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Part One
Peril of the Rephaites



Chapter 1

Direk


Direk stared off in the distance, watching the flames and the dreadworms consume his homeland. Again.

The first time it happened he’d only been fourteen years old. The Mirogans tore through his small farming town like locusts, riding their infernal machines and their voracious dreadworm mounts.

The worms were the worst by far. They were huge monstrosities—the juveniles were at least the size of a hay cart, and the adults could get much, much bigger than that. They were covered in a thick, rubbery, deep-red hide that turned aside most blades. A spear or lance might wound them slightly, just enough to annoy the aberrant horrors before they devoured their attackers. The screams of sheer terror, from both farm animals and people, still lay burned into Direk’s memory, as the monstrous worms seized them with their slime-covered mouth-tentacles and chucked them into their huge, gaping maws.

There had been no fighting back. The town militia had been overcome in seconds. His father had been with them. As a boy, the sheer shock of that alone had destroyed the foundation of his entire world. His father, Sovann Sar, was supposed to be the strongest hobgoblin in all of Zargedon. And he’d been swept aside like he was nothing.

Direk’s mother Chantra had to slap him out of his traumatized fugue state—the only time she’d ever hit him. The sight of her tear-stained face, backlit by the flames engulfing their family home, was forever burned into his memory, as she told him to take his sister Kamlai and run, as fast and far as he could. And not to look back, no matter what. She’d come find him, she promised on her soul. She’d been lying about that.

Direk couldn’t remember how far he’d run, tightly clutching the homespun sleeve of his dear little sister’s jacket. His brain had been lost in a fog of general horror at everything going to pieces around him, like the whole world was ending. The next thing he remembered was lying on his face in an abandoned trail in the fae jungle that separated their colony from the main kingdom of Rephara.

Finally he dared to defy his mother’s instructions, and looked behind him—to see nothing but a trampled grass track, surrounded by greenery. He’d escaped the raiders. But something was missing.

Direk looked downwards to see his sister’s jacket, still clutched tightly between his fingers. But Kamlai was no longer in it. Direk never saw his sister or his mother ever again.

He’d spent the next couple of hours wailing, see-sawing between vicious self-recriminations and desperate excuses. Mother had ordered him not to look back. He’d only done what he was told! He couldn’t be faulted for that, could he?

Well, whose fault was it, then, if not his? He was supposed to take care of his sister and he’d failed. That was a cold, hard fact and nothing he said or did would ever change that. And what made it worse was that it was Kamlai.

His sister was the most precious, sweetest angel that had ever been born to a hobgoblin family. She was too pure for this world, and ever since she’d been born, he’d taken it as his mission in life to keep her from harm, and it had been a busy job. She’d never survive without him, and without her to care for, what purpose did his life have?

No. Direk forced himself to his feet and began to stumble down the forest trail, back the way he came. It didn’t matter that he was alone and exhausted. It didn’t matter that he had no idea when or where he’d lost his sister. If there was even the slightest chance he could find Kamlai again, he had to try.

His next memory was of running into a band of refugees on the road some unknown time later, of them dragging him into their oxcart and forcing him to rest. They were the last ones, they’d said. Anyone behind them had already been captured or killed, and they were not allowing him to join them, no matter how he thrashed and begged for them to let him go.

It was only when he’d awakened the next morning, after he’d exhausted himself crying hot tears of frustration and shame into his lost sister’s jacket, that he was given a faint ray of hope, from an odd source. Direk opened his eyes to find a wizened old grandpa hovering over him, his face crisscrossed with wrinkles and scars in equal measure, missing both his right ear and his left eye, as well as most of his left arm.

The one-eyed gaze of the wiry old veteran pierced through Direk like a war-spear. It felt like he’d been turned into glass, and the old hobgoblin could see straight through him, clear to the other side.

Direk never got that ancient veteran’s name, but the words he spoke burned their way into the boy’s heart, as if by an iron brand.

Who did Direk think he was, to imagine he could challenge the entire army of Mirog, dreadworms and war-machines, all by himself? Some sort of hero of legend? He was far too young and scrawny for that. He’d need to become far, far stronger to even entertain that idea.

But the deeper truth was that the type of power he’d need could never be gotten on his own. Stories of mythic heroes like Kravann the Quick and Sov Starhammer, who could slaughter hordes of demons with a single sweep of their enchanted weapons—well, they made for a rousing tale around the campfire, but that sort of strength wasn’t something he’d ever seen in all the years he’d lived on Zargedon.

Wise hobgoblins knew the truest form of strength, which didn’t come from any individual, but from the group—from bonds of unbreakable faith and trust in one’s fellow fighting men and women. To have any chance of recovering Kamlai, not only would Direk need to become stronger, but he’d need help. He’d need to become the kind of man to inspire love and loyalty from those around him. Then, and only then, could he even think of trying to save his sister.

Direk had taken the old man’s words to heart. The moment the refugees arrived in Belah, the capital city of Rephara, Direk had received a note from the wizened veteran and directions to follow. The guard at the military academy received the tattered scrap of paper with suspicion, then astonishment after unfolding it and reading the secret message within. Direk’s enrollment in the school proceeded afterwards without a hitch, though no-one would ever explain just who his benefactor was and what had been written in the note.

Direk had hurled himself into his training, the next decade passing by almost in a blur, and now he was Captain of the Seraphs: the elite soldiers who served as guards to the royal family.

And this was the part of the story where his distinguished service should have earned him a boon from the King. This was where he should’ve gotten the opportunity to request a proper missing-persons search from the intelligence division. He’d tried hiring multiple seers, many who turned out to be frauds, before earning a favor from the royal shaman and getting an answer that made sense.

The scrying was being blocked, by magic that stank of the Reaver’s Realm—a horrific plane of extra-cosmic demons. That same perverse influence was responsible for the alien dreadworms, which had plagued the deserts of Zargedon for thousands of years.

The fact that the spell was blocked meant his sister was alive. The extra-cosmic taint of the blocking force meant that she was almost certainly somewhere in the Kingdom of Mirog, which made an unholy alliance with the foul worms—they actually went as far as worshipping the voracious monsters.

The possibility of having to strike all the way into the heart of the Worm Cult didn’t deter Direk one bit. The confirmation that his sister was still alive was all he needed to maintain hope. He just needed to persuade the royal spymaster to have his agents add Kamlai to their lists of priorities, and had been working up to that request when disaster had struck.

Huge sections of Belah’s walls collapsed simultaneously, having been undermined by the dreadworms, working silently underground for who knew how long, while the Mirogan war machines thundered over and through the wreckage—armored fat-tired wagons carrying bloodthirsty raiders, along with stripped-down agile magitanks, their arcane cannons spitting out devastating spells of mass destruction. A swarm of bomb-dropping scrollbikes darted through the air, flying just low enough to avoid the arcane turbulence that snarled across the sky of Zargedon and kept most larger craft away from their remote shardworld.

But worst of all were the host of dreadworms—swarming, devouring, defiling the Holy City with their unholy presence. The monsters that ripped their way through Belah made the worms of Direk’s nightmare memories look like pygmies—and worst of all was their leader, the Great Grandfather-Worm Krah-Mirogah, worshipped as a living god by the kingdom that bore his name.

Having seen the titanic monster in person, Direk could almost believe that to be true. The behemoth was larger than most of the buildings that blocked his way, including the towering spires of the ancient temples of Tirzeh, and it plowed through those granite monuments like a mad bull through a cornfield.

The worm-god took less than a minute to cross the city and breach the palace walls, bringing on its back a host of witch-priestesses hurling black magic, elite shock troops swinging barbed poisoned blades, and, worst of all, High King Warun himself. Direk had heard the stories, but assumed they’d been exaggerated. That was not the case.

King Warun was a massive bugbear, nearly seven feet tall, his bulky muscles on full display as he leapt into battle bare-chested, whirling his massive claymore overhead. Direk saw the King of Mirog decapitate three of his best Seraphs with a single swing, and the realization hit him: trying to defend the palace at this point was futile.

Instead he split his men into teams and gave them a single mission: find as many members of the royal family as they could and evacuate. Direk’s team had managed to secure Athtara Rahabian, the youngest princess, and get her out of the city. But a day and a night had passed, and none of the other teams had checked in yet. Direk wanted to believe in his men, but with every hour that passed, the lower his spirits sank.

As Direk continued to survey the remains of Belah through his spyglass, as the fires kept burning and the dreadworms continued their grizzly feast, a dark part of himself sneered in savage mockery. Had he dared to imagine himself stronger and braver than the terrified little boy he’d been when his parents died? What folly.

The truth was that, despite growing older, not a single thing had actually changed. The Mirogans had attacked and taken everything from him. Again. And, despite all his training and politicking, he’d been forced to run away, rather than fight. Again. So what, then, had been the point of all his striving, his suffering, his ambitions? When all he’d accomplished was to come right back around to where he’d started?

For a moment he actually considered stepping off the tree branch where he’d perched, high enough to give him a good view over the jungle canopy. The trip down would end his suffering real quick. But another part of him—one that sounded just like the old veteran of his childhood—snapped him around with a stern rebuke.

No taking the easy way out. And things hadn’t worked out exactly the same, had they? This time, he’d actually saved the girl. Did he think that was such a small thing? It was a pretty big deal to the girl in question. She still needed him, as did the nation of Rephara. And this time, he wouldn’t need to wait years to plan a counterattack. This was far from over.

Direk descended back down the tree to his two compatriots, and together they made their way back to base. That was another security measure he’d put in place due to the odd nature of their rally point.

They were deep in Jitter Forest, one of the strange fae-touched jungles that covered this region of Zargedon. The big advantage of this location was that the dreadworms avoided it, and it was easy to hide here. The big disadvantage was it was even easier to lose yourself here, in more ways than one.

This was a thin space—a place where the material realm and the realm of Faerie could blend together. And there were plenty of strange Fae that would think nothing of snatching up or bewitching any unsuspecting mortals they came across, for whatever purpose suited their fancy. Ever since they’d entered Jitter Forest, Direk had felt it—the uncanny pressure of watchful eyes, lurking in the shadow of every leaf, and from beneath the shadows of every bit of brush.

That’s why he’d ordered everyone to stick to groups of no less than three people, at all times. Nobody ate alone, slept alone, pissed alone, or shit alone. If you gave a single fuck about your fellow Rephaite, you did not turn your back on them for a second, lest the Jitters take them. Even with these precautions, he was still getting reports of people going missing, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could’ve been.

That was important. That was a major focus of their operations right now. Limit the damage. Save what they could, gather up whatever still remained of their resources, see what options were still available. Muster their forces, and prepare to strike back.

These thoughts kept Direk’s mind occupied as they made their way through the eerie mid-day gloom of Jitter forest, the light of the sky filtered and refracted by the jungle canopy, until it seemed to paint everything a shade of sickly green.

This included the yellow rags that marked their trail, driven into various trees at eye-line with iron spikes. Driving the spikes in had been a harrowing experience. With every tap of his hammer, Direk had gotten the impression of silent screams coming from all around him, full of rage and promising vengeance, pulsing through the atmosphere, just beyond the edge of his mortal senses.

But he kept doing it anyway. The iron worked. No malicious spirits were able to re-arrange their trail markers, and his troops didn’t get lost. Soon they were walking through the unnaturally ordered remnants of the fruit tree orchards and rows of rubber trees planted by the interlopers who’d originally built this place, the Gweiadur Hollow plantation.

Built by elves of the Yllsalian Federation some two hundred years ago, most of the buildings still remained intact. Instead of rotting, as they should’ve, the severed planks of wood that formed the skin and bones of the houses and barns came back to life like zombies, sending shoots and roots stretching both upwards and downwards, all while somehow preserving a semblance of their structure’s original character.

This remnant of order struck Direk as being far creepier than a more natural chaotic disintegration would’ve been. It felt like the houses had developed their own warped spirits, transforming the dwellings into giant undead plant organisms, their empty window-frame eyes staring down malevolently at the foolish mortals who willingly walked inside their door-mouths and into their dilapidated, moss-covered guts.

And those were the parts of the compound they had access to. Gweiadur Hollow was a sprawling complex, full of sheds, barns, and silos that were half-swallowed by the encroaching jungle. Many of them had become inaccessible due to the overgrown brush jamming their doors shut, but there was one mysterious structure, too big to be a shack, but too small to be a house, that didn’t appear to have any doors or windows at all—just a chimney, that was also too narrow for even a child to squeeze through.

At another end of the compound, there was a heavy vine-sealed storm-cellar door that didn’t appear to belong to any building at all. It was just a door going straight into the ground. The plantation had three wells, one of which worked normally, thank goodness—but the other two had been filled in with bricks and sealed with mortar, for some reason lost to time. At night, guards reported strange sounds coming from inside the various buildings—low moaning, or loud thumping from the other sides of the sealed portals, as if something locked inside wanted to get out.

Direk had left the buildings alone for now. They had enough problems to deal with already. No need to poke their noses where they didn’t belong and release some ancient monstrosity, on top of everything else.

Direk was so engrossed with his own thoughts that he didn’t notice the moss-encrusted skeletal figure lurch out from a hidden space on a nearby porch and stagger right towards him, limbs jittering and twitching like a thing possessed.

Direk’s guards yelped and reached to draw their swords, but Direk barked an order to hold, as the weird puppet-like figure came to a stop right before them and bowed at the waist, the motion so sharp and jerky that it looked painful.

Direk forced himself to take a long, slow breath to calm his nerves. This was no monster, but one of the old plantation’s servitor golems, barely functioning after all these years. At least, Direk was reasonably sure he wasn’t looking at a monster. Its appearance was certainly uncanny enough to frighten even a brave person.

It was constructed of wood and brass, and it would’ve been a work of fine art in its original state, its slender limbs carved with elaborate, graceful whorls that combined elegant arcane calligraphy with intricate geometric and floral patterns, its face expertly sculpted to reflect a classical ideal of perfect elven beauty.

But, like the houses surrounding them, the Jitters had done strange things to this golem. Leafy branches sprouted out of its wooden body at disturbing angles, including one that pushed straight out of the puppet’s high, classical cheekbones, while thorny jungle vines spilled out of the automaton’s guts like torn, tangled entrails. Other parts of its body were cracked and covered with moss, including one of its porcelain eyes, while its other eye was missing entirely. Its jaw was jammed wide open in a rictus grin, but it wasn’t empty.

The mouths of these servitor golems contained horizontal crud-stained parchment scrolls, and this one’s spun up as it presented itself to Direk, stopping to reveal a message.

“Greetings, M. m. Master. Hhow shall you Be serv. Se. seerve. How, May I serve You!?.,”

Yeesh. Direk suppressed a wave of instinctive fear and loathing at the thing’s very existence.

“Go back to the porch and stay there until ordered otherwise,” he said.

The moss-covered wooden skeleton just stood there, its empty one-eyed stare seeming to go right through him, as its ruined head twitched erratically. The silence went on and, just as Direk opened his mouth to repeat his order, the servitor lunged out to one side, nearly falling on its face as it stumbled its way across the yard and up the porch stairs, crashing headfirst into the house itself, before it turned around into a stationary guard position and went still, as ordered.

Direk removed his hand from his sword hilt and took in another long, calming breath. The first night they arrived, a lot of his Seraphs had gone about hacking the servitor golems to pieces and depositing the dismembered remains in a waste pit at the edge of the plantation—only for those wooden corpses to vanish the next day, whereupon they were greeted by more rotting automata, stumbling about like nothing had ever happened.

From then on, Direk had ordered his Seraphs to let the servitors be. They were… probably harmless, and he was loath to continue a cycle of pointless violence, even against machines. It went along with his vague sense that there were things here constantly watching them. He didn’t want to give them the idea that chopping people up on sight was some common Rephaite greeting or something.

Direk entered the main building of the plantation, a huge mansion, its facade adorned with soaring fluted columns in the elvish style. He guessed they’d been pure white when they’d first been built, but now they were moldy and rotting like everything else here.

He made his way through a host of rooms and hallways, each one a slightly different flavor of decaying grandeur, until he reached his destination: the main ballroom and banquet hall, now the acting council chamber of what remained of the government of Rephara.


Chapter 2

Vision of the Shaman


The meeting wasn’t what he’d expected. The conference table had been pushed off to one side, and everyone sat on cushions around a complex mandala of various brightly-colored patterns of sand. A pungent smoke filled the air, but before he could ask what the hell was going on, Princess Athtara waved him over to a spare cushion right next to hers, while the cackling voice of the High Shaman Pigat echoed across the hall.

“Hurry up, young Captain,” she said. “The spirits have told me that now is the time to scry. Toke up, or you’ll miss the show.”

Toke up? Direk tamped down his confusion and sat down next to the Princess, who handed him a long pipe with carved sigils down its length, and a multicolored fan of feathers right beneath its fat bowl, already lit and overflowing with thick smoke.

Direk brought the pipe to his lips and inhaled, while Pigat began a droning, incomprehensible chant. Direk felt his chest warm as the vapor hit his lungs, and he felt a wave of dizziness as the shaman’s medicine took effect. His whole body felt simultaneously numb and tingly, and he had a weird impression that his insides had been replaced with cotton stuffing.

He tried to look around the circle, to see how the other council members were reacting to this strangeness, but the sand mandala grabbed his attention, pulling his entire awareness to it like a magnet. The colors jumped out at him, orders of magnitude more vivid than they had been just seconds before. The lines and patterns came to life—they crawled and swam and… sang to him in response to his gaze.

These weren’t random patterns and shapes—these were codes that held the secrets of the universe, like all the world been had flattened to a puppet-show stage, which he could now view in its entirety. But that was merely the beginning. The deeper truth lay behind the stage, where the puppeteers and the stage machinery worked their magic, and he knew he’d be able to comprehend that as well, if he could only get there. The sand mandala was the doorway, paper-thin.

All he needed to do…

was lean…

forward, and…

And then Direk felt an uncanny tugging sensation as his spirit was sucked out through his face, pulled free from his body, plunging through the mandala, its patterns swirling and spiraling to form a multicolored whirlpool portal.

Direk broke through and found himself hurtling through the sky at incomprehensible speeds, Jitter Forest passing behind him in an instant, followed by the plains, and the devastated city of Belah gone by in an eyeblink…

And then he was still, his spirit arrived at his destination, the throne room of the Repaite King and Queen. Direk had been here many times before, but it took him a second to recognize the location.

The Mirogans had absolutely wrecked the place. Priceless statues and art objects had been pulled from their pedestals and smashed. Paintings and tapestries from long-dead master artisans had been covered with juvenile, obscene graffiti drawn in blood. Savage, mangy wolf-dogs prowled the hall, tearing up furniture, marking their territory, fighting with each other, and defecating wherever they pleased.

But, worst of all was the figure occupying the King’s Throne, who’d thrown a dirty lion’s pelt over it for extra padding, disrespectfully posed, legs spread wide, with one thrown over the armrest, while the other rested on the Queen’s Throne, which he’d knocked over and used as a footstool. This was Warun, King of Mirog, currently wearing the Rephaite king’s crown on his head at a rakish angle, while the Queen’s crown was idly spinning between his fingers.

But the final insult was the chain the savage bugbear wore around his bull neck, which was strung through the ear holes of two severed heads. Their countenances were so ghastly that it took Direk nearly a minute to recognize them as Niqmad Rahabian and Donatiya Rahabian, the former King and Queen of Rephara.

Direk felt his heart sink even further as he realized that this meant the bulk of his Seraphs, who he’d tasked with finding and rescuing the head royals, had certainly all been killed as well. He pulled his gaze away from the grisly sight to take in the other occupants of the room: a few bugbears standing at the perimeter of the room, who were obviously guards, and a group of women, one of whom he recognized, though her dress was torn and her face was obscured by the rivulets of wavy platinum-blonde hair that hung down past the golden horns on her bowed head.

This was Kothara Rahabian, the elder princess of Rephara. Another failed rescue. He had to assume his last team of Seraphs was dead, too.

As Direk fought back despair, sound began to filter through his awareness. The people in the room were arguing.

“…don’t understand why you won’t just send her up to my bedchambers right now,” grumbled King Warun, in his deep, gravely voice. “She’s comely. Plus, I never had a Neff… Nefferuh…”

The bugbear scrunched his ugly face up in concentration, while the woman he was speaking to let out a sigh.

“Nephilim, Sire,” said the woman, a hobgoblin dressed in the black raiments of the Worm Cult, though hers were finer than any he’d ever seen.

She wore a loose silk tabard that was completely open on the sides, save for a few jeweled clasps securing the garment in place, which was barely sufficient to contain the generous curves outlined by her otherwise bare orange skin, interrupted by the occasional gold-accented onyx bangles that encircled her smooth flesh at her wrists, forearms, biceps, ankles, and thighs. Her hair was long, black, and perfectly straight, her bangs cut to terminate just above her black kohl’d eyes, which matched her black lipstick and her black painted nails, each of which was nearly two inches long. From a gold cord around her waist dangled a truly bizarre sort of rod, made of what appeared to be solid black glass, covered with vaguely obscene-looking protuberances and polished to a mirror-sheen.

Direk had never seen this woman before, but he’d read enough intelligence reports to know that this had to be Rhatha, High Priestess of the Worm Cult. If he hadn’t known that, it would’ve been easy to be smitten by her appearance, as she was easily one of the sexiest women he’d ever laid eyes on.

“Nefferum, yeah,” said Warun. “Never had one of those before.”

“Not surprising, Sire,” said Rhatha. “They’re rather rare, outside of Rephara. And even there, they’re a minority, though they do make up most of the nobility. Fallen angels, though they’re still devoted to their old patron-god Yarih. According to their mythology⁠—”

“So, why can’t I fuck her again?” said Warun, who’d just heard too many large words way too close together. “Both horns and angel wings is a nice combo. Lotta fun, I bet.”

High Priestess Rhatha took a deep breath in and out through her nose, her icy smile still fixed in place, though Direk found his awareness being pulled off to one side, to the four women standing quietly behind the High Priestess.

They were dressed similarly to Rhatha, with less jewelry, and with black, hooded veils covering with faces. This fact made it difficult to determine much else about these attendants, though he could tell two of them were hobgoblins by their orange skin. None of these four women filled their outfits out as nicely as Rhatha did. In fact, they looked downright sickly.

But something about one of these women—the one closest to the High Priestess—called to Direk, bringing an odd sense of familiarity with it. Something here was important. He felt like whatever spirits were controlling this vision were doing the equivalent of jumping up and down and screaming at him to PAY ATTENTION, but what their purpose was, he had no idea.

“To answer that,” said Rhatha, “I’d like to bring a related matter to your attention. Specifically, the discussion we had before we invaded Belah. Do you remember that, Sire? Do you remember what we agreed to? About what we were supposed to do to the King and Queen of Rephara?”

“Unh,” said Warun, concentrating hard for half a minute. “Take ‘em alive?”

“Yes, that’s right,” said Rhatha. “And, what did we end up doing instead?”

High King Warun glanced down at the gruesome prizes he wore atop his chest.

“Had a weapon,” he said, with a shrug.

“Yes, I’m sure the royalty of a major country were carrying some nice, decorative, ceremonial weapons,” said Rhatha, through clenched teeth. “Were they anything that could actually hurt or even threaten you? Mister giant bugbear berserker War King?”

“Still a weapon,” said Warun, blithely unconcerned. “Nobody draws a weapon on Warun while the blood frenzy’s on. They shoulda known that. Not my fault they didn’t.”

“Yes. Fine. That’s just great, Sire,” said the High Priestess, pinching the bridge of her nose. “And while we’re on this, do you really have to keep their heads right there? Isn’t there, perhaps, someplace else you might put them?”

Warun glanced down at his chest again, then back to Rhatha.

“Trophies,” he said.

“Yes, I know they’re trophies, Sire” said Rhatha. “But there are a lot of places one might display a trophy. Perhaps, a nice glass case. Or, a fine oak shelf with some velvet pillows. We could even go the traditional route and put them on spikes just outside the palace walls, as a warning to your enemies, maybe with a layer of pitch to help fight the rot?”

Warun shook his head. “Fine this way.”

“You’re absolutely sure, Sire?” asked Rhatha. “It’s not too drippy for you? Or smelly?”

“Smells like victory,” said Warun, proudly, before furrowing his brow. “So, what’s all that got to do with fucking Nefferum?”

“Well, Sire,” said Rhatha, and even Direk had to be impressed with her patience at this point. “Remember that the whole point of this invasion was to secure the Godvault buried beneath the royal palace. Which can only be opened by the rightful King and Queen of Rephara. Who are now dead. Because you killed them.”

“Had a weapon,” said Warun, automatically. “And what do we need a Godvault for? What’s so great about it?”

“It’s not the vault; it’s what’s inside the vault,” said Rhatha, and her expression of icy disdain began to crack, as a passionate fervor began to overtake her. “The last known fragment of our true master: the Finger of Giagohl—Lord of Gluttony, Supreme Eater of the Void, a Prime Reaver God, who descended to us from beyond the very cosmos to free us from the false deities who would’ve kept us forever enslaved.

“Though he may have been felled in the War of Shattering, still a piece of his essence remains. Perhaps enough for a divine rebirth, that our true God may take form once again, to rule all of Shattered Zemyah. Praise Be to Lord Giagohl!”

King Warun remained unmoved by his High Priestess’s sudden ecstatic fervor.

“Gee-ah what?” he said. “I thought we prayed to Krah-Mirogah.”

Direk winced, expecting an explosion of anger from Rhatha at this blasphemy, but the priestess turned and addressed Warun quite calmly.

“Yes, this would be the first you’ve heard of it, isn’t it?” she said. “We do pray to Krah-Mirogah, out of necessity in our Great Lord’s absence. But the secret truth is that Grandfather Worm is merely first among Giagohl’s servants. He’s powerful, but more along the lines of a demi-god. Unsealing Giagohl has always been our aim from the beginning. And we need to access the Godvault to do so.”

“So just have Krah-Mirogah crack the damn thing open then,” said Warun. “He can dig through anything, can’t he?”

“If it were that simple,” said Rhatha, “then Grandfather Worm would’ve done it himself seven thousand years ago. It’s not called the Godvault for nothing. The magic holding it shut is Prime Creation magic from the Shattering itself. It’s at the same level as the forces that hold our feet to the ground and prevents the air that we breathe from boiling off into space. The only way to open that door is with the proper key—and that’s why you can’t fuck the Nephilim yet.”

“Huh?” said Warun. “I don’t get it.”

“Since the current King and Queen are dead,” said Rhatha. “We’ll need to get ourselves a new set. To do this, you’ll have to marry the eldest princess and become the new King of Rephara.”

“Oh, that’s good,” said Warun. “I like being king—eh, what’s that?”

For the first time, another voice sounded off in the wrecked throne room. The scrying spell directed Direk’s attention over to Princess Kothara, whose shoulders were shaking. At first he thought she was overcome with grief, but then he realized that she was actually laughing.

“Something funny, girlie?” said Warun.

“You are,” Kothara spat back, though she still avoided looking right at him. “Both of you. You think a monster like you can really become a true king of Rephara? I’ll never marry you. Not in a million years.”

“Think you have a choice, do you?” said King Warun with a sneer, but Rhatha held up a hand.

“No, actually this is a problem,” said the High Priestess. “The marriage ceremony of the Rephaite royalty is both a religious ceremony and an actual magical spell. For it to work, the bride needs to be both willing and a virgin. Otherwise the ritual will fail and the Godvault won’t recognize you as the true king.”

“And it will fail,” said Kothara, “Because there’s no way in hell I’d ever willingly marry the brute who murdered my parents.”

“Ah, you think so, do you?” said Rhatha, striding over to Kothara, seizing her by the chin and forcing the princess to meet her gaze eye-to-eye. “Through the power of Giagohl, and his servant Krah-Mirogah, all things are possible.”

Rhatha released the princess and turned to address her attendants. “In three week’s time, there will be a cosmic convergence, a ninth-level harmonic resonance between Zargedon and the other shardworlds that once formed the moon of Zirrat, seven thousand years ago. At the apotheosis of that grand harmony, the skies will clear, and,” continued the High Priestess, turning to address her attendants, “You four will finally realize your destinies as the holy Betrothed of Krah-Mirogah himself.”

Something about that proclamation made Direk’s blood turn ice-cold with an unnamed horror. Before he could reflect on that at all, King Warun barked out coarse laughter.

“Brides of Krah-Mirogah?” he said. “Always thought that was a funny way to put it. Don’t you mean meals of Krah-Mirogah? Hey… hey you—what’s your name?” said Warun, to the nearest attendant.

“Kamlai, Your Majesty,” said the woman, her beautiful, bell-like voice instantly recognizable to Direk. Even with nine years of time and growth away from him, he knew the voice of his own lost sister.

“Yeah, Kamlai,” said Warun. “What do you think about getting ‘married’ in three weeks, eh?”

“As you wish, Sire,” said Kamlai, and Direk found himself focusing on the only part of her left unobscured by the black veil—her warm, beatific smile. “Krah-Mirogah is mighty and terrible, but I am not afraid. Grandfather worm shall embrace me and make me his, pulling me deep inside him. My body shall dissolve and become part of His holy flesh, but he shall elevate my spirit, which shall ascend to the heavens and begin a grand journey of the cosmos, guided by a team of saiko… by saiko-pops⁠—”

“Psychopomps, dearie,” said Rhatha.

“By psychopomps,” continued Kamlai, “Who shall present me with trials, who shall judge my deeds in life, who shall demand payment for passage, and, if I be worthy, they shall escort me to Paradise, where I shall spend the rest of eternity in a state of never-ending bliss and happiness. Such is the reward given to the faithful and pure of heart, Sire.”

“Well-spoken, Kamlai,” said Rhatha. “And furthermore, your sacrifice will please Krah-Mirogah greatly, and he shall grant me power as a reward. Power enough to do things that would normally be impossible, such as commanding a person to love someone they have every reason to hate.”

“What, you’re telling me all this song and dance is for a regular love spell?” sneered Warun. “Because I know a witch who⁠—”

“No, this is not a ‘simple love spell,’” said Rhatha, her patience visibly fraying. “That sort of charm would foul the marriage ritual. I’m talking about the power to go in and literally change someone’s mind. That’s about as complex a feat as you can imagine. And there’s a decent chance other parts of her mind won’t be in the best shape afterwards. Might not be much for conversation.”

“Eh, that’s fine. Don’t much care for chatty women anyways,” Warun said, then screwed his hairy face up in thought again.

“So, how long I gotta wait to fuck ‘er again?” he said.

“Three weeks, Sire,” said Rhatha.

“Three weeks,” he said, with a expression like he’d ate a bushel of lemons. “Three weeks is a long time. Listen, as a conquerer, I see this shit all the time. You go raid a village, carry off a nice, healthy young wench, give her a tumble—and yeah, for a while she’s going to be spitting mad. But, give it a month or two, a lotta times they sweeten up⁠—”

“Yes, Sire,” said Rhatha. “I’m sure that dynamic does play out sometimes, though I’d think it works better for captors who don’t insist on wearing the severed heads of their sweethearts’ murdered parents on a necklace to constantly remind them why they should hate your fucking guts.”

“Trophies.”

“I KNOW THEY’RE FUCKING TROPHIES, YOU…” Rhatha managed to bite her lip and close her eyes, taking deep, long breaths as she clenched her fists. But Direk felt the spirits pull his focus away from her and onto Warun, and then he saw it—a slight shift in the King of Mirog’s idiotically blank expression. It wasn’t much—just a slight upward twitch of the corner of his mouth, along with a sudden glint of cunning satisfaction in his beady eyes. But it was enough to throw the entire dynamic of this relationship in a new light.

King Warun was doing this on purpose. He wanted this Priestess Rhatha, who clearly hated his guts, to underestimate him. He wasn’t nearly as stupid as he seemed, and he hadn’t risen to his high seat of power purely on strength alone.

Direk wasn’t sure what to do with this insight, and he didn’t have much time to ponder the implications as Rhatha’s head snapped up, as she pulled the strange black rod from her side and held it up high. Purplish-black energy erupted from the rod and engulfed her form, and Direk felt the entire world wobble, as the spirits holding his mind in this place quailed in revulsion at the unnatural magic that now suffused the throne room.

“Enough,” said Rhatha, her voice taking an uncanny timbre, as though a host of demons spoke through her throat, as her feet left the ground, buoyed up by the aberrant power of Krah-Mirogah. “I Shall Take Princess Kothara Into Custody. In Three Weeks The Ceremony of Cosmic Convergence Shall Rewrite Her Mind. You Shall Marry Her, Become The True King Of Rephara, And Then You Shall Open The Godvault. Such Is The Will Of Krah-Mirogah, And So Shall It Be Done.”

There was no anger in Rhatha’s words, but they carried the full weight of unholy authority. Even Warun seemed to know better than to continue to fuck with her any further.

“Yeah, okay. Fine. We do it your way,” he grumbled, as the women turned to leave the throne room, and Direk felt a sudden suction pulling him backwards, the entire world flying past him in a blur.

A sharp snap brought his body and spirit back into alignment—a sensation akin to having a bucket of ice water dumped over his head. It left him with a splitting headache and a twisting anxiety deep in his guts, as all the worst possible scenarios were playing out at once, and he had no idea about what to do about any of it.


Chapter 3

Cowardice


Aglance around the sand circle showed the other members of the council in similar states of distress, though none compared to that of Princess Athtara, who had buried her face in her hands and was openly weeping. Well, of course she was. That vision must have been absolute horror for her.

Direk reached out a hand to offer comfort, then hesitated, wondering about the propriety of the action. As Captain of the Guard, he’d been in the position to have a handful of conversations with the Princess, so it wasn’t like he was a complete stranger to her. Still, the differences in their stations were so great….

No. Princess Athtara might be royalty, but she was still a normal person with normal emotions, and what she most needed now was comfort. Direk reached across her back to and gave her a gentle squeeze on her shoulder, and the Princess melted into him, throwing her arms around his neck and pressing her face into his armored chest.

Well, that was unexpected—but perhaps it really shouldn’t have been. Captain Direk gently stroked Princess’ Athtara’s back, feeling a small sense of relief that, in this one small case, he’d done the right thing.

They stayed like that for a minute or two as Shaman Pigat’s disciples began handing out mugs of tea to counter the aftereffects of the visionary medicine they’d all inhaled. Direk felt the hot, bittersweet drink calm his stomach, while the steam rose up through his sinuses to clear his head.

He faced the rest of the council feeling refreshed, prepared to get down to the business of saving his country from these evil cultists and barbarians, and that’s when things continued to go horribly wrong.

It started when he asked when the rest of the military leaders were coming, like General Boury and General Nimith, only to find they were both MIA, presumed dead, and, as far as anyone knew, Captain Direk Sar was now the highest-ranking military official still alive in Rephara. That meant any sort of rescue operation planning now fell to him.

And he tried to rise to meet that responsibility, only to find his suggestions for any kind of raid being nitpicked to death by the rest of the Council, save for Baron Sisera, who kept making proposals that were so belligerent and unrealistic that everyone ignored them. No-one was offering any suggestions that were actually helpful.

The sudden, weird obstinacy frayed on Direk’s nerves.

“Well, we have to do something,” he snapped. “We have to figure out some way to find Princess Kothara and get her away from those monsters before they complete their plan.”

“And then what?” said Viscount Zimrida, a tall, whip-thin Nephilim in his fifties, whose hairline receded well past his blood-red horns. “You think they’ll just take that lying down? You think they won’t try to get her back?”

“Of course they’ll try to get her back,” said Direk.

“And, what will you do then?” continued the Viscount.

“Uhh… fight them?” said Direk, unable to suppress his confusion at the sudden, bizarre turn of this conversation.

“With what army?” said the Viscount. “Our forces have been more than decimated. The state of our military is approaching annihilation. What would any further conflict do, other than get more of our soldiers killed?”

The sudden hiss of indrawn breath from Athtara was so sharp it was painful. Direk turned to see her wide-eyed expression of horror, her skin turned pale white, in stark contrast to her short, curly, ebony locks.

“By Yarih’s holy radiance,” she said, “You don’t actually want to save my sister. You’re not even going to try.”

“Save her?” said Archbishop Danel, another elderly Nephilim. “My dear child, they said they were going to marry her, not kill her. And purely political marriages are the norm for nobility. You know that.”

“Political marriage?” said Princess Athtara. “They’re going to destroy her mind!”

“Eh? I don’t remember that part,” said the Archbishop. “I think they mentioned some potential side effects. But I confess, I’m not totally familiar with this type of magic. What do you think, Pigat?”

“Mysterious and complicated, the mind is,” said the wizened High Shaman, a mysterious half-smile on her face. “This spell young Rhatha proposes would require great power indeed. Much turns on the skill and sensitivity of this Worm Priestess. She’s a clever one, and no mistake. Though, were she to succeed, then Princess Kothara would truly come to love King Warun, and be genuinely happy to marry him.”

“You… you can’t…” gasped Athtara. “This is…”

“Completely unacceptable,” said Direk. “We can’t let a monster like Warun become King of Rephara. Then he really could open the Godvault and gain access to the Finger of Giagohl.”

“Yes! Yes, that’s right,” said Athtara. “My family’s holy duty has always been to keep the Godvault safe. That was why the Rahabian dynasty was founded seven thousand years ago. We have to keep the Finger of Giagohl out of the Worm Cult’s hands.”

“That’s interesting,” said Baron Vibol, the youngest member of the council, at a vigorous forty-one, and the only hobgoblin. “What can you tell us about this artifact? This Finger of Giagohl?”

“Well,” said the Princess, suddenly looking uncertain. “It… it’s part of a Reaver God. One of the horrible beings who shattered the planets, and⁠—”

“Yes, I know that,” said Baron Vibol. “I meant, what can you tell us about it that we didn’t already hear in the vision?”

“I… uh…” said the Princess, wringing her hands and glancing about furtively. “Well… it’s… kinda…”

“Kind of what?” said the Baron.

“I… well…” muttered Princess Athtara, before giving up and blurting out. “The secrets of the Godvault are only revealed on your eighteenth birthday. That’s in three months. But I⁠—”

“So you didn’t know anything about it before hearing it the vision,” said Baron Vibol. “Is that correct?”

Well… yes, but⁠—”

“But I hardly see what difference that makes,” said Direk, jumping in to save the floundering princess. “We know now, and it doesn’t take a religious expert to know that the rebirth of a fucking Reaver God is a total catastrophe. I mean, we’re talking literal end of the world here!”

“My dear boy, it’s only a finger,” said Archbishop Danel. “The Reaver Gods were all killed by our Pantheon, though it cost them dearly. That bit of dead flesh may have power, but their Worm Priestess’ ravings are pure wishful thinking on her part.”

“No, that’s…” said Athtara, rallying. “I know… my parents didn’t tell me specifics, but they taught me other things, generally—about Reaver magic. Even a little bit is too much. It warps, it pollutes. It brings nothing but corruption and insanity to those who try to wield it⁠—”

“Oh, then it’ll do our job for us, then,” said Viscount Zimrida. “If the Mirogans go insane, their government will collapse, and we can step in and pick up the pieces. And Princess Athtara here can continue the royal line unbroken. So long as we all survive long enough to see that happen.”

“But…” said Direk, as the possible future the Viscount described played out behind his eyes. “Even if the Mirogans self-destruct, it’s not like they’ll do it quietly. An insane King… they could cause so much damage. Hundreds of thousands of people could die. And Princess Kothara will certainly be one of them.”

“Yes, that’s most regrettable,” said the Viscount. “But we have to face facts, that this is a terrible situation we’ve found ourselves in. Some sacrifices are inevitable⁠—”

“SACRIFICE! Sacrifice a member of the ROYAL FAMILY?” All of a sudden Direk found himself on his feet, a red haze threatening to overtake his vision. “You, Sir, speak TREASON! And I will not hear one more word of this. I, Direk Sar, Captain of the Palace Guard, swore a holy oath on the altar of His Radiance Lord Yarih, to protect every member of the Royal Family with my life!”

“Oh?” sneered the Viscount. “Well, I must say, you’ve done a fine job of that, haven’t you? If King Warun’s necklace is any indication.”

Direk felt his hand clench on the hilt of his sword, but Princess Athtara saved him from doing something truly stupid.

“How DARE you, Sir,” she yelled, jumping to her feet. “How dare you sit there and sneer, when you have no idea what you’re talking about. You weren’t there at the palace when the Mirogans attacked. It was complete bedlam! Barbarians everywhere, coming from all directions. I’ll never forget the blood, and the terror, and the screaming. It was only because of Captain Sar’s quick thinking and bravery that anyone got out of there at all. I saw him slay a dozen Mirogan berserkers, and at least as many of their wolf-dogs, to clear the way for our escape. Captain Direk Sar is a hero, and I won’t suffer to hear otherwise from anyone.”

There was a brief moment of silence, which Baron Sisera promptly ruined.

“Here, here!” he said. “That’s the type of spirit we need more of. Less dithering and more fighting. Gather the troops up and give those wretched Mirogans what for. And⁠—”

“Yes, yes,” said Baron Vibol. “Courage and heroism are all well and good. I don’t think any of us have any reason to doubt either Captain Sar’s competence or his dedication—or to question the loyalty of anyone at this circle. In fact, we must regard his dogged dedication to fulfill his oath as nothing short of commendable. Of course that would be the primary focus of the Captain of the Royal Guard. However, we must also realize that the situation in this nation has changed drastically, and I would say that General Sar has new, much broader responsibilities, and that his focus must likewise change.”

It was the absolute worst way to get a promotion, and Direk had a sinking feeling he wasn’t going to like what came next. Indeed, he was treated to a lecture of the needs of preserving the lives of the men under his command, that they not be wasted in vain.

And, he had to admit that he currently had no good way to fight the dreadworms. Their hides could only be pierced by ballistas, or even a heavy arbalest, if it hit a weak point. The problem was that it was rare to get more than one or two shots off before the worm burrowed into the earth and came up beneath its attacker.

The same tactic made traditional pike squares into nothing more than a worm smorgasbord. There was no official record of any dreadworm engagement with the Rephaite army where they’d gotten a confirmed kill on one of the beasts, though they’d been able to drive off some of the wild ones—after taking heavy casualties.

“So,” said Direk, “You’re saying it’s hopeless. We sit back and do nothing while Warun becomes the new rightful King of Rephara.”

“There have been terrible kings in the past, and we have all survived,” said Viscount Zimrida. “We’ve been in bed with literal devils. That is our history,” he continued, pointing up at his crimson horns.

“Not all of us will survive,” said Direk. “The Mirogans use the populations of the countries they conquer as feed for the dreadworms. They’re doing it right now.”

“Yes, and that is hard to bear,” said Baron Vibol. “But, as leaders of what remains of this nation, we can’t let ourselves be ruled by emotion. We have to look at the entire picture; think long-term. And, well—you saw what King Warun is like. He’s a conqueror. His mind is entirely occupied with finding new lands to pillage and add to his collection. He didn’t strike me as a man who’s at all concerned with the business of actually running his empire.”

“Warun is smarter than he looks,” said Direk. “I think he acts like that to keep that Priestess off-balance. I don’t think he killed the King and Queen by accident—he did it to force Rhatha to make him the rightful King of Rephara.”

“An interesting theory,” said Viscount Zimrida, “But it doesn’t change the good Baron’s point. If Warun and Rhatha complete their ritual, he will become the legal King of Rephara, and everyone here will be duty-bound to treat him as such. Then he and his worms will move on to some shiny new country to conquer, leaving the rest of us to manage Rephara. We re-build, re-plant, and continue on with our lives. That is most sensible plan available to us.”

“Unless, of course,” said Direk. “Rhatha actually does manage to resurrect a Reaver God and start the apocalypse over again.”

“Oh, calm down, young man,” sputtered Archbishop Danel. “I keep telling you, it’s only a finger.”

A finger that the gods saw fit to seal away with Prime Creation magic, which is totally what you’d do with something that wasn’t at all dangerous. Direk brought that up, but no-one was listening.

Across the council, the only ones in favor of any resistance were him, Princess Athtara, and Baron Sisera—and the Baron’s arguments were so terrible that it made Direk wish he wasn’t on their team. As the meeting went on, Direk found himself speaking less and less, his spirits sinking as the rest of the Rephaite nobility began to debate the finer potential points of how to best manage life under their new Mirogan overlords.

A new clarity overtook Direk’s mind, about why it was that their country had fallen so easily and so completely to the Mirogan invasion. It wasn’t the dreadworms undermining the walls—not really. The true rot was in the myopic, complacent leadership of Rephara—people who’d be perfectly happy to let evil people like Warun and Rhatha do as they pleased, because they were reasonably sure that they wouldn’t be personally affected by any of it.

These were “leaders” who’d turn a blind eye to an apocalyptic threat, because acknowledging it would be inconvenient to their desire to bow and scrape before their mighty conquerors, in the hopes the big bully would leave them alone.

He couldn’t even mention Kamlai. These people wouldn’t lift a finger to defend the current heir to the throne. They certainly wouldn’t give a shit about his sister. Bringing it up would only further discredit his opinion in their eyes. They’d accuse him of being “emotional” and “sentimental.” The best he could manage was an offer from Baron Vibol to “reconsider” resistance if, and only if, he could discover some reliable means of killing a dreadworm.

He knew that offer was only offered as a placation to shut him up. Vibol believed the worms to be invincible and his task impossible. But it was something, and he clung to that shred of possibility as the meeting adjourned.

He saw the High Shamaness being led away by her disciples, and moved to follow, hoping to speak with her more about Giagohl’s Finger and the potential disaster that could mean for all of Zemyah, but Princess Athtara caught up with him in the hall outside, and shook her head at him when he told her his plan.

“Shamaness Pigat is…” said the Princess, and sighed. “Father always said not to rely on her. For politics, I mean. She has power, and some knowledge and wisdom granted by the spirits, but when there’s any kind of dispute, she’ll just spout off something cryptic and mysterious that sounds profound, but really it’s so she doesn’t have to pick a clear side. That way, she doesn’t alienate anybody and can claim later that she was always aligned with the winners.”

Direk grimaced and felt himself deflate further. He’d really been hoping he might pick up one decent ally, besides the Princess.

Apparently he was too obvious with his emotions, because the Princess became flustered and cried out, “Oh, no! Don’t… um… Don’t give up!”

The Princess reached out to touch his shoulder, then yanked her hand away like his body was a hot stove, then put it back, as her pale face turned bright pink, before she settled on grabbing both of his hands and holding them clasped between the two of them.

“Captain S… no, General Sar,” she said, staring up at him through her violet irises. “I want you to know… that I see you. I see what you’re doing. Right now, you’re the only true ally that the Royal… no—that my sister and I have. You’re the only one who’s trying. You’re the only one who cares. The rest… they’ll go on and on about ‘Reason,’ and ‘The Big Picture,’ but the truth is that’s just their excuse for only caring about themselves. But you’re not like that. You’re different. You really want to save people. You want to save both of our sisters.”

Direk felt his breath catch in his throat. Oh, yeah—that was right. In one of their few conversations together, he had mentioned the loss of his sister to Princess Athtara. And she’d remembered it, well enough to see what he had, in the vision. He couldn’t believe it.

“You remembered…” he said.

“Of course I did,” said the Princess. “No-one would ever forget a story like that. So, please—whatever you do, don’t give up. Even though I know how bad things are. I know it seems impossible. But I and Kothara and Kamlai are counting on you. You’re our only hope.

“And what’s more, I think… no, I know you can do it. I know you can save them. I know you can save our people. I believe in you. And I wanted you to know… you’re not alone. I can’t… I don’t have a lot of sway here, but, however you want me… I mean! Um! I’ll do whatever you want! With rescue stuff, I mean! That’s, um… Anyway, thankyousomuchbye!”

Princess Athtara, her face now beet-red, released his hand and fled, nearly knocking over a fungus-filled elven vase on her retreat. Direk just stood there dumbfounded, a complex stew of emotions threatening to bubble over and leak out through his ears.

He turned back to the hall. First, he’d need to re-unite with his escorts. He did feel a renewed sense of purpose, only to find it being dashed on the rocks of impossibility at the challenge he now faced. First, he needed to kill a dreadworm. How in the world was he going to do that? Who could he ask for advice? Princess Athtara had warned him against Pigat—but then again, he’d only be asking for knowledge, not for her allegiance. And if not the High Shamaness, perhaps one of her disciples could be swayed…

Swayed with what? What favors could he offer, in his current position? Direk let out a long sigh. He was now a General. This was a more powerful position than he’d ever dreamed of holding. So, why did he feel more helpless than he’d ever been? Direk remembered the advice given to him by that ancient veteran, and wished he were here to tell him something new.

Because the “gather allies” strategy was reaching the end of its utility. He felt that bit about heroes all too acutely right now. Yes, being a hero and trying to do the right thing on your own was actually really fucking hard. No wonder the storytellers always saw fit to give Sov Starhammer and Kravann the Quick superhuman powers. Otherwise, who’d ever believe they could win against such a corrupt world?

Direk let out a bitter chuckle. Oh, what he wouldn’t give to have Kravann come charging in, slaying dreadworms left and right. Then he’d storm the palace, lop off Warun’s head with a single blow, and Princess Kothara, Kamlai, and the rest of the kingdom would all be safe.

But, of course, that wouldn’t happen. Those were tales to comfort children. Heroes of that magnitude could no longer be found anywhere in Shattered Zemyah.


Part Two
Journey to Zargedon



Chapter 4

Jacktooth Carline


Ilaid out the fae-touched rod of purpleheart wood in the center of the summoning circle, taking care not to let any of its thorny blackberry vines touch me as I did. This struck me as an atrocious design for a magic implement, but its original owner had been a scale-covered dragonkin warlock, so I supposed she could get away with using such a device better than most people.

This spell was going to return the rod back to its original owner, a powerful fae creature known as Jacktooth Carline, Duchess of the Unseelie Court, as part of a ritual that would hopefully entice her to trade information, either for more information, or for some yet-to-be determined favors.

Though honestly, I didn’t see why this Duchess would want anything to do with us, since our only prior interaction had been through her warlock servant, Zalkah. And that interaction had been us killing her, because she’d been an evil space pirate who’d been trying to kill us. This did not strike me as a great basis to start a mutually beneficial relationship.

“Oh, don’t worry, Master,” said Soraya, smiling at me from across the table. “These sorts of beings are rarely that sentimental about the warlocks they make pacts with. But, the fact that they do make these pacts means that they like to make deals with mortals. So, we can make a deal.”

Oh, yes—some of you might be new here. You start telling a tale, it’s easy to forget that folks can come and go without you noticing. Might as well start with the basics. My name’s Zain, and I’m an artificer. That means I can use magic, but only when it’s been anchored and focused through some sort of physical object, like a wand, or an orb, or some other specialized device.

Soraya was my genie, whose essence was bound by the ornate sapphire ring I wore on my middle right finger. There’s a whole involved story about how we met, but let’s keep it brief and say that I rescued her from space pirates. If it seems like I’m mentioning space pirates a lot, you’re not wrong. It’s going to be a recurring theme throughout my stories, and that’s putting it mildly.

But enough about me, let’s talk Soraya. Well, Soraya was a gorgeous, raven-haired, curvaceous vision of mostly bare blue skin, as she tended to lounge about in nothing but skimpy dance-wear and lots of jewelry. She’s also charming, agreeable, a dynamite cook, dancer, and sex partner—and had a wide range powerful magical abilities involving both illusion and healing.

You might say that she was the perfect woman. In fact, all her abilities seemed to have been designed to make Soraya’s ring-bearer as comfortable and content as possible. But there was a dark side to this whole arrangement, if you thought it through. (And if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s overthinking things)

Soraya was a self-aware creature with her own mind and will, but she was being held in compulsory servitude to whoever wore her ring. The ring’s enchantment compelled her to do everything in her power to make her master happy, to the point that her own mental well-being was directly tied to mine, and this was completely out of her control.

That’s pretty yikes, isn’t it? Though Soraya insisted that she truly loved me and was happy being mine, I wasn’t okay with just shrugging my shoulders at the basic inequality forced upon us by the ring’s enchantment. But I had a plan to fix that, which was the prime reason for this whole summoning ritual. So, on with our tale.

The summoning circle was a small one, written out on the surface of my work table, which I’d cleared off for the purposes of this ritual. This was a simple, low-level form of summoning. There’s a lot about magic that I was still learning—so I had to be careful I didn’t overreach and try using more power than I could control. This ritual didn’t actually pull our target from the realm of faerie. It was more like we’d be knocking on her door to say hello. She wouldn’t have to answer. She could just take the warlock’s rod and completely ignore us, and a part of me hoped she’d do just that.

“Oh, that’s just like you, Master,” said Soraya. “You’re always anxious about meeting new people.”

“New people are scary,” I muttered. “I never know what they’re going to do.”

But I continued with the ritual nonetheless, double-checking the runes that had been written out in chalk, powdered quartz, and a little bit of pulverized emerald—all of which would be consumed upon completion of the spell. Everything appeared to be in order, so I spoke the words to activate the ritual, and felt the magic surge through my arcane sense—a special form of perception that all spell-casters have.

The purpleheart rod vanished instantly, while the rest of the circle glowed, rose off the table, and rotated ninety degrees so it faced us like a window, its surface a swirl of rainbow colors that pulsed and danced before our eyes. And, for the next minute or so, that was all it did.

I was beginning to feel a mix of disappointment and relief at the spell’s apparent failure, when the circle suddenly expanded and the colors resolved to reveal a large woman wearing an ornate black-and-green ballgown, the lower part of her face concealed behind a golden folding fan.

“Who is it, who dares to knock on the door of Jacktooth Carline, Left-most Duchess of the Unseelie Court, Grand Collector of Everything Wayward?”

“I do, Your Grace,” said Soraya, “Humble genie and spokeswoman for Zain, skilled artificer and pirate-hunter. We seek your audience in the hopes of establishing a mutually beneficial information exchange.”

“Do you, now?” said Duchess Carline, snapping her fan shut, to reveal a luscious pair of Cupid’s-bow lips, and a single fang, at least an inch long, protruding out from the corner of her mouth to point down to her chin. Her hair was done up in a mass of bouncy ringlets, bright red with black and white streaks running every which way, though her pointed ears were long enough poke their way above the curly mass. Her skin was fair, and quite a lot of it was on display, as her gown was one of those types designed to maximize the amount of cleavage shown, and it had a lot to work with.

She was a very beautiful woman, but oddly enough, she wasn’t triggering my sense of desire nearly as much as she should’ve. There was something about her—maybe her expression… No—it was something coming through my arcane sense. Something about her felt really weird and off-putting. I filed that observation away in my brain as I watched Soraya turn on the charm.

We’d already agreed that she would do most of the talking. Soraya had over a thousand years of experience dealing with people, whereas I’d count it as a huge victory if I could keep a conversation with a stranger going for more than ten minutes. Plus, negotiating with powerful fae was a treacherous dance. Each word needed to be chosen carefully, lest you end up accidentally giving away something vital, like your soul, for example. Yeah, I was happy to leave this job to the expert.

I leaned back, ready to witness some high-level haggling, only to be disappointed. It turned out that high-level haggling involved a lot of back and forth repetition, of finding different ways to re-state the same thing in different ways, and was at least as much a test of patience as anything else.

And the Duchess was giving at good as she got, drawing a good deal of information out of Soraya in the process. Some of that was unavoidable—like, we had to reveal that our intended destination was the remote shardworld Zargedon.

“Zargedon! How interesting,” said the Duchess, fluttering her fan. “Hardly anyone goes there. Unless you’re thinking of going on a wormjoy run?”

“Wormjoy?” said Soraya. “Is that another name for sensex?”

“Sensex, wormjoy, luvslime—whatever you care to call it,” said Duchess Carline. “It’s the only reason I know of why anyone would want to go to a hellhole like Zargedon.”

“Such a quick reply,” said Soraya, “It seems you know quite a lot about it.”

“I know enough,” said the Duchess. “Zargedon is crisscrossed by multiple planar inclusions—thin points where the Unseelie fae hold influence. Unfortunately, currently they’re all under the control of Duke Bowen Solanacae, and we’re not currently on speaking terms.”

The verbal duel continued, and I was surprised to hear Soraya give out information that I thought she might try to hide, like the fact that our true purpose was to recover a portion of her missing essence.

That was another thing about the ring’s enchantment. As part of the process of taking an independent magical being and binding her to an object, Soraya’s soul had been split into seven different gems, the largest being the sapphire set into the ring’s center. Around it were six empty sockets, all of which would need to be filled in with their respective jewels to make Soraya whole again, and allow her binding spell to be broken.

We didn’t know any details about the ring’s creation, like how or why any of this had happened. Soraya’s memory only went back a thousand years, though she was certain that both she and the ring were much older than that, and she couldn’t remember a time when any of those sockets had been filled.

So I’d built a sympathetic resonance tracker, or SRT, to locate her missing gems. This was a simple magical device that could tell you the absolute distance and direction of any creature or object, so long as you already possessed an item that was strongly related to whatever you wanted to find. Like, a lock of their hair, or a nail clipping, or the like. And what’s more, an SRT couldn’t be foiled by anti-scrying spells, or other types of magical interference, that could block weaker types of arcane tracking, like Geas Needles. As long as you were in the same plane of existence as your target, an SRT wouldn’t fail you.

That’s how I knew that Soraya’s first missing gemstone was on Zargedon. And now Duchess Jacktooth Carline also knew most of that, too, because Soraya had just told her.

She was getting information in return. The problem was it was mostly stuff we already knew. Like, most of Zargedon’s atmosphere was impassable to aircraft, due to arcane interference. To get where we wanted to go, we’d have to fly down through a clear section of sky way to the south, to the only sky port town on the southern tip of the main continent. From there, we’d have to cross a vast desert called the Red Wastes, harried by storms of poisonous gases, along with huge, aggressive carnivorous creatures called dreadworms.

If we got through the wastes okay, we’d be in the general area where I figured Soraya’s gem was. That area contained the Kingdom of Mirog, which consisted of potentially violent hobgoblins, and was also the main source of sensex. Also there was the Kingdom of Rephara, consisting of probably not hostile nephilim, and the Chayarok Jungle separating the two.

This was the state of our information exchange at that point. It was a state where we’d given up a lot and gotten almost nothing in return.

Don’t worry Master, thought Soraya, through the telepathic connection granted by the ring’s magic. We’re still in the preliminaries here. Plus having her confirm our prior intel shows that she actually does know what she’s talking about.

Well, okay then, but as the talks continued, I had a gradual realization about the Duchess’ focus: it was all about Soraya. She hadn’t asked a single question about me, or even acknowledged my existence. That seemed… odd. I mean, sure, if our positions were reversed I’d think Soraya was more interesting, too. But this total shunning was weird, and it wasn’t just me. She wasn’t asking anything about our ship, or our other crew, or….

I was so engrossed in my own musings that I nearly missed the sudden, bizarre twist in Soraya and Duchess Carline’s negotiations.

Did she just— I thought.

Yes, Master, thought Soraya. The favor she’s requesting, in exchange for further information, is that I come visit her in the realm of Faerie and have sex with her. Of course, I’m not going to accept.

What the… what the actual fuck? Of all the sheer fucking gall⁠—

No need to get upset, Master, thought Soraya. Although this is… unexpected, it’s just one possible proposal. I just need to negotiate for a different favor we can perform for her instead.

I took a deep breath and willed myself to calm down while Soraya went to work. She was a big girl and she could handle herself. Or so I tried to tell myself. In truth, Duchess Jacktooth Carline proved to be quite stubbornly fixated on one thing and one thing alone, resisting any and all attempts to steer the negotiations around to literally anything else. It was actually really, really creepy. Like, it was setting my teeth on edge.

I was sure Soraya would say that it didn’t much bother her, that she’d endured far worse in her thousand-plus years of servitude to the ring and its masters—many of whom weren’t as nice and easygoing as I was. But it was bugging the hell out of me. The whole point of my quest was to change Soraya’s situation so she wouldn’t have to put up with this shit anymore.

Patience, Master, thought Soraya. Patience is a virtue. I think I can wear her down if I keep haggling.

So I remained silent while the conversation continued. And Soraya remained unable to switch the Duchess off of her intended desire. Instead Duchess Carline kept raising the value of what she was offering.

In addition to any information we wanted about Zargedon, we could get a powerful dancing sword, that could be commanded to fight on its own, hovering in the air right besides you while you used your hands for other things. We could get a whole set of magical figurines, which, when thrown on the ground, would turn into real creatures you could command to do anything you wanted. The set went from a small monkey, to an eagle, to a tyrannosaurus at the top, with a host of other creatures in between. We were offered an enchanted key, which could create and then unlock a door on any mundane surface. This door would then lead us to a grand extraplanar mansion, full of spectral servants who could attend to our every need, for as long as we wished. We were offered a set of books, that, when read, would permanently increase my strength, speed, intelligence, or charm, before vanishing in a cloud of ash. That last one would’ve been pretty tempting if it wasn’t Soraya’s body on offer.

But that was the payment still being demanded, despite all of Soraya’s best efforts to switch it to something else. Actually, this was getting ridiculous.

Soraya, are you actually getting anywhere here? I thought. Anywhere at all?

N-no, Master, she thought back, and I felt a subtle tug through the ring’s magic, one I’d learned to recognize as the binding that prevented Soraya from lying to me.

That was a bit worrisome, but we could talk about it later. For now, I was ready to write this whole thing off as a giant waste of time.

Okay, Soraya, I thought. You’ve endured more than enough of this horseshit. No deal. We can just go off and gather our own intel. Tell Duchess Thirsty to go take a hike.

That’s… not a good idea, Master, thought Soraya, and I could feel her distress flowing through our psychic link.

Why is it not a good idea? I thought back.

Master, I don’t understand why, but I can tell that this person has developed an overwhelming fixation with me. And… I can also tell that she’s powerful enough that she basically never gets told “No.” Not about anything she truly wants. If we walk away now, I’m afraid she’s just going to send agents after us to take me away from you.

I just sat there in stunned silence.

What.

The actual.

Fuck.

Master, I can still salvage this. I just need to convince her to pick some other boon. That’s the only way we can walk away from this.

You can just… talk someone out of an overwhelming fixation? I thought.

I have to try, Master, she thought. Please let me try. And please, try not to get too angry. I can tell how angry you are.

I nodded, but I found myself struggling to comply with her request. Didn’t like to be told “No.” Of all the shitty, entitled…

Nope, gotta stay calm. I noted the time on my pocket watch. I tried to focus on the gentle, calming ticking sound, and appreciate the satisfying mechanical precision as the second hand made its journey across the clock face, starting from twelve to return right back there again in sixty precisely measured steps, to trigger a sympathetic step from the minute hand, also on its own determined journey from twelve to twelve. I really liked clocks, and watches, and timepieces of any kind.

But, even for me, there’s only so much meditative peace watching a clock can bring before it leads my mind back to the passage of time, and to all the other things I could be doing with that time. Like, I could actually be building something in this workroom, instead of being held hostage by the selfish whims of some spoiled fae noble.

This whole situation was taking me back to the last time I’d been stuck watching a clock—back when I’d been an indentured worker on the luxury astral liner Crystania, waiting for my shift to end. Far from reassuring, time was a tyrant when it wasn’t your own. I swore, once I’d outsmarted my captors and stole back my freedom, that I’d never let myself be put in that situation again, and yet, here I was.

I tapped my foot and stared at the now mostly empty surface of my workbench. I could’ve used the components of that rod to craft something else. I ground up an entire fucking emerald just to summon this bitch. And I knew it was a terrible idea. I just knew it was. Of course the boss of the evil pirate warlock would be evil as well. No good would come from dealing with these kinds of horrible, spoiled, aristocratic assholes. People so rich and powerful, they could decide they were above any laws, or even basic common decency.

The owners of the Crystania, the Cydonia Trading Company, had been like that. I’d signed a contract with them in good faith, to exchange my honest labor for eventual passage to Xembala to study magic. The CTC could’ve profited from that deal just fine—but no, that wasn’t enough for them, was it? They had to steal my passport, all my possessions, and lock me in a system of inescapable debt. They’d tried to steal my entire life away, and for what? Just so a bunch of ultra-rich assholes, who already had more money than could ever spend in an entire lifetime, could get just a little bit richer.

And the worst part—the absolute fucking worst part of the whole deal, was that I couldn’t even complain or act upset by any of it. That’s how badly they had me fucked over. The whole time those bastards were screwing me over and stealing from me, I had to smile and bow and scrape and provide good customer service to the same class of asshole who’d ruined my life. I had to dance to their fucking tune like a good little trained monkey, or else they’d fuck me even harder than they already were.

And now I was still doing it! I was sitting here on my ass staring at my fucking watch, held prisoner by the whims of another rich, powerful dickhead. All I’d done was knock on this bitch’s door—just a friendly hello, how you doin’, wanna make a deal? But, nope—sorry buddy, I’m gonna take whatever I like from you, just because I think I can.

So that’s how it is, is it? That’s how the whole world works, now? Fuck that.

I widened my focus on the watch enough to include the numbers, and see how much time had passed. Twenty fucking minutes of this mental torture. That was it. I’d had enough.

Soraya, any progress?

N-no, Master. But⁠—

“Okay, that’s it!” I spoke aloud, “It’s closing time at the bar. Time to pack up the desperate pick-up lines and head on home.”

Both women fell silent, and Jacktooth Carline, Left-most Duchess of the Unseelie Court, Grand Collector of Everything Wayward, slowly turned her head to stare at me with an expression of outraged shock.


Chapter 5

The Lowest Form of Wit


“Little man,” said the Duchess. “Just who do you imagine that you are speaking to?”

Master, please—I’m begging you⁠—

“What, you don’t know?” I retorted. “You see anyone else here making a bunch of lame-ass pick-up lines to someone who clearly isn’t the slightest bit interested? Man, you’re dense in multiple ways, aintcha?”

“Oh, little man,” said Duchess Carline. “I’m afraid that you are the dense one here. Do understand the power at my command? The influence that I wield? The sheer⁠—”

“Well, it can’t be that great, if it ain’t enough to get you laid, ever, Duchess Thirsty,” I said.

“Little man,” said the Duchess, one lip curling up in a sneer, “the Courts of Faerie are home to more carnal delights than you could possibly imagine.”

“Oh?” I said. “Then why the hell you actin’ like you ain’t gotten pussy in a century? What, all the other faeries able to see right through that tacky glamour of yours? Is that it?”

I saw her eyes widen and her nostrils flare. I’d just thrown out a wild guess, but it looked like I’d actually struck a nerve.

“You… what is your name, little man?”

“Zain,” I said.

“Zain… what?”

“Captain Zain the Artificer,” I replied, knowing that giving your last name to a fae creature wasn’t a great idea, but neither was lying. And I was the captain of the Azalea’s Legacy.

“Well, Captain Zain the Artificer,” she said. “Do you know how long it’s been since anyone has dared to speak to me in such a disrespectful tone?”

“Way too long, apparently,” I replied. “Surrounding yourself with a bunch of yes-men ain’t good for you. You might as well be a horse wearing blinders.”

“Oh, is that right?” said the Duchess, fluttering her fan and arching an eyebrow at me. “Is that the purpose of your rudeness, then? To shock me out of my… complacency?”

“Sure, you can take it that way,” I said. “I was doing you a favor.”

“Interesting,” said Duchess Carline. “Well, go on, then—explain to me what it is that I’m so blind to. I’d love to hear your opinion, since you are so clearly such an expert on the nature of power and authority.”

“It doesn’t take expertise to point out someone’s blind spot,” I said. “It only takes another set of eyes. And what I’m seeing is that, for someone as important as you say you are, spending so much time wheedling and bargaining for sex should be beneath you. Your focus should be on more important things.”

“Oh, really?” said Jacktooth Carline. “And perhaps you could educate me on what those more important things would be? Please, explain it to me like I’m simple.”

I elected to ignore her sarcasm and answer her question seriously. “Well,” I said, thinking it through. “Power. Influence. Territory. Like, you know we’re headed to Zargedon. And you said there are fae-touched jungles there, but you don’t control them. So maybe we could fix that for you. Like, give me a bunch of seeds from your territory and I’ll plant them.”

“Hmm. A most interesting proposition,” said the Duchess. “I suppose you’re an expert gardener, on top of everything else?”

“I grew up on a farm,” I said. “So yeah, I do know a few things about planting seeds.”

“Oh, excellent,” she said. “Then you can plant this one.”

A shiny, reddish-brown acorn the size of a walnut appeared in her hand, along with a parchment scroll. The scroll then hovered midair and unrolled itself, revealing a detailed, magically-animated map of Zargedon. Both objects then floated towards me, pausing when they reached the portal window. The portal didn’t block my arcane sense, so I could tell that neither object was hiding any magical traps. I mentally granted the required permission for both objects to pass through the portal.

Master, wait⁠—

“This seed,” said Duchess Carline, “Contains the influence of my portion of the Fae. You will journey to Mount Fayajeet, shown here on the map, and plant it at the summit, within six months time.

Six months? It wouldn’t even take two weeks to get to Zargedon. A quick glance at the glowing “X” on the Duchess’ map told me that Mount Fayajeet was a bit of a detour from our intended destination, but not too too far out of our way. This was actually looking perfectly reasonable.

Master, that’s the trap. You have to beware of trickery with fae creatures.

Eh? I took hold of the acorn and really gave it a thorough going-over. All I was getting was some basic faerie essence. Its magical field wasn’t even that strong.

“No need to look so suspicious, Captain Zain the Artificer,” said Duchess Carline, “Though it will grow into something much grander, for now it’s just an ordinary seed. I swear my oath under the laws of Faerie that it contains no hidden enchantments or tricks of any kind. It will not walk off or vanish or teleport away.

“What’s more, I swear that none of my agents, allies, or supporters will try to hide it, or take it from you, or remove it from your possession by any other means, direct or indirect. Swear to complete this task, by the standard pact and terms that govern the realm of Faerie, and I will tell you all I know about the misbegotten land of Zargedon.”

Eh? ‘Standard pact and terms that govern the realm of Faerie?’

Boilerplate, Master. That part’s perfectly normal⁠—

“Okay then,” I said. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt a humming vibration through my arcane sense, as a portion of the background magic in the workroom coalesced into a long, golden loop that suddenly constricted into a taut binding right around my heart. I grunted in surprise, but, after a second or two, I realized that I was perfectly fine. It wasn’t hurting me or messing with my magic at all. Nothing to worry about.

Actually, I was relieved to have this whole haggling garbage done with and behind me. Though I was getting a powerful feeling of dismay from Soraya for some reason. But she wasn’t saying anything, so it couldn’t be urgent.

“What’s this?” chuckled Jacktooth Carline. “Such a look of surprise on your face. Is it perhaps, because you’ve never struck a fae pact before? How surprising, for one so skilled and learned in the nature of power and authority.”

“Yeah, I’m full of surprises,” I said, forcing a smile. Had no-one ever told this bitch that sarcasm was the lowest form of wit? Well, whatever. Time to get what I came for.

I spent the next forty minutes or so grilling the Duchess on everything I could think of in regards to our upcoming mission, and taking notes. Soraya was usually able to remember these types of details perfectly, but it never hurt to have a backup.

I won’t bore you with the entire roster of trivia I got from her, but there were a number of details that stood out as being immediately relevant. The first was the sudden cataclysmic shift in the balance of local power. For the past half-millennium, the Kingdom of Mirog had been a kingdom in name only. In truth, it had been a collection of warring goblinoid tribes and cultists squatting in the half-ruined cities of their forebears, who were too busy killing each other to think of properly running a country or conquering anyone else.

That had all started to change about a decade ago, when two strong leaders arose in both the secular and the spiritual spheres: King Warun and High Priestess Rhatha. With those two each independently crushing their respective oppositions, the Kingdom of Mirog had flourished, expanding their territories to rival the heights of their ancestors, and—just mere days ago—they’d accomplished something new and unique in the long history of the nation of Mirog. They’d slash-and-burned a wide path through the Chayarok Jungle, (and apparently the Faerie Duke Bowen was not at all happy about that) and sacked the Kingdom of Rephara.

That wasn’t great news, because it now meant that Soraya’s gem was definitely going to be in Mirogan territory, so we were guaranteed to have to deal with them at some point. And, according to Jacktooth Carline, the default reaction of the Mirogans to strange new people was to capture them and feed them to their dreadworms.

The dreadworms were another point of interest. They were resistant to both regular weapons and magic. There was no known way of killing them. The best way to deal with them was to run, although they were “as fast as the fastest mortal horse,” and had decent stamina to boot. They tended to avoid the fae jungles, though if a faerie creature left those jungles, they’d be quickly spotted and gobbled up by the worms, who could sense and eat magic.

Magic was their favorite food, with the second one being people—and here I actually had to question the Duchess’ account. People? Really? Like, a pig or a cow of a similar size had way more meat—wouldn’t they make better prey? But nope, the Duchess insisted she was correct. And how did the Mirogans live symbiotically with the dreadworms when they should be their favorite menu item? The Worm Cult handled that by making specific offerings to Krah-Mirogah, the Worm God, who controlled all the others.

Another thing about the dreadworms—they secreted a strange, psychoactive chemical from the grasping feeder-tentacles that surrounded their gaping mouths. This was the source of sensex, which had been extremely hard to procure by off-worlders, due to the chaotic nature of Zargedon. But the past decade had brought relative stability to Mirogan society, which meant more reliable trade routes, and a couple burgeoning drug cartels in the only skyport city, Scavengers Gate.

Salvage was the only other major industry on Zargedon—people scavenging junk from the various failed colonization attempts, from the Polonic Imperium and the Yllsalian Federation, along with the ships left abandoned by would-be drug runners who’d perished in the desert, plus the truly ancient artifacts of the Xichota—a draconic civilization from two thousand years ago.

There was one last bit of potentially good news. In slightly less than three week’s time, Zargedon was going to experience a ninth-level convergence with its former planet pieces, which would have a number of interesting effects, boosting most types of magic and completely clearing the skies for around six hours. That gave us a potential option for a carefully-timed getaway, and I’d recently acquired the perfect item to make that happen.

And that was it—I’d run out of questions to ask, and it was time to conclude our business.

“Yes, I see,” said the Duchess. “Well, I must say what an honor it’s been for me, to know that I’ve been able to add just a tiny bit of extra information to the vast stores of knowledge that you already carry in that mighty brain of yours.”

Oh yeah. That, right there—that petty, passive-aggressive sniping? She’d been doing that shit the entire time she’d been explaining everything. Like, it was at least every other sentence. I was amazed she hadn’t gotten bored of it after the first five minutes. Apparently her appreciation for her own wit was a bottomless well.

“Well, my mighty brain gets surprised by new information all the time,” I said. “For example, before today I had no idea that it was physically possible for anyone to be this fucking tiresome, but here you are!”

See. That’s how you do it, bitch.

The Duchess maintained her faux-smile, but her lips compressed to a thin, pale line.

“Oh, little man,” she said. “We will see just how well that arrogance serves you, when faced with a dreadw⁠—“

The Duchess disappeared in a puff of chalk dust, as I marred one of the glyphs on my workbench to end the spell.

“Yeah, that’s more than enough of you,” I said, to the empty air. “Dismissed. Bitch.”

Mission accomplished, though. Well, kinda. I did have most of the intel I needed. I turned to confer with Soraya, only to meet her anguished expression as she burst into tears.


Chapter 6

A Raw Deal


For a bit too long, I stood there dumbfounded. I was so used to Soraya being the perfectly unflappable, wise immortal, smirking with amusement at the antics of us regular folk. The only times I’d ever seen her cry were after she’d nearly been devoured by a horrific blob monster, and when she thought I’d been about to die.

I saw her jerk a bit, in response to that thought.

“I’m sorry, Master,” she sobbed. “I’ve made a terrible mistake. I should never have pressed you to summon that awful woman. I’ve put us all in terrible danger. I’m so, so sorry.”

“Oh, hey, That’s okay,” I said, finally moving to embrace her. Truthfully, there was a tiny fraction of me that was irritated with her for that, but it was impossible to stay mad with her when she clearly felt so torn up about it. “I think I was already in terrible danger, right?”

This was in reference to the powerful enemy we already had—the leader of the feared Scourge space pirates, an extra-cosmic demon named Chernobog the Vile. For some reason, he had it out for Soraya, and me by extension. He even knew what I looked like, though I’d never met him. Unfortunately for him, I’d kept an anti-scrying charm on me at all times since I’d fled the Crystania. So, good luck tracking me down in a wide solar system. In the past six months, I hadn’t heard so much as a peep from any Scourge pirates anywhere.

“But that wasn’t…” said Soraya. “It wasn’t a result of a decision that I made. I’ve put my Master in harm’s way.”

“Wait, is the ring punishing you?” I said.

“It’s… yelling at me, you might say,” she said. “That’s part of it.”

Ugh. I glanced down over Soraya’s shoulder at the ring on my finger. I couldn’t tell it to stop. I didn’t control the enchantment in that way. And if I took it off, Soraya would be plunged into a horrific oblivion that terrified her. This kind of thing was exactly why I was determined to break the enchantment.

But I couldn’t do that yet, so instead I buried my face in her neck and tried to focus my mind on how wonderful Soraya was and how happy being with her made me. That was the primary directive of the ring. I breathed in her scent and felt the warmth of her wonderful body pressed up against mine. Yes, Soraya was wonderful. Soraya made me happy. Soraya was perfect. I repeated the mantra until she let out a soft sigh and pulled away from me.

“Thank you, Master,” she said. “That did help. But we both know that I’m not perfect.”

“Well,” I said. “You really couldn’t have known she was going to fixate on you like that.”

“That’s exactly it!” she said, lighting up a bit. “Master, I’ve been privy to similar summonings before, of powerful beings, from Faerie, from the Hells, and elsewhere. Not a one of them was that difficult to deal with. Powerful, evil, manipulative, capricious, and deceptive, yes. But not that nakedly covetous and obsessive. Her sudden fixation with me—it was just… bizarre.”

“Hmm,” I said, forcibly tamping down the urge to re-litigate the decision, lest it hurt Soraya more. “Well, you are extremely desirable,” I said instead.

“Thank you, Master,” she said, with another sigh. “But there was more to it than that. As you so… diplomatically put it, a powerful archfae like the Duchess shouldn’t have any difficulty getting laid. She had something else in mind.”

“Something else?” I said. “Like what?”

“I’m really not sure,” she replied. “I think she would’ve used our union to… I don’t know… lay some claim on me?”

“Wouldn’t any claim on you be superseded and therefore canceled by the ring’s enchantment?”

“That’s a good point, Master,” sighed Soraya. “Maybe she was just incredibly thirsty, after all.”

“Fucking pathetic, is what she was,” I said.

“On a personal level, yes,” said Soraya, “But unfortunately, she most certainly does command a great deal of both magical power and influence within the realm of Faerie. And—while your anger towards her was certainly justified—do you really think antagonizing her was the best idea?”

I shrugged. “What difference does it make? You said you were sure she was going to send people after us anyway, right?”

“Y-yes, Master.”

“So, why bother being polite to someone like that?” I said. “If she’s going to screw us no matter what, I might as well get the satisfaction of telling her to fuck off first.”

“Yes, but…” said Soraya, frowning. “You might’ve been a lower priority for her—maybe somewhere in the middle of her shit list, instead of racing straight to the top.”

“Nah, none of that matters,” I said. “Some shitty, powerful big shot decides that someone on the bottom has got something they want—they’re just going to fucking take it, because they think they can. And you can bow, you can scrape, you can beg, you can be the most sweetest, most politest insect in all of Shattered Zemyah, and it won’t make the tiniest bit of difference. They’re just going to squash you anyway, just because they fucking feel like it. So fuck that and fuck them. If I’m going down, Imma make damn sure that I’m spitting in their lousy fucking faces the entire fucking time.”

Soraya let out another long sigh. “I understand, Master. Given your history, it makes perfect sense that you’d feel that way. You know, you almost never get angry, so it’s easy for me to forget how bad your temper actually is. But I should’ve realized that I should’ve never put you in the same room with someone like Duchess Jacktooth Carline. Just another reason this was a massive screw-up on my part.”

“Hey, it’s not that bad,” I said. “I did manage to get all the information we wanted. And she can’t fuck with us until we finish planting that seed of hers.”

“No, Master,” said Soraya, with a weary tone. “She only swore that none of her agents would try to take the seed from you. But, if a fae creature under the Duchess’ command were to simply kill you, while leaving the seed in your possession, it wouldn’t violate her oath at all.”

“Well, yeah,” I said, “But then she wouldn’t get the seed planted, and….”

I paused, as my brain caught up to the actual reality of the situation.

“Duchess Carline doesn’t actually give a single shit about planting a fucking seed on a fucking mountain, does she?” I said.

“No, Master.”

“She just gave me this seed so she can track me,” I continued, ruefully. “She picked a mountaintop as the planting site to make it difficult to complete quickly. So her minions have time to catch up with us.”

“That’s about the size of it, Master,” said Soraya. “It would’ve been fairly easy to get her to change her wording so the deal worked the way you thought it did. But you agreed to the contract before I could point that out to you.”

Uh. Whoops. That actually was a mistake on my part. I’d been so fed up with that Duchess bitch’s bullshit. I’d been in such a hurry to get rid of her that I’d acted without thinking.

So, what was the lesson here? First, I’d let Soraya talk me into this whole summoning thing, against my better judgment. Then I’d done what I thought was right without stopping to check with Soraya first. So, the lesson was to trust your own judgment and not listen to others, except for the times when you should definitely not trust your own judgment and listen to other people instead. Rules to live by.

Soraya let out a rueful chuckle. “There aren’t any simple and easy life rules that will neatly fit every situation, Master. You can live for over a thousand years and still find ways to screw things up. Take it from me.”

Well, that was encouraging. I looked down at the fat, shiny acorn in my hand. I supposed, that if just chucked it over the side of the ship, terrible things would happen to me.

“Yes, Master,” said Soraya. “Your body, soul, and all your possessions would be yanked from this plane of reality, into the realm of Faerie, for the Duchess to do whatever she likes with both of us.”

Ugh. Standard pact and terms that govern the realm of Faerie. Well, no matter. All I had to do was get rid of it by planting it as soon as possible. We’d already finished most of the necessary preparations, anyway. Though, the new time crunch meant that a couple of my projects wouldn’t get finished in time for the expedition. Plus, the information I’d just gotten about the nature of Scavenger’s Gate gave me hope that I’d be able to reduce our travel time to the peak of Mount Fayajeet by a degree that Duchess Thirsty would’ve never expected.

Oh, but now I’d need to design some sort of specific anti-fae countermeasures for whatever creatures got sicced on us. It wouldn’t be the Duchess herself. Powerful creatures like her tended to be bound to their home realms.

In order to cross over here, a mortal would have to summon them. The more powerful the creature, the more mortals you needed to bring them over. And generally, a spellcaster powerful enough to summon a creature like Jacktooth Carline would also have the wisdom to not let her run wild in our reality.

But still, the Duchess could probably get any number of her lesser minions over, or maybe she already had a bunch on this plane. So I’d need a weapon to fight them. That would be a whole ‘nother rush project on top of everything else. And all because some shitty aristocrat couldn’t handle being told ‘No.’ Really, sometimes it made me think that every rotten king, queen, big-company executive, wealthy politician, all the landed gentry—they could all be rounded up and tossed into a great big bonfire. And really, would anything of value be lost?

“Well, Master, I’d expect their immediate and extended families would be rather upset,” said Soraya.

“Bleh,” was all I said in return, my mind spinning as I tried to figure out which of my many projects to work on first.

“Actually, Master,” said Soraya. “I think you’re still keyed-up. Your thoughts tend to run around in loops when you’re like this. Perhaps some exercise would clear your head. You’ll be a much more efficient worker afterwards.”

Yeah, that was probably correct. I placed the Duchess’ acorn and magic map back on my work-table and headed up to the deck of the ship, in search of the rest of my crew, so that they could kick the living shit out of me.


Chapter 7

Body Training


Ispotted Delara first, focused on her spear drills, and paused to appreciate the view. Delara was an Amazon half-orc, one of the top-tier athletes of that hidden country, and her physique reflected that fact.

Delara was the most muscular woman I’d ever seen, though her bulk was nicely balanced in a way that remained both sexy and feminine. The top of her hourglass figure was a good deal wider than most women, but an hourglass it remained. And her standard Amazon outfit, a two-piece combination of a leather halter top and short skirt, split on both sides, did an excellent job of displaying her exquisite physique, the sweat from her workout causing the well-defined muscles in her thick, meaty thighs to pop out under the starlight, so bright and beautiful out in the void.

The sight made me pause and reflect on our mutually excellent fortunes in having run into each other. As an all-female society, the Amazons had to resort to special means to maintain their population. And one of those means was to send out volunteer scouts on “Quests for Wild Seed,” which involved finding a healthy male with the right qualities to be a Stud, capturing him, and bringing him back to be bred by other willing members of the tribe.

Well, “capturing” was a bit of a fun way of saying “voluntary recruitment.” In my case, Delara and her bond-mate, Mina, had decided that my actions of helping to rescue them from space-pirate slavers qualified me for Stud status, and a good time had been had by all. What’s more, they’d received special permission from their Queen to continue traveling with me until my quest to free Soraya had been completed.

We’d met around six months ago, and their enthusiasm for receiving my seed hadn’t diminished, but neither of their bellies had started to swell with child. For the Amazons had a special relationship to their Goddess, Shoskara, who’d sequestered them all in their own secret pocket dimension, and granted them special abilities. Both Delara and Mina had the same unique eye colors: amber irises and blue sclera—but that was just the start of it. They also had enhanced speed, strength, and, most remarkably of all, conscious control of their reproductive systems.

Amazons like Mina and Delara could release their eggs when they felt like it, allow them to be fertilized, then hold them in a kind of magical stasis indefinitely. They referred to these potential children as “Sparks.” Last time I asked, both Mina and Delara were carrying at least eight of mine. but they weren’t going to let any of them come to fruition while they were still journeying the stars. They’d wait until they’d returned back to Amazonia, to their communal clan tents, surrounded by a host of baby-crazy grannies, and then start popping out my daughters.

My musings were ended by a buzzing crack of electricity, delivered right to the back of my neck, making me leap out of my skin.

“Hah! Gotcha,” said Mina, from her upside-down perch in the ship’s rigging above me, her cute face stretched into a wicked grin as her white-and-black-striped cat ears twitched in my direction. “Really made you jump that time. You should see the look on your face.”

I glared up at the catkin prankster, and specifically at the polished, rune-inscribed stone lozenge she held in her hand. “Hey,” I said. “How did you get that? You’re not supposed to have that. Give it back.”

Mina just stuck her pink tongue out at me, which was nearly cute enough to kill my annoyance at her antics. Also, her current upside-down position was doing terrific things to her anatomy. Mina was a short, athletic, curvy catkin gal with the general coloration of a white tiger. Her muscles weren’t as large or well-defined as Delara’s, and her feminine endowments weren’t as generous as Soraya’s. She occupied a very sexy, balanced middle ground between the two, but now she was being a brat—a not infrequent state of being for her.

I feinted at trying to haul her ass down, then lunged at the anchor point for the running rigging she was hanging from. She dropped down from her hang before I could do anything, twisting midair and landing on all fours before skittering away. I spent the next couple of minutes trying to cut off the deck and back her into a corner, without much success, while Soraya tailed behind me, calling out encouragement, but otherwise not doing anything to help. Mina was just an incredibly slippery gal. Gymnastics was a standard part of Amazon warrior training, and she was exceptionally good at it.

“Gotta do better than that, Stud,” she yelled over her shoulder, only to nearly collide face-first into Delara’s chest.

“Okay, thats enough of that, you,” said the half-orc, catching her by the wide, black leather spiked collar she’d taken to wearing recently, the leash end clipped into her waistband. Delara caught Mina’s wrist, pried the magical buzzerstone from her clawed fingers, and tossed it over to me, while Mina unsuccessfully tried to wriggle free, making annoyed cat noises the whole time.

“You sure you don’t want to throw that thing out, Stud?” said Delara. “She’s just going to keep zapping us until you do.”

“That’d be a waste of materials,” I said. “You never know when something like this might end up being useful.” I placed the buzzerstone in one of my belt pouches, making sure to keep it well away from the similarly-shaped vibrostone I had stored in one of my other pouches.

The buzzerstone was a failed experiment of mine. During my brief stay with the Amazons, I discovered there was a whole class of magical items designed specifically to add more spice to the bedroom. I’d even received a vitality-enhancing cock ring as a gift from a pair of twin shaman sisters, which had come in handy in my daily life with three horny women.

But there were other enhancements I could potentially add to it, though my main means of research, a weighty tome titled High Arcanist Killroy’s Complete Guide to Magical Crafting, was frustratingly obtuse on the subject of sex magic. I hadn’t expected it to have any info on that topic at all, but careful reading revealed that wasn’t the case. It wasn’t called the “Complete” Guide for nothing.

While they didn’t have a clearly-labeled “fuck-toy” section, if you paid close attention to various footnotes or appendices, and you already had a general idea of the effect you wanted, you could find all sorts of interesting things. However, these formulae weren’t as precise and refined as the more general-use equations in the main sections of the book.

It had taken me three attempts to create a proper pleasure-inducing vibrostone. The first prototype had been way too strong, and the second one barely did anything, but I’d make the mistake of showing them to Mina anyway, and now she had a favorite toy for pranking people.

“No stealing magic. Bad, bad kitty,” I said, closing the distance between us and delivering several sharp slaps to Mina’s nice round behind, angled so they’d flip her leather skirt up and land cleanly on her mostly bare flesh.

“Ah! Ahh… Annh!” Mina cried out, clutching at the front of her bond-mate’s leather halter. “Honey, look. Zain’s… Ah! Zain’s abusing me.”

One of the things I’d had to get used to with Mina is that she often didn’t say what she meant. Soraya had been a lot of help in this area, plus we all had a code word, “Apple Butter,” that meant, “No, really—I actually want you to stop.” But I’d only heard it once, and not directed at me.

In truth, spanking Mina was the polar opposite of punishing her. In fact, provoking this reaction had probably been her intent from the beginning. If I thought about it logically, it meant I was now encouraging her to zap me even more. But that also meant I’d get to smack her lovely ass even more, so it kind of worked out.

“Well, Honey, you shouldn’t be stealing in the first place, should you?” said Delara, tugging on her lover’s collar. “We’ll definitely need to teach you a lesson about that—but a bit later.” Delara turned her attention to me while Mina pouted in disappointment. “Hey, Stud—think it’s time for your training session.”

I nodded. “I figured as much. Let’s get to it. And I’ll need to talk to both of you afterwards. We’re going to be headed into something of a time crunch.”

“Oh, yeah—you guys were going to talk to some Faerie Countess or something,” said Mina. “How did that go?”

“Let’s talk about that later,” said Soraya, before I could answer. Mina shrugged and headed down to the lower deck, where the wide hatch to the cargo hold formed the only space wide enough for our work-out routines. I turned to follow, only for Delara to hold a light finger up to my chest to stop me. I stood there, staring in confusion for a few seconds, while she posed next to me, gazing at me expectantly.

I figured it out a bare instant before Soraya could drop a hint, and I hauled off and slapped Delara’s perfectly taut, shapely ass as hard as I could. Delara smiled, nodded, and allowed me to go join Mina. Delara didn’t actually get nearly as turned-on by spanking as Mina and Soraya did. She just didn’t like to feel left out.

But that was the end to funtime for the next half-hour, as she started running me through the personal hell known as Conditioning. This was a varying set of mostly simple exercises and calisthenics, performed with relentless intensity, as determined by Delara in her Drill-Sergeant mode. I’d been baffled when she’d first announced that I would be doing this on a daily basis, replacing the more gentle workout routine that Soraya had previously set for me.

“What, is it more fun?” I asked.

“No, it will not be fun at all,” said Delara, gravely. “It is going to hurt and you are going to hate it. Everyone hates conditioning. That’s why most people don’t do enough of it. You will not be making that mistake.”

“Wait, hold up,” I said. “If it’s so bad, why do it in the first place?”

“Conditioning is the most fundamental element of warrior training,” she replied. “More important than technique. If you are too exhausted to breathe, you will be unable to maintain proper form or think tactically. So, conditioning comes first.”

“Uh, you know I’m not a warrior, right?” I said. “I’m a magic guy.”

Delara nodded. “When we met, you saw me get attacked by an orc pirate who attempted to shackle me. With your help, I was able to get on his back and strangle him with his own chains. Afterwards, you said something to me that concerned me greatly.”

“I did?”

“You said, that if you’d been in my position, the fight would’ve been over the moment the orc laid a hand on you. That he’d have twisted your head off in a second and that would’ve been the end of it.”

Delara stared deeply into my eyes, suddenly heartbreakingly open and vulnerable. “That… is something I absolutely don’t want. So we’re going to fix that, starting today. You are not a warrior, nor will I expect you to ever be one. But you will become someone who can survive being in close proximity to a warrior long enough to get clear of them, draw your wand, and fire. And the first step for that is conditioning. So, we’re starting with fifty push-up jumps, so get to it, pronto!”

Thus began my daily torture sessions. The first two months had been the worst. And, while Delara kept upping the difficulty of the routines so I could never get truly comfortable with them, my ability to withstand the abuse did seem to be going up. Like, I hadn’t puked once in the past three months. And today I was doing really well, hitting personal best after personal best, enough that I was getting some grudging praise from my normally super-strict taskmaster.

Delara often said that a bit of properly focused anger could be a fantastic source of energy, though you shouldn’t let it run out of control. It felt like I tore through the conditioning portion of today’s lesson in no time at all. Then I got a quick ten-minute break before we started weapons sparring.

Here’s where my magical abilities started to come into play, as Soraya handed me my primary weapon, My Wand of Force. For those of you familiar with my previous adventures, you might be thinking, “Wait, Zain—don’t you mean, ‘Wand of Force Bolts?’” Well, that’s one of the things I’ve managed to upgrade. Actually, I’d completely rebuilt it from scratch.

I kept bamboo as the wand’s main material, but I replaced the insides with much higher-quality pieces of quartz crystal, added brass-plated strips of steel to reinforce its length, as well as two additional short bamboo canes mounted perpendicularly to form a crossguard, with brass emitter caps on both the primary and two secondary ends. Also it had a butt-cap which hid a physical safety switch, which I now opened and flipped over to practice mode.

I faced off against Delara, who was armed with a wooden version of her primary weapon, a pole-mounted, double-edged short sword blade, with a flattened S-shaped crossguard. I activated my wand, and a thin, translucent, triangular plane of force materialized out of the emitter end, three feet long and two inches wide at the hilt.

This was my Force Blade, and it was my number-one solution for fighting at close range. Normally razor-sharp, its current safety setting heavily blunted the edges, and limited the projectiles it fired to the non-lethal Force Punches. With the safety off, I could mentally alter the blade and projectile type on the fly, but I didn’t want to risk making a mistake here, as it was really easy to panic when being whacked in the head.

Delara saluted me and then lunged forward, pressing me hard, as I frantically parried and backpedaled. The goal of this matchup—more of a drill, really—was to develop the timing for when I should have my blade up for defense, and when I should drop it in favor of shooting projectiles point-blank.

Using my blade to attack in this scenario wasn’t even on the table, given the reach advantage of Delara’s polearm. At most, I might feint a thrust to provoke a defensive reaction, in order to create space and fire. You might also think that my ability to shoot projectiles gave me a ridiculous advantage here, and you’d be correct.

But in our last fight with the Scourge pirates, we’d faced a minotaur berserker who’d been able to absorb ridiculous amounts of damage and keep fighting. There were tons of similarly well-armored or tough creatures throughout Shattered Zemyah, so I couldn’t assume I’d always be able to fell an opponent with one shot.

As we sparred, Delara spun to evade one of my force punches, whirling around to launch a downward strike aimed straight at the crown of my head. The blow came in too fast to dodge, but I just managed to get my blade in position for a horizontal block. Normally this would be useless against Delara’s superior strength and leverage, but I had an ace up my sleeve. As the polearm crashed down against my sword, I activated the downward-facing emitter in the crossguard, which released a powerful, diffuse wave of force that pushed my blade upward in response.

I’d discovered this wand modification in one of the appendices of my crafting book, which promised to allow its wielder to substitute magical power for physical strength. I thought it sounded like the greatest idea ever. But the first time I activated the cross-guard force-jets, it sent my wand flying out of my hand and over the side of the ship, forcing Soraya to zip off and retrieve it for me. Subsequent testing revealed a ton of flaws to the concept that I hadn’t considered. Even if I used both hands and hung on with a death grip, turning the jets on full resulted in a wild over-swing that would leave me exposed to an easy counterattack.

I’d nearly scrapped the whole project in frustration, but Delara talked me out of that, suggesting that I just needed more training with it. With practice, I realized that the crossguard thrusters could be useful, if I applied them in measured, controlled bursts, to both start and stop my swing, starting light and working my way up.

It did help me in certain situations, though it certainly didn’t replace the need for physical strength—the tendons in my arm had to be strong enough to withstand and control the magical acceleration, for one thing. It might be a magical enhancement, but it wasn’t a short-cut. It was an ability that needed lots of repetition and practice, just like everything else.

But in this case, I’d applied it just right, as I shoved Delara’s weapon to one side, hopped the other way, and unleashed a barrage of force punches at her, two of which she blocked with her arm, but the third caught her square in the midsection, knocking her back a few paces.

“Not bad at all, Stud,” she said, holding up a hand to signal a break in our match. “Actually, you’re kind of on fire today. That’s enough of this drill. Let’s switch to some regular weapons sparring. Mina, you’re up.”

“Ooh, fun,” said Mina, grabbing wooden versions of her preferred melee weapons: a shortsword and a longknife, and bouncing up to face off with me.

And it was fun, as we began our duel, as I got to fully engage in a true dance of both offense and defense, gauging distance, lunging, parrying, testing each other’s reflexes. This actually felt like I was turning into a real warrior.

Of course, Mina was holding back with me. If she went full-force, the fight would be over in an instant—and I wouldn’t learn anything. But I did feel like I’d been making progress.

Six months ago, I couldn’t do any of this shit. Plus, Mina often made things entertaining in other ways. While Delara always stuck to the combat fundamentals she’d taught me, Mina would pepper our bouts with all sorts of crazy acrobatic moves—jump spinning kicks, or other kicks delivered from a catlike crouch, with her hands on the ground as she whirled about.

That led to Delara cutting our match short, as she started arguing with Mina for exposing me to weird shit that I’d never see in a real fight. I sat down and leaned back against the railing of the ship, listening to the two Amazons bicker as Soraya brought me some water. I ended up getting some extra rest, as the two of them squared off for a proper Pankration bout.

Pankration was a form of unarmed fighting, popular in Amazonia, the Polonic Imperium, and elsewhere, that combined punching, kicking, knees, elbows, and all forms of wrestling. I’d been learning unarmed striking, standing grappling and throwing, and wrestling on the ground in separate sessions, but never all three combined at once. Apparently, that came later.

But in their current match, both Amazons were staying on their feet. It made sense for Delara, since her height advantage favored her in a striking competition, but Mina didn’t even seem to be trying to take things to the ground, where reach didn’t matter so much.

I did remember that Delara had told me to be careful about ground-fighting. My training was focused on countering takedowns and getting away, since grappling a spellcaster was a melee fighter’s best option for shutting us down.

But generally, in a chaotic melee with multiple opponents running around, intentionally going to the ground was damn near suicidal. For that reason, many warriors didn’t bother to learn wrestling at all. And those warriors would be completely helpless when taken off their feet in a one-on-one duel.

Like the one I was watching right now. I saw Mina duck down, seemingly ready to catch Delara’s legs and drag her off her feet, only to whirl around, launching a series of spinning kicks, which she often performed bent over with both hands on the ground, a “compass crescent kick.” She finished off with a wild crescent kick/roundhouse combo with her body held perpendicular to the ground, balanced on one arm. I wondered if I could get her to show me how she did that.

As if sensing my thoughts, Delara yelled out, “Okay, see that, Stud? That’s what you don’t want to do on the battlefield. You burn a ton of energy and you leave yourself wide open if you miss.”

“But if you hit, you end the fight,” countered Mina. “Which you’re more likely to do if you’re throwing something the enemy’s never seen before. And, if I’m so wide open, why haven’t you hit me yet?”

“You can get away with it better than most,” Delara allowed, “But keep showboating for long enough and you will pay eventually. Risk in a practice or competition bout is one thing. If you fail, you just lose the match. Risk on the battlefield is something else. Fuck up and you’re dead.”

“Ooh, listen to the battlefield expert,” scoffed Mina. “How many real battles you been in again? It’s two, right? Two battles, same as me. You don’t—eep!”

Mina barely ducked a powerful roundhouse from Delara. In stark contrast to Mina, Delara was fighting using just standard boxing punches and different types of roundhouse kicks, with an occasional front kick thrown in. Her style was basic, but extremely effective, and she was definitely winning most of the exchanges with Mina, though part of that had to be attributed to Delara’s significant reach advantage. I didn’t get why Mina wasn’t trying more wrestling moves.

Finally, I saw Mina slip a punch and dive for Delara’s legs, only for her to tuck and roll at the last minute, as her back leg whipped up, perfectly straight, to whistle a bare fraction of an inch beneath Delara’s chin. It was called a Falling Wheel kick, and I’d actually gotten Mina to show me how to do it—only to conclude that it was definitely not for me.

Unlike other spin kicks, where you’d whip your head around to re-acquire your target, the Falling Wheel was totally blind. You had to just instinctively know where your target was and aim your leg accordingly. I was amazed that Mina had gotten as close as she had—but she’d missed and landed on ground at Delara’s feet.

The larger woman moved to step on her prone partner, but Mina wriggled around, somehow wrapping her whole body around Delara’s leg, forcing her to twist around and step away to pull free from the attempted leg lock, giving Mina enough time to pop back up and scramble away to a safe distance.

“If you’d been an inch shorter you’d have eaten that kick,” said Mina.

“It’s because I’m an inch taller that I didn’t bother dodging it,” Delara replied. “And you only evaded that stomp because I pulled it. In a real fight you’d have a concussion, a cracked skull, or worse.”

“Why’d you pull it?” said Mina. “We’ve got a healer.”

Delara’s eyes narrowed. “Soraya can’t bring back the dead.”

“Ugh. So dramatic,” said Mina. “Hey, Stud—don’t let Ms. Fundamentals fool you. She can do all the same fancy kicks that I can, and she can do them better than me—because she’s spent time practicing them! Lately she’s gotten so obsessed with ’modeling good behavior’ for you that she’s let herself get BOO-oooring. Boring and predicta—OOF!”

Delara’s front kick, which Mina had not predicted, caught her square in the solar plexus and laid her out on the deck, concluding the match as Soraya sauntered over to clean up some of the bruises on their faces. She had to be a lot more judicious about applying healing to their bodies, as using magic there could cause their muscles to return to their pre-workout state, thus robbing them of the opportunity to grow back stronger, and undoing the benefit of the exercise.

I figured that would be it for the day, but Delara said no—time for some strength work. That surprised me—normally if we were doing strength we’d have done that first. Delara said that it was good to switch things up, and that I’d be working my muscular endurance more this way. We had a bunch of equipment that Delara had brought from Amazonia: solid iron kettlebells, weighted clubs, and a couple of long-handled maces, and a few other bits of kit that I hadn’t seen used yet.

But I mostly ended up doing various types of body weight exercises, either from the deck or using various parts of the ship’s rigging. In fact, the most common weight I used was one of the gals.

In this case I was face down with Mina clinging to my back, quietly purring while Delara held my ankles at waist-height, coaxing me to do one more push-up. This would be pure torment, save for the fact that Mina was naked, having stripped out of her sweaty leathers post-sparring, along with Delara’s. I was down to my underwear, so I was extremely conscious of the heavenly sensation of Mina’s curvaceous body pressing down on top of me, even as my arm muscles felt like they were on fire.

I kept going, until I reached a point where I simply couldn’t raise my chest off the deck anymore. Then Mina placed her hands atop my elbows and began to push, effectively lowering her weight and allowing me to squeeze out a few more reps—while blowing in my ear, the little minx. Finally she rolled off me completely, creating a confusing mixture of relief and regret as I managed two final reps, before collapsing to the deck, completely exhausted.

“Eh, that’s it?” said Delara, an odd tone to her voice. “Well, luckily for you that was your very last set. Still, given how amped-up you were, just a bit earlier, I can’t help but feel just a bit… disappointed.”

Oh boy. I knew where this was going. The vast majority of the time, Delara was a great big olive-skinned teddy bear. But there was something about the sight of my exhausted, sweat-covered body that awakened her inner orc predator.

“Look at you,” she said, as she levered her big toe beneath my side and flipped me over to my back. “You can barely even move right now. Can’t even stop me from doing… this.”

With that, she raised her foot, planted the ball on my cheek, and pressed down with enough force to pin my head in place, but not enough to cause pain—at least, not enough to distract me from the fantastic low-angle view I was getting of all of Delara’s curves. As I was admiring the view, Delara lowered her heel down to a bit below my chin.

I took the opportunity to reach out with my tongue and run the tip along the sensitive underside of her arch. I saw Delara’s eyes go wide, and she let out a strangled squeak, moving her foot from my head to my chest, and I felt my face crack in a satisfied grin, that I’d nearly gotten her to break character.

Delara placed her full weight on my chest, then stepped on my stomach with her other foot. I’d found that I could tense my muscles to withstand this treatment without discomfort, even in my exhausted state.

“It seems I’ve been too lax with my training, Stud,” said Delara. “Your tongue is still way too lively.”

“That’s not the only thing,” said Mina, as she propped her head and shoulders on my thighs and stared with amusement at the erection tenting up my underwear.

“My, I’ll be most impressed if you can tire out both Master’s tongue and his cock,” said Soraya, lounging off on a deck chair to the side. “I mean, I’ve tried my very best, but it’s a rare day when at least one of those things isn’t ready to go.”

“Mmm, we’ll see about that,” said Delara, as she caught the waistband of my underwear between her toes and yanked it down to my thighs, causing my erect member to wobble about as it popped free of its confinement, stray drops of pre-cum splashing on my hips and stomach.

Delara halted its motion with her instep, then slowly stroked its length several times, mostly using the softer skin in the arch of her foot. I shuddered and let out a moan of pleasure, and then Delara pushed my throbbing shaft into my belly and put her whole weight on it, grinding it about just a bit.

Whoa, holy shit! A whole mix of sensations exploded from around my hips, mostly pleasure, mixed in with a bit of pain, and I didn’t want it to stop.

“I don’t think that’s tiring it at all, Honey,” said Mina, from her close-up view of the show. “If anything, you’re only making it bigger.”

“Hmm, you’re right,” said Delara, stepping down to the deck, so she was facing Mina, one foot on either side of my head, as my cock popped back up, the breeze of the astral current now tickling at the sensitized flesh. “Actually, Mina. I think you’ve got some excess energy too. Let’s see some diving push-ups.”

“Ooh, good idea,” said Mina, popping up off my thighs to assume the starting position for diving push ups: both hands on either side of my waist, arms extended, hips held high so her body was in an inverted “V,” legs straight and straddled so her feet were twice shoulder width.

Immediately Mina began to bend her arms and start lowering her head, but Delara gently intercepted her with the ball of her foot.

“Not yet,” she said. “On my count.”

“Yes, Mistress,” said Mina, straightening her arms again.

Delara extended our anticipation until it was nearly unbearable, and only then did she begin counting reps. I felt the top of Mina’s head make contact with the underside of my shaft, her normally silky puffball hair now soaked with sweat, and then she continued to move, so I felt her forehead drag along my length, followed by the bridge of her nose. And all the while, there was the sensation of her generous breasts hanging down to caress the tops of my thighs. Then her wet, slightly rough tongue caught the base of my length and licked me all the way to the top in one smooth stroke. Oh, shit—did that feel amazing!

Still she wasn’t done, as I felt my lower head briefly travel down Mina’s throat and collarbone, to find a warm, happy home ensconced within her lovely tits. The feeling persisted for all too short a time, as Mina pushed her shoulders up and arched her back, treating my dick to a fantastic tour across her toned belly, headed towards the paradise I knew lay between her legs—and this was where Mina’s short arms betrayed her. She’d reached full extension, but wasn’t able to get her hips all the way to where we both wanted her most.

Mina tried to shuffle forward, but a stern rebuke from Delara to not break her form kept her where she was, wriggling her hips just a bit, with her legs spread wide apart. Then Delara commanded her to return to the start position, breaking all contact between us. Then came the next rep, followed by another, and with each one my rigid member was given a nice, long, single stroke using the top half of Mina’s fantastic body. It was a sublime sensation, but it wasn’t frequent or intense enough to make me come.

I wasn’t the only one being teased, either. At the top of each push up, Mina’s face was ending up just a few inches away from Delara’s naked pussy. I could see her straining to reach it, to no avail. And I was sure that wasn’t an accident, either. Delara continued to taunt us both for ten reps of delicious torment before pausing.

“Not bad, Kitty,” said Delara. “In fact, you’ve been so good that I think I might let you have a treat. Anything you want right now, hmm?”

“Kitty sees something super-delicious, right in front of me,” said Mina. “But ohh—I’ve also got something yummy, right between my legs; a big, fat, juicy sausage.” With that, Mina ground her hips into me, swirling my engorged cock between our two bellies, grown slippery from our mutual lubrication. “And it’s piping hot, too,” she added. “I just want to gobble it all up.”

“Well, Kitty,” said Delara. “You only get one treat. So you have to pick.”

“Pick just one?” said Mina, with a pout. “That’s too hard.”

“Hey,” I gasped, struggling to hold myself in under the assault of Mina’s gyrations. “If you take Delara’s treat, there won’t be anything left for me.”

“Ah, that’s true,” said Mina. “I was kind of leaning sausage today anyway.”

“Then take it,” said Delara, and Mina broke form, bringing her hips so her hungry pussy swallowed my eager member whole. I felt the heavenly delight of being engulfed by her slick warmth, and that was only the beginning. I looked up to see Delara’s perfectly-sculpted ass and thighs descend upon me, and my tongue received its promised workout as I began to eat Delara out.

With one hand I reached out to Soraya, who, having anticipated my desire, handed me the vibrostone she’d retrieved from my belt. I activated it between my fingers, just to confirm that it was the correct stone, and began to apply it to the lusty half-orc who was riding my face. Holding it steady was a bit of a challenge, as Mina’s frantic bouncing atop my hips was enough to make me lose my mind.

Then I felt Soraya’s presence as she pressed herself into Delara’s back, her fingers darting around to join me in playing within the sexy half-orc’s folds, as her other hand guided my free hand from Delara’s thick thigh to enter her in her favorite place, even as she sent an image into my mind of the two gorgeous Amazons furiously making out. From there it didn’t take long for each of us to reach our respective climaxes, finally settling into a big pile of sweaty contentment.

I had my head laid on Delara’s stomach, watching the world bob up and down with every breath, even as the ship rocked side to side on the astral current, ever so slightly.

You were right, Soraya, I thought. That was exactly what I needed to clear my head. I feel much calmer now.

Of course you do, Master. You’re most welcome.

I began to tick off the upcoming tasks I’d have to get ready, and began to mentally put them in order. It was going to be a lot. It was good that I’d done this now, because I probably wouldn’t have much time for lovemaking in the face of a project crunch.

For most people, any legitimate excuse to get out of conditioning drills would be a cause for rejoicing. But I wasn’t most people. While most of our exercise sessions didn’t end in orgies, enough did that, if you mention “conditioning” to me, rather than feeling dread, I can get just a little turned on. Such was the bonkers nature of my new life, sailing the astral currents of Shattered Zemyah.


Chapter 8

Nun Trouble


The passengers and crew of the merchant ship Golden Heron stood huddled together, staring in white-faced horror at the grisly scene playing out in front of them. The esteemed Lord Binet Riqueti, of the Pyedmond Riquetis, had been lashed to the main mast by two bestial gnoll space pirates, members of the infamous Scourge gang, who’d proceeded to slice his belly open and carefully pull out his intestines to form one long loop, nearly seventeen feet long, suspended from the rigging at waist level by various scraps of braided leather and the occasional piece of twine.

The two gnolls then proceeded to caper and frolic in the middle of the bloody ring they’d made, all while shaking smokey green torches about in their crimson-stained paws, and emitting the most ungodly cacophony of gibberish yips, growls and screeches.

Midway through this ceremony was usually where the screeches died down, as well as most of the screaming from all parties involved, to be replaced by a lower-toned muttering mantra from the gnolls, and bleak, drained silence from everyone else.

That was where Calista Gataki, current pirate captain of the Gloom Shrike, began addressing her captive audience. The green-haired, green-scaled, snake-tailed lamia thought she cut quite the dashing figure, with the three red vertical Scourge stripes carefully painted on her face, one down the center to terminate at the end of her cute button nose, while the other two ran down her forehead, over her eyelids, and stopped in the middle of her cheeks, thus adding a bit of emphasis to her vertical pupils. Plus, she’d gotten one of those enchanted suits of scale armor that provided decent protection while flattering her figure—which, if she did say so herself, was positively scrumptious. Granted, none of her audience were paying attention to that right now, but—given the carnage they’d just witnessed—that was perfectly understandable.

“All right, folks,” said Calista, seeking to maintain a tone of no-nonsense professionalism. “What we’re ssseeing here is a very unique and sspecial event—an authentic Blood Ritual to honor Jibaraiigh, Demon Prince and divine patron of all gnollkind. Well, it’s unique to you, I mean. We get to sssee it every time we do a raid. And don’t worry, those are coldfire alchemical torches they’re waving about. Inconvenient to ssteal a ship’s treasure while it’s burning down around your ears. We’re not total sssavages, you know.”

Calista stifled a smirk at their perplexed, disbelieving expressions as she saw their eyes flick from her, to the cavorting gnolls behind her, and back again.

“Of course, the ritual itself is rather unsssettling,” she said, “but it’s kind of a mandatory thing with them. It’s their culture, you ssee. Got to do at leasst one, or Jibaraiigh gets mighty offended, so here we are.”

“But,” Calista continued, smiling pleasantly, “Jibaraiigh is neither fussy nor modest in his wants. He’s happy to take two, three, five, or—heck, even all of you—as his sacrifices, and I’m totally willing to oblige him.”

Calista paused until enough of her audience’s expressions had shifted from shocked horror to anxious terror (And a professional like her could tell the difference.) and then she continued her spiel.

“Fortunately for you all,” she continued, “On thisss run, we had a helpful volunteer, right out of the gate. Our Lord Riqueti, who made sure to let us know jussst how important he and his family were. Let’s all have a round of applause for dear ol’ Lord Riqueti.”

Calista began clapping her hands together, and a handful of her captives followed suit, though without much vigor, while awkwardly glancing around at their fellows. Not the most enthusiastic response, but about what she’d expected.

Unfortunately, those expectations weren’t in sync with another of Calista’s crew, their halfling thief and burglar, Bramble Foggytoes. She stared at the hostages in indignation, her red Scourge stripes taking a meandering path down her face, wandering about in long detours to form elaborate spirals and curlicues—to the point where it wasn’t recognizable as Scourge iconography anymore. Calista had taken Bramble aside several times to unsuccessfully explain this to her, before finally giving up and tossing “iconography” into the pile of things that Bramble just didn’t understand, along with property rights, negative emotions, and the general concept of irony.

“You call that applause?” she squeaked. “Poor ol’ Lord Riqueti is up on a post, literally spilling his guts out, and that’s all you can do? C’mon, people—let’s make some NOISE! WHOOO-HOOOOO!”

This did produce some more energetic clapping, and a few confused terror-strangled cheers, before Calista intervened.

“Yes, yesss—thank you very much, Bramble,” said Calista, through a forced smile. “I’m sure Lord Riqueti really appreciated the encouragement, but I’ve got this now, over to one ssside, please.”

Bramble’s outburst had probably convinced their captives that their entire crew was completely insane—and that wasn’t a bad thing. People were less likely to push their luck if they thought they were dealing with lunatics. The best course of action was to hold still, stay calm, and not make any sudden moves. Which would make her job of taking all their possessions so much easier.

The key was to maintain a balance of terror and hope. Too little terror and you risked rebelliousness. Too much terror, with no accompanying hope, and you could get dangerous, near-suicidal desperation. Like, if you went around capturing ships and then slaughtering everyone aboard, soon you’d have everyone fighting to last man, or maybe even setting their own ship on fire as a final, defiant “fuck-you.”

Calista had inherited the Saltmaw gnoll brothers’ weird blood-ritual, along with the ship, upon the untimely death of its previous captain, Varia Krendos. But she’d found their antics mostly set the correct tone for an orderly sacking. You just waited for someone to show any form of resistance, handed them over to the Saltmaws, waited for all the horrified screaming to die down while they did their thing, and then the rest of the day would usually go pretty smoothly.

If she had one misgiving, it was that the Blood Ritual of Jibaraiigh was so grisly that it could end up being counterproductive. Most times it felt like killing a fly with a sledgehammer. You’d have people vomiting, or maybe going into hysterics, none of which made them easier to deal with. But Calista could only play the cards she’d been dealt—a philosophy that she had to apply regularly when dealing with this crew.

But, enough with the terror—now it was time to get to business.

“Anyway,” said Calista, to her captive audience. “Now that our gnoll blood ritual is out of the way, we can proceed to the actual point of our little visit. Every sssingle one of you is going to turn over all your valuables. We will have sssome of your crew retrieve all your luggage, and you will open them and give us any and all possessions that are remotely sssellable. If you’re genuinely confused about whether one of your items is worth anything to us, just show it to us and we’ll decide.”

“And you,” she continued, gesturing over to a cluster of uniformed ship’s crew, “Whichever of you is in charge, I’ll take a detailed manifessst of all your cargo, which I will review, then decide what I will take, and then you will bring me everything I asssk for. You will tell me the locations of all sssafes aboard the ship and then you will open them for us. And I cannot ssstress this enough—any resistance or trickery will result in me handing you over to the Saltmaw Brothers, while Bramble and my alchemist Enobaria here will crack your sssafe anyway.”

Here Calista gestured to the striking, wiry Dark Elf woman standing off to the side, scowling at everyone. “So, your futile ssso-called ‘heroics’ will earn you a horrible, agonizing death, accomplishing nothing but cosssting us a bit of time and materials.”

“And I think that’s an important principle for every sssingle one of you good folk to remember,” she said. “I realize that many of you will be carrying items of sssignificant value to you—perhaps a wedding ring, or an heirloom pendant from your dead grandma. Ssstuff like that. But you need to look at the bigger picture. Because no matter how important, or unique, or sssentimental any of your possessions might seem to you right now, in the end they’re just things. And I guarantee that you’ll have an easier time replacing them than you’ll have replacing your intessstines after they’ve been ripped out by a pair of gnoll cultists. So, choose wisely.”

“That’s right, people,” said Bramble, a cheery smile on her face. “Look on the bright side of life—that’s what I always say. Don’t think of all the old junk you’ll be losing—think of the all the fun you’ll have shopping for a bunch of new junk! Don’t think of this as a terrifying pirate raid—think of it as an amazing story you can tell to all your friends! Don’t be sad because you just saw a man die horribly right in front of your eyes—be happy that it wasn’t you!”

Calista let out a sigh and tried to keep her face neutral. It was important for the Captain to keep her cool. It was true that Bramble’s relentless sunny optimism could be a bit annoying some of the time, but that’s when Calista had to stop and remember the other times, when it was extremely annoying. Calista watched the halfling weave in and out of the crowd of prisoners as the burlap sack she carried rapidly filled up with pilfered goods. She was stealing from people faster than they could voluntarily turn over their valuables. It was like watching a one-woman swarm of locusts descending on a cornfield, only for shiny bits. Bramble really was a fantastic thief.

Unfortunately, she was a bit too good. Her thievery genius never seemed to switch off, ever—and it didn’t make any exception for her fellow Scourge pirates. Calista had to create a weekly “Bramble Check” where the half-orc Tharg would strip the halfling down to her skivvies and shake her by her ankles while the rest of the crew would ransack her cabin to recover all the crap she’d stolen.

And the weird thing was that most of it was completely random stuff: toothbrushes, silverware, belt buckles, single socks—what the fuck was anybody going to do with a single sock? This behavior seemed compulsive.

Fortunately, as a lamia, Calista had the ability to charm most intelligent creatures with her hypnotic gaze, and she’d had the idea to use it on Bramble to cure her kleptomania. And it had worked—Bramble did stop randomly stealing stuff. Unfortunately, she also got increasingly jittery, sweaty, and manic for every day that the charm was applied. By the fifth day she was vibrating so much that Calista was worried she might actually explode, so she’d removed the hypnosis and they all went back to regular Bramble Checks, which the halfling endured with the same unflappable good cheer that she applied to everything.

Callista’s attention was pulled from Bramble by the low sound of constant profuse apologies. The problem was that it was coming from one of her crew, every time she robbed a new person.

This was one of her newer recruits, Henrietta Eggebraten, (a.k.a. “Henry,” or “Eggs,” or “Henry Eggs”) a skinny half-elf whose unkempt, mousey-brown hair was only kept out of her face by her thick, square eyeglasses, beneath which her Scourge slashes ran in messy, crooked lines. The cumulative effect of this presentation was less, “gritty, dirty, dangerous pirate,” and more, “librarian who was having a bad week and then tripped while applying her makeup.”

Calista had tried to counsel Eggs on this, telling her that if you didn’t care enough about yourself to maintain your appearance, that signaled to other people that they shouldn’t care enough to respect you, either. Eggs had received the advice well, thanking her profusely and sincerely for taking time to counsel her, and then kept doing her hair and stripes the same gods-awful way.

Calista had also told Eggs not to apologize when robbing people—it didn’t establish the proper tone for piracy—to the same results. Well, the gnolls had already terrified everyone enough that Eggs shouldn’t have to worry about any backtalk, but there was one other thing about her that might give her victims pause, and that was the massive greatsword she had chained to her back, the Black Doomblade of Exavoth.

Calista didn’t know much about the Doomblade of Exavoth, only that it radiated insane amounts of magical power, and it had bound itself to Eggs for some reason. That binding was both literal and physical. A great mass of thin, black iron chains had wrapped around both Eggs and the Doomblade, and each link had been cast in the shape of a stylized screaming human skull. What’s more, if you looked carefully, you might notice that each skull had a slight variation to its design, like each link was an actual representation of a real individual person—and there had to be at least a hundred chain links.

But it seemed appropriate—certainly you’d need that much chain to hold its weight. The sword was ridiculously oversized, its rune-covered obsidian blade far too large for any human or humanoid creature to wield. It was almost bigger than Eggs herself. By all rights she shouldn’t have even been able to carry it without constantly tipping over, but she showed no signs of effort or strain as she continued her rounds through the captive passengers and crew, her litany of apologies never-ending.

It made Calista wonder if the blade was actually much lighter than it looked, as she’d never picked it up or held it herself. But that would’ve been a bad idea. Whatever you did, you did not touch the Black Doomblade of Exavoth.

It was surprising how difficult a concept that could be for some people, namely, a good portion of her post-Eggs recruits. There was something about Eggs’ eternally downtrodden, wouldn’t-talk-back-if-you-set-her-hair-on-fire nature that activated the primal lizard-brain bully instincts of most Scourge pirates, to the point where no amount of warning would do any good. Like, she would tell them, no, thisss isn’t a joke or a bit, no we’re not putting you on as an initiation prank; I am being completely ssserious right now—in fact, I am giving you a direct order as captain of this ship—for the love of the gods, do not fuck with Eggs!

And then, not a half-hour later, a terrible chorus of ear-splitting shrieks, as if the souls of the damned had formed their own special glee club, would resonate throughout the ship, followed by a bass-distorted and amplified version of Eggs’ voice, saying, “WHO DARES INCUR THE WRATH OF EXAVOTH THE ATROCIOUS?!” And then they’d run to find Eggs, covered in blood, apologizing over and over again, cleaning up what was left of her tormentors with a bucket and a mop.

They’d lost three new recruits that way. It was annoying, but Calista was choosing to view it as a test—of intelligence, listening skills, and impulse control. Granted, it was a lethal test with a current failure rate of seventy-five percent, but the one success, the warrior-monk Byago, had worked out fine.

Well, his reaction to her warning had been a bit odd. He’d said, “That sounds like a truly exquisite way to die, but it is not my time just yet.” Byago was a member of the Order of Beatific Agony, and, rather than armor, he wore an intricate arrangement of leather straps and belts winding their way across his body. Not her tastes, but she didn’t judge. Right now, he was sternly setting the ship’s officers to task, in position and following orders, like always. It was true, she occasionally caught him sneaking glances of profound longing over to Lord Riqueti, but he wasn’t letting it distract him from his duties, so it was fine. Oh, and occasionally Byago would forget to unzip his mask when he talked, but that was a minor foible.

But, speaking of longing glances, Calista was getting some very interesting vibes from one of the ship’s passengers, a petite human woman whose strawberry-blonde locks just barely poked out from beneath her black-and-white nun’s habit. Though her garb was designed for modesty, it was fighting an uphill battle against the curves of her figure, and losing. Looked like she was from one of the Varkathian orders, though Calista didn’t recognize the specific denomination.

Calista considered herself to be something of a connoisseur of nuns. Nuns were great. Frequently they’d be pressured into their nunneries by their families, which could transform them into bubbling cauldrons of repressed fetishes and horniness. Or they might’ve been forced into a nunnery as punishment for being uncontrollably horny to begin with. People had all sorts of circumstances. And, if a poor, sexually frustrated young nun happened to get caught in a Scourge raid, she could hardly be blamed if one of those rapacious pirates took unfair advantage of that situation.

And Calista would be more than happy to be that rapacious pirate. She approached the young miss with a sinuous swish to her tail and a wide smile on her face. Which the blonde Varkathian nun coyly returned, though she tried her best to hide it. To be sure, Calista knew she hadn’t made the best first impression with that gnoll blood ritual. But, though it did put most people off, for others the sight of death could spark a countervailing lust for life, particularly if they were a repressed nun.

This particular sister went by the name Johanna Becker, of the Carlinnian Order of the Sacred Dentata, and she was a big believer in the power of redemption—that, say, even the most reprehensible space pirates might be able to turn towards the path of goodness and light, if given the proper coaxing. And then she burst out into delightful peals of scandalized laughter when Calista asked her if any of this “coaxing” involved whips or paddles.

They got to talking about other matters, and, while it was true that Johanna had actually been pressured into joining the Carlinnian Order by her family, (Jackpot!) she’d actually become inspired by their mission of aid and charity to the less fortunate. In fact, this very ship was carrying a modest fund to aid to the poor, displaced war orphans of Rephara, on the shardworld of Zargedon, and she’d do absolutely anything to see it reach its proper destination.

Well, of course Calista had to press her for examples, and Johanna said she was willing to retire to her private cabin, for an extended session of “personal spiritual guidance.” Oh, hell yeah. Calista had heard that one before.

“Terribly sorry to interrupt your very important business, Captain,” said a voice from behind Calista’s ear, in a tone that conveyed the exact opposite of an apology, “But I’ve collected all the shipping manifests for you to review.”

Calista turned to address Enobaria, whose elegant features were arrayed in an expression of weary disdain, her Scourge stripes outlined in yellow to make them stand out against her indigo skin, just like her late sister Varia had done.

“Oh, there’s no need for that, First Mate,” said Calista. “I have complete and total faith in your judgment. No, wait—there’s going to be one fund there. The Carlinnian Order of… eh…

“The Carlinnian Order of the Sacred Dentata,” said Johanna, with a bright smile. “The Relief Fund for War Orphans of Rephara.”

“Yeah, that,” said Calista. “We’re leaving that.”

That pronouncement was met with an expression of dazzling joy from Johanna, counterbalanced by the withering scorn radiating from Enobaria.

“We’re leaving money,” she said.

“Of course we are, Firsst Mate,” said Calista. “I’ve told you this before—we may be Ssscourge pirates, but we’re not sssavages. Think of the poor orphans!”

“I’m thinking of our crew,” said Enobaria. “And how their shares of the loot are now going to be reduced, all because you want to get a piece of⁠—”

“Okay, fine, fine,” said Calista. “Jusst deduct it all out of my share, whatever it is. I’ll help those orphans if no-one elsse will.”

“Ah, such generosity,” said Johanna. “I can feel you’ve taken an important first step on your path to redemption.”

Enobaria just responded with a flat glare, which Calista decided to interpret as assent.

“Well, anyway—you’ve clearly got this sssituation in hand, First Mate,” said Calista. “Excellent work, as always. I will be indisssposed for the next, hmm… hour or ssso.”

“Oh, at least,” said Johanna. “When I do spiritual counseling, I like to go… in depth.”

Enobaria had a hand up over her face and was massaging her temples. “Spiritual counseling,” she repeated. “Fine, I get it. So I’ll just keep doing all the real work while you’re having fun. Yes, that’s perfect.”

With that, Enobaria turned and stalked off to do all the real work. When she was out of earshot, Johanna glanced nervously at Calista and said, “Captain Calista, does your first mate hate you?”

“Oh, it’s not that,” said Calista cheerfully. “Enobaria just hatesss everyone.”

It wasn’t always like that, though. In the past, she’d been generally quiet and aloof, letting her big sister Varia do most of the talking for them. But she’d loosen up a bit if you got a few cocktails in her. Could actually flirt a bit, though Calista had never managed to get much further than that with her.

That all changed six months ago, when Varia had completely bungled a mission to retrieve a magical ring carried by a passenger of the luxury liner Crystania. Some busboy with some artificing skills had made off with it instead. For her failure, Varia had been eaten alive, swallowed whole by Chernobog the Vile, the extra-cosmic demon and Reaver God who commanded the Scourge Pirates. Enobaria hadn’t been the same since.

Which was… well, Calista could appreciate that her First Mate was going through some stuff, but did she need to be such a wet blanket all the time? Being Captain wasn’t all fun and games. For example, since getting promoted, Calista had decided to institute a new rule for herself: no hanky-panky with members of her crew.

She was sure that it could lead to charges of favoritism, or otherwise erode crew discipline. Not that it was a huge issue with her current crew—Enobaria was the only hot one, and she wasn’t putting out. Byago was decent when he took his gimp mask off, but his order was celibate. (And if he wasn’t, Calista would’ve been concerned that his preferences might be a touch too extreme, even for her broad tastes.) Tharg was borderline, but showed every sign of being absolutely terrible in bed. And the less said about the kobolds, the better.

But that meant Calista was subjected to long stretches of time with no action at all. Right now, she was going on a two-month stretch with nothing but her own hand and tail for company. That sucked! A lamia had needs, you know. She had to avail herself of every opportunity that presented itself. You had to hop on the horny nuns while the horny nuns were there to be hopped on.

And with that in mind, they’d arrived at Johanna’s cabin. Johanna smiled at her, escorted her inside, beckoned her to sit down right next to her on her nice, wide, queen-sized bed, and then proceeded to… launch into a lecture about the intersection of faith and morality in a world where so many gods lay dormant.

Wait, what? Was this a put-on? A tease? Playing hard to get? Calista marshaled her best efforts, interjecting compliments, innuendos, and double-entendres at every opportunity, only to get shut down or ignored. This… was actually turning into a normal spiritual counseling session. What the hell? This didn’t make any sense. Calista mentally reviewed all the events that had brought her to this cabin, replaying all of their previous conversations. The signs had definitely been there. There was simply no way she could’ve misread someone this badly.

Cold feet! That’s all it had to be. Little Johanna was feeling a bit nervous, maybe—all alone with a big, bad Scourge Pirate. That was understandable. But Calista had a cure for that.

Calista reached under Johanna’s chin, tipping her face up, and gazed into her eyes, activating her innate powers of lamia hypnosis. Nothing forceful, mind you—though she had that ability. This was just a little something to help her relax, to get in touch with those natural sexy vibes she’d been giving off earlier.

Johanna’s eyes went wide, her pupils reflecting the kaleidoscopic pattern of Calista’s own magical gaze. Those colors expanded until they’d covered the entire eyeball, and then went even further, bleeding out onto Johanna’s face, her habit, the bed, the floor, swirling around like paint poured into a whirlpool, until the entire room felt like it was melting, and her along with it, as her brain seemed to liquify, so she had to clap her hands over her ears to hold everything in, and⁠—

Calista broke her gaze and lunged away from Johanna, the power in her snake body propelling her across the cabin to crash into an armoire, cracking its door and causing some of its contents to spill out. But the room had otherwise returned to normal, and her brain seemed solid, as best as she could tell—though she did feel a bit of a headache coming on.

“Oh, what’s this?” said Johanna, rising from the bed with an evil smirk. “Didn’t care for a taste of your own medicine, did you? You silly snake.”

But before Calista could reply, Johanna’s entire form began to shift and melt, causing Calista to clap her hands over her ears again. But this time, the weirdness remained confined to just the nun’s figure, which reformed into a skinny, pale, androgynous figure with hair like wet straw. Her nun’s garments shrank down to a minimal gray shift with not much of interest beneath it.

“Ah! I think some re-introductions are in order,” said the strange figure. “I be Nissey o’ the Mizzlemurk, changeling and sublime trickster, at your service. Got a need for befuddling, bewildering, or outright bamboozling? Nissey’s the fae to make it happen.”

Calista blinked as her brain tried to catch up with the sudden turn of events.

“I don’t…” she said. “Need any of⁠—”

“No, indeedy,” said Nissey. “You be possessed of an entirely different problem. But Nissey’s here to help.”

And then Nissey yanked off the bedcovers, to reveal the bedsheet below, which had a large circle of arcane glyphs scrawled across it. The changeling then scattered a handful of glittering dust over the sheet, recited a brief litany in a language Calista didn’t know, and tapped one of the bedsheet runes.

The circle came to life and lifted off the bed, rotating around to form a magical window. The portal flashed and Calista found herself face to face with a busty elf-looking woman, with black and white streaks in her red hair, wearing courtly attire, and hiding the lower half of her face behind a golden fan.

“Greetings, Calista of the Scourge Pirates,” said the woman, snapping her fan shut to reveal a single long fang sticking out of the corner of her mouth. “I am Jacktooth Carline, Left-most Duchess of the Unseelie Court, Grand Collector of Everything Wayward, and I believe we have mutual interests. There is an arrogant, insolent scoundrel who fancies himself a genius artificer. His name is Zain Shamar, and I believe we both want him dead.”


Chapter 9

The Hunter


Calista could barely keep up with this new turn of events. This really was a day for mental whiplash. Zain Shamar—yes, that was the name of the busboy who’d made off with the magical ring that Chernobog the Vile was so obsessed with. And Calista didn’t actually care what happened to this Zain putz—though her First Mate had a different opinion—Calista just wanted his ring because her boss did.

Hmm, better play this cagey to start. “Is that right?” she said. “What makesss you think I care anything about him?”

“Because one of my agents, a violet-scaled dragonkin woman named Zalkah, was among your Scourge Pirates when they received the order to retrieve the ring containing Soraya the genie at all costs,” said Duchess Carline. “And I am quite certain that order was never rescinded.”

Zalkah… Zalkah... Violet scales… Oh, right!

“Zalkah was part of Anya’s crew on the Sea Sssnake,” said Calista. “But no-one’s ssseen hide nor hair of them for something like… eight months.”

“That’s because they were all killed, six months ago,” said the Duchess. “That should be obvious. Why would I be talking to you if my agent was still alive?”

Killed? That crew? Calista could hardly believe it. Those guys had been a crack team of badasses. Their wizard, Gan, had been one of the top three spellcasters among the Scourge. Their minotaur berserker, Codros, had been an infamous gladiatorial champion, and their Captain, Anya Galamir….

Calista had actually had a bit of a crush on Captain Anya Galamir. Even after she’d started to mutate after being repeatedly “rewarded” with sexual union with Chernobog the Vile, it hadn’t dampened her appeal one iota. But her admiration hadn’t been limited to the physical.

During the rare joint missions the Scourge sometimes undertook, Calista had watched Captain Anya command her crew, and that team had worked together like the gears of one of those high-class, expensive jeweled pocket-watches she’d find in the possession of the rich passengers of the ships she’d raided. And it wasn’t just that Anya had the best people. Calista knew for a fact that the Sea Snake’s crew had plenty of hang-ups and weird foibles.

But Captain Anya had always been able to manage them anyway. That crew had discipline. And Anya herself had been a brilliant tactician. Calista had really wanted to have a sit-down with her and pick her brain a bit. (And, if that sit-down transitioned to more of a lie-down, that’d have been an awesome bonus.)

The problem was that Varia fucking hated Anya for some reason. So, Calista couldn’t have been too friendly without causing problems with her then-captain. Then Varia had gotten herself eaten, and Calista had tried to take the opportunity to mend fences. But Anya had been acting odd. The thing about getting fucked by an extra-cosmic demonic entity like Chernobog is that his jizz could do weird shit to you. Previously, it had transformed Anya Galamir from a sexy half-elf into a sexy octopus-looking lady, but it had never seemed to affect her mind. Until that last time. She had not been acting like herself.

Anya had stormed off before Calista had a chance to say anything, but she’d seriously tried to impress upon Anya’s First Mate, Gan, the benefits of bribing a capable priest to run purifying magic on her. Scuttlebutt was that this could lessen, or even reverse some of the weird mutations that Chernobog sex could bring. But she hadn’t thought he’d been taking her seriously.

Calista needed more information, and it did seem she had a source for it.

“Who killed the Sea Sssnake crew?” she asked.

“Why Zain Shamar, of course,” said the Duchess. “The very prey they were hunting.”

What? That guy? The fucking busboy? She’d only gotten one good look at him, and it was when he’d narrowly avoided being scalped by Jergal through sheer luck. He’d tripped, causing the stroke to miss, and then one of his flame weapons went off when he hit the ground, cooking her already wounded ex-crewmate. Granted, Zain’s eventual escape had been successful, but everything about him screamed that he’d been in way over his head and was barely managing to hold things together.

“How... How in the world would a punk like that be able to take out a Ssscourge crew like Anya’s?”

“Cowardice and treachery,” said the Duchess. “The ring he stole can produce extremely powerful illusions. He used those powers to stage ambushes and take them out one by one, starting with their wizard. Also, he gained an ally—an extremely capable Amazon warrior, whose lover had been captured by your Sea Snake crew.”

Oh, yeah. Illusions. That had been a thing, back on the Crystania. Loud flashbangs, fog, and an insane amount of mirrored clones running every which way. Even so, she wouldn’t think that, plus one really good warrior, would be enough to overcome the whole crew—unless Anya was having a mental breakdown, and then, maybe…

“I believe I’ve talked enough about the past,” said Duchess Carline. “What concerns me is the future. We both have the solutions to each other’s problems. You need the means to find our enemy and I require transport for my hunter. Do we have a deal?”

“Wait, what?” said Calista. “What’ss the terms, here?”

“The terms are simple,” said the Duchess, with exaggerated patience. “Your crew will assist Nissey here in a simple summoning ritual, which will pull my hunter from the realm of Faerie and into yours. My hunter will be able to find Zain Shamar anywhere in Shattered Zemyah, unerringly, no matter where he goes—though I know for a fact that he’s headed to the shardworld Zargedon next.

“You will take my hunter there, and then you may follow him to our mutual reward. It’s simple. All you need to do is swear to abide by these terms, according to the standard pact and terms that govern the realm of Faerie, and your success is guaranteed. Without my help—well, do you even have any sort of plan to find Zain? Any at all?”

“Ah… no, but—” Calista forced herself to try to think this through, but her rapidly-building headache wasn’t making it easy. She knew you had to be careful making deals with fae creatures. But the terms of this compact really were dead simple. She couldn’t see any hidden pitfalls to it that could fuck her over later on.

“All we need to do is sssummon your hunter and transport him to Zargedon?” she said. “That’ss it? Do that one thing and we fulfill our part of the bargain? Free and clear of any other claims you might have on us? And your hunter will lead us to Zain and the ring?”

“Yes, that’s correct,” said Duchess. “All you need to do is follow him. Do you swear to do this?”

“Uh…” Calista gave the terms another mental once-over with her aching brain and couldn’t see any issue. Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained.

“Yes, I ssswear,” she said, and immediately felt a twanging tug through her chest, a subtle weight she could feel through the innate arcane sense granted to all lamias. Ah, so that’s what that felt like.

“Excellent,” said the Duchess. “Then our business is concluded. Nissey can explain the rest of the pertinent details to you. Soon Zain Shamar will be dead and that blue bitch Soraya will rue the day she dared to spurn the affections of Jacktooth Carline, Left-Most Duchess of the Unseelie Court!”

Oh. So that was what this was all about? Such a charming woman, this Duchess. Why, oh why, would anyone ever say no to her? The realization put her in an even worse mood.

She should be overjoyed—retrieving the genie’s ring would put her at the top of Chernobog’s favor. She could probably get enough scratch to get a better ship, and the prestige would give her a much better batch of new recruits to pick from. But right now, there was a part of her that would’ve gladly thrown all of that away for the stress-free hour of sacrilegious nun-fucking that she’d been expecting when she entered this cabin.

Nissey dismissed the magic portal with a wave of her hand, and turned to regard Calista, a mock-pout on her face.

“Ah, what’s the matter, snakey?” she asked. “Missing your little pet nun? Well, business is done, so perhaps we might be having some fun for a bit.”

With that, Nissey’s form shifted once again, and Johanna Becker was sitting on the bed, wearing a much more abbreviated version of her nun’s outfit—showing way more skin than any respectable order would ever allow, favoring her with a seductive smile.

Calista hesitated for a moment. She had a headache now. Plus, it wasn’t quite the same if it wasn’t a real nun. Still, even if “Johanna Becker’s” form was the product of shapeshifting, it was an extremely nice form, and probably felt real.

Ah, well—something was better than nothing. Calista slithered over to the bed and leaned in to start things off, only for Johanna’s face to blur—to be replaced by the hairy, leering visage of Xirg Saltmaw, one of the gnoll brothers.

Calista fled the cabin as Nissey followed, laughing uproariously. And she kept at it, flipping forms and having a little giggle-fest, trying to convince Calista that no, this time for realsies. Calista ignored her. Fool me twice, and all that. Plus, her mood had been completely killed.

Enobaria popped up in front of her as soon as she got above decks.

“Captain,” she said, in her usual exasperated tone. “I’ve double and triple-checked the manifest, and I can’t find any evidence of a “Carlinnian Order,” or a “Repharan Orphans Fund,” or any⁠—“

“Yes, that’s fine, Firsst Mate,” said Calista, with a sigh. “Jussst forget it. Forget the whole thing.”

“Eh, what’s eating you, Captain?” said Enobaria. “Actually, you’re back awful quick. What happened? Did the little church-strumpet not put ou⁠—“

“What happened, Firsst Mate,” said Calista, barely holding a grip on her temper, “Is that I jussst got us a one-hundred-percent surefire way to track down Zain Shamar, as well as the location of his next desstination: Zargedon. How’s that for doing real work?”

That shut Enobaria up, plus extra. Her eyes went wide, and the corner of her mouth began to twitch up, as if Calista had just told her she’d won a million gold pieces, and was struggling to believe her own good fortune.

“What? Are you… are you serious, Captain?” said the Dark Elf. “Are… How could you possibly⁠—”

“Talk with Nisssey over here for the details,” said Calista, gesturing to the changeling over her shoulder, who’d resumed her default pale-skinned, straw-haired form. That should keep them both occupied. “We can ssstart on that once we’ve finished up here. I’m going to head back to my cabin for a lie-down. Come get me when you’ve got everything else sssorted out.”

“Oh, of course, Captain,” said Enobaria, with total sincerity, without a shred of sarcasm. “I’ll get on that right away, Ma’am! Is there anything you need from me? Anything at all?”

“No, I…” said Calista, then paused. “Wait—do you have anything for headaches?”

“Right here, Captain,” said the alchemist, pulling a flask from a full bandolier of various potions strung across her chest.

“Thanks,” said Calista, chugging the contents and tossing the bottle as she headed back to the Gloom Shrike. “Sssee ya later.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” said Enobaria, and actually stood at attention as she slithered away. Amazing what a bit of good news could do to a person. Enobaria had only managed to recover from the last bit of bad news she’d received—of her sister’s death—by swearing vengeance on those responsible.

Unfortunately for Enobaria, her sister’s actual murderer, Chernobog the Vile, was both 1): their boss, and 2): unkillable, so she’d had to settle for the next best option: swearing vengeance on the man whose escape had prompted Varia’s execution—the fugitive artificer Zain Shamar. That dude really had a knack for pissing people off. In fact, Calista decided that she wasn’t fond of him either, since he’d killed her role model. Calista hoped she could take him alive, to interrogate him and find out what really happened, before delivering him to Chernobog to be eaten.

Calista wasn’t able to get a true nap in her cabin before Enobaria found her again. Her First Mate’s potion didn’t totally cure her headache, though it did send a pleasant effervescent tingling up through her sinuses that took the edge off. She did feel somewhat refreshed as she rejoined her crew on the deck of the Gloom Shrike.

They were all standing equidistant around an arcane circle drawn out in black chalk above the Gloom Shrike’s cargo bay doors. Nissey, Enobaria, Byago, Gouzz and Xirg Saltmaw, Bramble, Eggs, and Tharg, a half-orc warrior who’d been left to guard the ship while everyone else did the raiding.

He hated that, but it was his own fault. Tharg had anger management issues, and his definition of what constituted resistance was so over-broad that it made everything more difficult. Like, she’d explained to him that you really did need to give people a free, “By the gods, what are you monsters doing?”—just so they could get it out of their systems and tell their own consciences that’d they’d done something besides stand and watch.

But he really didn’t seem able to grasp the concept, so she’d put him on guard duty. He was still looking surly about it, but Bramble was doing her best to cheer him up. Which, surprisingly, wasn’t making things worse. Tharg could tolerate Bramble better than anyone else on the crew.

With all nine of them assembled, including herself, the entire crew of the Gloom Shrike linked hands. Well, except the kobolds. Like nearly every ship in the Scourge pirate fleet, they had a handful of the little lizard-people aboard to run various errands.

Calista thought they had about five right now. She’d given up trying to remember their names, as they had a habit of falling overboard or getting decapitated by the rigging, or eating the poisonous devil’s ivy from the ship’s planters, or any number of random fatal accidents they were prone to having. Calista would just pick up a new batch every time the ship docked at Gauthraug, the Scourge’s remote, secret shardworld.

Enobaria told Calista the simple mantra for the summoning ritual, which had apparently been too complicated for the kobolds, and the rest of the pirates began the chant, while Nissey recited a more complex incantation, layering atop and sort of blending in with their chorus of rough voices. The air in the center of the circle began to shimmer and warp and turn rainbow colors, in a way that started to re-aggravate Calista’s headache, so she squeezed her eyes shut for the rest of the ritual, as a strange humming noise filled the frigid air that filtered up from the astral current.

Calista felt the resonance build, felt the vibration roll up through her snake tail and fill her chest, growing louder and louder, until there was a noise like tearing sailcloth, followed by a thunderous boom that blew her hair back and seemed to collapse the air in her lungs, for just a split second. It had been enough to shock everyone into silence, so Calista opened her eyes.

Standing in the center of their circle was one of the biggest jet-black horses that Calista had ever seen, only it wasn’t a regular horse. Regular horses had skin and flesh that covered their heads, and this one didn’t. The massive muscles of its curved neck terminated in a cloud of black smoke that pooled and swirled in the air like ink, hiding its connection to the chalk-white skeletal horse head, which was bare bone save for the eye sockets, which were filled with more of the same dense black cloud, plus a glowing red coal in the center of each.

Riding the horse was an equally huge knight wearing blackened steel plate mail, nearly seven feet tall—or he would’ve been, if his head hadn’t been missing. Instead, more of the thick black smoke boiled over the edge of his empty gorget, sending wavy tendrils of darkness crawling down his breastplate before dissipating into the air.

The figure raised one arm, and Calista realized that no, actually this person did have a head after all—it was just in the wrong place. The fingers of the creature’s steel gauntlet were tangled in long, greasy strands of black hair that were attached to its severed head, which it now swiveled around to regard them all.

It wasn’t a pleasant experience. The head was mummified, paper-thin skin dried and stretched over the withered flesh beneath. Both the lips and most of the nose were missing, the bared teeth and gums fixed in a permanent grin of malevolent glee, the eye sockets filled with roiling inky blackness, save for two burning red human irises that darted about with manic intensity, taking each of them in turn.

A hollow clattering noise drew Calista’s attention to the creature’s hip, and the weapon it carried there. It took her a second to figure out the design, and then she wished she hadn’t. It was a triple flail, the black, steel-reinforced, hardwood handle leading up to three “chains” that were actually human spines, with skulls attached to the ends of each.

These skulls appeared human, but had mouths full of sharpened teeth, with the same red-eyes-in-smoke as the horse and the severed head. As Calista watched, she saw two of the skulls turn and snap at each other briefly, a casual exchange in some presumably eternal territorial argument.

Then the creature spoke, not from its mouth, but its hollow neck hole, a booming, resonant, sepulchral dirge.

“I AM GOBAN. I AM THE DULLAHAN. THE PRIME HUNTER OF THE UNSEELIE COURT. I DO NOT TIRE. I DO NOT REST. I DO NOT STOP UNTIL I HAVE CLAIMED MY PREY. TAKE ME TO HIM. TAKE ME TO ZARGEDON. YOU ARE BOUND TO THIS TASK BY THE LAWS OF THE FAE.”

Calista was the first to break out of their group’s collective disorientation.

“O-okay, you heard the m—the dullahan,” she said. “Heave-ho and ssset course for Zargedon, wherever that is—oh!”

At her words, the Dullahan reached out with its free hand, and pointed off into space.

“Right, thataway,” said Calista, as Enobaria rushed over to the helm. Though, of course they wouldn’t take the most direct route. They’d consult their charts and use the astral currents to get there. Still, it was impressive that this Goban could point directly at Zain from across the vast distances of space.

But, in the meantime, she should at least try to establish a bit of rapport with their new… business partner, she supposed. She approached, as close as she dared, and asked the dullahan if he’d like something to drink, or wanted to check out his choice of cabins, only for Goban to reply, “I AM THE DULLAHAN. I DO NOT TIRE. I DO NOT REST. I DO NOT STOP UNTIL I HAVE CLAIMED MY PREY.”

“Yes, I know,” said Calista. “But, perhapsss, you could take a load off your horse. I know that sitting in the sssaddle for a long ti⁠—”

“I AM THE DULLAHAN. I DO NOT TIRE. I DO NOT REST. I DO NOT STOP UNTIL I HAVE CLAIMED MY PREY.”

Calista tried a few more variations of inquiry, only to get the same stock responses, while the creature’s severed head leered at her up and down with its jittery eyes until she gave up and retreated, while Nissey laughed so hard she fell on her back, rolling across the deck and kicking her legs up in the air.

Calista turned to watch the two, this time from a further, less unsettling distance, slowly coming to the realization that yes, this creepy fucking dullahan creature was just going to sit on his undead horse and not move for the entire journey, blocking their main cargo hatch. Not that they needed to use it right now, but still, this was….

Calista sighed. This was actually her lot in life right now. Just add two more maniacs and toss them on the pile of lunatics that made up the crew of the Gloom Shrike. How the hell would Captain Anya Galamir have handled this situation? Calista was sure she’d have come up with something. But she wasn’t here and Calista couldn’t ask her. And she would never get a chance to, either. Calista may have risen to the rank of Captain, with an entire crew of Scourge pirates backing her, but right now she felt more alone than she ever had in her entire life.

Maybe actually catching this Zain asshole would fix things, just a little. Get a major win under their belts, boost morale. And hey, with her vengeance sated, Enobaria could finally unclench a bit. Yes, that was it—and, despite his terrible conversation skills, this Goban looked like a real go-getter. No way could they lose with a dullahan on their side. This Zain might’ve had a nice run, but his luck was about to run out.


Chapter 10

Atmospheric Braking


Isat back in the chair at the arcane helm, prepared to execute one of the most dangerous maneuvers I’d ever attempted in the Azalea’s Legacy, and Mina was pestering me.

“You sure I can’t stay here with you?” she said, “I want to watch how you do it. Y’know, in case I ever need to do it myself.”

“I need you on the deck in case something goes wrong with the rigging,” I said, for what felt like the fifth time today. “And you’re the best at crawling over the hull if the ventral sail gets fouled.”

“Nothing ever goes wrong with the rigging,” said Mina, pouting. “Not out in space, anyway. Plus, I can get out there super-quick from here. Wouldn’t lose more than a second.”

“A second could mean…” I stopped myself an took a long breath. “Mina, I’m just really super-nervous about this atmospheric braking maneuver, and I need to concentrate without any distractions, okay?”

“I can be here without causing distractions,” said Mina. “I’ll be super-quiet, like you won’t even know I’m⁠—”

“Mina,” I said, letting some of my frustration seep into my voice. “Deck. Now. Captain’s orders.”

“Ugh. Fine. Aye, aye, Captain,” she said, hopping up and vaulting over the railing that separated the main deck from the elevated helm. Her tone might’ve made me feel a bit guilty about snapping at her, but this task actually was super-important and I really did need to concentrate.

I also wasn’t in the best condition for this. It was a good thing I’d taken Soraya’s advice and indulged in that exercise/orgy session right after my disastrous deal with Jacktooth Carline, because afterward, I’d been so busy trying to prepare for Zargedon and a potential faerie assault that I’d barely had any time to eat or sleep, and might’ve skipped more of that if Soraya hadn’t been pushing me to rest.

But we were under a time crunch. Every second I kept that damned acorn in my possession was more time the enemy would have to track us down and kill us, all because I’d been too impatient to listen. Getting the resources for my anti-fae weapon, then refining the design—it had all taken way longer than it should’ve. I’d had just enough time to do that, manually review all the calculations for this approach, and then crawl into one of the spare cabins for about four hours of sleep. I’d only woken up a half-hour ago and was mostly running on coffee.

“I still say you could’ve just trusted the calculations the helm made for you, Master,” said Soraya. “They all turned out correct, didn’t they?”

“Eh, the checking only took another forty minutes,” I said. “And you do them for confirmation, so most times, they will be the same.”

I felt Soraya wanted to argue the point more, but held herself back, as she knew that I needed to concentrate on the task at hand. I shifted my gaze to the checklist slate permanently affixed to the center of the helm’s wheel-yoke.

I’d attuned the ship’s instruments to my destination of Zargedon, which I could just barely see now, floating like a red marble in the middle of the blackness of space. We were sailing on the port-most edge of the astral current, approaching the nearest bend to the shardworld where one could “safely” exit the current and begin the approach. Although, the way we were doing it wasn’t exactly safe.

The dazzling white band of magical energy beneath us, as wide as the widest river, veered off to starboard, while we kept going straight into the blackness.

“Exiting astral current,” I said, my voice picked up and amplified to the main deck. As a reward for my service to the Amazon nation, one of their top astral sailors, Enyo clan Dimakos, had given me detailed instructions on how to run an astral clipper. She’d told me you always wanted your crew to know exactly what you were doing.

“Closing intakes. Force canopy permeability at zero,” I said, moving the indicator peg down the next items in the checklist. “Deploying ventral sail and all radiators to full.”

Beneath the ship, a portion of the ship’s keel beam split into two, and a retractable mast, bearing a large triangular sail, extended and unfolded. I couldn’t see it, but I could feel it through the metal contacts of the dome-like helmet I wore, which connected to the back of the helmsman’s chair. I did have a partial view of the radiators; thin copper pipes that telescoped and unfolded into large, squarish fans, some nearly as large as the sails—from the bowsprit, from the two stabilizer fins, but mainly from the primary radiator mizzenmast just aft of the helm.

Spaceships can get hot very easily. Once free of the astral current and its accompanying thin layer of air, there wasn’t a transmission medium to allow a ship’s heat to dissipate. Thus, a ship venturing out into the void needed radiators, like the water-carrying arrays of copper pipes that I’d just deployed.

“Adjusting trajectory,” I continued. “Preparing to reverse throttle. All crew prepare to brace. Reversing in three… two… one… go!”

Pure force energy began to blast out of the arcane keel, and to a lesser extent from the stabilizer fins, diagonally ahead of us, starboard and “mastwards.” Space had no true up or down, so one referred to the directions of a ship’s mast or hull instead.

I felt the throttle lever and the wheel-yoke move under my hands in response to my thoughts. Enyo said to always keep in physical contact with the controls, even as you ran them with your mind. That way, it would build an instinctive knowledge in your body of what to do in the unlikely event that the mind-link with the helm was ever severed.

I watched the red dot of Zargedon wobble through the black sky, until it stopped right beneath the point of our bowsprit, as I continued to pull the throttle backward, feeling my harness straps go taut against my chest as I did. I kept switching my gaze from the view ahead, to the indicator hashmarks at the base of the throttle lever, to the gauge for the inertial dampeners, making sure I stayed on-target while keeping the change in acceleration within human tolerance levels.

Oh, what’s that? It seems like some of you were wondering why, if I was in such a hurry, was I immediately slowing the Azalea’s Legacy down, instead of speeding up? Well, that’s a funny thing about space: nothing moves slowly. It might not seem that way, particularly from the perspective of a passenger aboard a ship sailing the astral current.

On the current, it feels like you’re on a wide, flat, fairly calm river with a decently stiff tailwind. But in fact, both you, the current, and all of the air around you are traveling anywhere from one hundred to three hundred thousand miles an hour. It feels like nothing because everything within your frame of reference is moving at roughly the same speed, and space is so vast and empty that there’s rarely any sort of useful landmark to show you how insanely fast you are actually going. Shardworlds aren’t quite so speedy, usually falling somewhere between seventy-five to forty-five thousand miles per hour, but that’s still fast as hell.

And the other thing about open space is that there’s nothing besides the thrust of your ship’s arcane keel to slow you down. So it’s very easy to fly straight towards a shardworld at such speeds that, by the time you actually reach it, it’s impossible to brake in time, and you crash into it instead. So, while a ship that can accelerate quickly is nice, a ship that can decelerate quickly is just as important. Both are needed to match velocities with the astral current you’re trying to merge onto, or the shardworld you’re trying to land on.

And, since space is too vast and empty to give you useful visual cues about how fast you’re going, you needed to rely on your divination and detection instruments. And, while instruments alone were usually sufficient to allow you to merge with the astral current, if you were going to land on a shardworld, you really wanted to pre-calculate your route, to make sure you had enough room to slow down in time.

And this, folks, is why I started braking immediately. Because we’re in such a hurry, I picked the route that hopped off the astral current at the very last possible point for a ship this size to be able to intercept Zargedon, and not explode into a giant fireball in its upper atmosphere—assuming that I correctly executed a special type of re-entry maneuver. But I didn’t have to worry about that just yet.

Actually, at this stage, I didn’t have to worry about much of anything. All the forces were constant. The throttle was in full reverse, and it would stay that way for the next hour and a half. The only thing that could affect this ship now was the solar wind, and its force was insignificant next to the thrust generated by the arcane keel. The solar sails were all raised, but they were just for energy collection. The ship’s sensors told me that the route ahead was completely free of any space debris large enough to punch through our force shields. So it was all just waiting now, with maybe the slightest micro-adjustments to our trajectory.

I rubbed my eyes and wished for more coffee, but that would be a bad idea. I’d made sure to drain my bladder before taking the helm, since I wouldn’t be able to leave it until we’d landed. Plus, the constant deceleration would’ve made drinking it awkward. It felt like the entire ship was tipped downward at the edge of a steep cliff. I watched Mina and Delara roaming the deck, parts of which had magically altered from flat planking into steep stairs, giving them the needed footholds to move around as they checked the integrity of the rigging, and kept their eyes on the copper radiator tubes, looking for any signs of leaks.

There really should’ve been more than two of them, to cover this entire one-hundred-forty foot long astral schooner. I’d experimented with hiring one new sailor some five months back. We were making enough money to afford it, so I figured why not.

Soraya’s last master had been a merchant, so she knew all the various trade routes—so much so, that, no matter where we were going, she had a recommendation for some item for us to buy and sell along the way. So I set up some interviews at the docks in one of the larger port cities. I ended up hiring a dude named Rocco, whom Soraya thought was the “least worst,” though he’d seemed perfectly okay at the time.

The first bit of friction I got was actually from the girls. They’d agreed to hire more hands but hadn’t realized that would mean no more orgies on the ship deck—just in the cabins. You see, Amazon culture is highly communal, with no taboos against public nudity or public sex. It took a good deal of explaining and coaxing to get them to see why we had to quit fucking out in the open, and Soraya was ultimately the one who succeeded in convincing them. She’s a lot better at explaining these sorts of things than I am.

Things seemed okay after that—for two days. Then Rocco earned himself a black eye from Delara, and I had to patiently explain to him that just because I could grope and spank the Amazons any time I felt like it, it didn’t mean that he could. Why? Because I’m their Stud, which means they like me. Also, it’s an order from the Captain. Now, go apologize. Yes, that’s an order from the Captain, too.

It wasn’t just an innocent misunderstanding, because Delara had given him one verbal warning before the knuckle sandwich. Still, it made me feel like maybe I shouldn’t be so handsy with the girls when we were around him—except the girls didn’t like that either. Being an Amazon Stud isn’t all fun and games, you know. Okay, well—it mostly is, but the position comes with some responsibilities. A Stud has to keep his Amazons well-supplied with affection, adoration, attention, and lots of seed. Those were loose guidelines, but I’d found that the more I acted like an oversexed octopus around them, the more I got praised for being a “proper, vigorous Stud.”

I tried my best to both keep my Amazons happy without rubbing Rocco’s nose in his lack of action, but it still ended in disaster. You see, while everyone had unanimously agreed that I should be Captain, the Azalea’s Legacy was half-owned by the Amazons. And, while they understood the need to conform to local dress codes while we were visiting a shardworld, wasn’t nobody going to revoke their goddess-granted right to walk around naked on their own ship, particularly on hot periods where we were crossing the void between different astral currents.

It was on one such occasion that Rocco pounced on Mina, who’d promptly clawed the living shit out of his face, and was prepared to throw him overboard when I intervened. Mina and Delara then asked me why I stopped her, and I said we’d couldn’t just straight-up murder a dude, and then Soraya said that actually, as Captain of a ship in international space, I actually could legally try, convict, and execute a sailor for attempted rape.

That realization prompted a quiet and sustained freak-out from me, which I think Delara realized, and talked Mina down for me. Instead Rocco was confined to quarters, to be kicked off the ship at the nearest port with no pay. Also, I noticed that Soraya did a rather sub-par job of healing his face, leaving a lot of nasty scars in place. I elected to let this slide.

Actually, Rocco made a terrible case for his own redemption. He really didn’t seem to understand that he’d done anything wrong. He kept saying that she’d been “asking for it,” to which I was like, “No, dude, she clearly wasn’t, or else she wouldn’t have clawed the fuck outta your face and tried to chuck your ass overboard. There was already a clear ’No Touch’ rule in place. Nothing about her being naked overrode that rule.”

And his behavior was stupid on a practical level too. Not a week before, he’d been watching one of our training sessions, and muttered under his breath that I must be a pussy, since I was losing to a little girl. Well, Mina heard that—she has giant cat ears; she hears everything—and invited him to come try it himself, and see if he could do any better. (He did not, in fact, do any better.)

That experience should’ve taught him a lesson, but it clearly hadn’t. In fact, Rocco seemed to be so functionally incapable of learning anything that I wondered how he’d ever figured out how to sail. The last time I saw him he was disembarking from our ship, muttering something under his breath, which Mina heard, because OF COURSE SHE DID, YOU ABSOLUTE TITANIC MORON, and she proceeded to kick his ass down the gangplank and halfway across the dock.

I was briefly worried this might cause problems with the local authorities, but the most common bystander reaction was delighted laughter, especially after Mina’s finishing combination: a wedgie that lifted poor Rocco two feet off the ground, followed by a sweet mid-air pantsing that pancaked him to the dock face-first, followed by a swift kick to the balls for punctuation, before she finally turned and stalked away. For a lot of those dock workers, this appeared to be the highlight of their day, if not their entire week.

After that, the Amazons instituted a new policy: no more hiring male sailors. I thought that was reductive, but they were half-owners, so there wasn’t much I could do. Problem was, trying to find any female sailors for hire proved to be surprisingly difficult. Plus, Soraya said that even if I did find one, our sexytime antics would likely annoy her, too—albeit for an entirely different set of reasons.

The last option was finding another woman who wanted to join us for sexy reasons, who we could then train up to be an astral sailor. But that was another set of challenges. In the past six months, we’d only run into two women willing to have a full orgy with the four of us, and neither had been willing to uproot her entire life to sail the astral currents. Soraya figured it was only a matter of time before we did find someone, but in the meantime we just had to deal with being short-staffed.

The chiming of my instrument panel brought an end to my wool-gathering. I glanced ahead to find that Zargedon had expanded from a marble to fill most of the sky. The dominant color was still red, but at this distance I could see bands of green as well, along with raised black zigzags of mountains that cut across the deserts like scars. Also I could see a series of faint kaleidoscopic distortions covering most of the shardworld, save for an expanse of blue covering the southern quarter of the world before us. In addition to doing atmospheric braking for the first time, I’d be forced to do it on world where I only had a fraction of the sky to work with.

I made the minor adjustments to make sure we were aimed for the clear sky of the southern ocean.

“Preparing for descent. Furling all sails,” I announced.

The enchantments of the ship were doing all the work here, but Delara and Mina would fix any potential problems that arose. This step was completely different than usual. Normally I’d be activating the magic that transformed the sails into wings. Normally I’d have hopped off the astral current from much further away, decelerated much more gradually, and just sailed into the atmosphere.

But right now we still going over twenty times the speed of sound. If the wings had been out they’d have been instantly ripped to shreds. So, none of that for us.

“Retracting all radiators,” I said, pausing long enough for all the copper pipes to retract and fold away, and for the Amazons to signal all clear. Yeah, it was about to get real hot around here. “Preparing for atmospheric braking. All crew strap in to jump seats.”

I swung the Azalea’s Legacy around so it was pointed belly-first at Zargedon, with a bowsprit-high attitude. For this next part, I’d be using my instruments to guide the ship. A quick check confirmed that everything was in the green. Here we go.

“Activating heat shields. Cutting throttle to neutral.” I said. This triggered a specialized layer of energy shielding on the belly of the ship. I’d never activated them before, except in testing. When the ship hit the atmosphere, the friction was going to slow us down quite a lot, but it would also create an insane amount of heat. If I messed up the entry angle or any part of the shields failed, the Azalea’s Legacy would go up in a giant fireball.

Well, no more time left to worry about it now. This was really happening. The ship began to shake as the thickening atmosphere around us heated up. A loud roaring suffused the entire cabin, and I saw flames licking up on both sides of the shielded deck.

The bowsprit was completely engulfed in fire, but that was simply because the shield coverage was narrowest there. Despite knowing this, I found myself constantly checking the fire alerts on my console, but they remained green. Everything was green. Still, I maintained a death-grip on the wheel-yoke, keeping us in the correct angle of attack for the entirety of the re-entry. It only lasted about ninety seconds, but it felt like an eternity. Then the flames subsided and we were whistling through the air.

The short and stubby stabilizer fins, that stuck out of the aft-ward sides of the ship, were just big enough to catch the wind and steer. I used them to send the Azalea’s Legacy through a series of wide S-shaped turns to bleed off even more speed, the deck tipping nearly sideways as we banked through the turns.

I did that until we dipped down to subsonic speeds, then leveled the ship off and began to raise the gaff sails on the fore and main mast. Immediately the ship began to tip backwards against the wind, the belly of its hull acting like the nose on a shuttlecock, while the stabilizer fins prevented it from tipping sideways or being spun about by the wind currents. This was when the ship was the most difficult to control, but I didn’t let it last long.

I secured the lower sail booms in place, while magical bolts locked the gaffs to the sides of the masts. Then the masts split thrice-wise and the gaffs split in two lengthwise, the double layers of the sails peeling apart as they began their transformation into wings. Slowly I spread them apart, being mindful to manage the stress tolerances of all the moving parts, as air resistance stretched the wing-sails taut and the seat of my chair kicked me in the ass. The whole craft wobbled and creaked as we continued to lose speed, but this was perfectly normal.

“All right, crew,” I said, as I moved the indicator peg to the very bottom of the atmospheric braking checklist, and surveyed the cloudscape spreading out in all directions below us. Far to the north, the weird multicolored aurora of the arcane turbulence glimmered like a thousand fractured rainbows.

”We are currently cruising at around thirty thousand feet above sea level,” I continued. “All gauges normal. Welcome to Zargedon, people.”


Part Three
Into the Wasteland



Chapter 11

Scavengers Gate


Isquinted at the reddish strip of land as it crept its way over the horizon. I felt like I might be seeing a metallic glint that indicated some sort of structure, but then again, it could just be the sunlight reflecting off the water. I glanced down to check the magical map that I’d gotten from Jacktooth Carline. It told me I was right on target.

The map really was a wonder. It not only showed all the major details you’d expect, like the locations of islands, coastlines, mountains, cities, countries, etc., but it also included real-time updates on things like weather patterns, and even pods of whales or dolphins.

It had been super-useful earlier. Instead of flying the Azalea’s Legacy towards the only port city on Zargedon, I’d gone south instead. Why would I do that, you might ask? Especially since we were all in a race with whatever Faerie goon squad Duchess Thirsty had sicced on us? Well, the name of said port city might give you a clue: Scavengers Gate.

Once known as Heavens Gate, back from a few hundred years ago, when major powers like the Polonic Imperium and the Yllsalian Federation gave a shit about Zargedon, now a good two-thirds of the city was abandoned, with the remaining population focused on three trades: fishing, drug-running, and junk-selling. This was the type of place where taking your eyes off any of your possessions was tantamount to just giving it away.

A big drawback to our minimal crew is we didn’t have a spare person to watch the ship while the rest of us were out on an expedition. At most of the major port cities, that was okay. The docks were guarded, and some of the more advanced cities had piers with magical safeguards that would only allow authorized people aboard their corresponding boats.

But, when traveling to sketchier shardworlds, we often needed to find secluded areas to land the ship and apply my own custom magical deterrents. The thought of leaving our expensive and vital astral clipper unguarded still spiked my anxiety every time we’d done it, but nothing had gone wrong so far.

Plus, on one of our trips to Xembala, I’d managed to find an actual Amulet of Returning in an out-of the way magic store. It let me set an anchor point, to which I could teleport from anywhere in the same plane of existence. So, if the ship’s magical intruder alarm went off, I could return there instantly.

Unfortunately, I’d end up doing that on my lonesome. So far I hadn’t been able to find matching amulets for Delara and Mina, but that wasn’t surprising. Just running across the first one had been a minor miracle, and I’d had to blow through a significant chunk of our savings to purchase it, despite Soraya’s best haggling efforts.

But it was unlikely I’d need it until the very end of this trip. The magic faerie map had shown me a number of uncharted islands off in the middle of the ocean, and I’d promptly headed to the nearest one. We’d been rather startled to see another ship already landed on the island, another clipper with the name Six Cups stenciled on its stern. But a quick check confirmed that it was abandoned, and had been for several years. Its crew had likely suffered some terrible misfortune during whatever adventure they’d embarked upon.

Some might look at that and see an ominous omen, but I found it reassuring that this ship had lain here for years, undiscovered and un-looted. Unfortunately, the time pressure meant we couldn’t spend much time scavenging the Six Cups ourselves, and it seemed like most of the ship’s valuables had already been removed by the crew when they’d left.

We’d then set out to Scavengers Gate on our airskiff, which Delara had named the Kashacor, after the elvish word for kestrel. Immediately I’d gotten into it with Mina, who wanted to take a turn flying, since I was tired, but that was a no-go. We were going to be pushing the limits of the Kashacor’s range with this trip. Energy management for these types of craft was a lot more difficult in the atmosphere, where the solar sailwings were orders of magnitude less efficient than they were in space. And we were in a rush. A delay caused by an early water landing, followed by a period of conventional sailing until we reached the port, could prove deadly.

Mina then said that I could monitor the core power levels while she steered—but that’s not nearly as efficient, and efficiency was the whole thing we were trying to preserve here. Delara had to intervene again to settle her down. They were both sitting in the bow of the Kashacor now, Mina curled up in Delara’s lap while the larger woman gently stroked her twitchy kitty ears.

You’re going to have to tell her the real reason you won’t let her fly soon, Master, thought Soraya. Actually, I’m astonished you’ve made it this far. All you’re doing is prolonging your own anxiety, plus the longer you wait, the worse it will be when you do tell her.

Ugh. I knew Soraya was right. It had been weighing on my mind for some time—the only real downside to what had otherwise been a total bliss-fest.

Enyo clan Dimakos had given us all a full training course on astral sailing in general, and piloting the Azalea’s Legacy in particular. And after we’d both finished our programs, she’d taken me aside and told me, in no uncertain terms, that if I valued the lives and safety of me and my crew, including Mina, under no circumstances was I to allow her to pilot any air or spacecraft, ever.

I balked at that, but she was adamant. Mina might have a decent aptitude for magically bonding with the ship, and her reflexes were top-notch, but her judgement and general attitude were atrocious. Enyo told me that, in all years of astral sailing, she’d never seen anyone less suited to be a pilot than Mina, and wouldn’t budge. The most she’d allow is that Mina could probably steer the ship while it was on the astral current itself—but that was so easy that the enchantments of the Azalea’s Legacy could do it automatically ninety-nine percent of the time.

That is just one person’s opinion, Master.

It wasn’t just one person, though. It was the expert sailor who’d just taught us absolutely everything useful about piloting the Azalea’s Legacy. It was her expertise I’d been relying on to stop us all from dying horribly. Like, that whole sequence of maneuvers that let me scream in through the upper atmosphere without exploding or crashing—she’d taught me that.

She was the one who’d taught me the importance of checklists and had affixed the slate to the wheel-yoke. I’d have never have figured out any of that shit on my own. It would be the height of idiocy to bring in a pro like that to give me all this life-saving advice, only to ignore her when she told me something I didn’t want to hear. That seemed like a great way to get me and everyone I cared about killed.

Well, in that case, you’ll have to tell Mina that, Master, thought Soraya. I could help phrase it for you. Or, I could even do it for you⁠—

No. No, I would be the one to tell her. Everyone had agreed to make me Captain, and I won’t pretend that I wasn’t really pleased when they did that. But, me being Captain couldn’t just be this thing were I got to boss everybody around and then let someone else do the shit parts. I had to take the heat for the decisions I made, even if it made people stop liking me⁠—

Master, really. Mina loves you way too much to stop over something like this. She’s nothing like the children who used to torment you while you were growing up. I know you’re still not used to secure relationships outside your family, but you have to trust me on this.

I know that, I thought. And I do trust you. I meant, more as a general principle. A leader sometimes has to tell people stuff they don’t want to hear.

And all that was true, though maybe it was stuff I understood more with my head than with my heart. But, anyway, I would have to level with Mina—after we’d gotten rid of the Duchess’ acorn. The next time it came up after that.

Ugh. I really was going to need Soraya’s help with working out exactly what to say. Initially, I’d panicked and told Mina that Enyo said she “wasn’t ready yet.” After that, she’d waited patiently for nearly three months. But each subsequent delaying tactic had been less effective than the last. Now I—or we, rather, were going to have to find a way to break the news to make it seem like I hadn’t just been jerking her around. What a fucking disaster.

I would’ve spent the rest of the flight stewing in my own juices, but Soraya was able to distract me, like she always does. This time it was with stories of some of her trips to similar backwater shardworlds, though she said she couldn’t remember ever having come to Zargedon before. It’d be interesting to see if anything here was capable of giving her deja vu tingles from her missing memory.

I pushed those thoughts aside as I brought the airskiff in for a water landing in the Scavenger’s Gate harbor, about a hundred feet out from the pier. I let the momentum carry the skiff forward as the wings folded back up to sail form, and I used just a bit of force from the arcane keel to bring us to a stop at an empty dock. I’d gotten us here with about a tenth of the arcane core’s power still remaining. Not bad, all things considering.

We disembarked and managed to get directions to the harbormaster, taking all of our belongings with us. We’d already stripped out anything important that could easily be removed.

I’d considered taking out the entire arcane core and bringing it along, but Soraya advised against it. If we were seen lugging the Kashacor’s power source with us, it’d be a sure sign that we were abandoning the airskiff and it would be stolen or junked immediately. This way we’d have an outside chance that the harbormaster might see some reason to protect it for our return.

Plus, I was already lugging some serious equipment on a handcart behind me: the fireblast cannon from my homemade raft the Glasstania; plus an odd device that looked like a four-legged clockwork spider; plus a pile of canvas, rope, and wooden poles for our Amazon-made portable tent; and an irregularly shaped chunk of solid iron, a bit over two feet long at its widest point.

Well, it wasn’t just any type of iron; it was cold iron—the substance that creatures of Faerie were known to hate the most. This was part of a much larger chunk that we had stashed in the hold of the Azalea’s Legacy, which we’d pulled out of space less than a week ago, as part of a four-day detour on our journey to Zargedon.

Maybe I should back up a bit here. You might be wondering, for example, what the difference is between regular iron and cold iron. According to High Arcanist Killroy’s Complete Guide to Magical Crafting, cold iron is “iron that has lost its memory of fire.” More specifically, that means iron or some iron alloy that hasn’t been heated to its melting point in one thousand years.

And because most iron is refined through smelting, none of it is “cold” when it’s made, and no non-magical iron or steel weapons would ever survive for a thousand years. Either they’d rust and corrode from disuse, or be damaged through normal use to the point where they’d need to be melted down again and re-forged.

A magical blade can last for a thousand years, but then they’d become precious family heirlooms, or end up in the collections of kings or other ultra-wealthy individuals. The only forms of cold iron accessible to me would be either wrought iron that was specially refined using antiquated methods, or the iron-nickel alloy found at the heart of meteors. Meteoric iron was the obvious choice for someone like me, who could build a geas needle and had access to a space ship.

But then the problem is: how to weaponize it? Sure, you can cold-work it into some sort of blade, or a spearhead, but having me melee-fight some trained fae killer was not a smart option. Well, I had the answer to that, too—in the form of the magical implement of a deceased goblin artificer pirate, a “Miracle Blastpipe.”

The device had intrigued me when I’d discovered it among his possessions. I’d never seen anything like it before. I’d tried looking it up, only to discover that, for once, High Arcanist Killroy wasn’t as “complete” as I’d been led to believe.

I managed to find it in an appendix:

Arcane Blastpipe; Spell-gun; Hexbanger. A partially mechanical magical implement. Used primarily by goblins. See also: Gnomish spell-slinger.

Well, great. That told me basically nothing. But, after looking up spell-slingers and examining the blast-pipe itself, along with some of the goblin’s (woefully incomplete) notes and other effects, I began to piece together how it worked.

Like the spell-slingers, this was a device that fired a single-use magical object as ammunition. But, while a spell-slinger would use a slingshot or crossbow-style mechanism to launch a spell at its target, the blastpipe used force magic to create a controlled explosion in its steel barrel to do the same thing. With that understanding, I was able to look up arcane ballistic cannons and find out a bit more.

Though the research was interesting, I hadn’t pursued it further. To really get the best use out of the thing, I’d need to commit to making it my main implement, and I had no reason to do that.

Until recently. Until I needed a reliable way for me to hurl bits of cold iron into a hostile faerie creature at range. So I dusted off the blastpipe and made some adjustments, based on what my crafting book told me about ballistic arcane cannons. I altered the force energy going into the barrel. This wasn’t going to be empowering or activating premade spells anymore—this was going to be a pure explosion to launch iron projectiles as far and as fast I could.

For ammunition of this type, normally you’d create shot pellets or balls using molten metal and a cast, but obviously that would ruin the cold iron. So I created the spider automaton to carve out ammunition from the hunk of meteoric iron we’d collected.

The abdomen of the spider was a mini-forge that would heat the iron up, but remain below melting temperatures. Its thorax contained auto-hammers and rollers that would then work the metal until it formed into a sphere of whatever diameter I needed.

Building the automaton was actually the most laborious step of this whole process, but I figured it was worth it. Once the thing was built, it would save me so much time later, and this feud could last for years before Duchess Thirsty got bored or found someone else to annoy. But this meant I only had a day and a half of experimenting with the blastpipe after I got the pellet-bot working.

I tried making cartridges using strips of heavy paper and shot pellets of various diameters. After test-firing the blastpipe against paper targets, I quickly narrowed my options down to cartridges containing a bundle of eight one-third-inch diameter pellets, and single iron balls that were just slightly narrower than the barrel.

The single ball flew further and had more power, but the smaller pellets hit a wider area. That was important, because unlike my Wand of Force, I had no control over the projectiles once they were fired. I couldn’t arc shots with this weapon. I had to aim it properly, and after that it was pure ballistics. Another thing to get used to.

Also, this weapon had been built for a goblin, so it felt a bit undersized when I held it. I’d considered lengthening the barrel, but decided against it. I didn’t have the time or materials for that, plus I was worried I might accidentally ruin it somehow. I did apply a simple modification to the stock, that would magically extend it by a couple inches on command. I’d put a similar transmutation of Delara’s spear, so the haft would shrink down to just ten inches when she wasn’t using it, allowing her to holster it like a short sword.

The Amazons and I managed to do a few formation drills with the blastpipe, where I’d practiced ducking behind them for protection while I reloaded a cartridge into the breech, which I had to do for every shot. But there’d been a limit to how much realistic practice we could do without wasting ammo.

Right now I had my blastpipe holstered to my back, with an over-the-shoulder draw. The short barrel was actually a benefit here. I’d put on the armor I’d taken from Gan, the Scourge Pirates’ wizard. It was a rather stylish black chest and belly protector called the Cuirass of the Beetle Lord. It was lighter than regular steel, and included a back plate and a segmented armored skirt. My arms and legs lacked any plating—but the armor protected my limbs with invisible bubbles of force that hovered about an inch above my skin. The bubble was permeable to objects I chose to touch, and it was pretty good at deflecting or blunting most attacks.

I was also wearing my True Sight Goggles, their circular, brass-rimmed lenses secured to a thick band of black leather buckled around the back of my head. They let me see through illusions, see invisible creatures, and see in darkness. Mina always teased me about how dorky they looked, but I thought they gave me an air of cool mystery.

The rest of the group had assumed a casually defensive formation around me, all geared up for potential trouble. Delara had changed out of her Amazon leathers into a suit of magical black brigandine we’d looted from the pirates. Though not as eye-catching as her normal outfit, the armor was designed for stealth, and was unusually form-fitting. The leather pants, in particular, appeared to be painted on. The first time Delara had donned it, Mina had immediately started taking it off her. And then asked her to put it on again. And then immediately take it back off, and so on.

Mina didn’t appear to be wearing any special protection, but that was misleading. I’d integrated a periapt of Force Armor into her halter top, which surrounded her entire body with a the same sort of invisible force shielding that I had on my arms and legs. Altogether it provided comparable protection to other types of light armor, didn’t hamper her mobility at all, and weighed nothing. Mina thought it was the best thing ever.

Soraya had altered her appearance so she now looked like Delara’s blue sister. Same build, an inch shorter, same armor, with a wicked spiked morning-star dangling from her belt. It was all a giant bluff. Soraya was forbidden by the ring’s enchantment from harming any living thing, but the potential predators in this town wouldn’t know that.

We rolled along in our little formation until we found the harbormaster, a beefy hobgoblin named Ponlok. I let Soraya do the talking, like usual. She gave the cover story we’d worked out—that I was an archaeologist specializing in magical artifacts, and they were a mercenary group I’d hired as bodyguards. I was here to unearth remnants of the Xichota. It wasn’t too far off from the truth, so maybe some people might buy it.

“Archaeology, huh?” said Ponlok. “Funny enough, that’s the second time I heard that one this week. You aren’t, maybe… acquaintances with a half-dragon chick named Bondi? Hot, green hair, horns, mostly legs? Travels around with three bronze-scaled kobolds?”

“No, but she certainly sounds interesting,” said Soraya. “When did you say you saw her? We’re always eager to collaborate with a potential colleague.”

“Two days ago,” said Ponlok. “They said they needed a ride out into the wastes, so I sent ’em to Reshef’s.”

I checked the magic map, which showed the entire city, and had the different sections neatly labeled, including some areas marked only with the word “AVOID.” Reshef’s was where we were going anyway.

Even with this “Bondi” person paving the way for us, I wasn’t sure Ponlok bought either of our stories. Soraya was sure that he thought we were all on independent sensex runs. I supposed that was the reason most strangers came to Zargedon these days.

He tried to get us to pay fifty gold for a month’s worth of docking fees, all in advance, but Soraya managed to talk him down to thirty in advance, and fifteen when we returned. Mentally I asked her if maybe we shouldn’t pay extra to insure the Kashacor was actually taken care of, but she said that would only make us look like suckers, so I just let her work.

With that final bit of business taken care of, the four of us ventured out into the crime and drug-ridden collapsing cesspit that was Scavengers Gate.


Chapter 12

Urban Blight


We ended up not seeing much of Scavengers Gate, but it was easily the most run-down and miserable place I’d ever seen. The area by the docks was relatively peaceful, as it was mostly occupied by the fishers who provided food to the rest of the town, but even our walk through the fish-market had issues.

Someone tried to bump into Delara and lift her coinpurse, but Mina caught him in the act, and Delara knocked the man out with one punch. But that whole encounter had been a distraction for the man’s partner to move in. Unfortunately for that partner, a skinny teenage hobgoblin, he grabbed Soraya’s coin pouch, which wasn’t actually real. The hobgoblin thief got six feet before the “pouch” exploded into a swarm of snakes and angrily buzzing hornets. All illusions, but they fooled their target, who ran screaming from the market.

Well, that exchange just demonstrated to a whole bunch of people that we were not the types of travelers to be fucked with. We were obviously well-armed, and once we cleared the fish market, the beggars we encountered were smart enough not to come within range of those weapons.

We did have two people try to sell us drugs. Mina seemed curious when one of pushers insisted that the sensex “would enhance your pleasures in the bedroom a thousandfold,” but I took one look at that stuff with my arcane sense and I made it absolutely clear that none of us would be putting any of that junk in our bodies.

As the pusher left, Mina said I should lighten up, and that she doubted that just using it a little bit would be as dire as I was making out.

“I mean, I doubt that guy cares about our health or anything, but it’s not like he’d sell us straight poison,” she said. “You can’t get repeat buyers if your customers keel over dead.”

“Mina, you remember our friend Captain Anya?” I said. “You remember what happened to her at the end, when she morphed into a giant tentacle-blob monster?”

“Uh, yeah,” she replied. “Kinda hard to forget something like that.”

“Well, that’s the exact same type of magic that was radiating out of that vial he was trying to sell you.”

“What, really?” she said, crinkling up her nose. “Ew.”

That seemed to properly dissuade her, and I tried to distract myself from the ambient atmosphere of human misery by focusing on the Duchess’ enchanted map and comparing it to the buildings around us, which were an odd mishmash of architectural styles.

The two main colonist groups on Zargedon had been a dwarf-led group from the Polonic Imperium, followed by elves from the Yllsalian Federation. Buildings of both styles had greeted us when we first arrived, along with some more generic structures that I couldn’t place—maybe from the mostly hobgoblin natives.

A lot of the buildings were dirty, dilapidated, or showing signs of obvious disrepair. In particular, I saw a few towering multistory buildings standing next to ruins with similar bases, whose top floors had collapsed. But every now and then, among the squalor, you’d see a large manor, usually as part of a gated compound, that looked absolutely pristine. Inevitably, these luxury homes would have a squad of well-equipped bruisers standing guard in front of every entrance.

“Ah, I would guess those belong to the heads of one of the local wannabe cartels, Master,” said Soraya. “I suggest we steer clear.”

We all gave the nice homes a wide berth as we made our way northwest to our intended destination, clearly marked on the map: “Reshef’s Scrap Emporium.” It was one of three different major junkyards in Scavenger’s Gate, but I figured it had our best chance of success in the city, as it was in the quarter of the city most historically associated with the Polonic dwarves. I could tell we were on track as I saw the diversity of the buildings around us decrease, to where they were almost exclusively done up in the blocky, geometric style that dwarf cultures favored.

But I did see three buildings that didn’t match up with Polonic design sensibilities at all, or of any type of architecture I’d ever seen before. These were structures made out of some type of smooth, evenly-colored sandy-beige stone, and the shaping was odd, as if some giant had blown enormous bubbles in the rock, or had stacked a bunch of huge stone eggs together, and then gently pressed them into each other until they’d merged into a single structure.

Soraya thought they looked familiar—not these specific buildings, but the general style of construction—but she couldn’t remember any details. There were curved ramps and ladders carved into the rock, connecting different portions of the structure to each other, as well as windows and doors, mostly circular or ovoid, some of which appeared to be of the same sandy rock, while others consisted of crude wooden planks nailed together. Occasionally I’d see furtive glances as small, lizard-like heads popped up from beneath the windows. Was that…?

“Kobolds, yes, Master,” said Soraya. “And I believe they were purple, which you don’t see very often. Would you like me to scout them out?”

Soraya could turn invisible and phase through walls, so she could easily survey whatever this building was without even disturbing its current occupants, but I decided against it.

“No, we don’t need to invade their privacy over idle curiosity,” I said. “Plus, we need to keep moving.”

Even so, I found myself intrigued by the mystery of the weird egg-house, lost in my own rumination about what it might be. I was still distracted as we passed by a dark alleyway, such that I didn’t notice a skulking figure that dashed out at me, brandishing a knife.

“Need worm!” it cried. “You give⁠—”

And that was as far as he got before Delara drew her spear, extending the haft and whipping it around to poleax our assailant, knocking him out cold at our feet. She stepped on the dagger he’d dropped, which was actually just a piece of jagged scrap metal with one end wrapped in a dirty rag, and kicked it away.

I moved around to get a better look at the figure, and immediately wished I hadn’t. He looked human, though he was so wizened and emaciated that it was hard to tell at first. He was grubby, his clothes were tattered, and he stank, but the waves of aberrant magical energy coming off of him was what really repelled me.

I sensed a concentration of it around both sides of his neck, which was wrapped up in loose, filthy bandages. I used my minor telekinesis charm to move the bandages aside, and heard Mina gasp at the results. The man’s neck was covered with large, pale blue-green pustules, only the center of each protrusion was recessed, and contained a smooth, dark purple tentacle, that writhed about like the arms of a sea anemone in an ocean current.

Delara noted the weirdness, but continued checking him for weapons, finding nothing but some empty sensex vials.

“You were saying about this stuff probably being harmless?” she said to Mina.

“Oh, I’d say Mina is probably correct about taking the drug once or twice, or even a dozen times,” said Soraya. “This man must’ve consumed it in massive quantities. And, since sensex is very expensive, even out here, I can only assume that he was a former dealer who started sampling his own wares and lost control. And this is the result.”

“Ugh,” I said, unable to pull my eyes from the horror of the man’s neck. “Say, Soraya—would you be able to cure something like this? Like, with Remove Curse or something?”

“Perhaps, Master,” she said. “Or a restoration spell, if not that. But, for something this severe, it would take me several days. And I wouldn’t expect gratitude from this man. In fact, he would certainly try to steal from us to fund his habit.”

“Oh, yeah—I get that,” I said. “I was just curious about your capa⁠—”

But then the mutated man suddenly woke up, stared at us with wide, terrified eyes, and scrambled away, fleeing back down the alleyway from whence he came.

“Hey, Stud,” said Mina. “How far away is this junk guy we’re going to see?”

“Just another fifteen minutes walk, I think,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “Because the sooner we can get out of this shithole town, the better.”


Chapter 13

Dumpster Diving


Reshef’s Scrap Emporium more than lived up to its name. The outer walls looked like some kind of prison, with spiked iron fences surrounding high stone walls, topped by clusters of barbed wire, and patrolled by a hodgepodge of different military or security golems ranging from eight to twelve feet tall each. And the perimeter was huge, probably the equivalent of ten city blocks, if not bigger. I figured it must’ve been a Polonic Imperial army base originally—just what I was hoping for.

Reshef Haggoyim, the proprietor of the establishment, did not disappoint either. In the midst of the rust, junk, and trash, the interior of his personal office was done up in opulent red velvet, gold, and white marble. Reshef himself was a rather plump Nephilim of average height, decked out like some grand Polonic senator, with a toga and everything. He reclined on a plush settee, flanked by two gorgeous, scantily-clad hobgoblin women, one of whom was gently cooling him with a giant feather fan, while the other was hand-feeding him dates. The black horns jutting out from his forehead were decorated with ornate gold caps, though I couldn’t see his wings at all. Presumably he had them folded up behind his back somewhere.

We got to discussing business—we needed some transportation for our archaeological expedition. Yes, just like that other group from two days ago. Did they say where they were going or what they were after? Something about a “Dragon Crown?” That didn’t ring any bells for me, but it was likely something to do with the Xichota. No, we were looking for something else.

I didn’t think he bought our story, either, but he had a goblin attendant show us a couple of his offroad auto-wagons for sale. I gave them a quick once-over. Most were in decent condition, though every one of them had at least a minor flaw or defect that I’d have needed to address before taking them out into the wasteland. But none of them was what I was looking for. None of them could scale a mountain.

As I examined the carts, Pogziks, the goblin salesman, gave me a hard-sell, mostly on the need to hire a local guide. A guide knew the lay of the land, (Sorry, we have a magic map) a guide knew which plants and animals were safe to eat, (Sorry, but Soraya’s magic cooking could neutralize any poison) and a guide knew the specific behaviors of a lot of the local fauna. Dreadworms weren’t the only dangerous things out in the Red Wastes. Also, a guide could tell you which local tribes were hostile and which were friendly. And who might know a supplier of raw sensex. Personal connections were the key to transacting business, after all.

That last bit—not the drugs, but the local connections and dangerous animal knowledge—seemed like it might maybe be worth it, though I was a bit uneasy about putting any guide in the line of fire for whatever fae assassin was coming our way. But Soraya dissuaded me.

Master, there’s something about these people, she thought. I have the feeling that whatever guide we pick is going to lead us into a trap. Someplace out in the wasteland with no witnesses. They can take back whatever they’ve sold us, plus all our money and possessions. Now, my intuition might be wrong, but I think it would be a bad idea to risk it.

Man, what a world this was, where you couldn’t even trust your friendly neighborhood junk dealer. I told Pogziks I’d think about his offer, but in the meantime, take me to the junk—and was there a workspace in here I could use?

There was, though renting it cost a fee. He brought me to it, and while I wouldn’t say it had the latest and greatest in terms of equipment, it had plenty of space, and it was more than what I was used to working with. Standing by the door was a servitor golem in the Yllsalian style. It looked like a wooden puppet with brass trim, and had a parchment scroll where its mouth should be. Pogziks introduced it as Tally-Bot. We could roam the scrapyard as we liked, and take what we liked, so long as we presented it to Tally-Bot, who would assess its value and give us a running tab of what we owed. There was also a Heavy Hauler golem who could move the biggest pieces of junk for us, again for a fee, to be assessed by the Tally-Bot. I prepared to get to work, only to have Pogziks give me one last bit of advice.

“Oh, last thing,” he said. “There’s a bunch of kobolds squatting in the junk piles. We gave up trying to clear them out. They always sneak back in somehow, and they’re mostly harmless anyway. Occasionally they’ll get riled up over something, but you guys seem like you can handle yourselves. Just shake a weapon at them and they’ll run off.”

We headed into the scrapyard and split up to search. As an artificer, I can create infused items—temporary magical items, created from cheap materials, that run off my personal arcane core. In this case, my main power source was the Orb of Dragon’s Breath, a powerful crystal sphere that was set into a stylized handle shaped like a dragon’s head, which I’d taken from the pirate wizard Gan Bayaar. Currently I was siphoning off a portion of its power into some geas needles, each made from various scraps of junk. Right now, the needles were set to find a magitank chassis or something similar.

I figured there must be something like that here. According to the history lesson I’d gotten from Duchess Carline, when the colonists from the Polonic Imperium and Yllsalian Federation arrived, they’d run into armed hostility from the locals. Since the colonists would’ve been outnumbered, they’d have to rely on superior tactics and magitech to stay on top. And the Polonic-aligned dwarves were known for favoring heavily-armed vehicles like magitanks, plus they’d be the ones dealing with mountainous terrain, so they should have the exact type of transport we needed.

I’d set the needles, and Delara, Mina, and I would fan out to search, while Soraya flew overhead to keep track of everyone, and guide us back to each other when one of us found something. The first priority was an intact chassis, but I kept an eye out for other prizes, like a nice set of matching wheels, or a mostly intact sensor suite—which would be super-important for our journey, particularly the tremorsense capability.

One random find turned out to be vital—in fact you might say that it became a turning point in the history of Zargedon, though I had no idea of its true significance at the time. An unusually pristine object caught my eye—a slender column, about five-feet long and made of that same sandy-beige stone as those odd egg-bubble houses I’d seen before. I went to inspect it, only to be interrupted by a chorus of nasty hisses. I turned to see a group of purple kobolds creeping out of a nearby junk pile, teeth bared and waving crude scrap-metal weapons at me.

“Not yours!” said the leader of the tiny lizard-men, a giant among them at four feet tall. “You leave, now!”

“No, you leave,” I said, pulling a copper rod from my waist and activating it. This was my Firespitter Rod, and it sent a sheet of red-hot flames arcing well over the little monsters’ heads. Like Pogziks had said, they turned tail and ran, many of them dropping their junk blades as they did.

I went back to examining the odd object, and determined that it was an arcane ballistic cannon. Which was interesting, because ballistic cannons were generally considered to be inferior to conventional spell-based artillery, so they were rarely used by anyone. Weapons that didn’t require physical ammunition were more practical. Bullets and cannonballs took up valuable space in your magitank, and the constant need to replenish them complicated logistics and supply chains.

I wondered why these odd stone-builders had built this thing. Though, after nudging it, then picking it up, I realized it was much lighter than I’d expected. It made me wonder if the material was really stone, or some type of pottery. The inside of the barrel was metal, of some alloy that I couldn’t immediately identify. I did find some writing engraved on the cannon near the breech, which still opened and sealed shut perfectly.

The writing was in Draconic, which I had some familiarity with, though I wasn’t as fluent as Soraya. It was a series of numbers and three words, the second one I recognized as “killer.” Soraya said the first word meant something like “twisted” or “warped,” and the second one could either be “other” or “outsider.” So, “twisted outsider killer?” That’d be useful if we ran into any twisted outsiders. Hmm… a fae creature might count as a “twisted outsider.”

At that point, the Amazons came running up, summoned by Soraya, even though I’d handled the kobold threat just fine. Soraya said she didn’t want to take any chances. Well, okay then. I had Delara take the cannon back to the workshop. Maybe I could get it to shoot cold iron.

I kept searching for another forty minutes before I hit jackpot. The chassis I found wasn’t technically from a magitank, but from an armored infantry carrier, which was actually better for our purposes. Most of its frame was intact, along with its legs and claws, and all of the standard magical inscriptions were also unmarred. There was quite a bit of rust growing on the mechanical carcass like a fungus, but that could be easily removed once the self-mending spells on it were re-activated.

The frame did have a couple of cracks in it that were beyond the scope of its self-repair capabilities, which was probably why no-one had claimed it before this. But the right kind of transmutation circle could put it back together good as new, which is the task I set for myself right after getting the Heavy Hauler golem to carry our find back to the workspace.

As I began to draw out the circle with yellow chalk, I set the girls’ geas needles to a new target: any and all crystals that could function as an arcane core for our new ride. I didn’t expect them to find anything really large or high-quality. Those would probably have been picked-over. But it was possible to chain a lot of smaller cores together in such a way that they would equal the output of a single, larger core. I’d had to rely on that principle during my time on the Crystania, when all I had to work with was cast-off jewelry from wealthy passengers. That experience ended up being the perfect training for what I was doing now.

By the time I’d finished the repair transmutation on the chassis, the Amazons had assembled a nice big pile of small crystals, along with a bunch of metal or wooden casings that had crystals buried inside them somewhere.

At this point, Soraya insisted that we break for lunch, and I requested some more coffee with it. Successfully healing the APC chassis had calmed my concerns about whether my plan would work, though it had consumed most of the jewel dust I’d been carrying with me.

Now I was feeling a lot more confident about the rest of the project. We had plenty of power crystals, plus two sets of matching wheels and tires. The front set was a bit smaller and thinner than ideal, but they should still work.

Chatting over lunch, Delara asked me if the weird cannon we’d found might be Xichota, since it had Draconic writing on it, and that sounded plausible. She had the idea that we should load the cannon with grapeshot, since she didn’t think the armies of Faerie had armored vehicles, and she doubted that our shot-making golem was big enough to make even a small cannonball. I was surprised she knew anything about ballistic cannons, but apparently Amazon military history courses were quite thorough.

After lunch, I sent the Amazons out looking for various items needed to complete the craft, like seats with safety harnesses, floorboards, and scraps of cloth or leather to cover the exposed metal surfaces, while I had to slow down and assess the state of our power core situation.

Unsurprisingly, the best crystals had been the ones hidden in the casings, so those formed the basis of the chain, as I sorted the smaller globes out by size and quality, and began to test viable chain alignments. I got to the third iteration before I said good enough and started stringing them together with wire, testing and rebalancing as I went. It was tedious work. Sometimes I’d have to stop and do math, and a few times I had to rip out and re-do a decent amount of my progress, in order to maintain the power balance.

It took me two hours to get the core running at an acceptable level. The girls came over to marvel at my finished project: a helix of small quartz globes winding around and binding together four much larger crystal spheres, with a handful of other types of jewels stuffed in where I could fit them. I hadn’t been thinking about aesthetics while I was working, but I’d placed the crystals according to mathematical principles, and that tended to produce visually pleasing arrangements.

My homemade core was nearly twice as large as the stock one would’ve been, so I had to cut out the empty core housing and replace it with a cylindrical charcoal grill that Delara found, lined with a couple layers of carpet scraps for shock absorption. This also meant I had to cut a hole in the floor of the troop-carrier compartment to make everything fit, but we hadn’t been using all that space anyway.

Once I got the power on, the dirty, beaten-up frame underwent a profound transformation, as the self-cleaning and mending cantrips switched on. The rust and dirt evaporated, dents popped out the metal with a satisfying twang, and I could feel the magic flow throughout the structure. Now I could see what was working and what wasn’t, and prioritize repairs accordingly.

I went about restoring as many of the troop-carrier’s functions as I could, and I had to modify it to accept all the non-standard equipment we’d bolted onto it—particularly the wheels. It was a whole host of different niggling little tasks and fine-tuning—too many to recount here.

I ended up pulling an all-nighter to get everything done by mid-morning the next day, over Soraya’s objections. We had assassins to outrun, and I could sleep in the carrier once I was done, while Mina drove. Enyo had only barred her from flying. Even if Mina did crash into something, we’d be fine as long as we were strapped in properly. These types of vehicles were designed to survive in a war zone, after all.

The Amazons slept in their tent, while I spent the late night and early morning engrossed in a blur of constant crafting, scribing, tweaking, and testing, intermixed with hearty meals and lots of coffee. At one point Pogziks came by to enforce normal business hours, but Soraya managed to convince him to let us stay, so long as we remained locked up in the workshop.

By the time the Amazons woke back up and finished their morning routine, I’d crossed most of the items off my checklist, with a handful of tasks remaining. I was taking extra time and care with these, because I was aware of just how bleary and light-headed I’d become.

I saw Mina and Delara regard my work with confusion, though at least Delara tried to hide it. From their perspective, it didn’t look like I’d done much. The carrier still appeared to be a skeleton version of itself. Naturally, all the valuable armor plating had been stripped away long ago. Trying to replace it would’ve taken time we didn’t have.

But a magitech armored vehicle also used a layer of force armor on top of the conventional plating. I could use a power-boosted version of this force canopy as a complete replacement for its normal carapace.

Doing this left us with weak protection, and had some other drawbacks, but we were in a hurry, and it wasn’t like we were headed into an actual war. Also, I could turn the force bubble opaque, and I saw their expressions change as I did. Now it looked like a proper, complete vehicle.

While I was going through my final set of checks, Soraya had the idea for her and the Amazons to gather every bit of scrap that we’d ended up not using and presenting it to Tally-bot to be subtracted from our total. And that worked, though we were subjected to some bullshit “re-stocking fees”—it’s not like the junk had ever been in any type of order to begin with, but whatever. She’d still saved us a ton of money with that little trick.

And ol’ Reshef wasn’t very happy about it. He came out to see us leave, borne on a palanquin. He did get off when he saw our bill, in order to inspect the Sandcat. That’s what Mina decided to call it, as it was her turn to pick a name. Then Reshef started complaining that we’d tricked Tally-bot somehow.

I let Soraya handle it, as I was in no shape to put up with anyone’s crap. The argument centered around the fact that we’d paid for a cracked, and therefore deeply discounted chassis, but that clearly no longer applied. Soraya simply smiled, and patiently explained what I’d done, while I tried to tune them both out and show Mina how the controls worked.

By the time I’d finished the lesson, Soraya had won out. She’d firmly and insistently requested to see some written policy that stated that Reshef could charge a customer for the value of the labor and materials provided by that same customer. (Like all the gem dust I’d used on that transmutation) Of course, he couldn’t produce any such document, and eventually, he had to relent and only charge us the exact amount assessed by Tally-Bot. I supposed Soraya’s strategy of being pleasant, patient, and insistent really did work, unless you happened to be dealing with an insane arch-fae.

All that was left was to officially refuse (many times) the offer of guide services—and were we sure? Our half-dragon colleague had gotten the guide service. Weren’t we worried we’d just let her get a leg up on us? No, fine. We’re good, thank you very much—and then we were free and clear.

As we headed out, Soraya turned the Sandcat invisible, while sending an illusionary decoy off in a different direction, to disappear into a cloud of red dust, just in case Reshef still had any ambush ideas.

I stayed up front just long enough to ensure Mina had no problems driving, and that Delara had the geas needle and map pointing us to Mount Fayajeet. I then excused myself to head back to the infantry compartment, ducking through the turret basket as I did. Soraya produced a nice, compact, poofy mattress of solid illusions for me to curl up on, as my exhaustion caught up to me and I slid into blissful oblivion.


Chapter 14

Tricks Are For Cats


Iwoke up at around two o’clock in the afternoon, to see the shot-carver golem crafting grapeshot ammo at my feet. I was grateful for Soraya’s ability to use illusion to muffle sound, or else the racket would’ve been unbearable.

I’d been asleep for four hours, so I fought the urge to roll over and conk out again. Experience told me that four hours was enough to function for the rest of the day and be ready for bed again at nighttime. I didn’t want to throw off my sleep schedule any more than I already had. I gratefully accepted one more cup of coffee from Soraya, and crawled back up to the front.

I got a bit of a shock as I did, as it seemed like Mina and her entire chair had disappeared. Then I took a second look and realized Mina had adopted the forward-tilt pilot stance. So that was that looked like.

The Sandcat, like most magitech all-terrain vehicles, had its wheels installed at the ends of four fully-articulated legs. This design combined the speed of a wheeled vehicle with the mobility of a legged one. And, given that this was a dwarf-designed machine, it was capable of scaling sheer rock faces. The hubcaps had sharp steel climbing claws that folded away when not in use, and it had a grapple-gun-with-winch bolted to the front. This was our ace in the hole to scale Mount Fayajeet, way faster than Duchess Thirsty could ever have expected.

And the forward-tilt pilot stance was designed with that function in mind. When the pilot’s chair tipped forward at about forty-five degrees, control braces unfolded from the sides of the seat back and would clamp around the pilot’s limbs so they could control their vehicle’s arms and legs like a puppet. But I was surprised to see her doing this now, while we were still cruising through the wide, flat plains of the Red Wastes. Actually, I didn’t recall telling her that puppet mode existed, let alone how to do it. Had she tripped it by accident and gotten stuck?

“Oh, no,” she said. “I’ve done this before. We captured a bunch of magitanks on this big raid into Varkathian territory. Ran them through a bunch of trials to see how they might function around the perimeter of the Elemental Chaos. Lots of crazy broken land there, and regular mounts tend to spooked by all the weirdness. But I left on our Wild Seed quest before they ever got deployed for reals.”

“Wait, so you already knew how to pilot one of these?” I said. “You didn’t mention that when I was explaining everything earlier.”

“Dude, you looked like you were ready to keel over,” she said with a laugh. “I didn’t want to slow you down by interrupting. Also, the Sandcat isn’t totally the same. Different model. Different manufacturer. Plus I didn’t know what custom shit you might’ve put on. A bunch of levers and buttons and gauges are in different places. So that was good to learn.”

“Ah, okay,” I said. “But why are you in puppet mode when we’re on flat land?”

“I like this better,” she said. “You can really feel the ground this way.”

“You’re not uncomfortable like that?” I said. The forward-tilt stance meant most of her body weight was hanging from the straps, as nearly all of the bottom seat swung away to provide better leg mobility, leaving only a narrow, padded bicycle-style seat beneath her crotch. Most drivers spent the majority of their time in the upright seated position for comfort, letting the magic run the suspension automatically, and only went into puppet mode when they absolutely had to.

“I’m having too much fun to be uncomfortable,” she declared, grinning ear-to-ear. “The Sandcat totally rules!”

I glanced over at Delara, who was strapped in the commander’s chair, gazing at her bond-mate with an indulgent grin. Well, it was good that everyone was happy. Also, as I climbed back into the turret basket seat, I noticed just how smooth the ride was, especially since we weren’t traveling on any kind of road, and she was controlling the suspension manually. I strapped myself in and elevated the seat up to the top of the turret to take a look around.

The landscape was very red and very flat, in all directions, periodically broken up by the occasional clumps of hardy scrub brush. At various points in the wide vista, I could see dark tendrils stretching from the sky to the ground.

“Don’t worry, Master,” said Soraya. “Those aren’t eldritch creatures—they’re just rainstorms. This land is so flat that you can actually see their outlines.”

Huh. That was new and different. I leaned into the viewscope of the military sensor package I’d installed. This thing had farsight, tremorsense, and truesight at triple the normal ranges as a standard spell. These sensors were designed to counter any flying invisible mages that an opposing army might have. And, even if the wizard flew outside the tank’s firing arc, the system could project a targeting illusion that could show nearby archers where to fire.

Normally the sensor package would be installed in a periscope by the commander’s chair, but in an open-canopy vehicle like the Sandcat, a periscope made no sense. So I put it up on the turret, aligned with the two guns, the heavier Xichota gun mounted beneath the bulkier but lighter fireblast cannon from the Glasstania. I’d built the fireblast cannon out of seven bamboo canes bundled together, packed with quartz and basalt. It wasn’t much to look at, but it got the job done.

I swung the turret around, slowly panning my view across the horizon, until I was gazing behind us. I adjusted the focus to both the close, middle, and far distance. I scanned every single bit of scrub that looked the tiniest bit suspicious, until I was absolutely certain that no fae assassins were chasing us.

I breathed a sigh of relief. So far, so good. Actually, I was surprised at how tiny Scavengers Gate looked from here. How far had we gotten, anyway? I pulled out my magic map, opened it, and did a double-take.

“Holy shit, Mina!” I called out. “You’ve gotten us halfway to mount Fayajeet already.” I looked down at the ground directly beneath us. The ride was so smooth, and our force bubble was so well optimized for cutting through the wind, that I hadn’t realized just how fast we were going.

“I told you the Sandcat was awesome,” said Mina. “With all that heavy armor stripped off, this thing can really move. The handling is nothing like those sluggish Varkathian machines. I bet she could even jump.”

I considered that for a bit. “Yeah, probably,” I said. “Actually, I’ve heard of shows, in the Polonic coliseums, where they take these types of custom machines and do stunts with⁠—”

I trailed off as I noticed Delara twist around in her seat, frantically waving one hand at me, while the other made a shushing gesture, her expression one of sheer terror.

“Oh, well—we gotta test that then,” said Mina. “You strapped in up there, Stud?”

“Huh?” I said, double-checking. “Yeah, of course I—Yaaahh!”

My heart stopped as the ground suddenly dropped away from me on all sides. There was a brief moment of heaviness, followed by a tingling sensation in my balls as I felt my whole body go weightless, flying—no, falling, with all the inherent primal terror that accompanied that sensation.

Desperately I united my consciousness with the Sandcat, in the way only an artificer could, prepared for disaster, only to find a sense of confidence and control. I could feel its legs extended to catch our weight, and they did, bringing us back to earth with none of the harsh jolt I’d expected—just a smooth continuation of our forward motion.

“WHOO! Allll riiiight!” Mina called out. “Did you see that? Did you see that shit? That was some serious air right there. What was that vertical? Nine feet? Ten feet? Holy shit!”

“Mina, wait—you have to be…” Delara sputtered, “You don’t want to wreck us, do you?”

“I won’t wreck us,” Mina said. “That landing was super-smooth.”

“Yes, but you could… you could put cracks in the chassis,” said Delara. “Right, Stud?”

“Uh,” I said, feeling the metal hum beneath my fingertips, “Actually, as long as she keeps landing like that⁠—”

“I knew it,” Mina crowed. “Check this one out!”

And again we were airborne, and this time I felt a whole new dimension of terror as the entire frame of the Sandcat slewed around sideways midair. I was sure that we were going to crash and roll, but then I felt the same sense of amused reassurance from the Sandcat itself. It straightened back out at the last minute, and we landed gracefully, not a shred of momentum lost.

“Mina, that’s…” Delara said, sounding increasingly desperate. “We’re wasting energy! Right, that has to run down our core.”

“The core is…” I said, reaching out with my mind, only to be astonished at what I found. “We’ve barely burned a quarter of our reserves? How is that even⁠—”

And the Sandcat launched skyward again, twisted sideways and kept going. I got a forcible three-hundred-and-sixty degree tour of the surrounding landscape as the Sandcat did a full midair spin before landing nimbly once again.

“Did you see that?” said Mina. “That was easy. Room to spare on that one. Hang on⁠—”

This time the horizon whirled by at double-speed, so dizzying that I barely noticed we were still sideways as we headed into the ground. I was sure we’d crash this time, but the front wheels just barely managed to twist around straight, and the tail followed suit. I actually felt a bit of a jolt as we landed this time, as the top of the Sandcat pitched back and forth wildly before leveling out.

And this, Mina, is exactly why you’re not allowed to fly, I thought, though I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. I really should order her to stop hot-dogging, but I was getting conflicting sensations from the Sandcat itself.

Magical items are special in their ability to resist the degradation of time. And, the older they get, the more they can develop something like a personality. Not quite full intelligence—though that was possible too, but their own will. And the chassis of the Sandcat, that formed its core identity, was over two hundred years old. Even broken, unpowered, and incomplete, the fact that it had once been magical had served to protect it from the vagaries of aging, suffering only a fraction of the rust and rot that should have led to its complete disintegration.

It had survived, but it had hardly lived either. Fractured, abandoned, alone, and unwanted, it had spent two centuries in a state akin to living death. In fact, it had spent far more time in a state of crippled paralysis than it had ever spent in the service of its dwarven builders. Every day would’ve been unending monotony, broken only by the brief embers of hope as some mechanic entered the junkyard, only to have that hope dashed as each and every one of those scavengers passed it by.

But I’d changed all that. I’d taken the old chassis and I’d healed it. I’d restored its missing hands and feet. I’d created a new heart for it and now that heart sang with pure, unbridled joy as the Sandcat raced across the plains, running farther and faster than it ever had before.

I felt a surge of giddy glee as the Sandcat bucked beneath me, the sky and the land whirling around vertically as Mina guided it through a forwards flip.

I extended my awareness down to the pilot’s chair and noticed something that I’d missed before. There was a reason why Mina hadn’t experienced any discomfort, despite hanging from a harness at an awkward position for hours. Part of the force bubble canopy had folded inward and formed a supportive cushion beneath Mina’s chest and hips. I was sure that wasn’t a standard function for this type of vehicle, and Mina certainly didn’t have the know-how to shape force fields like that.

The Sandcat had done it on its own. It wanted to feel that direct, intimate link with her, arm-to-arm and leg-to-leg. If Mina had gotten uncomfortable, she might’ve stopped. And the Sandcat didn’t want her to stop. It wanted to stay like this forever.

The world upended once more as the Sandcat executed a perfect backflip, without losing a bit of speed. Finally Delara started to protest that she was getting motion sickness, which finally caught Mina’s attention.

“Awww, am I being too rough for you, honey?” she said, with a decidedly smug expression. “If that was the problem, you should’ve said so from the beginning. I don’t want to upset my poor baby.”

I saw Delara sigh and direct an exasperated glare back up my way. Hey, what did I do, Delara? You’ve been with Mina way longer than I have, and you can’t control her either.

I believe she was hoping for a bit more backup, Master, thought Soraya. She’s not in your head like I am, so she wasn’t privy to the revelations about the Sandcat that had you so distracted. Regular people don’t know things about you unless you tell them.

Hmm. I considered descending down to the main compartment, but a chiming from the sensor scope took priority. I leaned into it and saw the proximity alert for the tremorsense. I swung it around in front of us to see a purplish outline in the ground ahead of us. It was far away, but it was closing fast.

“Dreadworm ahead,” I called out. “It’s a big one.”

I was about to cast an image from the display down to Mina, only to find it was already there. The Sandcat was helping again, without being asked.

“I see it,” said Mina. “No worries. They’re slow.”

“This one’s ahead of us,” I said. “And it’s on an intercept course.”

“It’s fine, Stud,” said Delara. “This is actually the fourth one we’ve seen today. You missed them because you were asleep.”

“Oh? Well, okay then,” I said. If Delara was calm, then it really should be fine. I kept telling myself that as the purple illusionary image projected an imminent head-on collision, while I trained my fireblast cannon on it.

At the very last second, Mina hit the brakes, and I had my very first encounter with a dreadworm as the massive creature exploded out of ground right ahead of us. I got a brief impression of the dark red scales of its segmented hide, as thick, purple tentacles unfolded from a head that was all mouth, nearly nine feet across, before I fired the cannon and Mina broke hard right.

I swung the turret around, trying to re-acquire my target, to see a purple, slime-covered tentacle, thick as a man’s leg, lunge straight at me. It fell short by less than a yard, as did a multitude of its companions, sending globs of translucent slime spattering off the force shields of the Sandcat. I got the same sense of otherworldly wrongness as I had from that sensex vial, only orders of magnitude stronger. It gave me flashbacks to when a mutated Captain Anya had held me hostage, and those were not fun memories.

That was the closest the dreadworm got to us, as we began to pull away. I tried to fire my next shot into the center of its mouth, only to be thrown to the side again as Mina sent the Sandcat into another tight turn, extending its legs for extra balance as its rear end fishtailed around. And suddenly the dreadworm was going the wrong way as we zoomed past it, back on course to Mount Fayajeet.

It turned to give chase, and that’s when I fired the cannon again. I didn’t get dead center, but my shot got just within the corner of the great worm’s tooth-lined maw and exploded inside its mouth. Gouts of flame shot out from between its many rows of teeth, and I saw a brief expansion around the sides of its segmented head, but I didn’t hear any roars of pain, nor did it pause its pursuit in the slightest. My fireblast might’ve well been a beer belch, for all the effect it had.

“Whoa, Stud—what’s with all the shooting?” said Mina. “Didn’t that Duchess bitch say those things are invulnerable and to run from them?”

“She didn’t say they were invulnerable; she just said she didn’t know of any way to kill them,” I said. “But she doesn’t know everything. I was experimenting.”

“And did you learn anything?” said Delara.

“Well, hitting them with fire and force magic doesn’t seem to do squat, even if you get them from the inside. I didn’t get a very good look at what was going on when we were up close, because of all that spinning.”

“I did, Master,” said Soraya. “It seemed like the magic was just sliding off, like it simply couldn’t find purchase.”

Ugh. That gave me nothing to work with.

“Well, I guess we keep running until we figure out something else,” I said.

I checked the map again. Dotted throughout the plains were a number of “worm oases”—places the dreadworms avoided, where one might park a magitech vehicle overnight, on a multi-day trip across the Red Wastes. We passed close enough to an oasis for me to examine it with the farsight scope. It turned out to be one of those strange stone-egg-bubble buildings. Interesting.

But we had no need to pull over. At the speed we were going, we could probably get atop the solid rock of Mount Fayajeet’s foothills before nightfall. I sat back and relaxed as the Sandcat accelerated towards the black mountain range that rose above the red dust horizon, the bowl of its volcano mouth sending smoke and steam high up towards the kaleidoscopic sky.


Chapter 15

Fuck Them Slavers


But despite our “no stopping” plans, life threw a major hitch our way. And, let me tell you—this was a chance meeting that changed everything, to the point where I can’t even imagine what would’ve happened to us if... well, it doesn’t bear thinking about.

So, let’s not think about it, then. Instead, let me tell you about what did happen, about two-and-a-half hours after my unsuccessful worm-fighting experiment.

It started with another ping on the long-range tremorsense, which I immediately projected out for Mina and Delara to see. There was a host of over a dozen dreadworms, but they weren’t chasing us. They were heading back towards Scavenger’s Gate. We could’ve avoided them easily.

But I decided that I should at least see what the fuss was about. I switched my scope’s farsight function on and aimed it at the worm-herd. I found myself witness to a desperate chase. Up in front was a magitech auto-wagon, similar to the ones Reshef wanted to sell us. Trailing behind were six more vehicles, each bristling with armor and weapons, with the slower dreadworms even further behind. Was this that other archaeologist, Bondi? And was this the trap she’d been led into by Reshef’s guide?

“Hey, Stud, want me to get us a better look?” said Mina, in a tone that obviously suggested that I should say yes. It was low risk. Soraya had been casting an invisibility spell on the Sandcat this entire time.

“Do it,” I said, and the Sandcat wheeled around to join the chase, closing in rapidly. Now I could make out the individuals in the lead wagon. In the driver’s seat I saw… two small bronze lizard heads. Kobolds? Driving? They were both hanging onto the wheel, but who was…

Then one of the kobolds got smacked in the face by an upwards-pointing tail, and barked angrily. Okay, there was a third one down below pushing on the pedals. But was there anyone else—oh!

What I’d taken to be part of the seat was actually a long, tanned leg, which belonged to a woman who was climbing out the back of the cab window, into the open cargo area in the rear of their wagon, which was full of various boxes and parcels.

She had two long bronze horns with black tips, that arced backwards from her forehead to follow the shape of her skull, hovering over her light green hair. She was wielding a golden staff, the head of which sparkled with yellow gemstones, which were protected by some jagged flanges. I’d guess amber for the large central stone, with the smaller ones being citrines, or even topaz. The woman herself had tanned skin, of which I could see quite a bit, as she was wearing a white and gold two-piece outfit of loose, gauzy fabric.

I couldn’t help notice the highlights on her skin were exceptionally bright in spots—sparkly, actually. Though, I wasn’t sure if that was some optic artifact from the scope lenses. She was awkwardly bringing her staff around to bear on her pursuers, while crouching behind the cargo containers.

I swung the scope over to the pursuers. The nearest vehicles were long and low auto-wagons, which appeared to have been designed for a combination of all-terrain traction and speed. It was crewed by a motley group of various humanoids, predominantly hobgoblins, wearing mismatched sets of armor, with a theme of unnecessary spikes, both on themselves and their vehicles. As we got closer, I could see the various patterns of face paint on some of them as they howled at the thrill of the chase.

Further back were three magitank-type vehicles, each with a functioning, enclosed turret, carrying at least one type of cannon, capabilities unknown. Some of the more advanced cannons could cycle through different damage spells at will. That would be a problem for us. And they still had their armor plating, though some of it seemed to be makeshift replacements for the original covering. One of the tanks had a huge snarling mouth painted on the front, while another had a heavy spiked ram bolted to its face. Nasty customers.

“So, we going to rush in and save the day, Stud?” said Mina.

“Hang on,” I said. “I know what this looks like, but we don’t actually know what’s going on. Before we spring an ambush and start murdering people, I’d like….”

I stopped talking as my scope found the final, largest wagon in the back. The rear section had open sides. Only they weren’t truly open, because now I could see the bars of the cage. And the chains on the occupants within. Okay, moral quandaries solved.

The girls saw it, too. No need to confer on that point.

“Well, I’m down for a scrap if you are,” I said. “We are outnumbered, though. Could get rough.”

“We never let that stop us before,” said Mina.

“I’ve been in exactly their situation,” said Delara, nodding at the fleeing woman and kobolds in the lead auto-wagon. “And I know what’d I’d want in their place. Time to pay that forward.”

“All right then,” I said. “Let’s teach these assholes a lesson.”

Mina threw the Sandcat into an intercept course, as I trained the fireblast cannon on the leading speed-wagon, holding my fire until I got into optimal range. The woman—Bondi—had no reason for patience, and thrust her staff at her pursuers. The spell that shot out was only visible to my arcane sense, as she dropped a powerful explosion of thunder magic right on top of the closest raider vehicle.

I saw a some of its passengers stagger and clutch at their ears, but their force shields absorbed the majority of the attack. But the second spell punched right through, as an immensely powerful lightning bolt impacted the speed-wagon head-on. I saw the raiders convulse as the electricity overwhelmed their senses, and had a similar effect on the vehicle’s arcane core, and it rapidly slowed down and drifted off-course—it would likely be inoperable for the next hour or so. Also, that lightning bolt had been orders of magnitude more powerful than the thunder attack. I guessed it originated from the staff she wielded. I wondered if she could do it again.

I got my answer as the second speed-wagon closed in on her and fired a harpoon into the rear frame of her vehicle. Immediately the raider wagon hit the brakes, and I saw Bondi’s tires spin, throwing up red dust as the pursuer vehicle acted as an anchor, holding her back while the magitanks closed in. She swept her staff and a wave of thunder crashed into the speed-wagon’s nose. I saw both the front wheels of Bondi’s autowagon and the back wheels of the raider vehicle rise off the ground in response to the magical shove, and I saw a bolt pop off the winch attached to the harpoon cable—but the spell failed to break her free.

And the raiders weren’t idle either. An unarmored human stood up from the second row of seats, waving a wand, and a burst of energy sent invisible chains flying out from the tip, which passed right through the cargo cover and wrapped themselves around Bondi. I watched her freeze up as the paralysis magic took hold. Boy, slavers really loved that fucking spell, didn’t they?

Well, I had my favorite counter to it. Finally, Mina had brought me into optimum range and I fired off a heavy bolt of flame that slammed into the raider vehicle, even as Delara, who’d climbed halfway up on the hood, threw her enchanted spear, scoring a direct hit on the winch, which broke off.

Immediately, Bondi’s autowagon flew forward, the busted winch bouncing and rattling off the desert floor, trailing behind her like a spindly tail, while the flaming raider vehicle shot backwards, forcing Mina to brake hard to keep pace. My turret swung back and forth as I tried to keep it trained on the raiders and their rapidly changing relative position. On the third oscillation I managed to line them up and I fired again, shattering the remnants of their force shields and setting the vehicle ablaze.

As we zoomed past the speed-wagon’s burnt-out husk, I had a moment of panic as I realized Delara had been out of her seat straps right before that hard brake. She would’ve been thrown out of the Sandcat like a….

But no, she was still in the commander’s chair, and she was fully buckled in, too—still clutching her shortened spear, which had returned to her hand, as magic weapons did. How had she managed to⁠—

A series of explosions burst out all around us, and I felt a sudden wave of distress reverberate through the Sandcat’s frame as Mina belatedly threw it through a series of evasive maneuvers. All three magitanks were closing in on us, and I could see ghostly reversed images of the Sandcat painted in the air in front of all the remaining raider vehicles.

I groaned at our sudden turn of bad fortune. All of the enemy magitanks had the same truesight targeting sensors that we did. That meant none of Soraya’s illusions were going to be able to hide us. This had turned into a straight-up fight, with us being outnumbered four-to-one.

I fired my fireblast cannon at the nearest magitank, and got another disappointment. Both their force shields and their physical armor were a lot tougher than the speedwagons. I’d need to hit them two or three times in quick succession to do any real damage, and my second shot went wide as Mina dodged and juked to throw our attackers off.

“Damn it, how can they see us?” snarled Mina.

“Truesight targeting,” I yelled, taking a second to berate myself for not calling things out like I’d been trained to on the Azalea’s Legacy. But this was so much faster and wilder.

“Can we counter that?” said Delara.

“No,” I said, a second before Soraya said, “Yes, kind of.”

“What?” I said.

“Watch,” said Soraya, as she flew out of the cabin to hover high above the battlefield. There was a flicker, and the targeting silhouettes around all the enemy vehicles suddenly multiplied by six or seven.

“Nice,” said Mina, then winced as a force cannon shot whizzed by, a foot in front of us.

“Those images can’t fool the commander,” I said. “He can point out the real us.”

“It’s still going to mess with the gunner,” said Delara.

“I’ll take it,” said Mina. “C’mon, team—we can beat these guys.”

But, that proved to be easier said than done. Even with the raiders only able to fire in our general direction, it quickly became apparent that they outclassed us in both arms and armor. It may shock you to hear this, but it turned out that arcane cannons manufactured in a professional workshop using optimal materials were a lot more effective than one built by an amateur on a deserted island using found objects.

And Mina and I weren’t in terrific sync, either. We’d been in too much of a rush to do any kind of drills with the Sandcat. I found myself consistently unable to get consecutive hits on the raider magitanks. Everything was so chaotic, and I had to keep diverting my attention to shifting power on the force shields to wherever we were currently taking fire.

Then, all of a sudden, our timing managed to line up. Mina performed a perfect bob and weave, zipping though the incoming magic and keeping one of the raider vehicles right in my line of sights, allowing me to connect with three penetrating shots in quick succession. I had it on the ropes, just one more blast to kill it—and one of the other magitanks moved in to intercept, fouling my shot and forcing me to retreat.

The raiders were getting more and more aggressive, realizing my puny bamboo cannon didn’t have the juice to properly threaten them, and they moved in closer. Two of them had area of effect attacks, and they switched to those—hitting us with cones of frost, and electrical bursts a good fifteen feet wide. Those were terrible for armor-piercing, but they were much harder to dodge, and we didn’t have armor. I felt a rising sense of panic as the constant attacks were depleting our shields faster than they could regenerate. We were caught in a losing battle. I knew I needed to think of something, quick—but I was so overwhelmed with juggling the guns and the shields that my brain had no energy to spare for anything else.

I tried, anyway, and was a split-second late to respond to an electrical blast. I felt my body go rigid, and the entire Sandcat lost power for a second. Desperately I begged the Sandcat to wake up, and she did, but not fast enough. I prepared to take the next hit from the raider’s guns, but it didn’t fire. I wondered at this sudden mercy, only to realize it was making room for its ram-equipped buddy to come charging in at us from the rear.

Mina threw the Sandcat forward and banked the whole frame hard to the right, but we’d lost too much speed, and our pursuer was coming in way too fast. I braced for impact, but instead the Sandcat exploded off the ground, leaping sideways to the left, as our attackers whizzed by harmlessly.

But, even as that happened, Mina had her own counterattack, landing on three wheels, while the fourth remained upraised. Its tire magically shrank as its climbing claws popped out from the hubcap, slashing across the tops of both of the raider tank’s tires, shredding them to scraps in an instant. The ram tank spun sideways, flipped over, and kept rolling, churning up fountains of red dust as it bounced along the wasteland floor.

I saw the multiple impacts destroy what remained of its shields, and I fired away, the third shot punching through and exploding in a nice satisfying fireball. I had no time to enjoy our victory as an electrical blast whizzed across our hood.

I spun the turret to engage our foe, but it was already too late. Mina had the Sandcat flanking in for another sideswipe claw attack, but its gun had locked in on us, point-blank, too close for our weakened shields to withstand.

I felt the energy surge through the cannon barrel and then the Sandcat leapt high into the air. Time seemed to slow down, and I saw the electrical blast pass below me as Mina performed a perfect aerial side-somersault. I felt, rather than saw, the Sandcat extend its claws and bring them together in a spear-point, coming down with all its weight behind its front right leg, which punched straight through the weak top armor of the raider magitiank.

My arcane sense was suddenly full of that same sense of otherworldly wrongness that I had around the dreadworms, but I had more pressing things to focus on for now. Though our arcane connection, I felt the Sandcat spread its claws wide inside its prey and then spin that wheel up, while waving it about inside its enemy’s guts.

I winced at the brief, horrified death screams of the raiders as they were pureed by the whirling metal, and then it was over, as the Sandcat pulled its now blood-soaked arm free, and released the magitank’s lifeless corpse from our grip, to peacefully and aimlessly drift to rest among the tumbleweeds and sparse scrub.

Only two raider vehicles left now, and only one was a real threat. The abrupt change in our fortunes was enough to give me mental whiplash, as I found myself with space to think again. I acquired the last raider tank with my cannon, only to find it frantically peeling out of range, and braking hard. No wonder—if it were me I wouldn’t let Mina get anywhere near me with those claws. Now the big slaver wagon was the closest enemy, but it didn’t have truesight sensors, and it was out of the magitank’s image projection range.

“Careful,” said Delara. “That wagon has innocents. We can’t blast it or flip it.”

“So, what do we do?” said Mina.

“You can probably take out the back tires without causing a crash,” I said. “And then…”

“And then you leave it to me,” said Delara. “I’m basically useless sitting here in this chair. Just get me close to the rear.”

“All right,” said Mina. “You be careful now.”

“Actually, Soraya—” I said.

“On it, Master,” she replied, flying back in to rejoin the Sandcat. Soraya could turn Delara invisible and provide emergency healing if things went wrong.

Mina braked to take us behind the big slave-carrying auto-wagon. As we passed by the sides, I got more of that strange extra-cosmic stink, but this time I was finally able to pinpoint their sources. The slaver wagon had these odd perforated metal half-cylinders installed on their vehicle. I saw three per side, and each was leaking smokey purple tendrils.

Those were the source of the eerie arcane emissions, but why were they there? I assumed they were burning sensex or something, but why would you waste it like that? The only people it would effect were people like me, and all it did was remind me of a dreadworm….

The dreadworms! I spun my turret to see the herd of dreadworms rapidly gaining on us, our constant weaving and circling having slowed us all down enough for the beasts to catch up, and I realized our current plan was actually terrible. We needed to⁠—

I heard a bang of escaping air as Mina destroyed the back tires of the slave-wagon, while Delara climbed out of her seat. As she did, the seat straps came to life and wrapped around her legs to support her, while Mina braked to avoid ramming the back of the slave-wagon. There was the reason she hadn’t been thrown out of the Sandcat earlier. I definitely didn’t remember seeing any such abjuration when I installed those seats. But that wasn’t the key issue.

“Wait!” I called out.

“Wait, what?” said Delara, “What’s the problem, Stud?’

“We can’t…” I started to say, then thought better of it. What we should’ve done was have Delara climb aboard the slave-wagon, take it over, and drive it away from the worms as fast as possible, but that wouldn’t work anymore, because we’d already wrecked the back wheels.

“Never mind,” I said, “Keep going.”

We were committed now. I was just going to have to think of something brilliant in the next two minutes or so. I watched Delara climb on top of the hood as the seat restraints released their grip on her. Soraya flew up behind her, grabbed her by the waist, and turned them both invisible. Soraya wasn’t strong enough to carry someone while flying, but she could provide an assist. I felt Soraya’s mental reassurances as Delara jumped onto the slave-wagon’s rear, and rapidly ascended to the top.

“Did she make it?” asked Mina.

“Yeah, she’s on the roof,” I said, which I should’ve done without prompting. Damned bad habits!

“But that enemy magitank can see her, right?” said Mina.

“Yeah, but they wouldn’t…”

I was about to say, wouldn’t fire and risk damaging their allies, but who knew what these assholes would or wouldn’t do?

“No, let’s run interference,” I said, and Mina gunned the Sandcat to put us between Delara and the last raider magitank. But it was retreating even further, as the dreadworms advanced on us and the half-crippled slave wagon. It made sense. Why risk your life when you had invincible allies?

I swiveled the turret to face the monstrous worms, checking both farsight and tremorsense simultaneously. There were a fourteen of them, ten of which were burrowing underground, and three were surging across the dusty surface of the wastes. The burrowers appeared to be significantly smaller than the other three. I’d have thought that traveling through dirt would slow them down, but it appeared to have the opposite effect—they were slightly outpacing the surface dreadworms, which were larger, and had riders. I focused the farsight lenses on one of them, and saw a hobgoblin woman with long black hair, wearing a black veil and an open-sided black tabard, belted at the waist. She was carrying a black rod with some bulbous flanges at the top, and riding a kind of saddle with a black metal quarter-sphere shield in front of it. The whole thing was secured to the top of the worm somehow. I saw some chains disappearing between the segmented scales of the dreadworm, but I couldn’t determine how any of them were fastened. The worm she was riding was about nine feet in diameter, and maybe a hundred feet long? The length was a lot harder to guesstimate.

I felt a slight jostling and looked down to see a hobgoblin pass beneath our wheels. Then another, followed by two more. Delara was clearing house up front. I didn’t think it was really necessary for Mina to run them all over, but I kept that to myself. Amazons hated slavers.

I turned my attention back to the dreadworms. The second closest of them was nearly a clone of the first, down to the outfit, equipment, and general appearance of its rider, but the last was huge—the biggest dreadworm we’d seen so far. Its mouth was at least twenty feet in diameter, and its body was so long that I couldn’t even begin to guess at its length. Its primary rider was taller in the saddle—seated upright, while the first two had been in more of a half-crouch. Her outfit included a blood-red mantle and some kind of brief red headdress, and she carried a short staff instead of a rod. Behind her saddle was a second one, lower and longer, carrying a dozen black-armored hobgoblin warriors in two rows of six. Then, even further back, were three cages, of similar size to the one on the slave wagon. All of them were occupied by chained people.

Soraya broke me out of my reverie. Master, Delara wants to know which of the levers or pedals stops the wagon.

Uh… middle pedal, I think, I thought back.

Immediately the slave wagon decelerated, as we moved up to keep pace with the cab. But the maneuver only increased my stress, as the dreadworms gained on us even faster.

“Hey, Stud,” yelled Delara, who could see me now. “I can get this thing to slow, but it keeps crawling forward. How do I get it to stop⁠—”

“Forget it. Leave it like that for now,” I said, seeing the tentacles of the nearest worms begin to unfold from inside of their massive maws as they approached our position. And the underground dreadworms were even closer. “There’s nothing here for it to crash into. Get back in the Sandcat.”

“But the people in the cage⁠—”

“They’re safer where they are,” I said. “They’ve got the worm diffusers. Get them later.”

Delara looked puzzled. “Worm diffusers⁠—”

“Just get in,” I snapped, and she complied, though I mentally kicked myself again. I really needed to get better at sharing information.

Delara jumped back in her seat and Mina sent the Sandcat rocketing away as a host of dreadworms exploded up from the ground behind us. I barely stopped myself from firing upon them, remembering the people in the crippled raider wagon, who might get caught in the blast. These worms were the smallest we’d seen. Their mouths were a mere four feet wide, but they were easily big enough to gobble up a person, and they carried that same eldritch extra-cosmic stench as the others. I was a bit relieved to see them ignore the people in the cage, and turn to chase after us instead.

I waited until the dreadworms were clear of the slave wagon and began blasting away at them, to no effect that I could see. The magic kept on sliding off on impact as they chased us in circles, while the bigger worms began to create a perimeter to cut off any chance of our escape. This was not looking good.

“Get us closer,” said Delara, standing up out of her seat and brandishing her spear. It didn’t seem likely that a spear-thrust would succeed where a cannon failed, but it didn’t hurt to try, either. Mina swung us in a drive-by past of the creatures’ hungry mouths, just out of range of its grasping tentacles, and Delara struck, throwing her spear with pin-point accuracy into the softer tissues just on the inside of its toothy maw. The spear barely penetrated, its weight causing it to fall free before it teleported back into Delara’s hand.

“No effect,” she said, with a grimace.

“No, wait,” I said, and blasted the dreadworm with my fire cannon, right in the mouth. I was rewarded by an unearthly screech of pain, as a small scorch mark appeared on the dreadworm’s flesh, right where Delara’s spear had pierced it.

“These worms…” I said. “It’s like they’re covered in a thin film of magic resistance. An enchanted weapon can poke a hole in the film.”

“…And then you can blast them,” said Mina. “Let’s go, team!”

And we whirled back to engage the worms, alternating Delara’s spear-throws with my cannon-shots. But unfortunately, while we did elicit screams of pain from the dreadworms, we didn’t appear to be doing that much damage to them, either. And they kept diving underground to avoid the cannon-fire, and then trying to attack us from below. Mina was just barely able to avoid them with our tremorsense, and our battlefield was shrinking as the bigger worms began to slowly circle inward.

“I’m not doing enough damage throwing my spear,” said Delara. “Take me into melee range.”

“Oh, uh…” said Mina. “No, wait—Hey, Stud, the entire Sandcat is one big magical item, right?”

“Yeah, and?”

“So, do its climbing claws count as magic weapons?”

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, they do.”

“Awesome,” she said. “Strap in, honey.”

Delara retracted her spear and let the Sandcat pull her back in her seat, while Mina whirled about to confront the dreadworms head on. The eldritch monsters converged on their prey, only to be shocked as the Sandcat reared up on its back wheels, while the front converted into deadly claws and slashed about with ferocious precision, ripping through both fleshy tentacles and segmented armor plates like a dervish.

The dreadworms screeched in an otherworldly chorus, as the Sandcat darted away, giving me space to fire the cannon, and the results were pure satisfaction as arcane fire scorched its way deep into the worm’s bodies, through the many rents in their anti-magic membranes. I saw severed tentacles and other large chunks of seared worm-flesh go flying through the air. Pouring magic through the holes in the film served to widen them, causing each successive shot to do more damage. I couldn’t confirm the results visually, because all the worms proceeded to retreat underground.

“Oh, they hated that,” said Mina. “Oh, look—they’re running! Full retreat for the little guys.”

“No, not quite all of them,” said Delara, monitoring the illusionary readout. “Six of them just withdrew behind the big ones.”

“Well, that’s not saving them for long,” sang Mina. “It’s huntin’ time.”

With that, Mina charged at one of the two nine-foot-tall worms from the side, leaping upon it with all four claws at once, only to nearly crash us as the Sandcat’s talons just skittered off its armored segments. We twisted midair at the last second, retracting the claws to land on all four tires, then zooming away as the dreadworm tried to batter us with its undulating bulk.

“Dammit, what gives?” said Mina.

“Looks like the bigger ones are tougher,” I said. “Maybe try the softer tissues up front.”

We raced up towards the creature’s mouth, but as we did, the worm-rider turned and fixed us with a vicious glare, pointing her black rod and casting a spell right at us. For a brief second my senses were overwhelmed with a bizarre writhing mass of infinitely long worms, undulating in a strange but compelling rhythm, their bodies contorting to form geometries that shouldn’t be possible, in colors that didn’t exist in our universe, but somehow I could see⁠—

Master, Master, came Soraya’s voice in my head, banishing the alien worm-pattern from my mind, and I returned to my senses in the gunner seat of the Sandcat. But I wasn’t the only one affected. I heard Delara trying to snap Mina out of her confused fugue as the huge dreadworm twisted around to confront us, while we’d been stopped dead in our tracks by the hypnotic spell. I needed to buy time. The fireblast cannon wouldn’t hurt it. For the first time, I took notice of the secondary Xichota ballistic cannon. Ballistics. Twisted outsider killer. Of fucking course.

As fast as I could, I grabbed the tin cartridge of grapeshot that I’d prepared from earlier, and loaded it into the Xichota cannon’s breech. I looked up to see the huge tentacles and mouth descending upon us, its circular toothed jaws nearly as large as the Sandcat itself, the otherworldly slime spattering over our force shields in long, gooey rivulets, and I fired the ballistic cannon, for the first time, at point-blank range.

The results were immediate and dramatic, as its horrific maw was shredded by the blast of high-velocity cold iron shot. The dreadworm reared back, its tentacles writhing in agony, before lunging at us once again in a blind rage. But Mina had her wits back, and the Sandcat darted away, even as I blasted its ruined face with shot after shot from my bamboo cannon while it screeched in torment. There were so many holes now for the fire magic to rip open, and I was noticing a strange secondary effect, where the magical flames penetrated the creature’s flesh, to then surge down through its body, far further than the spell’s normal range would allow. That was interesting.

But the dreadworm didn’t like it one bit. The great monster thrashed about in pain, and I saw its rider go flying fifty feet in the air to land in a broken heap on the dusty floor of the Red Wastes. Wait, how had she been able to cast a spell at us in the first place? We were still invisible.

I’d imagine she has some psychic connection with the dreadworm, and is able to access its tremorsense, Master.

Uh, so they could tell where the Sandcat was, but probably not target us individually. That hypnotic pattern was an area-effect spell. Still, our invisibility limited their options somewhat. I remembered that I should relay this to the girls, but Mina was too enraged to listen.

“You bitches,” she snarled. “How dare you fuck with my mind. I hate that shit. Well, let’s see how you like this!”

With that, she sent the Sandcat in a wild, headlong charge at the other nine-foot-tall dreadworm. I fired a series of fireblast shots at the warlock worm-rider, forcing her to duck behind her quarter-sphere shield, but then I couldn’t track anything, as the whole world spun about, the Sandcat dodging the dreadworm’s tentacles in a whirling dance, ending with one of Mina’s compass crescent kicks—the full weight of the entire vehicle, compounded by the velocities of our combined charges, all concentrated in a single point aimed precisely at the inside of the dreadworm’s mouth. The kick tore open a huge gash in the dreadworm’s maw, giving it a lopsided, extra-long smile, into which I started pumping arcane fire.

Once again, the worm spasmed about in response. This rider was able to just barely hang on to the saddle, but it left her exposed to my cannon, so I blasted her to cinders. Immediately the dreadworm retreated underground. Without their riders, they were just animals, acting on instinct, plus it had suffered a serious secondary burn reaction through that long gash.

Now there was only one dreadworm left, but it was the biggest, by far—and presumably the toughest. We circled each other warily, staying well out of each other’s ranges. Our team did have the option of fleeing, as long as we didn’t mind abandoning all the captives to the slavers’ mercies, but I wasn’t going to be the one to bring that up, and neither of the girls did, either.

We talked strategy instead. Not only was the final dreadworm the biggest, it was effectively carrying hostages. If we injured it to the point where it started convulsing or burrowing, we could end up killing the caged captives on its back.

“So, we approach this as with that chattel-wagon,” said Delara. “I turn invisible, get atop it with Soraya’s help, and free them. Zain, you said that spellcaster can only see us through our connection to the ground, yes?”

“And through the skin of the worm itself, yes,” I said.

“So she couldn’t see me at all if I’m airborne and invisible, yes?”

“That’s right,” I said, not bothering to ask how she planned to fly. She must have something in mind.

“So, I kill her first, then the soldiers,” said Delara. “One of them will surely have the keys to liberate the slaves. Likewise, those infantry must have some way of descending to the ground quickly in a battle or a raid. I’d expect they’re secured to their saddles with ropes. We use those to evacuate the captives.”

Mina frowned. “That could be dicey, if we can’t get the worm to stop or slow down. Can we do that?”

“No, but we can lead it in a circle, I bet,” I said, an idea popping into my head.

“Eh? So?” said Mina.

“Think of the spokes of a wheel,” I said. “They’re going really fast at the rim, but the center barely moves.”

“Or like the hand that swings a sword,” said Delara. “Good thinking, Stud.”

“And I can always act to control the descents of any of the less-able prisoners,” said Soraya. “It should be doable.”

“So, you get everyone off the worm, we lead it off to a safe distance, and then we do our thing,” said Mina. “No problem.”

“Maybe,” I said. “The Sandcat’s claw attack just barely worked on those last one. This one’s even bigger.”

“But that dragon-cannon of yours was extremely effective,” said Delara. “How many more shots do you have?”

I grimaced. “Just one.”

“Fuck,” said Mina. “Okay, Stud. If claws don’t work, I’ll line up a perfect shot for you—right down the throat. But don’t shoot until I signal. It’ll be ’Steady, Fire.’ Got it?”

“Got it,” I said.

“And if none of that works, and the three of you are unable to drive off the last worm?” said Soraya.

Uh. None of us had an answer to that. I looked off into the distance, along the path of our running battle. I could see a rough line of wrecked vehicles, and—that third magitank was still hanging out, circling like a vulture. A few individuals were walking or limping towards it, survivors of various crashes.

“If you can’t drive off that last worm, Delara will have to lead the freed captives over to the wagon with the worm-scent. And then you’ll have to pick her up and run away,” said Soraya.

That proclamation was met with dead silence. But none of us had any rational objections.

“I know none of you wants to hear that,” she continued. “But you’re not going to make the world a better place by dying in a hopeless effort at heroics. This past year has been like a dream for me. I’ve come to love and care for you all very much. And I will be horribly sad if any of you leave me so soon. So, all of you promise me you’ll be careful.”

We did, as we prepared to put our plan into action, and I loaded up the Xichota cannon up with its single charge of grapeshot. The well-being of over two dozen captives was riding on my ability to hit my target.

Whatever you do, I told myself, don’t miss.


Chapter 16

The Big One


Mina dashed headlong at the huge dreadworm, then broke right to start the evasion, leading into a tight fishtail turn, and that’s when the warlock cast her spell. Instantly we were plunged into darkness so thick that I couldn’t even see the truesight viewer in front of my face, and every part of my body was assailed by a vicious, biting cold, particularly around my face and hands. Weird alien voices tickled at my ears, as if the unknown horrors that made them were creeping up right behind my shoulder, like they were crawling all over the Sandcat, whose wheels now slid over slimy things with a sickening wet squelching sound—and then we were out of it, back in the warmth of the Zargedon sun, though we were all still shivering.

“H-hate these assholes so m-m-much,” said Mina, as she threw the Sandcat through another tight one-eighty, only to realize we were now headed right back into the pitch-black dome of magical darkness we’d just escaped.

But not if I could help it. The presence of the hostages prevented me from using the cannon, so I drew my Wand of Force Bolts and fired it at the Worm-Priestess. My hands still shook from the cold, so only one of my shots hit, exploding on her shoulder. The minor injury was enough to break her concentration, and her horrible darkness spell fizzled. I felt an invisible Delara pat me on the shoulder. She was on the roof now.

We were running right beside the dreadworm, and the Sandcat jumped as we closed in on the warlock, then twisted midair, as the great bulk of the worm had curved back our way. Mina actually banked the Sandcat so we hit its body wheels-first, then kicked off to hit the ground running away from it again. I spun around to see the warlock’s headless corpse plummeting off the worm’s back, while the soldiers behind her rose to their feet in a panic, reaching for their weapons, only to be cut down like stalks of wheat at harvest.

The rest of our evacuation plan proceeded with barely a hitch. The longest delay was for Soraya to retrieve the keys from one of the warriors Delara had knocked off the worm’s back. I felt our invisibility lift, as we’d run out of sighted enemies, while we baited the giant dreadworm to run in a wide circle, so we literally ended up chasing the monster’s own tail. I saw one captive after another slide down the ropes, arranged like ziplines pointing to the center of our worm-circle, until the last one had completed the escape. I heard Soraya signal all clear in my mind, so we peeled off to lead the massive creature to a safe fighting distance.

We took it maybe a hundred yards before Mina spun about and charged, skillfully weaving through the great creature’s thick, grasping tentacles, to land another perfectly-timed spinning-slashing kick to its cheek. Only this time, the results were completely different. We jolted midair, and landed awkwardly, while the frame of the Sandcat vibrated with intense pain.

“What? What’s wrong?” said Mina, a sick expression on her face.

“The back left climbing claws just broke off,” I said, unable to hide my astonishment.

“What?” she cried. “I thought magic weapons were indestructible.”

“Everything breaks, if you stress it enough,” I replied, though this was something I’d never expected to see for myself.

“Well, I sure fucking hope your cannon works, Stud,” she said, “Because I don’t⁠—”

“Shit!” I said, as I received an urgent distress call from Soraya.

“What?”

“The other six dreadworms,” I said. “The little ones we completely fucking forgot about. They’re going after Delara and the captives.”

Those little bastards might be trivial foes for the Sandcat, but there was no way Delara could fight them without magical support.

Mina realized it too. “Shit!” she said, wheeling around to head back to her bond-mate—only the giant dreadworm had other ideas. With a sinking dread, I saw it cut us off, keeping its head still while the rest of its titanic body swept across the dusty plain in a giant horizontal arc. I had no idea they could move like that, but the truly horrific realization was that this thing was much smarter than we realized.

Mina gunned the Sandcat towards the creature’s tail. There was nothing else she could do. But it was too late. The desperate mental images sent by Soraya showed the dreadworms closing in on Delara. There was no time. We weren’t going to make it…

…Is what I thought, but someone else did it for us. From the corner of my eye, I saw a familiar auto-wagon zip past the giant dreadworm’s tail and into Soraya’s field of view. She saw the archaeologist Bondi’s vehicle ram into a cluster of the little worms, stunning everyone involved.

The dreadworms converged on the intruder, their attention captivated by the auto-wagon’s fat, juicy arcane core. It seemed like our rescuer might be overcome, but she managed to recover and throw her vehicle in reverse, yanking it free from the worms’ questing tentacles. The damaged auto-wagon continued to draw the monsters away, jerking back in fits and starts, but avoiding the worms’ grasp for now.

I recounted the situation to Mina, as fast as I could.

“Okay, we gotta kill this thing, pronto,” she said. “What’s the range on that iron-spitter cannon?”

“I’m, uh... not sure,” I said.

“Fuck! Close range, then,” she said. “Remember, wait for my signal.”

“Gotcha,” I said, as we ran straight at the big daddy worm, wheeling around to bring us right in front of it, as it continued to chase us. The massive creature’s tentacles extended out a good forty feet in front of its gaping mouth, but they could pulse and stretch suddenly for twice that distance, and they were too numerous to count. The slimy appendages at the bottom of its mouth were the worst. They could slither across the red dust like a giant writhing carpet, or even dip beneath the surface as though it were water. It confirmed my suspicion that the burrowing abilities of the dreadworms defied physics. It was just another aspect of their unnatural existence.

I trained the Xichota cannon right down the dreadworm’s throat. “Ready!” I called out.

“Copy,” said Mina, as she tested the boundary of the tentacle carpet, tentatively dipping back in range and accelerating out again as the fleshy, toothed appendages snapped at her. Once, twice, and on the third time the tentacles lunged out at our underside, suddenly doubling in length.

The Sandcat twisted and hopped to the outside, dodging the attack and then braking and swerving into the newly-cleared ground right in front of the dreadworm’s gaping mouth, as I desperately tried to steady the gun, pointing it between a gap in the forest of descending tentacles.

“Steady, Fire!” said Mina, and I did, a split second before Mina slammed on the accelerator and the many fleshy worm tendrils thumped into me from above. Before I could react, my gunner’s seat retracted, saving me from a concussion or worse. The Sandcat was pummeled and seized by the worm, the attacks temporarily overloading the force canopy. I took control of the shields, concentrating them and pushing the tentacles away, as Mina wrenched the legs free and we sped away.

I popped the gunner’s seat back up, and what I saw filled me with despair.

“Mother-fucker!”

“What, did we miss?” said Mina.

“No, we got him,” I said. Through my arcane sense, I could feel the wide patch of holes we’d blown into the roof of the creature’s mouth. “But we lost the fireblast cannon.”

Behind us, I saw the crushed, shattered remnants of our primary weapon disintegrate into its component bits of bamboo, basalt, and quartz, that scattered across the dusty ground before disappearing into the dreadworm’s huge gaping maw.

“Shit,” said Mina. “What about your other magic? Is it strong enough? Like, that dragon orb, or⁠—”

“The Orb of Dragon’s Breath,” I said, retrieving it from my hip. It could cast the equivalent of an adult chromatic dragon’s breath weapon, one per each type. “That’s our only chance left. Five shots.”

“Okay, what range?”

“For the first two, this is fine,” I said, pointing the orb right at the top of the monster’s mouth and firing a massive bolt of lightning. I didn’t get a direct hit on the rents I’d made earlier. Instead the spell slammed into the dreadworm’s upper front lip. But most of the electrical energy flowed down the roof of its mouth, pouring into the wounds as if drawn inside. And the secondary reaction was the biggest I’d seen so far, the deadly current searing its way so far down the worm’s body that my arcane sense couldn’t track it. Yeah, that was the stuff.

I half-expected the giant dreadworm to burrow and run from that hit. But, instead of screeching and writhing in pain, the unearthly behemoth roared and sped up, its tentacles shooting out at us in a frenzy of motion. We’d just pissed it off.

“Hey, Stud! Wait for ’Steady, Fire,’” said Mina.

“Sorry,” I yelled back, though it really hadn’t been necessary for that shot. But the shift in aggression and ferocity from the giant dreadworm had definitely changed that. I called out ‘Ready,’ as Mina swerved and dodged through a barrage of lunging tentacles, finally breaking clear and giving me the signal.

I aimed my next attack, a thick jet of tarry acid, right down the center of its mouth and swept it upwards, only for the worm to bunch its tentacles together to block and redirect most of the flow, allowing only a small fraction of the acid to slip past and melt larger holes in its anti-magic film. I grimaced as I realized how little damage I’d just done. Damn this thing’s intelligence.

“Next?” called Mina.

“I need to get closer,” I said. “Forty feet or nearer.”

Mina tried to comply, while I considered my remaining spells, and the optimum order in which to use them. But the energized aggression from the great monster was making that a moot point. Mina’s attempts to bait and then juke past the forest of slimy appendages were being stymied at every turn, and the frame of the Sandcat began to shake and vibrate from the glancing blows as the dreadworm’s attacks grew more accurate.

“Fuck this shit,” said Mina, as she spun the Sandcat through a tight one-eighty, and now we were running backwards, giving Mina a superior view of her opponent, allowing her to brake and close the distance, using her front legs to swat the incoming tentacle-strikes aside, bringing us right to the perfect spot in seconds.

“Steady, Fire!”

I activated the orb and a cone of ice and freezing air blasted up into the dreadworm’s massive maw, the attack too wide, close, and powerful for any amount of tentacles to block. The white dragon’s breath filled the entire internal cavity of the hollow creature, and its arcane wounds were ripped wide open as the frost magic penetrated into the beast’s veins, freezing them so they burst, the damage expanding all throughout the top half of its foul body. For the first time, we’d hit it hard enough to pause its assault, its tentacles stiffening as their slime froze over.

I realized that there was no need to wait for another opening.

“Rea—“ I said.

“Steadyfire!” yelled Mina, so I did. An absolute inferno poured forth from my orb, and all the ice and frost caking the dreadworm’s maw was instantly converted to superheated steam that blasted through its flesh in a massive chain reaction, cooking the monster from the inside. I saw the top quarter of its tentacles fall limp and useless as it finally let out a horrific scream, the sound echoing across the Red Wastes, before surging towards us with an impossible quickness, its remaining appendages exploding from the earth all around us.

Why isn’t it running? I thought. All the others would’ve run by now⁠—

The Sandcat leapt for freedom, but this time it was just a hair too late, as one tentacle wrapped around its leg, slowing it long enough for the rest to pile on, the monster dreadworm’s murderous determination overriding any of its other instincts. I could do nothing but watch helplessly as the abomination pulled the Sandcat towards its gaping maw belly-first, giving me no angle to fire my last shot.

The gigantic creature reared up high in the air, and everything went still for a brief moment, leaving me puzzled. Then the worst happened, as the dreadworm slammed its entire head into the ground, and us along with it. Over and over it repeated its horrendous thrashing, whipping us back and forth, pummeling us with the earth itself, before it finally came to rest on the dusty plain, satisfied with its victory.

Now, I can see the look on your face, and I can tell you’re wondering exactly how it is I’m still here and able to recount this story. And, if we’d been riding any other vehicle besides the Sandcat, I wouldn’t be. My internal organs would’ve been turned into jelly from all the impacts and that would’ve been it. But, as soon as that evil worm began its first slam attack, I felt the Sandcat fill the entire turret basket up with cushions of force magic that absorbed most of the shocks, and I knew it had done the same for Mina.

Even so, I was not in good shape. I could barely breathe, and every time I did it set off a searing pain in my side, while the rest of my body felt like one giant bruise. Through the top of the turret hatch, I saw Bondi and her kobolds fleeing out the back of their auto-wagon, while the all little dreadworms converged on the front, ripping the cab to pieces and fighting with each other in their competition to claim its arcane core for themselves.

Then we were lifted skyward again, the king dreadworm planning to use gravity to help it stuff the entire Sandcat down its gullet. This close, I could feel the typical sense of extra-cosmic otherness to the creature, but now it was mixed with something else—vast quantities of regular arcane magic, surrounding us on all sides. It was through that sense that I felt a shudder, something akin to surprise, as Mina let out an agonized groan, spreading out the Sandcat’s legs to block us from entering the dreadworm’s maw.

The Sandcat wasn’t in great shape either. Every part of the cabin frame that didn’t include the pilot’s station and the turret basket had crumpled inwards, most of the floorboards had snapped, and I could feel some sort of internal damage to the leg actuators, which let out a tortured whine as they fought a losing battle with the dreadworm’s tentacles, which surrounded us on all sides, blocking every avenue of escape.

Too beaten and exhausted to think straight, I acted instead. I summoned every last bit of energy to shove at the force shields of the turret hatch, prying open a gap in the tentacles and raising my seat up towards it. Abandoning all caution, I undid my restraints and dived out of the hatch, even as I felt the Sandcat’s legs buckle beneath me, as the frame continued to compress under the relentless pressure. I fell on my face and the pain in my rib nearly made me pass out, but somehow I maintained my grip on the Orb of Dragon’s Breath. My arm dangled over the Sandcat’s side, and through my blurred vision I saw the orb pointing right at the gap between us and the edge of the dreadworm’s mouth—such a bottomless, black abyss.

Steady, Fire, I told myself, and I did, releasing a thin jet of poison down the monster’s throat to expand into a thick cloud that filled its awful gullet. The poisonous gas found the raw, open wounds that lined the interior of the dreadworm’s throat and surged directly into the monster’s bloodstream. An uncontrollable seizure took hold of the dreadworm’s body, and I felt the Sandcat seize my ankles with the seat restraints and yank me back into the gunner’s seat. Spots swam in my vision, while my arcane sense expanded, giving me a clear view of the runaway chain reaction ripping through the veins and arteries of the huge monster. The draconic venom tore its way through the colossal worm’s flesh with an active malice, bypassing the injured flesh and spreading into every remaining healthy cell and organ. The tentacles lost their grip on the Sandcat, and we fell through the air, completely uncontrolled. Mina executed a desperate grab, pinching one of the dreadworm’s spastic tentacles between the Sandcat’s front legs like a pair of chopsticks grabbing a noodle. She spun the tires up and we rocketed into the side of the worm’s mouth, then slid backwards down its nearly vertical body, until another of its convulsions knocked us off. Somehow Mina got us twisted around so we barely landed on our tires, the jolt nearly sending me unconscious, and we kept rolling out of the reach of the poisoned abomination’s agonized thrashing, limping away at one-quarter speed.

The massive dreadworm was caught in a full-blown seizure now, its titanic bulk rippling along the dusty plains in giant sine waves, as the poison suffused the entire length of its body. The monstrous creature arched its head skyward and vomited up blood, great gouts of purple fluid spraying up to the heavens like a geyser, only to fall back to earth like rain. The sight nearly blinded my arcane sense. There was so much magic, everywhere, that I barely noticed as Soraya zipped through the Sandcat’s frame to embrace me with her healing powers. Some of the worm blood spattered on top of the Sandcat itself, and there was a shriek of metal as those parts of the vehicle… began to pop back into place? But, before I could examine the phenomenon, a final, strangled scream from the dreadworm drew my attention. Its last tortured convulsion tensed its muscles so it curled up like a corkscrew, until the moment when every muscle in its humongous body went slack, and it collapsed into an immense lifeless squiggle drawn across the flat dust of the Red Wastes.

The silence of the aftermath was broken by the terrified cries of the remaining raiders. I saw the two nearest hobgoblin warriors, who’d fallen or jumped off the deceased dreadworm’s back before Delara could slay them, drop their weapons, turn tail, and flee towards the distant raider magitank, only for it to spin around and peel off in retreat, ignoring the cries of its fellows, who sprinted off desperately as they tried to catch up. I stared at the mammoth corpse as the realization hit me: we’d done it. We’d completed the feat that ol’ Duchess Thirsty had implied was impossible. Forget about driving it away—we’d outright killed one of the un-killable titanic monsters that terrorized the entirety of Zargedon. We’d slain a dreadworm.


Chapter 17

Cleanup


We didn’t have any time to savor our victory. The six remaining juvenile dreadworms paid the plight of their elder no heed. They’d finished picking over the corpse of Bondi’s auto-wagon, and had split off into equal groups to pursue some two-legged prey.

“Damnit,” said Mina, as she urged the Sandcat after the nearest group. I felt the vehicle struggle to catch up, as its mending spells sucked up power from the arcane core to try and restore the transmission back to full. Soraya had fixed the worst of my injuries and moved on to healing Mina as we tried to run down the worms. I quickly gauged the distances and cursed.

“This isn’t going to work,” I said. “Drop me off and get the ones going after Delara. I can fight these little ones myself.”

Mina looked back at me, alarmed. “You sure, Stud?”

“I got all the right tools,” I said. The arcane blastpipe plus my Firespitter Rod should be powerful enough to handle the little ones. I loaded the blastpipe and unfastened my safety harness as Mina slowed into a wide turn.

“Okay, Stud,” she said. “Just remember to scream real loud if you start to get eaten.”

“Will do,” I said, leaping off the Sandcat roof to tuck and roll on the dusty ground. Soraya had healed my broken rib, but my sore muscles howled in indignation at the abuse. Delara’s conditioning sessions had accustomed me to withstanding a certain amount of pain, and I didn’t have to endure it for long, as Soraya caught up with me and hit me with more recovery magic as I ran.

The worms were still a lot faster than I was on foot. I wasn’t going to catch them, so I holstered the blastpipe, drew my Wand of Force Bolts, and sent a barrage of shots at their rears. Of course it didn’t hurt them, but I got two of them to turn around and come after me and all my tasty magical gear, particularly Soraya’s ring. The third one kept chasing after Bondi and her lightning staff.

The others raced towards me, forcing me to rush through holstering my wand and readying the blastpipe. Delara’s quick-draw drills really saved my bacon here. I hit the lead worm with a quick one-two combo of cold iron shot and a searing wave of fire right into its face. I got the desired reaction, as it screeched and retreated underground, but the second one kept coming, forcing me to dive out of the way to avoid getting overwhelmed.

I rolled to my feet and immediately had to leap to the side to dodge another tentacle-swipe. Oh shit—all of my reloading practice had assumed I’d have one of the girls running interference for me. Right now I couldn’t⁠—

“Master, here!”

I tossed the blastpipe to Soraya and drew my force wand, extending the blade to parry the dreadworm’s grasping appendages and send a thrusting riposte into the roof of its mouth. The tip of my force blade actually managed to poke a small hole in its magic protection, so I immediately blasted it with fire. It wasn’t major damage, but it paused the creature long enough for Soraya to finish reloading for me. I tossed her my force wand, took back the blastpipe, and unleashed both my remaining weapons straight into the dreadworm’s ugly mug. It screamed its way back into the red dust from whence it came, leaving only one remaining.

But both that worm and Bondi’s group had gotten away from me, by at least a hundred yards. I tossed the blastpipe over to Soraya and tore off after them in an all-out sprint. I felt my legs pumping like pistons as they ate up the distance and felt a moment of exhilaration at the discovery of just how much my physical abilities had changed over the past year. I needed to thank Delara properly for all the torture she’d been putting me through.

Now I could see the desperate conflict playing out in front of me. Two of the kobolds had formed a defensive line against the worm, one wielding a small-sized halberd, the other a short sword and a large bronze dragon-scale that it brandished like a shield. Behind them was a third kobold clutching some kind of amulet and hurling small bolts of blue-tinted divine radiance at the abomination, while Bondi stuck up like a stray cornstalk behind them, her staff held at the ready.

The dreadworm bore down on them, tentacles reaching out to seize and swallow, but the dragonshield deflected most of them, while somehow managing not to get caught up in its grasp. The halberd-wielder got in a solid thrust to the creature’s cheek, while Bondi whipped her staff over the kobolds’ heads to smack into the worm’s head, unleashing an impressive explosion of electricity as it did. Another staff power. It would’ve done some serious damage if there had been more than a single pinprick for it to flow through.

Undeterred, Bondi leapt up besides the dragonshield and cast another spell, a blast of sonic energy that pummeled the dreadworm’s flesh like a crashing wave. Most of it just sloughed off, except through that one pierce-point, which knocked the monster back a few feet and spun it around like it had been caught by a fishhook. That gave me an opening, and I grabbed my blastpipe back from Soraya, prepared to fire—only to abandon the idea immediately. Trying to aim this thing while running was impossible. I had to wait until I was closer.

Meanwhile, Bondi barked an order, and the group split into two units, each running in different directions. The dragonshield stayed with her, only… wait, now she was yelling and pointing at him. He was supposed to go with the others, but he was refusing to abandon his position in front of her. Now they were playing a weird game of keep-away with each other while the worm closed in, following the lure of Bondi’s magic staff.

The archeologist and her companion turned to fight back, with Bondi smacking the creature overtop her minimal defensive line. But the electrical discharges from these strikes were much less powerful than the first. It looked like she’d exhausted all her useful spells and was down to cantrips.

It wasn’t enough to keep the dreadworm at bay. A host of tentacles overwhelmed the dragonshield and lifted him off his feet. The sight brought the other two kobolds charging back in. The halberdier landed another thrusting strike on the mass of appendages holding its kin, and the follow-up bolt of divine fire got it to drop the dragon-shield, who was now covered in the creature’s slime, to land on top of the halberd-wielder. Both kobolds collapsed in a heap as the dreadworm yanked the magical pole-arm free from its stunned bearer and began to swallow it.

Bondi took the opportunity to turn tail and flee—but after a second it became clear that she was actually trying to lead it away from her companions, who hadn’t recovered from their stun. She fired a bolt of frost that bounced off harmlessly, then sprinted away as the foul worm turned in her direction. She got a surprise as the monster zipped underground to surface right in front of her, seizing her staff before she had a chance to cast a spell. A forest of questing tentacles descended upon her, twining around her lithe figure and trying to pull her into its hungry maw.

Bondi managed to spin her staff around so it was braced crosswise across the creature’s mouth, trying to use that leverage to avoid being overcome, but the dreadworm’s slimy appendages were all over her. I saw a ripple of amber energy over her form. She had a type of force armor, as well. But it was only capable of holding off the tentacles for a few seconds before they pushed their way through the gaps in her clothing, rippling until they tore off—whoa, hey now! This monster was getting downright indecent with its prey, and I heard Bondi’s pants of exertion take a decidedly erotic tone. Then her head and shoulders disappeared into the beast’s mouth, though she still had her elbows braced against the staff, muffling her cries.

I was close enough now to take a shot, except Bondi was spoiling it. No matter what angle I took, if I shot the worm in the head the pellets might penetrate through and kill the person I was trying to rescue.

“Master, Mina and the Sandcat are coming up behind you,” said Soraya. “If you can just stop it from swallowing Bondi and running before Mina catches up….”

All right, then. I dug down and sprinted all-out, even as Bondi’s chest and mid-section disappeared down the dreadworm’s gullet, so it was just the tension of the staff against her bent-over hips that was keeping her from being devoured entirely. I closed the remaining distance in seconds, as Bondi’s feet were lifted off the ground, I leapt up and caught her around the thighs, crashing into the twisted creature’s slime-covered face.

Now I was getting the tentacle treatment, and I felt a sickly, tingling warmth suffusing my body as I struggled to bring my blastpipe to bear. Somehow I managed to get the muzzle pressed into the beast’s lip, while I levered the weapon around to an angle where I guessed the shot spread wouldn’t hit Bondi’s vitals.

I grit my teeth, hoped for the best, and pulled the trigger. The action sent a shudder through her frame, and there was a part of me that couldn’t help noticing just what a lovely sight that was, the slight jiggle of her tanned, pert behind. And then the dreadworm spat her out, carrying me along with her, to land with a slimy splat on the dusty ground. The monster’s squeals of pain cut off as it vanished into the earth, while I staggered to my feet, hauling Bondi up with me. She grimaced and gasped as I did, and I saw a nasty wound on her forearm. One of my shot pellets. At least this was easily fixable.

Soraya acted as soon as the thought popped into my head. I saw the flesh on Bondi’s arm heal back to normal and was rewarded with a brilliant smile in return.

“Oh, thank you,” she said. “I feel really good now. Really, really good.”

She giggled and stumbled into me. I felt a slight tingle as I passed through her force armor, and then I felt the world go a bit wobbly. We were both clinging to each other for balance, and I was overcome by just how indescribably hot she was. She had her naked body pressed up against mine, and I wasn’t wearing my armor. I’d taken it off to sleep and forgotten to put it back on, so I could feel every inch of her supple flesh through the thin fabric of my clothes.

She was the same height as me, and I was rewarded with a close-up view of her loveliness, a platonic ideal of a feminine beauty, just inches away. Her twin bronze horns arced back over her head like a crown, and perfectly complimented her silky hair, which was a sea-foam green. Her skin actually did appear to have a subtle coppery quality to it, that sparkled in the Zargedon sun, which was a separate effect from the glistening of all the clear slime that covered her. The only negative is that she actually didn’t smell very good right now—but she couldn’t be blamed for that; she’d just been halfway down the throat of an extra-cosmic aberration, of course she would⁠—

“Yer cute,” said Bondi, giggling once more, grabbing the back of my head with both hands, which were webbed, and closing the tiny gap between us for a passionate kiss.

I hadn’t expected that, but it was more than welcome as I kissed her back, ignoring the fact that she didn’t taste good at all right now, but that felt like a minor quibble. I reached down to grab a handful of her taut rump and squeezed as hard as I could. I was rewarded with a delighted squeal, and Bondi hooked that leg around my hips. Oh yes, this was fantastic. I couldn’t think of a better way to celebrate our victory than putting this eager little strumpet on her back and thrusting deep inside her. Why….

Wait a minute. This felt weird. Something was off. We were both covered in that dreadworm’s slime. The stuff they used to make aphrodisiac drugs out of.

Would you like a Cure Poison, Master? came Soraya’s amused voice in my head. On both of you, I presume?

It took me longer than it should’ve to say ‘yes.’ Everything felt so good. But this wasn’t right. There’d be problems later, if I didn’t stop this now.

I felt Soraya’s spell hit me like a bucket of ice water. The world steadied, and I became acutely aware of just how badly Bondi stank. I yanked my hands off of her like they’d been burned and stepped back a pace or two.

“Ah, sorry about that,” I said, “That worm slime really does a⁠—”

“Masher!” The punch blindsided me, and I instinctively covered up and doubled over to protect myself from the follow-up blows. “Pervert! Creep! How dare you take advantage of… of… I’ll have you know that I’m a princess! I could have you executed.”

The rain of fists paused for a moment, but it was only so she could get behind me to kick me in the balls.

“Ow,” I said, before crumpling to the ground. I vaguely remembered I should roll on my back and get my legs between us for defense. That’s how I saw Bondi’s next attack get foiled by Mina, who grabbed her from behind.

“Hey, don’t kick him there,” Mina yelled indignantly. “Those bits are my favorite.”

Mina yanked Bondi off of her feet and wrestled her to the ground, leaving me free to prop myself up on my hands and knees while Soraya applied more healing magic. No good deed went unpunished. Glad to see that part of the universe remained constant.

Oh, come now, Master, thought Soraya. The poor girl just went through a rather confusing and horrifying experience. Which only happened because she returned to save Delara.

Okay, that was a good point. I felt my irritation waning along with my physical pain. We just needed to wait until everyone had calmed down and then…

I looked over to see that Mina and Bondi had switched over from wrestling to just plain making out. Mina reared back up to pull off her top, whereupon Bondi grabbed her full breasts, fingers kneading and teasing the soft flesh. Well, that had been a fast turnaround. But a totally welcome one. Maybe I should quit watching and join in….

Huh? Wait, what? I thought⁠—

“My Cure Poison spell did work, Master,” said Soraya. “But that sensex goo is potent, and you’ve still got quite a lot on you.”

Ugh. I closed my eyes to avoid temptation, but I could still hear the erotic noises coming from both women. I found my Minor Telekinesis charm and used it to pull all the remaining worm slime off me, got my intoxication cured by Soraya, and then repeated that process with Bondi and Mina.

As soon as the spell hit, Bondi yelped and squirmed out from beneath Mina, who got to her feet and stepped back, a confused look on her face.

“You… you people… all of you,” said Bondi, looking around desperately.

“Not to worry,” said Soraya, stepping in and using her solid illusion powers to summon a replica of Bondi’s destroyed outfit directly onto her body. This seemed to calm her down enough for Soraya to start explaining things to her, while I did the same for Mina.

“Oh, yeah—that makes sense,” said Mina. “I can see why they sell that shit, though. That was crazy. Looks like those little guys got hit, too.”

I looked back over to the trio of kobolds. The halberdier was rolling on the dusty ground, giggling uncontrollably, while the divine caster was flat on her back, staring at her clawed fingers in rapt fascination. I hadn’t remembered seeing her get hit with the goo. She must’ve gotten some on her when she’d gone to help the others. Only the dragonshield maintained any kind of composure. He’d take a few staggering, wobbly steps before planting the point of the scale in the earth, leaning and swaying until he’d managed to steady himself, just a bit, then repeat the whole process, determined to get back to Bondi. Apparently the worm slime just got kobolds high, not horny.

I repeated the cleaning and curing process with each of the little guys. We helped the dragonshield first, and got zero gratitude for it. He was the most grizzled and crustiest looking kobold I’d ever seen, and directed a vicious stinkeye at me before running off to rejoin Bondi. I swear, for a second I thought he was going to attack me. The other two were a lot more grateful. They were brother and sister: the wyrmpriestess Mar, and the halberdier Kint. The stinkeye kobold was their father Jiryx. They didn’t chat much after introductions, excusing themselves to check up on Bondi.

After that, there was a bunch of stuff to do. Our battle had left a trail of wreckage along the Red Wastes several miles long, plus we now had something like two dozen freed slaves to see to. Delara had wrangled them over to the one big wagon with the worm-scent diffusers. I checked in to see how everyone was doing, and was met with these looks of awe, and furtive whispers of “Wormslayer.”

Well, that was something, wasn’t it? Delara said that everyone was in decent shape. A few people had gotten injured descending off the big dreadworm, but Soraya was able to rectify that in a jiffy. The big problems were food, water, and figuring out where they should go. Their home country had been invaded, so going anywhere back in that direction seemed dicey. Scavengers Gate didn’t seem like a great option, either.

Well, one problem at time. I jumped on the transportation problem, since I figured it’d be the easiest to solve. I grabbed Mina and the Sandcat and went for a quick survey of the raider wreckage, starting with the giant dreadworm carcass. We started at the creature’s gaping mouth, covered in clear slime and surrounded by a deep pool of thick, viscous purple blood.

“I’ve got a theory about the dreadworm blood,” I said, kneeling down at the edge of the purple goo. I used a Charm of Minor Telekinesis to pull up a small glob of the stuff and spent a few minutes examining it.

“Okay,” said Mina. “That big grin on your face tells me you got a hit. So, what’s so great about that stinky worm blood?”

“This blood,” I said, “is chock-full of residuum.”

“Resi-what?”

“Residuum,” I repeated. “Think of it as like, the fundamental particle of what makes a magical item magical. The worms eat magical items, breaking them down into residuum, but it doesn’t seem like they shit it out. It just stays in their bloodstream. And I bet that’s what forms both their main defense and their main weakness.”

“Go on,” said Mina, with an amused look on her face.

“The dreadworms are each surrounded by an invisible film that resists magic—just causes it to slide right off,” I said. “But, if you can punch a hole through it, especially if it’s deep enough to hit a bunch of blood vessels, then the residuum inside will respond to the offensive magic, causing a secondary reaction that extends and amplifies the potency of the original spell. So it’ll end up doing extra damage.”

“So that’s how we won, then?” said Mina. “You figured all that out really quickly, eh Stud.”

“Not the whole business,” I said. “I just saw the doubled magic and decided to roll with it. That’s why I saved the poison for the finishing shot. Poison works by spreading through the blood and attacking the organs. It seemed like it would be the ideal weapon to benefit from an effect that spreads through flesh.”

“And it worked perfectly, Master,” said Soraya. “You should give yourself credit for figuring out something no-one else ever has.”

“Well, uh…” I said, feeling my face flush. “Actually, it seems like the Xichota figured it out. Without their cannon, we’d have been toast. And I only installed it because I thought it might’ve been a good anti-fae weapon. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have bothered.”

“I stand corrected, Master,” said Soraya. “You’ve merely, through happenstance, figured out something that no-one in recorded history has.”

I couldn’t think of any comeback to that, so I retrieved a spare empty water can from the Sandcat and used my telekinesis charm to fill it with dreadworm blood. I wanted to avoid touching it directly. It really did smell awful.

“So, Stud,” said Mina, as she watched me work. “What do you do with residuum-blood?”

“A lot of stuff that would be extremely difficult otherwise,” I replied, walking over to the Sandcat and pouring a dollop on one of the nastier dents in the frame. Instantly the metal popped up and straightened out, and I had to spend the next minute cleaning off the worm goo I’d been sprayed with, which smelled even worse once the residuum had been sucked out.

Mina was delighted with this discovery, and wanted to completely fix the Sandcat right away. I persuaded her to wait, as I tested to see if I could use residuum to recharge the Sandcat’s arcane core. (I could)

Then we were off again, while I allowed the self-mending functions to run at full power, since I knew that we didn’t need to conserve energy at all. We cruised through the wreckage of our battle, and I found myself somewhat frightened at the results of our own deeds—particularly by all the dead bodies, left to rot by their comrades. The surviving raiders had all run off. I could see some dots, far off in the distance, that might’ve been them. And that was through the farsight scope.

I was surprised to see that the mostly-intact speed wagon, the one Bondi had disabled with her lightning staff, had also been abandoned. Killing that big dreadworm really had scared the absolute shit out those raiders. I didn’t even need residuum to get it started again. The second speed wagon was in worse shape, and we had the grisly task of removing all the burnt corpses, but its lower chassis had only taken minor damage. A little residuum got it back up and running, too.

There was a whole lot else that would’ve made for fantastic salvage, but we were still on the clock. This detour of ours might’ve been heroic, but we were losing precious time. I settled for retrieving one arcane cannon—a nice variable-effect type, capable of firing off force, ice, or lightning, and loading that into the back of the Sandcat.

Then Mina, Soraya, and I drove our three working vehicles back to rejoin the rest of the group, stopping briefly so Soraya could use her dowsing ability to locate the remnants of the big wagon’s destroyed rear tires. We gathered those up and brought them back with us. Normally I wouldn’t even try to repair this level of damage, but being able to brute-force my way through with an unlimited supply of residuum made it possible, though the task did consume three full containers of worm-blood.

In less than two hour’s time, I’d managed to present these former slaves with just enough transportation to get them anywhere they wanted to go. And when I did, I was met with complaints from some of them that magical vehicles—nay, any sort of magical item—was an affront to the moon god Yarih, and must be shunned.

I was about to tell them that they could either be sinners or they could be dead, but Soraya stepped in for me. She went on to have a long discussion with the holdouts, basically saying what I was going to, only nicer and rephrased a dozen different ways.

I took a break to sit off by the Sandcat and fume while the Amazons joined me.

Mina was on my side. “Talk about ingratitude, Stud! After all that work you did, too.”

“I think I can understand the reasoning—behind the ’no magic’ rule, I mean,” said Delara. “If the dreadworms are attracted to enchanted items, then of course you wouldn’t want anyone in your neighborhood to have one.”

“Okay, fair,” I said. “But declaring that they’re ‘unholy,’ or whatever—that creates a situation where people are doing what you want, but they don’t know the real reason why. And, because it’s a divine law, no person can change it. So they keep following the rule, even in times like this, where doing so will literally kill them.

“Plus, the rule isn’t even good in the first place. It’s preemptive surrender. I thought it was weird that no one figured out how to fight the dreadworms since the Xichota. But now it makes perfect sense. Everyone is too scared to even try to fight. Just stick your head in sand and hope the bad guys don’t see you. Works really well, until it doesn’t.”

“You’re just mad because they said your life’s work is evil,” said Mina, laughing. “Which I totally understand. But, wait a minute—how did that worm get so big if there are so few magic items around for it to eat?”

“Uh, it probably doesn’t eat magic all the time,” I said. “It probably has some organ that converts the ether in the stuff it eats into residuum. Magic items would just be extra-tasty because of how concentrated the residuum is.”

“Wait, what’s ether?” said Mina.

“No, I’ve heard of that,” said Delara. “That’s the word for magical energy, right?”

“It’s the background energy of the entire universe. It surrounds us all, invisibly, and it’s the source of all magic, yes,” I said. “When I craft a magic item, I use a combination of materials and script to pull magic out of the ether and bind it to a physical object as residuum. A regular wizard can manipulate the ether directly, but I can’t. For whatever reason, I can only interact with residuum. That’s why I’m an artificer and not a sorcerer.”

“Oh, interesting,” said Mina. “But, if you think about it, that means that you and the dreadworms are kind of similar. They’re like, giant, evil artificer monsters.”

“That’s… uh, not flattering,” I said. “But I see what you mean, about how they use residuum. That’s unusual. All other magical creatures that I know of manipulate ether to use their powers. Actually, I just realized why the dreadworms like to eat people so much. That sounded weird when I first heard it, because people don’t have a lot of meat. But we do have a lot of ether—mostly in our brains. That’s why the worms like to go after us—and that’s why thinking you can protect yourself by throwing away your magic is just foolish.”

“No need to harp on that, Master,” said Soraya, returning to join us. “I believe I’ve argued most of our friends into accepting the necessity of boarding the auto-wagons. Not that it was especially difficult—it was just a vocal, especially devout minority that was complaining at you, Master. The majority was always on your side, especially considering that you’re the legendary Wormslayer.”

“I’m the what, now?” I said, but before she could reply, a new person approached our group. I looked up to see Bondi, having changed her outfit and cleaned herself up, standing before us with her kobold retinue.


Chapter 18

Bondi


Mina actually spoke first. “Hey there, Bondi. Feeling better now?”

Bondi’s eyes widened in surprise. “How did you know my name?”

“We heard it from the harbor master, and from Reshef,” said Delara. “They kept asking us if we were colleagues.”

“Reshef,” Bondi said, narrowing his eyes. “You shouldn’t trust anything that man says. Do you know what that guide we hired from him did? He tried to sell us out to slavers!”

“How terrible,” said Soraya. “It’s a good thing we happened along when we did.”

“So, that was you, then?” said Bondi. “Did you turn that entire magitank invisible? I didn’t know that was possible.”

“I’m a very talented illusionist,” said Soraya. “Though, a vehicle that size is approaching the limits of my invisibility powers.”

“Well, it’s still impressive,” said Bondi. “So it’s you I have to thank. And, um—something else, as well.” Bondi turned over to me. “Sir, may I get your name?”

“Zain Shamar,” I said.

“Well, Mr. Shamar, it seems I owe you an apology,” she said. “You were trying to save me from that… horrible, disgusting, perverted worm, and we both got… affected by its slime. Mentally, I mean. So, neither of us was in control of… various actions taken, and, umm….” At this point, Bondi was looking away from me, her fingers nervously twining together, while her face had turned bright pink. “But, uhh... anyway, the point is that I insulted you and struck you, over something that wasn’t your fault, so I’m very sorry that I treated you that way, Mr. Shamar.”

“Nah, it’s no big deal,” I said, my irritation with this woman melting away to nothing. “It was a really confusing situation, you’d nearly gotten eaten—anybody would freak out over that. Apology accepted. And call me Zain. ’Mr. Shamar’ just sounds weird.”

“Ah, very well, Mr. Zain,” said Bondi. “And, though you’ve heard my name, I think we should formally introduce ourselves.”

At this, Bondi stood up straight, while the kobolds did likewise as they assumed flanking positions around her.

“I am Princess Bondi Nerissa Laguna Anahita Ren. My father is King Caxtondramir of the Drakkanate of Tharnassus, Guardian of Eastern Mandralia, Supreme ruler of the Nokrei Archepelago and the Harchang Coast, and High Secretariat of the Cupreous Order.”

“And these fine people,” she said, indicating the three bronze-scaled kobolds, “are my guardians and companions. First is Jiryx, wielder of his line’s dragonshield—one of my father’s scales, by the way. Next up is his daughter Mar. She’s a devotee of the draconic goddess Moryana, the Great Wyrm of the Primeval Waters. And last up is her brother Kint, currently on the halberd, but he’s next in line to inherit the dragonshield from his father.”

At that, Jiryx made a noise that was a cross between a snort and a cough. Kint bowed his head, crestfallen, while Bondi’s smile became strained, but she pressed on.

“And all together, we are the Knights of the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue. We stand for Courage!”

“Courage!” repeated the kobolds, each raising their weapons skyward.

“Justice!” Bondi called out.

“Justice!” answered the kobolds.

“Fellowship!”

“Fellowship!”

Then their voices blended together as they spoke as one, “A Brazen Knight has nothing to fear, for a Brazen Knight is never alone.”

“Together we will fulfill our sacred duty: to confront the wicked, defend the innocent, comfort the helpless, and bring the benefits of superior draconic civilization to the common masses.”

My mood soured at that last bit. Superior what now? She’d been doing okay up until then, but….

Delara, on the other hand, didn’t appear to see anything wrong here at all. She approached Bondi, got down on one knee, and took the Princess’ hand.

“Your Royal Highness, it is my humble pleasure to present myself as Delara clan Perone. And, though I may be a simple Amazon warrior, know that my father was Benoit Levesque, a knight in the service of the king of Kayaux, in the shardworld of Bergisam. Though I lack formal training in the etiquette of knighthood, it would be my honor to serve and protect Your Royal Highness for the duration of our mutual journey across this savage shardworld. I remain at Your Royal Highness’s service, if such is your desire.”

With that, Delara kissed the backs of Bondi’s fingers, while the Princess in question turned an even brighter shade of pink than she had earlier.

Oh my, Master, came Soraya’s amused voice in my mind, I’d forgotten just how much Delara loves her tales of knights and ladies and chivalry. I wonder how long she’s sitting on that little speech, just on the off chance she’d meet a real live princess.

Delara’s presentation seemed to have its desired effect on Bondi, and then some.

“Oh, why… um, yes. Rise, Sir Knight. No—Lady… Amazon. Er,” Bondi stopped to take a few breaths, which made me wonder why she was getting so flustered. If she was really a princess, shouldn’t she be used to people treating her like that? “Well… while I do appreciate your excellent manners, I give you permission to address me as ‘Princess Bondi,’ for simplicity’s sake. And I was actually going to ask if we might travel together for safety. Plus, our wagon was destroyed by the worms.”

“Well, I’m down,” said Mina. “But I wanna be one of those Brazen Knights. How do I sign up?”

“What?” said Bondi, looking downright stunned. “You… want to join?”

“Hell yeah,” said Mina. “It sounds totally cool. ’Courage!’ ’Fellowship!’ And all that junk.”

“But… No one has ever asked to —I mean, hmm.” Bondi shook her head and tried to force a composed expression to her face.

“Mina,” said Delara, “You can’t just invite yourself into a knightly order. There are protocols to observe. Training as a page and squire, for example. Plus, there are often specific requirements for the different orders. They could require training in music, etiquette, poetry, horse-riding, heavy armor usage⁠—“

“But I don’t like armor,” said Mina.

“Yes. So that could be a problem,” said Delara.

“Well, she’s not wearing any,” Mina said, pointing at Bondi.

“Ah, that’s right,” said Bondi. “Heavy armor training isn’t a precondition for the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue. As for the actual requirements, I’ll need a few days to come up with—I mean, refresh my memory on the real list of qualifications that we definitely have. But we have another tradition, called ‘battlefield promotion.’”

I saw Delara’s eyes light up. “Yes, yes—I’ve heard of that.”

“Anyone who shows extraordinary courage on the battlefield can be dubbed a knight,” said Bondi. “And every one of you just did that, for sure. I will need to observe your behavior for some time to ensure that you meet our standards—it’s not like I’m desperate to have new people join the order or anything!”

That last line was the opposite of convincing, but fine, I didn’t mind humoring her. I did need to make sure our goals were actually aligned. We needed to head straight up Mount Fayajeet after this, and traveling with us could put her in the line of sight of a bunch of fae assassins.

She insisted that she was fine with that, and perhaps she could repay us for saving her from the raiders. She was especially sympathetic when she learned the cause of our disagreement with the Duchess.

“What a lecherous old hag,” she declared. “To swear vengeance just for spurning her advances. People like that are the worst.”

“Yeah, but people like us gotta deal with her tantrums, regardless,” I said. “But once we’ve gotten rid of her tracker, we’re free to take a detour to help you with your thing. What was it, again? Something to do with archaeology?”

“Oh yes, in a manner of speaking,” said Bondi. “We are on a sacred mission to retrieve the Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree, or Crown of Dragonkind, for short. And we know where it is—we have a resonance tracker, using an impression made from the hammer used to forge it.”

Well, that was convenient. We compared her tracker readings to our magic map. It put the Crown in the middle of Mount Apoxiroch, in the same vicinity as an abandoned Polonic mining complex, which was also right in the middle of a bunch of Xichota ruins. It wouldn’t be too far out of our way from our final destination up in Mirog.

I also decided to check the readings from Soraya’s gem tracker against the map. Only I couldn’t, because Bondi was currently holding the map, and when I went to stand next to her, I bumped right into a bronze dragon scale. I looked down to see Jiryx fixing me with a glare that would strip the paint off of a ship’s hull.

“Uh, sorry, little guy,” I said. “Didn’t see you there.” I tried to go around him, only to collide with his shield again.

This time Bondi noticed, too. “Jiryx, what are you doing?”

The elderly kobold didn’t take his eyes off of me. “Masher,” he said.

“Jiryx, no!” said Bondi. “We’ve been over this. Both of us were… involuntarily intoxicated. Neither of us was responsible for the… the, uhh…”

I noticed Bondi was starting to get flushed, while Jiryx didn’t budge. “Handsy,” he growled. “No get within squeeze range.”

“Jiryx! I… Ugh,” said Bondi, pinching the bridge of her nose, before turning back to me. “Please forgive him. Jiryx has spent most of his life in my father’s service. He’s an excellent defender, but he’s getting up there, in kobold years, so he’s a bit stubborn and set in his ways. Like, for example, when he ignored a direct order to clear space for me to cast.”

Jiryx sniffed. “Orders are to protect Princess. Should’ve cast anyway.”

“That’s… rrrr!” Bondi turned to me and tapped her staff. “This has two powerful spells left in it. Wonder why I didn’t use them? It’s because both of them create a thunder nova that hits everyone except me within a twenty-yard radius. Which is why I ordered you to clear out.”

“Cast anyway,” said Jiryx. “Kobolds expendable.”

“No! No, kobolds most certainly are not expendable,” said Bondi. “That—that’s the whole point of the Brazen Order. That’s why we’re different. No one is expendable here. Everyone is valued equally.”

Jiryx narrowed his eyes, which were still leveled at me. “Princess more important,” he said.

“Arrrggh! By the gods, you are impossible,” said Bondi. “Oh, here’s the map,” she said to me, extending her arm over Jiryx’s head. “I was done with it anyway.”

I unfolded the map and returned to my task. Now that we were on the same shardworld as our target, I could get much more precise readings than I could offworld. And Soraya’s gem had definitely changed positions from yesterday, by a good twenty-five miles. I gazed into the exposed clockwork guts of my tracking device, over to the directional needle, and then to the brass dials that indicated distance. Everything appeared to be in perfect working order.

So, either I’d screwed up building the tracker in some way that I hadn’t yet realized, or Soraya’s gem was in the possession of a traveler. Right now I wasn’t sure which option would turn out to be more of a headache.

Bondi appeared at my shoulder, quite close, looking at my map. Jiryx yelped indignantly, but he’d been outmaneuvered, and apparently lacked the gall to wedge himself in between us. The worm-stench from earlier was gone, replaced by some kind of high-class perfume. I was reminded of just how nice our earlier make-out session had been, and it took some effort to focus on what she was saying.

She was asking about our quest, so both I and Soraya took turns explaining how Soraya had been enslaved to the ring at some point in the distant past, and how we’d need to recover her six missing gems to have any chance of freeing her.

“Oh, how noble,” said Bondi. “Actually, I’m very impressed. Soraya is such a beautiful woman—a lot of men in your place would be tempted to… take advantage of the situation.”

“Oh?” said Soraya, grinning mischievously. “Take advantage to do what, exactly?”

“Oh, um… stuff, you know?” said Bondi. It was cute how easily she blushed at every little thing.

“I do?” said Soraya, feigning confusion.

“Like um… you know… umm… h-hanky-panky.”

“Oh, that,” said Soraya. “Yes, Master was very conscientious about not taking advantage of his ring powers to do any… hanky-panky. I had to basically pounce on him to get him to please me like I wanted. Such a shy boy.”

“Really? You never told us that,” said Mina, grinning ear to ear. “You’re even cuter than I thought you were, Stud.”

“W-what?” said Bondi, taking a step away from me, allowing Jiryx to squeeze in between us, her face bright crimson.

“Okay,” I said. “So, it’s like, ah….”

“No need to be embarrassed, Master,” said Soraya. “I just let him know that his attentions were welcome and there was no need to hold himself back. I certainly didn’t want to be deprived of sex, on top of everything else—especially when I had such a cute Master available.”

“Oh, well—then I suppose that’s okay then,” said Bondi, though it was clearly taking a good deal of effort to tamp down on her embarrassment. “If it’s what you both want, then that’s fine. It’s fine.”

“And it’s not just a casual thing, either,” said Delara. “Hey Stud, didn’t you say you were going to propose to her once you freed her from the ring?”

“That’s right,” I said.

“Oh? Why are you waiting?” asked Bondi.

“I want Soraya to be completely free of the ring’s influence first,” I said, choosing my words carefully. I didn’t want to go into the messy details of how Soraya’s ring compelled her to put my happiness above all other things, how that influenced her feelings for me, and how I still wasn’t a hundred percent comfortable with our relationship under these circumstances.

“I want to be able to propose to her when we’re both on completely equal footing,” I said instead.

“Actually, I think that’s admirable,” said Bondi.

“Our Queen thought so too ,” said Delara. “That’s why she allowed us to stay with him until he’s completed his quest. Normally we would’ve had to say goodbye after he’d finished his service.”

“Oh?” said Bondi. “What service is that?”

“Stud service,” said Mina, cheerily. “To us, and to the Amazon Nation.”

Bondi blinked, and I struggled to keep my expression neutral.

“Stud service?” said Bondi. “So, do you raise horses, too? Or was it a different kind of animal?”

Mina snickered. “It’s an us kind of animal.”

“Eh?” said Bondi, clearly confused.

“We Amazons have a custom,” said Delara. “Because we have no men, when we want to have children, sometimes we leave the nation to find a Stud to breed us and other members of the nation. We picked Zain.”

“W-wait,” said Bondi. “Breed… you? But does that mean you… both of you…” Bondi pointed to the two Amazons, “are h-having… having s-se….”

“Sex, yep,” said Mina. “With the Stud. Lots of it. That’s generally how that works, y’know.“

Bondi turned beet red. “What? What happened to proposing to Soraya?” Bondi whirled to address the genie in question. “Did you know this was going on?”

“Oh, of course,” said Soraya, cheerily. “It’s okay—I’m not the jealous type. In fact, I like to join in, whenever I can.”

“J-join in?” said Bondi, dumbfounded. “Y-you….”

“Ah, perhaps that might seem strange to you,” said Delara. “But, you see, there are three of us and one of him. And there are only so many hours in the day. Going together really saves time⁠—“

“Oh, so it’s all for him?” said Bondi. “And are you allowed to see other men in this arrangement?”

Mina cocked her head at that. “What would we need other men for? We already picked the best Stud.”

“Well isn’t that nice? Just so convenient, isn’t it?” said Bondi, glaring at me. “Got yourself a nice little harem, don’t you, Mr. Zain? Tell me—just how many women have you impregnated on your… your… s-sexcapades!”

“Oh man, what was it?” said Mina. “It was seventeen, by the end, right?”

“Nineteen,” said Soraya. “Remember Piper and the Queen.”

“Nineteen!” yelled Bondi, livid. “So you’re telling me that you were just running around like… like a rutting beast! And then just skipping off, free as a bird, leaving all these women to fend for themselves? To have your children without their father present?”

“Well, uh…” I said. “You‘ve got to understand, that’s their culture.”

“Yeah, you can’t let a man run around Amazonia unsupervised,” said Mina. “Bitches would lose their shit. There’d be a line ten blocks long just to hop on his dick. And then, nine months later—Bam! Baby explosion. Total chaos.”

“Oh, I see! I see what’s going on here,” said Bondi. “Well, let me tell you something; bronze dragons mate for life. With one person. And the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue… Well, it’s right there in the name, isn’t it? Virtue! And we will certainly not be accepting applications from… from a bunch of polygamist pervert sex maniacs!”

With that, Bondi turned and stormed off, kobolds in tow, though I noticed Jiryx fixed me with a particularly smug look before shuffling off with the group.


Chapter 19

Patience


Mina was the first to break the silence. “Ay yo, what the fuck just happened?”

“Ah,” said Delara. “How to explain this? Well, you know the Amazon Gift of the Goddess? The part that lets us control when we get pregnant? Women in the outside world can’t do that.”

“What, really?” said Mina. “So, what? They just get pregnant every time they have sex with a dude? Isn’t that inconvenient?”

“Not necessarily,” said Soraya. “There are other means of preventing pregnancy. But not everyone knows about them, or has access to them. And no one can hold a fertilized embryo in stasis like an Amazon can. That ability is completely unique, as far as I know.”

“Yes,” said Delara. “But, if you’re in a culture where women can’t control their pregnancies, then that means you have to control your sexual desires instead. So chastity is a virtue. And, for the nobility, marriages are usually arranged to create political alliances. So you’re supposed to wait for that.”

“Okay, that sucks, but I think I get it,” said Mina. “But what was all that nonsense about Zain abandoning his women? They’re not abandoned.”

“Actually, why don’t you tell us about how Amazons handle pregnancy, Mina?” said Soraya.

“Oh? Okay—being pregnant is totally awesome,” said Mina. “The minute you start to show, that’s it. The whole clan waits on you, hand and foot. Nobody will let you do a thing for yourself. You just lay back, kick your feet up, satisfy those food cravings, and focus on makin’ that baby. And then, when the baby is born, everyone throws a huge party. Then it’s another two months of getting pampered, at least, before you might decide to go back to your job or whatever you were doing beforehand. Seriously—the whole business just rules. I’m looking forward to it, personally.”

“Interesting,” said Soraya. “Well, you should know that level of support for pregnancy is unusual out here. Some cultures might do something similar, but mostly it’s just the woman’s immediate family helping out, whatever that may be. And if the woman’s family situation is bad, she might be completely on her own.”

“Holy shit,” said Mina, dumbstruck. “Well, that makes me grateful that I was born an Amazon.”

“Is that why she got so upset, then?” said Delara. “Because she’s imagining Stud’s daughters being born in some sort of deprived situation? Because that couldn’t be further from the truth.”

“Maybe, but I suspect her anger comes from a much more… personal place,” said Soraya.

“Eh, is this another of your hunches?” I said.

“Bronze dragons mate for life,” said Soraya. “Well, that’s an ideal that’s fallen short of reality, hasn’t it? Or else Bondi wouldn’t exist.”

This time I was the one to break the silence. “Bondi is half-human. If she were a full dragon, she never would’ve needed our help in the first place. She told us about her dragon father, but didn’t say anything about her mother.”

“Yeah, I thought that was weird,” said Mina. “So, Bondi’s mom fucked a dragon? That’s crazy. She’s a hell of a lot braver than I am, that’s for damn sure.”

“Most elder dragons have the ability to shapeshift into a humanoid form,” I said. “That’s usually how half-dragons happen.”

“And it wouldn’t have happened within the bounds of wedlock,” said Soraya. “Given the differences between human and dragon lifespans, the idea of a bronze dragon officially and exclusively marrying a human is unlikely.”

“So, she’s a bastard,” I said. “And a hypocrite.”

“No, Master—her father was the hypocrite,” said Soraya. “She just strikes me as sheltered. People her age can change a lot as they learn about the world. Please remember just how different you were when we first met, Master. And that wasn’t even a full year ago.”

“Okay, that’s fair,” I said. It was true that I hadn’t cared for Bondi’s accusations about my supposed irresponsibility, based on a lot of false assumptions that she’d made. But ignorance could be fixed. I could at least try to be patient with her.

“Hmm… interesting,” said Delara. “I wonder how that was for her, growing up. I know that the treatment of bastards can vary greatly, depending on the family. You know, I’d technically be considered a bastard, too. Not that it meant anything for me, growing up in Amazonia.”

“Well, her clothes are quite expensive,” said Soraya. “As is that magic thunder staff. So, materially she seems well taken care of. One the other hand, three kobolds is a paltry retinue for a princess. I think there’s a lot more to learn here.”

“Well, if there is, it’ll have to wait,” I said. “We’ve already lost too much time already. We need to get moving.”

We broke to finish our various tasks. I had Soraya retrieve the Sandcat’s broken climbing claws. The claws themselves were a little nicked and bent, but most of the damage had happened at the hinges. I put them back in place, one by one, pouring worm blood over them as I did.

“Here we go, girl,” I half-murmured to myself as I worked. “I know this medicine tastes nasty, but drink up, and it’ll make you all better.”

In no time at all, I had the claws good as new, and they folded back into the hubcap with a satisfying click.

“Ah, wait,” I said. “I still need to clean between your toesies.”

I’d just been talking to myself, but before I could get to the claw controls at the pilot’s chair, the Sandcat’s blades popped back up, allowing me to clean off all the residual gunk, then snapped back into place once I’d finished. Huh.

I similarly brute-forced my way through mounting the new arcane cannon right above the Xichota one, put my armor on, refilled three large containers to the brim with dreadworm blood, and went over to check on how everyone was doing. The freed slaves hadn’t figured out a final destination, but had decided to head for a Xichota oasis towards the base of Mount Fayajeet. There was a massive, continuously flowing geothermal spring near the mountain’s peak. The water came out boiling hot, but cooled as it reached the the foothills and was drinkable by the time it reached our friends’ oasis. We could meet back up with them there and see what they’d decided.

I half-expected Bondi to go with them, but she said that despite what she might think about our personal lives, that didn’t change the fact that we’d come to her rescue and she still owed us for that. Mar and Kint grinned and flashed us a thumbs-up, while Jiryx looked like he’d just swallowed a live lobster. An apology for calling us all perverts was not forthcoming, but I decided to continue being patient.

Going with us meant abandoning most of Bondi’s luggage, which she was surprisingly chill about. A good quarter of it had magical properties and had been eaten by the dreadworms. Out of what remained, we were able to fit three suitcases of “essentials” into the Sandcat, while she donated the rest to the ex-captives. Delara turned on her whole “charming chivalry” routine again, loading Princess Bondi’s luggage for her, and then assisting her into the back of the Sandcat.

Bondi didn’t have quite the same reaction to this as before, but I could tell that she didn’t have it in her to be cold and standoff-ish to someone who was being genuinely nice to her. It was a losing battle, which continued as we got underway.

Mina offered to give me a turn driving, but was happy to have me defer. After her crack piloting during the battle, I’d have to be an idiot to take the controls from her if she wasn’t tired or something. I told her that, and she immediately jumped to whether she was ready to pilot the Azalea’s Legacy. I said I’d consider it. Driving a designed-to-withstand-abuse machine like a tank was one thing. Flying an astral clipper, with its delicate sail-wings, intricate rigging, and need for careful mathematical calculations was another.

The rest of the day’s journey was surprisingly uneventful. We didn’t see even a single wild dreadworm on our way to Mount Fayajeet. I periodically scanned the horizon behind us for pursuers and kept finding none. As our journey went on, I found myself lowering my seat down to the bottom of the turret basket to listen in on the conversation between Soraya and Bondi. Soraya was being her usual charming self, wearing down whatever resistance Bondi might’ve had to fraternizing with a known polygamist, until they were both chatting away merrily, all tension vanished into the ether.

Soraya drew all sorts of interesting stories out of Bondi. She lived in the Coral Palace on the island Yanbiri, the capital of Tharnassus. The coral in the name was quite literal, as two-thirds of the structure was underwater. Both Bondi and her bronze kobolds were fully amphibious, and she always carried one or two Necklaces of Water-Breathing out of habit, for palace guests. She was happy to talk about the architecture, but got uncomfortable and evasive around family questions. We heard a lot about how powerful, respected, and just the Dragon King Caxtondramir and Dragon Queen Yarelviarre were, but not much in the way of personal stories about them, nor about her many siblings.

Instead Soraya started trading travel stories, about the various places we’d visited on our journey here. There were a few port cities both of our groups had been to on our respective trips to Zargedon, but our routes had been very different, since Bondi had come from her home shardworld of Estanock.

Actually, Bondi had her biggest adventure back in the far northern reaches of Tharnassus, exploring the submerged ruins of the ancient dwarven city of Mekima, deep beneath the Snowfire mountains. That was where she’d recovered the hammer used to forge the Crown of Dragonkind, and get her rubbing to guide her tracker, before returning the hammer to one of the local dwarf descendants of Mekima.

I took the opportunity to join the conversation. What was so important about this Crown of Dragonkind, anyway? What could it do?

“Oh, that’s a pretty hotly contested topic among historians,” said Bondi, her face lighting up as she spoke. “Most of Mekima was lost during the Shattering, so there aren’t many records left. We know that the master smith Kebed Charstone created it, but after that it’s hard to separate truth from legend.

“But, as for what it does—there are all sorts of stories about that. Some say the crown can summon and command ancient dragons—of any type you can think of. Or, it lets you shapeshift into dragon form at will. Or, it might be the key to finding Ryuzamai, the lost shardworld that’s home to the Thirteen Dragon Immortals—like Moryana. Imagine if we could visit her, and maybe request a boon. I’ve heard it said that they’re actually older than the gods of the Pantheon, and even the universe itself. They still seem to have all their power left. I bet they can do anything. I’ve even heard legends that tell of worthy mortals gaining their favor and getting permanently transformed into a full-blooded dragon, with all the power and majesty that comes with it.”

It was that last bit that got Bondi the most animated. Her eyes shone with delight and anticipation. She looked like a little kid about to receive the best Winter Solstice present ever. But I had my doubts. It was a lot easier to make up stories about what a legendary magical item could do than to actually craft such a thing.

Even for an extremely powerful, ancient artifact, those abilities were far-fetched. I seriously doubted that this Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree could do any of that. Only the dragon-summoning ability sounded remotely plausible.

I didn’t say anything, though. I couldn’t think of any way to put my reservations into words without sounding like a wet blanket. Plus, Bondi’s enthusiasm made her look really cute. The last thing I wanted was to say something that would put us on bad terms again. And it wasn’t like I’d done any research on the thing myself. Maybe this Crown of Dragonkind was so amazing that it defied an artificer’s common sense. Stranger things had happened.

But, I didn’t need to worry about my silence causing a lull in the conversation. Soraya was happy to fill any gaps with stories about our adventures—stuff like escaping pirates, then fighting them when they kidnapped Mina, as well as our more mundane experiences touring the various cities we’d been to on the Azalea’s Legacy. Somehow, Soraya managed to drop some references to our trip to Amazonia, and some pertinent details about Amazon culture, like the role of the Stud and the baby-raising aftermath, without causing another blow-up.

We continued like that until we reached the base of Mount Fayajeet, and proceeded up a good five miles of foothills before stopping for dinner at a large rocky depression. By this point the sun was going down, and Soraya suggested that we camp here for the night. Part of me wanted to keep going, but Delara didn’t like the idea of ascending a mountain in the dark, even with Soraya’s ability to light things up for us. Plus, we were still right next to the desert, which could turn extremely cold at night. Plus, we’d cleared dreadworm territory and I still saw no signs of fae pursuers, plus we needed our rest.

There wasn’t much available firewood, but I could get a simple campfire going with a magical circle and a tiny bit of residuum. Delara and Mina pitched our tent, and Bondi had a small emergency tent stored in her magical Bottomless Bag, as their main tent had been magical and had gotten eaten by the worms. Our tent was non-magical, but it was an Amazon type that was so well-engineered that it would’ve taken major enchantments to improve it even a little. For various reasons, most of the architecture in Amazonia was tent-based, so they’d had thousands of years to get really good at making them.

Soraya used her food transmutation abilities to transform our supplies of hard tack and jerky into a gourmet home-style meal of pan-seared steak, potatoes, buttery biscuits, and stir-fried veggies in a fruit sauce. This led to another bit of drama, as Jiryx grabbed Bondi’s plate from her and started cutting off tiny bits of each food type, which he then popped into his mouth, chewing away seriously while Bondi grimaced and rolled her eyes.

“I’m sorry, is there some sort of problem?” asked Soraya.

“No,” said Bondi, unable to keep the frustration out of her voice. “He always does this. He’s testing the food for poison. Even though she just prepared it right in front of us and handed it to us directly.”

Jiryx remained unmoved. “Kobold’s duty for Princess.”

“Jiryx, these people risked their lives to rescue us from slavers,” said Bondi. “Why would they do all that just so they could poison us now? How does that even make sense?”

Jiryx stopped chewing for a second and leveled a suspicious stare at the rest of us. “Maybe… sexy poison,” he said.

At that, Mina spit out her drink and started cough-laughing, while Delara carefully hid her mouth behind her hand and Bondi turned bright crimson.

“Jiryx! I can’t believe you… arrrgh!” Bondi grimaced and pinched the bridge of her nose while Jiryx swallowed and cocked his head as he waited for any and all illicit substances to take effect.

“So, what do you think, Jiryx?” said Soraya, as she leaned forward and pitched her voice into sultry tones. “Does my cooking make you feel… sssexy?”

Mina doubled over, Delara’s shoulders shook, and Bondi buried her face in her hands. Jiryx ignored them for a minute or so before shaking his head.

“No, food is fine,” he said, though he didn’t immediately hand the plate to Bondi. It took her a second to realize the reason why.

“Jiryx! For the love of…” Bondi took a long breath in an unsuccessful attempt to calm down. “Jiryx. I am twenty years old now. I do not need you to cut up my food for me.”

“This is treatment for Princess,” said Jiryx. “Princess no do work.”

“Jiryx, you are embarrassing me,” said Bondi, through gritted teeth. “Now… what?”

The elderly kobold held out a forkful of beef, aimed at Bondi’s mouth.

“Astral ship,” he said. “Coming in for landing⁠—”

“OH, FOR THE LOVE OF ALL THAT IS HOLY! I CAN’T… RRRRR!” Bondi ignored Jiryx’s fork to snatch her meal away from him, then stood up, holding her plate directly beneath her chin, and began to shovel the food into her mouth with her fingers. Meanwhile, Mina had fallen off the rock she’d been sitting on to roll across the ground, while Delara’s sense of politeness had lost the battle against her impulse to crack up laughing, though she still had the decency to bury her face in her elbow.

Soraya was giggling too, but I’ll confess I actually didn’t think it was all that funny. Jiryx’s behavior was infantilizing and it was clearly making Bondi uncomfortable. I didn’t see anything I could do about it, though. If the crusty old kobold was too stubborn to listen to his own princess, then he sure as shit wasn’t going to listen to anything I said, either.

Bondi stormed off to her tent as soon as she’d polished off her plate, and the rest of us did likewise when we’d finished dinner. Already I was feeling the growing difference between the warm air from the campfire heating my face and the rapidly cooling air of the desert at my back. I extinguished the fire and took the opportunity to scan the desert behind us with the Sandcat’s heat vision. Everything still looked clear.

I still worried a bit about something possibly ambushing us in the night, but Soraya had volunteered to keep watch above our tent, as she didn’t need to sleep. I felt a little bad that she’d be excluded from snuggling up with the rest of us, but she insisted

I entered the Amazon’s tent to find a lovely sight awaiting me. Delara had already stripped out of her armor and gotten in our sleeping-bag, which was suspended off the cold ground by a low cot. She’d propped herself up on her elbows, so her muscular arms formed a sort of picture frame for her delicious cleavage, a pose that she knew I really enjoyed. Mina was standing next to her with her back to me, and she shot me a sultry look over one shoulder.

“Hey, Stud—could you give me a hand here?” she said. “I think I strained my shoulders a bit during that worm fight.”

I knew from experience that this was a bunch of bullshit. The first time Mina had taken this approach with me, I’d asked her if I should summon Soraya to heal her up, and wondered why Mina looked annoyed with me all of a sudden. Fortunately I had Soraya’s laughing voice in my head to explain things to me immediately, so I was able to recover with no damage done. Though I still have no idea why pretending to be injured was somehow preferable to just saying, “Hey, I’m feeling horny, so come take my clothes off.” But I was more than happy to play along.

I stepped up to Mina’s back and began to undo the ties to her halter, taking the opportunity to nuzzle the nape of her neck, interspersed with licks aimed at her large, fuzzy cat ears, which twitched about in response to my encroachment. Mina let out a moan of pleasure as I removed her top, her generous breasts spilling out unfettered from their day-long confinement. I decided to add to her contentment, reaching around to take their weight in my cupped hands while stroking the soft flesh beneath with my fingertips.

The act elicited a delightful series of sighs and gasps from Mina as she extended her arms and wriggled her shoulders, stretched and flexing the fatigued muscles. I placed my mouth right on her spine to feel the vibration of her purr beneath my lips as my fingers teased the area around her hardening nipples. I played with her like that for a bit, but not too long, as the air continued to cool. We’d both need to get into the sleeping bag with Delara quite soon.

I slid my hands down to the belt slung across her hips, and feigned a bit of fumbling as an excuse to stroke her all along her lower belly before finally removing it. I knelt and bowed low, taking the opportunity to admire her shapely thighs and calves up close, while her fluffy tail batted me in the face. Mina stepped out of her skirt, so I could toss it over to the open bag with Delara’s armor laid on top of it. Looking up, I noticed the olive skin of Delara’s hand outlined by the pale white flesh of Mina’s inner thigh, as her bond-mate groped her and planted a tusked kiss on her hip.

Not to be outdone, I stuck my tongue out on the way back up, licking a line up the back of her leg until I collided with her ass, which was so plump and juicy that I had to take a little bite of it. Mina squealed and lightly slapped me in the face, but that just motivated me to undo the side ties of her minimal underwear, though I had Delara’s assistance here as well. Her panties came away sticky, and she briefly shook us both off to turn around, giving me a face-full of her intoxicating scent. I palmed her ass cheeks and tried to go in for a taste, but she grabbed my hair to hold me at bay.

“Not yet, Stud,” she taunted. “We’re both naked, but you’re still wearing way too much clothing. Your turn now.”

With that, I was spun and pushed around until I was facing the tent flap, while Mina’s soft body pressed into the hard back plate of my cuirass as she undid the buckles holding everything together. I could tell by the way she was gasping and squirming that Delara was doing something wonderfully lewd to her backside, but I couldn’t see anything from my position.

Then my chest armor was gone, followed by the armored skirt, then the minimal gambeson, and finally I got a truly satisfying sensation of Mina’s curvaceous body plastered up against my back, purring contentedly as she reached around to start undoing my shirt buttons. In no time at all, she had me stripped to the waist, but instead of pressing back into me, I felt her cold hands seize the meat below my armpits—a part of me that had grown a good deal over the past six months.

“Boy, Stud,” Mina purred, “All that training has been bulking you up really quickly. You weren’t bad before, but you’ve gotten extra yummy lately.”

“You’re both welcome,” said Delara, sounding downright smug. “I just know how much my little kitty likes muscles.”

And then Delara did something that made Mina cry out and squish herself up against my back, even as her hands descended, frantically fumbling around with my belt buckle before yanking both my silk pants and my underwear down to my ankles. Ooh, it seemed like someone was feeling super-eager right now. I didn’t hate that. But before I could move, Mina reached around and seized my erect member with both hands. Which felt even colder down there.

“Ooh, I heard guys were supposed to shrink in frigid weather,” said Mina. “But you’ve done the opposite of shrivel, haven’t you, Stud? And you’re blazing hot. Feels so good.”

“And you’re ice cold,” I complained, though my brain was ping-ponging through conflicting sensations from her chilly caress. I actually wasn’t sure if I liked it or not.

“Oh, don’t worry Stud,” said Mina. “I’ve someplace for you to stick that cock that’ll warm it up nice and toasty. Just give me a—Eeep!”

With that, Mina was yanked away and I turned to see her ass and legs disappearing into the sleeping bag, as though it were devouring her.

“Ah! Stud, help!” she cried, through a fit of gasps and giggles. “I’m being attacked by a polygamist pervert sex maniac!”

I took a second to retrieve my enchanted cock ring from my pants pocket, then dived into the bag after her, though I took my time to grope, lick, and kiss my way up the two Amazons’ gorgeous intertwined legs as I did. As I got higher, they shifted around to sandwich me with Mina on bottom and Delara on top. My engorged dick found the warm place right between Mina’s shapely thighs, and I slid right in with no preamble, our mutual strip tease having gotten her more than ready for me.

I squeezed her nice round ass with one hand as I began to pump away, while my other hand was captured by Delara and guided to another wonderful hot spot as she put me right where she wanted me. I felt her hot breath in my ear as she began to squeeze and slide herself along our intertwined fingers, and none of us had any more use for words, just moans and gasps as the three of us built up to a mutual climax.

When I finally came, the intensity was so powerful it was nearly overwhelming. For the past couple of days, I’d been so busy with projects that I hadn’t had to time or energy to do anything but sleep once I finally did go to bed. And then I”d had my aborted lovemaking session with Bondi, which had left me frustrated as hell. I had a lot of pent-up lust to release into Mina like a bursting dam.

She really appreciated it, too. Her purr made my entire chest tingle as I held her close and buried my face in her neck.

“By the goddess,” she breathed. “I think I’m really getting addicted to you, Stud. Toys are nice and all, but they’re not as warm, and they don’t twitch around quite like you do. You feel so damned good.”

“You let Mina get this antsy, Stud,” said Delara, her voice a mix of playful and stern. “I know it was an emergency and all, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’ve been neglecting your Stud duties. Well, you’re going to make up for all that tonight, and then some. You’re not going to sleep until we’ve wrung every last bit of seed out of you. You’re going to be grateful for all my conditioning drills, because you’re going to need them.”

“We’ll see about that,” I said, as the two Amazons wriggled around so Delara’s thick, powerful thighs were squeezing my hips, and I activated one of the charges on my magic cock-ring. The sun might’ve gone down, but we were still hours away from my normal bedtime. We were stuck in the sleeping-bag with lots of time to kill. But I couldn’t think of any finer activity than what my women had in mind for me already. Our celebration continued well into the night, as I reminded them exactly why they’d picked me as their Stud.


Part Four
The Quest for the Dragon Crown



Chapter 20

Terms and Conditions


Calista watched the blue waters of the Scavengers Gate harbor rise to meet them with no small sense of relief. She was more than ready for this leg of her journey to finally be over.

Zargedon’s status as a remote, independent system did make a few things easier for them. There were no official navies to attack them on sight. And this place was disreputable enough that the appearance of a ship flying Scourge colors wouldn’t send the populace into a blind panic.

That’s what Enobaria said, anyway. A number of the more organizationally-minded pirates among the Scourge had worked out a system of trading notes over the centuries, to the point where they’d compiled an actual Pirate’s Almanac, of which her First Mate had the latest copy. It didn’t have a whole lot to say about Zargedon, only that it was a mostly safe harbor for a pirate, and was a great place for purchasing sex drugs.

Normally, she’d have been highly interested in the sex drugs, but the past three weeks had completely killed her normal level of horniness. Firstly, you had goddamned Goban parked on top of their cargo hatch on that huge fucking skull-horse, never moving, not even when a rigging-rope or even a boom bumped into him. And he wouldn’t budge, even if you asked him. He wouldn’t even acknowledge you were talking to him.

The most you’d ever get was one of his canned lines about being a “prime hunter that never rested,” not like that had anything to do with blocking their fucking cargo hatch twenty-four/seven. And why did he have to stand there, exactly? Because fuck you, apparently.

But nobody on their crew had the guts to bring him to heel, least of all her. That guy gave her the fucking creeps like nobody else ever had—and she’d stood in the presence of Chernobog the Vile himself. At least you could kind of reason with the Pirate King. He might listen to you sometimes. But Goban the Dullahan—ohhh nooo—none of that “talking” or “reason” applied at all.

You’d just be standing there trying to have a conversation while your words just disappeared into the inky black void where his head should be, and while his actual desiccated head leered at you with its horrifying skull rictus. It was the kind of stare that she’d imagine a serial killer would fix on his victims, all the while planning to slowly remove their skin with a cheese grater, or some shit.

Everyone had given up on trying to interact with the dullahan, even Bramble. She’d tried for the longest and hardest to “make friends,” before finally admitting defeat. Now they all just tried to stay as far away from him as possible, except when they had no choice. They treated him as extremely unsettling furniture, that might possibly snap and kill you, for unknown reasons.

And then there was Nissey. It was true that the two of them had gotten off on the wrong foot, but as they’d had more of a chance to interact on the voyage to Zargedon, Callista had found that Nissey was an endless fount of merriment and laughter at her own jokes, of which she had around six, which she repeated incessantly, and weren’t all that funny in the first place.

One of those “jokes” was transforming into an assortment of insanely sexy people and trying to seduce her. Calista didn’t let herself fall for it—though there had been one form, of a volcanically hot, curvaceous, blue-skinned woman in a belly-dancer’s outfit, that had tested her resolve. But no, Nissey’s inability to get bored with the same tired schtick guaranteed that this would be yet another cock tease, so Calista had rebuffed every advance.

Unfortunately, that simply blocked Nissey at the point of making the proposition, which she’d do over and over, then revert to her true form to collapse into peals of helpless laughter, even though no actual prank had occurred and nothing remotely funny had happened.

But Nissey cared not a whit that nobody else laughed at her jokes. (Well, no one besides Bramble, and even she’d stopped after the third day of their journey) Nissey could supply all the laughter she needed herself.

As a member of the Scourge pirates, Calista had met her fair share of unpleasant characters, but she couldn’t ever recall having to deal with someone as relentlessly tiresome as Nissey o’ the Mizzlemurk. She would’ve buried one of her scimitars in the changeling’s guts after the second day of dealing with her, if she hadn’t been worried about how that might offend Duchess Carline, or—more immediately—Goban, the scary-as-fuck dullahan.

She’d passed that warning on to her crew, which was a good thing, because one day Nissey managed to antagonize Tharg into a full-blown orc blood-rage, which required Calista, Byago, and both Saltmaw brothers to hold him down while Enobaria administered the sedative. Even Bramble didn’t think that was funny.

Truthfully, Calista knew that landing on Zargedon wouldn’t necessarily free her from Nissey’s antics, but she was looking forward to it nonetheless. She could at least imagine a scenario where she might be able to lose the changeling menace for an hour or so while they secured transportation for the next leg of their journey. A lamia could at least hope.

Calista’s optimism lasted right up until the Gloom Shrike pulled up next to a free pier for mooring, and a bass bellow rang out from the deck.

“THE HUNT HAS BEEN JOINED! THE FULFILLMENT OF MY QUEST IS NIGH! ONWARD, WE RIDE!”

And with that, the massive black-maned, skull-headed horse leapt from their ship to crash down to the pier and charge forth at a full gallop, forcing various dock-hands to dive aside to avoid being trampled. Calista had just enough time to notice Nissey clinging to the Dullahan’s back, cackling madly and turning to flip them all off, before her unnatural steed carried her into the city and out of sight. Within her chest, Calista felt a strand of faerie magic snap and melt away, relieving a subtle pressure that she’d forgotten was there.

Wait. Her task had been fulfilled? Already? Hang on—what were the exact terms and conditions of her agreement again? Something like: she would transport Goban to Zargedon, and he would lead her to Zain. That was right, wasn’t it? Except... there hadn’t been any stipulation about the fucking hunter slowing down so her team could follow him, had there?

Calista groaned and buried her face in her hands. Of course, it’d be something like that. Something so obvious that it would never have occurred to her. And if ol’ Goban got the ring, odds were he’d keep it for himself and fuck right back off to Faerieland with it.

Getting access to the real world might require a summon, but returning had to be easier. For sure he had some kind of charm or scroll that would let him do it.

And that would be it. There was no way she could report back to Chernobog that his precious ring was in the realm of Faerie, in the possession of some archfae noble, and not also reveal how she knew that. She wasn’t that good of a bullshitter. The Pirate King could be pretty fucking perceptive if it was something he cared about. And the Gloom Shrike crew was still on the hook for that ring. Losing it had been Varia’s fault to begin with. They had to bring it in eventually, or she’d be eaten alive.

Calista turned to see the rest of her crew standing around staring at her.

“Okay, guys—we need to think quick,” she said. “Did that Nissssey bitch say anything about where they were headed? I thought I heard her mention it once. Sssomething about a mountain?”

“Mount Fayajeet, Captain,” said Enobaria, coolly. “Assuming that wasn’t another one of her many lies. But we don’t have to rely upon that. I have something much more trustworthy.”

Her First Mate held up an odd clockwork device. It looked like a compass that was trying too hard.

“This is a Sympathetic Resonance Tracker,” said Enobaria. “And I have it attuned to that obnoxious little shithead Nissey. We can follow her anywhere in the universe, Captain.”

“Good work, Firssst Mate,” said Calista, reigning in a sudden wave of relief. They weren’t safe yet. “What’d you do, get a lock of her hair or sssomething?”

Enobaria shook her head gravely. “That would’ve been too obvious, Captain. I secretly set up a collection trap in the latrine and harvested it right after she used it.”

“Okay, Ew,” said Calista, suppressing her revulsion. “And, wait—we all use that thing. How’d you ssseparate out⁠—”

“A trivial task, for an alchemist of my caliber,” said Enobaria, her eyes glittering. “And no chore is too foul, if it aids me in my quest for vengeance. Zain Shamar shall⁠—”

“Okay, great, yess—you’ve definitely got your priorities down,” said Calista, deciding not to further question her good fortune. “Okay, Crew! We’ve got an advantage, but we’re presssed for time. That Goban asshole wouldn’t shut up about how he never resssts, and I don’t think that was bullshit. We gotta catch him before he finds our man.

“Tharg, Byago, Bramble, Henrietta—I want you to rustle up sssupplies for an overland trip. Prepare for anything. Sssaltmaws—get everything on the ship battened down. You and the kobolds are on guard duty. Enobaria, you’re with me. We’re going to talk to the harbormasster, get intel, sssort out land travel options. I want everyone ready to go at the bassse of this pier in twenty—no, make that fifteen minutes. Then we grab our ride, and our Firssst Mate can fire up her pisss-detector.”

Calista watched her crew scatter with renewed hope. They might’ve lost a march, but they’d bounced back. This was doable. Part of her relished the challenge. This was her chance to demonstrate what a good Captain looked like. Those fae assholes would regret having ever underestimated Calista Gataki.


Chapter 21

Mount Fayajeet


Iwoke up in a warm, happy pile of flesh, and it took a good deal of effort to remind myself of exactly why I shouldn’t just bury myself in one of my women, picking back up where we’d left off last evening. But no, dawn was breaking, so we needed to get moving.

I forced myself to stumble out of the tent, find an available bush to relieve myself, when a buzzing snap at the nape of my neck made me jump a full foot, my stream nearly arcing back to hit my own face.

“Haha! Gotcha,” said Mina, as she dashed away, while I was unable to give chase, as I was still in the middle of emptying my bladder. I grumpily finished up and returned to the tent to find that Delara had once again corralled her bond-mate, and tossed the forbidden buzzerstone back to me with an apology. The three of us then went through a quick version of our morning routine, gearing up in our armor, and I went to check the Sandcat while the Amazons broke down the tent.

Bondi and the kobolds were already up, and had just finished collapsing their tent. Bondi wrestled it away from Jiryx and went to hand it to me—only, when our eyes met, she turned bright red and began stuttering uncontrollably. This ended only when she shoved the tent bundle into my arms and fled to the Sandcat’s troop carrier compartment. Jiryx followed close behind, after shooting me an exceptionally dirty look, while Mar broke out in a giggle-fit, and Kint wanted to give me a high-five.

I slapped his scaly palm and watched the four of them enter the Sandcat in confusion. What the heck had all that been about?

“Well, Master,” said Soraya. “The three of you were rather noisy last night. I think they’re all reacting to that.”

“Wait, they heard all that?” I thought back over last night’s activities, which had included a couple rounds of ‘Bad Kitty.’ Mina had been quite vocal during those parts.

I narrowed my eyes at Soraya. “Y’know, whenever we’re having an orgy in a semi-public place, like a beach or a park, normally you use your illusion powers to hide us and mute our sex noises.”

“Well, you didn’t ask me to do that last night, Master,” said Soraya, with a bright smile.

“I never have to ask you do anything,” I said. “Don’t be obtuse.”

“Well, Bondi seemed so curious about you three, I didn’t want to deny her the entertainment,” said Soraya. “Otherwise it would have been two or three hours of huddling in the dark with absolutely nothing to do before falling asleep.”

The complete reversal of perspective was enough to give me whiplash. “Wait, that was supposed to be entertaining for her? She could barely look at me.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’ll get over that soon enough, Master,” said Soraya. “She certainly didn’t have any problems admiring you from outside your tent flap while you and Mina were stripping each other naked.”

“She did what, now?” This situation was twisting around too much for my morning brain to keep track.

“The impression I got was that she’d come to ask you something and walked in on you two by accident. And then, despite her proper morals, it seems that she was unable to peel her eyes off you three.”

Huh. I suppose that being peeped on should’ve annoyed me, but with Bondi, my immediate reaction was that she was welcome to do more than watch. And I knew neither of my Amazons would give a shit about that kind of thing, either. In fact, given Delara’s alertness and Mina’s enhanced hearing, it wouldn’t surprise me if both of them had been aware of Bondi’s presence and had chosen not to mention it.

Still, two wrongs didn’t make a right. Even if it was hypocritical for Bondi to lecture us about our morals, and then peep on us, that didn’t make rubbing her face in it okay.

“Not my intention, Master,” said Soraya. “My aim was to inform and entertain. Clearly, she was curious. And now she has a much better idea of exactly why Mina and Delara are happy in our little harem arrangement. And it wasn’t like you kept her up. You all went to sleep at a reasonable hour.”

“Okay, I see the logic,” I said, though I still wasn’t sure if I agreed with it or not. “Next time, just tell me if you’re going to pull something like this.”

“I would’ve done so this time, Master,” said Soraya, sweetly. “But you were thoroughly preoccupied. Are you sure you’d want me to interrupt?”

“Okay, fine—we’ll talk about this later,” I said, though I wasn’t confident that I actually would. I felt out of my depth here. Like, what was I even thinking when it came to Bondi? Every time I looked at her perfect face, there was a big part of me that wanted to forget everything else and resume our make-out session from earlier. I’d remind myself that she wasn’t interested—only now she was peeping on us, so maybe she was?

I loaded the emergency tent into the back of the Sandcat, strapped myself into the gunner seat, and tried to push Bondi out of my head. I already had three lovers, and they all had no difficulty telling me what they wanted. They were so much easier to deal with.

I performed my customary scan of the flat red plains, no worries here, just—no, wait. There was something, back towards Scavengers Gate. It was barely discernible at this distance, but there was a black speck that stuck up from the horizon. Really, with the lack of visible details at this range, it could’ve been anything, but something about that black dot made the hairs on my arms stand on end. I felt a chill running through my veins that had nothing to do with the brisk morning air. We needed to get moving, and fast.

Delara and Mina came trotting over and shoved our tent and bedding into the Sandcat, though I saw Mina pause to prop herself up on the back edge of the troop compartment.

“Hiiiyaaa Bondiii,” she said, grinning ear to ear and leaning forward to show off her cleavage. “How ya dooooin?’”

I couldn’t help grinning as the dragon princess sputtered out some inane pleasantries. She was pretty cute when she got all flustered like that. Clearly Mina thought so too. What’s more, it was obvious that Mina had noticed Bondi’s indiscretion from last night, and found the whole situation hilarious. Fortunately for Bondi, Delara came along to drag her partner off to the pilot’s seat, after observing the proper chivalrous protocol. Nothing would stop Delara from acting knightly to a princess, regardless of what naughtiness said princess got up to.

I reminded myself to compare notes with her later as Mina woke the Sandcat up and we began our ascent. We made fantastic progress at first, as we were able to just roll over the rough terrain on our tires, and it seemed like our goal of reaching the peak in a single day would be a cakewalk. Then we started to reach steeper inclines of broken rock, but Mina deflated the tires, extended the claws, and we were up those surfaces like a cat climbing a tree. We had a good three and a half hours of that, and we’d cleared the bottom third of Mount Fayajeet in time for a quick, early lunch.

I took a bite of my sandwich and stared through the farsight scope at the Red Wastes below. That black dot from before was a hell of lot closer now than it had been in the morning. I could make out more detail than before, enough to tell that I was looking at a single black horse with a white head, plus a rider, also in black, though something about their profile seemed… odd. I couldn’t quite place what the problem was, but I could see just how fast that horse was moving.

Of course, it’s hard to gauge speed for faraway objects, but it seemed to be eating up ground at an insane rate. Like, faster than even the raider speedwagons. And I was no expert on animal husbandry, but I was sure I’d heard somewhere that you couldn’t force a regular horse to gallop nonstop for miles and miles, like this one was. My sense of foreboding increased with every second that this thing got closer to us. In theory, its speed shouldn’t have worried me, since horses couldn’t climb mountains. But somehow I knew that nobody had told this horse that, and it was going to follow us anyway.

And our progress began to slow, due to the increasingly difficult slopes we were facing. We still had a major advantage in that we had a magical map that showed us every terrain feature, plus the optimal route up the mountain. But that didn’t make the ascent fast or easy. Plus, Delara kept second-guessing the map, saying she wasn’t sure its suggested route was optimal for a machine, plus it was a faerie artifact from our enemy and, if there was a time for it to turn treacherous, now would be it.

I was dead certain she was wrong on both counts, particularly the second one. The map couldn’t have a hidden hex go off without me noticing—it just didn’t have that capability. But Delara insisted on double-checking everything anyway. And I knew why she was doing it; in our first adventure she’d been careless for a mere second in a similar situation and we’d both nearly died.

But that fact didn’t make our slower rate of climb any less frustrating. And I didn’t have any task to distract myself with. I had enough scrap tin, wood, and iron to make more grapeshot cartridges, but that wasn’t a task I could do in the confines of the Sandcat while we had passengers, But our meteoric iron wasn’t unlimited. We had enough for two more grapeshot cartridges, and an unknown amount of regular blastpipe ammo from whatever scraps were left over, but that was it.

All I could do was sit and stew while Delara, Mina, and Soraya did all the work of scouting the path and maneuvering the Sandcat up the increasingly treacherous terrain. Our angle of ascent kept getting steeper, and Delara would frequently stop the Sandcat and have Soraya fly the front-mounted winch cable up to wrap it around some rock formation and act as a safety line. Often Delara would be up on the hood to make sure that the Sandcat’s claws were securely anchored into the cliff face as we crawled our way upwards.

She did this many times, but only once or twice did she find a minor problem with the claw-hold. I felt myself fume internally with every delay. It was true that we were pushing the Sandcat well past what it had been designed to do. But I could also tell that our loyal vehicle was acting on its own to help us once more, helping Mina find the correct grip points, replacing her lost sense of touch. The Sandcat knew what it was doing. We should be trusting it more.

It didn’t help that my passenger status didn’t give me anything to do except constantly check behind us to see how our pursuer was doing. And the answer, when I had a decent enough angle to see him, was absurdly well. That horse was like a mountain goat enhanced by a jump spell. And something was definitely off about its head. And the rider was… but then we scaled the top of a ledge and I lost sight of our pursuer, before I could figure out what was so odd about the rider.

That was the last half-decent look I got at the thing before we reached the top. I monitored the magic map and kept checking our current position with our destination. We were getting close, but it felt like such slow going. I tried asking Soraya to check behind us, but she couldn’t do that without neglecting her forward scouting—and that would slow us down further.

The seconds ticked away, and each one felt like an hour as I stewed away in the turret basket and focused on not snapping at everyone to go faster. I had to remind myself over and over that everyone understood the urgency of the situation and was already going as fast as they could.

I think Bondi actually tried to start a conversation a few times, but I wasn’t in the mood for that and kept replying with one-word answers to her questions. That probably didn’t endear me to her any further, but I just didn’t have the mental bandwidth for chit-chat at that moment.

The sun hung low in the sky as we finally approached our goal, only to find the last stretch of ground to be completely unclimbable. It was a long stretch of loose rocks and ash—a barely-settled landslide. Our designated acorn-planting spot lay in a crevice inside a larger boulder—a solid piece of igneous slag that jutted out of the surrounding loose pebbles.

It did not look like fertile soil for a tree to grow. It appeared to have been chosen to fuck with us as much as possible. This close to the goal, I could feel the geas laid on me like a tangible thing.

“I think I have to be the one to put the acorn in there,” I said.

“Mina and I will go with you,” said Delara. “To make sure you don’t fall.”

“What, both of you?” I said. “Wouldn’t it be faster if⁠—”

“No, both of us,” said Delara. “Stud, I wouldn’t even go near this area if I had any other choice. The footing here is beyond treacherous.”

Arguing would only waste time, so I didn’t fight as Soraya flew the Sandcat’s winch cable over to a narrower crack in the target rock. The Sandcat was parked on an incline, on the nearest point to our destination that was still on solid ground. It was about ninety feet away, far to the side and maybe ten feet below.

Delara tied a rope around our waists, so I was anchored to Delara on one side and Mina on the other, with about three feet of slack between us. We ventured out onto the shifting ground, and I was immediately grateful for the dual tethers. Delara hadn’t been kidding about this ground being dangerous. I found myself putting most of my weight on my arms and shoulders as my feet kept sliding out from beneath me, as each of our steps would trigger a minor landslide, sending a clattering of pebbles cascading down the steep slope beneath us.

The traversal was almost more grueling than if we’d been using arm strength alone. I had to walk much slower than I wanted, to avoid exhausting myself and falling. Ironic, that after fussing so much about losing time, now I was the one slowing everyone else down. I narrowed my focus to the sections of the rope where I needed to place my hands, one after the other, going slow and steady despite the deepening urgency of our situation, because it was the only way.

Weirdly, my focus actually increased my peripheral awareness of my surroundings. I heard the hissing and the bubbling of the nearby geothermal springs issuing forth to cascade down the mountainside, and I could smell the rotten-egg sulfuric stench that went along with it.

Soraya, who’d darted off to scout behind us, jolted me out of my reverie. Master, she thought, I found our chaser. It’s… very not good. And I can’t slow him down at all. He sees right through my illusions. We don’t have much time left.

Great. I tried to pick up the pace as much as I could without rushing. My arms and legs were burning like hell when I finally reached the rock crevice. It was dark, but I could see the interior just fine, thanks to my goggles of truesight. The gap was too narrow for any of us to fit inside. I took a moment to take one last look at the faerie acorn before I used my Charm of Minor Telekinesis to shove it all the way in the back.

The only problem was that the target point was a little under seventeen feet away from me, and my normal telekinesis range was fifteen feet. So I had to back the seed up a bit and try to toss it the remaining foot-and-a-half. Which was not how that spell was intended to work, but it was my only option. I’d have been seriously fucked if my magical throw had fallen short, but I straight bulls-eyed that sucker.

Excellent, Master, thought Soraya. But faster, please. The dullahan is getting so close.

Dulla-what? But never mind. I could feel that my quest was still incomplete. I had to bury the seed. That meant completely covering it with some kind of material. A thin layer would probably count. I drew my Wand of Force Bolts and began firing wildly into the stone walls immediately above the acorn. A mini-cave-in would’ve solved my problem in an instant, but all I managed to do was loosen a handful of rock chips and dust.

Fuck. I would have to do this the hard way. I used my telekinesis charm to gather double-handfuls of the loose pebbles and black ash at my feet and start shoveling it into the crevice. But holding a clump of disconnected matter with telekinesis was a lot more challenging than manipulating a single object, and throwing it was even worse. So much ash fell short of the acorn. I had to tamp down my frustration and focus on making each toss the best one that I could manage, over and over again while I felt Soraya’s rising anxiety over our telepathic link.

Finally I hurled what felt like my hundredth clump of ash, and I felt it—an ethereal binding in my chest snapping, and the impression of a great weight suddenly lifted from my shoulders. That had been it. I was free.

“It’s done,” I yelled to the Amazons. “Now let’s get the fuck out of here.”

And we turned to do just that, but before we’d gotten even a quarter of the way back, a deep, booming voice echoed across the mountainside.

“RESIGN YOURSELF TO YOUR FATE, PREY. FOR GOBAN THE DULLAHAN HAS FOUND YOU. YOUR DOOM IS NIGH!”

Rounding the side of the mountain, a good twenty feet uphill, came an unearthly figure in black plate armor, riding a huge horse with a skeletal head, brandishing a triple-flail of chattering, sharp-toothed demonic skulls in one hand, and the rider’s own paper-white, mummified head in the other. I barely had a chance to adjust to the nightmare horror that the Duchess had unleashed upon us, when its severed head, its glowing red eyes radiating sheer madness from within its sunken black pits, opened its mouth and let out an earsplitting screech of concentrated madness.

I felt the sound hit me like punch, the vibration resonating throughout me, making my teeth buzz painfully as I clenched them together, but it was no use, as the insane howl rebounded within my skull, again and again, and every reverberation was a toll of the gravedigger’s bell, every note a coffin door slamming shut, trapping me inside as it was plunged deep within the earth, the suffocating, rotting, soil piling on top of me from every angle, no air no escape and the worms were breaking through, sharp teeth to tear flesh my flesh and⁠—

Master! Master! It’s not real! It’s magic. You’re not afraid of magic.

Magic. I understood magic. In an instant, I was back on the mountainside, clinging to my guide rope, breathing the chilled air of twilight, while my sweat sent icy shivers down my body. But before I could gather my wits, I felt myself yanked hard downwards, and I nearly let go of the rope.

I turned to see Mina, scrabbling on the slope on all fours, trying to flee in a blind panic.

“Run! Everybody run!” she cried. “We need to get away from that thing! Hurry, hurry!”

Shit. Mina had a weakness to mind-affecting magic. What to do? Maybe Delara could⁠—

A shout from the top of the Sandcat drew my attention. Kint was yelping something in Draconic, and was trying to jump off the hood, but Jiryx had him caught by the collar. Then the Dullahan charged their position, whirled his giant midnight steed around, and it lashed out with both of its rear hooves, striking the Sandcat in the middle of its frame. Everyone in Bondi’s group was sent hurtling through the air as the Sandcat slid down the loose rock slope in a wide arc, still attached to its tether.

The Sandcat’s winch cable twanged in my hands, and this time I did lose my grip, as I was jerked further down the slope, trying to catch myself on my hands and knees, my tether to Delara the only thing providing even an ounce of stability.

And then the fae monster charged us. I had a moment of false relief, as I was sure that demon horse would slip on the treacherous terrain and break its legs, but its hooves found purchase on the unstable slope as though it were a flat racetrack. And then it was right next to me, and I was off-balance, helpless—I couldn’t even move.

I saw the pointed, gnashing teeth of the flail skull heads as they whirled overhead and descended upon me in a blur of motion. They impacted and tore through flesh—only it was Soraya’s flesh, as she took two of the blows that would’ve killed me, while the third skull whizzed past and severed both my anchor to Delara and the winch cord to the Sandcat.

Immediately I fell, tumbling down the slope, plus I was being dragged by Mina. I felt a humming vibration from Soraya’s ring as her essence was sucked back in so she could recover and heal herself. I tried desperately to regain my balance, and I managed to collide with Mina, grab her shoulders and hang on.

“Zain, hurry. You have to run faster! Fasterfasterfaster—” I looked in her panicked eyes and realized there’d be no reasoning with her. From the edge of my awareness I heard Delara yelling something about the Sandcat.

“Mina, get to the Sandcat,” I said, as I drew my force blade and severed our anchor. “You’ll be safe in the Sandcat.”

“Yes! Yes, that’s right,” she said, as she bolted away downslope. “Thanks, Stud. Hurry.”

I’d have liked to, but I knew I couldn’t outrun that monster horse. I turned, balanced on my knees, to see it already bearing down on me. At the last second, I remembered the special ability of my Cuirass of the Beetle Lord. I summoned a huge swarm of beetles and sent it flying to attack the dullahan.

I’d hoped that the swarm might panic the horse, but it just tossed its skull head and started biting, crunching the flying insects between its teeth, while the rider was mostly protected by his plate armor. I did see him tuck his mummy-head beneath its arm protectively. Was that its weak point?

I scrabbled backwards as I drew my loaded blastpipe, even as the dullahan began whirling its triple flail around like the blades of a fan, dispersing the beetle cloud in seconds. I scuttled to the side, trying to get an angle on that mummy-head. I aimed and fired, but the nightmare steed whirled and reared up, and my shots went low, hitting the rider in his shin and the horse in its lower belly and pelvis.

This did get a reaction, as the skull-faced monster opened its bony jaw and screamed, a sound that rended the air and echoed across Mount Fayajeet. I leapt backward and turned, attempting to slide further down the slope on my back while I reloaded, a maneuver that was mostly successful, though I stopped when I hit a gentler incline, and I stumbled to my feet.

I turned to see the dullahan preparing to charge, only Delara descended from above, half-running, half-sliding down an ashy landslide. She extended her spear and jammed it into the ground in front of her, pole-vaulting past the black rider, and for a second I thought she’d missed her mark quite badly.

But she whipped her spear around so the downward hook on its S-shaped crossguard sank into the empty neck hole of the dullahan’s armor. The full force of her entire body weight sailing out into space caught the undead horseman in a single jerk, and by all rights he should’ve been yanked clean off his mount, but instead the dullahan lay almost flat backward in the saddle, in a position that should’ve snapped his spine, while he whipped his skull flail into the spear haft, trying to dislodge it.

I saw Delara’s face twist with frustration as she held on to the spear, the haft flexing beneath her weight, her feet just barely grazing the loose pebbles beneath her. Then she retracted the spear, the motion sending her flying straight at the the Dullahan, colliding into its back as it wrenched itself upright.

“Go! Get to the Sandcat, Stud. I’ve got this,” she yelled, as she grabbed her battle-axe with her left hand and started slamming its back-spike into the fae monster, aiming her blows at the gaps between its thigh armor and codpiece.

Reluctantly I turned and began slide-running down the slope. Shooting my blastpipe now would present the exact same problem I had with Bondi and the dreadworm. I had to trust that Delara knew what she was doing. But I’d barely made it a few yards before another voice caught my attention.

“Stud! Stud!” said Mina, who came running at me from off the side. “It’s terrible! There’s another one over here. Save me, please!”

I barely had any time to judge what I was seeing. I only had a few seconds to draw my Wand of Force Bolts, activate the blade, and plunge it straight through Mina’s heart.

I saw the shocked expression on her face as she looked down at the plane of force impaling her chest, the curved dagger she’d hidden reverse-gripped at her side tumbling from her fingers, as her entire form shifted to a skinny, pale figure with wet-straw hair, and then shifted again to a crude, life-sized doll-thing made of sticks, dirt, and rocks, which lost cohesion and crumpled into a messy pile at my feet.

Word to the wise: that whole trick where you use illusions to impersonate someone’s loved ones so you can get close and stab them? Don’t try that shit on someone wearing truesight goggles.

But my relief and elation was cut short as I heard a strangled, horrified scream from Delara, only to see her go flying overhead a second later to crash into a heap further down the slope and keep going, along with a minor pebble landslide. I’d broken her focus and the dullahan had seized the opening. I could feel that Soraya had almost fully reformed in the ring. She couldn’t help Delara yet.

But I had the immediate problem of the fae nightmare rider bearing down on me. I raised my blastpipe just as the dullahan flicked its flail and one of the skull heads flew out, detaching from the handle and shooting straight at me like an arrow.

I adjusted my aim, fired, and the demon skull disintegrated in a pile of bone dust. Then I realized I had no time to reload as the massive flanks of the black demon horse filled my vision.

Soraya flew out of my ring and slammed her body crosswise into the dullahan’s flail arm. I threw my arms up and tried to juke to the side as the fae horse’s front hooves took me in the shoulder instead of the head, sending me crashing down the slope and the blastpipe spinning out of my numbed fingers.

I cursed and tried to keep my momentum going. My right shoulder screamed in agony as I kept scrabbling over the ash and stones, but I forced myself to keep moving, even as I felt another arcane snap as Soraya was banished back into her ring again. I really had to stop putting her into this situation. I could hear the clattering of giant hooves on rocks and it told me I only had seconds left.

I flipped on my back and fumbled for my Orb of Dragon’s Breath, even as I realized that I wouldn’t have time to draw it. I saw the deadly hooves raised high, ready to mash my skull into a pulp, when a massive white-hot bolt of electricity blasted into the creature from the side, while I took the opportunity to scuttle away, desperately trying to put as much space between myself and the dullahan as I possibly could. I actually got more time than expected, and I made it all the way to my blastpipe before I grabbed it and turned around.

I saw the dullahan wheeling around to charge Bondi and her kobold crew, who were off to the side and up the slope. I noticed the monster’s movements weren’t quite as sharp as they had been just a second ago. My arcane sense told me that the dullahan resisted magic, but Bondi’s lightning bolt had been powerful enough to hurt it anyway, and hurt it bad enough that it felt it had to deal with her first, instead of pursuing its primary target.

I fumbled with reloading the blastpipe. Every tiny motion caused a sensation like razor-sharp knives stabbing into my right arm, and I realized midway that I should be using solid slugs at this range.

I was too late to stop the dread horseman from overrunning Bondi’s position, but instead of trampling them, the front hooves of the humongous black steed crashed into Jiryx’s dragonshield and… bounced off? I blinked in surprise as this apparent violation of the rules of physics, and the skull-headed horse stumbled on the pebbled slope for a few seconds, its uncanny traction thrown off by the sheer bewilderment of what just happened.

I took the opportunity to fire my blastpipe, aiming at the dullahan’s severed head, but the recoil slammed the stock into my injured shoulder and the pain made my vision go blurry. My shot missed, but Bondi sent a rolling wave of thunder to slam into the fae creature, the spell kicking up a swarm of loose rocks to pelt the dullahan and its horse like horizontal hailstones, while Mar flung balls of holy fire at it, and Kint held his halberd ready.

None of that was enough to stop the dullahan from closing the distance again, just flat-out ignoring Kint’s halberd-thrust. I reloaded frantically as the skull-flails descended to rip Bondi to pieces, only to see Jiryx fly up to head-height to deflect the strikes off of his dragon-scale shield. The force of the impacts sent him flying into Bondi, and both of them went down in a heap, forcing Kint and Mar to scramble to keep up with them as they slid down the mountain.

The dullahan rounded on them, prepared to trample them for real this time, only I raised my blastpipe, mentally preparing myself for a world of hurt, aiming dead center at the rider’s gut, and fired. The sheer agony was enough to make me black out for a millisecond, but when my vision cleared I saw the dullahan slumped in his saddle, clutching his shoulder, while his steed shrieked and shied, tossing its skeletal head anxiously. So this thing could feel pain.

I tried to reload, but my right arm was no longer working. No amount of willpower was enough to compensate—my arm was completely done with my bullshit, and Soraya was still trapped recovering in the ring. I scrambled further down the slope, to see all three kobolds rolling and sliding after me in a single tumbling mass. It was the kids tackling Daddy and dragging him downhill while he shrieked in protest. Jiryx was stronger, and a better wrestler, but his offspring had numbers and gravity on their side.

I looked up to see Bondi confronting the dullahan all alone, as it began to rally. I had an inkling of what was coming, and continued to slide down the slope. I saw her gaze keep flicking over to check the kobolds position, as the black rider urged his steed in a stutter-stepped advance.

Both combatants raised their weapons simultaneously, but Bondi struck first. I had a millisecond to see the lightning bolt strike the dullahan dead center, before the thunder nova went off. I winced as the sonic energy assailed my ears, and right before me a forty-yard-wide circle centered on Bondi erupted like a secondary volcano, as rock and ash were hurled into the air, the edge of the blast coming within a foot of the squabbling kobolds.

The shock of the explosion destabilized the entire slope and my feet were yanked out from beneath me by the largest landslide yet. I hurtled down the mountainside for something like fifty feet, before coming to rest at the lip of a wide ledge, half buried in ash. I looked down to see the Sandcat precariously balanced on another ledge, ten feet below, with the real Mina hunkered down in the driver’s seat.

Then something pinged me in the back and I had to duck down and cover my head with my good arm, as a hailstorm of small stones and pebbles from the explosion crashed down to the ashy surface all around me. There was a low muttering of dull thumps as the stones struck the ash, accompanied by higher-frequency clacks and pings as some of them hit other stones, the back of my cuirass, Jiryx’s shield, which the kobolds now huddled beneath, and the force barrier of the Sandcat below.

My armor meant that I had survived the hail unscathed, and I felt healing magic flow into my shoulder as Soraya finished her recovery. I looked back up the slope, but the entire area was obscured by a cloud of black ash, and my truesight goggles were no help with that. I considered going back to see what happened to Bondi, but then Delara was at my side, an absolute bloody mess, leaning on her spear in order to walk.

“Go, get to the Sandcat,” she barked. “I’ve got this.”

She didn’t look like she had it, but I willed Soraya to switch over to healing her while I lowered myself over the ledge, hung from it for just a second, and then dropped the rest of the way. I saw the kobolds thump down next to me, though Jiryx wasn’t with them. I got myself strapped in the turret seat, and was finally able to catch my breath for a few seconds before I started worrying about everyone else.

We’re coming, Master, thought Soraya. Be there in a jiffy.

And, sure enough, a moment later both Delara and Jiryx leapt over the ledge to land on the Sandcat roof. Delara looked a lot better, and was carrying Bondi, who didn’t look particularly injured. I opened the force bubble to drop them all into the troop-carrier compartment, and they fell in with a chorus of yelps. Whoops. Maybe I should’ve warned them first.

If Delara was mad, she didn’t show it. “Everyone’s in, let’s go, go, go,” she yelled.

The Sandcat’s tires spun up in a spray of pebbles and ash and we went hurtling down the mountainside at a truly alarming rate. I looked down to see Mina hunkered defensively in the forward-tilt piloting stance, her ears almost flat back against her head. Had she still not shaken off the dullahan’s fear effect?

This was bad. If I thought Mina was a reckless driver before, it was nothing compared to what was happening now. Our descent was barely distinguishable from an out-of-control plummet. It was only a matter of time before we actually crashed or started rolling.

I had an idea, though I had to yell at Jiryx to shut up from the rant he was directing at his kids and Bondi.

“The river,” I shouted to Mina. “Get to the river. Activate amphibious mode. The river is the fastest way down. It’s to the left. The left!”

She didn’t respond, but the Sandcat swerved left, and after a jolting, bumpy minute where I was sure we were going to tip over, suddenly the Sancat was airborne. I felt the wheels pivot midair from vertical to horizontal and the tires magically inflated to twice their size as we splashed down in the boiling river and began floating downstream.

We were still going at a terrifying speed, but the ride was smoother and surer. Water would take the easiest path to ground level, for sure. No danger of crashing here. I let myself relax a little as Soraya returned to completely fix my shoulder. We’d done it. We’d escaped.

“COWARDS! YOU SHALL PAY FOR YOUR INSOLENCE. NO ONE ESCAPES GOBAN, PRIME HUNTER OF THE UNSEELIE COURT!”

Holy shit. I stared behind us to see the dullahan charge into view. He urged his skull-faced black steed to leap over the riverbank and land in the flowing water. I expected to see the monster start boiling alive, but the hooves of the demon horse found purchase on the flowing liquid as though it were solid earth, and it began to close the distance on us. Well, that just wasn’t fair. And his voice had sounded different—now it carried tones of active malice. We’d just seriously pissed this thing off.

I felt the climbing-claw hubcaps extend underwater, twist ninety degrees and spin up to act as propellers. Now we were going even faster, but the dullahan was able to gain speed from the rushing waters as though it were a moving sidewalk. The nightmare rider closed in, shrugging off the magical attacks from Mar and Bondi, and Delara’s hurled spear just skittered off his breastplate.

I tried blasting him with force attacks from our new cannon, but aiming it was impossible while I was being jostled around by our trip through the rapids. I switched the cannon to frost and aimed a cone of freezing energy in front of its feet. As soon as I did, I realized it was a dumb idea. Of course a monster that could run on moving water wouldn’t slip on ice.

Screw the cannon. The cold iron had worked better than anything else. I drew my blastpipe, loaded it with shot, and brought it to bear just as the dullahan brandished its mummified-head at us again. I saw its bony jaw open for another scream, lining up perfectly in my iron sights. I pulled the trigger and I saw the creature suddenly flail about wildly. I thought I had hit it, but I couldn’t assess the damage, as we were thrown through a sharp bend in the river.

The dullahan and horse were staggering, stumbling—but not falling. I fired the arcane cannon’s frost attack at its legs, and this time the freezing magic hit two of its hooves as they were touching the water, suddenly giving them big ice-block shoes. That finally broke its balance. The dread hunter and steed went flying straight as the river curved, disappearing from view as they plummeted down the side of Mount Fayajeet.

Immediately I switched the arcane cannon to force and started blasting away at the the raised curve of the riverbank, successfully starting another landslide, as a portion of the boiling river now began to flow in the same direction as where the Dullahan had fell, carrying a good amount of ash and rock debris with it. I fired blast after blast into that one point, but was interrupted by Mina yelling something at me. What was it? She was telling us to hang on?

The whole world suddenly tipped backwards and I found myself staring at the sky and the top of the waterfall that we’d just gone over. Suddenly my river escape plan didn’t seem like such a great idea, but it was too late to correct that error. It was too late to do anything but hang on for dear life as I felt my body go weightless and listened to the terrified screaming of Bondi and the kobolds.

I managed to swivel around to see the waters rushing up to meet us. They weren’t a ridiculous distance away. With the Sandcat’s internal force cushions, we could probably survive that impact—if we weren’t slowly tipping over to hit the water back-first. We were about to be submerged upside-down in a boiling river, with no way to escape before the Sandcat’s force shields failed. I wracked my brains in vain for a way out, only to feel the Sandcat start to twist midair. How the hell⁠—

We hit the water at a crazy angle, but the inflated tires were mostly beneath us. I had a nasty second or two of seeing the scalding-hot waters surrounding us from all sides, the extreme heat eating away at our shields, before the laws of buoyancy reasserted themselves, and we popped up like a cork, drifting downstream on this relatively calmer stretch of the boiling river.

I kept my eyes peeled behind us, scanning the mountain terrain for any further signs of that horrific faerie cavalryman. After fifteen minutes of spotting nothing, I allowed myself to relax, just a little. For now, at least, we’d done it. We’d survived the dullahan.


Chapter 22

The Only Thing We Have to Fear


We kept traveling downriver for another hour, to make extra sure there’d be no pursuit, before the increasing cold forced us to stop and make camp at the first Xichota landmark we found. We were all exhausted from our ordeal, except maybe for Jiryx, who seemed too angry to be tired. He spent a good three-quarters of the trip haranguing his fellow Knights of the Brazen Order for dragging him away from protecting Bondi.

That’s what Soraya said, anyway. The argument was entirely in Draconic, so I could only pick out occasional words and phrases. Mostly I tried to tune it out. If Jiryx didn’t like being dragged and tackled, maybe he should quit being so fucking stubborn. That thunder blast had been powerful enough to kill him outright if he’d been in it. Of that I was sure. But Mar and Kint sat with their heads bowed as they received the lecture, while Bondi just sat there with a bored, sullen expression.

I was relieved that they’d all settled down by the time it came to pitch tents and whatnot, but then we had another problem. Mina sat dejectedly by the fireside and only picked at her stew, even though I knew this was one of her favorite recipes. She retired to our tent after barely finishing a third of it. Delara followed to check on her, and came back out after fifteen minutes or so.

“Ah, could I get some help here?” said Delara, looking a bit sheepish. “Mina needs to know that people aren’t mad at her for how she acted when she got hit by that fear spell. She’s getting really down on herself about it.”

“I’ll be glad to help,” I said. “But do you think she’ll listen to us if she’s not listening to you?”

“I’m the eternally supportive, perfect bond-mate, according to her,” said Delara. “So my opinion seems to be discounted. Plus, I let it slip that there’s no way I could be upset with her right now, since I thought I’d lost her forever for one brief second.”

I winced. “Uh, yeah... sorry about that,” I said. “For not, uh… maybe I could have warned you?”

“A warning would have been nice,” said Delara, flatly, before she let out a sigh and her expression softened. “But—as I think through the situation rationally—you only had seconds to react. And I don’t see how you could’ve given me a signal that the shapeshifter wouldn’t have noticed also. If that thing had slit your throat while Soraya was trapped in the ring, you could’ve bled out in seconds. That would’ve been far, far worse than my fleeting shock.”

“Yeah, that’s a good point,” said Bondi. “But that whole exchange was just scary. That’s such a creepy tactic—forcing you to attack the people you care about the most. I always thought faeries would be more, I dunno, friendly and sparkly. Not like these creatures.”

“Well, we might have more like that coming,” I said. “Maybe I should think of another code word for us, if that sort of thing comes up again. I know I hate it when I see Soraya get harmed, even though I know she’ll recover. Which she had to do way too often in that last fight, thanks to me.”

“It was the least I could do, Master,” said Soraya. “The dullahan was immune to my illusions, so that was the only way I could protect you.”

I supposed that made sense, but I still didn’t like watching it. But, in any case, seeing to Mina was the most important thing right now.

Bondi and I entered the Amazon tent, to find a Mina-sized lump in our sleeping-bag. I debated about whether I should disturb her or not, but she poked her puffy-eyed head out of her enclosure as soon as the tent-flap closed.

“Hey, Stud,” she said, climbing out of the bag. “I have something for you.”

I watched her rummage through her belongings, before turning and listlessly tossing a bundle of sticks at my feet—around twenty arrows with bladed, cold iron heads, plus a crude, but functional-looking cold iron dagger.

“That was supposed to be a surprise,” said Mina. “I’d been making these while you were busy with your blastpipe project. I was going to whip these out, like, ‘Take that, motherfucker!’ and be all cool and shit. But they were totally useless, because I couldn’t even face that thing. So you might as well mash them up and turn them into more blastpipe bullets. You’d actually get some use out them that way.”

“Not happening,” I said. “That’s a waste of time and perfectly good craftsmanship. I’m sure these will come in handy next time.”

“You think so? I don’t,” said Mina. “All that thing did was scream at me, and I was ready to run for it. All my training… I can’t believe I acted like that. I didn’t… I didn’t even stop to see if Delara was okay.”

I heard Mina’s voice choke up as she stared at the ground. Oh, this was bad.

“That wasn’t just a scream,” I said. “That was a magical attack targeting your mind. We all felt it. The only reason I resisted it was because I had Soraya in my head helping me.”

“It was a very powerful spell indeed,” said Soraya. “Blaming yourself for succumbing to it is like blaming yourself for being shot by an arrow. Whether an attack is physical or mental makes no difference.”

“Yeah, but the attack hit everybody, and I was the only one who panicked,” said Mina.

“No, Kint got affected, too,” said Bondi. “Jiryx held him down long enough for Mar to counteract it.”

“Unfortunately, I kept getting popped before I could help you out,” said Soraya.

Mina shrugged. “So everyone braved it out except me and one kobold. That doesn’t sound great to me.”

“Well, like I said, I had help,” I said. “And Delara… I think she’s got some inherent orcish rage ability that helps her shrug off stuff like that.”

“Yes,” said Bondi. “And Jiryx is too rock-headed stubborn to be swayed by anything, Mar’s mind is bolstered by her connection to Moryana. And me—well, I grew up with dragons for parents. They inspire fear like nothing else. I’ve seen this kind of thing happen to all kinds of people. Like, war veterans with bravery medals out the wazoo, standing white-faced in court with their knees knocking together. Seriously, if you thought that dullahan was bad, you should meet my step-mom.”

Mina’s ears drooped lower, while Bondi sputtered desperately.

“—Who is a gargantuan, ancient bronze dragon!” she said. “I mean, it’s that she’s really, really scary. Like, she could’ve just bitten that guy in half. Without breaking a sweat. Because she’s… er… um, maybe I should go now. Just, feel better, okay?”

Bondi turned and fled the tent before any of us could say anything.

“She’s nice,” said Mina. “But I can tell I’ve definitely blown any chance of becoming a Brazen Knight.”

“That’s what you’re worried about?” I said. “I’m pretty sure that the Brazen Knights of Draconic Virtue are just her and those three kobolds.”

“Yeah, it’s a super-exclusive club,” said Mina. “This is a chance to get in early before it gets popular.”

It seemed like a silly concern, but I noticed a bit more energy to her voice, so I kept going.

“I don’t think you’ve lost any standing there,” I said. “You heard what Bondi said. She knows all about magical fear. You’ve got to understand—resistance to mind-affecting magic has absolutely nothing to do with the quality of your character or how brave you are. Almost anyone can get feared by a powerful enough spell.”

“But, I’m the one that did,” said Mina. “And, not only did you lose me as a fighter, but I gave an opportunity for that changeling to impersonate me and traumatize my poor baby when you had to kill it.”

I paused at that. I kept forgetting about Mina’s sharp hearing. Had she overheard our whole conversation?

“That changeling,” said Mina. “Was it really so convincing? Did it really look just like me?”

“The likeness was uncanny,” I said, before Soraya gave me a quick mental prompt, “…from a distance, I mean. That’s right, Delara saw it from a distance. Up close, the changeling wasn’t anywhere near as beautiful and sexy and charming as you. I would’ve caught it, even if I hadn’t been wearing truesight goggles.”

I don’t think she believed me, but I did see the corner of her mouth tick upwards, just a bit.

“Thank you, Stud,” she said. “I appreciate what you’re doing. I’m just worrying that my fuck-ups are just dragging the whole team down. Like, what am I really bringing to the group, here?”

“Uh, your driving skills, for one thing,” I said.

“You could drive the Sandcat too, Stud.”

“Not like you can,” I said. “I realized it, after that trip over the waterfall. You’ve been using the angular momentum of the Sandcat’s wheels like gyroscopes to control our midair positioning and trajectory.”

“Whazza what now?”

“You’re spinning the wheels real fast to control our aerial movement.”

“Oh, that?” she said, and shrugged. “Yeah, that’s just common sense.”

“You think that’s common sense?”

“Well, yeah,” she said. “It’s like, a tuck flip is faster than a pike flip, which is faster than a layout. Everyone knows that.”

I paused as I thought how to respond. Actually, the stuff she was talking about was a much different aspect of angular momentum, but did it actually matter? In Mina’s head, she’d intuitively figured out the principle, and mentally lumped it in with the “stuff you do to control yourself midair” category. Did it matter if she understood the physics behind it, as long as she could do it? The thought sparked another realization in my brain. Mina had taught herself those life-saving skills by goofing off with all those reckless, dangerous, and unnecessary stunts at the start of our trip. Huh.

“Mina, I couldn’t drive the Sandcat like you can,” I said. “I’m not an Amazon. I’ve never studied gymnastics. We wouldn’t have survived if I’d been piloting the Sandcat. We would’ve landed upside-down in the scalding-hot river, our shields would’ve failed, and we would’ve all been boiled alive. Same thing with that dreadworm fight from yesterday. You saved our asses. And the Sandcat really likes you too. I can tell she’s really happy with you in the pilot seat.”

“Wait, what?” said Mina, “What do you mean, the Sandcat likes me?”

“Oh, did I not mention that?” I said. I really did have to work at sharing info with the Amazons more. “Okay, so the Sandcat—the main chassis for it, anyway—is somewhere between two and three hundred years old. And, the older a magical object is, the more likely it is to start developing something akin to a personality.”

“What, so you’re saying it’s alive?” said Mina. “The Sandcat is alive?”

“Uhh… yes and no,” I said. “It’s more like she’s developed little quirks and preferences. But she can also remember things. But anyway, the Sandcat spent a long, long time just languishing in that scrapyard, and that was really depressing. But we fixed her up and freed her so she can run around, and she likes that. I think you’re her favorite because you’re the one who’ll push her abilities to the limit, with all those hotdogging acrobatics and stuff. Actually, it’s uncanny—I think the Sandcat might be evolving.”

“Evolving?” said Mina, with a quizzical look.

“Some magical items are artifacts—intelligent, with their own will,” I said. “Usually that’s because they were crafted that way by a genius, but other times, an item can evolve to that state if it gains enough power through, like, experiences and stuff. I kinda wonder if the Sandcat is on that path right now. But, if it is, I think you’d be one of the main reasons why.”

Mina stared at me, wide-eyed for a few moments, before a smile cracked her face and she started chuckling.

“Hah! Good one, Stud,” she said, and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Huh?” I said.

“You’re getting better at lying,” she said. “You actually had me going there, for a minute. ‘The Sandcat is alive.’ Pfft!”

“What? But I wasn’t⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, sure you’re not,” said Mina, standing up and stretching. “I suppose I should be angry, but the fact that you, of all people, are willing to make up such ridiculous stories to try and cheer me up—well, that actually does make me feel a bit better. Hey, Soraya—could you warm up some of that stew, please? I’m feeling really hungry all of a sudden.”

“Oh, it’s no problem at all,” said Soraya. “I’ll have it ready in a jiffy.”

“Awesome,” said Mina. “You feel free to get undressed and pop in the sleeping bag, Stud. I’m gonna stuff my face real quick and join you. I’m totally knackered. And, thanks—you’re a real sweetie, you know that?” Mina leaned in and gave me a brief kiss on the lips. “Even if you’re full of shit.” Then she winked at me and exited the tent.

“I’m really not,” I grumbled, to no one in particular, as I began to remove my armor. Well, at least Mina was eating again. Mission failed successfully, I supposed.

I felt even more nervous about going to sleep that night, even with Soraya keeping watch again. We’d gotten rid of the tracking acorn, but it wasn’t like our campsite was well-hidden from a creature immune to illusions. Delara was positive that my last head shot had connected, and that I’d actually killed the thing. I was less certain, but there was nothing to do but trust in Soraya to warn us if it did come calling again.

Our lovemaking that night was brief, and focused on closeness and comfort. Mina fell asleep sandwiched between us, Delara pressed up against her back, while Mina’s legs stayed wrapped around my hips, keeping me inside until I slowly shrank my way out. We lay there peacefully the whole night long, with no monsters or horrors to disturb our tranquility.


Chapter 23

The Dragonshield


Iwas woken up the next morning by some high-pitched shouting. As my sleep-fuzzed brain cleared, I was able to make sense of the words and was promptly reminded that the Knights of the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue stood for courage, justice, and fellowship, plus that they had nothing to fear, for they were never alone. A minute or so later, this was followed by a sharp, sporadic clacking noise, combined with some yelping and yelling in Draconic.

I emerged from our tent to see everyone watching a sparring match between Jiryx and Kint. It took me a second to identify the combatants, because they’d switched weapons. Kint had the dragonscale shield, while Jiryx was swinging a wooden pole with some thin padding on one end.

After watching a few seconds, I realized this wasn’t true sparring, but more of a shield-blocking drill. And Kint didn’t seem to be doing so well. Time and again, Jiryx’s staff found holes in Kint’s defense, rapping against his legs, or clocking him upside the head. And with every failure, Jiryx would erupt into an angry, frustrated tirade directed at his son, who kept gamely soldiering on, though it felt like he was losing more and energy with every exchange.

I asked Bondi what the deal was.

“My father’s scale gets passed down from one generation of kobold warrior to the next,” she said. “That means Kint is next in line. Actually, he really should have it already. But Jiryx keeps saying he’s not ready. He wouldn’t even let Kint train with it until recently. And that was a whole bit of drama. But now…”

Bondi winced as Kint ate another headshot. I supposed kobolds had their natural scale armor for protection, but that still looked painful.

Delara raised her hand to pause the action.

“Pardon me,” she said. “Is it okay if I were to give Kint a few pointers?”

Jiryx turned to stare at her, one scaly brow raised quizzically. Then he propped his weapon on one shoulder and gestured for her to go ahead.

“Can’t make any worse,” he said.

Delara squatted down behind Kint and started whispering in his ear, occasionally poking and prodding him to adjust his stance and position. After a few minutes of this, Delara stepped back and gave Kint a thumbs up.

Jiryx reacted to Kint’s new combat stance with a glare of concentrated scorn. He lashed out contemptuously with his practice pole-arm, only to be astonished when Kint blocked it. Jiryx immediately whirled his weapon about for a follow-up strike, to be stymied again. Jiryx redoubled and tripled his efforts, his padded stick nearly a blur, but Kint blocked most of his father’s attacks, and the few that got through were only glancing blows. Kint looked like a completely different fighter.

“Hey, way to go, Kint,” said Bondi. “That was awesome. Huge improvement. Good job!”

With that, Jiryx whirled on the princess and started squawking out a rapid series of invectives in Draconic.

“Huh? What do you mean his form is all wrong?” she said. “He blocked every shot. That’s good, right?”

That just prompted an even more intense outburst, which had Bondi shaking her head.

“Jiryx, I don’t understand. What difference does that make if it’s working?”

The old kobold just got more agitated. I swear he would’ve torn his hair out if he’d had any. Instead he tossed his pole to the ground, ripped the bronze dragonscale from Kint’s arms, and stomped off to disappear inside Bondi’s tent.

“Oh, real mature, Jiryx,” Bondi called after the crusty old kobold, while Kint let out a long sigh and picked up the abandoned practice stick.

“Yeah,” said Mina. “There’s no need to throw a big ol’ tantrum, just because Delara is better at using shields than he is.”

“No,” said Delara. “Better at teaching, maybe. But I could train my whole life and I doubt I’d ever be as good a shieldbearer as Jiryx. I suspect that there are hidden issues with the stance I showed Kint. It might stop weapon strikes, but be weak against, say, charging cavalry.”

“Well, of course it is,” said Mina. “You stop a cavalry charge with a pike wall. You can’t do it with just a shield. That’s impossible.”

“Not for Jiryx,” said Delara. “He did it against that dullahan’s monster horse. On uneven ground.”

“What?” said Mina. “No fucking way. You musta been seeing things.”

“No he did that,” said Bondi. “Jiryx can turn all sorts of attacks from larger creatures aside. He says it’s just a matter of leverage. Is that so remarkable?”

Mina was stuck with her mouth open, so Delara answered instead. “I was a Hoplite in the Amazon army,” she said. “That means I was a spear-and-shield phalanx fighter. I know how to use leverage. But I can’t even imagine doing what he did. It shouldn’t have worked. Jiryx should’ve been trampled into kobold paste, regardless of any leverage he might have.”

“Uhh…” said Bondi, staring off into the distance. “I knew Jiryx was respected as a dragonshield. But I didn’t… realize….”

“Father is great warrior,” said Kint. “Best in a hundred years. Everyone says this. I… am not him.”

“But I think you’re good, though,” said Mina. “You picked up on Delara’s advice super-quick. I think maybe Jiryx should teach you better.”

“Yeah… about that,” said Delara. “Genius athletes often don’t make the best coaches. You take someone who can just see a technique once and do it perfectly—they don’t necessarily know how to explain what they’re doing to anyone else. They’ve never struggled, so they don’t know how to help someone who does. It’s like, ‘I can just do this, why can’t you?’ Earlier today, I asked Jiryx how I might repel a horse with a shield. He said, ‘Get hips low.’”

“You’re a genius athlete and you’re a good coach,” said Mina. “Ms. Multiple-Amazonia-Games-Gold-Medalist.”

“I’m… blessed with raw athleticism, yes,” said Delara, her face flushing a bit. “But, for technique, I like to think that I’m very diligent and coachable. Sometimes it can take me weeks with a new technique before I can get it to click.”

Mina made a rude noise, but Soraya chimed in before that could set off any bickering.

“I’m starting to see this problem clearly,” she said. “We all experience Jiryx as being stubborn. But from his perspective, he’d probably say that he has high standards and doesn’t ever let them slip. He won’t pass his shield on to Kint until his son truly surpasses him.”

“But, if Jiryx is such a genius badass,” I said, “And if he can’t teach Kint to do what he does, then… it’s never going to work, is it? Those standards are just unreasonable. You can’t demand genius out of anyone.”

Our group fell silent after that, and I wondered if I’d been too blunt. I’d meant to defend Kint, but he only looked more dejected now.

Bondi broke the silence. “Kint, listen,” she said, placing her hand on his shoulder. “Having a really impressive, demanding father… it’s hard. Or, um—so I’d imagine!” she said, her words coming out in a sudden rush. “Yes, hypothetically. It’s not like I’m speaking from experience or anything!”

“But, what I mean is,” she continued. “Maybe there’s no way to be the next Jiryx. Well, I think that’s okay. Instead of that, I think you should just focus on being the best Kint that you can be. And, if you do that, I think, someday Jiryx will see it too. No, I know he will. But, whatever happens, just know that you’re one of my chosen knights, and you’re more than good enough for me.”

As Bondi comforted her little friend, I felt myself entranced by her, a warmth spreading in my chest. What a wonderful way to look at things. I could see Bondi being a really great mom.

The effect wasn’t lost on Kint, who stared up at Bondi with liquid eyes. “Bondi is best princess!” he declared, and threw his arms around one of her legs.

“Best princess!” Mar echoed, and hugged her other leg.

“Best princess!” said Mina, embracing Bondi up top, to be followed by Delara, then Soraya, and then… well, at that point it would’ve been weird if I didn’t join in.

Bondi’s face went bright pink, though up close it looked a bit like rose gold, with her sparkling metallic highlights.

“Y-yes,” she sputtered. “I am a princess. So this… this… fraternization with my royal person is… highly inappropriate, and… and it’s not like it’s making me really happy or anything!”

Bondi’s unconvincing protests did alert Jiryx, who came running over to break us up.

“Hands! Hands!” he yelped. “You no squeeze Princess!”

“Ah, Jiryx,” said Soraya brightly. “So glad you’ve joined us. I was about to serve breakfast and we need you to test Bondi’s food for sexy poison.”

Jiryx scowled while Mina doubled over with laughter, but he did test every item on Bondi’s plate of scrambled eggs, hash browns, and mini sausages. Was I imagining things, or had our last couple of meals consisted of dishes that didn’t need to be cut up at all?

Very perceptive, Master, thought Soraya. One source of friction eliminated.

Hmm. That seemed like a weird restriction to put on everyone to sidestep one crusty kobold’s stubbornness. Honestly, I had no idea what to think of Jiryx at this point. He might be a phenomenal shield-bearer, but he seemed like a lousy teacher and father.

One more thing I might add, Master, thought Soraya, is that Jiryx may not be unaware of his own faults. I believe that’s why he was so upset by Delara’s actions. It confirmed his fears that he was the one failing his son, and not the other way round. There are parents who are so egotistical and spiteful that they’d sabotage their children, just to make sure they go down in history as “the best,” but Jiryx doesn’t strike me as that type of person. Plus, he has responsibilities beyond making his son feel good. You tell me what would’ve happened if Kint had been wielding the dragonshield in that last fight instead of Jiryx.

I winced at the thought. Probably all four of them would’ve been trampled to death. And then the magnitude of the problem hit me. Jiryx really couldn’t give the shield to someone who wasn’t as good as him without putting all their lives in danger. He was stuck with it, regardless of how anyone felt about the situation.

So, what does he do, then? I thought. What’s the solution?

Oh, Master, I have no idea, thought Soraya. Emotionally, what Bondi said to Kint was excellent, but practically? Not a clue.

I was stunned. In Soraya’s thousand years of memory, she had nothing for this situation? Nothing at all?

Nothing that we could do easily, without abandoning our current quest, she replied. If Jiryx was the master of my ring, then I might be able to coach him through his teaching issues, but there’s little I can do from outside of his head. Not every problem has a solution, and you don’t need to fix everyone else’s issues for them—though it’s admirable that you want to try, Master.

Wow. I guess I’d gotten so used to Soraya having an insightful solution for every interpersonal issue, I’d assumed that she’d always have one for every situation. But that wasn’t fair, was it? Ain’t nobody perfect, not even an immortal.

I guess I had no choice but to refocus on our main quest. I pulled out my new, ordinary paper map of Zargedon. I’d thrown away the magical one at the base of Mount Fayajeet. It was a creation of the Duchess, and might be used to track us, just like the acorn. I missed it already.

The regular copy I’d made was still quite useful. I cross-referenced that with Soraya’s resonance tracker, and found that her ring had moved again, fourteen miles away from its previous position. From my limited data set, it looked like it was wandering around within the borders of the Kingdom of Mirog—the very people we’d decided to antagonize, in the worst way.

This was starting to become a problem for us. My habit of sticking up for the underdog and standing up to bullies came with repercussions, in that we kept collecting more and more powerful enemies. But, as I watched Bondi, her beautiful features radiant as she bickered with her kobolds over breakfast, I couldn’t bring myself to regret any part of our decision to help her.

Ah, well. We were supposed to meet up with the freed Rephaites later today. Their camp was only two hours away from us. Maybe they’d have some insights for sneaking into Mirog. Or maybe not. But the only way to be sure was to go and check up with them. Time to get underway.


Chapter 24

Meetup


On our way to meet the freed Rephaites, we experienced our first proper Zargedonian poison storm. Soraya drew my attention to it shortly after it started. Three huge jets of gas erupted from the mountain range north of Mount Fayajeet, with sporadic coughs of material emitting from a smaller fourth location.

The Sandcat had its own poison filtration system built into the force bubble canopy, but I reminded everyone to put on their personal respirators, just in case. Unfortunately, this double-protection didn’t entirely eliminate the spicy stink of the storm, and I felt my eyes watering as it hit us.

The venomous fog rolled over the Red Wastes like a living thing. The dense mist wasn’t uniform in shape or color. It would transition from ocher yellow to pea-soup green, with many alternating shades in between. The storm was full of spinning dervishes of varying sizes, which created all sorts of empty pockets within the fog, interspersed with writhing poison tendrils that appeared almost solid.

The mountains that vomited out the poison were a thin point between our universe and that which lay beyond—the same twisted void that had produced the Reaver Gods and the dreadworms. Most of the mountains on Zargedon were like that, though its presence on Mount Fayajeet had been mild.

Not so with this storm. The swirling winds sucked up red dust from the plains, and turned the wide, flat landscape into a dense, claustrophobic cloud of chaotic, amorphous fog that ate the ground, making it appear as if we no longer rode across the surface of Zargedon. Rather, the storm trapped us in the middle of this nonsensical, never-ending nothing, with no way out, while strange, formless things lurked in the mist, just beyond our view, terrible entities that⁠—

I shook my head and turned my attention to the thermal scans for reassurance. Yes, there was the ground, and the river to our right, and we were definitely progressing across it normally, albeit a lot slower than usual.

Normally I’d applaud Mina’s caution, but in this case it made me worried. I looked down to where she was hunkered over the Sandcat’s controls, eyes fixed to the thermal display, ears flat against her head. The disturbing writhing patterns of the poisonous fog were faintly visible on the thermal display. It could still fuck with her mind.

I was about to climb down to try and reassure her when I felt a warm thrum through the frame of the Sandcat. It was the protective growl of a mother lion defending her cub, prepared to rip any intruding beast to shreds, should it be so foolish as to step within range of her claws. I immediately felt my own anxiety lessen, while Mina’s ears perked up a bit and we started to gain speed.

Did she really not notice the Sandcat helping her? It seemed unbelievable to me, but I had to remind myself that I was an artificer and other people didn’t have the same kind of arcane sensitivity that I did.

We spent another three hours stuck in the relentless, numbing horror of the poison storm before we reached the Xichota oasis we’d designated as our meeting point with the freed Rephaites. The Xichota ruin was the biggest building of its type I’d seen so far. It looked like two rows of five melted-together eggs, each about three stories tall. The three raider vehicles we’d salvaged and given to the Rephaites were parked outside, abandoned.

That was worrisome, because I knew we hadn’t recovered enough respirators for everyone we’d freed. So I’d expected to see people clustered inside the vehicles, which had air-filtering spells to protect everyone from the poison.

We rolled up warily, scanning the surroundings for threats, or signs of life, or bodies. We hadn’t stopped for long when the front door to the Xichota building opened, and an unfamiliar figure—cloaked, hooded, masked, and goggled—reached out and beckoned for us to enter.

It took us a few minutes to comply. Allowing any of the poison outside to touch your skin was a bad idea. Bondi, Mina, and I had force bubble armor, but everyone else had to bundle up.

Delara went first as we crossed the open ground and went up the stairs. I couldn’t help noticing that the “front door” was at an odd half-story distance above the ground. The ramp leading up to it appeared to have been carved out of the side of the structure, terminating at a sort of vertical slice going up the ovoid surface, with the door placed at the intersection of both cuts.

I kept my guard up as I went through the door, which turned out to be a tunnel six feet long. I felt a mild magical effect as I went in, and I noticed the poison droplets on Delara’s cloak bubbling off to fly past me and out the door.

We emerged from the tunnel into a single, large meeting-hall, with the freed Rephaites sitting around on blankets in the middle of the floor, or on stone benches that had been carved out of the outer walls. To the one side of the room I saw five magitech machines that I hadn’t seen before: scrollbikes.

I’d heard of devices like these. They were like magic carpets that had been cut into long strips, installed in a frame with a saddle, stirrups, and handlebar controls. The frame made it easier to stay on the bike while it was doing extreme aerial maneuvers, and allowed for the mounting of integrated weaponry, which these had. While inactive, the long streamers of “magic carpet” rolled up on a dowel at the front of the frame, hence the name “scrollbike.” These were one of the few flying machines that could operate on Zargedon, so long as they didn’t try to fly more than fifty feet above the ground.

There were five new people, four hobgoblins and one nephilim. The first four were all wearing the same type of scale-and-leather armor. The fifth one, who had beckoned us in, had to strip off all of his poison-protection gear to reveal a grander version of the same outfit. His armor offered him a bit more protection than the others, and had some bonus design flourishes to it. It made me think he was higher-ranked, and—sure enough—he introduced himself as General Direk Sar, High Commander of the Rephaite Army.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, General,” said Delara, her eyebrows raised high. “Though that begs the question of what someone of your stature is doing out here.”

“Yeah, that’s nuts,” said Mina, with her usual tact. “If you got killed, your army would be fucked.”

Direk grimaced, and I was suddenly struck by just how young he was. Maybe only a year or two older than me. I hadn’t noticed at first because the deep bags under his eyes had thrown me off.

“The short answer to your question is that, despite my rank, my circumstances are desperate,” he said. “But, before I say anything more, I have a question for you. Are you the Wormslayer of legend? Did you really kill one of those abominations?”

“Not I,” said Delara. “Stud here—err… I mean Zain did that.”

“And I helped!” said Mina, with a raised arm and a bounce.

“You did more than help,” I said. “It was a team effort, really.”

“And you—can you offer proof?” said General Direk. “Proof that you’ve done what you claim?”

That was a weird question. “What, you mean besides all the eyewitnesses behind you?” I said, not bothering to hide my irritation. “We’ve got a couple of containers of dreadworm blood in our magitank outside. Does that count?”

“That… it might count,” said General Direk. “And forgive me, the proof is not for me, but for others. Please, tell me how you managed to do it. How did you kill the un-killable?”

So we sat down and recounted our battle with the raiders and the dreadworms, with Mina taking over most of the explaining, with a lot of hand-gestures, pantomime, and general gusto.

General Direk listened intently to our story, though he wasn’t jumping for joy at the end. In fact, I felt like he might be trying to hide his disappointment.

“So,” he said, “You’re telling me that the way to kill a dreadworm is to use multiple rare and irreproducible magical weapons.”

“Well, the Orb of Dragon’s Breath is rare and unique, but I was only using that because our main arcane cannon broke.” I said. “A regular multi-function arcane cannon would probably work just as well, as long as it can shoot poison. And the Xichota cannons probably aren’t that rare. I found ours lying around in a scrapyard. People don’t ever use them because normally they’re not as effective as regular magic cannons. But they’re not hard to build. That’s all you need.”

“Plus a mobile platform to mount the cannons on,” said Delara. “Static artillery positions would get overrun easily. No—actually the worms could burrow and come up beneath them. But it seems like magitech vehicles aren’t unusual on this shardworld. So acquiring them shouldn’t be a huge obstacle.”

“It wouldn’t be,” said Direk. “Save for the taboo in our country that declares such devices anathema.”

“Well, I don’t know what to tell you, dude,” I snapped. “You can either get over it, or roll over and feed yourselves to the worms. Those are your options. And—wait, if magic devices are taboo, what d’ya call those, huh?”

General Direk followed my finger, which was pointing at the five scrollbikes.

“I call those stolen,” he said. “From a Mirogan patrol. I have no reluctance about using any weapon, magical or otherwise, to defend my country. But trying to mechanize our entire army, and to do so in two weeks—that’s the problem. Especially when so many of our leaders are quite happy to, as you say, roll over and feed ourselves to the worms.”

“Wait, what?” said Bondi. “And why do you have to do everything in two weeks?”

“That’s… hmm,” said Direk. “Before I answer that, there’s something I must ask you all first.”

“Okay, shoot,” said Mina.

“Why are you here?” he asked. “Why did you come to Zargedon? What is your objective?”

Was there any reason to hide our purpose here? I couldn’t think of one, and Soraya was mentally urging me to trust Direk.

“We’re looking for a gem,” I said. “It’s somewhere in Mirogan territory. It’s… we’ll say it’s one of the keys we need to free Soraya from a powerful enchantment.”

“Hmm?” said Direk. “What does that have to do with declaring war on Mirog?”

“Nothing,” I said. “We just saw they were slavers and were like, ‘fuck those guys.’”

Direk’s eyes bugged out, while Delara let out a chuckle.

“Also, just a few months ago, Mina and I were in a very similar situation as Bondi when Stud here intervened,” she said. “We wanted to pay it forward.”

Bondi spoke next. “We, the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue, are here seeking the Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree. The guide we hired tried to sell us out to Mirogan slavers.”

“But you turned your auto-wagon around and returned to the battle,” said Direk. “Even though you could’ve easily escaped.”

“Escape?” said Bondi. “No, that was, uhh—tactical positioning. It’s not like we were ever trying to run away or anything. Knights of the Brazen Order don’t let others fight our battles for us. Our delay was due to the time it took me to get the wheel back from a certain kobold.” And here Bondi paused to glare at Jiryx, who ignored her.

The corner of General Direk’s mouth twitched up at that. “I see,” he said. Then he closed his eyes and took a long, deep breath, before opening them again and regarding us carefully. “Ordinarily, I’d never do this, but, as I said, my situation is desperate. I don’t see any other option except to trust you all fully and hope you don’t betray me.”

And so, General Direk told us everything. About his past and losing his family to the Mirogans, and about the enemy’s current plan to alter the mind of the elder Rephaite princess by sacrificing Direk’s sister to Krah-Mirogah, and the potential catastrophe if the Godvault was opened.

“Ugh, that’s awful,” said Mina. “And you said that they brainwashed your sister to go along with getting sacrificed? Do you suppose that’s more magical mind-fuckery?”

“Possibly,” said Direk. “But they’ve had nine years to indoctrinate her. She was only ten years old when I last saw her, and she was always rather… naive and impressionable.”

“Oh, boy,” I said, remembering some of the kids in my village from my youth. “Cults can get people to believe all sorts of crazy shit—no magic required.”

Actually, even if we rescued Direk’s sister, she might be so far gone that she’d protest our intervention.

Possibly, Master, thought Soraya, But self-sacrifice is a big ask, even for the most dedicated cultist. And there are events that can shake a person’s faith—like seeing their “gods” die in front of them.

Maybe. “So, if I’m understanding things correctly,” I said, “You need to bring your Council proof that the dreadworms can be killed for them to approve a rescue operation. And we did that, so what next? Show up and testify?”

“Yes—only I’m not sure that’ll be enough,” said Direk.

“Come again?” I said.

“No, I think I see the problem,” said Delara. “It’s not just acquiring the magical weaponry that’s the problem. Our method of dreadworm-slaying is going to be hard to implement on a mass scale. It requires a high level of skill, and both of you nearly died doing it. For an army, you’d want a simpler and surer tactic.”

“That’s great,” I said. “But we don’t have one.”

“Well, we don’t yet,” said Bondi. “But I think we will.”

“You do?” said Direk.

“Our next destination is Mount Apoxiroch, to recover the Crown of Dragonkind,” said Bondi. “And our map was showing a bunch of Xichota ruins in that same area. I think we could find more of their weapons there. Maybe one of them might be the dreadworm-killer we’re looking for.”

“You think so?” said Mina. “Didn’t the dwarves from the Polonic Imperium mine the heck out of that area?”

“Well, they didn’t get everything, because the Crown of Dragonkind is still there,” said Bondi. “And maybe they were so focused on minerals that they missed a ton of other stuff. You know, when I told that harbor master that I was here for archaeology, he didn’t believe me. So that tells me something: archaeologists don’t come here. But they really should.

“When we get visitors to the Coral Palace back home, and they see it for the first time, you can see from their expressions—they’re thinking, ‘that’s it?’ What they don’t realize is that they’re only seeing the top third of the structure, and the rest is underwater. And I get that same feeling looking at all the Xichota oases. Like, why is this room at such an odd height? What’s actually beneath our feet? Like, maybe we’re only seeing the tops of the tallest buildings, and the rest has been buried.

“And why are they oases? Why do the dreadworms still avoid these places after they’ve been abandoned for two thousand years? The Xichota must have scared them pretty bad, back in the day. I mean, Zain just found that aberration slayer lying around in a scrapyard. We’re bound to discover something even better if we’re actively searching for it.”

“Aberration slayer?” I said.

“Yeah, the cannon you’ve got mounted on your tank,” said Bondi. “It’s written on the barrel.”

“Oh, that,” I said. Twisted outsider killer. Same difference.

“If it’s named ‘aberration slayer,’ that seems to imply that it was supposed to do the job on its own, without requiring another weapon,” said Delara. “So perhaps we’re not using it as it was intended.”

“Very well,”said General Direk. “If you think we can find a better answer in the ruins of Apoxiroch, then that’s where we’ll go. I’d like to start immediately, but our scrollbikes can’t run in this storm.

“Because you’re too exposed, right?” I said. “I could probably set them up so the Sandcat could tow them. It might be a tight fit with all five of you in the back, though.”

“It’ll be three of us,” said Direk. “I’m leaving two of my soldiers to escort these people to safety. And thank you, again, for freeing them from the Mirogans. If you hadn’t done that, well—the most common fate for their captives is to be fed to the dreadworms. And I can’t help but notice that you haven’t even asked for anything in return.”

“The Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue stands for courage, justice, and fellowship,” said Bondi. “So of course we’re not going to let a bunch of foul slavers have their way. No reward is necessary.”

Well, that was easy for a rich girl to say, especially when her idea of “helping” was doing exactly what she wanted to do in the first place. I couldn’t fault her logic though, and Apoxiroch was on our way, too.

“I’m not opposed to accepting payment for work we’re doing on your behalf,” I said. “But what we really need is help with tracking down Soraya’s gem. It seems to be wandering around in this area.”

I showed Direk the three points I’d charted on my map, and he nodded. “Those are in Mirogan controlled territory. It’s going to be a lot easier to get there if we have weapons capable of driving them out.”

Well, that wasn’t perfect, but it was fair. I got to work examining the scrollbikes and figuring out how I might modify them for towing, cross-checking with High Arcanist Killroy’s Complete Guide to Magical Crafting. My joy at finding some brand new, cool magitech to play around with was tempered by the stress of having another tight-deadline-do-the-impossible task dropped on me again, just after I’d gotten rid of that fucking acorn. I’d been looking forward to taking it easy for a day or two, y’know?

Well, at least we’d dealt with that awful fae menace. Even if I hadn’t killed him, without the Duchess’ seed, the anti-scrying charms I carried on me should prevent him from tracking me any more. We might have a devil of a time getting our hands on Soraya’s gem, but that dullahan monster was a problem I could cross off my list for good.


Chapter 25

A Little Help From My Friends


The Scourge pirates followed Enobaria to the dullahan’s general location, as the Dark Elf marched in accordance to the pull of one of her divination potions, which she’d grown quite of proficient in crafting—brewing them over and over again, hoping to find one that might bypass Zain Shamar’s anti-scrying charms. But it was a different member of the Gloom Shrike’s crew who actually managed to spot Goban, and call out to the rest of them.

“Mmm rrrmm ummhr hrmm.”

“Byago, unzip,” said Calista.

“I said, ‘he’s right over here,’” said the monk, and indeed he was.

Calista had to be impressed by Byago’s observational skills. It would’ve been easy to miss ol’ Goban, as he’d been buried under a huge pile of loose rocks and sodden ash, from which a single black plate gauntlet emerged. The Scourge gathered around to watch in silence as the steel-covered hand slowly twisted and clawed through its limited range of motion, methodically digging its way through the ash. Given the minor trench it had already cleared, Calista guessed it would probably free itself in a few weeks or so.

“That’s some impressive persistence,” said Bramble. “Way to make the best of a not-so-great situation.”

Calista slithered on up, careful to avoid touching anything with her bare skin. That bonkers poison storm had finished, thank goodness, but it left a toxic residue on basically everything.

In eight hours or so it would soak into the earth and get diluted by the red dust. You still wanted to wear your respiration circlet for another full day afterwards, as the wind could pick up powdered bits of the stuff, and you didn’t want to breathe that in.

That was all according to the guide they’d hired from that Reshef weirdo, a goblin by the name of Crump. Crump had ended up being really useful, once she’d hypnotized him into telling her everything he was really up to. Which included trying to sell them out to slavers.

On one level, Calista was impressed by the sheer gall of the act. These people really thought they were going to be able to enslave her crew, as well-armed and nasty as they were. The sight of their Scourge face-paint alone was usually enough to inspire respect from everyone they met, if not outright pants-wetting terror. This shit-hole shardworld was so isolated that they’d lost their fear of the Scourge, apparently. That would have to be rectified very soon, but now she had someone else who needed to be put in his place.

“All right,” said Calista, raising her voice enough to carry through the pile of ash. “We’ve got a lot of things to discusss, but first, why don’t we ssstart with the basics? Can you hear me? Thumbs up for yess.”

The black gauntlet stopped digging. There was a long pause, and then Calista felt a surge of triumph as the hand twisted around and directed a steel-shod thumb skyward.

“Oh, excellent,” said Calista. “And I’m going to asssume, given your current state, that you have not, in fact, killed or captured Zain Shamar, and that he was able to essscape you somehow.”

The dullahan’s hand clenched at that, and Calista waited patiently for it to relax, which it eventually did, with the thumb extended back up again.

“Oh, too bad,” sang Calista, seeing no need to hide her delight. “Such a shame you ran off ssso quickly. None of usss could keep up to give you a hand. And I’d definitely sssay you need a hand now. I mean, at the rate you’re going, by the time you get free Zain will already have finished his businessss on Zargedon and left, and you’ll be ssstuck here trying to bum another ride offworld. Unlesss, of course, we decide to dig you out ourssselves. Would you like that? Would you like us to dig you out?”

The hand didn’t move, steel thumb raised.

“Yes, very sssmart of you,” said Calista. “But, before we do that, we’re going to ssset some ground rules. Which is, that once you’re free, you are not going to immediately go running off again. We are going to have a nice conversssation first. And I mean a real conversssation where I ask you questions and you ressspond with actual answers, instead of a bunch of canned phrases about never resssting, blah, blah, blah. You don’t resume your hunt until I say I’m sssatisfied, or twenty-four hours time, whichever comes first. Do we have a deal?”

The gauntlet went slack. Calista narrowed her eyes at it. She wasn’t bluffing—she would walk away from Goban if he didn’t agree, but she didn’t want to do that. She still had no good way to track Zain without the dullahan. Making a deal benefitted them both, but Goban had yet to show that he was willing to compromise on anything. How stubborn was he, really?

The answer came as the black steel hand twisted, taking several separate movements to get all the way in position, and the thumb gradually, reluctantly pointed towards the kaleidoscopic sky.

“Then it’s a deal,” said Calista, as she clapped her hands together. “And we all know how ssseriously you faerie creatures take your deals. Now, any volunteersss for shovel duty?” she said, back to her crew.

Byago raised his hand—a good choice, as his monastic discipline made him immune to poison. Unfortunately, they only had one shovel, and it was one of those fold-up emergency ones that came with the all-terrain auto-wagon they’d purchased from that Reshef asshole. So the dullahan excavation took over an hour, as he’d been buried pretty thoroughly. And for some reason, Goban refused to get out of his saddle, meaning Byago had to unearth most of that skull-steed’s body before they both stood up, with the dullahan remaining mounted the entire time. Weirdo.

And that horse wasn’t in the same state as before. Calista noticed a black hole in its lower belly, out of which a single loop of sticky pink intestine dangled. There was a wider spread of holes in its rump, each leaking inky smoke. One of Goban’s shinguards looked like a horde of worms had burrowed their way through it, and there was a larger hole that had been punched into the dullahan’s shoulder and out the other side. But the most shocking damage was to Goban’s severed mummy head. A good portion of its top teeth had been knocked out, or badly chipped, and its lower jaw was completely gone.

What kind of weapon did that to a creature like Goban? Calista had to mentally up the threat level of this Zain Shamar.

“Well, you’ve looked better, Goban,” said Calista. “Want a healing potion? Enobaria’s got a few to ssspare. How does that work for you, anyway? We jusst pour it down your neck hole, or….”

“NO NEED,” said Goban. “I HAVE ALREADY HEALED ALL THAT I CAN. THE REMAINING WOUNDS WERE MADE WITH COLD IRON, AND WILL NOT MEND UNTIL I RETURN TO THE REALM OF FAERIE TO RECUPERATE.”

“And probably get sssome dental work done, I daresssay,” said Calista, eyeing up the dullahan’s shattered jaw. “Hey, how does that go? Like, do you pay a visit to the actual Tooth Faerie?”

Calista thought that was a pretty good zinger, though Bramble kind of ruined it by laughing way too long and loudly at the joke. The sunken, glowing red eyes of the dullahan fixed her with a piercing glare, but Calista forced herself to ignore the cold shivers that crept down her spine. She was done letting this entity push her around.

“Sssorry, couldn’t resist,” she said. “Sso, are you going to need to retire to Faerieland now, or are you planning to presss on?”

“I AM THE DULLAHAN. THE PRIME HUNTER OF THE UNSEELIE COURT. I DO NOT TIRE. I DO NOT REST. I DO NOT STOP UNTIL I HAVE CLAIMED MY PREY,” Goban paused for a moment after completing his litany. PLUS, THE RITUAL TO RE-SUMMON ME FROM THE FAERIE REALM WAS ONLY KNOWN TO NISSEY, AND SHE IS NO MORE.”

“Ohhhh nooooo, not Nisssey,” said Calista, Actually, this wasn’t a surprise. They’d guessed as much when Enobaria’s resonance tracker stopped working last night, forcing them to switch to the divination potions. “What a shaaaaame. How’d she die, anyway?”

“ZAIN THE ARTIFICER SAW THROUGH ONE OF HER DISGUISES AND STABBED HER THROUGH THE HEART.”

Calista couldn’t contain her giggle-snort of delight at the image that conjured up in her brain. Though it did mean she’d be forever deprived of the joy of murdering the obnoxious little changeling herself, this was nearly as good.

“Ah, terribly sssorry for that,” Calista lied. “That was tasssteless of me. I’m sure she had loved ones who will missss… aha, misss her very…. Ahahahaha….” Unprompted, Calista’s imagination had summoned a picture of Nissey’s shocked face as her “cleverness” backfired and she was run through. It was just so fucking funny.

“Ah. Aheeheehee… Ahhh…” Calista took a couple deep breaths and fanned her face with her hands. “Ah. There. Good. It’s out of my sssystem now. So, where were we? Ah—yes, I remember.”

“So, Goban,” said Calista. “Given the sstate we found you in, am I sssafe in assuming you had an altercation with our friend Zain, and that it did not go your way?”

“ZAIN THE ARTIFICER BARELY MANAGED TO ESCAPE ME,” intoned the dullahan. “HE HAD ASSISTANCE FROM ALLIES. AND HE BENEFITED FROM GOOD FORTUNE.”

Uh-huh. Calista thought. That’s your excuse? Blaming it on luck? This Zain guy sure gets lucky a lot, doesn’t he? And was it pure luck that buried you beneath a landslide, too?

But she didn’t say any of that. She’d already antagonized this creature enough to level the playing field between them. There was no reason to push it any further.

“Well, if you jusst nearly got him,” she said instead, “And he barely essscaped because of his allies, just imagine how that would’ve gone if you had more allies, too—if you hadn’t run off the ssecond we hit the pier. If you’d waited just a few minutes for the ressst of us to get organized to come with you. If you’d fought him with a Ssscourge pirate crew at your side, instead of all by yourssself. You think that would’ve changed the outcome any, hmm?”

Goban sat there in his saddle, still and silent. Calista restrained herself from reminding him that he was obligated to answer. Her patience won out, as a single word echoed forth from the inky blackness of the dullahan’s gorget.

“PERHAPS.”

“All right then, Goban,” said Calista. “So, how about we ssstrike another deal—one that benefits us both. You lead us to Zain, we help you capture or kill him, whichever you want—but we get Soraya’s ring. I trust you still know how to find him?”

“ZAIN THE ARTIFICER RID HIMSELF OF THE TRACKER I WAS USING,” said Goban. “BUT MY HOOVES HAVE TASTED HIS FLESH. HE WILL NOT BE ABLE TO HIDE FROM ME.”

“Oh, goody,” said Calista. “So, is that a yes? We have a deal, do we?

“YOU AND YOUR CREW SHALL ASSIST ME IN THE HUNT FOR ZAIN THE ARTIFICER, IN EXCHANGE FOR THE RING HE CARRIES. THIS IS OUR AGREEMENT, IN ACCORDANCE TO THE STANDARD PACT AND TERMS THAT GOVERN THE REALM OF FAERIE.”

“Sssounds good,” said Calista. “Deal.”

Calista felt a familiar tension return to her chest. That was fine. And she wasn’t going to twist herself in knots over the precise wording of their pact. She fully expected this monster to attack her to get Soraya’s ring back once the terms of their deal had been satisfied. She’d be ready for him this time. She’d already learned that he wasn’t invincible. Calista made a mental note to ask Enobaria what the hell “cold iron” was and where they could get some. But, speaking of which⁠—

Calista slithered around to get a better look at the skull-headed mount’s backside. The damage looked even worse up close.

“You sure you’re fit to ride, Goban?” she asked.

“I HAVE BEEN… SLOWED,” he replied. “BUT I WILL HAVE NO PROBLEM KEEPING PACE WITH YOUR VEHICLE. SO, LET US RIDE IMMEDIATELY. OUR QUARRY GROWS MORE DISTANT WITH EVERY SECOND THAT WE STAND HERE TALKING.”

“Well, then we bessst get a move on,” said Calista. “You hear that, Ssscourgers? Everyone in the wagon, chop, chop.”

They piled into their auto-wagon and took off after the dullahan, with Enobaria taking the wheel. Despite herself, Calista had to be impressed with that demon horse’s fortitude. If this was its injured speed, its regular pace had to be something else. Calista noticed Byago carefully examining the creature’s irregular gait, eyes glittering, while Tharg glowered and Eggs stared out into the distance, a greenish pallor tinging her skin. She’d already gotten motion sickness several times on the trip out.

“This is great,” said Bramble. “It’s like we’re collecting friends. First Crump, and now Goban. I think you finally got through to him, Captain.”

Calista smiled at Bramble, who’d thrown a friendly arm around Crump’s neck, one that the hapless goblin didn’t seem to appreciate, but was too terrified to protest.

“Yesss, Bramble,” said Calista. “More friends are alwaysss useful. And Crump has even more friends, don’t you? You were planning to introduce usss, before we got sssidetracked. With this little trinket, isn’t that right?”

Calista held up a grey toroidal stone, polished smooth and wrapped in copper wire. A “talk-stone.” The goblin would’ve used it to arrange for their ambush. But, now that she had it, she could make a different arrangement. And the dullahan was leading them north, into Mirogan territory. So, having a little chat with them could prove fruitful. She was sure they’d get along. With a pirate as charming and beautiful as she was, how could they not?


Chapter 26

Rhatha


High Priestess Rhatha Tak crossed her long, bare legs beneath her black tabard and sneered down at the surviving worm-cavalry soldiers and raiders, who pressed their foreheads into the crimson rug at the foot of her dais, quivering with fear, as they damned well should be.

“So, what you are telling me,” she said, not bothering to hide her rage and contempt, “Is that you set out on a simple slave-catching mission, but then, you somehow managed to get both your assigned priestess—a full Worm-Bride, mind you—and her dreadworm, the great and ancient Grii-Jadaporrh, killed by a single magitank, carrying only four people? And then you come crawling back to me, wormless, without doing everything in your power to avenge those that you swore a sacred vow to protect? Is that what you are telling me, you pathetic insects?”

“F-forgive us, High Priestess,” stammered the foremost soldier. “We thought… that we must warn you of this threat. The Wormslayer, finally come to wreak havoc against the sons and daughters of Mirog. We had to raise the alarm⁠—”

“You mean, you ran,” snarled Rhatha, descending from the dais to deliver a rain of kicks at the hapless hobgoblin’s bowed head. “You wretched, cowardly slug! You neutered, whipped cur! You spineless jellyfish! Dickless eunuch! Your craven gutlessness stains the uniform you wear! You foul cockroach!”

Rhatha continued her torrent of both physical and verbal abuse, using her magical abilities to wrap her bare feet in spectral armor, until she’d successfully knocked her victim’s helmet off. Then she carefully stepped on his head, pinning it sideways against the stone floor, the ball of her foot grinding into her minion’s cheek. Through the skin, she could feel where she’d knocked some of his teeth loose, and deliberately pressed down into that space.

The disgraced soldier let out a strangled scream while his whole body shook. Rhatha kept this treatment up for a full minute before relenting.

“Eh, what’s that?” she said. “You have something you wish to say for yourself, cockroach?”

“Apologies,” the hobgoblin said, though his speech was slurred. “A thousand apologies. Their wizards were powerful enough to slay even the great Grii-Jadaporrh. Against such magic, what hope would mere soldiers ha⁠—”

“Cease your whining!” said Rhatha, stomping down on the soldier’s jaw. “From what you’ve reported, even the most powerful archmage would’ve exhausted his best spells after such a battle. He’d have been near-helpless—yet, instead of finishing him off, you ran away instead.”

Although, from what Rhatha had learned from her extensive spy network, the leader of this strange group of bandits was actually an artificer, not a wizard. Who else but a magic item specialist could waltz into Reshef’s junk yard and depart with a scratch-built, fully-functional magitank barely a day later? But her basic point still applied.

“And you,” Rhatha turned her ire on one of the cowering raiders. “You fuckers had a tank! With a fucking cannon!” Rhatha ran a few steps to deliver another helmet-removing kick to her new target. “But you didn’t fire it, then, did you? To a vehicle that you say didn’t even have armor.”

“No, High Priestess,” blubbered the raider, a scruffy-looking human. “But its force shields were the strongest I’ve seen. And the lack of weight made it lightning-fast and agile. And the pilot—she was either insane or some kind of genius. Maybe both? I’ve never seen a magitank move like that one did, not in all my years plundering the Red Wastes.”

“Bah! Useless whiners, the lot of you,” said Rhatha, meting out another kick to the human raider, before stalking back to her throne and taking a seat. “Not another word from you. Now, lie on your faces while I decide your fate.”

Rhatha crossed her legs again as her attendant Kamlai knelt down to wash the blood and spit off of her feet. In truth, Rhatha had known about the death of Grii-Jadaporrh when it had happened two days ago. She’d felt a series of horrific psychic screams through the mystical link that connected her to the dreadworms, culminating in the death-wail from Grii-Jadaporrh himself. And, even though she’d never experienced anything like it before, somehow she’d known exactly what it meant.

She’d magically contacted all her spies in Scavengers’ Gate, including Reshef himself. All told of two recent parties of travelers, each consisting of a wizard and three bodyguards, each claiming to be interested in “archaeology.” Normally she’d dismiss that as a lame cover for wannabe drug traffickers, but these travelers had immediately picked a fight with Mirog—the only suppliers of the dreadworm’s ambrosia. So who knew what they were really after?

But, regardless of these murderer’s true objective, there was no denying that they were both canny and powerful. Since the decline of the Xichota, the ancient Enemy, no-one had ever succeeded in slaying one of the great servants of Giagohl, and it was her shame that it had happened under her reign. She’d had to wait until now to hear the surviving raiders’ reports, and they had been illuminating. The first group of foreigners, led by the woman Bondi, seemed less impressive, though they had recognized their trap before it could be fully sprung. Although, now Rhatha had to wonder if that hadn’t been a ruse to lead Grii-Jadaporrh’s group into an ambush.

Even so, the most impressive feats of magic had come from the second group, led by “Zain,” who seemed to be the artificer. He’d somehow figured out how to use the ancient Enemy’s weapons, and the hidden weakness of the dreadworms, but he didn’t seem to be the most powerful sorcerer in his group.

There was a blue-skinned woman with him, an illusionist who’d executed feats that Rhatha had never heard of. Turning a whole tank invisible? Even Rhatha couldn’t do that. And this blue bitch had kept that up while also maintaining invisibility on another warrior, who then proceeded to slaughter the Worm-Bride Priestess Putrea and most of her guard? Unheard of.

This distraction was the last thing she needed. She should be preparing herself for the cosmic convergence and Krah-Mirogah’s marriage feast. Instead she’d have to be running around trying to track down this “Wormslayer” before he did any more damage. And she couldn’t delegate this task to subordinates. These newcomers were far too dangerous. She’d have to handle this personally.

But, speaking of subordinates…

“So, you useless dogs,” said Rhatha to the men cowering on the floor. “You’ve managed to fail your duties in every conceivable way. You’ve lost all the slaves you were supposed to catch, were beaten by the prey that you were supposed to ambush, lost three Worm Priestesses, including a full Worm-Bride, allowed every dreadworm under your care to get badly maimed, and allowed the greatest among them, the ancient Grii-Jadaporrh, to be slain outright—a catastrophe unlike anything the Kingdom of Mirog has seen in over a thousand years of our history. Is that correct? Am I in any way mistaken about your complete and abject failure?”

“N-no, High Priestess Rhatha,” said the frontmost warrior, as clearly as one could with a busted jaw. “Everything is as you say.”

Rhatha furrowed her brow and carefully swept her gaze across the supine soldiers, looking for any signs of insolence, or sullen resentment, and found none, even among the raiders. If anyone was going to be a source of idiotic back-talk, it was usually them. But these men seemed properly contrite, or at least had the brains to fake it. How disappointing.

“Very well,” said Rhatha. “I find you lot to be the most pathetic, despicable, craven cowards that Mirog has ever seen. But, despite failing in every other respect, you did manage to do one thing right—you came straight back here and reported your utter defeat honestly. Personally, I’d prefer to have you slowly carved up and fed to the juvenile dreadworms—one piece a day, while you watch your own flesh get consumed—but the ways of Krah-Mirogah are mysterious and inexplicable. There may be some chance, however miniscule, that you cockroaches might one day redeem yourselves in his eyes. And so, for today. I shall spare your miserable lives.”

Rhatha saw the shock and sudden release of tension through the prone forms of the survivors. They hadn’t expected that. Good. And all of them were smart enough to not start celebrating prematurely.

“Well?” she snapped. “You heard me. Now get your worthless, stinking carcasses out of my sight, and report back to your immediate superiors. You cockroaches better hope they’re a fraction as lenient as I am.”

Rhatha hoped they weren’t. Ten lashes each would be an excellent reward for their failure. But they might go as high as twenty, or even fifty, for losing an elder dreadworm. Some might not survive the punishment, and the thought of that lifted Rhatha’s spirits somewhat. The sight of these blubbering cowards really did make Rhatha sick.

She hadn’t wanted to spare their lives. Her predecessor certainly wouldn’t have done that. But therein lay the problem. If you made a habit of executing subordinates for bringing you bad news, soon you would find yourself the recipient of nothing but good news, regardless of what the conditions on the ground actually were. In order to deal with threats or fix problems, you had to first know what they were.

Rhatha had seen the folly of her predecessor’s approach firsthand, and vowed never to repeat that mistake herself. She needed truth from her underlings, even if hearing it wasn’t always pleasant.

She paid them no more attention, as they exited the chambers of the High Priestess, backwards, and doubled-over at the waist. It was good that she’d been able to hear their testimony firsthand. And the most valuable intel had come from the worst cowards of the lot—the magitank crew. They’d been able to peer through all the illusionist’s trickery and seen what had actually been going on the entire time.

Hard to believe that only four people had caused so much damage. She’d have liked to scry on them to learn more, but they had magic that blocked it. However, the group of slaves they’d stolen had no such protection. She’d had her top priestesses spying on them, long enough to know that the dreadworm murderers had taken a side-trip up and down Mount Fayajeet in record time, and were now headed to the ruins of Yohzoc, in search of more artifacts.

This was the worst news possible. These heathens had already figured out to use one of the ancient Enemy’s weapons to murder the great Grii-Jadaporrh. But the legends of Mirog told of worse abominations the foul Xichota had turned upon the faithful.

In secret scrolls held deep beneath the Ziggurat of Krah, the forgotten history of the war between the dragons and the dreadworms told of the Curse of Desiccation, an unholy weapon that had nearly exterminated the entire bloodline of Krah-Mirogah, and of the wicked dragon Xichtocoazll, who had wreaked profane violence to Grandfather Worm, taking Him to the very brink of true death.

Their mighty patriarch had fled deep beneath the earth to spend centuries recuperating, the Mirogans had been driven far to the north, while the Xichota took over the fertile forests and plains of southern Zargedon, ruling unchallenged until the land itself turned on them. And then the dragonkin mysteriously vanished, all at once, leaving their kobold servants to starve in their otherwise empty cities, as they were all slowly buried by the whirlwind storms of the red dust.

But the ruins in Mount Apoxiroch had survived untouched, until the Polonic dwarves barged in and started digging mine tunnels everywhere. Still, who knew what sort of ancient secrets lay buried there, for those with the motivation to look for them. It galled Rhatha that she still had no idea what the ultimate goal of these outsiders actually was, but she did know they’d declared war on Mirog and were helping the Rephaites, so she had to assume the worst.

Rhatha pursed her brows in thought. Even if she left now, she might not be able to intercept their group before they reached the Jitters. The dreadworms were slower than magitech machines, and the murderers’ vehicle seemed to be optimized for speed.

Digging them out of that jungle would be another headache, not to mention the potential disaster if the presence of the “Wormslayer” gave that jumped-up guard captain the leverage to muster some kind of Rephaite counterattack.

And she’d put so much work into ensuring that their pathetic “Council” would roll over and play dead. Her agents had done excellent work in that regard—and now it might all be undone by a small group of offworlders, a complete wild card that she couldn’t have possibly foreseen. Well, fair or not, they were her problem now, and she had to deal with them swiftly.

“Sinoun, Fynbarra,” said Rhatha, glancing over to her four personal attendants, the veiled future brides of Krah-Mirogah.

“Yes, Mistress,” said the two gorgeous women, a hobgoblin and a half-elf, each bowing their heads as they awaited orders.

“You two shall prepare a war-party,” said Rhatha. “One hundred dreadworms, twenty of which should be Elder class or greater, with full accoutrements, both worm-cavalry, slave cages, and mechanized support. And set the summons for Grandfather Worm. I shall be leading this expedition personally.”

Rhatha quashed the slight misgivings she had about possibly exposing the great Krah-Mirogah to the still relatively unknown threat presented by these interlopers. Caution was wise, but she couldn’t allow it to fester into timidity. The smart play was to crush these heathens early, with overwhelming force, before they had a chance to gain more allies and resources. Then she could relax and devote herself entirely to preparations for the great harmonic convergence, and the ultimate resurrection of Supreme Lord Giagohl himself.

They were so close now. Generations upon generations of worm-priestesses had suffered, sacrificed, and persevered to bring her to this moment. Nothing could be allowed to interfere with this. She would succeed where so many of her predecessors had failed. She would stand triumphant as the greatest High Priestess in the history of Zargedon.

“As you command, Mistress,” said Sinoun. “And, shall I have High King Warun informed of this expedition?”

Rhatha’s triumphant mood immediately soured. “No, Sinoun,” she said. “But prepare for him to join us, nevertheless.”

Before Sinoun and Fynbarra left, Rhatha cast a glamor on the two women. As the magic took hold, the healthy, voluptuous curves of their breasts and hips, so well-displayed by the open sides of their priestess’ raiments, withered away to sallow malnourishment.

It was a precaution Rhatha had been instituting for years, every time the four Brides of Krah left the inner cloisters of the dreadworm cult. Rhatha was sure that if that lecher Warun saw them in their true form, he’d defile them without compunction. Such an insult to the great Krah-Mirogah would demand his execution, and that would create a whole host of problems for her.

Truthfully, Rhatha had been planning to execute High King Warun ever since he’d successfully united the tribes and conquered every part of Northern Zargedon that was worth conquering. He was far too short-sighted, unpredictable, and disrespectful.

But, before she had him executed, she needed to have an appropriately pliable successor lined up—someone the bestial grunts of the tribal chiefs would respect. Rhatha had the same general contempt for the unwashed hobgoblin populace as the rest of her order did, but she also recognized their utility.

Her priestesses and their dreadworm partners could lay waste to any standing army with ease, but to occupy territory and rule it required infantry of her own. And those soldiers worshipped the unsurpassed warrior High King Warun far more fervently than they did Krah-Mirogah.

It was this cult of personality, far more than any organizational skills, that currently maintained order and discipline within the army of Mirog. And that was no good. That wasn’t even the hobgoblin way.

Rhatha needed a proper military with standardized regulations—something that could hold itself together even if its leader were lost. So she’d kept an eye out for talented up-and-comers with the proper attitude, that might be groomed into a suitable replacement for her current ungovernable general. But every time she thought she’d found just the right puppet, he’d meet with some sort of fatal training accident, usually involving King Warun himself.

The last one had been the most aggravating. This had involved the son of the largest tribal chief, whom she’d been secretly grooming for months with no issue. Finally she’d arranged a clandestine meeting with her protege. She’d allowed him to express the proper amount of flattery and swear fealty to her before she ordered him to remove his pants and hold still.

She still relished the astonished expression on his face as she stroked him to release with her foot, sending milky white fluid spurting all over the floor of her chambers. After she’d finished, she’d notice that his gaze still followed her exposed sides hungrily, despite having just been satisfied, so she removed her priestess’ garb and permitted him to worship her body. His skills in this area proved to be merely adequate, but his enthusiasm was boundless, and his vigor was impressive.

Seeing his excitement so quickly restored, Rhatha commanded him to lie on his back, and she mounted him and then teased him mercilessly. She brought him to the edge over and over again, not permitting him to come until he begged like the dog that he was. One he’d pledged his body, life, and soul to her, she finally relented, and he exploded deep inside her, painting her interior with truly copious amounts of semen, especially considering the fact he’d already come once not an hour prior.

She’d watched him tremble and spasm beneath her as she sucked him dry with her pussy, the feeling of power igniting her own reciprocal reaction of pleasure and satisfaction, though she kept her breathing and expression composed.

When her puppet’s orgasm finally completed, he went limp beneath her. Once he’d regained the power of speech, he’d insisted that no one had ever shown him such delights as she just had, and that she was truly the finest lover in all of Shattered Zemyah.

That declaration had surprised her, and made her wonder at the lack of skill of the tribal camp-sluts that he was used to—if a little bit of teasing was enough to surpass them so completely. Rhatha replied truthfully that he’d barely tasted a fraction of her abilities, and that she had even greater pleasures to bless him with, if he only proved himself to be worthy of them.

She’d spent the next few days in an unusually good mood, idly looking forward to whenever her pawn might manage to display some achievement worthy of further reward, and what that might be.

There were so many options. She hadn’t even used her mouth or tongue on him so far, and she had numerous female lovers within the worm cult that she could recruit to aid her, though that particular treat would be reserved for when her loyal little puppy had been thoroughly trained to obey her every whim. Then she’d have a new head general and her life’s top irritant could be safely disposed of.

Her cheerful disposition had ended upon hearing the news that her puppy had been invited to a “friendly sparring match” with Warun that had ended when the High King had “accidentally” removed her protege’s head from his shoulders. What the fuck?

This kept happening way too frequently to be written off as coincidence, but she’d been using the most secret methods she knew of to arrange her rendezvous with her puppy. Plus, nothing the High King said or did demonstrated the guile he’d need to outmaneuver her like this. And yet, here she was, utterly stymied in her efforts to eliminate the bugbear.

Even if he was simply following the prudent tactic of eliminating potential rivals within the army, as she often did within the Worm Cult, this was astounding timing. Was he some kind of idiot savant? That almost made sense.

It had actually been King Warun who’d come up with the idea to simply slash and burn their way through the Chayarok jungle to attack Rephara. Only a moron would think that was a good idea. She’d explained, slowly and carefully, that ancient and powerful creatures of Faerie occupied that territory, and angering them was utter folly.

“So what?” he’d replied, without a single concern on his stupid face. “Soldiers don’t have to go into the jungle too far to start a fire. These beasties got to come out to get us, right? Then, the more powerful and magical these whatsits are, the more the dreadworms are gonna eat them, soon as they pop out of cover. Ain’t that how that works?”

As simple-minded as that logic was, Rhatha… actually couldn’t think of a logical counter to it. So, she went along with Warun’s braindead plan, certain that it wouldn’t work. Like, something was going to go horribly wrong. They’d trip some powerful faerie curse or disease, or the fires wouldn’t light, or some other disaster would befall them and force them to retreat.

But nothing like that happened. Warun’s armies would light the fires, retreat to a safe distance, wait for the inferno to burn itself out, then clear out the charred brush and rip out the roots of the forest with repurposed mining machines. Then repeat.

It was true, that at night, there’d be a horrific din from the jungle’s edge, and observers would see the free-roaming dreadworms swarming there in a great writhing mass, fighting… something. Soldiers did get strange diseases and a good number of them went mysteriously missing. A few dozen of the dreadworms, mostly the smaller juveniles, fled back to Mirogan territory, bearing nasty scars around their mouths.

But it wasn’t enough to halt the army’s advance. As their combined war machine relentlessly churned through the jungle, they faced less and less resistance. The hidden forces of Faerie had largely given up sacrificing themselves to no purpose and soon the route to attack Rephara was clear, for the first time in over a thousand years. She couldn’t believe it.

But in hindsight, she shouldn’t have been surprised. Everything just seemed to go that idiot’s way. And she’d have to deal with him in her upcoming expedition, she just knew it. There was no way she’d be able to keep this type of mobilization secret from him. He could smell a fight brewing and would inevitably invite himself along. The bugbear king simply got bored sitting around with nothing to kill.

“Forgive me, Mistress, but are you feeling okay?” said Kamlai, first among the Betrothed of Krah, her sensual lips pursed in concern.

“It’s nothing, dearie,” said Rhatha. “Just a bit of a headache coming on.”

“Would a scalp massage help, Mistress?” she said.

“Hmmm,” said Rhatha. “It might, at that.”

This was a dangerous indulgence, but sometimes you needed to treat yourself, and today was definitely that type of day. Rhatha savored the sensation of Kamlai straddling her lap, their open tabards allowing plenty of skin-on-skin contact, and likewise took advantage of her position to flip Kamlai’s veil back, so she could admire the young woman’s gorgeous, sensual features as she worked.

Rhatha had discovered Kamlai nine years ago, after a raid on her village, wandering alone and wailing that she’d lost her brother. Rhatha had picked her up and pretended to help look for him, doubling back over territory she’d already covered, and then taken her after she’d fallen asleep, exhausted by their fruitless search.

Rhatha hadn’t been High Priestess then. She’d just barely bonded with her first Dreadworm, and didn’t have the Rod of Rega’zidrun, the holy scepter of the worm cult, constantly whispering secrets and insights to her, as it did now. But she’d sensed something special about this hobgoblin girl, precociously beautiful, despite her distressed and dirtied state. She knew this was a future Betrothed of Krah.

When Kamlai awoke, Rhatha gently explained that her village had the misfortune to offend the will of Krah-Mirogah, and had been divinely punished as a result. It had been part of the ill-advised New Rephara colony, established north of the Chayarok jungle and connected to the main country by a wide river and by sea. Supposedly the Rephaites imagined that the breadth of the Uaxadon river might protect them, but the dreadworms could simply burrow beneath the riverbed, and the army knew how to build barges when they needed to. The Worm Cult had elected to permit the Rephaite encroachment to last until the colony had amassed enough wealth to be worth raiding.

Of course, Rhatha hadn’t explained any of this to young Kamlai. She’d said that the Rephaite leaders had been punished for their wickedness, but Kamlai, being pure of heart, had been spared for something greater. Rhatha had been careful not to reveal what that something was until after Kamlai had spent years under the teachings and guidance of the cult of Krah-Mirogah.

And she’d received the news with the appropriate amount of awe and wonder. Kamlai had proven to be a nearly ideal candidate for a Bride of Krah: submissive, pliable, and eager-to-please. Rhatha was reaping the benefits of that now, as Kamlai’s slender fingers probed into her scalp, while her ample breasts gently brushed up against Rhatha’s own. Rhatha allowed her hands to rest on the younger woman’s bare hips, favoring her with a gentle squeeze every so often.

A Betrothed of Krah was treated to generous meals, combined with rigorous training in the Temple Dances—an exhaustive dance style that combined a lot of low stances with explosive jumps. It was designed to develop the dancers’ bodies more than for the aesthetics of the routines themselves, and it had certainly done its job for Kamlai. Her ass and thighs bordered on huge, and most of it wasn’t fat. Oh, a fine, hearty meal she’d make for Grandfather Worm. In more ways than one.

Kamlai hummed happily as she worked her way down the back of Rhatha’s skull until she was kneading at her neck muscles.

“Oh, you’re always so stiff,” said Kamlai. “You work too hard, Mistress.”

“Needs of Cult and Kingdom, Dearie,” said Rhatha.

“I do hope this expedition doesn’t take too long,” said Kamlai. “I’d hate if you didn’t make it back in time for my wedding, Mistress.”

“Silly girl,” said Rhatha. “It literally can’t start without me. Believe me when I say that I wouldn’t miss it for the world. But how are you feeling, hmm? Excited for your big day?”

“Oh yes, Mistress,” she said, “Excited, and maybe a little bit scared. But I know I shouldn’t be. You’re married to Grandfather Worm, and your wedding day went just fine, didn’t it?”

“Indeed,” said Rhatha, “It happened, hmm… two years after I found you. I succeeded where the previous six brides had failed. Krah-Mirogah sampled my flesh, took my maidenhead, and pulled me inside his holy body. For two days and two nights I tranced within Grandfather Worm’s foremost stomach. I lay in a pool of acid, but I did not burn. My faith preserved me, and on the third day it showed me the way out.

“I walked through a forest of Krah-Mirogah’s spiny teeth, some as large as my legs, while others reached up over my head. I emerged into the daylight, at the top of the Ziggurat of Krah, to claim the Rod of Rega’zidrun and take my place as the new High Priestess of the Worm Cult.”

“Yes, Mistress. But, umm… there’s one part of the, um… of the story….” said Kamlai, as she averted her eyes and color rose to her perfect cheeks. “About the… um, sampling, and… maidenhead.”

“Did you want to know how it felt, hmm?” said Rhatha, gripping Kamlai by the chin and forcing their gazes to meet. “To be loved and ravished by a god? That’s what you want to know?”

Rhatha stared deep into Kamlai’s wide, liquid eyes, as the younger woman’s breath caught in her chest. Kamlai couldn’t bring herself to speak, she could only nudge her chin up and down within the grip of the High Priestess.

“It was… unimaginably sublime,” said Rhatha, her eyes fluttering closed as she immersed herself in the memory. “The most intense ecstasy I have ever experienced in my entire life. No other lover has made me feel a fraction of what a living god can. My body felt like it was on fire, the pleasure so intense I thought it would dissolve my very flesh, from the inside out. But I was not consumed. It was like a symphony of delight being played across my skin, and deep inside of me. It was the greatest day of my entire life.”

“That sounds…” said Kamlai, her chest heaving from her quickened breathing. “Just… Wow.”

Rhatha licked her lips, which had gotten dry, and noted Kamlai’s eyes following the action. The High Priestess had to exert a considerable amount of willpower to not put the younger woman on her back and have her way with her. There were plenty of excellent sex acts that could be performed without violating Kamlai’s maidenhood. And she was certain that Kamlai would welcome her attention; that she would absolutely revel in it. Ever since she had hit puberty, she’d developed a kind of aura about her, an irresistible, undefinable quality to her that screamed “come fuck me now.”

But Rhatha’s will was strong. She’d been a true virgin when Krah-Mirogah had taken her, and she’d long suspected that was one of the reasons she’d succeeded where so many had failed. There had been many a temptation, but she’d always reminded herself of the danger, that it was easy for a rival to feign affection, only to sabotage her with just one “errant” finger. Only her own hand could be truly trusted—until the day when her ascension had completed, and she could finally satisfy herself however she liked.

Though, truthfully, after the ecstasy of Grandfather Worm, mortal lovers often felt like a pale echo. The closest she could come to replicating that moment came from the Rod of Rega’zidrun itself, which would pulse and hum when one of its bulbous prongs was inserted deep inside her, and could also penetrate one or more partners to elevate their union to a decent fraction of what she’d felt on the day of her holy wedding.

She’d have to take a break for a private session with the Rod after this. Kamlai had gotten her quite worked up. But instead, she lightly swatted the Betrothed of Krah on the rump and told her that she’d done an excellent job making her forget about her headache. Kamlai really was an ideal bride, save for the fact that the girl was not very bright. It wasn’t a great idea to leave her unattended, particularly around open flames or sharp objects. On the rare occasions Rhatha had to punish her, it was for some act of carelessness or inattentiveness.

One didn’t want to mar the supple skin of a Betrothed of Krah, so the traditional punishment was spanking with a paddle. But, as Kamlai had grown older, Rhatha had noticed that during these beatings, Kamlai’s breathing, plus the noises she was making, indicated that this treatment was the opposite of a punishment for her.

She chose not to mention it. Altering tradition was a pain, and masochism was a known boon for a Betrothed of Krah. It made one more likely to truly enjoy being eaten. Although Kamlai’s most recent spanking session had been a hard test of Rhatha’s willpower. What with the nakedly erotic moans emitting from the girl, the sight of her perfect ass jiggling with every strike, plus the scent of her arousal as her juices flowed down the inside of her thick, shapely thighs—it had forced Rhatha to flee the chamber as soon as she’d finished to avoid ravishing Kamlai right then and there.

But the Betrothed of Krah needed to be saved for her true husband. Rhatha needed His full favor if she were to successfully conclude the Ritual of Mind-Warping. Rhatha needed to remember her ultimate goal, and she kept that foremost in her mind as she watched Kamlai exit the chamber for her daily dance training, casting her glamour as she did.

“Oh, Mistress, one more thing, if I can?” said Kamlai, turning back a second after she’d passed through the doorway.

“Go ahead, dearie,” said Rhatha.

“Has there been any news about my brother, Direk?” she said. “I mean, I know it’s been a long time, but I’m sure he was with me when we were spared from Krah’s judgement. So, I know he’s out there somewhere. Have your agents seen anything? Anything at all?”

“Oh, I’m afraid not, dearie,” said Rhatha. “You know, it’s been nine years with no word from him. I think we have to assume that, for whatever reason, he’s just not coming for you.”

Of course, Rhatha hadn’t lifted a finger to find Kamlai’s brother. Even if she found him, the smart play would be to have him disposed of immediately. The last thing she needed was some heathen family member trying to fill Kamlai’s empty head with doubts about her upcoming marriage.

Though she did find it an odd coincidence that the current commander of Rephara’s military was also named Direk. It was a common enough hobgoblin name, and it strained credibility to think that a fourteen-year-old orphaned colony refugee could ascend to the head of their military in only nine years time. Also, one of her sources had been privy to their Council’s little scrying session. So, this other Direk would have learned Kamlai’s fate, but hadn’t mentioned it to anyone, as far as she knew. Not very brotherly behavior, was it?

Kamlai’s expression turned downcast, and if Rhatha had been capable of feeling guilt, she might’ve felt it then.

“Oh, I see,” said Kamlai. “I know it’s silly, but I’d always dreamt of having my brother see me off on my wedding-day. I always thought he’d be there, y’know?”

“It’s a shame, but life simply doesn’t always work the way you plan for,” said Rhatha. “And that’s for both good and ill. In those old dreams of yours, did you expect to be marrying a living god?”

Kamlai smiled and shook her head before turning to go, while Rhatha ruminated on her own words. Yes, we all had to deal with unexpected circumstances, didn’t we? Like a bunch of lethally-equipped rebels descending from the heavens and spitting in her eye in the most obvious way possible. They would learn the folly of their actions soon enough.

But first, she dismissed her remaining attendants and slid the Rod of Rega’zidrun beneath her tabard. As she plunged one of the thick, bulbous prongs between her thighs, she closed her eyes and imagined thrusting the opposing shaft deep into Kamlai’s plush backside, while the younger woman screamed out her name in ecstasy. Oh yes. It would be so much easier to focus on work once the distractions of the flesh were properly attended to. Rhatha bit her lip and arched her back as the magic granted to her by the living god of Krah-Mirogah transported her to a realm of divine pleasure.

Soon she’d pay this boon back tenfold, and then her true master would be free. And then there’d be no force in Zargedon, or even all of Shattered Zemyah, that would dare defy her will, ever again.


Chapter 27

Yohzoc


Iwatched the red dust plains disappear beneath the Sandcat’s fat tires as the black shape of Mount Apoxiroch loomed up in the distance. I wouldn’t have called the landscape of Zargedon beautiful, but it was a welcome relief after the claustrophobic hell of the poison storms.

Bondi and Direk were chatting away in the troop compartment, something about some type of court intrigue. Bondi had grown up in her father’s Coral Palace and Direk had spent the past few years as Captain of the Rephaite Palace Guard. His current position as High General was a testament to just how badly the military of Rephara had been devastated by Mirog’s last attack.

Still, it seemed odd that the Mirogans had been able to capture or kill that much of the Rephaite military leadership in one operation, and Direk agreed. Their intelligence division was sure that the Mirogans had at least one mole who had thorough access to the most sensitive Rephaite intel. It could easily be one of the Council member’s aides, or even a Council member themselves. That was one of the reasons Direk had to meet us himself, only revealing his true mission to his closest underlings, aside from the five he’d brought with him.

But that brought up another issue, one that had occurred to me while I was tethering the scrollbikes to the Sandcat. How had Direk found us, and how had he known about our battle with the dreadworms? I didn’t see how the Rephaite refugees could have possibly contacted him so quickly.

It turned out that Pigat, the head shaman of Rephara, had a prophetic dream about a group of heroes, riding into battle on a clockwork lion, led by a glass-eyed toy maker, slaying an ancient dreadworm, heralding a mass slaughter of the monsters and a rebirth of Rephara, if they could be aided and guided in their quest.

Well, Bondi thought that was just the greatest thing ever, talking about the triumph of the Brazen Knights like it was a foregone conclusion. I was less thrilled. We’d barely survived our first battle with one of those ancient worms, and Direk said that there were estimated to be at least two hundred of those big ones under Mirogan control—and the smaller ones numbered in the thousands. I mean, I was happy to help the Rephaites out, but we were ultimately just here for Soraya’s gem. I hadn’t signed up to be the savior of some kingdom that I’d never even heard of a month ago.

And my old teacher Malak had warned me about prophecy and dreams. People generally had a tendency to remember the predictions that came true and forget the ones that didn’t. Plus, even a genuine, accurate revelation had to be filtered through the weird, complicated slurry that was the human mind. It was so easy for the truth of the vision to get mushed together with the seer’s own hopes, fears, and preconceptions. Just because this Pigat had accurately predicted our whereabouts, didn’t mean that the rest of it would come true.

Though, the part about divining my location worried me. I carried an anti-scrying charm on me at all times, which should protect me against all non-resonance-based magical detection. But the shaman’s natural magic had apparently done an end-run around that protection. It made me nervous at what other means someone like the Duchess could use to get at me.

Though prophecy had the drawback of being difficult to control. Very few people, even self-described “prophets,” could do it on command. That was one of the reasons it was so difficult to study, and was so poorly understood.

But it was those musings that had occupied my brain, while the conversation between Bondi and Direk had switched over to the gossip of their respective courts. And there wasn’t much I could contribute to that discussion. My only experience with rich, powerful people was serving them food and cleaning up their messes.

I raised up the gunner seat so I could scan the horizon for potential threats, like I should’ve been doing. I performed a thorough search and found nothing of note. The conversation from below continued, though now the words had become indistinct. It did sound like they were both having a good time, though. Well, that was fine. It was good that they got along so well. Direk might’ve been born a commoner, like me, but he was used to being around royalty, and had risen to the rank of general. That made him a much better match for a princess than someone like me. Plus, he was better looking.

Well, that’s a matter of opinion, Master, thought Soraya. Tell me, who’s more beautiful, Mina or Delara?

Okay, fair point, I thought. I like different things about both of them. Actually, the better I got to know the two Amazons, the harder it became to choose one over the other. I was lucky as hell that I didn’t have to.

Indeed, Master, though perhaps we might be able to add one more to that list. Since you seem so concerned about how attracted she might be to young General Direk.

Concerned? I wasn’t concerned. They were just having a nice conversation, nothing more. Plus, I already had three gorgeous women already. Bondi knew that, and clearly wasn’t interested in joining in. So there was no point in getting upset if she was making eyes at someone else. That would be ridiculous. Bondi was free to pursue whoever she wanted. It wasn’t like I was jealous or anything!

I winced at my own thoughts while Soraya’s peals of laughter rang out in my head. Okay, maybe I was a little bit jealous. But that was just me being silly. Not to mention greedy.

The heart wants what it wants, Master, thought Soraya. Be it silly or greedy or forbidden by station or creed, still the heart persists. And the more you mortals fight it, the worse you make it for yourself.

And if it’s not welcomed? I thought. Bondi made it quite clear that she wasn’t interested in joining a harem.

Yes, that was her opinion two days ago, Master, thought Soraya. But she’s young and sheltered. I think she’s still in the middle of figuring out what she really wants and needs. And surely you’ve noticed that she has a hard time being honest with her feelings. Besides which, you’re a good model for changing feelings. When we first met, you thought she was annoying.

Yeah, that’s because she kicked me in the nuts, I thought. And had that been it? Well, she also said some sketchy shit about dragons being superior beings or some shit. Which still wasn’t great, but I’d seen how she talked to Kint when he was feeling down. It was clear that she really did view the kobolds as friends and fellow knights, and not just her minions or pets. She really could be sweet when she stopped putting up a front.

Excellent! thought Soraya. So, let’s get you in there. I can suggest some conversation topics if you’re worried about that. We’ll win her over in no time.

Eh? I couldn’t do that. I was on lookout duty. I was the one who decided to put the sensors in the gunner’s seat instead of the commander’s, so now keeping watch was my responsibility.

Yes Master, but you still could—Soraya paused, and I could feel her thinking things through. Ah, never mind. You’re tired and stressed-out, aren’t you, Master? We can pick this up some other time.

Some other time, I echoed, though I still didn’t get why she wanted me to work on my game when I’d already won. Sure, adding one more gorgeous girlfriend might be nice, but I still didn’t see that happening with Bondi. Soraya’s intuition wasn’t perfect.

I tried to empty my mind as I scanned the horizon, sweeping my chair around in slow circles every few minutes as the Sandcat raced across the flat red plain. I let my mind rest from all the excitement and stress of the past few days and felt my brain go on autopilot as I continued my lookout duties. I felt my eyelids grow heavy and I allowed myself to rest them for a second.

When I opened them again I found myself tilted back at an angle, with the black shape of Mount Apoxiroch filling my vision.

Eh, why didn’t you wake me, Soraya? I thought.

I would’ve, Master, she replied, Had there been anything that required your attention.

I didn’t think that was the point, but we’d arrived at our destination without anyone ambushing us, so I guessed it was fine. I looked around to find the Sandcat climbing a ramp to the side of a long, wide stairway made from sandy-beige stone, though it took me a second to recognize the structure for what it was.

Like most Xichota constructions, these stairs tried to eschew the use of straight lines as much as possible, plus there were multiple sets of them in different heights, ranging from giant-sized to kobold-sized. The varying stair designs intersected with each other like ripples in a tranquil pool, into which a handful of rocks and pebbles had been cast.

Even the outer ramp we were on had a very gentle arc to it, which was easy to notice because it also had railroad tracks laid atop it. Most of the track segments were straight, with an occasional, begrudging bend to keep them centered. I had to guess the tracks were a later addition by the Polonic dwarves. I glanced behind us to see the railroad disappear into the earth at the base of the ramp. It made me wonder how far those tracks went. Like, was there an entire rail line extending from Apoxiroch to Scavengers’ Gate that had been buried beneath the plains for hundreds of years?

But that just drew my attention to how pristine the stairs themselves were. After all these centuries lying unattended, one would think that gradual accumulation would’ve turned them into ramps. Even as the thought crossed my mind I saw a wispy tendril of red dust blow its way across the surface of the stone. It traveled from one side of the stairs to the other without stopping, and without getting caught in the corners created by the intersecting ripples, like you’d expect. My arcane sense tingled at the faint magic powering this self-cleaning spell. The Xichota built things to last.

We continued our ascent, the ancient stairway broken up by small plazas at regular intervals, until finally we reached the top, to emerge onto the grandest plaza of all, a huge circle of stone, mostly beige, but with purple, orange, and rose stone accents laid down in twisting whorls. Various bean-shaped mounds of dust and dirt broke up the flat expanse, but their placement felt too harmonious to be a result of localized failures of the anti-dust spell. Soraya felt that they had once been earthen beds for flowers or trees.

The only truly jarring element here was the dwarven railroad tracks, which cut across the curving stone patterns without a shred of care for aesthetics, only utility. But they did conveniently point the the straightest path to our destination.

The Sandcat rolled over the ancient stone floor until we reached a series of soaring arches leading into the black mountainside. As we passed beneath them, we noticed Draconic script carved into them, which Bondi read out loud for us, as we passed from one arch to the next.

“Behold ye, the Grandeur of Yohzoc, the Seat of Xichotacoazll, Chosen by Achaman, Supreme Ruler of the Sky. Praise be to Xichotacoazll, the Divine Amethyst, and to the Children who proudly bear His Name. These Bows of Stone signify the Fulfillment of our sacred Vow, decreed upon us by Almighty Achaman Himself. Here we mark our Victory in our Holy War against the squirming Aberrations most Foul, and their False God, whose Name shall be struck from History. Now shall ye enter, and bear Witness to the Fruits of our Triumph: fair Yohzoc, the Crown Jewel of our immortal Empire.”

“Well, that’s some irony right there,” said Mina. “Seemed like our Xichota buddies started celebrating too soon. Because they’re all gone now, but the dreadworms are still here.”

“Well, by dragon standards, that whole passage was actually quite restrained,” said Bondi, wrinkling her nose up. “You should see some of the passages in the Coral Palace. Bombastic doesn’t even begin to describe it.” Then her eyes went wide, and she glanced at us nervously. “N-not that I’d ever be speaking ill of father, or of dragons in general, or anything. We’re the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue, after all.”

“Yes, of course,” said Soraya. “You were only defending the Xichota. And that inscription was very helpful. It sounds like the Xichota came here specifically to exterminate the dreadworms, and they must’ve done very well at that task, because they sincerely believed that they’d won.”

“The Rephaites have legends about that,” said Direk. “Long ago, Krah-Mirogah and his children overran Rephara and the royal family was forced to flee into exile. In their desperation, they prayed to Lord Yarih for deliverance, and the moon god went to Achaman for help, beseeching the dragon-god on behalf of his people.

“The Xichota descended to Zargedon, drove Krah-Mirogah deep into the earth, and restored the Rephaites to their rightful homeland, though large swaths of the northeastern section of Rephara had turned to barren wasteland as a result of those battles. Yarih seeded those badlands to create the Chayarok jungle, so that the Rephaites would be protected from invasion for all time.”

“That’s… an interesting story,” said Bondi. “It’s unusual for Achaman to intervene so directly like that. Even in the War of the Shattering, most of the draconic gods stayed out of it. They were concerned about the consequences of the conflict—and rightly so, since all the planets did get blown up as a result.”

“Maybe he didn’t want the Mirogans getting into the Godvault,” said Delara. “A Reaver God getting resurrected could cause another catastrophic war. But, the important thing is, we now know that the Xichota definitely fought the dreadworms, so they must’ve had some weapon or spell that could reliably kill them en masse. We just have to find it.”

If it was still there. I’d noticed something seemed a bit off about the inscriptions in the archways overhead. The stone letters were outlined by a black discoloration, while their centers were much lighter. It didn’t make them easier to read. I sent Soraya to examine them up close, and had my suspicions confirmed.

“There are traces of gold flake inside those engraved arch letters,” I said. “I bet they used to be filled with solid gold, but treasure hunters have stolen them. We’re going to be searching through the leftovers, here.”

“Whoah, scavengers suck,” said Mina. “And it’s such a shame. I bet it looked really cool when it was brand new.”

“Yes, it’s disturbing,” said Bondi. “But the common tomb raiders who did it would be looking for money, not knowledge. Plus, we know there’s a lot they didn’t find. They didn’t have a tracker like we do.” And Bondi held up her SRT, with the needle pointing straight at the entrance, and downward. “We know they didn’t find the Dragon Crown of Empyrean Decree, so there still might be a lot of other treasures left over.”

But that meant they all had to be well-hidden, too. Though, we did have Bondi’s tracker to point the way for us, and these other treasure-hunters hadn’t. Maybe I should quit being so negative. Trying to hope for the best wouldn’t hurt us any.

The first level was a huge cavern, full of that familiar stone-egg-bubble architecture, though in this case, some of those structures extended all the way to the ceiling. Despite being indoors, it wasn’t nearly as gloomy as you might think. There were a series of skylights bored into the cavern ceiling, and were placed in such a way to get maximum use of the beige stone’s natural reflective properties. It was a testament to Xichota engineering that most of these passages remaining unblocked after all these years. This part of Yohzoc was a mini-city, arranged like the spokes on a wheel, and I immediately had a sinking feeling at the thought of searching all these rooms and buildings to find anything.

“Not to worry, Master,” said Soraya, aloud, before turning to the rest of the group. “Give me a few minutes,” she said, before turning invisible and insubstantial, and zipping off to fly over the city, passing through stone walls with ease, and descending to dart through one interior to the other, accomplishing in minutes what the rest of us would take hours to do.

I kicked myself for not realizing how useful her abilities would be in this situation, and this was just the beginning. If there were secret, undiscovered passages hiding the Dragon Crown, Soraya would surely find them. Our prospects for success just shot up by a thousand percent, thanks to my favorite gal.

Oh, you’re making me blush now, Master, thought Soraya. But I can say it’s safe enough for folks to exit the Sandcat and split up to search. I haven’t seen any monsters or wild animals. There are quite a few of those purple kobolds squatting here, but they don’t look dangerous. Plus, this is a city, not a tomb—so I doubt anyone would set traps out where regular people might step on them.

I relayed her opinion to the rest of the team, and we fanned out accordingly, parking the Sandcat in another barren circular plaza in the center of the city, and exploring on foot, letting Soraya direct us to points of interest she’d noticed on her quick scan. Most of these ended up being bas-relief images carved into the inside walls of various homes, usually depicting the family histories of the inhabitants who’d once lived there.

Many of the larger buildings showed signs of use by the dwarves of the Polonic Imperium, usually in the form of abandoned furniture made of mostly rotted wood, or occasionally metal and stone. These were always obvious due to their geometric straight-line shapes, completely at odds with the flowing bubble aesthetics of the Xichota. Many of us caught glimpses of purple scales as their owners darted into hiding, ignoring all our entreaties to come out and chat, even from Bondi and her Brazen Knights.

Finally, we all converged on the largest structure, a single building, shaped like an egg tipped on its side and sunk into the ground, the narrow end facing the central plaza, while the rest of it flared outwards to encompass a pie slice of the city equal to nearly a sixth of its total area. The tip of the egg had multiple entrances, so we walked in, finding ourselves in a wide hallway that wrapped all the way along the building’s outer circumference. From there we walked into a huge amphitheater, easily equal to the Bowl of First Mothers in Amazonia, if not bigger. Plus, this place had a roof, with magical lights that activated as we entered. Chalk up yet another victory of magitech over time. The stepped-stone seating was a lot more regular here, with a clear division between the regular-sized seats and the kobold-sized ones, the latter being universally higher-up, and towards the back. Personally, I’d have designed it the other way round, since it would be easier for taller people to look over the kobolds’ heads, but I supposed that with stadium seating, it didn’t much matter.

At the far end of the stadium, there was a huge ovular cutout in the rows of seating, kind of similar to a proscenium arch stage, though I wasn’t sure that’s what it actually was. As we got closer, I didn’t find any curtains, or any hard-points for a now-rotted-away curtain to be hung from. There was a massive set of double-doors in the back, as well as two levers, one set at normal human-height, and a second, giant-sized lever mounted some twenty feet off the ground.

I pulled on the human-sized one, and my companions gasped in surprise as the giant one moved in tandem. The double-doors swung inwards, and I peered into the gloom with my truesight goggles, only to find disappointment. The giant passage terminated into an equally giant, irregular wall of rock some fifty feet in. It appeared to be some sort of cave-in.

But calls from my companions brought me back out to the stage. They’d found something very interesting. Another bas-relief, only this one concerned the larger history of the Xichota, and their ancient war with the dreadworms. Finally, something useful.

We all gathered round the engraved wall while Bondi translated. The first few panels matched up pretty well with what we knew already. Achaman, head honcho of the draconic pantheon, sent Xichotacoazll and an army of his dragonkin children to Zargedon to fight the dreadworms. Neither Rephara nor their god Yarih were mentioned at all, but the Godvault was, as was the Reaver God whose flesh was contained within, who they called Gi-Chagol.

Then we were on to the exciting stuff, the actual War of the Worms. This was the largest panel by far, and it depicted Xichotacoazll himself, fighting an equally titanic dreadworm. Was that supposed to be Krah-Mirogah? If so, the Worm God was getting savaged by the ancient dragon—ripped to pieces and blasted with Xichotacoazll’s breath weapon, depicted as a stylized cone of directional arrow graphics. What type of energy was that supposed to represent?

But there were plenty of regular arrows depicted on the lower half of the bas-relief. Dragonkin soldiers brandished spears that they jammed into the dreadworms’ mouths and tentacles as they were being grappled, and I saw rows of cannons, just like the one mounted on the Sandcat, firing arrows into the dreadworms’ hides.

So the cannon was supposed to fire an arrow? That was surprising. How did they keep it aligned in the center of the barrel, and how did they properly harness the force explosion to propel it out?

Unfortunately, this mural was low on details. I noticed both the spear-heads and the cannon-arrows looked odd. Neither had a flared head, like you’d expect, and they both had squarish patterns etched along their lengths. Considering the Xichotan’s aesthetic aversion to right angles, those patterns had to exist for a practical reason. But I didn’t see any clues as to what these weapons actually were.

But whatever they were, they sure as hell did their jobs, because the bottom of the panel depicted a massive pile of dead worms, which appeared smaller and thinner than the ones above, like they’d all shrunk. But was that an accurate depiction of reality, or was it just artistic license?

The text wasn’t helpful, either. It simply exalted the bravery and puissance of the Xichota and their dragon king—that they wiped out the dreadworms easily, that the False God was mortally wounded in the battle with Divine Xichotacoazll, and the so-called “Worm God” fled deep into the earth, never to be seen again.

So they knew that Krah-Mirogah hadn’t actually been killed? And still they decided to celebrate like they had?

“It’s true that Krah-Mirogah survived this battle, Master,” said Soraya, answering my thoughts aloud. “But I suppose, from their perspective, it didn’t matter. Xichotacoazll was still alive, and in fine shape. I guess they figured that if Krah-Mirogah ever started trouble again, their Dragon King would just smack him down once more—and with little effort, if this account is to be taken at face value.”

I supposed so, but that logic would prove to be arrogant and short-sided. I glared at the fine artistry of the bas-relief panel, a triumph of craft, to be sure, but my frustration drowned out any of the appreciation I’d normally feel for this type of refined sculpture. It confirmed the existence of the exact weapon we needed, but gave us nothing useful about what it actually was or how it worked.

The remaining panels didn’t offer any more detail about what we needed, and most weren’t even that interesting. The ones following the War of the Worms detailed a list of highlights about the great empire the Xichota founded in the aftermath. It had the founding dates of multiple cities, as the Xichota spread out over the fertile plains of southern Zargedon, cutting down lush forests to make more farmland as the children of Xichtacoazll multiplied in number.

It took us a minute or two to realize the bountiful fields they were talking about were actually what the Red Wastes used to be, thousands of years ago. It also mentioned the commission or collection of various treasures, including the creation of one Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Degree, created by the legendary dwarven smith Kebed Charstone, as the grand symbol of authority of the various dragonkin Regents, charged with executing the great Xichotacoazll’s will in mundane areas of government and administration, while the Divine Amethyst’s attention was focused on affairs of greater import, beyond the ken of mere mortals.

But, after multiple stone frames exalting one glorious achievement of the Xichota after another, things took a dark turn. I saw stylized whirlwinds menace the Xichota farms and cities, as the Red Dust appeared and began to cover everything. And, in the mountains, strange, amorphous blob-creatures “awoke the foul corruption lying dormant, deep in the twisted mountains.” I had no difficulty recognizing the poisonous spumes, identical to what we’d endured earlier today. The stylized dust and poison traveled down to images of crops dying in the field, and of dragonkin and kobolds clutching their stomachs, wracked with pangs of hunger.

“Oh, that’s interesting,” said Bondi, pausing her translation. “You know, I think these panels—the ones with the storms and dust—these carvings were made much more recently, and by kobolds, while all the preceding older ones were crafted by the dragonkin.”

Eh? Really? I double-checked the two sections of the bas-relief against each other. I wasn’t an art expert, but I didn’t notice any differences between the sets of carvings. They were consistent in both style and quality. I’d have assumed they were made by the same sculptor.

The others seemed to be equally confused. “What makes you say that?” asked Direk.

“The language used in the later carvings is a lot more modest, and the kobolds are a lot more prominent in these panels. They’re right in the center, next to the dragonkin, while in the previous ones they’re always squeezed in at the very edges,” said Bondi. “Actually, now that I think about it, I’m starting to wonder if the kobolds were even in those carvings when they were made. They might’ve been added later.”

“Does that mean the kobolds weren’t actually part of the Xichota, then?” said Delara. “Back when the civilization was founded?”

Jiryx made a rude noise, but Mar spoke up. “Kobolds here are purple,” she said. “This is proof of their lineage. When founder dragon makes a family, kobolds would be born then, with dragonkin. This is always the way. But—maybe left out from grand pictures.”

I couldn’t help notice her sorrowful tones as she spoke. If she was right, that was a serious dick move by the dragonkin. And their shitty-ness continued in the next few images, which saw the starving dragonkin fleeing into massive portals, as they were permitted to “pass into the Promised Land,” leaving the kobolds behind.

Bondi got excited by that, because she was sure the “Promised Land” referred to Ryuzamai. That sounded plausible, and the use of portals to get there suggested that it was another pocket dimension, like Amazonia, but I was too amazed at the dragonkin’s gall in abandoning the kobolds.

“Well, no—that’s not great,” said Bondi. “But it wasn’t just the kobolds who stayed. Xichotacoazll did too, see?”

She pointed out another image of the dragon king, head raised to watch for further threats, though the rest of his body was curled up like a cat. Compared to previous images, Xichotacoazll was looking a lot less vigorous and energetic.

“Say, earlier on, they called Xicotacoazll the ‘Divine Amethyst,’” I said. “Does that mean he’s actually a god? Or was that just poetic license, do you think?”

“That’s, hmm… hard to say,” said Bondi, as she looked back over the entirety of the bas-relief. “It lists a lot of his titles, but not his lineage. I’m thinking that maybe he was a demi-god. Judging from his depictions, he was already ancient when he came here, and was still alive some eight centuries later, when the poison storms hit. Most dragons only live for a thousand years, so that’s unusual. I’m sure there’s another mural somewhere that shows his full family tree, but it would require its own wall.”

“Anyway, Xichotacoazll stayed behind to keep watch over Zargedon, along with the kobolds,” said Bondi. “It says here that because the kobolds didn’t eat as much, they could survive, even if the crops failed.”

That sounded like a shitty rationalization to me, but I kept it to myself as Bondi continued reading.

“Oh, and here,” she said pointing to the next image, the top of which was just a flat, wispy image of the ancient dragon ascending into the heavens, while the solidly-carved figure of Xichotacoazll lay peacefully beneath, his eyes closed for the last time. “Xichota’s passing. I’d guess it’s from around four hundred years ago. And then—oh, Krah-Mirogah is back.”

It definitely looked like the same creature as before, if not bigger, surrounded by a host of smaller dreadworms.

“It claims the False God waited for the Divine Amethyst to pass from this world before daring to show itself again,” said Bondi. “And now it’s troubled times, but… Oh! The final few images are all about the prophecy of the Wormslayer, who will descend from the heavens one day to kill Krah-Mirogah for good, and lead the kobolds into the Promised Land.”

“I’ve heard rumors of this prophecy,” said Direk. “Though it’s only recently that I’ve been trying to track it down to its source. I wonder if this is it? Tell me, does it have any specific details about the Wormslayer? What he looks like, or specific actions that he takes?”

“Well, it’s pretty vague about appearance,” said Bondi. “Even in the image, it’s a generic silhouette holding a sword. And what they do, it’s a lot of dreadworm-killing, and… Oh! It says they claim the Crown of Dragonkind! Look!”

I did look, quite carefully, because that detail sounded awfully convenient for Bondi, but the Wormslayer silhouette was holding a crown in their upraised hands, and Soraya confirmed the text. There was more after that, but it was long on details about how great things would be for the kobolds after the Wormslayer’s triumph, and short on details about how they would bring it about. The only picture relevant to us simply depicted the mysterious crowned Wormslayer standing over the corpse of Krah-Mirogah, sword held high in triumph.

Honestly, I didn’t think much of this “prophecy.” There was no mention of which seer dreamed it up, most of the details were vague or nonexistent, and there was no concrete window of time for this “Wormslayer” to appear. So this prophecy could never be wrong—even if thousands of years passed with no savior arriving, it would simply mean that it hadn’t happened yet.

Frankly, it sounded like a lot of wish-fulfillment to me, but Bondi was over the moon about it. She was convinced that the Dragon’s Crown must have some ability that was the key to defeating the dreadworms. Okay, but I f the Crown of Dragonkind really had such an unbeatable anti-worm power, then why hadn’t the kobolds already used it themselves?

I kept this to myself. No need to rain on anyone’s parade. And we’d find out the Dragon Crown’s real powers soon enough. The stadium was the last point of interest in this section of Yohzoc, so we headed to one of the long stairways that Soraya had found earlier, descending deeper into the bowels of the mountain, into the mines of Mount Apoxiroch.


Chapter 28

Dungeon Delving


We didn’t get very far before hitting our first obstacle; the entrance to the mine was barricaded shut by an arrangement of thick wooden beams secured in place by alchemical quick-crete. The whole construction seemed weirdly off to me. It was obviously dwarven-made, but it lacked a certain refinement and precision to it, like the builders were in too much of a rush to put any effort beyond what was necessary to get it to function. That wasn’t how dwarves built anything.

We took a quick break while Soraya checked the other two mine entrances we knew about. One was an exact copy of the first, while the third was blocked by a massive cave-in, which contained at least two dozen dwarf skeletons crushed beneath the layers of the rock.

Soraya returned to us and then phased through the ancient, ramshackle barrier to confirm that it wasn’t holding back magma, or a flood of acid, or anything like that. We were already wearing our anti-poison circlets of respiration.

While the barrier would’ve been formidable when it was built, it was made from wood that had been left unattended in a mine for centuries. While it wasn’t totally rotted away or crumbling at our touch, we were able to chop our way through it without too much trouble. Once we’d cleared the wood, we found another oddity—a shiny brass handle sticking straight out of a solid wall of smooth gray stone. Right above the handle was a message, hastily engraved in the otherwise pristine surface: DO NOT ENTER. BEWARE OF YAVAABHOJI.

Well, that was interesting. Nobody in our party had any idea what a “Yavaabhoji” was, though Soraya was sure that it wasn’t a Dwarven word, and Bondi said it didn’t sound like Draconic. But of course not—“Do not enter” had been written in Low Zembish, the most commonly-used language in Shattered Zemyah. This warning had been for everyone.

But I mentally pushed that to the side in favor of examining the brass handle, which was clearly magical. It only took me a few minutes of communing with it to determine that this was a Rod of Tunnel-Sealing. It used evocation magic to summon a wall of stone, five feet thick and up to a forty-foot square, though I doubted it rarely reached full expansion, as most tunnels wouldn’t be that wide. Basically it was a magical emergency tunnel-plug. And, while it was impassible from the far side, all we had to do to remove it was command the rod to dismiss the wall.

Well, it didn’t take a genius to get a sense of foreboding about what we were about to do. Whatever these “Yavaabhoji” were, they’d clearly scared the living shit out of the dwarves of the Polonic Imperium, enough to make them pack up their entire mining operation and flee offworld.

Given all that, I was surprised these remaining barriers were so weak. It would probably make more sense to collapse the tunnels—except they must’ve tried that, at the caved-in third tunnel, and it hadn’t gone well. We were still in the portion of the mines that the Xichota had built, with their sandy-stone arches acting as supports for the tunnels. Maybe the Xichota stone didn’t mix well with normal dwarven demolition procedures.

Well, we still had a mission, and Bondi’s tracker was still pointing into the mines and further down. I did a quick check with the rest of the group, and then commanded the Rod of Tunnel-Sealing to dismiss the stone plug, along with its dire warning, and we entered the mines.

Soraya scouted ahead while the rest of us readied ourselves. Soraya was already sending back reports of various potentially dangerous creatures inhabiting the mines—giant rats, spiders the size of wolves, oozes, and the like. There was actually a lively little ecology down here. This time there would be no splitting up to search. Everyone was going to hang together for safety.

Once Soraya had our path charted, we proceeded down the tunnel, Delara and Mina up front; I was right behind them with an alchemical torch; Bondi, Mar, Kint, and Direk in the middle; and Jiryx and Direk’s lieutenant Nemo in the rear. But we’d barely made it past the first bend of the tunnel when I heard a dull thump from behind us, along with a burst of evocation magic.

We turned around to see what had happened, only to find that the stone plug had been reactivated at the entranceway from the far side. We were now sealed in.

What the fuck? I’d left the Rod of Tunnel-Sealing back by the entrance, so we could close the door behind us once we’d completed our quest and exited the mines. I hadn’t expected someone else to come along and use it. Who’d done that? Was it one of those purple kobolds?

It seems so, Master, thought Soraya, from the other side of the plug, having returned once she’d sensed my alarm. And now—oh, they just disappeared through a crack in the wall. It seems this whole area is riddled with kobold-sized secret passages.

“Little shits!” I snarled. “And here I was feeling sorry for them.”

Well, after that outburst, I had to quick catch everyone else up on the situation.

“Eh, I don’t think it’s a problem,” said Mina. “Soraya can just deactivate it from the other side, right?”

“Yeah, but they didn’t know that,” I said. “They just tried to trap us in the mines. That’s nasty.”

“Maybe they were worried about the Yavaabhoji getting out,” said Bondi. “We still don’t know how dangerous they are. Actually, I feel a bit better with things like this, knowing that we’re not going to accidentally unleash something horrible into the world.”

Well, if that’s what people thought, then I wasn’t going to argue, but it still pissed me off. I kept my right hand hovering over my wands as we resumed our exploration. I was itching for a fight now.

Master, I really think Bondi’s explanation was correct, thought Soraya. I believe those kobolds acted to protect their home. I don’t believe there was any malice towards us specifically. They’re not like the bullies who would try to trip you while you walked through your hometown.

That’s what you think this is about? I thought back.

Master, you become enraged every time you encounter a situation that you perceive as “bullying,” thought Soraya. It’s one of the reasons you’re so eager to fight slavers. And it’s a noble trait in those circumstances. Delara, Mina, and Bondi are all grateful you’re like that. I just want you to be aware of this tendency of yours, and be careful of applying it to situations where it doesn’t actually fit.

Hmm. I’d have to think on that one. I did take a few calming breaths, my tension ratcheting down a notch or two, while still maintaining my alertness.

I didn’t have to wait long for a fight, but when it came, it was over in a flash. A pack of giant rats came charging down the tunnel at us, red eyes glowing evilly in the reflection of my torch, sharp claws skittering over the rocky ground. Delara neatly impaled the leader with her spear, while Mina dispatched another with an arrow, and then they both juked to the outside, clearing space for me to draw my Firespitter Rod and cut loose with it.

A cacophony of bestial screams echoed throughout the mine tunnel, and the acrid scent of burnt meat and hair filled my nostrils as I waved my jet of flame back and forth. I extinguished my Rod and hopped back while the Amazons closed the front line, like in our drills.

I holstered my rod and drew my Wand of Force Bolts, prepared for the next stage of combat, only to discover that the fight was already over, the ferocious rats scampering away in pain and terror, abandoning the charred corpses of their companions.

There were a few more confrontations with the aggressive, territorial creatures who infested the mine, but they more or less went the same way. We dispatched the threats easily, without taking so much as a bite.

The closest call we had was burning out a lair of giant spiders. A couple of them sprung out at us from the darkness, and one of them seemed to get the better of Kint, latching itself onto him and riding him to the ground. It turned out to be a false alarm, though, as Kint had managed to get the backspike of his halberd turned around so the spider impaled itself when it struck. It was already dead when we pulled it off him, but Jiryx wasn’t impressed.

“Too slow,” he said. “Broke balance and formation.”

Bondi came to his defense, but both Delara and Direk gently but firmly told them to save it for later. This wasn’t the time for family squabbles.

The first real test came as we reached one of the main salt pits—salt being the primary purpose of these mines, as far as the Xichota were concerned. One minute everything was fine, and the next we were overwhelmed by a swarm of vicious, eagle-sized birds with beaks like rapiers. I threw my arms up instinctively as the wings beat at my face, the razor talons scrabbling for purchase on my armor, its blade-beak missing my throat by inches. I didn’t dare reach down to draw my weapon. I was barely fending it off as I was.

Instead I summoned a swarm of beetles, and was rewarded with an instant reprieve as the insects engulfed my assailant, along with two other birds that had been swooping in on me.

I reached for my weapons, and hesitated. The birds were everywhere, and many of them had latched onto my companions. I couldn’t use the Firespitter Rod without cooking my friends, but force bolts would take too long. Those beaks were deadly. It was only a matter of seconds before one of them pierced someone’s vital organs.

But before I could act, a massive, bass-heavy, extended belch reverberated across the salt pit. I swiveled my head around, looking for the source of the sound, and was shocked to realize it was Bondi, mouth wide open, guts resonating like a bullfrog with a loudspeaker, vomiting out a thick fog the color of rancid mashed peas and squash. Wait, was that her draconic breath weapon?

The fog swelled to fill our entire area with the vilest stench I’d ever experienced. It was an unholy melange of rotting meat, excrement, with notes of diseased feet, along with scents I simply didn’t have the language to describe. There was no withstanding that abominable stank—one could only flee from it, which I did, as I held my breath and pinched my nostrils shut, scrambling to the far wall of the pit.

Holy shit. But the weirdest thing about the death-stink was that I thought it seemed familiar. It was—no, Bondi had smelled like that—well, a bare one-hundredth of the intensity—when I’d pulled her out of the dreadworm. I’d assumed it had been the worm’s fault, but it had actually been the backwash from her own stink-breath, which she’d sent down the monster’s throat. No wonder it had spat her out.

The blade-birds couldn’t withstand the stench either. They’d all retreated to hover over the icky green fog. She’d given me a clear shot.

Most of them were out of my Firespitter Rod’s effective range, so I drew the Orb of Dragons’ Breath and used those flames instead. Overkill, maybe—but why take chances? I aimed the blast over my companion’s’ heads, and I saw the entire flock incinerated in seconds. The heat was intense enough to set around two dozen rock formations on the ceiling ablaze. Huh? Wait a minute.

“Those aren’t rock formations, Master,” said Soraya, from across the pit, where she was pumping healing magic into Nemo’s prone form, as Bondi’s gas cloud dissipated into nothing. “They’re Strix nests, carefully camouflaged to look like stone. Which is why I screwed up and missed them.”

“Everyone makes mistakes,” I said. And it didn’t look like anyone besides Nemo had been seriously hurt. Kint was getting some healing from Mar, and Mina was huddled down in a crouch, clutching at her nose—but Delara was standing over her and didn’t look worried. Everyone else seemed okay.

“So, those horrible birds are called Strixes?” I said, looking to change the topic.

“Vampiric cave-dwelling monsters,” said Direk. “I’ve heard of them, but the reality was much worse than I expected. But how is Nemo doing? I saw him take some nasty hits.”

“He’ll be fine, though he wouldn’t have been if I’d been a second later,” said Soraya. “We can thank Bondi’s quick thinking for that.”

“Yeah, that was clutch,” I said. “I didn’t know you could do that. I thought bronze dragons breathed lightning.”

Bondi muttered something and looked away, her face bright pink. Jiryx glowered at her and punched her in the thigh.

“Speak up! Brazen Knights no mumble.”

“Ow!” she said, whirling around. “I said that bronze dragons get a secondary breath weapon. It’s repulsion. For my parents and my siblings, it took the form of a force effect. But, umm… s-s-sometimes it takes, um… you know, a different form. And that’s what I got. But it’s… it’s a natural dragon power, s-so that makes it beautiful and powerful and definitely not gross and disgusting and I’m definitely not embarrassed by it or anything!”

“Nah, dude—it’s a bit gross,” said Mina, earning a glare from her partner, but nothing more, as Mina looked miserable, her ears flat, her eyes half-closed, and—yeah, those were actual stray bits of rock salt that she’d stuck up her nose. I knew Mina had enhanced hearing, but apparently her sense of smell was also heightened.

“But, in this case, I think it was a blessing,” said Soraya. “It separated the Strixes out a lot more effectively than a force push would’ve. You saved the day, and that’s a good thing. Now we need to get back to business. Anyone else have any wounds that need tending?”

Back to business, then. In this case, that meant checking out another carved mural. This one was much simpler than the ones from the amphitheater, and had the kobolds prominently featured, swinging picks and hauling blocks of rock salt, under the supervision of dragonkin, though Bondi was sure that the kobolds hadn’t made this image. The text extolled both the wonder of salt and the “noble Sacrifice” of the kobolds in procuring the “Key to Victory over the squirming Aberrations.”

Well, that sounded promising, but the remaining text didn’t elaborate or expand on that point at all. So, the key to killing dreadworms was… salt? Well, salt was a common enough reagent in a number of magical and alchemical reactions. But without more to go on, this little tidbit was damned near useless, leaving me to wonder what the text meant about “noble sacrifice.”

Salt mines are notoriously awful places to work, Master, thought Soraya. As in, drastically reducing the miners’ lifespan. A kobold’s scales offer more protection than a human would have, but they’d still be breathing in salt dust constantly for years on end.

Ah. That saved me the effort of wondering why the kobolds were doing all the grunt work, instead of the larger and stronger dragonkin, who were obviously capable of moving larger loads more quickly. Aaand just like that, I was back to feeling sorry for the kobolds again.

That mural was the last point of interest in the original Xichota portion of the mines, but Bondi’s tracker was urging us onward into the dwarven section of the mines, dug deeper into the mountain in search of precious metals. The change was palpable, as the rounded tunnels with stone arch supports gave way to square corridors propped up with thick wooden beams.

Uh-oh. If those beams were in the same condition as the ones that were used to barricade the entrance, then we could be in serious danger. Well, they were holding up fine for now, but I pointed them out to the group to be wary of. Bondi in particular had a bunch of thunder spells that could be catastrophic if she hit a support with them.

After marking the danger we continued onwards. The aggression of the various dungeon creatures seemed to ramp up the further we went, though it wasn’t anything we couldn’t easily handle. The only thing we didn’t dispatch in seconds were a small colony of oozes that kept splitting when Bondi struck them with lightning.

And she’d been so eager to demonstrate it, too—the spell she’d learned that gave her a simulated lightning breath attack, not that she was ashamed of her stinkbreath or anything. The melee fighters had to hold the oozes at bay while I set them alight with my firespitter, leaving a crispy residue behind once their slime had been burnt away.

Soraya kept scouting ahead to guide us away from the worst threats, but some fights were unavoidable. I also noticed that I was seeing a lot more left-over mining equipment strewn about the corridors, whereas the upper levels had been picked clean.

We worked our way to a mine elevator and descended to the bottom floor, some eight levels down. That might sound precarious, but the magic that powered the device acted as a preservative. I felt safer on the elevator than in the tunnels, with their badly aged supports.

Bondi’s tracker pointed further down still, so we exited and continued the search. It seemed like the deeper we went, the more sprawling the tunnels became. The spiders and rats were growing bigger and more aggressive.

At one point we found ourselves in a wide chamber, overgrown with giant fungus, with only a narrow path down the center. As we proceeded through I saw a few of the mushrooms move, turning their bulbous heads towards us in silent regard. But that was all they did, and we exited the room without incident.

Shortly afterward, I felt Soraya’s profound alarm through our psychic bond.

I’m… I’m okay, Master, she quickly reassured me. I believe that I’ve discovered the Yavaabhoji. These creatures are like nothing… let’s just say that we should avoid them at all costs.

Okay, I thought, but what are they? Are they beasts, humanoids, worms?

Try none of the above, Master. Just trust me, they—Oh, shit. I think they can sense my presence. Oh, that makes everything more difficult. I’m going to need to do a lot of zig-zags through walls to make sure I don’t lead them to you.

And that was a good plan, to be sure, but we were interrupted by an emergency message on Direk’s talk-stone, from Tirza, who had remained up top to guard the Sandcat. Only that wasn’t where she was now. She’d been forced to flee on one of the scrollbikes, due to the arrival of the Dullahan, accompanied by a motley crew of humanoids and a half-snake woman, each with three red stripes painted on their faces.

Scourge Pirates? And they were working with the Dullahan? The fact I hadn’t killed that black rider didn’t surprise me, but how the fuck were they tracking us?

And the pirates would have the same restrictions on flying their ship as we had. So they would’ve had to have landed their vessel at Scavengers Gate and followed us out all this way… somehow.

And I didn’t know anything about these pirates, either. Well, I did remember seeing a lamia Scourge Pirate during my escape from the Crystania, but all I could remember about her was that she had a hypnotic gaze and was… rather horny. That was assuming this was the same person. There was probably more than one lamia among the Scourge.

But then I saw Mina’s eyes focus on something over my shoulder, her eyes reflecting a luminance that didn’t come from my torchlight. I turned to see a lantern floating in a shadowed corner, teardrop-shaped and the size of a grapefruit. The light pulsed and I had to avert my eyes to resist the mesmeric effect.

“Ooh, pretty,” said Mina, her eyes going unfocused as she wandered towards the drifting lamp. I grabbed her, but she just pulled me along. I kept forgetting how strong she was, and that was a problem, because my goggles showed me the thing in the shadows that dangled the lure, its huge vertical jaws opened wide, ready to seize its prey.

Fortunately Delara intervened, yanking both of us back, as the creature’s entire mouth extended outwards from its body and snapped shut bare inches short of Mina’s body.

I brandished my torch to reveal the monster to the group, to their collective horror. It was stout and stocky like a dwarf, but it stood on four stumpy, boneless legs that appeared to flow beneath it as it moved. It had no arms or head to speak of, and its entire torso was split down the center by its vertical jaws, studded with jagged teeth like a Venus Flytrap, encased in milky-white, translucent flesh. The top of its body tapered to a point, from which extended a crown of four feathery antennae, and a single, central tentacle which arced up and around to hang its lantern lure in front of its gaping maw.

It advanced on us with frightening speed, and I was barely able to draw my force blade and thrust it straight down the creature’s throat, which didn’t seem to bother it much at all. The horror-mouth reached out to crunch down on me from both sides, but stopped short. I looked down to see that Jiryx had jammed his dragonshield lengthwise between the monster’s jaws. I activated the force jet on my blade’s hilt, propelling it out the creature’s side in a slash that ripped its right mandible in half and tore a wide gash through its blubbery body. But that grievous wound barely seemed to slow it down.

It didn’t howl or scream, but its bulbous lantern strobed and flashed with a furious intensity, making it painful and dizzying to look at. And from the darkness outside our torchlight, two additional lanterns lit up with answering flashes, bobbing gently as they approached us. But these lanterns weren’t borne by the same type of creature, but something worse. From out of the blackness shambled two things that had once been dwarves, their flesh sallow and shrunken, their beards faded to ashen gray, and their skulls violated by obscene, aberrant growths.

From the tops of each of their heads sprung a translucent lantern-tentacle, and soft antennae protruded from their empty eye sockets, while squirming tentacles poked their way out of the poor wretches’ ear holes, and from their slackened, open mouths, like condensed strings of drool. As they advanced, their head-lanterns pulsed in synchronicity with the first monster, and I got the sense it was giving them orders using some bizarre alien code.

These desiccated lantern zombies shuffled towards us, arms outstretched, and the fight was on. I won’t recount the battle blow-for-blow, but let’s just say that the zombies turned out to be much easier to kill, as they were slower, and beheading them stopped them from moving—though the things living in their skulls had to be mashed to a pulp to prevent them from scurrying away. The larger flytrap-jaw creature had to be hacked to pieces, and then I had to torch those pieces, before we were satisfied that we’d actually killed the thing.

I watched Mina hacking away at the blackened blubber fragments in rage and frustration, the blade of her short sword coated in the abomination’s pale blue blood. She’d been incapacitated for most of the fight, until Soraya had returned to us and used her illusions to blank out the flashing, hypnotic lanterns.

Man, she’d really been having a rough time on Zargedon, with all these mind-fuck creatures running rampant. I wished there was something I could do to help her. Maybe High Arcanist Killroy might have something in his book that would do the trick. I’d have to check on that next chance I got.

Bondi stood further back as she contemplated the scene. “So,” she said. “I guess we know what a Yavaabhoji is, huh?”

“I sure as fuck hope so,” I said. “I’d hate to think that there’s something even worse down here that we need to ‘beware’ of.”

“No, I’m sure these are the things that terrified the Polonic Imperium into abandoning these mines,” said Soraya. “They’re all over this level. I don’t know how this one snuck past me. I’m sorry for that, Master.”

“No worries,” I said. “You’ve been invaluable this whole time. Without your scouting, we’d be running around in circles in this maze.”

“And I think we’ll need to rely on you even more,” said Direk. “I don’t anything about these pirate enemies of yours, but I don’t want them attacking us from behind, while we’re preoccupied with some other task. We want to be the ones controlling the field of battle. I propose we lay an ambush.”

“Good idea,” said Delara. “We should get on that right away. It’ll take them time to catch up with us, but we can expect them to move a lot faster than we did. They won’t be taking the time to search each level for clues, and they won’t be fighting as many monsters. Actually, we’ve left a really obvious trail of corpses behind us.”

“So, let’s use that to our advantage,” said Direk, grabbing one of the headless corpses and throwing it over his shoulder. “Let’s set a lure. Soraya, do you think you could find us a good spot to lay a trap? Ideally we want a place with one entrance and multiple exits. We want a choke point where only one or two of them can fight us at a time.”

And so, we headed further in, under our genie’s guidance, narrowly avoiding further confrontations with the Yavaabhoji, though this seemed to make Soraya more nervous, not less.

“I don’t like how they’re moving around, Master,” she said. “I get this… feeling. It’s like, they know where we are, but they’re… it’s like they’re shadowing us.”

Well, that was concerning, but as long as they weren’t attacking, I wasn’t going to panic yet. And Soraya could warn us if they did try to make a move.

In the meantime, Soraya led us to the perfect ambush location, a minecart switching station, where we were able to spread out and make our preparations to deal with the pirates and the Dullahan, once and for all.


Chapter 29

The Best Laid Plans


The switching station was exactly what Direk had asked for. Normally, it would’ve had three entrances, but two of them had collapsed. The cave-ins made me worry about the general stability of this place, but for now I’d focus on using these dangerous circumstances to our advantage. There were five mine-cart tunnels heading out of the station, and three mine-cart elevators as well.

Each elevator car consisted of two large, steel-reinforced wooden planks bolted together in an L-shape. Each bottom plank had a section of cart track with stops on each side, that would allow each cart to roll out into the switching station track once they were in position. The backs of each “L” had wheels that latched onto vertical rails running both into the ceiling and the ground, with a chain pulley system to move everything along. I could feel the earth magic powering the whole system. I’d bet it still worked, but that wasn’t relevant for us right now.

Soraya checked down each of the five regular rail paths, far enough to confirm that they were intact, and each led to a landing point where we could disembark if we needed to. The carts were big enough that our whole group could barely squeeze into one if we had to, but using two would be preferable, so the people inside would have enough space to move around and shoot at pursuers.

The three elevators were spread out on the side of the switching station furthest from the entrance, about two and a half feet of away from the wall. They provided excellent cover. Meanwhile, Delara and Direk managed to get one of the empty mine-carts propped up on one end, and positioned it next to the entrance, while the rest of us maneuvered the remaining carts so they were lined up by the exits, ready for a quick escape—and thus, was our trap laid.

We knew that the dullahan was targeting me specifically, at the Duchess’ request, and that the pirates probably were, too, since they had a general order to get Soraya’s ring. So I would be waiting by the center elevator to draw them in, while they’d be forced to approach us in a straight column, down the narrow corridor. They’d be in an ideal position for both Bondi and I to fire our strongest lighting attacks right in their faces, hitting all of them at once.

Well, we knew that wouldn’t stop the dullahan. He’d keep coming, but then Delara would tip her mine-cart over at the last second, so it landed upside-down to block the entranceway. This would force the dullahan and any surviving pirates to climb over the cart to get to us, and then they’d be stuck in a kill-box.

Bondi, Mar, and I could cast whatever spells we wanted, Mina could fire her arrows, Delara could throw her spear, and Direk and Nemo each carried six weighted, foot-long darts, called plumbata, which they could hurl into the target zone.

And, if the dullahan was still moving after that, he would have to dismount to get past the barrier, and Delara was certain she’d have a much easier time fighting that monster on foot. Apparently, cavalry had a huge advantage over infantry in a melee, and that was one of the reasons we’d had so much trouble with him in our first encounter.

Well, we had our plan, and we were ready to go, so all we could do was wait. Bondi, the kobolds, and I waited by the center elevator, ready to unleash our lightning and then dive for cover. Direk and Nemo were hiding behind the right elevator, while Mina did likewise at the left one. Delara was poised at the left side of the door, ready to tip the mine-cart over, and then immediately dart over to join her bond-mate.

Soraya had phased up through multiple levels to try and find the pirates, but she still had to be careful, because the dullahan could see her. Still, she was able to find and shadow them. They were making terrific progress, since we’d already cleared the way for them, but it still felt like they were taking forever.

Even in our heightened state of tension, I couldn’t help but notice just how gorgeous Bondi was. Jiryx had planted himself between us, determined to enforce his “no squeezing” policy, but he was too short to block my gaze. We’d all spent hours fighting monsters in a mine, so we were all pretty filthy, but a little grime and gore did nothing to hide Bondi’s beauty. It was entrancing.

“What? What is it?” she said, turning to me. Guess I wasn’t as discreet as I was trying to be.

“Nothing,” I said. “Um… no, actually I was thinking of something.”

“What were you thinking?”

“About our quests, and, um,” I stammered. “What are you doing after this?”

“What?” she said, eyes widening. “You mean, after this ambush?”

“No, I mean, after everything,” I said. “We get your crown and Soraya’s gem, rescue the Rephaite princess, and all that. What are your plans after that?”

“Oh! I…” Bondi pursed her lips, suddenly lost in thought. “I… hadn’t thought things through that far, to be honest. I dunno… go home, I guess? Why do you ask?”

“Well, I was thinking,” I said. “That maybe you could join us.”

“J-join you?” she said, and I thought I could see her cheeks flushing, even in the darkness. “Join you how? W-what do you mean by that, exactly?”

“I mean, join our crew, with our quest,” I hastily clarified. “Like we are now. We could use your help to get the other five jewels and free Soraya.”

“Oh, that’s it then? That’s all you want from me?” Bondi turned away and crossed her arms. Did she sound annoyed by that? It was hard to tell. “Is freeing Soraya really so important? Honestly, she seems pretty happy as she is.”

“No, she’s happy now,” I said. “It’s kind of the principle of the thing. It’s complicated. Like, she’s immortal and I’m not. Someday I’ll die, and then her ring might get in the hands of some awful person. I need to free her now, while I’m still alive to do it.”

“Hmmm,” said Bondi, still facing away from me. “That still doesn’t tell me anything about why you need my help for any of that.”

“Well, we could always use help,” I said. “We’ve got both the Scourge Pirates and an evil faerie duchess on our asses constantly. And you’re really good in a fight. Your lightning staff really saved my butt in that last fight with the dullahan. And that stink-breath came in really handy earlier.”

“Stink-breath?” Bondi said, whirling on me. “That’s what you want from me? My staff and my ‘stink-breath?’ Is that all you care about?”

“Uh… no,” I said. “There’s a lot more than that⁠—”

Bondi drew back, gasping and flushing further. “S-so you do have ulterior motives!”

“Squeezing motives,” yelped Jiryx, readying his shield against me.

Before I could figure out an answer to that, I felt Soraya’s presence in my mind.

Would love to help you here, Master, she thought. But this will have to wait. The pirates are nearly at the bottom of the elevator.

“Hey, are you paying attention?” said Bondi. “Wait, is Soraya feeding you lines, now?”

“No, she’s warning me about the pirates,” I said.

“Don’t try to change the subject,” said Bondi. “You should know, people can tell when you⁠—”

“Quiet! Quiet!” came a new voice, and we both whirled around to locate its source, a purple kobold who’d seemingly popped out of nowhere.

“Oh, hello there,” said Bondi. “We haven’t been introduced, though I keep seeing your people⁠—”

“I say quiet!” the purple kobold snapped. “You go ‘way! Go ‘way now. Very bad.”

At that, Jiryx stepped up and growled something in Draconic, and now I couldn’t even follow the heated conversation, with Bondi desperately trying to calm everyone down. This went on for like a minute, before the purple kobold jerked her head up towards the ceiling and winced.

“I tell you—you no listen!” she snapped. “Now things bad. Very very very bad. You be sorry!” Then she darted into a crack in the wall and vanished.

At that point I started to realize that, rather than telling us to fuck off, the strange kobold had been trying to warn us about something. That’s when I began to hear it—a heavy metallic banging as some massive gearbox in the level above engaged, and all three mine-cart elevators started working again.

I gaped in bewilderment as the cart beside us disappeared into the floor, while its replacement descended from above—only this cart was stuffed to the brim with yavaabhoji and their lantern-headed zombie thralls.

Immediately I drew my Firespitter Rod and started cooking them, while Bondi cast her lightning-breath spell. We managed to prevent any from exiting the cart, but neither Mina nor the Rephaites were able to do the same, and the elevators didn’t stop, bringing another wave of aberrations right into the middle of our carefully-laid ambush, cutting us off from each other.

Both Direk and Nemo were backpedalling like mad to avoid being overrun, and Delara had to make a diving tackle to keep a hypnotized Mina from walking into a set of vertical jaws. Everyone was out of position. This was had turned into an Orb of Dragon’s Breath-level problem, but there was no way I could use it in this confused scrum.

Master, the pirates are here. Oh! Oh no!

And that was when the dullahan came galloping unimpeded through the entranceway, right past the cart that was supposed to contain him.

“GOBAN THE DULLAHAN HAS FOUND HIS PREY. DESPAIR, MORTAL! FOR YOUR DOOM IS—EH? WHAT THE FUCK?”

The skull-headed steed reared up as it was confronted by creatures so bizarre that they could shock even a undead fae harbinger of doom. If Goban had a normal head he’d have conked it on the ceiling, but he rallied and began laying about with with his skull-flail. More figures ran into him from behind, an eclectic, ragged bunch of weirdos in red face paint who added even more chaos to the melee.

“Damn it, Goban, I said ssslow—sssweet Echidna’s tits, what the fuck are these things?”

“Zain Shamar, you shall pay for your crimes,” screamed a dark elf woman I’d never seen before, before chucking a stoppered glass globe at me. A dwarf thrall staggered into the projectile’s path, causing it to explode and start melting the mindless creature’s head.

The only upside here is that our enemies were giving the Yavaabhoji army something else to fight, but that hardly seemed to matter, as the elevators continued running, bringing wave after wave of reinforcements.

“Everyone RETREAT,” screamed Delara, who I could barely see over the melee, laying about with her battle-axe as she tossed Mina into a mine-cart and started shoving it down the tracks. “Mine-carts, NOW! GO! GO! GO!”

“You heard her,” I yelled, as we pulled back to our nearest readied cart. Bondi had to let out a toxic belch to keep the pale-skinned abominations at bay while I chucked the kobolds into the cart, though Soraya had to create an illusion of Bondi boarding the cart first in order to get Jiryx to climb in.

Soraya also bought us some time by blacking out the creatures lanterns, which threw their forces into disarray for a minute, though it proved too late for Nemo, caught in a yavaabhoji’s jaws, his helmet pulled off by the thralls surrounding him, as a sharp proboscis emerged from the bottom of his captor’s blacked lantern, to start punching its way through his skull.

A plumbata through his eye socket put an end to his suffering, and I saw Direk, face twisted in anguish, shove-start his mine-cart and leap in as it started rolling. I boosted Bondi up and started to do likewise.

“THERE SHALL BE NO ESCAPE FOR YOU,” intoned the dullahan, as he began mowing down the swarming aberrations in his path. “I AM THE PRIME HUNTER. I WILL BE YOUR END.”

“Ssscourgers,” yelled the lamia. “We’re breaking out. Get behind Goban.”

Most of the pirates fell in, save for a weird skinny gal, who grabbed the shoulder of a big half-orc while waving her free hand down towards the ground.

“I lost my glasses!” she wailed. “I can’t see anything without my glasses.”

And with that, the mine-cart gained momentum and we really started moving. Bondi helped pull me up over the edge, and I landed awkwardly inside the cart. The bottom of the mine-cart was covered by a tarp laid over some sort of lumpy material, which turned out to be a dormant dwarf zombie. Bondi let out a piercing scream as it woke up and attacked us, and there was a frantic scuffle with me, the zombie, and the three kobolds, before I levered my force blade around to remove its head, which Jiryx punted out of the cart.

I looked up to see the stone walls of the tunnel zipping past at fantastic speed, then directed my truesight gaze behind us. The dullahan hadn’t dismounted to chase us in a cart, so the confines of the tunnel were slowing him down, as the steel-shod hooves of the nightmare horse clanged against the rails of the cart track. I had to pause to admire the level of horsemanship on display here. Even if you could train a normal horse to run on train tracks, you’d never get it to do so under these loud, chaotic conditions. The perfect level of synchronization between rider and steed was just insane.

But the confines of the tunnel meant they had no way to dodge, and I fumbled with my blastpipe to take advantage of this can’t-miss opportunity before we pulled out of range. But then I heard Bondi start to cast a thunder spell, and I clapped a hand over her mouth to interrupt the incantation.

“No!” I said. “We might have to come back this way. You could trap us in here.”

“You seriously want to come back this way?” said Bondi, as she yanked free of my hand, but before I could respond, the floor seemed to drop out from beneath us as the mine-cart plunged down a steep decline, and I felt Soraya catch hold of our suddenly floating bodies to keep us in the cart as we raced off into the darkness.

I felt gravity return as we leveled out, thumping us all down into the cart floor. I poked my head out to find ourselves zipping along through the interior of a vast cavern, a convoluted network of cart-rails going in every direction. I looked back to see the dullahan emerge from the tunnel far behind us, picking up speed. And he wasn’t alone, as more mine carts careened out after him.

“Ooh! Hands up for the drop, everyone!” sang a high-pitched voice from the lead cart. “Whheeeeeeee!”

I saw the pirates rocket down the rails after us, to be followed by more carts full of yavaabhoji and thralls. Well, if the creatures were smart enough to figure out the elevators, this should be no surprise, though it would mean we’d all be fucked once our trip had completed. I turned to survey our route ahead, and Soraya flew out to scout, finding what I was looking for in seconds.

All set, Master, thought Soraya, hovering right over a track switch, which she threw the instant we zoomed past.

Of course the switch did nothing to the dullahan, but I heard the dark elf pirate scream in frustration as their mine-cart swerved off to the left, followed by three full cars of aberrant monsters. Then our cart started decelerating as the automatic magical braking system kicked in. I saw the black rider gaining on us at a frightening rate, but then we entered another narrow tunnel, and the monster had to hunch down to proceed.

Our mine-cart screeched to a halt, and I leapt out, drew my arcane blastpipe, and leveled it at a target I could no longer miss. But I was going to get the perfect shot. I saw the creature’s true head, tucked protectively beneath its arm, like that was going to help it any. I shuffled sideways to get an angle past the skeletal horse-head, aimed, and fired.

A nice spread of holes appeared in the dullahan’s vambrace, while the head beneath spurted out a spray of black tar. The horse screamed and tripped, sliding on the cart rails until it stopped just inside the tunnel entrance of the spacious loading station we found ourselves in. The pulpy mess of a head slipped out of the rider’s grasp and bounced on the stone floor, leaving a spatter trail of inky goo. I reloaded another shot cartridge as I ran up to point-blank range, aiming at an angle where it wouldn’t ricochet back at me off the stone floor.

Usually, this would be where the hero would toss off a badass one-liner, but I had nothing, so I simply pulled the trigger. I saw the dullahan’s head explode, disintegrating into tiny bits that began to dissolve into smoke, leaving no trace behind. That was it. I’d finally killed the thing.

“I-IMPUDENCE… RRAGGH!” moaned the truly headless rider, who was spasming on the cart-rails, still stuck in his saddle. “YOU SHALL… S-SHALL PAY… FOR THIS!”

What the fuck? So the head wasn’t the weak point? Fine, then!

I reloaded the blastpipe and ran over to him, stopping a few feet out of his reach. Destroying his head left him in too much pain to stand, so I wasn’t threatened as I fired into his torso, reloaded, and fired again. And again. And again. Over and over, giving him no chance to recover, showing no mercy, until finally the black armor was so full of holes that it tore open at the waist, falling off and disintegrating into black ashy tendrils of smoke, until the top half of the black rider, the greatest hunter of the Unseelie court, was no more.

I stepped back, holstered the blastpipe, and stretched my right shoulder, which was sore from all those kickbacks in such a short time frame. I took a further step back as the skull-faced black horse rose to its feet. That was surprising. With the death of its rider, I’d have expected it to get un-summoned back to the⁠—

I was caught completely by surprise when the Dullahan’s foot unhooked from his stirrup and lashed out to catch me under the jaw. I staggered back as the entire world wobbled around me, black spots obscuring my vision, while my arcane sense focused on the threat in front of me.

Too late, I realized my mistake. The Dullahan had never been riding the black steed; both rider and horse were part of the same undead spirit-creature. And I’d overcommitted to destroying only one part of it.

My vision cleared just in time to see the skeletal double-flail pick itself up off the floor, demon skull-faces kissing the ground as their spine-chains walked the ebony handle around like a pair of legs. They took two steps and then leaped, so that its handle was in perfect position for the demon horse’s bony teeth to seize its handle and whip the gnashing, chattering flail heads straight at me, before I had a chance to react.

Soraya took the hit once again, dammit, but the Dullahan followed up before she’d finished disappearing back to her ring, lashing out with its front hooves. I couldn’t dodge in time, though I did manage to get my arms in front of my head, just in time to feel those bones shatter, as I was knocked to the ground to writhe in agony.

The next hoof-stomp would’ve surely killed me, had Jiryx not zipped in to interpose his shield. But the Dullahan had grown used to Jiryx’s uncanny abilities. It shook its bony head to lash him with its unholy weapon, and one of the flail-heads wrapped around the corner of his shield to bite into his shoulder.

It only gained purchase for a second or two before the grizzled old kobold shook it off, but it held him in place long enough for the dread horse to spin past his shield with its hind legs, bringing them crashing down to shatter both of my shin bones.

The pain was so great I barely noticed when Bondi blasted the Dullahan with her staff’s lightning attack, while Mar and Kint rushed in, grabbed me beneath the armpits, and hauled me all the way to the far side of the loading station. The torment from being moved was so bad that I nearly passed out twice.

Mar started praying to Moryana as soon as we stopped moving. I felt the healing magic seize hold of my bones and pull them back together, though everything still hurt like hell.

I could hear Bondi yelling at Jiryx to get clear, and that was when I realized the distance from us to her was slightly over twenty yards. No—she couldn’t use that spell in here. She could kill us all—but if she didn’t, the Dullahan would do it anyway.

I needed to keep shooting it. Put some cold iron in that horse body. I tried to stand up, but the agony was too great.

“Sorry, sorry,” squeaked Mar. “I got no more.”

Damnit, she was out of spells, and Soraya was still recovering.

I looked over to see Bondi belch out another gas cloud out of desperation, and of course it did nothing to an undead creature. Jiryx was putting on a defensive clinic with his shield, but as I witnessed his impossible feats, a creeping realization took hold of my mind.

No matter how sublime his technique and conditioning might be, Jiryx was still just a mortal kobold. There was no way he could take blow after blow from those massive hooves and still be okay. The sheer shock of every impact crashed like a wave into his bones and organs. Any more of this and Jiryx would collapse from internal hemorrhaging.

“Jiryx, get clear,” yelled Bondi, panic rising in her voice.

“No,” he barked back. “You cast.”

I watched the scene unfolding before me, and I realized that this time, the stubborn old kobold was right. If he abandoned his position, for even a second, Bondi would get torn to shreds by the Dullahan. We needed to stun it or drive it back long enough for Jiryx to retreat.

I would have to shoot from my prone position. I was lying on my left side, the stock of my blastpipe sticking out over my right shoulder. But my arm hurt so bad that trying to grab my weapon was sheer torture.

“Jiryx, I’m ordering you to get clear,” yelled Bondi. “I can hold this thing off.” Bondi blasted the monstrous horse with one of her lesser thunder spells and failed to knock it away an inch.

Instead the Dullahan kicked out with its hooves in a staggered “one-two” combo, the second of which smacked Jiryx’s shield back to conk into his own head. I saw the old kobold knees buckle, only to firm up as he rallied.

“Brazen Knights stand for COURAGE!” he cried, leaping up to swat twin flail-strikes aside.

“Jiryx, no!” gasped Bondi, as Kint realized my intention, pulled my arcane blastpipe from my holster, balanced the barrel on his shoulder, and lined it up in front of me, the butt of the stock braced against my chest armor.

“Mar, ammo’s in my belt pouch,” I said. “Red top flap. Hurry!”

The dread fae horse spun around and launched itself backwards, both sharp rear hooves aimed at Bondi’s chest. Jiryx leapt up, somehow managing to deflect that monstrous kick upwards and to the side. The force of it slammed him back down into the stone floor, but he popped right back up again, shield at the ready.

“JUSTICE!” he roared, sending a spray of red droplets spattering over the Dullahan’s forelegs.

“Jiryx, stop, please,” cried Bondi. “I’m begging you, please!”

“To the left, now up—good,” I said to Kint. The mere effort it took to keep my hand on the grip of the blastpipe was torment, but I could withstand it. I had the sights centered on that hellish horse skull, ready to fire.

“As quick as you can, Mar,” I said. “I need ammo.”

“No ammo,” came the reply, a desolate wail. “I check. Pouch empty.”

I looked down and confirmed, to my horror, that she was searching the correct pouch. I’d run out of shot cartridges. I let my hand go limp. There was nothing I could do.

The Dullahan had abandoned all attempts to get past Jiryx now. It reared back, over and over, stomping straight down at the dragon-scale Jiryx held overhead. Bondi desperately struck at its flanks with her shock cantrips, to no avail.

I could practically sense the maddened frustration from the nightmare creature, that all its power, its weight, its size, its horrifying presence—that the most feared and respected hunter of the realm of Faerie, could possibly be stymied by the sheer stubborn, ornery cussedness of a single tiny kobold. It had to pound Jiryx into a paste to force the universe to make sense again.

I saw Jiryx withstand this beating, but each strike of those heavy hooves seemed to drive him lower. I could see the weariness form cracks in his mask of determination. Still he did not fall; he rallied for one last moment.

“FELLOWSHIP!” he bellowed, spitting out thick gouts of blood. “Now CAST!”

Bondi screamed, her face twisted in anguish, but she rushed forward and slammed the butt of her staff to the rocky floor, right next to her guardian.

Lightning blasted straight into the Dullahan at point-blank range, even as the titanic BOOM of the thunder nova picked it up and hurled the monster back through the entrance tunnel a second before the passage collapsed into rubble.

Mar and Kint threw themselves flat on the ground next to me as mine-carts full of unprocessed ore were flung over our heads. A spiderweb of deep fissures appeared in both the ceiling and the floor, causing the steel cart rails to shriek in agony as they were twisted out of their neat, ordered positions into chaotic squiggles.

And Jiryx was tossed to the side, his limp body rolling and sliding across the uneven ground like a rag doll.

“No, no, no, no,” cried Bondi, as she stumbled after him, while Mar hopped to her feet and tugged at my sleeve insistently.

“Soraya,” she wailed. “Soraya needs to come out now!”

As you wish, Master, came Soraya’s voice in my head, her reconstitution finally completed. Blue smoke shot out of her ring to pool on the broken earth right next to Jiryx.

I only hope I’m not too la⁠—

And that was when the ground disintegrated beneath her, and me, and Bondi, along with the ceiling, plummeting all of us into a bottomless abyss of blackness and pain, followed by oblivion.


Chapter 30

Farewell


Iawoke in a state of general dull pain. My truesight goggles allowed me to see the general outlines of the narrow cavern I was in, and then Soraya created globes of light that brought color back to the world. I was instantly struck by all the bright red staining the floor around me, stretching out in lengthy spatter patterns.

Wait, was that my blood? I didn’t see anyone else here, so I guessed it had to be. The thought sent a chill through me. How close to death had I just come?

I forced the anxiety to the back of my mind and pushed myself up to all fours. Every muscle in my body felt like it had been struck repeatedly with a meat tenderizer. Still, I was able to get to my feet without feeling any truly worrying stabbing pains. I was able to walk.

“Soraya, where’s Bondi? Is she okay? And the others?”

Bondi is alive. Follow the lights, Master.

I did as instructed, hobbling from one bright globe to the next, as fast as I dared, through a narrow, uneven natural passageway in the black rock. My anxiety returned in full force, but not for myself. If Soraya had thought it acceptable to leave me in this state, that could only mean there was someone else who was much, much worse off.

I caught up with Kint and Mar just before we entered a small cavern, to see Bondi slowly sitting up under Soraya’s ministrations. I saw a couple gashes on Bondi’s body seal up, and I heard the wet popping sound of some bone getting yanked back into its socket, but she didn’t seem too badly off.

But Jiryx was another story. I couldn’t stop a hiss of dismay from escaping between my teeth at the sight of him. He lay on his back, and I could see the shallow rise of his chest as he drew breath, but his entire body below the midsection had been pinned to the ground by a rock so massive it extended up past the ceiling of this chamber.

Immediately my engineer mind started to look for leverage solutions to free him, only to realize his situation was even worse than I’d thought. There was barely even the tiniest crack between that huge rock and the ground. How was there room for the rest of Jiryx’s body under there?

Bondi was at his side as soon as she was able.

“Jiryx! Still breathing. Soraya, quick—heal him.”

But my genie returned her plea with a gaze of deep, quiet sadness, and bowed low before her.

“Bondi, I am sorry,” she said. “I am so very, very sorry. This… is beyond me.”

“What?” said Bondi, in desperate confusion. “But he’s not dead! You can see he’s breathing. You can fix that, right? Don’t tell me you can’t.”

“Bondi,” Soraya said, gently. “The part of him that we can see… that’s all that’s left of him. That huge rock—it’s the only thing holding him together. The instant we try to move it, or move him… he’ll bleed out in seconds.”

“No,” Bondi whispered, and buried her face in her hands, while I heard strangled sobs from Mar and Kint as they shuffled over to their father’s side.

“I can wake him, and ensure he feels no pain,” said Soraya. “But he doesn’t have much time left. I’d think very carefully about exactly what you want to say to him next. Because they will be the last words between you.”

Soraya laid a finger on Jiryx’s forehead and the old kobold’s eyelids fluttered open. I could practically see his thought process as he tried and failed to sit up, looked down and made a few experimental pushes with his claws at the massive stone that had crushed him to death, then lay back, his expression an equal mix of resignation and annoyance.

“Well, shit,” he croaked.

I saw the corner of Soraya’s mouth twitch upwards as she reached over to rest her hand on Bondi’s back. The princess’s shoulders shook, and she still held her face in her palms, the light from Soraya’s globes reflecting off the droplets that were meandering across her wrists and the backs of her hands.

“Bondi,” said Soraya. “You first. You can do it.”

I saw the princess shudder and fold inward, before rallying, lifting her head up, through a great expenditure of will.”

“Jiryx, you… y-you…” Bondi coughed and hiccuped, struggling to get enough air to speak. “You… g-great… big… JERK!”

With that, Bondi’s fists and head descended on the kobold’s chest, even as tears continued to pour out of her eyes.

“I told you… I told you… that I had it handled! I told you… kobolds aren’t, aren’t expendable! But you… you didn’t listen! Whuh… why didn’t you listen? Why do you never, ever, ever listen? Wuh… why would you do this… do this—” And Bondi lashed out with her fist again, only this time it was against the titanic, unfeeling stone lying atop her friend. “Why would you go this f-far… for someone… someone like me?”

Gently, Jiryx reached out and stroked her sea-foam hair. “Protect… Princess⁠—”

“Princess? Princess?” Bondi sat up, bitter laughter now interspersed with her sobs. “You think that’s actually important? I am… I am the worst, the worst… the most insignificant, unwanted, most pathetic excuse for a princess who ever lived. I’m… I’m a puny, wingless, tailless, feeble half-breed. I’m Daddy’s Little Indiscretion! I’m an embarrassment! No-one back home would miss me if I never came back. They’d probably be HAPPY! I know they would. So… so… there was no need… you didn’t have to…” and Bondi’s face twisted up in anguish again as she began to bawl. “To… to go this far… just because Daddy assigned you...”

“No,” said Jiryx, the quiet power in his voice shocking Bondi out of her rant. “Your father… did not assign. Jiryx chose.”

“W… what?” said Bondi. “But… you’ve got so many honors… you could’ve picked anything. Why… why pick the worst⁠—”

“No,” Jiryx said. “Not the worst. Bondi is… best princess. You are… the best of them. No one else make us knights. Only soldiers. Or servants. You are… not wingless. You have them. Jiryx sees this… even if Bondi doesn’t. Someday, you will spread those wings, and soar… so high.”

Bondi was too overcome with emotion to reply. She could only stare into the dying kobold’s eyes while her own leaked rivulets of salty water.

“Not enough time,” said Jiryx, before gesturing for his daughter. “Mar. My daughter. Always have you toiled in the service of dragon gods. Moryana has blessed you, and you pass that kindness to everyone. Everyone sees this. I have always, always been proud of you.”

“Love you, Father,” said Mar, shedding her own copious tears. “I will pray for Moryana to safeguard your spirit. I know she will.”

A rare smile cracked Jiryx’s face. “Always kind,” he said, before reaching to his side and picking up his shield. Despite his condition, he gripped the heirloom as though it weighed nothing, and held it out to Kint.

“Son,” he said. “This is… scale of King Caxtondramir, mighty and wise. This… passed down to me by my father, who got it from his father, who got it from his before him. This is the honor and pride of our family. Now it is yours. You are dragonshield now.”

“Th-thank you father,” said Kint. “I will… even if I’m not ready⁠—”

“No,” said Jiryx. “You are ready. I… could not teach you. But I think… you will learn. You are smart. You work hard. So hard. I… always see this. You will make… fine dragonshield. I am… proud of you, my son.”

Kint clutched the bronze scale to his chest, and bobbed his head, too overcome with emotion to say anything.

With that, Jiryx lay back, and I saw his eyelids flutter, only to snap open, as Jiryx hung on to life for just a few more precious moments.

“Knights of the Brazen Order of Draconic Virtue,” he said. “Old Jiryx requests a boon.”

“What?” said Bondi. “Yes, of course. We’ll do anything.”

Jiryx held out a taloned hand, for Bondi and his children to clutch onto, to signify their pact to their dying patriarch.

“Promise Jiryx,” he said. “That you will not abandon quest. Swear you will recover… Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree.”

“W-what?” said Bondi. “Why would⁠—”

“Swear oath,” said Jiryx. “You will find the Crown. And then… Order will continue. Continue to fight for… the powerless. Out in the world. Find allies. Friends. Order will expand. Become known… throughout all Shattered Zemyah, as champions… of Courage, Justice, and Fellowship. Swear this, on your honor as Knights, by all you hold dear.”

The three surviving Knights of the Brazen Order of Dragonic virtue all pledged their oaths, though they struggled to get the words out. Jiryx nodded and lay back down on the stone.

“Jiryx, I… I… unhh,” Bondi was weeping too hard to get even a short sentence out.

“Shhh,” said Jiryx, gently, taking her hand. “No need for such tears. No need… for sadness. Jiryx lived… good life. Die good death. I face my ancestors with honor. I am… not afraid. A Brazen Knight… has nothing to fear. For a Brazen Knight… is… never…”

And with that, Jiryx’s final breath fled his body, as his eyes went glassy and unfocused, as the inner flame that kept them lit flickered and died.

Bondi doubled over, her body wracked with sobs, as Mar and Kint rushed in to embrace her, tears pouring from their eyes. Soraya quietly leaned over and gently closed the old kobold’s eyes for him, one final time.

I stayed where I was. This was a special, family grief, and I had no business intruding. I felt my own tears roll down my face, tears for a person I honestly hadn’t liked very much, but had gone out with such class and dignity that I couldn’t help but be moved.

I watched Bondi hold on tight to Jiryx’s children and felt my inability to go and comfort her like it was a physical wound. It wasn’t my place, but how that I wished it was. At that moment, there wasn’t anything I wanted in the world more than to take Bondi in my arms, hold her tight, and kiss away her tears.

Oh, man—this was getting serious. And wasn’t I being selfish, bemoaning my own misfortune when someone else had just died?

Perhaps, Master, thought Soraya. But it is very human, and it shows how much you care. And, given what we just heard, poor Bondi is in great need of people who care about her and are willing to tell her so.

Yeah, that was right. I couldn’t believe what she’d said about her family. Well, I could believe it—but the fact that they were so cold to her that they made her feel worthless—it made my blood boil. Like, I’d gotten the impression that she’d been putting on a front, but I hadn’t realized it was all bluster. Could I truly say I loved her, when I still knew so little about her?

Well, of course you didn’t know the things she’s been hiding, Master, thought Soraya. But you’ve seen enough to judge her character, and… Oh, what’s this?

I turned to see what had caught Soraya’s attention. Standing in the middle of the cavern, as if she had appeared from nowhere, was one of those purple kobolds, staring intently at Bondi. I wasn’t sure, but I thought this kobold might be the same one who’d tried to warn us of the yavaabhoji attack.

Kint was the first of the Brazen Knights to notice this new witness and pull the others’ attention to her. They stared at each other for a few seconds before the purple kobold took a step forward, and pointed at Bondi.

“You,” she said, “shed tears for kobold?”

“Yes, of course I do,” said Bondi.

“Why you do this?”

“W-why?” said Bondi, eyes wide. “He was… he was my fr—” Bondi shook her head, as though to clear it, and took a long sniffling breath through her nose. “He was family,” she said, her arms still resting on Kint and Mar.

The new kobold cocked her head at Bondi, her gaze drifting up to the Princess’s horns.

“You… Dragon?”

“My father is,” said Bondi, sighing. “My mother was human.”

With that, a second purple kobold darted out of a fissure in the wall, and threw himself on his face in a full kowtow in front of Bondi, chanting out some mantra in Draconic, waving his arms around as he raised and lowered his head from the floor.

He only lasted for a second or two before three more kobolds jumped out of the wall to seize him beneath the armpits, while clamping their hands over his snout. It took them at least a full minute to drag him back to their hiding spot, while he kicked and thrashed and strained to continue his chant through his muffled muzzle. But in the end, they succeeded in stuffing the supplicant kobold back into the crack in the rock, disappearing along with him, and silence returned to the cavern.

The first kobold coughed, cleared her throat, and continued as if nothing unusual had happened.

“Why you come here?” she asked. “Ignore sign, enter mines. Why?”

Here Bondi hung her head, and Kint had to nudge her a bit before she could bring herself to answer.

“We’re looking,” she said, “for the Crown of Dragonkind.”

The purple kobold’s eyes went wide for a second, before she began staring at Bondi even more intently.

“You Wormslayer?” she said.

“Ah, that’s me, actually,” I said.

“You?” said the strange kobold, whirling around to regard me skeptically. “You Wormslayer for real?”

“Well, I killed a worm,” I said, with a shrug. “One of the real big ones. I did have help.”

“You got proof?”

“Yes, kinda. I kept some of its blood, right here,” I said, and pulled a small bottle from my belt pouch. Having a ready source of residuum available for an emergency had seemed too prudent to not do.

The kobold took the bottle and examined it suspiciously. She opened it, then closed it immediately as the stench punched her in the nostrils.

“That all you got?” she said, as she hastily returned it to me.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Not like I’d carry the carcass with me. Want me to tell you how I did it?”

She nodded, so I did. As my story went on, her eyes grew wider and her expression more incredulous.

“It’s true,” said Mar. “We saw the last bit.”

“You killed dreadworm,” said the purple kobold, “With dragon magic.” And here her gaze shifted to the Orb of Dragon’s Breath on my hip. Then she shook her head. “But you method crazy. Load balls into aberration slayer? Not how that works.”

“Okay,” I said, tamping down my annoyance. “How does it work, then?”

“Drakesalt spike,” said the kobold. “Just load that in and fire. No need for extra cannon.”

“Okay, okay, okaaay,” I said, clapping my hands together. Finally, we were getting somewhere. “So where do I get a drakesalt spike? Or instructions on how to make one?”

“That a problem,” she said. “Secret gone with tallfolk. But… maybe you solve problem. If you really Wormslayer.”

“Solving problems is what I do,” I said. “Let me at it.”

“Solution is locked away,” said the purple kobold. “With Crown of Dragonkind.”

“Oh,” said Bondi, fumbling with her resonance tracker. “Oh,” she said again, going quiet and still. “It’s… the Dragon Crown. It’s really close. Like, less than a hundred yards away.”

But the tracker reminded me of our original situation, and an icy chill ran down my spine.

“Shit!” I said. “Mina, Delara… and Direk. We don’t know what happened to them. We have to find them first! How do we—” I turned back to the purple kobold. “You—sorry, what’s your name?”

The purple kobold raised a scaly eyebrow. “Took you long enough. I Dyxi.”

“Dyxi, sorry,” I said. “I’m Zain, by the way. You and your people—you can get through these mines really easily, am I right?“

“Could,” said Dyxi. “Bit hard now. Your boom make huge mess.”

“Ah, we’re terribly sorry about that,” said Soraya, jumping in. “We were in desperate circumstances. I hope none of your people were caught in any cave-ins.”

“No. Kobolds know Apoxiroch. Know tunnels,” said Dyxi, sounding downright smug. “Even surprise no take us by surprise.”

“That’s great,” I said. “I need to know if you, or your friends, could help us find our companions?”

“Your friends,” said Dyxi. “Those also the red-stripe faces?”

“No, those are not our friends,” I said. “Those enemies.”

“Then friends okay,” said Dyxi. “Enemies okay, too—but harder to get to.”

A wave of relief washed over me. Thank the gods. But—that answer came quickly, hadn’t it? They must’ve been shadowing us the entire time we were here, and still were. And we never realized, even with Soraya turning invisible and phasing through walls. We only noticed when⁠—

“You broke your cover to warn us,” I said. “About the yavaabhoji ambush.”

“And you no listen!”

“Sorry, we were confused,” I said. “I just wanted to thank you for doing that. For trying.”

“Hmmph.” Dyxi crossed her arms and turned up her snout. “Very bad, if yavaabhoji get more thralls. N-not like Dyxi care what happen to you or anything.”

I suppressed a smile and nodded. I wondered if this was a common facet of Draconic culture.

“Well, even if you don’t care, we could really use your help,” I said. “To reunite with our friends, and get back to the surface.”

“Kobolds help,” said Dyxi. “If you can claim Crown of Dragonkind. Prove you really are Wormslayer.”

Ah. Even if she took my word for what I’d done, that didn’t necessarily make me the Wormslayer of Prophecy. I had to jump through whichever hoops some unknown shaman dreamed up during some drug trip centuries ago. Well, we were already in the vicinity of the Dragon Crown anyway. Might as well knock that off the to-do list while we were here.

I turned to the rest of the group and immediately saw a problem. We couldn’t just walk off and leave Jiryx’s body like this.

Dyxi noticed it too. “We have a place,” she said. “Place of rest, of honor. Monsters and yavaaboji never find. Bones are safe there. Shall we take him?”

“That’s…” Bondi looked over to Mar and Kint, who both nodded solemnly. “That sounds good. I think he’d like that.”

“Then we go now,” said Dyxi, signaling for a host of purple kobolds to come pouring out of the walls.

Bondi paused, looking down at Jiryx.

“Probably best you not watch us move him,” said Dyxi, not unkindly.

“Oh,” Bondi grimaced, and there was a second where I thought she might start weeping again, but she fought it down. “Yes, you’re probably right. Thank you.”

So, with that, our little group collected ourselves and followed Dyxi, leading us off to the Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree, and apparently, our prophesied destinies.


Chapter 31

The Dragon Trials


We didn’t have far to walk. As Bondi’s tracker had indicated, our fall had taken us just a short trek away from our goal. It was enough of a coincidence that it made me wonder if destiny really was guiding us. Or it could just be happenstance. That happened, too.

Actually, I thought. What do you think, Soraya? You’ve been around for way longer than I have. You put any stock in this destiny stuff?

Honestly, it’s hard to say, Master, she thought back. I’ve seen prophecies come true, but I’ve seen a lot more go unfulfilled, or outright fail. You’re right that people only tend to remember the ones that hit, and forget the ones that don’t. Actually, I think you’re going about things the right way, Master. No need to dismiss anyone’s beliefs, especially when they help us, but it’s best not to overly rely on some past prediction, and assume it guarantees our success. Taking things for granted leads to disaster.

Hmm. Well, if relying on a prophecy was such folly, it made me wonder what point there was to having them at all, but my musings were cut short as we reached our destination.

It would’ve been impossible to miss. There was a huge bas-relief sculpture carved into the wall in front of us, and the carvings went a good deal deeper into the stone than the murals we’d seen before. I’d guess they were a yard in at their furthest recesses. Xichotacoazll himself was the subject here, facing us straight-on and looming overhead. He towered over us, nearly the height of the ceiling, fifteen feet up—though I doubted the statue was as big as the real dragon had been.

To the left, the dragon held a single claw out, upraised to form a shelf at chest-height. Behind the claw stood the empty silhouette of the Wormslayer, sword buried in the corpse of a juvenile dreadworm. There was a bunch of Draconic script as well, but we had to stop and wait a bit.

“Now come Wormslayer trials,” said Dyxi. “Big deal. Elders gathering.” Here she stopped and looked from Bondi to myself. “Still kind of strange. Dragon and Slayer different people. Wormslayer supposed to be both.”

“Well, how detailed is the prophecy?” asked Soraya. “These things often resolve in surprising ways. Perhaps the Wormslayer was meant to be a duo, or maybe even a group of people. Is that possible? Do you know what the specific wording is?”

“Ah! Specific…” Dyxi crossed her arms, and turned up her snout again. “Of course Dyxi knows words. But won’t tell. Part of your test. Group maybe works, maybe not. Trials will reveal all, anyway.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. So, probably nobody actually knew any more details than what we’d seen on the amphitheater mural. But the bas-relief before us was no ordinary carving. My arcane sense told me it had a simple but powerful enchantment on it, and Soraya told me that the script indicated that this was the “Trial of Wormslaying,” with “Proof of Wormslaying” written right beneath the left claw.

Well, I figured that I had the answer to that, but we had to sit and wait for half an hour before all the purple kobold muckety-mucks had gotten together to witness this historic event. The bas-relief chamber only had enough room for a few dozen kobolds to cram themselves into, but as time passed, I noticed more and more purple scales clogging the four entrances at each corner of the chamber, and the passages beyond.

I had a lot of time to sit and wait, and I was sitting next to Bondi, who was vacantly staring off into space. She looked like—well, she looked like someone who’d just lost a close family member, no other way to describe that, really.

I struggled to think of something to say that wouldn’t make things worse.

Simple and honest is best, Master.

All right, then.

“Ah… hey,” I said.

She blinked and to face me. “Hey,” she said.

“I just wanted to let you know,” I said, “That I’m sorry for your loss. I know Jiryx meant a lot to you.”

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes downcast.

“But, umm… at the same time,” I continued, “I’m glad that he did what did. Save you, I mean. Because, while you may think your dragon family doesn’t care what happens to you, there are other people who care a lot. I care. And so do Mar, and Kint, and Mina, and Delara, and Soraya. Because you’re brave and you’re kind, and we’d all be real sad if you died. I just thought you should know that.”

I watched her eyes go wide, while color returned to her cheeks

“Oh! W-well… well of course people would get sad,” she said, as her face continued to redden. “Obviously, b-because I’m very important. It’s not like I need you to tell me that or anything, d-dummy.”

“Ah, I see,” I said, as a smile cracked my face. “My apologies, then.”

“No, it’s fine,” she said, looking away. “It was… um, it was a n-nice thought, anyway. But totally unnecessary. Hey, what is it?”

This last bit was directed at Mar, who was whispering in her brother’s ear and giggling. They both proceeded to straighten up and play dumb, but when Bondi wasn’t looking, I saw Mar wink at me, while Kint flashed me a thumbs-up.

I wondered if I should say anything further to Bondi. Given the circumstances, that might not be appropriate.

I’d agree with that, Master, thought Soraya. We don’t want to wait too long, but now is not the time for a full confession. I’ll let you know when I think she’s ready. For now, what you said was perfect.

We had no opportunities for further conversation anyway, as all the kobolds had finished gathering and it was time for the various kobold elders to give speeches, which took another forty minutes. Soraya figured we were lucky, because this whole ceremony seemed to be running mostly on improvisation. It probably would’ve been longer if they’d had time to prepare. I tried to feign interest as best I could, but almost all of it was in Draconic, and I could only pick out every fifth word.

Soraya could translate, but the results were mostly boring and repetitive. The only highlights came at the very end when a wyrmpriest of Achaman ended her speech by offering a blessing to the candidates. My arcane sense told me that this was a genuine blessing that would tangibly improve our fortune. Too bad it only lasted a minute. Still, it was nice to see that these strangers were genuinely rooting for us, even if it was probably for their own reasons.

Not wanting to waste any time, I stood up and placed my bottle of worm blood in Xichotacoazll’s stone palm. I could feel the tension spike in the crowd behind me, as nothing appeared to happen. I was fortunate to have my artificer’s sensitivity, so my anxiety lasted only a second. The magic in the statue had been slumbering for a very long time, so it was slow to wake. But I felt it working, even as mutterings of disappointment and anger built up behind me.

I decided to indulge in a bit of showmanship. I turned back to the crowd and held up my palm, fixing them with a stern expression. I followed that up with a flourishing gesture to the stone dragon’s head once I felt the mechanism finally engage.

Gasps and a few shrieks went up from the crowd as the statue’s stone head began to slide down on a well-concealed vertical panel. Most of the head stopped halfway to the floor, but the lower jaw separated and kept moving until it reached the ground, unveiling a dark portal that suddenly lit up, as magical torches in the chamber beyond flickered alight.

I saw the collective jaws of the kobolds drop open, and then everyone went apeshit. Just, absolutely bugfuck bonkers. The din was so overwhelming I could barely hear myself think, and it only got louder as the news rippled out into the corridors. It got to the point where I started to worry about everyone’s physical safety, but eventually the elders were able to regain control, assisted by Soraya magically amplifying their voices.

After that, the elders conferred and determined that we should pick one witness to accompany us further. Logically, taking the priest was the best move, as she could keep re-blessing us, but Bondi and the Knights wanted to bring Dyxi, and honestly I could see the appeal there. Dyxi had been the one to first risk contacting us.

“Besides,” I said to her. “If we leave you back here, you might trap us in with a tunnel plug again.”

Dyxi yelped and looked chagrined. “Only for yavaabhoji. Very bad if they get to surface. Was always going to let you out. Dyxi swear.”

“Suuure,” I said, though I’d actually only wanted to check if my wild guess had been accurate. Truthfully, it was kind of impressive how quickly she’d figured out how to use the Rod of Tunnel-Sealing. Though, I supposed the Polonic Dwarves might’ve left a whole bunch of those devices in the mines when they’d fled the yavabhohji, and she might’ve already been familiar with them that way.

At this point Soraya approached the kobold elders and suggested that perhaps they might start sending teams to find the rest of our party, and work out an exit path for us tall people to get back to the surface. That perhaps, this might relieve some of the dangerous crowding and give all the looky-loos something to do besides rubberneck. They agreed, and the masses of kobolds began to disperse, though not without a good deal of sullen muttering and barking at being taken away from such an exciting event.

That left just the elders and their retinue to witness our group and Dyxi enter the next chamber, which had a similar bas-relief of Xichotacoazll, only now both his claws were upraised, holding wide, shallow stone bowls in each. To either side stood armored dragonkin statues holding identical bowls, making four bowls total. The script on the wall declared that this was the “Test of Allegiance,” and each bowl had a label, reading “Mind,” “Spirit,” “Flesh,” and “Breath.”

Test of allegiance, huh? So this was to show proof of how well we got along with dragons. I asked Kint if I could put his dragonshield in the bowl marked, “Flesh,” since it was a bit high up for him. As I did, somewhere in the walls a bell tolled, and a ray of light shone down to illuminate the claw holding the dragon scale. Okay, that looked like a hit.

Mar then hurled a bolt of holy fire, magic granted to her by a dragon god, at the bowl marked “Spirit.” Instead of dissipating after impact, as you’d expect, the fire was sucked into the center of the bowl and expanded to fill it, white flames burning pure and true. The bell sounded again, raised one note, and light shown down on Xichotacoazll’s other claw.

“Intellect” was an interesting challenge. I wondered if my Orb of Dragon’s Breath would count as an offering here. It was a device, crafted using skill and intelligence, that replicated the feats of a dragon. I placed it in the bowl, and was rewarded with another bell and illumination pouring down from above, making the orb’s gems and crystal sparkle wonderfully.

“I’ve got the last one,” said Bondi, casting a spell and then spitting lightning over the final dragonkin statue. Only this time, nothing happened.

“What?” said Bondi, with a perplexed expression, and breathed lightning again, to no results.

“I think it’s because you’re casting a spell,” I said. It was true that Bondi’s magic was partially instinctive, a product of the dragon’s blood running through her veins, but that particular spell could be cast by any magician. “I think it’s too similar to my orb, and falls under ‘Intellect.’ I think it wants your natural breath attack.”

Bondi started flushing pink. “T-turn around,” she said.

“Eh?” I said. “But I’ve seen you use it bef⁠—”

“Just turn around, okay?” she snapped, and I decided it was faster to comply than argue. There wasn’t any mistaking that monster belch that reverberated throughout the stone chamber, though I thankfully didn’t catch so much as a whiff of the stench that went with it.

I glanced out of the corner of my eye to see that the smelly fog of Bondi’s breath had coalesced and condensed into a sphere resting in the offering bowl. A sound of grinding stone confirmed our acceptance as Xichotacoazll’s carved head lowered and opened its mouth to lead us into the next room.

I retrieved my orb from the offering bowl, and fortunately, the portal remained open. Then I handed Kint back his dragonshield and we passed through the stone jaws to find Xichotacoazll facing us once more. This time his right arm extended out of the wall at waist-height, his clawed hand dominating the chamber, palm upraised with five crystal orbs balanced on the tips of his talons.

I was immediately drawn to the claw and to the magic emanating from it, while Bondi read the inscription that declared this chamber to be the “Test of Intelligence.” Okay, so it was a puzzle, probably.

Upon closer inspection I realized that the claw was made from some type of metal, rather than stone, and that its finger joints could articulate. What was more, the needle-tipped talons could rotate along their axes to spin their crystal orbs about, and each orb was infused with one of the Five Draconic Elements: Water, Wood, Fire, Earth, and Metal.

That was one of the odd inconsistencies with arcane theory—that dragons had devised a alchemical system that had different fundamental elements than that of the elves and other humanoids—and yet both still worked on their own terms. I’d heard of cross-disciplinary scholars desperately seeking to create a Grand Unified Alchemical Theory, trying to successfully combine wood and metal to get air, with little success so far. But anyway, I’d studied enough Draconic Alchemy to understand how the five elements were supposed to work, and I figured the goal of this puzzle was to arrange the elemental orbs so all the forces were balanced and in harmony.

Each element had two different primary reactions with two of the other elements, a generating action and an overcoming action. For example, water would feed a tree’s roots and create wood, but would quench fire. Wood served as fuel for fire, but would push its roots through the earth, and so on. I found that spinning the orbs would change the angle at which their elemental forces were directed, and I could use that to cause the elements to swap positions on the crystal globes. So I could use a sort of binary switching process to gradually reshuffle the elements to where I thought they should go.

Bondi tried to help out a bit, as she also understood the basic theory behind what I was doing, but her grasp of magic was primarily intuitive, granted to her through her draconic blood, and she kept getting confused by my process, and finally gave up, not like she actually cared about solving some stupid puzzle or anything. But Dyxi actually seemed to get what I was doing, as I got the elements switched around in generating order sequentially, with the opposing forces arranged in a pentagram across the palm. This was a standard, balanced configuration, but then the challenge was figuring out which element should go on which digit.

Each element was associated with a cardinal direction, so that might be used as a clue. Water was North, wood was East, fire was South, metal was West, and earth was Center, but that pattern seemed impossible to implement on the dragon claw, plus it would’ve messed up the standard arrangement. Dyxi was actually the one to suggest that maybe Center/Earth would correspond with the thumb. That seemed to make as much sense as anything else, so I tried it.

I felt a sense of rightness through my arcane sense, but the door-mouth didn’t open. Well, the fact that the orbs were arranged on a claw meant they weren’t perfectly equidistant from each other, so from there it was a matter of subtly adjusting the angle and position of the orbs until they balanced, despite their lopsided arrangement. Dyxi and I spent about ten minutes nudging the orbs around until finally all the crystal globes pulsed out white light in unison, a bell tolled, and Xichotacoazll’s stone mouth slid open to reveal the next trial.

“Yeah, high five,” I said, holding my hand out for Dyxi to smack with her tiny palm. “That one was fun.”

Bondi shot me a look like I was crazy, but followed me into the third chamber. This room was the simplest yet, though it was the longest, as measured from the entrance to the exit, which took the form of yet another Xichotacoazll head. But this head was the fiercest version of the ancient king by far. His giant fangs were bared in a feral snarl, and his eyes seemed to follow me with a piercing, contemptuous glare that made my blood run cold, even though I knew it was an immobile statue. The oddest detail was that this dragon’s tongue was pierced by a gold ring, about a foot in diameter, dangling at the base of the massive jaw.

The inscription above the head was bold and simple enough for me to read from where I was. It said “Test of Courage,” and I could feel the light magical field permeating the chamber, stopping maybe a foot in front of us. It felt like something—hmm… were there any gaps in the field, above or below, or to the sides?

Before I could analyze the problem any further, Kint stepped into the field, and suddenly I was transfixed by the most primal mortal terror I’d ever experienced. I collapsed to a tiny ball, face down on the paving tiles, hands over my head, praying desperately to any gods who might be listening, to please spare me from this peril, that it might pass me by, that if I only made myself perfectly still and small and inoffensive, I might escape notice of this… this…

Wait, what the hell was I so scared of, exactly? Within my brain, a small part of my mind, the rational, curious part, pulled out of its defensive crouch and started asking why? What was the nature of this threat that held the rest of me in a terrified paralysis?

I tried to raise my head to assess the situation, but my neck muscles refused to move, so certain were they, that if I looked at the thing, it would notice, and I would draw its ire for sure, and that would be the end of me. It made no real sense if I thought about it logically, but my body was so convinced of this delusion that it overrode my reason.

But I was able to reach out with my arcane sense without triggering the same primitive panic response, and with that I could identify the threat. It was the stone head of Xichotacoazll, casting the most powerful Fear spell I could imagine. This was the dragonfear Bondi spoke of, the kind that unmanned grizzled veterans and turned their knees to jelly.

It was magic, just magic—but this time that revelation wasn’t enough to banish the effect, as it had with the Dullahan. And Soraya—I could feel her mind, faintly, and I could sense her presence on the floor, huddled next to me.

Master, help! I heard her thoughts, repeating on a loop, as a bare whisper, as if even thinking too loudly was dangerous. Soraya was immune from nearly all physical harm, and even she was scared by this thing?

I had to do something. This was the “Test of Courage.” So that had to mean the fear effect was all there was overcome. There was no real danger here.

I understood this all intellectually, but my body was rebelling against my mind. I willed with all my might to stand up and walk, and my muscles simply refused the order. After trying and failing to rise multiple times, I had to revise my goals.

I managed to lift my head up just enough to view the floor directly in front of me. Then I began to slide my hands forward along the ground, one agonizing inch at time, constantly reminding my panicking body that, look—see, they weren’t getting bitten off or incinerated by dragonfire. And, once my hands were extended out in front of me, I knew for a fact that I could pull my head forward into that space and nothing would happen to it.

I was able to force my rebellious body to advance towards the dragon head in this fashion, though every inch of progress caused my stomach to roil with anxiety. It felt like I was committing incremental suicide. The mental strain of demanding my flesh to continually ignore its most basic instincts wore my will down to a nub.

I pressed my forehead into the cool stone tiles beneath me, and took several long breaths to try and calm myself. That was fine. It was okay to rest a bit. As long as I kept moving forward, I would reach the goal eventually. My intellect told me that. It was an indisputable truth. Every inch I managed to gain was one inch that couldn’t be taken from me, and that I would never have to move through again. Right, so I just had to do a little more of that.

I raised my head again to resume my crawl, only to see two slender, tanned legs totter out in front of me, and I looked up to see Bondi stagger across the chamber, clutching at her head, only able to peer at her goal through the corner of her eye. I saw her take one hesitant step after the other, until she was a mere body-length away from that awful, snarling dragon’s maw. Then she let out a piercing scream and charged, leaping up to catch hold of the golden tongue-ring with both hands.

The ring appeared to tear free for a second, but actually it was on a pull-chain, which followed Bondi back to the floor, until it stopped with a harsh clacking noise. Instantly my muscles unclenched, and it felt as though a massive weight had been lifted from me.

I looked around to see Soraya and the kobolds sitting up about six feet behind me. That was it? I’d only managed to crawl six feet? It had felt like ten miles. I turned back to see Bondi sitting down by Xichotacoazll’s snarling mouth, which had opened up to lead to the next chamber. She was drenched in sweat, and her limbs were still visibly trembling, but when she looked up she was smiling, though her grin had a manic, hysterical edge to it.

“Still not as bad,” she gasped, “as my step-mom.”

I felt an incredulous chuckle escape my lips, as I rolled on my back and tried to recover my faculties. I see-sawed between admiring Bondi’s courage and being worried at the nightmare her home life seemed to be. But either way, Bondi had saved our asses.

I was sure that I would’ve reached the stone head eventually, but I couldn’t honestly say the same about my ability to then stand up and grab the ring directly from that ghastly mouth. What would’ve happened if we’d failed the trials here? Those elated kobolds might’ve transformed into an angry mob. Could’ve been ugly. How many more trials did we have left? I wasn’t sure I could handle another test like that one.

Soraya actually suggested we take a snack break, and I think we all needed it. It was so rare to see anything actually scare Soraya like that, but she insisted that serving up a meal would actually help calm her nerves.

In this case, our repast consisted of sweet and savory pastries, along with some hot tea, which I took with milk and sugar. Definitely the right choice to calm my nerves, and Dyxi was so impressed with the pastries that she had both seconds and thirds. It was always fun seeing someone else encounter the joy that was Soraya’s cooking for the first time. Had to beat whatever fare the kobolds stuck in this dungeon were used to.

Possibly, Master, thought Soraya. Though they do have access to lots of salt, so their cuisine is probably decent. Salt does a great job of bringing out the flavor in most things.

With that, it was time to face the next trial, and we cautiously entered the final chamber. This time Xichotacoazll’s head was depicted differently from all the previous sculpts. Although it was positioned high up, the general mien and attitude were the total opposite of what had come previously. His eyes were closed and his snout pointed at the ground. His clawed hands extended out from the wall, each offering out golden rings on pull-chains, and beneath him to either side were robed dragonkin supplicants with bowed heads, though oddly enough, I got the sense they weren’t actually bowing to Xichotacoazll himself.

“This is the final test,” said Bondi, reading off the inscription. “The ‘Test of Humilty.’”

At that, Bondi wrinkled up her nose. “Humility, really? Since when has that been something dragons practice or value? Who ever heard of a humble dragon?”

“Hmm,” said Soraya, peering up thoughtfully at the Dragon King’s bowed head. “This isn’t just any dragon, though, is it? This is Xichotacoazll, a demi-god. One who had lived a very, very long time. Long enough to see everyone he’d ever known or cared for leave this plane of existence and leave him behind. Long enough to see the grand empire he’d built collapse and be buried beneath the red dust. Long enough to gain a thousand lifetimes’ worth of regrets. Perhaps, that type of dragon, in the twilight years of an impossibly long existence, might finally learn the value of humility, and place it as the final, most important lesson for those who would follow in his footsteps.”

I looked over to gaze at Soraya’s beautiful visage, upturned to behold the ancient stone dragon, with a sense of melancholy and understanding that was beyond that of a short-lived creature like myself.

Soraya was actually older than Xichotacoazll, though her memory ended a thousand years in the past. Only a thousand years. That was time enough for entire civilizations to rise and fall, and lose several thousand friends and lovers along the way. What a gift and a burden that must be, though I never really thought to talk to her about it. Maybe I should change that?

I’m not sure I really could explain it to you, Master, she thought. But perhaps I could give it a try, after these trials are done with.

I turned my attention back to the statues before us. The golden pull-chains seemed like an obvious mechanism to open the door, dangling just out of our reach.

“Brazen Knights, I need a boost,” said Bondi.

Mar and Kint nodded, gripping the dragonshield on either side and huddling beneath it. Bondi then ran at the two of them, jumping and kicking off the shield as they both hoisted it overhead with all their might. I saw Bondi easily get the height needed to seize the ring, only for the chain to retract as she did, pulling her prize out of her reach.

Bondi yelped and lost her balance, forcing Kint to dart beneath her to break her fall. As the two of them disentangled themselves, Soraya flew up, attempting to grab the other ring, only to have the statue similarly deny her.

“Hey, that’s not fair,” said Bondi. “What’s the big idea?”

“Well, this is the ‘Test of Humility,’” said Soraya, sounding slightly amused. “It would appear that neither jumping nor flying is a particularly humble activity.”

I took another look at the bas-relief wall with my arcane sense, and was taken aback at the complexity of the spell embedded into the stone. This wasn’t some simple mechanical device. It could tell what we were doing, and react accordingly. How we approached the test was more important than the basic actions we took.

I stared up at the chains, just out of our reach. How could we humbly reach up to grab them? Maybe if we didn’t try in the first place? I stood beneath one of the rings and bowed my head, silently imploring the statue to please lower its chain to me.

“Doesn’t seem to be working, Master,” said Soraya, after a minute or two, “But I think you’re on the right track.”

Hmm. I noticed Dyxi staring up at me quizzically, and I was suddenly reminded of how all the kobolds had been depicted in all the wall carvings, and where their seating sections had been located in the amphitheater. They’d had the crap seats.

“Hey Dyxi,” I said. “I have an idea. Would you please climb up on my shoulders?”

She looked at me funny, but complied. Rather than reaching for the ring myself, perhaps if I raised up another, that would count as being humble enough. I held her ankles as she stretched up towards the golden prize. We were just a inch short.

“Hang on—almost…” said Dyxi. “Let go, left side.”

I did as she asked, and felt her weight through my spine as she stepped on the top of my skull and pushed off.

“Got it,” she cried, and I heard distant metal clanking as the pull-chain lowered under Dyxi’s weight. It didn’t go all the way down, though, leaving Dyxi dangling from the end, down at chest-height.

“Hey, that’s what we did,” complained Bondi. “Why did it work for you and not us?”

“Kobolds need to be on top,” I said. “Try it that way.”

Bondi frowned, but mimicked our arrangement, hoisting Mar up on her shoulders.

“We’re still not reaching,” said Bondi.

“Step on head,” said Dyxi. “Can catch that way. Extra height.”

Mar started giggling while Bondi grimaced, color flooding her cheeks. “It’s fine, Mar,” she said, through gritted teeth. “We give you our royal permission.”

With that, Mar planted her foot and kicked off, with a bit of extra gusto, it seemed to me, and caught the second ring. Its chain extended as well, and now we had two dangling kobolds. But it still wasn’t enough to open the door. It seemed like there was a second step.

I gazed up at the chains for a clue as to how to move them further, and found nothing. I spent a few minutes like that before I realized that I was still looking up, and that wasn’t humble. I bowed my head, and saw a sparkle in the shadowy recesses of one of the dragonkin supplicant’s robes. I knelt down to find a small, shallow basin, filled with water. Had the water been there when we first approached the statues?

“I don’t think so, Master,” said Soraya, and reported our find to the others. Bondi discovered an identical pool of water on the opposite side of the bas-relief.

“So, now we have water, where we didn’t before,” said Bondi. “So what do we do with that? Drink it, maybe?” Bondi knelt down and drank from the shallow dish, like a cat at a saucer of milk. It was a humble position, but nothing happened as she drank, and she didn’t seem to reduce the amount of water there. It must be continually refilling.

“Huh,” I said. “What’s a humble thing you can do with water, besides drink it?”

“Well, Master,” said Soraya. “As the resident expert in humble service, I’d say you could use it to wash someone else. Perhaps, starting with the feet.”

I examined the statues of the dragonkin supplicants, and indeed, they had bare feet poking out from beneath their robes. I cupped some of the water between my hands and splashed it on the stone toes, rubbing it around to wash away a thin layer of dust. Dyxi’s chain rattled and her feet lowered to the ground as a deep tone of a bell resonated throughout the chamber. Bondi imitated my action, and the second chain lowered to the ground, along with the head of Xichotacoazll, which opened into the final chamber. And that was it. We’d done it.

“Huh,” I said. “I thought the last test would be harder. We got that pretty quick, I’d say.”

“Well, you guys got it quickly,” said Bondi. “Dragons and dragonkin might not have done so well. I’m not sure I would’ve gotten it if you hadn’t been here. I still think that first attempt should’ve counted,” she muttered. “That was just cooperation. Between fellow knights. It’s not like it was important that I be on top or anything.”

“Sure,” I said, as I followed her into the dragon’s maw, only to stop short as I heard a thumping sound behind us. I turned to see Kint on his backside, rubbing his snout, while Soraya tapped her finger on an invisible barrier, a perplexed expression on her face.

A deep voice spoke out in Draconic, saying dragons and something something entering.

“It says only the Dragon and the Wormslayer can enter the final chamber,” said Bondi. “Sorry, guys.”

I sent a mental query to Soraya to see if the magic was really blocking her, too, only to get no response. But she must’ve read my expression, because she shook her head. “It seems I’m out, too, Master,” she said aloud. “It’s blocking our connection. I’ll be fine, I can check on the kobold search teams and see if they’ve found anyone. My healing might be necessary.”

“Okay, but be careful,” I said. “You could be in serious trouble if you can’t return to the ring.” The thought of what could happen in that situation spiked my anxiety something awful.

“I don’t… think this barrier is that strong,” she said. “Probably it would let me return, but prevent me from reconstituting myself. But I’ll be careful not to test that. Don’t worry, Master, I’ve survived for a very long time. I’ll be okay for the next half hour, or however long this takes.”

I nodded as Bondi commanded her knights to stand guard and await our return. Then we both entered the final chamber, hearing the grinding of stone as the mouth closed behind us, leaving us in one final, long stone hallway, leading to a set of heavy double-doors, which parted to open into a vast chamber, the tomb of King Xichotacoazll himself.


Chapter 32

The Secret of the Dragon Crown


Magical lanterns sprung to life as we entered the tomb, revealing the slumbering form of Xichotacoazll himself. A second glance calmed my nerves, as I noticed the magic enshrouding the deceased king’s bones, a slightly translucent layer of illusion depicting the intact scales and flesh of the ancient dragon.

His head lay propped up on a gilded and bejeweled marble pedestal, facing us. His massive claws each held objects within them—an eight-foot tall stone tablet propped up by the left, and a low pedestal gently pinched between the talons on the right, atop which rested a red velvet cushion, that supported an object that glittered with golden sparkles.

Bondi pulled out her resonance tracker, which had started jangling as soon as she’d entered the chamber. She glanced down at its indicator needles as she silenced the proximity alerts, then peered off at Xichotacoazll’s claws.

“That’s it,” she said. “That’s the Crown of Dragonkind. We did it.”

Weirdly enough, she didn’t sound all that excited at reaching her goal. “Do you suppose,” she said, looking over at me hesitantly, “that there might be traps in here? Around that pedestal, maybe?”

“I don’t see why there would be,” I replied. “We passed all those tests to demonstrate our worthiness, after all. At this point, I think we’re supposed to take whatever is here. But I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to double-check. I can go first if you⁠—”

“No!” said Bondi, reaching over to block my advance. “I mean… sorry, I don’t want anyone else getting hurt over this. I’ll go first.”

I nodded and followed Bondi as we crossed the polished marble floor, as I examined our path intently with my arcane sense. Unsurprisingly, I saw nothing that might indicate the presence of a trap. Though it was possible to camouflage such devices from arcane detection, I wasn’t worried. I was sure the previous tests were all the defense this tomb needed.

My attention was drawn to Xichotacoazll himself. As we got closer to him I found myself both overwhelmed by the sheer colossal size of the ancient king and fascinated by the elaborate measures taken to preserve and arrange his bones. Through the translucent illusory flesh, I saw multiple steel rods extending from the giant bones to pierce through the gold-accented marble floor, while other rods held up massive dragon-sized arm-bands, bracelets, anklets, necklaces, collars, and torcs. All of which were encrusted with gems, but none as large as the titanic purple gems that extended up from the dragon-king’s spine. It made me wonder if these were more adornments, or if they were part of Xichotacoazll’s body. I’d certainly never heard of such huge, flawless amethysts being dug out of the ground.

A more selfish part of me was a bit disappointed by the dragon’s hoard. I’d grown up with stories of ancient dragons sleeping on massive beds of gold coins, and there was nothing like that here. Sure, there was an abundance of gems and precious metals everywhere, but no coins, ingots, small art pieces, magic weapons, or anything easily portable.

There was nothing I could take without feeling like I was vandalizing priceless historical artifacts. Not that I had been doing this for the money, but it kind of sucked to find a genuine ancient dragon’s tomb and not come away with at least a gold bar or something. Ah, well.

At the back of the tomb was another pair of massive, dragon-sized double-doors, like the ones behind the amphitheater stage. Perhaps there might be vaults behind those doors, filled to the brim with gold, but that would have to wait until after we’d fulfilled our primary objectives.

Inside the tomb, there was only one treasure for the taking, and Bondi had already called dibs on it. She stopped about a foot away from the crown, standing still and quiet, lit up by the light reflecting off of Xichotacoazll’s many gold and platinum rings and finger-cuffs. The scattered luminance did amazing things when combined with the natural brazen iridescence of her tanned skin.

She stared down at the Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree with a blank look on her face. I noticed her double-checking her resonance tracker multiple times, her lips pursed as she did.

“What’s the matter?” I said. “If you’re worried that it’s a trap or a fake, don’t be. I can tell how powerful it is from here. It has to be the right one.”

“It’s so… plain,” said Bondi. “Even compared to everything else here. I have tiaras in my Bottomless Bag that are more impressive than this.”

Indeed, Bondi had a point. The Crown of Dragonkind was a simple golden half-circlet with a pronounced upper peak and a shallow lower dip in the center. It was a pleasing, flowing shape, but the design was rather minimalist. It didn’t have any gems on it whatsoever. Looking closer, I did see geometric dwarven script and patterns engraved along the edges and border of the metal. And there was some subtle texturing to the front of the crown, in the form of stylized dragon scales. So the smith had hardly been lazy. But, when compared to all the fine, intricate embellishments of the rest of Xichotacoazll’s tomb, the Crown of Dragonkind did seem out of place.

“Well, it was a famous dwarf smith who made it, right?” I said, and pointed out some of the subtle details to Bondi. “A lot of Dwarven cultures pursue simplicity as an aesthetic. Besides, I thought the whole point was what it could do, not what it looked like.”

“I… I know,” said Bondi. “It’s just—I spent so much time dreaming about this moment. Planning for it. We did so much research. We traveled so far. And, now I’ve got it. It’s right here. But it’s like… do I even deserve it? Somehow, it feels like I haven’t earned it at all. Like, everyone else did all the real work.”

“You got us past the Test of Courage,” I said. “You walked up and grabbed that ring while the rest of us were glued to the floor.”

“Well… that’s just because of my family….”

“Even so,” I said. “That was something only you could do, while the rest of us couldn’t.”

I was keenly aware of Soraya’s absence now. She’d have figured out what Bondi’s sudden reluctance was about. Me, I had no idea why she was hesitating now, so close to her goal.

“Remember, Jiryx wanted you to have it,” I said. “It was his last wish for you.”

Bondi closed her eyes and seemed to shrink within herself. I winced, worried that I’d said the wrong thing, but Bondi rallied, shaking her head to clear it.

“Yes, you’re right,” she said. “I even swore an oath. No point in hesitating. Well, here goes.”

Bondi picked the Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree off the padded pedestal and placed it on her head. It did feel rather anticlimactic. There wasn’t any accompanying fanfare or applause to mark the occasion. I watched the crown alter its shape slightly, as it wrapped its trailing arms to hook around her horns, securing itself in place.

Nothing happened at first, which was to be expected. For a powerful magical artifact such as this, you had to spend time resting to allow it to align to your arcane aura. I’d had to do the same thing when I first put on Soraya’s ring, and I’d figured out a way to speed up the process.

I tried to do the same with the Crown of Dragonkind, but it didn’t work nearly as well when I wasn’t the one wearing the item. I tried explaining to Bondi how to grab the mystical threads of the Crown’s aura with her mind, but she didn’t understand what I meant. I supposed it was another example of how an artificer like myself was different from a regular spell-caster. I had to content myself with sitting back and patiently waiting for the process to complete naturally, while Bondi fidgeted about anxiously.

I knew the instant that it completed. There was an unmistakable arcane snap as their magical auras lined up, and I saw Bondi’s eyes go wide as her possession of the Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree was finally complete.

“How’s it feel?” I asked.

“Good, I think,” said Bondi. “Oh! I can hear it—it’s talking to me. O mighty Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree, reveal to me your secrets, if you so please.”

I saw Bondi’s eyes go unfocused as she listened to the new voice in her head, and saw her expression transition from anticipation to dismay, growing worse with every minute the Dragon Crown’s silently spoke to her.

“What… that can’t be it, right?” she said. “There has to be more, later on? A more complete transformation? Like…” I watched her face twist with frustration as she listened to the Dragon Crown continue to give her bad news.

“Well… well—okay,” she said. “But then, do you know the way to Ryuzamai? No, you have to… the legends said you could….”

With every second the crown was on her head, I saw her anguish increase. She shook her head as tears began to stream down her face.

“No, that can’t be true. It can’t be,” she wailed. “I have to go before the dragon gods. I need them to listen to me. You don’t understand… I’m no good like this! I need to be a real dragon... that’s the whole point! How do I do it? There has to be some way to turn me into a real dragon. Please, I-I’m begging you. I’ll do… I’ll do anything you ask! Just… please, please help me! Pleeeaaase….”

I watched with alarm as Bondi grimaced and buried her face in her hands as tears continued to drip out from between her fingers. I couldn’t hear the Dragon Crown’s words, but I could guess what it was saying. I’d never heard of magic that could transform a person into a full dragon. I remembered Bondi mentioning it when she’d introduced herself, but I hadn’t realized it was her primary motivation. Why would… wait—was this about her family? Oh, shit! That was…

“Y-you… you…” Bondi gasped, “You… USELESS PIECE OF SHIT!” she screamed, ripping the crown from her head and hurling it straight into the stone floor. I winced to see a priceless artifact abused like that, but it bounced and clattered across the gilded marble before coming to rest, completely undamaged.

Meanwhile, Bondi had curled up into a ball, her forehead pressed into the floor, weeping uncontrollably. I went to her, unsure of what to do to help her. I could’ve really used Soraya’s advice right now, but I didn’t have it. I was going to have to comfort her on my own.

“Hey,” I said, laying a hand on her back. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

“No, it’s not,” Bondi moaned. “I just… I just wasted years of my… my life. And it’s all for nothing! Nothing! I’m gonna… gonna be stuck like this, forever.”

I struggled to come up with anything reassuring, as Bondi’s slender shoulders shook from the intensity of her sobbing. Was being a half-dragon really so terrible? She sure seemed to think so.

“My grand quest,” Bondi said, her voice twisted into a sarcastic snarl. “What a joke. I’m so stupid. All this running around—oh gods. I got Jiryx killed over this. I killed Jiryx.”

“Whoa, hey,” I said, as Bondi collapsed into another uncontrollable crying fit. “That is not true. I saw what happened⁠—”

“I did, I did,” wailed Bondi. “I’m the one who blasted him. Even though I said I wouldn’t. I killed him, just like… just like I killed my mom!”

“You what?” I said. “I… how did you⁠—”

“When I was born,” Bondi wailed. “With my… huh-horns. Coming out. I just… killed her.”

“What?” I said. This was a lot of trauma coming at me at once. “Well, that wasn’t your fault. You just⁠—”

“It is, it is,” she insisted. “These rotten, miserable horns.” And Bondi reached back to seize her prongs and began twisting. “I wish I could hack them off. If I can’t ever be a dragon, then I should just accept my fate and be a miserable, pathetic human. Just tear these off and be rid of them.”

“Hey, hey—that’s enough,” I said, grabbing Bondi’s arms and pinning them to her sides. I didn’t think she had enough strength to actually pull out her own horns, but I didn’t want her harming herself before I could get her calmed down. “Stop that. You don’t⁠—”

“Get away from me,” said Bondi. I felt energy pulse through her spectral scales, but it wasn’t strong enough to push me off. “You’re only going to get hurt. I hurt everyone who gets close to me. Like Jiryx⁠—”

“No, that’s enough! That’s enough,” I said, putting force behind my words. “Jiryx did what he did because he loved you. The last thing he would want is for you to torture yourself over his decision. If your dad and his dragon court can’t accept you because of your human blood, that just shows they’re a bunch of fools. You don’t need to change into a full dragon. You’re fine—no, you’re perfect the way you are.”

“Perfect? How am I perfect?” said Bondi. “You don’t mean that.”

“Yes I do, and I’m not the only one,” I said. “I don’t know what garbage your family has been filling your head with, but nobody else sees you like that. Everyone else loves you. Kint loves you. Mar loves you. I love you.”

I paused as I realized what I’d let slip. Was that too much, too soon? Bondi’s eyes went wide as she she stared back at me.

“You… what?” she whispered. “You mean, like—as a friend, or….”

“No,” I said. This was sooner than I’d planned for, but trying to backpedal now and say shit that I didn’t mean was not the way. “I don’t mean as a friend. I’m saying that I’m in love with you.”

“But you… you barely know me.”

“Maybe so,” I said, “But in that short time I’ve come to care for you a great deal. You’re irresistible to anyone who doesn’t have a hangup about your parentage.”

“W-why?” said Bondi, fixing me with a vulnerable, heartbreaking gaze, and I was shot back in time to my first night with Soraya, when I’d asked her the exact same question. It was like a mirror to my past self.

“Why?” I said. “Well, you’re brave, smart, and you’re a powerful sorcerer. You’re determined, you work hard—like, we’ve been slogging our way through a poisonous hellscape of a shardworld and I haven’t heard you complain once. You care about principles, and helping other people, and you care so much about your friends. What you said to Kint, when he was struggling—that made me respect you so damn much. You were a true friend to him. Like he said, you’re the best princess. The absolute best possible princess. And it doesn’t hurt that you’re drop-dead gorgeous… I mean, from the very moment I laid eyes on you, I was just, like—wow. Even from a distance, through the lenses of the Sandcat’s sensors, your beauty just shone like a beacon…”

My voice trailed off as I noticed the effect my words were having on Bondi. Her face was flushed, as it always got when someone complimented her, but this time, she wasn’t looking away. She was looking at me with an expression that I’d come to recognize, when I saw it on the faces of Delara, Mina, or Soraya. The air between us crackled with a charge that had nothing to do with magic. I leaned in, closing the distance.

Bondi responded the instant my lips met hers. She threw her arms around my neck and began kissing me with a fiery, desperate intensity. I felt my own passion flare up in response as I kissed her back, pulling her into my lap, and she wrapped her lithe thighs around my hips, pressing herself into my breastplate with a ferocious insistence.

She kissed me again and again, and I felt like I had become a vessel for years of pent-up, repressed emotions, which she poured straight into me. Her need was overwhelming and unstoppable, and there was no slowing down. She ground her hips into me with a primal desire, groaning in frustration at the barrier between us. Bondi started fumbling with the catches of my armor, and I started undoing them myself. There was a part of me that wondered if we were going too fast, but I pushed it aside. Bondi’s need for me right now was so obvious, I couldn’t imagine denying her any love or intimacy or anything else that she craved.

The two halves of my cuirass clattered as they hit the marble floor, followed by my skirt armor and utility belt. I was blinded for a few seconds as she yanked my jacket and shirt off over my head in one go, and then she was tugging at the waistline of my silk pants. I shifted my hips and allowed my trousers and underwear to descend down to the middle of my thighs. I felt a wave of pleasure from my loins as her short skirt rode up and she frantically ground her soaking wet panties into my rock-hard shaft.

I had to push her back just long enough to get my pregnancy-preventing magic cock ring on, before I pulled her panties to one side and allowed her to impale herself onto my length. She was deliciously tight going in—maybe a bit too much so, as I heard her cry out, as though she might be in pain. But this only lasted a second or too, and then she began pumping herself on my cock with the same ferocious insistence as her kisses, squeezing me fantastically as she stroked me with her wonderful depths, crying out with joy at the pleasure I was giving her.

I felt my own heart flying at the feeling, of being able to bring this happiness to someone I’d come to care for so much, to take her lifetime of rejection and replace it with intimate affection. It was like a small miracle, and it reminded me of what Soraya had done for me on our first night together, and how that one act had changed my life so much. Now it was my turn to pay it forward, but I was being rewarded too. I felt my orgasm building, and struggled to hold it back against the onslaught of Bondi’s wild passion. But I didn’t have to wait for long, as I heard her gasping and throwing her head back.

“Oh… gods, it’s so good,” she panted. “Filling me… oh, fuck… I… ahhhnnn…”

At the telltale signs of Bondi’s rapidly building climax, I released myself to shoot my seed inside her, and the sensation drove her over the edge. She cried out, then buried her face in my neck as her orgasm took her. I held her close as I continued to pump into her, murmuring and whispering into her ear until her shaking and spasming subsided entirely, which took quite a while. I remained inside her, basking in her warmth as our breathing slowed back down to normal.

Finally I half-pulled, half-shrank my way out of her, planting a tender kiss on her lips to offset any feelings of emptiness. She moaned a bit, but returned my kiss with gusto, though it lacked the wild fervor of her earlier embraces.

I forget how long we remained like that before Bondi finally pulled away for air. She looked away from me shyly, suddenly embarrassed by her own rampaging passions.

“Those thing you said,” she murmured, looking down at the marble floor. “Did you really mean all that? Like, you weren’t just trying to make me feel better, right?”

“I don’t say things that I don’t mean,” I said. “I stand by every word.”

“Well, good,” she said. “Because I’m yours now. Bronze dragons mate for life, remember?”

Oh. Oh yeah, she had mentioned that, hadn’t she? I was actually impressed at how much that statement wasn’t causing me to panic. We we doing this all at super-speed, but I still wasn’t one to chicken out. I was sure we could get this to work.

“Well, that’s fine,” I said. “No, it’s more than fine. I’m happy. But, umm… is your dad going to be okay with this? I mean, you’re a princess, and I’m not a noble, or a knight, or anything like that. My parents are farmers, and I’m basically nobody.”

“Eh?” said Bondi, her face scrunching up. “What does that have to do with… oh!” She chuckled a bit and shook her head. “Humanoid nobles gain power through marriage alliances. Dragons gain power because they’re dragons. They don’t care what I do, like I said. There won’t be any problems there.”

“Oh, good,” I said. I already had enough powerful enemies without tossing an enraged ancient papa dragon onto the pile. “And, uh…” I said, feeling a bit nervous for the first time today. “You know about how I’ve already got… like, you would be on equal footing, but⁠—”

“Yes, of course,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You’ve already got three other gorgeous women fawning all over you, though now I can certainly see why. I’ve definitely learned how you get them to make all those noises, haven’t I?”

Bondi pulled away from me and stood up, trying to rearrange her dirty rumpled clothes, while I mused over her statement. Our coupling had been amazing, but that had been due to the emotional connection. It had hardly been a showcase of my bedroom skills. That would have to wait until we’d both had baths and we could benefit from one of Soraya’s plush conjured mattresses, among other things. But Bondi didn’t know anything about that—yet.

“I’ll confess, I wouldn’t say this… arrangement is ideal,” she said. “But I knew all of that, didn’t I? I knew all about your little harem and I decided to jump on you anyway. So, it would be completely ridiculous to start complaining about that now. I’ll just have to get used to it.”

“Well, that’s great,” I said, as I began to retrieve my own clothes and armor. “Very broad-minded. The rest of the girls will be happy to have you joining us, too.”

“You... you think so?” said Bondi, turning shy again. “Like, they won’t see me as an intruder, or y’know, trying to take you away?

I ran the past few days back through my head. I remembered Delara tripping over herself to perform chivalric gestures to a real princess, and Mina teasing and flirting with Bondi after she’d been caught peeping. And Soraya was always in favor of me getting laid.

“No, that’s not how any of them think,” I said. “I mean, technically I probably should’ve consulted with them before doing this, but I can guarantee that none of them are gonna be mad. They all really like you. Like I said, you’re very charming. Enchanting, even.”

“Well, g-good, then,” said Bondi, her face flushing pink as she crossed her arms and turned up her nose. “A-And I suppose… you’ll be expecting me to… join in with you, hmm? That’s how you do things, right? To save time?”

“Uh, well,” I said. “It does save time, but⁠—”

“Very well, then,” she said, her blush intensifying. “I-If that’s how it is, I won’t complain. I’m not one to ask for special treatment. Or cause a scene. So… uhh… err—how does that work?”

“Work?” I said. “Well, you don’t have to⁠—”

“I suppose you’d love it if I—if I grabbed Soraya’s enormous, soft breasts and j-just,” she paused, gathering her courage, “Just… buried my face in them!”

“Well, they are nice and soft,” I said. “But⁠—”

“Or… or if I let Delara sweep me up in those big, powerful arms of hers, and kiss me, a-and…” Bondi paused, as confusion dominated her expression. “And… do… what, exactly?

“All sorts of things,” I said. “Very skillfully, too. They come from an entire culture where women go about sexually satisfying each other.”

“R-really?” said Bondi, her eyes going wide.

“Yup,” I said. “Oh, and if you give Mina skritches, she’ll purr just like a regular cat.”

“Ooh!” said Bondi. “That’s so cute.”

“It is,” I said. “She’s tons of fun. I think you’re in for a really good time.”

“What? No!” said Bondi, “This… this isn’t about fun. I’m just… I’ll just be doing my best to, y’know, go with the flow and not make a fuss. For the good of the group. It’s… it’s not like I’m super-curious or looking forward to it or anything!”

“Oh, I see. Sorry I got the wrong impression,” I said, trying to keep a straight face as I put on my jacket. I was feeling a lot less worried about our group dynamics than I had been just a few seconds ago.

But, speaking of which, I realized we were keeping our friends waiting outside, and we actually did have work to do. I got my armor back on and retrieved the Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree from where it had landed on the marble floor. As I picked it up, I felt a strong wave of indignation emanating from it, and I formed a silent apology in mind as I pulled a cleaning cloth from one of my belt pouches and gave it a thorough once-over, which seemed to mollify the crown somewhat.

But Bondi winced as she saw me carrying the crown over to her. “Don’t…” she said, turning away. “It’s okay. I don’t need that. You should keep it.”

Hmm. I was tempted, for a second, but decided against it. I could tell this was about more than just the utility of a particular item. Confessing to Bondi and giving her a terrific orgasm might’ve lifted her mood, but I’d hardly fixed the problems that had driven her to despair in the first place.

“No, this was your quest,” I said. “You worked really hard to get this, and I think you should have it. Jiryx wanted you to have it, too. I get it—it’s not what you were hoping for. But just because it can’t do the impossible, that doesn’t make it useless. I can feel its power just from holding it.”

“It wasn’t that great,” said Bondi. “It just had a limited transformation, with defensive scales—which I already have, one type of elemental damage resistance, a breath attack—which I can do already, and like, a claw attack that’s just worse than my cantrips, so I’d never use it anyway.”

I examined the crown more closely with my arcane sense, and found she wasn’t telling the whole truth. “It’s an hour-long transformation, up to three times per day, which is really good. And the crown’s armor and breath attacks are more powerful than what you have normally. Plus, you only resist lightning naturally, so you could pick a different type when you transform. The crown generally boosts your magical defenses, all the time, plus you can fly while you’re transformed. Flying is really useful. And, that’s just what you get to start off with. The more you bond with it, the more powerful it gets. This is going to get better over time.”

“Umm, that’s nice and all, but…” Bondi turned and looked down at the floor. “I just don’t know if it’s really for me, after all. I don’t think I deserve it any more.”

“What, because you’re not a full-blooded dragon?” I said. “Who cares? I said you’re perfect just the way you are and I meant it. What makes dragons so much better than humans anyway?”

“What, are you kidding?” said Bondi. “Dragons are bigger, they live longer, they’re more intelligent, they’re stronger physically and magically—if I were a full dragon we’d never have any troubles with any raiders, worms, dullahans, yavaabhoji, or space pirates. If I were a real dragon, Jiryx would still be alive.”

“Oh, uh… hang on, let me think about that for a minute,” I said. Honestly, I hadn’t expected her answer to be that logical. Well, of course—she’d been carrying these values her whole damned life, hadn’t she? I had to think fast just to keep up. I considered pointing out that, as a twenty-year-old dragon, neither the dreadworms nor the dullahan would’ve been pushovers for her, but I realized that argument was pedantic and missed the core point of what was driving Bondi’s insecurity. It took me a lot more than a few minutes to work out a really good counterargument.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s use another example. Humans are bigger than kobolds, and we tend to live longer, right?”

“Uh, yes?” said Bondi.

“Plus, we’re stronger, too,” I said. “Even someone like Jiryx—he was strong by kobold standards, but if you put someone with his skills in, say… Delara’s body, he’d have been able to do a lot more than tank hits really well. He’d have been unstoppable.”

“Uh… yeah, I suppose so,” said Bondi.

“And if you’re talking about famous wizards and spellcasters, there are going to be some humans on that list, but no kobolds, right?”

“Well, no—I can’t think of one,” said Bondi. “But⁠—”

“Wait, hear me out,” I said. “And if we’re talking intelligence, is it fair to say that—on average—humans tend to be smarter than kobolds?”

“Well…” said Bondi. “Maybe a bit. On average.”

“Okay,” I said. “So, generally speaking, humans are bigger, stronger, smarter, more magical, and longer-lived than kobolds. We beat them in every metric. But does that mean that kobolds are lesser? Was Jiryx a lesser person because he was a kobold?”

“No!” said Bondi, her indignation rising. “If anything, he was better than us.”

“Okay, fair,” I said. “So, if none of those things make humans better people than kobolds, then they don’t make dragons any better than humans, either.”

“That’s…” Bondi blinked, and I could almost see the jammed gears in her head come unstuck, though she still shook her head at me. “That’s, umm… I think you’re missing something….”

“Oh? Then tell me what I’m missing,” I said. “Because I really don’t see any argument you could make about dragons being superior to other races that you couldn’t apply equally to humans and kobolds.”

“Well, uh…” she said, and paused, biting her lip as she failed to answer my challenge. After a minute or two she only said, “I’ll have to think about that.”

“Okay,” I replied. I supposed that one good argument wasn’t going to do more than chip away against a lifetime of preconceptions. “But my point is you don’t need to change in order for people to love you and care about you. You’re perfect the way you are right now.”

Bondi gave me a lopsided grin. “Okay, it’s sweet that you keep saying that, but you know it’s not true. I’m far from perfect. I’m kind of a mess, actually.”

“Oh… well, that’s—give me a minute, here,” I had to stop to think this one over, too. She was right, but I didn’t think I was wrong, either. I turned the problem over in my head until I was sure I’d puzzled it out.

“When I say you’re perfect, I don’t mean that you’re totally free of flaws,” I said. “Obviously, everyone has faults that they could work on to improve. But that’s more like—becoming the best version of yourself. It’s not about changing who you are at a fundamental level. What I mean is that you being a half-dragon is perfect, and doesn’t need to change. Like, Jiryx was stubborn as a tree, but in the end, he was kind of a perfect kobold. And this crown doesn’t do what you hoped, but it’s also perfect the way it is, and I think it’s perfect for you, and that you should have it.”

“Oh… oh wow.” I saw tears pooling in Bondi’s eyes, and I pulled her into another hug, which she returned fiercely. “When did you become so sweet?” she whispered in my ear. “I didn’t even realize…”

Finally, she pulled away and smiled at me. “Well, if you’re giving it to me, and talking to me like that, I guess I can’t say no, can I? All right.”

I grinned and raised the gold crown to deposit it in its rightful place, nestled between Bondi’s horns, only for the metal arms to clack unresponsively against the bronze scales, as I felt a wave of indignation through my arcane sense. The Crown of Dragonkind would’ve just fallen off her head if I hadn’t caught it.

“What’s wrong?” said Bondi. “What’s going on?”

“Ah,” I said. “I think you pissed it off. What with the yelling and the throwing, from earlier.”

“Oh,” she said, her face falling. “Oh, gods. I just keep stepping in it, don’t I? What a way to fail a quest, huh?”

“Don’t say fail,” I said. “We haven’t failed yet. We just have to make nice. A sincere apology can go a long way.”

“Okay,” said Bondi, closing her eyes as I continued to hold the crown in place. “Dear Mister Dragon Crown. I am so sorry that I yelled at you, and threw you, and said mean things about you. When I came in, my head was filled with a bunch of… unreasonable expectations with legends and things, and… my own wishes and desires. I put all that stuff on you, that you never asked for, and got mad at you when you couldn’t do it. It was… rude and wrong and unfair and I never should have done that. I was totally in the wrong and I apologize. Please, if you could find it in your heart to forgive me, I would really love to… to work together and try to fight the dreadworms, and make this world a better place. That’s what I really want.”

I thought it was a great apology, and I saw a few more tears roll down Bondi’s cheeks as she spoke, so it was definitely heartfelt, but the Dragon’s Crown of Empyrean Decree remained stubbornly unimpressed, refusing to fit itself to her head.

“It’s not working, is it?” said Bondi, with a sigh. “It totally hates me now. I think you have to take it. The kobolds outside are expecting one of us to walk out wearing it for their prophecy.”

“Mmm…” I said. “Hang on, I’m… I don’t think we should give up here. This isn’t great, but ultimately, all you did was make a really bad first impression. That’s not ideal, but it’s not the end of the world. Like, we didn’t exactly get off on the best foot at first, either—but look at us now.”

That coaxed a bit of a smile out of Bondi, as I continued speaking. “And you just had a terrible thing happen to you, not even an hour ago. One of your oldest, dearest family friends just died. There isn’t a person alive who would be at their best under those circumstances. That… outburst, from earlier, that’s not who you really are. That’s not what you’re about. And I think, that if the Dragon Crown could just give you another chance, just hang out and get to know the real Princess Bondi, it’ll see all the same things that I have.”

I stroked the golden surface of the Dragon’s Crown as I spoke, because I was mostly talking to it now, lightly pressing down and trying to coax it into position on Bondi’s head. “If it could only spend some more time with you, it’ll see what a kind, brave, and noble person you really are—a hero who fights for courage, justice, and fellowship; the perfect avatar for the power of the Crown of Dragonkind.”

As I spoke, I felt a begrudging, meager flow of magic through the crown, as the metal slowly deformed and its arms twisted around Bondi’s horns, just barely enough to secure itself in place. But it was in place.

“Oh, it’s on,” said Bondi. “But I don’t feel any of its magic. And it’s still not talking to me.”

“Ah, give it time,” I said. “It might take a while for it to really come around. It was crafted to have a draconic nature, and dragons are known for being really prideful⁠—”

“I don’t need you to explain to me what dragons are like,” snapped Bondi.

“Oh, sorry,” I said. “You’re right. Obviously you know a lot more about that. I, uhh⁠—”

“No, I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t need to bite your head off. It’s not like you were wrong.”

“Well, we’ve both had a crazy day,” I said. “Emotionally, it’s been like sailing through a hurricane. But we’ve finally finished the first part of our quest. You’ve finally recovered the Crown of Dragonkind. That’s an achievement for sure.”

“I guess so,” said Bondi. “Now we have to do your thing. Didn’t Dyxi say the drakesalt spikes should be in here?”

“Or, the knowledge to make them,” I said, and turned my attention to the huge stone tablet propped up by the dragon’s other claw, with an orb of pure amethyst mounted on another pedestal before it. I stepped up to the purple globe, my artificer’s intuition telling me where to start. I placed my hands on it and spoke.

“So,” I said. “How do I kill a dreadworm?”

Instantly text and images appeared on the tablet, as if a horde of invisible stonemasons were chiseling away at super-speed. Images and arcane formulae appeared before me, with text in Lower Zembish. Impressive. I’d been expecting to rely on Bondi to translate from Draconic, but the enchantment on this tablet was just that good.

The text and diagrams revealed the construction method of the drakesalt spike. The spike itself could be made from any material, and be any size, so long as the proportions remained consistent. The primary arcane component of the spike was a paste composed mainly of salt, quartz powder, and collagen, spread through an angular geometric pattern that needed to be precisely etched all around the spike’s length.

At first I found the equations confusing, because they appeared to lack any generative power component. The closest thing I found was a small bit of solid quartz at the base of one spike variant—but then I realized that this wasn’t part of the weapon’s attack, but was used to generate a “Force Sabot.” This was an envelope of force energy that allowed the spike to be loaded into and shot from a cannon, and dissipated immediately after firing.

It wasn’t until I’d gotten three-quarters through copying everything into my notebook that the true genius of the drakesalt spike design hit me. It didn’t generate power because it didn’t need to; it simply tapped into the wealth of energy provided by the dreadworm’s own blood.

It was similar to the magnification effects I’d witnessed amplifying my attacks from my Orb of Dragon’s Breath. The drakesalt spike drew on the dreadworm’s vast quantities of residuum to create a chain reaction in the monsters’ bloodstream, transmuting its water into salt, lethally dehydrating the aberrations and leaving nothing but dry husks behind. I was left flabbergasted by the elegant simplicity of the design. Whoever dreamt this shit up was a true genius artificer. I myself, could only dream of one day crafting an original creation that was a fraction as good as this.

The best part was that most of the mechanical aspects of crafting these spikes were simple enough that you could train an average layperson to do it in like, half an hour, probably. You would need someone with magical sensitivity to finalize the transmutation magic, but you could easily get a team to produce these things en masse, with just one spellcaster to complete the crafting work of dozens of normies.

And they could be deployed any number of ways. Obviously, firing them from cannons was optimal, since that would allow them to punch through the worms’ armored segments, but you could also mount them on spears, or arrows, or just carry a couple as sidearms. Since the dreadworms instinctively attacked by seizing their prey with tentacles and pulling them into their mouths, even the most poorly-trained soldier should be able to find an opportunity to jam a spike into the creatures’ soft tissues. No wonder the Xichotans had beaten the dreadworms so easily.

I finished copying all the information displayed on the tablet into my notebook, and then tried to think of another good question to ask it. The Xichota must’ve known how to do all sorts of amazing things. But the tablet went blank, the surface of the amethyst orb dulled, and the lanterns in the tomb slowly began to dim. I heard the grinding of stone as the mouth-door back at the entrance re-opened.

It seemed we were being unsubtly prodded to getting the fuck out of here. So, Xichotacoazll wasn’t quite as generous with his final treasures as I’d initially thought. Good thing I hadn’t attempted any vandalism. That could’ve led to a bad end, indeed.

I turned to go, and Bondi smiled and slid her hand in mine as we ventured back the way we’d came. It turned out the best treasure I’d retrieved from the tomb was the one I went in with. It then occurred to me that maybe I should try saying that out loud, instead of keeping it to myself. I did, and was rewarded by a flush of color, visible even through the fading light, and a declaration that I really didn’t need to bombard her with pick up lines, since we were already together, and it wasn’t like a bunch of cheesy come-ons would make her happy or anything, dummy.

I smiled, nodded, and accompanied her back to the kobolds waiting outside, ready to gather our friends and return triumphant to the Red Wastes, with the knowledge to bring justice back to Zargedon and defeat the Kingdom of Mirog, once and for all.
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