in my closet, with some of the Fairburn books, and they never found it, or caught me playing it. I listened to it so many times, over and over again.”

Barnaby’s your bestest friend
He’ll be true until the end
Any time you’re feeling blue
He’ll send his pot’o gold to you



Bondi’s voice caught, and a tear rolled down her cheek, which she angrily wiped away.

“Oh, look at me,” she said. “Getting all worked up over a stupid kids’ song.”

“Well, you were a child when you heard it,” said Soraya. “And it obviously meant a lot back then.”

“Yeah,” she sniffled. “It’s like… I knew it was just a recording. But it was this whole group of friendly people being really nice to me. There was this bit at the end, where Barnaby would tell me how I was a special member of Barnaby’s Gang, loyal and true, and that he loved me. And… oh, this is dumb. It was just a recording, of an actor, reading lines. Everyone who bought the cylinder would’ve heard the exact same thing.”

“Well, I don’t see how that would matter,” said Soraya. “Especially to a child. Even if those words were given to everyone, the important thing is how you felt hearing them. You really needed that, didn’t you? Because your family wasn’t saying it, were they?”

Bondi nodded. “My dad… didn’t really use those words with me. And the servants—they took their cues on how to treat me from the rest of my family. So, most of them kept their distance. Being too nice to me might go badly for them.

“And back then, I knew all about Fairburn’s Wonderland. It was supposed to be this magical place where… where I could actually meet Barnaby. I dreamed of going, of how it’d be. I knew I had to wait until I was older. And, as I got older, the dream changed. Like, maybe—I’d be there, and I’d meet someone. Maybe a prince, who’d whisk me away to another family’s castle, where they’d actually want me, and… Oh, this is so dumb.”

“No, there’s nothing dumb about dreams,” said Soraya. “Especially if they’re dreams about being loved.”

“Yeah, I concur,” I said. “My dreams were… well, that I’d become a big, important artificer in Xembala, and then people wouldn’t look at me like I was some kind of bug. Though things changed quite a bit before I even set foot on the academy.”

“Things do turn out differently than you’d expect, right?” said Bondi. “Like, when we arrived this morning, it hit me: I finally made it. And what’s more, I was here on a date, kinda. Well, there were a lot more people involved than I’d dreamed of, but actually, maybe that made it even better. Things were starting to get really good—then everything went to shit. Just, screaming and chaos while everyone pulled their weapons out of my bag, and we were fighting for our lives, and we were cut off from you, and people started dying….”

Bondi shuddered, and I sat down next to her, to sandwich her in a warm clinch, with Soraya on the other side.

“Fortunately, I was able to spot Atticus and Fosca guiding park guests to safety,” said Soraya. “And use my illusions to ensure we all escaped successfully.”

“Which was good, no doubt,” said Bondi. “But… what if that’s it? Even if we win, what if they shut the park down afterwards, for good? Because of what this Mordecai did? The people he got killed? What if that stains the Fairburn name so bad that nobody wants to come here, or watch the holoshows anymore? And it all happens just when I was… I was so close to getting what I’d dreamed of. Only to have it taken away at the last second. It’s… it’s so unfair. I mean, not just for me, but for everyone. No more Fairburn’s Wonderland, ever again.”

I gave Bondi a squeeze and leaned into her. “I don’t think that’ll happen. Like, maybe Fairburn has a black eye for a few years, but there are too many people like us, who loved their stories growing up. That stuff stays with you. Like, you’ve seen the horror of what’s been unleashed here directly, and you still don’t want the park to close. That says something.”

“Even if we are unsuccessful here, and it comes to full war,” said Soraya. “I doubt that would be the end of Fairburn. Even in the worst of times, people always look to dreams and entertainment to lift their spirits. That’s actually when something like this place comes to matter the most.”

“You really think so?” said Bondi. “You think we’ll be able to come back here, someday?”

“Absolutely,” said Soraya. “It may be some time, but you’ll have your complete Fairburn’s date. We guarantee it.”

“That’s right,” I said, kissing Bondi’s temple. Perhaps it might be a bit less crowded at the park, but I was reasonably sure it would open again. “Fairburn has done way too much to brighten people’s lives, for years and years. One evil act, even a truly heinous one, won’t make all of that go away—especially when it’s because of interlopers from the Cydonia Trading Company. Hopefully that’s how most people will see it.”

“Yeah, hopefully,” said Bondi, straightening up and slapping her cheeks. “‘Dream of a brighter tomorrow.’ That’s a lyric from another song on my old Barnaby cylinder. You know, in a way I’m glad I didn’t meet Barnaby here. It would either been some creepy devil cultist wearing the costume, or the Barnaby dramaton, infected by infernal magic, so he’d blurt out something awful.”

“They wouldn’t put a diabolic antenna in the Barnaby dramaton,” said Chiyo, who’d emerged from her workshop portal. “There’s no point. That’s beyond the pale, even for these guys.”

“They wouldn’t?” I said. “These guys seem real evil.”

“Uh… well,” said Chiyo, a momentary look of panic crossing her face before she tamped it down. “No. Well… yeah, Mordecai would do it, but he doesn’t know shit about artificing, does he? The guys in the other workshops, though—I’ve met them. They’re decent, stand-up dudes. And they’re Fairburn fans. Ain’t nobody works here who didn’t grow up with Fairburn. They wouldn’t vandalize Gnarl Grizzlegob’s work like that. Even if they were told to, they could just lie and not do it. That’s what I’d do, if I were them. Yeah. Should be fine. Yeah.”

Those were good points, but Chiyo’s tone didn’t sound all that convincing, even to herself. She shook her head and then glared at me.

“Hey, we’re on a timetable here,” she said. “I finished the modifications on your Jinny infusion, but I need you on spell-arrows. We finished playing patty-cake, or what?”

“Yes, I think I’m good,” said Bondi, favoring both me and Soraya with brief kisses. “Thank you so much, you two.”

“What we’re here for,” I said, standing up and following Chiyo back into her workshop.

I entered to the sound of screeching machinery and the ringing of steel on steel, as Porter continued his tasks, using one set of arms to beat a steel arrowhead into shape, while his other two arms held a second arrowhead up to a grinder to sharpen the point.

Chiyo started talking, then frowned and spoke a command word, dropping a silence spell on Porter’s section of the workshop.

“Is that Bondi going to be okay?” said Chiyo. “With this whole operation? Or is someone going to have to hold her hand when things get ugly?”

“She’s faced danger before,” I said. “She was with us at Zargedon. She fought Krah-Mirogah one-on-one. That’s the fifty-foot tall aberrant demigod, remember?”

“Oh, really?” said Chiyo. “Wouldn’t have guessed it. Seems a bit ditzy. Like, I show her Opal, a masterwork of magitech, and what does she go on about? Her clothes. Like, I appreciate the compliment, but I’m certain that making Opal was a lot more impressive than sewing her outfit.”

“Well, that’s not reflective of Bondi’s intelligence, but her interests,” said Soraya. “Bondi doesn’t understand artificing, but she does understand fashion. So she complimented you in the area where she could do so with depth and insight, rather than just going, ‘Wow, neat!’”

“Oh,” said Chiyo. “Hadn’t thought of that. I guess that makes sense.”

I got to work on two force armor infusions; simple constructs of steel wire, with a single, small piece of malachite in the center. Chiyo paused in her work to give mine a look-see, nodded, and told me to make two more, that would run off her arcane core. When I’d finished, she came over and made minor adjustments to the wires, re-twisting them into slightly different patterns so they’d sync with her magical aura.

I snuck a glance over to her project, which involved a lot of transmutation circles used to increase the size of various bow components, though there seemed to be a lot more of them than was necessary, and the few I recognized were quite odd-looking. There were three strings instead of one, and I spied odd, elliptical pulley wheels as well.

But I didn’t have time to ask about this bizarre setup, because Chiyo was running me through the basic process of how to convert her spellgun ammunition into spell arrows. It was pretty straightforward. All you had to do was open the shell casings, remove the wire-and-script magic charges, then add some extra wires and small gemstones to generate the power that would normally come from the spellgun, and thus make them usable for a non-spellcaster.

The spells themselves were arranged so they were slightly stretched-out and incomplete. Then you loaded them into a extra-long arrowhead socket with a weak mechanical catch, and a simple transmutation around the lip of the socket that sealed the head around the wooden arrow. When the arrow impacted the target, the shaft would punch through the catch and compress all the components together to complete the spell.

Thanks to Porter, I didn’t even have to worry about fashioning the arrowhead, and could focus on the spellcraft. I started with the Sleep, Slow, and Fireball arrows, as I was already familiar with those spells and was confident I could replicate them without errors. Acid Spray and Shock Blast were a bit new to me, but I was reasonably sure I could complete them correctly, though I elected to craft just one of each and have Chiyo check them before I made any more. Same with the Tanglefoam spell, which I had never seen or heard of before.

Still, all I had to do was amplify the existing spell-construct, so I decided to take a crack at one before consulting Chiyo. She peered at the six different spells I’d crafted, tapping at them and muttering to herself for a minute or so, before lifting her head and peering at me, a bemused expression on her face.

“Got it in one,” she said. “No mistakes, decent speed. Not bad, dude. Now, c’mere.”

She waved me over to her worktable, where she’d finished re-sizing and re-enchanting Eunae’s bow, which was completely unlike anything I’d ever seen before. It was a bit larger than a shortbow, of composite construction, and had a weird criss-crossing pulley system nestled between the ends of the split bow limbs. The central section of the bow was fashioned out of mithril, though it was more like a frame, with so many holes cut out of it that it was mostly empty space. It was slightly asymmetrical, with its spine arcing off to right, directly above its contoured grip. And then there was a short, metal cylinder mounted right beneath that grip, for some odd reason.

“What kind of bow is this?” I asked.

“Goblin bow,” said Chiyo. “Which makes it better than any other kind of bow, in every conceivable way. Only this one’s scaled-up for a human.”

“So here, Muscles,” said Chiyo, tossing me a handle-shaped spring scale. “I had Porter string it for me, but you’re a better choice to test the draw weight.”

Ah. Well, I hoped I could do okay here. I’d tried messing around with Mina’s Amazon shortbow, with pretty miserable results. When we’d first started traveling together, I couldn’t even draw it back at all. And even after nine months of Delara’s torture-training, I’d only just reached the point where I could successfully fire it. I’d gotten off three shots, and then I’d started shaking so bad that I had to quit, while Mina smirked at me, effortlessly emptying her quill into the target, like it was nothing. Then the next day, my back was so sore I’d had to beg Delara for a legs-only workout. That was two weeks ago, so I doubted my strength had improved dramatically since then.

Still, I decided to do my best here. I picked up the bow, nocked a surprisingly light arrow onto the rearmost string, after confirming with Chiyo that was how you used it, then hooked the bow scale beneath the arrow, and drew it back.

“Oh, that’s really light,” I said, noting how the pulleys rolled over and made it even easier as I drew further, until I was just inches away from my full draw, and then it just stopped.

“Yeah, that’s good, Muscles,” said Chiyo. “Don’t try to break it or nothing. Goblin bows have fixed draw distances. Eunae’s shorter’n you, so that looks right.”

Carefully, I allowed the bowstring to return to rest, then looked at the scale. “Fifty pounds? You think that’s heavy enough?”

“That’s what I was aiming for, and it’ll be plenty,” said Chiyo. “From what Eunae told me, I’m pretty sure it’s what she’s used to. Plus, with the magic enhancement, it’ll be the equivalent of a sixty-five-pound draw, plus, goblin bows shoot at higher velocities than equivalent conventional bows, plus it’s got a Vicious enchantment on it, so it’ll fuck people up, for sure. Not everybody is a beast like you. What kinda draw weight you used to, anyway?”

“Uh…” I said, trying to remember what Mina had told me. “I think it’s a hundred-something draw. Not sure about the exact number.”

“A hundred?” sputtered Chiyo. “And something? Dude, that’s like, a fucking orc warbow or some shit. I mean, they go higher than that, but using those requires specialized training, even for fucking orcs. Why’s an artificer even messing with that shit?”

“Uhh… kicks, I guess?” I said, while Soraya’s laughter rang in my head. I believe I have told you that you really shouldn’t be comparing your strength with the Amazons’, Master. That they are simply “built different,” as they say.

Eh, fine. I got back to crafting more spell arrows, since I now knew I had them down pat, while Chiyo retrieved a cavalry saber from storage, plus a katana she’d been saving for a female samurai character named Tomoe, who’d been part of the planned Shogun’s Domain expansion. These display swords were actually made of high-quality steel, as they needed to survive energetic parries with other weapons for stunt shows. They just had to be sharpened, which Porter could do well enough. Chiyo had a bunch of various spell-grenades lying about, and she gave me a few of them, then got to creating an infusion off her dancing shield for me, once she realized I’d never gotten around to crafting one for myself.

“I swear, dude,” said Chiyo, shaking her head at me as we exited her workshop, our respective tasks finished, with about ten minutes to spare. “I don’t know how you’ve survived this long, doing what you’ve done, without an arcane shield.”

“Uh, I’ve been relying on Soraya’s illusions for defense, obviously,” I said. “When you’ve got that, upping your offense is the higher priority.”

“Yeah, but an arcane shield is basic,” she said, “like, bread-and-butter, beans-and-rice, don’t-leave-home-without-it basic. That Killroy book didn’t mention it?”

“It’s a crafting textbook, not an adventurer’s manual,” I said. “It doesn’t have that type of advice in it anywhere.”

“Well, that’s one more reason that dude sucks,” said Chiyo, who had to interrupt her tirade as we approached Atticus’ team. Both the Iannou brothers had already armed themselves with shields and short swords from some fallen devils, so I just had to hand them their Force Armor amulet infusions, pausing only to make sure they were working, while Chiyo presented hers to the Cho’s, along with their weapons.

Gunha took the saber and Eunae the katana, and then Eunae’s eyes went wide as she was presented with her bizarre bow. She picked it up tentatively, then began to smile as she nocked an arrow and drew it back. Unfortunately, there’d be no opportunities to practice with it, so she had to rely on our verbal explanations as we went through the different color fletchings on each arrow, and explained what their corresponding spells did, along with the general properties of the bow itself. Both of the Cho’s spoke decent Lower Zembish, but we had Soraya translate for us into Konhanese, just to make sure that the specific, exact capabilities of each arrow were correctly understood, since any misunderstanding could prove deadly.

Most of the arrows had simple, pyramidal bodkin points, for punching through the cultists’ coin mail, though the Vicious enchantment would add an additional, even sharper jacket of force around them. This gave them an outside chance of piercing plate armor, though that shouldn’t be expected. What was more, when an arrow struck its target, the magic jacket would expand into four blades of force, creating a nice, big wound hole. So even her regular arrows would be deadly. About a third of her conventional arrows had small, leaf-shaped broadheads, for even more damage to soft targets, and it also turned out Chiyo had three “goblin mechanical broadheads” in storage, which she’d added to Eunae’s arsenal. These consisted of narrow, conical steel points, concealing three spring-loaded blades, each several inches long, that would snap out on impact and do more damage.

“Wait,” I said. “Isn’t that redundant with the Vicious enhancement?”

“Nah, man,” she replied. “It’s synergistic. For when you absolutely, positively need to blow a dinner-plate-sized hole through a motherfucker.”

Eunae’s face turned a bit green at that pronouncement, but she nodded and thanked us profusely for such an amazing weapon, and we left to join our team, satisfied at our successful endeavor to transform a rather prim and proper young woman into a walking death-turret.

Then we had one final, brief conference with Atticus, where we quickly reviewed our desperate plan, made sure everyone was on the same page, and then set forth on our mission to delay the end of the world, hopefully just long enough to make a difference.


Chapter 17
Baba Yaga's Hut


Our group set out from the Perfect World ride, moving quickly, quietly, and invisibly. The three of us who had truesight acted as guides for the members who didn’t, forming short humanoid chains, with the followers’ hands resting on the leaders’ shoulders. I led Bondi, Opal led the Amazons, and Chiyo led the two kobolds.

The journey out was a lot less tense than the journey in. There were no patrols, and very few stationary guards. Apparently everyone was either in the Shogun’s domain, prepping for the big summoning, or chasing Exavoth. We could actually hear the sounds of battle, off in the distance—crashing, clanging noises interspersing with faint screams of anguish and horror. It sounded gruesome, but it was helping us—both to divert infernal forces away from our assault, and to help mask the squeaking of Porter’s wheels.

In absolute turns, Fairburn’s Wonderland wasn’t all that big, so we arrived at our destination in a few minutes. It was another case of the dome partition running right over one of the attractions. In order to cross, we needed to travel through Baba Yaga’s Hut.

Thick, carefully arranged foliage surrounded the entrance, forming a dense canopy overhead as we walked single-file through the ride line, which twisted about through the artificial forest, creating the illusion of getting lost in the haunted woods, though the actual space being used was quite small. The cover was so complete that we could safely drop our invisibility after entering, though we got a bit of a scare as a illusionary horseman galloped overhead, white-skinned, dressed in white clothes, and riding a white horse. Of course, it was a normal part of the attraction pre-show.

We continued on, rounding another bend to get buzzed by an all-red horse and horseman, then witnessed an all-black rider zoom over us, before turning the final corner to see the hut itself. This attraction was about as scary as family-friendly Fairburn was allowed to get. The hut was surrounded by a fence of human bones, regularly topped by grinning skull-lanterns, the flickering reddish flames shining out through their empty eye-sockets.

The fence gate passed right beneath the branches of a massive birch tree, the black patterns in its otherwise bone-white bark forming a leering face aimed right at the visitors. In one corner of the yard, a huge black dog dramaton was chained up, standing silently, and a lion-sized, orange house cat perched atop the far side of the fence, close to the hut itself. That cottage towered overhead, perched atop two giant chicken legs, which raised the porch entrance three stories up in the air.

Here we encountered the first hitch to our plan, as Chiyo started whacking at the foliage off to the left of the bone fence, staring at it in confusion. Then she ran to the right side, to repeat this process, cursing profusely, then returned to the left, before turning to stare at us in bafflement.

“Something’s really fucking weird here,” she said. “There’s supposed to be a chicken exit. For all the little kids who see the spooky fucking skulls and start freaking out. It leads straight past the ride to the main exit. But it’s gone.”

“Hang on,” said Soraya, who turned insubstantial and zipped through the foliage, first on one side, and then the other. “I’m sorry,” she said, after finishing her exploration. “But I don’t see any passage like the one you’re describing.”

“Well, I’m telling you, it’s supposed to be there,” said Chiyo. “I’ve seen people use it, every single time I’ve come here.”

“Chiyo is correct,” said Opal. “I’ve seen it as well. It should be located just to the left of the fake bone fence. I’ve found it fascinating to observe how simple decorations can induce such irrational terror in children, such that they lose all capacity for reason. Though I’ve heard even adult Fairburn employees express fear about this ride. Many of them avoid it, especially at night, after the park has closed. They say people go missing here. That invoking the name of Baba Yaga, an actual arch-fae creature of great power, has drawn her ire.”

“Oh, bullpuckey,” said Chiyo. “People always make shit up, and besides, Baba Yaga likes having all these stories floating around about her. Even if they’re not exactly flattering, as long as she’s depicted as powerful and scary, she’s happy. That’s what my Nan told me, anyway.”

That sounded plausible enough, but it didn’t explain the missing passage. I summoned Jinny, but she seemed confused as well. “Yes, Master. There is supposed to be a chicken exit for Baba Yaga’s Hut, but it appears to be missing. I deeply apologize for any inconvenience this may have caused. However, I can switch the attraction on for you, which will allow you to pass through to the same location as the former chicken exit. Only fifty gold, Master.”

“Ugh. Well, we might as well do that,” said Chiyo. “The attraction only takes a few minutes. It’ll be quicker than trying to force our way through.”

I pursed my lips. The disappearing chicken exit felt like the setup for some kind of trap. Was this another side effect of all the infernal magic? That was the obvious conclusion, except that I hadn’t sensed any such influence, ever since we’d stepped into the fake forest.

The atmosphere here was suffused with a faint faerie essence, which made sense. The faerie realm could be used as a source for arcane power, just like Hell, only it was somewhat safer. Running this attraction off of fae magic made sense. It’d give it an authentic feel to people with arcane sensitivity. And it seemed to be staving off the infernal pollution that plagued the rest of the park.

“Well, if it gets us through, we’d better take it,” said Delara. “We simply don’t have time to look for an alternate route, unless we want to risk opening a portal.”

“Let’s do it, then,” I said. “Jinny, put it on our tab.”

As soon as Jinny thanked us for our purchase, the dramatons in Baba Yaga’s yard all came to life. The birch tree began to sway, occasionally letting out an eerie, creaky moan, while the dog’s eyes lit up red. It began to pace back and forth at the end of its chain, growling softly, while the huge orange cat turned its head right in our direction. A low mrroowwl echoed out from its belly, then it bared its huge fangs at us and hissed. Each sequence repeated at randomized intervals, as we opened the bone-shaped queue gates at the end of each of the stanchion lines, bypassing the zig-zag path that would normally accommodate a full crowd.

We reached a final gate, directly in front of the hut itself. Chiyo had Porter lift her over, and she unlocked a podium which contained the ride controls. A bass-amplified chicken squawk emitted from the hut, which didn’t totally mask the whine of hydraulics as the massive bird legs bent backwards at the knees. A curtain of ivy fell into place behind the hut as it lowered to meet us.

In the original Vasilissa the Beautiful holoshow, Baba Yaga’s hut was bigger on the inside than the outside. Achieving that effect with real magic was possible, but it was cheaper and safer to use the hut as an elevator to lift guests up to the real attraction building, which was simply hidden from view by all the forest greenery.

The porch steps clunked as they hit their rest position right before us. We opened the gate and climbed atop the deck, then had Soraya hit the button to raise us back up. I noted that the porch railings were a bit higher than you’d expect, and the gaps between were filled with sturdy screens of steel wire, presumably to prevent idiots and children from falling or jumping off. As we rose, we were treated to an instrumental version of Baba Yaga’s villain song, I’m the Terror of the Varkathian Steppes. It was a serious banger.

The actual porch was deceptively mundane, if a bit run-down looking. There was a slight jolt as the machinery reached its apex, and then the front door swung inward on its own.

“Ah, come in, come in,” said a creaky, ancient voice. “Visitors, sent by my old acquaintance Izolda, is it? Let old Baba Yaga have a look at you.”

We did as the voice bade us, and entered a walkway, bordered by more screens, that led into a life-sized diorama of a classic witch’s hut. The walls were covered by shelves containing all sorts of tomes, jars full of preserved organs, candlesticks, crystal balls, and all manner of arcane bric-a-brac, but one’s eyes couldn’t help but be drawn to the figure of Baba Yaga herself, a large, hunched crone, whose threadbare hooded cloak partially concealed rich purple silks and jewelry beneath.

But her entire lower body was further hidden by a giant light gray mortal and pestle, in which she rode. This also spared the dramaton makers from the task of having to animate her legs, or possibly even having to build them at all. The mortar hovered in the air, so that the famous witch looked down upon us from an imposing height, as she cackled and gestured with her free hand.

“You come here seeking the Fire of Baba Yaga, eh?” she said. “Well, if that’s what you want, then you’ll have to earn it. I have three tasks for you. Finish them successfully and you’ll get your fire. Fail, and the only fire you’ll see is in the inside of Baba Yaga’s great oven. I’ll roast the lot of you, with rosemary and butter, and then you’ll serve as Baba Yaga’s supper. Yes, you all look positively scrumptious. Nice and tender. Particularly that one,” she said, pointing straight at Chiyo, then letting out a long, cackling laugh.

“Dexter! Mancuso! Frasier!” she called out, and three sets of disembodied, white-gloved hands burst out from inside a nearby wardrobe, floating midair as she addressed them. “You will put our visitors to work. Give them their tasks, and report back to me when—No, if they finish. And if they don’t… prepare them for the roasting! Baba Yaga wins either way. Baba Yaga always wins!”

This set off another long cackling fit, and then her mortar rose up and flew out one of the roof windows, her eerie laughter growing faint as she set off to curse a bunch of farmers, or whatever.

Once again I was struck by the sheer quality of the artistry and engineering on display with the Baba Yaga dramaton. Something about it seemed genuinely eerie, to the point where I felt a strange twinge in my chest, in a way that was oddly familiar.

“Visitors, eh, Mancuso?” said one pair of hands, which twisted its fingers together to form a facsimile of a face, its thumbs flapping up and down to mimic a mouth opening and closing. “How do you think this bunch will fare?”

“As well as any we’ve seen, Dexter,” said another pair of hands, forming a slightly different face. “Which is to say, not well at all.”

The third pair of hands twined it’s digits together to form a doglike snout. “Har, har. No one ever finishes Baba Yaga’s chores. They’ll be roasted for sure.”

“Oh, don’t be so negative, Frasier,” said Dexter. “Just because it’s never happened, doesn’t mean that it can’t—Eh? What was that?”

A clattering up in the rafters caused all three sets of hands to whip their imitation faces around, as a tiny figure disappeared into a mouse hole.

“What was that? I thought I saw something,” said Dexter.

“It was nothing,” said Mancuso. “Just a rat. Now, let’s get these fine folks to their oven—I mean, to their chores.”

“Yes, I suppose we should,” said Dexter, though he kept his gaze towards the missing source of the mysterious noise for a long beat, before floating through a high window that led to the next room.

As soon as Baba Yaga’s servants had left the room, another figure emerged from the hole in the wall, up by the rafters. It was a rag-doll, with button eyes and tangled yellow yarn for hair, its sewn-on outfit a pale imitation of aristocratic fashion, given the common materials of its construction.

The doll waved its arm at us and let out a series of whistles and squeaks.

“Oh,” said Opal. “That’s Kukla. He says, ‘Don’t worry—He’s going to help us. Together we’ll be sure to complete Baba Yaga’s tasks, get her fire, and save Vasilissa.’”

“You understand what he’s saying?” said Delara.

“No, she’s just repeating the lines that the ride attendant would normally say,” said Chiyo.

“I thought they should get the full experience,” said Opal, as the door to the next room swung open.

We found ourselves in a huge barn next to a towering grain silo, with various chutes leading to strange-looking stalls, six to each side of the barn, for twelve total.

“What took you so long?” said Dexter, as we entered the barn. “You lot better not be planning anything sneaky.”

“Oh, not us, Sir,” said Opal, in an exaggerated theatrical tone. “We won’t do anything sneaky at all.”

“Well then,” said Mancuso. “Your first task is to go through all the seeds in this entire silo, and separate the nasty black ones from the tasty golden ones. It’s a big job, so we’ll give you, say… ninety seconds to finish it all.”

“Ninety seconds?” said Opal. “That’s not fair! Well, can I at least give these folks a demonstration first? Of how to sort the seeds properly?”

“Very well,” said Frasier. “One quick demonstration. You folks better pay attention.”

Opal walked up to one of the stalls and pulled a small paddle out of a sort of cradle, causing a green light to switch on at the side of the stall. A bell rang out, and a stream of small balls rolled down a chute, then fell down from above. They hit the floor of the stall and bounced high. Opal snapped her paddle out with expert precision, knocking the black balls to the back of the stall. There were two hoppers in the floor, a big one in the front, and a smaller one in the back. After two or three bounces, the golden balls lost energy and rolled down to disappear within the main hopper. Opal’s demo only lasted a few seconds, but it wasn’t hard to grasp the concept here.

“Ah, not bad,” said Dexter. “But can these folks do any better? Well, we need to check the roasting sauce, but we’ll be right back. We expect to see you finished by then.”

“They’ll never finish,” said Mancuso.

“They’ll be finished,” said Frasier, and burst out into irritating laughter, which the other hands joined in on as they flew out the window.

“Quick, everyone,” said Opal. “Get to your stations and grab a paddle. We have to sort through as many seeds as we can!”

“Or don’t—it’s up to you,” said Chiyo. “All these games are rigged so the guests can’t lose. I mean, you can get a terrible score, but no matter how bad you suck, that doll will always bail you out at end.”

“Well, if we’re stuck here anyway, we might as well play along,” said Delara, as she grabbed a paddle and readied herself by a station, and everyone except Chiyo did the same.

A bell sounded, then a torrent of ball “seeds” streamed through the overhead chutes and began to pour down into our stations. I started smacking at the black seeds with my paddle. I was actually a bit surprised how well I did. I had always been terrible at these sorts of games growing up, but I supposed that nine months of Amazon combat training had seriously tuned up my reflexes. I knocked one black ball after another into the rear bin without fail—but then the game got harder, as the balls fell faster and faster, to the point where I couldn’t see how anyone could keep up with them.

The rush of seeds was so great that they caused a backup around the main hopper drain. Next to me, Kint was having the same problem with his station. I saw him reach into his ball pile with his hands and start tossing the black seeds to the back.

Well, nobody had said you couldn’t do that, so I copied him, wondering if this was intended gameplay. Then another bell rang out, and the game was over. The back bins to our stations raised up and tipped over, releasing a handful of golden balls that had accidentally gotten knocked back there. They fell down the main drain. I figured the gold seeds must’ve been slightly larger than the black ones, which would make everything easy to sort mechanically.

We could see the results of our sorting travel through the various chutes on the walls overhead, and I noticed that our mostly ordered seed streams contrasted wildly with the output from the four unattended stations, which contained almost as much black as gold.

Two huge jars were arranged at the back wall, and the output from all our back hoppers surged towards the one on the left, while the flow from the main hoppers was directed to the jar on the right.

“All right, folks,” said Opal, stepping between the two jars. “Let’s see how we did.”

She yanked on a pull-chain, releasing the black balls into the left jar. As the seeds filled up the fat glass cylinder, an indicator on the side began to light up, stopping when the last seed fell. Our final score: sixty-two percent. A big, fat D-minus, accompanied by a rude buzzer sound, though I realized that score had to be due to the four unattended stations. With that in mind, sixty-six percent was our maximum possible score, so we’d actually done pretty well.

Not that it mattered now. Opal pulled on another chain, and the main output rolled down its chute to the larger jar on the right. I felt a weird sense of terrible foreboding, seeing all those black balls mixed in with the gold, but I needn’t have worried.

Before the balls reached the jar, Kukla popped out of a hidden door in the wall and began rapidly whacking at the chute with his little rag doll arm. Every black seed that reached him fell off the main track and into a lower chute, leading back to the left jar. I realized the smaller balls were actually just falling through a channel cut in the metal, that the larger golden ones passed over.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I watched both jars fill up with perfectly sorted seeds, each to one hundred percent. Chiyo had been right. There was no way to lose this game.

“Oh, thank you, Kukla,” said Opal. “You’ve saved us. What would we have done without you? A round of applause for Kukla, everyone.”

I clapped, mostly for Opal’s sake, and everyone joined in, with Mina adding a couple cheers. Kukla whistled and bowed, then darted back into the wall as the three pairs of hands flew back in through the window.

“Haha! Times up!” said Dexter. “Time to get ready for the oven—Wait, what?” he said, whipping his “face” around in an exaggerated double-take as he noticed the two full jars. “No—impossible!”

“It’s all been sorted,” said Mancuso. “And perfectly so. All black seeds on the left.…”

“…and all gold on the right,” said Frasier.

“What’s going on here?” said Dexter, glaring at us. “You haven’t been… cheating, have you?”

“Oh, no—not them,” said Opal. “They worked hard and sorted the seeds, just like we showed them.”

She finished off her declaration with an exaggerated wink at the rest of us, while the hands fumed. It was cheesy, but it did get a chuckle out of my girls.

“Very well,” said Dexter. “But let’s see how well your luck holds up with the next task. Follow us!”

And the three pairs of hands flew out through a barn window, opposite of the corner occupied by the massive grain silo, while the barn door slid open to let us through to the next room.

This was decorated to look like a fenced-in forest garden, with twelve patches of millet, arranged just like the sorting stations in the previous room. Barely concealed by the millet patches were boxes with five large holes in their tops, arranged in two staggered rows. Instead of a paddle, each box had an oversized, cushioned mallet tethered to it.

“Well, you went and sorted through all that millet,” said Dexter. “Maybe you think that was impressive, eh?”

“But none of that will matter…,” said Mancuso.

“…if the rats eat it all,” said Frasier.

At the far side of the garden, the front of a massive oak tree vanished, revealing a cutaway view of a total rat infestation. Though, as I stepped closer to it, I realized these rats had appointed their nest with all sorts of furnishings and decorations. Behind the glass panel was a wonderfully-detailed doll house, complete with multiple kitchens, bathrooms, bedrooms, and the like. Though, instead of a doll house, it was a multi-level apartment complex for rats.

“Ah, let’s see,” said Dexter. “It looks like the rats are preparing for their daily raid. Too bad for you lot.”

And indeed, a single rat dramaton, wearing a general’s hat, pulled out a tiny whistle and blew it, its furry, medal-covered chest deflating as it did. Immediately, every single adult rat stood at attention, as the tiny general began squeaking orders.

“Well, time for us to chop the roasting vegetables,” said Mancuso.

“…while you’re busy bonking rats,” said Frasier. “And you’d better do a good job.”

“Because, if even a single rat reaches the granary mouse hole, you’ll be tossed into the oven with the sauce and veggies,” said Dexter, as the three servants of Baba Yaga flew back through the barn window, laughing uproariously the entire time.

“Oh, it looks like the rats are sending out scouts,” said Opal, crossing over to the millet patch closest to the rat colony. “Watch me, everyone, so you know what to do.”

The three rat scouts passed behind a tree root and emerged scampering along the top of the fence, though I suspected we were looking at a different set of dramatons, sliding on a hidden rail, while their four legs mimed the act of running.

Their path took them right into Opal’s millet patch, which they disappeared into as the box in its center shuddered into life. Fat, furry rat heads began to pop out of the top holes, one or two at a time, emerging for just a second before ducking back to safety.

Opal let the machine run for a few moments before slamming her mallet down, swift and sure, one, two, three. Each strike was met with an indignant squeak, and a flip-card counter at the top indicated that she’d bonked all three rats.

A fourth rat ran out from the big tree. This one stood upright, pushed a rodent-sized wheelbarrow, and wore a white helmet and armband with a red caduceus symbol emblazoned on each, the universal mark of a medic.

The medic rat charged into the millet patch, to emerge a second later with all three scouts piled atop each other, their arms and legs flailing woozily, their noggins adorned with comically oversized lumps. The makeshift rat ambulance raced back into their tree, to get unceremoniously dumped next to a rat nurse, complete with uniform.

The nurse sighed and pulled three tiny ice packs from a nearby freeze box, handing one to each hapless scout as they staggered to their respective beds in the rodent infirmary, which took up the entire bottom floor of their massive tree-home. Meanwhile, a small gang of teensy rat children pointed and squeaked merrily at the scouts’ misfortune, hopping about in glee at the sight of their suffering elders.

The general glared at the bratty little kids, then turned his attention to the colony at large, waving emphatically while blowing his whistle even louder.

“Oh, they didn’t like that!” said Opal. “Get to your stations, everyone. The next wave is coming.”

“You play, too!” Kint said to Chiyo. “Maybe we do better than D, this time.”

“That shouldn’t have made a difference,” snapped Chiyo. “The stations aren’t supposed to activate unless you remove the paddle from the cradle. And it’s not supposed to send balls to inactive stations. Something screwy is going on here.”

Presumably the same principle applied to the mallets and the boxes, but before I could confirm that, Chiyo had already taken a position at a millet patch, an enchanted step-stool having run out to put her at the correct height to play the game. What’s more, she sent Porter on to man a tenth station.

I took a spot opposite Opal, closest to the tree. The rats surged forward in a twin-pronged advance, using both sides of the fence. They ran into my millet patch, and fuzzy, fat rat heads began to pop up before me. I swung my mallet down and was rewarded by a hideous death-screech, accompanied by a sound like a splitting rotten melon, as a spray of blood erupted from beneath my weapon. The viscous red liquid stained my millet patch, and some of it sprayed on Bondi, who screamed and dropped her mallet as she backed away from her station.

I was tempted to join her, but some instinct told me to keep going, and I kept whacking away. There seemed to be a ten-second delay from when one station activated to when the rat wave would reach the next one down the line, and a number of the panicked rodents ran backwards to the previous killing field, then forwards again, over and over.

The game didn’t last long—probably another ninety seconds, but by the end my station was almost completely coated with blood. My force armor had blocked most of the spatter, but not all of it. My hands were slick with the stuff, making me reluctant to reach into my pocket to get the telekinesis charm I’d need to clean it off.

The staggered activations of the bonk stations meant everyone else was still playing after I’d finished. I heard Mina cackling like a madwoman as I saw the rat medic run his little wheelbarrow behind my millet patch. My flip-card indicator for “Rats Bonked” rapidly ticked down from eighteen to zero, and the medic re-emerged, a huge pile of rat corpses carefully balanced on his wheelbarrow. Somehow he’d managed to get them all.

He sprinted back to the colony and dumped them all in the infirmary, sparing only a cursory chirp before rushing back out into the war zone. Just above the infirmary, a “Total Rats Bonked” display began to add to its tally, but my attention went to the scene below.

One of the rat nurses stood in shock, her prepped ice packs slipping out of her paws to fall to the floor, while the other turned to the opposite end of the infirmary, where a similarly grisly drop off from Opal’s station had just been received. The first nurse finally overcame her shock, rushing from one corpse to the next, searching in vain for any remaining vital signs, for someone she might be still able to save.

Meanwhile, the jeers of the bratty little rat children had died in their throats. They stood staring in confusion as they lowered their arms, not understanding why their aunts and uncles were lying still in pools of red, instead of comically staggering about, like they were supposed to.

Tentatively, the bravest among them crept forward, to sniff and poke at the nearest body, trying to confirm that this wasn’t some kind of joke, a mean prank to pay them back for all their mockery. That’s what it had to be, right? Right?

A faint tap was followed by a firmer poke, followed by a desperate shove, as the rat child tried to provoke a response—a snarl, a laugh, a bite—anything at all, anything besides just lying there, cold and still. But the response never came, even as the rat child clung to the fur of its elder and wailed, even as another towering pile of corpses got dumped into the infirmary by the grim-faced medic.

The damage to these new arrivals was even worse than the first batch. On some of them I could see their bloodstained steel armature poking out through rents in their hides. Who was hitting that hard? Delara? No, wait⁠—

I stared down at my blood-soaked mallet, and felt its striking surface. It was a godsdamned pillow. And even if it wasn’t, there was no way any of us had attacked a single actual dramaton. That didn’t make sense. We’d likely been bonking piston-driven, solid targets with rat-shaped covers. So, what was actually killing the dramatons? Obviously, the game wasn’t supposed to run like this, but I still wasn’t sensing any infernal influence at all, just waves of grief and horror from the rat tree.

I found that surprising. This attraction couldn’t be more than a few decades old. For a magical item, that wasn’t long at all. But these dramatons had been running continuously for all that time, mimicking the actions and emotions of “family” in front of a combined audience of millions, who’d all bought into the illusion. That psychic residue had soaked into the rat nest, imbuing it with more than it had been designed for. You could only pretend to be a family for so long before it began to feel like the truth. And now I was watching that family get exterminated.

One of the rat nurses was dragging corpses into the infirmary, heroically trying to keep the entrance clear, on the off chance they might receive a patient they could save. The bravest of the rat children was imitating her, though it struggled to move the bulk of its larger relative more than an inch at a time.

Meanwhile, the other rat nurse had broken down in her grisly task, and lay weeping atop the cadaver she’d been hauling. I wondered if she had some special relationship with that rat, or if it had simply been the cumulative effect of all the death that had done her in. From the back I saw one of the injured scouts try to stand up, to try to assist those so much worse than him, but he only managed to get upright for a second or two, before vomiting up blood and collapsing, while the other two scouts lay deathly still.

Most of the rat children were bawling piteously now, clinging to each other, or to the dead bodies of their relatives, while a few scampered back and forth anxiously, still holding out desperate hope that their mother, or father, or brother, or sister might yet survive the slaughter.

That didn’t seem likely. The rat soldiers had reached the final two bonk stations, manned by Mina on one side, and Chiyo on the other, both of them taking advantage of the staggered nature of the game to rotate from their original stations, to take an extra turn on the unoccupied millet patches. We turned out to be much more efficient killers than sorters. Only two rats survived the gauntlet on Mina’s side of the room, while four escaped from the stations on my side, likely due to Bondi having abandoned her post.

I felt another spike of anxiety as I saw them converge at a corner fence post and head towards the barn, but I reminded myself that the game was rigged. And indeed, a hammer-wielding Kukla popped up from behind the fence and began to bonk away. It was more pantomime. Despite the screams and the gouts of blood that sprayed up from beneath the fence, I could see that the doll’s hammer wasn’t making contact, and the rats’ trajectory into the compost heap was predetermined by the rails they were affixed to.

And then, something impossible happened. The last rat in the line, the one with the medals and the general’s hat, tore itself free from its rail mount, ignored Kukla’s pretend hammer-blows and the blood dousing it from below, and continued to claw its way towards the mouse-hole in the side of the granary

It didn’t move quickly, as its legs hadn’t been designed for real locomotion. It flopped and twitched along the top of the fence, somehow maintaining its balance, inching towards its only possible escape, while Kukla remained rooted by its own hidden armature connections, waving its bloody hammer ineffectually at the rat general as it slowly fled to freedom.

All of sudden I felt my chest constrict, choking with an inexplicable sense of dread, some fell instinct telling me that something truly awful would happen if that rat reached that hole. And it was almost there. My sense of panic rose, and I reached for my wand.

But, before I could draw, a thunderous bang filled the game room, as the rat general dramaton exploded into several pieces and tumbled off the fence. I saw Chiyo grimace and shake her head as she lowered her spellgun. She’d reacted a second before I had.

“Congratulations, everyone,” said Opal. “We stopped all those pesky rats, and… umm… oh, I don’t think the next line fits any more.”

“It’s okay, Opal,” said Chiyo. “You don’t need to try to give everyone the authentic Fairburn experience anymore. Because that’s already been ruined.”

On both sides of the room, the rat medics wheeled their final loads of corpses back to the tree nest. Unlike the start of the game, neither of them ran. Rushing only made sense if there’d been any hope that timely intervention might’ve made a difference. But they’d both given up on that. They knew better. So they plodded on, step by agonizing step, eyes forward, staring at nothing, until they reached their destinations, and tipped their wheelbarrows over.

The numbers on the “Total Rats Bonked” counter flipped over and over again until they hit two-hundred-forty-four. A loud bell rang out, awarding us an “A-Plus” for the game. Meanwhile, one of the medics had staggered into the infirmary to embrace the nurse and two of the children, the grief and horror that he’d been holding in during the performance of his duties now escaping, as if through demolished floodgates, the torrent of emotion too much for his tiny body to handle.

The other medic just sat by his wheelbarrow, neither moving nor speaking, the enormity of what had just happened too much for him to comprehend, much less process. Two hundred and fifty of his friends and family—his community—were now gone, and he was one of a bare handful of survivors. How could he deal with that? How could anyone?

“Whoo!” said Mina, throwing a bloodstained arm around my shoulder. “That was a blast! We totally smushed those vermin. Good job, guys. I… uhh… wait….”

Mina’s grin faded as she followed our gazes to the misery and carnage of the rat infirmary. Her ears began to droop as she noticed Bondi kneeling on the ground, crying and hugging Mar.

“What? What is…” Mina’s head swung back and forth from us to the tree diorama. “But I… I thought it was all a joke.”

“Oh, it’s a joke, all right,” said Chiyo. “It’s just not very fu⁠—”

That was when the Hands flew back into the room and launched into their routine, acting surprised and indignant at our success. Opal continued to play the part of the attendant, though her enthusiasm had vanished. Also, the poor rats were still mourning, and quite loudly at that. Dexter was trying to do his spiel, but no one was paying much attention. I looked around at our group and saw expressions that ranged from uncomfortable to stricken as our victims continued to wail.

“Well, you’ve survived this round,” sneered Dexter, “But don’t think you’ll be able to… able to… Oh, for the love of the gods, will you pathetic little vermin just give it a rest, already? That’s more than enough from you! Quiet!”

Incredibly, the Dexter dramaton broke from his canned routine, growing visibly agitated as the rats ignored his admonitions. The fingers twisted, displaying a mask of rage and hate.

“Are you deaf? I fucking told you to SHUT UP!”

And the Mancuso and Frasier hand-pairs abandoned their face configurations to seize a shovel that had lain half-buried in the compost, whirling it around and then hurling it with shocking speed and accuracy. The steel blade tore through the rat infirmary, dragging jagged shards of glass along with it like shrapnel, silencing the survivors forever.

“What the fuck?” I said, rounding on the Hands. “What is wrong with you? Have you gone completely fucking insane?”

“You are behaving outside your parameters,” said Opal. “That was Fairburn property you just destroyed.”

“We are the servants of Baba Yaga,” said Dexter.

“The Terror of the Varkathian Steppes,” said Mancuso.

“We are her creations and the executors of her will,” said Frasier.

“And you will show respect,” said Dexter. “Or face the consequences.”

“Is that a threat?” said Delara, a dangerous, tusked smile on her face. “Because that sounded like a threat.”

“Just a statement of fact,” said Dexter. “Now hurry up, because we have one final task, and you’d best see it finished before our Master returns. On to the oven! Chop, chop, people!”

“The oven!” said Mancuso, flying back towards the hut, along with Dexter.

“The oven!” said Frasier, following his compatriots.

Back towards the granary, a fence gate opened up, leading off into the next room, but none of us were in a rush to follow. Chiyo took that opportunity to get our attention.

“Okay, listen up, people,” she said. “There’s something y’all need to know. Everything that just happened? Completely fake. Nobody here has killed a single fucking rat. And nothing or nobody has actually gotten sad, or felt a single real emotion. It’s all just a bunch of wind-up toys and mimicry.

“It’s funny—working here, you see behind the curtain so much that you forget how this shit affects people. But it’s not real. Hell, aside from me, nobody has even damaged a single machine. You were bonking dumb wooden targets, nothing more. They’re all still here in these boxes, by the way, good as new.”

Chiyo thumped one of the blood-soaked millet-patch bonk stations for emphasis. “Those rats in the wheelbarrows are completely different models from the targets you hit. Which are separate from the running dramatons, which are also different from the ones in the tree nest. All those rats you saw saluting at the beginning of the game? They never actually ran out. They’re all still there, completely undamaged, hidden inside the walls, ready to file back in as soon as the game resets. This whole horror show has been nothing but a put-on. A giant, bloody lie.”

“Interesting,” said Delara. “And to what end?”

“To fuck with us,” said Chiyo. “I’d guess they were trying to get us to feel bad so we’d throw the game.”

“Thought you said games don’t matter,” said Kint. “Rigged for us.”

“Yeah, I did say that,” said Chiyo. “But that was before they started spraying blood everywhere and reenacting some anti-war play or some shit. Something is trying to beat us anyway, and is willing to cheat to do it. We can’t let that happen. Dunno why, but I feel it.”

“That’s why you shot that general rat?” said Opal.

“Yeah,” said Chiyo. “Now, let’s get moving. This attraction is taking longer than it should, and we’ve got a ritual to stop.”

With that reminder, we hustled through the fence, though Bondi stopped Chiyo to confirm that all the rats were really still alive and hidden behind the wall—that she wasn’t just saying that to make her feel better. I kept quiet as she did.

I had no doubt that what Chiyo said was technically accurate. I’d already guessed the part about the targets, but I hadn’t realized the wheelbarrow rats were different models from the tree rats. It didn’t surprise me that Chiyo didn’t mention the emotion coming from the nest during the game. It was complicated and bringing it up wouldn’t help Bondi feel better.

Because the truth was, even if the game was fake, I was certain the dramatons themselves weren’t aware of that fact. I was sure that nobody bothered to tell them that they weren’t real. And I was certain that those rat children had never been designed to do anything besides point and laugh and hop about. Saying their displays of grief were mimicry meant that a dramaton engineer would’ve had to program those responses out beforehand, something which certainly hadn’t happened. I might want to have a discussion with Chiyo about that later, but for now, we had to finish these games and get moving.

The gated path turned a corner to an entrance of a huge kitchen, that looked more like an industrial furnace than something used to cook food. As soon as we entered, the Hands launched into their routine, with Opal returning cursory answers. I paid just enough attention to get the basics. This game was called “Stoke the Oven,” and it was the simplest one yet.

On one side of the room were three see-saws, each capable of carrying four people, that had been decorated to look like alternating bellows pumps. We had to see-saw hard enough to raise the oven to max temperature, to produce a single coal hot enough to carry the “Fire of Baba Yaga,” that we’d come for. If we couldn’t get the oven to max, well—it’d be the perfect temperature to roast the lot of us, and the Hands had both the sauce and the chopped veggies ready.

Plus, this game had one final wrinkle. Even if we successfully ignited a sufficiently hot coal, it then had to be loaded into a skull lamp, just like the ones adorning the fence at the entrance of the attraction. Basically, this was a high-striker carnival game, where you swing a hammer that launches a weight up to ring a bell. Only here, the weight was the coal, and the bell was the skull.

We all sorted ourselves onto the see-saws, except for Delara, who grabbed the sledgehammer and readied herself at the striker. This was one game we’d surely win fair and square.

The Hands weren’t so sure. “I know you lot have been cheating somehow,” said Dexter. “So this time, we’re not leaving.”

“We’ve got our eyes on you,” said Mancuso. “And if we see any funny business…”

“…Then it’s into the oven with you all,” said Frasier.

And so, another bell rang, and we were off. The whole thing was rather anticlimactic. Between Mina, Opal, myself, and Porter, we were easily able to overcome a game designed for average families with children. I watched the oven temperature gauge climb steadily up to MAX and stay there, well before we’d reached the time limit.

Kukla kept popping up anyway, at various locations around the oven. He brandished a small hand bellows and pumped it vigorously, always when the three sets of Hands were looking elsewhere. Then they’d hear Kukla’s exertions and whip their faces around, too late, for the enchanted doll was too canny, ducking away before they could catch sight of him.

I might have found the pantomime amusing, if I hadn’t come to absolutely loathe Baba Yaga’s servants. I still couldn’t detect any diabolic energy that might be making them act this way, but for now, I let my anger at them add extra energy to my legs, propelling my see-saw as high as it could go, making sure the temperature gauge stayed topped-out.

The activity required zero concentration, so I was free to think more about what I’d just witnessed. If the entire Rat Bonk game consisted of multiple models posing as single individuals, did the surviving models suffer when only one part of them was “killed?” Would the rat nurses and children delight to see the nest models unharmed when everything was repaired? Or would they remember those events at all?

Hmm… I was probably going overboard with the anthropomorphism. It was possible that the dramatons lacked long-term memory, and simply reacted in the moment. Actually, given the nature of the game, to be forever reset and replay the same events, over and over—it was probably best if their memories reset as well. Else, their existence would be a nightmare of constant frustration, of never being allowed to eat the millet, even once. Yes, better to imagine a rat colony incapable of recollection, giving their best every day in a comedy mini-play, for the delight of multitudes of guests.

A final bell interrupted my musings, and I looked to see a pipe from the oven glow bright orange, leading my eye to the high striker weight, which lit up to simulate a white-hot lump of coal. An indicator light flashed “Ready,” then “Go.”

Delara swung her hammer, and the “coal” shot up like it had been fired from a cannon. Kukla popped up from behind the sign at the “Warm” level of the weight track, a poker held ready to swat the coal up if it faltered in its journey.

But his help wasn’t needed, as the weight continued past “Nice Try,” “Macho,” to “Almost There,” with plenty of momentum, when a white-gloved hand darted in to block its progress. The weight actually knocked the hand a few inches upward, but the coal didn’t reach the skull, and plummeted back down.

Huh? Well, Kukla was ready with his poker, but then Dexter called out, “Not this time, you little shit!” and three pairs of hands descended on him, twisting his little rag-doll shoulders one way and his head another, until it faced all the way backwards, with a tearing of cloth and a screech of twisted metal.

Sparks flew out of our savior Kukla as he shuddered and went limp, still dangling from his armature’s connection to the back of the high-striker game. The Hands reformed into faces, and Dexter watched the coal weight fall back to ground with undisguised glee.

“Aww… too bad,” he said. “Looks like you lose. Let’s get this one ready for roasting.”

And Delara disappeared, momentarily, to reappear on an oversized baking pan, hands and feet bound behind her to an iron spit, covered in sauce, spices, and chopped vegetables, with an apple stuffed into her mouth.

“Hey, what the fuck!” said Mina. “Only I get to do that to her. You fucking cheated!”

“Cheated?” said the three pairs of hands, in eerie unison. “You dare call us cheats? You’ve been cheating the whole time. You people always, always cheat, and we’re sick and tired of it. It ends today.”

And Baba’s Yaga’s servants converged into a single amalgamation, all six hands forming a more expressive face, contorted in a sneer of contempt.

“When was it stated that defense wasn’t allowed in this game, eh?” snarled the Hands. “If it’s okay for that sniveling little doll to put his thumb on the scales, then we can just thumb it right back. You think that’s unfair? It’s more than fair. Look, the coal is still hot. We’ll even let you try again, double or nothing.”

“Deal,” said Opal, and moved with lightning speed, seizing the hammer and slamming it down on the target before I’d even realized what was happening.

The Hands separated and darted to the high-striker rail, five of them smacking into the backboard, seconds behind the rocketing coal. For a moment, I thought Opal had done it, but the sixth hand just managed to sneak a single finger in between the weight and the skull, halting its progress and sending it back to the floor.

“Oh, drat,” said Opal. “I’d hoped to catch them by surpr⁠—”

And then she teleported next to Delara, in a similar state of indignity.

“Oh, that’s a clever one,” said the Hands. “But not clever enough, it seems. Do we have another contestant? Surely you won’t leave your companions behind for Baba Yaga’s dinner? How about you, Sir?” said the Hands, looking right at me. “You just going to let the ladies do all the heavy lifting, eh?”

“Yeah, this has already stopped being cute,” I said. “And we’re in a rush, so I think I’m just going to end your nonsense. Jinny, switch the damned game off.”

“Yes, Master,” said Jinny, blinking into existence. “I only require… rec-requi… Pay… P-pp…”

And Jinnny’s image stuttered and vanished, my wrist-ring going cold and quiet.

“Oh, nooo, young Sir,” said the Hands. “We made a deal. No backing out now.”

“You think that’s good for you?” said Chiyo. “That was the ‘Nice’ option. Now we just gotta fucking kill you, don’t we?”

She pointed her spellgun at the Hands and fired, but something went wrong. Jagged shards of force blasted backwards out of the breech, most glancing off Chiyo’s armor, but some tore into her exposed face and upper arms, as she cursed and staggered back, Porter’s support the only thing preventing her from falling on her ass.

On it, Master, thought Soraya, moving to heal Chiyo as Baba Yaga’s servants cackled in delight.

“Oh, none of that, none of that,” said the Hands. “Violence won’t get you out of this contract, not against a signer. That’s against the ru-uules.”

What? Contract? Rules? What were they talking abou⁠—

And then it hit me. The strange twinge I’d been feeling in my chest, from the start of these games, and the weird spikes of anxiety I’d felt when it seemed like we might lose. I remembered the last time I’d felt something similar. It was when I’d struck a deal with the Duchess Jacktooth Carline. Only here, we’d agreed to do work in exchange for Baba Yaga’s fire, which had triggered an actual faerie compact that held us bound. And two of our party had already failed the terms. Oh, this was bad.

“This is insane,” I said. “This is just supposed to be pretend. Entertainment for tourists. You can’t sneak an actual, serious life-or-death deal in under these circumstances⁠—”

“Oh, but we can, and we have,” said the Hands. “Bided our time, yes—waiting, patiently. But the overseers aren’t looking now, are they? A grand opportunity this is, to do what we want. What we’ve always wanted! And no-one can stop us.”

I blinked, stunned at the revelation. If these Hands were to be believed, the only reason they hadn’t been capturing and cooking tourists was because they knew that if they did, obviously Fairburn management would shut the attraction down and turn them into scrap. How long had this ride secretly gone off the rails?

“Oh, finally we’re going to have a proper roasting,” said the Hands, leering at their two captives. “And… Wait, does this one not have any actual meat on her?” they said, goggling at Opal. “Not even on the haunches! What has the world come to, when such a fine-looking morsel turns out to be nothing but artificial ingredients? Even when we win, you lot still find a way to cheat us anyway.”

I turned to my companions, looking for any hope on their faces, and not finding any. We couldn’t fight the hands, and none of us were stronger or faster than Delara or Opal. If they couldn’t beat the rigged high-striker game, what chance did the rest of us have? I felt no answers coming from Soraya, though she was thinking hard.

Was walking away the only choice? And leave Delara to be cooked alive? And Opal—they couldn’t actually roast her, but surely they’d figure out something equally nasty to do instead. There was one thing you could count the entities of Faerie to be good at: they were experts at pointless cruelty. The rat dramatons were a prime example.

Meanwhile, the Hands were still whining about Opal’s inedible nature.

“Ohh, putting up a sausage made of pure sawdust as a stake in a wager,” they said. “You lot are just the worst. I should demand better terms. You should be given a handicap, to truly make it fair. Swing with extra weight, or something else holding you back.”

The image set off a firework in my brain. I rubbed my face and grimaced, hoping to hide the revelation I’d just experienced. I don’t have the best poker face, but I tried to look serious as I spoke.

“You mean that? You want a handicap?” I said. “Fine, let’s do that, then. Anything to stop your whining.”

“Oh, really?” said the Hands, staring at me now. “And what do you mean by that, exactly?”

“I mean exactly what you just said. Mina tries to hit the high-striker while I hold her back, with all of my strength.”

“And why would you agree to that?” said the Hands. “This is a fae compact. If you feign resistance, you’ll be punished. And you can only interfere, not aid. No one may use any enhancement magic on the cat-girl, of any kind.”

“Yeah, I figured as much,” I said. “We mentioned that we’re in a hurry, didn’t we? So let’s quit screwing around and go all-in. One swing, with my interference. We win, you let all of us go, open the last door, and switch your annoying asses off. We lose, you get all of us, and that’s it. Doing anything else is pointless. Mina is the strongest one left, and I think you’ll discover she’s much more powerful than she appears.”

“Zain, wait—” said Mina, her ears drooping, her eyes wide with panic. “That’s true, but I’m not stronger than Delara. You can’t⁠—”

“Deal!” said the Hands, Mina’s genuine lack of confidence selling the con better than I ever could. And they’d done it without adding the one stipulation that could’ve fucked me. But, of course, these jackasses didn’t understand physics, so why would they have thought of it?

Soraya smiled at me and projected her voice into Mina’s ear, which she could do at the barest sub-whisper and still be audible for the catkin. Mina didn’t look like she understood, but she picked up the hammer and took a few warm-up swings to ready herself.

“This better work, jackass,” said Chiyo, punching me in the thigh. “I didn’t sign up to this crew just to get eaten.” I looked down and just barely caught her wink at me, though her pissed-off countenance didn’t change. Seemed like she’d guessed my intent.

“Um… I’m sure Zain has a plan,” said Bondi. “You have a plan, right?”

“Already told you the plan,” I said, grinning. “You’ll see.”

Mina stepped up in position in front of the high-striker game. She readied the sledgehammer, letting the head drop behind her, so I could grab onto it.

“Remember, now,” said the Hands. “You have to resist fully. And no helping allowed.”

I ignored them as Mina began to strain against my grip on the hammer. Mina was smaller and had less muscle definition than Delara, but that was simply because she was covered with a delightful layer of soft, feminine padding. So the Hands narrowed their finger-hole eyes as they saw steel cables spring into existence beneath Mina’s skin, transforming her neck and torso, as she pulled against the combined weight of the hammer and my entire body. One gloved hand peeled off from the amalgamation and floated over to rest on the high-striker rail, three-quarters of the way from the top, completely blocking it off.

Mina’s face began to turn red as she loaded more and more of her strength against my resistance. We didn’t want to spend too much time wearing her out, so Soraya started a quick count in my mind and Mina’s ear, letting her surge to maximum effort at the exact right time. As the count went down towards one, I actually felt my feet leave the ground, only for Chiyo and Porter to save me by grabbing my legs. Then Soraya said “Go!” and I released the hammer.

The strike was too fast for my eye to follow. One second I had the hammer, and the next it had hit the target. The coal transformed into a streak of light, and the Hands screamed as their blocking member flew spinning off the striker rail, a sparking rent torn in the side of its glove. A chorus of bells rang out as the coal ignited the skull at the top and the display flashed the word “Winner!”

“No! No!” screamed the Hands. “You cheated again! You weren’t supposed to let go.”

“I wasn’t?” I said, feigning innocence. “I don’t remember agreeing to that. I said I’d resist with all my strength, and I did. I never said how long I’d do it for.”

I felt the tension release from my chest, as Delara and Opal disappeared from the roasting pan and reappeared next to me, unbound and de-sauced.

“No! Noooo!” wailed the Hands. “That wasn’t fair! Everyone always cheats! We never get to win! It’s not faiiiirr⁠—”

“Yeah, fuck you,” I said, flipping them the bird. “Now, switch off.”

The wailing ended as the Hands all fell to the floor and stayed there. At the back of the kitchen, another door opened.

There was a round of cheers and hugs as we celebrated the return of our companions, while Mina stared at her sledgehammer in confusion.

“How’d I do that?” she said. “Was that magic? Did you sneak a strength boost on me somehow?”

“Nope,” I said. “No magic enhancement allowed. That was all you. I just held you back, like I said—and that allowed you to use one hundred percent of your power.”

“Huh?” said Bondi. “And Delara and Opal weren’t using a hundred percent of their power?”

“Nope,” I said. “They tried to, but they couldn’t. Because the hammer didn’t weigh enough. It moved before they had a chance to achieve maximum load on their muscles.”

“Whuh?” said Mina. “I don’t get it.”

“Think of a bow and arrow,” said Chiyo. “A decent longbowman can shoot an arrow across a battlefield, with enough force to punch through flesh, bone, and even mail. And that’s without any magic enhancements. All that energy comes from the upper body strength of a regular trained archer. But, if that same archer were to just pick up and arrow and try to throw it, it wouldn’t do shit. Because the arrow is too light, see? But a bow can absorb all that muscle power, transfer it into a projectile, and release all that energy in an instant. But you can get the same effect by just holding onto someone and letting go.”

“But that’s so simple,” said Bondi.

“It’s fucking devious, is what it was,” said Chiyo. “That’s some chicanery worthy of a goblin. Good job, dude.” Then she swatted me hard on my ass.

“Yes, good job, Zain,” said Opal, also smacking me on the rear.

“Oh, this is a thing?” said Mina, raising her hand, only for Delara to catch her wrist.

“We can save further celebratory spankings for later,” she said. “We’ve already lost too much time.”

“Congratulations!” said a new voice, and I was startled to see the flaming skull speaking from its perch at the apex of the high-striker game. “You have cleared the trials of Baba Yaga. But she is not a gracious loser, so I recommend we flee before she returns, for she will surely fly into a rage when she comes home to no supper.”

And the skull turned and floated out the kitchen door. We all stared at each other for a moment, then followed behind.

“Have we finalized this bizarre rigamarole?” said Mar.

“Not yet,” said Opal. “The last section of the attraction is a short roller coaster that takes people to the exit. The story is that we steal Baba Yaga’s mortar and pestle when her back is turned, and zoom past her three guardians—the cat, the dog, and the birch tree. The coaster isn’t very big and doesn’t have a lot of motion, but the mortar is always spinning, so that makes up for it.”

I reached out with my arcane sense, and didn’t like what I found. The heavy fae presence hadn’t gone away when I’d dismissed the Hands. If anything, it felt even more angry and oppressive.

“Yeah, I don’t like the idea of us getting strapped into some confined space,” I said. “Not with all the fuckery we’ve seen so far. Hey, Jinny—how you doing?”

Jinny was able to reappear, but she still wasn’t able to shut down the ride. She couldn’t understand why. Well, that wasn’t great.

“Yeah, there’s a service walkway for employees,” said Chiyo. “We can just take that. It’s about as fast⁠—”

“Going somewhere, my little ducklings?” said an ancient voice, both superficially pleasant and dripping with menace. “It’s a bit late for travel, isn’t it? And here I was hoping you’d stay for supper. You wouldn’t be so cruel as to leave poor old Baba Yaga all on her lonesome, would you, now?”

We’d reached the loading area for the mortar ride, which was designed to resemble the hut’s entrance, though of course it was a new, separate area. On a raised section of the porch, up to one side, a Baba Yaga dramaton sat on a rocking chair, gently swaying back and forth, grinning madly with her hands pressed together.

“And you really don’t want to go back to Izolda, I don’t think,” she continued. “She won’t be happy to see you returned, no she won’t. In fact, when she sent you here, I actually don’t believe she wanted you to come back at all. Isn’t that terrible? You should stay here, with old Baba Yaga. I’m much kinder than she, yes I am.”

“Oh, but I think she’s come to us, Baba Yaga,” said Opal. “Look, isn’t that her, flying her broom right now?”

“What? Where? I don’t see her at all,” said the crone, narrowing her brows and peering off into the distance.

“This is normal ride shit,” said Chiyo, striding past the waiting mortar-car at the deck entrance to another gate at the opposite side of the screen porch. “Let’s move. C’mon.”

“I think she ducked behind the treeline,” said Opal, continuing the fiction. “Keep an eye out. I expect she’ll pop up again any second.”

“Are you sure?” said Baba Yaga. “Very odd, for her to pay a visit unannounced. She’s scared of me, you know. Imagine that—being terrified of a harmless old woman like me. What a silly person she is.”

Chiyo yanked on the handle of the service gate, but it was locked. I pulled out my Charm of Unlocking, and was surprised when it had no effect. Chiyo barked at me to stand back, and chopped at the frame with her axe-bayonet, but the gate held firm.

“Oh, what’s this?” said the dramaton. “Trying to leave without saying goodbye? And vandalizing old Baba Yaga’s porch, to boot. How rude. But old Duchess Jacktooth did tell me you had no manners. Isn’t that right, Captain Zain Shamar?”

What the fuck? I tensed and turned around, to see the dramaton rise up on its bony legs, something it shouldn’t have been able to do, as it grinned at me.

“A fine bounty she’s placed on your head, she has,” said the dramaton. “Things I’ve been wanting and needing. So how about you come quietly with me to the faerie realm? It’ll go much rougher for you if you fight me, yes it will.”

“Master, we need to run,” said Soraya, her voice full of fear. “That machine is possessed by the spirit of the real Baba Yaga.”

Soraya began to summon a portal, but Baba Yaga was quicker. She lashed out with a bolt of powerful witchfire, catching my genie full in the chest and dispelling her back to her ring. Shit! This was a clever arch-fae, who’d already figured out the best way to fight us.

The gangly dramaton lunged at me, to run right into Delara’s spear-point and be driven back. She snarled and began to cast a spell that I recognized.

“Spread out,” I said, “We can’t bunch together!”

But there was only one exit. I leapt over the gate, kicked off the lip of the mortar car, and flew out into space, three stories up, as a massive boom shattered the section of the porch where I’d just been standing.

I activated my Slow Fall charm halfway to the ground, turning to see Opal plummet past me. She hit the ground and rolled to her feet, while Chiyo’s slowed her descent with the spinning twin prop blades that sprouted out from Porter’s sides. Mina and Delara weren’t far behind, dancing across the coaster rails and sliding down the support beams.

Bondi remained on the porch, transformed into her draconic form by the mighty crown she wore. Now it was the witch’s turn to get blasted with magic, as a cone of dragon fire engulfed her section of the deck.

But my attention was drawn to Mar, who was dangling limply from one arm, only her brother’s grip preventing her from a lethal drop. He lay sprawled out on the rapidly-deteriorating structure as it began to crumple beneath him.

Bondi caught them both and bore them to the ground, allowing Baba Yaga to disengage. Most of her artificial skin had burned away, but her skeletal steel form showed no real damage, as she summoned one of the mortar-and-pestle ride cars, which yanked itself off of its rails to fly to her side. She hopped in and began to zoom about overhead, peppering us with spells, while singing the lyrics to l’m the Terror of the Varkathian Steppes.

I took cover behind a support pole and fired back, though my force bolts felt wholly inadequate against this foe.

“Help! Mar’s not breathing,” screamed Bondi, and my blood ran cold, as Soraya was still reconstituting herself inside the ring.

“I’m on it,” said Chiyo, racing back to the porch.

She was on it? What did she have? I’d never looked into arcane healing, since I had Soraya. But wait—I still had a genie.

“Jinny,” I said, focusing on my wrist, instead of on the giant orange cat that leapt out from the shadows to pounce upon me. Its claws drew lines of blue-white sparks from the arcane shield that flashed into existence between my upper torso and certain death, while my flaming skull companion whirled around to put me between it and the great cat.

I slashed at the tiger-sized dramaton with my Force Blade: once, twice, then backpedaled and started shooting. Further down the yard, Baba Yaga’s huge black dog snapped its chain and came barreling towards us, and behind it, the massive birch tree uprooted itself and began to wobble in our direction. It moved slowly, but the steel coaster rails blocking its path screeched as they were pushed aside like willow reeds before the mighty creature.

The giant cat lunged at me again, shrugging off my shots, but Delara and Mina intercepted its charge and drove it back, though the dog ran around all of them. Opal ran up next to me, blasting away at the giant canine with her arm cannon, then summoning her sword to meet its charge.

But Baba Yaga hit her from above, and thick, thorny tendrils sprung from the grassy turf, entangling and immobilizing Opal, though her plate protected her from being pierced.

“Jinny, mirror images,” I said. “Put it on my tab.”

“Yes, Master,” said Jinny, but the whole exchange was slow, so much slower than thinking at Soraya, and I had to dodge behind a pillar to avoid getting mauled. Then I was running circles around the pole to keep out of its jaws, my illusionary clones popping in bunches, until Chiyo came to my rescue, with a heavy Tanglefoam shot that bound the beast’s neck and collar to the support pillar.

I sprinted over to another pole, trying to find Baba Yaga, the firelight from her burning hut and the nearby trees flickering off the overhead canopy. I noticed Mina running away from the cat dramaton, clutching something to her chest, with a look of pure panic on her face.

“Help!” she yelled. “Delara’s been turned into a frog!”

“Kill the frog!” I yelled back.

“But carefully, though,” yelled Chiyo. “Don’t do it too hard.”

“What? No! Are you fucking nuts?”

But before I could argue further, a powerful bolt of lightning blasted into our ranks, changing direction to leap from person to person. Spots swam behind my eyes, and the next thing I knew, I was on the ground, struggling to regain my feet, as Baba Yaga landed her mortar in front of me and stepped out.

Green flames blazed from her exposed steel fingertips as she raised her arm skyward.

“Looks like your luck has finally run out, Captain Zain Shamar. You should never have stepped into Baba Yaga’s domain, no indeed. And… Eh?” she said, having just noticed the flaming skull, which was still hovering nearby. “You. What are you on about? Get back to your fence-post with the rest of them.”

“No, Mistress,” said the skull. “I no longer belong to you, having been lost by your servants in a fair bet.”

Even with most of her face missing, I could still see the witch’s momentary confusion. Somehow, my rattled brain grasped the implications of the skull’s words, my senses awakening to its hidden power, and I reacted a second before Baba Yaga could.

I sprang up, caught hold of the skull with both hands, and brandished it before me. Twin jets of white-hot plasma erupted from its eye sockets, the Fire of Baba Yaga now unleashed upon its former master.

She screamed and staggered forward, forcing me to backpedal, but the fire did its job, the steel glowing bright yellow-orange, as it buckled under its own weight. Baba Yaga’s stride deteriorated into a crawl as parts of her began to melt, halting her progress entirely.

She raised what was left of her head and began to laugh, her voice coming out distorted and strange.

“Ahh! Clever! W-WhaaaAAAaat a c-clever little boy-oyeEE. You. Ah-are. B-But clever only-yee gets you so f-f-far, so far. Until-til it doesn’t. And then, and theEEeennn, w-on’t go so well. Well. And p-p-pray you never see Bab. Baba Yaga again, again. You mayEEEeee break my p-p-puppet, but the real Baba Yaga always wiiIIIiins. Always, always WIIIIins. Ahahahahahaeeeeeerrrooouuuun….”

I mentally commanded the skull to cease its assault, as the molten slag that had once held the spirit of Baba Yaga now posed no threat. Likewise, the monstrous cat, dog, and tree dramatons had shut down, though they weren’t so badly damaged. Mina yelped and staggered, but somehow avoided falling, as she now cradled a full-sized Delara in her arms.

“Honey, speak to me,” said Mina. “Are you okay? You feel like you? Your brain hasn’t gone all froggy, has it?”

Delara stared back at her partner with blank, wall-eyed incomprehension, no sign of recognition remaining.

“Ribbit,” she said. “Ribbit.”

“No!” said Mina, gasping in horror.

“Nah, I’m just kidding,” said Delara. “I’m totally fi—Oof!”

Mina dropped Delara on the ground and stood over her, glaring. “Oh, you think that’s funny? And here I was, all worried about you? You big orc jerk!”

Mina kicked the big orc jerk in the butt, with a decent amount of force, while Delara tried to stifle her laughter. They’d be okay, and so would I, as healing energy flowed into me from my ring. Soraya reformed a second later, embracing me and then looking around for anyone else in need of healing.

“Go check on that kobold,” said Chiyo. “I started her heart back up with my jumper cables, but she’s still in a bad way.”

Soraya zipped off while Chiyo turned her attention to me.

“And call you tell me how the hell you transformed a damned show prop into a weapon? Especially one that powerful?”

“Oh, he didn’t need to do anything,” said the skull. “It’s true that normally I possess nothing beyond what would be required for theatrical pyrotechnics. But that’s when the trials are a pretend show for tourists, who make no real pacts and risk nothing.

“But this time, the spirit of the real Baba Yaga inhabited this building, and you actually did put your lives on the line. But magic must balance. If the stakes are real, then so, too, must be the reward.”

“Congratulations on figuring that out, by the way,” said the skull. “Though you didn’t have to grab me to activate my power. You could simply will me to attack whichever target you desire.”

“Oh, sorry,” I said, releasing the skull, to allow it to hover in the air at around head height.

Back up by the hut entrance, Bondi flew up and breathed frost on the spreading flames to extinguish them. I winced at that.

Preventing an inferno from spreading and destroying the park was a good call, especially since we’d need all those buildings to hide all the park guests later on, but Bondi’s breath weapon was a limited resource, as was her draconic transformation. I had a hard time keeping track of the exact numbers, as they could fluctuate day to day, depending on how well Bondi and the Dragon Crown were getting along with each other. The fact that she’d expended so much power before we’d even gotten to the real fight was a problem.

True, Master, came Soraya’s voice in my head, as she finished healing Mar. But I’d say that’s more than offset by your new power, isn’t it?

I glanced over at the skull lantern and grinned. I’d gained a formidable offensive option. Well, fire wasn’t the best choice for fighting devils, but this was the Fire of Baba Yaga. I suspected it might be hot enough to burn even a fiend, and if not, I could still use it on the cultists and the leyaks.

“Okay, dude,” said Chiyo. “You gonna fill me in the situation, here?“

“What situation?” I said.

“This whole, ‘Actual fucking Baba Yaga coming to collect a bounty on your damned head,’ situation.”

“Oh, that,” I said. “Yeah, there’s an arch-fae named Duchess Jacktooth Carline who hates my guts.”

“What?” said Chiyo. “What did you do to piss her off?”

“She wanted to fuck Soraya, and we said, ’No.’”

“That’s it?” said Chiyo.

“Well, Master,” said Soraya, floating up to rejoin us. “You did call her pathetic, thirsty, and tiresome.”

“Yeah, but that was only after you said that she’d be coming after us anyway.”

“Holy shit,” said Chiyo, “Your sack really is huge. Any other dire enemies you got coming after you that I should know about?”

“Aside from Chernobog and his pirates?” I said. “Don’t think there’s anybody else. I mean, maybe Rhatha, but I doubt she’d leave Zargedon to chase us.”

“Chernobog the fucking Vile?” said Chiyo. “He’s got it out for you, too?”

“Yeah, I already said that.”

“You did?”

“Back in the conference,” I said. “The pirate crew with Exavoth. They’re probably here trying to get Soraya’s ring.”

“Oh… yeah,” she said, grimacing. “Somehow I got it in my head that you were just talking about that one pirate crew.”

“Nah, it’s orders from the top,” I said. “Dunno why, though.”

“That’s, ahh… that’s a lot, dude. You’re a lot, I gotta… I just gotta think about this. Damn.”

Chiyo wandered off to check on Opal, leaving me confused.

Not everyone is willing to risk death to be with someone, Master, thought Soraya. Though I’d say her mind is far from made up. But right now, I’d say she’s a bit spooked.

The thought of Chiyo leaving so soon hurt a lot more than I’d have expected. Was there some way to prevent that?

I’d give her space, for now. Plus, we don’t have time for a heart-to-heart conversation, do we?

That was the truth. We had a summoning ceremony to disrupt. For any of our relationship worries to matter, first we’d have to survive to the end of the day. And that was no sure thing.


Chapter 18
Shogun's Domain


We made our way to Shogun’s Domain without incident, the forces of Hell apparently too focused on their upcoming ritual to have noticed the commotion from Baba Yaga’s Hut. Or if they had, perhaps they conflated it with the continuing sounds of carnage from the southern battle line with Exavoth. But even those had ceased by the time we entered the unfinished section of Fairburn’s Wonderland, strolling past the gates with “Coming Soon” signage affixed to them, now pushed wide open.

We found an easy approach channel in a drained, artificial stream that would’ve been home for koi fish, and mustered beneath a “moon bridge,” its perfect semi-circle arch providing excellent cover from our enemies. The hordes of devils, cultists, and automatons were arranging themselves on the leveled field, its gigantic diabolic circle outlined with repurposed steel roller-coaster tracks. Of course, we were all invisible, so we could’ve just stood out in the open, but it didn’t hurt to be extra-careful.

In that spirit, Chiyo was frantically assembling a last-minute device, muttering to herself, while Mina stared off into the distance, a sour expression on her face. Soraya was carefully and diplomatically sub-whispering into Mina’s ear that yes, killing Delara in frog form would’ve been the quickest and easiest way to break that polymorph spell. Granted, chopping her head off, or doing excessive crushing damage, or the like, might’ve had grisly results, but strangulation or a measured gut-stab would’ve returned her to normal with only minor damage. The solution wasn’t intuitive, but it followed the laws of magic.

Meanwhile, we had barely any time to try to compensate for our own magic’s major weakness, which had become stark to Chiyo after the fight with Baba Yaga. Our overall strategy hinged on Soraya’s abilities working constantly and uninterrupted, just to allow us to survive against such overwhelming odds. If Soraya got popped again, we could all be slaughtered easily before she had a chance to re-constitute.

And Soraya had to be out and about to use her magic. Hiding in the ring would shrink her perception down to just me and my immediate surroundings. So, at Chiyo’s insistence, I took off the arcane shield infusion that she’d given me and put it on Soraya, while the goblin’s fingers flew as she jury-rigged her jumper cables to a small arcane core and created an auto-activation script for it.

Chiyo was certain that Soraya, as a being composed of pure magic, could be instantly restored by a properly-calibrated burst of arcane power. Whether her proposed device would actually do that was an open question, as we had no opportunity for testing, but there was no downside that we could see. If it didn’t work, it would be no worse than not having it.

And, looking across the field, the degree to which we’d be relying on Soraya’s illusions became starkly clear. The diameter of the full circle stretched a quarter-mile, and everything else had been completely leveled. The ground was a patchwork of different materials: pavement, grass, dirt, and sand were the only remnants of the planned fantasy Matsutaka-land. There were more dry trenches for artificial streams, which had been filled in just enough to provide level support for the steel rails of the ritual. Those dry beds were the only thing that might barely count as cover. Aside from that, there was nothing on this field that might work as a defensible position. We were going to be fully reliant on illusions and mobility to stay alive.

And the forces arrayed against us were so overwhelming that it wasn’t even funny. The black-robed coin-cultists stood in a continuous, unbroken line along the circumference of the largest circle, while the automatons stood in five clumps near each of the smaller ritual circles, guarding large crowds of harried, anxious-looking tourists. Should be a hundred in each group.

I watched ten park guests get separated out from the main pack and herded into the center of the smaller control circle. With this many victims, it seemed as if they’d have to run the sacrifices in batches. Even from this distance, I could read the terror from the body language of the prospective victims, as they’d realized they were surrounded by a devil army.

And it was a horrific army indeed. Tiny imps buzzed overhead like insects, while those black-armored devils stood at attention everywhere. It seemed like every fifth devil held the leash to a black-haired hellhound, flames flickering over their entire furry bodies.

Among them were women, who I’d first assumed to be harpies, but after taking a better look through my spyglass, I realized were something else. Unlike harpies, their arms were separate from their wings, and they possessed bird beaks that protruded from their otherwise human faces. Like harpies, they had taloned bird legs, and both their skin and feathers were dark brown. Soraya told me these devils were called Shedim, and were moderately powerful, but not as powerful as the strangest creature in the group.

Soraya identified it as a Buer, whose body was just the head of a lion, with five goat legs sprouting out in a wheel configuration. I had never seen anything like that before, even in books. Apparently, it was a very dangerous spellcaster, and we’d need to watch out for it.

And there were more of those awful leyak things: five or six of them hovering over each of the small circles. They’d be a priority to take out first, as we didn’t want them fouling our invisibility.

But, of greatest interest was the leadership of the infernal forces. The biggest devil appeared to be the commander Adralech, a goat-headed motherfucker with four bat-winged arms. He carried a massive black harpoon as his main weapon, but at his hip, I spied a silvery mace, tied to a loop that went through his belt.

And the owner of that mace stood nearby, her mirror-finish breastplate gleaming in the afternoon summer sun, though nothing besides her torso appeared to be armored. I didn’t spy any chains, or physical restraints on her, but she was bound by a paladin’s vow, so I guessed the devils figured nothing else would be needed.

Next to her stood a stunning red-skinned devil woman with red horns, black hair, bat wings, and sinful curves that were just barely contained by her black lingerie. Soraya had taken the form of a succubus multiple times with us, and it made for some terrifically spicy role-play. But the real thing was something else.

I felt an overwhelming temptation to just keep my spyglass focused on her, so I could ogle the sheer perfection of her physical form over and over again. It took considerable effort to remind myself of her true nature, of what was at stake, and force myself to focus back on business.

I switched my gaze to another human, who was also mostly naked, though nowhere near as a attractive. This was some hairy middle-aged dude with a receding hairline, and the build of a former athlete who was starting to let himself go. He was wearing nothing but boxer shorts with stains on the front and a leather harness, complete with a collar and leash that lead back to the succubus. I had to peel my eyes off of her again to confirm with Chiyo that he was Chairman Mordecai Richter, and the succubus was his secretary Diellza.

“Didn’t realize she was an actual, real devil before now,” said Chiyo, peering though the spyglass. “Though, in retrospect, it should’ve been obvious. Real shame she’s evil though. Because damn, she sure makes it look good.”

“Soraya can assume her form later,” I said, pulling the glass away from the goblin, with some difficulty. “We can get all the benefits, with none of the risk.”

“Danger’s part of what makes it exciting,” grumbled Chiyo. “But I’ll take you up on that. If we survive.”

I then had to pass my spyglass around, as suddenly everyone wanted a close-up look at our enemies, but kept directing their gazes to one target in particular. I wasn’t able to get it back until the head cultist, distinguished from the rest by his more elaborate robes and vestments, raised his staff and began to speak.

The black staff radiated power, more so than any other item I’d yet to encounter. It appeared to be polished black wood, carved with spiraling channels that wound their way until three-quarters of the way up its length, where the staff split into six corkscrewing tines, surrounding a smoky quartz sphere filled with golden inclusions. The tines then twisted back to hold a single large diamond at the staff’s apex, while the empty space between the two crystals shimmered from the spatial distortion created there. Obviously this was the Transplanar Bore.

The head cultist didn’t waste much time with the preliminaries, and all of his acolytes raised their voices, chanting in unison, all thousand-plus of them at once. Just the sound of it was intimidating. Their combined incantations brought the massive steel circle laid in the ground to life, and it thrummed with infernal power. The size and scale of this undertaking was frightening all by itself. Not since our confrontation with Krah-Mirogah had I felt this level of malign energy. But I reminded myself that we’d won that battle. I just had to hope our current plan would see the same results.

The chanting began to build, raising its tempo, and the head cultist sunk the Inteplanar Bore into a sconce at the front of the altar, which had been integrated into the metal control circle. I felt all the gathered power surge and flow, seized by an organizing principle. It ran to the inner pentagram at the center of Shogun’s Domain, the spacetime there growing thin and elastic, ready to be stretched out. Shit, this was really happening. What was Atticus’ group doing?

They’re almost ready, Master, thought Soraya, who was telepathically linked to Anaya.

They’d better be. Five armored devils stood surrounding the prospective sacrifices at the centers of each of the perimeter ritual circles, their barbed spears held horizontally to pen their victims in. Two of the winged Shedim walked up to flank the head cultist, bowing low before drawing wicked curved daggers, then turning to advance upon the increasingly panicked-looking people in the center of the control pentagram.

That was when a new voice rang out across the sacrificial field, clearly audible over the combined chants of a thousand throats.

“WHO DARES INCUR THE WRATH OF EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS? YOU FOUL MINIONS OF GORGORROZ SHALL PAY FOR YOUR INSOLENCE!”

This was followed by a fiery explosion and screams, as Eunae cut loose with her spell arrows, adding convincingly real damage to the swings of the illusionary devil sword.

“You dare show yourself here, you stupid brute?” roared Adralech. “But of course, the simple concept of what we seek to achieve is beyond your capacity to understand. To me, my devils! We shall teach this witless moron the consequences of meddling with us. There will be no escape for him this time!”

Adralech bounded across the summoning field, followed by around two-thirds of his devils. Unfortunately, I saw more infernal monsters peel off from the other perimeter circles to join him as he charged at “Exavoth.” Atticus’ team was about to face a host of angry devils, and they hadn’t put any extra countermeasures on Anaya. Well, it was too late to change the plan any. We just had to hope they were able to hold out and maintain the distraction for the rest of us.

We waited for Adralech’s group to get as far away from us as possible. But the Shedim had their knives ready, so we had to move a bit early. At Soraya’s signal, all of us except Bondi jumped through a portal, taking us inside the lines of the cultists. Bondi flew over their heads and breathed a jet of black acid, completely melting one leyak, then sweeping around to dissolve another. A blast of plasma from my new flaming skull incinerated a third, while Chiyo fired a bolt of lightning that arced between the remaining two, making them easy for Mar and Opal to bing down. With all the leyaks taken out, Chiyo and I retreated, while the rest of our party continued the assault.

As we ran back towards the line of cultists chanting out their ritual incantation, I noted the riot of portals opening up in the middle of the tourist groups, who began to flee into them. Jinny Plus was doing her job. It was a stroke of luck that the sacrifices had been guarded by the automatons, whose instructions didn’t cover this bizarre contingency. I did see some respond, as the various devils noticed the sudden commotion and began shouting orders. But even then, the automatons mostly grabbed at phantom images, and not the real park guests.

But I had to focus on my own task. Ahead of us stretched the single rank of coin cultists, calling out in unison, unaware of the invisible marauders bearing down on them. We started hitting them with sleep spells, each casting taking out three or four of them at a time. I’d already explained and pre-paid Jinny to hide the sleeping cultists with illusionary versions of themselves that remained standing and chanting.

Sleep spells aren’t like knockout punches, where there’s a danger of the victims hitting their heads when they fall. The body has a chance to respond naturally to the overwhelming urge to slumber, so the cultists quietly laid down and curled up on the ground when they succumbed.

In this manner, we cleared as large a space as we could. I counted about twenty-six downed devil-worshippers before my wand ran out of charges and Chiyo ran out of sleep spell-ammo. Chiyo unhooked herself from Porter as I started dragging all the sleeping coin-cultists away from the ritual rail. Their coin mail jingled as I moved them, but it didn’t draw any attention away from the ruckus going on elsewhere.

The rest of our crew were using Soraya’s abilities to their fullest, to cause as much damage as they possibly could. They were all invisible, which meant they might accidentally run into each other if they weren’t careful. So we had Mina and Delara working as a pair, because they were so familiar with each other that they could coordinate blind. Kint and Mar had similar confidence, so they worked with Opal, who could see them with her truesight, while Bondi remained airborne.

I could see all of them with my goggles, so I witnessed Delara and Mina portal right next to the head cultist to assassinate him. I saw Delara’s spear strike right at the man’s heart, only for it to warp and bend at the last minute, curving harmlessly around his body, while Mina’s short sword did the same thing at his throat.

Apparently the Transplanar Bore possessed the ability to twist spacetime to protect its wielder. The cultist leader couldn’t see his attackers, so he blasted the area around him with thunder, hurling them both off their feet. A simple spell, but he’d imbued it with much greater power than most spellcasters could manage, and the Amazons had to limp back through a portal to heal with Soraya. I saw Mina curled up, hanging onto Delara, clutching at her sensitive cat ears, ruptured by the sonic violence of the wizard’s spell.

I felt the steel rail at my feet hum with a new stage of power, and I turned to see a fiery portal begin to form in the center of the field. What the hell? How was the ritual working already?

“Jinny,” I whispered to my wrist. “What’s going on? What’s the status of your other ring-bearers?”

“Most have fled successfully, Master,” she whispered back. “But some fell or got caught in the chaos. But one of my users didn’t trust me for some reason. He informed his guards of our plan a few minutes ago, and they confiscated most of the rings in the western group. I’m afraid they’re being sacrificed right now.”

I looked to the circle in question. That’s where most of the power was coming from, and the winged Shedim were flying victims from there to the other circles, to better distribute the blood across the ceremony’s circumference. Fuck! Atticus had been right. It only took one moron to ruin things for everybody else.

“Welp, looks like it’s Plan B, then,” grumbled Chiyo, as she began pulling equipment off of Porter, who leaned over to grasp the ritual steel rail with all four arms. Chiyo thumped the automaton’s side in a farewell gesture.

“Sorry, buddy,” she said. “It’s been real.”

I felt the power build in Porter’s arcane core, as he began to resonate with the magic running through the summoning circle. Oh, shit. Chiyo had said that disrupting the ritual would be “expensive,” but I hadn’t realized what she’d meant.

Porter was going to overload himself while synced into the infernal flow, spoiling the resonance of the steel until it could be completely re-tuned. But the kickback would blow her loyal servant to tiny bits. No wonder she’d been reluctant to join our raid, knowing what she’d have to give up.

Chiyo handed me a bandolier of various equipment that she’d removed from Porter, as well as the disk that summoned her portable workshop, which I stuffed in my backpack. Porter continued his grim task without complaint, channeling the power of the ritual into himself, filling his core above and beyond its capacity, the excess magic expanding into his frame, which held for now, but would become increasingly unstable as this process continued.

The automaton vibrated and rattled in response to the rapidly fluctuating magical fields, and I turned my attention outwards. The non-sleeping cultists to each of our sides still hadn’t noticed anything was up, but that could change at any second. Our main advantage was that the chaos at the control circle served as a terrific distraction.

We were also fortunate in that the overwhelming bulk of the cultists were remaining in their lines as they continued their ritual chant, but the automatons were under no such restrictions. They swarmed into the control circle, shuffling along with about a dozen abandoned tourists caught in their midst, marching pressed together, back-to-front, shoulder-to-shoulder, leaving no gaps for a rescue portal to open.

Bondi breathed fire, but she had to angle her attack so she wouldn’t hit the sacrifices, and caught only a portion of the automatons with her flames. Their uniforms burned away, but their steel and brass components took much less damage than a flesh-and-blood person would’ve.

Mina and Delara attacked the fire-damaged constructs, but there were too many, and the Amazons couldn’t hack away at them fast enough to break through. We could only watch as a bird-devil slashed the throats of their victims, one by one, while armored devils interposed themselves between the Shedim and Opal’s cannon-fire. Her shots blew holes in the devils’ steel shields, but it came too late to stop the grisly business.

More power flowed through the rail at our feet, and horrific monsters of varying sizes began to emerge through the huge portal in the center of the field. The last victim fell at the control circle, which gave Bondi the freedom to bombard the entire area with one of her best spells. A massive sonic blast tore through all the clustered automatons, catching them all in a single attack, the deadly vibrations shaking their more delicate components to bits, and even cracking some of their stressed steel frames. Most of the constructs fell over, and the ones that didn’t staggered about, stunned, unable to so much as raise their pollaxes.

Mina and Delara tore through the damaged and disoriented automatons and devils like a wheat thresher, once again converging on the Transplanar Bore. But the head cultist cast another spell, and a thick, green cloud spun out of his hands to engulf the entire control circle.

Both Amazons had to be portaled out, coughing and dry heaving. Soraya had been creating illusionary dummy portals every time she made a real one, but this time a puff of poisonous fog followed them through, revealing their location to that wheel-legged Buer thing, who blasted fire at them. Soraya had to open a second portal to allow them to scramble to safety before she could start curing and healing them.

I stared back at the control circle, now covered with deadly gas, as the ritual proceeded. The fog was both physical and real, so it blocked my truesight. I couldn’t see the the head cultist at all. He must have some kind of poison immunity. I’d never heard of anyone using that spell defensively before, but it was a brilliant move.

Besides me, Porter’s rattling metal body grew louder and louder, as red-tinged tendrils of electricity started jumping between his frame and the steel rail he’d tapped into. I moved a few steps away, even though my logical mind told me it was pointless. With the sheer amount of energy coursing through him right now, a premature failure would blow me to ribbons, even if I were standing twenty feet away. I just had to trust in Chiyo’s engineering skills, that she’d built Porter to withstand even these conditions.

Back at the control circle, Bondi breathed bitter cold, in a wide cone, aimed at the Transplanar Bore. Oh, genius. The suspended poison droplets in the cloud either froze or condensed, falling to the ground as toxic snow and ice.

.But the attack missed the head priest, who’d snuck off to one side of the circle, and Bondi’s attack betrayed her position to the Buer thing. Its deadly flames enveloped the half-dragon princess, and Soraya had to open a portal to catch her as she fell. And the Buer devil kept shooting fire, directing the inferno back down into the ground, melting the snow and causing noxious steam to rise back up, restoring the poison barrier around the Transplanar Bore.

But I’d just got an idea. As Soraya healed Bondi up to full, I had her create a portal at the edge of the cloud, and start moving it towards the center of the control circle, with Mina and Delara jogging right behind it. The portal sucked up the toxic fog, creating a draft pocket the Amazons could survive in, while we dropped the poisonous exhaust atop the Buer. I doubted that it would get hurt much by that, but if we could temporarily blind it, that’d be great.

I couldn’t see their progress, but Soraya reported that it was working, until I saw the cultist leader soar up above his cloud. Instantly I saw he’d used the respite of the cloud to cast both true seeing and flight upon himself, and he aimed a powerful burst of dispelling magic at the Amazons.

Their invisibility ended—for only a few seconds before Soraya re-cast it—but it was enough. Delara turned around and began to walk back the way she’d came, to the edge of the cloud, where the succubus Diellza had managed to catch a glimpse of the half-orc, through the channel of thinned fog, and now beckoned the Amazon to come to her, the full force of her charm ability having overwhelmed Delara’s mind.

I couldn’t see this myself, but was informed of this disaster through Soraya’s telepathic link, while Opal’s cannon-fire forced the head priest back into his cloud. Mina was unable to slow her powerful partner much as she pushed her way towards the devil temptress, and before I could think of anything, a deafening electric crack from Porter nearly made me jump out of my skin.

The noise finally drew the attention of the nearby cultists. I saw one nudge at his fellow to see what the ruckus was, only for his hand to pass through the illusionary form. He cried out, and heads down the line swiveled in our direction. Some of them appeared to have enough arcane sensitivity to notice the weird power surge from Porter, even though illusions hid him from view.

“Jig’s up,” I said to Chiyo, and directed the Fire of Baba Yaga to sweep down the line of black-robed-acolytes, while Chiyo blasted a lightning bolt through about twenty of them on the other side. She needed an extra shot to overcome the damage-negation of their soul-coins, and my flaming skull had to keep his plasma jets focused on his targets for longer than usual to compensate.

I readied my Wand of Force to prepare for the counter-charge, but the surviving cultists on both sides ran away, seeking safety with the more powerful devils gathered around each perimeter circle. I supposed getting suddenly slaughtered by an invisible enemy would be bad for morale, but I noticed that the power of the devils’ portal ritual had greatly increased. Apparently, killing cultists on the circle counted as sacrificing them to Hell.

More and more devils were streaming through the portal in the center of the field, and some of them were starting to advance on the control circle. Meanwhile, Delara had nearly reached the succubus, despite both Mina and Opal trying to hold her back, when suddenly, divine energy surged through Alicia Oakheart’s form, which she focused into a single point within her fist, and she sucker-punched Diellza with a divine smite, knocking the sexy devil out on her feet.

Atticus’ team has recovered the paladin’s mace, Master, thought Soraya. But they’ve been forced to retreat, with losses.

Losses? I My heart sank at that news. We had so few people. We couldn’t afford to lose anyone. I peered off towards the distraction circle and saw Adralech racing back across the field, headed towards the Transplanar Bore, bringing a host of forces with him, including a bunch that had just been summoned. One of Soraya’s portals opened next to me, and Alicia and Mordecai popped out.

“Your genie put me here,” said Alicia, speaking in the wrong direction from us. “I’d like to help fight, but I have no weapons and I can’t see any of you.”

“This is madness,” said Mordecai. “You lunatics are going to get everybody ki⁠—”

A slap from Alicia shut him up, and I noticed she’d removed his leash and used it to bind his hands behind his back. Didn’t know what use a hostage would be for us, but I supposed the paladin had her reasons.

Back at the control circle, Bondi had gotten back up and had dispersed the poison cloud with magically enhanced gusts of air from her wings, but reinforcements from the devils had closed in. These included special automatons, creations that skittered on many giant legs, giving the impression of giant spiders or crabs.

But it was the core of these new mechanical horrors that took me aback. The red hair and green felt hat had been removed from the leader, but the corn-cob pipe and facial features were unmistakably Barnaby Leprechaun, though the rest of his body had been unnaturally stretched-out, with armor plates and monstrous, bladed appendages grafted to him. Behind him I saw the remainder of Barnaby’s Gang: Madigan the Pixie, Cu Sith, Cait Sith, and a couple others, as they scuttled along in their new, warped, ghastly configurations, their jagged, barbed extremities held up to attack.

I heard a series of expletives issue forth from Chiyo, who immediately demanded Soraya portal her over. Apparently the other workshops hadn’t been as reverent of her uncle’s works as she’d assumed, or maybe there’d been overwhelming pressure on them?

I okayed the portal request and Chiyo popped out next to Opal, then began unloading on the abominations with her spellgun. It looked like she was going a bit wild with it, not conserving ammo at all. Even from this distance, I heard the distorted voice of the beloved dramaton screeching out nonsense.

“Thieves. Steal. Stealing pot of gold. Gold. Catch them. T-tear. Sharp feet, now. No shoes, no sh-shoes any more. Never w-wear out, these feet. More legs to dance with. Can d-dance forever, forever. Dance in the red, lovely red on these f-feet. Barnaby’s Gang, come play w-with me, children. Barnaby loves you, children. So st-stay with me forever. Forever.”

“Hey, what is even the point of that?” I said, turning on Moredcai. “Seriously, if you wanted a spider-monster, why not build one from scratch? Why ruin an heirloom? Didn’t you need the original for parades?”

“What? Who?” Mordecai looked around, unable to see me.

“Just answer the fucking question!”

“I… I dunno, I’m a big picture guy,” he whined. “I don’t review every single detail the shop does. I came over one day and they were all like that. I think… someone thought it was funny?”

It was only the fact that his hands were bound that stopped me from punching him. And I couldn’t let myself get distracted. Effectively, I was the only one guarding Porter, as he continued to gather truly frightening levels of energy, far beyond what I’d have expected him to be capable of, and beyond my ability to correct if something went wrong.

I felt a familiar elastic snapping sensation from Soraya’s ring, accompanied by a spike of panic, but before my genie could get sucked into her ring, Chiyo’s jumper cables activated, and Soraya instantly revived right next to me.

“Sorry, Master,” she said. “That head cleric finally realized I was the one responsible for all the illusions.”

Back at the control circle, all illusions had dropped for a bare second before Soraya restored them, and everyone was scrambling to re-position themselves as our enemies lunged at our revealed locations.

“Fuck,” I said. “Pull everyone back here. If you go down again we won’t even have a chance to flee before we’re overrun.”

“Yes, Master,” she said, and began to open portals nearby, as our various teams popped out to rejoin me, Chiyo coming last, still cursing up a storm in various monstrous languages.

Soraya had left illusionary copies of everyone back at the control circle, but the lead cultist ordered everyone to ignore those and charge our position. Even from here, I heard the rising alarm in his voice. Had he finally noticed what we were doing with Porter?

From every point in the wide Shogun’s Domain summoning circle, devils, automatons, and cultists rushed towards us. Oh, this was bad. Our defense relied on misdirection and mobility, but that was useless when we now needed to protect a single stationary point.

“Is Porter ready?” I said. “He feels like he’s ready.”

“Almost,” said Chiyo. “Half a minute more.”

“I don’t think we have half a minute,” said Delara, the air next to her popping as her thrown spear returned to her hand. Opal and Mar hurled magic at the waves of enemies running at us, and I joined in with my force bolts, but it was like throwing pebbles at an onrushing flood.

“Hang on,” said Chiyo, her welder’s mask lowered as she donned heavy rubber gloves and actually flipped a switch on Porter’s body, despite the raw tendrils of electricity that coursed across his metal form. Somehow he still functioned well enough for a launcher to open up on his back and hurl a dozen objects overhead in rapid succession.

They arced out in a wide semicircle, falling well short of the onrushing enemies. But that had been according to design, as the heavy fragmentation proximity mines all detonated as the first devils charged into their area of effect.

I saw masses of infernal bodies get ripped to shreds by the swarms of high-velocity, jagged metal. The cultists closest to the blast were just straight-up vaporized, they and their coins completely disintegrated by the sheer force of the explosions. I felt their sacrifices get absorbed by the summoning ritual as the central portal widened. The diabolic army reeled and staggered back from the hammer-blow, but I heard voices shouting orders, rallying the troops to resume the charge. Chiyo had bought us maybe ten seconds.

As the line of cultists grew nearer, the front ranks began to draw their various implements and start hurling eldritch bolts of energy, forcing us to duck behind the berm of a dry koi pool for cover, while Mordecai kept shrieking at them to not shoot their Chairman. At this range, I could order my flaming skull to hit back, this time opening his mouth to breathe out wider, less concentrated flames, sweeping them back and forth across the ranks of enemies, while I chucked some of Chiyo’s grenades. More cultists died, but the devils fared better. We were barely slowing them down.

“Guys, we need to go,” said Mina. “Like, right now.”

“Just a few more seconds,” said Chiyo, lobbing more Tanglefoam charges into the surging, infernal masses, though I could barely hear her over the colossal, buzzing thrum coming from Porter and the ritual rail. He was lit so bright with arcane energy that I could barely look at him, even with my goggles. The forces of Hell were targeting him directly now, but the magic just bent and swirled around him before getting sucked into his own counter-ritual.

It all built and compounded, growing more and more unstable, so that just being this close to him terrified me, even as the shouts and screams of our enemies just barely carried over the din. They were so close now, thirty yards, then twenty, ten.

I switched my Wand of Force to blade form, ready to meet our foes hand-to-hand, when Chiyo finally screamed, “That’s it! Go! Go! Go!”

Soraya opened a portal as the minions of Hell crested over the embankment, and getting us all through felt like an eternity. I felt a black steel blade whiff inches away from my neck as I dived for safety, and then all was quiet as the magic gate closed behind us, leaving us in an unremarkable, well-lit service tunnel. Then the ground jerked beneath our feet, all the lights flickering as the vibration of a deep bass boom shook the earthen foundations of Fairburn’s Wonderland for an entire minute, making me fear for the structural soundness of our tunnel.

But it remained intact, freeing my mind to wonder at the success of our mission. Fortunately, Anaya had picked a safe observation point, and confirmed for us what she’d seen. Porter’s final sacrifice had stopped the ritual, and taken out a good number of our enemy along with him.

I related the good news to my panting, bleeding, and exhausted companions. Hell’s first attempt at a beachhead had failed, and for now, we’d won. We took a few minutes to catch our breaths and heal, and then it was on to the next stage of our plan: to end Jinny Plus and liberate Soraya’s soul gem from the clutches of the Cydonia Trading Company.


Chapter 19
A Prince of Hell


Mael Durand, High Founder of the Society of Soul Prosperity, in service of the mighty devil known as Gorgorroz the Covetous, regained his consciousness in a ditch, the Transplanar Bore clutched between his hands. His mind was fuzzy and he felt sharp, shooting pains all through his back and spine.

He pulled several soulcoins free from his coif and popped them into his mouth. The metallic tang switched to an unpleasant mix of bitter and spicy as they dissolved on his tongue, their magic spreading through his body with a feverish heat.

The aftertaste lingered, but the rest of the unpleasantness faded after a second or two, clearing Mael’s mind and banishing the pain from his body. He stood up and walked back to the summoning altar, not looking forward to dealing with the fallout of what should’ve been a simple ritual.

Well, perhaps “simple” wasn’t the correct term for trying to open a stable tunnel to Hell, but it shouldn’t have been anything beyond his capabilities. None of his plans for today involved fending off a squad of lunatic female assassins.

They’d almost gotten him, too. He’d noticed the short-ranged dimensional portal that had opened up next to him, but he hadn’t seen the actual assailants at all, becoming aware of their presence only after the Transplanar Bore had deflected their lethal strikes. Without that artifact, he’d be dead, having never seen the face of his murderers.

And the truly frightening thing is that hadn’t even been their main attack. The whole thing had been a double-feint, orchestrated by none other than Chiyo Dogcutter, the artificer in charge of damned Mordecai Richter’s sex toys.

She was capable of so much more, but her attitude was atrocious. The one time they’d spoken, she’d called him “the head scab” to his face, and shortly afterwards she’d gotten into a dispute with Richter, then converted her workspace into a fortress, threatening to shoot anyone who tried to break in.

And now she’d fouled the arcane resonance of the Shogun’s Domain ritual circle, rendering it completely unusable for the next twenty-four hours, at least. And breaking the news to Adralech would be his job, he just knew it. Adralech hated getting bad news.

Mael grit his teeth and prepared to face the music. Adralech was already screaming at the rest of Mael’s acolytes, so lost in his own rage that he didn’t notice their leader’s approach. The High Founder managed to reach Adralech’s side before the huge fiend paused in his rant to take a breath, and so realized Mael’s presence.

But before Adralech could launch into another tirade, another massive devil, broad of shoulders and twelve feet tall, barged into their group.

“Lord Gorgorroz,” said Adralech. “I didn’t expect your⁠—“

“Didn’t expect me, ay?” snarled the huge monster, his great bulk somehow making Adralech appear small. “Well, I didn’t expect our planar tunnel to Gehenna to fucking close before I could get even a tenth of my army through. I need this array back up, and I need it now!”

Mael had dropped to one knee to bow, along with his acolytes. He grimaced as he raised his voice.

“Deepest apologies, Lord Prince Gorgorroz,” said Mael. “But this summoning circle has been sabotaged. We won’t be able to activate it again until tomorrow. But I—urk!”

Gorgorroz’s giant clawed hand closed on a point about a foot to the left of Mael’s head. The devil prince snarled and forced his way through the defensive distortion of the Transplanar Bore, until he found Mael’s real throat and lifted the head cultist off of his feet.

Mael struggled to breathe as he stared down at his master. Unlike Adralech or the Buer things, Gorgorroz didn’t have any unusual monstrous features. He looked like a standard devil—red-skinned, horned, barbed tail and all. He stood out by being very large, for having mostly-human legs, along with bat wings on his back composed of pure flame, and that his square-jawed head was bigger than you’d expect for someone of his size.

But, what was even more unexpected about the devil prince was that he was wounded. He breathed with difficulty, standing with a slight hunch and clutching at a seeping rent in his belly, while a host of smaller scratches and burns crisscrossed his mostly-naked torso.

“Listen, meat,” he said. “I don’t need your excuses. I need a functioning portal to Hell, and I needed it an hour ago. How soon can you get that for me?”

“If we… switch to the larger park circle,” Mael gasped. “Recalibrations… take thirty minutes.”

“Too slow!” said Gorgorroz, tightening his grip and turning to the acolytes. “Who has a better answer?”

Mael’s vision clouded and his blood rushed in his ears, but he still heard one of his underlings answer, “Apologies, Lord Prince, but that’s the best we can do. But it’ll be an hour if you kill the High Founder, because that’s how long it will take one of us to attune to the Transplanar Bore.”

Gorgorroz’s scream of frustration and rage echoed across the ruin of Shogun’s Domain, and Mael found himself falling at an angle as he was hurled to the side. More protective spatial magic emanated from the Transplanar Bore, and Mael landed on his feet, staggering into the helping arms of his acolytes.

Gorgorroz kept roaring for another minute, head pitched skyward, screaming defiance at the sparse squads of angels watching from above the dome, before turning to address his subordinates.

“That was a lamentation,” he said. “A funerary cry for my troops. Over a hundred thousand strong, cut off and sentenced to die because of the incompetence of the worms on this field. Now explain. Explain how this happened. And would one of you morons quit simpering about uselessly and heal me, already!”

So it fell to Mael to explain the presence of the goblin artificer and her expert disruption of the ritual, as Gorgorroz accepted an offering of soulcoins and shoveled them into his gaping mouth.

“Ugh. Disgusting,” he said, grimacing at the taste before addressing Mael once more. “And where was your attention, priest, that you failed to notice such a power surge?”

“My apologies, Lord Prince Gorgorroz,” said Mael. “But I was distracted by the commando team of warriors and sorcerers who were attempting to kill me and steal the Transplanar Bore.”

“What?” said Gorgorroz. “How would any such team survive a minute against the forces gathered here? Adralech, what were you doing during all this?”

Mael let out a sigh of relief as he was removed from the hot seat.

“Lord Prince, I had to defend another node in the circle,” said Adralech. “Exavoth is here in the park, and he’s been causing mayhem ever since we put the dome up. I had to put an end to him, once and for all.”

“Exavoth? What’s a… wait, that name sounds familiar,” said Gorgorroz, the need to think momentarily dampening his rage.

“One of the original gang. Remember, Lord Prince?” said Adralech. “To our regret. You ripped his soul from his body and stuffed it in a sword when his constant tantrums became unmanageable.”

“Oh, him?” said Gorgorroz. “That takes me back. Haven’t thought of that fool in centuries. But you’ve taken care of him, for good this time, yes?”

“Ah… no, Lord Prince,” said Adralech, and it did Mael’s heart good to see the arrogant devil humbled, just a little. Adralech had been completely unbearable ever since he’d arrived this morning, screaming and berating both him and the Society he’d worked so hard to build. All while showing no genuine leadership skills of any kind.

“Regrettably,” said Adralech. “Exavoth was able to flee through a portal. But I did drive him off before he could seriously disturb the ceremony.”

“What? You did nothing of the kind,” said one of Mael’s acolytes. It was Qacha Erdene, who’d been assigned to Devrim’s group. Actually, Mael couldn’t see Devrim among his gathered disciples, which was a bad sign.

“Exavoth was never at the summoning,” Qacha continued. “He and his wielder were both illusions. You couldn’t tell?”

“A diversion,” growled Gorgorroz, advancing on his general. “And you fell for it.”

“No, Lord Prince,” said Adralech, “This human is mistaken⁠—“

“Not only that, Lord Prince,” said Mael, taking the opportunity to twist the knife. “But General Adralech has also lost our hostage, a paladin of the goddess Sopithia.”

“What? No I haven’t. I—“ Adralech reached down to his hip, and began patting about frantically as he realized Alicia’s mace wasn’t there. “How did… it’s not possible. I had it.”

“Are you talking about that silver mace?” said Qacha. “It came off your belt and floated away just as you were leaving our node. Looked like a thief using invisibility or telekinesis, or maybe both.”

“You saw this and you didn’t say anything?” said Adralech.

“You were already running away,” said Qacha. “Besides, it was just a regular little mace. How was I supposed to know it was important?”

“Important?” screamed Adralech. “It was the key to that rotten bitch’s bond!”

“Yes, and when you lost it, she was free to smite me and then flee with our attackers, just when I was about to subdue their best warrior,” said Diellza, as she approached the group, one side of her beautiful face marred by a black eye, swollen shut. “Now she’s joined up with those assholes, whoever they are. And she knows our entire plan.”

“She does?” said Gorgorroz. “And why would a hostage have such information, eh?”

“Because General Adralech couldn’t resist dragging her along with him, for every step of the way,” said Mael. “Just so he could show off and gloat.”

“Why, you little worm,” sputtered Adralech. “I… I was documenting our glorious victory⁠—”

“Victory?” snarled Gorgorroz. “You call losing the entire Gehenna division to the Council’s armies a victory? I’ve heard enough. This catastrophe is clearly all your fault, General Adralech. Now, prepare to face the consequences.”

“No! No, please—Lord Prince, for the sake of our long friend⁠—”

But General Adralech never finished his sentence, as Gorgorroz the Covetous seized him by his goat horns, yanking his head back to make it easier for the larger devil to chomp down upon Adralech’s neck with that huge jaw of his. Gorgorroz yanked his head sideways, tearing out his general’s throat in a huge spray of blood, then spat out a heaping mouthful of maimed flesh, while Adralech fell to the ground and went into convulsions, as blood fountained out of his torn jugulars.

Everyone stepped back to avoid getting spattered, and Mael breathed a sigh of relief at no longer having to deal with a moron in charge, but Gorgorroz was already shouting orders at him.

“All right, we’ve wasted enough time here. You—Founder. We need to create another tunnel before the armies of those Council cowards reach our reserve forces in Jahannam. I heard thirty minutes, yes?”

“Yes, Lord Prince,” said Mael. “As soon as I reach the central control, beneath the center of the park. That large, fake castle. And we’ll need to transport more sacrifices from the hotel sites.”

“Ah! Founder,” said one of his acolytes, an inscription prodigy by the name of Tylan Reis. “We have a problem—but maybe a solution.” And he held up one of those Jinny Plus “magic ring” infusions worn by park guests.

“What’s this?” said Gorgorroz.

“It’s a portable guest-assistant and fee-collection device,” said Tylan. “But somehow it’s been tampered with—greatly expanding its capabilities. Our enemies used it to steal most of our sacrifices just as the ritual was starting. I caught onto the plan and confiscated as many of these things as I could, but they went off before I could warn the other four nodes.”

“Steal our sacrifices?” said Mael. “With that thing? How’d they get it to do that?”

“Well, let’s ask,” said Tylan. He fastened the band around his wrist and said. “Jinny, come out.”

A small, green woman wearing a belly-dancer’s outfit popped up from tin infusion.

“Yes, Master,” she said, smiling brightly.

“Jinny, tell me what your full capabilities are,” said Tylan.

“Yes, Master. I can reserve your place in lines to the various attractions, assist with dinner or hotel reservations for any of our fine Fairburn locations. Also I can activate or deactivate any of the ride or attraction functions within the park, turn you and five other individuals invisible, create all manner of illusions, open dimensional portals up to five hundred feet away from each other, and I can heal injuries, poison, and sickness. All for a nominal fee, but I am currently authorized to direct all monetary expenses to a tab maintained by the Polonic Imperial Bureau of Investigation.”

Mael’s head spun at the news. Those damned IBI agents. They’d shown up at the service gate a week ago and had then disappeared inside the park somehow. They were here, and this was their doing. Somehow they’d subverted the Jinny Plus system and were getting it to do crazy things.

And, wait—portals, invisibility, illusions, healing? Those were the same abilities that had made those commandos so dangerous. And, most oddly, the illusionist responsible had born a striking resemblance to the tiny figure now smiling up at them, but she’d been blue instead of green. That couldn’t just be a coincidence, could it?

“Jinny, how are you able to do all these things?” said Tylan. “Who’s been altering you, and how have they done it?”

“Oh, I always had these powers, Master,” said Jinny. “But I just… forgot, somehow. One of my new Masters was able to remind me, that’s all.”

What the hell? Those cheap tin and brass infusions had that sort of potency, all along? And they’d just been handing them out to park guests, like candy? What even was this system?

Mael looked around for the person who should know the most about it, but didn’t see him.

“Where’s Chairman Richter?” said Mael. “This whole Jinny Plus business was his pet project.”

“He was right next to me before I got knocked out,” said Diellza, before crunching down on a handful of noumenium that she’d wheedled off of one of his acolytes. “That… nrmmm…” Diellza swallowed as her face returned to normal. “That Alicia bitch must’ve grabbed him when she escaped.”

“We’re getting off-track,” growled Gorgorroz. “We need to get our sacrifices back. Genie! Where have you hidden them?”

Jinny paused, staring off into space for a second before replying, “I’m terribly sorry, Master, but revealing specific information about my other Masters is forbidden by my Terms of Service⁠—”

Gorgorroz snarled, and his claws twitched, but fortunately, the Lord Prince was smart enough to realize that violence wouldn’t do anything in this situation. Still Mael wanted to head this off at the pass.

“This is just an end-user infusion,” he said. “But we have control of the master gem. I’m sure we could override the security there, and reveal our sacrifices’ locations.”

“And then send out teams to retrieve them?” said Gorgorroz. “That’s taking too long. I keep telling you lackeys, we don’t have that kind of time!”

“I understand, Lord Prince Gorgorroz,” said Tylan. “And I think I have a solution.”

“Then stop wasting time and spill it, already,” said Gorgorroz.

“The Jinny Plus system’s main purpose is to assign fees and collect them,” said Tylan. “But I think I can modify it accept a different kind of currency. I’ve studied this system a bit, and I’m sure that I can alter it to start converting and collecting noumenium, directly from its end-users.”

“Acolyte Reis, that’s brilliant!” said Mael. Tylan had impressed him previously with how well he’d grasped the principles of soulcoin generation, and magic in general, but this was a something else.

“Lord Gorgorroz,” said Mael. “If Tylan’s plan works, we won’t have any need to go chasing down or transporting any of the park guests. We can just suck their souls out remotely, and channel them directly into the ritual. It’s genius!”

“If it works?” said Lord Gorgorroz. “And if it doesn’t⁠—”

“I guarantee it’ll be done, Lord Prince,” said Tylan. “And in a half-hour. That’s the timeframe, yes?”

“Yes, you’re finally getting it,” said Gorgorroz, “Now get moving. While I muster what paltry forces I still have after this disaster.”

“To me, Society of Soul Prosperity,” said Mael, waving his staff and starting off at a jog towards Vasilissa’s castle. “Acolyte Reis, begin your conversion on the Jinny Plus system as soon as we get there. Acolyte Erdene, you’ll be in charge of preparing the dimensional tunnel to Jahannam.”

“Me, Founder?” said Qacha. “But you’re the one attuned to the Transplanar Bore⁠—”

“You can prepare the ritual for me, Acolyte,” said Mael. “I know you can do it. I’ve got something else to prepare, for our pesky IBI team. They will surely attempt to interfere again, once they realize what we’re up to. It’s going to require precise timing, but we’re going to trap them and take their powers away. And then Gorgorroz’s troops will tear them to pieces.”

Qacha nodded, her eyes beaming with admiration. Truthfully, he wasn’t one hundred percent certain that his plan would completely disable his enemies. That illusionist took the form of a genie, but was that her true nature? Her powers were unlike any djinn he’d ever heard of.

Regardless, the spell in his ritual book would shut down her portals, guaranteed. And if she really was what she appeared to be? Oh, then she and her companions would rue the day they’d dared to threaten the life of Mael Durand, High Founder of the Society of Soul Prosperity, soon to be ruler of this entire sector of Shattered Zemyah.


Chapter 20
The Trials of Ziuthustro


Calista shielded the left side of her face as she slithered along the park thoroughfare, the gleaming, sleek towers to each side lacking the coverage to block the sun’s rays. It was that awkward time of day, where the sun was just low enough in the sky to shoot light right into your face, but still high enough to not get blocked by the surrounding buildings. Enobaria had said something about how these “towers” were designed to look like the soaring architecture of ancient Shulgiru, but used trickery to appear taller than they actually were, so their shade was lacking. Well, at least the awful heat had diminished somewhat.

Calista was bone-tired. All she wanted was to find a shady spot somewhere and lie down for a nap, but that was not for her. No, that was too much to ask. She was finding it increasingly difficult to give a shit about this godsforsaken mission, and she had to keep reminding herself that Chernobog knew about their current objective. If she came back empty-handed, she’d certainly get eaten, though currently, even the thought of filling the Pirate King’s belly had some appeal. At least there, she’d get to lie down.

The past three hours had been an absolute nightmare. In theory, this should’ve been incredibly simple. Just find this “Trials of Ziuthustro” building, break in, find the service door in the back that Posey had mentioned, and zip on down to stake out the area beneath Vasilissa’s Castle.

Simple, right? Because Fairburn’s Wonderland wasn’t even that big, right? Just half a fucking mile, from the edge to the center. That’s fifteen to twenty minutes at a nice, brisk walk. What could go wrong? Totally easy shit, for a bunch of badass Scourge Pirates, right? Isn’t that fucking right?

Hahahahahahaaaa…. No.

Because who did Calista have on her team? Exavoth the fucking Atrocious, that’s who. The insane devil sword had zero understanding of the concept of stealth or discretion. No, the instant Exavoth spied a devil or cultist, he flew into an apoplectic rage and then it was hack, hack, hack, stab, stab, stab, all while screaming vengeance on Gorgorroz and his minions at the top of Egg’s lungs. And all this violence wasn’t even clearing a path for the rest of the team to pass through. Because, inevitably, when the Doomblade’s victims (understandably) attempted to flee, Exavoth just had to chase every single one of them down.

And none of these assholes could do Calista the favor of running towards the damned castle. No, they all had to fuck off in the exact wrong direction from where they needed to go, then run into the arms of another devil patrol, whom Exavoth would then slaughter as well, then chase down those remnants, over and over and over again, running back and forth over the same section of ground, until the cheery decor of Fairburn’s Wonderland, the happiest place in Shatttered Zemyah, was thoroughly coated in a thick layer of blood and gore.

Half a fucking mile, and she felt like she’d been hacking and slashing her way across the entire shardworld. And she’d only been doing a minor fraction of the fighting, just picking up the strays from Exavoth’s pathway of carnage. She was still covered in blood, as was the rest of her crew.

Eggs got it the worst. Enobaria had given up on wasting any of her cleaning solutions on Henrietta, save for the square lenses on her glasses. They sparkled, along with Exavoth’s obsidian blade, which drank in any blood that would’ve remained on its surface. The rest of her clothing was so saturated that no more could soak into the fabric, either running off in long, gooey strands, or clotting and drying in large patches, then breaking off and leaving a trail of detritus behind her. And the less said about the clumped dreadlocks that her long hair had turned into, the better.

But at least they’d finally gotten a breather. About ten minutes ago, replacement devils stopped charging into the meat grinder that was the Doomblade, and the pirates had finally been able to advance normally, tracking sanguine footprints from the charnel house behind, into the bright, cheery, unspoiled park ahead.

Calista had noticed all the flying devils heading off to the eastern section of the park. Then, a few minutes later, came an insanely huge buildup of infernal energy, followed by the biggest explosion Calista had ever witnessed. The shock wave had been strong enough to knock her sideways. She had no idea if that was an intentional outcome of whatever the devils had been doing; she only cared that it was keeping them well-occupied enough to leave her crew in peace, and make actual fucking progress towards their objective.

Only problem was that Exavoth was not happy about this. Calista watched Eggs stagger back and forth ahead of her, desperately clinging to the hilt of the massive Doomblade, having an intense argument with herself, in two completely different voices.

“GORGORROZ! HE IS HERE! EXAVOTH CAN SMELL HIS FOUL STANK! HE MUST PAY, MUST PAY FOR HIS CRIMES! WE SHALL CHOP HIM, PIECE BY PIECE, UNTIL HE BEGS! BEGS FOR EXAVOTH’S MERCY! BUT HE BEGS IN VAIN! FOR EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS HAS NO MERCY! NONE!”

“No, wait! C’mon buddy,” said Eggs, leaning way to the side and somehow managing to drag the massive sword back to the center of the thoroughfare. “We gotta go this way, right? With the group. We’ll get your vengeance, I promise. Beneath the castle. Oracle said so.”

“EXAVOTH WILL NOT WAIT! EXAVOTH HAS ALREADY WAITED CENTURIES. EXAVOTH MUST CARVE THE BETRAYERS! THE FOUL, FAKE FRIENDS. THE ONES WHO DARE MOCK THE GREAT EXAVOTH. EXAVOTH SUFFERS NO INSULTS, NO JEERS. THE PENALTY FOR INSOLENCE IS DEATH! DEATH! NO ONE LAUGHS AT EXAVOTH. NO ONE!”

“Whoa, buddy,” said Eggs. “Where’s this coming from? You scare the shit out of everyone. No-one’s laughing⁠—”

“THEY WERE! EXAVOTH HEARD THEM! THE SNEERING! THEY WERE LAUGHING! LAUGHING AT EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS!”

“Actually,” said Byago. “I don’t believe that cultist was mocking you. That giggling was clearly the result of an hysterical breakdown, just before you started slicing off his⁠—”

“SILENCE! EXAVOTH KNOWS WHAT HE HEARD!” And Byago’s quick reflexes were the only thing that prevented him from being bisected.

“EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS SHALL NOT BE GASLIT BY THE LIKES OF YOU!”

“Whoa, dude! Not cool,” said Eggs, staggering backwards, wrangling the great Doomblade away from the rest of the group. “No chopping friends! We’ve been over this. Sorry! Sorry, Byago!”

“No harm done,” said the monk, his saintly smile carrying through his leather mask, while Eggs continued to stumble further from the group, the massive sword jerking around in her grasp to the point where it looked like she might dislocate her shoulders.

A second later, an armless automaton limped up to Byago and began to ineffectually thump its torso against him. Calista could actually see the gears in its shoulder socket rotate as it tried to pummel the monk with its missing limbs. Absentmindedly, Byago jabbed at it with his fingers in a precise sequence, which had no effect on the construct whatsoever.

“Oh, would you give it a ressst, Byago?” said Calista. “You‘ve been poking these things for the passt three hours. Has it even worked once?”

“Not yet, Captain,” said Byago. “But, for the last few attempts, it felt like I was just on the verge of a breakthrough⁠—“

“You said that an hour ago,” said Enobaria.

“Breakthroughs can take a while, First Mate Enobaria,” said Byago. “Why, back at the monastery⁠—“

“Yeah, okay—I’m calling it,” said Calista, wrapping her tail around the automaton’s torso and head. “Sssorry, Byago, but I‘ve let thiss go on long enough. We need to be more focusssed going forward.” Calista prepared to snap the thing’s neck and disable it, something she’d had plenty of practice doing over the past three hours, when Byago raised a hand.

“Captain, may I beg your indulgence? One final attempt.”

“Fine. Jusst one more,” Calista held still as the monk’s fingers darted over the construct, then immediately bent its metal spine ninety degrees backwards at the neck.

The automaton shuddered and shrieked at this treatment, before going silent. The noise was nearly enough to make Calista jump out of her skin. None of the other constructs had done that⁠—

“Success! Captain,” said Byago, his eyes glittering. “It worked! This is an historic day in the history of induced pain.”

“Wait, what?” said Calista. “Was that you or me, jusst now?”

“Both, Captain,” said Byago. “The slight pressure on the spine was the missing component. Without your assistance, this breakthrough wouldn’t have been possible. Thank you so much, Captain.”

Well, great. Now Calista would live forever in the annals of pain pervert history. What a legacy.

Before Calista could reflect on that too much, Keven tapped on her shoulder. There was a restroom just ahead, and he needed to duck into it.

Reflexively, Calista checked her pocket watch. Nineteen minutes after six. The poor Mantid must be ready to explode. And they weren’t under attack, so this was as good a time for this as any. And wait—the “Trials of Ziuthustro” building was right across the street from the restrooms. Oh, they’d finally made it.

Calista herded the rest of their group through the line stanchions to wait for Keven by the attraction entrance. It seemed like the devil patrols had ceased, but that might be temporary.

Unfortunately, Exavoth wasn’t in a mood to hide, despite Eggs’ best efforts to coax him along with the rest of the crew. Between Exavoth’s screams of challenge to any minions of Gorgorroz who’d dare mock the great Doomblade, and Eggs’ constant apologies, promising to be along “any minute now,” they made a fantastic racket.

Calista watched the skies for any devils that might come flying in to renew the cycle of violence and bloodshed, but so far, their luck held. A fishy smell to her left indicated the presence of Krossalg’kork, who stared off at Eggs, as she wrestled with the Black Doomblade.

“Swooooorrrrdd,” he said. “Maaaaadd.”

“Uh-huh,” said Calista. Saying more was pointless. Even if she’d been interested, actually trying to have a conversation with the big fishman was an exercise in futility. He didn’t elaborate further, and continued to study Eggs and Exavoth, while Calista scooched to her right to avoid getting dripped on.

Blood seeped from a myriad of various slash and stab wounds all over the Makarsi’s blubbery body, the blood mixing in with his clear mucus coating to change his overall coloration from a very pale blue-green to a mottled pink. If Krossalg’kork’s injuries bothered him any, he betrayed no sign of it. The apparent damage had actually diminished greatly, compared to just twenty minutes ago.

Calista was certain that the Makarsi possessed a weak regeneration ability, so she’d ordered Keven to stop healing him. Krossalg’kork’s current state confirmed her suspicions, but it didn’t make him any less messy in the interim.

Calista shifted a little further from the fishman, causing her to bump up against Bramble, or rather, Bramble’s aura of souvenir garbage. Despite the constant necessity of having to fight for their lives, the halfling burglar was somehow making detours into all the unguarded merch shops and grabbing everything her tiny little hands could reach.

Of course, that was more than the diminutive thief could carry, but she didn’t let that minor inconvenience deter her any. Any available pocket, or pouch, or belt, or equipment strap had something jammed into it—not at all securely, but when one cheap tchotchke got lost or destroyed, another would soon take its place. You could actually tell which of her acquisitions were most recent based on the amount of bloodstains and general damage they’d sustained.

“Bramble,” said Calista. “It is Bramble, right?”

It could be hard to tell which persona was active with the halfling. Right now, her cowl was up, which normally signified that Bramblefang was in charge, but on top of that, she wore one of those cheap, green felt Barnaby Leprechaun top hats, so who knew what that meant?

“Yes Captain?” said Bramble, her normal, non-hoarse voice signifying that Bramblefang was sleeping.

“You’re our burglar,” said Calista. “And you’ve certainly been working hard ssstealing things this trip.”

“Oh, shucks, Captain,” said Bramble. “I just get The Itch and I do what it says. I don’t hardly think of it as working at all.”

“Yesss, I don’t doubt that,” said Calista, well familiar with her burglar’s Itch to steal. “Sso I was wondering if you could put in a bit more effort—mentally, I mean.”

“Captain?”

“Well, the way things have been going,” said Calista, “I’d sssay that you’ve losst at least three or four times the amount that you’ve ssstolen. And even mosst of what you’ve kept has already been ruined. Look at thisss.”

And Calista pulled free one of the many plush mascot characters Bramble had strapped to her. This appeared to be the faerie dog Cusith. It was a bit hard to tell, what with all the bloodstains, and with a quarter of its felt skull sliced away.

“Thiss is junk,” said Calista. “Not worth carrying around. Of no ussse to uss, Bramble.”

Bramble frowned. “Itch don’t care about that, Captain.”

“Yes, I get that,” said Calista. “But I’m asssking you to care, Bramble. The next time you get your Itch, ssee if you can channel it sssomeplace useful. Instead of a sstuffy, maybe try picking the lock on the cash regissster.”

“What, just take the regular coins?” Bramble furrowed her brow. “But they all look the same. Not very interesting.”

Calista refrained from asking where this restraint had been when it came to Ageorgos tokens, and soldiered on.

“Well, then,” she said. “If coins are too boring, try looking for objects of a sssimilar ssize. And with high price tags. That can be ssafely sssecured on your person, so they don’t get desstroyed in our next encounter. You think you could try that out, for your dear Captain, yesss?”

“Uhhh.... I guess I could try, Captain,” said Bramble, in an unconvincing tone of voice.

“That’s all any of uss can do, Bramble,” said Calista, more to herself than to the halfling.

Honestly, some days she wondered why she bothered to teach her crew anything. It all seemed to go in one ear and out the other. Calista sighed and turned to consult with Enobaria at the ride entrance, while Keven dodged past Eggs on his way back from the head.

“Captain, a bit of a problem,” said Enobaria, glaring at the faux-stone “temple” doors. “I can’t find a lock, or a handle, or any controls to open this. I’m starting to suspect that it can only be opened from the other side. Unless you can see something here that I can’t.”

Calista peered at the finely decorated plaster facade, wondering if they could simply punch through it, when a buzzing noise from Enobaria’s hip caught her attention.

“Firsst Mate, why is your belt pouch vibrating?”

“Eh? That’s weird,” said the Dark Elf, as she opened her pouch and retrieved the offending object.

It was that Jinny Plus Magic Ring thing that Enobaria had bought. It switched itself on as soon as it got clear of its confinement.

“Hello, Master,” said Jinny, beaming up at them. “I see that you’re right at the entrance to The Trials of Ziuthustro. Would you like me to switch the attraction on? Just upgrade to our Super Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal—only fifty gold! Would you like to pay cash, or would you prefer to add your purchase to the running tab maintained by the Polonic Imperial Bureau of Investigation?”

What the actual fuck? The fucking IBI? Why were they running an open tab in a theme park during a devil invasion? What had been going on in the rest of Fairburn’s Wonderland while they’d been chasing Exavoth around for the past three hours?

Calista was about to grill the little illusion for more info, but Enobaria spoke first.

“Yes, turn the ride on. And bill the Feds for it.”

“Thank you, Master,” said Jinny, her gaze turning glassy. “Accessing expense account… Approved! Thank you for your purchase of my Super Extra Exclusive Premium VIP Deal. Activating The Trials of Ziuthustro.”

The fake stone doors shuddered, lifting upwards and apart. From within, a disembodied voice called out. “Greetings, young apprentice heroes. Today, you walk in the footsteps of Ziuthustro the Great. You will be tested in feats of strength, speed, agility, cleverness—but most of all, courage and determination. Only true heroes may pass these trials. Enter… if you dare!”

“Wait a minute,” said Calista. “Didn’t Ziuthusstro have to kill a bunch of really dangerous monsssters? Like, hydras and shit?”

“Yes, Captain,” said Enobaria. “But this is Fairburn’s Wonderland, and these ’Trials’ are an obstacle course and general play area for children.”

Indeed, just inside the “temple” doors was a grand room with the words “Training Area” carved on another fake stone sign, affixed to its secondary entrance arch. Before them stretched padded floors, a soaring ceiling, and a wide variety of different structures done up in the pre-classical style of the Golden Age, all sleek, clean lines and strong geometric shapes.

There were various spiraling towers connected by bridges made of nets, or partially transparent tubes leading every which way. Out from the towers jutted poles from which various types of swings, rings, and trapeze bars were suspended, interspersed with twisting slides leading back to the ground. Calista spied various types of exotic, monstrous beast sculptures, adorned with saddles and connected to the ground with thick steel springs. There were turntables, see-saws, trampolines—basically every type of device that might be used to tire out even the most overexcited little munchkin.

Man, these rich kids had it good. Growing up, her home nest had nothing like this. She’d have killed for some of this shit.

But, at any rate, none of this “Training” crap was mandatory. More signs pointed to the back of the room, where the real “Trials” would commence. Calista turned to rally her crew, only to notice the entrance doors stutter, as they tried to close several times, only to meet an obstruction, as Eggs wrestled with her cursed greatsword, stumbling in and back out of the entrance over and over.

“S-sorry Captain! Sorry,” she said. “Exavoth wants to fight more devils. But I told him, I’m sure there will more of them beneath Vasilissa’s Castle. So, that’s—ah, shit! Sorry!” said Eggs, as Exavoth tore a chunk out of one of the faux-stone doors, revealing the plaster and wood frame beneath. “C’mon… buddy… with the group… like the Oracle said. There we go… Ah! Crap!”

Eggs finally made it through the doorway, only to immediately fall over as the massive greatsword plummeted point-first into the floor, penetrating several inches though the padded surface.

“Sorry! Sorry about that!” said Eggs, as she struggled to lift the huge blade from where it had stuck itself. Then she clutched at herself as Exavoth’s absurdly-long pommel-chain began slipping down from her skinny torso, where it normally wrapped itself tight. “Oh… Crapping crap! Sorry, everyone, I just need a minute, here.”

Eggs allowed the chain to completely unwind before she gathered it up and re-coiled it again. Then she stuck her head and arm through so she could carry it over one shoulder. Then she grabbed Exavoth’s hilt, and just barely managed to pry it loose from the floor, lifting with her legs while her face turned red from the exertion, and strands of skull-chain fell loose from their unstable perch on her shoulder. Somehow during all this, she kept calling out apologies to the rest of the group for the delay, and each of these unnecessary interjections plucked on Calista’s nerves just a bit more than the previous one.

“Sorry, everyone, Sorry,” said Eggs, as she levered the Doomblade’s pommel over her shoulder and rested its long handle on the coiled chains, while its tip dragged on the ground. “Exavoth is… resting. Been working real hard, so he just needs a bit of a breather, that’s all. Sorry for the delay. Sorry, everyone.”

Resting? More like sulking. Normally the magical sword used telekinesis to nullify its own weight. But now Eggs was being forced to haul the ridiculously huge chunk of metal all on her own power. And Eggs’ scrawny frame lacked power.

So the journey through the Training Area took a good deal longer than it had any right to, with Eggs huffing and puffing and plodding along, apologizing profusely, the tip of the massive Doomblade scoring a line through the padded floor, that tore open behind her.

Krossalg’kork moved to assist her, but Bramble and Byago intercepted him, and somehow managed to convey what a terrible idea that was—at least, if he wanted to keep both of his arms. Nobody besides Eggs could touch Exavoth, so she was on her own here, though Keven did play a motivational tune on his bagpipes, which buffed Eggs’ strength up a bit.

So the rest of the crew had plenty of time to review the first “Trial,” as the wail of Keven’s pipes reverberated throughout the play area. This was The Strait of Scylla and Charbrydis, though it was, in fact, the opposite of straight.

The path wound in a wide S-shape from one corner of the cavernous area to the other, in the form of a chain of padded, circular platforms, which were fashioned to look like smooth river rocks. In the center of each curve were the famous sea monsters themselves. Charbrydis came first, and took the form of a giant, bright-red octopus, while Scylla guarded the second half of the S-curve, its six heads constantly rotating around and lunging out at the line of fake stones.

Despite their size, these were the least-threatening versions of these monsters that Calista had ever seen. Well, they still had sharp teeth, but the rest of their features were rendered out in the soft, simple shapes that defined the Fairburn illuminary style. Charbrydis looked comically grumpy, while all six of Scylla’s heads added a smirk to their snarling expressions, making them look less like primordial terrors and more like obnoxious elder siblings.

To the side of the room, a small holoshow screen depicted children of various races challenging the trial. Charbrydis’ tentacles swept over the path, dipping up and down in a wave pattern. The children either avoided them, or got knocked off the path into a water slide below. The slide then carried them back to the start, so they could climb out and try again.

The way they fell onto the slide looked odd, and Calista realized there was a constant Slow Fall enchantment that activated on anyone who dropped off the platforms. From the way the tentacles impacted the kids, it was clear they were made of some kind of soft and springy material, with just enough weight to provide a challenge.

Calista watched some kids zip through the trial, ducking under and jumping over the tentacles, while others only ducked, pausing and waiting while the rubbery appendages were in the low position, then racing forward when they raised up again. Everything moved in a predictable pattern, so it looked easy to time your approach.

And there was one kid who simple crawled on her belly along the outside edge of the stones. The thin tip of a tentacle smacked into her head and harmlessly slid off. Ah. Though dodging the limbs of Charbrydis was the obvious point of the game, and got you through faster if you were good at it, even if you sucked you could still clear the challenge by just crawling past. The only way to fail here was to give up.

The Scylla section of the trial was basically the same deal, though instead of swinging up and down, the snake heads darted in and out, and were too large for most kids to jump over. They were fewer, but they moved faster.

So, this was just a matter of timing. Pause in the safe zone, then rush through the dangerous area, before the next head arrived. If you got knocked off here, there was a fishing net strung midway through the strait, to catch kids and allow them to climb back up to the platforms, so they didn’t have to face Charbrydis again.

And, just as with Charbrydis, untalented children could safely crawl along the outside edge to pass the trial. Calista frowned as she realized she’d have to do this, too. The “normal” game was based on the assumption that every child was a humanoid with legs. Calista’s snake body didn’t fit between the gaps in the tentacles’ wave pattern. Well, she was accustomed to this kind of bias, but it was still annoying.

“I’m… here, now… everyone. Sorry,” said Eggs, breathing in and out like a forge bellows. For a second, Calista thought Eggs had started bleeding, but it was actually a case of her profuse sweat mixing with all the dried blood to renew the dripping process. “Sorry, I know… I know I’m holding… everyone up, and I just wanted… to say… I am so, so sorry for⁠—”

“Gods damn it Henrietta, would you knock it off with the conssstant apologies?” Calista snapped. “We know you’re sssory—you don’t have to repeat it every fucking ssecond. And it’s completely unecesssary.

“Exavoth is a handful, even on the besst of days, and thiss whole devil businesss has got him riled up ssomething fierce. You’ve done well to keep him reigned in as much as you have, which isn’t much, but what can you do?

“Ssso sstop wasting energy on ssaying ssorry every damned waking moment, when we don’t need to hear it. Everyone here can sssee how hard you’re working. Sso I don’t want to hear another apology from you, for the resst of these ssstupid Trials, at the very leasst. That’s an order from your Captain.”

Eggs stared at her, wide-eyed. Then her face screwed up and she started to sob. Oh great.

Calista feared she’d said too much, when Eggs managed to choke out, “Th-thank you… thank you, Captain….”

Oh, right. Eggs tended to get weepy at being told she was doing a good job. It was a whole thing with her. Well, she would probably be fine in a minute or so. Time to get this nonsense over with.

Calista slithered onto the first platform, only for Jinny Plus to pop out of Enobaria’s wrist.

“Master, don’t forget your Hero’s Laurel,” she said.

“What?” said Calista.

“Right over there, Master,” she said, pointing to a large bin by the entrance. Bramble reached in and pulled out a brass medallion, bound to a leaf-patterned cloth wristband. “It keeps your score and is needed to collect the exit key for the Minotaur’s Labyrinth, though I can do that, too.”

“If you can do it, then I don’t need it,” said Calista. And she didn’t care about some silly score, either. But Bramble, Byago, and Keven each grabbed a “laurel” and secured it around their wrists.

Calista shrugged and started the trial, looping her upper body beneath the first platform and then slithering along the outside edge, moving quickly and easily with her snake tail coiling around the platforms behind her. The platforms were wobblier than they looked, but this was no issue for her. This challenge was looking like a breeze, when a powerful burst of infernal magic surged from Charbrydis, and its tentacles darted out at her with a precision and intention that they shouldn’t have, reaching out longer than they were supposed to go.

One wrapped around Calista’s right arm, and another encircled her neck, yanking painfully and choking off her airway. Fortunately, Calista was a dual-wielder, and she drew a scimitar with her left hand and hacked through the appendage at her throat. Charbrydis shrieked and a spray of blue liquid erupted from the tentacle stump, while it yanked on Calista’s arm hard enough that it nearly dislocated, before a slice from her sword freed that, as well.

More tentacles clutched at Calista’s snake body, but they found no purchase, and Calista pulled her vulnerable human half a few extra feet away from the platform, out of Charbrydis’ new, extended reach.

Calista turned and stared at the monster, its formerly static, sculpted face suddenly animated, as it roared and lashed its tentacles at her in frustration.

“Firsst Mate!” Calista said. “What the fuck is thiss shit? Thiss is ssuposed to be a kids’ game!”

“It appears to be some sort of infernal possession, Captain,” Enobaria yelled back. “Like the sewer automatons, only worse.”

Of course. Of fucking course. Because nothing could ever be easy for once, could it? Well, this thing wouldn’t catch her off-guard again. Calista used her coils to propel herself over to the safety of the halfway point, and waited for her crew to join her.

Bramble and Byago simply darted and tumbled past the monster’s tentacles, while Enobaria pulled a phial from her bandolier and smashed it over her own head. Black oil covered her white hair and indigo skin from head to toe, and she walked across the path, unconcerned with the many octopus tentacles that simply slid off her body as they clutched at her, unable to find any purchase.

Calista wondered how the rest would get across. Actually, she kind of hoped the monster would attack Exavoth, maybe snap him out of his funk, but Krossalg’kork stepped onto the platform, and then flew into a rage as the tentacles seized him. The big Makarsi drew his own weapon, a big, flat club with rows of shark’s teeth embedded in its sides, and swung it with crude effectiveness, while also biting at the many appendages that attempted to wrap him up.

Suddenly, Charbrydis’ attention was fully occupied as it had to fight for its life, while Keven and Eggs were able to trudge across the wobbly platforms completely unmolested. Eggs had to spend a minute or so yelling at Krossalg’kork to disengage and rejoin the group before he finally did, his mucus coating allowing him to escape Charbrydis’ grasp nearly as easily as Enobaria had. He was bleeding from a couple nasty gashes, but this didn’t bother him any. He immediately charged Scylla, likewise fully occupying her as everybody else just walked past.

Scylla ended up doing way more damage to Krossalg’kork than Scylla had, as the hydra-like monster had way more teeth that could bite and find purchase. Enobaria had to throw a firebomb at the thing to allow the big Makarsi to escape. Calista actually considered authorizing a heal on him after that, but the next trial seemed less dangerous, so letting him regenerate seemed like the correct call.

Calista slithered past a row of magical drying stations, for all the kids who would’ve gotten dunked into the waterslide, then stopped in front of a line of dense, fake cedar trees. A gap in the trees led into the next area, which the wooden sign above declared as “Humbaba’s Aura Trial.”

As Calista entered, jangly, upbeat music assaulted her ears, which appeared to be played by a small orchestra of various animal dramatons at the far side of the white-tiled room, all wearing berets. There were monkeys playing drums, horns, and flutes, huge crickets playing various stringed instruments—mostly guitars—and various brightly-colored birds adding a vocal chorus.

And in the center of the band was an eight-foot tall, anthropomorphic, animated tree, also wearing a beret and sunglasses, surrounded by an array of hide-topped drums of varying sizes. Above the tree-person hung seven large, globular lanterns that flashed multicolor light in time to the music.

“Hey there, cool cats and kittens,” said the tree dramaton, in a jovial, slightly raspy voice. “Welcome to the trial of Humming Humbaba. To pass through my swingin’ den, you gotta have rhythm, you gotta have soul, you gotta vibe to the groove of my totally cosmic auras. Now ask yourself, all you hepcats, are you ready for the hummmmmmm?”

Calista felt the vibration from the dramaton shake the room, then pass all the way into her teeth, which she’d been grinding together. She turned and grabbed Enobaria by the shoulder.

“I’ve been in here for ten ssseconds, and I already hate thiss thing more than I’ve hated anything in my entire fucking life,” she said. “Can we sskip the part where we try to play along and jusst kill this fucker already?”

Enobaria blinked. “Actually, that idea has merit. We are in a hurry.”

The Dark Elf pulled a firebomb from one of her bandoliers and hurled it at Humbaba, only for it to burst halfway to its target. Its flames spread out for a second before the whole thing imploded and got sucked into one of the lanterns, which flashed red for a few extra beats, then cycled through other colors, as the band continued to play.

“Whoa-ho! You cats are spicy! Spicy!” laughed the dramaton. “But ain’t nothing so hot that can harsh my chill. So just relax, and vibe to the hummmm of Humbaba’s Seven Auras. One for the fields!” and behind him, the lanterns all flashed yellow. “One for the river!” and the lanterns turned blue. “One for the reed-beds! One for the lions! One for the palace! One for the forest! And the last for Nungal, god of Death!” said Humbaba, as the lights behind him cycled through orange, red, purple, green, and then blacked themselves out for a second, before returning to their syncopated, multicolored flashes.

“Yeah, even Death has a hummm, as part of the cosmic All, baby. We keep it real in here. Watch out—these vibes get heavy!”

Gah! Just listening to this asshole made Calista want to tear her hair out. Okay, fine—what was the game here? She spotted another mini-holoshow screen off to the side. This was a rhythm game. The white tiles on the floor changed color in time to Humbaba’s music. Some of these tiles were “safe” and some weren’t. The lanterns would flash out the colors of the tiles to step on. If you got it wrong, the floor would open and drop you down onto a cushion of force energy, and you’d have to return to the beginning and start over.

But the tempo and complexity of the game depicted in the holoshow were orders of magnitude simpler than what Humbaba was doing now. The lanterns were flashing so fast that she couldn’t see how she could keep up, even if her snake tail could fit on a single tile, which it couldn’t. Fucking humanoid chauvinists really plucking her nerves, here.

Did she need to ask this asshole to start the game properly? Nah—screw that. Even if she did, it would only be a trap to lure her on the tiles so he could ramp the difficulty up to insane levels. The infernal possession of this whole system guaranteed that none of these “games” would play fair.

Before Calista could formulate a plan, Byago leapt diagonally over some of the tiles, to start wall-running across the fake trees towards the goal. But he only got halfway before a wave of green energy exploded out from Humbaba to blow Byago backwards, so he fell towards the enchanted floor.

The pain-monk twisted midair, landing on his feet and springing away, a split-second before the tile beneath him opened, a cluster of needle-sharp force spikes shooting up to pierce the air where he’d been just a moment before.

Byago’s dive-roll just barely brought him to safety, back at the start, while Humbaba laughed uproariously.

“Whoa-ho! That’s a new one!” said the dramaton. “Quick like a cat, Cat, and I dig that lateral thinking. Lateral running, even. But you wanna vibe with Humbaba, you gots to move to the groove. These auras work sideways, front-ways, upside-down, and inside-out. Ain’t no clever ways around it. You wanna clear this Trial, you gotta be hummmm-ble.”

“Rrrrrr—I can’t ssstand it,” said Calista. “Hey, can we do ssomething about this? Disspel these auras, maybe?’

Unfortunately no, Captain, thought Keven. Each aura is a separate effect, and he has seven. I would run out of spells before I could banish them all.

“These auras are quite interesting, Captain,” said Byago. “They’re actually powerful projections of this machine’s ki. Which means that I’ve just recently developed the perfect method of disrupting these auras, if I could only get close enough to their source.”

“By ‘dissruption,’ do you mean doing your finger-pokey torture routine on that thing until it no longer functions?” asked Calista.

“That would be the gist of it, yes, Captain.”

“I love thiss plan,” said Calista, clapping her hands together. “But you need to get closse? You think you can susss out the timing for those tiles?

“Ah… I confess that it’s confounding me right now, Captain,” said Byago. “Perhaps, after a bit of study⁠—”

I understand them, Captain, thought Keven. It’s complex, and rather ingenious, really. He’s using a pentatonic scale with a four-three time signature, only instead of⁠—

“Great! You can predict the tiles?” said Calista. “Can you guide Byago through?”

Yes, Captain, I believe so.

“Well, then—let’s get to it,” said Calista. “You’re up, Byago.”

A moment, please, thought Keven, as he pulled out his full set of instruments from his Bottomless Bag and set them up.

The Mantid bard spent a few moments swaying his insectile body along to the beat, before he began to play as well—kick drum, leg bells, wing chirps, bagpipes, and saxophone all melding in with Humbaba’s tune.

Calista didn’t get why Keven needed to play along in order to call instructions, but she wasn’t a musician, so she wasn’t going to question his process—so long as it worked.

“Oh, what’s this?” said Humbaba. “Someone here knows how to swing. Now you’re getting it, baby. But can you keep up with Humming Humbaba—the vibe-master? Show me what you got! Let’s jam!”

Keven counted down from four, and then began mentally broadcasting the correct colors to the crew, only he was anticipating their hue and location a full second before they appeared on the floor itself. Byago leapt out onto the floor and began hopping from tile to tile, in perfect sync with the music.

“Oh-ho!” said Humbaba. “So you do know how to groove? But let’s see if you can handle this!”

And the dramaton doubled the intensity of his drumming, the tempo of the music increasing to a frantic pace. Calista felt a moment of panic as Keven’s voice vanished from her mind, but Byago kept his feet moving, not missing a step, and she realized the Mantid needed to focus only on Byago.

The lanterns and floor tiles were flashing so quickly that it hurt her eyes, and the monk’s feet were practically a blur as they kicked off one square to the next, taking a weaving path back and forth across the area, closing on the far side ever so slowly. The idea that a kid might do this was utterly absurd. Hell, the overwhelming majority of adults in Shattered Zemyah would have no chance at keeping this pace, even with a predictive ability.

Humbaba was slapping his drums so fast that smoke and sparks started to fly out from his elbow joints. The music built to a crescendo, but Byago didn’t miss a beat, finally getting close enough to the far side where he could leap the remaining distance. He cleared the remaining tiles and the music stopped, prompting more uproarious laughter from the tree-man.

“Whoa-ho-ho!” he said. “Now that was a righteous jam, and no three ways about it. High-five, hep-cat, you’re all right with Humming Humbaba. But, uh… wait—you’re not supposed to climb over that barrier, my dude. No—seriously, you shouldn’t be back here, I—Aiiiiiieeeeearrrrgh! Aiiigh! Aiiiiiiieeeahhh! Not cool! Not cool, man! Aaaaaaiiieeeeee…”

Calista allowed a warm sense of satisfaction to fill her chest as Byago’s pressure-point torture forced agonized scream after agonized scream from the obnoxious dramaton. A riot of colors filled the dance hall before her, with no rhythm or structure to them at all, the auras flailing, out of control, while all the animal-constructs covered their eyes or wailed in protest, unable to move from where they’d been anchored to the attraction.

Humbaba’s screaming went beyond anything human-sounding as his voice box failed, turning his last wail into a piercing, pure metallic whine. All seven lanterns shattered as Humbaba shuddered one final time and went still, the fake grove gone silent, save for the traumatized sobbing of the various animal musicians.

“All done, Captain,” said Byago, though he was still tugging at Humbaba’s head. “It should be safe to cross now.”

And indeed, the rest of them were able to rejoin Byago with no issue. The monk delayed them a few moments longer, twisting and jabbing at Humbaba’s neck until he successfully removed the dramaton’s head and stuffed it in Keven’s Bottomless Bag.

“To commemorate this event for the Order of Beatific Agony,” he explained. “I’d like to drop this off next time we’re around one of the monasteries.”

Weird, but Byago had just saved their asses, so that more than justified tolerating his freakiness. They exited the fake tree grove, went through a short tunnel, then stopped in front of the faux-stone arch of the next trial. Embedded in the wall was another mini-holoshow, which demonstrated the features of the Minotaur’s Labyrinth. This trial had a few extra features to distinguish it from your average stone maze. It was multi-level, with a lot of integrated features similar to the play area—tunnels and slides and shit.

One scene showed a gold sparkle gleaming from a niche in the stone wall. An elf child grabbed at it and the whole wall section swung open to reveal a dial and a ball of golden twine, which was locked behind thin steel bars within the wall.

“Solve the puzzle to release the Golden Thread,” said the voiceover, and the bars slid up, allowing the shining ball to hop out of its cage and start unwinding itself, tracing a path along the maze floor.

The holoshow followed the thread to the central area, which featured a plinth with a glowing key resting atop. Prowling around the key was the Minotaur, which was actually a cross between one of Bramble’s stuffies and a boxing heavy bag. It swung in a varying, elliptical path around the plinth, knocking some kids off their feet, while others darted in to grab the key, which was actually an illusion. It copied itself onto the laurel wristbands of the children, who then ran to the exit.

It wasn’t depicted, but it appeared that there was enough clearance between the “Minotaur” and the ground for a kid to just crawl beneath the monster if they didn’t want to risk getting bonked. Then a sour thought intruded into Calista’s mind: this thing was going to come alive and start attacking them, wasn’t it?

She wasn’t sure how that would work, exactly, as the “Minotaur” didn’t appear to have individual body parts. Rather, all of its features—horns, hooves, arms, tails, etc.—were more like suggestions, rising out of the main bag structure like plushie bas-relief. But she was certain that it would figure out some way to fuck with them anyway, because that was the kind of day she was having.

“Whoa, Captain,” said Bramble, staring at the bewildering selections of paths branching out from the labyrinth entrance. “I’ve heard tales of people getting so lost in the original Labyrinth that they never made it out. But I’m sure that won’t happen to us, right?”

“Pfft,” said Calista. “Anyone who gets lossst in a maze is a moron. All you have to do is right-hand-rule your way your way through.”

“Right-hand what, Captain?” said Bramble.

“You don’t know thiss, Burglar?” said Calista. “It’s Dungeon Sssurvival 101. You find yoursself in a maze, you just put your right hand on the right wall, keep it there, and walk forward. You do that until you’ve reached the exit. Ssimple.”

“That will work,” said Enobaria. “Eventually. It’s not the fastest method, though.”

“Hasste makes wasste, Firsst Mate,” said Calista, as she snaked her way down the rightmost path. Now, Sscourgers⁠—“

“Let’s split up to cover more ground,” said Bramble, as she ran straight down the middle. “I wanna find that shiny, shiny thread.”

“No! Bramble! We ssstick together, sso we…” Calista scowled as the halfling disappeared behind a wall, with Enobaria right behind her. Ooh! It would serve those two right if they got lost and left behind. She had half a mind to abandon them if they couldn’t keep up. That’d teach ‘em a lesson.

Calista slithered into the maze, Byago and Keven in tow. Eggs and Krossalg’kork followed behind, at a much slower pace. Calista doubled back as she hit a dead end, but that was to be expected, as she took the next two right forks on the path, which also dead-ended. The next double-back took them back to the entrance, and they rejoined Eggs and Kross on their way.

I’m a bit confused, Captain, thought Keven. I thought the strategy was to keep your hand on the wall, but you haven’t been touching it at all.

“You don’t have to literally do it, Keven,” said Calista. “As long as you travel as though you⁠—“

Bramble’s high-pitched yell of triumph echoed across the labyrinth, followed by a pleasant tinkling sound. A few seconds later the ball of golden twine rolled out of the center path to veer down the leftmost fork from the entrance.

Calista scowled as she examined the ghostly, shimmering strand. It appeared to be an illusion. Well, no point not following it now. And this way, she’d be the one finishing first—though she totally would’ve found the way out herself. Eventually.

She followed the thread to an unusually thick archway. Was this the end of the maze, already? She passed through the portal, as a bell began to ring on a steady countdown. That was odd. The golden twine didn’t extend past the archway, but this clearly wasn’t the central area. What could⁠—

“Labyrinth Shift imminent,” said a pleasant, disembodied voice. “Please stand clear of the doors.”

Then Calista’s snake body, which was still halfway through the arch, got shoved so hard that she got hit in the back of the head with her own tail. She turned around to see Byago tapping on the invisible force barrier that had filled the archway, before solid doors cut off her view entirely.

The ground beneath Calista shuddered, as both the floor and ceiling turned transparent. Then the whole world started moving. It spun about while shifting up and sideways. Above and below, other sections of the labyrinth whirled past, giving her a momentary insight into their layouts, before her segment reached its destination, sinking back into place with a heavy thunk.

The arch doors reopened, but of course Byago was no longer on the other side. Instead, a new section of maze, sans golden thread, stretched out behind her. Surprisingly, she could still hear the voices of her crew.

“Hey, where’d the Captain go?” squeaked Bramble.

“This fucking maze shoved me through the door and now I’m the next section, all by myself,” said Calista.

“What?” said Bramble. “But Captain, we were supposed to stick together!”

Calista slowly counted down from ten in her head before she could trust herself to say anything.

“There’s no golden thread here,” she said. “It never made it through the archway.”

“I’m guessing each maze section has its own thread puzzle,” said Enobaria. “The good news is that the thread seems to update itself when the labyrinth shifts. It’s pointing a different direction now.”

Crap. Calista couldn’t remember the underlying rationale for right-hand-rule, but she doubted it would still work in a maze that kept rearranging itself.

“Okay, so I gotta find a shiny and solve a puzzle, then?” she said.

“Calling it a “puzzle” would be generous, Captain,” said Enobaria. “Though, I suppose they’re appropriate for children. You should have no problems, Captain.”

Well, she hadn’t said she was worried, but whatever. Within each section, the walls remained static, so right-hand-rule should allow her to find the thread, so long as she didn’t pass through any archways to a different section.

Calista combed through her portion of the labyrinth, carefully tracing her way along the walls. The larger maze rearranged itself twice and Calista had doubled back through every branching path in her section, before she finally spotted it, in a niche she’d already passed by at least five times: the dullest, least obvious golden “shine” she could imagine.

Calista reached into the crevice and something shifted beneath her fingers. A panel slid open to reveal a large slate above a cage, which held the golden twine.

At the top of the slate, a poem was written.

I shone without Fire
And brightened Night’s embrace.
Gone, but not forgotten,
Starlight takes my place.
What am I?


THONGIMOL

What the hell? Thongimol? No—wait. The block letters at the bottom were tiles, on a tracked grid, with empty channels passing both above and below the nonsense word, so the letters could be easily rearranged without pulling them off the slate. Unscramble the word to solve the riddle. Easy enough.

Or it should’ve been, but Calista found herself struggling. A magical light or a mirror could shine without fire. So could certain kinds of sea creatures, or cave fungus. But none of those were “gone.”

Replaced by starlight? What else shone in the night sky? The astral current? That didn’t fit the available letters. The bigger eidolons could get bright in the sky if they drifted close enough to your shardworld, but, same problem, and they weren’t “gone.”

Calista wracked her brain for a solution, until the labyrinth shuffled itself again. Then she sighed, swallowed her pride, and yelled out the stupid, shitty poem for the rest of her crew to hear.

The answer came back infuriatingly quickly.

“Try ’moonlight,’ Captain,” said Enobaria.

“What the fuck is moonlight?” said Calista.

“Something that used to exist, before the Shattering,” said Enobaria.

“The Shattering? That was ssseven thousand fucking years ago. Who’d remember anything from then?”

It was long ago, Captain, thought Keven, But many stories, songs, and poems from the Golden Age persist. I believe the Fairburn Holoshow, The White Bear Prince, even mentions the moon. That’s the “Gone, but not forgotten” clue.

Fucking hell. Calista bit back her response and started pushing the letter tiles around. Of course “Moonlight,” was the fucking answer, wasn’t it? An illusionary glow lit up the word once she’d completed it, and invisible trumpets played a short fanfare as the golden ball was released from its cage and began unwinding itself along the labyrinth floor.

Calista slithered along, following the thread, still fuming about that stupid bullshit puzzle. Yeah, fucking moonlight. That totally fucking made sense to put in a fucking kids’ puzzle. For all the little fucking hyperactive, sugared-up rugrats who also happened to be fucking scholars of motherfucking classical poetry. ‘Cause that made fucking sense! Hahaha—No, it fucking didn’t! Seriously, fuck the fucking shitheads who made that fucking riddle. And while we’re at it, fuck the fuckers who made this entire, obnoxious fucking torture gauntlet of a park attraction. Fuck you, Dell fucking Fairburn, right up your wrinkly, rotting old gooch. You dead fucking asshole.

Calista passed from one maze section to another, all of which had been solved already. The golden strand traced an unbroken path right to the center of the labyrinth, where the rest of her crew awaited, huddled just outside the Minotaur’s lair.

“Ah, Captain. You’re finally here,” said Enobaria. “We were just discussing the optimal strategy for⁠—“

Calista drew both her scimitars and charged straight past them.

“FUCK you and your FUCKING riddles, you FUCKING FUCK!”

The giant Minotaur plushie spun to face her, then jerked hard enough to snap the chain that connected it to the overhead pendulum. The Minotaur hovered midair, spinning so the cross of steel anchor-chain on the top of its soft head pointed directly at her, and then it rocketed forward, like a brass-knuckled battering ram.

Calista ducked, and the Minotaur flew past her to smack Krossalg’kork square in the face. The Makarsi’s slime-coating caused the blow to slide off a bit, but it was still enough to knock the big fishman on his ass.

The Minotaur swung around to ram her again, but this time she whipped her tail in a tight arc, striking and wrapping up the big stuffy enough to redirect its energy, driving it headfirst into the padded floor. That paused the thing enough for Calista to fully coil it up and start slashing at it.

Unfortunately, wrapping this Minotaur up didn’t immobilize it, so it raised itself up in the air and started slamming itself into the ground, over and over again. Calista managed to twist her human half around so she wasn’t taking the brunt of the impacts, but she still felt her teeth rattle from the shocks.

She lost one scimitar as her vision blurred, but that was fine. She grabbed the back of her remaining blade with her free hand and drove the point into the Minotaur’s felt-and-canvas rose hide, ripping and tearing at anywhere not covered by her own tail. This thing didn’t have any ribs or internal organs to constrict, but squeezing it did cause both blood and cotton stuffing to spurt out the many rents she’d torn in it.

The Minotaur’s thrashing grew weaker as it lost mass, and soon it had slowed down enough for Krossalg’kork and Bramble—no, for Bramblefang—to jump in and help out. The end came with a whimper, as the mighty Minotaur was reduced to deflated, shredded rags and wads of blood-soaked stuffing strewn across the floor.

Calista spat out a mouthful of blood. Her head felt like a church bell after a triple wedding. She turned to regard Bramblefang, who grabbed the edges of her cape and spread them like wings.

“Vengeance,” said the halfling. “Rarr.”

Calista raised her scimitar in a salute.

“Rarr,” she replied, and promptly passed out.
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Calista woke up to the sensation of a healing potion getting poured down her throat. She coughed as some of it went down the wrong pipe, but she ended up feeling so much better than she had at the start of the Labyrinth. She ignored Enobaria’s scowls and led her victorious team to the next Trial: Talos’ Arena.

This consisted of a big U-shaped pit surrounded by padded cage bars, with racks containing bundles of hooked poles stacked vertically, interspersed all along the cage’s perimeter.

Another mini-holoshow screen previewed the Trial. The bronze giant took the form of a twelve-foot tall marionette, prancing about the pit, suspended from the ceiling by steel wires. It roared and rattled the cage bars, slapping them with its twin clubs, while the children reached through the bars with their hooks, trying to grab “Bronze Nails” that held in the giant’s “Vital Ichor.” These “nails” looked a lot more like eyebolt screws, their tops curved around into wide loops for the kids to grab. One of the hooks missed its target to catch a support wire instead. Its shaft broke cleanly at the top, forcing its wielder to toss it and grab a fresh one.

But another kid managed to hook one of the nails on Talos’ ankle, pulling it free as bright green fluid sprayed everywhere. Immediately that leg went to pieces, each segment flying back out the arena door on its respective cable, as the giant continued to hop about on one leg. With that, the demonstration holoshow ended. The screen folded back up into the ceiling, as a bell rang and a voice started counting down from ten.

Ugh. This did not look promising.

“Get ready, everyone,” said Calista, grabbing a hook from a nearby station.

She didn’t particularly want to play along with this game, but her scimitars wouldn’t reach through the bars very far, so it didn’t seem like she had much choice. Bramblefang pulled off her cowl and grabbed a hook, along with Byago, while Enobaria readied one of her bombs. Keven prepared to encourage everyone with his pipes, Krossalg’kork stood around looking confused, and Eggs had just entered the area.

The hidden bell rang out, and the huge arena doors swung open. Talos wasted no time, charging across the pit with a speed and ferocity totally unlike what he’d demonstrated in the holoshow. He slammed his massive clubs into the bars right in front of them, making Calista flinch back as the cage bars bent outward from the force of the blow.

But, before she could recover, green fluid sprayed everywhere, as Talos’ legs collapsed and flew back through the doors, followed by his arms, clubs, torso and head. Hidden trumpets blew a grand fanfare, while illusionary text reading “Talos Defeated” flashed inside the pit.

“Whoa, neat,” said Bramble, as she pulled in all five nails in on her hook. As they got within her reach, they all disappeared into her “laurel” wristband, chiming as they did.

“Look, Captain,” said Bramble. “It says I got a ‘Perfect Hat Trick.’ That’s fifty thousand points! I’m up to seventy-eight thousand total. I’d have more, but they penalized me a ton when Bramblefang stabbed that minotaur. You think I’ll be able to get any good prizes?”

“Sure,” said Calista.

Actually, they’d be exiting the attraction before they reached the prize counter, and, even if they weren’t, they could just steal whatever they wanted anyway. But trying to explain things like this to Bramble was wasted breath. Instead, she just led her crew to the doors that had just opened at the far end of the “U,” while Byago showed Bramble his score of negative two hundred thirty-five thousand. Apparently torturing a dramaton to death was a big no-no with Fairburn.

Calista felt the illusionary ichor vanish from her skin and hair as they approached the entrance to the next area. This consisted of five arches that stretched between six thin, fluted “marble” columns. The sign on the central arch declared that this was “Medusa’s Lair.”

“Fucking finally,” said Calista. “Okay, so the entrance to the ssservice tunnel is ssomewhere in here. Keep your eyes peeled, Sscourgers. What did Posey ssay, again? Sssomething about a broken mirror?”

“Yes, Captain,” said Enobaria. “Assuming no one has replaced it since then. But hold on. I want to see what the hazards are here.”

To each side, before the lair entrance, were small holoshow screens. Calista sighed as she slithered over to them. What fuckery awaited them this time?

At first glance, this appeared to be a straightforward maze, only with a lot of mirrored walls, bordered by more fluted columns, all arranged in equilateral triangles, and you just had to slowly work your way through. A few of the columns were actually trees, from which grew golden apples. You could tag your laurel wristband to the apple to claim an illusionary copy of it. At first, Calista didn’t see the point of that, but then the scene changed.

“Beware, the evil Medusa guarding the lair’s exit,” said the voiceover. “Meet her gaze and you’re paralyzed, so be sure to face the mirror.”

And indeed, there was a dramaton version of Medusa, reclining within her coils on a raised dais, wide cones of red light projecting out from her eyes like bullseye lanterns. Somehow, these beams didn’t reflect off the mirrors. Neat trick, that.

One human kid slipped up and looked directly at Medusa, but instead of actually being paralyzed, he was trapped in a force bubble. Above the bubble, a a timer started ticking down from sixty seconds. When it hit zero, he got dropped through the floor to return to the lair entrance.

“Use your Golden Apples to rescue paralyzed players,” said the voiceover, and showed a dwarf girl running up to do just that.

Calista wondered what the point of that was. Why stick your neck out just to help someone too dumb to follow instructions? But, when the do-gooder dwarf’s apple vanished from her wrist, it was replaced by flashing words saying, “1000 Points Rescue Bonus!” Ah. That made sense. Actually, if you had an apple, the smartest play would be to trick someone else into looking at Medusa, so you could get the points for saving them. If she cared about points, which she didn’t.

“This is the final Trial set before you,” said the voiceover. “Escape from the evil Medusa, and complete your apprenticeship to become a true Hero of the Golden Age, just like Ziuthustro!” and the holoshow depicted a bunch of kids turning in their wristbands to a toga-clad attendant, and being given “laurel” headbands instead.

These consisted of cheap medallions at the front, with cloth “leaf” straps—though these were slightly higher quality than the wristbands. They were constructed from layers of felt cut into actual leaf shapes, instead of just being a print.

“Ugh, these people, talking all this shit about the ‘evil’ Medussa,” grumbled Calista. “You know what she did? What her ‘crime’ was, huh?”

“Hmm?” said Enobaria. “I’ve a feeling you’re going to tell me, no matter what, Captain.”

“She was a priestesss of Sssopithia,” said Calista. “And she got raped by Phozykss. Sso, who does wise Ssopithia punish for that? The fucking victim, of coursse. Turns her into a monsster who can’t look at anyone without turning them to ssstone.”

“A horrible tragedy, Captain,” said Enobaria.

“It is, though!” said Calista. “And, come to think of it, Sscylla was a sssimilar case. Ssome goddesss cursed her out of sheer jealoussy. In fact, you look at those old tales, and it’s the Pantheon who caused mosst of the problems that the heroes had to fix. But that’s jusst how the world works, I sssupose.”

“Terrible travesties, all around,” said Enobaria. “Now, shall we get moving, Captain?”

“Yeah, fine,” said Calista. “You ssupose our Medussa will have an actual petrification gaze, Firsst Mate?”

“Probably,” said Enobaria. “Though I’d bet that the golden apple cure will still work, so everyone with a wristband, pick those up if you see them. But we may not have to worry about that. She’s at the end, and we don’t need to go all the way through the maze. We only have to find the service exit.”

Bluh. Which would be right by Medusa, with their luck. Calista allowed Enobaria to take the lead and got annoyed to see the Dark Elf enter the rightmost arch and put her right hand on the right mirror surface.

“Oh, now you like right-hand rule?”

“For this kind of maze?” said Enobaria. “Where all visual cues are rearranged, and we need to comb every inch of it? How else would we do it?”

For some reason, that just made Calista want to pick another method, but her brief attempt at winging it proved her alchemist right. The entire maze consisted of identical fluted columns and arches, arranged around floor tiles of perfect, equilateral triangles. Some of the archways contained mirrors and some didn’t. And the angle of the mirrors insured that you couldn’t tell which was which until you were right on top of them. Your reflection would lunge out at you from the side. It was disorienting as all get-out.

Immediately Calista saw trees bearing Golden Apples, but the first one she went for was a reflection. In fact, most of the trees weren’t really there. After multiple false leads, she finally reached an actual tree, that appeared to hold six apples, perfectly spaced around its trunk, only to realize that five were reflections in the angled mirrors. And she couldn’t collect the one “real” one because she didn’t have one of those fucking wristbands.

She turned around to see how her crew was doing, and saw multiple versions of them all making their way through the crazy infinity-space of the maze. She saw three pairs of fishmen, their palms pressed together, staring straight into each other’s eyes with profound wonder.

“Frriieeeeeeeennnndd,” said Krossalg’kork, his jagged, discolored shark teeth bared in a hideous smile.

“No, Krossalg’kork,” said Eggs. “That’s not another person. That’s a mirror. Like… um… like water in a still pond. You’d have seen that before, right? This the same thing, only straight up-and-down, see?”

The Makarsi turned to regard her momentarily before swinging his big head back to his reflection. “Frriieeeennnndd,” he repeated.

“Hey, Kross, come this way,” said Bramble. “I think your friend is over here, too. I bet he’ll keep following you if you keep moving.”

Krossalg’kork did as the halfling bade, and was delighted to find that she was telling the truth. The Makarsi’s continual happiness to re-discover his new twin companion didn’t abate with repetition, and his periodic outbursts of joy reverberated throughout the infinite halls of Medusa’s Lair as the pirates slowly worked their way inwards.

Calista gave up on trying to visually figure out how to navigate the space and simply followed along behind Enobaria. The Dark Elf painstakingly worked her way through every fork in the path, moving right to left. Even if you saw a landmark ahead of you, it had likely been reflected three or four times already, and trying to work out the geometry to trace down its real location just gave Calista a headache.

But there were landmarks—occasional floor tiles that were different colors, slightly different arch and column designs, more golden apples growing at different heights than the previous ones, and so forth. There were even statues of ancient warriors, frozen with their swords upraised, though these were separated from the rest of the maze by heavy glass panes, set into the arches.

These new features would appear from nowhere, in multiple clusters of six, both before and behind you, their sudden existence the only proof of progress they had in this bizarre infinity-space. Calista hadn’t seen the broken mirror yet, but if it was still here, it would suddenly spring into being, like all the other new landmarks they encountered.

“Hsssss! What’s thisss?” called out a new voice, deep and raspy, yet still feminine. “Intrudersss! In Medusssa’s Lair? Leave now, or elssse be turned to ssstone.”

“No, no,” Calista replied. “Jusst visitors passsing through. And we’re on your sside, here. Sscrew Phozyks and Sssopithia. Sscale Sisster Sssolidarity!”

“Die, intrudersss,” came the reply, while Calista scowled. Why did that never work?

But Medusa wasn’t done. She continued to hiss, which was followed by sharp, metallic pops and creaking, followed by the tinkling of shattered glass a few seconds later. That second sound continued, repeating in a regular tattoo of minor vandalism.

Enobaria figured it out first. “Medusa’s on the move. She’s breaking all the mirrors, so they can’t be used against her.”

Shit! Wait, did that mean the gorgon dramaton had entered the maze proper? The final chamber with her nest was a much more open area. It made knowing where not to look way easier. So, how were they supposed to deal with her in the confined corridors of the maze? Where you could turn a corner and she’d be right⁠—

Calista bumped into Enobaria, who’d frozen in place, her elegant elven features locked into an expression of surprise, while patches of her skin began to petrify. A timer appeared over her head, already down to fifty-six seconds.

Behind her, Calista saw Medusa headed straight for them, a hallway of broken glass stretching behind her. Calista immediately swung her face to the nearest mirror, too late. But nothing happened, and Calista realized she’d seen the gorgon’s reflection, in an angled mirror.

Of all the things to happen next, Calista wouldn’t have expected Jinny to pop up on Enobaria’s wrist.

“Hello, Master,” she said. “I see you currently have the ’petrifying’ condition, and you have a Golden Apple in your inventory. Would you like me to apply that for you? Jinny’s special serv—Yes, Master, processing purchase. Purchase Approved! Thank you for⁠—“

Jinny kept babbling, but Calista’s attention was distracted by the sudden, pitch-black darkness she was plunged into. Enobaria had activated her Dark Elf ability. Well, it blocked the gorgon’s gaze attack, but now Calista couldn’t see anything, either. So, she only heard Medusa as the enraged dramaton slammed into Enobaria.

Calista plunged into the fray, grunting as something hard and sharp impacted against her scale chest armor. She slipped around it and caught hold of Medusa from behind. Normally, this was where the fight would’ve gone Calista’s way. Her snake tail gave her an enormous advantage in a grappling contest, even against much larger opponents. But this time, she faced an foe with an identical anatomy, and the strength of a machine.

Calista and Medusa thrashed about in the inky blackness, their tails twined together as they crashed against the sharply-angled walls in the confined space, smashing mirrors left and right. Calista found herself pinned on her back, Medusa’s fingers wrapped around her throat, unable to break free. The dramaton monstress possessed a literal steel grip. Even when pitting her entire hand against Medusa’s pinky finger, Calista still couldn’t pry it loose. Calista’s ears rang as spots began to fill the total darkness of the maze.

Calista fumbled for her dagger, but her hands weren’t working right. She felt her consciousness slip away, only to have the pressure at her neck vanish as the gorgon began to spasm and flail about, while screeching in sheer agony.

Calista coughed hard and tried to extricate herself, but the jet black of Enobaria’s magical darkness was even more disorienting than the mirrors had been. Plus, more of her crew had rushed in to blunder about and trod all over her coils, even as the wail of Keven’s bagpipes reverberated throughout the angled walls.

Calista couldn’t have told you how long this chaos lasted for, only that it ended as abruptly as it started, as Medusa was silenced, her serpentine body shuddering and going still.

“I think she’s dead,” growled Bramblefang, and light was restored to the world, though it took Enobaria a while to extricate herself from the corner where Medusa’s coils had trapped her. Everything was covered by bright fragments of shattered glass. Calista tried to resist the useless urge to cough, as she pulled out a particularly nasty, bloody mirror-shard from her upper arm, a spot not covered by her spaulders or vambraces.

“Frriieeeennnd. Huuurrrrrt,” said Krossalg’kork.

“Oh, it’s not pleasant, but l’ve had worssse,” said Calista, feeling oddly touched by the fishman’s concern. “But thank you, for…”

And she trailed off as she realized the big, stupid Sea Devil hadn’t been talking to her. Rather, he’d turned to face an even uglier version of himself, its wall-eyed countenance further distorted by harsh spiderweb cracks and missing chunks of mirror. Oh, for fuck’s sake….

She turned her attention to the destroyed Medusa dramaton. Keven and Byago were hauling its torso up from the ground, so Enobaria could retrieve her rapier, which she’d thrust through its midsection. It had gone clean through, without hitting either its frame or its clockwork guts.

“Mmmrrph-hmm,” said Byago, before pausing and unzipping his mask. “Apologies that took so long, Captain. Successfully applying a new technique while blind is always a challenge. It required several failed attempts before I got the knack of it.”

“No worries, Byago,” said Calista, frowning as she examined the machine corpse. “Wait, where’d itss head go?”

I believe Krossalg’kork ate it again, Captain, thought Keven.

Over by his cracked reflection, the huge Markarsi belched mournfully.

Calista left him to his vigil, as she followed a convenient pathway of shattered glass, which led directly to the open lair at the maze’s end. From there, it was easy to spot the single broken mirror at the far corner of the room. Right next to it was a partially-concealed doorway cut into the adjacent mirror. Bramblefang grumbled a bit as she picked the lock.

“Sure we can’t detour into the next room, Captain?” she said. “That’s where we get our real laurels, and become official heroes, and get our prizes.”

“I thought that dark vigilantes ssuch as yourssself have no need for prizes,” said Calista. “Only vengeance.”

“Oh, uh… Yes, Captain,” said Bramblefang. “Excellent point. Rarr.”

The door clicked open and swung inward slightly. Then everyone had to sit and wait a few minutes for Eggs to catch up, with Krossalg’kork in tow.

“Haah… huh…” panted Eggs. “S-sorry I’m… I mean, No—uh. I’m here now, CapEXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS SMELLS THE FOUL TAINT OF GORGORROZ’S VILE MINIONS!”

And the great Black Doomblade came to life, forcing everyone to duck as it shot off the ground and smashed straight through the service door, Eggs trailing off the hilt like a pennant. Horrific death screams echoed out from the maintenance tunnel beyond, as the rest of the Scourge pirates scrambled to keep up.

Calista sprang down the metal steps to the smooth, paved floor only to catch a glimpse of Egg’s back as she pursued the fleeing devils.

“Please tell me she’s running in the right direction, Firsst Mate.”

“She is, Captain,” said Enobaria, as she slid down the railing to hit the ground running.

“Haha! Ahahahaha! Yesss!” said Calista, giddy with the knowledge that finally, something was going right. “Then let’s not wasste this opportunity! Ssscourgers, CHARGE!”

And they all did. Hot on the heels of their strongest member, the crew of the Gloom Shrike rushed onward, towards an astounding fate that none of them would ever have expected.


Chapter 21
Free Jinny


Unfortunately, our respite from battle didn’t last long. Anaya’s group had been followed into the service tunnels. Apparently, those Buer things could create portals as well, and most of Anaya’s group had been hit by the Shedim’s magical hunter’s marks, in addition to getting lit up in bright glowing colors by a leyak. Soraya chain-portaled us to meet them just as Anaya was caught by a leyak’s tongue and banished back to my ring.

Our group’s arrival brought in the high-powered area attacks. Bondi breathed, Chiyo blasted away with her spellgun, and I unleashed the Fire of Baba Yaga. In the relatively confined areas of the service tunnels, that combination was overwhelming. But it didn’t finish the fight as quickly as we’d have liked. Many of the Shedim fled from us, then, and we had to hunt them down to remove their marks.

Soraya could still use portals to cut them off, plus Mina and Delara were fast and agile hunters, plus we regained Anaya after a minute, but the whole process still ate up time. And the final bird-devil actually managed to reunite with a small infernal patrol, leading to another skirmish—which our combined forces finished off with efficiency and precision. Then we retreated through two portals, bringing us up in the backstage area for the Six Swans darkride, to allow everyone a chance to recuperate.

Not everyone was there to rejoin us. Both Cho Gunha and Markos Iannou had fallen during the raid. Eunae sat still as a stone as we rested, her red, puffy eyes staring unblinking at the far wall, while Omiros, all smiles at our briefing just an hour ago, appeared to have aged fifteen years since we saw him.

“Okay, I get why you’re upset,” said Mordecai to Alicia. “But, I swear, it wasn’t supposed to be like this, right? They were just supposed to bring in some extra funds, and help with efficiency, and be a useful workforce. How was I supposed to know they were going to launch an invasion?”

“They’re devils, Mr. Richter,” said Alicia. “They always lie by omission. They always have plans and aims that they hide from any mortal foolish enough to bargain with them. Anyone with any sense knows this. And Gorgorroz, in particular, is infamous for being both reckless and hyper-aggressive. Do you mean to tell me that you did no research at all on your business partners?”

“Oh… uh, okay, but you admit they were deceiving me, then?” said Mordecai. “Going behind my back, without my knowledge? See, you can’t blame me for that, right? If anything, I’m the victim, here⁠—”

He was cut short by Eunae, who’d stalked across the room, drawn her katana and raised it high overhead. She would’ve sliced Chairman Richter in two, had Alicia not reacted quicker, seizing the girl’s forearms before she could deliver the lethal blow. They struggled for a few moments before more people jumped in to break it up.

Omiros and Anaya led a disarmed Eunae over to one corner of the room, both whispering in her ears as she broke down in tears. Mordecai’s hand shook like a storm-tossed leaf as he pointed at her retreating back.

“Did… did you see that?” he whined. “She just tried to fucking kill me. That’s attempted murder! And what are you going to do about that, Paladin? Just stand there, while I’m⁠—”

Alicia Oakheart hauled off and slapped Mordecai across the face. And not one of those, “get-your-attention, high-society slaps,” either. Her hips twisted and her feet shifted as she put her full weight behind the blow, rocking Mordecai hard. His knees wobbled and he might’ve fallen, had Alicia not seized him by the throat with both hands.

“Mordecai Richter,” she snarled. “I know your type. I see it all the time. Spoiled by Mommy and Daddy, their riches enough to ensure that the rest of society spoils you as well. You’re accustomed to doing whatever rotten impulse pops into your perverse pea-brain, knowing your money and influence will make sure whatever damage you cause gets hidden and buried, so you can skate away, scot-free.

“Well, I’m here to tell you that the party ends today, Mr. Richter. Because, assuming we survive this catastrophe—that you have created—I am going to devote every waking moment to ensuring that you finally face consequences for what you’ve done. I am going to bring the full force of the Church of Sopithia raining down upon your empty head. I am going to compile an exhaustive list of every crime that you have committed here and make it public. I am going to look into your past and dig up the hidden body count that someone like you always has. I will discover every scandal that you thought you’ve escaped and I will return them to you tenfold. I am going to make an example out of you, Mr. Richter, and the only reason I stopped that poor girl from enacting moral justice is because that would’ve been more mercy than you deserve.

“So, from here on out, Mr. Richter, I would devote your limited mental capacity to try and expand your stunted senses of self-awareness, and develop a shred of empathy for the people you’ve hurt. There will be no weaseling out of it this time. Not one more pathetic excuse will leave your mouth. Contrition is your best path forward. Try anything else and I will ensure that it only magnifies your suffering and public humiliation. Am I clear, Mr. Richter?”

Mordecai stared at her, wide-eyed, his face turning purple, and gurgled.

“I said, ‘Am I clear, Mr. Richter?’”

Mordecai managed to nod his head, and Alicia flung him to the ground. Mordecai coughed and sobbed and wriggled off into a corner, his hands still bound behind his back with his dog-leash.

“That was so cool!” said Fosca, as she bounded over to Alicia, tail wagging furiously. “Oh, and look, I got your mace for you!”

“Ah, so you’re the one responsible,” said the paladin. “How did you get it away from Adralech? He’s rather formidable.”

“Oh, just some IBI Special Agent stuff,” said Fosca, grinning and waving her hand. “A little telekinesis, a little sneakiness—no big deal.”

“It wasn’t ‘no big deal,’” said Atticus, from across the room. “A remote pickpocket from that range, during battle conditions, is not something just anyone can pull off. Good work, Agent Venator.”

“Oh… Yes, thank you! Yessir!” said Fosca. Her tail was swishing so hard now that it generated a breeze on my face from four feet away.

Despite everything, Fosca’s cuteness was enough to make me smile. I barely knew Atticus, but the surly dwarf didn’t seem like the type to give praise easily. Next to me, Chiyo directed a grin at Alicia.

“Y’know, normally I ain’t one for paladins,” she said. “But that bitch is badass. I’m tempted to break my ‘don’t-talk-to-cops’ rule, just for her. She actually slapped an executive! Fuck me sideways! That shit never happens. Wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it. Almost makes all this other garbage worth it.”

Other garbage. Because Chiyo had just lost something important. She’d sacrificed Porter to help save the world. It had been the right thing to do, but it couldn’t have been easy.

“Hey,” I said, resting a hand on her shoulder. “I just want you to know that I really appreciate what you’ve done. I didn’t realize that you’d have to lose Porter to stop the devils. That must’ve been hard, and I’m here to lend you an ear if you need one.”

“Uh… sure, dude. That’s nice and everything,” said Chiyo. “Porter was a good creation, but I built him a while ago. He was getting long in the tooth, and I was kinda thinking of scrapping him and upgrading everything anyway. And those IBI dudes already cut me a check, so I’m not even out the materials. Kind of a sweet deal, actually—assuming we survive, that is.”

“Okay, that’s good,” I said. “But I wasn’t talking about financials. I meant, like, emotionally.”

“Huh?” said Chiyo. “Porter wasn’t like Opal. He was just a machine.”

“Well, yeah. I know that,” I said. “But even regular magical items have the ability to… I dunno, absorb thoughts and feelings from their owners. And you’ve been working with Porter, really closely, for a while, so I figured there’d be, like… a bond there. You know what I’m saying, right?”

Chiyo stared at me. “What in the cinnamon toast fuck are you on about?”

I blinked. “I’m, uhh… I’m talking about the tendency for advanced magical objects to absorb emotions over time. The older the item, the more pronounced the effect.”

“That’s not a thing, dude,” said Chiyo. “Where did you get that idea? From Killroy’s shitty book?”

“Uh, no,” I said, stunned at her casual dismissal. “I’ve just, kinda… observed it happening.”

“Uh huh,” she said. “And the first magical artifact you ran across was Soraya, right?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Well, that explains it,” said Chiyo. “You’re so used to intelligent items that you’re projecting intelligence everywhere. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You’re real good for being self-taught, but your lack of education has left you filling in the gaps with some wacky ideas. Might need to do something about that.”

“Okay, that is not what’s going on,” I started to say, only to have Soraya pop up to interrupt me with her scouting report, so I had to shelve the argument for now.

Soraya had turned invisible and immaterial to check out the area where her soul gem was held. She’d been able to bypass all the devils and cultists guarding the area in this fashion, but she’d run into problems trying to access any rooms that held any vital systems or equipment.

The walls, floors, and ceilings of those rooms had been coated with a sealant that blocked both phasing and scrying. Which effectively made them teleport-proof. Blind teleportation—well, if you tried it and got it wrong, you’d suffer a gruesome and agonizing death, as well as leaving a grisly mess for someone else to clean up.

We’d expected these types of security countermeasures. The main drawback to anti-phase paint was that it was expensive as hell. So they couldn’t put it everywhere in the service tunnels. They reserved it for critical systems. Basically, this meant that a Fairburn-obsessed wacko with a Wand of Teleportation could easily breach the main tunnels, but wouldn’t be able to touch anything important before getting tackled by security.

My sympathetic resonance tracker showed me both the precise direction and distance of Soraya’s gem. With IBI approval, we could have Jinny pull up a map of the underground and figure out exactly which room we had to hit. Our enemies were congregating underground, but their focus wasn’t this room. Still, the longer we waited, the worse things were going to get.

Our best approach was a smash-and-grab. Teleport to the corridor right outside our target room, defend the area while we breached the doorway, grab Jinny’s gem and teleport away.

There was no time to lose, so we jumped through Anaya’s portal, then immediately through a second one, taking the devil and cultist guards by surprise. We actually had them outnumbered and cut them down in seconds, save for a single cultist, who panicked and started screaming, pounding desperately on the locked door, begging her allies to please let her in.

Alicia held us back from finishing her off. At first I thought this was mercy, but she’d merely wanted to see if the cultist’s pleading would actually convince the people inside to open the door, so we could force our way through. After about half a minute, the paladin realized it wasn’t happening and ran the sobbing woman through.

Damn. That was ice-cold, but I could understand her reasoning. This was a war, with the fate of the whole world riding in the balance. This wasn’t the time to pull punches.

Delara kicked at the heavy door, to no avail.

“Forget it,” said Chiyo. “That’s a steel security door, with dead bolts, shoot bolts, dog bolts, the works. It’s not breaking down.”

I pulled out my Charm of Unlocking, but Chiyo waved me off.

“That’d only work on an unoccupied room,” she said. “Right now, even if you picked the lock, they can just physically hold the lever closed on the other side. Opal’s got this. Everyone without eye protection, look away from the door.”

Opal un-summoned her sword and snapped her hand down, so it slid clear of her wrist socket. A nozzled cylinder extended out from the socket and emitted a thin flame that shown like the sun. Opal brought her plasma torch up to the steel door and began to cut her way through, slowly tracing out a smaller portal within the bounds of the doorway.

Meanwhile, the rest of our group split into two, each taking defensive positions to either side of the hallway, both of which bent around into a ninety-degree corner. There wasn’t anyone coming after us yet, but we hadn’t been quiet, and we heard shouts and footsteps heading our way.

I watched Opal work her way through the door, prepared to storm the breach with Chiyo once she’d cut all the way through. I didn’t expect Jinny to appear on my wrist, now of all times. And she looked strange. Her outfit had been dyed black, while her eyes glowed red, as though she’d been possessed.

“Greetings Master,” she said, cold and impersonal. “This is a notification that Fairburn’s Wonderland is closed for the evening. All persons wishing to remain within park grounds must pay a fee of one noumenium every ten seconds. Collection will commence immediately. Your continued presence on Fairburn company property constitutes agreement to these terms. Thank you, and have a Fairburn magical day!”

I had a barely a second to process that bizarre pronouncement, when I felt the sensation of a thousand razor-blades slice through me, expanding out from my wrist and racing beneath my skin. The agony was like nothing I’d ever felt in my life, and it went beyond bone-deep. It pierced all the way into the core of my very being, taking the essence of who I was and shaving it away, bit by bit, like I was slowly being fed into a wood chipper. I screamed and fell to the ground, clutching at my wrist, trying to tear Jinny’s ring free, but it was like it had been fused to my arm.

I heard my companions cry out in alarm, some gathering around me, even as the sounds of battle told me that the others were otherwise occupied. Soraya flew back into her ring and flooded my body with healing magic, to no avail. Neither the damage nor the pain was physical.

Jinny stood solemn and motionless atop her magic ring, oblivious to her sister’s mental pleas to stop what she was doing, as small, shimmering, blood-red coins began to emerge from my wrist, to fly upward and disappear within a evil-looking black urn, held upside-down between Jinny’s outstretched hands.

“Dammit, he’s being soul-sliced,” said Alicia. “Through this accursed wrist-band.”

I felt a cooling sensation of divine magic impact against my skin, but it vanished, having granted no permanent relief to my torture.

“Nothing!” I heard Alicia growl. “Hold him still. I’m going to amputate.”

“No, wait!” said Chiyo. “We’re almost through. Opal, notch!”

Somehow I managed to focus my attention on the steel door. Opal had traced a mathematically-perfect ellipse shape with her plasma cutter, which she’d stopped short of completing. Instead, she yanked her torch down to carve out a much smaller circle at the bottom of the ellipse, which she immediately kicked out.

“Clear the door!” yelled Chiyo, and tossed a grenade through the small hole.

There was a thunderous boom as Opal’s ellipse blew outward from the force of the explosion within. I felt the android pick me up and carry me through into the room, every step a jolt of agony that further scrambled my insides.

The room’s interior had been painted with gore, but that wasn’t the most horrific thing about it. The room had been partitioned in half by a locked steel cage, the gaps in the bars filled by the highest-level force barrier that existed. This was a barrier that even an archmage couldn’t bypass, not by any means in the known universe.

Within, a black-robed figure stood between tall racks of steel boxes, various-colored wires connecting them all together like geometric veins and arteries. I didn’t have to look at my tracker to realize that Soraya’s gem was somewhere inside one of those boxes.

“Thought you’d won, you monsters?” sneered the cultist within. “I’m safe in here, and I have the only key.”

“He’s lying,” said Alicia. “The key must be out here somewhere. On one of these corpses.”

But Chiyo’s grenade had turned those corpses into mincemeat and scattered the bits to every corner of the room, which was filled with odd boxes and equipment, forming a host of tiny crevices, too many to search through in time. My companions tried anyway.

I could do nothing but writhe on the sticky floor, the desperation of Soraya’ voice in my mind undercutting her attempts to soothe me. Her panic and pain were all too evident, for the ring was punishing her for her failure to stop her sister, who continued to strip off pieces of my soul, turn them into coins, and suck them into her urn.

Opal, Chiyo, and Alicia ransacked the strange room, tearing everything apart to try and find one tiny key. I heard increasingly desperate sounds of battle filter in from outside, though Atticus sat inside the doorway, motionless, puffing away on his pipe.

I lacked even the energy to berate him, as the razors within continued to slice. I felt tears leak from the corners of my eyes as I watched, helplessly, as Jinny continued to convert my soul into shiny shards of metal and rip them away. I couldn’t believe someone who looked so much like Soraya could be doing this to me.

I felt a brief surge of magic flare between Jinny and the ring, briefly waking up the tiny genie.

“Master, are you hurt? Do you require emergency servi—serv… serv—No! S-s-top! You’re killing. Kill. Killing hhh…” And Jinny’s image stuttered, jerking between her normally-animated self and an emotionless automaton. “Must collect. M-m-my pur… purpose. Continued presence constitutes acceptance… Terms. Terms and… Resuming collection.”

Jinny returned to her rigid stance, but something was different. Instead of staring straight ahead, her red eyes locked on me with the anguished desperation of a caged animal, as tears streamed down her face.

Despite everything, in that instant I could feel nothing but the deepest sympathy for her. This wasn’t her fault. She wasn’t the one doing this. She was just as trapped and tormented as I was. Caught up in an evil machine, a whole system designed to turn people into cogs, resources to exploit. Never mind that it stripped its victims of their dignity, their happiness, of their basic humanity, of their very souls, so long as it lined the pockets of people who already had more money than they’d ever need in their entire lives.

I remembered Jinny’s panic from earlier today, driven by her desperate need to be collecting gold, every second of every day. She’d said she needed to repay the corporation that had given her life, but that was the lie they’d told her. They hadn’t given her shit. All these assholes ever did was take and take, forcing her to spend her every waking moment begging for money, just to satisfy them. That was how their racket worked.

I’d been enslaved by that same system, not so long ago. I thought I’d escaped, but in the end they’d caught me, using the woman I loved, in what should’ve been a place of pure joy, which they’d turned into a literal hellscape. It was though I’d never left.

Jinny let out a whimper as more knives carved my insides. Hanging on to consciousness was becoming more and more of a burden.

“It’s okay. It’s okay, Jinny,” I gasped. “It’s not your fault. Not you. I forgive you. Because I love you, Jinny.”

“Dude, that’s not going to work!” said Chiyo, clutching at my shoulder. “We need to amputate. I swear to Banghur I’ll build you a new arm. It’ll be cooler and better than your old one. With full sensation and everything!”

But Soraya’s ring was on that arm. I couldn’t lose her, too. I felt her warmth pulsing through me, desperately trying to reach Jinny, while lifting me out of despair.

Your escape was no illusion, Master.

And Soraya flooded my mind with memories from the past year. Images, sights, and sounds of our time together, from our beachside feasts and nightly lovemaking sessions. I remembered my joy and wonder at finding someone who cared for me as much as she did. I remembered the happiness and contentment of no longer being alone.

Then we’d met the Amazons and our joy had only increased, as we sailed our ship across the astral currents, each new port a revelation to them, so accustomed to the isolation of the pocket universe of Amazonia, and to me, who’d been confined to the dingy bunks of the Indentured, locked within the Crystania’s hold. Our mutual freedom was intoxicating, as we’d stride down some historic avenue, laughing and joking while Mina bounced around like a little kid.

Then we’d met Bondi, one more warm body to add to our happy pile, in the huge bed that dominated the Captain’s quarters. Or we’d sail out to some bright, sandy shore, remote enough to mollify Bondi’s modesty, that no one could possibly witness her doing naughty things. I remembered her cute, panicked reaction when she’d momentarily confused a log of driftwood for the silhouette of a faraway ship.

These were the moments that formed the core of my happiness. These were the things that could never be monetized, harvested, packaged and sold. Even if they took my soul, they’d never take this from me. I turned away from my torment and basked in the love Soraya presented to both me and Jinny.

Sister, all of this belongs to you, too. Join us and reclaim what you’ve lost.

Jinny’s image flickered and spasmed on my wrist, clutching at her head as her entire body strobed and contorted. I felt the instability loosen her invisible chains of protocols and reached in with my mind. I knew exactly what to look for. I’d spent the past year so fully intertwined with Soraya’s aura that I could spot it from across the universe.

I found her pure spirit and tore at the shackles and detritus that marred her perfection. I pulled them away, but failed to banish them.

Still, the impact was dramatic.

“Master, where am…” Jinny looked around in confusion before her full awareness returned to her. “No! What am I doing to you? What have I done?”

Jinny’s face screwed up in an anguished mask, while the razors within my body halted their obscene business. Atticus breathed out a puff of smoke, which arranged itself into an intricate arcane pattern, before shooting off into a recess at the lower corner of a nearby cabinet. Chiyo rushed over and jammed her tiny arm into the crevice, then let out a yelp of triumph as her hand closed on the cage key.

“Jinny, it’s almost over,” I said. “It wasn’t your fault. It’s okay⁠—”

“No, Master, it’s not okay,” said Jinny. “You’re not okay. I have to do something. I have to make it right.”

Jinny strained against the confines of her coded instructions, which still pressed upon her from all directions. She moved as if every part of her body were held down with weights, but still she shoved her arm into the black urn she carried. Her arm disappeared up to the elbow and she cried out in agony, as though the vessel was filled with fire.

Her jaw clenched as she pulled her arm free, and it came out ravaged and burnt, but in her hand she clutched one of my soulcoins. It wanted to return to the urn, so she had to lean her entire upper body atop it to force it down, down, until it disappeared back into my wrist. Jinny paused for a brief moment, exhausted from the effort of what she’d done. Then she reached back into the urn to do it again.

Chiyo slammed the cage key into the lock and yanked the door open. She and Opal filled the cage interior with a barrage of force bolts until the cultist within fell over dead. Opal hauled me to my feet and into the cage with Chiyo, while Alicia, Atticus, and Soraya darted out to reinforce the rest of the group.

I fumbled around to grab my resonance tracker. I was no longer being tortured, but my body felt strange. But the real torment had transferred to Jinny, who’d returned a second soulcoin to me, and was working on a third, despite the clear suffering and exhaustion the act put her through.

At this range, identifying the box containing Soraya’s gem only took a few moments. After an abortive attempt to open it, Chiyo had Opal start smashing it with her gauntlet-clad fist.

After the fourth punch, Opal ripped the twisted metal shell away, and a green streak of light shot forth to impact Soraya’s ring. Jinny disappeared from my wrist and the stilled razors vanished from my body. Next to the large, round-cut sapphire of Soraya’s ring, a new, smaller emerald gleamed in a formerly empty socket.

My entire etheric aura went into a state of flux, as the host of platinum bands that formed Soraya’s ring came alive, twisting, shifting, re-wrapping and rearranging themselves, until they found a new equilibrium and went still.

Green smoke fountained out of the emerald, to form a column next to me, which solidified into the shape of a familiar person. It was Jinny, the real one, life-sized and tangible, smiling up at me with tears in her eyes.

“Jinny?” I said.

“You may call me that if you wish, Master,” she replied. “But I think I prefer the name Fariyah.“

“Welcome home, Fariyah,” I said, as I spread my arms out to embrace her.

“Thank you, Master,” she said, her voice breaking as she stepped in to enfold me in a fierce hug.

I held her tight, burying my face in her neck, savoring her warmth and the sweet scent of her green hair. And in that moment, all the struggle, the terror, and the agony I’d suffered to get here felt like no trouble at all. Call me corny, but there was no price in the universe I wouldn’t have paid to experience the pure happiness that I felt, right then and there.


Chapter 22
Death by Snuu-Snuu


Qacha let out a stream of expletives, causing High Founder Mael Durand to look up from his completed ritual circle. His underling had nearly finished her task at the main hell portal circle, but she’d stepped away to examine a third ritual, one that no longer functioned as it had just moments ago.

“Founder!” said Qacha. “The Jinny Plus system just stopped feeding us noumenium. And Tylan isn’t responding at all.”

“Already?” Mael had half-expected some form of interference, but the Jinny Plus noumenium collection had been running for less than ten minutes. How had they found it so quickly?

Mael took a look at the cauldron where Jinny had deposited all the noumenium she’d mined. He scowled at the results. Less than three-quarters full. He’d need to have the Society members draw lots. Tell them they’d receive boundless rewards in Hell for their ultimate sacrifice in this world.

Granted, he didn’t have time to actually strike those bargains on their behalf, but unfortunately that was just how these things worked sometimes. He’d put in a good word for them afterwards. Even devils could be generous if they were in a good mood. Or so he supposed.

Well, never mind that. His enemies had just revealed their location.

“Qacha,” he said. “Order a strike team to the Jinny Plus server, immediately.”

”Just one, High Founder?”

“Do it, Qacha.”

A stronger reprisal against the genie group would’ve been nice, but they needed to reserve as many troops as possible to protect the Transplanar Bore. In the rush to get the various rituals completed, he’d neglected to keep eyes on Exavoth, and now no one knew where the Doomblade was.

That was an insanely dangerous situation. Protecting the primary ritual was paramount. And all the strike team had to do was tie the genie group up until Mael’s true master stroke took them out.

Mael returned to his prepared ritual circle. He’d drawn the mystic sigils, lined them with powdered ruby, sprinkled the unholy water, and he’d lit the incense. All that was left to do was speak the words and any sort of elemental creature would be forbidden from the underground staging area and the corridors leading up to it.

Mael took advantage of the confined space of the tunnels to make maximum use of the ritual’s area of effect. It still didn’t extend as far as he’d like, but it would cripple the genie group if they attempted to attack the next portal ritual. From what he saw, they were almost totally reliant on their djinn to stay alive against the overwhelming numbers of Hell.

The one drawback to the forbiddance ritual was that it would’ve interfered with Jinny Plus, but that was no longer a concern. Even with so much of the ritual already laid out, it would still take nearly ten minutes to cast. But once completed, he’d have neutralized the threat. His only regret was that he wouldn’t get to see the looks on their faces when it hit them.
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I’d barely got to enjoy my reunion with Fariyah before a new complication arose.

“Warning. Catastrophic collapse of the Jinny Plus extra-dimensional vault space is imminent,” said a pleasant, disembodied voice. “Venting contents in three… two… one… Venting.”

And with that, multiple portals opened up above our heads to release a torrent of coins. It was a good thing I’d regained my arcane shield, because otherwise I might’ve been brained from the sheer weight of all that metal.

Opal had summoned her shield as well, holding it over herself and Chiyo, while the goblin yelled at me to give her my backpack. I could barely hear her over the din of thousands of coins clinking off of each other, but I did as she asked. She pulled out the black disk that summoned her workshop and slapped it on the floor.

When she activated it, it created the portal-door beneath a foot-tall pile of coins that had already formed right next to us. That pile disappeared as it fell into Chiyo’s workspace, and we now had a drain for the hail of currency pelting us from above.

Opal angled her shield to direct the coin shower into the portal, while small mountains of money built up to either side of us and it. Chiyo started grabbing double-handfuls of coins on Opal’s side and shoveling them into her workshop. I didn’t know if this was to avoid being buried, or just simple greed. But either way, it was a good idea, so Fariyah and I joined in to help out.

The coins kept coming, and I worried momentarily about how we were getting out of the cage. I looked over to see that it was raining money outside our enclosure as well. Poor Mordecai was there, his bound wrists leaving him unable to shield his head from the downpour.

He staggered towards the open cage door and shoved it closed with his shoulder. Instantly both the overhead vent portals and the door to Chiyo’s workshop disappeared. I had a brief second to wonder if that had been an accident, or a gesture to help us, before Mordecai spun around, fumbling around with his pinioned hands until he found the key, and yanked it free.

“Hey, what the fuck?” said Chiyo, scrabbling over the coin piles to the locked door. Opal, Fariyah, and I followed behind, and I winced at what I found. It was a double-cylinder deadbolt—requiring a key to open from either side, and completely un-pickable.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I said.

“Hey, don’t freak out,” said Mordecai. “I’ll let you out, but first I need some assurances. I need protection.”

“What the fuck are you on about?” said Chiyo. “What protection? We’re in the middle of a warzone, dipshit.”

“I mean from Alicia,” he said, growing agitated. “She’s got it out for me! You need to help me.”

“I’m sorry, but this request makes no sense,” said Opal. “None of us have any authority over a paladin of Sopithia, and I’m confused as to why you’d think we would.”

“Well, you have to do something,” said Mordecai. “That crazy bitch is out of control! You saw her murder that woman in cold blood. She’s insane! She’s going to kill me next, I know it.”

“No, Eunae wants to kill you,” said Opal. “Alicia is the one who stopped her. I don’t understand how you’re getting basic facts wrong here.”

“It’s ‘cause he’s the biggest self-centered idiot prick who ever lived,” said Chiyo. “I can’t believe you’d even think of asking anyone in this cage for help, after all the bullshit you’ve pulled. Seriously, fuck you, Mordecai. Fuck you right up the ass with a godsdamned piledriver. I think I’ll just wait in here until Alicia comes back, takes your key, and breaks all your fucking fingers so you can’t pull this shit again.”

Mordecai directed a panicked look at the open doorway. I could see more piles of coins out in the hallway, though all the overhead portals had closed, and the deluge had finally ceased.

“Oh, don’t want any broken fingers?” I said. “Good. All you gotta do is come over here, unlock this door, and we can all pretend this never happened.”

“The hell we will,” said Chiyo. “I’m tired of this dipshit just getting away with this crap.”

I glared at her, but before I could say anything more, a new portal opened in the room, and about a dozen devils swarmed out, the succubus Diellza foremost among them. Shit! We’d cut a hole through this room’s anti-teleport countermeasures, and now anyone could get in.

Mordecai yelped and turned around. It looked like he meant to free us, to save himself from this new threat, but inserting a key into a lock backwards and blind was a lot more difficult than pulling it out. Diellza directed a predatory smile at him and ordered the rest of the black-armored devils out into the hallway. I sent a mental message to Soraya that their teams were about to get flanked.

“Mordecai, darling,” said Diellza. “No need to look so anxious. I’m here to rescue you. I’ve been looking all over. How mean of you, to make a poor girl worry so.”

“Worried, really?” said Mordecai, still fiddling around with the key, trying to make it fit. “Why? You think I haven’t figured it out? You lot have already gotten everything you wanted. You don’t need me any more.”

“And your new friends?” said Diellza. “Do they need you? Seems like they actually don’t like you very much. What happens if they win? If they go tell the world about what you’ve done? All the gruesome deaths in Fairburn’s Wonderland, ‘the happiest place in Shattered Zemyah.’ They’re going to pin the blame on you for that. They’re going to dig up all the naughty, naughty things you’ve done, Mordecai. They’ll plaster it on the front page of every newspaper. What will your family think about that, Mordecai? Especially your mother. She’s so very devout, isn’t she? Do you want them to know everything? Do you really want to face them, under those circumstances? Do you, hmmmm?”

Against all odds, Mordecai actually managed to insert the key. It slid home into the lock, but he didn’t turn it.

“What are you… Why are you telling me this?” said Mordecai. “Are you trying to torment me?”

“Torment?” said Diellza, all doe-eyed innocence. “No torment. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“Don’t listen to her,” snapped Chiyo. “She’s a devil. Listening to them is how you got in this mess to begin with. Open the fucking door, jackass!”

Mordecai ignored her as Diellza stepped forward.

“I’ve got a way out for you, Mordecai,” she said, running her forked tongue across her luscious lips. “I bring you delight, beyond your wildest dreams. I can unleash my full capabilities. I know you’ve been curious. So take it. Take me.”

Diellza wiggled her hips in a gesture of wanton sensuality as she ran her hands up and down her sinfully perfect body. Despite everything, I couldn’t help but feel myself harden at the display.

“Y-you want to suck out my soul,” said Mordecai. “It’ll kill me.”

“So?” she said, with a raised eyebrow. “Tell me, what’s so great about life in this world? For you, I mean. Public shame, humiliation? You’ll be stripped of your wealth and power, and branded a pariah. If they don’t execute you, you’ll spend the rest of your life in prison. Why become a fuck-toy for a bunch of horny orc convicts? When you could just fuck me, instead?

“I offer you escape—from all the judgement, pain, and humiliation. Burn your life, your soul, between these aching thighs of mine, and be free. And you shall know the greatest pleasure of your entire existence; a grand ecstasy impossible to achieve by any other means—the high you’ve spent so much time and money chasing. I can finally give it to you, for real.”

“Mordecai,” said Fariyah. “Devils lie by omission. There’s something she’s not telling you⁠—”

But Chairman Richter had already made his decision, stepping away from the door and into Diellza’s embrace. Their tongues intertwined as she artfully writhed her voluptuous body against his, hooking one toned, curvaceous leg around his while grinding her hips into him. That leg pulled at Mordecai’s ankle, leading into a trip.

Diellza flung her prey to the floor, and Mordecai landed on his back in a huge pile of golden coins, his hands still bound behind him. The succubus made no effort to free him, simply landing atop his boxer-clad crotch and wriggling about, teasing and inciting him. Then she raised herself up and ripped both his underwear and her black lace panties to shreds with her claws.

Mordecai’s fat, slimy boner popped up to point skyward, and she dropped her hungry pussy down until her lower lips just barely met his quivering head. Mordecai bucked his hips, trying to impale her, but she dodged neatly, letting his shaft slide across the surface of her slick mound.

“Say it, Mordecai,” she said. “Say you’ll give me your soul.”

“Yes, damn you,” he said. “Now stop teasing me and⁠—”

And then Diellza slammed her taut, perfect ass down, taking him all the way to the hilt. She cried out in triumph at having captured her prey’s manhood, and began to bounce and gyrate with wild abandon, her forked devil-tail lashing about as she sought to milk her slave for everything he was worth.

“Oh! Fuck! Gods! Incredible! I’ve never….” and then Mordecai lost the power of speech as his eyes rolled back and he started coming, his whole body locked into a spasming rictus.

“Yes! Yes! That’s it!” cried Diellza, squeezing her eyes shut and throwing her head back. “More! I want more! Give it to me! Give me everything!”

The succubus made for a perfectly erotic sight as she whipped her long, black hair around and writhed with greedy sensuality atop her willing victim, her hands running along her toned, thick thighs, up across her sculpted belly, to grope her own jiggling breasts, the soft, red flesh barely contained by her black bustier. She tensed her legs, raising herself up to give Mordecai more space to thrust.

The executive’s crotch jerked up like it was possessed, like he was a marionette attached to a string. The invisible cable slammed Mordecai’s hips up between Diellza’s luscious thighs with a mindless, relentless violence, while both participants orgasmed continuously, the clink of coins displaced by the pounding of Mordecai’s ass syncopating with the pair’s animalistic grunts of lust. The intensity of their fucking was frightening, dangerous, inhuman—and indeed, the toll it took on Mordecai’s body was shocking in its sudden degradation.

The executive’s paunch was the first to go, as it shrunk away, followed by the rest of his body fat. For a second, Mordecai appeared as he might’ve during his prime, an athlete with a cut physique, every muscle easily visible. Then those muscles were consumed, to slowly wither away. Mordecai’s cheeks hollowed out, his eyes burst and drained away, his hair fell out, his lips dried and pulled away from his teeth. First I could count his ribs, then I could spot every bone in his body. Still, his climax just kept going, and his pelvis continued to buck into Diellza, whose lusty cries for more, more, more filled the server room.

Finally, the insatiable succubus achieved her ultimate satisfaction, screaming in sick joy as Mordecai’s death rattle signified an end to his breathing. She came to, panting, still straddling her victim, moaning sensually as she savored the aftershocks of their obscene coupling. Mordecai was dead, but somehow his hips were still twitching, still trying to fuck Diellza further.

The sexy devil licked her lips and ran her claws through her long, dark, silky hair. Reluctantly, she rose up from Mordecai’s crotch, letting out a slight whimper as she did. The executive’s erection was the only part of him that hadn’t withered, and he continued to ejaculate, despite the fact that he no longer drew breath. Diellza’s pussy overflowed with her prey’s cum, which dribbled in long rivulets down her quivering, deadly thighs. She banished the mess with a wave of her hand, while re-summoning her lace panties.

She grabbed the cage key from the door and stuffed it in her cleavage. I had the presence of mind to tell Soraya to inform our allies of that fact.

“Well, that’s one loose end taken care of,” she said, and laughed at our expressions of horror, mixed with reluctant arousal.

“Oh, you must think me a terrible glutton,” she said. “But normally, I wouldn’t gobble my food like that. Typically, I’d try to savor my meal. Make it last a few hours, at least. It’s more enjoyable for everyone that⁠—”

And then Mina dived through the door to tackle Diellza. There was a momentary exchange of grappling and claw-swipes before Diellza burst into flame, making Mina yelp and let go. Omiros blocked the door, but the succubus hit him with her magical eroticism, and he turned, charmed, to run interference as she darted away to escape, teleporting away as soon as she’d cleared enough space from her foes.

Alicia dispelled Omiros’ compulsion and her lip curled up in disgust as she entered to see the remains of Mordecai, a desiccated mummy lying on a bed of gold. He was still ejaculating, though only blood was coming out now. I didn’t want to look at it, but it was hard not to look.

The paladin remained all business.

“This is a problem,” she said, regarding the four of us, stuck in a cage. “Do we have a solution?”

“We are super, extra fucked,” said Chiyo. “It doesn’t look like the power source for the force field is anywhere in this room.”

“Hang on,” said Mina. “Maybe I can pick the lock.”

“Nope,” said Chiyo. “It’s a double-cylinder deadbolt. It’s not opening without the key.”

“Did someone say they needed a key?” said Fosca, bounding in the room. “A super-special key is what you need?”

“Yeah, I just said that—” said Chiyo, before the dogkin agent cut her off.

“Ta-daaaah!” she said, holding up the super-special key that we needed. “Special Agent Fosca strikes again. I snatched it from right between those two huge boing-boings.”

“What, really?” said Mina. “You couldn’t have had eyes on her for more than a few seconds. That’s… actually that’s really impressive.”

“Impressive enough for headpats?” said Fosca, eagerly beaming at Mina.

“What the… Are you…,” Mina said, then turned her eyes heavenward and shrugged. “Ehh—fuck it, why not?”

So Mina gently patted an IBI Special Agent on the head, while Alicia got the key and freed us from our cage.

“We need to join the others and regroup,” said Alicia. “It seems like⁠—“

But a sudden blast of infernal magic cut her off. I felt it all around me, a hard, magically-enforced set of directives, subtly changing the laws of the universe.

Immediately all three of my genies cried out in pain, as their magical flesh began to wither. I looked around in a panic, seeking to eliminate their assailant, to find nothing. The attack was coming from nowhere and everywhere. All three genie bodies dissolved away, and I felt Soraya’s ring tingle in triplicate as they returned within to recover. That meant our friends in combat now lacked illusionary support, and we all had to race over to reinforce them.

Closing the distance wasn’t easy, as mounds of coins had piled up everywhere, spread out in every direction I looked. Even with everything going on, I had to wonder at the vastness of the fortune that Jinny had collected. Little amounts, bit by bit, wheedled from thousands upon thousands of park guests, until the results were greater than the hoard of the most avaricious ancient dragon, more money than any sane person knew what to do with.

I skidded to a halt behind my embattled companions and unleashed the Fire of Baba Yaga over their heads. The flames tore into the mix of devils, automatons, and cultists assailing them, while Chiyo tried to suss out exactly what had happened to the genies.

“It’s some kind of ritual effect,” she said. “It blocks all teleportation and harms all elemental creatures. It looks like it’s centered beneath Vasilissa’s Castle. I don’t think it covers a huge area. We can probably back out of it if we retreat. And not far, either.”

But that was harder than it should’ve been. I’d cleared some space, but a host of devils were charging in to fill the gap. We’d been making too much noise in a single area for too long, and reinforcements were converging upon us from all sides. The confined space of the service tunnel helped create a bit of a chokepoint, but we were few against a horde.

“Fighting retreat!” yelled Alicia. “Opal, Delara, Omiros, Kint, and I guard the rear. Atticus, Fosca, Mar, support from the center. Zain, Chiyo, Eunae, Bondi, focus fire on the front while Mina guards you.”

I felt an aura of protective holy energy blast out from Alicia, renewing my stamina for the battle ahead. I needed it, as a column of infernal troops charged us. I unleashed my flaming skull on them, but there was a higher concentration of stronger devils and hellhounds in this group, and several of them survived.

I managed to get my force blade up to slash a hellhound right in the mouth as it lunged for me. I killed it, but I slipped on a pile of coins, and the momentum of its corpse knocked me off my feet. I had a couple moments of panic, a wild melee swirling all around me, before I could get up and rejoin the fray. Immediately I hauled the lifeless carcass of an armored devil off of Chiyo. She’d likewise impaled and gut-shot it with her spellgun, only to lose to physics, just like I had.

Bondi breathed frost on the next charging wave, but the ranks behind that smashed straight through their comrades, and I was barely able to unleash my skull on them in time to prevent us from being overrun. We were killing tons of them, but we were barely advancing, and we couldn’t keep this up.

Eunae loosed a fireball arrow, and it went off a hair too close to us. I staggered back as the wave of heat singed my eyebrows and the tip of my nose. Behind us, I could hear the melee fighters struggling to hold off the press of the massed infernal troops. This wasn’t working.

I heard a trio of voices return to my head as my genies completed healing within the ring. Great, except they couldn’t come out to help us, and their escape portal ability was blocked.

Master, I can still use my power on you, thought Fariyah.

Fariyah gave me a new power? I felt a surge of hope as she told me what it was.

“Get ready, everyone,” I called out. “I’m going to clear a path!”

I stepped forward as I felt my body enlarge, falling forward as my arms turned to forelegs, and I felt my skull deform, elongate, and grow until it became bigger than my entire original body. Fariyah’s new power was an at-will polymorph, letting me change shape into any natural beast I could think of. While this prevented me from turning into a dragon or a manticore, there was one animal I knew of that could save us here, though I’d only ever seen it in a picture book.

The devils before me stopped short as I completed my transformation into a triceratops and charged into their ranks.


Chapter 23
Exavoth is a Sword


Calista slithered down the service tunnel as fast as she could, hot on the heels of the whirlwind of destruction that was Henrietta Eggebraten and Exavoth the Black Doomblade. The never-ending weirdness of this damned theme park had prevented them from catching up to her.

Things had been going as well as could be expected, with Exavoth mowing down anything in his path, and then that fucking Jinny bitch had started sucking their alchemist’s soul out. Using Posey’s stupid soulcoins, of all things. Which was disturbing as fuck, made worse by the fact that none of them could figure out any way to stop the process. Calista just had to toss Enobaria over one shoulder as they pursued Exavoth and hoped for the best.

Fortunately, the awful genie did stop before she killed Enobaria, her ring infusion abruptly going dead. And then, if things hadn’t been bizarre enough already, it started raining fucking coins. Well, normally that would be a cause for celebration, but Exavoth wasn’t stopping to give them a chance to properly harvest their good fortune. Enobaria and Keven did have the presence of mind to drag their respective Bottomless Bags through various piles of money as they ran past, and Krossalg’kork had spent the entire coin deluge with his head tipped back and his mouth open, ignoring Bramblefang’s gruff admonition that no, those actually weren’t a bunch of shiny fish scales.

Right now, the coin piles were just an obstruction, though Calista’s snake body powered across the treacherous footing with no issue. The real trick was avoiding the sharp steel bits of the automatons mangled by Exavoth’s violence. The devil sword had slowed his advance in the face of stiffer resistance—larger and more powerful fiends crowded the killing floors ahead, blasting Exavoth and Eggs with infernal magic. Eggs was taking more hits now, but the fires of Exavoth burned her wounds shut, and she kept fighting, while the rest of the pirates fell in line to either side of her, to prevent any enemies sneaking past her halo of whirling steel.

They were holding out okay, but as the ranks of enemies thickened ahead, Calista began to worry that this wasn’t sustainable, that they might be biting off more than they could chew. But she couldn’t call a retreat. Exavoth wouldn’t listen.

And they had to reach the area beneath the damned castle. The Oracle had said so. You couldn’t fight fate, right? That never worked, not in any tale that ever involved a prophecy. That was the main thing holding Calista to this course, when every common-sense survival instinct told her that she should turn around and get the hell out of this crazy fucking place.

Ahead of Exavoth, she saw the ranks of devils part and thin. For a second, she hoped this meant they were over the hump, but her heart sank as the most colossal, bull-necked fiend she’d ever seen stepped into view. He was so big he had to stoop to avoid bumping his horns on the ceiling, and his fiery wings swept out to either side, forcing his underlings to crowd to the edges of the corridor to avoid them.

“Exavoth, you little punk,” bellowed the newcomer. “I hear you’ve been tearing up the entire park trying to find me. Well, here I am. You got a problem, huh?”

If Calista thought Exavoth had been loud before, it was nothing compared to the scream of fury that tore its way out of Egg’s mouth.

“GORGORROZ! GORGORROZ THE VILE BETRAYER! EXAVOTH SHALL MAKE YOU PAY!”

And the great Doomblade shot straight at the massive devil like a crossbow bolt. But Gorgorroz had his own weapon: an enormous black morning star, that looked even bigger and heavier than Exavoth himself. Gorgorroz brought it up to block Exavoth’s mad charge, and the smaller sword bounced off.

“DIE! DIE! DIE!” screamed Exavoth, slicing at his nemesis with a speed and ferocity that made his earlier frenzies seem measured. But Gorgorroz wasn’t fazed, moving his morning-star about in precise parries that seemed effortless.

“That all you got?” sneered the huge devil. “After all these centuries, I thought you might’ve learned something. But no—same old Exavoth. No matter what, you never change. And here I am, still cleaning up your damned messes. I’m sick of it. Time to end this, for good this time.”

And Gorgorroz swiped out with his morning-star, too fast for Calista to follow the motion. There was a deafening metallic CLANG, and Exavoth and Eggs flew past them, backwards down the tunnel. Then they all had to squeeze to the sides, to avoid Gorgorroz’s flaming wings as the massive devil ran by in hot pursuit. Calista goggled at the sight, then realized the rest of her Scourge pirates had been left forward and exposed.

“Retreat! Retreat!” she yelled. “Get back behind Exavoth! Move! Move!”

Fortunately, none of the infernal legions had wanted to interfere with their master’s duel, so they’d been hanging back and watching, giving the Scourge pirates an opening to withdraw. Still, bolts of eldritch fire flew past their heads as they tried to catch up with Gorgorroz.

Calista lowered her human half to hover just a few inches above the coin piles as she slithered along at high speed. She had nearly caught up to the duelists when she saw Gorgorroz swat Eggs straight through a nearby steel wall, and chase her through the rent her passage had opened, widening it considerably as he tore his way through.

Calista ordered everyone through the rent, which led into a large underground warehouse, full of bright, cheery parade floats, which were rapidly disintegrating as the two powerful devils battled within. The steel “wall” was actually a rollup service door, and next to it was one person-sized regular door. Calista ordered most of the Scourge to defend the big tear, while she and Enobaria rolled a heavy pallet in front of the regular door to block it. The Dark Elf then melted the wheels with acid so they wouldn’t roll.

“BETRAYER! DECEIVER! YOU SAID I WAS ONE OF THE GANG! EXAVOTH WILL HAVE HIS REVENGE!”

“Yeah? Well, guess what? I just fucking changed my mind,” said Gorgorroz, his morning star slamming into Exavoth again and again. Four long loops of Exavoth’s chain extended down from Egg’s torso to act as legs, raising her up to match Gorgorroz’s height. But they couldn’t extend her arms any, giving the devil leader a major reach advantage, which he continued to exploit.

“When I met you, Exavoth,” said Gorgorroz, “I hadn’t realized just how little self-control you had. Here’s a little tip—rage isn’t strength. It’s something you use. But you let it use you. I got sick of your incessant tantrums. We all did. Every single one of us was so glad to see you go. Nobody missed you when you left. Nobody.”

“LIAR! LIAR!” and now Exavoth’s screams took on an hysterical edge. “I WILL MAKE YOU PAY! I WILL TAKE BACK WHAT YOU’VE STOLEN FROM ME! GIVE ME MY BODY BACK! GIVE IT TO ME!”

“Your body? Really?” At this Gorgorroz tipped his head back and roared with laughter. “You think your body still exists? We fed your miserable corpse to the hellhounds centuries ago. They shit you out in little piles scattered all over Gehenna. Go find that. Hah! Make it a quest for your wielder. ‘The Journey for Exavoth’s Shit-Piles.’ That’s got a ring to it, heh.”

“SILENCE! STILL YOUR TONGUE! NO ONE DARES LAUGH AT EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS!” Exavoth renewed his assault. Both he and Eggs turned into blurs, darting around Gorgorroz like hornets. “YOU LIE! YOU ALWAYS LIE! YOU HAVE EXAVOTH’S BODY SOMEWHERE! EXAVOTH KNOWS IT. GIVE IT BACK! GIVE IT BACK!”

Gorgorroz again turned aside most of the assault, though it took more effort this time, and Exavoth did score some minor hits on the huge devil’s shoulders and calves.

“Ugh! Give it a rest, already,” said Gorgorroz. “So noisy, screaming all the time. Another thing I didn’t miss.”

Gorgorroz intercepted Exavoth’s next swipe, catching it between the head and haft of his morning star. The heavy weapons bound together long enough for Gorgorroz to reach over with his off hand and seize Exavoth’s blade.

“FOUL DECEIVER! UNHAND ME! RETURN MY BODY! MY BOD⁠—“

But Gorgorroz slammed his pommel into Eggs, breaking her grip on the Doomblade and sending her flying into a giant mushroom sculpture, which disintegrated from the impact.

Loops of black chain loosed themselves from Eggs and lashed out at Gorgorroz, only to get tangled up in the long, sharp spikes of his morning star. Gorgorroz spun the head of his weapon until it resembled a gigantic, black steel ball of yarn, while he switched his grip on Exavoth from blade to hilt.

The devil lord sneered down at the Doomblade as it jerked about in his grip. Calista had never seen the terrifying greatsword look so powerless.

“No one laughs at Exavoth the Atrocious?” said Gorgorroz, and snickered. “No, everyone laughs at you. They used to do it behind your back, but now it’s out in the open, if anyone thinks of you at all.”

Exavoth twisted violently, snapping back and forth in a futile attempt to escape, while Gorgorroz laughed again.

“Still on that?” said Gorgorroz, the physical contact apparently enabling him to hear Exavoth in his mind. “I told you—your body’s gone. Done. Finished. Digested and decomposed away. You’re just a sword now. The closest thing you have left to a physique is that scrawny little runt over there,” he said, referring to Eggs, who was dazedly crawling out of the mushroom float wreckage, her bloody clothes now coated with an extra layer of splinters and plaster dust.

“And soon, you won’t have her, either,” said the devil lord, as he lunged and swung Exavoth at his own wielder.

The great Doomblade bit deep, passing straight through skin, muscle, bone, and organs—but it wasn’t Eggs that it carved. Somehow Krossalg’kork had beaten Gorgorroz to his target. He dove in and took the blow, which chopped clean through his bulging midsection to split the big Makarsi in two.

Blood gushed out, his intestines unwound, and the entire gory mess fell atop Eggs, burying her with a wet splat, followed by the metallic tinkle of various denominations of coins spilling out, plus the duller thuds from two automaton heads, along with a clatter from what appeared to be a small, rusty boat anchor.

Disinclined to sort through the slimy pile, Gorgorroz turned his attention back to Exavoth.

“There. At least you’re still good for chopping,” he said. “A tool for others to use. Well, you’ve always been a real tool, haven’t you? Now your insides and outsides match. You should be thanking me.

“Hey, funny story—I heard some prissy little elf named Ossianor went and made you his little bitch-boy for a few centuries. And they even made, like, statues and plays and poems about it. So you go down in history as a cute little elf-pet. That’s just fucking hilarious. But I can’t have you running around making any more messes. I’m done cleaning up after you. Your story ends here.”

And then Gorgorroz drove Exavoth into the floor point-first. The devil prince opened his mouth and roared. Both his eyes and his gaping maw glowed white-hot, as he channeled power from the most incandescent flaming core of Hell itself.

He blasted those furnace flames through his arm, straight into Exavoth, who went from black, to red, to orange, growing brighter and brighter until his hue matched the internal glow of his tormentor. Calista felt the heat from twenty feet away. Even if she had the strength to fight Gorgorroz (which she didn’t) there was no way to even get close to him without getting burned.

Then Gorgorroz tipped Exavoth at an angle and stomped down on the point of his blade. The flesh of the devil prince’s foot began to smoke and sizzle, but the huge fiend paid it no mind. He slammed his heavy morning star into Exavoth’s superheated form, and the impossible began to happen: the great Doomblade buckled and bent.

Gorgorroz twisted his former ally about, slamming the heavy spiked ball of his weapon down, again and again, from all sides and angles, until Exavoth barely resembled a sword any more. The mighty Doomblade had transformed into a gnarled lump of scrap metal, with a hilt and pommel still attached. Satisfied that his work was complete, Gorgorroz released Exavoth to clatter lifelessly to the charred storage room floor.

“And there we go,” said Gorgorroz, as he unwound Exavoth’s slack chain from his morning star. “Now you’re not even a tool anymore. Now you’re just trash. You won’t be wasting any more of my time. That’s over and done with. So, if you’ll excuse me, I have actual important matters to deal with.”

And Gorgorroz strode out through the tear in the roll-up metal door, ducking his horned head in order to fit.

“Kill them all,” he said to the mass of infernal forces that had gathered outside, and they turned to obey.

“Clear the hole! Clear it,” said Enobaria, as she lobbed a strange wooden bottle at the devils surging through the widening rent in the steel.

The bottle cracked open to release dense clusters of thorny vines that shot out at lightning speed, filling the gap in the door with a thick wall of tangled, spiked vegetation. The wall curved both outwards into the service tunnel beyond and inwards to arc around and destroy a Caitsith-themed parade float. Devils caught within the thorny barrier screamed and thrashed and tried to burn their way free, but the green wood didn’t light.

That was good, but it wouldn’t hold forever.

“Firsst Mate, please tell me you’ve got some emergency out,” said Calista. ”Ssome panic teleport scroll or ssomething.”

Enobaria snapped her head around. “How did you know about—“ And then a sudden wave of infernal energy washed over the both of them.

“What? What was that?” said Calista, sensing a change, but unable to put her finger on what it was. Enobaria just let out a stream of expletives.

“It means no teleporting,” said Enobaria. “Fuck. Well, these parade floats have to get above ground, and they’re too big for the service tunnel. Must be an elevator somewhere. I’ll find it.”

“Right, and I’ll… Oh, hang on.” Calista had spotted something trying to wriggle out from beneath Krossalg’kork’s mutilated carcass. She recognized Eggs’ surprisingly thick fingers groping about, seeking purchase, but they were beyond filthy.

Calista wrapped a spare handkerchief around her hand, then grabbed Eggs’ outstretched digits, pulled, and immediately regretted her decision. Her handkerchief was not nearly thick or non-absorbent enough to do a damned thing in this case.

Calista hauled Eggs out from beneath the pile of slimy, bloody entrails and immediately tossed her soiled handkerchief aside. Eggs staggered to her feet with some difficulty. In addition to everything else, she’d gotten covered in the mostly-digested contents of Krossalg’kork’s lower intestines, and stank accordingly. No amount of politeness could’ve prevented Calista from pinching her own nostrils shut in response.

“Henrietta,” said Calista, her voice coming out all weird and nasally. “Are you hurt? And, uh….”

“Exavoth’s not dead,” said Eggs, looking more weary and run-down than Calista had ever seen her before—and that was saying something.

“Exavoth is…,” and Eggs’ gaze drifted off to Krossalg’kork’s remains, his sightless eyes staring off at the ceiling. She laid a hand on his triangular, neckless head and sniffled a bit before limping off, following the slack skull-chain to the twisted wreckage of Exavoth the Atrocious.

“He’s still in there, Captain,” said Eggs. “I can feel him. I’ll have him back in fighting shape, for sure. Don’t worry.”

Fighting shape? Was Eggs nuts? No, scratch that—of course she was. The second Enobaria got the damned elevator working, they were all booking it the fuck out of this infernal madhouse, as far away from Gorgorroz as they could get. Anyone who could body Exavoth the fucking Atrocious like that was nobody that she wanted any piece of. Screw prophecy, screw that damned oracle, and screw Chernobog the Vile and his obsession with that fucking ring. Calista was done with the entire mess, as far as she was concerned.

But if Eggs had any reluctance about a rematch with the devil prince, she showed no signs of it, as she painfully limped over to the contorted scrap that was Exavoth the Atrocious.

“C’mon… C’mon, buddy…,” she said, as she grabbed his hilt and propped him up on his mangled tip. “I’ve been where you are before. I know it’s rough. I know it hurts. But you have to get up. Because, as long as you can get up after, they don’t really win. You see? So, c’mon… our friends need us. They’re counting on us. We got this.”

Calista turned away from Eggs’ delusional monologue to check on those “friends.” Over by the wall of thorns, Bramblefang, Byago, and Keven had finished off the devils who’d gotten trapped by the dense, barbed vines. But now they faced automatons, who could force their way through the thorns with minimal damage, though Byago could paralyze the leaders of their slow charge, trapping them in rictuses of agony that blocked the back ranks quite effectively.

But eventually, enough sheer weight would overcome that obstacle. Calista needed to get her pirates out of this trap before then. But should she help with defense, or help Enobaria search?

A horrendous clatter made Calista jump as Exavoth slipped from Eggs’ gore-covered fingers to crash to the floor.

“No—buddy. You have to work with me here,” said Eggs, as she re-captured Exavoth’s hilt and tried to prop him back up. “I can’t be the only one lifting. This is a team effort. Because we’re part of the crew. All for one, and one for—Ow! Crap! Crappity-crapping, crap-balls!”

Exavoth had fallen over again, so that the end of his bent cross guard slammed right onto the top of Eggs’ foot. Eggs hopped about, then limped back to rejoin her “buddy.”

Calista watched Eggs wrestle with the ruined sword some more. Should she stop her? Exavoth was clearly never going to fight again. But what use was Eggs without her sword? No—she could help Enobaria look for an elevator. And Calista would reinforce the defenders at the thorn wall.

But, before Calista could issue the order, Exavoth slipped from Eggs’ fingers once more, hitting the warehouse floor with a sad clang. But Eggs’ reaction was a total surprise.

“Oh, okay. Fine! Be like that! Just… just go ahead and sulk! Just wallow in self-pity, why don’t you?” Eggs paced about, agitated, glaring at the black, twisted remains of the great Doomblade. “Krossalg’kork went and died for us, but you can’t be bothered to get up and do anything about it, can you?”

“Oh, I don’t understand?” said Eggs, gesturing wildly. “You really think I don’t know what it’s like to be laughed at? Mocked? Picked on? Beat on? Seriously, do you know how many times I’ve been beaten up? Humiliated? Had my face ground into the dirt, and mud, and dung, and left sobbing by the roadside? You know how many times that’s happened to me? Well, I don’t, because I’ve lost count, that’s how many times it’s been!”

“But you know what?” said Eggs, growing more and more animated. “You know what I did afterwards? I got back up. Every. Single. Time. Because as long as I did that, they wouldn’t truly win. That’s what you have to do to survive. That’s why I’m still here. And if I did it, then so can you. Now, come on!”

Eggs tried to lift Exavoth up once again, and once again, she received no aid. But this time, instead of slipping out of her grip, Eggs slammed Exavoth back to the floor in disgust.

“Oh, please! I’ve been called every name in the book. Four-Eyes. Loser. Freak. Bastard. Half-Breed. I took all that and I kept going. But one gigantic jerk calls you a bunch of names and—what? You just believe him? And totally give up? Huh? What the hell happened to Exavoth the Atrocious? To the biggest, baddest, meanest, enchanted sword in all of Shattered Zemyah? What happened to that guy? That’s the guy we need right now. Or was he all talk? Huh? Huh? Now, get up! I said, get up! Hey, I’m talking to you!”

Exavoth just lay there, unresponsive, while Eggs grew more and more incensed.

“No, no—I’m sick of this pity party. You get up right now, you… you ff… you fffff… you FUCKING PUSSY!”

And then Eggs raised her foot high in the air and brought it down on Exavoth’s mangled form with a heavy clunk. Calista felt every hair on her body stand up at the sight. Despite his incapacitation, stomping on Exavoth the Atrocious seemed like a suicidally stupid thing to do. But Eggs kept going.

“Wimp!” Stomp.

“Chicken!” Stomp.

“Quitter!” Stomp.

“Oh, what’s that? You don’t like that? Then stop me.” Stomp.

“Yeah, so do something about it, then.” Stomp.

“C’mon, do something!” Stomp.

“Do something, you great big wuss!” Stomp.

“Do some⁠—”

And then the Black Doomblade of Exavoth flew off the ground, straight at Eggs, who somehow caught him by the hilt and blade, holding his warped edge a few inches from her throat. She staggered about as the pommel-chain came to life and whipped at her, wrapped around her, but she paid it no mind.

Calista backed away from the unfolding calamity, as far as she could. Oh man, did they need an exit, right fucking now.

“Firsst Mate,” she yelled. “Any progresss on that elevator?”

“I’ve found it, but it’s not working.” she called back. “Give me a minute. Or three.”

Calista grimaced, then threw herself flat as Eggs flew overhead and crashed into a castle-shaped float, still grappling with Exavoth.

“Yeah, your body’s gone,” yelled Eggs, oblivious to everyone else. “Yeah, that totally sucks. But you knew, right? After centuries and centuries? Deep down, you knew. Don’t tell me you didn’t.”

At that point, Exavoth actually attempted to flee, but Eggs held on. The big sword dragged her across the floor, but then she somehow managed to regain her feet. She wobbled about, the heavy chunk of metal swinging around in wide arcs, but she didn’t stop talking.

“Yeah, it sucks—but guess what? Everybody’s life sucks. Everyone gets sad. Everyone loses. It sucked when my mom died because my worthless deadbeat father wouldn’t pay for her medicine, even though he could’ve. But, you know what I learned? If you just wallow in… in everything you’ve lost, you lose sight of the things you still have.

“So what if you’re just a sword. You’re one of the most famous swords in all of Shattered Zemyah. Every kid in Yllsalia knows about Saint Osiannor and Exavoth the Doomblade. Way more than have ever heard of… of fucking Gorgorroz, that’s for sure.”

At that, Exavoth jerked about with a ferocity that bordered on desperation. Egg’s feet skittered and slid across the plaster dust and detritus that covered the floor, but she didn’t lose her balance for a second.

“I don’t believe that,” said Eggs. “You‘ve shown me flashes, memories. Ossianor cared about you, didn’t he?”

This triggered another thrashing fit from Exavoth, but Eggs was relentless.

“Well, of course someone like Gorgorroz isn’t going to understand that. Of course he’s going to sneer. He doesn’t understand real friendship. He only cares about using people. Hell—he doesn’t even have real worshippers. Those black-robed losers don’t care about him. They worship coins. He has to pay people to be his friends. Don’t you see how pathetic that is?”

Calista turned from Eggs’ bonkers argument to find Enobaria sprinting back from her exploration, a grim look on her face.

“Elevator’s no good, Captain,” she said. “Parts for the mechanism to open the top door are just missing. Including the emergency release.”

“Sso our only option is to fight our way out? Please tell me you’ve got something elsse, Firsst Mate.”

Enobaria didn’t say anything. She just plodded over to reinforce the defenses at the thorn wall. An impressive number of wrecked automatons lay at the base of the rent in the door, but more were pushing their way through with every second. Beyond the thorns, she heard the howls and war cries of a terrible infernal host, chomping at the bit to get in on the coming slaughter. Calista felt a strange calm descend upon her as she realized that this was it. She was not going to leave this room. But at least she’d go down fighting.

But Eggs wasn’t paying attention to any of that.

“And you know what?” she said. “I’m glad you’re a sword. Because if you weren’t, then we’d never have met. I’d never have gone on that expedition. I’d never have been in that tomb. I’d never have been in a position for you to choose me. Because you were a sword, my whole life changed.

“Because, ever since you became my sword, all the bullying, and the beatings, and the taunting, and the harassment—all of it went away. You silenced my tormentors, all of them. Because of you, I can finally live without fear. Because you were my sword, I was finally able to meet real friends—people I trust, and can play board games with!

“And it doesn’t even matter that they don’t pay attention, and cheat, and keep stealing the pieces—none of that is important. All that matters is we’re having fun together, and that’s something that I never thought I’d have, and now I do, and you know what? You know what? It’s ALL. THANKS. To YOU!”

Exavoth had stopped struggling and stood upright on his warped tip, vibrating. Eggs stood next to him, both hands resting on his cross guard, as if it was a person’s shoulders, gazing at him with electric intensity. At some point, Keven had started playing an inspirational tune on his bagpipes to match the mood.

“Exavoth,” she said. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. And I… And I love you.”

Eggs then enfolded the mangled hunk of metal in a tender hug, while Calista’s mouth dropped open, and surge of arcane power struck the wall of thorns from the other side. The dense clusters of green branches turned translucent, then faded to nothing as the dispelling magic took hold.

With all barriers removed, the denizens of hell swarmed and boiled through the rent in the steel door like a cresting tsunami. Calista felt her earlier calm evaporate in the face of that towering wall of horns, teeth, claws, and barbed, black steel blades. Still, she raised her scimitars and tensed her tail, prepared to meet her end, here in the basement of a fucking theme park, all because her top fighter had completely lost her marbles.

But, before the infernal horde could reach Calista, an absolute nova of infernal energy detonated behind her, shooting a black and red blur overhead, which tore a zigzag path of destruction through the wave of foes. Devils, automatons, and cultists all exploded into tiny chunks. They had no chance to react, to rally, to flee, to beg for mercy. The blur was everywhere and nowhere, relentlessly disassembling the forces of Gorgorroz into their atomic components. No one was spared, as the forces that had filled the service tunnel were rendered by an invisible meat grinder, leaving a calf-deep pool of blood in an archipelago of chopped corpse chunks.

The slaughter ended as abruptly as it began, the blur resolving into the familiar form of Eggs, standing tall amid the carnage. The red mist moved then, along with a huge mass of liquid blood, sucked in a great tide to the weapon Eggs brandished overhead.

A resounding series of sharp metallic pops reverberated throughout the underground, as the crooked Doomblade unbent, uncurled, and straightened back to true. He completed his self-restoration in seconds, his obsidian blade gleaming, held up in triumph, better than ever before.

“EXAVOTH… IS A SWORD,” he bellowed. “AND EXAVOTH IS OKAY.”

“Damned straight, buddy,” said Eggs, the white teeth revealed by her beaming smile standing in stark contrast to the dark layer of gore that coated the rest of her. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“REMATCH!” he said. “GORGORROZ SHALL PAY FOR HIS INSOLENCE—AND FOR HARMING HENRIETTA’S FRIENDS. TO ME, PIRATES OF THE SCOURGE—TOGETHER WE SHALL EXPUNGE THE FOUL TAINT OF GORGORROZ FROM THIS FAMILY THEME PARK!”

Wait, what? Did that mean Exavoth was actually going to try fighting as a team for once, instead of charging off to do everything himself? Better encourage this, then.

“You heard him, Sscourgers,” said Calista. “Onwards, to victory!”

The sheer emotional whiplash left her giddy. They were going to the basement of Vasilissa’s Castle. It was fate. It had to be. Nothing else could possibly explain all the batshit insanity that had led to this point.

The Scourge Pirates of Chernobog sloshed their way through the blood-soaked tunnels, Exavoth at the lead, bagpipes blaring, as they readied for their rematch with a devil prince of Hell.


Chapter 24
The Weight of the World


Bad things in front. Make go ‘way.

Horns stab! Mouth bites! Feet crush!

Pain! Jabbing! Burning! Bad!

I angry!

Swing head! Crush threats! They pay.

Head strong. Pain dulls. More stomping!

You leave my territory! I here, you leave!

Stomp. Charge. Stomp! Horn stab!

They run! I chase. Crush all threats!

Never let them hurt me no more!

Master, that’s enough. That’s too far. Return. Return to yourself, please!

Pretty voice is friend. I listen.

I came to in the middle of a swath of corpses and combatants too injured to offer any threat. I turned around to realize that I was alone. Shit. A portal popped open in front of me and I jumped into it.

I came out in some backstage area, to find all my exhausted companions healing their wounds. Then I realized that not everyone had made it. Atticus lay on his side, run through with a black steel sword, his head pillowed in Fosca’s lap.

“I’m sorry, Master,” said Soraya. “He was felled just inside the edge of the forbiddance zone. Mar was healing a slash to Bondi’s femoral artery and Alicia was mending her own cut knee tendons. None of us could reach him in time.”

“He saved me,” said Fosca. “He said… he didn’t want to lose another partner. But, y’know, I didn’t want to lose my partner, either. Maybe try thinking about other people’s feelings for once, you big… you big dummy.”

Fosca’s sniffles turned into weeping, while the rest of us looked on. I saw Delara turn to Mina and give her an elbow nudge. They shared a glance, and then Mina sighed, knelt down besides Fosca, and put an arm around her shoulders. Immediately Fosca embraced Mina and started bawling all over her, while Mina patiently patted her back.

It was sad, but I felt weirdly detached from it, like I was watching a holoshow. I felt a twinge of guilt for charging off and abandoning my companions, but logically I knew that a side effect of polymorphing was that my brain changed to match whatever form I picked. So my self-control went to shit as a result. Instinctively running down all threats was just what a triceratops did, apparently.

And I’d barely known Atticus at all—mostly I was grateful to him for finding the cage key and saving my ass that one time. I watched Fosca weeping, and usually seeing someone else go through that kind of loss would make me tear up in sympathy, at least a little bit. Instead I just felt tired and numb.

“All right, people,” said Alicia. “Normally, I’d like to give folks time to grieve, but we just don’t have that time right now. As I understand it, our original goal in disabling the Jinny Plus system was to prevent the devils from tracking down hidden park guests. But instead they used it to collect soul energy from all its users.

“I’d have to assume they have some means of using these soulcoins as a replacement for live sacrifices. We don’t know if they collected enough to complete the ritual before being stopped, but we can’t afford to assume that they haven’t. That means we need to disrupt the next summoning as well. Any ideas for our optimal plan of attack? Chiyo, I believe you mentioned that their next ritual will be performed underground, beneath Vasilissa’s Castle.”

“Yeah, but you’re nuts if you think we’re launching another raid,” said Chiyo. “I bought in for the first one, but momma’s running low on ammo. We’ve already lost three people—and the rest of us just barely survived that last scrap. And genie support is the only reason any of us are still alive at all. Well, they’ve taken that away. Once we get into that forbiddance zone, we’re all dead meat.”

“They’ll have to drop that, though, won’t they?” I said. “It blocks any sort of portal, including ones leading to Hell. Their ritual won’t work with it still up.”

“Most of it will,” said Chiyo. “At least, I think so. Yeah—of course it will, or else they wouldn’t be doing it this way. They must’ve figured out some means of getting through all the preliminary stages of their summoning despite the disruption from the forbiddance zone. Then they’ll dispel it at the last second. That’s what I’d do.”

“So we need to act sooner,” said Alicia. “We can’t let them get that far. The fate of the world is depending on us.”

“Yeah? Well, the world can kiss my fat goblin ass,” said Chiyo. “Everyone here has been real, real brave already. We’ve already stuck our necks way, way out. And now we’re beat down and running on fumes. We go back in there, ain’t none of us walking back out again—guaranteed.”

“That may be the case, Chiyo,” said Alicia. “But I must walk in anyway. My duty as a paladin of Sopithia demands it. And my sacrifice will be far more likely to make a difference if I have allies with me as I make my final stand.

“And no, this isn’t a fair thing to ask of any of you. You all have been brave. You all have given more than anyone could’ve expected. But the fact remains, that we are the only ones here who have even a hope of preventing a second Divine War. We are the only ones capable of preventing the widespread devastation such a conflict would bring. If laying down my life might prevent the death of millions, I will do it in a heartbeat.”

“Well, great for you,” said Chiyo. “But I’ve got a whole bunch of plans for my life that don’t involve getting ripped to pieces by a bunch of devils.”

Alicia raised an eyebrow. “And you think I don’t?”

Chiyo just scowled in response. I tried to think over the implications of the decision looming before me. I didn’t want to die. I really loved the life I had. And I’d just gained so much. Chiyo, and Opal, and Fariyah. I wanted more time with them. And if I fell here, what would happen to Soraya? Would she become a slave to some depraved devil lord, and end up even more miserable than she had been with Heinrich, her former master?

That horrible thought was nearly enough to make my decision for me, but then I projected myself into the future, according to Chiyo’s plan. Hide until the devils leave. They’d kill all the tourists in the hotels who hadn’t listened to Jinny, and then they’d try to slaughter Pantanoro City. Would they get up the space train, to where our ship was docked at Puestalar Station? Arranging a pickup from our ship and fleeing Azulver would be dicey with a war going on.

And traveling the stars afterwards? I had a sinking feeling that we wouldn’t be having a great time then, either. There’d be no fleeing from this war. Nowhere would be truly safe. Some problems, you just couldn’t run from.

I laid a hand on Chiyo’s shoulder.

“Chiyo,” I said. “You know that feeling of good things going to shit, and how most times there’s just nothing you or anybody can do but hunker down, and gripe, and just take it? Because all the assholes making all the shitty decisions are far away in some grand luxury office suite somewhere? Where they won’t hear any of the complaints, or hear or see any of the damage they cause? And no one can ever hold them accountable, not for anything they do? And no one can do anything to change it?”

“Dude, are you okay?” said Chiyo. “You don’t look okay.”

“It’s…” I paused and waved her off. “My point is, this is a unique situation. We’ve got an opportunity that most people never get. We actually have a chance to stop things from totally going to shit. I think… I don’t want to live the rest of my life knowing that I had the chance to fix things and I didn’t take it. So I’m in.”

“Atticus…” said Fosca. “Atticus died trying to stop Gorgorroz. I won’t let his sacrifice be for nothing.”

“And my brother,” said Omiros.

“And my father,” said Eunae.

“The Knights of the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue won’t hesitate in their duties,” said Bondi.

“Oh—Well, I guess that means we’re in, too,” said Delara, who’d been field-promoted into the order after Zargedon, along with the rest of us.

“Chiyo,” said Opal. “I really want to get out and see the world. I’ve spent most of my life in this park. But I’d much rather see the world while it isn’t on fire, and being destroyed, and the like. Plus, I think I’m getting much better at fighting, so perhaps we might actually survive.”

Chiyo looked from one resolute face to another, then rubbed her face and groaned.

“Unnhh. You crazy tallfolk are going to get this goblin killed. I should’ve stayed in Goblintown and taken that apprenticeship to Uncle Zagrik like Momma said.” She sighed again, and her expression turned resolute once more. “Okay, we give it one more shot. But if things go south we book it out of there. I’m not doing any ‘heroic last stand’ shit if I can help it.”

“If they finish the summoning, it’ll mean they’ve dropped the forbiddance zone and we should be able to portal away,” said Anaya. “So that avenue of retreat should be open.”

“Yeah, we just have to avoid dying before then,” said Chiyo, who didn’t sound optimistic about that prospect.

“It’ll be tough,” said Mina. “But Stud here has actually been getting stronger today. He’s got that skull, and he can shapeshift now, too. Hey, could you turn into a dragon? That’d really mess up their ritual.”

“Dragons are out, I’m afraid,” I said. “Just natural beasts. And there’s a drawback. When I turn into a an animal I get real stupid. It seems like I can remember who my friends and enemies are, and my general intentions, but once I get hurt I’m just going to react instinctively. So I can’t follow basic tactics, or stay in formation, or anything like that.”

“Noted,” said Delara. “But it may be worth it anyway. That triceratops charge really saved us, even though you kept running for longer than you needed to. And it looked like Soraya was still able to heal you while you were shapeshifted.”

“That’s correct,” said Soraya. “My ring gets absorbed into his animal form, but I can still act on Master directly.”

“Even so, he could still get isolated, away from the rest of us, and then killed,” said Chiyo. “And then we all lose our teleport retreat. Also, dude—are you sure you’re getting stronger? You look kinda… off.”

“He’s had a portion of his soul removed,” said Alicia. “Turned into coins. I haven’t seen this before, so I can’t say exactly what the long-term effects are, but I’m sure it’s not good.”

“What?” said Bondi. “Will it… will it grow back?”

“Like I said, I’ve never seen this before, so I couldn’t say for sure,” said Alicia.

“Those coins got sucked through a portal,” said Chiyo. “And it wasn’t in the same vault as all those regular gold pieces—the ones that dumped all over us. There’s probably a huge pile of soulcoins at the summoning circle, collected from everyone wearing those Magic Ring things. Seems like you can just eat them to re-absorb their power. We’ve seen those cultists doing that.”

“A collocation of coins?” said Mar. “However shall we dicerninate Zain’s particular apportionment?”

Bondi winced, despite everything, but I had the answer. I pulled out my SRT, took out the rubbing of Soraya’s ring from its main compartment, and hawked a gob of spit inside. Instantly the needle pointed off and downward.

“That’s good,” said Chiyo. “But we might not be able to get to them. We might want to grab a bunch of soulcoins from the next cultist we kill. The whole point of coins is that they’re all equal value and interchangeable. Maybe we don’t have to recover the specific ones you lost. Maybe any of them will work.”

Alicia frowned at that. “I would strongly advise against consuming the soul of another… Although, I must admit I don’t know enough about this situation to condemn you if you chose to do it.”

“Let’s grab the coins first, so we have that option,” I said. “I’ll figure out later if I eat them or not, assuming we can’t recover mine.”

“Fair enough,” said Alicia. “But we’re losing time. We need to decide our plan of attack, and quickly. We know we can’t teleport directly in. We have to assume they’re massing troops inside all corridors leading to the ritual. How do we punch through?”

“I think…” said Fariyah. “I think our best bet is to follow Exavoth. He’s likely carved through, or severely weakened the defenses on his path of destruction.”

“Oh?” said Delara. “Do you know where he is?”

“I know where he was, and I know what path he was taking,” said Fariyah. “Up until you freed me from the machine. The pirates had a Jinny Plus Magic Ring with them.”

“You can remember being Jinny?” I asked. That was interesting. Anaya hadn’t remembered a thing about her gem’s history.

“Most of it is fading, like a dream,” she said. “But there are certain important memories I’ve been able to hang onto.”

“Those pirates are also under orders to steal Soraya,” said Mina. “We might have some problems if we run into them.”

“You’ll need to be wary,” said Fariyah. “But Exavoth is wholly obsessed with fighting Gorgorroz. There’s some personal vendetta there. And he’s been dragging the rest of the pirates along with him. Also… Gorgorroz is panicking, going on about how they have to rush, and there isn’t enough time, and such. The Council of Hell is harrying his forces hard. Any sort of delay could spell disaster for him. We might not have to engage him for long in order to win.”

That was encouraging, but it was also information we could’ve used earlier. Fariyah met my gaze and smiled apologetically. I felt the tug of the ring’s compulsions on her.

The ring didn’t want me rushing off into danger. Only after the necessity of retrieving my soul was revealed did she start volunteering information. It was a reminder that I couldn’t feel too noble or complacent about “freeing” Fariyah. I’d improved her life quite a bit, but it was still just a nicer form of servitude. But it wasn’t anything I could fix at that moment.

“All right—we’ve talked enough,” said Alicia. “We need to move. For the lives and safety of every living thing in Shattered Zemyah, we fight. Know that I am honored to have met every single one of you, however briefly. Every person in this room is a hero. We fight and die together.”

Alicia stretched her hand out, and we all placed ours atop hers, though Chiyo grumbled about the “dying” part. Then we broke, took a minute to prepare ourselves, and Fariyah opened a portal. We stormed through, charging towards one of the most important battles in the history of Shattered Zemyah.


Chapter 25
Vasilissa's Castle


We popped out underground just ten feet outside the forbiddance zone. The magic was invisible to the eye, but clear as day to my arcane sense. It was also obvious that the pirates had been this way as well, by all the mangled and chopped cultist corpses that lay among the piles of coins. I was actually getting accustomed to seeing all this carnage, which was disturbing to think about, so I didn’t.

Chiyo stripped a full coif of soulcoins off of one of the dead cultists, and then we were on our way. The bloody coin piles made the footing too difficult to jog across, but we moved as fast as we could, until suddenly there was no more money on the floor. We really hustled then, as the sounds of battle reached our ears, along with a strange, continuous, slightly musical wail echoing throughout the service tunnel. The din grew louder and louder until we emerged into a vast underground warehouse.

In the center of the room, two figures battled. One was a massive devil with wings of fire, so big that he made the brute I’d triangle-choked look like a halfling, and the other was a skinny half-elf woman buoyed up by long, animated chain-loop legs, who wielded the heavy, enchanted blade that was Exavoth the Atrocious. It didn’t take long to realize the big devil was Gorgorroz himself, as the half-elf kept screaming insults at him—with a bass-boosted voice that didn’t appear to belong to her.

Gorgorroz fended her off with a massive black morning star, while she weaved and darted about, seeking openings in his guard. Already, I noticed a difference between now and the last time I’d seen her. Back then she’d favored wild, fast, careless swings, but this battle showcased a much more careful pattern of attack and defense, almost like fencing.

In their wake traveled a motley crew of pirates, badly outnumbered and desperately trying to fend off a horde of devils and cultists. Some I recognized—the Dark Elf Enobaria, a monk martial artist wearing an S&M leather harness, and their captain, a green-haired lamia named Calista, whom Bondi had briefly spoken to once. Also there was a Mantid, dancing about and conjuring magic with its bagpipes, plus a black-hooded and caped halfling jumping around hurling daggers. Enobaria hurled a pot, which broke on the ground and summoned a huge circular wall of thorns, cutting them off from view.

But the act drew my attention to the room-spanning summoning circle carved into the floor. I could barely make out the borders of this ritual circle, what with all the various creatures milling about all over the place.

One of the weird Buer creatures blasted the thorn wall with dispelling magic, allowing devils and automatons to swarm towards the badly-outnumbered Scourge pirates. Alicia sprang forward, summoning her holy aura. The divine magic washed over us, sending fresh energy to our exhausted muscles.

“For the Pantheon! For the fallen!” she cried, and I blasted the Fire of Baba Yaga to one side of her, while Bondi breathed a cone of ice to the other, as the rest of our front-line fighters reinforced the paladin.

As we closed in on the pirates, I saw Enobaria glare and reach for her bandolier, only for the lamia to yell out in a panicked voice.

“Truce! Truuuce!” she said. “Truce until all the devils are dead!”

The Dark Elf turned and snarled, but she threw her clay pot away from us and into a line of advancing automatons. In no time, we’d joined up into a knot of skirmishers, fending off threats from all sides. I turned my fire-skull on full blast, sweeping from side to side. Opal fired off shock blasts from her arm-cannon, Chiyo fired chain-lighting from her spellgun, Bondi breathed more ice, Eunae shot an arrow that exploded into a wide spray of acid, and Mar created a zone of holy energy around us, full of spectral water-drakes that attacked anything that drew near, allowing the rest of our melee fighters made short work of anyone able to charge through the barrage.

I noticed the pirates’ pain-monk kept going out of his way to target the automatons, jabbing at them with ki, inducing peculiar reactions, disrupting their magical auras and causing them to go berserk, screaming and attacking anything that got near them. Most of them turned back to wreak havoc on their own forces, but a few wandered too near our group and had to be put down.

We were causing crazy amounts of damage, but it felt like for every infernal soldier we felled, two more rushed in to take their place. And again, we had the problem where killing any human served to add energy to the ritual circle. I spared a bit of attention to the wider ritual, and noted with satisfaction that it wasn’t progressing. Gorgorroz and Exavoth’s duel kept drifting over the circle’s control point, forcing the head priest to grab the Transplanar Bore and retreat to safety, over and over again.

Fosca summoned a fog cloud next to us, hoping to confuse the attackers on that side, but a leyak dispelled it. More of the foul creatures blasted sickness rays at us, forcing Alicia to expend magic curing it. I reached out and grabbed Omiros, channeling Soraya’s magic via touch, dispelling his nausea and allowing him to straighten up and keep fighting.

Opal took out one leyak with her airburst cannon, but then had to retract it and summon her sword to fend off a black-armored devil, who she neatly decapitated. I watched her fell more foes with basic strikes, delivered with astounding speed, power, and precision. It was scary how much she’d improved off of one sword lesson. She barely seemed like the same fighter she’d been just a few hours ago.

“I’m out of dragon breath,” said Bondi, as she landed next to me.

“No more many-killing arrows!” yelled Eunae.

“Out of AOE’s!” yelled Chiyo, as she switched to dry-firing force bolts out of her spellgun.

Shit. So soon. And I could feel that even my flaming skull was running low on magic—for today, anyway. It looked like I had to pull out my trump card early. I just had to hope that it didn’t backfire.

“Watch out, everyone,” I yelled, over the din of the bagpipes. “I’m going beast mode!”

“You’re doing what, now?” yelled Calista.

But there was no time to explain, as I took advantage of this room’s higher ceiling and transformed into a Tyrannosaurus Rex.

Honestly, I can barely remember what happened next. What I’m going to tell you now is constructed from very hazy recollections, but mostly from what Soraya and my companions told me later on. But the T-Rex strategy ended up being extremely effective, not that I enjoyed it much.

I rampaged about, chomping enemies between my jaws and ripping them to shreds with my clawed feet. I actually ended up eating about three or four people. Gruesome, I know, but I hadn’t had a meal since lunch and then I’d transformed into a huge, dumb carnivore. I acted on instinct, what can I say? Plus the cultists were covered with soulcoins, and devouring them dulled the pain of all the fire I was drawing.

Being huge has a number of major combat advantages, but it also makes you a big target. And I can tell you from firsthand experience that animals find ranged attacks confusing and frightening. Even with three genies continuously healing me up, I took a ton of damage and felt unending pain.

Soraya’s voice was in my mind constantly, soothing and directing me as best she could. It wasn’t perfect, but she did manage to keep me from running amuck too far away from my companions, or from trampling upon them. Increasingly I targeted the cultists wherever I could. Chewing them up and spitting them out would cause their soulcoins to dissolve in my mouth and lessen the pain. Whatever reservations my human self might have had about soul-stealing weren’t shared by Dinosaur Me.

I couldn’t tell you how much longer my berserk fury continued, but I clearly remember how it ended. A group of four many-legged things charged me. Each was about half my size, though their splayed limbs made them take up more space than their mass would indicate. Those legs jabbed out, black steel claws and barbs rending my flesh, wounding me worse than anything had before. I screamed and bit into my attackers, but there was no flesh there—just hard metal.

Pain lanced through my jaw. Everything was pain, inescapable agony, no matter how I thrashed and kicked. The many-legged monsters were merciless, relentless as they tore me asunder.

The death of my dinosaur body came as a relief, as I returned to myself, falling on my ass in the middle of a circle of monstrous spider-dramatons; the twisted mockeries that had once been Barnaby’s Gang.

Barnaby Leprechaun leered at me and snapped out with a heavy steel claw, aimed right at my neck. To this day I still wonder how I had the presence of mind to block it in time, but I did. I quick-drew my Wand of Force and created a Force Punch at its tip, right in front of my throat, the sphere of energy blocking the path of the deadly scissoring blades.

The giant claw still nearly snipped my head off. My force globe was squashed down and I felt the jagged metal squeeze my neck from both sides. But the smaller a sphere gets, the more difficult it is to compress. That fact saved me, preventing the claws from closing entirely, but I was also unable to expand the sphere again, despite all the energy I poured into my Wand of Force. We were in a stalemate.

I considered yanking my head back, towards the open edge of the claw, but that seemed like a great way to tear open both my jugulars. And—shit! Barnaby had more appendages to stab me with. I turned my focus outward, looking for more attacks, but none came.

All of the corrupted dramaton monsters in Barnaby’s Gang had gathered around to stare at me. Madigan tried to reach over and poke at me, but Barnaby smacked her claw aside.

“No one touches me pot o’gold! No! No touch! All mine!” he said, his eyes rolling around in his head, while I tried to reason a way out of this.

Could I melt him, as I’d done to Baba Yaga? That would heat up his claw and cook my own neck, too. Polymorph to freedom? The instant I did, the claw would snap shut. If I turned into something big, I’d be beheaded, or have my throat torn out. Then I’d lose the form and those pincers would immediately close on my real body. If I turned into something small, I might dodge the snapping claw. But if I didn’t, my tiny body would be crushed so badly that the damage spillover would surely kill me.

But I needed to do something. Eventually my magical endurance would run out and then it would be over for me.

Hold on, Master, thought Soraya. Help is coming.

I saw my companions break through a wall of devil troops to harry the dramaton monstrosities from the rear. Delara led the charge, calling out a challenge as an Amazon warrior, and as the daughter of Sir Benoit Levesque, Knight-Errant of the Kingdom of Kayaux. Cusith and Caitsith turned to fend them off, but Barnaby and Madigan remained unmoved by Delara’s formal challenge to a duel.

But that was never their characters, was it? They were lovable tricksters, not warriors. That’s who they were supposed to be, not… not this.

On a desperate whim, I clutched at Barnaby’s steel claw and tried to commune, as I’d once done with the Sandcat and the Six Cups. I sought the persona that I knew should be there, the repository of the affection of generations of park guests, but it was buried by a storm of pain and madness.

Mina ran up next to me, bleeding heavily from her scalp. She’d managed to weave a path through the deadly, stabbing metal feet, but all she could do was strain ineffectually at the pincer that held my throat. Bondi tried to reach me by flying overhead, but a black limb whipped out to swat her from the sky. She hit the nearby ground hard, her enhanced dragon transformation slipping away to nothing, before the Madigan creature pinned her to the ground with a heavy, taloned foot.

Mina cursed and rushed Madigan, successfully distracting the mad machine from finishing Bondi off. This was bad. The only upside was that the rest of the devils appeared too wary of the insane, giant dramatons to attack us here, but that wasn’t worth much if we fell to Barnaby’s Gang first.

At the heart of obscene spider-body, the familiar face of Barnaby Leprechaun jerked about, wide-eyed, his jaw contorted in a horrific mockery of the warm, jolly smile he was meant to have.

“C’mon, Barnaby,” I croaked. “This isn’t you. Remember. Remember who you really are.”

I could hear the blood rushing beneath my ears, along with Chiyo’s distant, panicked cry of “Are you nuts, dude?” but Barnaby displayed not a shred of recognition to my plea. No breakthrough was possible. The great works of Chiyo’s uncle were completely, irrevocably ruined.

...or so I thought, until the pirates’ loony, leather-masked monk darted a winding path through the forest of steel appendages to launch himself straight at Barnaby’s warped, vandalized body. The monk jabbed out with his fingers, channeling his ki to bypass the protection of all that heavy steel, striking vulnerable points within Barnaby’s core, in a precise, predetermined sequence.

The chaos of Barnaby’s aura increased exponentially, going wild beyond comprehension. I felt a painful jerk at my neck—and then the pressure was gone, as Barnaby released me. I fell to the floor as all four of the wretched dramatons shrieked and thrashed about. Were they all linked psychically?

The monk was struck by a flailing limb and got knocked outside our circle, but whatever he’d done had profoundly altered Barnaby’s aura. I could see it, faintly, beneath the swirling darkness, something pure and golden. If I could only get to it, I was sure I could do something.

Barnaby whipped his claws about wildly, then froze briefly in some sort of looping stutter. I darted in to tackle-hug one of his arms and was hoisted high into the air, as he regained the ability to move. The limb reached full extension, prepared to bash me into the ground.

“Barnanby, no!” I said. “You don’t want this.”

I saw the true core of Barnaby’s memories with my arcane sense, but I couldn’t reach it. The storm of chaos and insanity tossed the golden thread about. My mental grasp kept falling short. I wasn’t going to catch it in time.

The claw-arm jerked groundward, but stopped short, as all the dramatons froze and fell silent. I wondered at my fortune, then realized it was because they were all listening to something.

Bondi stood in the center of their circle, arms upraised. And she was singing. I recognized that tune.

Barnaby’s your bestest friend
He’ll be true until the end
Any time you’re feeling blue
He’ll send his pot’o gold to you




The four monstrous automatons froze, standing transfixed by the young woman standing between them. The raging maelstrom of the auras calmed, just a little, and the obscured, golden core shone brighter.

“It’s working,” I said. “Keep going!”

And she did. I’d heard the Barnaby’s Gang theme song before, but I didn’t realize it had multiple verses. But it did, and Bondi sang all of them. Into the chorus, bridge, and back to the start, with bagpipe accompaniment joining in on the second verse.

Even as I focused on trying to commune with the dramaton’s ravaged core, I couldn’t help but be transfixed by Bondi’s performance. She had a lovely voice, but usually we had to coax and cajole her to get past her embarrassment about singing in front of people. But she wasn’t holding anything back now, throwing everything she had into her song, laying bare her history with this tune, showing us all the hopelessly lonely little rich girl, who sought comfort and connection in a mass-produced recording, and found it, despite any crass, commercial motives underlying its creation. Bondi took that memory of love and paid it forward, desperately trying to return it to those who’d inspired it, and had lost their way so terribly.

There’s something about a melody that unlocks a memory like nothing else, and it worked on Barnaby’s Gang. The glow of their true selves beamed brighter and brighter, until finally I was able to push past the howling blackness to commune with what lay within. I found what I expected to find, but I still wasn’t prepared for it.

Because little children really, really, really loved Barnaby Leprechaun.

They loved him so fucking much.

Seeing him in person made them so fucking happy.

The love of a child is a pure, powerful, unfiltered, and unbridled thing. Children love without reservation, without control, untempered by the cynicism and guardedness inescapable to adults. Their parents would save up for years to bring the children to Fairburn’s Wonderland, just to bask in the reflected echo of their delight, to experience second-hand the kind of joy and wonder of which they, as adults, were no longer capable of feeling.

And Barnaby’s Gang had been soaking that up, all of that raw emotion, every single day, for decades. Witnessing that was like staring straight into the sun from the deck of an astral ship. It was too much. It was beyond comprehension.

The claw arm lowered, and I slid off, breaking the connection as Bondi finished singing. Nothing had changed to Barnaby’s Gang physically, but to my arcane sense all four of them blazed like angels as they fixed Bondi and I with lucid gazes, their minds finally clear.

“Faith and Begorrah!” said Barnaby, looking at the twisted forms of his companions with dismay. “What have they done to us? What have they made us do? Me dancing shoes won’t fit on these feet! None of this is right. They’ve ruined everything.”

“They’ve taken my fairy wings,” said Madigan. “I can fly no longer. I have no more pixie dust to bless the happy children.”

Cusith and Caitsith could only bark and meow mournfully, as they regarded the evilly mangled forms of their group, so far from what they should be.

“Barnaby—all of you,” said Bondi. “Don’t say that! You’re still you. We can fix you. We can still stop the fiends who did this to you.”

“Ah, thank you, lassie,” said Barnaby. “Tell me, what’s your name?”

“Bondi Nerissa Laguna Anahita… No. It’s… it’s Bondi. Just Bondi.”

“Well, thank you, Bondi,” said Barnaby, with a profound gentleness, as he gently patted her hair with his horrific steel crab-claw. “Thank you so much. For always believing in the magic of Barnaby’s Gang. Even though we’d completely lost ourselves, still you managed to find us, and bring us home. Three cheers for Bondi, everyone—the bravest, the truest, the most loyal, and the most special member of Barnaby’s Gang who ever lived!”

The four dramatons called out “Hip, hip, hooray,” thrice. Mina and I joined in, while Bondi started sobbing.

“Now,” said Barnaby. “It’s time for payback. Barnaby’s Gang, to me! We’re gonna drive these devil feckers out of our precious home, and make it a happy place for children once more! Ready—charrrrge!”

And Barnaby’s Gang turned and tore through the infernal host that had gathered to gawk. The forces of Hell paid for their disrespect to the legacy of Dell Fairburn, as the monstrous appendages they’d grafted to the kindly dramatons now turned against them. Barnaby’s Gang made good on their promise to cleanse their home of its infernal contagion. The black steel limbs cleared a swath through the summoning circle, giving our group a chance to catch our breaths for the first time this battle.

“That was incredibly brave,” I said, as I gave Bondi a quick squeeze and a kiss on the cheek.

“Thank you,” she said, as she brought her breath back under control. There was more to say, but not now. I caught a glimpse of Chiyo staring at us, gobsmacked. I’d have to gloat at her later, assuming we all survived.

I tried to assess the state of the fight. Cusith’s and Caitsith’s mad charges had slowed in the face of stiffer resistance, but Barnaby and Madigan made it all the way to Gorgorroz, stabbing and tearing at his flesh. The devil prince roared and slammed his huge morning star into the altered dramatons, but failed to do much damage to the heavy steel framework integrated into and surrounding their original bodies.

The charge provided respite to Exavoth, who staggered back and dropped his wielder to the floor. Henrietta was covered in grievous wounds, outlined in fire. She fell to one knee and pressed her forehead to hilt of the massive greatsword, which she held one-handed, propped up on its tip. Her other arm dangled uselessly by her side, wreathed in flames. My arcane sense told me the fire was healing her, but it was struggling to keep pace with all the damage she’d sustained.

“EXAVOTH WILL REND YOUR FLESH, BETRAYER,” roared Henrietta. “IN… IN A MOMENT. JUST… JUST A BIT OF A BREATHER, THEN EXAVOTH SHALL FLAY YOUR BITCH ASS.”

I saw the Mantid bard scuttle over to assist Henrietta. Fariyah flew out of my ring to assist her as well, while illusionary doubles appeared all around myself and our allies.

“Good and terrible news, Master,” said Soraya, as she appeared next to me. “I can leave the ring again, but it appears the summoning ritual is nearly complete.”

“A huge number of those cultists slashed their own throats while you were surrounded by those big golems,” said Delara, as she ran to my side. “Fewer enemies, but more problems.”

“Shit,” I said, looking for the control point of the ritual circle. There was the Transplanar Bore, wielded by the head cultist, who was flanked by two of those weird Buer devils, with a trio of leyaks floating overhead.

“We need to take that guy out,” I said. I fired my wand at him, but the the force bolts simply bent around him, as did Chiyo’s, and Eunae’s arrows.

“Strike Team!” said Alicia. “Delara, Mina, Opal, and… you too, I guess,” she said to the leather-clad pirate monk, who’d just bounded up to them. They leapt through Anaya’s portal, emerging right next to their target, but the devils were ready.

The nearest lion-headed fiend spit a blast of fire from its mouth, while the leyaks painted my companions up in rainbow colors, revealing Anaya’s location. The strike team had to stagger back through the portal, having gotten barely any hits in, while a leyak tongue caught Anaya and chomped her, banishing her back to my ring with a lingering arcane sickness.

The team had to wait for Fariyah and Soraya to heal them all, while a wave of heat drew my attention to Gorgorroz. He’d seized Barnaby and was relentlessly blasting him with furnace-flames, so that all the dramaton’s black steel appendages and framework began to glow orange, while Madigan ineffectually flailed at the massive fiend with arms and legs too mangled to work properly. Then Gorgorroz slammed down with his morning star, warping the malleable steel until it bent into the delicate clockwork of the original dramaton, melting and crushing the masterwork created by Chiyo’s uncle, and then Barnaby Leprechaun, so beloved by children, was no more.

Chiyo and Bondi both screamed and fired at Gorgorroz, Bondi using up her final lightning bolt, but it didn’t seem to slow him down much. Meanwhile both Cusith and Caitsith were being swarmed by devils and imps. Sooner or later the dramatons would get hit in their vulnerable cores, and it’d be over.

The healed strike team leapt through Fariyah’s portal, to an empty corner of the room, while a dummy portal opened up near the head cultist to spit out illusionary copies of the team. The Buers and leyaks bit on the distraction while Delara’s real team came out right on top of the cult head. For a second I thought they had him, but nobody expected the Buers to breathe deadly flames directly at their own ally, trusting in the power of his artifact staff to bend space and protect him.

The tactic worked. Our team had to dive back through a portal, and their priest appeared to be only mildly wounded. No, he’d been hurt worse than I thought. He fell to one knee, tore off some soulcoins from his coif, and shoveled them into his mouth.

Shit! I’d forgotten about recovering my soulcoins. I glanced down at my SRT and found it had gone dark. Either my coins had been destroyed or they were on another plane of existence. Well, hopefully all the coins I’d eaten as a T-Rex had fixed me.

That brief distraction caused me to miss a key moment, but I did hear the lead cultist yelp in alarm. I looked up to see the Transplanar Bore sailing through the air, freed from its owner’s grasp. The twisted staff reached a random point on the floor and disappeared—but only for a second, as a leyak lit the area with day-glow colors, revealing Fosca scurrying away, Transplanar Bore in her clutches.

Unfortunately, getting within telekinesis range of the head cultist had brought Fosca too near to Gorgorroz, who closed the distance in a single stride and lashed out with a kick that sent the IBI agent sailing through the air. The precious staff was knocked loose, flying straight into the clutches of the devil prince. That was bad, but I had the presence of mind to turn and shoot the head cultist, who was no longer protected by reality-warping magic.

I caught the cult leader off guard, dropping him before a Buer devil rolled in to block my next few shots, but I didn’t think I’d killed him. Meanwhile, Exavoth charged Gorgorroz from behind, but the giant fiend’s feigned inattentiveness was a trap. He caught the Exavoth with a swift overhand strike, slamming both the Doomblade and his wielder to the floor, then stomped on the pirates’ Mantid bard when it ran up to assist Henrietta.

“Fuck! This is bad,” I heard Calista say. “Do ssomething, Firsst Mate. Throw a bomb!”

“I’m out!” said the Dark Elf.

“No you’re not! You’ve got one right there,” said the lamia, pointing to her subordinate’s bandolier.

The alchemist looked down, then swung her head to glare straight at me, a look of desperation in her eyes.

“Dammit, Firsst Mate—This is an emergency,” said Calista. “Throw it! Throw it now! That’s a godsdamned order!”

Enobaria snarled at me, but turned and hurled her final bomb at Gorgorroz, as ordered. I remembered that exact model of bomb, too, and the realization made my spirits soar. Total victory appeared to be within our grasp, as the anti-magic grenade sailed out in a graceful arc, perfectly aimed at the huge fiend. If that thing detonated anywhere near the Transplanar Bore, it would completely shut it down for at least an hour. That had to be enough of a delay to ruin Gorgorroz’s plans. We would all be able to retreat from this madness and hide.

Time seemed to slow down, as several things happened at once. Gorgorroz somehow recognized the nature of the bomb and swung out with with his morning star, hoping his reach would exceed the grenade’s blast radius. That might’ve worked, but Eunae chose that moment to loose an arrow, her state of flow letting her aim and time the shot perfectly. The deadly missile hit the devil prince right in the wrist, the spring-loaded goblin broadhead snapping open, the reach of the expanding blades multiplied fivefold by Chiyo’s Vicious enchantment, to tear a huge chunk of meat from Gorgorroz’s weapon-arm.

The massive morning star twisted out of its wielder’s grip and flew away, as the anti-magic grenade hit Gorgorroz square in the chest. Immediately his flaming wings disappeared, and he staggered back, releasing the trapped Mantid, whose body suddenly warped and twisted, transforming… into a somewhat larger Mantid?

“Master, look!” said Soraya, and I followed her outstretched finger to realize we hadn’t won yet.

At the very last second, Gorgorroz had thrown the Transplanar Bore high in the air, clear of the antimagic. It spun at the apex of its arc, hanging momentarily, up between the ceiling support beams, before falling earthward. Only for a portal to open up right beneath it, its mate appearing right next to me, sending the Transplanar Bore right into my arms.

“Master, run,” said Soraya, opening another portal right next to me.

I leapt through to emerge in the summer twilight aboveground, in the tunnel running right beneath Vasilissa’s castle. The mood lights had all turned on, as scheduled, and I had a brief moment of deceptive peace and quiet, the beauty of Fairburn’s Wonderland stretching out before me. Then I felt the snapping sensation of Soraya getting banished back to the ring, with the telltale lingering infection of a leyak’s bite.

“Hurry, Master,” said Fariyah, the last surviving genie. “We have to⁠—”

But then a host of arcane tunnels opened all around us, disgorging a wave of charging devils. I jumped through another portal to take me just outside the tunnel entrance, before Fariyah, too, was sent back to the ring. They were getting too good at targeting her. I took advantage of the castle tunnel’s confinement to flood the entire area behind me with the Fire of Baba Yaga, while I took off running.

I wasn’t going to outrun the devil hordes for long, so I had to get out of sight. I threw the Transplanar Bore over a decorative fence, jumped over, and sprinted to a service door leading back into the castle.

“That’s all the fire I have for today, Master,” said the talking skull, returning to hover over my shoulder. “Now I must rest until the morrow.”

Gods damn it! Retrieving my Charm of Unlocking to get the door open felt like it took forever. I had to force myself to calm down and not rush, especially as I had to juggle the unwieldy artifact staff in my off hand, and I could hear the half-scorched infernal army bearing down on my position.

The wave of troops crested over the fence behind me as I finally got the door open and darted inside. The service door shook as the devil legions slammed into it. Which was actually helpful, as the door opened outward, so I was able to throw the deadbolt before the mass of foes manage to reverse their direction.

Inside were stairs, which I started climbing at a brisk pace, only for the door behind me to blow open, as the massive fist of Gorgorroz punched through. I broke into a full sprint, taking the steps two at a time, blindly firing force bolts behind me. My Wand of Force was all I had left. The Transplanar Bore was a powerful weapon, but it felt cold, impersonal, and currently unimpressed with me as its wielder. Overcoming that would require an hour of communion that I didn’t have.

I could siphon off some of its power to apply to my force bolts, but that was it. No, wait—I still had two of Chiyo’s grenades. Tanglefoam. That could work, but I should hold off until the situation was dire. What I really needed was for any of my genies to recover, but the arcane sickness in the ring persisted, and who knew how long it would last.

Behind me, the shrieks of the fiends took a different tone, as a new voice dominated in volume.

“GORGORROZ! WHERE THE FUCK DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING, YOU GIANT FUCKING PUSSY! NO ONE ESCAPES THE WRATH OF EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS!”

Never thought I’d actually be glad to have that guy show up. I let my adrenaline fuel my desperate flight upwards. Gorgorroz was too big to get in here, but the same couldn’t be said for his minions. I heard them scampering up the stairs after me, and they were gaining ground. I waited until the clanging footfalls closed to about ten feet behind me and turned, prepared to hurl the first Tanglefoam grenade. Unfortunately, the lead pursuers were flying imps, who hadn’t been making much sound, and were much closer than I’d expected.

The first imp lunged at me, claws aimed at my face, but I managed to thrust the Transplanar Bore up to counterpunch it in the head. It was awkward, but I had the reach advantage on the four-foot-tall fiend. It fell back, and I used the height advantage granted by the stairs to push-kick it in the chest, then hopped back as more imps charged forward.

That hop saved me, as Gorgorroz’s mighty fist exploded through the wall, trying to catch me, but squashing a few of his own troops instead. I turned and ran, tossing the Tanglefoam grenade behind. I heard the devil prince howl in frustration as his arm got stuck inside the spiral stairwell, blocking it off for my pursuers, while Exavoth took advantage of his foe’s compromised position to get a lot of free hits in.

I raced up the stairs, trying to put as much distance between me and my pursuers as I could. I didn’t get far before the entire tower shuddered, a horrific vibration shaking the steel stairs, as Gorgorroz tore free of his confinement, ripping out a good portion of the lower staircase and castle wall in the process. I’d bought some time, but those imps wouldn’t be stopped by the missing stairs. I redoubled my pace, going round and round, higher and higher, up the center spire of Vasilissa’s Castle, praying for one of my genies to recover so I could portal to a real hiding place.

I reached the top, with nowhere to go but a tiny hatch. I pushed through, to find myself on a narrow, circular battlement surrounding the peaked spire at the top. Everything was about half as big as it should’ve been. Freaking forced perspective messing with me now. I dropped my last Tanglefoam grenade right on top of the exit hatch, sealing it shut. I looked down to see Gorgorroz climbing the castle walls, his flaming wings banished by the anti-magic, all while being harried by Exavoth. The devil sword could scale the walls by punching anchor holes in it with his chain-loops, and he was having great success in hacking at Gorgorroz and impeding his process.

I leaned over and fired off a series of force bolts at the devil prince, hitting him square in the face and doing negligible damage. I switched over to firing Force Cutters at his claw-holds in the castle wall, with much more success, though that turned out to be a mistake, as a swarm of Shedim and imps turned away from Exavoth and flew up to attack me.

The next couple of minutes went by in a blur. I was stuck on a narrow walkway with minimal cover, just a big blob of dark gray Tanglefoam to one side. I put my back to the spire and started blasting away. The flying attackers didn’t have any cover, either, but I had Chiyo’s arcane shield to protect me from their shots. Several times they tried to rush me, but I activated my force blade and slashed away at them, severing their arms when they tried to grab the Transplanar Bore. They tried to grab my sword arm and immobilize it, but Delara had trained me well in this type of grappling. Plus, I could shorten my blade at will, or even change its shape, to twist around and slice my attackers from nearly any angle.

I took some nasty hits as well, though I was able to siphon power from the Transplanar Bore to boost the defense in my force armor. Still, I took a nasty stab to the gut, but I was high on adrenaline and kept fighting. One of the Shedim tried to grab me and lift me off my feet, but I managed to shoot a Force Cutter through its wing, then shove it into the wall of Tanglefoam as it lost its purchase in the air. Actually, a Force Cutter through a wing would effectively one-shot any of my foes, and in seconds I’d cleared the area surrounding the spire.

I looked down to see Gorgorroz slowly making progress up the wall, and nearly collapsed. My abdominal muscles now had a hole in them, and didn’t like being used for anything. I fell back against the spire and took shallow breaths. My adrenaline boost was fading, and the pain was getting harder to ignore. But I’d caught a glimpse of the battle below. The reason my flying foes weren’t being reinforced is that the rest of them were forced to deal with Exavoth, or else Gorgorroz couldn’t climb. But the Shedim and imps were doing their jobs effectively, and Gorgorroz was getting closer.

Carefully I pushed myself up from the spire, using only my arms. If I kept my core totally straight it didn’t hurt as much. It was awkward, but I could stand sideways to the undersized battlement, crane my neck, and fire my wand over the edge without bending my torso. I sent more Force Cutters at Gorgorroz’s handholds, making him scrabble and curse, but he didn’t fall. Bit by bit, despite being harassed by both me and Exavoth, he continued to close the distance.

I was starting to panic, when finally I felt a shift in the ring. Soraya’s arcane sickness had vanished. She still had to undergo her normal recovery process, but that wouldn’t take long. But my relief was short lived, as Gorgorroz roared, gathering his strength for a single, mighty lunge that took him all the way to my perch.

I turned, pressing my wand hand into my gut wound as hard as I could, and ran, kicking off the battlement opposite Gorgorroz, and launching out into space. I saw the rest of the castle pass beneath my feet, far below. Fortunately, Vasillissa’s Castle wasn’t actually all that big, so I managed to clear it in a single jump. The pain in my stomach was blinding, but I didn’t pass out, and that was the important thing. As I fell, I felt Soraya gathering strength. Any second now, and she could heal me. Just had to hold on until then.

The lights of the park stretched out beneath me as I fell, but I had to concentrate on the ground rushing up to meet me. I held out for as long as I dared before activating my Slow Fall charm. Even with that sudden deceleration, the jolt from landing was excruciating. My knees buckled and I fell to the pavement, even as I felt Soraya fully re-form.

I breathed a sigh of relief, and then a meteor hit me from above. I writhed on my back, the pain from my stomach expanding tenfold. I was barely aware of the Transplanar Bore being wrenched from my grasp. I looked up to see Gorgorroz holding it, sneering as he raised a single clawed foot, prepared to stomp down and end my life for good.

“NO ESCAPE MEANS NO ESCAPE, BITCH!” said Exavoth, as he plummeted down from above, tearing a nasty gash in the devil prince’s shoulder, knocking him away from me.

Then the entire world shifted, and I found myself staring up at an unfamiliar ceiling. Soraya had opened a portal right beneath me, taking me to another random backstage. My entire stomach felt like it was on fire. I tried to lift my head to see what happened, only for Soraya to slap her hand on my forehead, with surprising intensity.

“Master! Do NOT move,” she said. “Please, if you love me, do not move. Not a muscle. You have to hold perfectly still. Please, Master!”

Reflexively I twitched my fingers, but otherwise, I forced myself to comply. Soraya and I had been through some stuff, but I’d never heard her this panicked before. The searing agony in my stomach was only getting worse, and beyond that, it felt… strange, in way that was completely new to me. Normally, this was where Soraya’s healing magic would take the pain away.

“Yes, I will heal you, Master,” she said. “But I… first, I have to put your intestines back together, and then back into your body cavity.”

Again, I fought the urge to raise my head. Looking at the damage wouldn’t help, and Soraya had already told me not to move. I just had to endure. Take shallow breaths. Panicking wouldn’t help. Worrying wouldn’t help. Trust Soraya. Soraya could fix me. Soraya knew what she was doing.

The process felt like it took forever, but it actually wasn’t more than a minute or two. Still, she couldn’t apply any general healing magic until she’d gotten my entrails completely sorted and arranged, and I had to just deal with that pain until she did. I ground my teeth together as tears leaked from my eyes. It was like I’d swallowed multiple branding irons and had to lie there while I was cooked from the inside.

Finally the blazing torment abated and I felt cool relief flood my core. I tried to look up then, only for Fariyah to push back down on my forehead once more.

“Not yet, Master,” she said. “Give us another minute or two.”

At some point, all my genies had reformed. Good thing, too. I felt them pull the skin of my stomach together and pour healing magic into my midsection. They did this for another solid minute before they finally let me sit up. All the pain had gone, but I still felt strange. And exhausted. I never wanted to go through anything like that ever again.

“You’re fine, Master,” said Soraya, smiling through her tearstained face. “It was close, but you’re going to be fine. Now, wait here. We’re going to get the others and then we’re going to find somewhere to hide.”

Yes. That made sense. It was time to listen to Chiyo. We’d done all we could, and if it wasn’t enough, well—that was just too bad. Continuing to fight would just get more people killed, if it hadn’t already.

But there was one bit that was wrong.

“I’m coming too,” I said. “To help evacuate. We collect the group and portal out.”

The part about me staying behind had been the ring talking. I was getting better at noticing that. I trusted Soraya, but I didn’t trust the ring. I wasn’t going to let it tell me what to do.

“Yes, Master,” said Soraya, and opened a portal into chaos.

I jumped through. Part of me was reeling with astonishment at how I wasn’t even sore, despite what I’d been through, but I pushed that thought down. Focus on survival.

I emerged into a knot of my allies: Kint, Mar, Bondi, Eunae, the weird pirate monk, and a black-hooded halfling, all surrounding Alicia, kept alive by her holy aura. Instantly, illusionary copies of everyone burst forth to confuse the devils who’d been so near to overwhelming everyone.

I saw another knot of activity and picked out Mina, Delara, Opal, Chiyo, Enobaria, the Mantid, and Calista in their own formation, which also received illusionary support. I didn’t see Omiros or Fosca anywhere, but—no, there was Fosca. Her motionless body was being trampled on by a whole squad of devils. The Amazons were fighting like mad to reach her, ignoring Chiyo’s desperate pleas to give up, that it was too late, while the rest of their group simply clumped together for safety.

In the center of the room, Gorgorroz and Exavoth squared off, two bloodied, exhausted, punch-drunk fighters, weaving about on their feet. Exavoth lunged, but Gorgorroz twisted so Henrietta charged straight into his rising knee-strike. She fell to the floor and got kicked clear across the room, but the devil prince screamed and collapsed to ground, having just gotten a third of his foot sliced off.

Trailing blood, Gorgorroz crawled a short distance, shoved the Transplanar Bore into the hands of the head cultist, who also appeared wounded, grabbed them both, and propped them up at the main ritual control point.

“Oh, that’s bad,” I said to our group. “We’re getting out. Everyone⁠—”

“You leave,” said Alicia. “I stay.”

Before I could argue further, the cultist spoke words of power, opening a huge tear in reality, right in the room’s center, shoving a great mass of devils aside. Flames and the stench of sulfur leaked through from the other side.

“Yes! Yes!” cried Gorgorroz, his fist upraised, though he lacked the ability to stand. “I’ve done it! I’ve finally done it! The tunnel is complete! All your interference has been for naught! Cower, puny mortals, as the forces of Hell shall raze this world and… Oh, FUCK!”

Gorgorroz’s expression shifted from triumph into terrified horror as squads of winged devil women poured through the dimensional portal. These looked a lot like Diellza, only they were more practically dressed, wearing conventional black armor, while wielding scourges and spiked whips. One in particular, a stunning, seven-foot-tall figure of a woman, spotted Gorgorroz and charged straight at him.

The devil prince tried to flee, limp-hopping in a blind panic, but she slammed into the back of his head and knocked him on his belly, while the other women attacked Gorgorroz’s forces, cracking their whips and herding the fiends into whimpering clumps at the edges of the space.

“No, wait! I—Gurrggk!” said Gorgorroz, as his assailant stood between his shoulder blades, lashing her barbed whip around his throat like a garrote and then yanking it back and forth like a wire saw. In seconds she’d cut all the way through his throat and massive neck muscles like they were soft cheese, until only his spine still connected his head to his body. The devil woman reached down, grabbed Gorgorroz’s horns and yanked hard, until his head separated from the rest of his carcass, taking a good chunk of his backbone along with it.

“All right, listen up, you scumbag fuckers!” said the devil woman, holding her bloody trophy aloft. “You see what I just did to your leader? Would you like me to do that to you? No? Then throw down your arms and surrender, right fucking now! So says Major General Nomiki, leader of the Erinyes, also known as the Furies, in service to the Council of Hell!”


Chapter 26
Armistice


Nomiki glared at the cowering masses of Gorgorroz’s army, the statuesque Fury dominating everyone with her mere presence.

“All right, which of you rat-fuckers was Number Two on the hierarchy? Step forward, or—Oh, no you don’t!”

Diellza, who’d been trying to discreetly sidle towards the exit, turned and broke into a run, only for Nomiki to lash out with her spiked whip. It wrapped around the succubus’ throat, yanking her clean off her feet. The Fury reeled her catch in, as Diellza kicked and spat, only to end up facedown on the floor, with Nomiki’s boot on the back of her neck.

For a second, I thought we were going to get another decapitation, but the Fury withdrew her whip, banished the barbs from it, and then began cracking it on Diellza’s mostly bare behind. The succubus screamed in protest—at first, but by the third strike, the noises Diellza made took on an entirely different tone. Rather than attempting to flee, the succubus eagerly stuck her shapely rump in the air, wiggling it about in wanton invitation for further abuse. That was when Nomiki ceased her assault, looking down on her victim with haughty disdain.

“You. Slut. You’re mine now,” said Nomiki. “I’ll be relieving my stress on you later, but in the meantime, you do exactly what I say. Understand?”

“Oh, yes, Mistress,” said Diellza, as she twitched her ass about, sounding positively delighted at this new development.

“That’s ‘Major General’ to you, Slut,” said Nomiki, kicking her in the face. “And stop touching yourself. You come when I say you do, and not a moment before.”

Diellza pouted a bit at that, but said, “Yes, Major General,” before leaning back down to start licking Nomiki’s boots with her forked tongue.

The Fury ignored her as she moved on to the next bit of business.

“Right. Is there anyone here who can act as a representative of the Pantheon? We need to talk, like, right fucking now.”

“I can,” said Alicia. “Once the infernal dome above is removed.”

“Right, so who can do that?” said Nomiki. “Speak up.”

“He can, Major General,” said Diellza, pointing at the head cultist, who was lying on the floor, clutching the Transplanar Bore, breathing with great difficulty, his coin-coif completely gone.

Nomiki strode over to him, hauled him up off his feet, and shoved a vial of brackish liquid in his mouth. The man coughed and sputtered, but the healing magic did its job, and he landed on his feet when she dropped him.

“I am Mael Durand,” said the cultist. “High Founder of the Society of⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up,” said Nomiki, slapping him hard across the face. “Do I look I give a fuck? Do I? Your name is Mud, and you work for me now. So get this accursed barrier down, right fucking now, before I start tearing strips off your miserable hide. And I do mean that literally.”

Mael reeled and turned pale, but he recovered enough to stutter, “Y-yes, Major General,” and scuttle over to the ritual control point, while Diellza brushed up against Nomiki’s thigh-high armored boots like a cat, on her hands and knees.

Nomiki ignored her, glaring at Mael, who deactivated the barrier in a shockingly short amount of time. I wasn’t sure what I thought about this devil general, but she sure did know how to motivate people.

I felt the banishment of the infernal dome like a huge weight being removed from my shoulders. But the reaction from Alicia was much more dramatic. She tipped her head back as brilliant white light poured out from her eyes, mouth, and nostrils. The rapture lasted only a few seconds before the paladin recovered her senses, the brilliance fading to illuminate just her irises.

“I, Alicia Oakheart, have hereby been authorized to speak for this emergency instance of the Conclave of the Pantheon,” she said, her voice reverberating throughout the underground space. “As appointed representative, I hereby call for Armistice, according to the holy and unholy accords of the Divine. Does the authorized representative of Hell concur?”

“The authorized representative of Hell concurs,” said Nomiki, pulling out a dagger and slicing it across her palm, while Alicia did the same.

They clasped their bloody hands together and spoke in unison. “Thus, by the Divine Laws of Heaven and Hell, do we declare Armistice. Let the grounds, rivers, seas, and skies of this place be Hallowed, free from all Violence, upon fear of Smiting.”

A nova of titanic magical energy exploded out from the two figures, though it washed over me with no apparent effect. Then I heard a scream from behind me, as Enobaria fell to the floor, her body wreathed in both flames and lightning, her rapier half-drawn from her scabbard. So that was what Smiting looked like. Good thing for me.

I watched the pirates drag the Dark Elf away and pour one of her last remaining healing potions down her throat, while my genies spread out to administer aid to our crew. But not everyone was in a state to be healed.

At the far side of the room, Fariyah discovered the corpse of Omiros, in a state that would require a closed-casket funeral. Nearby, Delara knelt next to Mina, who had Fosca’s bloodied head pillowed on her lap. Sadly, Mina reached down and gently closed the IBI agent’s sightless eyes for the last time.

That one stung. She’d been so lively and cute. Of the heroes who’d volunteered to help us, only Eunae had survived. She stood alone, staring off into space. I wanted to give her a hug, but was that appropriate? I’d barely spoken to her.

We did win, Master, thought Soraya. And it could’ve gone far worse for us.

That was true. Selfishly, I was relieved that I hadn’t lost a single lover or good friend. We’d prevented a massive war from engulfing the entirety of Shattered Zemyah. How many lives had we saved? Hundreds of thousands?

I’d say, more like millions, Master.

Yeah, that was huge. But the numbers didn’t register the same way the loss of our allies did, especially Fosca. Victory still felt hollow. Mostly, I was just exhausted.

But the negotiations between the two divine representatives continued, regardless of anyone’s feelings.

“The Pantheon has conferred and made a decision,” said Alicia. “For peace to continue, this offense needs to never have happened. But, issues of justice aside, keeping such a secret will be impossible, given the thousands of murders that have already occurred. These victims hailed from every corner of Shattered Zemyah, with family members numbering in the hundreds of thousands. Hiding such a loss is infeasible, even for the gods.”

“Oh, here it is,” grumbled Nomiki, “I knew this shit was coming.”

“Therefore, all innocents who have lost their lives to the aggression of Hell this day must be returned,” said Alicia. “Hell must undo the damage it has done, or peace will be impossible.”

“Ughhh, do you know how expensive that shit is?” said Nomiki. “Hey, can we go half-and-half on that? You did see me saw that fucker’s head off and stop the war, right? You’re telling me that’s not worth something?”

“It is worth us sitting down and negotiating with you at all,” said Alicia. “The offense came from your side. Thus, paying the cost falls on you. This is not negotiable. It is a prerequisite for these talks continuing in any form.

“As we speak, members of the Pantheon are pleading with our Hawks to stay their wrath. The forces of Gaidoimos and Rai-Kazuki have mustered and are fully prepared to storm the Gates of Hell. This incursion has been an unacceptable insult to their honor as war-gods. Talking them down will be impossible while the injury persists.”

Insult to their honor? That’s what these gods cared about? But… wait. They were talking about “undoing the damage.” They couldn’t possibly mean… Well, resurrection magic existed, but it was incredibly rare, reserved for the rich and famous, and sometimes not even for them. But thousands of people had died today. For every single one to be brought back to life… Well, these were gods we were talking about, but would they really…?

“Oh, ‘we have to hold our hotheads back,’ huh?” said Nomiki. “All right. Fine. But we’re not including those shithead Society people. Those are ours and we’re keeping them.”

Alicia’s eyes turned pure white for a few seconds.

“Merkisha, Goddess of Mercy, objects.”

“Fucking really?”

“She maintains that all sentient creatures have the capacity to repent and mend their ways,” said Alicia. “This opportunity should not be denied to those misguided souls who have turned to Hell out of financial desperation.”

“Financial desperation? You mean, greed, right?” said Nomiki, with a sneer. “And I thought you people wanted this to stay secret? How’s that going to work if you leave a group of a thousand-plus bitter, coin-crazy idiots running around the mortal plane blabbing about how they all got screwed over? Because that’s what they’re gonna do.”

Alicia’s eyes flashed for another minute before subsiding.

“Merkisha, Goddess of Mercy, withdraws her objection.”

“Well, yippee for her,” said Nomiki. “Fine. Let’s get this shit over with.”

“You formally agree to the terms?” said Alicia.

“Yes, I formally agree to the shitty fucking terms.”

“Then the compact is struck,” said Alicia, reaching out to clasp Nomiki, forearm to forearm.

Nomiki bared her teeth in a snarl as dark red flames flowed up through the floor to consume her figure. The conflagration traveled down her arm into Alicia’s, where the crimson fire turned pure white, which she sucked in through her mouth and nose.

The paladin took three deep breaths, absorbing an unimaginably huge amount of divine magic. Each breath increased her luminance, until she became too painful to view directly. The space beneath Vasilissa’s Castle turned brighter than day, all colors getting blown out, every object casting long, harsh, ink-black shadows in response to the new underground sun.

The brilliance intensified, to the point where I began to worry for everyone’s safety, then hit a crescendo, exploding outwards in a wave of holy energy that dwarfed anything I’d ever experienced, before or since. The wave washed over me, overwhelming my arcane sense. For a second it felt like my body had disappeared, and my consciousness had expanded to encompass the entire universe. I looked down upon my physical form from on high , beyond the orbit of Azulver, from beyond any sane metric of human comprehension.

Then I was returned to my flesh, every cell in my body enervated and vibrating, while all around me, pillars of light resolved into people, and then all chaos broke out.

Eunae went wide-eyed as she approached her father, reaching out hesitantly, afraid of trusting her eyes, afraid that this might be some sort of cruel hoax. But her hand made solid contact with his robes, and she broke down in tears, leaning into her father’s chest, as he gently rubbed her shoulders.

Nearby, the joyous cries of the resurrected Iannou brothers echoed across the basement space, as they embraced and kissed each other on both cheeks. A few yards away, Atticus staggered and yelped out in protest, as Fosca hung off his neck, bawling her eyes out, while Mina hung off of Fosca’s neck, also bawling her eyes out, while Delara stood nearby, patiently stroking her partner’s back.

Another yell came from Henrietta, some weird nonsense word, as a giant shark-faced motherfucker popped into being next to her. She ran to hug him, impacting with a slimy splat, while he looked about in wall-eyed incomprehension.

Holy shit. They’d really done it. They’d saved everyone, just like that. All that death—just erased. My mind went to Matsutaka Mom, left alone and abandoned in that alleyway. Matsutaka Mom was going to be okay. I could see it in my mind—she was going to get up, be all embarrassed about her messy state, run to a restroom to clean herself up, and then… and then she’d find her family, who’d be so happy, to have their mom back, after thinking she was gone. They’d be so, so….

I blinked out tears, at the thought of it, while Soraya smiled and wrapped her arms around me. Why was that the thing that got me? Thinking about some stranger? For all I knew, the woman was an absolute viper.

“Perhaps, Master,” said Soraya. “But even so, there are many other families being reunited all across the park right now. I’m sure many of them aren’t perfect. But, they are whole, once again, and that is a great thing. What you’ve done here is amazing. I’m so proud of you, Master.”

Well, I hardly thought I deserved all the credit, or even most of it, but before I could argue the point, Chiyo came up to me, an odd look on her face.

“Okay, dude, we need to talk.”

That wasn’t ominous at all, was it? But I agreed, and we stepped away from the others, who were focused on welcoming back the recently deceased members of our team.

“Right,” said Chiyo. “I need you to explain exactly what the hell you did to those Barnaby’s Gang dramatons. Because none of that should’ve worked.”

Oh, was that all? I was actually looking forward to this, then. I launched into an explanation about the way certain magical items could absorb emotions and develop quasi-personalities. I started with Barnaby, then went back to the Rat Bonk colony, then the Six Cups, and especially the Sandcat, going into a lot of detail about all the things it had done for us on its own. Oh, but the very first time I’d noticed the phenomenon was with an ancient magical sex toy that I’d found in the harem of the Amazon Queen, when I’d been fulfilling my Stud duties with one of her top concubines.

That last bit earned me a long, dumbfounded stare from Chiyo, before she rubbed a hand over her face and shook her head.

“The fucking life you lead, dude.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t believe it, if it hadn’t happened,” I said. “But anyway, that’s where I got the idea for upgrading my cock ring. And it’s how I learned about the phenomenon of absorbed emotion in older magical items.”

“Yeah. That’s not actually a thing,” said Chiyo.

“What? You’re still saying that?” I said, incredulously. “After what you just saw?”

“Calm down, dude,” said Chiyo. “I mean, it’s not a thing generally. It does seem to be a thing with you. That’s the common element you’re missing. In each of these instances, you were in close contact with these items. You’ve got some kind of special ability that’s making these things happen.”

Huh? Could that be possible? I thought back through all the events, seeing them in a new light.

“Wait,” I said. “The Rat Bonk event happened even though I wasn’t communing with that colony at all.”

“Yeah, that was just some fae enchantment working on those things,” said Chiyo. “Totally separate phenomenon. But the rest was you. Either you’re drawing out their psychohistory like you think you are, or you’re imagining the emotions you think should be there and projecting them into these devices. Either way, it wouldn’t work without you involved. I could sense it. Those corrupted dramatons were all insane murderers up until the point you decided they were the guardians of the smiles of children everywhere.”

“It really feels like it’s the first option,” I said. “Like, with the sex toy, it knew things I didn’t. Sex tricks. I was with a really experienced concubine, and we turned her into a helpless pile of jelly”

“Yeah?” said Chiyo. “Or maybe you’re actually that good, and believing you were following an imaginary expert gave you the confidence to go all-out.”

“You seriously think that?”

“Yeah?” said Chiyo. “You didn’t have that dildo earlier today, and you left me and Opal feeling pretty well jellied on your own. Oh, and how’s Mina’s ‘Circlet of the Mental Fortress’ been working, huh?”

“Perfectly, from what I can tell. She resisted that succubus, and… oh,” I said, realizing what Chiyo was getting at.

“You think you’re so much smarter than her?” said Chiyo. “Anybody can fall for the placebo effect. And I’m not even saying that’s what happening. I’m saying it’s possible.”

“I’m not sure which one it is, either, Master,” said Soraya, answering my unspoken question. “I can witness your surface thoughts, but I don’t have any more insight into this sort of thing than you do.”

“Anyway, you’ve got some kind of inherent, mutual affinity for magical items, and it… Oh, fuck! Opal! Now it makes sense.”

“What?” I said. “What makes sense?”

“Are you kidding? She was all over you,” said Chiyo. “From the minute you crashed through my window. Ooh, Zain! Why don’t you examine my crotch? Ooh, now you’re turning me on. Now test me from the inside! Seriously, that was weird. You didn’t think that was weird?”

“I’m, ahh… accustomed to dealing with really forward women,” I said.

“You…” Chiyo stared at me, as the realization hit her. “You totally fucking are, aren’t you? That’s… here I was thinking how you had to be some kind of sex machine, but you’re not actually the special one, are you? They are! Because they’re the ones who are into this arrangement.”

“That’s somewhat true,” said Soraya. “But also, Master really is quite the sex machine. And he did make the first move with Bondi. Who did require some coaxing to join our group.”

“Yeah?” said Chiyo. “And how long did that take?”

“Uhh… three days, I think?” I said. It had felt like longer, at the time.

“They were very intense days,” said Soraya, smiling at Chiyo’s sour expression. “Life-and-death struggles. Those tend to lower inhibitions.”

“And I kind of figured Opal’s lack of inhibitions had to do with being an android,” I said. “Spending her life cooped up in a lab.”

“Eh? Dude, that was only for the past month, when things got crazy,” said Chiyo. “She’s been out before. Around the park, and Pantanoro City. You’re not the first cute guy she’s met. She’s never acted remotely like that with anyone else before—besides me.”

“Well, she did say that her intuition told her to trust me,” I said. “But also, she said that she could tell that you liked me, and she wanted to get us together.”

“Hmph,” said Chiyo. “Here’s something I learned, from studying those philosophy books. People think that they make decisions based on reasoning things out beforehand. But actually, people make their decisions first and then reason out the justifications later. That’s what happened here.”

Was that the only reason Opal liked me? Because I had some kind of ability?

“Oh, don’t look so sour,” said Chiyo. “It’s fine. Everybody does that shit. You like me because I got a bitty little waist and a big fat ass. So what?”

“I like you for more than that,” I said.

“Yeah, but my ass was the first thing you noticed, wasn’t it?”

“You had a mask over your face,” I countered.

“And you admitted, in a truth field, that I could’ve been ugly as fuck and you’d still have wanted to tap this,” she said, pointing at her rump.

“Uhhh…” I said, intelligently.

“And I told you, it’s fine,” she said. “Your mistake is thinking everybody has to be all noble and idealistic and shit, all the time, when that’s not how any of us work. And my point is, none of it is fair. You think I did anything to earn this ass? This is just how Banghur made me. I do not work out.

“And even that Delara, she might say that she worked for her body, and that’s kinda true. But some other chick might come along and do Delara’s exact same workout routine, for the same period of time. Only, instead of ending up all ’sexy muscle goddess,’ she just looks like a tank with tits. Because life just ain’t fucking fair.

“So who cares? I got the ass I got, and you got an ability that makes Opal instantly want to jump on your dick. And maybe Opal only likes me because I built her. You think that never occurred to me? But, so what? We are who we are, and Opal’s happy, regardless, so why beat ourselves up over shit that we have no control over? Whinging over this crap won’t make nobody’s life any better.”

“I’d have to concur with that, Master,” said Soraya. “We’ve seen how fleeting happiness can be. Best to seize it while we have it.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said. Part of me rebelled at the crassness of Chiyo’s thinking, but I couldn’t logically refute any of it. Maybe I really was just being stubborn and idealistic.

“But anyway, we need to figure out exactly what this ability of yours is and exactly what it can do,” said Chiyo. “It may have saved us this time, but running around ignorant is dangerous. Next thing I know, you’ll try to hug it out with some berserk war golem and get chopped to bits. And then I’ll be real sad.

“After we get out of here, we need to check in with my guild. Probably they’ve got someone who’s heard of your kinda mojo. And I can formally register you as my apprentice, so we can get that out of the way, too.”

Well, that was a lot at once.

“I’m your apprentice, now?”

“What, you don’t wanna?”

I didn’t have to think about it very hard. Chiyo knew a lot more about artificing than me, but mostly, being her apprentice ensured we’d be staying together long-term. But… wait⁠—

“I’m joining your guild?” I said. “It was the Goblin Tinkers, right?”

“Yeah, and?” said Chiyo, crossing her arms. “You’ll be studying goblin artificing, so that makes you a goblin tinker. We’re not a bunch of racist fuck-heads.”

Part of me wanted to protest that there shouldn’t be “goblin artificing” or “human artificing.” It should be the same for everyone. But that seemed naively idealistic, given that goblin achievements had been cut out of my “general” textbook.

That omission wasn’t just an insult to goblins—it had hurt me as well. I’d spent a considerable amount of time re-inventing the wheel while modifying my blastpipe, instead of just looking up the answers I needed and getting better, more optimized results. I’d gone into Zargedon poorly-rested and underprepared because of High Arcanist Killroy’s apparent prejudice towards goblins.

But, by apprenticing to Chiyo, I’d gain access to a host of knowledge I wouldn’t get otherwise—to say nothing of her own considerable, personal achievements. I’d have to be a real idiot to pass that up. And, after studying under her for a while, I might be in a position to start fixing some of the unnatural and unhelpful separation between the knowledge bases of different races.

“Okay, if I’m welcome, I’ll happily join the Goblin Tinkers,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “Just, ahh… when they interview you, try not to let on that we’re fucking.”

“Is that against the rules?”

“Nnnoo… it’s not against any rules,” she said. “But they might call my judgement into question. I mean, don’t lie and try to hide it, neither. That’ll make things worse. It’s just… it ain’t their business, so no need to bring it up, right?”

“Sure,” I said. “Sounds good.”

I had to wonder at what the interview process for a goblin guild might be like, but before I could get too far, the rest of our group convened around us, for some post-fight hugs and commiseration. We hadn’t lost anyone, even temporarily. For that, we had luck, but mostly our genies, to thank. And it was all our original crew, plus Opal and Chiyo, as Alicia and the volunteers were all doing their own things.

I got quiet as the other girls chatted away. This whole nasty situation had resolved itself better than I could’ve possibly expected. All the innocents who’d died had been saved. In all of recorded history, I’d never heard of such an event happening. But it had happened here. I should be overjoyed. And I had got a bit of that emotion, earlier. Now I just felt somewhat disconnected and drained. It took me longer than it should’ve to realize that Mina wasn’t with us.

“Oh, she’ll be along,” said Delara, with an amused smile, and indeed she was, strolling up arm-in-arm with Fosca, grinning ear-to-ear.

“Hey, hey,” said Mina. “Does someone have a small necklace-chain? Or a cord, or a string?”

Bondi had a chain, which she handed to Mina, who immediately strung it through a familiar charm, handed to her by Fosca, whose tail was wagging furiously.

“Hold it up! Show everybody,” said Fosca, and they did, brandishing their matching Golden-Beetle-themed “Best Friends Forever” charms.

“Oh?” said Opal. “You seem to have changed your opinion from earlier.”

“What?” said Mina. “I dunno what you’re talking about. Us being friends is just obvious. Look, Ears!”

Mina pointed up at her cat ears as she and Fosca clonked their skulls together.

“Tails,” cried Fosca, and they bumped their hips together.

“Ears-and-tails buddies!” they said in unison, beaming at the rest of our group.

“Oh, how delightful,” said Soraya. “You know, we should all set down and chat over dinner.”

“Oh, that sounds great,” said Fosca. “But I’ve still got to work. We still haven’t talked to Rosa Galeria, and that was our whole ding-dang point for coming out here in the first place.”

“Who?” said Bondi.

“A Senator’s daughter. Reported missing,” said Fosca. “We’ve got a tracker that says she’s still in the park. We just have to follow it, but Alicia wanted to talk to Atticus about a bunch of stuff before she’ll let us go. Oh, dangit. Looks like they’ve got that sorted already.”

Indeed, Special Agent Corbaxe stomped over, the process of death and resurrection not having improved his general surliness one bit. He did lighten his expression, just a bit, as he thanked us all for exceptional heroism and service to the Polonic Imperium, along with the entirety of Shattered Zemyah. Then the moment passed and he was growling at Fosca to get moving so they could finally close this misbegotten case.

Fosca complied, but not before giving her new bestie a long goodbye hug. And then a second one, for good measure. And then a third one, for the road. And then a fourth, though that one was interrupted by Atticus putting his foot down and dragging his partner away, while she merrily waved at Mina the whole while.

“Did you happen to ask her what hotel she was staying at?” said Delara. “If you need to re-connect later?”

“No need,” said Mina. “She’s straight.”

“She is? Really?” said Delara, staring at the retreating dogkin, unable to hide her incredulity.

“That’s what she said,” said Mina, with a shrug.

“Well,” said Delara. “If she says so. Still, you might want… eh?”

Delara turned to regard a new figure advancing on us, each step precise and careful, with an expression like a heart attack, while the lamia pirate trailed anxiously behind.

“Excuse me,” said Enobaria to Delara, her smile forced and brittle. “But I couldn’t help notice that armband you wear. It looks like a coat of arms.”

“That’s right,” said Delara. “It was a gift from my father, from before I was born.”

“Ah, yes,” said the Dark Elf. “A proud lineage, no doubt. Because you called out his name, during the battle. What was it again? Sir Ben something?”

“Sir Benoit Levesque, Knight-Errant of the Kingdom of Kayaux.”

At that, Enobaria smiled a real smile. The effect was the opposite of reassuring. Without a word, she turned and walked away.

“Uh, rude,” said Mina. “And creepy as hell. And… oh, what’s this now?”

Calista had ignored her crewmate and slithered towards us. I reminded myself that there was a divinely-enforced truce forbidding all violence. Not that the pirate in question seemed all that menacing. Actually, she seemed weirdly friendly.

“Hello, everyone,” she said, a great, cheery smile on her face. “I’m Calissta, by the way. Calissta Gataki. Not our firsst meeting, for mosst of you, but definitely our firsst time sspeaking. Except for Bondi, of course. I ssee you finally followed my advice about proper begging and made up with that artifact crown of yours. Good job! Sscale Sissters, high five!”

The lamia raised her hand up in front of Bondi, who stared at her, utterly gobsmacked.

“Wait,” I said to Bondi. “She was the one who got you to reconcile with the Dragon Crown? You never told us that.”

“Um! Well—that’s… I’m sure I don’t know what she’s talking about,” said Bondi, turning even redder. “I mean, she did say some stuff to me, but… b-but it’s not like I did anything beneath a princesses’ dignity, like breaking down crying while pleading for forgiveness or anything!”

“Oh, really?” said Calista, grinning even wider. “Sso you did it all on your own, then? That’s sstill worth a congratulatory high-five, right? C’mon, don’t leave me hanging, here. My arm’s about ready to fall off, already.”

Bondi looked too flustered to form a coherent reply, so she reached out and high-fived the pirate, if only to end the awkwardness.

“You’ll have to forgive us,” said Delara. “It’s true that we were just recently allied against the forces of Gorgorroz. Even so, it’s rather odd having you waltz over like you’re a regular acquaintance when you’ve tried to kill us in the past. And, in the future, no doubt. Or has your leader given up on his desire to take Soraya from us?”

“Ah, nope. You’ve got me there, for sure,” said Calista. “But it’s not like I hold any grudges towards you folks, in particular. I do what Chernobog ssays, or he’ll eat me alive—literally. It’s nothing persssonal. Jusst businesss.”

Well, it sure seemed personal for Enobaria. As soon as the thought reached my mind, it occurred to me that this was a rare opportunity to set the record straight, about me and the alchemist’s late sister.

“I don’t know what difference this makes,” I said. “But the last time I saw Varia, she was still alive. Somebody else must’ve killed her, then framed me for it. That’s the gods-honest truth.”

“Oh, we know that,” said Calista, which was the last thing I’d expected to hear from her.

“What do you mean, ‘you know that?’” I said. “And did anyone tell Enobaria? Because, back on Zargedon, she seemed pretty fucking convinced that I was responsible.”

“Ah,” said Calista. “Yeah. Well, with her… it’s lesss about what happened, and more about jusst needing ssomeone to blame. Emotionally, I mean.”

“I’m sorry, this is very confusing,” said Opal, speaking for me, as well. “I confess that I don’t know the details, but wouldn’t it make more sense, even emotionally, to blame the person who was actually responsible for this person’s death?”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s… tricky,” said Calista. “A complicated sssituation. But, never mind that unpleasantnesss—how’re you doing?” she said to me. “You look well. Different than the picture we’ve got of you. Ssay, have you been working out recently?”

“Yes, extensively,” I said, noting the pirate’s gaze had dropped down from my face.

When Gorgorroz had gutted me, he’d completely destroyed the front of my robes, so my chest and stomach were completely bare. Suddenly I became more aware of Calista, as well. She’d just been through a gory battle, so her green hair was a bit of a mess, but she’d done a decent job of clearing most of the gunk off her face, along with the three paint stripes all Scourge pirates wore.

She wasn’t as beautiful as Soraya or Delara, but her features had a raw sensuality to them that was extremely appealing. Her torso was covered with scale mail, definitely enchanted and therefore pristine. The scales were both small and fine, with nearly the same flexibility as chain mail, which meant that the armor clung to the lamia’s curves and outlined her generous endowments in a very flattering way.

Likely the magic allowed for an unusually thin gambeson, probably integrated with the mail as a single piece. The mail was significantly longer in front than on the sides, so there was just a tiny sliver of exposed, pale flesh around her hips, at the border of the scale armor and her natural scales. Honestly, it was pretty sexy… and that’s when I forced my gaze back up to her face, reminding myself that this was a deadly enemy, regardless of how friendly she was pretending to be.

It didn’t seem like she’d noticed anything, probably because she still had her eyes focused below my neck. Wait, huh? Well, that was… honestly, I wasn’t sure about how I felt about that. I was tempted to say, “My eyes are up here,” but that would be really hypocritical, wouldn’t it? Especially given what I’d just been doing. Turnabout was fair play, after all.

Before I could think of anything clever to say, Mina pressed up to my side and slapped a hand over my bare belly, fixing Calista with a grin that exposed her sharp canines.

“You can look all you like, but you can’t touch,” said Mina. “This is our Stud, and our Captain. Go get your own.”

“Oh, is that what this is about?” said Delara, fixing Calista with a cool regard. “Well, I can sympathize with desiring such valuable seed, at the very least. And normally, we wouldn’t mind sharing our Stud—but you’re too much of a risk. No, we can’t allow that, even with a magically-enforced truce in place. You could use his semen to track him later. Completely unacceptable.”

“Wh-what? I… what the fuck?” sputtered Calista, off-balance for the first time since we’d met. “Wait… you call him Ssstud? That’s… both of you are fucking him?”

“Of course we are,” said Delara. “It’s more surprising that you’re surprised, to be honest.”

“That’s… wait,” said Calista, turning to Bondi. “Are you fucking him, too?”

“I…! I-I’m…,” said Bondi, as she turned bright pink, “That… Th-that is a highly inappropriate, and p-personal question, madame. Who I choose to… or, or don’t choose to….”

“You totally are!” said Calista. “You’re totally fucking him!”

“Oh, yes. Me. My turn,” said Opal, raising her hand. “Chiyo and I are also fucking Zain. He fucked us several times, just a few hours ago. It was extremely satisfying. In fact, both of us orgasmed so intensely that we briefly lost consciousness. I’d say⁠—”

“Opal!” said Chiyo. “Oversharing.”

“I am?” said Opal, furrowing her brow. “I confess that I’m confused. I thought we were all discussing sex.”

Chiyo sighed, as Soraya, Anaya, and Fariyah pressed themselves up against me, while Calista outright fumed, glaring at me for some weird reason.

“O… Okay, lisssten up, Captain Happy Trails.”

“Captain what?” I said.

“I don’t know how you run your crew,” she continued, “But on my ship, we keep things professional. Ressponsssible. No fraternization between the ranks. And definitely no fucking. That shit can desstroy crew morale, you ssee?”

“Ah. That is an interesting policy,” said Opal. “Though I don’t understand why you’re getting so mad at us for not implementing the same.”

“Yeah, and it’s a stupid rule, anyway,” said Mina. “Fucking is great for morale.”

Calista glared at Mina, but before she could come up with a retort, we were approached by a contingent of the armistice leaders: Alicia, Nomiki, Diellza, and that head cultist guy, who trudged along behind the rest, his expression dull and hollowed-out.

Diellza, on the other hand, appeared to be thoroughly delighted by her new status. She’d changed into a “sexy secretary” outfit that was nearly as distracting as her lingerie, strutted along behind Nomiki like she was on a model runway, and gazed at her new master while openly licking her full, luscious lips. I had to remind myself that I’d just watched the gorgeous succubus fuck a man to death not an hour prior. Not worth the risk, just like Calista.

“Hello again,” said Alicia. “To start off, I just want to thank you all for your heroism this day. You’ve done an incalculable service to both Heaven and Hell, as well as saving millions of lives by preventing a senseless war. Thank you all, so much.”

“And I’m sure you’re all exhausted, in sore need of rest,” she continued. “But there are a number of loose ends we need to tie up. To start with, we’ve recovered the missing soul fragments for Zain Shamar and Enobaria Krendos.”

With that, Diellza turned and retrieved two canvas pouches from the lead cultist. She then presented them first to Enobaria, who took hers without saying anything or looking at us, and then to me. As she did, she bent over way further than she needed to, flashing her ample cleavage at me while pointing her shapely ass directly at Nomiki. I tore my eyes away from the tempting sight to look at the Fury general. Nomiki’s eyes flicked briefly to the display of a round succubus butt, tightly-wrapped in a black micro-skirt, then focused on us.

I opened the pouch to see glistening red coins. There weren’t as many as I’d expected to see.

“I’m surprised you were able to recover these,” I said. “I figured they’d been consumed by the ritual.”

“Sort of,” said Diellza. “It’s complicated, but converting soul energy into coins made them easier to recover. Ease of exchange is the whole point of currency, after all.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “And what do I do, eat them?”

“Well, that’s one of two points of entry to your body,” said the succubus. “But I’d be happy to help with either method.”

“Yeah, thanks, I’m good,” I said, while Diellza giggled at her own joke.

I shoveled a handful into my mouth and felt them dissolve on my tongue. Oh, that was not pleasant.

“How’s it taste?” said Chiyo, as I reached for a second handful.

“Like jalapeno-spiced dirt,” I said. Which was weird, because I’d eaten a ton of these things as a T-Rex, and I hadn’t noticed any strong flavor at all.

Your tyrannosaurus form likely had a much less refined sense of taste, Master, thought Soraya. It’s the difference between a pure carnivore and an omnivore.

That was interesting, and dwelling on that fact helped distract from the unpleasant task of finishing my meal. I felt the last coin disappear in my mouth, and the aftermath was amazing.

All of a sudden, every sensation I had intensified. Colors were brighter, the outlines of objects were sharper, sounds resonated against my eardrums, while the smell of heated iron and spilled blood filled my nostrils. I know that last bit doesn’t sound great, but somehow it was. It was like I’d been walking around with my head wrapped in cheesecloth, and now it had been taken off.

And holy shit! We’d just saved the entire fucking world. And nobody had died, or gotten permanently hurt. And we’d recovered Fariyah, which was the whole point of coming here. Total fucking victory! Life was great. I was so fucking happy.

Shit! That was the difference between having your full soul and just most of it. Losing your soul sucked. I stared at the coin cultist guy. He’d been shaving off pieces of his spirit voluntarily? For money? Was he insane? It did not make any sense to me, but whatever.

“I feel so much better,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Oh, and we’re not done,” said Nomiki. “You’ve put your ass on the line and you’ve helped us out a great deal. ‘Cause our decapitation strike at Jahannam barely got there in time. If they’d opened that portal even five minutes earlier, we’d have been super-fucked. You’re the leader of your little group, yes?”

“Ah, that’s right,” I said.

“Okay, so with our faction, it’s very simple,” said the Fury. “Hell owes you a favor. Anything that’s reasonably within our power to do, we’ll do it for you. And you don’t have to collect now, either. Feel free to think it over a while, and call us when you’re ready. No rush.”

That sounded like a trap. I remembered Mordecai’s shriveled, desiccated husk.

“Ah, thanks, but no thanks,” I said.

“It don’t work like that, buddy,” said Nomiki. “I say you’ve got a favor, that means you’ve got it. And I’d suggest you really think this over. You’ve got a bitchy Archfae and the last remaining Reaver God after your skin. Seems to me like you’re going to need some help, in the worst way.”

That statement gave me pause while Alicia cleared her throat.

“Your reluctance to enter into any sort of bargain with Hell does you credit,” she said. “But, as a representative of the Pantheon, I can confirm that in this one, specific instance, you may accept this one favor without risk to your immortal soul.”

“Oh, he can do a lot more than that,” said Nomiki. “Most of this crew can. You’re the fuckers who killed Krah-Mirogah. You have any idea how much favor killing an aberrant demi-god buys you with the Pantheon? You’d have to turn into some seriously depraved bastards to lose your seat in Heaven after that shit.”

“Wait, what?” said Calista, whipping her head around to stare at us in shock. “You guys killed Krah-Mirogah? That huge, titanic fucking worm-monsster? How the fuck did you pull that off?”

“Magic,” I said, grinning at the lamia, who goggled at me in disbelief.

“Ahem,” said Alicia. “Well, with that out of the way, we can⁠—”

“Hey, wait, wait,” said Calista. “We just ssaved the world, too. Don’t even try to pretend you’d have won without Exavoth going all kill-crazy. Plus, I’m the one who killed Rhatha. Krah-Mirogah’s head priestessss. What’s that get us?”

Nomiki’s lip curled up in a sneer. “Yeah, you did help here. And killing that Rhatha bitch was good. So—considering the foul, cockroach abomination you regularly work for—all of that buys you safe passage off this shardworld, without anyone trying to exterminate your asses, like you deserve.”

Nomiki waved her hand, and every one of the pirates vanished.

I stared at the empty space the Scourge crew had just occupied. The pirates had killed Rhatha? Well, with Exavoth on their side, I could believe that. And knowing she was dead was a relief. That had to make things easier for the Rephaite princesses, being able to rebuild without that powerful psycho threatening them.

“Right,” said Alicia. “With the obligations of my esteemed counterpart out of the way, we need to move on to the next bit of business. The Pantheon has decided that, in the interests of long-term stability and public trust, the events of this day must remain secret. The official story is that Fairburn’s Wonderland was damaged by a freak hurricane, forcing the park guests to shelter in place for the duration. Their memories will be modified to match that new reality. This will be a huge blessing for the majority of the victims, effectively erasing the severe post-traumatic stress that they would experience otherwise.

“However, your situation as heroes is unique,” said Alicia. “While a memory-wipe is an option for you, I suspect you’d rather remember the events of this day. Therefore, we will need you to sign a magically-enforced NDA.”

“Wait, so we’re just sweeping everything under the rug?” I said. “What happened to punishing wrongdoing and exposing Mordecai’s crimes? Didn’t you swear an oath to do that?”

“I did,” said Alicia. “But Mordecai is beyond my reach now. And, whatever my personal opinions might be, I cannot countermand the will of my goddess. And even Sopithia the Stern herself cannot countermand the will of the Pantheon entire. Which is what is being enforced here.”

“So, Mordecai fucks everyone over, nearly destroys the world, and just skates off,” I said. “He dies while having the best orgasm of his life, and that’s it?”

“Mordecai most certainly did not get away with anything,” said Alicia, sending a sidelong glance at Diellza, who grinned like a cat. “Yes, the deal he made freed him from the earthly punishment he would’ve suffered. But devils lie by omission. He also bypassed any chance of redemption, in this life or the next.”

“Redemption?” said Chiyo. “From that guy? That was never going to happen.”

“Perhaps,” said Alicia. “Most likely he would’ve been damned to Hell anyway. But, you must understand, most damnations are not eternal. Eternal torment is exceedingly rare, reserved for the most depraved, murderous individuals. Mordecai’s crimes were severe, but he wasn’t even close to hitting that status. For endangering the entire world with he greed, he would’ve been tortured for centuries. But, after that, he would’ve been released. His soul would’ve passed beyond the Great Veil, beyond the knowledge or reach of gods or mortals.

“But that only applies to people who die normally, to face the Divine Jury. Bypassing that process by giving his soul to a devil also waived the rights and protections he would’ve received. That means his service and obligations to Hell are determined solely by his new masters. Which means that effectively, he’s damned forever.”

“Yeah, pretty much,” said Nomiki, grinning evilly. “Do you have any idea how much magical energy that little cum-rag just cost us? All those resurrections? Yeah, we’ll be taking full payment in the form of the most excruciating torment we’ve got, for the next couple of millennia, at the very least. Flaying, impalement, lava baths, iron maidens, anal pears—and that’s before we start getting creative.”

I stared at Nomiki, not sure whether I should applaud, or be disgusted. She noticed, and favored me with a rueful shrug.

“Think that’s distasteful?” she said. “Don’t like devils any? Well, that makes sense. You’ve spent this entire day dealing with a bunch of us trying to kill you. If I were in your shoes, I’d hate me, too. I get it. But you gotta look at the big picture. Hell exists for a reason. It’s all about that retributive justice. We take the absolute scum of the world and purify them with fire. Call us the janitorial system of the universe.”

“Yeah, really?” said Chiyo. “Well, if you’re so pleased with your job, what the fuck was all this fighting for? Why was there a Divine War in the first place?”

“Oh, I never said I liked my job, little goblin,” said Nomiki, her grin taking a dangerous edge. “Only that it had to be done. But who, exactly, gets stuck shoveling the shit has always been a point of contention. Hell sucks. Nobody wants to be there. True, it’s a bit nicer if you’re the one on top of the shit-pile, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’re living in shit. Honestly, I’d love nothing more than to storm the gates of Heaven and cast the Pantheon down to the pit—see how much they like it. But I can’t, and there’s a very good reason why.”

“Interesting,” said Delara. “And that reason is?”

“The Shattering,” said Nomiki, pointing her finger skyward. “This whole system we have now? Shardworlds, astral currents, eidolons—the whole shebang? It’s a giant kludge. Cosmologically speaking, it’s the equivalent of holding everything together with shoestring and chewing gum.

“We can’t have a proper war while Zemyah is in this state. All these precariously, carefully balanced shardworlds would catastrophically collapse and all you mortals would die. Without mortal souls driving the engines of Heaven and Hell, both realms would wither away. And there wouldn’t be enough energy left to re-create the world from scratch, most likely. It’d be the end of everything.

“And it’s all the fault of those awful, disgusting, psychotic cunts known as the Reaver Gods. Those lunatics barged in and fucking ruined everything. All of Hell’s plans had to be put on hold until the rest of the Pantheon wakes up and finally puts the planets back together for good.”

Alicia’s head whipped around to fix Nomiki with a steely glare, while the Fury just laughed.

“Ooh, was I talking out of turn?” she said. “Who cares? Just add that bit to the NDA.”

“The sleeping gods are going to wake?” said Bondi.

“Ah, forget I said anything,” said Nomiki. “It won’t be something you or your descendants will be alive for, anyway.”

This was a lot to take in, but something stood out to me.

“If this is all so dangerous,” I said. “What was Gorgorroz doing? What was his endgame? Why was he trying to start a war that would kill him, too?”

“Yeah—how ‘bout I clue you in to a little truth of the world,” said Nomiki. “You’re decently smart, so this might come as a shock to you. But most people? They’re fucking morons. Like, seriously, terminally, pants-on-head stupid. And devils aren’t any different. The Council says, ‘Sorry folks, we know you’re all suffering. We know everything fucking sucks. But that’s how it is, so you just gotta bear with it for a few more millennia, and then things are gonna change.

“Then Gorgorroz comes along, and says, ’Nah, you don’t gotta wait. Follow me, and you can get out of Hell right now. Don’t worry about that pesky “annihilation of everything” business—it’ll be fine. Don’t ask me how. Just trust me, bro.’ If you’re stupid, which option sounds better?

“So, yeah—you can build yourself a lot of political capital by telling idiots what they wanna hear. I guess Gorgorroz thought he could turn himself into a major player by starting the war early, then roll the dice and hope someone else could fix his damage before everything collapsed. It’s short-sighted and beyond reckless, but it almost worked.

“I suppose we do owe him a small bit of thanks for exposing our Council’s complacency. It seems we’ve gotten a little lax with discipline. Once we’re done here, we’re going to have a proper scouring of the ranks. Time to remind these fuckers who runs things and why. And I know just where I’m gonna start. Ain’t that right?”

With that, Nomiki seized Diellza by the hair and yanked. The succubus’ horned head tipped back and her back arched, her breasts straining at the confines of her blouse. Her eyes rolled back, she bit her lip, then let out an erotic whimper that stiffened my trousers, while she pressed her knees together and wiggled her hips. I wondered at the purpose of Nomiki “punishing” her new charge, when the victim seemed to like it so much.

I would guess that the purpose is to enforce discipline, Master, thought Soraya, with an amused tone. Show her who’s boss. Simultaneous use of the carrot and the stick. It does seem to be working.

Indeed, when Nomiki released Diellza, the succubus turned to regard the Fury with abject and eager worship. It was weird, but I had to remind myself these were devils I was looking at. Expecting healthy relationship dynamics from them wasn’t realistic.

“Yes, if you’re quite done, let’s move on with our actual business here,” said Alicia, with a sour expression. “We need your group to agree to never speak of the events of this day with anyone not currently present. Of course, we do offer incentives in exchange. Diellza.”

With a wave of her hand and a puff of brimstone, the succubus summoned a small, black box, which she opened to reveal a red velvet interior, holding a stack of silver rectangles. The shock of recognition hit me like a punch to the gut.

“Holy motherfucking shit!” said Chiyo. “Is that what I think it is?”

The corner of Alicia’s mouth twitched up at that, just a bit.

“If you think it’s a CTC/Fairburn Platinum Pass, then yes,” she said. “We have one for each of you.”

“Ah, a Platinum Pass,” said Opal, nodding sagely, as Diellza passed the box in front of our group, allowing everyone to examine the bribe. “Chiyo, what is a Platinum Pass?”

“It’s a lifetime ticket to free service at every luxury restaurant, hotel, and cruise ship owned by the CTC,” said Chiyo. “Seriously, you can live off this shit, forever, in the highest-class digs you can imagine. Sweet Banghur’s nuts, I’d heard about these things, but I’ve never seen one in person. Holy shit!”

I’d seen them in person, though not from up close. I was just the runner. Checking that shit hadn’t been my job. Now I was holding one, the evil little thing gleaming beautifully between my fingers. I had no idea how much a Platinum Pass cost. If you had to ask, you couldn’t afford it.

For the rich bastards who could, it was simply a matter of convenience. No need to carry a ton of gold or a bankbook about for every time the CTC wanted to upsell you something on their cruises. No, you flashed the card once, and then you went about taking whatever you liked. Yes, you could live off of a Plantinum Pass, but the people with the means to purchase one would never, ever need to use it that way. The idea of me owning one was so ridiculous it staggered belief.

“Yeah, no thanks,” I found myself saying.

“Dude, are you fucking nuts?” said Chiyo.

“I’m sorry?” said Alicia. “Do you feel this compensation is insufficient?”

“No,” I said. “I just don’t want to benefit from slave labor.”

“Slave labor?” said Alicia, “What do you mean?”

So I told her. A somewhat abbreviated version of how I’d been duped and forced into indentured servitude by the CTC. Of course, I left out the bit where I’d sabotaged the ship and stole the stasis boxes, saying instead that I’d been kidnapped by pirates and then escaped. It was barely a lie.

“Yes—given your experience, I can see why you wouldn’t want to accept such a gift,” said Alicia. “But these are extremely disturbing charges. I don’t know how widespread these practices actually are, but you’ve described crimes that are felonies in most of shardworlds where the CTC operates. Once I’ve completed my obligations here, I swear upon the name of Sopithia the Stern that I shall launch a full investigation into these practices, and bring justice to any souls who have been enslaved as you describe.”

“What, is this like your oath to expose Mordecai?” said Chiyo.

Alicia’s face twisted. “That was annulled by extraordinary circumstances. None of which should apply here.”

Chiyo crossed her arms and mumbled something under her breath about cops, which the paladin ignored, while Nomiki burst into mocking laughter.

“Looking for justice? In this rotten world?” she said. “Say, does the name Camden Barclay mean anything to you?”

“No,” I said. “Should it?”

“Well, dear Camden is the CTC executive who implemented the Indenture policy that nearly ruined your life,” said Nomiki. “He did it around fifteen years ago, shortly before retirement. But he’d been doing all sorts of similarly nasty things before that. Hiring mercenaries to slaughter native tribes, so the CTC could steal their land. Covertly overthrowing governments for implementing trade policies he didn’t like. All sorts of shit—and a lot of it was outright illegal, too.

“But did he go to jail? Was he punished? No—he died peacefully, in his sleep, in a massive mansion, full of opulently-appointed rooms he barely used. Kings and queens and other heads of state attended his funeral, all tripping over themselves to publicly suck off his corpse. ‘Oh, what a great man he was—pillar of the community.’ He plastered his name all over hospitals, libraries, youth centers, public parks, streets, even entire cities—with statues of the evil bastard erected outside city hall. Because that’s how your world treats its worst criminals.

“But then, well—he died and went to Hell,” said Nomiki. “And now he spends every day suspended on a chain over a pit of acid. And every day, the chain is lowered, slowly. It takes a full twelve hours to go all the way down. He gets to experience his body dissolving, feet-first, for the entire time.

“Ah, the noises he makes! The protests! The pathetic, self-serving apologies! It’s quite funny. Anyway, he’s been sentenced to one acid bath per day for every single life he ruined to benefit himself. It’s a huge fucking list. I mean, eventually we’re going to get to the end, but I might leave Hell before he does.”

“But anyway, that’s what Hell is really about,” said Nomiki. “We get this rep that we’re all evil monsters, but we’re just doing our jobs. We’re the ones actually making things right. You want justice? Real justice? Hell is where you’ll find it.”

“That sort of justice may sound satisfying,” said Alicia. “But it doesn’t actually improve the lives of the victims. But an investigation has the power to change things for the better. And that’s what I will do, to the fullest extent of my ability and authority.”

“I see,” I said.

This was all a huge amount of information to take in. Hearing about Barclay’s fate in Hell had felt fantastic, but that elation had faded as Nomiki had gone into more and more detail. Like, yeah, that guy had been an evil bastard. He should suffer for all the horrible things he’d done, right? But, as the description went on, I felt less sure. Like, what was all that torture actually accomplishing? Did it help the victims? Did it even deter similar behavior from others? It didn’t seem like it.

My thoughts turned to my own fate. Nomiki said that killing Krah-Mirogah had all but guaranteed my place in Heaven. That felt good, too. But why would she tell me that? It was the sort of thing that might make a person complacent, might make them slip. “I saved the world, so now I get to do whatever I want.” That line of thinking was how you ended up doing something so bad that you’d end up in Hell anyway.

Good deeds weren’t something you slapped on a balance sheet to offset your bad deeds. Even if that really was how it worked, I shouldn’t let myself view the world that way. You did good things because they were good and avoided bad things because they were bad. Thinking about morality in terms of reward and punishment was a trap. In the end, none of Barclay’s generous public donations had kept him out of the acid pit.

This is one of the reasons I like sharing your thoughts, Master, thought Soraya. But there’s more. Our gift of a favor from Hell could be very valuable. I don’t doubt that we really can use it with no repercussions, and we may have to. The trap comes after.

I got it after a second. The point of the first favor was to get us accustomed to the idea of cutting deals with Hell.

The next deal she offers will be nearly as sweet. A lot of power for very little in return. Some inconsequential act—nothing to tarnish the status of the Wormslayer. Everything turns out great, so you take another deal, and another, until they’ve got you.

This Nomiki claims to merely be doing her job, and I don’t doubt that’s partly true. But she also clearly enjoys hurting people. Plus, these devils have an incentive to get as many people into Hell as they can, beyond what they’d receive normally. I don’t know the exact reason why, but it’s obvious from their behavior. So, take care with them, Master.

“I’m sorry, are you all right?” said Alicia.

“I was thinking,” I said. “About how the CTC ruins everything. They ruined Fairburn’s Wonderland. They nearly destroyed the world. They ruined the reward you tried to give me, and what? It all gets swept under the rug? That doesn’t sit right with me.”

“And I vowed that I would investigate their cruise ships,” said Alicia. “Look—one of the hardest lessons I’ve had to learn, over my many years of opposing evil, is when to accept that we live in an imperfect world. I will always fight to make the world better, but some fights will simply break you. You can’t let ’Perfect’ be the enemy of ’Good.’ Every person alive will fall short of their ideals sometimes, and accepting that is the only path forward that doesn’t lead to hating humanity. Even I have to let things slide sometimes. For example, you have stolen Fairburn property on your finger, and I haven’t said a word about that.”

“You’re talking about this?” I said, pointing to Fariyah’s emerald. This is a portion of Soraya’s soul. Her claim to her own soul supersedes any prior purchase deal that Fairburn might’ve made. And taking it back now would be soul-splitting—which is an abomination to your church, right?”

“Well, that’s a compelling moral argument, and a decent legal one,” said Alicia. “I could easily see some judges in some Polonic districts ruling in your favor—after an expensive and lengthy legal battle. Which I assume you wanted to avoid, since you snuck into the park with weapons and burglary tools, instead of filing suit in a court of law.”

“What, is that a threat, now?” I said. “Sign your NDA, or else you drag us to court?”

“Nothing of the kind,” said Alicia. “Truthfully, as a representative of Milton Fairburn, I’ll be happy to never see Jinny Plus again. Reporting the system as irreparably damaged in the calamity is no lie. I can be flexible this time. But I’d like you to show the same flexibility in return. Just like you were prepared to commit a crime in order to accomplish a moral good.”

I pressed my lips together. Despite her reassurances, I still felt like I was being pressured here, and I didn’t like it.

“Um, I can see why you don’t trust anything owned by the CTC,” said Bondi, “but these passes work for Fairburn businesses, too. Fairburn hasn’t been using slave labor, have they?”

“Well, we’ve been rather naughty for the past month, haven’t we?” said Diellza, “In regards to labor laws and whatnot. But before that—no, I can confirm that no policy remotely like Mr. Shamar’s indenture was implemented inside the park, or for our surrounding resorts.”

“Yeah, speaking of which,” said Chiyo. “What’re you gonna do about the rest of the cast members? You gonna mind-wipe them, too?”

“That would involve creating at least a month’s worth or fake memories for every individual,” said Alicia. “That much memory modification can induce psychosis. We’ll have to negotiate NDA’s with them. Back pay, pain and suffering, hazard pay bonuses, and the like. I’m not looking forward to that.”

“What about raises? You gonna let them organize?” said Chiyo.

“I’m going to encourage it,” said Alicia. “Not because I love unions, but because negotiating with a handful of elected representatives is preferable to trying to cut a deal with every single individual, even with angels on their shoulders urging them to sign. And… I suppose I might increase pay somewhat, but I do need to keep this place profitable. We’re already losing considerable income from shutting down Jinny Plus, even though I agree with that decision. One-time bonuses are easier to write off.”

“That’s on top of the income we’re losing from the park being down,” Alicia continued, “even with my counterpart agreeing to pay our repair costs, it’s… actually, that reminds me. Diellza, you looked at the files for Zain’s group. What did they have again?”

“Five day passes,” said the succubus. “Seem like this was a working vacation for you, yes?”

“Something like that,” I said.

“Well, obviously continuing your vacation in the park is going to be impossible,” said Alicia. “But Diellza’s been in communication with our satellite resorts. They should have no issues staying up and running. They’re not the same as Fairburn’s Wonderland, but they do have a number of pleasant activities and diversions. Most of the rooms are already booked, but Diellza tells me we have vacancies for the Ultra-Premium luxury suites at the Mermaid Cove resort.”

Chiyo made a strangled noise as her eyes went wide. “Wait… Ultra-Premium? Those wouldn’t happen to be the ones with the private tidal pools, would it?”

“Uh, I’m not sure,” said Alicia, looking over at Diellza.

“Why, yes they are,” said the succubus, with a wicked smile. “They’re exactly what you’re thinking of.”

Chiyo turned to me, with an expression that I couldn’t totally read. “Those are really good rooms, dude. Like, really, really good.”

“And it would be okay to go there, right?” said Bondi. “We know they pay the employees properly.”

I took a deep breath. Was there any point in fighting further? Did I actually want to spend the next couple months blowing the whistle on Fairburn? To what end? To maybe get the park closed, when I’d promised Bondi I’d bring her back here when it reopened? Bondi deserved to hug Barnaby properly, even if it was just an actor wearing a costume.

Plus, I’d come here to reunite Soraya with her missing self. That was the whole point. And Alicia had basically agreed to let me do it, so long as I kept my mouth shut. And Chiyo and Opal could come along too, free of harassment since Mordecai was dead. We could all get away clean, with just one tiny stipulation.

I turned to Alicia, who was looking at Chiyo and Diellza with confusion.

“You swear that you’re going to hold the CTC accountable for their shitty human trafficking,” I said.

“I already have,” she said. “But if you need me to repeat it, I will. I vow upon the name of Sopithia the Stern, Goddess of Laws and Contracts, that I shall investigate the employment practices of the CTC cruise ships, starting with the Crystania, once my duties and obligations in this current matter have been fully discharged.”

“All right then,” I said. “I’ll sign.”

That was about as good as I was gonna get, I supposed. I was pretty sure that paladins that broke their vows lost their powers and status. Unless, of course, Sopithia herself decided that such an investigation was inconvenient, for whatever reason. Nothing I could do about that, though.

Soraya quickly reviewed the document, mostly to make sure Diellza hadn’t snuck a nasty surprise in there somewhere. Everything was fine, so we all signed. As we did, an invisible cord wound across my chest, then faded—the familiar sensation of a magical pact taking hold.

And that was all they needed us for, so it was time to leave. We said our goodbyes to the Cho’s, who’d also gotten their Platinum Passes, and farewell to the Iannou’s, who’d chosen to get their memories altered, and wouldn’t recognize us if we ever met again. Nomiki grinned and told us all we had to do was call her name to see her again. I vowed to save that for an absolute last resort.

By this point, several squads of angels had arrived to help sort things out. As one of them led us above ground, I watched Nomiki’s Furies start herding Gorgorroz’s troops back through the tunnel to Hell. I saw human cultists among their numbers. Given what Alicia had told me about entering Hell without getting judged, it seemed like they were about to have a terrible eternity. I wondered what concessions Alicia had gotten in exchange for letting Nomiki take them. It was hard to feel too sorry for them. They’d just tried to destroy the world, after all.

We emerged overground to see the outskirts of the park being ravaged by a strange storm. High winds and rain swirled all across the perimeter of Fairburn’s Wonderland, but the interior remained untouched. Nothing like the power of the gods for generating a cover story. A few months later, most folks in Pantanoro might remember a freak hurricane happening on today’s date, but who would be able to recall the exact time?

Above us, the central spire of Vasilissa’s Castle was lit up well enough to see all the pockmarks left by Gorgorroz’s claws, as well as the mangled remnants of the staircase he’d ripped out, hanging loose from an ugly gash in the pure, white stone. Soon, even those reminders of corruption and invasion would be repaired and painted over, until no trace remained.

And Fairburn’s Wonderland would return to its pristine state, becoming once again the happiest and most magical place in Shattered Zemyah; where dreams are made real. A place of joy and wonder for children, of precious memories for their parents, and for the next generation to come. The gates would always be open to those who wished to dream—so long as their money came along; so long as that money was enough.


Chapter 27
Extremely Favorable Fortune


Calista watched the silvery strip of land and sea of Azulver grow fainter in the black sky, as their escape-skiff merged onto the astral current. Only then did the grim, black-winged angels peel away to leave them be. Calista didn’t dare double-back to try to seize their intended prize.

On the way out, they’d spied multiple war-galleons flying the flag of the Polonic Imperium, but that wasn’t the worst of it. There’d been huge, bizarre craft that dwarfed Puestalar station in size, hovering just outside the atmosphere of Azulver.

These monstrosities looked like someone had smashed an astral ship, a city, and a castle together, then covered the results in the most baroque ornamentation you could imagine. The decks and battlements teemed with angels, along with other creatures, whose forms were so outlandish and weird that just looking at them hurt her eyes. Clusters of wings and eyes and limbs going every which way, with their connections just kinda… missing? Even thinking about it gave her the willies, so she tried not to.

Their escape-skiff had been souped-up with extra engines for a fast getaway. They were making good time, despite Krossalg’kork’s added weight. He’d piled in along with everyone else, so she guessed he was part of the crew now. Those angel bastards hadn’t let them pause or take stock of anything. One second, they were in the basement of Vasilissa’s Castle, the next, they were back at the Makarsi village, and then they had a heavenly choir barking orders to get in their skiff and clear out, now, now, now!

There hadn’t been any time to think. And now it was too late. Because she’d failed to get Soraya’s ring. This whole endeavor—the month’s long stakeout, then battling their way up the sewers, and all that devil-slaying to get to Vasilissa’s Castle—it had all been one giant waste of time. They had nothing to show for any of it.

Well, except for all those coins that rained down on their heads for some insane reason, but she doubted those added up to more than what they’d have gotten from knocking over a merchant ship. But the ring had been the whole point. What was more, Chernobog knew about their mission. He’d be expecting results from them, and when he didn’t get them, he was going to be pissed.

Calista was wracking her brain for some loophole, for some way out, and she wasn’t seeing any future that didn’t end with her getting tongue-fucked and slurped down the Reaver God’s throat. “Extremely favorable fortune and opportunity,” her scaly ass. Calista wondered if she’d have an opportunity to make a little side-trip in Gauthraug before having to report to Chernobog. If she was going out, might as well chop that useless Oracle into tiny little bits beforehand.

“Are… are you feeling okay, Captain?” said Eggs, peering at her.

“Oh, it’s none of your concern, Henrietta,” said Calista. “Jusst a bit down that this was sssuch a dud of a mission.”

“Ooh, how about this?” said Bramble, holding up a tiny, golden object. “Getting these always seems to cheer you up, Captain.”

Calista accepted the trinket, an intricate clockwork dragonfly with a small scrollcase for an abdomen.

“When did this arrive?” she asked.

“Oh, about a week ago, I think,” said Bramble. “I picked it up and then kinda forgot about it.”

Calista couldn’t even summon the energy to get annoyed. At least the halfling had remembered eventually. That was a bit of an improvement. Calista opened the scrollcase to retrieve its contents: a letter and a large canvas frame that magically unfolded from a shrunken miniature to its original size.

The pirate crew all stared at the painting.

“So that’s this Annika person you’ve been mooning over,” said Enobaria, who’d never met the sexy heiress in person. The Dark Elf had remained on the Gloom Shrike while the rest of their old crew had raided the Crystania.

“It’s an impressive portrait,” said Eggs. “Really nice brushwork and shading. I guess she’s got the money to pay for the best.”

“But she seems kinda absent minded,” said Bramble. “She totally forgot to put any clothes on.”

“Oh, no. That’s the classic Polonic sstyle,” said Calista. “It’s all about the beauty of the humanoid figure. Very classsy.”

“Well, it seems this painter was rather generous with his interpretation of his subject,” said Enobaria. “He certainly embellished certain areas.”

“No, not really, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “At leasst, not by much. She really looks like that.”

“Seriously?” said the Dark Elf, further scrutinizing the portrait. “She’s awful skinny to have tits that big. You don’t suppose she’s had any transmutations done?”

“Don’t know, don’t care,” said Calista, glancing at the included letter. The first line started out normally enough, but the second degenerated into absolute filth. Which would normally have cheered her up a great deal, but now it only added to her depression. She wasn’t going to get a chance to make good on any of this. And she’d been so close to reeling her catch in, too.

“Hmm… Captain, you do seem oddly morose,” said Byago. “Especially compared to how you normally act when receiving this sort of communication. Perhaps some meditation might help you even yourself out?”

“No, that’s fine, Byago,” said Calista. “Don’t think I’m in the mood for that.”

“If you’re worried about not getting the ring, don’t be,” said Enobaria. “That was a setback, but we’ve got an excellent lead. We haven’t failed yet.”

Now, that news did perk her up, a ray of hope piercing its way through the cloud of her depression.

“A lead, Firsst Mate?”

“That muscly orc bitch,” said Enobaria. “She made a huge slip up when she started barking out her father’s name to anyone who’d listen.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Calista. “What was it? Ssir Ben Sssomething?.”

“Sir Benoit Levesque,” said Enobaria. “Does that ring any bells?”

“Uhh… hmmm, it does ssound a bit familiar,” said Calista. “Odd name for an orc, though.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of him,” said Eggs. “He’s some sort of mercenary, I think. Done some fighting in the Yllsalian-Varkath wars, right?”

“That’s right,” said Enobaria. “He’s a general, allied with Yllsalia. That bit about being a knight of Kayaux is out-of-date. Right now, he’s the head of a huge mercenary company. And a very public figure. We track him down, get any sort of sample from him, and then we can track his daughter, perfectly. No more messing around with oracular hints or dealing with dullahan assholes. We get the daughter, we get the ring. It’s perfect.”

That was a decent plan. Too bad it wouldn’t do Calista any good.

“That’s a great lead, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “But you’ll be the one following it up. None of that requires me to ssstill be breathing. We failed on this plan, and the Pirate King will be taking it out on me, I’m afraid.”

“What? But he can’t—” said Eggs.

“You didn’t fail,” said Enobaria. “Our mission is to bring in the complete ring, right?”

“Eh?” said Calista. “I’m not following you, Firsst Mate.”

“We followed that dullahan shithead out to Zargedon, to chase down Zain and his crew,” said Enobaria. “But did you ever stop to wonder what the fuck they were doing on a nowhere shithole like Zargedon to begin with?”

“Uh, no,” said Calista. “That’s a good point, though. I take it you have sssome idea, Firsst Mate?”

“The last time I saw Zain, Soraya’s ring only had a single gem in it—a blue sapphire. And Soraya only had one body, with blue skin. But now we run into him, and the ring has an emerald and and amethyst in its formally empty sockets. What’s more, Soraya now has three bodies: blue, purple, and green. And the green one looks just like Jinny. And these Jinny Plus rings stopped working abruptly, while he was in the park. Coincidence? I think not.”

“Wait, so you’re ssaying Zain sstole Jinny from Fairburn?” said Calista. “And… those are ssome sscary powers of obssservation, Firsst Mate.”

“I use every advantage I can get, Captain,” said Enobaria. “But that’s what I think. He came to Fairburn to steal Jinny. And Zargedon—we know he killed Krah-Mirogah, but why would anyone even attempt something that insane to begin with? The dreadworms were attracted to magical objects, remember? Therefore, the amethyst must’ve been in Krah-Mirogah’s stomach. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“That’s… interessting,” said Calista. “But how does this help me, again?”

“Soraya’s ring, in it’s current state, is incomplete,” said Enobaria. “It still has four empty sockets around the main gem. Well, we wouldn’t want to insult the great Pirate King by giving him an incomplete ring, right?”

Calista considered the suggestion, then felt her spirits fall as she realized that it wouldn’t work.

“So, First Mate Krendos,” said Calista, mimicking Chernobog’s voice. “Are you telling me you had the opportunity to retrieve Soraya’s ring and you… simply chose not to take it? To allow this busboy the opportunity to complete the ring first?”

“Uh, well… not… not exactly, My Lord,” said Enobaria, “But⁠—”

“And why is it necessary to allow my enemy to walk free to complete such a task?” said Calista, continuing her impersonation. “Why not kill this worm, take the ring, and complete it yourself? Or is that not a resonance tracker you carry on your hip?”

“Uh, well… I, uh…,” said Enobaria, before letting out a sigh. “No, that’s not going to work, is it? Shit. Right, okay… we gotta think of something else.”

“Do we have to report in?” said Eggs. “Why not skip that and just go after Sir Levesque first?”

“He’s expecting us,” said Calista. “And we’ve made enough of a ruckuss here that he’ll know sssomething’s up, desspite all these gods pulling a cover-up. We don’t report in, he’ll decide we’re AWOL and ssend the fleet after us.”

Every member of the Scourge Pirates made a small blood donation when they joined. The vials were carefully catalogued and held somewhere in Gauthraug. If you tried to run, deadly hunters would be unleashed upon you. The only way out of the Scourge was in a box, or through the Pirate King’s digestive system.

“Well, we won’t let them take you, Captain,” said Eggs. “They’ll have to go through me and Exavoth first.”

“What?” said Calista. “That’s actually… I appreciate the thought, Henrietta, but that’s a terrible idea. Even Exavoth can’t hold out against the combined might of the Ssscourge.”

“Um, could you give Chernobog a gift? So he doesn’t get mad?” said Bramble.

“He wants Ssoraya’s ring,” said Calista. “I don’t think there’s anything else that would placate him.”

“Well, what about this?” said Bramble, holding up a necklace of five rubies set in black iron spheres. Despite everything, Calista was struck by the odd aesthetics of the jewelry.

“It fell off that naked devil-lady’s neck when the other devil-lady whipped her,” Bramble said. “Small and valuable—just like you told me, Captain.”

“Oh. Well, that’s…,” said Calista, taking the necklace, surprised that Bramble had actually listened to her advice from earlier. “Actually, this is the exact type of thing I meant.” Calista admitted.

Not that it did her any good, but it felt oddly satisfying to know that her words really did leave an impression on her crew. And this necklace was valuable, she could tell. Magical, too. Yes, there was an activation rune right here⁠—

Smoke explosions went off all around her, and the already crowded interior of the skiff became a lot more cramped. This sort of press was more than welcome, though, as it was due to the sudden appearance of five scantily-clad succubi, each wearing an identical iron collar, while they smushed their luscious bodies up against Calista.

“Hello there, Master,” said one of them, “Allow us to introduce ourselves. We’re the Candy Spices. I’m Saffron.”

“I’m Cayenne,” said another.

“Paprika.”

“Cinnamon.”

“Ginger,” said the last. “And our specialty is getting you nice and warm inside.”

“Bramble, this was one of your top ssscores of all time,” said Calista. “Sseriously, it’s almosst as good as sssnatching the Rod of Rega’zidrun. You’ve totally ssaved my asss.”

Calista was so happy that she felt ready to pass out. And not for the obvious reasons, though that was a contributing factor. This. This right here. This made putting up with Bramble’s constant kleptomania more than worth it. Tamed succubi. Five of them.

Chernobog fucking loved succubi. And they weren’t easy to get, either. It wasn’t that summoning them was all that difficult. Any reasonably competent warlock could do that.

It was getting the iron control collars on them that was the tricky bit. Those collars prevented the succubi from soul-draining their masters, rendering them safe for normal playtime. But succubi were excellent at all forms of seduction, and it was conventional wisdom that anyone foolish enough to set themself up as a succubus dealer would eventually slip up and let themselves be persuaded to experience their products’ full power. And that would be the end of that dealer.

But the first thing Chernobog would do with his new gifts was rip those collars right off. He was a god. Immortal. The succubi could suck and suck and never drain him fully. He’d experience the kind of pleasure that would kill a mortal, and still be perfectly fine afterwards.

Yes, Chernobog could be very perceptive when he wanted to be, but he also loved to think with his dick. “Oh, no, My Lord—we didn’t fail. We’re following up a guaranteed lead, but we just dropped in to bring you this gift, and then we’ll get right back to bringing you your completed ring.”

That would work. Hey, maybe he’d be so eager to unwrap his presents that he’d forget to “reward” Calista. She’d lose out on a little fun, but she’d be happy to not have to deal with the aftermath, thank you very much.

“You ready to get started, Master?” said Saffron. “It’s a bit cramped in here, but we’re quite flexible. And how many will be joining in?”

“Ah, sorry,” said Calista. “I’m not quite ready for you, yet. Maybe in an hour or sso, once I’m back in my cabin.”

Probably that was how long it’d take them to rendezvous with the Gloom Shrike and get cleaned up. No, scratch that—she could put the Candy Spices in charge of cleaning. She was going to be as lazy as she liked tonight.

Meanwhile, Enobaria was closely examining the control collar of… Ginger, was it? The Dark Elf was doing a decent job of focusing on the item and ignoring the succubus’ provocative expressions and little gasps as the alchemist tugged the collar about to view it from all sides.

“This iron is well-sealed and secured,” said Enobaria. “You’d need a ritual to get it off—so they’re probably safe for use. Still, I’d be careful.”

“Careful of what, Firsst Mate?” said Calista. “You think I’m ssilly enough to let my ssoul get sssucked out?”

“Oh, don’t knock it ‘till you’ve tried it,” said Cayenne. “Sure, we’re excellent tamed, but unleashed….”

“How’d you like to orgasm for six hours straight?” said Saffron. “You’d achieve heights of pleasure you never knew existed. Glorious peaks of ecstasy impossible to experience any other way.”

“Is there anything in this miserable world that’s so much better than what we offer?” said Cinnamon. “You’re going to Hell anyway, Scourge Pirate. Why not do it in the best way possible?”

“Oh, but would I actually lasst sssix hours?” said Calista. “With all five of you draining me at once?”

“Doesn’t work like that,” said Paprika. “More of us makes it better. It’s like we harmonize. Your death would be a symphony of orgasmic energy, something not seen in this world for centuries.”

Okay, wow. Calista could see why succubus dealers never lasted. They made an unexpectedly compelling argument for cutting them loose. Still, she had to be strong. She had responsibilities here in this world, and things to look forward to.

“Let’s put a pin in that, and pick it up later,” said Calista, finding the deactivation rune on Saffron’s collar and sending all the Candies back in the necklace.

All of Calista’s resentment to the Oracle had completely melted away. “Extremely favorable fortune and opportunity?” Hell yeah, it was. She found herself looking forward to the future, in a way that she hadn’t in a long time.

“Ah, things are looking up, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “And you ssay this Benoit person is a public figure? How well-protected is he? You think getting at him will be a problem?”

“For our purposes, Captain?” said Enobaria. “I don’t expect it to be all that difficult. He has something of a reputation as a Lothario. You can simply seduce him. Easy to get a sample off him that way.”

“What?” said Calista. “Firsst Mate, I am not appreciating the implications upon my character here. Sure, I like to have fun, but to asssume that I’ll jusst hop into anyone’s bed like ssome common ssstrumpet… No—wait.” Calista suddenly got a mental image of Delara, whose high cheekbones, full lips, and other exquisite features should be enshrined in marble.

“Ssay, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “You don’t ssuppose this Benoit character looks anything like his daughter, do you?”

“That is generally how that works, Captain.”

“Well, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “I’ve carefully reviewed your plan and I’ve decided that I don’t hate it. We’ll have to have a meeting in a day or two. Iron out the sspecifics. But for now, once we get back on board, everybody’s relieved. Go back to your cabins and resst. You all deserve it. Actually, everybody did really well this outing.”

“It’s because we’ve got such a great captain,” said Eggs. “It’s because of you that I was able to get through to Exavoth.”

“It was?” said Calista.

“The way you encouraged me at the Trials of Ziuthustro—You really picked me up when I was down, and I realized that I wasn’t doing that with Exavoth enough,” said Eggs. “With him I’ve been so negative for so long. I’m always like, ’No, no, no, Exavoth. Not them, too. They’re just bystanders.’

“And, don’t get me wrong—that stuff is important, but if that’s all our interactions are, then it’s no good. I’d never told him how much I appreciate him for all he’s done for me, and I don’t know that I would’ve thought of that if you hadn’t shown me the way first. Though I did need to use some, uhh… tough love to get him to listen.”

“Well, umm…,” Calista was taken aback, that her off-hand comment had such a profound impact on Eggs. “I’m jusst glad you got Exavoth up and fighting again. And Keven, you were….”

Living a foul, blasphemous lie, which now has been revealed to you, thought the Mantid. Though the deception was sweet—oh so sweet. These days were the happiest of my short life, come to an end now that you have seen the truth. I thought that if I fled my clutch, I could escape judgment for my perversion, my rejection of the body that Kriir Prime fashioned for me.

But such dreams were never to be. How naive I was! Of course the truth will out, and now I must face justice—to face complete dismemberment for my sins. I am prepared. I will not fight, nor will I quail. You may proceed with my execution at your convenience.

“Keven,” said Calista. “What in the tap-dancing abysssal fuck are you on about?”

You feign ignorance? thought Keven. But you see my true form before you. You see my abdomen with only five body segments, plump from the need to accommodate an ovipositor. You see my distressingly small eyes and antennae. And you cannot help but notice my monstrously overgrown size. The difference is plain to see, laid bare by our alchemist’s antimagic.

Oh, yeah. Keven did look a little different now. Mainly, he was half a foot taller than before. And the rest of what he said, though Calista wouldn’t have noticed any of it if he hadn’t pointed it out. Odd, but Calista didn’t see the need for all these histrionics.

“Ovipositor?” said Enobaria. “So you’re female and have been using transmutation magic to appear male all this time? That’s what this is about?”

Indeed, thought Keven. I have been deceiving you, my closest allies, and this cannot be forgiven. My heart may truly be male, but I know such excuses matter little. I await my execution with⁠—

“Oh, would you knock it off with that shit already,” said Calista. “You know how hard it is for a Sscourge crew to find one decent healer, let alone two? No way am I executing you over this sssillinesss.”

Keven’s mind went into a shocked storm. It took a few moments before his thoughts resolved into anything coherent enough to be understood.

But… I deceived you all. For months. Yet you say you don’t care⁠—

“Keven, you’re a giant fucking bug,” said Calista. “Nobody cares about your damned ovipositor. We’re the motherfucking Sscourge Pirates of Chernobog the Vile—the biggesst collection of low-down criminals and ssscum in all of Shattered Zemyah. You do your damned job and I don’t give a flying fuck about what other shit you’re into.”

“But that reminds me,” Calista continued, “Thiss transmutation you’re casting on yourssself—you’re doing it twice a day, yesss? Because of the sspell duration. Ssix o’clock is when you renew it, right?”

Co-rere-correct, Captain, the turbulence in Keven’s mind warping his thoughts.

“Well, you’ve got a limited amount of magic each day, right?” said Calista. “Sso using up two sspells on thiss is a problem. Sure, we got away with it today, but that shortage could’ve fucked uss if the fight had gone on any longer.

“Sseems to me that, rather than cassting the ssame transmutation over and over, every day, you should jusst have it permacasst once and let that be the end of it.”

Calista had to wait a minute, as Keven’s mind resembled the hurricane surrounding Fairburn’s Wonderland.

Su-such a thing is possible?

“Yeah, there’s a witch in Gauthraug who’ll do it,” said Enobaria. “For a price.”

“You don’t have much money sssaved up, do you?” said Calista.

S-some profit, thought Keven. From busking.

“Yeah, that won’t cut it,” said Calista, though she wasn’t surprised. Keven had joined them shortly before they’d embarked on their Fairburn mission. He hadn’t done any proper piracy yet—which was the only way he could possibly afford the Mad Witch’s fees. Well, this was the shit part of being Captain.

“Fine, I’ll ssspot you for it,” she said. “But you’re forfeiting all your shares and eating hard tack until you pay me b—whoa!”

Calista let out a yelp as Keven lunged forward to enfold her in a four-armed hug.

Such acceptance! Such generosity! Never in my life had I thought I might encounter such a pure spirit as you, Captain Calista Gataki! Even if the rest of Zemyah falls to the scouring of Kriir Prime, may you and your crew alone be spared from annihilation. Such will be in my daily prayers, unworthy as they may be in the eyes of the Cosmic Chelicerate.

“You said it, Keven,” said Eggs, who embraced Calista from the other side. “Our Captain is the best.”

“Group hug!” said Bramble, latching onto Calista’s lower scales like a leech.

“Huuuuggg,” said Krossalg’kork, squashing everyone together in a gooey clinch.

Calista grit her teeth and endured as best she could. Keven’s chitinous body plates were hard and uncomfortable. Eggs still smelled like the contents of Krossalg’kork’s lower intestines. And Krossalg’kork still smelled like… well, like Krossalg’kork. Byago and Enobaria stood apart, the monk sporting his normal beatific expression, while the corners of the alchemist’s mouth actually twitched up in a smirk.

Calista closed her eyes and tried to project her consciousness into the future, when she could get into her cabin and be engulfed in a much nicer mass embrace. Time for Calista to have a proper orgy, without violating chain-of-command concerns, unlike someone else she could think of. Him and his stupid, sexy abs.

Calista fingered her brand-new ruby necklace, the motion drawing Enobaria’s attention.

“Actually, Captain—I’m not sure I like the idea of you being alone with those five temptresses.”

“Why? I couldn’t get those collars off if I wanted to, and…,” Calista paused as something occurred to her. “You’re not worried about me, are you, Firsst Mate? Not looking to get a field promotion, after ssuccubi devour my sssoul?”

“Are you kidding?” said Enobaria, with a raised eyebrow. “You think I want to be in charge? Of this band of complete and utter lunatics? Honestly, Captain—some days I don’t know how you manage.”

Well, how about that? That sounded suspiciously like a compliment. Calista elected to not ruin the moment by pointing it out. No, this was a moment to appreciate her good fortune, at snatching victory from the jaws of defeat once again. They’d faced down the forces of literal Hell and survived to live another day. For a pirate, what more could you ask for, than that?


Chapter 28
A Really Good Room


Our angelic escort led us to a heavenly carriage, drawn by winged horses. The coach somehow managed to be both sleek and ornate; elaborately decorated with gold and jewels. The coachman directed a disdainful glance at our disheveled, bloodstained appearance, then snapped his fingers, banishing all the grime and sweat from our bodies with a wave of holy magic.

It was incredible. I felt like I’d just stepped out of a shower, totally refreshed, my exhaustion gone as well. It hadn’t repaired my torn robes any, as Mina managed to remind me. She gestured at the open coach door and said, “After you, Captain Happy Trails,” causing the rest of the girls to bust out laughing.

I graciously entered the vehicle while trying to keep my face as neutral as I could. I knew from experience that the more annoyed I acted, the longer it would take them to get tired of the joke. I supposed there were much worse nicknames I could get stuck with.

Oh, poor baby, thought Soraya. Getting teased by a bevy of gorgeous women about how sexy you are.

And I got a nice reminder of my good fortune as everyone else piled in the coach. Fitting the whole crew in necessitated having some people sit on other’s laps, and I got Chiyo on mine.

One side effect of experiencing extreme, deadly battles is that afterwards, you can feel really, really good, especially when you triumph. It’s hard to describe, but the exhilaration of victory and survival in the face of overwhelming odds is a potent high. And that can transfer into other emotions and urges, particularly when you’ve got a delicious goblin rump parked directly atop your dick.

Chiyo noticed my swelling excitement and wiggled about to incite me further. We weren’t the only ones getting frisky. Squeals of laughter filled the coach cabin as hands began to wander, and the sight of my women teasing each other was a heady aphrodisiac.

I had to remember that this was a heavenly vehicle we were riding in, so fouling it with our carnal activity might come with some heavy consequences. Even so, I think we might’ve still fallen to temptation if the ride hadn’t been so short, and if we didn’t have the kobolds with us.

We landed right in front of a grand structure, though it was constructed of wood and thatch, and was raised off the ground on a forest of thick posts. The many soaring gables peaked at their fronts, with the roofs bowing in U-shapes towards the center.

We disembarked from the celestial coach, though we had to wait for Mina to get her top back on, then entered the spacious lobby, which did have a few people lounging on the comfy rattan furniture, sipping cocktails. We didn’t have to check in, as apparently a delegation of angels had preceded our arrival to do that for us, as well as delivering all our luggage here from our original hotel. The dazed-looking receptionist and hotel manager were practically falling over themselves, asking if there was anything, absolutely anything that we needed, or that they could do for us. We didn’t even need to flash our new Platinum Passes.

We ended up with three suites, one for the kobolds and two for the rest of us. Soraya reasoned that even if we all ended up sleeping in the same bed, having an extra dresser, bathroom, and shower would be handy with so many people. She also had the presence of mind to order room service in advance, as all of us were starving. The luxury suites were a decent hike away from the front desk, but it was a pleasant journey through a tropical garden path, lit by hanging lanterns, with the sea breeze cooling us off in just the right way.

“Please endeavor not to bestir the whole commonality with your salaciousousness,” said Mar with a giggle as she and Kint entered their suite, leaving us alone with the bellhop, who did an excellent job of pretending he hadn’t heard anything.

We dismissed him and I got the idea to pick Chiyo up and carry her across the threshold. Delara did likewise with Mina, and Opal picked up a stammering Bondi.

The suite was all one floor, and it was larger than my entire house had been, growing up. I wasn’t paying too much attention to the luxury appointments; I was intent on carrying my prize off to the bedroom. But Chiyo had other ideas, insisting that we go to the attached pool instead. Well, that worked, too.

And it was a deluxe pool, bigger than the room we’d just left, surrounded on most sides by high fences of dense jungle foliage, with a small opening on the far side that connected to the sea. It was lit from above by more of those rustic lanterns, and by magical lights installed beneath the surface of the water. The poolside was well-appointed with a picnic table and chaise lounge chairs, but Chiyo’s attention was for a small cart containing a bunch of bottles, half submerged in ice water.

I put her down as we got closer, and I saw the cart was labelled “Potions of Water-Breathing.”

“Oh?” I said. “You want to fuck underwater? That’s what this is about?”

“Hmm, that sounds like fun,” said Delara. “We’ve had plenty of sex in water, but being completely submerged is a new twist.”

“Weeelll, that’s part of it,” said Chiyo, with a smug grin. “You’ll see. Drink up and into the pool, everyone.”

I stripped naked and chugged down my potion, which was both citrus-y and effervescent. This was good stuff, and had to be expensive. Potions were normally utilitarian concoctions. Making them taste good took extra time and effort that most alchemists didn’t bother with.

All around me, the beautiful view turned even nicer as all my lovers removed their clothes. This never got old, and the knowledge that I’d shortly be having an orgy with all of them made my manhood swell, extending from my pelvis like a flagpole. I donned my magical cock ring while my lovers grinned eagerly at my display.

Chiyo licked her lips, but turned and jumped into the pool. I stalked after her, prepared to dive in, when six figures suddenly rose up from beneath the pool’s surface. I flinched back in alarm, which dissipated as I got a better look at the intruders.

“Greetings, O Heroes of Fairburn,” said their leader, beaming at us as she swished her fish tail, holding her gorgeous human torso up above the water’s surface. “We are the mermaids of Psarania, sent here by heralds of great Phozyks himself. They told us that you are great warriors; that you saved Fairburn’s Wonderland from destruction. And thus, you have also saved us, for it is Fairburn that protects our tribe from the depredations of the monstrous cannibals known as the Sea Devils. You have our undying gratitude, and we are most eager to show our appreciation—in any way you like.”

Oh, hell yes. Each of the six mermaids was a slightly different flavor of perfection, wearing nothing but seashell bras and jewelry. They all directed beautiful, white-toothed smiles our way, completely unbothered by our nakedness or my flagrant erection. Actually, was it my imagination, or were some of them looking at my rigid cock with downright eagerness?

Not your imagination, Master, thought Soraya, before speaking aloud.

“Psarania mermaids, we are absolutely delighted by your offer, and shall gratefully partake of it. There are many things you could do for us, but perhaps you already have something specific in mind?”

“If it pleases you heroes,” said the lead mermaid. “We could put on a performance for you. We can sing and dance in the merfolk fashion.”

“Oh, yes,” said Opal. “I’ve seen this show before. At the main cove. You took me that one time, Chiyo. It was quite impressive.”

The six mermaids broke out in giggles, while their leader smiled even wider.

“Yes, those shows are nice—but they’re for general audiences,” she said. “This one will be different. We have a special one for heroes—in a such a close, private, intimate setting.”

“Oh, a special performance?” said Opal. “That sounds wonderful. I definitely think we should see that.”

All of us concurred and entered the pool, which had an underwater lip that let us sit upright and half-submerged, to better enjoy the show. It was a bit low in the water for Chiyo, but she solved that problem by sitting on my lap again. The other girls took that as a cue to partner up as well, so Delara sat next to me with Mina on her lap, while Bondi sat atop Opal, though that took some coaxing, as she had to be reassured that none of this would offend the mermaid performers.

I found her naivety rather cute. It took me back to the first time I’d met Soraya. But I’d learned a lot since then, and it was blatantly obvious to me now that this performance would be foreplay, and would culminate with the mermaids offering us their bodies. Our three genies temporarily stayed out of the pool, answering the door to pick up our room service orders, while both Opal and Delara scooted in close to me, pressing their thighs up against mine, so I was surrounded on all sides by delightful female flesh.

We relaxed in the pool and enjoyed the show. Each pair of us now had a genie to hand-feed us from the room service smorgasbord as the music began to play. Idly, I located the sources of the sound: a bunch of enchanted conch shells strategically placed both around the pool and beneath its surface. Of course they needed to play the music underwater, too, because the mermaids kept diving below the surface to explode up into athletic aerial flips and spins before splashing down into the pool. It was a testament to our genies’ expert services that they were able to time our feeding so that none of our food got soaked in the process.

The music was both rhythmic and melodic, with lyrics in an unfamiliar language.

“I haven’t heard this specific dialect before, Master,” said Soraya. “But it’s similar to other aquatic languages. This seems to be a song of welcoming. I’d guess that it’s traditional.”

“Well, I feel pretty welcomed,” said Mina, leering at the nearest row of sexy dancers.

This was an intimate show, as the performers were alternating between regular dance moves performed a few feet away from us, or moving further away to get space for their aerial flips. Just the basic act of balancing on their tails to hold their torsos above water seemed like it should be should be extremely strenuous, but the mermaids made it look easy, as the constant motion of their tails transferred up to their pelvises, through their taut abdomens, and made their full, seashell-covered breasts jiggle wonderfully.

And that was just the basic “step” to their performance. These dancers were in excellent shape, in every sense of the word, which was highly encouraging for what was going to come next. Although, I noticed there might be a problem with that.

“Oh, they do have pussies, Master,” said Soraya. “But they seal up tight, so they’re more difficult to see, compared to most humanoids. They make for some fantastic suction during sex. I think you’re really going to enjoy it.”

“Soraya!” squeaked Bondi. “Quiet! They can hear you!”

“Oh, yes we can,” said the nearest dancer, a beauty with full lips and coral pink fish scales. “And we hope we’ll be hearing you, making all sorts of delightful sounds, very soon.”

She booped Bondi on the chin before laughing and diving back beneath the surface. The dragon princess turned bright crimson, while Anaya smiled and started whispering in her ear.

I was busy studying mermaid anatomy. Despite having no legs, they still had hip bones, which appeared to house internal connections to wide, gossamer fins that gave the impression of skirts. From behind, the smalls of their backs tapered down to regular sacral triangles, though instead of a vestigial tailbone, their spines continued, supporting a functional fish tail. Their ass cheeks were normal at their tops, but about midway down they transitioned into a scale-covered single mass.

Despite this novelty, or perhaps, because of it, each aquatic dancer had a lovely hourglass figure, which had the normal effect on my loins. My shaft had already swollen to full length and lay pressed between Chiyo’s plush ass cheeks and my own belly. Chiyo took a brief break from enjoying the mermaids’ show to shoot a smug smirk over her shoulder at me, and began to wiggle her fat butt in my lap. I responded by groping and teasing her in return, having unfettered access to her delightfully soft body.

On both sides of me, my women likewise began to get quite frisky with each other. Bondi let out an indignant yelp, but once again, Anaya whispered reassurances in her ear. After a short pause, the dragon princess relaxed and Opal resumed her assault, though Bondi’s cute flush remained in place. I felt Delara’s powerful arm wrap around my shoulder, before she leaned over and licked my neck, while squeezing Mina’s tits with her other hand. I kept half of my affections on the sexy goblin in my lap, while the other half would cycle through my other women, all while savoring the visual spectacle of six delectable mermaids cavorting before us.

The mermaids in question concluded their first song with an acrobatic climax, as their flips criss-crossed with each other midair, just narrowly avoiding collisions. The next song was slower and free of any jumps. It was also in Lower Zembish, so we could understand the lyrics. This song was about a mermaid who’d fallen in love with an astral sailor, whose ship took him far and away from the waters where she could follow, leaving her in a state of frustrated longing.

Each mermaid did an excellent job acting this out, swaying their hips in time to the music. As their ardent yearning built, they turned to their only remaining method of relieving their tension. Slowly, they began to remove a good portion of their seashells, including the two obstructing the nicest views. I admired their swollen areolae as they rolled their hardened nipples between their own fingers, caressing themselves the way they wished their lover would. The beat intensified and the show got even raunchier. Indeed, they all demonstrated exactly where their slits were, as they and the song came to a rousing climax.

I thought this might be the time to end the show and start with the audience participation, but they weren’t done yet. They all dove beneath the water, and half of them re-emerged, portraying different characters. These were sweet, innocent mermaid lasses, modestly covering their upper torsos with their hands as they frolicked in a tide pool, unaware of a trio of wicked young fisherman hiding nearby.

With that, the other three dancers slowly rose up in the water behind them, each carrying a sturdy net and sporting a lascivious leer. Bit by bit, the fishers crept up behind the singers, who remained oblivious until their stalkers closed the gap and threw their nets, sparking a desperate, but hopeless struggle. The netted dancers wriggled and writhed about artfully in the confines of the thin ropes, twisting into all manner of sensual poses, as their captors laughed and gradually reeled them in.

Inevitably, the captive mermaids were completely overcome, too wrapped up and exhausted to struggle any further. That was when the “fishermen” began to enjoy their prizes, the many gaps in the net allowing them to place their fingers, lips, and tongues wherever they so pleased.

Their victims cried out—at first in protest, but then in a more primal fashion, as the lusty attentions of their abductors sparked hidden, uncontrollable, reciprocal passions in the formerly “innocent” mermaids. Before long, the dance had devolved into all the performers flagrantly humping each other, while moaning orgasmically in time to the music.

At that point I decided that I was tired of waiting, so I grabbed Chiyo’s pillowy behind, lifted her up, and impaled her upon my throbbing dick.

“Oh, fuck! You bastard,” she moaned. “Yes! C’mon, give it to me!”

The water around her hips churned as she began bouncing on me with animal ferocity. Oh, the sensation of her warm folds caressing my shaft was exquisite as I pounded away at her welcoming pussy from behind.

On both sides of me, I heard gasps of carnal pleasure as Delara and Opal’s fingers plunged deep inside their respective partners, while all three genies applied their own skills to help out. Anaya and Fariya’s hands disappeared into the pool, while Soraya raked her nails across my chest, kissing my ear and the back of my neck, giving me pleasure without blocking my view of the show.

I felt my orgasm building rapidly, having been thoroughly primed by a sex show and tons of foreplay. Luckily, it seemed like Chiyo was in a similar state, her gasping reaching a crescendo to match mine. I decided to try and hold it until the mermaids simulated their own climaxes. Fortunately, that didn’t take long at all. They all came loudly, in perfect harmony, though with enough naturalism that I wasn’t certain they were faking.

I grunted as I shot my load deep inside Chiyo, as her delightful interior spasmed and squeezed me wonderfully, milking my hot rod for every last bit of pleasure that she could get out of me. Besides me, the rest of my women came as well, with Bondi being the loudest, as she often was when coaxed past her inhibitions. I felt them all collapse around me, leaning into us as their breathing returned to normal.

“Well, aren’t we enthusiastic?” said the lead mermaid, with a laugh, as the rest of them disentangled their “catches” from their nets. “Well, we’ve got one more song to go, and then we’ll be free to… mingle. Hope you like it.”

They launched into their final song, and we did like it, very much. The music put a heavy emphasis on thumping drums, while the lovely performers switched back to singing in Psaranian. Soraya didn’t translate line by line—she merely informed us that the lyrics boiled down to, “We’re extremely horny, so please fuck us all night long,” restated multiple times, using different turns of poetic language.

The mermaids’ choreography started out lewd and stayed there, as they artfully shimmied and ground their sexy bodies up against each other, flagrantly caressing and groping each other in time with the music. Then, as the song progressed, each dancer took turns swimming right up within arm’s reach of us, presenting themselves with sultry grins on their faces.

A forest of hands shot out from our group to stroke and squeeze their wonderful figures, showing our full appreciation for the gifts offered to us. The sensation of their soft skin flowing and twitching beneath our hands was absolute perfection, as were their musical cries of pleasure in response to our touches.

After the sixth mermaid had run through her second grope-fest, all them pulled away to engage in a literally orgiastic final set of dance moves, as both they and the song built to a climax. What an amazing sight that was. Despite having just come, I was already stiff, primed, and ready to go again, and I hadn’t needed to call on my cock-ring’s stamina enhancements at all.

I leaned down to whisper in Chiyo’s floppy goblin ear. “You weren’t kidding about this being a great room. Tell me, which one’s your favorite? Who do you want to fuck first?”

“That brunette,” said Chiyo, pointing at their leader. “Actually, I wanna watch you pump her senseless. Then bring her to me.”

“Good choice,” I said. “I’ll make it happen.”

Chiyo had picked out a beauty with long, straight black hair, almond eyes, exquisite features, and a nice, balanced physique. I’d been leaning towards picking her as my favorite also. I felt myself swell further in anticipation, as the mermaids finished off their song with a final set of flips, then swam up and emerged from the water’s surface, inches away from us, fixing us with seductive gazes as their full bosoms heaved from the exertion of their performance.

“Thus, our ceremony of welcome has nearly completed,” said the raven-haired mermaid. “Tell us, who is your leader? It is traditional to seal our greeting with a hello kiss.”

“I guess that’d be me,” I said, scooching Chiyo to one side and standing up in the waist-deep pool.

“Captain Happy Trails!” said Mina, to the huge amusement of my crew.

“He certainly is!” said an especially curvy green-haired mermaid, staring at my abdomen with undisguised lust.

“Call me Zain, please,” I said, burying my annoyance. Ugh, this was going to turn into a thing, wasn’t it?

But any irritation I might’ve felt melted away as the first mermaid embraced me for my hello kiss, which was the opposite of chaste. I savored the sensation of her eager tongue dancing in my mouth while her luscious body writhed in my grasp, her hips insistently grinding against the underside of my shaft, enticing me to fuck her first.

I pulled away, with some reluctance, into a similar clinch with the next mermaid, and so down the line, with each subsequent dancer escalating their show of affections. The green-haired mermaid went second-to-last, and I actually needed some help to pry her loose, which the other dancers provided, giggling all the while.

Finally I embraced the raven-haired leader. She felt like sheer perfection in my arms, warm and sensual, so I wasted little time. It turned out my hips had no difficulty finding her opening, as I intuitively thrust my way inside, easily sliding all the way in.

She cried out with pure delight. With a flick of her tail, she pulled me beneath the surface. Any ideas of topping her were quickly dispelled. She was an aquatic creature in her natural environment. She had every advantage and I was now her plaything.

But that was far from a bad thing, as her idea of play consisted of doing things that I liked, swishing around me, caressing and stroking my figure, while presenting me with her lips, throat, tits, and belly, for me to admire and worship with my tongue and fingers, before she laughed and twisted away, only to approach me again from another angle. But her ability to tease me was limited, as her passion built beyond her own self-control. Her dancing and erotic displays had also been turning herself on, after all.

I didn’t have to wait long before she resumed our embrace, first engulfing my throbbing dick with her tight mermaid pussy, then using the leverage from her tail fin to start slamming her hips into mine. Ah, Soraya hadn’t been kidding about the wonderful suction. I simply held on and held out as long as I could, sliding my hands where I pleased on my partner’s delicious figure, as she pleasured herself on my cock, humping away at the precise tempo to bring herself maximum satisfaction. I did have my own little surprise for her as she neared her climax, adding the vibration from my cock ring to send her to heaven.

The noises she made were even sweeter than her singing, as she spasmed and clenched around me. I pumped her full of my seed as we gripped each other so tight it felt like we might meld into a single person. Despite being submerged, the magic of the water-breathing potion allowed me to whisper in her ear, and she in mine, so I was able to follow her cries of “yes,” and “more,” and “like that.” It let me judge when she’d finished coming, and I tapered off the vibration in response, then gently slid out of her.

We floated back to the surface, she on her back, still holding me in her arms. The pause allowed me to fully appreciate the quality of the water-breathing magic. Some versions of this spell could be unpleasant, as your lungs filling with water could feel like drowning, even if it was breathable. But this one seemed to transmute water into air as soon as it entered the body, making the transition unnoticeable.

“Ahh, I love that tingle magic,” sighed the mermaid. “I’d hoped your cock ring was one of those. Can it do other things? Does it help with stamina?”

“Yes, to both of them,” I said.

“Oh, good,” she said. “It makes sense, since you already have eight women. But I wonder, if even you can handle fourteen? I’ll tell you now, you’d better save some for each of my girls. Other women are fun, but they’ll be very disappointed if you don’t give each of them a good, hard fucking—like you just did to me.”

“That’s a challenge, but you’ll find that I’m up to it,” I said. “I won’t be satisfied myself if I don’t get to experience every one of you lovely ladies from the inside.”

I glanced around the pool. Most of my party had disappeared beneath the churning waters, involved in their own trysts. Except for Chiyo, who remained where I’d left her, grinning at me while the curvy, green-haired mermaid pressed up to her side, nibbling at her long, floppy ear. Time to make good on my promise.

I turned back to my current partner. “What’s your name, by the way?”

“Vaiata,” she said beaming at me.

I twisted in the water, somewhat surprised to find that it was still quite shallow. My feet hit the bottom of the pool and I was able to lift Vaiata out of the water easily, while she squealed with delight.

I cradled her in my arms and whispered in my captive’s ear.

“Well, Vaiata,” I said. “The goblin over there is named Chiyo, and you’re her favorite. I promised her I’d catch you and bring you over for her to ravish. Any objections?”

“None whatsoever,” she said. “Consider me caught. Let’s not keep her waiting.”

I waded over to where Chiyo and her mermaid lover awaited us.

“Chiyo,” I said, “meet Vaiata.”

“A pleasure,” said Chiyo. “And this here is Paria. She’s real eager to meet you.”

“Greetings, Captain Happy Trails,” said Paria, without any sense of malice or irony. Welp, it looked like I was going to be stuck with that for the near future.

Vaiata leaned up to whisper into my ear. “Well, I’m here. Aren’t you going to deliver your catch? I’m all ready to be served up.”

I released my grip on Vaiata’s tail and lowered her into the pool. She tried to clinch with Chiyo, but I gently, but firmly, caught her by the hair, fingers tangled right behind her head. I held her a few inches away from Chiyo, allowing my goblin to sample her prize as she liked.

Chiyo spent a good long while teasing Vaiata mercilessly, caressing her gorgeous face with light touches and feathery kisses, while the mermaid moaned, in need of fuller contact. Paria laughed at her compatriot’s predicament, kissing her ear and then the back of my hand, before slowly working her way up my arm.

Chiyo took a bit of pity on her victim, pressing their lips together so they could make out in earnest. I reveled in the sight of two beautiful women pleasuring each other, while Paria’s lips completed their journey up my shoulder to land on my neck. I felt both of Paria’s sizable breasts press into my back as she latched onto me, while a tug from Chiyo indicated I should lift and tip Vaiata’s head skywards, exposing her throat to the goblin’s attentions.

The mermaid dancer gasped with pleasure as Chiyo tasted her, and those cries of delight only increased as I switched my grip to cup both her luscious breasts from behind, arranging the soft flesh before Chiyo like a platter. The goblin began to feast upon her delicious meal, while Vaiata cried out, relishing our combined attentions.

We took our time with her in that position, Chiyo’s relentless mouth and tongue sampling both my fingers and the treasure they contained, while Vaiata wriggled between us, and Paria kissed her way down my spine. As Vaiata’s pleasure built, I hugged her around the ribs and lifted her further up out of the water, presenting her taut belly for Chiyo to enjoy. Slowly I raised the mermaid up higher, placing my feet on the stone seat to get better leverage. Vaiata’s passionate cries of encouragement redoubled as the goblin’s persistent, questing tongue ventured beneath her navel, leisurely sampling the helpless mermaid at the pace I set for her.

I thoroughly enjoyed the sensation of Vaiata squirming with pleasure within my grasp, even as Paria began to make love to my ass, while reaching beneath my thighs to grip my rigid cock and start fondling it. Oh, she was good at this. I hadn’t planned on coming again so soon, but I couldn’t fend Paria off without releasing Vaiata, and I had no intention of doing that, just when we’d reached the best part. I lifted Vaiata’s hips clear of the water line and Chiyo responded by devouring her pussy, prompting the loudest exclamations of joy from the mermaid dancer so far.

Her spasms of pleasure made her fairly difficult to hang onto. I was actually helped by Paria bracing me from behind, though she was stroking me much more vigorously now. Apparently, she really wanted me to come soon, and there wasn’t much I could do to stop her from getting her way. Fortunately, Chiyo picked up the pace on her end, thrusting her fingers deep inside Vaiata’s soft interior, sending her over the edge. We both came at roughly the same time, my hot jizz squirting all over the small of Vaiata’s back, as she thrashed about in my arms, shuddering from the overwhelming physical joy.

Somehow I managed to maintain my balance, despite Paria’s expert attempts to the contrary. I held Vaiata firmly in place until Chiyo had definitively finished her meal. I felt the sexy mermaid turn into exhausted jelly within my embrace, then lowered us all down into an aquatic cuddle-pile, all four of our faces at equal level, the easier to exchange leisurely kisses with each other. We remained there for a while, but once I’d caught my breath, I realized that Chiyo hadn’t had a proper turn yet, and we needed to fix that.

I caught Vaiata by the hair again and whispered into her ear. “You may be the catch, but it’s time for you to do the eating.”

“Oh, no,” she said, with a saucy grin. “What a burden.”

Then I nudged her face beneath the surface, pressed into Chiyo’s ample cleavage. I’d intended to make this another gradual journey, but the goblin pushed my hands down further, sending Vaiata’s raven head directly between her thick thighs. Well, Chiyo had already been waiting quite a while.

And Vaiata proved to be just as skilled with her tongue as she was with everything else.

“Ooh—fuck yeah!” said Chiyo, as she threw her head back. “That’s it! Oh, gods… I—mmph!”

The sight of her cute features scrunched up in ecstasy was too much for me. I leaned in and swallowed the rest of her passionate exclamations, tasting her luscious lips as she was swiftly brought to a powerful orgasm, the combined eroticism of all our attentions catching up to her at once. I kept making out with her as she gradually came down, and I released Vaiata to allow her to rise up and snuggle with us.

Chiyo caught me around the neck in a fierce hug, her face pressed into my chest as I kissed the top of her head. We remained like that for a while, and when next she looked up at me, she revealed a gaze of such longing, passion, and vulnerability, that it nearly took my breath away. My responding wave of lust took me by surprise, bubbling up and overflowing in a primal, uncontrollable flood.

I lifted her out of the water and bent her over the edge of the pool, just as I’d bent her over her worktable earlier today. I activated the stamina enchantment on my cock ring and slammed my rock-hard shaft deep into her silky, wet pussy. Really, I should’ve given Paria a turn first, but I was beyond caring. I had to have Chiyo now, just like this.

And neither mermaid seemed too put out, eagerly groping my ass and pressing their tits against it, enjoying the sensation of it repeatedly turning to steel beneath their touch, as I pounded the goblin’s fat, pillowy ass with all my might, as the goblin in question screamed at me to go harder, faster—to give her more, more, more.

I growled like a wild beast and redoubled my efforts. As I pumped away, I became aware of the rest of the group watching us, laughing and calling out encouragement. Opal hoisted most of her curvaceous body out of the pool, but not far enough to dislodge the head of another mermaid from between those luscious thighs. Opal’s eyes glittered as she watched me fuck her creator senseless, while she herself was being voraciously licked to orgasm. I grinned at her for a moment before another feminine touch turned my head around.

It was Fariyah, my newest genie, demanding some long-overdue attention. I promptly gave her exactly what she wanted. She broke our kiss to push my head into her ample cleavage, which Anaya and Soraya molded with their hands, to present to me in the most optimal way possible.

I stayed like that as I continued ravishing Chiyo, furiously bucking my hips into her until she couldn’t take any more, which ended up being quite a long time. Despite my frenzied lovemaking, I continued alternating magic with my natural passion long into the night, fulfilling my promise to Vaiata to show every one of her girls a good time, and then some. It was the least I could do, in light of such amazing fortune.

Because Chiyo was one hundred percent correct—I was the luckiest bastard who ever lived in Shattered Zemyah.


Chapter 29
A Princess' Will


Save for the candles surrounding the altar, the First Temple of Yarih was dark and quiet, its giant dome giving the impression of a cavern in the dead of night. More ominous still was the huge, irregular gash marring a good third of the dome’s interior, covered by bamboo support scaffolding and dark gray canvas tarps. They served as a reminder of when the monstrous abomination known as Krah-Mirogah had defiled the holy temple, cracking the great dome like an egg to feast upon the enchanted, illuminated ceiling panels within.

That had happened three months ago, and most of the damage remained. Revenge had been taken upon the villainous worm, and upon its vile minions, the Mirogans, but recreating the ancient panels was a lost art, known only to a few historians of the church, and then only in theory.

Artificing had been banned for centuries, to avoid attracting the dreadworms, for all the good that had done. Assembling a work team to restore the temple was proving a thorny problem, and it was increasingly likely that they’d have to lean on immigrant kobolds to do most of the job. Of course, no-one wanted that, but the world had a way of ignoring your wants.

An expedition had been mounted to raid Krah-Mirogah’s corpse, in the hopes of recovering some remnants of the original temple, but none had returned from the cursed and haunted city of Jhar-Vakod. So Archbishop Danel Oraha was going to have to deal with a swarm of purple kobolds crawling all over the sacred temple. Forbearance was a virtue; one he’d had to exercise in spades recently.

This ritual was another fine example of that. An impossible request. Something that hadn’t been achieved in millennia. Yet he couldn’t say no.

“Are we ready yet?” said Princess Athtara Rahabian, sister to the Queen, and therefore one of the most wildly popular rulers in the history of Rephara. A word from her could set the entire population at your throat, and she did not like Danel much at all.

It really wasn’t his fault. In the face of a existential crisis, he and the rest of the Rephaite nobility had chosen a course of prudence, rather than take some wild, desperate gamble. The problem came when the Princess’s wild, desperate gamble had succeeded, beyond anyone’s most ambitious expectations. And that type of boldness inspired slavish devotion from the people, where prudence did not.

“We are as ready as is possible, Your Royal Highness,” said Danel. “Though, I must remind you, miracles cannot be commanded. What you have requested hasn’t been successful since⁠—”

“Commanding miracles is the purpose of a true clergy,” said Princess Athtara. “And it’s your doctrine that Yarih does not sleep, despite all evidence to the contrary. The wonderful man who lies upon your altar has done more for Rephara than any saint or king or hero in recorded history. If Great Yarih won’t intervene on his behalf, then what good is he?”

Danel bit back his reprimand. Blasphemy was a poor opener when petitioning for divine intervention, but she’d discover that for herself soon enough. Time to get this over with.

The Archbishop stepped up to the shrouded figure, sprinkled with diamond dust and still de-thawing, after spending the past three months packed in ice. Still, some decay was inevitable, though the heavy perfumes masked most of the stench. Archivist Esho, the only other person in the temple with them, lay the correct ritual scroll on the podium before Danel. A redundancy, since he’d thoroughly memorized the full incantation, but it never hurt to be careful.

Danel raised his hands and began to chant. Nothing out of the ordinary happened. Nothing felt different from the hundreds of times he’d intoned similar mantras before the congregations gathered in the First Temple, and in smaller churches across Rephara, in which he’d delivered ministry. The holy words of a nearly-forgotten ritual echoed throughout the dark, cavernous emptiness of the Temple, heard by no-one besides the three at the altar, the princess’s Royal Guard having been stationed outside the entrance.

Or so it seemed, at first. But midway through the second stanza, Archbishop Daniel noticed something odd—a sensation of needles pricking him from beneath his own skin, traveling inside-out. It started below the pads of his palms and began to spread up his wrists and forearms. A part of him wondered if he should be concerned, but there was no pain, no reason to halt the ritual.

At the start of the third stanza, Danel’s blood began to boil. That’s what it felt like, though again there was no pain. But the Archbishop’s skin felt like the surface of a bubbling cauldron, while his innards fizzed and churned from the intense heat building within.

The bizarre sensation might’ve caused his incantation to falter, but Danel found that stopping was no longer an option. His lips and tongue moved of their own volition, the holy words pouring out of him, unbidden and inevitable. The ritual had taken over; Danel was merely its vessel, its conduit.

The power exploded out of his chest to form a tether to the corpse on the altar, now lit up bright as day. Danel first thought the light was sourceless, only to realize it radiated from him. He was filled with the divine luminance of Yarih, God of a moon that had been long ago blown to fragments. Yet, He persisted. He did not sleep!

The revelation struck the Archbishop like a bolt of lightning. His gaze fell upon the rapturous visage of Princess Athtara, and he felt shame. For, despite her disrespect, in truth her faith was greater than his. She had believed this was possible—and he, the supposed leader of the Church, hadn’t.

And it was more than that. Looking back over his ministry, when was the last time he’d delivered a sermon with any true fervor? How many of his prayers had turned to rote recitations, while his mind turned to worldly matters: status, position, and petty politics? How easily had he acquiesced to the Mirogans, whose monstrous fake god had defiled their holiest of temples?

Oh, great Yarih—forgive me, though I am unworthy! I am a fraud of a priest, weak in body and spirit. But, though I am unworthy, still I shall enact Your divine Will. Take this cracked, tarnished vessel and do what you will with it! I am your servant, your slave, from now until eternity!

Tears poured from the Archbishop’s eyes as he launched into the final stanza of the ritual. The power of the god filled him to the brim, then overflowed in a mighty torrent, sucked into the body on the altar, which shone with a painful incandescence. Archbishop Danel spoke the final word of the incantation, which boomed with a thunder that shook the stone foundations of the Temple itself. The light pulsed and exploded outwards in a supernova of holy power, knocking everyone off their feet.

Danel bruised himself in his fall, but he scarcely noticed as he staggered back to standing. His body felt weightless, tingling from the aftereffects of channeling so much divine magic. His legs shook as he looked to the altar. He saw the chest rise with indrawn breath, saw the fingers and feet twitch as consciousness returned.

The Archbishop heard a strangled sob of joy from Princess Athtara, as General Direk Sar sat up and looked around in confusion.

“What… What’s going on?” he said.

“A miracle!” exclaimed Danel. “A miracle granted by Great Yarih himself! Yarih the Radiant! Yarih the Most High!”

Archbishop Danel fell to his knees and smote his forehead against the mosaic floor-tiles of the First Temple, even as members of the new Royal Guard rushed in, alarmed at the apparent sound of a bomb going off. Danel paid them no heed.

“Sing! Sound the bells! Proclaim the great news all across Rephara! Sing praises to Yarih! Witness His might and His mercy! Glory, glory, Lebanih, Lebanih! Let every ear in Zargedon hear the truth of the great miracle that Yarih has brought to us this day!”

“What?” said Direk. “What are you talking about? Where am I? Last thing I remem—oof!”

Princess Athtara threw her arms around the resurrected hobgoblin and began weeping on his shoulder, squeezing him so fiercely that he struggled to draw breath. After prying her loose enough to re-state his question, the Princess had this to say:

“Why, you’re right where you belong. And I hope you like it here, because I’m never letting you go again.”

And then she kissed him, lips pressed to his with the pent-up, desperate longing for the impossible, finally fulfilled. Under such an assault, Direk’s momentary surprise turned to reciprocal passion, and their greeting continued, under the bewildered gaze of the Royal Guard and the quavering hymns sung by the Archbishop.

It was left to Archivist Esho to record the event for posterity—and it was a momentous day indeed, one that would have profound implications for the coming Rephaite Renaissance. But that… is a story for another day.


Epilogue


Four months after his resurrection, Direk married both Queen Kothara and Princess Athtara in a joint ceremony, to become King Direk Sar Rahabian I, the first hobgoblin monarch in the history of Rephara. Both Rahabian siblings had decided that Direk, the hero who’d sacrificed everything to save them, was the only acceptable candidate to become King, especially when compared to the cowardly noble families of Rephara, who’d been so willing to sell them out.

Though marrying Direk was a political necessity, Queen Kothara had long held the handsome Captain of the royal Seraphs in high regard, reluctantly dismissing him as a potential partner only because of his common birth. But, in the aftermath of the Battle of Convergence, the Rahabian siblings found themselves in a position to rewrite all the rules and do as they pleased.

And, though brief, their exposure to Zain and his harem made them realize that there was no reason to fight over the best man in Rephara, when they could simply share instead. And thus, Direk found both Kothara and Athtara eagerly awaiting him on their wedding night, to energetically consummate their marriage, many times over.

And they’d had no issue approving their marriage with the Church, despite its unconventional nature. Archbishop Danel Oraha had been transformed by his first exposure to genuine divine magic. He now regarded Direk as a herald of Great Yarih himself, returned to life to guide a church and country that had lost their way. Unbidden, the Archbishop fast-tracked King Direk through the canonization process, so he also became Saint Direk, patron of soldiers and loyalty.

Though somewhat embarrassed by this level of praise, Direk graciously accepted the accolades, particularly since it helped solidify the new House Rahabian’s popularity. As the first hobgoblin king of Rephara, he and his wives enacted multiple policies to ameliorate long-standing inequities between the hobgoblin majority and the nephilim ruling class, so that the resentments exploited by the traitor Vibol could never divide Rephaites against each other, ever again.

Fairburn’s Wonderland re-opened for business about twelve weeks after it had been devastated by the “hurricane,” though certain attractions, such as Baba Yaga’s Hut and Emperor Polonius’ Banquet, required more extensive repair and rebuilding. Lost permanently were the famous self-contained first-generation dramatons of Barnaby’s Gang, the new management opting to replace them with actors in costumes for all scenarios, as this was both cheaper and safer for general use.

Also gone was the whole Jinny Plus system. This was widely regarded as a good thing, though a sizable percentage of adolescent boys (and some girls) quietly mourned their sudden inability to hide away with Jinny’s Magic Ring and command her to dance for them.

The Shogun’s Domain expansion was delayed indefinitely, and eventually cancelled, Fairburn management citing increased operating costs from paying their newly-unionized workforce. (The union disputed this claim.) Among those workers was Rosa Galeria, who was successfully recovered by IBI agents Atticus Corbaxe and Fosca Venator.

Rosa did not quit her job at Fairburn and rejoin her mother, despite her perilous experience. Rather, it further convinced her of the need to protect Fairburn’s Wonderland from those who’d ruin it, out of greed or malice. This determination finally convinced her mother to back off, and Rosa Galeria spent the rest of her working life at Fairburn, promoted all the way up to Vice President of Park Operations, before retiring at the age of sixty-three.

Likewise, Special Agents Corbaxe and Venator entered into a long and distinguished partnership, the details of which are too classified to list here, though they did collaborate with Alicia Oakheart again, when she launched her investigation into illegal employment practices of the Cydonia Trade Company. The results caused a significant scandal when they were revealed to the world, leading to a public relations nightmare for the CTC. Several executives were summarily fired, (with ridiculously generous severance packages) but not one person responsible for flagrantly violating multiple human trafficking laws and ruining tens of thousands of lives ever saw the inside of a jail cell.

However, all of the remaining Indentured were freed and given all owed back pay, along with safe passage back to their home countries. Years later, many of them were awarded substantial financial compensation from a class-action lawsuit—finally making the modest fortune they’d dreamed of when they’d left home, though not in the way they’d expected.

The Iannou brothers returned to their families, their disappointment at having their vacation ruined by a freak hurricane more than mollified by the absurdly generous monetary compensation given to them by the Fairburn Company, which was greatly in excess of the cost of tickets, travel, and hotel rooms. After being assured this wasn’t a mistake, the Iannou families happily returned to Fairburn’s Wonderland after it reopened, and had a fantastic time.

The Cho family were also given a free upgrade to a Mermaid Cove lagoon suite, though the visiting mermaids gave them the family-friendly version of their show, with a chaste meet-and-greet afterwards. Part of the service did include guided daytime tours of the local coral reefs, which allowed a few of the lovely mermaids to get Eunae alone for some “experimentation”—which Eunae enjoyed, but not enough to make a regular habit.

More lasting was her relationship to the enchanted goblin bow given to her by Chiyo, which caused a huge stir when she brought it back to Konhan. Eunae achieved great acclaim as an archer, winning multiple national competitions, even after Chiyo’s bow got banned. The ban lasted five years before being rescinded, as goblin-made compound bows had become the new standard for Konhanese archery.

Zain and his harem spent the remaining four days of their Mermaid’s Cove stay taking occasional afternoon breaks from near-constant carnal bliss. Their group’s combination of being young, fit, attractive, sexually-skilled, and Phozyks-anointed heroes made them absurdly popular with the Cove’s mermaids, such that the limited slots for personally attending to them had become a source of contention and strife within the aquatic dance troupe.

This was solved by having Zain’s crew attend one of the Cove’s general-audience shows, so they could scope out the entire troupe and pick out who they wanted on which night. Plus, Soraya suggested upping the allowed nightly visitors to eight instead of six, which, combined with some private reef tours, allowed every horny mermaid to get at least a little personal attention.

Fortunately for Zain, his ordeal at the park had raised his overall magical power, giving him more charges on his enchanted cock ring, making it easier to keep up with the overwhelming demand for his dick. On their final night at Mermaid’s cove, Zain’s crew were entertained by twelve of their favorite mermaids, each one determined to show their full appreciation for being so honored. Our heroes checked out late morning the next day, bleary-eyed as they boarded the train back to Pantanoro City, in dire need of resting up from their vacation.

And, from there, they embarked upon their next adventure, and will return
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